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PUBLISHER’S NOTE

Ethics, Revised Edition, is the first revision of Salem
Press’s well-received Ethics, which was published in
1994. This new edition adds more than 200 com-
pletely new articles to the set, raising the total to
1,007 essays and 6 appendices. This edition also up-
dates and expands many of the original essays and
adds other new features. The main thrust of this edi-
tion is on applied ethics, with particular emphasis on
current issues.

Ethics, in one form or another, has been a central
issue in history since the earliest human beings began
living together in communities. Throughout human
history, people have always wondered whether they
were being held accountable for their actions by a
higher power or powers. Those believing that such
higher powers exist have needed to know what their
relationships with those powers are and what they are
required to do or not to do. Those lacking such beliefs
have needed to believe that their lives have meaning;
they, in turn, have wondered how they should act and
what they should do. In addition, all people need to
know what other people expect of them and what the
limits of their freedom of action are. All these ques-
tions are essentially ethical matters.

Issues in Ethics
Many of the basic ethical issues with which early

human societies wrestled still confront modern societ-
ies. However, early societies did not confront the vast
variety of complex ethical issues that modern societies
face. As societies have grown larger and more com-
plex, and as human knowledge and technological abil-
ity have increased, the numbers and varieties of ethi-
cal issues that human beings face have also increased.
For example, the twentieth century development of
computer technology introduced knotty problems
regarding privacy rights, the replacement of human
workers by robots, and the possibility of artificially
created intelligent beings. Along with the modern
medical technologies that have extended human life
spans have come complex bioethical questions such
as balancing the needs of the productive young and
the nonproductive old. Recent advances in biotechnol-
ogy have raised a host of new ethical questions about
genetic engineering and other matters that members
of earlier societies could never have imagined.

Recent decades have seen unprecedented con-
cerns about gross inequities in the worldwide distri-
bution of food, resources, and power. These questions
become more glaring as the world becomes more
crowded and more interdependent and as the gaps be-
tween the rich and the poor and the powerful and the
weak grow larger. These changes are raising questions
about how much responsibility those who have the
means to prosper should take for promoting the wel-
fare of those who lack the resources to survive.

Religion is another field in which new ethical
questions are being posed. Throughout much of the
world, traditional attitudes toward religion have
changed, and many societies have seen growing
numbers of their members reject the old ethical and
moral codes of the religions into which they were
born, while not finding other codes to replace them.
At the same, many religious leaders, politicians, and
other public figures have demonstrated that their own
personal codes of ethics will not bear scrutiny. These
developments and others have led many people to
focus more attention on secular ethics. As a con-
sequence, governments, professional organizations,
industries, and individual businesses have adopted
codes of ethics in attempts to improve their images,
and many educational institutions have added ethics
classes and programs to their curricula.

Expanded Coverage in This Edition
As the world enters the twenty-first century, new

questions are being asked about political, economic,
social, and scientific ethics. Examples of topics new
to this edition range from the etiquette of cell-phone
use and the pirating of digital media to the permissi-
ble limits of stem-cell research and the role of reli-
gion in world terrorism. As Dr. John K. Roth points
out in his Introduction to this revised edition, the past
decade alone has raised ethics questions that were not
imagined when the first edition of Ethics was pub-
lished.

Before the appearance of the first edition of Ethics
in 1994, students interested in learning more about
ethics had to consult many separate, specialized stud-
ies to gain a general knowledge of applied ethics.
Salem Press created Ethics in its Ready Reference
series to provide the first comprehensive reference
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work examining all aspects of applied ethics as well
as the more traditional ethical areas of religion and
philosophy. Ethics, Revised Edition, expands the
earlier work’s coverage by addressing many ethics
issues that have come to prominence over the past de-
cade. These include such religious topics as church-
state separation, faith healers, Islamic ethics, the ji-
had concept, religion and violence, the Roman Cath-
olic priests sexual abuse scandal, Scientology, and
televangelists.

Ethics, Revised Edition, also gives particular at-
tention to business and labor ethics, with new articles
on such topics as advertising, several aspects of com-
puter misuse, corporate compensation, professional
athlete incomes, downsizing and outsourcing, and
the tobacco industry. New topics relating to political
and economic issues include Congress, distributive
justice, famine as an instrument of oppression, care
of the homeless, lobbying, lotteries, minimum wage
laws, and the fairness of taxes. Personal and social
ethics issues are the subject of a similar number of
new essays, which include topics ranging from cell-
phone etiquette and workplace dress codes to pre-
marital sex and professional resumes.

The revised edition’s increased emphasis on ap-
plied ethics can also be seen in the new essays on con-
temporary newsmakers whose ethical behavior—
whether positive or negative—has been in the news.
These people include William Bennett, Bill Clinton,
Louis Farrakhan, Saddam Hussein, Jesse Jackson,
Martha Stewart, and Desmond Tutu.

Some of the most important topics of the new es-
says concern the burgeoning field of bioethics. New
topics in this field include biometrics, assisted sui-
cide, cloning, genetic engineering, and stem-cell re-
search. International relations is another field that is
constantly raising new ethics questions. Among the
topics covered in new essays in this field are the
Bosnia conflict; globalization; Iraq; and terrorism.
New topics dealing with ethics questions relating to
more purely military issues include biological war-
fare and bioterrorism, child soldiers, the just war the-
ory, mercenary soldiers, peacekeeping missions, and
war crimes trials.

Formatting of Articles
Every article is written to emphasize the rele-

vance of ethics to its subject. To that end, each essay
begins with ready-reference top matter providing

such information as dates and places of birth and
death for important personages; dates of important
events; a line identifying the most relevant type of
ethics to which the topic relates; and a summary
statement of the subject’s significance in the field of
ethics. In addition, at the end of every entry, a list of
cross-references to other articles is provided to help
guide readers to related subjects covered in the set.
Within the main body of each article, clear subheads
are provided to help guide readers.

More than half the articles in the set—all those
500 or more words in length—include bibliogra-
phies. The bibliographies of all the original articles in
the set have been updated through mid-2004. Addi-
tional bibliographical information is provided in an
appendix in volume 3.

Special Features
The essays in Ethics, Revised Edition, are illus-

trated by 180 photographs and more than 200 maps,
graphs, charts, and textual sidebars. The set’s atten-
tion to current ethical concerns can be seen in the se-
lection of photographs—more than one third of
which were created after the publication of the first
edition of Ethics.

The 6 appendices in volume 3 include an anno-
tated list of organizations and Web sites devoted to
ethics issues, with addresses and Web site informa-
tion; a comprehensive and categorized bibliography;
a glossary of basic ethics terminology; a biographical
directory of people mentioned in the essays; a list of
Nobel Peace Prize winners through 2004; and a Time
Line of Primary Works in Moral and Ethical Philoso-
phy

The set’s three indexes include a categorized list
of essay topics arranged by types of ethics, an index
of personages, and a detailed subject index.
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INTRODUCTION: OLD AND NEW IN ETHICS

Ethics is at once as old as human existence and as
new as today’s dilemmas and tomorrow’s possibili-
ties. It is thus both the same and different as experi-
ence unfolds and history develops. Considering how
and why those claims make sense may help to intro-
duce this revised and expanded edition of Ethics.

Among the defining characteristics of human life
are the abilities to think, make judgments, and re-
member. Human beings are also identified by webs
of social relationships. They are members of families
and societies; they have networks of friends, neigh-
bors, and associates. As history has unfolded, human
beings have participated in political and religious tra-
ditions and have become members of communities
and citizens of nation-states. Enriched and compli-
cated by human memories of past actions and their
consequences, these characteristics and relationships
require human beings to make evaluations. With the
structure of human life and our environments forcing
people to make choices and to live or die with the
consequences of their decisions, human existence is
unavoidably inseparable from distinctions between
what is right and wrong, just and unjust, good and
evil.

As human beings, we all deal constantly with fac-
tual matters. However, we also make value judg-
ments, issue prescriptive statements, and formulate
normative appraisals. In short, we try to figure out
what we ought to do. Few of us are always and en-
tirely content with the ways in which the events that
surround us unfold. Often, we ask, How should events
turn out? There is nothing new about these realities.
They have been with humanity from its beginnings.

Whenever concepts such as justice vs. injustice,
right vs. wrong, good vs. evil are employed, ethics
comes into play. However, what it means to say this
requires close examination. Many factors enter into
the evaluations that we as human beings make. These
factors include our different cultural backgrounds,
religious training or lack of it, and the influences of
our families, teachers, and friends. Ethics may refer
simply to the value judgments that people make and
to the beliefs that people hold—individually and col-
lectively—about what is right or wrong, good or evil,
precious or worthless, beautiful or ugly, and sacred or

profane. Value judgments affect everything we do:
from the ways that we spend our money to the inter-
ests that our nations defend. Taken in this sense, it
may be argued that every person, community, and na-
tion is ethical. All persons, communities, and nations
have normative beliefs and make evaluative judg-
ments. However, to understand ethics adequately, a
sharper focus is needed.

The Scope of Ethics
Ethics involves much more than a primarily de-

scriptive use of the term suggests. For example, eth-
ics also refers to the study of value judgments and the
ways in which such judgments influence—and are
influenced by—institutions. The study of value judg-
ments has historical dimensions; it may concentrate,
for example, on how a society’s values have changed
or developed over time. In one way or another, work
of this sort has also been going on for centuries. Its
roots are in the earliest human awareness that groups
and persons are not identical, that they think and act
differently.

How important is wealth? Is religion desirable?
What kinds of education should the young receive?
Versions of questions such as these are ancient, and
responses to them both reflect and depend upon the
value commitments that people make. Historically,
people have taken varied positions on ethical issues,
even as they have exhibited persistent continuity
about some fundamental convictions such as those,
for instance, that condemn murder. If ethics is insepa-
rable from human existence, however, the manifesta-
tions of that fact are many and varied. Arguably,
comparative study of ethical beliefs and practices
throughout human history is likely to confirm that
their variety is more pronounced than their common-
ality.

Ethics does not end with either descriptions or
studies of human beliefs and actions. The core of eth-
ics, in fact, lies elsewhere. People make value judg-
ments when they say, for example, that abortion is
wrong or that the death penalty is right. Does the vari-
ety of values, and especially the arguments that con-
flicting value judgments can produce, mean that
value judgments are culturally relative and even per-
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sonally subjective? Or, are some value judgments
objectively grounded and true for everyone? For cen-
turies, philosophers and religious teachers have de-
bated such questions, which are crucial parts of eth-
ics as normative inquiry.

Although agreement about how to answer these
questions is not universal, ethics would not be ethics
if it failed to emphasize the importance of critical in-
quiry about the values that people hold. For example,
much can be learned by asking, “Is this value judg-
ment true, and, if so, why?” Much can also be learned
by asking, “What makes some values positive—for
example, courage, honesty, and trust? Why are other
values negative—for instance, hatred, selfishness,
and infidelity?”

In the form of critical inquiry about values, ethics
contends that nothing is truly good or right simply
because someone desires or values it. In fact, to say
that something is good or right simply because some-
one values it would contradict one of the most funda-
mental experiences of human beings; differences be-
tween what is valuable and what is not depend on
more than an individual’s feelings or a culture’s pref-
erences. We know this because our value judgments
can be mistaken. We often criticize, change, or even
reject our judgments because we learn that they are
wrong. Thus, while people may not agree about val-
ues, the questions that critical inquiry raises—for ex-
ample, how should we evaluate the values we hold,
and which values matter most?—are at the heart of
ethics. Again, such insights are not new. Buddha,
Confucius, Moses, Jesus, Socrates, and Plato brought
them to life thousands of years ago, and even those
ethical pioneers had predecessors in earlier history.

The Ethical Failings of Human Beings
Ethics is as old as human existence itself. Its basic

questions, concerns, and fundamental vocabulary
have exhibited considerable continuity amid the ac-
companying diversity. One of the reasons is that an-
other feature of human life also remains deeply en-
trenched, namely, that human beings so often make
bad judgments, inflict harm, lay waste to things that
are good, treat each other brutally, rob, rape, and kill.
Ethics attempts to check and correct those tendencies
by urging all people to make human life more caring
and humane and by showing how it can be more just
and promising. Such work is an indispensable part of
ethics.

Unfortunately, human abuses of human life are
often so great that ethics seems too fragile and weak
to achieve what we hope—at least in our better mo-
ments—that it can accomplish. Ethical theory and
teaching have a long history, but it hard to say with
clarity and confidence that humankind has made
steady moral progress. The twentieth century, after
all, was arguably the most murderous in human his-
tory. Moreover, there is no assurance that the twenty-
first will be an improvement, despite the fact that
there may be more talk than ever about the need for
ethics. Human life is full of discouragement, cyni-
cism, and despair produced by human folly, miscal-
culation, and wrongdoing. Undeniably, the impor-
tance of ethics looms large because the core issue
remains: Will human beings ever take their ethical re-
sponsibilities seriously enough?

Concerns of this kind have led philosophers to of-
fer new approaches to ethical reflection. French phi-
losopher Emmanuel Levinas is a case in point. After
losing much of his family to Nazi butchery during the
Holocaust of World War II, Levinas argued that ethi-
cal theory had failed to concentrate on something as
obvious and profound as the human face. By paying
close and careful attention to the face of the other per-
son, he suggested, there could be a reorientation not
only of ethics but also of human life itself, for our
seeing of the other person’s face would drive home
how closely human beings are connected and how
much the existence of the other person confers re-
sponsibility upon us.

Working in a different but related way, the late
twentieth century American philosopher John Rawls
proposed a form of ethical deliberation that could
make human life more just. He suggested that we
consider ourselves behind what he called a “veil of
ignorance.” In that position, we would not know our
exact status or role in the world, but we would be able
to deliberate constructively about the rights and rules
that we would all find reasonable to implement.
Rawls thought that such deliberation would place a
high priority on liberty and equality. Much of his
work in A Theory of Justice (1971) and other influen-
tial writings was devoted to considering how those
values could best be mutually supportive. Rawls did
not conclude that deliberation behind the veil of ig-
norance would lead reasonable persons to expect that
everyone should be treated exactly alike. Inequality
of the right kind could be beneficial for everyone, but
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for that condition to hold, caring attention would al-
ways have to be paid to those who are the least well-
off.

Levinas and Rawls are by no means the only re-
cent innovators in ethical theory. This edition of Eth-
ics covers many thinkers who have contributed to
contemporary ethical thought. Nor is it true that
Levinas, Rawls, and their most recent peers have de-
veloped their ideas independently of previous tradi-
tions in ethics. Levinas, for example, took seriously
the ancient Jewish teaching that human beings are
created in the image of God. The face of the other
person, therefore, has at least traces of the divine
within it and deserves respect accordingly. Rawls re-
invented the idea of the social contract, which think-
ers such as Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-
Jacques Rousseau developed in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. Levinas, Rawls, and their
twenty-first century counterparts build upon and
move beyond previous theories, trying to help hu-
mankind to respond to the ethical dilemmas of our
time.

Changing Perspectives
Ethical theory is not only a historical matter. It

goes on and on, partly because the seminal thinkers
of the past keep provoking reflection on the questions
they raised and partly because human experience re-
quires ethics to break new ground. The first edition of
this encyclopedia appeared in 1994. As the twentieth
century drew to its close, it became clear that human-
ity faced ethical issues that had not existed a hundred
or even fifty years earlier. For example, although the
world knew nothing of nuclear weapons in 1894,
their threat shadowed the world in 1994. In 1944,
World War II and the Holocaust raged, but it was only
during that year that Raphael Lemkin coined the term
genocide. The grim reality denoted by that term
erupted again in Rwanda in 1994, but too late to re-
ceive attention in the first edition of Ethics.

The Internet was coming into widespread use dur-
ing the early 1990’s, but only one decade later it is af-
fecting our lives—and our ethics—in ways that
would scarcely have been imaginable in 1994. Stem-
cell research was not a household word in 1994; how-
ever, as the twenty-first century unfolds, the issues

surrounding it are contested in national political de-
bates. “Nine Eleven” meant nothing in 1994, but the
attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon
on September 11, 2001, made the devastation of ter-
rorism all too real and ignited a new kind of war, one
that has no clear end in sight.

Human experience and ethical dilemmas go hand
in hand. As some problems appear to be resolved or
eliminated, new ones rise up or old ones reappear in
different and even novel forms. Hunger, poverty, and
crime, for example, are age-old, but their shapes and
sizes and the resources for dealing with them change
with developments in politics, economics, technol-
ogy, religion, and even ethics itself. Arguably critical
ethical reflection would not exist—there would be no
need for it—if human beings knew everything, un-
derstood all the consequences of their actions, never
made mistakes, always agreed with one another
about what to do, and put exactly the right policies
into practice. Human experience, however, is neither
that clear nor that simple. Our knowledge is incom-
plete. We do make mistakes; we do disagree. Often,
human life is full of conflict because different people
do not see eye to eye about what is true and right.
Thus, human life simmers, boils, and at times erupts
in controversies, debates, and disputes. All too often,
issues intensify and escalate into violence, war, and
even genocide.

Fortunately, those destructive responses are not
the only ones that human beings can make. Ethical
reflection may prove insufficient to save the day;
nevertheless it remains crucial, and it is ignored at
our peril. Done well, ethical thinking can focus a
community’s attention helpfully and stimulate con-
structive activity—education, cooperation, better un-
derstanding, caring, and beneficial political and eco-
nomic action. Human experience will keep moving
so that third, fourth, and fifth editions of this encyclo-
pedia will be necessary. Meanwhile the contributors
to this second edition have written with the hope that
their scholarship can assist people to understand con-
temporary life better and to make their own thought-
ful responses to the ethical issues that require atten-
tion both now and in the future.

John K. Roth
Claremont McKenna College
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A
Abelard, Peter

Identification: French theologian and philosopher
Born: c. 1079, Le Pallet, Brittany
Died: April 21, 1142, Chalon-sur-Saône, Burgundy
Type of ethics: Medieval history
Significance: Abelard was one of the earliest

schoolmen to advance the study of dialectics
(logic) and applied it to theology and moral phi-
losophy; his later famous theory of intention was
considered too radical at the time. He authored
numerous works on theology, philosophy, logic,
ethics, and biblical exegesis.

In his autobiographical The Story of My Misfortunes
(Historia calamitatum, c. 1132), Abelard describes
his rise to fame as a philosopher and theologian. His
love affair with Héloïse—attested in their correspon-
dence—compelled him to leave the cathedral school
of Paris and become a monk at St. Denis. Later,
Abelard became the leader of a hermitage, the
Paraclete, which he gave to Héloïse and her nuns. He
remained a wandering maverick because of his dia-
lectics and his sharp criticism of monasticism. His
Sic et non (c. 1123) used the new methods of the
schools, which consisted of posing problems and re-
solving them by means of logic and close textual
analysis. Older methods of teaching and writing con-
sisted of the presentation of texts and commentaries
on those texts.

Because Abelard’s writings were twice con-
demned by the Church, his influence is difficult to
gauge. As an ethical thinker, Abelard viewed himself
as a monastic reformer who sought to restore the ere-
mitic spirit to religious practice. Unlike his contem-
poraries, he believed that some monks should use the
new dialectical methods to intensify the monastic
life. As an admirer of the ancient pagan philosophers,
he tried to reconcile natural law ethics with Christian
morality and doctrine. Abelard defined sin as con-
senting to an evil will (concupiscence) rather than as

performing evil actions. He believed that actions
were, in themselves, morally neutral.

Thomas Renna

See also: Christian ethics; Natural law; Post-
Enlightenment ethics; Religion.

Abolition
Definition: Movement to abolish slavery in the

United States based upon moral, rather than prac-
tical, considerations

Date: Mid-eighteenth century to 1865
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: The abolition movement attempted

to apply the concepts of Christian brotherhood
and democratic egalitarianism to race relations; it
helped to end slavery in the United States.

The most prolonged social struggles within the
United States have been in the area of race relations.
Although the nation was founded upon the principle
that “all men are created equal,” American citizens
continued to hold large numbers of African Ameri-
cans in bondage until 1865. Those who participated
in the abolitionist movement called Americans to a
higher ethical standard. They demanded that both
slaveholder and nonslaveholder take responsibility
for the institution of slavery and take immediate mea-
sures to liberate their fellow countrymen.

History
Antislavery sentiment predates the American

Revolution. By the mid-eighteenth century, Ameri-
can Quakers such as John Woolman and Benjamin
Lay were denouncing slavery as un-Christian. The
rationalism of the Enlightenment, with its stress upon
natural law, added ammunition to the arsenal of crit-
ics of slavery.

The egalitarian rhetoric of the Revolutionary era
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illustrated the irony of slaveholders fighting for lib-
erty. As a result, most northern states abolished slav-
ery by 1784. New York and New Jersey did so after-
ward. Southern whites believed that they could not
afford to abolish slavery, yet they felt the need to jus-
tify the institution on ethical grounds. They concen-
trated on humanizing the institution and argued that it
was a “necessary evil.”

Antislavery feeling receded after 1793 because of
fear of slave revolts, the increasing profitability of
slavery following the invention of the cotton gin, and
new scientific theories that reinforced racism. The
leading antislavery organization during the early
nineteenth century was the American Colonization
Society (ACS). The ACS attempted to resettle free
blacks in Africa and encouraged voluntary emanci-
pation without challenging the right to own human
property. The colonization plan allowed liberal
slaveholders and moderate members of the clergy to
rationalize their guilt over slavery.

In 1825, a great Protestant religious revival swept
the northeastern region of the country. Ministers such
as Charles Grandison Finney preached a new perfec-

tionist theology that sought to counter
the growing worldliness of Ameri-
cans. This revival sparked a host of
humanitarian crusades designed to
protect the rights of the disadvantaged
and to cleanse American institutions
of contamination.

By the early 1830’s, many evan-
gelical reformers began to view slav-
ery and racism as sinful because rac-
ism violated the Christian ethic of
equality. Known as immediate aboli-
tionists, they demanded the immedi-
ate and unqualified liberation of slaves
and an end to racial discrimination.
With the formation of the American
Anti-Slavery Society in 1833, aboli-
tionist speakers toured the northern
states attempting to rally support for
their cause. Abolitionists were fre-
quently attacked by angry mobs, and
their literature was destroyed in south-
ern post offices.

The abolition movement failed to
end racism in the North. It did, how-
ever, spark antisouthern feelings,

which led to increased controversy within the na-
tional government. This conflict led directly to the
Civil War. During the war, abolitionists pressured the
federal government to transform the conflict from a
war to preserve the Union into a war to end slavery.
Abolition advocates were disappointed by the Eman-
cipation Proclamation because it was based upon
military necessity rather than moral principle, but
they accomplished their central purpose with the pas-
sage of the Thirteenth Amendment, which ended
slavery in the United States.

Garrisonian Ethics
One major faction within the abolition movement

was led by editor William Lloyd Garrison. In a real
sense, the publication of the first issue of the Libera-
tor on January 1, 1831, established Garrison as the
foremost abolitionist in the country. Garrison’s harsh
attacks upon slaveholders and colonizationists caused
a national sensation even though the circulation of
his newspaper never exceeded three thousand. Like
most abolitionists, Garrison demanded that everyone
recognize a personal responsibility to improve soci-
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Time Line of Abolition in the U.S. States

Year State

1777 Vermont
1780 Pennsylvania
1783 Maine

Massachusetts
New Hampshire

1784 Connecticut
Rhode Island

1787 Illinois
Indiana
Michigan
Ohio
Wisconsin

1799 New York
1804 New Jersey
1820 Iowa
1846 Oregon
1850 California
1858 Minnesota
1861 Kansas

Year State

1862 Washington, D.C.
Western Territories

1863 West Virginia
1864 Louisiana

Maryland
1865 Delaware

Kentucky
Missouri
Tennessee
Alabama
Arkansas
Florida
Georgia
Mississippi
North Carolina
South Carolina
Texas
Virginia

1866 Oklahoma



ety. The three major tenets of his ethical philosophy
were human liberation, moral suasion, and no com-
promise with evil.

Because of his devotion to human liberation, Gar-
rison actively campaigned on behalf of legal equality
for African Americans, temperance, and equality for
women. His strong stand in behalf of women’s rights
helped to cause a major split in the abolition move-
ment in 1840. Garrison rejected force and violence in
human affairs. He sought the moral reformation of
slave owners, not their destruction. He never advo-
cated slave revolts, and he wanted the northern states
to allow the South to secede during the crisis of 1860-
1861.

Garrison sincerely believed in all that he advo-
cated, and he would not compromise his principles.
He rejected any solution to the issue of slavery that
involved a program that would delay emancipation.
He also demanded that his followers reject participa-
tion in the American political system because the
Constitution was a proslavery document. The Ameri-
can political system was based on compromise, mak-
ing it inherently corrupt. Other abolitionists, such as
Gerrit Smith and James Birney, attempted to use the
political system as a way to gain publicity for the
cause of abolition.

African American Abolitionism
In a sense, there were two abolition movements.

The white-led movement was based on a moral ab-
straction. African Americans were forced to confront
the everyday realities of racism in nineteenth century
America. Frederick Douglass emerged as the major
spokesman for African Americans during the ante-
bellum period. Douglass self-consciously attempted
to use his life as an example to repudiate racist stereo-
types. Because of his eloquence, Douglass gained an
international reputation as a public speaker, and in
doing so, he proved the humanity of African Ameri-
cans.

Like Garrison, Douglass strongly supported tem-
perance and women’s rights. He was, however, will-
ing to use any means to achieve the liberation of
slaves, including violence and political action. He
approved of John Brown’s idea of using the southern
Appalachians as an armed sanctuary for runaways.
He also supported the Free Soil and Republican
Parties even though neither advocated the emancipa-
tion of southern slaves. He justified his positions as

part of a larger struggle to advance the cause of racial
equality in America. For Douglass, as for other Afri-
can Americans involved in the cause of abolition,
equality was the only acceptable ethical standard for
a free society.

Thomas D. Matijasic

Further Reading
Barnes, Gilbert Hobbs. The Antislavery Impulse,

1830-1844. New York: Harcourt, Brace & World,
1964.

Duberman, Martin, ed. The Antislavery Vanguard:
New Essays on the Abolitionists. Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 1965.

Huggins, Nathan Irvin. Slave and Citizen: The Life of
Frederick Douglass. Boston: Little Brown, 1980.

McKivigan, John R., ed. Abolitionism and American
Reform. New York: Garland, 1999.

Newman, Richard S. The Transformation of Ameri-
can Abolitionism: Fighting Slavery in the Early
Republic. Chapel Hill: University of North Caro-
lina Press, 2002.

Nye, Russel B. William Lloyd Garrison and the Hu-
manitarian Reformers. Boston: Little Brown,
1955.

Sorin, Gerald. Abolitionism: A New Perspective. New
York: Praeger, 1972.

Stewart, James Brewer. Holy Warriors: The Aboli-
tionists and American Slavery. New York: Hill &
Wang, 1976.

Tyler, Alice Felt. Freedom’s Ferment: Phases of
American Social History to 1860. Freeport, N.Y.:
Books for Libraries Press, 1970.

See also: Emancipation Proclamation; Racial preju-
dice; Racism; Scott v. Sandford; Slavery; Uncle Tom’s
Cabin.

Abortion
Definition: Technique of removing a developing

embryo or fetus from the maternal uterus for the
purpose of preventing its birth

Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: The practice of abortion raises the

question of the morality of terminating a prenatal
human life in response to the desire of others who
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would be adversely affected by the birth. The sub-
ject has become one of the most emotionally and
hotly debated social issues in modern America.

Childbirth should be a happy occasion; however,
other influences often prevent that ideal from being
realized. During the first years of the twenty-first
century, worldwide estimates suggested that thirty to
fifty million women were undergoing abortions each
year, almost half of which are performed illegally. In
the United States, about 1.5 million women were ter-
minating their pregnancies each year, resulting in the
statistic that about one pregnancy in four was being
ended with an induced abortion. Statistics on U.S.
women who have undergone abortions have shown
that about 26 percent of the women are under nine-
teen years of age, 58 percent are under twenty-five
years of age, and a little more than half of them
are unmarried. The nonwhite abortion rate is 57
per 1,000 women, compared to 21 per 1,000 white
women.

Statistics
Since the 1973 U.S. Supreme Court decision, Roe

v. Wade, that made abortion legal, this medical proce-
dure has been in popular use and has generated a
sharp controversy between those who advocate a
woman’s right to have an abortion (pro-choice) and
those who oppose abortions (pro-life). The argu-
ments have encompassed moral and medical issues
as well as legal and social issues. Churches and reli-
gious denominations as well as politicians and politi-
cal parties have been separated by the intense emo-
tions of persons who oppose or defend abortion.

Abortions can be classified into two types: spon-
taneous and induced. Spontaneous abortions, com-
monly called miscarriages, are those that occur be-
fore the time of viability. Viability, the time when the
developing fetus can potentially survive outside the
uterus, is set at about the twenty-sixth week of devel-
opment. Spontaneous abortions that result from un-
known reasons are attributed to natural causes. Esti-
mates suggest that among normal, healthy women,
more than half of fertilized embryos never implant
and are spontaneously aborted. Furthermore, it is
thought that about 10 to 15 percent of the implanted
embryos spontaneously abort.

Spontaneous abortions after the time of viability
are typically called preterm deliveries or stillbirths.

Induced abortions are those that result from medical
procedures designed to terminate development. As
the word “abortion” is most commonly used, it refers
primarily to induced abortions. In the United States,
90 percent of induced abortions take place earlier
than the twelfth week of pregnancy; about 10 percent
take place between the twelfth and twentieth weeks
of pregnancy, and less than 1 percent take place after
the twentieth week of pregnancy.

Historical Background
Abortions have been performed on women for

centuries. The ancient Greeks advocated abortion as
a method of birth control. Plato advocated that
women after age forty should be compelled to have
abortions. Early Roman law proclaimed that a “child
in the belly of its mother” is not a person. Thus, abor-
tion and even infanticide were permitted and prac-
ticed. Roman physicians described the use of abor-
tifacient drugs in their treatment of patients.

Early Christians during the first centuries c.e.
largely prohibited the practice of abortion for their
adherents, unlike the Greeks and Romans. The early
Christian Church objected to some abortions on the
basis of ensoulment or animation, the point at which
the soul entered the body. It was thought that the soul
entered the developing embryo about forty days after
conception in the case of the male and eighty days af-
ter conception in the case of the female. Thus, abor-
tions after ensoulment were considered as murder,
but abortions before ensoulment were merely con-
sidered to be serious sins.

In North America during the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, abortions were neither prohib-
ited by written laws nor prosecuted under common
law. Abortion was regarded as immoral if it occurred
after the time of quickening, when the mother first
perceived fetal movements. Abortion become so
widespread in the nineteenth century that the fertility
rate of American women decreased by half, returning
to what it had been in the previous century.

Three significant events occurred toward the end
of the nineteenth century. Most states enacted anti-
abortion statutes; the American Medical Association
developed an antiabortion committee to raise public
awareness; and the Roman Catholic Church began to
lay the ideological groundwork for its subsequent
ban on abortion. Late in the nineteenth century, con-
sidering abortion to be a violation of natural law, the

4

Abortion Ethics



Catholic Church took a restrictive stance against
abortion and prohibited it at any time of pregnancy,
beginning from the time of conception. However,
modern Catholic teaching permits indirect abortion,
when an embryo or fetus is lost as a side effect of a
medical treatment that is given to save the mother’s
life.

In modern times, societal and religious groups are
strongly divided regarding the acceptability of abor-
tion. Many religious denominations have struggled
in attempts to denounce or condone abortion as a
women’s rights issue. In many cases, opposing voices
that presented the other side of the issue have moder-
ated such attempts. Globally, about fifty-three coun-
tries with populations greater than 1 million (totaling
25 percent of the world’s population) prohibit abor-
tions except to save the life of the mother. However
most nations permit abortion to save the life of the
mother.

Laws restricting abortion are most prominent in
countries found in Central Asia, Latin America, and
Africa. Another twenty-three countries (40 percent
of the world’s population) permit abortions on the re-
quest of the woman. These countries include China,

Russia, the United States, and about half of the coun-
tries in Europe. Most of the remaining countries of
the world (35 percent of the world’s population) per-
mit abortion on broad medical grounds or for ex-
treme situations such as rape. Some of these coun-
tries, such as Australia, Finland, Great Britain, Japan,
and Taiwan, include “adverse social conditions” as
justification for abortion. The World Health Organi-
zation’s 1997 report revealed that 70,000 women
died from unsafe abortions; 69,000 of those deaths
occurred in Asia, Latin America, and Africa.

Personhood
Some people have suggested that controversies

over abortion are actually controversies on the view
of the embryo/fetus. Is the developing fetus a mere
piece of tissue or is it a person? Those who view the
developing fetus as a “conceptus,” or piece of tissue,
tend to place value and base their ethical arguments
on the needs and rights of the mother. In most cases,
they freely advocate abortion on demand in the at-
tempt to support the pregnant mother’s wishes. Indi-
viduals who view the embryo/fetus as a person (a
baby), however, maintain a responsibility to protect
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Countries with the Least Restrictive Abortion Laws

In 2003, the fifty-four countries listed below did not require women seeking abortion to provide any reasons, with the
exception that China and Nepal did not permit abortion for the purpose of selecting a child’s sex. All fifty-four coun-
tries imposed gestational limits of at least twelve weeks, and limits in some countries ranged up to twenty-four weeks.
Countries marked (PA) required minors to obtain parental authorization; Turkey required spousal authorization.

Albania
Armenia
Austria
Azerbaijan
Bahrain
Belarus
Belgium
Bosnia and

Herzegovina (PA)
Bulgaria
Cambodia
Canada
Cape Verde
China

Croatia (PA)
Cuba (PA)
Czech Republic (PA)
Denmark (PA)
Estonia
France
Georgia
Germany
Greece (PA)
Guyana
Hungary
Italy (PA)
Kazakhstan
Kyrgyzstan

Latvia
Lithuania
Macedonia (PA)
Moldova
Mongolia
Nepal
Netherlands
North Korea
Norway (PA)
Romania
Russia
Serbia and

Montenegro (PA)
Singapore

Slovakia (PA)
Slovenia (PA)
South Africa
Sweden
Switzerland
Tajikistan
Tunisia
Turkey (PA)
Turkmenistan
Ukraine
United States (PA)
Uzbekistan
Vietnam

Source: Center for Reproductive Rights, September, 2003.



the developing fetus. In that situation, abortion is
viewed as a heinous crime that violently snuffs out
the life of an innocent, defenseless, living person.

In the middle of the controversy stand a group of
persons who are often uncomfortably changing their
position and ethic. On one hand, they recognize
the emotional and psychological pain that an un-
wanted pregnancy can elicit. On the other hand, they
believe that the developing embryo minimally bears
the potential of personhood and thus has intrinsic
value. A fetus is not a mere piece of tissue that can
be harmlessly trimmed away for the sake of conve-
nience.

Personhood is a fundamental issue in the abortion
debate, and a cultural ethic colors attitudes toward
personhood. For example, in some societies, per-
sonhood begins at a birth ceremony that is celebrated
shortly after the birth event. The ceremony confers
status and protection on the newly born child. Within
such a view, abortion or infanticide that occurs after
birthing but before the birth ceremony is considered
to be a legitimate means of birth control. Others see
personhood as a developmental process that occurs
in the uterus. Thus, aborting a third-trimester fetus
may have moral consequences, while an early first-
trimester abortion may be acceptable. Some mark the
advent of conception as the origination of the person.
In this view, all abortion is immoral and the embryo
and fetus must be protected in the same way that a
newborn baby is protected.

Beginning of Life
Frequently, the abortion debate centers on the

question of when life begins. Historically, that mo-
ment has been placed at one of three points: the mo-
ment of conception; the time of “quickening,” when
the mother can first feel the fetal movements; or the
time of birth itself. From a biological perspective,
however, life does not begin; instead, life is a contin-
uum in which a living sperm fertilizes a living egg to
form the unique first cell, the zygote.

The distinctiveness of the zygote is based on the
reality that it contains a unique assortment of genes
on its chromosomes that are a product of the specific
genes carried by the fertilized egg and sperm. In the
hours and days that follow fertilization, the zygote di-
vides to form multiple cells that give rise to the mass
of cells that will form the embryo as well as the tis-
sues that will form the placental attachments of the

embryo to the uterine wall. By the third week of de-
velopment, the embryonic heart begins to beat and
brain tissue is differentiating and forming. Early neu-
ral responses can be detected late in the first trimes-
ter; these responses become more sophisticated and
complex as development progresses in the second
and third trimester. Fetal behavior is an area of re-
search that investigates the effects of environmental
conditions—light, sound, maternal voice, tempera-
ture, and so forth—on fetal responses and subsequent
developmental patterns. Research in this area indi-
cates that postnatal behavior patterns are signifi-
cantly affected by prenatal influences and that the fe-
tus learns certain behaviors while it is developing in
the uterus.

According to this understanding, a unique indi-
vidual is formed at the point of conception that de-
velopmentally obtains the characteristics of person-
hood. Therefore, the embryo and fetus have intrinsic
value because of their individuality and personhood.
Thus, abortion becomes a moral issue when one con-
siders the possibility of destroying a person or, at the
very least, a potential person.

Medical Aspects
Numerous studies indicate that within societies

in which abortions are illegal, the percentages of
women who die from the illegal abortions are about
ten times greater than those in societies in which
abortions are legal and are regulated by medical prac-
tice. Nearly two-thirds of the world’s women live in
countries in which abortion is available on request
for social reasons.

Normally, a fertilized ovum or zygote, which
forms a developing embryo, implants in the mother’s
uterus about ten days after conception. Early abor-
tions are designed to prevent this implantation step in
the development process. Such abortion procedures
include the use of RU-486 (the so-called “abortion
pill,” an abortive drug first developed in France in
1988), intrauterine devices (IUD) placed in the
uterus by a physician, or the administration of the
drug DES (often called the “morning after pill”).

If abortion is desired between two and seven
weeks after conception, a simple vacuum extraction
is frequently used. The embryo at this time is less
than three centimeters in length and can be removed
easily from the uterus wall. After seven weeks until
about the fifteenth week, the uterus is dilated before
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vacuum extraction is used. Following the fifteenth
week of development, abortions generally consist of
an induced labor that results from uterine injections
of concentrated salt solutions (hypertonic saline) or
prostaglandins (hormones that stimulate uterine con-
tractions). In the United States, the use of hypertonic
saline has been largely discontinued due to the nega-
tive side effects of large amounts of salt experienced
by the mother.

Late-term abortions, also called “partial birth”
abortions, are done during the third trimester of preg-
nancy and make up a very small percentage of the in-
duced abortions. Medically, a late-term abortion is
initiated by injecting prostaglandins to induce labor.

Then a breech delivery is initiated with a forceps that
results in the torso and legs passing through the cer-
vix, while the head is retained within the uterus. The
fetal skull is then punctured and its contents re-
moved, causing the skull to collapse with the fetus’s
death and a subsequent delivery of the remaining
portion. This particular abortion procedure has re-
sulted in extensive legislative actions in the United
States, with many states banning the procedure. Abor-
tion opponents see this procedure as a gruesome act
that must be outlawed, since the fetus is subjected to
extensive pain and discomfort. Abortion proponents
emphasize that this procedure is sometimes needed
for the health of the mother and to outlaw this method
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Antiabortion protestors gather outside the Supreme Court building in Washington, D.C., on January 22, 2004—
the thirty-first anniversary of the Court’s decision in Roe v. Wade. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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of abortion will lead to further abortion re-
strictions. Thus the debate continues.

Complications of abortions may vary
greatly, depending upon the timing of the
abortion, the particular technique used, the
skill of the abortionist, and the unique physi-
ology of the woman involved in the proce-
dure. For many women, only minor symp-
toms such as slight bleeding or cramps occur.
For others, complications may include severe
hemorrhage, infection from contaminated
instruments, uterine perforation, cervical in-
jury, or an incomplete abortion in which the
fetal remains may induce infection. Some
cases of psychosocial and emotional distur-
bances of women who have had abortions
have been documented, although the per-
centage of women thus affected is not high.

Fetal Research
An ethical issue related to abortion is fe-

tal research. If abortions occur, what should
be done with the aborted fetuses? Should they be bur-
ied, or might some of them be used for medical re-
search and medical treatment? Legally, the fetus is
not a protected entity, yet it is a growing human,
which is why it is prized as a source for tissue and or-
gan transplantation in humans. Such a valuable com-
modity brings in the issues of ownership and eco-
nomics that frame additional ethical dilemmas. Does
the mother who has undergone the abortion own the
aborted fetus and thereby have the right to sell the re-
mains to the highest bidder? What are the ethics of
buying and selling body parts?

Experimental efforts to transplant fetal cells into
Parkinson’s patients have been very successful in al-
leviating this debilitating disease. This technology
paves the way for transplanting fetal tissues in at-
tempts to control diabetes, Alzheimer’s disease, and
Huntington’s disease, as well as other diseases. Ethi-
cally, on one hand it seems wasteful to discard em-
bryos whose tissues could be used improve the qual-
ity of life for another person. On the other hand,
the danger exists that women might become pregnant
so that valuable fetal tissues could be “harvested”
from their bodies for the medical treatment of a
parent or loved one, or even for sale for profit. The
current controversy in the United States centers on
the possibility of using aborted embryos as sources

of stem cells for research or for therapeutic tech-
niques.

Biotechnology
Biotechnology has developed abortive techniques

that are minimally traumatic to the mother. One ex-
ample is the use of the aborticide drug RU-486, also
called mifepristone. This drug works by preventing a
fertilized egg or early embryo from implanting into
the uterine wall. RU-486, an antiprogestin, breaks the
fertilized egg’s bond to the uterus wall and thus in-
duces a miscarriage. Tests of this drug on thousands
of women show that it is about 97 percent effective in
terminating early pregnancies. The drug can be ad-
ministered in the privacy of a doctor’s office and
therefore avoids the woman’s stigmatization of going
to an abortion clinic. That fact alone arouses strong
responses both from advocates and opponents of the
drug.

With sophisticated embryo screening techniques
such as ultrasound and amniocentesis, it is possi-
ble to determine the gender of an embryo. By using
genetic screening, one can also determine specific
genes that the developing embryo may have that are
beneficial or undesirable. One of the ethical dilem-
mas of the use of this technology is that abortion may
become a means for obtaining a child of preferred
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Pro-Abortion Rights Marchers Converge
on Washington, D.C.

On April 25, 2004, an estimated 800,000 pro-choice activists
gathered in Washington, D.C.’s National Mall to protest the
abortion policies of President George W. Bush’s administra-
tion. The marchers charged that reproductive liberties were
being eroded in the United States and that the Bush adminis-
tration’s foreign polices were endangering women around the
globe. Marchers chanted and carried signs with slogans such
as “It’s Your Choice, Not Theirs!” and “My Body Is Not Pub-
lic Property!” Francis Kissling of the Catholics for a Free
Choice organization addressed her comments directly to leg-
islators when she stated “You will hear our pro-choice voices
ringing in your ears until such time that you permit all women
to make our own reproductive choices.” During the last major
pro-abortion march in Washington in 1992, an estimated
500,000 people participated.



genotype and gender, while discouraging the attitude
of accepting all prenatal embryos as unique human
beings who are intrinsically valuable, regardless of
their gene makeup or gender.

Summary
Two absolute moral positions directly oppose

each other and prevent an easy resolution to the abor-
tion controversy. One position maintains that abor-
tion is the killing of human beings. The other position
declares that a woman has the right to control her own
body. For many who hold one position or the other,
there can be no compromise. In the face of such irrec-
oncilable attitudes, public policy about abortion must
be formed. For such policy to endure, it must com-
promise both positions. Two areas of compromise
have been seen historically and are continuing: to al-
low abortion only for certain specific reasons, such as
to save the life of the mother or in the situation of rape
or incest; and to permit early abortions but to forbid
or strongly regulate mid-term or late-term abortions.
Many abortion laws in various states of the United
States and in other countries recognize and attempt to
integrate some aspects of these two compromises in
their structure. Trends indicate that public policy
may move more deliberately toward these compro-
mises, which carve out a middle ground between two
absolutist postures.

Roman J. Miller

Further Reading
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tempting to demonstrate the complexity that bio-
technology has brought to issues at the beginning
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gal, historical, psychological, maternal, sociolog-
ical, and others, framed within a Christian com-
munal consensus.

Pojman, Louis P., and Francis J. Beckwith. The Abor-
tion Controversy: Twenty-five Years After “Roe v.
Wade”: A Reader. Belmont, Calif.: Wadsworth,
1998. After summarizing the Supreme Court’s
Roe v. Wade decision, this anthology with more
than twenty authors discusses the ongoing contro-
versy by presenting a wide range of philosophi-
cal, legal, religious, and cultural arguments that
relate to the abortion issue.

Rodman, Hyman, Betty Sarvis, and Joy Walker
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Absolutism
Definition: Any ethical theory that claims there is

only one correct ethical standard applicable to ev-
eryone everywhere, or any theory that claims there
are ethical values or principles that hold for all hu-
mans regardless of their society, culture, or religion

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Absolutism is one of the three mutu-

ally exclusive positions that one may adopt con-
cerning the nature of ethical principles and val-
ues; the others are relativism, which claims that
ethical principles and values vary from culture to
culture and that no one is better than any other,
and perspectivism or pluralism, which holds that,
while some ethical systems are superior to others,
there will always be at least two different such
systems that are equally valid.

As the definition of absolutism implies, any absolut-
ist theory will acknowledge the existence of ethical
absolutes. These will be values or principles that ab-
solutists believe should be embraced by every moral
agent. Part of the absolutist’s task is to convince peo-
ple that the values or principles are in fact objective
and universally binding. The issue of absolutism ver-
sus relativism has existed since the beginnings of eth-
ics. One could make the argument that ethics as a
branch of philosophy got its start with the develop-
ment of the absolutist ethical theory of Socrates in the
fifth century b.c.e. It may be best, then, to explain ab-
solutism from a historical perspective.

History
Socrates lived during a period that exhibited moral

skepticism. A group of itinerant teachers known as
sophists were advocating various versions of relativ-
ism claiming that right and wrong were ultimately
determined by, and thus relative to, the individual. It
is against this position that Socrates offered his ac-
count of right and wrong, which turns out to be the
first major version of absolutism. What is interesting
is that he relied on a grand metaphysical scheme to
supply the justification for his absolutist claim. Soc-
rates believed that human beings are composed of
two radically different kinds of substance: bodies and
souls, with the soul, because it is the seat of reason,
being more important. In addition, reality is also a
fundamental dichotomy.

One part of that dichotomy is the world of appear-
ance; the other, the world of form. For Socrates, the
world of appearance is an imperfect copy and, hence,
less real than the world of form. If one focused on the
world of appearance, the ever-changing world of
daily experience, the world the body is in, it is easy to
believe that relativism is the case. The one constant is
that there are no constants. Everything is transitory.
The world of form, however, is timeless, changeless,
and eternal. It is a world with which the soul is ac-
quainted. Everything is permanent and stable. It is
the world that supplies both knowledge and absolute
moral values and principles, to which humans have
access and which they recognize as absolutely bind-
ing in virtue of their rationality.

With a few minor exceptions, the issue of absolut-
ism versus relativism did not pose a major problem to
the Western intellectual tradition until well into the
nineteenth century. This is so, in part, because of the
dominant role that Roman Catholicism played in this
tradition. According to Catholicism, there are moral
absolutes and there is one correct ethical theory that
is applicable to everyone everywhere. Right and
wrong are simply a matter of what God commands.
What is of moral value is simply a matter of what God
deems valuable.

With the coming of the Enlightenment came a re-
jection of the above-described theory of ethics but
not a rejection of absolutism. Christian ethics were
replaced with other absolutist theories that appealed
to human reason instead of God. One example is the
utilitarianism of Jeremy Bentham, which claims that
defining right and wrong is simply a matter of calcu-
lating which action would produce the greatest good
for the greatest number. This so-called “principle of
utility” is applicable to everyone everywhere. An-
other example is the deontological ethics of Imman-
uel Kant. For him, right and wrong is a matter of
whatever reason determines through use of the cate-
gorical imperative, which, again, is applicable to ev-
eryone everywhere.

Modern Challenges to Absolutism
The most recent challenge to absolutism comes

from the social sciences—in particular, cultural an-
thropology. Cultural anthropology is the study, ob-
servation, and description of the customs and morés
of various cultures and societies. Cultural anthropol-
ogists have gone to all parts of the globe to study, ob-
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serve, and describe the cultures they have found.
They have also gone into the historical record to do
the same for cultures past. If absolutism were true,
one would expect that there would be some common
values or principles. When the gathered data are
compared, however, what strikes the observer is the
great diversity of values and principles. Given an ac-
tion one culture sanctions as right, one would have
little difficulty finding a different culture that would
claim the same action wrong. It seems that all the em-
pirical evidence supports relativism. There is no uni-
versal agreement. Values and principles vary from
culture to culture.

Absolutist Reply
The absolutists have a three-part reply to the

claims of the cultural relativists. First, it is shown that
the data do not support what relativists claim but
rather something weaker. All the data show is that, at
best, there is not now one correct ethical theory. It
does not rule out, logically, the possibility that the
one correct standard may be discovered in the future.
Second, there may be less disagreement than there
seems. This disagreement among cultures may be the
result of differing physical circumstances or factual
beliefs and not necessarily the result of differing val-
ues. In other words, there may be absolute values that
are implemented in different ways. Finally, there
may well be absolute values and principles; namely,
those necessary for the preservation and continuation
of the society or culture. For example, all societies
have some rules that protect children. This will en-
sure that the culture or society will continue into the
future.

John H. Serembus

Further Reading
Brink, David. Moral Realism and the Foundations of

Ethics. Cambridge, England: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1989.

Kane, Robert. Through the Moral Maze: Searching
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N.Y.: North Castle Books, 1996.

Mackie, J. L. Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong.
New York: Penguin Books, 1977.

Pojman, Louis P. Ethics: Discovering Right and
Wrong. 2d ed. Belmont, Calif.: Wadsworth, 1995.

Rachels, James. The Elements of Moral Philosophy.
3d ed. Boston: McGraw-Hill, 1999.

Williams, Bernard. Ethics and the Limits of Philoso-
phy. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1985.

See also: Anthropological ethics; Diversity; Plural-
ism; Relativism; Situational ethics; Socrates; Truth.

The Absurd
Definition: That which points toward the ultimately

meaningless character of human life
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: In the view of French philosopher

and novelist Albert Camus, the absurd presents
philosophy with its most fundamental problem:
justifying the value of human existence.

Owing largely to World War II and its aftermath, it
seemed to Albert Camus that traditional values and
ways of life had collapsed. He dramatized that situa-
tion in novels such as The Stranger (1942) and The
Plague (1947) and reflected on it philosophically in
essays such as The Myth of Sisyphus (1942). Espe-
cially in the latter work, Camus explained that absur-
dity arises from the confrontation between “human
need and the unreasonable silence of the world.” The
absurd exists partly because human beings ask
“Why?,” but that is only part of the story. The other
key component is that answers to the question
“Why?”—at least ones that are complete, final, and
convincing to all—never appear. The collision be-
tween the questioning human consciousness and “the
unreasonable silence of the world” brings the absurd
into existence.

Camus could see no way to overcome the absurd
and its “total absence of hope.” He did not, however,
conclude that the absurd dictated nihilism and death.
On the contrary, he argued that humanity’s task was
to rebel against the absurd by making life as good as it
can possibly be.

See also: Camus, Albert; Evil; Existentialism;
Sartre, Jean-Paul; Value.
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Abn Bakr
Identification: Early Arab caliph
Born: c. 573, Mecca, Arabia (now in Saudi

Arabia)
Died: August 23, 634, Medina, Arabia (now in

Saudi Arabia)
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Abn Bakr succeeded the Prophet

Muwammad as the first caliph and expanded the
nascent Muslim empire by conquering neighbor-
ing states.

One of the first persons to convert to Islam, AbnBakr
lent much-needed credibility to the cause of Prophet
Muwammad during the early days of Islam. He be-
longed to a rich trading family and was a crucial
figure in providing moral and financial support to
sustain Muwammad in Mecca at the time that Mu-
wammad declared his prophethood. The close rela-
tionship between the two men was further strength-
ened by marital relations. Abn Bakr gave two of his
daughters in marriage to Muwammad. One of them,
Khadtja, was only thirteen years of age when she
married Muwammad.

Muwammad gave Abn Bakr the title Siddiq, one
who always speaks truth, because he became a disci-
ple of Muwammad at a time when it was not safe for
Muslims to reveal their allegiance openly. Abn Bakr
is supposed to have accompanied Muwammad at
the time of their flight from Mecca to the city of Me-
dina, which provided a safe haven to Muwammad
and his followers. Abn Bakr remained close to the
Prophet in Mecca as well as in Medina and assisted
him in becoming established in Medina. Abn Bakr
negotiated on behalf of the Prophet with other clans
in and around Medina whose support was crucial
in the struggle against the Meccans. The Quraish
tribe of Mecca tried to march on Medina to destroy
Muwammad’s forces three times but failed. After the
death of Muwammad, Abn Bakr was chosen to lead
the Muslims. He assumed the title caliph, or suc-
cessor.

Khalid N. Mahmood

See also: 4Alt ibn Abt Z3lib; Holy war; Wusayn; Is-
lamic ethics; Muwammad; Sht4a.

Abn Wantfah
Identification: Muslim theologian and jurist
Born: c. 699, al-Kufa, Iraq
Died: 767, Baghdad, Iraq
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: As a theologian, AbnWantfah founded

the first of the four orthodox schools of law in
Sunnt Islam. As a legal scholar, he was among the
earliest to formulate judicial doctrines relating to
questions that might arise in the future of the Is-
lamic community.

Born to a family of non-Arab converts to Islam, Abn
Wantfah was originally attracted to theology but soon
turned to Islamic law. His principal teacher was
Hammad ibn Abt Sulayman, the foremost represen-
tative of the Iraqi school of legal thought.

Following the death of his mentor in 737, Abn
Wantfah was acknowledged as the head of the school.
Throughout his career, he declined offers of govern-
mental positions under the Umayyad and Abbasid
dynasties, and there are indications that he harbored
antigovernment sympathies. Indeed, he seems to
have been imprisoned from 762 because of his sup-
port for an Alid revolt. As a theologian, Abn Wantfah
vigorously opposed the Khariji rigorist doctrine that
sin rendered one an unbeliever. He declared that faith
was the ultimate determinant of a person’s member-
ship in Islam. It was this doctrine that ultimately be-
came the orthodox position in Islam. As a jurist, Abn
Wantfah spent many years reviewing the corpus of Is-
lamic law; formulating new, systematic legal doc-
trines based on religious tradition and judicial prece-
dent; and, most important, proposing legal responses
to hypothetical situations that might arise later in the
Islamic community.

Craig L. Hanson

See also: Islamic ethics; Qur$3n; Sunnts.

Abuse
Definition: Acts of physical or psychological vio-

lence or neglect that are designed to cause emo-
tional trauma, usually to a person who is in a sub-
ordinate power relationship to the abuser
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Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Because it often generates feelings of

shame or guilt in its victims that prevent them
from resisting or reporting it, abuse is one of the
most insidious of all ethical violations and one of
the most difficult to combat effectively.

Physical abuse, which is nonaccidental injury to an-
other person, includes actions that physically dam-
age another person, such as pushing, shoving, hitting,
slapping, and throwing things. The consequences of
physical abuse can be minor, such as a bruise, or ma-
jor, such as death. Physically abusive actions are
fairly stable, so that a person who is physically abu-
sive early in life usually stays that way. Young adults
(under age thirty) are more likely to engage in do-
mestic violence than are older adults.

Because ordinary physical punishment is widely
accepted as an appropriate form of discipline in the
United States, it is typically excluded from defini-
tions of physical abuse. Physical abuse is, however,
often difficult to distinguish from physical punish-
ment. When does spanking become abuse? One
guiding principle in distinguishing physical punish-
ment from physical abuse is the leaving of bruises.
Physical punishment that leaves bruises on a child is
often considered physical abuse. Parents who en-
dorse physical punishment are more likely than are
others to physically abuse their children. Physical
abuse is widespread.

Sexual abuse includes any sexual behaviors that
are forced upon a person. Sexual abuse includes any
type of sexual fondling, touching, or other such be-
haviors of a sexual nature (such as being exposed in-
voluntarily to someone’s genitals); rape (involuntary
sexual intercourse); and incest (sexual activity be-
tween close relatives).

Sexual abuse may be the result of physical force,
threat, or intimidation. Sexual abuse violates com-
munity norms in an extreme way; therefore, it is typi-
cally viewed with abhorrence and is often punished
with imprisonment. Nevertheless, some form of sex-
ual abuse has been reported by between 19 percent
and 38 percent of adult American women, and by be-
tween 5 percent and 30 percent of adult men. Thus,
even though sexual abuse is not condoned in society,
it is experienced by a significant percentage of
women and men.

Many adults who have been molested as children

report feeling guilt, anger, depression, disordered
sexual behavior, poor self-esteem, feelings of isola-
tion and stigma, self-destructive behavior, difficul-
ties trusting others, substance abuse, and a tendency
toward revictimization.

Sustained physical or sexual abuse is thought to
be a primary culprit in the development of multiple
personality, a psychological disorder in which a per-
son has two or more distinctly different personalities,
each of which has a unique way of thinking and be-
having. Not all people who were physically or sexu-
ally abused as children, however, develop multiple
personalities as adults.

Psychological abuse, which is also called emo-
tional or mental abuse, includes actions that damage
a person’s behavioral, cognitive, emotional, or physi-
cal functioning. Psychologically abusive behaviors
are those that ridicule, belittle, degrade, exploit, in-
timidate, and so forth. Psychological abuse may be
the most prevalent form of child abuse, and it is also a
widespread form of adult abuse. Often occurring in
conjunction with other forms of abuse, psychological
abuse may exist independently of other types of
abuse.

Because its consequences are often invisible, psy-
chological abuse is seldom reported. Despite this
fact, many experts believe that psychological abuse
is the most damaging of all forms of abuse. It lowers
a person’s self-image, distorts his or her relation-
ships with others, and leads to increased fear, anxi-
ety, helplessness, aggression, and self-destructive be-
havior.

In a comprehensive overview of domestic vio-
lence, Donald Dutton suggested a nested ecological
explanation of domestic violence that includes at
least four factors. First, the cultural values of the indi-
viduals involved may contribute to abuse. For exam-
ple, are men and women considered to be equal? Is
hitting one’s wife considered to be an indication of
affection? Second, the social situation may contrib-
ute to abuse. For example, are the individuals in-
volved unemployed? Are they under severe eco-
nomic or other stress? Third, the family unit may
contribute to domestic abuse. For example, do the in-
dividuals communicate as a couple? Do the parents
typically use physical punishment? Fourth, the level
of individual development may contribute to domes-
tic abuse. For example, does the couple excuse vio-
lence? Have they witnessed family violence in the
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past? The nested ecological approach suggests multi-
ple levels of causes, with the importance of each level
differing in each assault case.

Lillian Range

Further Reading
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Academic freedom
Definition: State in which teachers are free to dis-

cuss their subjects in the classroom, to conduct re-
search, and to publish the results of that research,
without fear of repercussions

Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: Academic freedom makes it possible

for both teachers and students to question the sta-
tus quo and to arrive at conclusions other than
those endorsed by the majority or supported by
dominant structures of power. It increases the
likelihood that academic inquiry will be moti-
vated by truth rather than politics.

The freedom of teachers to instruct and to do research
is fundamental for civilization. The discovery and
dissemination of knowledge form the basis for posi-
tive dialogue. Such dialogue can lead to consensus,
which can serve to motivate people both individually
and collectively to take action that can bring moral
order. Such an ethical dynamic makes it possible for
new ideas to be advanced and new, positive action to
be taken on an ethical and moral level.

Academic freedom is inextricably intertwined
with conflict. Socrates’ incessant probing in search
of the truth led to his execution on the charge of cor-
rupting the youth of Athens. During the Middle Ages
in Europe, academic freedom began its relationship
with institutions of higher learning.

The medieval era displayed contradiction con-
cerning academic freedom. The Roman Catholic
Church preached and insisted on a single system of
truth that was anchored in God. Most medieval schol-
ars accepted this central body of authority, but some
rejected the idea that the hierarchy represented the
true Church. In the thirteenth and fourteenth centu-
ries, the ecclesiastical authorities, through condem-
nations and censures, greatly hindered philosophical
and theological inquiry. Nevertheless, scholars
fought back in the pursuit of truth that would outlast
and even reverse condemnations.

Italian thinkers enjoyed a remarkable degree of
academic freedom during the Renaissance. For ex-
ample, Professor Pietro Pompanazzi published a book
questioning the immortality of the soul and also at-
tacked the clergy. Far from being censured, Pom-
panazzi was protected by Pope Leo X, and his salary
was increased.

During the Reformation, Protestantism both im-
peded and advanced academic freedom. Rigorous
orthodox Calvinism held that freedom of thought
was an obstacle to ethics. Arminianism brought a
latitudinarian thrust. The Dutch city of Leiden was
the home of the first European university to follow
an intentional and consistent policy of academic
freedom.

In seventeenth century England, the Act of Uni-
formity led to ejections from academic institutions.
Those who were purged founded academies noted
for liberality in thought. The graduates of these acad-
emies contributed to the American Enlightenment,
which supported secularism in ethics. Academic
freedom has had a precarious life in the United
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States. Seventeenth century colleges demanded reli-
gious conformity from its faculty. In 1654, Harvard
University dismissed its first president, the Reverend
Henry Dunster, for heresy.

The eighteenth century displayed a mixed tab-
leau. The secularization of colleges introduced skep-
ticism and inquiry into ethics. Between 1740 and
1766, however, Yale University experienced illiber-
alism under the Reverend President Thomas Clap,
who promoted orthodox Calvinist ethics. Neverthe-
less, the Reverend Edward Wigglesworth, the first
person in American collegiate education to hold a
major professorship, enjoyed notable academic free-
dom as Harvard’s Hollis Professor of Divinity from
1722 to 1765. Wigglesworth’s namesake son, who
was Hollis Professor between 1765 and 1791, ad-
vanced the cause of liberal ethics. In 1756, the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania acquitted the Reverend Provost
William Smith of the charge of teaching irreligious
ethics.

Pre-Civil War America experienced various no-
table situations regarding academic freedom. For
example, the Unitarian reverend president Horace
Holley, who raised Transylvania University to dis-
tinction, resigned because of Presbyterian charges
that he had made that institution infidel. President
Thomas Cooper of South Carolina College, a materi-
alist ethicist, put forward the boldest and most ad-
vanced argument for academic freedom.

Later nineteenth century America made signifi-
cant strides in academic freedom. Despite opposition,
the teaching of evolution and attacks on transcenden-
tal ethics entered institutions. At Yale, Professor Wil-
liam Graham Sumner ably defended his rigid ethic of
self-reliance. The introduction of the German con-
cept of Lehrfreiheit—freedom of teaching and free-
dom of inquiry for the university professor—was
profoundly significant.

Between 1890 and 1900, a number of academic
freedom incidents occurred in which a professor was
summarily dismissed after espousing reform or criti-
cizing the social order. Such cases involved Richard
T. Ely (University of Wisconsin), Edward W. Bemis
(University of Chicago in 1895 and Kansas State Ag-
ricultural College in 1899), E. Benjamin Andrews
(Brown University), Frank Parsons (Kansas State
Agricultural College), and Edward A. Ross (Stan-
ford University). Ross’s views had antagonized Mrs.
Leland Stanford, Sr.

In 1913, the dismissal of Professor John M. Meck-
lin, a professor of philosophy and psychology at La-
fayette College, proved to be noteworthy. President
Ethelbert D. Warfield detested Mecklin’s philosophi-
cal relativism, his interest in pragmatism, and his
teaching of evolution. The American Philosophical
and American Psychological Associations failed to
obtain justice for Mecklin. A body representing the
entire professorate was needed to protect academic
freedom.

That organization appeared in the form of the
American Association of University Professors
(AAUP). Founded in 1915, its principal promoter
was Arthur O. Lovejoy of Johns Hopkins University.
By 2003, the organization’s 1940 Statement of Prin-
ciples on Academic Freedom and Tenure had been
been endorsed by 175 educational and scholarly or-
ganizations. Meanwhile, however, AAUP’s national
office was growing weak. During World War I, it
chose not to defend academic freedom. Between
1949 and 1955, the AAUP general secretary Ralph
Himstead gave no help to victims of Congress’s
House Committee on Un-American Activities and
neglected more than a hundred casualties of Senator
Joseph R. McCarthy’s misguided witch-hunts in
search of communists.

Later twentieth century America experienced at-
tacks against academic freedom. Both secular insti-
tutions, public and private, and religious organiza-
tions, Jewish, Protestant, and Roman Catholic, have
stifled or attempted to stifle professors. The Catholic
University of America, for example, dismissed Fa-
ther Charles E. Curran because of his views on ethics.

The battle over academic freedom has continued
in the twenty-first century, and there is no indication
that it will be resolved in the foreseeable future.

Erving E. Beauregard
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Accountability
Definition: State of being responsible, liable, or an-

swerable for one’s thoughts or actions
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Systems of morality generally re-

quire accountability, either individual or collec-
tive, before ethical evaluations can assign praise
or blame.

Accountability can be either individual or collective,
but the latter has been much more controversial (for
example, the alleged collective responsibility of Ger-
mans for Nazi atrocities). Ethicists usually believe
that individual accountability applies to any free or
voluntary act. Accountability is thus a key concept in
morality and metaphysics.

A key doctrine that is related to accountability is
compatibilism, the view that the causal determina-
tion of actions is consistent with moral responsibility
for those actions. For example, a compatibilist holds
that one would still be accountable for one’s actions
even if a scientist or a god could predict all those ac-
tions in detail. Compatibilism is a metaphysical doc-
trine that is relevant to ethics. Incompatibilists claim
that the causal determination of one’s acts would pre-
vent one from having the freedom necessary for hav-
ing moral accountability for one’s acts. Metaphysical
libertarianism (which is completely distinct from po-
litical libertarianism) endorses incompatibilism but
allows for accountability by denying that acts are
causally determined.

Another key doctrine here is the idea that “ought”

implies “can,” which denies that an agent can be ac-
countable for failing to do the impossible. Account-
ability assumes that there is a duty (that is, a responsi-
bility or obligation) that one is to discharge. One can
generally be held to account for failure to do one’s
duty. As Joseph F. Newton wrote, “A duty dodged is
like a debt unpaid; it is only deferred, and we must
come back and settle the account at last.”

Accountability is a key concept in law, where eth-
ical issues are often discussed in terms of liability.
Strict liability implies that one is responsible even if
one is not at fault. Thus, strict liability seems to be in-
consistent with the doctrine that ought implies can.
Vicarious liability is responsibility for harm done by
another (for example, one’s child). Product liability
is a field of law that holds manufacturers and mer-
chants accountable for defective goods that they sell.
Legal liability is the most general term for exposure
to being held to account by a court or other legal insti-
tution. To be legally liable is to be subject to punish-
ment or to an order to provide compensation to at
least help make up for one’s infraction.

Accountability is a key concept in politics. The
Left (liberals, socialists, and communists) often calls
for increased social responsibility for corporations
and social elites, and often criticizes the allegedly un-
accountable power that corporations and elites wield.
The Right (conservatives, traditionalists, and fas-
cists) often calls for people to take more responsibil-
ity for their own actions, and often criticizes individ-
uals for allegedly shirking their duties by claiming to
be victims of circumstance or of society. The impor-
tance of accountability is thus something about
which the political moralities of the Left and the
Right seem to agree.

Some people argue that corporations cannot be
accountable, because, first, they are not persons or
agents that are distinct from corporate employees,
and, second, praise and blame can apply only to dis-
tinct agents. Others argue that corporations are agents,
since they have internal decision-making structures,
which arguably provide enough of a chain of com-
mand for ethicists to attribute acts to corporations as
distinct from merely attributing the acts to some indi-
vidual or some subset of the corporation’s employ-
ees. Some argue that the whole is greater than the
sum of its parts in this case. Even if no single em-
ployee were held accountable for a bad result, for
example, the corporation could still be held account-
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able. Synergistic effects of individual acts of employ-
ees can produce corporate accountability for an im-
moral outcome. To deny this possibility would seem
to be to commit the fallacy of composition, which as-
sumes that whatever is true of each part of a whole (in
this case, unaccountability) must be true of the whole
as well.

Sterling Harwood
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Accuracy in Media
Identification: Politically conservative nonprofit

watchdog group that critiques news media cover-
age of political, social, legal, and economic issues

Date: Founded in 1969
Type of ethics: Media ethics
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Examples of Accuracy in Media
News Stories

News stories posted on accuracyinmedia.org in May, 2004

“Clinton, Character, and 9/11” (February 26, 2004)
“Fine Print of ‘Stem Cell’ Bill Goes Unreported” (Janu-

ary 9, 2004)
“Why Marriage Is Worth Defending” (December 26, 2003)
“How Bush Can Use the Media to Sink Kerry” (Apr 29,

2004)
“Big Media Back Kerry” (Apr 16, 2004)
“Media Admit Anti-Bush Bias” (March 31, 2004)
“How to Slant the News: NBC’s Andrea Mitchell Distorts

CIA Testimony to Benefit Democrats” (March 19, 2004)
“George W.: What You Didn’t See on Meet The Press”

(March 8, 2004)
“Ralph Nader Cannot Be Bought” (March 4, 2004)
“Pandora’s Welfare Box: Do Not Open” (February 27,

2004)
“Vietnam Vets Mobilize Against John Kerry” (February 26,

2004)
“John Kerry Waffles Over Gay Marriage” (February 20,

2004)
“The Media’s Credibility Gap” (February 17, 2004)
“Punishing Bush May Punish the Country” (February 10,

2004)
“The Media’s Rush to Distort” (January 20, 2004)
“Fox News Fair and Balanced?” (November 6, 2003)
“Putting Words in the President’s Mouth” (November 4,

2003)
“Media Bias Killing Our Troops” (September 29, 2003)
“Hillary Clinton’s Biggest Cover-Ups” (August 11, 2003)



Significance: One of the best-known American
news media pressure groups, Accuracy in Media
has been criticized for being more biased than the
liberal news media that it criticizes.

Accuracy in Media (AIM) raises the issue of defining
ethical news coverage of public issues. It has been fi-
nanced through donations and dues paid by members
and major conservative donors, such as billionaire
Richard Mellon Scaife. AIM’s staff and supporters
monitor daily media coverage and provide news out-
lets immediate criticism of what they regard as in-
stances of biased or otherwise unethical reporting.
Staff members also solicit and regularly receive citi-
zen complaints about perceived biased news cover-
age. The organization’s nationwide activities include
providing media guides, holding conferences, provid-
ing books and tapes to members, maintaining an in-
tern program, and maintaining an information site on
the World Wide Web (www.accuracyinmedia.org).

AIM publishes a twice-monthly newsletter, the
AIM Report. It also broadcasts a daily news commen-
tary program, Media Monitor, over more than 150 ra-
dio stations throughout the United States; publishes a
syndicated weekly newspaper column; and supports
a speaker’s bureau. AIM members are encouraged to
attend the annual shareholder meetings of large me-
dia organizations and initiate mass letter-writing
campaigns to newsrooms to complain about specific
acts of biased or incomplete news coverage.

The organization also presents annual awards for
what members judge to be outstanding examples of
fair and accurate news coverage. Criticisms of AIM,
often from activists on the political Left, charge the
organization with being more biased and less accu-
rate than the media they monitor. In part in response
to AIM, political liberals established a rival media
monitoring organization, Fairness and Accuracy in
Reporting (FAIR), in 1986.

Robert E. Dewhirst

See also: American Society of Newspaper Editors;
Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting; Journalistic eth-
ics; Media ownership; News sources; Photojournal-
ism.

Accused, rights of
Definition: Procedural and substantive legal rights

possessed by persons who have been formally ac-
cused of criminal acts

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: In the U.S. criminal justice system,

persons accused of wrongdoing are presumed in-
nocent until proven guilty and are entitled to cer-
tain rights, including fair trials. Balancing the
rights of the accused against society’s goal of
bringing criminals to justice can create serious
ethical dilemmas.

The American criminal justice system encounters
significant ethical dilemmas when it attempts to bal-
ance the competing interests of the participants in its
processes. On one hand, there are those people who
have been accused of criminal acts. Even after they
have been accused, they are supposed to be presumed
innocent of the crimes until they have been duly
convicted. Moreover, they are entitled to fair trials.
This right is guaranteed by the Fourth and Fifteenth
Amendments to the U.S. Constitution, which state
that a person cannot be deprived of life, liberty, or
property without due process of law. The U.S. Con-
stitution does not specify, however, what constitutes
“due process.”

On the other hand, there is the right of society to
punish those who violate its laws. In some cases, the
welfare of victims must be considered as well. In ad-
dition, certain high-profile cases involve the media’s
First Amendment rights, as well as the public’s right
to be informed. It is often quite difficult to balance
the rights the accused with those of society.

A specific situation that poses significant ethical
issues is when one person is accused of sexually as-
saulting another and claims that the encounter was
consensual. An example of such a case arose in 2003-
2004, when basketball star Kobe Bryant was accused
of raping a Colorado hotel worker. Bryant admitted
having engaged in sexual intercourse with the
woman but claimed the encounter was mutually con-
sensual. In such situations, defendants often wish
to present evidence of their alleged victims’ sexual
histories—just as Bryant’s defense team did. From
the defense standpoint, such evidence may be essen-
tial to proving that the alleged victims actually con-
sented to the acts. However, if the crimes did actually
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occur, the public presentation of such evidence may
unfairly humiliate the victims. Courts frequently
struggle with how to protect the defendants’ rights to
fair trials in such situations, without further harming
victims.

Ethical difficulties are sometimes also evoked
when criminal defendants appear to be mentally ill
and consequently incompetent to stand trial. Prose-
cutors may wish to require them to take medications
to treat their mental illness; otherwise, their trials
might have to be postponed indefinitely. However,
such defendants may invoke the right to make their
own decisions about their medical treatment, espe-
cially as the medications they take may have signifi-
cant side effects. Moreover, the defense teams may
believe that forced medication will hinder their cli-
ents’ rights to fair trials when the defendants plan in-
sanity pleas, as the medications may alter a jury’s
perceptions of the defendants.

Even quite ordinary criminal cases raise ethical
issues. For example, what means may be used to in-
terrogate suspects, and what limits are to be placed
on interrogations? What kinds of evidence may be
admitted, and what excluded? What procedures
ought to be used to ensure juries that are fair and that
represent cross-sections of their communities? Some
sorts of balance must always be made between the in-
terests of people accused of crimes and the interests
of those who may be harmed by criminal acts, and
such balance is often difficult to achieve.

Phyllis B. Gerstenfeld
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See also: American Civil Liberties Union; Arrest
records; Erroneous convictions; Gideon v. Wain-
wright; Homeland defense; Jury system; Mental ill-
ness; Victims’ rights.

Acquired immunodeficiency
syndrome (AIDS)

Definition: Commonly known as AIDS, a physical
condition believed to be caused by a virus of inde-
terminate origin that invades and seriously dam-
ages the body’s immune system, leaving it vulner-
able to a number of opportunistic infections and
rare cancers

Date: Discovered in 1981
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: The worldwide AIDS pandemic has

highlighted a host of crucial policy issues includ-
ing civil and human rights, confidentiality and
privacy, accessibility to medical and social ser-
vices, the drug trial and approval process, prison-
ers’ rights, substance-abuse treatment, school-
based sex education, equitable distribution of
scarce resources, and international cooperation.

Acquired immunodeficiency syndrome, or AIDS, is
a term given to a collection of life-threatening medi-
cal conditions that result from acquisition of the hu-
man immunodeficiency virus (HIV). Before 1981
the virus was unknown, and it is unknown how many
cases of this disease occurred. In early 1981 eight
cases of a rare, relatively benign tumor that affected
older men, Kaposi’s sarcoma, suddenly appeared in
New York City. At the same time in New York and
California, cases of a rare pneumonia caused by
pneumocystis carinii were reported. Soon the Cen-
ters for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) cre-
ated a task force to study the situation. Many of the
earlier cases occurred in gay men, and therefore the
disease was initially dubbed the “gay compromise
syndrome” or “gay-related immune deficiency
(GRID).” Later the virus was also found among het-
erosexuals, and the syndrome’s name was changed to
acquired immunodeficiency syndrome, or AIDS. In
1984 the causative virus was isolated. By the first
years of the twenty-first century, HIV disease was a
worldwide pandemic.

The World Pandemic
By the beginning of 2003, 42 million cases of

AIDS had been reported around the world, with
816,149 cases in the United States. From the begin-
ning of the epidemic in 1981 until December, 2002,
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467,910 deaths attributed to AIDS had occurred in
the United States alone, while at least 3.1 million
deaths had occurred elsewhere in the world. During
the mid- to late 1990’s, the rate of progression from
HIV to AIDS slowed in the United States, due to ad-
vances in treatment. The result was that increasing
numbers of people were living with HIV. By 2003, it
was estimated that there were 800,000 to 900,000
people with HIV living in the United States, with
40,000 new cases reported each year. Worldwide in
2002, 5 million new cases of HIV were identified,
and the epidemic showed no signs of decline.

Issues of Liability
HIV is most commonly transmitted from one per-

son to another through physical sexual contact. The
second-most common method of transmission is
blood-to-blood contact, followed by contacts be-
tween infected mothers and their children. Before
1985, HIV was transmitted through infected blood
supplies and accidental needle pricks in health-care
workplaces. Such accidents raise several issues of li-
ability. First, a person suffering from the disease may
indulge in behaviors that purposely transmit the virus
to others, leading to criminal liability. Any of three
types of criminal laws may be applied in such cases:
traditional (such as attempted murder, aggravated as-
sault, assault with a deadly weapon, or attempted
manslaughter); criminal violations of public health
statutes; and AIDS-specific criminal statutes.

Criminal prosecutions often pose ethical chal-
lenges by being essentially punitive acts directed to-
ward victims of HIV/AIDs that do little or nothing
for public health. Several issues pertain to civil liabil-
ity. Tort law is the area of law that governs harms al-
legedly caused by a private individual or group of in-
dividuals against other private individuals. Tort laws
vary from state to state and are usually based on pre-
vious cases or precedents. Civil liability for transmit-
ting HIV/AIDS may occur for any of four reasons:
negligence or lack of use of reasonable care to avoid
harm to others, battery involving unwanted touching
or infliction of injury on other persons, intentional in-
fliction of emotional distress, and fraud.

Issues of Discrimination
HIV/AIDS raises a number of issues relating to

discrimination. At the societal level, it is a disease
that has a great stigma attached to it. That stigma is

enhanced by the popular association of AIDS with
homosexuals—a fact that also enhances negative im-
ages of gay people.

People carrying the HIV virus have also been dis-
criminated against when they have sought health
care. However, the federal Americans with Disabil-
ities Acts (ADA) of 1990 bans discrimination against
HIV-infected persons at any stage of their disease. In
addition various professional codes such as the
American Nurses Association Code also encourage
respect for human dignity and prohibit discrimina-
tion against carriers of HIV. Nevertheless, there is ev-
idence that many health care workers so fear HIV/
AIDS that they prefer not to care for persons with the
disease.

Discrimination against people with HIV/AIDS
has also been an issue in public accommodations, in-
cluding hotels, restaurants, theaters, and nursing
homes. Title III of the ADA protects HIV carries
from such discrimination; however, violations of the
law have been common. An even more serious issue
is employment discrimination, which is also covered
by the ADA. HIV infection is considered a disability,
and employers are obligated to provide reasonable
accommodations for persons carrying the virus. An-
other controversial issue is the placing of limits or
caps by employers on the amount of health insurance
coverage provided to HIV sufferers.

Housing discrimination is also an issue. Despite
the fact that HIV cannot be transmitted through ca-
sual physical contact, people with HIV have been
discriminated against in housing allotments. This,
too, violates federal laws. For example, the Fair
Housing Act of 1968 is designed to prevent landlords
and real estate agents from discriminating against
potential tenants on the basis of race, color, religion,
sex, family status, national origin, or handicap. AIDS
is considered a handicap under section 504 of the Re-
habilitation Act of 1973. In addition there are state
and local laws that prohibit housing discrimination
due to HIV/AIDS.

Individual Liberties
The U.S. Constitution has many provisions pro-

tecting the rights of citizens to pursue their goals
without restraints from others. Confidentiality and
privacy are important ethical considerations within
the broader framework of liberty. Health care profes-
sionals are ethically obligated to protect confidential
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information about their patients. Professionals who
provide counseling before and after HIV testing pro-
cedures are also expected to maintain complete con-
fidentiality of the results. However, diagnoses that
turn up positive results can pose serious ethical di-
lemmas. The fact that health care professionals are
expected to protect the privacy and confidentiality of
their patients leaves open the question of who is ethi-
cally responsible for alerting the sexual partners of
persons who test positive for HIV.

In HIV/AIDS, as for any medical condition,
health care providers cannot perform examinations,
conduct treatments, or even touch patients without
their consent. This doctrine of informed consent is
grounded under the overall principle of autonomy
and respect for people. Autonomy is a Greek word
that means self-governance or self-rule. Health care
professionals are obligated to provide to their pa-
tients details of treatment and medical procedures to
be performed, accurate descriptions of the potential
risks and benefits of the procedures, explanations
of alternative treatments or procedures, and assess-
ments of the likelihood of success. After receiving
this information, patients who decide they do not
want the procedures or treatments to be performed
may choose to reject them. All adults with decision-
making capacity who suffer from HIV/AIDS have
the right to self-determination in their medical treat-
ments and care.

The increasing numbers of women diagnosed
with HIV/AIDS, many of whom become pregnant,
raise additional ethical questions. For example,
should legal restrictions on abortion be loosened for
pregnant women?

Education and Research
Efforts to educate the public on the dangers of

AIDS often collide with other public-education
goals. For example, encouraging young people to
practice safer sex and to use condoms is seen by some
as condoning adolescent sexual activity. Providing
drug users with free hypodermic needles to reduce
the transmission of diseases may be seen as condon-
ing illegal drug use.

Medical ethics require that researchers obtain the
informed consent of their subjects. However, since
no complete cures of HIV infection are know, per-
sons carrying the virus may be inclined to accept un-
safe risks in the hope of finding a cure. Researchers

must be sensitive to that fact in evaluating their sub-
jects’ understanding of the risks they may take.

In any society there are some that have easy ac-
cess to resources while others do not. Despite the ille-
gality of discrimination in access to care, poor per-
sons find it very hard to have access to enough
resources. This disparity is even more glaring at the
global level. Some of the poorer nations in Africa
have a higher burden of this disease and very scarce
resources to cope with the problem.

Manoj Sharma
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See also: Americans with Disabilities Act; Health
care allocation; Homosexuality; Medical ethics;
Medical research; National Gay and Lesbian Task
Force; Promiscuity; Sexually transmitted diseases.

Adultery
Definition: Sexual relations by a married person

with someone other than the person’s own spouse
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics;

religious ethics
Significance: Adultery is widely perceived as a

practice that undermines the basic social institu-
tion, the family, causing both innocent spouses
and children to suffer trauma.

Taboos, or at least prohibitions, against adultery exist
in virtually every society, both past and present—the
taboo is about as common as marriage itself. Under
Mosaic law, a married man who had intercourse with
a single woman was deemed not to have committed
adultery, but a married woman who had sex with
someone other than her spouse was deemed guilty.
Furthermore, punishment varied according to time
and place, with women usually receiving harsher
“discipline” than the male. Under the ancient Baby-
lonian Code of Hammurabi punishment for adultery
was death by drowning.

In ancient Greece and Rome, men were not
harshly dealt with, but offending female spouses
could be punished by death. Likewise, in the Old Tes-
tament and in the Qur$3n, offending women were
killed, while punishment for men was much less se-
vere. Under ancient Hindu law, marriage was so sac-
rosanct that even a wife’s adultery was not grounds
for ending a legal union. At the time of Oliver Crom-
well in mid-seventeenth century England, authorities
put adulterers to death, but afterward, under English
common law, adultery was held to be a private
wrong, not an indictable offense.

Among the Senoufo and Bambara peoples of
West Africa, a man may kill his adulterous wife and
her lover, but among the Kaka in Cameroon, a man
may freely have sex with the wives of certain rela-
tives without punishment. Among many Pacific is-
landers, as among certain Pueblo Indians,
nonincestuous adultery is common and is tolerated if

the actors are discreet and secretive. Wife “lending”
is a common practice among the Eskimos.

Adultery in the United States
Although “reform” laws passed by enlightened

state legislators have “softened” legal punishments
for adultery, in most states the practice is still grounds
for divorce, especially when combined with the
“general breakdown” charge or the “mental cruelty”
charge. Until recently, Virginia fined adulterers
twenty dollars for the first offense, while repeat of-
fenders could be sentenced to prison for terms of
from six months up to one year. Vermont’s legal code
once held adultery to be a felony punishable by up to
five years in prison—for both offenders. Various
other states, such as Oklahoma, once had “alienation
of affection” codes (that is, an innocent spouse could
sue and collect money damages from the guilty
spouse’s companion, who presumedly caused such
“alienation of affection”); such laws amounted to a
“seduction” code for all would-be seducers of mar-
ried people. Most states, however, have repealed
many of the old punishments; unfortunately, inci-
dents of adultery in the United States seem to have
skyrocketed—or at least the reporting of such behav-
ior is now more widespread than was the case previ-
ously.

Extent of and Effects of Adultery
Many authorities in the United States agree that

approximately 50 percent of all married persons
commit adultery. In addition, more commit “infideli-
ties” that may well stop short of intercourse. Such es-
capades include “flirting” (done in front of the
spouse to make him or her insecure and upset) and
“psychic infidelity” (a man telling his mate about the
beautiful secretary whom he has just hired; a woman
telling her spouse about the handsome young man
who is her new tennis coach).

Although most people seem to cope well with
psychic infidelity, others become jealous. Jealousy
leads to more and more suspicions and may also lead
to vitriolic quarrels, with the result that a marriage
may be permanently undermined; when the adultery
is “real,” the strain on a marriage becomes even more
pronounced. It is, then, no surprise that the modern
American divorce rate is close to 50 percent, the
same percentage as that of adultery. In the case of a
parent who commits adultery, the children may suf-
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fer most by having to cope with a broken home and
by living in a poisoned atmosphere created by the
adulterer.

Exceptions
In some cases, adultery—as it narrowly de-

fined—may be sanctioned by certain spouses. For
example, some married women (and men) become
prostitutes with the approval or at least the toleration
of their husbands. Sometimes, married “swingers”
engage in mate swapping or group orgies. Likewise,
psychologists have reported cases wherein hetero-
sexual couples allow each other to take on homosex-
ual lovers, because they believe that no “real” sex
with such partners can take place. Indeed, enough
mutual adultery apparently occurs that psychologists
and other therapists exempt such cases from the
“body count” of adultery.

Adultery and Ethics
Clearly, adultery often destroys families, leaving

spouses and children in disaster’s wake. Certainly,
the practice contributes to social disorganization in
the United States and elsewhere. Many analysts hold,
however, that adultery does not solve the problems of
the adulterer (whatever they might be); to solve those
problems likely would involve hours of counseling
and a look at the previous life of the perpetrator.
Adultery is a moral and medical problem of the first
magnitude that most people believe society should
examine more closely.

James Smallwood
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Adversary system
Definition: System of law in which opposing par-

ties appear before a neutral tribunal; the parties
have equal rights to present evidence, examine
witnesses, and compel the attendance of wit-
nesses

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: The adversary system rests on the

judgment that a neutral tribunal is more likely to
be fair in both criminal and civil cases than a panel
of judges or other government officials would be;
this is a much debated proposition, since adminis-
trative law systems exist nearly everywhere in the
world other than the English-speaking countries.

In the adversary system of justice, a neutral, indepen-
dent judge presides over a criminal trial. The judge is
said to be independent because his or her tenure does
not depend on executive or legislative officials. Fed-
eral judges in the United States are appointed for life;
state judges are either elected or appointed for life or
for other long terms. In trials of serious crimes, more-
over, defendants have the right to have the facts deter-
mined by an impartial jury of laypeople. Both the
prosecution and the defense have the right to present
evidence, cross-examine witnesses brought by the
other side, and argue their side of the case to the fact
finders. Defendants need not testify in such trials if
they do not wish to. In the United States and England,
this form of trial is believed to be the most just.

Robert Jacobs

See also: Arbitration; Attorney-client privilege; Di-
vorce; Due process; Jurisprudence; Jury system;
Law; Lawyer for the situation; Perjury.
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Advertising
Definition: Public promotion of goods or services

designed to increase their sales, directly or indi-
rectly

Type of ethics: Media ethics
Significance: Advertisers have a financial stake in

crafting their messages in ways that persuade
consumers to buy their products. At the same
time, they also have a responsibility to craft their
messages in ways that do not take unfair advan-
tage of prospective consumers or competitors, or
negatively influence vulnerable populations, such
as children.

The ethics of advertising are professional ethics, not
theoretical ethics. They operate to serve various loy-
alties, to clients, advertising agencies, consumers,
and society in general. Often, the identified constitu-
ents have different—and conflicting—needs that
must be balanced. Moreover, advertising is ubiqui-
tous, pervasive, and influential, so its potential ef-
fects should be considered when determining what
level of corresponding responsibility should accom-
pany it.

Advertising as Communication
Advertising is one of the oldest forms of mass

communication. Since the days of the European town
crier, advertising has carried messages of people who
things to sell to people who might want to buy those
things. The modern American advertising industry is
a multibillion-dollar business, and advertising mes-
sages are inescapable. In addition to advertising’s
role in providing information to potential consumers,
it may be argued that advertising can have a profound
influence on societal values and norms.

Advertising influences the target audience’s
worldview. Consumers who routinely see stereotypi-
cal images and unrealistic depictions of physiques
and relationships in radio and television commer-
cials, magazine ads, and other forms of advertising
may blur the lines between reality and fantasy. Ad-
vertising can promote materialism by keeping im-
ages of bigger, better, new, advanced, and the latest
“must haves” in front of consumers. Advertising can
also influence the self-images of people who receive
its messages. Advertisements usually depict beauti-
ful, young people enjoying life with the help of such

products as the right toothpastes, the right shampoos,
the right clothes, and the right cars, and against the
glamour of the people using those products in adver-
tisements, the average person rarely measures up.

Advertising as Business
Advertising supports the free market. Businesses

attempt to increase their profits by increasing sales,
and advertising can place sales messages in front of
the audiences who are most likely to respond. In-
creased sales of products can lead to lower prices,
and that in turn can aid consumers. It is thus clear that
both marketers and consumers both can benefit from
advertising.

According to social contract theory, businesses
exist not only for their own profit but also for the ben-
efit of their consumers, and they are thus accountable
to their consumers. In addition, much advertising is
the product of advertising agencies, and advertising
agencies expect practitioners to be loyal to the agen-
cies, which are also businesses that operate for profit
in their own right.

Professional Codes of Ethics
The advertising industry has several professional

organizations that publish codes of ethics as industry
guidelines. These organizations include the Ameri-
can Association of Advertising Agencies, the Ameri-
can Advertising Federation, the Promotional Prod-
ucts Association International, and the Outdoor
Advertising Association of America. Professional
journalism organizations also publish guidelines on
advertising as well. Guidelines may be stated as “ac-
tion-guides,” moral statements that are prescriptive,
are normative, and direct people toward particular
actions while keeping them from other actions.

The American Association of Advertising Agencies
developed a creative code to support healthy compe-
tition. Specifically, the code stipulates that associa-
tion members should not knowingly create false,
misleading, or exaggerated claims; dishonest testimo-
nials; misleading price claims; unsupported claims;
or content offensive to decency or members of mi-
nority groups. The code also stipulates that compara-
tive advertising be truthful, substantiated, and taste-
ful. Ads that compare an advertiser’s products and
services with those of the competition may be helpful
to consumers but must be handled fairly. Dishonest
testimonials are from people who do not actually use
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the products that they tout or who have hidden con-
flicts of interest.

The American Advertising Federation created
“The Advertising Principles of American Business,”
a document that cautions members in eight areas. It
stipulates that advertisers should be truthful, be pre-
pared to substantiate claims, avoid untruthful com-
parisons, refrain from bait-and-switch advertising,
offer specific information about guarantees and war-
ranties, avoid false or misleading price claims, limit
testimonials to real and competent witnesses, and
avoid content that is offensive or indecent. Substanti-
ation is a legal consideration as well, and ad-
vertisers are expected to have prior proof be-
fore making claims in advertising.

The Promotional Products Association In-
ternational, a specialty advertising trade group,
focuses its guidelines on customer service. It
asks its members to offer quality products and
services and to work toward complete cus-
tomer satisfaction. The Outdoor Advertising
Association of America is an organization of
owners and operators of standardized outdoor
advertising displays. Its code focuses on the
responsibility of advertisers to ensure that out-
door displays do not detract from their sur-
roundings. It specifically stipulates that mem-
bers refrain from placing advertising displays
in areas of natural scenic beauty, parks, or his-
torical monuments and requires that members
follow regulations and zoning laws. Members
may erect advertising displays only on proper-
ties that they lease or own, and the displays
must be truthful, attractive, and consistent
with high moral standards.

Sweepstakes competitions are often atten-
tion-getting promotions used by advertisers,
and the Magazine Publishers of America even
has a code for ethical sweepstakes promo-
tions. Critics have charged that the advertising
industry has marketed sweepstakes in ways
that are confusing to consumers. The guide-
lines outline specific components of contest
solicitations and state that each component
should be easy to read and understand, that the
individual’s chances of winning should not be
overstated, and that recipients of the promo-
tions should not be duped into ordering or ex-
tending their magazine subscriptions by being

led to believe that doing so will enhance their
changes of winning the competitions.

Twenty-first Century Issues
The codes of ethics outline valuable lists of do’s

and don’ts for advertising professionals. However, as
society has evolved, additional ethical issues have
emerged. For example, only during the late twentieth
century did the advertising industry begin to make a
large-scale effort to depict members of racial minori-
ties in advertisements targeting the general popula-
tion. Minorities had long been token representatives
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Long before he entered politics, future president Ronald
Reagan was one of many film stars who used his celebrity to
help make smoking appear glamorous. Another Chester-
field advertisement of the period showed Reagan wrapping
cartons of cigarettes as Christmas gifts to all his friends.
(AP/Wide World Photos)
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in popular media, but the failure to include them in
general interest advertisements projected narrow
views of American society.

Ads also long employed stereotypes to make
points. For example, the Frito-Lay Corporation once
used a character called the “Frito Bandito” to adver-
tise its corn chips. The Frito Bandito provided an
attention-getting and easily remembered product
icon, but at the cost of reinforcing negative stereo-
types of Mexican Americans as criminals. Advertise-
ments that objectify women and men are common.
For example, ads may depict human bodies without
heads or show a satiny-smooth human shoulder and
arm that are not connected to the rest of a body.
Critics charge that such ads are destructive in that
they promote the practice of viewing individuals as
body parts rather than as whole people.

Political advertising has its own issues. Political
advertising plays an important role in society and can
directly influence political outcomes. Political ads
that commonly receive criticism are those that rely
only on emotional appeals rather than providing in-
formation that can be evaluated by the receiver and

those that distort opponents’ records. Sublimi-
nal messages have also been criticized, al-
though it is unclear whether or not subliminal
messages have any impact on the audience.
During the 2000 election, the George W. Bush
presidential campaign pulled a Republican Na-
tional Committee ad that criticized opponent
Al Gore’s plan on prescription drugs and used
subliminal messages to tell television viewers
that the opponents were the “bureaucRATS.”

Another controversial issue is the manner in
which advertisers target vulnerable popula-
tions, particularly children. Advertisers have
been criticized for targeting children through
ads promoting movies they are too young to
view and through ads promoting cigarettes to
children too young to buy tobacco products le-
gally. RJ Reynolds’s Joe Camel campaign
ended because of the cartoon character’s popu-
larity with the younger set. Young children
spend a lot of time watching television and, in
some cases, listening to the radio. Many adver-
tisers are cognizant of their younger audience
members and refrain from exposing them to
vulgar, age-inappropriate content.

Some debate has centered on advertising to
older persons and members of minority groups. Di-
rect mail, in particular, has been used to get the atten-
tion of older people who are in the habit of opening
official-looking envelopes and who may confuse ad-
vertising materials with official business documents.
On the other hand, because older persons are not chil-
dren, many people would argue that they should not
need to be protected from advertisers.

Another controversial type of advertising is “ad-
vertorials”—advertisements packaged to look like
news. Advertorials blur the lines between advertising
and news and can confuse people who are exposed to
a diverse variety of nontraditional sources of news.
For example, audiences who are accustomed to net-
work news, cable news channels, entertainment
news, and other sources may not readily distinguish
advertorial programming from genuine news pro-
grams because the presentations are similar. To avoid
confusion, most advertorials, or “infomercials,” in-
clude disclaimers. In addition, many news depart-
ments have guidelines designed to protect the edito-
rial process from the influence of the advertising
department.
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Ethics Challenges for Advertisers

The Better Business Bureau is a nationwide network of
businesses that was founded in 1912 for the purpose of im-
proving ethical relationships businesses and the public. To
that end, it has posed these questions to advertisers:

• Does your advertising make your customers satisfied
they do business with you?

• Are you avoiding impossible promises and guarantees?

• Is your advertised merchandise readily available?

• Do you mean to sell what you advertise?

• Do your ads avoid misleading inferences?

• Do your advertised terms agree with the facts?

• Is your advertising easy to understand without asterisks
and fine print?

• Do you believe your own comparatives?

• Would you be attracted by what your ad says?

Source: Better Business Bureau (http://www.bbb.org/bizethics/tips.asp)



Unusual situations may develop when advertisers
try to get audience attention with shock tactics. Peo-
ple for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA)
once produced an advertising campaign called “The
Holocaust on Your Plate,” which showed pictures of
naked concentration camp inmates alongside pic-
tures of abused animals. Its caption read, “To ani-
mals, all people are Nazis.” The ad succeeded in at-
tracting attention but offended many people,
especially Jews, who thought that it trivialized the
Holocaust. PETA supporters maintained that people
are animals, too, and that animals should get similar
protection.

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, nega-
tively affected many businesses in America. After the
attacks, many corporations ran ads to offer condo-
lences for the victims of the attacks and to express
hope for the future of the country. However, some of
these advertisements also tied into commercial
pitches that critics saw as attempts to capitalize on
tragedy. For example, General Motors ran a “Keep
America Rolling” campaign that offered consumers
zero percent financing on new vehicles. The ad at-
tempted to link buying a new American car with be-
ing patriotic, but the link was weak.

Pharmaceutical companies have long advertised
their products to doctors and other medical profes-
sionals. During the mid-1990’s, the industry began
greatly increasing direct advertising appeals to con-
sumers. This trend spurred a debate in the medical
community, because some say that direct-to-con-
sumer advertising puts incomplete information in the
hands of people with medical problems who may not
be trained to interpret it. Other observers, however,
have said that it is valuable for patients to know their
medical options and to be able to ask their doctors
about advertised medications that may help them.

Finally, Internet advertising has opened up a new
way for advertisers to reach audiences, and a new set
of issues has arisen. Unsolicited e-mail, or spam,
clogs the in-boxes of millions of Internet users daily,
and companies are devising ways to help users filter
out unwanted messages. Opt-in options give users
the opportunity to ask to be added to e-mail mailing
list. Opt-out options give the user the opportunity to
ask to be deleted or unsubscribed from e-mail lists,
but they assume tacit approval unless the messages
are received. Opt-out options require users to take
steps to avoid receiving unsolicited e-mail.

Legal Considerations
The Federal Trade Commission regulates the

American advertising industry and has the power to
constrain and punish advertisers who create ads that
are deceptive, fraudulent, or misleading. In addition
to ethical considerations, advertisers must consider
legal ramifications of their advertising. Many con-
sumers are suspicious of advertisers who have finan-
cial stakes in their buying decisions; however, ethical
advertising can serve needed functions for busi-
nesses and consumers alike.

Alisa White
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Advice columnists
Definition: Journalists who offer advice on wide-

ranging topics in columns that are typically syndi-
cated in many newspapers and magazines

Date: The first advice column appeared in 1901
Type of ethics: Media ethics
Significance: Influential columnists can pro-

foundly affect the attitudes and behavior of their
readers, even though the colum-
nists may lack expertise in their
subjects or exhibit bias.

In 1901, the New York Journal be-
gan publishing the first nationally
recognized advice column, “Doro-
thy Dix Talks.” For fifty years, Dix
dispensed advice to lovelorn, con-
fused, and worried readers. For the
most part, she avoided difficult and
taboo subjects. However, by the
1950’s, when Ann Landers and her
twin sister, Abigail Van Buren, be-
gan their long careers as advice col-
umnists, America had changed. Lan-
ders and Van Buren were able to
take on more sensitive issues than
Dix ever discussed, such as homo-
sexuality, abortion, abusive parent-
ing, and premarital sex. The two
women enjoyed immense success,
but not without criticism. While nei-

ther Landers nor Van Buren had any formal training
in psychology or counseling, their status as widely
syndicated and respected columnists gave them the
appearance of authority. Their popularity alarmed
many mental health professionals, who often dis-
agreed with the advice the columnists provided. For
example, Landers initially regarded homosexuality
as an illness, even though the American Psychiatric
Association had concluded otherwise. Landers later
softened her stance on that subject, but only after
homosexuality began to gain wider acceptance in
America.

Twenty-first century advice columns are more
popular than ever; they also tend to be more special-
ized. Readers want specific advice from experts in
health, the law, technology, investing, and other sub-
jects. Even personal advice columns—the successors
of Dix, Landers, and Van Buren—have become more
narrowly focused, targeting limited demographic
groups. This has raised new issues. Columnists, un-
like other journalists, deal in opinions as well as
facts. However, while facts may be checked, opin-
ions are easily subjected to manipulation. With the
proliferation of specialized and technical columns, it
has become more difficult for newspaper and maga-
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Advice columnists Ann Landers (left) and her twin sister, Pauline,
better known Abigail Van Buren of “Dear Abby” fame, at their fiftieth
high school reunion in 1986. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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zine editors to “backstop” their columnists, challeng-
ing assertions and rooting out bias.

Columnists are particularly prone to conflicts of
interest. Lawyers writing columns on law may sug-
gest that home buyers should hire lawyers to review
their sales documents, knowing full well that this
may bring new business to their own law firms. How-
ever, this relatively benign form of conflict of interest
pales in comparison to scandals in the securities
industry, where investment columnists have touted
specific stocks that they themselves, or their employ-
ers, own and from which they hope to profit from fu-
ture eventual sales.

Technology is providing a sea change for advice
columnists. With the Internet, anyone can claim to be
an expert and give advice. In consequence, ethical
constraints on advice columnists will be further
eroded.

Robert L. Palmer
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Affirmative action
Definition: Aspect of government programs de-

signed to increase the participation of statistically
underrepresented groups in education, employ-
ment, and public works

Date: Concept developed during the mid-1960’s

Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: Affirmative action programs have pro-

moted cultural diversity and reduced invidious
discrimination against women and members of
particular racial minorities; however, other per-
sons frequently feel threatened by the programs.

The federal Civil Rights Act of 1964 and similar laws
of the states prohibit employers and educational in-
stitutions from discriminating against individuals on
the basis of race, national origin, or sex. Initially, the
term “affirmative action” referred simply to employ-
ment policies designed to enforce these laws and en-
sure equal opportunities for members of groups that
had historically encountered prejudicial attitudes and
discriminatory practices. However, as these groups,
especially African Americans, continued to experi-
ence subtle forms of discrimination, regulatory agen-
cies and courts began to consult statistical data when
assessing compliance with the laws.

By the early 1970’s, the term “affirmative action”
was being applied to aggressive programs of recruit-
ment that could be evaluated on the basis of quantita-
tive results. Most programs included racial and gen-
der preferences, and some utilized “quotas” or “goals
and timetables.” Arguing that the programs contra-
dicted the principle of equal opportunity, white men
often claimed to be victims of “reverse discrimina-
tion.”

Moral Arguments
Almost all modern ethicists endorse the ultimate

goal of an equality of opportunity for every individ-
ual, without regard to characteristics such as sex, eth-
nicity, or religion, except in special situations in
which such characteristics are relevant. Because of
the pernicious consequences of past discrimination,
however, defenders of affirmative action policies ar-
gue that some preferences will be necessary for a lim-
ited period of time in order to level the playing field.
In contrast, opponents insist that discriminatory
practices are inherently unjust, even when used as a
means toward a just goal.

Proponents tend to believe that racism and sexism
are profoundly entrenched in American beliefs, prac-
tices, and attitudes. Believing that white males are
beneficiaries of unacknowledged privileges, more-
over, they typically assume that women and minori-
ties, except for invidious discrimination, would oc-
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cupy prestigious positions in rough proportion to
their numbers. Some radical proponents justify affir-
mative action as atonement for past discrimination
and argue that justice demands “equality of results”
rather than “equality of opportunity.”

Opponents, in contrast, usually argue that the rel-
ative successes of various groups are more influ-
enced by culture than by invidious discrimination.
As an example, they point to the conspicuous
achievements of Jewish Americans and Asian Amer-
icans in the liberal professions, in spite of continuing
discrimination. Believing that some groups will al-
ways excel in particular endeavors, the opponents
conclude that preferential treatment, once begun,
will continue indefinitely. From their perspective, it
is wrong to penalize an individual person because of
membership in a group judged to be excessively suc-
cessful.

Many libertarians view affirmative action as a
pernicious example of “social engineering” that den-
igrates individual freedom, and they insist that the
value of liberty is more basic than equality. Persons
committed to the idea of meritocracy usually con-
cede that government has a legitimate interest in pro-
moting equal opportunity, but they strongly oppose
the notion that government should decide on the sta-
tistical representation of groups in various profes-
sions. A basketball team, for instance, is more likely
to win if it recruits its players strictly on the basis of
their ability to play basketball.

Moral debates about affirmative action frequently
deal with questions about which persons should be
beneficiaries. One problem is that racial classifica-
tions are socially defined and constantly changing.
Another problem is that affirmative action tends to
limit the opportunities of white males raised in pov-
erty, while preferences sometimes go to women and
minorities from relatively higher socioeconomic
backgrounds. Proponents insist that race and socio-
economic class are closely correlated and that, in any
case, discrimination has significantly limited the op-
portunities of women and minorities of all classes.
One suggested compromise is to base affirmative ac-
tion programs primarily on socioeconomic status
rather than race or sex.

Legal Controversies
The literal words of the “equal protection” re-

quirement of the U.S. Constitution and almost all

civil rights laws appear to require race neutrality
and to extend equal rights to all citizens, including
white men—who are generally regarded as the least
disadvantaged people in the society. Proponents of
affirmative action, however, argue that these legal
documents must be interpreted in accordance with
their primary objective, which is to achieve equality
for African Americans and other victims of long-
standing discrimination. Proponents emphasize that
affirmative action programs, in contrast to earlier Jim
Crow discrimination, do not totally exclude any per-
sons or deny their full human dignity.

During the late 1970’s, the U.S. Supreme Court
approved several aggressive programs of affirmation
action. In Regents of the University of California v.
Bakke (1978), the Court examined a competitive
medical school’s policy of reserving a fixed percent-
age of admissions to members of disadvantaged mi-
norities, even if those applicants’ qualifications were
less impressive than those of some white applicants
who are denied admission. Although the Court disal-
lowed the use of specific quotas, it endorsed admis-
sions policies that gave some consideration to race in
an attempt to promote a diverse enrollment. In United
Steelworkers v. Weber (1979), the Court allowed a
private employer to utilize a racial quota rather than
seniority in order to achieve a minimum number of
skilled African American workers.

By the 1990’s, there was a strong public backlash
against affirmative action programs. In 1996, Cali-
fornia voters approved Proposition 209, which pro-
hibits state institutions, including universities, from
giving any preferences based on race, ethnicity, or
sex. Likewise, the U.S. Supreme Court held that a
number of affirmative action programs were discrim-
inatory. In Adarand Constructors v. Peña (1995), the
Court ruled that all race preferences were inherently
suspect and must be narrowly designed to further
compelling governmental objectives. For several
years it appeared that the Court might strike down all
race-based preferences. In Grutter v. Bollinger
(2003), however, it allowed educational institutions
to take race into account as a “plus” factor in order to
obtain a “critical mass” of minorities. However, it
also prohibited rigid quotas, required individualized
evaluation of each applicant, and called for the end of
all preferences in twenty-five years.

Thomas Tandy Lewis

30

Affirmative action Ethics



Further Reading
Beckwith, Francis, and Todd Jones, ed. Affirmative

Action: Social Justice or Reverse Discrimina-
tion? New York: Prometheus Books, 1997.

Cahn, Stephen, ed. The Affirmative Action Debate.
New York: Routledge, 2002.

Eastland, Terry. Ending Affirmative Action: The
Case for Colorblind Justice. New York: Basic
Books, 1997.

Kranz, Rachel. Affirmative Action. New York: Facts
On File, 2002.

Leiter, Samuel, and William Leiter. Affirmative Ac-
tion in Anti-Discrimination Law and Policy: An
Overview and Synthesis. Albany: State Univer-
sity of New York Press, 2002.

Rosenfeld, Michel. Affirmative Action and Justice: A
Philosophical and Constitutional Inquiry. New
Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1993.

Skrenty, John. The Ironies of Affirmative Action: Pol-
itics, Culture and Justice in America. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1996.

See also: Americans with Disabilities Act; Disabil-
ity rights; Discrimination; Inequality; Integration;
Political correctness; Reverse racism; Supreme
Court, U.S.; Title IX.

African ethics
Definition: Traditional, indigenous African views

of the natural and supernatural worlds and their
effect on morality and practices

Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices; religious
ethics

Significance: The traditional African approach to
ethics has grown out of religious, philosophical,
and cultural beliefs shared by a significant per-
centage of the world’s population.

Although Africa is made up of many countries and
societies, a common thread runs through most of its
peoples’ indigeneous religious and philosophical
concepts. It is in putting these concepts into practice
that each society establishes its distinguishing mark.

Africa is the continent on which humanity origi-
nated, and religious and philosophical ethics in Af-
rica date back to as early as 4000 b.c.e., when the

priests and inhabitants of the Nile Valley reasoned
that the best way to inculcate religion and morality in
the minds of the people was through drama. The
priests wrote hieroglyphic texts that established the
existence of gods and goddesses and pondered the
moral question of human mortality by viewing death
as the ascent of the soul of the dead to immortality,
and by posing the possibility of the physical resur-
rection of the dead. That belief that the dead live has
continued through the ages in various African tradi-
tional and cultural practices, including deification,
reincarnation, divination, prayers, ancestral mas-
querades, and the cult of the living dead. Although
most African civilizations did not develop writing
until after they interacted with Muslim and Christian
travelers, traders, and missionaries, religious and
ethical ideas were passed down orally and through
practice and observance from one generation to an-
other by parents, guardians, elders, age-groups, and
socioreligious institutions.

Chain of Existence
In 1977, the second World Black and African Fes-

tival of Arts and Culture was held in Lagos, Nigeria.
As part of that festival, a colloquium on “Black Civi-
lization and Religion” was held. Its report was pub-
lished among the proceedings of the Colloquium on
Black Civilization and Education (1977). Among
other things, the report determined that belief in a
universe where everything is living and strong, in
the existence of two worlds of which one is visible
and the other invisible, and in the interdependence of
being and a fundamentally vital unity in spite of the
existence of hierarchy are essential elements of doc-
trine in African traditional religion. It also pointed
out that the sacred, invisible world is made up of a Su-
preme Being, spirits, ancestors, and cosmic forces.
This makes possible the creation of a chain of being
in the level-belief system that stretches hierarchi-
cally from the highest—that of the Supreme Being
(God)—through the supernatural world of spirits (di-
vinities, spirits per se), ancestors, and cosmic or earth
forces to the mundane world of humanity and ani-
mate and inanimate beings.

The Supreme Being, who is omniscient, omnipo-
tent, omnipresent, and immortal, is the ultimate cre-
ator of humanity and of everything in existence. He
created male and female, and the colors of peo-
ple’s skins are explained by the colors of clay that
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the Supreme Being used in fashioning them. To ask
about the Supreme Being’s origin is deemed foolish
and disrespectful, and it is fundamentally assumed,
not argued, that he created the universe. Because the
universe is the Supreme Being’s by virtue of his cre-
ating it, it is a religious universe, and no strict separa-
tion is made between sacred and secular affairs. The
seal of the Supreme Being is found in the most secu-
lar and the most sacred, as is seen, for example, in
the person of the monarch, who is both secular (polit-
ical figure) and sacred (divine deputy with religious
rights).

Next to the Supreme Being are the spirits, who are
referred to as divinities, deities, or simply gods. They
are the Supreme Being’s associates and ministers.
Some of them are dead national heros or heroines and
legendary figures who have been defined and are as-
sociated with aspects of nature and of cultural life.
For example, Sango (or Shango) of the Yoruba peo-
ple of Nigeria is the god of thunder and lightning,
who represents the Supreme Being’s wrath, while the
Zulu of Southern Africa have a goddess described
as the queen of Heaven, from whom emanates the
beauty of the rainbow. The queen of Heaven taught
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women the culinary arts, feminine responsibility, and
gracefulness.

The members of another category of spirits, next
in hierarchy to the divinities, are generally called
spirits. They are superhuman beings that were cre-
ated to assist the deities. Some of them are human an-
cestors who have lost touch with their earthly lineage
over the ages and have risen to the spirit status, which
is higher than that of the ancestors. There are myriad
spirits, some of whom inhabit trees, animals, rivers,
and mountains and are generally referred to as nature
spirits. Spirits can possess human beings and do pos-
sess mediums when solicited. Although invisible,
they can appear to humans, especially priests, divin-
ers, and shamans,

Ancestral spirits (simply called ancestors or the
living dead) are deceased family elders who are still
fondly remembered by name and deed and are hon-
ored with libations and prayers by the living. From
their spiritual abode, they participate in the affairs of
their descendants. They are revered as part of the
family; they protect it and are called upon as guard-
ians of morality and as witnesses at important events
such as marriages and the resolutions of family
feuds. They are humanity’s closest links to the super-
natural world, and they demonstrate in the African
tradition that there is life after death.

Usually, human beings are next in the hierarchical
structure, followed by animals, plants, earth, and
water. There is some fluidity here, because when ani-
mate and inanimate objects are occupied by spirits or
“cosmic powers,” they assume a higher position than
that occupied by humanity. In ordinary life, however,
human beings rank higher. A child that is being
formed in the womb is considered a human being;
Banyarwanda women of Rwanda believe that the Su-
preme Being “shapes children” in the mother’s womb.
The chain of being is rounded out by rain, the sun, the
moon, stars, and other natural objects and phenomena.

Each element of the chain of being is very impor-
tant to the whole, because it helps to sustain harmony.
This is underscored by the fact that what brings up
the rear in the chain is linked to the Supreme Being
directly. The Akan people of Ghana, the Galla of
Ethiopia, the Nandi of Kenya, and the Ovambo of
Namibia are among the peoples who see the sun,
moon, and stars as the eyes of the Supreme Being,
while the Shona of Zimbabwe view the cotton soft-
ness of the cloud as his bed.

Irreligious, immoral, and antisocial activities
such as murder, ritual impurity, incestuous relation-
ships, adultery, wanton destruction of nature, irre-
sponsible acts, and disrespect to older people could
create disharmony in the chain of existence. This
could cause epidemics, droughts, deaths, and natural
disasters if not detected and corrected. Priests and
priestesses, who may combine their vocation with
rainmaking, divining, mediumship, and medicine,
often function to restore harmony.

The Orderly Universe
John S. Mbiti has shown that Africans view the

universe as one of harmony, order, and logic and that
this orderliness comes from and is maintained by the
Supreme Being. Natural laws govern everything.
Among human beings there are moral and religious
orders. It is believed that the Supreme Being insti-
tuted the moral order. The Zulu, Nuer, Ila, Lugbara,
Nuba, Etsako, and Edo peoples believe that the Su-
preme Being established their customs, laws, and
regulations so that people could live in harmony with
one another and know what is right and wrong as they
live a dutiful and responsible life.

Because the universe is created by the Supreme
Being, it is necessarily imbued with a religious order.
It is directly or indirectly (through social institutions,
sanctions, and natural law) controlled by him.
Through prayers, ceremonies, rituals, blessings, sa-
cred places, objects, and personages, humanity ac-
tively engages the religious order of the universe.

Africans also believe that there is a mystical order
or power that is closely linked to the religious order
of the universe because it comes from the Supreme
Being; it can be tapped into by spirits and by some
human beings. The order shows itself in the ability of
some Africans to predict events accurately, to per-
form miracles and wonders, to be telepathic, and to
ward off evil. It can also be negatively used to bring
misfortune and harm to people and property. Afri-
cans believe in the reality of witches and sorcerers,
and especially in their power to bring illness, infertil-
ity, suffering, failure, death, and general calamity.
Their power comes from tapping into the mystical
force of the universe and directing that energy toward
evil deeds.

Although humanity is at the center of the African
concept of the universe, human beings are not seen as
the masters of nature. They are simply nature’s
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friends and the recipients of its riches, which they
must use judiciously. Humans are required to live
harmoniously with the universe by obeying its natu-
ral, moral, and mystical laws. Humankind suffers
when this harmony is upset.

Corporate Values
African religious and ethical behavior seems to be

guided by the following philosophy: “I am because
we are, and since we are, therefore I am.” The indi-
vidual does not exist except in a corporate manner.
Each person exists because of other people, includ-
ing that person’s family and people of past and con-
temporary generations. Being a part of the whole, the
individual is a product of the community and neces-
sarily depends on it. In no better way is this corporate
nature of the African society depicted than in rites of
passage that are communally observed as one goes
through birth, initiation (maturity), marriage, old
age, and death. These changes that an individual goes
through are regarded as challenging, upsetting, and at
times dangerous to social and individual life. African
rites of passage help to “cushion the disturbance,” to
ease the pains and difficulties that occur in the soci-
ety’s or the individual’s transition from one status to
another. Initiation rites provide an excellent example.

Among the Akamba people of Kenya, the first
stage of initiation rites involves circumcision for
boys and clitoridectomy for girls: The foreskin of the
penis and a tiny portion of the clitoris are excised. As
a group act, the rites are performed the same day in
the same place. The activity symbolizes separation
from childhood, just as the ritual cutting and disposal
of the umbilical cord at birth symbolize mother-baby
separation and the acknowledgment that the child be-
longs to the corporate society represented then by the
family, and not only to the mother’s family. Anyone
who does not go through this first stage of initiation
rites, even after attaining maturity, age, and position,
is communally despised and regarded as a baby in
most, if not all, African societies.

It is the belief among the Akamba that ritually
cutting the skin from one’s sexual organ moves the
individual from the state of sexual dormancy and
ignorance to one of action and knowledge, and there-
fore to the crucial stage of sexual reproduction, which
keeps the lineage and society going. The blood shed
on Earth during the excision mystically forms a bond
of unity between the initiates and the ancestors. The

accompanying pains prepare the initiates for the
pain, suffering, and difficulty they will inevitably en-
counter. They are encouraged to endure such discom-
forts and to overcome them instead of despairing.
The reason that the initiation is a group act is to en-
courage the participants to seek help and solace from
others when they encounter difficult times.

Human beings can bear much suffering when they
realize there are other people who will help them.
The initiates are then given presents—an introduc-
tion to keeping and owning property. There is general
merriment and dancing to emphasize communal soli-
darity. The initiates, for the first time in their lives, are
officially allowed to join in public dances.

The second stage of initiation, which follows
years later, is meant to help the initiates as they ap-
proach full maturity. The ceremony lasts about a
week, during which time the initiates are sequestered
in huts built outside the village and away from public
interaction. Accompanied by watchful older people,
the youths are taught all they need to know concern-
ing womanhood and manhood. The process is re-
ferred to as “brooding over the initiates.” They learn
educational songs, are tested for bravery, and are
taught the roles they are expected to play as adults
and as future married people and parents. They are
taught dances that symbolically imitate the perfor-
mance of sexual acts. They also learn moral and cor-
porate responsibilities, and are reminded of their reli-
gious obligations. They have full access to the
wisdom of the elders and the secrets of their society.
When they emerge from their seclusion on the last
day, they are recognized in the society as people who
may legally and morally establish families, and who
are capable of protecting themselves, their depend-
ents, and their society. A new generation capable of
carrying on the life of the community thus comes into
being, and the community is assured of immortality.

The maturity of those who emerge from the
Akamba initiation rites helps to prevent the unhappy
syndrome of “babies producing babies.” When they
eventually marry, they are responsibly fulfilling an
African corporate requirement that ties marriage to
procreation. To the African, marriage without pro-
creation is incomplete. Humanity, through marriage
and procreation, tries to recapture the lost gift of im-
mortality, since husband and wife reproduce them-
selves in their children and by so doing perpetuate
not only their family lineage but also the chain of hu-
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manity. In African Religions and Philosophy (1990),
Mbiti hits the mark when he points out that marriage
is viewed in the African society as a “rhythm of life”
that involves everyone. Anyone ignoring participa-
tion in it is a “curse to the community” and a rebel-
lious lawbreaker. It is an immoral act to reject the so-
ciety, and society is bound in turn to reject the person
who does so.

The importance of marriage is underscored by the
fact that it involves the entire family, all of whose
members must give support and approval. Female
virginity at the time of marriage is highly prized and
rewarded. Monogamy and polygamy—especially
polygyny—are legitimate; a widow may be remar-
ried to a male adult member of the family of the de-
ceased husband, who then assumes full responsibil-
ity for her and the children she brings along. Bride
price and dowry are important parts of the custom:
They symbolize the value and importance placed on
the women as a person and as a wife, and they are a
constant reminder that the bride and the groom are to-
gether under some mutual agreement between their
families. They cannot simply terminate their mar-
riage on their own, because people other than them-
selves are involved.

Traditional Enforcement of Morality
In African societies in which traditions and cus-

toms have not been replaced by Christian and Islamic
customs, people owe allegiance to a common found-
ing ancestor and are bound by common hopes and
fears and by destiny. The social structure helps in the
formulation and enforcement of moral ideals and
ethical standards. Factors that determine morality in
such a society include religious beliefs; practices and
taboos; the desire for communal solidarity; the influ-
ence of proverbs, folk stories, and wise sayings; and
the experiences, common sense, and conscience of
the individual and of the group. Although each per-
son regards himself or herself in some form of rela-
tionship to the other, human passions and interests
do come into conflict, leading some members of the
society to flout established norms. The enforcement
of morality then becomes important. The examples
listed have come from the religious and social meth-
ods used by the Ga and Adangme of Ghana, though
similar methods are found among the Etsako, Ishan,
Edo, and Yoruba peoples of Nigeria.

J. N. Kudadjie of the University of Ghana, Legon,

points out that people’s beliefs about the Supreme
Being, the divinities, the spirits, and the ancestors are
used to enforce morality. “The promise and expecta-
tion, coupled with actual experience, of the blessing
and protection of the Supreme God and the other
spirit-powers for those who kept the moral code, on
the one hand, and the fear and threat, coupled with
actual experience, of punishment and desertion by
the spirit-powers kept people doing what was right
and avoiding what was wrong.” The practice of the
religious and magical “cursing” of an offender in
which supernatural agencies bring harm, misfortune,
or even strange death to the culprit or his or her fam-
ily keeps people on the right path.

Even marital infidelity is checked through the
curse, whose punishments for adulterers include bar-
renness and impotence, the inability to leave the
scene of adultery or to disengage the sexual organs,
insanity, incurable physical illness, and sudden death.
In entrances to farms and homes, magical objects are
buried, hung, or displayed to warn people that they
will not go undetected and unpunished for any crime
they may commit when the owner of the property is
not present: The gods, spirits, ancestors, and mystical
forces are ever-present law-enforcement agents.

Positive social sanctions such as parental gifts to a
good, reliable, and well-behaved child; admission of
the young to the presence of elders where they are
given secret knowledge of herbs, spiritual powers,
and activities well beyond their age; and the award of
honors, chieftaincy, titles, and property are used by
the society to reward people who have distinguished
themselves. These sanctions are meant to “encourage
and give incentive to the good life.”

There are also negative sanctions that are meant to
discourage unethical behavior. A family may hold a
special meeting to correct a notoriously wayward
member. If the person persists in bad behavior, the
family severs all ties with him or her, including such
family occasions as marriage, birth, and death. A
family may even disinherit a member who brings ma-
terial and spiritual disgrace to it. Initiates are made to
swear oaths regarding specific things they should or
should not do; the ancestors are invoked as witnesses.

Other social sanctions include invoking a parental
curse banning a disobedient and immoral child from
attending the parent’s funeral; ostracizing sorcerers,
witches, hardened criminals, and morally perverse
individuals from the society or excluding them from
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social intercourse; publicly disgracing a person by
having his or her bad deeds announced or sung at
public festivals and social gatherings; and finally, in
extreme cases, causing those considered destroyers
of society to disappear. At least once a year, in some
societies, a day is set aside in which the traditional
ruler is publicly insulted for various acts of ineffi-
ciency; the idea is to make him correct his mistakes
and be a better leader. Formerly, in some African
societies, such as the Banyoro, Shona, Luvedu,
Amhara, and Yoruba, a bad ruler was ritually killed,
usually through poisoning. In traditional African so-
cieties, it is not so much the physical punishments
that keep people observing the moral codes as it is the
threat of disgrace to one’s self, family, relatives,
friends, future and present offspring, and ancestors.

Changing Africa
Colonialism, Christianity, and Islam have also

had an impact on Africa, contributing to new forms
of religious and philosophical ethics. In the cities
where these religions are most successful, traditional
African ethics have been undermined and are prac-
ticed secretly. One interesting phenomenon is the
emergence of new Christian and Islamic religious
movements founded by Africans that merge aspects
of the imported religions with aspects of African
belief and cultural systems to form new distinctly
syncretist African religious and philosophical ethics.
Among such movements are the Falasha (Beta Israel)
movement of Ethiopia, the Mahdist movement of Su-
dan, the Mourides (Islamic Brotherhood) movement
of Senegal, the Kimbanguist movement of the Congo
(later Zaire), the Zulu Zionist movement of South Af-
rica, the Aladura movement of Nigeria, and the Eden
Revival movement of Ghana. Behind these move-
ments is an undying respect and a yearning for the
traditional African moral universe, and in them the
old gods and spirits are revitalized, not displaced, by
the new ones. It is a dynamic universe.

I. Peter Ukpokodu
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Ageism
Definition: Prejudice or discrimination against a

particular age group and the promotion of false
stereotypes about the members of that group

Date: Expression coined in 1969
Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: Ageism, or age discrimination, inhib-

its the fair and accurate determination of each per-
son’s true potential.

Although certain age groups have always been sub-
jected to unfair treatment, the concept of ageism, or
age discrimination, is a relatively recent one. Robert
Butler, the first director of the National Institute on

Aging, introduced the term “ageism” in 1969. Butler
used this term to describe systematic prejudice or dis-
crimination against older people. Butler believed that
a pervasive youth culture had developed in the United
States in which old people were frequently devalued
and denigrated. Although the term “ageism” was still
being used during the early twenty-first century, pri-
marily to describe society’s negative view of older
people, most social scientists had come to believe
that other age groups, such as young children, can
also be subject to forms of ageism. Most modern so-
cial ethicists define ageism as prejudice or discrimi-
nation against any group of individuals on the basis
of chronological age.

Discrimination Against Older People
Although any age group can be subject to unfair

treatment, prejudice against older people appears to
be the strongest form of ageism in the United States.
Many researchers have discovered pervasive but er-
roneous beliefs that all old people are senile, cranky,
physically unattractive, weak, and without sexual de-
sire. Erdman Palmore, a sociologist and authority on
aging, has suggested that many Americans have ste-
reotyped views that see older people as useless indi-
viduals who place both emotional and financial bur-
dens on the rest of society. Palmore believes that the
numerous derogatory terms that are used to describe
older people, such as “ coot,” “geezer,” “old hag,”
“old buzzard,” and “over the hill,” merely reflect the
negative views that many Americans have toward
older people.

Such terms fly in the face of research conducted
by gerontologists, who study aging and the needs of
older people. In a review of research on the aged, psy-
chologist David Myers concluded in 1992 that many
older people are physically healthy, socially active,
and mentally alert. Although most individuals expe-
rience some decline in mental and physical abilities
with advancing age, the vast majority of older Ameri-
cans remain capable of living happy and productive
lives. Stereotypical beliefs about frail and lonely old
people are often based on worst-case scenarios and
should not be applied to the whole population of aged
individuals.

Practical Concerns
In addition to developing a poor self-image be-

cause of the negative social stereotypes that abound
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in American society, many older people experience
discrimination in practical matters as well. Perhaps
the most blatant example of this is the traditional
practice of mandatory retirement at age sixty-five,
which forces many older adults to stop working when
they are still competent and talented. While many or-
ganizations have questioned this practice, it has re-
mained common for healthy individuals to be forced
from their professions simply because of their chro-
nological age.

In the past, many older people have suffered not
only from forced retirement but also from poverty
and poor medical care. By joining forces, senior citi-
zens have made significant progress in overcoming
these difficulties. Groups such as the American As-
sociation of Retired Persons, the National Council of
Senior Citizens, and the more radical Gray Panthers
have lobbied to improve the fate of older adults. A
number of factors, such as the Social Security Act of
1935, subsequent cost-of-living increases in Social
Security benefits, and the accumulation of individual
assets through home mortgages have gradually im-
proved the economic status of older Americans. Se-
nior citizens no longer constitute the poorest age
group in American society.

In addition to financial gains, older Americans
have benefited from programs such as the Medicare
Act of 1965, which provided basic medical care for
all older Americans. However, this act did not extend
medical benefits to other members of the popula-
tion. Some theorists, such as gerontologist Richard
Kalish, have argued that special programs for older
people create a “new ageism.” Kalish believes that
programs such as Medicare, which provide older
people with special benefits, promote a new ageism
by reinforcing the notion that old people are weak
and ineffective and need the rest of society to care for
them.

Discrimination Against Children
Other theorists have also suggested that society

must redefine the standard notion of ageism to in-
clude any age group that lives in a disadvantaged po-
sition. In particular, scholars concerned with social
justice have pointed out that young children now con-
stitute the poorest age group in the United States,
with approximately one-fifth living below the federal
poverty level. Many children lack basic necessities
such as adequate nutrition and proper medical care.

Social critics such as Marian Wright Edelman, the di-
rector of the Children’s Defense Fund, have argued
that society devalues children and considers them to
be unimportant because they are young.

Whether ageism affects children or older people,
this form of discrimination always causes an ethical
dilemma. Ageism contradicts America’s democratic
ideals of fairness and equal treatment for all. A soci-
ety that strives to promote justice must treat people in
an equitable fashion, regardless of their chronologi-
cal age.

Steven C. Abell
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Aggression
Definition: Any behavior that is intended to harm

someone, either physically or verbally
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Aggression in Western society is an

intractable social ill; there have been as many as
685,000 violent assaults and 18,000 killings in the
United States in a single year.

Hostile aggression is intended solely to hurt another
person. Instrumental aggression is intended to
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achieve some goal. Aggression generally declines
with age, and it changes in form as it does so. Youn-
ger children display more instrumental aggression;
older children, more hostile aggression. With age,
aggression tends to become less physical and more
verbal.

Instinct theories are proposed as one cause of ag-
gression. The Viennese psychoanalyst Sigmund
Freud proposed that aggression is an instinct that
gradually builds. He thought that the drive to return
to an inanimate, lifeless state conflicted with the
pleasure drive and was satisfied by being turned out-
ward. The result was aggression toward others. If this
drive turned inward for some reason, the person
would become suicidal.

Another proponent of an instinctive theory of ag-
gression, ethologist Konrad Lorenz, argued that ag-
gression is adaptive for animals, so it is the natural
product of evolution. Although all animals, including
humans, have an aggressive instinct, most have
“built-in safety devices” such as exposing their
throats to signal submission. Unlike Freud, however,
Lorenz suggested that an environmental stimulus
must be present in addition to the genetic predisposi-
tion. Studies of identical twins support the theory that
there is a genetic or instinctive component to aggres-
sion. For example, identical twins are more similar to
each other than fraternal twins are to each other in
terms of measures of aggression.

Biological theories seek to identify the biological
structures or processes responsible for the expression
of aggression. Numerous areas of the brain influence
aggression. Lesions of the septum, hypothalamus,
amygdala, and related areas in lower animals are fol-
lowed by defensive aggression. Mild electrical stim-
ulation of a specific region of the hypothalamus pro-
duces aggressive, even deadly, behavior in animals.
Hormones also influence aggression. Injections of
the masculine hormone testosterone increase aggres-
sion in animals, and criminals with higher testoster-
one levels commit crimes that are more violent than
those committed by criminals with lower levels of
testosterone. Neurotransmitters play a role in aggres-
sion as well. Aggression is associated with high lev-
els of adrenaline and noradrenaline and low levels of
serotonin. Thus, experimental evidence supports bi-
ological theories of aggression.

Learning theories explain aggression in terms of
learning principles, noting that in two specific ways

learning shapes aggression. First, aggression is
learned by watching others (modeling). For example,
in classic experiments with children and Bobo dolls,
Albert Bandura and his colleagues found that the
amount of violent content watched on television by
eight-year-olds predicts aggressiveness in these chil-
dren even ten years later. Further, children will imi-
tate the behavior of live models, filmed humans, and
cartoon characters all to about the same degree. Sec-
ond, aggression depends greatly on the pattern of re-
wards and punishments that a person has received.
People become more aggressive when they are posi-
tively reinforced for aggression and less aggressive
when they are punished for it. Experimental support
exists for learning theories of aggression, just as it
does for instinctive and biological theories.

Emotional factors exist in aggression. One such
emotional factor is frustration. John Dollard’s 1939
frustration-aggression hypothesis proposed that
whenever a person’s effort to reach any goal is
blocked, an aggressive drive is induced that moti-
vates behavior that is intended to injure the obstacle
(person or object) that causes the frustration. Thus,
frustration causes aggression and aggression is al-
ways a consequence of frustration.

Leonard Berkowitz’s 1981 modification of the
hypothesis proposed that frustration produces a
readiness toward aggression. Then, cues in the envi-
ronment that are associated with aggression often
lead a frustrated person toward aggression. Also, un-
expected failure at some task creates a more intense
reaction than does expected failure, and intentional
attempts to annoy a person are more provocative than
are unintentional acts. Research has supported
Berkowitz’s modification of the frustration-aggres-
sion hypothesis and the learning theory of aggres-
sion.

Another emotional factor in aggression is arousal.
Transferred excitation is arousal from one experi-
ence that is carried over to an independent situation.
For example, a person who remains excited after rid-
ing a Ferris wheel would probably be more aggres-
sive when struck than a person who is bored after
reading an article about gardening is apt to be. Gener-
alized arousal alone does not lead to aggression.
Rather, aggression occurs when the situation con-
tains some reason, opportunity, or target for aggres-
sion.

Situational factors influence aggression. One sit-
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uational factor is aggression itself. Participating in
aggressive activities either increases aggression or
maintains it at the same levels. For example, individ-
uals who are given repeated opportunities to shock
another person who cannot retaliate become more
and more aggressive. Those who are angry react even
more strongly. Thus, aggression breeds aggression
rather than dissipating it, which provides an argu-
ment against catharsis as a value of watching televi-
sion violence.

Other situational factors that influence aggres-
sion are temperature, noise, exposure to erotic stim-
uli, the presence of weapons, and deindividuation
(loss of all concern for oneself as an individual and a
focus instead on the present environment with little
thought of past or future). When people are exposed
to high temperatures, noisy environments, weapons,
or erotic stimuli, they as a rule become more aggres-
sive. As they become deindividuated by being lost in
crowds, for example, they exhibit behaviors—such
as aggression—that they would ordinarily inhibit.
This principle explains the tendency for crowds to
yell “Jump!” to a suicidal person on a high ledge.
Overall, aggression has instinctive, biological, learn-
ing, emotional, and situational components.

Gender also influences aggression. Boys are gen-
erally more aggressive than girls and are more af-
fected by violence than girls. Boys who are low
achievers and are unpopular at school are more likely
than other boys to imitate aggression on television.
Young males, who have the highest levels of testos-
terone, are most likely to be violent. Women behave
as aggressively as men, however, when they are alone
or when urged on by another person.

Lillian Range
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Agreement for the Suppression
of White Slave Traffic

Definition: International treaty that committed thir-
teen nations, including the United States, to inves-
tigate and halt prostitution

Date: Ratified in 1904
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: This agreement, the first interna-

tional accord on the issue of prostitution, marked
the first time that men in power viewed prostitutes
as potential victims.

In most European countries, prostitution has long
been considered a social evil; however, it was
neverthless generally tolerated through the nine-
teenth century. The early twentieth century brought a
dramatic increase in young women migrating from
one country to another to work as prostitutes. Many
of them were brought to prostitution through decep-
tive offers for employment, or kidnapping, or even
sale by their parents. These women became known as
“white slaves.”

Government officials came to believe that the
only way to stop the exploitation of young girls and
women was to stop prostitution altogether. In 1904,
France invited other nations to a conference at which
the International Agreement for the Suppression of
White Slave Traffic was signed by thirteen nations.
The signatory nations agreed to stop prostitution on
their own soil and to share information with other
countries. Late twentieth century critics of this and
other antiprostitution legislation have argued that
these laws do not take into account that many prosti-
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tutes—like their clients—have chosen their careers
freely and should have an ethical right to do so.

Cynthia A. Bily

See also: Prostitution; Sexuality and sexual ethics;
Slavery; Vice.

Agribusiness
Definition: Term applied to the increasing integra-

tion of the world’s food production—and con-
sumption—into the processes of modern big busi-
ness

Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: The rationalization and coordination

of agricultural production and distribution and
their subordination to the requirements of global
investment practices have combined with techno-
logical developments to transform the ethics of
the world food supply.

According to its advocates, agribusiness methods
have been vindicated by past successes and offer the
only hope of being the world’s continued ability to
feed its people, as supplies of land and water dwindle
while human population increases. The first Green
Revolution may have confounded prophets of mass
starvation, such as the early nineteenth century polit-
ical economist Thomas Malthus, but new techniques
are required if human lives, and particularly high-
consumption lifestyles, are to survive.

Critics of agribusiness view its tactics as preda-
tory and contrary to the long-term stability and well-
being of human society. They view global agribusi-
ness as disrupting local ecologies and economies,
and restructuring and subordinating them according
to the vicissitudes of high finance. Developing world
famines are due, such critics claim, to inequities of
distribution as international markets are manipulated
to maximize profits. Apart from the impact on the
hungry, critics have also focused attention on the ef-
fect of global corporate agricultural development on
the prospects of the traditional family farm.

Ethical Debates
Broadly, the ethical debates about agribusiness

can be seen as falling into four overlapping areas:

business, international relations, environmental eth-
ics, and biotechnology.

As a form of business, agribusiness involves the
routine issues of business ethics, such as fairness in
relation to employees, integrity in dealing with com-
petitors, honesty toward customers, and decency in
relation to society. This includes concerns about the
working conditions of farm and factory laborers.

In the light of its importance and worldwide im-
pact, agribusiness is also part of the ethics of interna-
tional relations, particularly the debate over global-
ization. Critics question whether the opportunities
that agribusiness opens up in countries outweigh new
distortions introduced into local economies.

As an enterprise based on the cultivation of do-
mesticated fauna and flora, agribusiness represents
one of humanity’s most significant impacts on the
natural environment. As such, agribusiness is deeply
enmeshed in issues of environmental ethics, such as
crop selection, soil depletion, and rain-forest reduc-
tion. Critics question whether agribusiness decisions
lead to sustainable development or merely quick
profits. Factory farming is particularly subject to crit-
icism.

Agribusiness is also becoming increasingly em-
broiled in the ethical quandaries of biotechnology,
particularly vigorous debates about genetic engi-
neering, such as cloning issues. Other issues include
risk estimation, risk and benefit distribution, con-
cerns about extending human control across “natu-
ral” boundaries, and the impact of human design and
decision making on the diversity of the gene pool.

Edward Johnson
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Ahi[s3
Definition: Doctrine of nonkilling or noninjury to

living beings
Date: Attested in Ch3ndogya Upani;ad, tenth to

fifth century b.c.e.
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: A basic principle in Indian thought,

ahi[s3 has influenced such behavior as vegetar-
ian diet and pacifism; it served as the foundation
for Mohandas K. Gandhi’s view of nonviolent re-
sistance.

The idea of noninjury appeared first in the Ch3n-
dogya Upani;ad, which described the enlightened
person as one who was nonviolent toward all things
except the victim; that is, the victim of the Vedic sac-
rifice. The contradiction between noninjury and sac-
rifice led Hinduism to abandon such rituals in favor
of knowledge. Noninjury also influenced Hindu
thinking about warfare. The Bhagavadgtt3 argued
that since fighting belonged to the duties of the war-
rior caste, warriors could not avoid killing; however,
they should fight without malice or desire.

During the early twentieth century, Gandhi rein-
terpreted noninjury by incorporating it into his politi-
cal program of nonviolent resistance in India. In Bud-
dhism, the concept of ahi[s3 constitutes the first of
five precepts or vows taken by both laypeople and
monks, which is to abstain from taking life. That
view precluded the devout Buddhist’s eating meat or
engaging in violent occupations. Jainism also de-
manded noninjury as the first of its Five Great Vows
and extended it to preclude even unintentional injury
to insects by accidentally swallowing or stepping on
them.

Paul L. Redditt

See also: Buddhist ethics; Five precepts of Bud-
dhism;Wall3j, al-; Jain ethics; Karma; Nirvana; Paci-
fism; Upani;ads.

Akbar the Great
Identification: Mogul emperor
Born: October 15, 1542, Umarkot, Sind (now in

Pakistan)
Died: October 16, 1605, #gra, India
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Akbar solidified the Mogul Empire

in the Indian subcontinent and introduced a new
religion of his own invention that combined ele-
ments of Hinduism and Islam.

The longest-reigning Mogul emperor of India,
Akbar, also known as Akbar the Great, was a man of
great talent. He became the emperor of India at the age
of fourteen. Despite the fact that he did not receive
any formal education, Akbar acquired knowledge by
having books read to him and through discussions
among scholars belonging to different religions, in-
cluding Christians, Zoroastrians, Hindus, and Jains.
He hosted several religious scholars belonging to dif-
ferent religions to acquire knowledge of these reli-
gions, and he held debates with them. He invited Por-
tuguese Jesuit missionaries to his court and discussed
Roman Catholicism at length with them.

Although Akbar became disillusioned by Islam
and is said to have renounced it completely, he did
not formally join any other religion. One of his con-
cerns was to create harmony among the majority
Hindu populations of India and the Muslims, who
formed a small minority. One of the most important
steps that he took in this regard was to repeal a reli-
gious tax called jizya, which all non-Muslims paid in
exchange for protection. He also married into promi-
nent Hindu families to forge close ties with the Hin-
dus. Finally, he introduced his own religion, “Din-e-
Ilahi,” which sought to combine elements of the vari-
ous religions to which he had been introduced over
time. The divinity of the king was central to this new
religion. Other important milestones of his reign
were introduction of an elaborate revenue system, the
introduction of land rights, and the creation of a civil
bureaucracy to run the government.

Khalid N. Mahmood

See also: Akoka; Hindu ethics; Jain ethics; Zoroas-
trian ethics.
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4Alt ibn Abt Z3lib
Identification: Early Arab caliph
Born: 600, Mecca, Arabia (now in Saudi Arabia)
Died: 661, al-Kufa, Iraq
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: One of the first converts to Islam, 4Alt

was the last of the four caliphs after the death of
the Prophet Muwammad. Sht4ites contend that
4Alt should have been chosen as the first caliph.

4Alt, a first cousin of Muwammad and later his son-in-
law, was the youngest of the first three persons to
convert to Islam. When 4Alt’s father, Abn Z3lib, be-
came unable to care for his son because of ill health
and poverty, Muwammad allowed 4Alt to live with
him. Muwammad was returning a favor to Abn Z3lib,
who had taken care of Muwammad after the death of
Muwammad’s grandfather, with whom Muwammad
had lived in his youth. Alt was only ten years old
when Muwammad declared his prophecy.

Followers of the Sht4ite sect of Islam believe that
4Alt was the first person to convert to Islam. Sunnts,
however, believe that Khadtja, Muwammad’s first
wife, was the first Islamic convert and that Abn Bakr
was the second. During the difficult early period of
Islamic history, 4Alt stayed by Muwammad’s side as
he struggled to spread the new religion.
4Alt is considered to be one of the most important

persons in early Islamic history, because of his quali-
ties as a warrior, a statesman, and a person with im-
mense knowledge of Islam as a result of his close as-
sociation with Muwammad. Muwammad entrusted
4Alt with many important missions; for example, he
used 4Alt as a decoy when he escaped to Medina. It is
popularly believed that Muwammad occasionally
asked 4Alt to take charge of battles when no one else
could bring victory to the Islamic forces. 4Alt is said
to have possessed a magical sword given to him by
Muwammad that he used in battle and to have been
able to subdue many warriors single-handedly.
4Alt is also revered for his patronage of the arts

and sciences and for his alleged special insight and
knowledge that ordinary humans did not possess. In
the South Asian subcontinent, Sufis seek endorse-
ment from 4Alt for their beliefs. His wisdom was val-
ued greatly by the first three caliphs, who sought ad-
vice from him regarding both religion and politics.
Muwammad is believed to have said that he himself

was the city of knowledge and that 4Alt was the door
to the city.
4Altwas chosen as caliph after 4Uthm3n, the third

caliph, was assassinated by those who claimed that
4Uthm3n was guilty of favoritism toward his Banu
Umayya clan. Rebellious forces from Egypt attacked
and killed 4Uthm3n. After 4Alt became caliph, a re-
bellion against him was led by A4isha, the widow of
the Prophet Muwammad, who demanded swift pun-
ishment for those who had killed 4Uthm3n. 4Alt de-
feated A4isha and her followers, but his authority was
seriously challenged by Amir Mu4awiyya, a relative
of 4Uthm3n and governor of Syria. Mu4awiyya said
that he would not recognize 4Alt as caliph until those
who killed 4Uthm3n were punished. In fact,
Mu4awiyya wished to lead the Muslim community
himself.

A battle between the two ensued, and although
4Alt’s forces were superior to his opponent’s,
Mu4awiyya tricked 4Alt into accepting a truce. At that
time, some of 4Alt’s followers deserted him and
elected their own leader, which weakened 4Alt’s posi-
tion. 4Alt was assassinated in the year 661.
Mu4awiyya foiled all attempts by 4Alt’s followers to
appoint 4Alt’s sonWasan to lead the Muslim commu-
nity. Mu4awiyya established himself as the leader of
the Muslim community but never officially received
the title of caliph.

After Mu4awiyya’s death, his son Yazid became
the leader of the Muslims. At that time, 4Alt’s second
and best-known son,Wusayn, challenged Yazid’s au-
thority. Wusayn’s followers believed that he was the
rightful heir to the seat that had belonged to 4Alt, but
Wusayn was defeated and killed in a battle with
Yazid’s forces near Karbala in present-day Iraq. This
incident had a major impact on the subsequent his-
tory of Islam. Those who belong to the Sht4a sect re-
vereWusayn as a martyr and a true hero of Islam. The
death of Wusayn precipitated the schism between
Sunnt and Sht4a Muslims, who came to have dis-
tinctly different interpretations of Islam and the
teachings of Muwammad. The death of Wusayn in
Karbala is commemorated each year for ten days
throughout the Muslim world, particularly in areas
where the Sht4ites are in the majority.

4AlI’s Legacy
Sht4ites believe that 4Alt and his family were the

rightful successors of the Prophet Muwammad and
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that the first three caliphs conspired to deny 4Alt the
caliphate. The Sunnîs claim, however, that those ca-
liphs took power because of their personal ability and
their knowledge of Islam. 4Alt actually had no desire
to become caliph; he was too busy making arrange-
ments for Muwammad’s burial to attend the assembly
at which the successor was chosen. During 4Alt’s rule
as caliph, clan rivalries began that pitted the Banu
Umayya against the Banu Washim, Muwammad’s
clan, leading ultimately to 4Alt’s assassination and
the victory of the Banu Umayya.
4Alt and, later, his sons Wasan and Wusayn com-

manded a large, faithful group of followers, whose
cause ultimately led to the emergence of the Sht4ite
sect. Sht4ites believe that God sent imams to lead the
Muslim community after the deaths of Muwammad
and 4Alt. They believe thatWasan, 4Alt’s son, was the
first imam. The last imam, it is believed, vanished at
the age of three and will return again as the savior
who will rescue the world and restore the glory of
God and Islam.

Khalid N. Mahmood
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Alienation
Definition: Separation of the self from itself, or an

inability of the self to be at home in the world
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Alienation raises questions about the

fundamental nature of human beings and the rela-
tionship that ought to exist between the self and
society. Traditionally, social critics have seen the
prevalence of alienation within a given society as
a basis for the moral condemnation of that society.

Semantically considered, alienation may be under-
stood as a sense of loss, separation, estrangement, or
self-denial. Metaphysically, alienation refers to a
state of affairs in which the self suffers either from an
internal split in the psyche or from an external sepa-
ration from society. There are, therefore, two funda-
mental forms of alienation. Its corollary term, “de-
alienation,” refers to the process by which alienation
is overcome. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Georg Wilhelm
Friedrich Hegel, and Karl Marx understood alien-
ation, fundamentally, as an external split between the
self and society. De-alienation, implied in this point
of view, would consist of a social transformation
resulting in an accord between self-determination
and social conformity. Sigmund Freud, however, de-
scribed alienation as an internal split. Following this
line of thought, de-alienation would primarily con-
sist of a pyschological process of restoring whole-
ness to the self.

Social Contract Theory and Hegelianism
Jean-Jacques Rousseau employed the term “alien-

ation” in On the Social Contract (1762). Rousseau
contended that society corrupted human beings by
separating them from their natural state. He is widely
remembered for his most famous epigram: “Man is
born free but everywhere he is in chains.”

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel gave alienation a
prominent place in his writings. In The Philosophy of
History (1822), he depicted alienation as the separa-
tion between the idea of freedom in itself and its real-
ization or actualization in world history. In The Phe-
nomenology of Spirit (1807), Hegel employed the
concept of alienation to articulate the failure of hu-
man consciousness to recognize itself in the external
world of nature and culture. Culture, the world of
produced objects and human actions, represents the
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process of the transformation of the natural human
being into the social being. Thus, culture alienates
the socialized self from the naturalized self. Es-
trangement results from the split occurring in intel-
lectual life. For example, law, a product of culture,
divides the self into the legal person, from whom
the law demands social conformity, and the self-
conscious person who values freedom. De-alienation
would result from the union of personal freedom and
the objective rule of the state.

Marxism
Karl Marx applied alienation to politics and eco-

nomics. In On the Jewish Question (1843), Marx de-
nounced the split existence of human beings in mod-
ern societies. In civil society, people function as
egoistic, private, self-interested individuals. In the
political community of the state, however, people are
regarded as abstract citizens. Human emancipation,
or de-alienation, requires the unification of the com-
munal being and the real individual.

In the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts
(1844), Marx specified four forms of alienation in the
section entitled “Alienated Labor.” The first form of
alienation is the separation between the laborer and
the product of labor. Alienation occurs because the
object, as the realization of the life activity of the
worker under capitalism, does not belong to labor.
Therefore, the loss of the object represents the loss of
reality to the worker.

If it is the case that the worker is alienated from
the product, then it logically follows that the worker
is also alienated in the act of production. If the result
of production is alienation, then the process is also
alienating. In productive activity, the worker be-
comes self-alienated because labor is the life-activity
of the worker. Rather than becoming self-affirming
activity, work becomes self-denying activity. Rather
than becoming the satisfaction of a need for human
self-fulfillment, work becomes only a means to sat-
isfy the basic needs of human survival.

The third form of alienation is that of alienation
from species-being (society, social consciousness).
Because labor serves only to further basic survival,
workers exist only as egoistic individuals and not as
social beings; that is, they think egoistically, not
communally.

The last form of alienation is the estrangement be-
tween the self and the other. Each person is equally

estranged from his or her true human essence. Self-
estrangement therefore manifests itself in estrange-
ment with others. Under capitalism, the estrangement
between the self and the other finds expression in the
alienation between labor and capital. De-alienation
therefore entails the emancipation of the worker by
abolishing private property. Private property is both
the presupposition and the result of alienated labor.

Freud
Sigmund Freud posited alienation as the funda-

mental human condition. The self is split between the
ego and the ego ideal. The latter, a social and condi-
tioning factor, becomes a repressive mechanism. The
conflict between the ego and the ego-ideal is alien-
ation. Repression is the agency of alienation to the
extent that it keeps away from consciousness those
elements that are not approved by the superego.

Several questions relating to alienation remain
open. If there is such a universal phenomenon as self-
alienation, is it necessary to presuppose a universal
human nature? If alienation is not universal, is it rela-
tive to history and culture? If alienation is universal,
de-alienation must be considered a psychological
fantasy or a social utopia. If it is psychologically rela-
tive, its psychological causes must be discovered so
that wholeness can be restored. If it is sociologically
relative, then its social causes must be revealed so
that they can be transformed.

Michael R. Candelaria
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Altruism
Definition: Behavior meant to benefit others rather

than, or at the expense of, oneself.
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: While absent in ancient ethical work,

the concept of altruism has been crucial to mod-
ern thought about morality and virtue.

The concept of altruism can be developed in at least
two different ways. It may be looked at historically,
beginning with the opposition of altruism to egoism
by Thomas Hobbes and moving primarily forward,
or it may be looked at with a view toward simple defi-
nition. The meaning of altruism, or, vaguely, other-
directed behavior in ethics, is not as clear as it might
be, as Lawrence Blum and others have noted. Simple
definitional concerns will be taken first.

If the term “altruism” is taken to mean action that
benefits others, immediately the problem arises that
such behavior can quite easily be part of a scheme
that is ultimately selfish. If, for example, creatures
from an advanced civilization were to land on Earth;
quell all international, civil, and family strife; and in-
stitute a plan of resource management, child-rearing,
and government that ensured peace, tranquillity, and
the development of learning for all, that behavior
would have to be construed as altruistic according to
this initial definition, whether the aliens were raising
people for food or not.

To avoid this problem, one might consider some
restriction regarding motivation. The word “altru-
ism” applies to actions intended to benefit others.
This definitional amendment raises the question of
who decides what is of benefit to whom. A mother

may consider it a benefit to her son to quash a rela-
tionship in which he is involved. The son may dis-
agree. If she succeeds, then she does what she in-
tended to do and may well continue to defend her
action as beneficial to her son. Who is correct?

Since the mother seems to be serving her own in-
terests, one might propose an amendment that altru-
ism applies to behavior that is intended to benefit oth-
ers and places the interest of others ahead of one’s
own interest. This, however, makes the definition
worse. According to this definition, a morally altruis-
tic woman who had been raped and beaten should not
bring charges against the man responsible, because it
is would not be in his best interest. Any other reason
for not bringing charges would be more palatable
than this one.

There are also general objections to placing re-
strictions regarding motivation in the definition of al-
truism. Psychologists state that people are often not
aware of their own real motivations. For example,
when alcoholics begin to deal with their alcoholism,
their spouses often sabotage their efforts by offering
them drinks. If one asks why, they may give one of
any number of reasons, such as giving the alcoholics
a break from feeling bad about their childhoods.
These reasons all have in common that they are fo-
cused on the alcoholics. In truth, however, according
to psychology, the mates’ own identities may be de-
pendent upon helping the alcoholics with their prob-
lem, and these identities are threatened when the al-
coholics begin to get better. Therefore, other-directed
behavior according to the mates’ perceptions turns
out to be self-directed behavior according to the psy-
chologists.

Indeed, those who have paid any attention to their
own decisions have found it difficult to know
whether their motivations are simply self-serving or
take others properly into account, particularly when
there is disagreement with someone else on the is-
sues. This inability to isolate motivation accurately
dims enthusiasm for restrictions regarding motiva-
tion in a functional definition of altruism.

Sociobiologists E. O. Wilson and Richard Daw-
kins offer a different reason for the inability to isolate
and be certain of motivation. Their conjecture, based
on the behavior of certain animals, is that people are
genetically programmed to act in such a way as to
bring about the greatest survival rate for their own
genes. One might, then, sacrifice oneself for one’s
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progeny much more quickly than for one’s spouse or
strangers. This action is not the result of a decision. It
is the decision of the gene pool, according to the law
of perpetuation of the species. If motivation cannot
be determined, however, what are the ramifications
for the definition of altruism?

At this point, one is foundering on the impossibil-
ity of deciding whether altruistic acts should all be re-
interpreted as egoistic. What is peculiar here has to
do with egoism as a theory of motivation. Any piece
of behavior can be seen as egoistic. No human be-
havior can fail to be explained as motivated by self-
interest. This fact makes the modern project of discov-
ering an altruistic ethic in an egoistic human nature
hopeless. The next step is to inspect historical uses of
the word “altruism” in the hope of illumination.

Thomas Hobbes
The place to begin is with is the seventeenth cen-

tury British philosopher Thomas Hobbes, though
he is not the earliest philosopher to be considered.
Hobbes’s view of the state of nature, in which life is
“nasty, brutish, and short,” is consistent with his be-
lief that human beings are motivated only by fear of
death and desire for dominance. According to this
view, altruistic behavior is always a screen for egois-
tic behavior. This seems the point at which the mod-
ern problem in ethics mentioned above arises: find-
ing a place for altruistic behavior in an egoistic
human nature.

The strength of this position is not that Hobbes’s
premises concerning motivation are persuasive. One
can easily reject the contention that persons are ex-
clusively motivated by fear of death and desire for
dominance by positing, for example, the independent
power of compassion as a motivator of human behav-
ior, as does Arthur Schopenhauer. Much of modern
ethical philosophy can be seen as either affirming
Hobbes’s position concerning the impossibility of al-
truism or hypothesizing some independent, altruistic
motivation as part of human nature. Examples of
those who opt for some altruistic principle are, in ad-
dition to Schopenhauer, Søren Kierkegaard; the third
earl of Shaftesbury, called simply “Shaftesbury”;
Anthony Ashley Cooper; Francis Hutcheson; the
later David Hume; and Henry Sidgwick. Among
those who opt for self-interest alone, in addition to
Hobbes, are Bernard Mandeville, John Grote, and,
with a twist, the theologian William Paley.

The twist with Paley is that he considered benevo-
lence to be in a person’s long-term self-interest rather
than short-term self-interest. According to Paley, all
persons are egoistic, but God has arranged that the
only way to secure eternal happiness is to obey the
fundamental (and, for Paley, utilitarian) moral rule.
In this way, he makes the transition between egoistic
human nature and altruistic moral behavior.

One thinker who perhaps deserves separate men-
tion is Friedrich Nietzsche, who attacked altruism as
a moral mistake.

Nietzsche
It was noted above that a definition of altruism

that included a restriction on motivation to the effect
that one should always place others’ interests ahead
of one’s own is inadequate. Nietzsche thought so,
too, but recognized large groups of persons who in
fact upheld this definition in what he called a “slave
morality.” Nietzsche was passionately opposed to
such morality, which glorified suffering as meaning-
ful. His primary target was Christianity, though he
also sideswiped Judaism and Greek ethics. He was
apparently not, however, the virulent anti-Semite that
some have made him out to be. Nietzsche saw the
Judeo-Christian values of humility, passivity, and de-
pendence as necessarily grounded in a value system
built on fear, guilt, and a distortion of the will to
power. Master morality, however, extolled the proper
virtues of courage and self-grounded spiritual
strength. Thus, altruism was condemned by Nietz-
sche as unworthy of highly evolved individuals.

Concern for others need not be a sign of poor self-
esteem or any sort of escape from higher values. Such
concern for others might well exist in very strong per-
sons who need no rhetoric of a master mentality to
know their worth, attending to the needs of others
with utter confidence in their capacity to care also for
themselves. Still, there is such a thing as the pathol-
ogy of low self-esteem, a suppression or devaluing of
the self, and it is correct to eschew such an attitude.
This eschewing does not require the adoption of an
attitude that demands individual dominance, how-
ever, as Nietzsche recommends. It is this recommen-
dation of individual dominance, however, that made
Nietzsche useless to the Third Reich until he was ed-
ited. Ethnic group dominance is not the same thing as
individual dominance, even if both are misguided.

The total of all the developments since Hobbes
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does not seem to advance the problem significantly.
There are exceptions, notably Joseph Butler, who
takes a different direction. Even today, however,
many ethicists presuppose the opposition between
altruism and egoism as the fulcrum for allegedly his-
torically informed discussions of ethical thinking
and behavior. This is the case with, for example,
Richard Norman’s popular textbook The Moral Phi-
losophers: An Introduction to Ethics (1983). Much of
value is said in this intelligent book, but it ends with-
out closure concerning its central tension: the prob-
lem of egoism and altruism. Ethics interpreted in
terms of this narrow, insoluble problem cannot sat-
isfy the desire to understand.

Joseph Butler
The significance of Joseph Butler, an Anglican

clergyman, is that he reintroduced a larger model for
ethical reflection than can be used if one limits one-
self to issues of altruism and egoism. This broader
model is presented primarily in Butler’s “Three Ser-
mons on Human Nature” (1726). It is a common
claim among philosophers that Butler’s sermons are
the closest thing in English to Aristotle’s ethical
thought. A larger model was standard during Classi-
cal times and in the thought of Thomas Aquinas dur-
ing medieval times.

Thomism, as Thomas Aquinas’s thinking is
called, is also a reintroduction of Aristotle’s thinking
into the Christian, European world, made possible by
the Islamic scholars Averroës and Avicenna and the
Jewish scholar Moses Maimonides. Maimonides set
forth, in his Guide of the Perplexed (1190), discus-
sions of Aristotle’s thinking that were especially in-
fluential on Thomas Aquinas and other medieval
Scholastics. Aristotle had been lost to Europe at the
close of the Classical Age and was regained through
these Islamic and Jewish scholars, primarily via
paths between Moorish Spain and the rest of Europe.

The primary idea reintroduced by Butler is that
self-love and benevolence, or egoism and altruism,
are part of a larger motivational whole. It is not that
Butler transcended his age without connection to it.
He took himself to be looking, along with most other
seventeenth and eighteenth century writers, for a
foundation for morals that was independent of the di-
vine will. He found it in the divine creation. Although
Butler’s ethical thinking is similar to Aristotle’s, it
should not be forgotten that he wrote as a Christian.

In the divine creation, Butler found human nature.
As a creation of God, human nature could not be de-
praved, as John Calvin, Martin Luther, and perhaps
even Immanuel Kant held. Rather, human nature is a
reasonable guide to the way in which God would have
human beings behave. Furthermore, what human be-
ings desire, or what motivates them, is a reasonable
guide to what they should want, or that by which they
should be motivated. The claim that what people ac-
tually want, overall, is a happy life is not necessarily
egoism—at least not egoism as opposed to altruism.

Consider a happy life as one that involves trusting
relationships, friendship, and cooperative endeavors.
Persons possessing a desire for this kind of life could
not separate their interests and others’ interests ac-
cording to different motives. Allowing self-interests
to outweigh others’ interests, and vice versa, will
both be involved in a life in which decisions produce,
overall, trusting relationships, friendship, and coop-
erative endeavors. Therefore, to allow the distinction
between altruism and egoism to occupy a central
place in ethical discussion or to consider that egoism
might be an all-encompassing motivation is to nar-
row one’s perspective on ethical behavior to a small
class of conflict situations. This leaves behind both
common sense and common life.

If what is good is what is desired by natural per-
sons, then pursuing trusting relationships, friend-
ship, and cooperative endeavors as a means to a
happy life is good. The good of this kind of life is not
good for a self only, except in the trivial sense that a
self desires and pursues it. The good of this kind of
life includes the good of other lives. Therefore, the
model wherein two person’s goals conflict and each
person’s goals connect to self-interest alone covers
only a small area even of human conflict, and cer-
tainly not the entire arena of human ethical behavior.
This small area is not qualified to serve as a model for
ethics, and Butler understands this fact.

When challenged, Butler had recourse to his own
experience. He claimed, and urged others to agree,
that the vast majority of persons are motivated com-
pletely by neither self-interest nor benevolence. Ex-
ceptional individuals, such as conscienceless busi-
nessmen or servants with no detectable personal
wishes, should be ignored in such an assessment.
Furthermore, self-regard and other-regard exist side
by side in the same person, most of the time without
conflict, and even reinforce each other. Most people
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are much more integrated than the opposition be-
tween altruism and egoism would lead one to believe.
This integration involves not only altruism and ego-
ism, which have no relationship of priority of one
over the other, but also many other affections or goal-
oriented motivations.

A full analysis of the problems of modern ethics
that contrasts Butler’s point of view, called an ethic of
“virtue,” with the modern presupposition that altru-
ism and egoism are foundational to ethical discus-
sions is available in Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Vir-
tue (1981). Butler himself traces his views to
Epictetus, not Aristotle. As far as the present analysis
goes to this point, he and Aristotle are agreed. Aris-
totle offers the more complete virtue ethic, so it will
be instructive to discuss Aristotle at this point.

Aristotle
The first thing to understand about Aristotle’s

view of happiness is that it applies only to a whole
life. A happy life is a whole life well lived. A life well
lived is a life lived according to virtue and accompa-
nied by the blessings of good fortune. Good fortune,
which is a matter of luck, is necessary. The best over-
view of the function of luck in Greek philosophy and
literature is available in Martha Nussbaum’s The
Fragility of Goodness (1986).

A virtuous person who meets a bad end, such as
Socrates, cannot properly be called happy according
to Aristotle. Aristotle took steps once to ensure that
Athens did not have the opportunity to treat him as it
had treated Socrates, and no doubt would have ex-
plained this behavior as pursuing a happy life.

This “happy life” is not to be experienced or en-
joyed at any particular moment, but functions as a
goal for the sake of which everything else works. The
virtues, such as courage, temperance, prudence, and
justice, are functional means toward the end of living
a good life. Altruism is not taken into account by Ar-
istotle, and it is not clear whether altruism should be
treated as a virtue. Modern ethicists consider that
only altruistic behavior can properly be called ethi-
cal. Aristotle considers that behavior in accordance
with the virtues is a means to the unique, practical
goal of all persons, happiness, offering a broader goal
for virtuous activity than either the good of self or
that of others, either egoism or altruism.

Aristotle was aware that not all persons pursue the
same ultimate good, but he was convinced that the

real goods that people naturally desire, which meet
human needs, are the same for everyone. Some per-
sons mistakenly acquire desires for goods that are not
real goods. This explains why the word “good” is
used differently by different persons, even when all
admit happiness as the name for that which is always
pursued as an end and never as a means.

Aristotle’s works offer a flexible absolutism. He
claims that a whole life is made good, or happiness is
achieved, by the cumulative attainment of all real
goods in the period of that whole life. Real goods are
those to which natural desires lead. These natural de-
sires are the same for all in view of their identical na-
tures and needs as human beings. Individualistic rel-
ativism is rejected by Aristotle.

Such a complete view of ethics is difficult even to
compare with modern, truncated discussions of al-
truism and egoism. It is very tempting to endorse
MacIntyre’s suggestion that one should move toward
an integration of modern law and a virtue ethic in the
postmodern predicament, whether one agrees with
MacIntyre’s particular attempt to construct such an
ethic or not.

Joe Frank Jones III
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American Association of
Retired Persons

Identification: Lobbying organization claiming
more than 35 million members that advances the
ethical principle of equal treatment for older per-
sons

Date: Founded in 1958

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Best known by its acronym, AARP is

the world’s most successful organization in pro-
moting the rights of older people.

In 1947, when private health insurance was denied
to most older Americans, Dr. Ethel Percy Andrus
founded the National Retired Teachers Association
(NRTA) to promote the ethical principle of produc-
tive aging and, more practically, to have an organiza-
tion large enough to attract companies to provide
health insurance and discount mail-order pharmacy
services. In 1958, Andrus founded the AARP to
cover all persons fifty years of age and over, whether
retired or not, to establish the ethical principle that
senior citizens should live with dignity and indepen-
dence. In 1998, the organization changed its name to
its acronym, “AARP.”

AARP advances the ethical principle that retired
persons—people who have given so much to soci-
ety—should at least be entitled to affordable health
care. In 1965, the U.S. Congress responded by enact-
ing the Medicare program, which provides health in-
surance to Americans aged sixty-five and older for
physician and hospital care. In 2003, AARP success-
fully lobbied Congress to add a prescription drug
plan.

In 1965, Congress also passed the Older Ameri-
cans Act to fund programs for those over sixty years
of age in all states. A decade later, in 1975, when
AARP complained that the quality of such programs
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Challenges to AARP’s Own Ethics

Despite its reputation as a champion of the rights of
older people, AARP itself is occasionally criticized
for its own ethics. In November, 2003, for example,
dozens of AARP members demonstrated in front of
AARP’s Washington, D.C., headquarters to protest
the organization’s endorsement of the Republican
Party’s Medicare bill. Unhappy with the proposed
law’s provision for prescription drug benefits, the
protesters destroyed their AARP membership cards.
Meanwhile, Democratic leaders in Congress charged
that AARP had unethical ties with Republican lead-
ers and might even have had a financial stake in the
Medicare legislation.



was uneven, Congress passed the Age Discrimina-
tion Act, which established the ethical principle that
all older persons must be provided equal benefits
from federally funded programs.

Congress again responded to AARP in 1967 by
passing the Age Discrimination in Employment Act,
to establish the ethical principle of nondiscrimina-
tion against those over the age of forty. Soon, thanks
to AARP lawsuits, courts ruled that employers can-
not force employees to retire without just cause or
compensation.

By the early twenty-first century, AARP was of-
fering its members a wide variety of low-cost pro-
grams while exposing such forms of elder abuse as
unethical practices of advertisers, telemarketers, and
others who take advantage of older people.

Michael Haas

See also: Ageism; Congress; Equality; Gray Pan-
thers; Lobbying; Medical insurance.

American Civil Liberties Union
Identification: Nonpartisan organization created

to defend and protect the individual rights and
freedoms guaranteed all persons in the United
States by the Constitution and statutes

Date: Founded in 1920
Type of ethics: Civil liberties
Significance: The American Civil Liberties Union

(ACLU) adheres to the principle that everyone in
the United States should have the same basic
rights regardless of their backgrounds, their be-
liefs, or any crimes with which they may be ac-
cused. A nonpartisan organization, the ACLU
does not limit itself to the defense of particular
groups.

The ACLU was founded by Roger Baldwin and other
social activists in 1920. It was an outgrowth of the
American Union Against Militarism, an organization
formed during World War I that advocated amnesty
for conscientious objectors who refused to partici-
pate in military combat for moral reasons. Through-
out its existence, the mission of the ACLU has been
to preserve the individual rights and guarantees
stated in the Bill of Rights and other amendments to

the U.S. Constitution. These include free speech, free
press, right of assembly, religious freedoms, and the
separation of church and state, as well as equal pro-
tection under the law, due process, fair treatment by
the government, and the right to privacy or freedom
from government intrusion into one’s private affairs.

ACLU members believe that a government does
not have the right to insulate itself against ideas with
which it disagrees. The organization’s representation
of unpopular groups and causes is based on the prin-
ciple that if government has the power to violate one
person’s rights, such power could be extended to ev-
eryone. The ACLU occasionally defends the right to
freedom of speech of controversial and unpopular
groups without endorsing the beliefs of such groups,
and it defends the right of accused criminals to fair
trials, regardless of the acts committed by such per-
sons or whether the accused criminals are guilty
or innocent. Such stances have often subjected the
ACLU to strong public condemnation.

Evolving Mission
During its early years, the ACLU opposed the

federal government’s attempt to deport politically
radical immigrants and worked to secure the release
of activists who were jailed for antiwar activities, ar-
guing that they too had the right to freedom of
speech. In 1925, the ACLU defended Tennessee high
school teacher John T. Scopes’s right to freedom of
speech after he violated a state law by teaching the
theory of evolution in his classes. During the 1930’s,
the ACLU strongly opposed censorship and de-
fended the rights of American Nazi groups. In the
1940’s, it provided legal assistance to Japanese
Americans who were forcibly interned in govern-
ment relocation centers. During the 1940’s and
1950’s, it opposed anticommunist measures taken by
federal and state governments. During the 1960’s and
1970’s, it defended the First Amendment rights of
Nazis and members of both the Ku Klux Klan and the
Nation of Islam.

During the 1960’s, the mission of the ACLU ex-
panded to include other groups that had traditionally
been denied equal protection, including women,
children, prisoners, the mentally ill, persons with dis-
abilities, and gays and lesbians. The organization
also advocated the abolition of criminal abortion
laws under the constitutional right to privacy. In later
years, it supported affirmative action, education re-
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form, voting rights, and the rights of individuals with
acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS).

Because of its defense of unpopular causes and
groups, the ACLU has been accused by its detractors
as being radical and un-American. Some also criti-
cize the organization for its absolutist definition of
civil liberties. The ACLU, however, has consistently
adhered to the principle that everyone has the same
basic rights and has continued to defend individuals
and groups regardless of their beliefs.

William V. Moore

Further Reading
Garey, Diane. Defending Everybody: A History of the

American Civil Liberties Union. New York: TV
Books, 1998.

Walker, Samuel. In Defense of American Liberties: A
History of the ACLU. Carbondale: Southern Illi-
nois University Press, 1999.

See also: Academic freedom; Bill of Rights, U.S.;
Book banning; Church-state separation; Civil rights
and liberties; Constitution, U.S.; First Amendment;
Ku Klux Klan; Nation of Islam.

American Federation of Labor
Identification: First permanent national-interna-

tional federation of skilled trades
Date: Founded on December 8, 1886
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: The American Federation of Labor

(AFL) asserted the rights of workers to organize
on their own behalf and upheld the dignity of la-
bor against the impositions of the business com-
munity.

A successor to the Federation of Organized Trades
and Labor Unions, which was established in Novem-
ber of 1881 in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, the Ameri-
can Federation of Labor (AFL) became the first per-
manent American trade union federation. Earlier
American national labor organizations, such as the
National Labor Union (established in 1866) and the
Knights of Labor (established in 1871), had been
loosely structured industrial unions with polyglot
memberships and broad economic and political pro-

grams. Despite some limited successes, they ulti-
mately failed because of internal divisions, the dis-
persion of their energy, and the hostility of the public
and the business community.

The AFL was founded largely through the efforts
of Samuel Gompers and Adolf Strasser, both of
whom were immigrant cigar makers and socialists.
A pragmatic organization, it was tailored to Ameri-
can workers’ lack of class consciousness and empha-
sized the improvement of wages, hours, and working
conditions—that is, bread-and-butter unionism. Its
constituent organizations—carpenters, coal miners,
building tradespeople, and railroad workers—enjoyed
almost complete autonomy and enlisted skilled work-
ers almost exclusively.

The relatively high wages of skilled workers
made it possible for the organization to accumulate
substantial strike funds. AFL membership rapidly
grew to two million by 1910 and more than tripled by
1950. Publicly, the AFL sought the mediation of la-
bor disputes, the enactment of labor legislation, lim-
its on immigration, protection from technological
unemployment, and, whenever possible, collabora-
tion with employers. The AFL’s merger with its rival,
the Congress of Industrial Organizations, in 1955
(founding the AFL-CIO) created the free world’s
largest labor union. The merger also resulted in di-
minished autonomy and the acceptance of industrial
unionism and political action.

Clifton K. Yearley

See also: International Labour Organisation; Knights
of Labor; Labor-Management Relations Act; Na-
tional Labor Union; Work.

American Inns of Court
Identification: Voluntary legal organization com-

prising judges, lawyers, law professors, and stu-
dents

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Chapters of the American Inns of

Court seek to foster excellence in professional-
ism, ethics, civility, and legal skills.

The American Inns of Court was organized in the
early 1980’s at the suggestion of Chief Justice War-
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ren Burger. Patterned after the English Inns of Court,
this organization consists of an association of local
chapters devoted to improving the legal profession.
Each chapter unites judges, lawyers, law teachers,
and third-year law students in a focus on profession-
alism, legal ethics, civility, and a variety of legal
skills. Members, who gather monthly for educational
programs, may engage in mock trials, demonstrate
appellate arguments, or simply discuss their ideas
and experiences on various topics.

Chapters of the American Inns of Court limit
themselves to no more than eighty active members to
encourage the kind of mentoring and support rela-
tionships rooted in close contact. The organization
attempts to foster relationships among students, law-
yers, and other legal professionals with a broad range
of experience. The four categories of membership il-
lustrate this range. Masters of the bench are experi-
enced lawyers, judges, and law professors. Barristers
are practicing attorneys with three to five years of ex-
perience, and associates are lawyers who have been
practicing less than three years. Finally, pupils are
third-year law students.

Timothy L. Hall

See also: Attorney-client privilege; Code of Pro-
fessional Responsibility; Codes of civility; Judicial
conduct code; Jurisprudence; Law; Legal ethics;
Mentoring; Professional ethics.

American Medical Association
Identification: National professional organization

of licensed physicians
Date: Founded in 1847
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: The stated purpose of the American

Medical Association (AMA) is to improve the
quality of medical services provided to Ameri-
cans and to maintain high standards of ethical be-
havior within the medical profession.

The AMA held its first official meeting in Philadel-
phia in 1847. The delegates to the meeting estab-
lished a Code of Medical Ethics and set minimum re-
quirements for medical education and training. To
reflect changing times and conditions, major revi-

sions were made to the Code of Medical Ethics in
1903, 1912, 1947, and 1994. The preamble, and pri-
mary component, of the code is known as the Princi-
ples of Medical Ethics. It contains nine fundamental
ethical principles that have been applied to nearly
two hundred different ethical issues in medicine,
ranging from genetic testing to family abuse. Two
other components of the Code of Medical Ethics are
the Current Opinions with Annotations of the Coun-
cil on Ethical and Judicial Affairs, which interprets
the Principles of Medical Ethics, and the Reports of
the Council on Ethical and Judicial Affairs. Together,
the three components of the Code of Medical Ethics
determine the AMA’s overall position on ethical is-
sues.

The Principles of Medical Ethics establish gen-
eral rules of ethical conduct among doctors, between
doctors and their patients, and between doctors and
society at large. They require doctors to maintain se-
crecy within the requirements of the law, temper-
ance, delicacy, punctuality, and respect for the rights
of others. Physicians are requested to keep abreast of
important medical developments that may benefit
their patients, share relevant medical information
with their patients, and consult and work with other
medical professionals as necessary. The ethical be-
havior of physicians is determined by the overall con-
tent of the Principles of Medical Ethics. Although
ethical values and legal principles are typically inter-
related, the AMA advocates that ethical obligations
of a physician usually supersede legal obligations.

Alvin K. Benson

See also: Bioethics; Diagnosis; Ethical codes of or-
ganizations; Hippocrates; Medical bills of rights;
Medical ethics; Medical research; Principles of Med-
ical Ethics.

American Society of
Newspaper Editors

Identification: Organization that encourages news-
paper editors to concern themselves with the
ethics, quality, and history of editorial and news
policy

Date: Founded in 1922
Type of ethics: Media ethics
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Significance: Of the many groups monitoring the
news media for fairness and accuracy, the Ameri-
can Society of Newspaper Editors is among the
most influential because it is made up of editors
themselves.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the
American Society of Newspaper Editors (ASNE)
had more than one thousand members. Its members
are the directing editors who determine editorial and
news policy on daily newspapers across the country.
The organization has several goals: to improve the
quality of journalism education and of newspaper
writing and editing, to help newspaper managers
work more effectively with employees, to encourage
adequate minority representation on newspaper
staffs, and to protect First Amendment rights and
freedom of information. To achieve these goals,
ASNE publishes several periodicals for editors, edu-
cators, and others, and presents awards for excel-
lence in editing and writing.

ASNE monitors its own members to see how
newspapers are responding to various needs. This of-
ten leads to controversy. During the late 1980’s,
ASNE began surveying daily newspapers to deter-
mine whether gay and lesbian journalists were being
given fair treatment in hiring and promotion, and
whether the AIDS epidemic was receiving fair and
adequate coverage. During the same period, ASNE
researched the hiring and promotion of members of
racial and ethnic minorities, and debated whether to
publicize the names of newspapers with poor minor-
ity-hiring records.

Cynthia A. Bily

See also: Accuracy in Media; Journalistic entrap-
ment; Journalistic ethics; Media ownership; News
sources; Photojournalism; Tabloid journalism.

Americans with Disabilities Act
Definition: Federal civil rights law enacted to pro-

tect people with disabilities from discrimination
Date: Passed on July 26, 1990
Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: Prior to the passage of the Americans

with Disabilities Act (ADA), the civil rights of the

disabled community were not protected; the ADA
strictly prohibits discrimination against people
with disabilities.

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 did not prohibit dis-
crimination against people with disabilities. The Re-
habilitation Act of 1973 required that increased oppor-
tunities be made available for people with disabilities,
but discrimination against the disabled continued to
be evident until the passage of the Americans with
Disabilities Act in 1990. The Americans with Dis-
abilities Act stands as a comprehensive civil rights
law for people with disabilities.

The ADA states that no individual shall be dis-
criminated against on the basis of a disability in seek-
ing employment, receiving state and local govern-
ment services, or having full and equal enjoyment of
public accommodations. Title I of the ADA prohibits
discrimination against hiring a “qualified applicant”
only on the basis of the applicant having a disability.
The ADA public accommodation provisions, known
as Title III, which became effective on January 26,
1992, require accessible wheelchair routes and sign-
age identifying special services for the disabled.
Such services may include braille materials and
assistive listening devices. The effect of the passage
of the ADA has been increased accessibility for peo-
ple with disabilities and an increased awareness of
disability civil rights.

Noreen A. Grice

See also: Civil Rights Act of 1964; Disability rights;
Keller, Helen; United Nations Declaration on the
Rights of Disabled Persons; Veterans’ rights.

Amnesty International
Definition: International organization that seeks to

protect human rights throughout the world
Date: Founded in 1961
Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: By monitoring the state of human

rights throughout the world, publicizing viola-
tions, and seeking to correct errors, Amnesty In-
ternational has raised the consciousness of people
everywhere about the need to protect and defend
people’s rights. In 1977 the organization was
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awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for its work in aid-
ing political prisoners throughout the world.

Amnesty International is an international agency that
seeks enforcement of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (1948). Working to ensure these
rights for all people in all countries of the world, it
uses research and action to focus on preventing viola-
tions of human rights; ending severe abuses of all
types of human rights, including physical, mental,
freedom of conscience, and expression; and protect-
ing people from all types of discrimination,

English human rights activist Peter Bennenson
founded Amnesty International in 1961, building on
an organization named Justice that he and other Brit-
ish lawyers had founded in 1959. Justice sought ad-
herence to the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights.

The immediate occasion for the founding of Am-
nesty International was the arrest by the Portuguese
dictatorship of two students in November, 1960. The
students’ alleged crime was toasting freedom in pub-
lic. For that offense Portugal’s rigged courts sen-
tenced the students to seven years in prison. On May
28, 1961, Bennenson published on article in the Lon-
don Observer titled “The Forgotten Prisoners.” The
article evoked a large response.

The Organization’s Mission
To achieve its mission of protecting human rights,

Amnesty International has remained officially inde-
pendent of any ideology except the protection of hu-
man rights. By the early twenty-first century it
claimed more than 1,500,000 members in more than
150 countries and remained independent of any gov-
ernment organizations in its governance and fund-
raising.

Toward its goal of respect for universal human
rights, Amnesty International conducts research and
action geared toward the prevention and elimination
of serious abuses of human rights in all guises, physi-
cal and psychological. Its overriding ethic has been to
promote and work for freedom throughout the inhab-
ited world, and it has played a major role in bringing
the world’s attention to the importance of human
rights on the international scene. Among its accom-
plishments has been the publication of a code of med-
ical ethics for professionals that prohibits torture. It
has worked for international business ethics, oppos-

ing child labor and other forms of exploitation. The
standards of Amnesty International have influenced
numerous world leaders, especially President Jimmy
Carter, who made human rights a key factor during
his political career and afterward and won a Nobel
Peace Prize in 2002 for his work.

Frank A. Salamone

Further Reading
“Amnesty International Sees Pervasive Violations;

Human Rights Casualty in War on Terrorism,
Group Says.” Washington Times, May 29, 2002,
p. A10.

Roht-Arriaza, N. “Institutions of International Jus-
tice.” Journal of International Affairs 52, no. 2
(1999): 473.

Tolley, H. B. The International Commission of Ju-
rists: Global Advocates for Human Rights. Phila-
delphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1994.

See also: American Civil Liberties Union; Capital
punishment; Child soldiers; Human rights; Human
Rights Watch; Nobel Peace Prizes; South Africa’s
Truth and Reconciliation Commission; Torture; Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights.

Anarchy
Definition: Political theory holding that individual

freedom has been destroyed by the coercive
power of the state and seeking to replace the state
with voluntary associations

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: As a belief in the importance of indi-

vidual freedom over the values of the state, anar-
chy questions virtually all traditional models of
government, including social contract theories of
democracy.

Anarchy, as the word is commonly used, refers to
chaos that results from an absence of authority. The
term has its roots in Greek and means, literally, lead-
erless. As a political philosophy, however, anarchy
seeks to liberate the individual from the coercion of
the state and to create a society of voluntary partici-
pation. This dual nature of anarchy—disorder and in-
dividual freedom—is reflected in the approaches
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taken by anarchists since its inception as a political
philosophy in the nineteenth century.

History
Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, a French writer and so-

cial theorist, came from a lower-class background.
“What is property?” he asked in his most famous
work, with that title (1840). His answer, “Property is
theft,” is one of the intellectual foundations of mod-
ern anarchism. Proudhon believed that one’s labor
was the basis of value in society. Property, in the form
of capital or land, whose owners were supported by
the state, denied workers their fair shares. This em-
phasis on the economic foundation of the state would
be appropriated by syndicalist labor unions at the be-
ginning of the twentieth century, and it provided the
justification for revolutionary general strikes aimed
at destroying the state.

Anarchism was popular among workers because
it promised action. Revolutionaries, such as the
Russian Mikhail Bakunin and the Italian Enrico
Malatesta, worked for the revolution that, sparked by
an act of violence, would bring about the new society.
At the end of the nineteenth century and the begin-
ning of the twentieth, some anarchists engaged in ter-
rorism, which they called “propaganda of the deed.”
They thought that one dramatic act of violence, espe-
cially the assassination of a major political leader,

would bring about the long-awaited revolution. Pres-
ident William McKinley of the United States; Anto-
nio Cánovas del Castillo, the premier of Spain; and
Umberto I, king of Italy, all died at the hands of anar-
chist assassins. Assassinations and bomb-throwing
attacks led to the image of anarchists as violent crimi-
nals plotting to destroy society.

The Russian-born American anarchist Emma
Goldman was a symbol of this terror in the minds of
many Americans. Children were threatened with
capture by “Red” Emma, and their fate was left to the
imagination. Emma Goldman’s life, however, was a
testament to the ethics of anarchy as a way of life. She
believed in her rights as a woman to work, to practice
birth control, and to love without the bonds of mar-
riage. She supported labor unions and openly op-
posed the entry of the United States into World War I.

Goldman was deported back to Russia in 1917 but
became disillusioned by the authoritarian nature of
the revolutionary Bolshevik regime. Instead, she fa-
vored the anarchist revolution that occurred in Spain
at the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War in 1936. In
Barcelona, workers took over factories and set up
committees to oversee production. Factory commit-
tees then elected representatives to regional industry
councils in an attempt to organize an economy and a
society without exploitation. This worker control
ended when the military, under Francisco Franco,

defeated the Republican govern-
ment and set up a dictatorship in
Spain.

Ethical Principles
Another and more intellec-

tual approach to anarchy focused
less on the destruction of the state
and more on the freedom of the
individual. Several Russian in-
tellectuals, among them Leo To-
lstoy and Peter Kropotkin, used
the peasant village as an exam-
ple of individual cooperation and
moral authority. Kropotkin was
an advocate of mutual aid, believ-
ing that individuals would spon-
taneously create groups for their
mutual benefit and join volun-
tarily. The state existed to coerce
individuals to conform to moral
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standards and economic organization that benefited
those who controlled that state.

The ethics of anarchy is more than a protest
against a particular state or society or economic orga-
nization: It is an expression of complete faith in the
individual. In the twentieth century, the legacy of an-
archy has influenced both violent demonstrations
and scholarship. The worldwide student uprisings of
the late 1960’s owed much to the anarchist belief in
direct action and mistrust of the state. In Chicago,
Paris, and Mexico City, students battled police to
protest government policies.

Herbert Read, an English writer, has sought to ex-
plain the ideals of freedom through anarchy. Read
addresses the differences between individual free-
dom and the concept of liberty. Liberty, according to
Read, is a doctrine that depends on the relationship of
the individual to the state. Liberty is a civil right;
freedom is a personal attribute. One is granted liberty
but possesses freedom. Anarchy, according to Read,
recognizes that freedom is innate and leaves the indi-
vidual unfettered.

Paul Goodman was an American scholar who
wrote about education, society, and urban living.
Goodman’s human perspective envisaged educa-
tional communities, not mammoth universities, and
cities on a human scale, designed around the individ-
ual rather than around a system of production and
transportation.

Anarchy is not a system, and its adherents often
exhibit contradictory behavior and ideas. It accepts
spontaneity and variety as attributes of freedom, and
it welcomes diversity. Anarchy opposes uniformity
enforced by dictatorships or elected governments
and supports the freedom of each individual. It is this
respect for the value of the individual that marks the
ethics of anarchy.

James A. Baer

Further Reading
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Anger
Definition: Primary, reactive emotion characteris-

tic of both humans and animals
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Often thought of as a base or dark

emotion, anger may motivate unethical or illegal
acts. Its fundamental biological nature, however,
may also indicate that it is a necessary survival
mechanism.

Modern psychology and psychoanalysis have to some
measure removed the onus that medieval Christianity
attached to anger when identifying it as one of the
seven cardinal, or deadly, sins. It is now viewed as a
natural, reactive, even mature emotion experienced
by all humans at some time in their lives, as unavoid-
able as other primary emotions such as fear, sadness,
and joy. However, orthodox moral philosophers knew
that unabated anger, or wrath, could be destructive,
particularly in the guise of vengeful fury, and argued
that in that form it should be God’s prerogative alone.
As the fourth century Greek theologian Saint Basil
proclaimed, in mortals it was viewed as a reprehensi-
ble “temporary madness.”

The Humors Theory
The primitive, physiological “humors” theory

that persisted from antiquity through the Renais-
sance and explained emotions as “passions” should
have called into question the idea that anger per se
could be deemed sinful. After all, if a person was dis-

57

Ethics Anger



posed to choler because of an imbalance in body
chemistry, an excess, specifically, of yellow bile, an-
ger could arise without permission of the will, mak-
ing sin a moot concept. Morality must hinge on both
the cognitive distinction between good and evil and a
voluntary choice between them—that is, free will.

The implications of the pseudo-scientific idea of
the humors simply remained as remote from moral
philosophy as modern physiological study is likely to
remain. Knowing, for example, that under stress, as
in an angry condition, there is a decrease of lympho-
cytes in the blood but an elevation of free fatty acid
avails the moralist nothing. Knowing that anger can
contribute to destructive behavior, however, provides
some food for ethical thought. Moral principles
based on emotions must therefore focus on their ef-
fects rather than on the emotions themselves.

Healthy Emotion vs.
Destructive Potential

Anger is engendered by some sort of stimulus,
usually in the present but possibly recalled from
memory. It is normally a conscious feeling accompa-
nied by physical discomfort and tension, and may be
outwardly expressed by glaring, gritting of teeth,
clenching of the fists, or even quaking of the bodily
frame, depending on its intensity. Most psycholo-
gists believe that it is a realistic, healthy emotion, un-
like hostility, which is based in immature fear. It is,
however, a delimited emotion, and unless it subsides
or finds outlet in expression, it can yield to more de-
structive reactions such as anxiety, depression, and
aggression. When sublimated through creative en-
ergy, however, it can lead to positive behavior, such
as efforts to ameliorate social injustice.

Anger tends to become dangerous when it is sup-
pressed, repressed, or displaced. Both suppression
and repression work to deny its expression an outlet,
while displacement, common in dreams, redirects
the expression of anger from the actual stimulus to a
surrogate or scapegoat. Repressed, seething anger
may find sudden, explosive release, as it did in the
1992 riot in Los Angeles, which was prompted by the
acquittal of the police officers in the Rodney King
beating trial. The violence erupted because the de-
mands of a collective anger aroused by the beating
were not satisfied by the jury’s verdict. The anger
was then displaced as violence against persons and
property that had no rational link to the King affair.

The widespread deflection of anger away from its
actual cause toward a scapegoat has affected even
whole nations. A prime example is Nazi Germany, in
which Jews were blamed for the economic ills of the
nation and displaced anger gradually gave way to ha-
tred and murderous, genocidal aggression. How that
could have happened in such a highly developed cul-
ture remains something of a mystery, but the basic
model of hatred arising from anger joined to frustra-
tion is clear enough.

The vestiges of the idea of anger as a sort of mad-
ness persist in law, as, for example, in the “temporary
insanity” defense, or as a mitigating factor in sen-
tencing in “crimes of passion.” Moreover, the cumu-
lative effect of long-suppressed anger has increas-
ingly been used as a defense in court, when, for
example, a battered wife has killed her spouse under
circumstances that would otherwise preclude a plea
of self-defense. For some theorists, that defense has
opened a legal version of Pandora’s box.

Furthermore, as the Rodney King case revealed,
the legal process is a potential hostage to collective
anger. The videotape of King’s beating, repeatedly
aired by the media, aroused great public indignation,
which could have intimidated and suborned the jury.
It did not, but the lawlessness that followed in the
wake of that jury’s verdict may weigh heavily on
some future jury.

Although modern psychologists can agree on the
symptomatic behavior and physiological phenomena
accompanying anger, they can provide no definitive
conclusions regarding what it is or even where, ana-
tomically, it resides. Practical ethics must take anger
and other emotions into account, but using them as
primary building blocks of moral principles is at best
subjective and very risky.

John W. Fiero
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Animal consciousness
Definition: Argument that animals may experience

thought processes, self-awareness, and emotions
similar to, though simpler than, those of humans

Type of ethics: Animal rights
Significance: Representations of animal conscious-

ness are used to argue for the ethical treatment of
animals.

Early in the twentieth century, in response to exag-
gerated claims for mental abilities in animals, the be-
haviorist tradition came to dominate psychology and
animal behavior. Behaviorists claimed that animals
are probably not conscious of themselves or of their
behavior; that if they were, the knowledge would not
be important to them; and that this consciousness
would be impossible for humans to measure, ana-
lyze, or understand. Through the following decades,
behavioral scientists assumed that animals were in-
capable of thought, emotions, and self-awareness.
Animals were treated almost as machines in behav-
ioral studies.

Later in the century, some ethologists (people
who study animal behavior under conditions as
nearly natural as possible) began to question the as-
sumptions of behaviorism. One of these was Donald
R. Griffin, who was impressed by the number of ani-
mal capabilities that were initially considered to be
preposterous by behavioral scientists but were later
clearly demonstrated. His own discovery (with Rob-
ert Galambos) that bats use a sonarlike system for

spatial orientation and insect capture is an example of
such a capability. Griffin thought that animals might
also have greater mental ability than behaviorists be-
lieved.

Karl von Frisch had already described an elabo-
rate dance of honeybees, with which scout bees di-
rect their coworkers to sources of nectar. The dance
uses symbolic representations for the direction, dis-
tance, and quality of the nectar source. Other exam-
ples of animal mental accomplishments ranged from
navigation in birds to evidence of learning and lan-
guage use in apes, monkeys, dolphins, sea lions, and
parrots.

Griffin wrote The Question of Animal Awareness
in 1976 to explore the possibility that reason and con-
sciousness might exist in animals. The question of
animal awareness has actually been in existence
since people became conscious. Animal thought and
awareness were assumed to exist by many scientists
and most laypersons before the establishment of be-
haviorism. Griffin’s book, supported by his impecca-
ble scientific reputation, brought the idea back for se-
rious consideration among behavioral scientists and
initiated a new science: cognitive ethology.

Griffin argued that animals do many things that
can be most easily explained if animals are assumed
to have at least a limited ability to think and plan.
Also, given the fact that human anatomy and physiol-
ogy—including the anatomy and physiology of the
nervous system, the center of thought and conscious-
ness—are very similar to those of animals, there is
good reason to assume that human mental processes
are also similar to those of animals. Further, he pro-
posed that the ability to reason, even in a very rudi-
mentary fashion, should be of value to animals, as it
is to humans, and so should be favored by natural se-
lection. He suggested that there is no more evidence
demonstrating animals’ inability to think and feel
than there is demonstrating their ability to do so, and
that it is foolish to assume they lack such abilities
without evidence.

Griffin did not say that animal reason is on the
same level as that of humans. Although whales and
apes, especially chimpanzees, have been assigned
near-human abilities by some investigators, these
claims have always shown lack of support when care-
fully investigated. Griffin argued that awareness and
thinking ability are far greater in humans than in ani-
mals, but that the essential processes supporting con-
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sciousness are the same in the two groups. In other
words, there are great quantitative differences, but no
qualitative differences.

In some people’s minds, the ethical treatment of
animals hinges on the question of animal conscious-
ness. If animals are aware of fear and pain, ethical
consideration requires that any human use of an ani-
mal be designed to minimize the animal’s distress.
Assuming that animal consciousness exists, animal
rights extremists argue that animals should not be
used by humans in any way. Instead, as sentient be-
ings, they should be given the same rights and respect
as humans. Organisms that are not aware of their pain
and fear, however, need not be so carefully treated.
The most extreme animal use proponents assume that
there is no animal consciousness and argue that un-
feeling beasts can be used in any way humans see fit.
Most cognitive ethologists agree that humans have a
right to use animals, since all species use others in
natural ecological interactions such as predation.
Animal use should, however, be carried out with the
animal’s potential awareness in mind, and pain or
discomfort should be minimized.

Animal awareness might also prove to be of im-
portance to the study of ethics. Ethics, like con-
sciousness, has been assumed to be the exclusive
concern of humans. Some animals, however, appear
to use deception to manipulate their fellows inten-
tionally. If such behavior occurs widely among ani-
mals, the evolution of ethical systems might be prof-
itably studied using these primitive systems. A
problem with this prospect, and with the question of
animal consciousness in general, is the difficulty of
understanding what is going on in another species’
mind. Behaviorist assumptions are still prevalent in
psychology and animal behavior. Not everyone is
convinced that animals think or are aware of them-
selves and their actions, let alone that they make con-
scious ethical (or unethical) decisions.

Carl W. Hoagstrom

Further Reading
Cheney, Dorothy L., and Robert M. Seyfarth. How

Monkeys See the World: Inside the Mind of An-
other Species. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1990.

Griffin, Donald R. Animal Minds: Beyond Cognition
to Consciousness. Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 2001.

Linden, Eugene. “Can Animals Think?” Time 141
(March 22, 1993): 54-61.

Ristau, C. A., ed. Cognitive Ethology. Hillsdale, N.J.:
Lawrence Erlbaum, 1991.

Sorabji, Richard. Animal Minds and Human Morals:
The Origins of the Western Debate. Ithaca, N.Y.:
Cornell University Press, 1995.

Waal, F. B. M. de. Chimpanzee Politics: Power and
Sex Among Apes. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity Press, 1989.

See also: Animal research; Animal rights; Cruelty
to animals; Moral status of animals; People for the
Ethical Treatment of Animals; Sentience; Singer, Pe-
ter; Vivisection.

Animal research
Definition: Use of animals in research for the pur-

pose of education, product testing, or acquiring
new knowledge that might benefit humankind

Type of ethics: Animal rights
Significance: Research conducted on animals raises

questions regarding the moral acceptability of
subjecting animals to pain, suffering, and some-
times death for the benefit of people.

Using animals for purposes of research (closely al-
lied to vivisection) has been practiced since the be-
ginning of scientific medicine, when it was practiced
by the ancient Greeks. The field of medicine bene-
fited from the study of living organisms, and the
fields of experimental physiology, biology, and com-
parative anatomy could not have emerged as inde-
pendent disciplines without the knowledge gained
from animal laboratory research.

Through the seventeenth century, the scientific
community had no moral, legal, or religious objec-
tion to vivisection. As Nicolaas Rupke, a scientific
historian, points out in his book Vivisection in Histor-
ical Perspective (1987), it was not until the nine-
teenth century that vivisection became the focus of
public controversy. This controversy grew out of the
animal welfare movement of the 1820’s and eventu-
ally led to the introduction in Great Britain of the
Cruelty to Animals Act of 1876, which was the first
law enacted to regulate animal research.
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The public debate over vivisection continued into
the twentieth century, and the publication of Animal
Liberation (1975) by animal rights activist Peter
Singer fueled and revived the antivivisection move-
ment. Singer’s book contained the most powerful ar-
guments to date against the use of animals in re-
search. He used the term “speciesism” to encapsulate
the notion that it is morally indefensible for one par-
ticular species (humans) to dominate and abrogate
the rights of another species for its own interests. One
of the first books published by a member of the scien-
tific community to rebut the antivivisection argu-
ments was William Paton’s Man and Mouse: Ani-
mals in Medical Research (1984).

The Extent of Animal Research
Animals are frequently used for research in such

biomedical fields as pharmacology, bacteriology,
and toxicology and in such social sciences as psy-
chology. Although estimates are difficult to make,
the National Research Council has indicated that as
many as 17 million animals may be used for research
every year in the United States alone. The majority of
these animals, roughly 85 to 90 percent, are labora-
tory rats and mice. Primates appear to account for
less than 7 percent of research animals. In compari-
son, the American Humane Association reports that
approximately 12 million animals are killed in shel-
ters each year.

Arguments
Many views exist concerning the moral accept-

ability of using animals in research. On one end of the
continuum, a minority of scientists advocates the un-
restricted use of animals for experimental research,
teaching purposes, or product testing, regardless of
the value of that research for improving the welfare
of the human condition. On the other end of the con-
tinuum, a minority of animal activists, such as Tom
Regan of the Animal Liberation Movement, pro-
motes the total elimination of the use of animals for
science. Most scientists and activists hold positions
in between these extremes.

Advocates of vivisection maintain that animal re-
search has unlocked mysteries in the fields of physi-
ology, biochemistry, neuroscience, and pathology,
among others, which have allowed discoveries to be
made that have led to the elimination or reduction of
human pain and suffering for generations of people
to come. These advocates point to progress in mental
illness, neurological disorders, genetic disorders,
pain management, vaccinations, and many other ar-
eas, all made possible by animal research. Antivivi-
sectionists argue, primarily on moral or ideological
grounds, that inflicting pain on another species is
cruel and immoral. Many activists state that humans
do not have the authority to usurp the rights of an-
other species for their own purposes, holding that an-
imals possess intrinsic worth and should be able to
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Arguments for and Against the Use of Animals in Research

Pro Con

Since animals are less complex organisms (both
biologically and psychologically), they provide a
good beginning point for exploratory research.

Animal research has no value or efficacy for
understanding human processes or disorders.

Animals have shorter life spans, which facilitates
the study of genetically transmitted traits.

Most animal research serves no beneficial purpose
for humans and is unnecessary.

Scientists are able to control an animal’s
environment effectively, reducing the number
of confounding variables that plague research.

In many cases the costs of harming animals
outweigh the benefits to human society.

Animals can be used for experiments that would
be considered unethical to perform on humans.

Animals have intrinsic worth and deserve to live
freely, unrestricted by selfish motives of another
species.



live freely, without restrictions imposed by an intel-
lectually superior species. Singer asks: Is speciesism
merely another form of blatant racism? Those who
support animal research counter with the argument
that animals are not morally equal to humans.

Most animal rights groups do not want to see all
animal research abolished. However, they want to see
the institution of more responsible research prac-
tices. Philosopher Michael A. Fox, the author of The
Case for Animal Experimentation (1986), states that
animal rights groups have accused the scientific
community of being reluctant to use humane re-
search methods that are intended to reduce the num-
ber of animals being used and minimize or eliminate
the pain or suffering that they experience. In addition,
the animal rights groups maintain that much research
serves no valuable purpose. Fox agrees that pain and
suffering should be minimized whenever possible
but points out that in some instances, it may not be
possible. Also, it is difficult to predict how valuable
research is going to be before it is conducted.

Regulations
Guidelines created by a number of scientific orga-

nizations, along with state and federal laws, exist to
help regulate the use of animals in research. Many of
these documents address the humane treatment of
animals, including the concern for the animals’ com-
fort and health. The guidelines typically stress the
need to reduce pain and discomfort by using anes-
thesia or analgesics and to use particularly invasive
techniques only when no other alternatives can be
found.

Bryan C. Auday
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Animal rights
Definition: Extension of rights-based ethical theo-

ries to nonhuman animals
Type of ethics: Animal rights
Significance: Animal rights have been advocated

by a political movement with philosophical foun-
dations in both the utilitarian and rights-based tra-
ditions in ethical theory. This movement raises
the issues of the basis of human rights and the
grounds upon which such rights should or should
not be extended to other living beings.

The animal rights groups that became a potent and
pervasive political force in the United States and Eu-
rope during the last quarter of the twentieth century
were distinguished from earlier, more moderate ani-
mal protection groups by their rights-based rhetoric,
but they also drew freely on the thinking of utilitarian
ethicist Peter Singer.

History
The older “animal protection” groups, such as the

American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals (ASPCA) and the Humane Society of the
United States (HSUS), had as their primary focus the
prevention of blatant mistreatment of work and com-
panion animals. In 1975, the Australian philosopher
Peter Singer published Animal Liberation, which
subsequently became the bible of the animal rights
movement, and during the early 1980’s, a number of
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professional philosophers began devoting seri-
ous attention to the ethics of the treatment of
nonhuman animals. The new animal rights
groups, such as People for the Ethical Treat-
ment of Animals (PETA), the Fund for Ani-
mals, and the Farm Animal Reform Movement
(FARM), used ideas that emerged from the
philosophical debate to question the very use of
animals, especially in agriculture and science.

While some groups, such as the Animal Le-
gal Defense Fund, worked within the system,
the best-known groups emphasized confronta-
tion and “direct action,” especially the clandes-
tine Animal Liberation Front (ALF), which de-
voted itself solely to illegal actions such as
stealing (“liberating”) lab animals and destroy-
ing scientific equipment and data. In 1981
Alex Pacheco, who later founded PETA along
with Ingrid Newkirk, volunteered as an assis-
tant to Edward Taub, who was doing research on
nerve damage using monkeys at Silver Spring,
Maryland. Pacheco documented violations of
state cruelty laws, and Taub was convicted on
six counts. Then, in 1984, the ALF provided
PETA with videotapes stolen from a laboratory
at the University of Pennsylvania that was using ba-
boons to study head injuries. The footage, which had
been shot by the scientists themselves, showed re-
searchers joking about the animals, which were be-
ing subjected to severe, brain-damaging whiplash,
and showed what appeared to be inadequately anes-
thetized baboons left unattended. PETA edited the
footage into a widely distributed video, Unnecessary
Fuss, and the resulting publicity forced the closure of
the lab.

Although Taub’s conviction was subsequently
overturned on the grounds that the state cruelty laws
in question did not govern federally funded research,
groups such as PETA capitalized on the publicity from
such cases to become a potent political force. In 1985,
the federal Animal Welfare Act of 1966 was amended
to require all universities accepting federal funds to
have an Institutional Animal Care and Use Commit-
tee (IACUC), and by the late 1980’s there were per-
sistent calls, from a number of scientists and in pro-
posed legislation, for “The Three R’s”: replacement
of animals with nonanimal models, refinement of ex-
perimental protocols to eliminate animal suffering,
and reduction of the number of animals used.

The political success of animal rights groups was
reflected in the birth of groups defending the use of
animals, such as the Animal Industry Foundation, the
Incurably Ill for Animal Research, and the Founda-
tion for Biomedical Research (FBR). The FBR pro-
duced a response to Unnecessary Fuss called Will I
Be Alright Doctor? featuring children whose lives
had been saved with medical procedures first devel-
oped on animals, and it took out ads with photos of
animal rights protesters captioned: “Thanks to ani-
mal research, they’ll be able to protest 20.8 years lon-
ger.”

Although most philosophers writing on the sub-
ject concluded that animal rights and environmental
ethics are based on incompatible foundations (con-
cern for individuals versus concern for ecological
wholes) and environmental groups such as the Sierra
Club and the Audubon Society took steps to distance
themselves from animal rights groups during the late
1980’s and early 1990’s, some animal rights activists
sought to forge coalitions with environmental con-
cerns. From its founding in 1967, the Fund for Ani-
mals merged concerns for animals and endangered
species in its campaigns against hunting and trap-
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Animals deserve
some protection

71%

Animals should
have same rights

as people
25%

Other 1%
Animals don’t need

protection 3%

Source: Gallup Poll, May 5-7, 2003. Figures reflect responses from 1,005
adults throughout the United States.



ping. Similarly, Animal Rights Mobilization (founded
in 1981 as Trans-Species Unlimited) conducted an
annual “Fur-Free Friday” the day after Thanksgiving
in more than 100 cities, in an effort to meld animal
rights and environmental ethics.

While emphasizing action and sometimes even
disparaging philosophical reflection as a frivolous
distraction, animal rights activists borrowed two no-
tions from philosophers studying the ethics of the hu-
man treatment of nonhuman animals: Peter Singer’s
principle of equal consideration of interests and Tom
Regan’s analysis of the concept of moral rights. Al-
though most activists read Singer’s popular Animal
Liberation, few read his more philosophical book
Practical Ethics (1979) or Regan’s lengthy and rigor-
ous The Case for Animal Rights (1983). Yet it is in
these latter two books that Singer and Regan provide
careful analyses of the concepts that animal rights ac-
tivists commonly invoked, and, in particular, Regan’s
book—not Singer’s—is the source of the analysis of
moral rights that activists used to question the very
use of animals.

Principle of Equal Consideration
of Interests

Singer wrote Animal Liberation for popular con-
sumption, and in it he spoke loosely of animals hav-
ing moral rights. In later, more philosophically rigor-
ous work (summarized in Practical Ethics),
however, he explicitly adopts a utilitarian stance and
eschews talk of rights. Utilitarianism is the view that
right actions maximize aggregate happiness. In prin-
ciple, nothing is inherently or intrinsically wrong, ac-
cording to a utilitarian; any action could be justified
under some possible circumstances. One way of
characterizing rights views in ethics, by contrast, is
that there are some things that, regardless of the con-
sequences, are simply wrong to do to individuals, and
that moral rights single out these things. To defend
the moral rights of animals would be to claim that
certain ways of treating animals cannot be justified
on utilitarian grounds.

As a utilitarian, however, Singer does not oppose
all uses of animals. If the benefits to humans of scien-
tific experimentation or animal agriculture suffi-
ciently outweighed the harms to animals, then they
would be justified in utilitarian terms. What Singer
insists on is equal consideration of interests. Singer
argues that what makes racism and sexism morally

objectionable is that the racist does not give equal
weight to the similar interests of members of differ-
ent races and the sexist does not give equal weight to
the similar interests of men and women. Borrowing a
term from Richard Ryder, he defines a speciesist as
one who ignores or gives different weights to the sim-
ilar interests of humans and animals.

To insist on equal consideration of animals’ inter-
ests is not to claim that animals have all the same in-
terests as human beings or that animals ought to be
treated in the same way as humans. Singer illustrates
these points with the following example. Because a
pig has no interests that would be served by an educa-
tion, whereas a child does, equal consideration for
the interests of a pig and a child will lead to very dif-
ferent treatment.

What a child and a pig do have in common, how-
ever, is an interest in avoiding suffering. Singer ar-
gues that sentience, the capacity for suffering, is a
necessary and sufficient condition for moral stand-
ing. Arguing that if a being suffers, there can be no
excuse for refusing to take its suffering into account,
Singer concludes that sentience is sufficient for
moral standing. Arguing that if a being is incapable
of suffering, there is no individual welfare to be taken
into account, he concludes that sentience is a neces-
sary condition for moral standing. Singer speculates
that sentience may have vanished from the phylogen-
etic “scale” by the level of clams, oysters, and scal-
lops, because these organisms’ nervous systems and
behaviors are so simple that they probably are not
conscious at all.

Singer argues that the status quo in science and in
agriculture is based on violations of the principle of
equal consideration of interests. He argues that one
would not subject a human being to the amount of
pain routinely inflicted on sentient animals for the
kind of results usually obtained. Similarly, he argues,
one would not subject any human being to the pain
and stress routinely inflicted on farm animals for the
sake of nutritionally unnecessary meat.

Singer’s Animal Liberation became the bible of
the animal rights movement. PETA distributed it to
new members, and many who read it were inspired to
political activism and vegetarianism. To the extent
that the animal rights activists opposed all use of ani-
mals, however, Singer’s utilitarian stance was not the
philosophical foundation of their cause. As a utilitar-
ian, Singer could countenance some uses of animals
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under some conditions, as he himself admitted in his
later, more philosophical book Practical Ethics.

There he argues that if a happy animal is slaugh-
tered painlessly and replaced with an equally happy
animal, then the world is no worse off, in utilitarian
terms. Singer denies, however, that this “replace-
ability argument” can be used to defend large-scale,
intensive animal agriculture, for two reasons. First,
he claims that the humaneness of living conditions,
handling, and slaughter is inversely proportional to
the scale of animal agriculture, so that the argument
would apply only to an idealized, small-scale ani-
mal agriculture. Second, Singer argues that “self-
conscious individuals, leading their own lives and
wanting to go on living,” are not replaceable, because
when such an individual dies, its desires go unsatis-
fied even if another individual’s desires are satisfied
in its stead. Arguing that a case can be made that all
mammals are self-conscious, Singer concludes that
the replaceability argument would not apply to most
types of farm animals (although he admits that it ap-
plies to both fowl and fish, which he thinks are not
self-conscious).

Still, Singer’s utilitarian position does not imply
blanket, exceptionless opposition to animal agricul-
ture. This is all the more clear in the case of medical
research, where—at least sometimes—it is not only
culinary taste but also the health and lives of self-
conscious beings that are at stake. An animal rights
activist adhering carefully to Singer’s utilitarian po-
sition could endorse some types of experimentation
under some circumstances.

Regan’s Analysis of “Having
Moral Rights”

In The Case for Animal Rights, Tom Regan claims,
for this reason, that it is his “rights view,” rather than
Singer’s utilitarianism, which is the philosophical
basis of the animal rights movement. Regan argues
that respecting animals’ moral rights would imply
not only improving the conditions under which they
are kept but also the total abolition of animal agricul-
ture and experimentation.

Although there is controversy as to the specifics,
there is general agreement among ethicists about
what it means to “have moral rights”: To attribute
moral rights to an individual is to assert that the indi-
vidual has some kind of special moral dignity, the
value of which is that there are certain things that can-

not justifiably be done to him or her (or it) for the sake
of benefit to others. For this reason, moral rights have
been characterized as “trump cards” against utilitar-
ian arguments. In The Case for Animal Rights, Regan
explores the implications of recognizing moral rights
so conceived in at least all normal mammals one year
old or older.

Regan argues that in order to possess moral rights,
an individual must be not merely sentient but also a
“subject of a life,” with self-consciousness, beliefs,
memories, desires, and a sense of its future. Just as
Singer argues that probably all mammals are self-
conscious, Regan argues that at least all normal
mammals one year old or older have these capacities.
He argues that birds, reptiles, amphibians, and fish
ought all to be treated as if they have rights, out of a
spirit of moral caution (they may be subjects of a life,
but the case for saying that they are is weaker than the
case for saying that mammals are).

According to Regan, all subjects of a life have ba-
sically one moral right: the right not to be harmed on
the grounds that doing so benefits others. Recog-
nizing this right would, he argues, imply the total dis-
solution of animal agriculture and animal experi-
mentation. If animals have moral rights, then the
slaughter of an animal cannot be justified in terms of
the benefits accruing to humans. Even experimenta-
tion calculated to save human lives cannot, Regan ar-
gues, be justified. If animals have moral rights, then
humans are not justified in harming them for the sake
of benefits to humans, no matter how great those ben-
efits may be. Human beings can knowingly waive
their rights and accept the suffering or additional
risks involved in experimentation, but animals can-
not. Regan’s view is that the only permissible experi-
ments on animals are those that impose no new risks
on the animals involved, such as trials of new drugs
on animals already suffering from currently incur-
able diseases.

Influence of Philosophy on Practice
In practice, the animal rights activists of the late

twentieth century drew freely on the ideas of both
Singer and Regan. They often invoked the concept of
moral rights, but they also commonly invoked
Singer’s principle of equal consideration of interests
and claimed his Animal Liberation as their philo-
sophical inspiration.

Although both philosophers opposed the status
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quo in agriculture and science, their professional
philosophical writings dramatically illustrate the dis-
tinction between rights-based and utilitarian theories
of ethics and the degree to which animal rights activ-
ists could differ over specific issues. An activist
thinking in utilitarian terms might endorse animal ex-
perimentation that is likely to save lives, whereas one
thinking in terms of animals’ rights might oppose all
research, no matter how beneficial to humans. An ac-
tivist thinking in utilitarian terms might endorse the
humane slaughter of some animals, whereas one
thinking in terms of animals’ rights might oppose
slaughter under all circumstances.

The Philosophical Response
Just as the political successes of animal rights

groups inspired the formation of groups defending
various uses of animals, the attention given Singer’s
and Regan’s work on the subject inspired opposing
philosophical work. Two philosophers’works are es-
pecially noteworthy in this regard.

In 1980, Canadian philosopher Michael A. Fox
published The Case for Animal Experimentation, the
first book-length defense of animal experimentation
by a philosopher. Fox’s defense of experimentation
turns on an anthropocentric conception of ethics. Fox
argues that rights and duties apply only among indi-
viduals capable of recognizing reciprocal obliga-
tions, and that only humans are capable of this. He
concludes that only human beings are full-fledged
members of the moral community and that we have
no duties directly to animals. He nevertheless op-
poses cruelty (deliberately inflicting unnecessary
pain) because doing so makes us more likely to
wrong our fellow human beings. Fox subsequently
recanted his central argument, but his book neverthe-
less represents a systematic development of an argu-
ment commonly used by defenders of animal re-
search.

A more persistent critic of animal rights philoso-
phies was American philosopher Raymond G. Frey.
In Interests and Rights: The Case Against Animals
(1980), Frey expresses skepticism about the very
usefulness of “rights” as a moral concept (Frey, like
Singer, is a utilitarian), but for the sake of argument
he accepts the view of rights theorists like Regan that
having rights implies having desires. Frey’s central
argument in the book is that animals cannot have
rights because they are incapable of having desires.

In defense of this claim, Frey offers a subtle, original
analysis of what it means to have desires. He argues
that, in order to have desires, one must be capable of
entertaining various beliefs, because what distin-
guishes conscious desires from mere needs is their
sensitivity to the individual’s beliefs.

Frey argues that animals that lack language lack
beliefs, because it is only sentences that can be true or
false, and only creatures with language can think
about a sentence being true or false. Therefore, only
creatures endowed with language can have desires,
and hence, only they can have moral rights. Frey con-
cludes that neither vegetarian nor antivivisectionist
conclusions can follow from a rights-based philos-
ophy. Frey’s later Rights, Killing, and Suffering:
Moral Vegetarianism and Applied Ethics (1983) is
focused specifically on moral arguments for vegetar-
ianism, and while less original, philosophically, than
his earlier book, it probably contains a version of ev-
ery argument ever offered in response to ethical argu-
ments in favor of vegetarianism, including utilitarian
arguments such as Singer’s.

Gary E. Varner
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Anthropological ethics
Definition: Study of the moral issues raised in the

course of conducting fieldwork in anthropology
Type of ethics: Scientific ethics
Significance: An ethical approach to anthropology

that tries to minimize negative effects of the an-
thropologist’s presence and behavior upon the
peoples being studied.

Anthropology studies human culture and behavior
primarily through the observation of participants liv-
ing intimately with and observing a community. An-
thropologists risk negatively affecting a community
or individuals within it by their presence, actions, or
reportage of information.

Anthropology originated only during the mid-
nineteenth century, and its early practice betrayed its
colonialist roots. Field anthropologists often were
government agents sent on espionage expeditions to
colonies or territories, informants typically were mis-
led regarding the uses to which information would be
put, and concern for informants often was sorely
lacking. As early as 1916, Franz Boas and other
prominent anthropologists had decried these abuses
in print.

World War II proved to be a watershed in terms of
concern about ethics in anthropology. The second
half of the twentieth century saw the development of
formal ethical codes for most of the major anthropo-
logical organizations, including the American An-
thropological Association, the Society for Applied
Anthropology, and the Association of Social Anthro-
pologists of the Commonwealth. These codes con-
tain a core of generally accepted principles, though
controversy flourishes regarding other issues.

Core Principles
Formal ethical codes in anthropology emphasize

the obligations of the anthropologist to the people un-
der study, the discipline, and the sponsors of the re-
search.

The anthropologist’s greatest responsibility is to
the people under study. These people are critical to
the study and can be hurt by it. Furthermore, in some
cases, cultural differences make people unlikely to
understand fully the possible ramifications of their
participation. Consequently, anthropologists must
use extreme care to protect their informant-hosts.

Knowledge of the political or social structure of a
community, even if it is divorced from the specifics
of individual officeholders, can be used by govern-
ments and others to control, terrorize, or punish a com-
munity, and individuals should be aware of what level
of risk they are taking by providing that information
to anthropologists. Only if the informants find these
conditions acceptable should the research continue.

The anthropologists must be prepared to withhold
information if necessary to protect the people under
study. Many ethnographic reports use pseudonyms
or nonspecific reporting in attempts to disguise infor-
mant and community identities. Recognizing the
trust placed in them, anthropologists should be very
sensitive to issues of confidentiality and reveal noth-
ing that is likely to harm the study community or its
individual members.

Ethical obligations to the discipline revolve
around publication. Anthropologists are obligated to
publish the results of their studies, lest they become
mere self-indulgent “custom collectors.” In order to
achieve the greater goals of anthropology, the broad-
est possible corpus of evidence is necessary. Clearly,
falsification and distortion are intolerable.

Sponsors of ethnographic fieldwork vary greatly.
Academic funding agencies sponsor much research,
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and they typically are sympathetic to anthropological
ethics. Other funding, however, may come from pri-
vate foundations or government agencies that may be
unfamiliar with ethical standards or even antagonis-
tic toward them. Project Camelot, for example, was
sponsored by the Special Operations Research Office
of the U.S. Army between 1964 and 1967. As de-
scribed in the prospectus, which was mailed to many
anthropologists and other social scientists, the goal
of this project was “to predict and influence politi-
cally significant aspects of social change in the devel-
oping nations of the world,” particularly Latin Amer-
ica. This kind of a project can place an anthropologist
in an untenable position, since it may require provid-
ing information that will harm (in the anthropolo-
gist’s judgment) the people under study.

While many anthropologists argue that anthro-
pologists should never accept funding from agencies
with questionable motives, ethical codes typically
are less dogmatic. They stress the need for a clear
agreement regarding what information is to be made

available to the sponsor. Obviously, the anthropolo-
gist should reject funding if agreement cannot be
reached. If agreement is reached, the anthropologist
has an obligation to provide accurate, though not
necessarily complete, reporting.

Intervention vs. Scholarly Neutrality
Under the leadership of Franz Boas, early twenti-

eth century anthropology was committed to preserv-
ing information about “traditional” societies before
they were transformed by the spread of Western civi-
lization. This led to a nonintervention ethic maintain-
ing that anthropology should dispassionately de-
scribe and analyze societies but not try to change
them.

The twentieth century, however, showed that
these societies were changing in response to Western
civilization and would continue to do so. An emerg-
ing cadre of applied anthropologists argued that an-
thropology properly should help direct this change in
the manner least damaging to these societies.

Not all anthropologists, however,
have accepted the tenets of applied
anthropology, and critics argue that
anthropological understanding is too
rudimentary to permit control of cul-
tural change. Further concern derives
from the fact that most funding for
applied anthropological research
comes from governments that may
not be particularly concerned about
the welfare of the people under
study; pressure placed on an anthro-
pologist by such a sponsor can be
considerable.

Issues of Relativism and
Cultural Conflict

In response to ethnocentrism in
early anthropology, Boas and others
argued for cultural relativism, the rec-
ognition that all cultures are equally
valid and worthy of respect. Cultural
relativism remains entrenched in an-
thropology, but twentieth century eth-
nogenocide and human rights viola-
tions have led some anthropologists
to reconsider, arguing that cultures
advocating these and other unaccept-
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Preamble to the American Anthropological
Association Code of Ethics

Anthropological researchers, teachers and practitioners are members
of many different communities, each with its own moral rules or codes
of ethics. Anthropologists have moral obligations as members of other
groups, such as the family, religion, and community, as well as the pro-
fession. They also have obligations to the scholarly discipline, to the
wider society and culture, and to the human species, other species, and
the environment. Furthermore, fieldworkers may develop close rela-
tionships with persons or animals with whom they work, generating
an additional level of ethical considerations

In a field of such complex involvements and obligations, it is inevi-
table that misunderstandings, conflicts, and the need to make choices
among apparently incompatible values will arise. Anthropologists are
responsible for grappling with such difficulties and struggling to re-
solve them in ways compatible with the principles stated here. The
purpose of this Code is to foster discussion and education. The Ameri-
can Anthropological Association (AAA) does not adjudicate claims
for unethical behavior.

The principles and guidelines in this Code provide the anthropolo-
gist with tools to engage in developing and maintaining an ethical
framework for all anthropological work.

Source: http://www.aaanet.org/committees/ethics/ethcode.htm



able practices are not compatible with world values
and must change.

Another related issue occasionally arises. The
ethics of anthropology are culture-bound, closely
tied to Western precepts, and they may conflict with
the ethics of another society. When living in and
studying a society whose ethics are very different,
should anthropologists cling to their own culture’s
ethical standards?

“The Delicate Balance of Good”
The ethical perspectives discussed above are full

of contradictions. Obligations to the discipline re-
quire that studies be published fully; obligations to
the people studied require that sensitive information
be withheld. These and other conflicts should be re-
solved by reference to what Erve Chambers calls “the
delicate balance of good.” The anthropologist must
examine the likely results of actions, assess their im-
pact on all parties concerned, and follow the path that
is most likely to lead to the best overall outcome.

Russell J. Barber
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Anthropomorphism
of the divine

Definition: Description of God or gods in terms of
properties that are typical of human beings

Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: The extent to which God is conceived

to be similar to human beings may influence the
way in which people relate to God and to one an-
other, providing a basis for ethical systems.

Anthropomorphism is the attribution of human char-
acteristics or properties to nonhuman beings or ob-
jects. One form of anthropomorphism that raises
philosophical and ethical issues is the attribution of
such features to divine beings. These may include
physical properties, such as having eyes and hands;
psychological properties, such as feeling sadness or
anger; or cognitive or intellectual properties, such as
possessing knowledge or power.

Insofar as anthropomorphic descriptions imply
defects or limitations, monotheistic traditions (un-
like polytheistic traditions) treat such descriptions
figuratively. For example, physical properties are al-
most always taken to imply defects or limitations;
therefore, references to “God’s strong right arm”
are typically taken to refer to divine power rather than
divine right-handedness. Insofar as anthropomor-
phic descriptions do not imply defects or limitations,
they are typically regarded as being literally true. Hu-
man beings typically possess some knowledge and
power.

Likewise, in monotheistic traditions, God is held
to be omnipotent and omniscient. Being omnipotent
entails having power and being omniscient entails
having knowledge, so describing God in these terms
is anthropomorphic in that it ascribes knowledge and
power to God. Because the terms “omnipotent” and
“omniscient” mean that there is no limit to God’s
power and knowledge, these concepts are taken liter-
ally. Typically, having psychological properties is
thought to involve limitations and defects, either di-
rectly or by way of implication that having psycho-
logical properties also means that one has physical
properties, although this implication is sometimes
denied. Unless it is denied, descriptions of God as
having psychological properties are also taken fig-
uratively. The fact that having psychological prop-
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erties also implies having intellectual or cognitive
properties typically is not taken to imply any defect
or limitation.

Keith E. Yandell
Updated by the editors

See also: Animal consciousness; Divine command
theory; Ethical monotheism; God.

Anti-Semitism
Definition: Hostility and ill-feeling directed toward

Jews
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: Anti-Semitism raises questions about

ethical justifications for discrimination, argu-
ments of moral responsibility posed by non-Jews
to Jews in the aftermath of the Holocaust, and eth-
ical demands made by Jews.

Prejudice against Jews goes back to antiquity. It was
widespread in Europe during the early Christian era,
during the Middle Ages in Spain, during the early
modern and modern eras in Europe, in the Islamic
Arab world, and in the modern Americas. As Chris-
tianity emerged as the official religion of the Roman
Empire, accusations that Jews murdered Christians
to obtain blood for ritual purposes intensified, as did
their portrayal as the “executioners of Jesus.” Jews
were gradually excluded from society.

In regions under Islamic rulers, Jews, like Chris-
tians, were often treated as second-class subjects.
Nevertheless, they were regarded by the Qur$3n as
“people of the book,” as they possessed scriptures of
their own. Because Islam spread by physical con-
quest, rather than by spiritual propaganda, it did not
seek, initially at least, to conquer souls as early Chris-
tianity had done. At first, it displayed greater toler-
ance for practitioners of other monotheistic reli-
gions.

European Anti-Semitism
Anti-Semitism was prevalent in Europe through-

out the Middle Ages. It surfaced in the form of expul-
sions, inquisitions, and massacres. In addition, the
catechism taught to Christian children instilled in
their minds negative attitudes toward the “execution-

ers of Christ.” The Enlightenment, on the other hand,
offered mixed signals to the Jews. That era’s philoso-
phers did not constitute a cohesive and unified force
in their attitudes toward anti-Semitism. An important
segment of philosophers denounced Christianity in
the name of deism (natural religion) and promoted
secularism and tolerance toward members of ethnic
minorities. This view made deists natural allies of
Jews, who were victims of Christian intolerance.
However, while prominent philosophers such as
Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Jean-Jacques Rousseau,
and Montesquieu advocated tolerance of Jews, other
philosophers, equally influential albeit secular, did
not hesitate to criticize “Jewish particularisms.”

Although the French Revolution of 1789 gave
Jews political rights through emancipation, France
did not remain devoid of anti-Semitic manifesta-
tions. During the 1880’s, Edouard Drumont, the anti-
Semitic author of a best-selling book on Jews in
France; clerical-royalist right-wingers; and socialists
perpetuated the myth that the Jews secretly con-
trolled world governments and international money
markets. The Dreyfus affair of the 1890’s—in which
Alfred Dreyfus, a Jewish French army officer, was
falsely accused of spying for Germany—revealed the
extent of French Jewry’s vulnerability to prejudice.
The trials and legal battles that finally led to Dreyfus’s
vindication nearly destroyed France’s Third Re-
public.

Anti-Semitism was strongest in Eastern Europe,
especially in the Russian Empire before World War I.
There were violent pogroms in Odessa during the
1880’s and in Kishinev during the early 1900’s. After
the creation of the Soviet Union, Joseph Stalin’s re-
gime both practiced and condoned anti-Semitism,
from the 1930’s through the early 1950’s.

Anti-Semitism reached its peak under Germany’s
Third Reich, which lasted from 1933 until the end of
World War II, in 1945. Under Adolf Hitler, Jews
were depicted as the corrupters of society and blamed
for Germany’s misfortunes after World War I. Cou-
pled with the ascendance of European fascism and
aryanization policies, these trends culminated in the
Holocaust. The application of racial anti-Semitism
and the laws limiting the representation of Jews in the
professions in Germany, Italy, France, and North Af-
rica revealed anti-Semitism at its worst.

Zionism was a movement that emerged during the
1890’s and contributed to the creation of a Jewish na-
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tional home in Palestine and, eventually, the state of
Israel. Anti-Semitism and anti-Zionism gained mo-
mentum in the Arab world during the 1930’s and
1940’s. After Israel became an independent nation in
1948, each war that Israel fought with neighboring
Arab countries was followed by anti-Jewish and anti-
Zionist backlashes in the Arab nations and expul-
sions of Jewish communities, pogroms, and allega-
tions that Jews controlled Western governments, us-
ing Zionism and Israel to realize its own colonialist
goals.

Ethical Principles
According to Wendy Stallard Flory, the legitima-

tion of anti-Semitism (and racism in general) may be
the result of a selfish attempt to inflate one’s self-
worth, and often to compensate for one’s feelings of
inadequacy, by choosing to treat differentness as
though it were a moral failing. For example, any at-
tempt to identify specific personality traits of Jews as
“reasons” for prejudice is an attempt to rationalize
the real motive: a narrowmindedness and defensive
refusal to allow others the fundamental human right
to be judged as individuals. Anti-Semitism, then,
does not necessarily begin with hatred, but with self-
ish impulses to reinforce one’s sense of worth at the
expense of others.

After World War II, there emerged the “sense of
guilt” phenomenon, evinced by Europeans. This was
especially evident in France and Germany. During
the war, while France was divided into a German-
occupied zone and a French-ruled zone based at
Vichy, the French police who collaborated with the
Germans rounded up tens of thousands of Jews and
had them transferred them to Nazi concentration
camps. Following the liberation of France in 1944, a
sense of guilt struck the French people. It has been ar-
gued that although during the postwar years French
Jews were the targets of anti-Semitic activity, the
perpetrators were punished and their organizations
forced to disband. This is in marked contrast to the
political climate and ethos of the 1930’s and 1940’s,
when anti-Semitism was embraced by the state or
disregarded.

The German sense of postwar guilt was even
more pronounced. The German Federal Republic,
under Konrad Adenauer’s leadership, sought to con-
vince the world that Germany was stepping out of
Adolf Hitler’s shadow. During the 1950’s, Germany

moved from the one extreme of depicting the Jews as
morally and physically inferior to the other extreme
of philo-Semitism. This tendency included idolizing
all things Jewish. Every Jewish child, it seemed, was
a genius, and every Jewish woman seemed to be re-
garded as a beautiful “Jewess.”

Offering German financial and material repara-
tions to Israel, to Holocaust survivors and their fami-
lies, and to Jewish institutions was reciprocated with
moral restitution. In the case of the latter, the Ger-
mans were eager to promote the image of the “new”
Germany.

As time passed, however, the notion that the Jews
and the Germans shared a collective memory of the
Holocaust began to fade. Furthermore, a new genera-
tion of Germans that emerged in the 1960’s and
1970’s included elements that equated Israel’s poli-
cies toward the Palestinian Arabs with pre-1945 Ger-
many’s treatment of its own Jewish citizens. Grad-
ually, latent German anti-Semitism was transformed
into overt political anti-Zionism.

As a Third World/Soviet bloc-sponsored United
Nations resolution equating Zionism with racism in
1974 won the approval of young leftist Germans, the
denial of the realities of the Holocaust by right-wing
forces during the 1980’s and 1990’s began penetrat-
ing academic circles in parts of the Western world. To
Jewish thinkers and scholars, the Holocaust and Zi-
onism are the two central reasons for the emergence
of the state of Israel, which is seen as the cradle for
Jews in need of refuge. Israeli scholars in particular
are profoundly concerned with what they regard as a
growing myth of “German innocence” about the Ho-
locaust. The fear was that these developments could
set the stage for the rise, legitimation, and institu-
tionalization of large-scale anti-Semitism in the fu-
ture.

Anti-Semitism in the Twenty-
first Century

At the beginning of the new millennium, a rise in
anti-Semitic sentiment was evident throughout the
world, but particularly in Europe. In 2003 Nathan
Sharansky argued that anti-Semitism was reaching
heights not seen since the Holocaust. Anti-Semitic
propaganda and horrific acts of violence toward
Jews and Israeli supporters were becoming common
in many European countries. Terrorism, although a
problem through the previous several decades, was
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taking on a new face, caring not for the identity of its
victims, while citing Israeli policy toward Palestin-
ians in the Middle East as its justification.

Although most terrorist attacks against Jews are
committed inside Israel, countries elsewhere have
fallen prey to the onslaught of violence. Israel’s Dep-
uty Foreign Minister Rabbi Michael Melchior
pointed out that during 2000 and 2001 nearly two
hundred anti-Semitic incidents occurred in France
alone and that the situation was growing serious in
Belgium as well. Meanwhile, the governments of
these countries were generally downplaying the seri-
ousness of anti-Semitism within their borders.

Vandalism of synagogues and Jewish schools
along with assaults of Jewish people were becoming
commonplace throughout the world. One of the most
horrific acts of modern terrorism was the attack on
the World Trade Center in New York City on Septem-
ber 11, 2001. Once the instinctual, anti-Semitic at-
tempt to blame the Jews for the attacks had subsided,
much of the world held the United States responsible
because of its foreign policies, particularly its sup-
port of Israel, whose treatment of Palestinians is
commonly known through Europe as the “modern
Nazism.”

Michael M. Laskier
Updated by Robert Whitman
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Antitrust legislation
Definition: Federal laws that define certain actions

of large companies, or combinations of compa-
nies, as illegal because they give the actors too
much power in the marketplace

Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Antitrust laws attempt to create mar-

ketplace conditions that are fair to all buyers and
sellers.

Federal antitrust legislation regulates the behavior of
American businesses, in particular large businesses
and business combinations. The combinations that
are regulated can take the form of agreements, formal
contracts, and legally identified organizations such
as trusts and holding companies. Through antitrust
legislation, governments attempt to balance the goal
of business, which is to control the market to earn
profits, with the goal of providing all marketplace ac-
tors, including both buyers and sellers, with the op-
portunity to compete. By definition, noncapitalist so-
cieties do not have antitrust laws, since firms are
owned and operated by the state rather than compet-
ing independently.

Federal law generally recognizes that size confers
benefits on firms and can be beneficial to society, as
in the case of “economies of scale.” A firm with econ-
omies of scale can produce its product at a lower cost
per unit the more it produces. The law also recog-
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nizes, however, that the existence of a large firm may
make operation more difficult for smaller firms and
that consumers generally benefit from having a
choice among sellers. These considerations prompt
the drafting of antitrust legislation.

History
One of the earliest pieces of antitrust legislation

was the Statute of Monopolies, which was enacted
in England in 1623. It stated that monopolies, or
single firms producing a given product in a certain
market, were not allowed. That law had many excep-
tions but did set the precedent for later antitrust legis-
lation.

The United States developed the most compre-
hensive antitrust legislation in the world. The Sher-
man Antitrust Act of 1890 represented the first clear
statement that the U.S. government disapproved of
abuse of market power by large firms. That law led to
an era of “trust busting” over the next thirty years,
particularly under the administration of Theodore
Roosevelt. The Sherman Antitrust Act was some-
what vague in its prohibitions. The Clayton Antitrust
Act of 1914 clarified the actions that would be sub-
ject to antitrust prosecution.

Two major cases in 1911 clarified judicial think-
ing on antitrust policy. The U.S. Supreme Court or-
dered the breakup of Standard Oil and of the Ameri-
can Tobacco Company. The Court established the
“rule of reason” approach, whereby the law pro-
scribed only actions that were “unreasonable” re-
straints of trade. The Court ruled that largeness of a
company was not necessarily an offense but that both
of those companies had used the power associated
with their size in “unreasonable” ways.

Antitrust Issues
The history of antitrust legislation, both in the

United States and elsewhere in the world, has been
uneven. Actions prohibited at one time have later
been allowed, and actions that were legal have been
prohibited. In general, the law has come to specify
particular actions that are not allowed and has clari-
fied the conditions under which various actions are
allowed.

In the United States, the Robinson-Patman Act of
1936 specified types of price discrimination that are
illegal. Price discrimination consists of setting differ-
ent prices for different customers when those differ-

ences are not justified by differences in the cost of
serving customers. Price discrimination prevents
each customer from being offered the best price on a
product.

Other laws and regulations concern tie-in sales, in
which a consumer has to buy one product before be-
ing allowed to buy another; resale price maintenance,
whereby a manufacturer forces distributors to charge
a minimum price; and base-point pricing, under
which competitors agree to set prices as if their prod-
ucts were delivered from a given “base point,”
thereby not using a location that allows lower trans-
portation costs to offer lower prices to customers.
The law covers both “horizontal” business combina-
tions (those at the same stage of production or sale,
such as a retailer forming a contract with or acquiring
another retailer) and “vertical” combinations (those
at different stages of production, such as a manufac-
turer buying a retail outlet for its product).

Ethical Principles
The most basic goal of antitrust legislation is to

create a marketplace that produces the best results for
society. Economists define an “efficient” market-
place as one that produces a given product at the least
cost. In this sense of “good” results, a large firm can
benefit society if it operates under economies of
scale. A firm that has control over its customers be-
cause it is the only seller (or only one of a few sellers),
however, may not pass those cost advantages on to
customers. Antitrust legislation attempts to prevent
that possibility. Some firms with economies of scale
are allowed to operate under regulation by the gov-
ernment. Examples include telephone companies,
cable television operators, and electric companies.

Most market economies respect freedom. Free-
doms, however, can conflict. The freedom of busi-
nesses to get together and agree to charge the same
price conflicts with the freedom of consumers to
shop around to find the lowest price. Most govern-
ments that have consciously considered the issue
have ruled in favor of the consumer, to at least some
extent. The Sherman Antitrust Act, for example, out-
laws every “contract, combination . . . or conspiracy”
in restraint of trade. That means that firms are not al-
lowed to hinder competition among themselves. An-
titrust legislation seeks to clarify which actions con-
stitute hindrances of competition.

A. J. Sobczak
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Apartheid
Definition: Policy of racial segregation nurtured by

political and economic discrimination against
non-European groups in the Republic of South
Africa

Date: 1948-1991
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: South Africa’s apartheid system pro-

moted racial discrimination and segregation
based on the color of one’s skin.

An Afrikaans word, apartheid means “apartness” or
“separateness.” It was the core of a political, eco-
nomic, and social system in which nonwhite citizens
of South Africa were denied power and control over

their lives by the country’s white minority, through
an elaborate network of legislation and custom. From
1948 to 1991, successive national governments cre-
ated a closed, compartmentalized society in which
each racial group had prescribed living areas, kinds
of work, levels of wages, and distinctive educational
systems.

In order to enforce the segregation policies of the
government after the Afrikaner-dominated National
Party came to power in 1949, various major apartheid
laws were put into place. Among others, the Prohibi-
tion of Mixed Marriages Act (1949) and the Immo-
rality Act (1950) made all marriages and sexual rela-
tions between whites and other races illegal, and the
Group Areas Act (1950) set aside specific areas for
the exclusive occupancy of each racial group, with
powers to forcibly remove African tenants (most of
whom were confined to the so-called “homelands”)
from specified areas. In addition, all Africans over
age sixteen were required to be fingerprinted and to
carry a passbook. Opposition to any of these laws
was crushed by means of the Suppression of Com-
munism Act (1950) and the Internal Security Act
(1982), both of which were enforced by a ruthless po-
lice force and an omnipresent secret police.

Moral Issues
While cases of racial discrimination occur in

other parts of the world, it was the systematic, offi-
cial, and legalistic character of apartheid that made
South Africa unique. South Africa was divided hier-
archically into four major population groups, based
primarily on shades of skin color. White South Africa
(15.6 percent) occupied the top rank, followed by
mixed-race “Coloureds” (9.7 percent) and Asians
(2.7 percent) in the middle, and black Africans (72
percent) at the bottom. As the figures indicate, apart-
heid was imposed by a minority on the majority,
which questioned the legitimacy of its authority.
According to the political philosophy of the French
philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, governments
should derive their just powers from the consent of
the governed. Thus, from Rousseau’s perspective, a
minority government without the consent of the ma-
jority of the governed would be difficult to justify
through moral laws. Besides, as the most inclusive
form of government, majority rule is more likely to
have regard for the rights and best interests of most
people than is a minority government. In the light of
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these precepts, the South African system of apartheid
may be described as both illegal and immoral—a
view held by much of the outside world.

Over the years apartheid was in effect, supporters
and detractors of this system existed both within and
without South Africa. Black resistance to the pol-
icy was championed by such nationalist movements
as the African National Congress (ANC), the Pan-

African Congress (PAC), the United Democratic Front
(UDF), the Azania Peoples Organization (AZAPO),
and the Black Consciousness Movement, whose
leader, Stephen Biko, died in detention under suspi-
cious circumstances and was later shown to have
been murdered by government agents.

Despite the government’s cruelty, immorality,
and absurdity, the Afrikaner-dominated Dutch Re-
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Apartheid Time Line

Time Event

1652 Dutch expedition founds Cape Town, establishing the first permanent white settlement in South
Africa.

1820 Five thousand British colonists arrive at Port Elisabeth.

1836 To escape from British rule, thousands of Afrikaner (Boer) farmers move inland from the Cape
during the Great Trek, spreading throughout what would become the nation of South Africa.

1899-1902 Great Britain defeats the Afrikaner republics in the South African (Boer) War.

1910 Union of South Africa is created, merging British colonies with the former Afrikaner republics, form
one country for the first time.

1912 First major African nationalist movement, the African National Congress (ANC), is founded.

1948 Predominantly Afrikaner Nationalist Party is elected to power and makes the segregation policy of
apartheid the official policy of the Union.

1958 Some African nationalists break away from the ANC to form the Pan-African Congress (PAC).

1960 Sharpeville massacre leaves sixty-nine Africans dead and many wounded during a nonviolent protest
against government pass laws. Government bans the ANC and PAC, and African nationalists begin
taking up the tactics of sabotage and guerilla war.

1961 South Africa becomes a republic and withdraws from the British Commonwealth of Nations.
African nationalist leader Albert John Luthuli wins the Nobel Peace Prize.

1964 Nelson Mandela, a prominent ANC leader, is sentenced to life imprisonment.

1976 Government police kill a number of young demonstrators in Soweto during a protest begun by
schoolchildren against the imposition of Afrikaans as a medium of expression.

1983 United Democratic Front (UDF), a multiracial anti-apartheid movement, is formed.

1984 Constitutional reform establishes a three-parliament system that allows for token participation of
Indians and Coloureds (mixed-race South Africans) in decision making but excludes blacks. Bishop
Desmond Tutu wins the Nobel Peace Prize.

1991 Government releases Mandela from prison and lifts ban on nationalist movements.

1993 Africans are allowed to participate in the voting process for the first time in South African history.

1994 South Africa’s first fully democratic election lifts the ANC to power and makes Mandela president
of the republic.



formed Church of South Africa, to a large extent,
supported the government and condoned its policies.
The church’s theological position was that equality
between blacks and whites involves a misapprehen-
sion of the fact that God made people into different
races and nations. The more liberal English-speaking
churches and prominent African nationalist leaders
were at various times victims of the wrath of the gov-
ernment, which was expressed through bannings,
withdrawal of passports or visas, deportations, and
often imprisonment. Nelson Mandela, one of the
leading members of the ANC and South Africa’s first
postapartheid president, was incarcerated for almost
three decades as a political prisoner.

Over the course of the 1990s, apartheid was gradu-
ally dismantled. The last Afrikaner president, Freder-
ick W. de Klerk, repealed much of the social legisla-
tion underpinning the apartheid system in 1990-1991.
In April of 1994, elections open to all races were held
for the first time. A new constitution went into effect,
and Mandela and the ANC were placed in power. The
social and economic damage done by apartheid had

still to be addressed, but the formal legal sys-
tem of discrimination and racial inequality was
utterly dissolved.

Olusoji A. Akomolafe
Updated by the editors
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Apologizing for past wrongs
Definition: Statements of regret and responsibility

made defined groups of people for historical
wrong-doing

Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: Throughout history, some races and

nations have dominated and exploited other races
and nations, and many people have argued that
groups of those who have suffered at the hands of
other groups deserve apologies.

76

Apologizing for past wrongs Ethics

Disapprove
87%
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American Opinion on Apartheid in 1990

In June, 1990, the Harris Poll asked a cross-section
of Americans whether they approved or disapproved of
South Africa’s apartheid system.

Source: Roper Center for Public Opinion Research. Figures are based on
responses of 1,254 adults.



The issue of ethical obligations to apologize to groups
of people is an exceptionally complicated one. In
cases such as the historical enslavement of African
Americans or the past colonizing of many parts of the
world by Western European nations, the supposed
wrongdoers are not individual persons but groups or
governments. In the case of groups, such as racial or
national groups, it is not clear that any individual
members can act as representatives in order to make
apologies.

The ethical responsibilities of governments are
somewhat more securely based on reason than are the
responsibilities of nations or races. In 1988, when the
United States government apologized to Japanese
Americans for interning them during World War II, it
was expressing responsibility and regret for its own
past actions. Similarly, claims that the United States
should apologize for slavery are not based on the idea

that all Americans or any particular group of Ameri-
cans created or maintained slavery, but on the gov-
ernment’s official acceptance of the institution in
judicial and legislative actions. Nevertheless, gov-
ernmental apologies pose both practical and philo-
sophical difficulties.

Modern governments represent their citizens and
act in the names of their citizens. If a majority of citi-
zens do not feel responsibility and regret, their politi-
cal leaders will be reluctant to make an unpopular
apology. Moreover, any apology a government were
to make in such a situation might have little meaning.
Further, even though an apology does not necessarily
lead to compensation, it is an admission of responsi-
bility and may be a first step toward payment of dam-
ages. Political activist Jesse Jackson has argued,
along these lines, that an apology for slavery would
not be meaningful unless it were followed by efforts
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ment of cash reparations to Japanese Americans who had been interned during World War II. (Ronald Reagan
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to repair the social damage of the heritage of slavery.
The issue of apologies, to groups such as African
Americans or Native Americans, is therefore linked
to the issue of reparations. Some, such as Jackson and
author Roy L. Brooks, oppose apologies for histori-
cal wrongs unless these also involve some form of
payment of reparations. Others oppose apologies
precisely because they believe that these will open
the way for redistribution of wealth or services to
groups that have been historically victimized.

Finally, it may be debatable exactly who the vic-
tims are in many cases of historical injustice. When
the U.S. government apologized to Japanese Ameri-
cans interned during World War II, most of the in-
ternees themselves were still alive. The situation of
African Americans is less clear. Many commentators
argue that the direct victims of slavery have long
been dead. In response, authors such as sociologist
Joe Feagin maintain that living African Americans
are nevertheless victims of slavery because they con-
tinue to suffer social disadvantages created by it.

Carl L. Bankston III
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Apology
Identification: Book by Plato (c. 427-347 b.c.e.)
Date: Apologia Sfkratous, wr. between 399 and

390 b.c.e.
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: In his account of his mentor Socrates’

decision to accept an unjust judicial verdict,
Plato’s book portrays a conflict between personal
ethical values and the judicial system of the West-
ern world’s first democracy.

It is important to understand two things about the
Apology. First, it is Plato’s dramatic, eyewitness ac-
count of the apology of his friend and teacher. Sec-
ond, this apology is not an expression of regret for an
error but a defense of Socrates’ conduct and whole
way of life.

In 399 b.c.e., the seventy-year-old Athenian citi-
zen Socrates went on trial for allegedly disrespecting
the gods and corrupting the youth of Athens. It is
clear both from the text of the Apology itself and from
external evidence that Socrates’ real “crime” was se-
verely embarrassing important people in the Greek
city-state by his habit of questioning them in public
places with respect to matters about which they
claimed expertise, exposing their true ignorance, and
providing amusement to the onlookers who gathered
to see the supposed experts confounded. Socrates
regularly insisted that he was merely an earnest
philosophical inquirer after truth asking those who
presumably knew. In this insistence he was only half
sincere. He was pursuing the truth, but he knew that
his shallow interlocutors would fall victim to his su-
perior logical and rhetorical skill. He chose the ques-
tioning method as an effective way of developing and
presenting his own philosophy—a method later
adopted in written form by Plato.

Socrates’ Defense
Plato’s account, the first literary “courtroom

drama,” purports to be a verbatim record of Socrates’
defense. Far from corrupting youth by promoting
atheism or belief in strange gods (for his accusers
have vacillated on this point), Socrates explains that
he philosophizes in obedience to a divine command.
Since he has carried out his divine mission in a quasi-
public way, Socrates feels obliged to explain why he
has never made an effort to serve the state as an ad-
viser, since the state would seem to need all the wis-
dom it can find. Here, he raises an ethical issue with
which many later thinkers have struggled, including,
notably, Sir Thomas More in his Utopia (1516).

Socrates has proclaimed himself a loyal Athe-
nian. Why should not a loyal citizen use his primary
talent for the benefit of the state? He argues that if he
had gone into political life he would have long since
“perished.” The struggle for the right in his mind re-
quired “a private station and not a public one.” He
once held the office of senator and discovered that his
efforts at promoting justice were futile and in fact on
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one occasion nearly cost him his life. He did not fear
death, he explains, but realized that neither he “nor
any other man” could effectively fight for the right
in a political position. He could do Athens the great-
est good in a private effort to inquire into virtue and
wisdom. The state would profit most from citizens
schooled in this sort of inquiry. He closes his defense
by leaving the decision to the jury and to God.

Socrates’ Response
According to the rules of an Athenian trial, the

jury of 501 men must decide his guilt or innocence by
majority vote. Socrates’ opponents have taken every
advantage possible of the prevailing prejudice
against him as a “clever” intellectual skilled in “mak-
ing the weaker case appear stronger.” Such prejudice
no doubt contributed substantially to what seems in
retrospect a misguided verdict. Having been found
guilty in a close vote, Socrates exercises his right to
propose an alternative to the death penalty requested
by the prosecution as a preliminary to the jury’s
choice of one of the two proposed punishments.
When asked for his counter-sentence, Socrates ban-
teringly suggests that he should be honored, not pun-
ished, but finally proposes a token fine that he then
raises somewhat at the urging of his friends, whose
expressions of dismay actually interrupt the proceed-
ings. They realize that he is in effect condemning
himself to death, but Socrates considers that as an un-
justly convicted man he should not be punished at all.

To have offered the kind of alternative his ene-
mies undoubtedly expected—exile—would have
amounted to a repudiation of his vocation. He is
aware that nowhere else would he be free to exercise
this vocation as he has been doing in Athens for years
before his enemies’ conspiracy to silence him. To
save his own life by leaving Athens or by accepting
some other compromise such as agreeing to cease
philosophizing would contradict the values that he
has spent that life to date elucidating. Were he to
compromise those values, he would give his shabby
accusers a moral victory. Instead, he guarantees that
his memory will be revered and—what surely is
more important to him—that his work in pursuit of
the truth will endure, thanks especially to Plato’s de-
cision to publish it. (Socrates himself never tran-
scribed his dialogues.)

After the jury’s inevitable vote in favor of the
prosecution’s request for the death penalty, Socrates

rebukes his judges as men more interested in escap-
ing the pressure of the accusers than in giving an ac-
count of their own lives. He believes that he is going
to “another world where they do not put a man to
death for asking questions.” He does have a final re-
quest of them, however: that they punish his own still
young sons if they show more interest in riches or
anything else than in virtue. In this way, the judges
can still do him and his sons justice.

Robert P. Ellis
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Applied ethics
Definition: Application of ethical and moral princi-

ples to particular disciplines and situations
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: The ways in which ethics are applied

in a society help to determine the nature of that so-
ciety.

There is no consensus regarding the meaning of the
term “applied ethics.” Some people hold that applied
ethics involves methods of enforcing ethics. Others
view it as a kind of ethics that is used up over a period
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of time. In academic circles, however, there is an in-
creasing tendency to view applied ethics as the large
body of codes that define desirable action and are re-
quired to conduct normal human affairs. These codes
may produce rules that come to be regarded as for-
mal, legal ethics.

Every kind of ethics has been applied at one time
or another. A prehistoric cave dweller, for example,
who hit his wife or child with a club and afterward
felt sorry and vowed to refrain from beating members
of his family was developing an applied ethic. Such a
rule remained in the realm of applied ethics until
some prophet wrote it down or until a chieftain or leg-
islative body adopted it as a law.

Many varieties of ethics have developed by them-
selves. As modern civilization developed, new ap-
plied ethics were developed for specific vocations or
specific households. When Harriet Beecher Stowe
wrote Uncle Tom’s Cabin, she helped many men and
women to understand that slavery was unethical be-
cause of its effects on men, women, and children; in
doing so, she introduced an applied ethic. Later, a
constitutional amendment changed this applied ethic
to a permanent, legal ethic.

In the United States, many professional and voca-
tional groups have established rules for conducting
business. The rules that they devised probably grew
out of applied ethics. Groups endeavor to secure in
their work certain rules that initially do not have the
force of law but can certainly be described as applied
ethics. These ethics are used as the basis for deter-
mining which rules should become rules of law.

Published Ethical Codes
There are many published codes of applied ethi-

cal rules. Of these, one of the most important to the
business and financial world is the code of the Ameri-
can Institute of Certified Public Accountants. This
code requires members of the institute to exercise
“professional and verbal judgments” in all account-
ing activities. In addition, they are told to maintain
the “public trust” and “professionalism.” They are
also required to maintain “integrity and objectivity”
and to avoid discreditable acts and advertising. Un-
fortunately, however, these rules have been violated
fairly frequently. Suits brought chiefly by sharehold-
ers who found that their clients’stocks had been over-
valued by auditors have resulted in multimillion-
dollar fines being levied against auditing firms. The

federal government and some state governments have
at times tried to support rules of accounting ethics.

The American Association of Advertising Agen-
cies created its own applied ethics banning false or
exaggerated statements, recognizing an obligation to
clients and the public. The standards also forbid un-
fair competition practices, disclaiming “suggestions
or pictures offensive to public decency.” Advertising
agencies “should not knowingly fail to fulfill all law-
ful contracted commitments with media.”

It should be noted that industry efforts to inculcate
standards of applied ethics in the areas of accounting
and advertising have not been fully realized. Govern-
mental efforts have helped to move these applied eth-
ics closer to the status of formal ethics.

The Direct Marketing Association enjoins its
members to use applied ethics in advertising, solici-
tations, and special offers. The association may be
moving toward developing an ethical code.

The American Institute of Architects has a code
that has probably had some effect on the field of ar-
chitecture. This code includes general obligations re-
garding knowledge and skill as well as specific obli-
gations to the public, including involvement in civic
activities and public interest service. Obligations to
clients, to the profession, and to colleagues are fully
outlined.

Other Professional Codes
Applied ethics have not yet taken an adequate step

toward genuine ethical values in the business world.
New efforts are being made, however, to institute
better ethics in business management. The federal
government and the Business Roundtable, a thought-
ful group of chief executive officers of large corpora-
tions, have recommended that corporations adopt
written codes of conduct and well-defined corporate
policies regarding executive compensation, fair play
for employees, freedom of expression, and product
quality. Corporate codes may do more than any other
single policy to humanize business ethics.

The American Association of Engineering Soci-
eties has prepared a Model Guide for Professional
Conduct that includes a number of applied ethics.
Engineers are to be honest and truthful in presenting
information and to consider the consequences of
their work and the social issues that are pertinent to it.
They should let affected parties know about potential
conflicts of interest.
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The American Society for Public Administration
has prepared a code for its members to use. This code
is not now actively promoted by the association,
however, and for that reason the likelihood of devel-
oping new ethics is slim.

Bar associations have worked hard to enforce eth-
ical considerations; Bar examinations include ethical
questions, and law schools, some of them reluctantly,
offer courses in legal ethics. State officials who regu-
late legal practice, however, note that ethical viola-
tions still occur all too often. A former worker on the
staff of the Los Angeles County Bar Association, for
example, has observed that there seems to be a trend
toward light treatment of unethical behavior.

Similar problems arise in medical practice, and
efforts to enforce ethical standards are sometimes
hampered by problems of short staffing of local med-
ical associations. Most physicians are relatively
committed to following ethical standards, particu-
larly because medical students are required, upon
graduation, to take the Hippocratic oath, which dates
from the fifth century b.c.e., a period during which
the Greeks were greatly interested in ethics.

Banking
Banking is so basic in modern capitalist democra-

cies that one would expect to see a host of applied
ethics studies in the field. Banking has been so much
a creation of politics, however, that there has been lit-
tle discussion of banking ethics. President Andrew
Jackson probably made a basic ethical mistake when
he killed the Second National Bank and its equalizing
rules. President Woodrow Wilson tried to remedy
Jackson’s mistake with the establishment of the Fed-
eral Reserve System in 1914.

Clearly, banks that hold deposits of public funds
should invest those funds carefully and pay interest to
depositors. Some banks have maintained adequate
resources, but many others have sought growth by
endangering depositors’ funds. Government regula-
tors have tried to establish ethics of safe banking but
have been unsuccessful in developing applied ethics.

The American Bankers Association has had a
tough job outlining applied ethical demands on an in-
dustry that at times has helped to improve American
economic life and at other times has caused the bank-
rupting of innocent citizens. The Revised Code of
Ethics of 1985 lists basic ethical values that are
needed in banking as well as a number of practices

that should help to ensure the safety of depositors’
money. It is unlikely, however, that the code places
sufficient emphasis on establishing ethics that relate
to maintaining bank safety. A more appropriate sys-
tem of banking ethics must be developed, and this is
particularly true of the savings and loan branch of the
banking industry.

George C. S. Benson
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Arbitration
Definition: Mechanism for dispute resolution—of-

ten employed as an alternative to litigation—to
which parties to a given controversy voluntarily
submit

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Arbitration is part of a self-regulating

process in that disputants agree to submit their
disagreements to a mutually acceptable disinter-
ested third party for settlement, rather than go
through court proceedings.
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Although arbitration agreements were not tra-
ditionally favored in common, or judge-made,
law, in modern times arbitration has come to be
viewed as an expedient, less-expensive alterna-
tive to litigation that—not incidentally—helps
to ease court docket congestion. Indeed, agree-
ments to arbitrate are now protected by statute,
at both state and federal levels. Contracts, or
other written agreements between parties, of-
ten include an arbitration clause, and arbitra-
tion is used to settle disputes in such contexts
as labor, insurance, and commerce. Because the
rules of arbitration are not legally mandated
but are set by the parties concerned, the process
of settling disputes by this means is more infor-
mal than that of court proceedings. Arbitration
does, however, proceed in accordance with
rules agreed upon in advance—often those of
the American Arbitration Association, founded
in 1926—and unlike less-formal proceedings,
its outcome is final and is enforceable in a court
of law.

Lisa Paddock

See also: Adversary system; Jury system; Na-
tional Labor Relations Act.

Arendt, Hannah
Identification: German philosopher
Born: October 14, 1906, Hannover, Germany
Died: December 4, 1975, New York, New York
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Hannah Arendt analyzed twentieth

century totalitarianism and posited the essential
conditions of a genuine political order in such
works as The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951),
The Human Condition (1958), Eichmann in Jeru-
salem (1963), and On Revolution (1963).

A student of philosophers Karl Jaspers and Martin
Heidegger, Arendt, a German Jew, fled Europe for
the United States in 1941. She taught at the New
School for Social Research in New York City and at
the University of Chicago.

Arendt claimed that, beginning with Plato, the
Western tradition has tended to denigrate human ac-

tion by misconstruing it as production—that is, as
something fabricated by a craftsman—and by valo-
rizing the solitary life of contemplation rather than
the plural realm of interaction. As a result, the politi-
cal realm of human interaction is not given intrinsic
value and is misconstrued as the mere execution of
rules dictated by a “master,” as in the workshop of the
craftsman. Ethically speaking, Arendt claimed that
those who are reliable are not those who “hold fast”
to ethical codes or formulae but those who engage
in critical self-examination and dialogue. Twentieth
century totalitarianism rendered individuals “super-
fluous” and attempted to replace critical debate with
abstract ideologies. What interested Arendt were the
conditions that make political life possible or impos-
sible.

Vanessa B. Howle

See also: Collective guilt; Dictatorship; Heidegger,
Martin; Human nature; Orwell, George; Tyranny.
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Aristotelian ethics
Definition: Ethical system put forward by, or mod-

eled after that of, Aristotle, primarily concerned
with determining what the good life is and how to
go about living it

Date: Formulated in the fourth century b.c.e.
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Aristotelian ethics emphasize the

moral analysis of one’s overall character rather
than that of particular actions one may perform.
They center on the concepts of the golden mean
and natural law, as well as stressing the impor-
tance of moral education.

Aristotle’s ethical theory is contained in two works:
the Nicomachean Ethics (Ethica Nicomachea) and
the Eudemian Ethics. The Nicomachean Ethics is
later and more comprehensive than the Eudemian
Ethics, and it has been studied far more. A third book
sometimes attributed to Aristotle, the Magna
Moralia, is probably not authentic.

Aristotle’s ethical theory was conditioned by his
training as a biologist. He observed that every living
thing tends to develop into a mature specimen of its
kind that may be either healthy and flourishing or
somehow stunted. His ethical theory is an attempt to
describe the healthy, flourishing way of life for hu-
man beings (the “good life”). His motivation was po-
litical, since he believed that an understanding of the
good life should guide lawmakers. He believed that
since human beings are naturally social beings, a nor-
mal person whose natural inclinations are properly
cultivated will be virtuous; hence, wrongdoing is a
function of stunted development. In basing ethical
behavior upon human nature (the essence of human
beings), Aristotle largely founded natural law theory.

The Good Life
Aristotle followed Greek practice in calling the

good life eudaimonia, often translated as “happi-
ness.” He observed that people agree that happiness
is an intrinsic good and that attaining happiness is the
guiding directive of life; however, they disagree con-
cerning the nature or content of the happy life.

Aristotle criticized three popular candidates (then
and now) for the happy life: sensual pleasure, pursuit
of honors and recognition, and money-making. He
assumed that human happiness must be unique to hu-

man beings. Hence, a life of sensual pleasure cannot
be happiness, since sensual pleasures derive from be-
haviors—eating, drinking, sex—that animals also
display; that is, they are not based upon human na-
ture. He also assumed that happiness must be achiev-
able through one’s own efforts. Hence, receiving
honors cannot be happiness, since merit is not nec-
essarily recognized; it is not “up to us.” Moreover,
recognition is pursued as a warrant of excellence;
therefore, excellence is valued more highly than rec-
ognition even by those who esteem recognition. Ar-
istotle dismissed the life of money-making on the
ground that money is essentially a tool and therefore
cannot be an end in itself.

Aristotle recognized sensual pleasure, honors,
and money as concomitants of the good life but held
that genuine happiness is “an activity of the soul in
accordance with excellence”: Happiness consists in
self-development, or the positive, habitual expres-
sion or realization of potentials inherent in human na-
ture. Since human beings are both social and rational,
they possess basic potentials for moral goodness and
intellectual goodness (wisdom). Aristotle held that
intellectual goodness is produced by training and
moral goodness by habituation. Therefore, all per-
sons are morally and intellectually neutral at birth
and are subsequently shaped by their experiences and
education. Modern criticisms that media violence
leads to violence in society agree with Aristotle that
character is shaped rather than inborn. In this view,
the notion of education is expanded to include all
character-determining experiences, moral education
becomes the foundation for society, and censorship
may seem attractive.

Moral goodness consists of possession of the vir-
tues, which include courage, temperance, generosity,
“greatness of soul,” magnanimity, response toward
small honors, mildness, friendliness, truthfulness,
wit, “shame,” and justice. Some commentators allege
that this list specifies an ideal of the Greek upper
class, so that Aristotle’s ethics is relativistic. Aris-
totle believed, however, that he had grounded his the-
ory upon human nature, and his intent was not rela-
tivistic.

Virtue
A virtue is a trained disposition to express a par-

ticular emotion, through behavior, to a degree that is
neither deficient nor excessive relative to a given
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agent in a given situation. For example, a generous
rich person will donate more money than will a gen-
erous poor person. Aristotle coined the phrase “golden
mean” to denote the midpoint between excess and
deficiency to which virtuous actions conform. He
probably arrived at this idea by analogy with Greek
medical theory, according to which bodily health
consists of a balance between opposite bodily states.

Aristotle held that character is fixed by repeated
actions: One becomes like what done does. Hence,
every virtue results from repetition of acts of the rele-
vant sort, which train their corresponding emotions.
For example, one becomes generous by, in effect,
practicing to be generous through repeated instances
of giving. Moral education consists in training per-
sons to experience pleasure in doing virtuous acts
and displeasure in doing vicious acts. Hence, a virtu-
ous person will enjoy behaving well. The tie between
virtuous behavior and pleasure solves the problem of
motivation (“Why be moral?”) to which more ratio-
nality-based theories tend to be subject, but it also in-
vites the criticism that Aristotle’s ethical theory is
egoistic.

Intellectual goodness is of two kinds: practical
and theoretical. Practical wisdom is knowledge for
the sake of action. It enables one to discern the golden
mean in particular situations. Doing so is a complex
process that cannot be reduced to rules; it requires ex-
perience. The rejection of a definite method for de-
termining right actions distances Aristotle’s theory
from rule-based theories as varied as Kantianism and
utilitarianism. Theoretical wisdom is knowledge of
basic truths of philosophy and science solely for the
sake of knowledge. Aristotle held that theoretical
wisdom is the noblest part of life and that the happiest
life is a life of moral goodness with a large admixture
of study and learning. Critics respond that study
tends to isolate one from society.

Joel Wilcox
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Aristotle
Identification: Greek philosopher
Born: 384 b.c.e., Stagirus, Chalcidice, Greece
Died: 322 b.c.e., Chalcis, Euboea, Greece
Type of ethics: Classical history
Significance: Aristotle wrote the Nicomachean

Ethics (Ethica Nicomachea), the first systematic
treatment of ethics in Western civilization. His
definition of virtue, which combines fulfillment
of function, striving for a mean between extremes,
and rational control of the appetites, has influ-
enced ethical theory for over two thousand years.

A philosopher with encyclopedic knowledge, Aris-
totle wrote on numerous topics, including physics,
metaphysics, logic, ethics, politics, poetics, and rhet-
oric. In the area of ethics, his major works are the
Nicomachean Ethics, the Eudemian Ethics, and the
Politics (all written between 335 and 323 b.c.e.). He
claims that the purpose of the state is to provide for
the intellectual and moral development of its citizens.
The Nicomachean Ethics is considered to contain Ar-
istotle’s mature moral theory.

The Good
Aristotle begins the Nicomachean Ethics by

claiming, “Every art and every inquiry, and similarly
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every action and pursuit, is thought to aim at some
good; and for this reason the good has rightly been
declared to be that at which all things aim.” The good
is what human beings are seeking. The Greek word
for this goal is eudaimonia, which can be roughly
translated as “happiness.” Eudaimonia means much
more, however, than mere transitory happiness.
Eudaimonia can be equated with having a good spirit
or with the fulfillment of function. Humans have
many goals, but eudaimonia is that goal that is final,
self-sufficient, and attainable.

Aristotle discusses the fulfillment of function in
terms of a member of a species doing what is distinc-
tive to that species. Other species share with human
beings the ability to live and to experience sensation.
Neither of these capabilities is unique to the human
species. No other species, however, is able to reason.
Therefore, when a human being is performing his
distinctive function, he is using reason. Aristotle re-
marks that the human is potentially a rational animal.
He attains eudaimonia only when he is actually en-
gaged in activity according to reason. (The use of the
masculine pronoun is necessary for the above discus-
sion, since Aristotle was referring specifically to the
male of the species.)

Structure of the Soul
Aristotle claims that the human soul has two

parts: a rational element and an irrational element.
The irrational part of the soul may also be divided
into two parts: the part concerned with nutrition and
growth, which is shared with other living species,
and the appetites, which are shared with other animal
species. The rational part of the soul likewise has two
divisions: One part is concerned with pure contem-
plation, while the other part is occupied with control
of the appetites.

There are proper virtues, or excellences, which
belong to each of the rational divisions of the soul. A
virtue is the performing of a proper function. Intel-
lectual virtues, such as wisdom, belong to the con-
templative part of the soul; moral virtues, such as
courage, belong to the part of the soul that is con-
cerned with control of the appetites. Intellectual vir-
tues are attained through education, whereas moral
virtues are a matter of habit. One becomes coura-
geous by repeatedly behaving courageously. Accord-
ing to Aristotle, it is important to behave in such a
way as to develop the moral virtues.

Virtue as a Mean Between Extremes
Aristotle claims that for many activities and ways

of behavior there is an excess and a deficiency. Rea-
son shows that the proper way of acting or being is to
strive for a midpoint between these extremes. For ex-
ample, cowardice is a deficiency of courage. There is
also an excess of courage that may be termed rash-
ness or foolhardiness. This is a jump-before-you-
think way of behaving. Courage, the mean, is having
the right amount of fearlessness so that one is neither
a coward nor a fool. Reason determines midpoints
such as this. These means are the virtues.

Virtue, however, is not an absolute mean. It is rel-
ative, varying from individual to individual and from
time to time. Courage for one person might be cow-
ardice for another. What one must do as a moral indi-
vidual is to strive for behavior that is somewhere near
the mean between the two extremes of excess and de-
ficiency. This is often done by realizing to which ex-
treme one is closer and aiming for the opposite ex-
treme. This will result in the individual being closer
to the mean.
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Responsibility
Aristotle claims that one is responsible for one’s

voluntary actions. These are actions that are not com-
mitted out of ignorance. The individual is not exter-
nally compelled and is not acting to avoid a greater
evil. Therefore, if an individual, with full knowledge,
freely chooses an action, he may be held morally re-
sponsible for that action. Aristotle is here departing
from the Socratic/Platonic position that to know the
good is to do it. Knowledge is important, but so is
making the right choice. Making the right choice is
an activity of the soul that is in accord with reason.
Reason controls the appetites and adds to the fulfill-
ment of man’s function by choosing rightly. Further-
more, this right choice will be a mean between ex-
tremes. For the moral individual, this will become
habitual behavior.

Rita C. Hinton
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Arrest records
Definition: Documents recording the arrests of per-

sons charged with crimes for which they may or
may not eventually be convicted

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Having a record of prior arrests gen-

erates a strong and possibly misleading inference
that a person has a propensity toward criminal be-
havior, so the use of such records raises indepen-
dent ethical concerns that have led to restrictions
on how such records can be used.

Under American criminal procedure, the level of evi-
dence needed before an arrest can constitutionally
take place is not nearly as high as that required for a
criminal conviction. These distinct standards have
led to different conclusions dependent on circum-
stance about the ethics of how arrest records are used.
For example, the rules of evidence rarely allow the
admission of a defendant’s prior arrest records at a
trial. This principle is well established, as the admis-
sion of an arrest record would be intensely prejudi-
cial to an accused person. Indeed, the law even places
significant restrictions on the admissibility of a de-
fendant’s prior convictions at trial. However, the re-
cords of some convictions are admissible when a
court determines that the value of admitting such evi-
dence outweighs its prejudicial effect to the accused.

The retention and use of arrest records by law en-
forcement agencies, however, is often viewed as ethi-
cal as an aid to law enforcement. This may some-
times be true even when a charge against an accused
is dismissed or even if the accused is subsequently
exonerated of wrongdoing at trial. A conclusion
reached in these circumstances is that a legal arrest,
while rarely rising to evidence admissible at trial,
may be useful to authorities investigating similar
crimes, and material gathered as a result of the arrest,
including photographs of the accused, can be shown
to subsequent victims of a crime as a means of inves-
tigating the crime.

Despite these legal restrictions, prior arrests may
still impair the ability of arrestees to obtain profes-
sional licenses or apply for employment. Some appli-
cations for admission to the bar, for example, require
that applicant disclose any prior arrests. This raises
independent ethical concerns because arrested per-
sons retain the presumption of innocence under
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American law. Moreover, it is well established that
certain ethnic groups are subject to a disproportion-
ate number of unjust arrests, and the use of such ar-
rests in other contexts perpetuates and intensifies the
consequences of such arrests.

Robert Rubinson
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Art
Definition: Human creative expression
Type of ethics: Arts and censorship
Significance: Issues of censorship and artistic free-

dom are raised by artistic production in virtually
all human societies. In addition, some philoso-
phers and artists believe that aesthetic creation is
in itself a profoundly moral activity.

The earliest discussion of the relationship of art and
ethics goes back to the Greek classical period, when
philosophers such as Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle
considered art and its goodness and importance in re-
lationship to the search for truth and virtue in human
life. Socrates believed that the beautiful is that which
both serves a good purpose and is useful, therefore
uniting the beautiful and the good. He viewed the arts
as being only incidental to other concerns, however,
not of primary importance. Plato considered the rela-
tionship of art to nature and truth, and its resulting
ethical function, which led him to reject art. Art was
imitation and therefore was not good because imita-
tions were untrue. Plato loved beauty but hated paint-
ing. Aristotle separated ethics and art by describing
goodness as present in human conduct and beauty as

existing in a motionless state. He saw moral good and
aesthetic value as separate considerations.

In the modern understanding, art—specifically,
the fine arts of drawing and painting, sculpting, dance,
music, theater, photography, and creative writing—is
the act and process of creating. Works of art are the
creations of the artistic process. It is the contact of the
artist’s work—the painting, dance, musical composi-
tion, and so forth—with the lives of other people that
creates an ethical responsibility for the artist. Such
contact invites participation by persons other than the
artist in the artistic product, and it is this participation
that implies an ethical responsibility.

Artistic Freedom
Artistic freedom is publicly determined by ethical

values; art as a creative act is independent of moral-
ity, but the artist as a human being is not. By making
artwork public, artists involve themselves in the lives
of others, necessarily resulting in accountability for
the contributions they are making to their lives.
While artists are not responsible for every effect their
work may have, tension can exist between their aes-
thetic interests and the moral interests of the commu-
nity.

The relationship of art and ethics is different from
the relationship of art and aesthetics in that ethics
deals with the concepts of what is good or bad, while
aesthetics deals with the concepts of what is beautiful
or ugly. These relationships are different yet closely
related, because ethics raises questions of morality
and propriety and aesthetics helps judge the aims and
values of art: Is the end product beneficial for human
life? Does it elevate the human spirit? Does the work
of art respect the common good in intellect and con-
science?

Answers to these questions involve the public in
the role of censor when ethical standards are violated
by the artist. Public censorship and self-censorship
can determine the success or failure of a work of art
but not the success or failure of the artistic process.

It is generally not subject matter but the manner of
its treatment that causes art to be subject to moral eth-
ical considerations. The very nature of art requires
complete artistic freedom for the artist in order to
“create,” to bring about something new that is highly
personal and unique. To impose limits on the creative
process often stymies the goal of the process. Many
people believe that art in itself is amoral, that the pro-
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cess cannot be subjected to ethical judgment because
of its very nature. It is, however, the result of this pro-
cess, the creative work of art, that is subject to ethical
judgment. Moral value is judged by its contribution
to the richness of human experience. Is it honest and
fair-minded as well as aesthetically pleasing? Does it
elevate the human spirit?

The issues of artistic freedom and artistic respon-
sibility and the subordination of one to the other are
at the heart of art and ethics. Using sensitivity, imagi-
nation, and inspiration, it is the responsibility of the
artist to nourish the human spirit and express human
emotion. Certain types of subject matter, such as nu-
dity, cultural social taboos, religious concepts, and
sexual perversion, can be difficult for the general
public to accept. Art that utilizes such subjects is of-
ten subject to ethical examination and/or censorship.

The issues of forgery, plagiarism, and honest
business practices are also important to the relation-
ship of art and ethics. Professional artistic standards
in the modern world require that works of art be origi-
nal if presented as such and that ethical business stan-
dards apply to the marketing of works of art.

The relationship of art and ethics touches the lives
of all artists who share their work with others. The
artist is often on the edge of cultural and societal
changes, supporting as well as challenging tradi-
tional and modern ethical standards, broadening and
enriching the human experience.

Diane Van Noord
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Art and public policy
Definition: Relationship between artistic freedom

of expression and governmental and public poli-
cies and attitudes

Type of ethics: Arts and censorship
Significance: Public funding of the arts raises is-

sues of freedom of speech, cultural bias, and ap-
propriate uses of taxpayer money.

The legislation creating the National Endowment for
the Arts (NEA) and the National Endowment for the
Humanities (NEH), passed by the U.S. Congress in
1965, maintained that “it is necessary and appro-
priate for the federal government to help create and
sustain not only a climate encouraging freedom of
thought, imagination, and inquiry, but also the mate-
rial conditions facilitating the release of this creative
talent.” In a speech at Amherst two years earlier,
President John F. Kennedy had pledged support for
artistic achievement, stating, “I look forward to an
America which commands respect not only for its
strength but for its civilization as well.”

The Arts and American Culture
During the 1960’s, there was widespread agree-

ment across the United States that the time had come
for federal, state, and local governments to subsidize
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the arts; however, the notion that public funds could
properly be spent on art was never universally em-
braced. Traditionally, in the fabric of American life,
the arts were considered marginal. Puritan contempt
for artistry outlived colonial times. Among the griev-
ances held against the British by Boston patriots dur-
ing the 1770’s was that the soldiers of King George
III staged plays. The antiobscenity campaigns of An-
thony Comstock and others in the nineteenth century
masked profound mistrust of artists, art, and free ex-
pression. Until Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Works Prog-
ress Administration created programs to get artists
off the relief roles, government support for the arts
was restricted to funding for military bands, statuary
in public spaces, and adornment of public buildings.

The National Endowment for the Arts, resulting
from years of lobbying by arts organizations, was
hailed as a wise first step toward cultural democracy.
The endowment immediately contributed to a flow-
ering of the arts at the local level, nudging state arts
councils into being and fostering unprecedented at-
tention to arts education. After President Richard M.
Nixon came to power in 1969, however, his NEA
Chairperson Nancy Hanks set about increasing the
endowment’s funding by favoring well-heeled elitist
institutions such as symphony orchestras and large
urban museums. The endowment began to back away
from individual artists and small arts organizations.
By 1981, when President Ronald Reagan took office,
there was a serious movement to relegate funding for
the arts to the private sector. This was thwarted by
pressure from major arts institutions, and the endow-
ment survived with some cuts.

Culture Wars
During Reagan’s administration, powerful forces

began to use the “immorality” of the arts as a rallying
point for fund-raising and political gain. The failure
of any meaningful public arts education ensured that
much contemporary art would remain incomprehen-
sible to the masses and that isolated examples of pub-
licly supported art works that were difficult, hetero-
dox, or sexually explicit could offend people whose
previous exposure to art was minimal. The propa-
ganda of the religious right exploited the belief that
art was at best a frill and at worst a cause of moral tur-
pitude and treason. A typical advertisement from Pat
Robertson’s Christian Coalition asked members of
Congress: “Do you want to face the voters with the

charge that you are wasting their hard-earned money
to promote sodomy, child pornography, and attacks
on Jesus Christ?”

Within the U.S. Congress, the most powerful ad-
versary of the arts was North Carolina senator Jesse
Helms, a former television personality who was given
to taking the University of North Carolina to task for
the teaching of such “filth” as Andrew Marvell’s
1650 poem “To His Coy Mistress.” In 1989, outraged
by an NEA-supported exhibit of Robert Mapple-
thorpe’s occasionally homoerotic photographs,
Helms, a conservative Republican, attached to NEA
funding legislation an amendment forbidding the
funding of “obscene or indecent materials,” work
that “denigrates the objects or beliefs of a particular
religion or nonreligion,” or work that denigrates par-
ticular persons “on the basis of race, creed, sex, hand-
icap, age, or national origin.”

This Helms Amendment was stripped away from
the appropriations bill by the House of Representa-
tives, but its language was reflected in a pledge the
NEA began to require of its grantees, who were asked
to sign statements promising not to use NEA money
to create anything obscene. Interpreted as a loyalty
oath that exercised prior restraint on artistic expres-
sion, the antiobscenity pledge sparked an uproar.
More than thirty grant recipients, including Joseph
Papp of the New York Shakespeare Festival, refused
to sign; some artists sued. The pledge was quietly re-
tired at the end of the 1990 fiscal year. Congress,
however, soon augmented the agency’s enabling leg-
islation with a clause stating that NEA-supported art
must reflect “general standards of decency and re-
spect for the diverse beliefs and values of the Ameri-
can public.” Although blandly worded, the clause
cast a wide net and had an insidious effect on grant-
making policy.

From 1989 through the 1990’s, a succession of
subsidized artists and arts organizations were ef-
fectively demonized by right-wing activists, both
secular and religious. In response, President George
Bush’s appointee as NEA chairman, John Frohn-
mayer, and his successor, Anne-Imelda Radice, pre-
emptively vetoed a number of grants that had been
approved by peer panels. The artists most typically
affected were gay men, lesbians, feminists, AIDS ac-
tivists, and members of racial minorities: Robert
Mapplethorpe, Andres Serrano, David Wojnarowicz,
Todd Haynes, Mel Chin, Marlon Riggs, Kiki Smith,
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and many others. At the heart of this cultural strife
was enmity between those who saw the NEA as cus-
todian to a Eurocentrist tradition and those who be-
lieved that the NEA should nurture art at the grass-
roots level, acknowledging the diverse cultures that
constitute the United States. The real issue was a
clash of incompatible American dreams. In this con-
text, concern for “your hard-earned tax dollars” was
disingenuous.

Defunded performance artists Karen Finley, Tim
Miller, Holly Hughes, and John Fleck—the “NEA
Four,” whose concerns included sexual issues—
fought back by suing to reclaim their fellowships.
After receiving out-of-court restitution of grant
money in 1993, the NEA Four continued litigation in
order to challenge the arts agency’s “decency and re-
spect” clause, which they viewed as an unconstitu-
tionally vague measure that facilitated viewpoint dis-
crimination.

In 1993, when Democratic president Bill Clinton
selected Jane Alexander to replace Radice as chair of
the NEA, many believed the public-funding debate
was over. A respected actress, Alexander was the first
working artist to head the NEA; it was assumed that
she would bring vision and integrity to the role of
NEA chair. However, during Alexander’s tenure,
the Republican-dominated 104th Congress, led by
House Speaker Newt Gingrich, sought aggressively
to eliminate “socialistic” government services. In
1994, threatened with draconian cuts or extinction,
the NEA’s governing body, the National Council on
the Arts, began preemptively vetoing grants awarded
by peer panels in various disciplines, targeting any-
thing conservatives could use as propaganda.

When Alexander resigned in 1997, the NEA’s
budget had been reduced to $99.5 million from its
1993 appropriation of $176 million. The agency’s
spending power had dipped below its late 1970’s lev-
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els. Awards to individual artists had been eliminated
in all but a few literary categories. The NEA had been
restructured in a way that placed more emphasis on
its administrative role in funding state, jurisdictional,
and regional cultural agencies.

Meanwhile, the NEA Four’s legal initiative,
Finley v. National Endowment for the Arts, made its
way through the judicial system. When lower courts
ruled in favor of the artists, the Clinton administra-
tion appealed the case at every turn. In 1998, it
reached the U.S. Supreme Court. To the dismay of
many arts professionals and First Amendment advo-
cates, the William Rehnquist court upheld the NEA’s
“decency and respect” clause. Writing for the major-
ity, Justice Sandra Day O’Connor interpreted the
clause as “merely hortatory” language that “stops
well short of an absolute restriction.”

In a rigorous dissent, Justice David Souter said
the proviso “should be struck down on its face.”
He declared its language “substantially overbroad,”
with “significant power to chill artistic production.”
Souter noted that the high court was, in effect, giving
the NEA permission to practice viewpoint discrimi-
nation, and he asserted that “the government has
wholly failed to explain why the statute should be af-
forded an exemption from the fundamental rule of
the First Amendment that viewpoint discrimination
in the exercise of public authority over expressive ac-
tivity is unconstitutional. . . . ”

Once the decency clause had obtained the Su-
preme Court’s imprimatur, oversight of artistic con-
tent by public officials became more overt. Follow-
ing the Finley v. National Endowment for the Arts
ruling, the best-known local censorship imbroglio
took place in New York City in 1999. That year,
Mayor Rudolph Giuliani targeted the Brooklyn Mu-
seum over an exhibit including Anglo-Nigerian artist
Chris Ofili’s iridescent, stylized painting of an Afri-
can “Holy Virgin Mary.” The work involved a lump
of elephant dung, an African symbol of fertility and
renewal that Giuliani interpreted as blasphemous.
Failing to obtain court approval for shutting down the
show or freezing the museum’s city funding, the
mayor eventually revived New York’s dormant Cul-
tural Advisory Commission and redirected its mis-
sion toward decency issues.

Most arts advocates consider such machinations
superfluous. Institutions dependent in part upon gov-
ernment subsidy almost always play it safe. In the

case of the NEA, its yearly per capita expenditure
on “controversial” art was, in fact, infinitesimal. In
1992, when the agency was near its budgetary peak,
the combined budgets of the National Endowments
for the Arts and Humanities added up to about 0.024
percent of the total federal budget. In 2002, thanks to
his skill at distancing the NEA from creation of art,
the new chairman, William J. Ivey of the Country
Music Foundation, who succeeded Jane Alexander,
managed to obtain an NEA budget of $115.7 mil-
lion—far below its appropriations during the first
Bush administration. At the beginning of the twenty-
first century, the United States government continued
to spend less on the arts than any other Western in-
dustrialized nation.

At the start of the new century, the future of public
arts funding hinged on whose vision of the United
States will prevail, and on the availability of arts edu-
cation. Former arts administrator Edward Arian had
assessed the struggle in his 1989 book, The Unful-
filled Promise: “The stakes in the contest are high.
The right to artistic experience cannot be separated
from the quality of life for every citizen, the opportu-
nity for full self-development for every citizen, and
the creation of the open and tolerant personality that
constitutes the underpinning of a democratic soci-
ety.”

James D’Entremont
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The Art of War
Identification: Book attributed to Sunzi (fl. c. 500

b.c.e.)
Date: Sunzi Bingfa, c. 500 b.c.e.; English

translation, 1910
Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: The Art of War provided the theoreti-

cal and strategic basis for the way in which war
was waged by East Asian countries for many cen-
turies.

According to Sunzi (also known as Sun Tzu), a state
should not begin a war unless definite advantages are
foreseen; indeed, aggressive war should be avoided
unless the situation is absolutely critical and no alter-
native exists. In determining whether war should be
waged, questions should be raised regarding not only
its moral basis but also season and weather, the kind
of terrain to be traversed, the qualities necessary to a
competent commander, and army organization and
discipline. Success also depends on the internal har-
mony (dao) of the state; without such harmony, the
state’s efforts in war will fail. One should never en-
gage in a protracted war, which is likely to result in
military defeat and heavy financial deficit.

In waging war, deception is the key to success and
attacks should always be conducted according to a
coherent strategy. Indeed, supreme military excel-
lence consists of breaking the enemy’s resistance
without fighting. The best tactics involve blocking
the enemy’s plans. The worst tactics involve besieg-
ing walled cities and fighting in mountains. The best
strategy is always a balancing of the possibilities for
victory. The good commander places himself in an

invulnerable position and then watches for a favor-
able opportunity to defeat the enemy. Good tactics in-
volve varying the concentration and division of
forces. No one should attempt to wage war without
knowing the topography of the territory involved.
Above all, if a general fails to acquaint himself with
the character of the enemy, whatever he does will
lead to ruin. What enables a general to employ strata-
gems and deception is his knowledge of the enemy.
Such information can be obtained only by means of
espionage. Captured spies should be well treated and
should be turned into defectors and double agents.

See also: Just war theory; Limited war; Military eth-
ics; War.

Artificial intelligence
Definition: Electronic processes that simulate hu-

man thinking
Date: Earliest developments began around 1945
Type of ethics: Scientific ethics
Significance: Artificial intelligence research is cre-

ating increasingly complex, computer-generated
processes that are increasingly affecting the lives
of humans. Because of this development, human
beings must address the ethical behavior of such
machines and the possible ethical treatment of fu-
ture thinking machines.

Secret research in British and U.S. military labs dur-
ing World War II spawned the age of modern digital
computers. The house-sized machines of that era per-
formed vast number of computations at speeds no hu-
man could match. Soon, however, researchers sought
to build machines that did more than compute num-
bers. Their goal was to create artificial intelligence
(AI), electronic processes that simulate human
thought patterns.

During the late 1940’s, the English mathemati-
cian and computer pioneer Alan Turing was the first
scientist to suggest that the key to creating artificial
intelligence lay in developing advanced software, not
more advanced hardware. From that moment, com-
puter labs around the world began investing increas-
ing resources in software development. As a result,
AI software is everywhere. Online shopping, voice
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recognition systems, robotic probes that search Mars
for sign of life, automated climate-controlled “intel-
ligent” buildings, and “smart” credit cards are all
made possible by advances in artificial intelligence.
Researchers have also developed “expert systems,”
or software programs that replicate human decision-
making processes to aid corporations in marketing,
research, costing, management, and billing opera-
tions. AI systems work quickly and consistently, and
they eliminate much of the tedium and drudgery of
modern work. Coupled with the power of the Inter-
net, they also give human beings astounding personal
power in the privacy of their own homes.

Behavior of Artificial
Intelligence Machines

Artificial intelligence is, however, also provoking
concern. Critics argue that too little research is going
into addressing the question of how the machines
themselves should behave. Some ethicists argue that
AI systems that function automatically and indepen-
dently of human control pose great dangers. Because
AI systems lack the ability to emulate human empa-
thy, compassion, and wisdom, they have no ability to
use discretion over when to act. Also troubling to
ethicists are AI systems programmed with malicious
intent that can release confidential information, steal
from bank accounts, and disrupt communication and
transportation systems. Virulent computer viruses—
a malicious form of artificial intelligence—already
create havoc on the Internet worldwide. Artificial in-
telligence offers such tantalizing prospects in weap-
onry that by the early twenty-first century military
organizations were pouring billions of dollars into
creating software designed to disrupt the daily opera-
tions of modern nations and cause widespread mis-
ery, deprivation, and death.

Many ethical questions arise over the use of mod-
ern “smart weapons.” By 2004, several nations pos-
sessed a host of AI-based missiles, bombs, and elec-
tronic monitoring systems, programmed to detect
enemy targets and automatically attack them, often
without human intervention. Enabling machines, and
not humans, to decide whether to inflict death upon
human beings strikes many thinkers as morally and
ethically repugnant. By distancing humans from the
killing, artificial intelligence may also entice them to
ignore their moral responsibilities. Moreover, argue
critics, when human beings are fighting in a war, they

often experience profound abhorrence over killing
other human beings and may thus be moved to stop
further bloodshed. By contrast, AI weaponry may be
programmed to continue killing with cold, mechani-
cal efficiency, without compunctions.

In addition, the absence of human beings from the
decision making of waging war might trigger the loss
of innocent lives when a smart weapon errs. Such
was the case in July, 1988, when an American war-
ship, the USS Vincennes, destroyed an Iranian pas-
senger jet flying over the Persian Gulf and killed 290
civilians. The mishap occurred when the ship’s elec-
tronic detection system on the Vincennes incorrectly
profiled the Iranian aircraft as a warplane and alerted
its crew to launch a missile attack.

When Artificial Intelligence
Becomes Self-Aware

Smart weapons and similar forms of rules-follow-
ing technologies are often called “soft” artificial in-
telligence, as they are not truly independent, intelli-
gent agents capable of reason or any form of true
human thought. Some researchers, however, believe
it is simply a matter of time until researchers produce
“hard” artificial intelligence—artificial intelligence
that is truly alive, or at least appears to be. Computer
entities already exist that imitate biologic systems.
They move, reproduce, consume other computer-
generated entities, and react to external stimuli. Ad-
vanced synthetic thinking systems also exit. Deep
Blue—an advanced AI system—now plays chess
well enough to defeat a human world-class master.

Some researchers also predict that before the mid-
dle of the twenty-first century advanced AI systems
will be more than high-tech problem solvers. They
may also become conscious, or semi-conscious, of
their own mental states. If and when that develop oc-
curs, will such machines be entitled to ethical treat-
ment from humans? Will artificial beings deserve
civil rights or due process of law? Who should decide
such questions? Will AI systems themselves be de-
signed to evaluate ethical questions? Some ethicists
suggest that if machines ever do become aware of
their own existence, they should be included in the
growing rights movement, which bestows rights on
animals and other living things that are not con-
scious, such as plants and ecosystems.

Skeptics, such as philosopher John Searle of the
University of California, dismiss such concerns.
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They argue that there is a marked difference between
machines that appear to think and machines that re-
ally do create intelligence. Machines may be pro-
grammed to respond in human ways, but only actual
human beings can reflect intelligently on what they
are experiencing. Some critics also suggest that emo-
tion is a necessary ingredient of intelligence—some-
thing that artificial intelligence lacks. Moreover, they
ask, does artificial intelligence have needs? A psy-
che?

Nonetheless, some ethicists envision a near future
when AI systems will interact with human brains.
Some speculate that nanotechnology will make pos-
sible electronic replicas of human brains. In such an
event, it could be theoretically possible to implant a
memory chip with an electronic copy of the mind of a
deceased person into the consciousness of a living
person and create an after-death existence. Some ob-
servers believe that AI systems may one day even
surpass human beings in intelligence. In fact, philos-
opher Nick Bostron at Oxford University believes
that super-intelligent machines will be the last inven-
tion humans ever need to make.

Ethical Precautions
Although ethicists can only speculate about the

future of artificial intelligence, they do offer some
practical suggestions. Ethical safeguards, for exam-
ple, might be programmed in soft AI systems to pro-
tect privacy and reduce automated decision making.
Hard AI systems, however, would require more com-
plex programs that impart a deep, universal under-
standing of ethics that benefit both human and ma-
chines. Otherwise, as some futurists warn, the
possibility of a super-intelligent sociopathic machine
may someday be realized. Other ethicists wonder if
artificial intelligence should be allowed to evolve its
own ethics, as humans have done. Perhaps, they sug-
gest, artificial intelligence could develop ethics supe-
rior to those of humans.

Finally, some thinkers wonder if humans ought to
be creating life at all, and whether Earth really needs
another highly developed intelligence. They also
point out that if super-intelligent artificial intelli-
gence ever emerges, it may be so profoundly differ-
ent from what is predicted that all ethical questions
now being asked will become irrelevant.

John M. Dunn
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Asceticism
Definition: The theory and practice of using self-

discipline to gain self-mastery, usually in order to
fulfill religious or spiritual ideals

Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Ascetical practices include the culti-

vation of virtue and the performance of good
works. In addition, increased virtue and ethical
conduct contribute to greater mastery of self, the
immediate objective of ascetical practice.

Although popularly associated with extreme forms
of bodily penance such as the wearing of hair shirts or
self-flagellation, asceticism in its broadest sense re-
fers to practices of self-discipline designed to benefit
body and mind and to gain self-mastery. Even today,
people modify their lifestyles and make use of prac-
tices to care for body, mind, and spirit. Physical exer-
cise routines, special diets, meditation, and relax-
ation techniques are examples of modern ascetical
practices.
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Traditionally, ascetical practices have been linked
to religious or spiritual goals. Ascetical self-mastery
has been sought in order to achieve salvation, expiate
individual or communal guilt, or imitate the example
of a divine figure. In its positive expression, asceti-
cism has taken the form of the practice of virtues—
such as patience, forgiveness, or generosity—to ben-
efit others. Ascetical practices remove personal limi-
tations so that a person is less egoistic and better able
to serve others.

Asceticism is a feature of the major religious and
philosophical traditions. The term “asceticism” is
derived from the Greek word askesis, meaning “ath-
leticism” or “athletic training.” The Christian apostle
Paul of Tarsus likens the renunciation that Christians
practice to gain eternal life to the discipline that pre-
pares athletes to win a perishable trophy. The earliest
records of ascetical thought are found in the
Upani;ads, written between 800-400 b.c.e. in India.
They urge the wise person to practice austerities, or
tapas, in order to apprehend the Cosmic Self, the
unmanifest source and ground of creation.

Judaism, Christianity, and Islam
The earliest Jewish thought valued asceticism lit-

tle, limiting ascetical practices to the fasting and
sexual abstinence required by the divine command-
ments. In later Jewish thought, an awareness of indi-
vidual and communal guilt led believers to acts of
penance and expiation for sin. In the aftermath of
the expulsion of the Jews from Spain in 1492, ethical
and ascetical practice fused with mystical thought.
This fusion continues to influence Jewish ethical
teaching. It can be summarized as follows: Every
action in accord with the divine commandments and
every ethical deed provides a way for each Jew to
help bring redemption to the Jewish nation and the
world.

Christian asceticism takes the example of Jesus’
life as its model for ascetical practice. Jesus did the
will of his Heavenly Father in his life of teaching and
service and in his death by crucifixion. Christians
follow his example by crucifying their selfish desires
and sinful inclinations. They accept suffering in imi-
tation of Jesus’ suffering. Leaders of the Protestant
Reformation attacked asceticism because salvation
is God’s free gift and cannot be merited by good
works. In response Catholic teaching maintains that
although salvation is a gift, the good Christian freely

chooses to grow in unity with Jesus by trying to live
and die as he did.

Muwammad, the founder of Islam in the seventh
century, stressed the need for asceticism. Prayer and
fasting are two of the Five Pillars of the Faith central
to Islamic teaching. Many ascetical practices are as-
sociated with Sufism, the mystical movement in Is-
lam. These include cleansing one’s heart through the
constant remembrance of God and through restrain-
ing the breath in the recitation of one’s prayers. A
clean heart brings conformity to the will of God, the
basis of right action in Islam.

Hinduism and Buddhism
The traditional structure of Hindu life sets aside

the last two of four stages in life for ascetical practices
and spiritual development. While the individual is en-
gaged in worldly affairs, the performance of social du-
ties is emphasized and every aspect of life is governed
by elaborate codes of behavior. After supporting a
family, serving the community, and accomplishing the
worldly aims of life, the householder is freed from
those responsibilities to devote the rest of life to gain-
ing moksha, or liberation, union with the transcenden-
tal Ground of Being. By setting aside a certain time in
life for spiritual development, Hinduism makes as-
ceticism an established part of life while guarantee-
ing that the needs of family and society are also met.

Buddha advocated moderation in ascetical prac-
tice. The Eightfold Path of Buddhism sets forth the
ethical conduct and ascetical practices necessary to
gain nirvana, a state of absolute consciousness. Bud-
dhist asceticism demands discipline, psychological
control, and selflessness in order to develop compas-
sion, the supreme virtue according to the Buddhist
tradition. Certain livelihoods, such as the manufac-
ture of weapons and the butchering and sale of meat,
are considered illegitimate in Buddhist societies be-
cause they violate the rule of compassion.

Modern Asceticism
Asceticism has fallen out of favor because of its

association in the past with philosophies that con-
demned the body and matter. The forms of physical
torture some ascetics chose to discipline their bodies
disgust most modern people. Asceticism has come to
be advocated on much more positive grounds. Disci-
pline can aid in gathering and focusing personal en-
ergy in a culture that distracts its members in count-
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less ways. Quiet reflection can help a person locate
negative cultural conditioning in order to confront it.
Spiritual discipline can intensify and concentrate
awareness in order to help one make sound choices in
life. Asceticism means having the power to choose.
Choice is essential for ethical conduct. Bodily and
spiritual discipline not only benefit body and mind
but also contribute to ethical decision making by in-
creasing a person’s options.

Evelyn Toft

Further Reading
Dan, Joseph. Jewish Mysticism and Jewish Ethics.

Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1986.
Huxley, Aldous. The Perennial Philosophy. London:

Triad Grafton, 1985.
Miles, Margaret R. Fullness of Life: Historical Foun-

dations for a New Asceticism. Philadelphia: West-
minster Press, 1981.

Nietzsche, Friedrich. On the Genealogy of Morals.
Edited and translated by Walter Kaufmann. New
York: Vintage Books, 1967.

Valiuddin, Mir. Contemplative Disciplines in Sufism.
London: East-West Publications, 1980.

Wimbush, Vincent L., and Richard Valantasis, eds.
Asceticism. New York: Oxford University Press,
2002.

See also: Buddha; Jesus Christ; Mysticism; Scho-
penhauer, Arthur.

Akoka
Identification: Early Indian emperor
Born: c. 302 b.c.e., India
Died: c. 230 b.c.e., India
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Akoka unified India and promoted

the spread of Buddhism. He redefined Buddhist
ethics as they relate to statecraft.

The emperor of India from approximately 270 to 230
b.c.e., Akoka is known to posterity through the rock
and pillar inscriptions that he left across the Indian
subcontinent and through various Buddhist chroni-
cles. Akoka, who was the grandson of Chandragupta,
was the third monarch of the Maurya Dynasty. From

his capital at Pataliputra (modern Patna), he gov-
erned the largest Indian empire that had existed up to
that time.

Akoka converted to Buddhism after a particularly
bloody campaign to win the territory of Kalinga
(modern Orissa). He is said to have been so dis-
traught over the sufferings caused by war that he re-
nounced violence as a tool of statecraft. The central
concept in his political philosophy was dhamma
(Pali; Sanskrit, dharma), a Buddhist and Hindu con-
cept that, in one of its meanings, referred to a kind of
civic morality.

Akokan reforms, which have been valorized by
Buddhists throughout history, included social ser-
vices such as free medical aid and the development of
rest houses for travelers. He also promoted vegetari-
anism, enacting laws that restricted animal sacrifices
and limited butchering and hunting.

Although Akoka was said to have given up mili-
tary imperialism, the expansion of his influence con-
tinued, this time through dhamma-vijaya, or “moral
conquest.” This idea of winning over one’s enemies
by dint of sheer moral superiority is echoed in
Mohandas K. Gandhi’s twentieth century notion of
satyagraha, or the “victory of truth.”

Although much about Akoka is wrapped up in
legend, it is clear that he attempted to rule in a way
that no other Indian ruler had attempted. He devel-
oped a concept of citizenship that was broader than
those of the caste and local loyalties to which people
had adhered before his rule. The modern symbol of
India, four lions facing the four directions, is derived
from the capital of one of Akoka’s famous pillars.

Cynthia Keppley Mahmood

See also: Akbar the Great; Buddhist ethics; Citizen-
ship; Hindu ethics.

Assassination
Definition: Killing, often by stealth, of persons

prominent in government, religion, or culture,
usually for the purpose of effecting political or so-
cial change

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Whether and under what circum-

stances assassination is ever morally justified has
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perplexed ethicists for centuries, as has the search
for practical and morally permissible methods of
combating terroristic assassination.

Assassination, which is as old as history, arose at
least in part from the lack of mechanisms for the re-
moval of rulers in antiquity and also from the need of
subjects to protect themselves from oppression. The
Bible relates numerous acts of assassination, many of
which receive the approval of Holy Writ. For exam-
ple, in Judges, the prophet Ehad stabbed Eglon, King

of Moab. Jael slew the retreating Canaanite general
Sisera, and Judith decapitated general Holofernes.
The tyrannical judge-king Abimelech died when a
woman dropped a millstone on him. Under the mon-
archies of Israel and Judea, many tyrants were killed,
including Nadab, Elah, Jehoram, Ahaziah, Jezebel,
Zechariah, Jobesh, and Pekah.

In the ancient world, Hipparchus, a tyrant of
Athens, was fatally stabbed by Harmodius and Aris-
togiton. That these tyrannicides acted more from
personal motives than from love of political liberty

97

Ethics Assassination

Notable Assassinations in History

Year Place Person

514 b.c.e. Athens Hipparchus

44 b.c.e. Rome Julius Caesar

661 c.e. Mecca Caliph 4Ali ibn Abi Talib

1170 England Thomas Becket, archbishop of Canterbury

1192 Tyre Conrad of Montferrat, king of Jerusalem

1327 England King Edward II

1400 England King Richard II

1610 France King Henry IV

1762 Russia Emperor Peter III

1792 Sweden King Gustav III

1801 Russia Emperor Paul I

1828 South Africa King Shaka of the Zulu

1865 United States President Abraham Lincoln

1881 United States President James A. Garfield

1900 Italy King Umberto I

1901 United States President William McKinley

1914 Bosnia Archduke Francis Ferdinand of
Austria-Hungary

1922 Ireland Prime Minister Michael Collins

1934 Austria Chancellor Engelbert Dollfuss

1935 United States Louisiana governor Huey Long

1940 Mexico Soviet exile Leon Trotsky

1948 India Nationalist leader Mohandas K. Gandhi

1948 Palestine U.N. observer Count Folke Bernadotte

1956 Nicaragua President Anastasio Somoza Garcia

1958 Iraq King Faisal II

1961 Democratic Republic
of the Congo

Premier Patrice Lumumba

1961 Dominican Republic President Rafael Trujillo (continued)



did not cloud their godlike status in antiquity.
From the experiences of the Roman Empire, the

West absorbed a deep ambivalence about assassina-
tion, since many targets were vicious tyrants, such
as Caligula, Domitian, Commodius, Caracalla, and
Heliogabalus, but the heroic reformer emperor Julius
Caesar was also a victim.

The Middle Ages
Ambivalence toward assassination carried over to

the Middle Ages, when Scholastic theologians strug-
gled with the divergent traditions of Christianity. Its

early pacifism had evaporated, but the tradition of
obedience to authority and of suffering evils meekly
remained. Yet Old Testament support for assassina-
tion and the natural law tradition’s support for a right
of rebellion against wickedly unjust rule created sup-
port for the practice.

John of Salisbury, the English medieval theolo-
gian, held that any subject might kill an oppressive
tyrant for the common good, but Saint Thomas Aqui-
nas, like many later figures, retreated from the full
implications of that view. Thomas Aquinas intro-
duced the melior pars doctrine, which placed respon-
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Year Place Person

1963 Iraq Abdul Kareem Kassem

1963 South Vietnam President Ngo Dinh Diem

1963 United States Civil rights leader Medgar Evers

1963 United States President John F. Kennedy

1965 United States Black nationalist leader Malcolm X

1966 South Africa Prime Minister Hendrik Verwoerd

1968 United States Civil rights leader Martin Luther King, Jr.

1968 United States Senator Robert F. Kennedy

1973 Chile President Salvador Allende Gossens

1975 Bangladesh President Mujibur Rahman

1975 Saudi Arabia Faisal ibn al-Saud

1978 United States San Francisco mayor George Moscone and
Supervisor Harvey Milk

1979 Ireland Louis, First Earl Mountbatten

1979 South Korea President Park Chung Hee

1981 Bangladesh President Ziaur Rahman

1981 Egypt President Anwar el-Sadat

1983 Philippines Opposition leader Benigno Aquino, Jr.

1984 India Prime Minister Indira Gandhi

1986 Sweden Prime Minister Olof Palme

1992 Algeria President Mohammed Boudiaf

1994 Mexico Presidential candidate Luis Donaldo Colosio

1994 Rwanda President Juvenal Habyarimana

1995 Israel Prime Minister Yitzak Rabin

2001 Democratic Republic
of the Congo

President Laurent-Désiré Kabila

2002 Afghanistan Vice President Abdul Qadir

2003 Serbia Prime Minister Zoran Djindjic

Notable Assassinations in History — continued



sibility for elimination of a tyrant upon those in soci-
ety who enjoy office, wealth, or rank.

A vital distinction drawn by the medieval school-
men was between a tyrant by usurpation (tyrannus in
titulo) and a tyrant by oppression (tyrannus in
regimine). The former is one who has no legal right to
rule but seizes power. The latter is one who rules un-
justly. Thomas Aquinas, Francisco Suarez, and oth-
ers maintained that private individuals had a tacit
mandate from legitimate authority to kill a usurper to
benefit the community.

Reformation and Renaissance
During the Reformation, most Protestant reform-

ers endorsed tyrannicide: Martin Luther held that the
whole community could condemn a tyrant to death,
Philipp Melanchthon called tyrannicide the most
agreeable offering man could make to God, and John
Calvin endorsed the melior pars doctrine. The Jesuit
Juan de Mariana condemned usurpers and praised

slayers of princes “who hold law and holy religion in
contempt.”

Renaissance drama often centered upon assas-
sination; for example, Christopher Marlowe’s Ed-
ward II and much of William Shakespeare concen-
trated upon the morality of it—in historical plays
such as Richard II, Henry VI (in three parts), and
Richard III, and also in Macbeth, Hamlet, and Julius
Caesar. Julius Caesar was a tyrant by usurpation
against the corrupt Roman Republic, but he ruled
well. King Claudius in Hamlet was a tyrant by usur-
pation and oppression, as was Macbeth. A constant
Renaissance theme involved the motivation for the
tyrannicidal act. In Julius Caesar, all the assassins
except Brutus have motives of jealousy, and Ham-
let must struggle within himself, since he desires to
kill the king because of private hatred rather than
justice.

In the East, religion was often the motive, as with
the Order of the Assassins in Muslim Syria in the
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On November 24, 1963, two days after the assassination of President John F. Kennedy in Dallas, Texas, sus-
pected assassin Lee Harvey Oswald was himself assassinated when Dallas nightclub owner Jack Ruby shot him
on live television while police were escorting him out of a building. (Library of Congress)



twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and the Thuggees
in India strangled travelers to honor the goddess
Kalt until the British suppressed the cult during the
1830’s.

The Modern Era
In the modern era following the French Revolu-

tion, the main sources of assassinations have been na-
tionalism, political ideology, and madness. Daniel
McNaughtan, a Scot who killed the secretary of Brit-
ish prime minister Sir Robert Peel, represents an en-
tire class of assassins. Because of McNaughtan’s
manifest insanity, the House of Lords created the
McNaughtan Rule, which set the standard for the in-
sanity plea in criminal law.

Nationalism motivated assassinations from the
Phoenix Park murders in Ireland in 1882 and the ca-
lamitous slaying of Austrian archduke Francis Ferdi-
nand in 1914 to the killing of Indian premier Indira
Gandhi by Sikhs in 1984. Finally, political ideolo-
gies, especially anarchism, claimed many victims,
such as Russian prime minister Peter Stolypin and
U.S. president William McKinley.

With both extreme nationalism and radical politi-
cal ideologies, the moral arguments about assassina-
tion have tended to be focused upon the practical
question of the effects of assassination rather than
upon its abstract moral nature. V. I. Lenin, the
founder of the Soviet Union, condemned assassina-
tions of political figures and other terroristic acts as
tactically inopportune and inexpedient.

In the twenty-first century, international terrorism
has used random assassination as a tool to disrupt so-
ciety by putting pressure upon targeted governments
in order to alter policies, as when the president of
Chechyna was assassinated in May, 2004.

Ethical Issues
Similar to personal self-defense, capital punish-

ment, and just war, assassination raises general is-
sues of whether homicide can ever be justified. Be-
yond this, there are special issues raised by the
particular nature of assassination. Can the private cit-
izen be trusted to wield the power of life and death,
especially over his or her own magistrates?

Ethicists see assassination as destructive of the
trust and loyalty that ought to exist between subject
and ruler, and they dislike the fact that even when
used upon vicious tyrants, it necessarily involves cir-

cumventing judicial forms, though the guilt of the ty-
rant may be manifest.

Practically speaking, attempted assassinations,
like abortive revolts, may intensify the repression of a
tyrannical regime. Additionally, it is notorious that
democratic and even authoritarian rulers are more
susceptible to assassination than are truly totalitarian
despots.

Patrick M. O’Neil

Further Reading
Ben-Yehuda, Nachman. Political Assassinations by

Jews: A Rhetorical Device for Justice. Albany,
N.Y.: SUNY Press, 1992.

Ford, Franklin L. Political Murder: From Tyrannicide
to Terrorism. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1985.

Hudson, Miles. Assassination. Stroud, Gloucester-
shire, England: Sutton, 2000.

Lentz, Harris M. Assassinations and Executions: An
Encyclopedia of Political Violence, 1865-1986.
Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland, 1988.

Sifakis, Carl. Encyclopedia of Assassinations. New
York: Facts On File, 1991.

See also: Anarchy; Covert action; Evers, Medgar;
Homicide; International law; Lincoln, Abraham;
Tyranny.

Atatürk
Identification: First president of Turkey
Born: Mustafa Kemal; May 19, 1881, Salonika,

Ottoman Empire (now Thessaloniki, Greece)
Died: November 10, 1938; Istanbul, Turkey
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Between 1921 and 1923, Atatürk suc-

cessfully drove the Greeks out of Turkey, thwarted
postwar partition by the allies, and established the
modern nation of Turkey. As the founder and first
president of that nation, Atatürk aggressively ini-
tiated a reform movement designed to Westernize
and modernize Turkish law and social customs.

The son of an Ottoman bureaucrat, the young
Mustafa Kemal (Atatürk, meaning “father of the
Turks,” was added to his name in 1934) was educated
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at the Istanbul military academy, where, like many
other youths, he participated in subversive organiza-
tions. While initially allied with the Young Turk rev-
olution, Atatürk in 1919 founded the rival Turkish
Nationalist Party and was elected its president. His
military acumen and leadership, best illustrated by
his engineering of the World War I victory over the
British at Gallipoli, earned him a substantial and
loyal following.

After his masterful ousting of the Greeks in 1923,
Atatürk, as head of the Nationalist Party, declared
Turkish independence and was subsequently elected
Turkey’s first president. While serving for fifteen
years as a virtual dictator, Atatürk initiated a program
of modernization that fundamentally altered Turkish
society. His reforms included the disestablishment of
Islam, the abolition of the sultanate, the banning of
polygamy, the institution of compulsory civil mar-
riage, the enfranchisement of women, the replacement
of Arabic script with the Latin alphabet, and compul-
sory literacy training for adults under age forty.

Atatürk also introduced economic reforms, in-
cluding a policy of self-sufficiency and refusal of for-
eign loans.

Mary E. Virginia

See also: Constitutional government; Dictatorship;
Islamic ethics.

Atheism
Definitions: Unbelief in supreme beings, religion,

or the supernatural
Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: Although ethical systems in Western

cultures have traditionally been grounded in reli-
gions, unbelievers also have their own value sys-
tems and seek to know and practice what is good
and right.

Although some ethicists find unbelief incompatible
with ethics, many ethical views and practices grow
from atheism. Because atheism is not institutional-
ized or codified in the same way that religions are,
generalizations about the “ethics of atheists” are
risky.

Paul Roubiczek restates three main ethical ques-

tions: How should people act? What does “good”
mean? Are people able to do what they should? A
fourth question, raised by G. E. Moore in Principia
Ethica (1903), is “What kind of things ought to exist
for their own sake?” Atheists, like believers, struggle
to answer these hard questions.

Atheists
The term “atheism” was first used in 1571 to de-

fine an ideology “without theism.” Many atheists do
not deny the existence of a god; instead, they find the
term “god” itself meaningless. Atheists constitute a
small minority in modern society: In 1989, only 10
percent of American adults reported having “no reli-
gious preference.” This figure also includes agnos-
tics and people without clear ideas about religion.

Unbelief places atheists outside the mainstream,
because even in modern, secularized societies, most
people have some sort of religion to guide them. Reli-
gions often prescribe traditional codes of conduct,
such as the Ten Commandments of the Old Testa-
ment or the New Testament teachings of Jesus Christ.
Atheists lack such institutionalized ethical codes.
Atheists tend to be well educated and trained in the
humanities or sciences; they usually entertain scien-
tific, not supernatural, theories about cosmic and hu-
man origins.

To religious believers, the term “atheist” may trig-
ger the negative stereotype of one who is “against”
something good and sacred; “atheist” may even sug-
gest “demonically inspired,” though “devil worship”
is inconsistent with unbelief. The public image of
modern atheists has been shaped by abrasive activists
such as Madalyn Murray O’Hair, a highly publicized
crusader against Bible readings and prayer in Ameri-
can public schools, and author Ayn Rand, founder of
a unique conservative ideology: objectivism.

History
Religious unbelief has a long history. One of the

early figures to question religious orthodoxy and cus-
toms was Hecataeus, who ridiculed the Greek myths
in the sixth century b.c.e. Herodotus and, later, the
Sophists were also critical of justifying Greek cus-
toms as “the will of the gods.” Socrates was sen-
tenced to death in 399 b.c.e. partly for being “impi-
ous.” Epicurus—still popularly associated with an
“eat, drink, and be merry” ethic—denied the gods’
supernatural power and doubted the afterlife.
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James Thrower traces the historic stages of unbe-
lief: the breakdown of classical myths; the rise of sci-
ence in the Renaissance; the rationalism of the En-
lightenment, when such philosophers as Immanuel
Kant and David Hume attacked the “reasonable”
bases of religion; and later movements such as Marx-
ism and existentialism. The moralist Friedrich Nietz-
sche, who died in 1900, declared, “God is dead,” in-
augurating what some call the “post-Christian” era.

Varieties of Atheism
Confusingly, modern atheists call themselves skep-

tics, utilitarians, objectivists, self-realizers, emoti-
vists, relativists, Marxists, pragmatists, intuitionists,
materialists, naturalists, empiricists, positivists, ni-
hilists, libertarians, rationalists, hedonists, secular-
ists, humanists, and existentialists. The principles of
each ideology have ethical implications—but not
easily predictable ones. Existentialism and ethical
humanism are among the best-known atheistic phi-
losophies.

Mary Warnock, who surveys nonreligious ethical
theories, says that modern ethicists have not built
large metaphysical systems but have focused, in-
stead, on human nature, social interaction, and lan-
guage. According to existentialists such as Jean-Paul
Sartre, individuals confront isolation, imperma-
nence, and the “burden of choice” in a stark, incom-
prehensible world. As Warnock notes, that view is
not a helpful ethical guide. However, existentialist
Albert Camus has urged humans not to give up the
quest for right action in an absurd world.

Paul Kurtz says that the flexible ethics of modern
humanism stands on basic principles: tolerance,
courage, freedom from fear, respect for individuals,
social justice, happiness and self-fulfillment, and the
ideal of a world community. Kurtz believes that ethi-
cal conduct is possible without religious belief be-
cause certain “human decencies” are almost univer-
sally accepted: telling the truth; dealing fairly with
others; being kind, sincere, honest, considerate,
thoughtful, helpful, and cooperative; having friends;
seeking justice; not misusing others; and not being
cruel, arrogant, vindictive, or unforgiving.

Most modern philosophies and ethical theories
leave humans free to make subjective, contingent,
and relativistic choices; thus, students searching for
specific, practical guides to personal morality may
find modern writings theoretical, complex, and in-

conclusive. Ross Poole says, pessimistically, “The
modern world calls into existence certain concep-
tions of morality, but also destroys the grounds for
taking them seriously. Modernity both needs moral-
ity, and makes it impossible.” John Casey, however,
affirms the persistent relevance of “pagan” virtues:
courage, temperance, practical wisdom, justice, and
respect for the personhood of all people. Such time-
proven guides encourage honor, humanistic achieve-
ment, and proper kinds of pride and self-assertion.

Roy Neil Graves

Further Reading
Baggini, Julian. Atheism: A Very Short Introduction.

New York: Oxford University Press, 2003.
Casey, John. Pagan Virtue: An Essay in Ethics. Ox-

ford, England: Clarendon Press, 1991.
Kurtz, Paul. In Defense of Secular Humanism. Buf-

falo, N.Y.: Prometheus Books, 1983.
Martin, Michael. Atheism, Morality, and Meaning.

Amherst, N.Y.: Prometheus Books, 2002.
Poole, Ross. Morality and Modernity. London: Rout-

ledge, 1991.
Roubiczek, Paul. Ethical Values in the Age of Science.

London: Cambridge University Press, 1969.
Smith, George H. Atheism, Ayn Rand, and Other

Heresies. Buffalo, N.Y.: Prometheus Books, 1991.
Stein, Gordon, ed. The Encyclopedia of Unbelief. 2

vols. Buffalo, N.Y.: Prometheus Books, 1985.
Thrower, James. A Short History of Western Atheism.

London: Pemberton Books, 1971.
Warnock, Mary. Ethics Since 1900. 3d ed. New York:

Oxford University Press, 1978.

See also: Camus, Albert; Epicurus; Existentialism;
God; Humanism; Marxism; Nietzsche, Friedrich;
Nihilism; Postmodernism; Religion; Secular ethics.

Atom bomb
The Event: Creation of an extremely powerful bomb

utilizing the process of nuclear fission
Date: 1939-1945
Type of ethics: Scientific ethics
Significance: Scientists ordinarily prefer to regard

themselves as members of an international broth-
erhood devoted to the expansion of knowledge;
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however, the race to create an atom bomb
during World War II highlighted the fact
that scientific knowledge also has direct na-
tionalist and military applications.

Among those caught in the ferment of World
War I were members of the international scien-
tific community. Early in the war, scientists in
the United States were shocked to find that dis-
tinguished Germans such as Wilhelm Roentgen
had signed a manifesto justifying the destruc-
tion of the famed library at Louvain, Belgium,
by German armed forces. Soon, however, the
imperatives of the war effort placed greater and
more direct demands upon scientists, who gen-
erally were eager to use their abilities to ad-
vance the causes of their respective nations.

Although chemists bore the moral burden
most directly, thanks to their essential role in
the development of increasingly lethal poison
gases, physicists also shared in the war efforts
of the various belligerents, making significant
contributions to the development of acoustic
devices for detecting enemy submarines and of
flash-ranging and acoustic apparatuses for as-
certaining the location of enemy artillery posi-
tions.

Demands of World War II
World War II demanded still more of scien-

tists, and physicists in particular, for several of
the war’s most far-reaching new technologies
demanded their expertise: the proximity fuze, radar,
and the atom bomb. “Almost overnight,” a scientist at
a midwestern state university remarked, “physicists
have been promoted from semi-obscurity to mem-
bership in that select group of rarities which include
rubber, sugar and coffee.” Colleges and universities
readily made their facilities available for various
wartime endeavors, weapons research among them.
In wartime, ethical distinctions between defensive
and offensive weaponry can easily be blurred, for
physicists who entered radar work labored over de-
vices ranging from microwave apparatuses used to
detect enemy submarines and approaching aircraft to
equipment designed to enable Allied bombers to
drop their bombs with greater accuracy.

At all stages of the conflict, ethical concerns
about the war and its weapons were revealed in the

thinking of various groups and individuals, including
military personnel. Before the war and early in it, air
force officers preferred to think of strategic bombing
as so precise that only targets of direct military value
such as the submarine pens at Wilhelmshaven, Ger-
many, or the ball-bearing plants at Schweinfurt
would be attacked. Precision bombing was much
more difficult to accomplish than prewar theorists
had argued, however, and area bombing, in which not
only the plants but also the surrounding communities
were designated as target areas, was increasingly
used. It was only a matter of time until the communi-
ties themselves became targets. Japan’s great dis-
tance from Allied bases meant that sustained bomb-
ing of Japanese targets could not even be undertaken
until well into 1944, by which time American forces
had had more than a year of experience in the air war
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against Germany. Area bombing therefore played an
especially large role in the air war against Japan.
Would the use of an atom bomb represent something
altogether different or would it simply expand the
still uncertain boundaries of area bombing?

Almost as soon as the discovery of nuclear fission
was revealed in 1939, physicists began to discuss an
atom bomb. Such a bomb would be a weapon of enor-
mous destructive potential, and using it would claim
the lives of many thousands of individuals. First it
had to be asked whether an atom bomb could be de-
veloped. American physicists and their émigré col-
leagues rallied to the war effort, nearly five hundred
going to the Radiation Lab at the Massachusetts In-
stitute of Technology and many others entering the
Manhattan Project (organized in 1942 to coordinate
and push forward ongoing fission research) and its
various facilities: Among these were the Metallurgi-
cal Lab at Chicago, where a controlled chain reaction
was first achieved; Oak Ridge, Tennessee, where
weapons-grade uranium was processed; and Los
Alamos, New Mexico, where work on the bomb it-
self—it was innocuously called “the gadget” for se-
curity reasons—was undertaken. Even when their
own efforts seemed disappointing, Manhattan Proj-
ect scientists could not know whether their German
counterparts, such as Nobel laureate Werner Heisen-
berg, had achieved an insight that had eluded them
and had therefore put the atom bomb into Adolf Hit-
ler’s hands.

Preoccupied with the work before them, these sci-
entists rarely took time to reflect upon what they
were doing. The surrender of Germany in the spring
of 1945 was the occasion when scientists should have
paused to ask themselves whether work on the atom
bomb should continue. A young physicist at Los
Alamos did raise the question of resigning from atom
bomb work en masse, only to be told by a senior col-
league that if work were suspended it would be easy
for another Hitler to pick up where they had left off.

At the Met Lab, where work was nearly done by
1945, scientists did join in issuing the Franck Report,
which asked that a demonstration of the new weapon
be made on an uninhabited area before any use of it
was made against Japan. Some half dozen of the most
eminent scientists involved in war work, however—
those with access to policymakers in Washington—
rejected such a recommendation. A direct use of the
atom bomb against a Japanese city would be far more

likely to bring the war to a prompt conclusion and to
increase the likelihood of maintaining peace after-
ward, they reasoned. Although many scientists in-
volved in the Manhattan Project did at one time or an-
other speculate upon the ethical questions that the
development of an atom bomb posed, their concern
that Hitler might secure prior access to this weapon
sufficed to keep their efforts focused on developing
the atom bomb. Moreover, mastering the physics in-
volved in creating an atom bomb was an immensely
challenging and absorbing scientific and technologi-
cal problem. “For most of them,” Michael Sherry
has observed, “destruction was something they pro-
duced, not something they did,” an attitude that helps
explain the wagers these scientists made on the mag-
nitude of the explosive yield of the bomb used in the
July, 1945, Trinity test.

German Scientists
Ironically, some German physicists might have

pondered the ethical dimensions of the atom bomb
more keenly than had their Allied counterparts. Un-
like the Manhattan Project scientists, the Germans
knew that their own research could give Hitler the
atom bomb. After the war had ended, scientists were
more likely to step back and ask what the atom bomb
meant and whether international control of it or fur-
ther development of nuclear weapons should take
precedence.

Among those who went on to develop a far more
devastating weapon, the hydrogen bomb, the fear of
Joseph Stalin and the Soviet Union provided the ethi-
cal justification that the thought of a Nazi atom bomb
had provided for their Manhattan Project colleagues.
By the same token, however, as historian Daniel
Kevles put it, “To maintain their scientific, political,
and moral integrity, the Los Alamos generation on
the whole declared . . . that scientists could ‘no longer
disclaim direct responsibility for the uses to which
mankind . . .put their disinterested discoveries.’”

Lloyd J. Graybar
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Atomic Energy Commission
Identification: Federal government agency estab-

lished to provide joint military and civilian super-
vision of nuclear power

Date: Founded in 1946; superseded 1974-1975
Type of ethics: Scientific ethics
Significance: After World War II, it became clear

that nuclear energy called for special regulation,
and the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) was
created to provide it.

When World War II was ended by the atom bombs
that were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki,
nearly all that the general public knew about nuclear
energy was that it could be devastatingly destructive.
The many medical and industrial uses of the atom lay
mostly in the future, and only its horrific power was

known. Furthermore, advocates of military applica-
tions of nuclear energy insisted on continuing devel-
opment and testing of atomic weapons.

In this atmosphere, the Atomic Energy Act of
1946 was signed into law. It provided for the forma-
tion of a presidentially appointed commission, with
separate military and civilian committees under it.
The AEC devoted much attention to military weap-
onry in its early years, but the Atomic Energy Act of
1954 provided for civilian industrial participation in
the research and manufacture of atomic materials and
in the construction of atomic power installations, li-
censed by the AEC.

In 1974, the AEC was disbanded, and in 1975 two
new organizations took up changed functions: the
Nuclear Regulatory Commission, charged with the
investigation and licensing of all uses of atomic
energy—medical, industrial, and power, as well as
the health aspects connected with these uses; and
the Energy Research and Development Administra-
tion, which later became the Department of Energy,
with the narrower function implied by its name. The
weapons applications have been less prominent since
then.

Robert M. Hawthorne, Jr.

See also: Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings; Nu-
clear energy; Nuclear Regulatory Commission;
Union of Concerned Scientists; Weapons research.

Attorney-client privilege
Definition: Testimonial privilege that permits cli-

ents and their attorneys to refuse to disclose or to
prohibit others from disclosing certain confiden-
tial communications between them

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Although the disclosure of certain

sorts of information that is exchanged between at-
torney and client is relevant to legal proceedings,
the rules of attorney-client privilege are designed
to ensure the confidentiality of this relationship.

In the U.S. legal system, the following rules apply to
the attorney-client privilege. First, in order for a com-
munication to be covered by the attorney-client privi-
lege, an attorney-client relationship in which the cli-
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ent or the client’s representative has retained or is
seeking the professional services of the attorney must
exist at the time of the communication. Second, only
communications that are intended to be confiden-
tial—that is, those that are not intended to be dis-
closed to third parties other than those who are in-
volved in rendering the legal services—are protected
by the privilege. Third, the privilege cannot be in-
voked by either the plaintiff or the defendant in a law-
suit when both are represented by the same attorney
in the transaction that is at issue. Either party may,
however, invoke the privilege against third parties.
Fourth, the client holds the power to invoke or waive
the privilege.

No privilege can be invoked in any of the follow-
ing circumstances: when the attorney’s services have
been sought in connection with planning or execut-
ing a future wrongdoing, when the adversaries in a
lawsuit make their respective claims through the
same deceased client, or when the communication
concerns a breach of duty between lawyer and client,
such as attorney malpractice or client failure to pay
legal fees.

Lisa Paddock

See also: Adversary system; Arrest records; Attor-
ney misconduct; Code of Professional Responsibil-
ity; Codes of civility; Confidentiality; Jurisprudence;
Legal ethics; Personal injury attorneys; Privacy.

Attorney misconduct
Definition: Illegal or unethical behavior of attor-

neys that relates to their professional work
Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Attorneys who act inappropriately

may be punished by the bar associations or su-
preme courts of the states in which they practice
law.

In the United States admission to the practice of law
and oversight of attorney conduct are matters super-
vised generally by the each state’s supreme court. In
most states the supreme court remains the final au-
thority in regulating admissions and attorney con-
duct, although the court may rely in part on the assis-
tance of state bar associations. In practice, however,

complaints concerning the conduct of lawyers
should normally be directed to the state or local bar
association, which generally plays the most impor-
tant role in the initial investigation of and decisions
concerning complaints.

Sanctions against attorneys for unethical conduct
should be distinguished from other means of redress
for inappropriate attorney behavior. The chief alter-
native avenues for such redress are criminal proceed-
ings and civil lawsuits. Attorneys who violate the law
in connection with their legal practice can find them-
selves subject to criminal sanctions. Similarly, attor-
neys who violate legal obligations owed to clients
and other third parties can be sued for legal malprac-
tice or a variety of other legal claims.

Varieties of Sanctions
The sanctions available to disciplinary authorities

who regulate the conduct of lawyers vary from pri-
vate reprimands to disbarment. For a relatively minor
infraction disciplinary authorities may simply cen-
sure an attorney privately, informing him or her of the
bar’s verdict and warning against repeating the in-
fraction. This private reprimand remains in the attor-
ney’s file, however, and might have a bearing on the
severity of sanctions in future cases should further
transgressions occur. For more serious cases, disci-
plinary authorities may move to a public reprimand,
which informs other lawyers of the offending law-
yer’s ethical misconduct, generally by mentioning it
in a legal publication such as the state bar associa-
tion’s monthly periodical. The next level of sanction
is a suspension from the practice of law for some
period of time, generally ranging from three months
to five years. Finally, disciplinary authorities deal
with the most severe ethical lapses by disbarring the
offending attorney. Disbarment strips the attorney of
the right to practice law in the state in question. In
some cases, attorneys so disbarred may seek rein-
statement to the bar after a period of time, normally
specified in the original disbarment order. Reinstate-
ment depends on whether the attorney demonstrates
that the offending conduct is not likely to be repeated.

In the late twentieth century the traditional sanc-
tions of reprimand, suspension, and disbarment were
supplemented with other sanctions designed to edu-
cate offending lawyers. For example, disciplinary
authorities sometimes dismiss complaints against
lawyers for relatively minor infractions if the lawyers
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agree to attend a continuing legal education program
on the subject of attorney ethics. Sometimes the right
to undertake the practice of law again after a sus-
pension or disbarment is linked to this kind of re-
quirement. In addition, disciplinary authorities may
occasionally make readmission to the bar after dis-
barment contingent on an erring lawyer’s passing all
or part of the state bar examination.

Ethical Rules
Beginning early in the twentieth century national

and state bar associations attempted to set forth prin-
ciples of legal ethics that would guide the conduct of
lawyers and provide a basis for disciplining wayward
attorneys. In 1983 the American Bar Association
(ABA) proposed a set of ethical rules called the
Model Rules of Professional Conduct. Since the
ABA does not itself have authority to establish stan-
dards for legal ethics in each state, the Model Rules
were simply a uniform collection of ethical princi-
ples proposed for adoption by the various state su-
preme courts. In fact, most states subsequently en-
acted some version of the Model Rules as their own,
although many states modified them in some re-
spects. A few states still operate under a predecessor
set of ethics rules proposed by the ABA in the 1970’s
called the Model Code of Professional Responsi-
bility.

Rules of legal ethics, whether the Model Rules or
the older Model Code, attempt to set forth ethical
principles to guide lawyers in dealing with the vari-
ous ethical problems that occur in the practice of law.
They define the various obligations that lawyers owe
their clients, the courts, and third parties. Violation of
these rules, which touch on matters as various as the
kinds of fees lawyers may charge and their obligation
to disclose the misconduct of their fellow lawyers, is
the chief basis for sanctions against lawyers.

Sanctions for Other Types of
Unethical Conduct

In the main, lawyers receive sanctions for unethi-
cal conduct committed in their role as attorneys.
Occasionally, however, disciplinary authorities sanc-
tion lawyers for ethical infractions that are not com-

mitted in the context of legal practice. For example, a
lawyer might be sanctioned after being convicted of
embezzlement or tax evasion. Lawyers may also be
sanctioned for unethical business conduct, even if the
conduct does not occur in connection with their prac-
tice of law.

The modern view—reflected, for example, in the
ABA’s Model Rules of Professional Conduct—is
that lawyers should be disciplined for conduct out-
side the scope of their practice only under certain cir-
cumstances. According to the ABA’s Model Rules,
some kinds of illegal or unethical conduct may not
reflect adversely on lawyers’ fitness to practice law.
Thus, even though private moral infractions, such as
adultery, might be a crime in particular jurisdictions,
this infraction does not necessarily mean that an at-
torney who engages in this conduct lacks the charac-
teristics necessary to practice law. On the other hand,
criminal offenses involving violence, dishonesty, or
interference with the administration of justice would
reflect adversely on a lawyer’s fitness to practice law.

Timothy L. Hall
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Augustine, Saint
Identification: North African theologian and phi-

losopher
Born: Aurelius Augustinus; November 13, 354,

Tagaste, Numidia (now Souk-Ahras, Algeria)
Died: August 28, 430, Hippo Regius, Numidia

(now Annaba, Algeria)
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Augustine’s most influential works

were Confessions (Confessiones, 397-400) and
The City of God (De civitate Dei, 413-427). His
abiding importance rests on his unique under-
standing and interpretations of salvation history,
human psychology, and Christian moral impera-
tives.

For centuries, the immense influence of Augustine of
Hippo has been felt in the life of the Christian Church
in the West. Theologians, preachers, ecclesiastical
officials, and laity alike have been guided by, or
forced to respond to, the power of his ideas and ethi-
cal teachings. Thomas Aquinas, Martin Luther, and
John Calvin, to name only a few, formulated their
own theological positions with special reference to
Augustinian thought. A prolific and brilliant writer
whose works range from spiritual autobiography to
biblical interpretation, Augustine was also a man of
the people and a man of action.

Born of a pagan father and a Christian mother, he
received a first-rate education in Rome’s North Afri-
can province of Numidia and later became a teacher
of rhetoric in Italy. Reconverted to Christianity in
386, Augustine went on to become bishop of Hippo
Regius, in what is now Algeria, in 395/396 and
served in that capacity until his death.

As with any great thinker, Augustine’s ideas de-
veloped and changed somewhat over the years, but
there is also a remarkable consistency to much of
his thought, especially in the area of ethics. Augus-
tine’s views on ethics were conditioned by his own
powerful, personal experiences as well as by the
theological and ecclesiastical controversies that
erupted during his period of service in the Church.
Although he had some knowledge of the ethical
theories of both Plato and Aristotle, his familiarity
was derived at second hand from his reading of
Cicero, Plotinus, and others. Nevertheless, his high
regard for Platonic thought can be seen in his at-

tempts to reconcile Christian ideals and Platonic
teachings.

God, Love, and Desire
On the general issues of human conduct and hu-

man destiny, Augustine’s thinking was naturally con-
ditioned by the New Testament and by Church tradi-
tion. Human beings, he states, are truly blessed or
happy when all their actions are in harmony with rea-
son and Christian truth. Blessedness, accordingly,
does not mean simply the satisfaction of every desire.
Indeed, the satisfaction of evil or wrong desires pro-
vides no ultimate happiness: “No one is happy unless
he has all he wants and wants nothing that is evil.”
Central to Augustine’s understanding here is his em-
phasis on God and love. Indeed, for Augustine, virtue
can be defined as “rightly ordered love.” Throughout
his writings, he stresses that for the Christian an ac-
tion or work can have value and be worthy only if it
proceeds from the motive of Christian love, that is,
love of God. Augustine’s famous and often-misun-
derstood injunction “Love, and do what you will” is
to be understood in this context.

For Augustine, there exists in humans a conflict
of wills, a struggle between original human goodness
and the later, inherited desire for lesser things. Al-
though, as he states, “the guilt of this desire is remit-
ted by baptism,” nevertheless “there remains the
weakness against which, until he is cured, every
faithful man who advances in the right direction
struggles most earnestly.” In time, as a person ma-
tures in the Christian faith, the struggle lessens. As
long as humans allow God to govern them and sus-
tain their spirits, they can control their lower natures
and desires, and advance on the Christian path. As
the concluding prayer of On the Trinity (De Trinitate
c. 419) puts it: “Lord, may I be mindful of you, under-
stand you, love you. Increase these gifts in me until
you have entirely reformed me.”

Sin, Moral Conduct, and Society
According to Augustine, the essential task of hu-

mans is to attempt the restoration of the image of
God within themselves through prayer, meditation
on Scripture, worship, and moral conduct. Sin, by its
very nature, obscures and imprisons this image. Es-
pecially dangerous to people is the sin of pride,
which opens the soul to other vices such as earthly
desire and curiosity. Each is destructive of the human
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soul as well as of human society. A properly ordered
moral life not only marks a person’s individual move-
ment toward God but also contributes to the improve-
ment of earthly society.

Although Augustine believed that humans are so-
cial animals by nature and that human potential can
be realized only within such an environment, he did
not agree that the machinery of political organization
is natural. Rather, government institutions are at most
a necessary check on the worst excesses of human
behavior following the fall of Adam and Eve. The
best government is one that provides a peaceful, sta-
ble environment in which people can work out their
own salvation. For Augustine, as for other early
Christian teachers, humans are earthly pilgrims in
search of a final resting place. God is both the goal
and the means of attaining such: “By means of him
we tend towards him, by means of knowledge we
tend towards wisdom, all the same without departing
from one and the same Christ.”

Craig L. Hanson
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love; Violence; Virtue.

Aurobindo, Sri
Identification: Indian philosopher
Born: August 15, 1872, Calcutta, India
Died: December 5, 1950, Pondicherry, India
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Sri Aurobindo, one of the foremost

religious thinkers of twentieth century India,
helped to revitalize India both politically and spir-
itually. He is the author of The Life Divine (1914-
1919) and Synthesis of Yoga (1948).

After being educated in England from the age of
seven until he was twenty-one, Sri Aurobindo re-
turned to India in 1893. He soon became involved in
the nationalistic movement in India, and he was im-
prisoned for his activities in 1908. Realizing through
visionary experience that real human liberation went
far beyond the political liberation of India, he with-
drew from the world and established an ashram, or
retreat, in Pondicherry, India.

Aurobindo was very much influenced by the
Western philosopher Henri Bergson, and he created a
synthesis of Bergson’s evolutionary view and the
Upani;ads. According to Aurobindo, no evolution is
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possible without involution, which entails the de-
scent of the divine to the world of matter. The Eternal
Spirit is beyond all description, but it descends into
the lower realms of being and then by evolution as-
cends until it returns to its source. This transition
from the Eternal Spirit to the multiplicity of the phe-
nomenal world is what Aurobindo calls Supermind.
Although matter is the lowest level of being, it is nev-
ertheless a low form of the Supreme. The practice of
integral yoga, which consists of three steps, awakens
the potentiality of self-perfection that exists in each
person.

Krishna Mallick

See also: Bergson, Henri; Ka\kara; Upani;ads;
Ved3nta.

Authenticity
Definition: Individual’s autonomy in making moral

choices that are not bound by society’s norms
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Authenticity is opposed to confor-

mity. Adherence to an ethic of authenticity shifts
the basis of moral judgment from the shared val-
ues of society to the personal values of each indi-
vidual.

Lionel Trilling, who wrote Sincerity and Authenticity
(1971), concurs with French philosopher Jean-
Jacques Rousseau that society thwarts authenticity.
Trilling analyzes the relationship between sincerity,
which he defines as the similarity of what one says
and what one feels, and authenticity, which is the es-
sence of that person revealed. He finds that society
often rejects authenticity when it conflicts with pre-
vailing standards. Authentic individuals may find it
difficult to remain true to themselves and still meet
with social acceptance. Such alienation could lead to
a form of madness—either clinical madness, as
Sigmund Freud suggested could occur when one’s
ego is unable to reconcile primitive desires with so-
cial norms; or a spiritual form of madness-as-truth of
the type suggested by Michel Foucault.

The authentic person acts from a sense of innate
principles and does not depend on social acceptance
for his or her standards of ethics. This emphasis on

the individual has led some critics to claim that au-
thenticity tends toward situation ethics. Jean-Paul
Sartre has suggested, however, that the actions of the
individual are not completely separate but link him or
her with society, and Simone de Beauvoir believed
that genuine authenticity requires a sustained com-
mitment by the individual within a community.

James A. Baer

See also: Autonomy; Bad faith; Existentialism;
Relativism; Sartre, Jean-Paul; Situational ethics.

Autonomy
Definition: Absence of external constraint plus a

positive power of self-determination
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Moral autonomy is considered by

many philosophers to be both a prerequisite for
moral accountability and a basis for moral dig-
nity. It is a fundamental feature of the more tradi-
tional Western models of personhood.

There are many levels at which autonomy can be said
to operate. For example, nations can be said to be au-
tonomous if they formulate and enforce their own
laws and policies. (The original use of the word “au-
tonomy,” in ancient Greek political thought, desig-
nated the independence of city-states that created
their own laws instead of having them imposed from
without by other political powers.) Similarly, other
groups of people can be said to be autonomous, in-
cluding companies, universities, religious institu-
tions, and even families.

Individual Autonomy
The most important level at which autonomy is

believed to be operative, however, is probably the
level of the individual person. In Western thought,
the ideal of individual autonomy has become enor-
mously important for the evaluation of various politi-
cal arrangements and for moral reasoning in general
(at both the theoretical level and the level of practice).
For example, the idea of a totalitarian state is often
criticized by political philosophers because of the
failure of such an arrangement to respect the auton-
omy of individual citizens.
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In a similar way, at the level of particular moral
practices, people often appeal to individual auton-
omy in order to justify or criticize specific ways of
behaving. For example, many people argue that in or-
der to respect the autonomy of individual patients,
medical professionals are typically obligated to ob-
tain some kind of informed consent from patients be-
fore treating them. The notion of individual moral
autonomy also plays a very significant role in mod-
ern moral theory; for example, many theorists insist
that the morality of particular actions depends in part
upon the self-determined moral outlook of the person
acting, and others claim that some kind of individual
autonomy in action is necessary in order for persons
to be morally responsible agents.

In order to explore the notion of individual auton-
omy, it will be helpful to consider in some detail what
it involves and to examine briefly the influential
views of Immanuel Kant concerning individual
moral autonomy.

The notion of individual autonomy is often ap-
plied to the actions of individual people; in this sense,
people are said to act autonomously to the extent that
they determine for themselves what to do, indepen-
dently of external influences (including the wishes of
other people). This individual autonomy with respect
to action is often viewed as essential for attributing
actions to people as their own and for holding people
morally responsible for what they do. It is a matter of
great controversy, however, just how much indepen-
dence a person must have from external influences in
order to act autonomously. Some people claim that
the actions of persons cannot be determined by envi-
ronmental factors that are beyond their control if they
are to act autonomously, whereas others claim that
such independence is not necessary for individual au-
tonomous action.

It is important to realize that the notion of individ-
ual autonomy is not applied only to the actions that
people perform; it is also applied to the formation of
individual beliefs, desires, and preferences, as well
as of individual moral principles and motives for act-
ing. Since Immanuel Kant’s influential views con-
cerning moral autonomy involve individual auton-
omy with respect to moral principles and motives for
acting, perhaps it would be wise to consider his views
at this point.

For Kant, people are distinctive because they are
sources of value or ends in themselves, rather than

mere means to ends. (In this respect, people are dif-
ferent from other things, such as tables and chairs,
which can be treated only as means to other ends, not
as ends in themselves.) People are autonomous, self-
determining moral agents who are capable of adopt-
ing different principles of action. According to Kant,
one ought to adopt only those principles that are
universalizable; that is, principles that could be
willed rationally to become universal laws of con-
duct for anyone, anywhere, at any time. (Such princi-
ples must be completely impartial and make no refer-
ence to any particular person’s preferences, values,
or circumstances.)

The following principle expresses one version of
Kant’s universally binding moral principle (or cate-
gorical imperative): One should always act so as to
treat persons as ends in themselves, and never merely
as means to ends. This principle reflects the emphasis
upon respect for individual moral autonomy in Kant’s
moral philosophy, an emphasis that has had consider-
able influence upon later moral philosophers.

The idea of autonomy plays a crucial role in polit-
ical and moral philosophy. Although other notions of
autonomy are important, Kant’s account of individ-
ual moral autonomy has probably been the most in-
fluential, and it has served to focus the attention of
many moral philosophers upon notions of individual
autonomy.

Scott A. Davison
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See also: Accountability; Choice; Coercion; Deter-
minism and freedom; Freedom and liberty; Impar-
tiality; Individualism; Kant, Immanuel; Moral re-
sponsibility.

Avalokitekvara
Definition: Personification of wisdom and compas-

sion understood as a bodhisattva (an enlightened
being who postpones entrance into nirvana to
help people achieve salvation)

Date: Depicted in art and literature in India by the
third century

Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: A bodhisattva who destroys false

views and passions, Avalokitekvara is an impor-
tant figure in the Buddhist religion.

Avalokitekvara is the bodhisattva of compassion par
excellence, who preaches the way to Buddhahood,
saves people from suffering and death, and leads
them to safety and even enlightenment. The Sanskrit
name perhaps meant “the Lord who looks in each di-
rection”; hence, he is sometimes depicted icono-
graphically as a being with eleven or more heads. He
is believed to dwell on a mountain, from which he
hears the cries of suffering people and brings them
aid. In the Pure Land sntras (scriptures), he is one
of two bodhisattvas associated with the Buddha
Amit3bha, who dwells in the Western Paradise and
saves those who call upon him. Avalokitekvara es-

corts believers from their deathbeds to the Western
Paradise.

The Avalokitekvara Sntra teaches that he will in-
tervene directly in human affairs to make fires burn
out, enemies become kind, curses fail, and fierce ani-
mals calm. Originally conceived of as masculine,
Avalokitekvara could take feminine forms to teach.
In addition, believers thought that the bodhisattva
could fulfill wishes, including the wish to bear chil-
dren.

By the fifth century, some Buddhists in China had
begun to view Avalokitekvara (in Chinese, Kuan Yin)
as primarily feminine, although this view did not pre-
dominate until the twelfth century. Even then, some
held that the bodhisattva had transcended sexual
identity altogether, and many representations of
Avalokitekvara combine both masculine and femi-
nine features in order to denote this transcendence. In
Japan, the bodhisattva is known as Kannon, a femi-
nine figure; in Tibet, the bodhisattva is known as the
male figure Chenrezig.

Paul L. Redditt

See also: Bodhisattva ideal; Buddhist ethics;
Shinran.

Averroës
Identification: Arab philosopher
Born: Abn al-Waltd Muwammad ibn Awmad ibn

Muwammad ibn Rushd; 1126, Córdoba, Spain
Died: 1198, Marrakech, Almohad Empire (now in

Morocco)
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Averroës’ philosophical innovations

and interpretations of Aristotle were important as
far east as the Levant, and his European followers
challenged Roman Catholic orthodoxy.

The most scrupulously Aristotelian of the medieval
Islamicate philosophers, Averroës nevertheless in-
troduced some significant innovations in his inter-
pretation of Aristotle. His The Incoherence of the In-
coherence (Tah3fut al-tah3fut, 1180) responded to
al-Ghaz3lt’s attacks on demonstrative philosophy,
which, Averroës argued, is independent of revelation
and even is necessary for correct interpretation of
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revelation. Religion is useful for the masses, who can
attain only a modicum of practical moral virtue at
best, whereas philosophy is for the few who can at-
tain intellectual contemplation of immaterial sub-
stance.

Agreeing with Aristotle that only the intellectual
part of the soul is immaterial, Averroës argued that
the bliss of the soul is in its conjoining (ittik3l) with
the (Neoplatonic) Active Intellect, returning the indi-
vidual intellectual soul to the source from which
it emanated. This apparent denial of the individual
immortality of the soul was championed by Latin
Averroists (such as Siger of Brabant), whose chal-
lenge to Roman Catholic orthodoxy was so persistent
that it was the professed target of René Descartes in
his Meditations (1680).

Thomas Gaskill

See also: Altruism; Avicenna; Ghaz3lt, al-.

Avicenna
Identification: Medieval Persian philosopher
Born: Abn 4Ali al-Wusayn ibn 4Abd All3h ibn

Stn3; 980, Afshena, Transoxiana Province of
Bukhara, Persian Empire (now in Uzbekistan)

Died: 1037, Hamadhan, Persia (now in Iran)
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The author of The Book of Healing

(early eleventh century) among numerous other
works, Avicenna is arguably the most widely dis-
cussed philosopher in the Islamic world. In medi-
eval Europe, his early works contributed to the
understanding of Aristotle and the framing of
twelfth through fourteenth century philosophical
controversies.

Avicenna happily acknowledged his debt to Aristotle
and al-F3r3bt, but he was also an original thinker. His
distinctive ethical concern with the relation between
individual beings and Pure Being (which was to be-
come important for Thomas Aquinas, John Duns
Scotus, and others) focused on the fate of the soul af-
ter bodily death. The being of individual things is ut-
terly dependent on Pure Being, from which one came
and to which, if one is to attain bliss, one returns. That
return is ensured only by rigorous study, which over-

comes attachment to this world of change and puri-
fies the soul so that it can be immersed in the Light of
Being.

Although he was sometimes a commentator on
Aristotle (frequently, in The Book of Healing), Avi-
cenna also wrote mystical allegories and poetry that
suggest a strong affinity with his Sufi contempo-
raries.

Thomas Gaskill

See also: Altruism; Averroës; F3r3bt, al-; Ghaz3lt,
al-.

Ayer, A. J.
Identification: English philosopher
Born: October 29, 1910, London, England
Died: June 27, 1989, London, England
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: In Language, Truth, and Logic (1936),

Ayer combined the principles of Austrian logical
positivism with the tradition of British empiri-
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cism to argue for a noncognitivist (emotivist)
view of ethics.

Ayer was Wykeham professor of logic at Oxford,
where he completed his education in 1932. Through
his early association with the Austrian group of phi-
losophers known as the Vienna Circle, he became a
logical positivist. In 1936, he published his best-
known book Language, Truth, and Logic, one of the
most influential philosophical essays of the twentieth
century.

Ayer’s book defended the logical positivist doc-
trine known as the verification principle, which states
that the meaning of any statement is its method of
verification. According to this view, which was
adopted in order to eliminate all metaphysics, a state-
ment is meaningful if and only if it is either analytic

or verifiable by empirical means. Thus, many utter-
ances are pseudo-statements, since they do not ex-
press any matter of fact even though they have the
grammatical appearance of doing so. Such utterances
are therefore neither true nor false. Moral utterances
conform to this analysis. So-called “judgments of
value” of the form “x is good” are not factual judg-
ments at all; instead, they are emotional judgments
(reports) meaning “x is pleasant” or “x is desired.”
This view of the nature of moral judgments came to
be called “emotivism.” For Ayer, who was an atheist,
moral philosophy is reducible to the metaethical
analysis of the meaning of ethical terms.

R. Douglas Geivett

See also: Atheism; Cognitivism; Comte, Auguste;
Emotivist ethics; Epistemological ethics; Metaethics.
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B
Bacon, Francis

Identification: English philosopher
Born: January 22, 1561, London, England
Died: April 9, 1626, London, England
Type of ethics: Renaissance and Restoration

history
Significance: Bacon inaugurated the naturalistic

approach to ethics that came to dominate British
moral philosophy into the twentieth century.

Francis Bacon’s chief contribution to modern philos-
ophy was his effort to reconstruct completely the
conception and practice of science. His own novel
method of induction figures prominently in his re-
construction, which helped to launch the modern
period of philosophy. His approach, however, was
quickly surpassed by better accounts of scientific
methodology.

In ethics, the Essayes was Bacon’s main work.
These essays were published in three editions (1597,
1612, 1625), the second one an enlargement upon the
first, and the third a completion of the whole. No sys-
tematic moral theory is presented; Bacon’s style is
more aphoristic than philosophical. The Essayes of-
fers practical advice on moral and social questions.
Bacon’s major preoccupation as a philosopher was to
point the way in which individuals could be restored
to a position of superiority over nature. His views
about ethics exhibit a hint of this same spirit. Thomas
Hobbes, who is best known for his own elaborate po-
litical and moral philosophy, was Bacon’s apprentice
for a time. His emphasis on overcoming the state of
nature may have been reinforced by his association
with Bacon.

On a personal note, Bacon pleaded guilty in 1621
to charges of political corruption. For this offense, he
paid a fine, was imprisoned in the notorious Tower
of London for a brief time, and was permanently
banned from political office. Although his particular
actions clearly were illegal, the morality of a law that

would impugn them has been disputed. As a happy
consequence of the leisure thus afforded him, Bacon
composed most of his writings during the last five
years of his life.

R. Douglas Geivett

See also: Enlightenment ethics; Hobbes, Thomas;
Power; Science; Technology; Theory and practice.

Bad faith
Definition: Existentialist form of self-deceit in

which one accepts as true that which one knows,
on some level, to be false

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Bad faith results from the natural hu-

man tendency to avoid the sense of responsibility
that truly free human beings feel for the conse-
quences of their actions. As authenticity is the ul-
timate result of complete freedom, moral, social,
and political constructs in a free society must dis-
courage bad faith.

The notion of bad faith was introduced by existential-
ist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre in his book L'Être et
le néant (1943; Being and Nothingness, 1956). Sartre
was known for his theory that humans are not born
with an essential nature but have complete freedom
to create their essence as individuals. He saw bad
faith, or self-deception, as one’s denial of one’s free-
dom. When acting in bad faith, individuals willingly
accept as true what they know on some level is actu-
ally false. It is the acceptance of nonpersuasive, or
faulty, evidence about the object of one’s deception.

A modern example of society’s effort to discour-
age bad faith is the legal doctrine allowing extra-
contractual damages for bad faith breach of contract.
Under ordinary legal doctrine, damages for breach of
contract are limited to those that will put the parties in
the same positions they would have been had the con-
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tract been performed. In the early 1980’s, courts be-
gan to award damages beyond this in cases in which
contracts were breached in bad faith, that is, with the
knowledge that there was no real question as to the
existence and extent of the breaching party’s obliga-
tion.

Sharon K. O’Roke

See also: Accountability; Authenticity; Beauvoir,
Simone de; Being and Nothingness; Conscience; Ex-
istentialism; Responsibility.

Bawya ben Joseph ibn Paäuda
Identification: Arab philosopher
Lived: Second half of eleventh century
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Bawya ibn Paäuda’s Duties of the

Heart (c. 1080) is a classic statement of the inner
response necessary for a true commitment of self
to the service of God.

Despite Arab and Islamic influence (notably, Muslim
Sufism and Arabic Neoplatonism), the cosmologi-
cal, ethical, and eschatological discourses of Bawya
ben Joseph ibn Paäuda’s Duties of the Heart are es-
sentially Jewish in both content and character. In-
deed, although written originally in Arabic as al-
Hid3ya il3 far34id al-gulnb, Duties of the Heart was
first popularized in a Hebrew translation of question-
able accuracy (Wovot ha-levavot, 1161).

The introduction distinguishes between overt cer-
emonial rituals and commandments performed by or-
gans and limbs of the body (“duties of the limbs”)—
such as prayer, charity, fasting, and so forth—and
inward belief, intention, attitude, and feeling, which
are accomplished by the human conscience. Each of
the ten sections that follow highlights a specific duty
of the heart, which serves as a gate through which the
soul must ascend if it is to attain spiritual perfection.
The ten gates are divine unity, divine wisdom and
goodness as the foundation of creation and nature, di-
vine worship, trust in God, unification of and sincer-
ity in purpose and action in serving God, humility, re-
pentance, self-examination, abstinence, and the love
of God. Each duty of the heart is illustrated by both
positive and negative precepts (for example, to attain

nearness to God, to love those who love him and to
hate those who hate him).

All duties of the heart are informed by revealed To-
rah, tradition, and—especially—reason. Philosophi-
cal proofs are offered for the unity and incorporeality
of God and for the creation of the world, including te-
leology and creatio ex nihilo. Total separation from
the pleasures of the world is not encouraged; the rec-
ommended asceticism involves living in society and
directing societal obligations toward the service of
God.

In summation, the communion of humanity and
God is made possible by the duties of the limbs, but
the further union of the soul of humanity with the “di-
vine light” of God is by the synthesis of virtues
gained by the duties of the heart. Bawya’s theological
work, which is considered the most popular moral-
religious work of the medieval period, has left an in-
delible mark on subsequent generations of Jewish
ethical and pietistic writing.

Zev Garber

See also: God; Jewish ethics; Sufism; Teleological
ethics; Torah.

Beauvoir, Simone de
Identification: French philosopher and novelist
Born: January 9, 1908, Paris, France
Died: April 14, 1986, Paris, France
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: An important voice of both existen-

tialism and feminism, Beauvoir defended exis-
tentialist ethics as optimistic, identified ethics
with politics, upheld the value of authentic indi-
vidualism, and propounded the concept that
meaning (function, essence) is never fixed. She is
author of The Second Sex (Le Deuxième Sexe,
1949), and other works.

Like Jean-Paul Sartre, her partner in philosophy and
in life, Simone de Beauvoir maintained the existen-
tialist point of view that individuals are free from ev-
ery principle of authority save that which they con-
sciously choose and that they are ineluctably free in a
meaningless existence to determine the meaning, or
essence, that their lives are to have. She insisted that
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one’s individual existence is authentic to the extent
that it is defined by oneself in relation to, but never as
prescribed by, others (or the Other).

Ethics and Ambiguity
According to Beauvoir’s 1947 book, The Ethics of

Ambiguity (Pour une morale de l’ambiguïté), the dif-
ference between absurdity and ambiguity, as ethical
directions, is that absurdity denies the possibility of
any meaning, while ambiguity allows that existence,
although it has no absolute meaning and no meaning
that can achieve permanence, can be given meanings
by individuals who do not deceive themselves about
the arbitrariness of meaning: Those who do deceive
themselves are inauthentic and in “bad faith”
(mauvaise foi).

Beauvoir illustrated “bad faith” by identifying
eight types of man (l’homme: Beauvoir always used
the generic masculine): the “sub-man,” who limits
himself to facticity and makes no move toward ethi-
cal freedom; the “serious man,” who claims to subor-
dinate his freedom to a movement or cause, the val-
ues of which he takes as the valorization of himself;
the “demoniacal man,” who rigidly adheres to the
values of his childhood, a society, or a religious insti-
tution in order to be able to ridicule them; the “nihil-
ist,” who, in wanting to be nothing, rejects, as a corol-
lary to rejecting his own existence, the existences of
others, which confirm his own; the “adventurer,”
who is interested only in the process of his conquest
and is indifferent to his goal once it is attained;
the “passionate man,” who sets up an absolute, such
as a work of art or a beloved woman, that he assumes
only he is capable of appreciating; the “critic,” who
defines himself as the mind’s independence; and
“artists and writers,” who transcend existence by
eternalizing it. In her categorization, authenticity,
which is the self’s full awareness and acceptance of
its own responsibility for what it is and what it does,
can be generated in the movements of only the last
two types, each of whom accepts existence as a con-
stant and recognizes the inconstancy of meanings;
each is susceptible, however, to the self-deception
that characterizes the other six types.

In Pyrrhus et Cinéas (1944) Beauvoir had argued
the ambiguity of ends: Every goal attained or every
end reached becomes no more than a means to still
another end, but not to act in the face of nonfinality is
to deceive oneself about human reality. Life is incon-

clusive action, and action is one’s relationship to the
Other and to existence.

The existentialist ethics of ambiguity is individu-
alistic in its opposition to conventional principles of
authority, but Beauvoir insisted that it is not solip-
sistic, since the individual defines himself in relation
to others. It is an ethics of freedom but not, she as-
serted, of anarchy, since the individual discovers his
law by being free, not from discipline, but for con-
structive self-discipline.

Existentialism and Conventional Wisdom
The nonsolipsistic character of existentialism is

presented with broader scope in the collection of four
essays originally written for Les Temps modernes
during 1945 and 1946. The title essay—literally, “Ex-
istentialism and the Wisdom of Nations”—condemns
conventional wisdom as resignation. Phrased in com-
monplaces such as “Possession kills love” and “Hu-
man nature will never change,” it amounts, in Beau-
voir’s opinion, to a shirking of the responsibility of
challenging the sources of pessimism. She contrasted
it with existentialism, which is the directing of one’s
individual freedom toward the mastery of one’s fate,
along with the willingness to risk one’s own existence
in striving to improve the conditions of all existence.

The other three essays in this volume carry ethical
risk to levels of abstraction, idealism, and metaphys-
ics (for example, literature should “evoke in its living
unity and its fundamental living ambiguity this des-
tiny which is ours and which is inscribed in both time
and eternity”) from which she retreated in her next
three essays.

Must We Burn Sade? (Privilèges, 1955) “Right-
Wing Thinking Today” attacks bourgeois idealism
and conservative ideology in favor of Marxist real-
ism. “Merleau-Ponty and Pseudo-Sartrism” defends
Sartre’s Marxist philosophy against Maurice
Merleau-Ponty’s utopian reading of Marxism. Both
essays revert to Beauvoir’s identification of ethics
with politics. The most challenging of the essays
in Must We Burn Sade? is the title essay, which
reemphasisizes individualist ethics, self-definition
in relation to others without being dictated to by
the Other. Beauvoir defended the eighteenth century
aristocrat, from whose name the word “sadism” was
coined, as one who fashioned a consistent ethics
apart from a conventional moral system and in keep-
ing with his self-identifying choice. She applauded
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neither his actions nor his fictional wish-fulfillments,
but she saw his defiant flouting of conventional mo-
rality and his exercise of choice as prerequisites for
authentic individualism.

Beauvoir elaborated the existentialist concepts of
living both for oneself and with others, accepting no
situation or moral system that one does not make
one’s own, acting in commitment, being realistic
about human limitations, and eschewing all modes of
self-deception.

Roy Arthur Swanson
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Behavior therapy
Definition: Collection of procedures for changing

behavior based upon principles of learning
Date: Developed during the early 1950’s
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Because behavior therapy techniques

often involve extensive control of patients’ envi-
ronments and can include aversive procedures,

they raise ethical concerns about manipulation, de-
nial of rights, and the dehumanization of people.

Behavior therapy describes a set of specific proce-
dures, such as systematic desensitization and contin-
gency management, which began to appear during
the early 1950’s based on the work of Joseph Wolpe,
a South African psychiatrist; Hans Eysenck, a British
psychologist; and the American experimental psy-
chologist and radical behaviorist B. F. Skinner. The
procedures of behavior therapy are based upon prin-
ciples of learning and emphasize the careful mea-
surement of undesired behavior and the setting of
objective goals. By the 1960’s, behavior therapy and
behavior-modification procedures were widely taught
in colleges and universities and practiced in schools,
prisons, hospitals, homes for the developmentally
disabled, businesses, and in private practice offices.
By the early 1970’s, the ethical and legal status of be-
havior therapy was being challenged from several
sources.

Ethical Challenges to Behavior Therapy
Behavior therapy techniques have associated

with them the same concerns raised by any form of
psychotherapy; namely, that informed consent be ob-
tained from the patient, that the patient play the cen-
tral role in the selecting of therapy goals, that the pa-
tient be primary even when a third party may be
paying for or requiring the services, and that the least
restrictive means (those that least restrict the freedom
of the patient) be employed.

Behavior therapy procedures have been chal-
lenged on a variety of ethical grounds. Humanistic
psychologists, most notably the late Carl Rogers, ar-
gued that behavior modification as practiced by the
followers of Skinner led to treating people as objects
to be manipulated by contrived rewards and denied
patients the opportunity to find solutions to their
problems through their own resources. Behavior
modifiers reply that contrived reinforcers are already
a part of our culture, that the learning of self-control
techniques increases the client’s or patient’s free-
dom, that the patient or client is already controlled by
the current environmental consequences, and that the
client can select the desired goals of the behavior
modification program.

Behavior therapy procedures that involve depri-
vation (withholding of desired objects and events) or
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aversive conditioning have come under special criti-
cism. Aversive procedures (such as contingent elec-
tric shock) have been employed most often to lessen
physically self-abusive behavior in the developmen-
tally disabled and, during the 1970’s, in attempts to
change the behavior of persons with lengthy histories
of sexual deviance. Time-out (a procedure in which a
person is removed from all sources of reinforcement
for a brief period of time) has also received criticism.
Its use by school districts has been restricted in some
states.

Legal authorities at two levels have singled out
behavior therapy for regulation (again, nearly always
techniques that involve aversive procedures or de-
priving a patient in some manner). Federal courts in
several decisions have restricted the kinds of rein-
forcers (rewards) that may be withheld from pa-
tients and have required that in all circumstances the
“least restrictive alternative” be employed in treating
a patient. In addition, state legislatures and state divi-
sions of mental health have established regulations
limiting the use of aversive procedures and requiring
review committees for certain behavior-modification
techniques.

The Association for the Advancement of Behav-
ior Therapy has developed a set of ethical guidelines
for behavior therapists and has, along with the Asso-
ciation for Behavior Analysis, assisted states in de-
veloping appropriate regulations that ensure that pa-
tients have the right to effective treatment and the
right to decline treatment. The associations have also
been concerned that persons instituting behavior
modification and therapy programs in fact have the
requisite training to do so. Standards for claiming ex-
pertise in the field have been developed.

One of the unique aspects of behavior analysis
and therapy is the attempt to develop ethical princi-
ples based upon theories of behaviorism and behav-
ior analyses of the situations in which ethical con-
straints are necessary. For the most part, these efforts
have been undertaken by followers of B. F. Skinner,
who have tried to develop his ethical ideas.

Terry Knapp
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Behaviorism
Definition: Systematic study of how environmental

factors affect behavior
Date: Developed during the early twentieth

century
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Behaviorism holds that traditional

ethics should be replaced by an objective science
of behavior and that such a science should be ap-
plied to correct the ills of society and foster moral
behavior in individuals.

As a psychological theory, behaviorism can be dis-
tinguished from behaviorism as an ethical theory.
Psychological behaviorism is a loosely knit collec-
tion of theories and doctrines concerning the nature
of science and the study of humankind woven around
the central idea that psychology should model itself
on the objective methods of natural science. In partic-
ular, psychology should restrict itself to descriptions
of observable behavior, the situations in which it oc-
curs, and its consequences. Such descriptions should
make clear, among other things, whether particular
environmental conditions tend to positively reinforce
(make more likely) or negatively reinforce (make
less likely) certain behaviors.

Behaviorism in that sense aims not so much at ex-
plaining behavior as it does predicting and control-
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ling it. The methodological precept of psychological
behaviorism is that this is all that a scientific psychol-
ogy should study. Behaviorism as an ethical theory
builds upon the prescriptions and insights of psycho-
logical behaviorism and argues that the only effective
means of solving individual and social problems is
by implementing environmental conditions that sys-
tematically encourage “desirable” behaviors and dis-
courage “undesirable” ones. In what follows, the
term “behaviorism” will refer both to the methodol-
ogy of psychological behaviorism and to the goals
and procedures of ethical behaviorism.

Theory of Human Nature
The late Harvard psychologist B. F. Skinner is pri-

marily responsible for the development of modern
behaviorism. According to Skinner, much of what is
called “human nature” refers not to inborn propensi-
ties (such as aggression or altruism), but to the effects
of environmental variables on behavior. Like other
behaviorists, Skinner is little concerned with innate
determinants; for, if they exist at all (for example, as
part of the genetic endowment), then they, too, can be
traced back to the environment through our evolu-
tionary history. The basic qualities of human nature,
therefore, are neither good nor bad; they are merely
the results of complex environmental interactions.
Perhaps more important, what is called an individ-
ual’s “personality” consists of nothing more than his
or her overall behavior repertoire, which is itself a
function of the individual’s idiosyncratic history of
reinforcement.

The behaviorist makes two important assump-
tions regarding the study of human nature and per-
sonality. First, the behaviorist assumes that all behav-
ior is lawful and determined; that is, that behavior is
governed by scientific laws of some kind or other.
Call this the assumption of universal determinism.
Second, the behaviorist assumes that these scientific
laws relate environmental causes to behavioral ef-
fects. These so-called stimulus-response relations
state causal connections that a properly scientific
psychology will discover and exploit in the predic-
tion and control of behavior. Call this the assumption
of environmentalism. (Environmentalism is as im-
portant for what it denies as for what it asserts. In par-
ticular, environmentalism denies that internal mental
or physiological processes play an important role in
the production of behavior.)

Social Policy
The behaviorist’s optimism in shaping human be-

havior by the manipulation of environmental vari-
ables is nowhere more evident than in J. B. Watson’s
famous claim that if he were given a dozen healthy
infants, he could guarantee to take any one at ran-
dom and train the child to become a doctor, lawyer,
beggar-man, or thief. This optimistic (and extreme)
version of environmentalism forms the basis of be-
haviorism as a social policy.

Skinner has repeatedly made the argument that the
inescapable fact of the matter is that behavior is con-
trolled either by factors that lie outside human knowl-
edge and thereby intelligent control and manipula-
tion or by factors that people create and can thereby
direct toward ends of their choosing. The choice is
not between actions that are “free” and actions that
are “determined,” as perhaps a traditional ethicist
might insist, for all human actions (behaviors) are
under the control of the environment. Rather, Skinner
insists, the choice is to allow arbitrary and unknown
factors to shape behavior or to manipulate the envi-
ronment in order to create the best possible humans.

Behaviorists are vague about how one should go
about manipulating the environment, though a few
steps immediately suggest themselves. First, science
must elucidate the processes and factors that control
behavior. Why is it, for example, that Peter becomes
a doctor and Paul becomes a thief? Second, this
knowledge must be utilized by governments, educa-
tors, parents, and so on to develop more productive
and socially beneficial behaviors. Parenting and so-
cial policy must work in tandem in this (as yet un-
specified) process.

Behaviorists are even more vague about what
should count as desirable behaviors and who should
decide them. To say that people ought to be “happy
and productive” is platitudinous, and it hardly guar-
antees respect for human rights or democratic forms
of government. Skinner claims that objective science
can settle the matter of what should count as socially
beneficial behavior, and he states that totalitarian so-
cieties would be inimical to the flourishing of human
potential. The fact remains, however, that what is
good for the individual may not be what is good for
society, and neither may be what is good for the long-
term survival of the species. How these competing
conceptions of the good might be resolved by science
is far from clear.
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Analysis
Psychological behaviorism has been used with

much success in behavior modification therapy, edu-
cational and industrial settings, prisons, and even ad-
vertising. Few would disagree that the behavioral sci-
ences have made great progress in predicting and
controlling behavior. The question of whether the
principles and methods of behaviorism can be ex-
tended to deal with problems of enormous magnitude
and complexity, however, is far from answered.

Even if such principles and methods can be ex-
tended, one is still left with the question of whether
they should be. Moreover, many philosophers and
psychologists doubt either universal determinism or
environmentalism, or both. Long-standing beliefs re-
garding human freedom and volition contradict the
assumption of universal determinism, and modern
cognitive science is committed to the view that inter-
nal mental processes are not incidental to intelligent
behavior—that they are, in fact, essential to it. On ei-
ther account, behaviorism may be deeply flawed.
Even so, behaviorism’s vision of a happier and more
rational human order based upon the tenets of natural
science and human reason remains the hope of many.

James A. Anderson
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Being and Nothingness
Identification: Book by Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-

1980)
Date: L’Être et le néant, 1943 (English translation,

1956)
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: According to Being and Nothing-

ness, human beings are free, but freedom is given
within the limits of historical existence; inter-
human relationships are threatened by each per-
son’s ability to objectify others.

For Jean-Paul Sartre, human existence is conscious
being, “being-for-itself” (pour-soi). Human existence
as “being-for-itself ” is temporal—always in some
present, always on the way from some past toward
some future. Another characteristic of human exis-
tence is its dependence on things. Things have a fun-
damentally different mode of existence: “being-in-
itself” (en-soi). They have no consciousness, no
possibilities, no freedom. Their being is complete as
it is.

One danger for human existence is that it may be
falsely reduced from free “being-for-itself ” to unfree
“being-in-itself.” This threat may come from others
or from oneself. One may intentionally avoid free-
dom and the anxiety of conscious decision making by
convincing oneself that one has no options, but this is
to reduce oneself to an object, to use freedom to deny
freedom, to live in “bad faith” (mauvaise foi).

The existence of “the others” (autrui) is a funda-
mental fact of human existence. In Sartre’s view,
however, the constant factor in interpersonal rela-
tionships is not potential harmony, but inevitable
alienation. Lovers, in his analysis, cannot avoid the
objectifying will to possess, which denies freedom
and reduces the loved one from “being-for-itself ” to
“being-in-itself.”

See also: Bad faith; Beauvoir, Simone de; Cruelty;
Existentialism; Lifestyles; Love; Other, the; Personal
relationships; Sartre, Jean-Paul.
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Benevolence
Definition: Motivation to act sympathetically and

altruistically
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Benevolence is a source of contro-

versy in ethics. For some theorists, the central task
of ethics is to encourage benevolence; for others,
benevolence is unethical.

Thomas Aquinas, David Hume, and many others
consider benevolence or altruism a key virtue. As
Michael W. Martin acutely observes, “Hume makes
[benevolence] the supreme virtue, and of all virtue
ethicists Hume most deserves to be called the philos-
opher of benevolence.” Jonathan Edwards considers
benevolence the supreme virtue in Christianity.
Hume believes that benevolent acts are natural prod-
ucts of two features of human nature: sympathy and
imagination. Sympathy generates altruistic desires,
while imagination enables one to see oneself in the
shoes of others in need and conclude, “There but for
the grace of God or good fortune go I.”

Charity is a virtue that involves benevolence.
Martin reported some hard data on charity. He found
that rich people and wealthy foundations account for
only 10 percent of private donations. The remaining
90 percent comes from individuals, half of whom are
in families whose income is under $39,000 a year.
Also about half of Americans older than thirteen vol-
unteer an average of 3.5 hours of their time each
week. Horace Mann used the concept of benevolence
to try to distinguish between the ethical value of gen-
erosity during the prime of life (for example, teenage
volunteers) and deathbed generosity. He said, “Gen-
erosity during life is a very different thing from gen-
erosity in the hour of death; one proceeds from genu-
ine liberality and benevolence, the other from pride
or fear.”

In law, mortmain statutes forbid deathbed gifts,
apparently out of concern that the gift may be moti-
vated by desperate fear rather than genuine benevo-
lence. Law often encourages benevolence by provid-
ing tax deductions for charitable donations, but
traditional Anglo-American law (unlike Islamic law,
for example) imposes no general duty to rescue
strangers and thus fails to require much benevolence.

Regarding political and business ethics, some
people argue that the welfare state institutionalizes

benevolence and charity. They contend that welfare
state programs such as those that mandate minimum
wages and relief payments smooth some of the rough
edges of laissez-faire capitalism, which is notorious
for its cutthroat competition. The alternative of rely-
ing on private donations to charity, they believe, will
tend to fail precisely when charity is needed most,
during an economic recession or depression. During
such hard times, people will have less to give for
charity and will be less willing to give what they do
have as a result of economic insecurity. These trends
will intensify as the number of charity cases grows
and the need for charitable giving grows with them.

In political ethics and in debates on sex and gen-
der issues, benevolence plays a crucial role. While
many feminists try to debunk stereotypes of women
as the more emotional and illogical sex, other femi-
nists support the idea that women have a special ethi-
cal outlook called care ethics. The latter feminists
follow Carol Gilligan in suggesting that women are
generally more cooperative and less confrontational
than men.

Care ethics claims that women are generally less
interested in dealing with abstract rules and imper-
sonal ideals such as justice and impartiality and are
more interested in nurturing personal relationships
by attending to the specifics of the backgrounds or
surroundings of particular people. This view seems
self-contradictory, however, since so much of the
specific backgrounds of particular people consists
of rules, which care ethics was designed to deem-
phasize. Such contradictions do not deter some femi-
nists, who openly embrace inconsistency while criti-
cizing traditional ethics for being male-dominated
and logocentric. Unfortunately, aside from its obvi-
ous illogic, this view has the defect of playing into the
hands of those who would stereotype women as more
prone to hysteria and inconsistent mood swings be-
tween emotional extremes (for example, the view
that it is a woman’s prerogative to change her mind).
Some feminists thus regard care ethics as making a
retrograde step in the women’s movement.

Ethical egoism and the thinking of Friedrich Nietz-
sche condemn benevolence. Ethical egoists, such as
Ayn Rand, think that each person should always act
only in his or her self-interest. In contrast, Johann
Friedrich Herbart argued that benevolence involves
the harmonization of one’s will with others’ wills.
Nietzsche’s concept of the will to power rejects such
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harmony between wills. One’s will to power involves
one’s domination of the weak.

In conclusion, it would be appropriate to ponder
Walter Bagehot’s view that “The most melancholy of
human reflections, perhaps, is that, on the whole, it is
a question whether the benevolence of mankind does
most good or harm.”

Sterling Harwood
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Bennett, William
Identification: Official in two Republican presi-

dential administrations, popular speaker, and au-
thor

Born: July 31, 1943, Brooklyn, New York
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: The public’s discovery of Bennett’s

gambling habit seemed to some observers incon-
sistent with his well-known stances on moral is-
sues.

William J. Bennett spent most of the 1980’s in promi-
nent political posts, beginning with his tenures as
chairman of the National Endowment for the Hu-
manities and as secretary of education under Presi-
dent Ronald Reagan, and continuing as President
George Bush’s director of drug policy (for which he
was dubbed the “drug czar”) from 1989 to 1990.
Bennett afterward earned a reputation as a champion
for traditional moral values, especially through his
publication in 1993 of The Book of Virtues: A Trea-
sury of Great Moral Stories. This collection of stories
and other readings was designed to provide readers
with examples of virtues around which they might
anchor their own moral lives. Bennett followed this
best-selling volume with The Book of Virtues for
Young People: A Treasury of Great Moral Stories
(1996) and The Children’s Book of Heroes (1997),
books specifically targeted at younger readers.

Bennett’s reputation as a kind of “czar” of virtue
suffered a severe setback in 2003, upon the public’s
discovery that he was a high-stakes gambler and a
preferred customer at several Las Vegas and Atlantic
City casinos. By at least some accounts, his gambling
losses over the previous decade had amounted to mil-
lions of dollars. Bennett’s initial response to these
revelations was to insist that he had never jeopar-
dized his family’s financial security through his gam-
bling and that he had broken no laws. Although some
critics accused him of hypocrisy, Bennett insisted
that he had never publicly assailed gambling as a
vice. However, he subsequently announced to the
public that he believed his gambling to have been a
sin and that he planned to give it up.

Timothy L. Hall

See also: Conscience; Ethics/morality distinction;
Family values; Hypocrisy; Value; Values clarification.
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Bentham, Jeremy
Identification: English philosopher and economist
Born: February 15, 1748, London, England
Died: June 6, 1832, London, England
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Bentham was a founder of English

utilitarianism. In such works as A Fragment on
Government (1776), An Introduction to the Prin-
ciples of Morals and Legislation (1789), The Ra-
tionale of Reward (1825), and The Rationale of
Punishment (1830), he systematically developed
a social theory and an ethics based upon the goal
of the “greatest happiness for the greatest num-
ber” of people.

Frustrated by his inability to pursue a career in poli-
tics and law, Jeremy Bentham developed a radical
philosophy based upon the notion of the “greatest
happiness principle.” He argued that humankind by
nature seeks pleasure and the avoidance of pain and
that this principle should be the dominant value in so-
ciety. Society should seek to promote the “greatest
happiness for the greatest number.” Furthermore,
Bentham contended that the law should be based
upon this ethical principle. The level of “evil” that re-
sults from a crime should be the basis for appropriate
punishment; the motivation for the crime is funda-
mentally insignificant.

Bentham maintained that some alleged crimes,
such as homosexuality, were not criminal actions be-
cause they did not cause harm to anyone. The greatest
happiness principle would be realized through an ef-
fective government that would be focused on four
major concerns: subsistence, abundance, security,
and equality. Bentham and John Stuart Mill were
the founders of English utilitarianism, which was a
philosophic elaboration of the greatest happiness
principle.

William T. Walker

See also: Consequentialism; Criminal punishment;
Distributive justice; Good, the; Hedonism; Mill, John
Stuart; Teleological ethics; Utilitarianism.

Berdyayev, Nikolay
Identification: Russian philosopher
Born: March 6, 1874, Kiev, Ukraine, Russian

Empire
Died: March 24, 1948, Clamart, France
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Berdyayev’s Christian existentialism

explored the role of freedom in the improvement
of humankind. He was author of The Origin of
Russian Communism (1937) and editor of the
journal Put’ (path).

A Marxist in his youth, Nikolay Berdyayev moved
steadily toward religious idealism. After failed at-
tempts to revitalize Russian spirituality by reconcil-
ing the intelligentsia with the Russian Orthodox
Church, he distanced himself from the main socialist
and liberal reform movements and investigated teleo-
logical and eschatological approaches. While retain-
ing traces of his early Marxism, he combined mysti-
cal elements taken from early Christian theology,
the Reformation theologian Jacob Boehme, and the
Moscow philosopher Vladimir S. Solovyov with the
idealistic philosophy of Immanuel Kant to develop a
Christian existentialist philosophy.

In numerous writings, Berdyayev criticized the
materialism and spiritual impoverishment of the Rus-
sian intelligentsia; promoted intuitive, mystical modes
of investigation; and rejected logic and rationality. To
Berdyayev, the value of humanity lay in its capacity
for creation. The act of creation illuminated truth
and helped to bridge the gap between God and human
beings, Creator and created. The key element in
Berdyayev’s God/human relationship was the way in
which freedom was used. If it was used in the service
of enlarged awareness and capacity, God and human-
ity became co-creators in a continually progressing
universe; if it was turned toward material products in-
stead of being, humanity and society remained in tur-
moil and confusion.

Michael J. Fontenot

See also: Christian ethics; Determinism and free-
dom; Existentialism.
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Bergson, Henri
Identification: French philosopher
Born October 18, 1859, Paris, France
Died: January 4, 1941, Paris, France
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: The first person to advance a “pro-

cess philosophy,” Bergson emphasized the pri-
macy of personal actions within the context of
evolutionary processes. He wrote several impor-
tant philosophical treatises, the most famous of
which was Matter and Memory (Matière et
mémoire: Essai sur la relation du corps à l'esprit,
1896).

Throughout his professional life, Henri Bergson
maintained that ethical questions, which are affected
by myriad external factors, were fundamentally per-
sonal issues. During the latter part of his life, Bergson
became absorbed in mysticism and religious thought.
In The Two Sources of Morality and Religion (Les
Deux Sources de la morale et de la religion, 1932), he
argued that human progress—including the ethical
dimension—would be advanced by those few who
gained intuitive insight into the mind of God. These
“enlightened” individuals would contribute to the
continuing progressive evolution of humanity by
providing direction and leadership.

Thus, Bergson moved in the direction of the au-
thoritarianism of the Christian tradition in which
mystics assume an obligation to control society and
direct it toward the realization of its fullest potential
(the good) in the evolutionary process. He noted that
this process would be impeded by the seemingly end-
less effort to provide the requirements for sustaining
physical life. Bergson’s philosophy opposed “radical
finalism”; in the ethical aspect as in all others, it sup-
ported a “progression,” or “fulfillment,” predicated
upon the direction of overriding principles.

William T. Walker

See also: Aurobindo, Sri; Christian ethics; Mysti-
cism; Whitehead, Alfred North.

Betting on sports
Definition: Legalized gambling on the outcome of

sporting events that is sanctioned by, and some-
times promoted by, governmental bodies

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Although sometimes defended as a

way of discouraging organized crime from domi-
nating gambling, legalized betting on sports has
created other ethical problems.

Wagering on sporting events has existed at least
since the time of the ancient Greek Olympic Games,
but it now pervades many parts of the world. In the
early twentieth century, the influence of organized
crime resulted in scandals in both professional and
amateur sports and led to greater vigilance by gov-
ernmental bodies. The sanctioning or tacit approval
of betting on sports events by the media has re-
duced the involvement of organized crime but has un-
doubtedly made betting on sports more popular than
ever.

The question of the advisability of allowing bet-
ting to flourish legally is part of the larger question of
whether gambling should be permitted at all. In a so-
ciety of religious diversity and widespread religious
skepticism, prohibitions based on specific religious
doctrines do not command widespread allegiance. In
a country such as the United States, such prohibitions
are likely to be condemned as violating the separa-
tion of church and state as well as being constitu-
tional affronts to personal freedom. Important argu-
ments remain, however, to the effect that betting on
sports events is harmful both to the bettors and to the
sports on which they bet.

Although liberal moralists are likely to argue that
the follies of weak individuals may be addressed
without impinging on the freedoms of others, gam-
bling may be objected to as leading to personal disso-
lution and the neglect of family and other social re-
sponsibilities. Regardless of whether a given behavior
is intrinsically wrong, however, it becomes a legiti-
mate concern of citizens and lawmakers if it leads to
criminal behavior that is costly or destructive to soci-
ety. Compulsive betting, like addiction to drugs, may
lead participants into levels of financial ruin that in
turn offer strong temptations to commit actual crimes,
such as larceny, to sustain the addiction.

With specific reference to sports betting, oppo-
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nents of the routine modern publication of point
spreads and betting odds on games in the sports pages
of daily newspapers see these practices as encourage-
ments to more widespread wagering than would oth-
erwise be the case, thus increasing the numbers of
bettors. Published point spreads offer inducements to
bettors and sports participants alike. An individual
athlete urged to shave the margin of victory may con-
clude that merely winning by a closer margin than
expected is not as serious as “throwing” a game;
however, such behavior poses a threat to the integrity
of games such as basketball and football in which
spreads are widely publicized and discussed.

A final objection to legalized betting is that em-
phasizing the importance of betting odds tends to
persuade sports devotees of the dubious proposition
that the most important measure of the worth of sport
is the money that can be made, whether by playing or
gaming.

Robert P. Ellis

Further Reading
Pavalko, Ronald M. Risky Business: America’s Fas-

cination with Gambling. New York: Wadsworth,
1999.

Walker, Michael B. The Psychology of Gambling.
New York: Pergamon Press, 1997.

See also: Family values; Lotteries; Medical ethics;
Native American casinos; Relativism; Responsibil-
ity; Vice.

Beyond Good and Evil
Identification: Book by Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-

1900)
Date: Jenseits von Gut und Böse: Vorspiel einer

Philosophie der Zukunft, 1886 (English
translation, 1907)
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In 1989, former baseball star Pete Rose was banned for life from Major League Baseball, apparently for having
gambled on baseball games while managing a team. Fifteen years later he published a memoir, My Prison With-
out Bars, in an evident attempt to win reinstatement in time to be admitted into the Baseball Hall of Fame. (AP/
Wide World Photos)
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Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: The first of his two major treatises on

morality, Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil ar-
gues against the unquestioning acceptance of uni-
versal value systems or seemingly absolute values
such as good or truth. It advocates instead a criti-
cal, pragmatic approach to values in which each
individual subscribes to those values that are best
suited to the individual’s own life and experience.

Friedrich Nietzsche disputed the long-unexamined
notion that morality was an absolute. He believed
that morality was relative to the condition in which
one finds oneself. In Beyond Good and Evil, he de-
fined two moralities. The “master morality” encour-
aged strength, power, freedom, and achievement,
while the “slave morality” valued sympathy, charity,
forgiveness, and humility. Those qualities that the
master morality deemed “good,” such as strength and
power, were a source of fear to the slave morality and
were thus deemed “evil.” Nietzsche believed that
each person was motivated by the “will to power,” the
essential driving force behind human behavior, and
that exploitation of the weak by the strong was the
very nature of life. Reform movements such as de-
mocracy and Christianity, which he associated with
the slave morality, tried to negate this basic life func-
tion and were thus “antilife.”

Nietzsche feared that Western society had been
unduly influenced by the slave morality’s resentment
and fear of the life-affirming qualities of the master
type. Because the achievements of the master class
were necessary to human progress, the overall effect
was a weakening of the human race. To solve the
problem, Beyond Good and Evil suggested that the
master class’s will to power should be encouraged
and that members of this class should be freed from
the debilitating value system of the oppressed so that
they could rise above the paradigm of the slave mo-
rality; that is, “beyond good and evil.” Thus freed,
they could metamorphose into a higher level of exis-
tence, which Nietzsche termed “the overman.”

William L. Howard

See also: Elitism; Evil; Maximal vs. minimal ethics;
Nietzsche, Friedrich; Police brutality; Power.

Bhagavadgtt3
Identification: Central text of Hinduism
Date: Written between c. 200 b.c.e. and 200 c.e
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Taken from the Vedic tradition, the

Bhagavadgtt3 contains practical guidelines for
ethical living, acknowledging standard moral val-
ues but emphasizing that the particular situation
determines the right course of action.

The Bhagavadgtt3 is the crown jewel of Vedic litera-
ture and has had a profound influence on Hindu
thought, ethics, and practices. A short eighteen chap-
ters in the epic Mah3bh3rata, the Gita consists of a
dialogue between Lord Kj;]a (an incarnation of the
god Vi;]u) and Arju\a, a great warrior. A battle be-
tween the Pavas—Arju\a and his brothers—against
the evil Kauravas is imminent, but Arju\a is suddenly
transfixed when he realizes that he must wage war
against relatives and close friends. He asks for
Kj;]a’s guidance.

Kj;]a’s reply to this and subsequent questions
constitutes the text of the Bhagavadgtt3, whose title
translates literally as “divine song.”

Kj;]a begins by addressing Arju\a’s problem,
stressing that nothing with a soul really dies. People
are immortal. Furthermore, Arju\a’s duty as a war-
rior is to fight in a righteous battle. With these instruc-
tions, Kj;]a reveals his relativistic ethics—right ac-
tion must be appropriate to the specific situation.

Central Message of the Gita
Kj;]a continues by revealing the central message

of the Gita: be without the three gu]as, the basic
forces of nature that bind people to the temporal
world. The first, sattva, or light, binds people to hap-
piness and lower knowledge. The second, rajas, or
fire, binds people to action with strong desires. The
third, tamas, or darkness, binds people to sleepy dull-
ness. In transcending the everyday world of the
senses to gain a direct perception of God, or ultimate
reality, one must resist being overcome by these
forces. By working toward this transcendence, one
can achieve liberation from the cycle of death and re-
birth and live in eternal bliss consciousness.

At first, Kj;]a describes two basic ways to tran-
scend the three gu]as: Jñ3na Yoga and Karma Yoga.
Jñ3na Yoga is the way of monks or renunciants—the
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path of wisdom on which one studies the sacred texts
and lives life away from the pleasures of the world.
Karma Yoga is the way of the householder—the path
of action on which one is active in the world, medi-
tates, and follows one’s dharma, or duty. In terms of
talent and temperament, people are suited to different
roles in society; therefore, everyone has a duty that,
however lowly, should always be followed. In later
epochs of Indian history, this key concept gave rise to
a rigid caste system.

Later, Kj;]a talks about a third path, that of
Bhakti Yoga, or the path of devotion, on which one
practices Vedic rituals or simply offers anything one
does to Kj;]a or some lesser god. Kj;]a emphasizes
that everyone should practice all three Yogas, al-
though one Yoga will tend to predominate in one’s
life.

Philip Magnier

See also: Ahi[s3; Caste system, Hindu; Gandhi,
Mohandas K.;Wall3j, al-; Hindu ethics; Karma; Nar-
rative ethics; Nonviolence; Religion.

Bigotry
Definition: Obstinate and unreasonable attachment

to one’s own opinions and prejudices
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: Bigotry causes innumerable personal

and social problems, raising many issues in ethics.

Bigotry is the obstinate and unreasonable attachment
to one’s own opinions or beliefs. A bigot is intolerant
of beliefs that oppose his or her own. This is the state
of mind of a prejudiced person. Often, such a person
is very emotional and may become stubbornly intol-
erant or even hostile toward others who differ with
him or her regarding religion, race, sexual orienta-
tion, or other issues. This state of mind encourages
stereotyping, overgeneralization, and other errors that
suggest the absence of critical thinking.

Bigoted attitudes can be culturally transmitted as
part of the education of children or adults. Bigotry is
a learned prejudice that is founded on inaccurate and
inflexible overgeneralizations. Bigots may believe,
for example, that all black people are thieves, despite
the fact that they have no experience on which to base

such a belief. They may even know scrupulously
honest black people. In such cases, the bigots will
state that such black people are the exceptions to the
rule or that they have yet to reveal their truly degener-
ate characters by being caught stealing. When con-
fronted with new information that contradicts their
beliefs, bigots are unwilling to change. Instead, they
typically grow excited and emotional when their
prejudices are threatened.

Bigoted attitudes are learned from the social envi-
ronment. Some people believe that economic compe-
tition creates conflict between groups and that this
scenario may create hostility and prejudices. The
probability of conflict increases if two groups differ
in easily identifiable ways. Thus, those who pose the
greatest threat to people’s jobs or security become the
targets of those people’s prejudice and bigotry. For
example, when Vietnamese immigrants to the United
States bought fishing boats and began successfully to
fish off the coast of Texas, many Texan fishermen
called them names, threatened them, and physically
attacked them. The immigrants’ fishing boats were
burned by Texan bigots who feared being displaced
because they could not compete with the Vietnam-
ese. Bigotry and unfair tactics were used to eliminate
competition and reward inefficient fishermen.

Other Forms of Bigotry
Bigotry is not confined to race. Some bigots dis-

like fat people, redheads, or older people and dis-
criminate against these populations without cause. It
should not be forgotten that, in addition to persecut-
ing African Americans, the Ku Klux Klan targeted
Roman Catholics and Jews as objects of their hatred.

In societies such as the old American South or the
white minority-ruled apartheid regime of South Af-
rica, where racial prejudice was legally sanctioned
and socially rewarded, people often manifested both
prejudice and discrimination as a means of conform-
ing to prevailing social norms, values, and beliefs. It
was against the law for black South Africans to be-
come bosses or managers because it would have
given them authority over white workers, which was
unthinkable to white South Africans. To them, a per-
son’s biological inheritance set limits upon that per-
son’s current position and what he or she would be al-
lowed to achieve. Where social reward and
reinforcement for such ethically reprehensible be-
havior are absent, bigotry and prejudice are likely to
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be exhibited by people who suffer from personal in-
security or psychological problems.

Bigotry is not immutable behavior. Social policy
can be used to influence bigots in positive ways.
Teaching bigots to avoid overgeneralizations and to
think critically can provide a good beginning.

Dallas L. Browne

See also: Anti-Semitism; Apartheid; Civil rights
and liberties; Discrimination; Ethnocentrism; Hate
crime and hate speech; Racial prejudice; Racism;
Segregation; Sexual stereotypes.

Bilingual education
Definition: Educational policy developed in late

twentieth century America for the purpose of in-
structing young immigrant and ethnic minority
children in their native or home languages and in
English at the same time

Type of ethics: Children’s rights
Significance: Educating non-English-speaking chil-

dren to acquire English-language skills that will
enable them to succeed in the classroom and
become self-reliant, productive citizens is a gen-
erally accepted goal. However, the question of
whether achieving this goal through bilingual ed-
ucation is ethical remains debatable.

Political and philosophical differences and debates
over educational direction have resulted in sharp
disagreements among those involved regarding the
purpose and value of bilingual education. Some edu-
cators have argued that non-English-speaking chil-
dren should be mainstreamed into English-medium
classes in what has been dubbed the “immersion,”
“transitional,” or “English-only” method. Others have
argued that successful immersion experiences seldom
occur and that “developmental” or “dual language”
bilingual education remains the most effective way.

As part of the Title VII Elementary and Second-
ary Education Act, the Bilingual Education Act be-
came federal law in 1968. The Bilingual Education
Act was based on three points: Many immigrant chil-
dren have limited ability to speak or write English;
many come from ethnically diverse, non-English-
speaking backgrounds; and native languages and cul-

ture affect a child’s learning. Based on these points,
Congress reached a decision that many children in
the United States need to be educated through pro-
grams in bilingual education. Since 1968, amend-
ments to Title VII in 1974, 1978, 1984, 1988, 1994,
and 2002 resulted in policy changes promoting or op-
posing bilingual education methods. For example, in
1999, the Educational Excellence for All Children
Act was implemented, mandating English-language
standards for all children, regardless of their back-
grounds. The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 in-
cluded a provision supporting the “preservation and
maintenance” of Native American languages only. In
1998, California’s Proposition 227 mandated abol-
ishing bilingual education practices altogether in that
state. In 2000, Arizona followed suit.

Controversy
One perspective places greater emphasis on at-

taining more successful integration and assimilation
of immigrant and ethnic minority children. The ex-
pected outcomes mostly have to do with English-
language acquisition. Accelerated assimilation of all
non-English-speaking children into an English-
speaking society remains the central goal of many
parents, educators, and politicians. Many people be-
lieve that bilingual-education practices promote di-
versity to the detriment of national unity.

Others argue in favor of sustaining a child’s home
language and culture, contributing to the overall
development of the child. Sociocultural, academic,
cognitive, and linguistic factors become interdepen-
dent and—some parents, educators, and politicians
assert—should not be overlooked. For bilingual edu-
cation to become effective, the active involvement of
parents, the relationships between schools and com-
munities, and financial and material resources all
come into play.

Bilingual education persists as a deeply divisive
issue on educational as well as political grounds. Be-
cause desired means to ends are varied, bilingual ed-
ucation is likely to remain a political issue.

Kevin Eyster

Further Reading
Bull, Barry L., Royal T. Fruehling, and Virgie Chat-

tergy. The Ethics of Multicultural and Bilingual
Education. New York: Teachers College Press,
1992.
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Cutri, Ramona Maile, and Scott Ferrin. “Moral Di-
mensions of Bilingual Education.” Bilingual Re-
search Journal 22, no. 1 (Winter 1998): 31-44.

Midobuche, Eva. “Respect in the Classroom.” Edu-
cational Leadership 56, no. 7 (1999): 80-82.

See also: Child psychology; Children; Diversity;
Head Start; Intelligence testing; Multiculturalism.

Bill of Rights, U.S.
Identification: Collective name for the first ten

amendments to the U.S. Constitution
Date: Adopted on December 15, 1791
Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: The Bill of Rights provides legal and

civil rights and liberties to all citizens of the
United States and places limits upon the powers
of the federal government.

The Bill of Rights, which comprises the first ten
amendments to the U.S. Constitution, is the legal ba-
sis for the protection of the civil and legal rights and
liberties of the people of the United States. Protection
of those rights and liberties was not included in the
Constitution itself because the majority of the fram-
ers did not feel it was necessary. The federal govern-
ment was a government of limited powers and there-
fore could not violate the rights of the citizens. It was
at the state level that protection was necessary, and
most state constitutions included bills of rights.

When the U.S. Constitution was submitted to the
states for adoption, however, objections centered on
its lack of a bill of rights. Its proponents agreed to
submit amendments after the adoption was com-
pleted. James Madison led the effort and persuaded
the first House of Representatives and the Senate to
submit twelve amendments to the states. Ten of
the amendments were approved between 1789 and
1791. In December, 1791, the ten amendments were
adopted and became known as the Bill of Rights.

Protections Offered by the Bill
The first eight amendments enumerate rights that

cannot be abridged by Congress. Freedom of speech,
press, assembly, petition, and religion are included in
the First Amendment. The right to keep and bear

arms is in the Second Amendment. The Third Amend-
ment prohibits the quartering of troops in private
homes. The Fourth Amendment provides for persons
to be secure in their person, homes, and papers
against unreasonable search and seizure, and sets
limits for search warrants. The Fifth Amendment
rights are concerned with procedural guarantees. In-
dictment by a grand jury in criminal cases, a ban on
double jeopardy, and a ban on self-incrimination are
included in the Fifth Amendment. It also mandates
that persons cannot be deprived of life, liberty, or
property except by due process of law and that pri-
vate property cannot be taken for public use without
just compensation.

The Sixth Amendment ensures the right to a
speedy and public trial by an impartial jury in the
state and district where a crime was committed and in
a court previously established by law. The accused
shall be informed of the charge, be confronted with
the witnesses, and shall have subpoena power and
council. The right of trial by jury is included in the
Seventh Amendment. The Eighth Amendment pro-
hibits excessive bail and cruel and unusual punish-
ment. The Ninth and Tenth Amendments were added
to ensure that the Bill of Rights would not be used to
deprive the people or the states of their implied rights
or reserved powers. The Ninth Amendment says that
the enumeration of rights does not mean that others
not included are denied. Powers not delegated to the
federal government or denied to the states are re-
served to the states or to the people by the Tenth
Amendment.

Initially, the Bill of Rights was not tested in the
federal courts. Even the Alien and Sedition Acts,
passed by the Federalists in 1798, were not taken into
court, because people believed that the Supreme
Court, staffed by Federalists in 1798, would not de-
clare them unconstitutional.

The Supreme Court accepted cases involving the
Bill of Rights during the 1830’s. Chief Justice John
Marshall’s decision in Barron v. Baltimore in 1833
established the principle that the Bill of Rights did
not apply to the states. This view dominated Court
decisions, with only a couple of isolated exceptions,
until the 1930’s. In 1897, the due process clause of
the Fourteenth Amendment was used to apply the
Fifth Amendment right of protection of property to
the states, and in 1925 in Gitlow v. United States, the
Supreme Court held that freedom of speech and press
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The Bill of Rights

Article I
Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or

abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the
Government for a redress of grievances.

Article II
A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear

Arms, shall not be infringed.

Article III
No Soldier shall, in time of peace be quartered in any house, without the consent of the Owner, nor in time of war,

but in a manner to be prescribed by law.

Article IV
The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and effects, against unreasonable searches

and seizures, shall not be violated, and no Warrants shall issue, but upon probable cause, supported by Oath or affir-
mation, and particularly describing the place to be searched, and the persons or things to be seized.

Article V
No person shall be held to answer for a capital, or otherwise infamous crime, unless on a presentment or indict-

ment of a Grand Jury, except in cases arising in the land or naval forces, or in the Militia, when in actual service in
time of War or public danger; nor shall any person be subject for the same offence to be twice put in jeopardy of life or
limb; nor shall be compelled in any criminal case to be a witness against himself, nor be deprived of life, liberty, or
property, without due process of law; nor shall private property be taken for public use without just compensation.

Article VI
In all criminal prosecutions, the accused shall enjoy the right to a speedy and public trial, by an impartial jury of

the State and district wherein the crime shall have been committed, which district shall have been previously ascer-
tained by law, and to be informed of the nature and cause of the accusation; to be confronted with the witnesses
against him; to have compulsory process for obtaining Witnesses in his favor, and to have the assistance of counsel
for his defence.

Article VII
In Suits at common law, where the value in controversy shall exceed twenty dollars, the right of trial by jury shall

be preserved, and no fact tried by a jury, shall be otherwise reexamined in any Court of the United States, than accord-
ing to the rules of the common law.

Article VIII
Excessive bail shall not be required, nor excessive fines imposed, nor cruel and unusual punishments inflicted.

Article IX
The enumeration in the Constitution, of certain rights, shall not be construed to deny or disparage others retained

by the people.

Article X
The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved

to the States respectively, or to the people.



are among the fundamental liberties protected by the
due process clause of the Fourteenth Amendment
from impairment by the states.

During the 1930’s, the Supreme Court began the
“modernization” of the Bill of Rights by incorporat-
ing the Bill of Rights into the Fourteenth Amend-
ment. The Court applied the federal guarantees to the
states. The judicial principle used in Palko v. Con-
necticut (1937) became the basis for fully incorporat-
ing the First Amendment rights of freedom of
speech, press, assembly, and religion in the due pro-
cess clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. During
World War II and the Cold War era, however, some
restrictions upon these rights were permitted in the
interest of security; for example, federal and state
loyalty programs.

The Court’s incorporation of rights accelerated
after 1950. In a series of cases, the Court said that part
of the Fourteenth Amendment that reads “no state
shall . . . deprive any person of life, liberty, or prop-
erty without due process of law” provides a guaran-
tee of the fundamental liberties in the Bill of Rights
that state governments must protect to the same ex-
tent as does the federal government.

By 1991, all the rights included in the first eight
amendments were protected from state encroach-
ment except the Second Amendment right to keep
and bear arms, the Fifth Amendment right to a grand
jury indictment, the Sixth Amendment requirement
of twelve jurors in a criminal trial, and the Seventh
Amendment right to a civil jury. The Supreme Court
has held that state procedures are adequate to pro-
tect the values inherent in those Bill of Rights guar-
antees.

Robert D. Talbott

Further Reading
Alderman, Ellen, and Caroline Kennedy. In Our De-

fense: The Bill of Rights in Action. New York:
Morrow, 1991.

Brand, Irving. The Bill of Rights: Its Origin and
Meaning. Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1965.

Bryner, Gary C., and A. D. Sorensen, eds. The Bill of
Rights: A Bicentennial Assessment. Albany, N.Y.:
State University Press, 1993.

Cortner, Richard C. The Supreme Court and The Bill
of Rights: The Fourteenth Amendment and the
Nationalization of Civil Liberties. Madison: Uni-
versity of Wisconsin Press, 1981.

Douglas, William O. A Living Bill of Rights. Garden
City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1961.

Goldwin, Robert, and William A. Schambra, eds.
How Does the Constitution Secure Rights? Wash-
ington, D.C.: American Enterprise Institute for
Public Policy Research, 1985.

See also: American Civil Liberties Union; Civil
Rights Act of 1964; Constitution, U.S.; Declaration
of Independence; Due process; English Bill of
Rights; First Amendment; Freedom of expression;
Human rights; Magna Carta; Supreme Court, U.S.

Biochemical weapons
Definition: Living organisms, or infected materials

derived from them, used as weapons for the hos-
tile purpose of causing disease or death among
humans, animals, and plants

Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: The use of biological agents by mili-

tary combatants or terrorists is generally regarded
as inhumane and a violation of human rights.

After the terrorist attacks on the United States on
September 11, 2001, grave concern arose about the
threat of biological warfare. Biological weapons that
cannot be controlled or focused solely on military
targets have long been condemned as being particu-
larly heinous. Even though 144 nations ratified the
international Biological Weapons Convention
(1972) that banned deployment and use of the weap-
ons and ordered the destruction of existing stores,
some governments and terrorist groups have been ac-
cused of continuing to develop such pathogens as
well as toxins (deadly biological agents that are pro-
duced by living organisms such as bacteria, plants, or
animals) and chemical agents (chemicals intended to
kill, injure, or incapacitate because of their physio-
logical effects). By 2004, not all the world’s nations
had ratified the convention, and terrorists, by defini-
tion, continued to flout internationally accepted
norms of behavior.

The Geneva Protocol of 1925 sought to prevent
the use of such agents in war on the grounds that they
were justly condemned by the general opinion of the
civilized world and were an inhumane violation of
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human rights. Nevertheless, Western nations, includ-
ing the United States, Great Britain, Canada, and the
Soviet Union had biological research programs for
both offensive and defensive purposes. Several other
nations were known or thought to have such pro-
grams. Iraq’s possible development of biological
agents as weapons of mass destruction was one of the
reasons cited for coalition forces’ invasion of that
country in 2003.

Although biological warfare had been used only
on a small scale by the early years of the twenty-first
century, the experience of military operations influ-
enced by the introduction of disease by combatants
provides a grim preview of what could happen if bio-
logical agents were intentionally used against a tar-
geted population. Dispersion under optimum condi-
tions of even a small volume of biological warfare

agents might cause high morbidity and mortality that
might be intensified by public panic and social dis-
ruption.

Biological warfare agents are well suited for use
in bioterrorism or by poorer nations against richer
ones because they are inexpensive and are relatively
easy to obtain and disperse. Indeed, biological and
chemical agents have euphemistically been called
the poor man’s atom bomb. Equipment and technol-
ogy used for research on biological weapons are no
different from those used in legitimate biomedical re-
search and hence are difficult to detect. The ingredi-
ents are available on the open marketplace or in na-
ture, and the necessary formulas can be found on the
Internet or in other public sources. However, their
full-scale use as weapons is difficult. Anyone at-
tempting to disperse biological agents in a manner
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Time Line of Biochemical Weapons

Time Event

Chemical Weapons

1500-1855 Toxic smoke weapons include arsenical compounds.

1845-1920 Asphyxiating gas weapons include the industrial-scale production of chlorine and
phosgene.

1920-1960 Nerve gases, such as tabun and sarin, are developed to inhibit nerve function, leading to
respiratory paralysis or asphyxia.

1959-1970 Psychoactive chemical weapons are developed to produce hallucinations in exposed
individuals.

1970-present Binary chemical weapons, stored and shipped in their component parts, are developed to
increase quantities that can be safely transported to deployment sites.

Biological Weapons

300 b.c.e.-1763 c.e. During the miasma-contagion phase, environments are deliberately polluted with diseased
carcasses and corpses.

1763-1925 During the fomites phase, specific disease agents and contaminated utensils are introduced
as weapons, with smallpox, cholera, and the bubonic plague as popular agents.

1925-1940 During the cell culture phase, biological weapons are mass-produced and stockpiled;
Japan’s research program includes direct experimentation on humans.

1940-1969 During the vaccine development and stockpiling phase, there are open-air tests of
biological dispersal in urban environments in the United States.

1969-present During the genetic engineering phase, recombinant DNA biotechnology opens new
frontiers in the design and production of biological weapons.



that will actually cause widespread casualties faces
formidable technical obstacles involving advanced
skills and technologies for the drying, milling, and
delivery of the agents.

Types of Biochemical Weapons
Biological agents that are potential weapons are

classified by the Centers for Disease Control accord-
ing to their clinical characteristics and impact on
public health. Clinical effects vary from high mortal-
ity (due to smallpox, anthrax, plague, botulism, tula-
remia, and viral hemorrhagic fevers such as Ebola) to
prolonged incapacity (for example, from Q fever,
brucellosis, and viral encephalitis).

Many biochemical agents can be transmitted from
animals to humans and could have powerful effects
on agriculture as well as on human health. Early
symptoms of diseases induced by a biological agent
may be nonspecific or difficult to recognize. Genetic
engineering of biological agents can alter the manner
of development of diseases, their incubation periods,

or even their clinical symptoms. The threat of the use
of biological agents, which potentially could be dis-
seminated on a large-scale and produce mass casual-
ties, requires broad-based public health preparedness
efforts.

The mere threat of the use of biological weapons
in a military setting can impair the effectiveness of
opposing troops. When the U.S.-led alliance invaded
Iraq in early 2003, its troops wore cumbersome full-
protective suits in high temperatures. In civilian set-
tings, the disruption of logistic support and the econ-
omy and long-lasting psychological effects on the
general public may have a greater impact than the di-
rect medial effects of a deliberate attack, as exempli-
fied by terrorist releases of anthrax in the United
States in late 2001.

Biological weapons can be delivered by aerosol
generators mounted on trucks, cars, or boats and
from missiles and planes equipped with tanks and
spray nozzles. Weather factors, such as wind velocity
and direction, humidity, degree of cloud protection
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Pakistani postal workers wear protective masks and gloves while inspecting packages for possible anthrax con-
tamination shortly after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United States. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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from direct sunlight, and rainfall, may affect the effi-
ciency of such delivery methods. Terrorists might de-
liver biological agents—such as salmonella or chol-
era germs—directly into food and water supplies,
through ventilation or air-conditioning systems, or
by letter or parcels. Suicide attacks also might be
used to disseminate pathogens.

History
Germ and chemical warfare predate the twentieth

century. During Europe’s Middle Ages, for example,
human bodies infected with plague were sometimes
catapulted into enemy fortifications, and poisons
were dumped into wells of cities under siege—long
before the nature of contagion was even understood.
The original inhabitants of the New World were rav-
aged by smallpox, measles, and other Old World dis-
eases that explorers and conquerors began intro-
ducing in the sixteenth century. Indeed, Old World
diseases often made it possible for small forces to
conquer numerically superior combatants. In pre-
Revolutionary America, British forces used blankets
contaminated with smallpox to infect North Ameri-
can Indians, a tactic later used by the U.S. military on
the frontier.

However, it was not until World War I that bio-
chemical weapons were widely used in modern war-
fare. Both the Allies and the Central Powers used
choking and mustard gases that killed almost 100,000
people and injured more than a million. Postwar pub-
lic opinion turned against the use of chemical and
biological agents in battle, and in 1925 the Geneva
Protocol banned the military use of such weapons.
However, the lack of enforcement provisions in the
protocol provided industrial nations an opportunity to
develop lethal chemicals such as nerve gas.

In 1935, Benito Mussolini’s Italian Fascists em-
ployed poison gas during their invasion of Ethiopia,
and during the 1930’s and 1940’s, the Japanese used
chemical agents and released fleas infected with
plague in Chinese cities—the only known use of bio-
logical weapons during World War II. Although both
the Allies and the Nazis possessed chemical and bio-
logical weapons throughout the war, neither side was
willing to use them in fear of retaliation by the
other—a unique deterrence during war. At the con-
clusion of the Korean War, North Korea charged that
the United States had attempted to spread disease
among its people, but the charges were not substanti-

ated. In the Vietnam War, U.S. forces sprayed Agent
Orange, a defoliant, over jungle hiding places of the
Viet Cong, and some veterans of that war suffered
health problems they maintained were related to ex-
posure to that agent.

The Modern Situation
Throughout the Cold War, both the United States

and the Soviet Union developed massive biochemi-
cal weapons programs. Some of the weapons were
made available to military forces of East Bloc nations
and developing world countries friendly to the Sovi-
ets. In 1969, President Richard M. Nixon declared
that the United States would not retaliate in kind
against an enemy attack using biological or chemical
weapons and unilaterally ended the development,
production, stockpiling, and use of biological war-
fare agents. Toxins were added to the biological
weapons ban in 1970. The U.S. Department of De-
fense is required to dispose of existing biological
weapons and scale down the program to include re-
search only for defensive measures.

In 1972, more than one hundred countries, includ-
ing the United States and the Soviet Union, signed
the Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention ban-
ning the possession of lethal biological agents except
for research into vaccine development and other de-
fensive programs. An outbreak of anthrax in Russia
in 1979, however, indicated that the Soviet Union had
continued its own biological weapons program in vi-
olation of the convention. It was not until 1992 that
Russian president Boris Yeltsin announced that Rus-
sia would halt its biological weapons program.

Both Iraq and Iran used chemical weapons during
the war between those nations from 1983 to 1988.
Subsequently, President Saddam Hussein used poi-
son gas and possibly anthrax to kill Kurdish civilians
in northern Iraq. In the 1990-1991 Gulf War, some
U.S. forces probably were exposed to biochemical
agents that produced “Gulf War Syndrome,” a mal-
ady still under investigation. In 1993, the Chemical
Weapons Convention (CWC), with extensive provi-
sions for monitoring compliance, was ratified by 145
nations. CWC prohibits the development, produc-
tion, acquisition, stockpiling, retention, transfer, and
use of chemical weapons and is the most significant
agreement to stem the proliferation of weapons of
mass destruction since the 1968 Nuclear Nonpro-
liferation Treaty.
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Terrorists pose the greatest threat of using bio-
chemical weapons, and as the Japanese cult Aum
Shinrikyo proved, the technical hurdles can be
scaled. In 1995, Aum Shinrikyo released the nerve
gas sarin in a crowded Tokyo subway, killing twelve
people and injuring more than five thousand people.

Aside from product-tampering cases, the sole
large-scale attempt to inflict mass casualties with a
biochemical agent in the United States was the 1985
Rajneesh cult salmonella salad bar poisoning in
Dalles, Oregon, where nearly one thousand people
suffered from food poisoning. Even the modest suc-
cess of these biochemical attacks served notice that
certain doomsday cults, religious fanatics, racial su-
premacists, and state-sponsored terrorists may be de-
termined enough and desperate enough to use such
weapons against civilian targets.

Implications for Ethical Conduct
Scientific development of biochemical agents has

outpaced society’s ability to deal effectively with the
complex issues raised by such weapons. Research in
genetic engineering and molecular biology raises
ethical issues about science manipulating nature with-
out clear societal controls. Bioengineered organisms
of plant and animal origin may have dangerous ef-
fects on the environment. The use of human embry-
onic tissue in research and the control, storage, and
access of genetic information pose new ethical di-
lemmas.

The military use of biochemical weapons infringes
upon the long respected ideas that unnecessary suf-
fering should be avoided and that civilians should
not be attacked. Thus, specific military knowledge
of genetic defects or vulnerabilities of humans and
the ability to modify microorganisms or toxins that
would increase disease or death take on added con-
cern.

Medical doctors and researchers involved with bi-
ological weapons violate their professional ethics as
laid down in the Hippocratic oath. Biotechnology
provides opportunities to modify existing organisms
so that they gain specific characteristics such as in-
creased virulence, infectivity, or stability. Biological
research has made possible the inexpensive produc-
tion of large quantities of replicating microorganisms
and the possibility of creating “new” agents for fu-
ture warfare that surpass present means of prevention
or treatment. This could be accomplished in secret

programs in apparently open biomedical research in
pharmaceutical firms or government laboratories.
Although such programs might produce dreaded
pathogens, the same research could contribute to the
development of new medical countermeasures, such
as new vaccines, drugs, and diagnostic tests.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, inter-
national agreements designed to limit the use of bio-
logical warfare agents needed strengthening. In par-
ticular, methods of verification analogous to those
used for verifying compliance with chemical weapon
treaties remained to be negotiated.

Theodore M. Vestal
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Biodiversity
Definition: Genetic diversity of all forms of life on

Earth, measured in terms of both numbers of spe-
cies and genetic variability within species

Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: An ethical mandate for the preserva-

tion of biodiversity can be derived either from the
potential usefulness of the organisms to human
beings or from the viewpoint that humans are
stewards of the earth’s resources and have no
moral right to destroy a unique biological species.

The importance of conserving biodiversity is an idea
that attracted increasing international attention dur-
ing the 1980’s; previously, conservationists had con-
centrated their efforts on preservation of conspicuous
and economically important organisms. The 1992
United Nations Conference on Environment and De-
velopment (“Earth Summit”) arrived at a convention
on biodiversity with protocols for protecting endan-
gered species and international cooperation on bio-
technology.

Species are undoubtedly becoming extinct at a
rapid rate because of pollution, habitat destruction,
deforestation, overexploitation, and other human ac-
tivities. The approximately seven hundred extinc-
tions that have been recorded in the last three hundred
years are only a small fraction of the total, which is
estimated by some scientists to be approaching fifty
thousand species per year. Much of the world’s ge-
netic biodiversity is concentrated in inconspicuous
insects, fungi, aquatic invertebrates, and herbaceous
plants that have never been fully described.

Efforts to conserve biodiversity involve balancing
known present needs with projected future needs and

balancing the conflicting demands of local, national,
and international agencies. Frequently, corporate and
national policy have favored overexploitation. The
well-being of the indigenous population of an area is
an important consideration. Resource management
by stable traditional societies, which is more sophis-
ticated than is commonly realized, favors biodiver-
sity, but global upheaval and the population explo-
sion have destroyed the delicate balance between
society and the biosphere in much of the developed
and developing world.

The rise of genetic engineering has served to
highlight the economic value of biodiversity and
raise the question of ownership. Historically, species
have been regarded as common property, but advo-
cates for the rights of indigenous peoples have sug-
gested that something akin to patent rights should be-
long to the group of people on whose territory an
economically important organism is discovered.

Martha Sherwood-Pike

See also: Conservation; Deforestation; Dominion
over nature, human; Earth and humanity; Ecology;
Endangered species; Environmental ethics.

Bioethics
Definition: Multidisciplinary study of ethical prob-

lems of humanity arising from scientific advances
in medicine and technology

Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: As a discipline, bioethics seeks to de-

velop a set of guidelines for moral decision mak-
ing utilizing the resources of medicine, biology,
law, philosophy, theology, and social sciences.

While the rudiments of bioethics are ancient in
origin, modern bioethics—medical, scientific, and
environmental—is a relatively young field, which
emerged around 1970. Its growth has been necessi-
tated by increasingly complex dilemmas brought
about by sophisticated technological knowledge and
capabilities. Bioethics deals with questions of moral
dimension and professional responsibility involving
all forms of life: issues of medical decision making,
living and dying, withdrawing and withholding med-
ical care, conducting research on human subjects, al-

137

Ethics Bioethics



locating scarce resources, transferring cells from one
or several organisms to produce another with particu-
lar characteristics (“cloning”), and preserving natu-
ral resources by efficient use of energy to protect the
atmosphere and counteract the deleterious effect of
pollutants.

These are issues for which no single clear-cut or
mechanical answers are possible. Proposed solutions
involve reviewing the parameters of various options
and selecting the most beneficial. Superimposed on
that seemingly facile solution are overriding consid-
erations such as the identity of the decision maker,
his or her values, legal capacity, and priorities. Bio-
science is based on principles of natural science and
risk assessment, while bioethics is based on moral
principles developed and applied in the context of
professional ethics.

Historical Background
Ethical medical guidelines are rooted in the writ-

ings of the Greek physician Hippocrates, who was
born about 460 b.c.e. The Hippocratic oath taken by
physicians reflects the traditional notions of pater-
nalism of the medical profession, which regard the
physician as the primary decision maker for the pa-
tient and the person best able to decide what course of
action is in the patient’s best interest. The oath re-
quires physicians to act to benefit the sick and keep
them from harm (“primum non nocere”). It also ad-
monishes physicians to refrain from assisting pa-
tients in suicide or abortion. Most of the codes of eth-
ics adopted by the American Medical Association
(AMA) in 1847 and revised in 1903, 1912, 1947,
1955, and 1980 use a similar approach. In 1957, the
AMA adopted Principles of Medical Ethics, a set of
ten principles outlining the ethical mandate of the
physician and requiring the medical profession to use
its expertise to serve humanity. In 1973, the Ameri-
can Hospital Association adopted a “Patient’s Bill of
Rights,” which ensures patient privacy and confiden-
tiality.

Lectures on the Duties and Qualifications of a
Physician, written by John Gregory, professor of
medicine at the University of Edinburgh, was pub-
lished in 1772. The book emphasized the virtues and
dignity of the physician and further defined his re-
sponsibilities and duties. In 1803, Thomas Percival,
an English physician, wrote Medical Ethics. Prag-
matic in approach, it stressed the professional con-

duct of the physician, and his relationships with hos-
pitals, medical charities, apothecaries, and attorneys.
Percival encouraged physicians to act to maximize
patients’ welfare. His influence is reflected in the
AMA codes of 1847 and 1957.

A changed focus from a theological approach to a
growing secularization of bioethics began with Epis-
copalian theologian Joseph Fletcher’s Medicine and
Morals (1954), which introduced “situation ethics,”
emphasizing the uniqueness of moral choice.
Protestant theologian Paul Ramsey’s The Patient as
Person (1970) examined the emerging moral issues.

Environmentalism is derived from conservation
and ecology. The former concept originated with for-
ester Gifford Pinchot during the administration of
President Theodore Roosevelt in the early twentieth
century. At that time, the populace first became
aware of conservation, but only in the context of how
to manage natural resources; the consequences of the
wasteful use of property were not considered. The
term “ecology” was invented by Ernst Haeckel, a bi-
ologist and philosopher, and introduced in his 1866
book General Morphology of Organisms. Use of the
term spread throughout the life sciences. Charles
Elton, a founder of scientific ecology, explained that
primitive men and women are actually ecologists
who interpreted their surroundings. Therefore, envi-
ronmentalism may be said to equate to primitivism.
Ecology became a household word during the 1960’s,
when a public outcry arose concerning abuses of the
environment.

Biotechnology evolved from biblical times.
Noah’s drunkenness, described in the Book of Gene-
sis, indicates a requisite familiarity with the process
of fermentation, which must have been used to pro-
duce the alcohol that Noah imbibed. Used in leav-
ened bread, cheese, and pickling, the fermentation
process was later utilized to isolate organisms capa-
ble of producing acetone and butanol and, in 1928,
penicillin and streptomycin.

During the late 1940’s, the study of deoxyribonu-
cleic acid (DNA) began, for scientists recognized
that every inherited characteristic has its origin
somewhere in the code of each person’s DNA. The
structure of DNA was discovered during the early
1950’s. Viewed as one of the major scientific accom-
plishments of the twentieth century, the study of
DNA has significantly widened the horizons of bio-
technology.
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Principles of Biomedical Ethics
Illustrated

The U.S. Constitution guarantees persons the
right to exercise their liberty and independence and
the power to determine their own destinies and
courses of action. Autonomy is legally grounded in
the right to privacy, guaranteed as a “penumbra,” or
emanation, of several amendments of the U.S. Bill of
Rights. The philosophical origins of autonomy stem
from John Locke’s Two Treatises of Government
(1690), Immanuel Kant’s Grundlegen Zur Meta-
physik deu Sitten (1785; Groundwork for the Meta-
physics of Morals), and John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty
(1989).

There is an inherent tension at the core of biomed-
ical ethics, which springs from the need to balance
the rights of patients to act in their own best interests
without constraint from others (autonomy) and the
obligation of health care professionals to act to pro-
mote the ultimate good of the patients, prevent harm,
or supplant harm (beneficence). A conflict between
patient autonomy and beneficence may arise in the
context of medical treatment, acute care, or chronic
care.

Acting in the patient’s best interest may dictate a
certain course of conduct that is medically indicated
but whose result is unacceptable to the patient in
terms of limitations in lifestyle. The President’s
Commission for the Study of Ethical Problems in
Medicine and Biomedical and Behavioral Research
(1983) declared that where conflicts between pa-
tients’ self-interest and well-being remain unre-
solved, respect for autonomy becomes paramount. A
weighing or balancing of the benefits against the bur-
dens must be considered in order to arrive at an ac-
ceptable solution. Often, notions of paternalism are
raised.

The principle of nonmaleficence, or the nonin-
fliction of harm or evil on the patient, may conflict
with obligations to promote the good of the patient,
because many medical courses of action may involve
certain undesirable consequences yet result in an ul-
timate benefit. (An example is inflicting a negligible
surgical wound to avoid death). In other circum-
stances, such as the continued futile treatment of seri-
ously ill newborns, pointless treatment for the irre-
versibly comatose patient, or a decision to withdraw
artificial nutrition or hydration from a patient in a
persistent vegetative state, there must be a weighing

of potential benefit versus potential harm. Quality of
life considerations may influence the outcome of the
analysis.

The principle of justice seeks a scheme whereby
scarce resources may be allocated fairly and uniform
criteria may be developed to determine, for example,
an order for the allocation of organs for transplanta-
tion, space in intensive care units, participation as
clinical research subjects, and access to health care
for those who lack health insurance. Governed by a
cost-benefit analysis, distributive justice issues arose
as pressures for health care cost containment that
emerged during the 1980’s escalated during the
1990’s.

Informed Consent
The most concrete example of autonomous deci-

sion making is contained in the doctrine of informed
consent: an explanation of the patient’s condition; an
explanation of the procedures to be used, along with
their risks and benefits; a description of available al-
ternatives or options, if any; and reasonable opportu-
nity for the patient to change his or her mind, with-
draw consent, or refuse consent. Informed consent
free from coercion or deception must be obtained be-
fore procedures that invade the body can be per-
formed. In the normal setting absent an emergency, if
proper consent is not obtained, a legal action for bat-
tery may ensue.

In the partnership model that characterizes the
physician-patient relationship in pluralist Western
society, variables may act as obstacles to the true ex-
ercise of autonomy. Individual circumstances and
cultural, familial, and religious differences may color
a person’s moral judgment and influence that per-
son’s decision-making capacity. Because of patients’
limited understanding of their medical conditions,
they may make decisions that are ambivalent, contra-
dictory, or detrimental to their own health. At the
same time, they may be harmed by the fears and anxi-
eties induced by a more accurate understanding of
the risks and options they face. The health care pro-
fessional may be required to make a determination
about the extent of disclosure and the degree of as-
similation of the information conveyed.

The most controversial exception to informed
consent is the therapeutic privilege, which permits
medical personnel to withhold information inten-
tionally if in the exercise of sound medical judgment
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it is determined that divulging certain information
would be harmful to the patient. The use of placebos
for the welfare of the patient is an extension of the
therapeutic privilege. Another instance of intentional
nondisclosure or limited disclosure occurs in the
context of clinical research, where “adequate” dis-
closure for purposes of consent does not necessitate
“complete” disclosure. Resolution of these and other
dilemmas of this nature are the subject of debate in
this area.

Environmental Ethics
The steadily developing global environmental cri-

sis is serving as a catalyst for the reexamination of
human values and ethical concerns about moral re-
sponsibility for the common good. Questions of en-
vironmental concern include the propriety of expos-
ing workers to substances whose toxicity is unknown
or discharging pollutants into the air, the role of the
government in preventing adverse activity, a determi-
nation of the steps to be taken to halt or slow the ero-
sion of biological diversity, and the fair and equitable
allocation of material resources.

Examples of serious environmental problems that
threaten the earth and its inhabitants are overpopula-
tion, an inadequate food supply, the threat of global
warming or climate change caused by the release of
greenhouse gases and the destruction of the ozone
layer, deforestation, loss of biodiversity, threats of
water and air pollution, and the depletion of mineral
and energy resources. Wastes and poisons are threat-
ening land, water, and air quality as well as mineral
and energy resources. Soil erosion is the greatest
threat to farmland. Chemical fertilization, once
thought to provide a solution to the problem of the
billions of tons of topsoil that are lost in runoff, is
costly and does not accomplish its goal effectively.
Worldwide dumping of litter has caused the loss of
millions of sea birds and animals and contamination
from crude oil residue. Freshwater lakes have be-
come polluted from bacteria, sewage, groundwater
contamination, and hazardous waste; drinking water
has remained unprotected.

Acid rain is a damaging form of air pollution.
Wind may cause acid rain to rise high in the air and
travel many miles. A product of combustion, acid
rain kills fish in lakes, destroys crops, corrodes pipes
carrying lake water, and releases toxic metals from
soil compounds into groundwater. The main sources

of contaminants in acid rain are combustion fumes
from industry and automobile and truck exhausts.
Environmentalists have warned of a “greenhouse
effect”—that is, a trend toward global warming—
resulting from the buildup of carbon monoxide and
other gases in the atmosphere. These climatic changes
are expected to melt glaciers and ice caps, causing
sea levels to rise, flooding cities and coastal areas.
The decline in rainfall could potentially cause mass
starvation and the extinction of plant and animal life
unable to adapt to changed conditions. Depletion of
the earth’s ozone layer would permit potentially car-
cinogenic ultraviolet rays to escape into the atmo-
sphere. Because of the worldwide deforesting of
acres of trees, the earth’s ability to reabsorb carbon
dioxide has been reduced.

A general increase in energy efficiency is the fast-
est and cheapest solution to the problem. Energy effi-
ciency reduces fuel consumption, thereby reducing
the output of gases into the atmosphere. The develop-
ment of automobiles that run on clean-burning natu-
ral gas or methanol will reduce emissions into the at-
mosphere. Using solar power, tidal power, and
geothermal energy (natural steam produced by heat
within the earth itself) as alternative energy sources
have also been proposed as solutions. The use of
atomic energy has also been debated.

In 1993, U.S. president Bill Clinton signed an in-
ternational biodiversity treaty designed to protect
plants and animals, committing the nation to reduce
emissions of greenhouse gases to their 1990 levels by
the year 2000. Earth Day, celebrated on April 22 of
each year since 1970, calls attention to environ-
mental problems. Community groups have instituted
recycling programs. Activist groups such as the Si-
erra Club and Greenpeace and organizations such as
Earthwatch and the Worldwatch Institute have flour-
ished, alerting policy makers and the general public
to emerging trends and the availability and manage-
ment of resources.

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is
the federal governmental agency with the responsi-
bility to enforce compliance with environmental
standards through monitoring programs and inspec-
tions. Those who knowingly violate environmental
laws may be subject to criminal sanctions. Under the
Clean Water Act of 1972, negligent acts can also be
construed as criminal violations (felonies or misde-
meanors punishable by fine, imprisonment, or both).
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Biomedical Technology
The use of new technological powers brings chal-

lenges to traditional notions of preserving human
dignity, individual freedom, and bodily integrity. Sci-
entific ability to prolong life through the use of respi-
rators, pacemakers, and artificial organs; to conquer
infertility and gestation through in vitro fertilization
and fetal monitoring; and to practice birth control
through abortion and techniques for reducing fertil-
ity make it possible to manipulate life. Genetic engi-
neering and human genetic manipulation have un-
limited potential. Overriding ethical considerations
concerning problems of abuse and misuse of techno-
logical powers, must, however, be addressed.

Genetic Engineering
Ethical and social questions about experimenting

on the unborn and the possible misuse and abuse of
power have been raised since genetic engineering
(also known as gene splicing, genetic manipulation,
gene cloning, and recombinant DNA research)
sparked the revolution in biotechnology. The debate
was especially intense during the mid-1970’s, when
fear about the wisdom of interfering with nature in a
fundamental way was thought to outweigh the possi-
ble benefits in biological and medical research. It was
feared that genetic accidents could occur when
someone with expertise deliberately constructed an
organism with the potential to threaten human health.
There was also the fear that gene therapy might be
used to alter human attributes such as intelligence or
physical appearance. As scientists demonstrated evi-
dence of precautions and federal government guide-
lines regulating genetic engineering research and
banning certain types of experiments were drafted, a
majority of biologists concluded that the risks were
negligible.

The industry most affected by biotechnology is
the pharmaceutical industry. In September, 1982, in-
sulin from bacteria became the first of many geneti-
cally engineered materials licensed for human con-
sumption. The potential is enormous as better and
cheaper antibiotics are developed, improved methods
for matching organs for transplantation are found,
and techniques for correcting body chemistry emerge.
Transferring genes from one organism to another
would reduce the cost and increase the supply of ma-
terials used in medicine, agriculture, and industry.
Far-reaching benefits from the bioindustrial revo-

lution include better health, more food, renewable
sources of energy, more efficient industrial processes,
and reduced pollution.

Genetic Screening and the Human
Genome Project

The genome, or combination of genes acquired
from one’s biological parents, is central to a person’s
development. The three-billion-dollar, fifteen-year
Human Genome Project, initiated during the 1990’s
to map human DNA, aims to study the total genetic
endowment in the chromosomes, identify new mark-
ers for traits and diseases believed to have a genetic
basis, and develop diagnostic tests to screen for he-
reditary diseases. Advances in human gene therapy
could lead to the prevention of hereditary diseases
and the alteration of inherited characteristics. Prena-
tal screening through amniocentesis or chorionic vil-
lus sampling makes possible informed choices about
childbearing and alleviates the anxiety of noncarriers
of diseases such as sickle-cell anemia and Tay-Sachs
disease. Ethical issues and public policy dilemmas in
this area involve the right to experiment, accessibility
to organ and fetal transplants, and the imposition of
controls in genetic testing.

Marcia J. Weiss
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Biofeedback
Definition: Discipline that trains people to regulate

physical functions of their bodies that are under
involuntary control or are no longer under volun-
tary control

Date: Established during the early 1960’s
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Biofeedback provides an alternative

to painful and more extreme treatments for health
problems, but it poses ethical questions in areas of
human and other animal research.

Biofeedback has been used to treat a variety of health
problems and to help people perform well. Among
the health problems treated with biofeedback are
gastrointestinal cramping, fecal incontinence, fre-
quency and severity of epileptic seizures, high blood
pressure, migraine headaches, tics, insomnia, bron-
chial asthma, bruxism (clenching and grinding of
the teeth), sexual dysfunction, masticatory pain and
dysfunction (MPD), temporomandibular joint (TMJ)
syndrome, and Raynaud’s disease (a functional dis-
order of the cardiovascular system characterized by
poor blood circulation to the hands, feet, and face).

Biofeedback has also been used to treat patients
whose muscles are no longer under voluntary control
because of a stroke or an injury. Among the uses of
biofeedback to improve performance are controlling
test anxiety, improving athletic performance, con-
trolling motion sickness in Air Force pilots, and re-
ducing space adaptation syndrome (SAS) for astro-
nauts. Biofeedback has also been used to help people
quit smoking and to help people lose weight.

Biofeedback trains people to regulate physical
functions of their bodies. It provides continuous in-
formation about physiological responses so that indi-
viduals can learn to regulate these responses. Three
types of biofeedback are integrated electromyo-
graphic feedback (EMG), electrodermal response
(EDR), and electroencephalographic response (EEG).
EMG, in which muscular activity is recorded, is used
for treatment of muscles and migraine headache.
EDR, which records perspiration responses on the
palms, is more often used for weight control, manag-
ing stress, or improved athletic performance. EEG
biofeedback helps individuals gain voluntary control
of their alpha rhythms.

Biofeedback is based on operant, rather than clas-
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sical, conditioning. (In operant conditioning, desired
behavior is rewarded with a stimulus; in classical
conditioning, a conditioned stimulus precedes an un-
conditioned stimulus—for example, Pavlov’s class
heard the sound of the bell and then were shown
food—until the conditional stimulus alone can elicit
the desired behavior.) During the process of biofeed-
back, machines record physiological functions such
as muscle movement, alpha waves, heart rate, blood
pressure, or body temperature. The machines feed
this information back to the patient in the form of
numbers, gauges on a meter, lights, or sounds.
Through this process, the patient learns to focus at-
tention on controlling physical responses. The result,
in part, is training of alpha waves that results in the
calming effects of meditation.

Research and Experimentation
In the United States, experiments with operant

conditioning of heart rate began in 1962. The first
biofeedback studies of controlling blood pressure in
humans were reported at Harvard in 1969. Such stud-
ies mark the early stages of biofeedback. Even
though biofeedback, by historical standards, was
first explored in the United States quite recently,
Asian spiritual practitioners have, for centuries, been
practicing conscious control of involuntary functions
though meditation. Today, in clinics throughout the
United States, biofeedback techniques are being
taught to patients in as few as five to ten sessions.

According to Dr. Lilian Rosenbaum, in her 1989
book Biofeedback Frontiers, biofeedback research
has moved into applications for diabetes, cancer,
acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS), phys-
ical rehabilitation, education, vision disorders, im-
proving performance in space, and developing supe-
rior athletes. Biofeedback is also being used to treat
social disorders in criminals who voluntarily partici-
pate in the experiments. As researchers move into
new areas, the machines that record the individuals’
responses become more sophisticated. Among the
most sophisticated of these machines is the computer-
ized automated psychophysiological scan (Capscan),
developed by Charles Stroebel and his colleagues.
The Capscan “combines advances in computers, com-
puterized electroencephalography (brain-wave mea-
surements) and biofeedback, according to Rosen-
baum.

Concerning the ethics of biofeedback, it is rele-

vant that much of the data on biofeedback comes
from those who practice biofeedback and believe in
its effectiveness. Several researchers, however, are
exploring the ethical concerns in biofeedback re-
search. Much of their concern focuses on the need for
human subjects, since human consciousness is in-
volved in the control of muscle responses that are
usually regarded as involuntary. Testing the validity
of biofeedback involves, in part, establishing control
groups so that researchers can determine whether
biofeedback or a placebo effect of psychotherapy is
responsible for the results. Researcher Martin T.
Orne observes that not only drugs but also treatment
procedures themselves have “placebo components”
that have “powerful effects on their own.”

In summarizing the effects of biofeedback, Orne
concludes that the effects of biofeedback are similar
to the effects of relaxation therapy, self-hypnosis,
or meditation. Nevertheless, he concludes, each of
these techniques shows “considerable therapeutic ef-
fect” for various individuals, and such approaches
“have been overlooked for many years, at least in this
country.”

Another ethical issue in biofeedback research in-
volves the use of animal subjects. Research in bio-
feedback has often involved animal experimentation,
especially with curarized animals—that is, animals
in a state of drug-induced immobility. Some of the
first studies with curarized animals involved rats that
responded to stimulation of the pleasure center in the
brain to slow down or speed up involuntary body
functions. When the pleasure centers in the brain
were stimulated, some of the rats responded by slow-
ing down involuntary responses so much that death
resulted. Other animal studies involved learning vis-
ceral and glandular (autonomic) responses. Addi-
tional animal studies have involved mice, golden
hamsters, and baboons in Kenya.

Modern researchers have posed a number of com-
plex ethical questions related to research in biofeed-
back, particularly questions involving the “justifica-
tion for withholding therapy for research purposes.”
John P. Hatch, in his discussion of ethics, lists a num-
ber of concrete ethical questions related to placebo
therapy, fees for service, random selection of sub-
jects, acceptable control treatment, and effects of
biofeedback research on patients. He concludes that
the “central ethical question is whether current
knowledge allows a preferred treatment to be chosen,
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and whether the relative risk to a patient would be
greater as a result of assigning treatments randomly
versus basing treatment assignments on clinical judg-
ment.”

Carol Franks
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See also: American Medical Association; Bio-
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Medical Ethics.

Biometrics
Definition: Scientific techniques of measuring hu-

man biological data for purposes of identification
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Identifying people through bio-

metrics reduces the incidence of false identifica-
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An arriving passenger at John F. Kennedy International Airport in New York uses an inkless fingerprint scanner,
which instantly checks the print against a national database for evidence of criminal backgrounds or for names
included on terrorist watch lists. Airport authorities began using the scanner and photographing travelers on
Monday, January 3, 2003, as part of a new program initiated by the Department of Homeland Security. (AP/
Wide World Photos)
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tion but at the same time poses ethical questions
about how to protect such data from error and irre-
sponsible dissemination.

As modern society grows more ever more complex,
new questions of identification loom, especially for
organizations that, for security reasons, must control
access to their facilities and databanks. However, us-
ing biological data for human identification is not a
new idea. In the late seventeenth century, a British
physician noted that each human being has finger-
prints that are wholly unique. Fingerprinting was
perhaps the earliest form of biometrics but was not
widely used by law enforcement and other agencies
until the mid-nineteenth century. By the early twenti-
eth century, fingerprinting was well entrenched as a
means of identifying people, particularly those who
left incriminating marks behind at the scenes of their
crimes. Eventually, police departments began rou-
tinely fingerprinting suspects and building files of
their prints. By the 1920’s, such agencies as the Fed-
eral Bureau of Investigation (FBI) had extensive fin-
gerprint files. Local police departments could match
prints they took from recently arrested prisoners
against those collected in the huge FBI fingerprint ar-
chive.

Biometric Fundamentals
The word “biometrics” is derived from two Greek

roots, bio-, for life, and metrein, for “to measure.”
The science of biometrics rests on the supposition
that no two living entities are wholly identical. Every
living entity has physical and behavioral characteris-
tics that distinguish it from every other living entity,
including members of its own species. Underlying
the implementation of biometrics to human beings is
the presumption that every person, or at least the vast
majority of people, share common characteristics,
like fingers or eyes. Obviously, some people lack
body parts for various reasons; however, because the
vast majority of people have all the basic parts, rea-
sonably accurate biological measurements involving
these features have been devised.

Biometrics is ineffective unless elements of enti-
ties’ features are unique to those entities, such as the
whorls of individual fingerprints or specific charac-
teristics of hands, eyes, or faces. These characteris-
tics must be relatively constant. Characteristics that
change over time often yield false readings if biomet-
ric measures are applied to them. Moreover, the
physical features or behaviors being measured, such
as handwriting or speech patterns, must be measur-
able by reliable devices.
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Principles of the International Biometric Industry Association

Members of the International Biometric Industry Association (IBIA) pledge to observe a code of ethics based on these
principles:

Public safeguards Biometric technologies should be used solely for legal, ethical, and nondiscrimina-
tory purposes and must be protected by the highest standards of systems integrity
and database security.

Respect for competitive
technologies

Competitors in the biometric industry should be treated with courtesy and civility in
all discourse, including marketing and advertising.

Market accountability Members’ claims about their products must be accurate and lend themselves to
independent verification by competent authorities.

Marketplace legitimacy IBIA membership is open only to biometric developers, manufacturers, integrators,
and end-users who have proven their biometric technologies and applications to be
safe, accurate, and effective.

Free trade Members are committed to the principles of free trade and open competition in the
worldwide biometric marketplace.



Common Uses of Biometrics
Devices that can verify the identity of people have

obvious practical uses. A device that can scan eyes,
faces, or hands of people and identify them accu-
rately in mere seconds, provides a more foolproof
safeguard against identity theft and related problems
than such measures as passwords, keys, and entry
cards. As security has been increasingly necessary
because of widespread international terrorism, those
entrusted with protecting the national welfare have
accelerated the use of biometrics to screen people in
many contexts, most notably in airports and at border
crossings.

Business corporations employ biometric devices
to permit quick and easy entry of authorized person-
nel into restricted facilities. One simple practical ap-
plication is employee time clocks that identify
people by having them insert their hands into
slots to have their identities confirmed. Em-
ployees who arrive late or leave their jobs early
thus cannot have friends punch in or out for
them, as was sometimes done in the past.

Ethical Concerns
Because some biometric processes are con-

ducted without the knowledge and consent
of those being scrutinized, significant ethical
questions arise. For example, a supermarket
chain might gather information about its cus-
tomers’ shopping habits by identifying oth-
erwise anonymous customers through eye
scans—something it could do without its cus-
tomers’ knowledge. One might therefore justi-
fiably ask how such information would be used
and to whom and under what circumstances
the information might be disseminated.

Similar concerns are voiced about medical
records that may in time come to haunt a per-
son whose eye scans reveal, as they surely
might, some health conditions, such as diabe-
tes or hypertension, that could keeping them
from getting jobs or insurance coverage. Ques-
tions regarding the individual privacy of peo-
ple raise both ethical and constitutional concerns
when biometric procedures make it possible for data-
bases to be developed that might, if broadly available
to employers or organizations, jeopardize individual
rights to privacy.

As societies grow in complexity, trade-offs be-

tween individual rights and the protection of society
often seem justifiable. When such trade-offs stay
within bounds, many people accept them. The ques-
tion arises, however, of whether some zealous officials
might allow anticipated ends to justify the means of
achieving them, perhaps for purely political reasons.
In situations in which employers require employees
to sign out by putting their hands into a scanner that
will identify them, presumably unerringly, one can
reasonably argue that employers have the right to
verify that their employees are giving them the full
measure of time for which they are being paid. Even
if the use of scanners for this purpose appears to in-
fringe on individual privacy, most people will realize
the validity of such measures and will not strongly
object to them.

However, if biometric devices gather and store
data about individuals, the situation becomes more
questionable. Even when safeguards are in place to
protect the privacy of individuals, many people fear
that such safeguards at some future point might be re-
laxed in ways that would compromise individual pri-
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Mark Twain and Biometrics

Although Mark Twain never knew the word “biometrics,”
he might fairly be credited with introducing that science to
fiction in Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894)—the first novel to use
fingerprint evidence as a plot device. The title character of
the novel, David Wilson, mystifies and amuses the simple
people of Dawson’s Landing, Missouri, by collecting their
fingerprints on glass slides. For years, the villagers dismiss
him as a “puddingheaded” fool—until the final chapter,
when he displays his legal brilliance in a murder trial. Wil-
son creates a sensation by using his slides to prove the inno-
cence of the murder suspect he is defending. However, that
revelation is minor compared to his second use of finger-
print evidence at the trial. Drawing on glass slides he has
collected over more than two decades, he proves that the
culprit in the murder case is a man who was born a slave
and somehow got switched with the infant son of his master
in infancy. The theme of switched identities that are sorted
out by fingerprint evidence gives the novel a strong claim to
be called the first application of biometrics in fiction.



vacy rights. Those who use biometric devices for
purposes of identification may vow that they will
make no unethical uses of the information they gather,
but a danger lurks in the minds of many people that
public and private attitudes toward the inviolability
of such information will eventually weaken, and that
harmful information may become accessible to those
who can justify their need for it in the name of assur-
ing the national security or some vague greater good.

R. Baird Shuman
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See also: Bioethics; Biotechnology; Business ethics;
Drug testing; Employee safety and treatment; Hiring
practices; Identity theft; Invasion of privacy; Privacy.

Biotechnology
Definition: Application of science to the biological

realm; the term is often used synonymously with
genetic engineering, the artificial modification of
the genetic codes of living organisms

Date: Concept first emerged during the 1960’s
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Because of the great potential for

changes that may have social, economic, political
and environmental consequences, ethical princi-
ples must guide biotechnological choices.

A host of issues are subsumed under the rubric “bio-
technology,” including human and animal reproduc-
tive technologies such as cloning, the creation of ge-
netically modified organisms and products, including
food, xenotransplantation (the cross transplantation

of human and animal genes and organs), human ge-
netic testing and therapies, and stem cell research. As
with most novel and highly complex technologies, no
consensus obtains regarding the relevant ethical prin-
ciples.

The Bases for Ethical Judgments
The utilitarian principle posits that when the po-

tential exists for good and harm, the ratio of good to
harm must be considered when developing, employ-
ing, and regulating technologies. Debates then may
arise as to how benefits and risks should be pri-
oritized. The “precautionary principle” would lead
decision-makers to act with caution in advance of
scientific proof of harm, to place the onus of proof on
those who propose new technologies, and to promote
intrinsic natural rights. Calculating potential benefits
and harm is a formidable task given the novelty of
these technologies, high levels of scientific uncer-
tainty, the interconnected character of all natural phe-
nomena, and the multiple economic, political, and
social issues involved. Some fear that development
of some biotechnologies increases moral hazard (or
represents a “slippery slope”) in that it increases the
likelihood that humankind will cross fundamental
thresholds with potential significant negative conse-
quences for humankind.

The Human Genome Project well illustrates the
potential benefits, risks, and moral hazards of bio-
technology. This large research effort, funded by the
United States and other governments, has now de-
coded the human deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) se-
quence. This knowledge will ultimately allow scien-
tists to understand diseases such as cystic fibrosis and
conditions such as intelligence and aggression and to
create drug therapies for specific genetic abnormali-
ties. However, the success of the project raises the
prospect of genetic profiling, which creates the possi-
bility that employers may discriminate against appli-
cants on the basis of their genetic profiles, or that cor-
porations may adjust medical insurance rates to reflect
policyholders’ genetic predispositions. A potential
moral hazard associated with this technology is that
once an individual is classified by genotype, it is but a
step to justify death for undesirable genetic traits.

Justice and Freedom
Universal principles of justice and autonomy may

also serve as the bases for evaluating biotechnol-
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ogies. When combined with utilitarian consider-
ations, principles of distributive justice would dictate
that the issue of potential benefit and harm be consid-
ered. It is important that the benefits of biotech-
nologies are distributed equitably: Potential risks
should not fall disproportionately on those already
burdened with various forms of discrimination, and
powerful individuals, corporations, and states should
not benefit disproportionately from development and
use of these technologies. Moreover, the technolo-
gies’ consequences for those without strong voices
must be taken into account. Justice would also man-
date careful consideration of who can legitimately
make decisions about the development and regula-
tion of biotechnologies. For example, what should be
the role of the scientific community and profit-driven
corporations relative to other stakeholders in decid-
ing which technologies are developed?

The principle of autonomy recognizes that the
right to self-determination and freedom from coer-

cion as an inalienable right. This logic would allow
individuals to consent or decline, to participate in
the biotechnology research, or to consume bioengi-
neered products. Openness and honesty are required
if people are to understand the implications of their
choices and exercise their freedom, so it is incumbent
on all actors involved in creating, marketing, and reg-
ulating biotechnologies to educate the public as to the
potential consequences of various biotechnologies
and to ensure that political decision making be trans-
parent and democratic. Concerns about freedom and
autonomy are complicated when the rights of em-
bryos, the gravely ill, or future generations are taken
into account.

“Human” Thresholds
Biotechnologies may raise philosophical concerns

about what it means to be human in that they may
change or breach thresholds associated with bisexual
reproduction, social entities and roles such as the
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Reflecting a growing public uneasiness with modern biotechnology, protestors greeted scientists attending Bio
2004, the biotechnology industry’s annual international conference, in San Francisco, in June, 2004. Of particu-
lar concern to protestors was the issue of genetically modified foods.(AP/Wide World Photos)
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family and child rearing, and taboos against homi-
cide. While many boundaries serve vested interests
and are not essential to human well-being, some
thresholds may preserve the essence of “human-
ness,” including the actualization of individual iden-
tity and beneficent communal interaction.

Physical attributes, such as genetic makeup and
intelligence, and the assignment of dignity to life
also distinguish human beings from other species.
Xenotransplantation clearly blurs barriers between
humans and other organisms. The medical advances
achieved by the year 2100 are expected to allow physi-
cians to transplant human heads. By the early twenty-
first century, reproductive technologies were already
allowing humans to select the genetic makeup of
their offspring, create new organisms, and create em-
bryos for reproduction and other medical and scien-
tific research. Many people worry that the common-
place creation, manipulation, and destruction of life
portend changes in what it means to be “human” and
reduce respect for the dignity of humankind and life.

Ethical biotechnologies demand that individuals
and groups most affected by their advances be invited
to participate in the discourse and decision making
about which biotechnologies are developed and how
they will be regulated. Science and technology are
not ethically neutral; human beings can reflect upon
and assume responsibility for ethical choice among
biotechnologies.

M. Leann Brown
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Birth control
Definition: Methods of contraception by physical,

surgical, or chemical means
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: The decision to use birth control is

affected by one’s views of the moral status of sex-
uality and of potential human life and by one’s
ethical obligations to society and to the human
species.

Questions about birth control have faced humanity
throughout history. In the modern world, overpopu-
lation and Malthusian doctrine loom ever larger,
making birth control a must. Consequently, equitable
and ethical solutions to the problem are essential.
Modern birth control consists of and combines phys-
ical methods, chemical methods, and surgical in-
tervention that must be applied with good ethical
judgment to provide results that prevent both over-
population and the exploitation of individual popula-
tion sectors.

Methodology
Among modern methods of birth control are co-

itus interruptus; the rhythm method; pessaries, con-
doms, diaphragms, and intrauterine devices (IUDs);
chemical intervention via birth control pills; and sur-
gical vasectomy or tubal ligation. Least satisfactory
are coitus interruptus and rhythm methods, which in-
volve male withdrawal prior to climax and inter-
course during safe portions of the menstrual cycle.
The difficulties here are adequate self-control and
variation of the fertile period of the cycle. The prob-
lems associated with pessary, condom, diaphragm,
and IUD use are mechanical faults and incomplete
understanding of the proper usage of these devices.
Birth control pills have the disadvantages of causing
health problems in some users and of often being
used incorrectly. Surgical interventions via tubal li-
gation and vasectomy are usually irreversible, which
often makes them psychologically inappropriate.

History
Birth control techniques go back at least as far as

the nineteenth century b.c.e. At that time, a wide range
of methods—including incantations, crude chemical
preparations (for example, animal dung, plant prod-
ucts, and crude spermicide salves), and pessaries—
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were used with questionable results. Such meth-
odologies flourished until the Hippocratic school of
medicine realized that there were nonfertile times
during the menstrual cycle that could be utilized for
birth control.

During the following historical period, however,
contraception was frowned upon by many people.
Relatively flexible Judaic theological doctrine pro-
posed that “no man or woman among you shall be
childless” but allowed birth control. In the Greek and
Roman milieus, birth control was practiced but was
controversial because high population went hand in
hand with political security. A powerful ethical
judgement against its use was made by the Greek
Stoics, who believed that sexual intercourse was in-
tended solely for the purpose of procreation and that
all forms of birth control were wrong.

With the rise of Christianity, birth control prac-
tices were denounced as sinful, and practitioners of
birth control were classed with murderers. The view
of Christian ethics was that even coitus interruptus
was wrong and that marital intercourse had to be pro-
creative. In time, Christianity was to become the
strongest ethical movement against birth control. In
contrast, Islamic culture did not actively condemn
birth control. In fact, the eleventh century Arab phy-
sician Avicenna described many ways to prevent
pregnancy in an encyclopedic medical work.

The dichotomy of attitudes toward birth control
continued until the end of the eighteenth century,
despite the development of Protestantism and the
doctrine of rationalism. Religious movements con-
demned birth control thunderously from the pulpit as
opposed to Christian ethical principles, and the ratio-
nalists did not advocate it as rational behavior. One
useful development during this period was the inven-
tion of the condom.

The beginning of the advocacy of birth control
can be traced to the development of the Malthusian
doctrine by Thomas Malthus, who proposed that
famine and war would come to the world unless pop-
ulation growth was curbed. Malthus favored post-
ponement of marriage, not birth control via contra-
ceptives. Others advocated the use of birth control
methods, however, despite unrelenting opposition
from Christian churches and most governments. For
example, the America Comstock Act of 1873 made
the importation of contraceptives illegal, and many
state governments forbade their sale.

The climate had begun to change, however, and
by the 1920’s, many favored birth control. Particu-
larly important was the American nurse Margaret
Sanger, one of the strongest advocates of birth con-
trol. Furthermore, scientific and medical endeavors
caused changes of opinion in the intellectual and bio-
medical community. This development was aided by
the invention of diaphragms and birth control pills.
Furthermore, the realization of pending overpopu-
lation and possible apocalypse quickly led to the
widely held view that it was unethical to oppose birth
control measures.

By the 1970’s, American laws fostered the devel-
opment of family planning research, and the Popula-
tion Council had brought the technology of birth con-
trol to the world. Europe concurred, and while the
responses of various countries in the less-developed
areas of the world varied, birth control was generally
accepted. In addition, the world’s major religions be-
gan to endorse birth control practices to various ex-
tents. In response to the change in the ethical climate,
techniques of voluntary sterilization by vasectomy
and tubal ligation developed further, new contra-
ceptive preparations were discovered, and state-
endorsed birth control programs developed in many
countries. During the 1980’s and 1990’s, further
progress along these lines occurred.

Conclusions
The ethical issue that has long caused disharmony

concerning birth control is whether it is ever appro-
priate to prevent the occurrence of a human life. In
part, the idea that it is never appropriate to do so was
based on the fact that in an underpopulated world, the
more humans in a society or religion, the safer that
sociopolitical entity would be. A radically changed
ethical model now supports birth control procedures.

Other negative ethical issues, however, remain.
These issues include the ethical choice of individuals
who will practice birth control, especially in instances
in which a nation implements policies that lead to in-
equities (for example, limitation of birth control to
the less-advantaged classes). In addition, there is the
question of the ethics of irreversible birth control and
informed consent, the understanding of which gov-
erns individual freedom when a choice of steriliza-
tion is made under duress and may be regretted later.
Finally, there is the ethical question of whether birth
control will diminish family ties, causing future so-
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cietal and individual problems. Surely, answers to
these ethical problems will come and new problems
will arise when the paradigm changes again.

Sanford S. Singer
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Birth defects
Definition: Malformation of body structures pres-

ent at birth
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Birth defects raise serious questions

of prevention, responsibility, and treatment for
the medical community and society as a whole.

Birth defects are the primary cause of death of chil-
dren under one year of age. Estimates of occurrence
vary depending on what is classed as a defect, rang-
ing from 2 percent to 15 percent of live births. Many
defects result in spontaneous abortion or stillbirth
and therefore are not included in these statistics. In
most cases, the causes of malformation are unknown.
After the 1960’s, however, enormous advances were
made in the determination of factors that affect fetal
growth. Of those cases in which etiology has been

discovered, the anomalies are the results of genetic
causes, environmental causes, or a combination of
the two.

Genetic causes include mutation and abnormality
of chromosomal material as well as inherited traits.
Environmental factors range from maternal nutrition
or disease to exposure of the fetus to toxic sub-
stances. These factors include certain drugs, such as
alcohol; chemicals, such as mercury and lead; radia-
tion, such as radon and X rays; maternal illness, such
as diabetes or rubella (German measles); intrauterine
infection, such as cytomegalovirus; and parasites, as
in toxoplasmosis. Some of these environmental fac-
tors act by causing genetic anomalies, resulting in
multifactorial defects. Also included as birth defects
are birth injuries and low birth weight.

Ethics of Prevention
The ethical issues involved in birth defects can be

divided into three major areas: prevention, treatment,
and responsibility.

In those cases in which the cause is known, there
is a societal obligation to minimize the possibility of
the occurrence of a particular defect. The question is,
however: How far does this obligation extend? Does
it supersede the rights of the mother, a competent au-
tonomous adult? Consider this example: Hydantoin
and phenobarbital are drugs commonly used to treat
epileptic seizures. Hydantoin has been shown to cause
mental deficiencies and abnormal body structures.
Phenobarbital causes defects in laboratory animals,
but it is not clear whether it does so in humans, al-
though some studies have found a correlation. Ninety
percent of women with epilepsy have as many or more
seizures during pregnancy as they did before they be-
came pregnant. Is it ethical to treat the mother with
anticonvulsants that may endanger the fetus? Is it ethi-
cal to set the possibility of fetal problems above the
actuality of maternal illness and not treat the disease?

Certain birth defects, such as Tay-Sachs disease
and sickle-cell anemia, follow the strict laws of ge-
netic inheritance. Genetic testing and counseling is
generally available now for potential parents who
carry the genes for these traits. These parents must
make the decision to risk having an affected child or
to not have children. What is an acceptable risk in
these cases? Is it ethical to ask a couple not to have
children when this violates their religious beliefs or
personal aspirations?
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Many abnormalities, including spina bifida and
Down syndrome, can be detected as early as the
fourth month of pregnancy. In these cases, the par-
ents must decide whether to continue the pregnancy
or to abort the fetus. If they choose to carry the fetus
to term, who is financially responsible for treatment,
the cost of which can go far beyond most individuals’
abilities to pay?

Ethics of Responsibility
Abnormalities caused by environmental factors

raise the question of societal and maternal responsi-

bility. One of the earliest recognized causes of birth
defects was exposure to lead. Does society have an
obligation to eradicate the presence of lead where
any pregnant woman might be exposed to it? Is it pos-
sible, physically and economically, to completely
eliminate exposure to teratogenic agents (agents that
cause birth defects)? Does this elimination of pos-
sible teratogenic exposure extend to the prohibition
of pregnant women from jobs that might endanger
the fetus? If so, is this ethical if a consequence is un-
employment resulting in the woman being unable to
obtain adequate prenatal care and nutrition? Should
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Human-Made Causes of Birth Defects

Year
recognized Defect or defects Cause

1952 Growth retardation, distinctive facial defects, shortened limbs,
mental retardation

Aminopterin

1957 Intrauterine growth retardation, low birth weight Cigarette smoking

1961 Severe physical malformations, especially of limbs Thalidomide

1963 Mental retardation, microcephaly Radiation, including X rays

1968 Fetal Alcohol Syndrome, which may include mental retardation,
fine motor dysfunction, irritability or hyperactivity, malformed
hearts and brains, and abnormal facial features

Alcohol

1968 Heart defects, microcephaly, growth and mental
retardation, chromosomal abnormalities

Anticonvulsants

1968 Growth retardation, microcephaly, deafness, blindness Mercury, often in fish

1970 Malformations, growth and mental retardation Lead

1973 Addicted babies, growth impairment, respiratory disorders Heroin

1977 Uterine lesions, increased susceptibility to immune disorders Female sex hormones,
especially diethylstilbestrol

1982 Vitamin A toxicity, which may cause various malformations,
especially of the face, heart, central nervous system, and lungs

Overuse of vitamin A,
especially in Accutane

1987 Growth retardation, defects of heart, skull, and central nervous
system

Cocaine

1990 Reye’s Syndrome Aspirin

2002 Miscellaneous defects Herbal supplements

2003 Toxoplasmosis, which may cause blindness, deafness, seizures,
and mental retardation

Parasite found in cats feces
and undercooked meat

2004 Anencephaly, spina bifida, and other potentially fatal defects Fumonisin in corn tortillas



the prohibition extend to all women of childbearing
age?

Maternal drug use is becoming more of a prob-
lem all the time. Fetal alcohol syndrome, low birth
weight caused by cigarette smoking, and cocaine-
and heroin-addicted babies are all common prob-
lems. What legal responsibilities does the mother
have during pregnancy? What responsibilities does
society have to the children of these mothers? Should
custody be rescinded at birth? Should these women
be detained during pregnancy and be forced to con-
form to certain specifications of acceptable maternal
behavior? Should they be prosecuted for child abuse?

Ethics of Treatment
When a baby is born with severe defects, issues

arise regarding whether to treat the defect or to allow
the child to die. Considerations include the quality
and length of life the child will have if allowed to live
and the ability and desire of the parents to care for the
defective child. If nontreatment is chosen, the ques-
tion of active euthanasia (infanticide, or withdrawal
of all life support including feeding) versus passive
euthanasia (nontreatment but continuation of feed-
ing) arises. Furthermore, who makes these decisions
is a question that is becoming more prominent. Should
the parents have the final word? Should the physi-
cian, who has more medical knowledge? Should a
“disinterested party,” such as a hospital ethics com-
mittee, make such a decision?

The ethical dilemmas regarding birth defects are
endless. As medicine advances in its ability to diag-
nose and treat these problems, more issues will arise.
One of the few things upon which most people agree
is that prevention is preferable to treatment, when-
ever possible.

Margaret Hawthorne
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Bodhidharma
Identification: Buddhist monk
Born: Fifth century, southern India
Died: Sixth century, place unknown
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Bodhidharma founded Chinese Chan

Buddhism and taught that ethical living depends
upon understanding and believing that there is no
individual self.

The legendary founder of the Chan (Japanese: Zen)
school of Buddhism in China, Bodhidharma brought
Indian meditation practices to China. His life and
teachings have been reworked and expanded by later
Buddhists to the point that certainty about either is
impossible. A saying attributed to him, though al-
most certainly from a latter period, may nevertheless
capture one aspect of Bodhidharma’s thinking:

A special tradition outside the scriptures;
No dependence upon words and letters;
Direct pointing at the soul of man;
Seeing into one’s own nature, and the attainment of
Buddhahood.

This passage links Bodhidharma to the Zen Bud-
dhist practice of meditation leading to enlighten-
ment. He seems also to have treasured particular
sutras, or scriptures, that emphasized the unity of all
things. Furthermore, ethical thinking that probably
goes back to him is found in a text called Two En-
trances and Four Acts. In “Entrance by Conduct”
into the path of enlightenment, he emphasized that
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karma (consequences adhering to deeds) causes ad-
versity, pain and pleasure are the result of previous
actions, escape from karma is possible by avoiding
attachment to anything, and that the mind of enlight-
enment is above such attachments.

Paul L. Redditt

See also: Buddhist ethics; Dfgen; Karma; Zen.

Bodhisattva ideal
Definition: Postponement of personal enlighten-

ment in favor of remaining in the world of suffer-
ing to work for the enlightenment of all beings

Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The primacy of the bodhisattva ideal

in Mah3y3na Buddhism serves to refute the com-
monly held misconception that Buddhism is a re-
ligion of withdrawal from the everyday world;
there is no higher ideal in Buddhism than that of
working for the enlightenment of all sentient be-
ings.

The Sanskrit word bodhisattva means “enlighten-
ment being.” The bodhisattva ideal is the highest
ideal to which a Buddhist practitioner can aspire,
the ultimate expression of the ethical tradition of
Buddhism. The historical Buddha, K3kyamuni, or
Siddh3rtha Gautama, the founder of Buddhism, is the
ultimate bodhisattva. After he realized his own en-
lightenment, he could have enjoyed the great bliss of
the enlightened state and had nothing further to do
with his fellow beings. Instead, however, he chose to
remain in the world to teach what he had learned. He
made the choice to teach others the tenets of the reli-
gion that came to be called Buddhism out of a tre-
mendous sense of compassion for all beings, whose
existence is characterized by suffering of various
kinds.

When Buddhists say that all life involves suffer-
ing, they do not mean that there is no pleasure to be
experienced in ordinary existence. It is emphasized,
however, that all pleasure is fleeting. No joy or sorrow
lasts forever. All happiness must end, and therefore it
is a mistake to make the search for happiness one’s
primary goal in life. All that is born must die, and ev-
erything that comes together must sooner or later

come apart. It is possible, however, to live in such a
way that one sees and understands the processes that
operate in life. When one lives in this way, one gives
up the vain search for worldly happiness and begins
to see more clearly the way things really are.

All major schools of Buddhism recognize the im-
portance of the bodhisattva ideal, which involves the
commitment to work to bring all sentient beings to
enlightenment, thereby ending the suffering that they
experience in the fruitless search for happiness. In
the Therav3da tradition, a tradition that is much like
the Buddhism of the earliest followers of the Buddha,
it is believed that to aspire to be a bodhisattva is be-
yond the capabilities of men and women. It is thought
that the Buddha is the only bodhisattva and that only
by first aspiring to less lofty goals can Buddhist prac-
titioners proceed on the Buddhist path toward ulti-
mate enlightenment. Therav3dins typically work to-
ward the goal of individual liberation, of becoming
arhats, who have conquered ignorance and desire
and see reality as it truly is.

In the Mah3y3na Buddhist tradition, however, it is
believed that to aspire to become an arhat is inher-
ently selfish, not realistic, and ultimately harmful to
the practitioner who has such an aspiration. Mah3-
y3na means “great vehicle,” and Mah3y3nists use the
term to differentiate themselves from the Thera-
v3dins, whom they call practitioners of the Htnay3na,
or “lesser vehicle.” It should be clearly understood,
however, that this simple differentiation is ultimately
unfair to the Therav3da tradition. The Mah3y3na ap-
proach was developed at least partly in response to
the selfish approaches and practices of early Bud-
dhist splinter groups whose members did not practice
Buddhism in a way that sincere Therav3dins would
recognize as true Buddhist practice.

There are three main stages of the path of the bo-
dhisattva. The first is anuttara-pnj3, or supreme wor-
ship, which consists of various devotional practices
that are intended to break down the practitioner’s
sense of self (Buddhism holds that no self truly ex-
ists) and prepare him or her for the later stages of the
path. Supreme worship involves, among other things,
obeisance before the image of the Buddha; the taking
of refuge (the placing of one’s faith) in the Buddha,
the dharma (the teachings of Buddhism), and the
sangha (the community of Buddhist practitioners);
the confession of one’s sins; and the act of rejoicing
because of the spiritual attainments of others.
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The second stage of the bodhisattva path is
bodhicitta-utp3da, the generation of the thought of
enlightenment. It is during this stage that the practi-
tioner truly becomes a bodhisattva, vowing to save all
sentient beings. This stage does not entail a simple
wish to become enlightened but represents the point
at which the desire to realize enlightenment becomes
so powerful that the practitioner is, psychologically,
completely altered by it. The generation of bodhicitta
necessarily involves an awareness of the suffering of
all beings. Indeed, the bodhisattva feels that when
any being suffers, he or she suffers as well. At this
point, the bodhisattva has given up the illusion of
self, the illusion that there is any such thing as an indi-
vidual being. Although beings do not exist in any ul-
timate sense, however, beings do experience suffer-
ing, and it is the bodhisattva’s aspiration to alleviate
that suffering.

The third stage of the bodhisattva path involves
the practice of the four cary3s, or modes of conduct.
These four are bodhipak;ya-cary3, or the practice of
the constituents of enlightenment; abhijñ3-cary3, the
practice of the knowledges; p3ramit3-cary3, the prac-
tice of the perfections; and sattvaparip3ka-cary3, the
practice of teaching sentient beings. Of these four
modes of conduct, the practice of the perfections is
the most important.

In large part, the practice of the bodhisattva is the
practice of the six p3ramit3s, or perfections.

The first perfection is d3na, or giving. Giving
does not simply mean giving alms to the needy or
clothing to the unclothed, although such actions are
certainly aspects of the first perfection. It can also
mean sheltering a person from fear, thereby giving
that person a sense of security. It can also mean help-
ing a person to develop spiritual awareness.

The second perfection is that of kila, or morality.
In essence, Buddhist morality involves refraining
from doing harm to oneself or others. It also includes
promoting goodness and being helpful to others.

The third perfection is k;3nti, or patience, which
entails keeping one’s mental balance in the face of
difficulties, tolerating the way things are. It also in-
volves having confidence in the Buddhist path.

The fourth perfection is vtrya, or effort, which
means continuing one’s spiritual practice without
losing enthusiasm.

The fifth perfection is dhy3na, or meditation, the
practice of which enables one to see more clearly and
to gain spiritual stability, without which one’s prac-
tice will degenerate.

The sixth perfection is prajñ3, or understanding.
In addition to ordinary understanding, the sixth per-
fection entails the direct perception of the truth of
emptiness, the truth that nothing exists in an ultimate
sense.

By practicing the six perfections and the other
practices that are part of the bodhisattva’s path, the
Buddhist practitioner who has raised the thought
of enlightenment and taken the vow to work for
the enlightenment of all beings travels through ten
bhumis, or levels, of development, ultimately realiz-
ing buddhahood, which is complete enlightenment.

Shawn Woodyard
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The Six P3ramit3s (Perfections)

English Sanskrit Description

1. Giving D3na Physical and spiritual generosity
2. Morality Kila Refraining from doing harm to oneself or others
3. Patience Ks3nti Accepting things as they are and having confidence in Buddhism
4. Effort Vtrya Continuing one’s spiritual practice without losing enthusiasm
5. Meditation Dhy3na Seeing clearly and maintaining spiritual stability
6. Understanding Prajñ3 Directly perceiving the truth of emptiness
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Boethius
Identification: Early Roman philosopher
Born: c. 480, Rome (now in Italy)
Died: 524, Pavia (now in Italy)
Type of ethics: Classical history
Significance: In The Consolation of Philosophy

(De consolatione philosophiae, 523), Boethius
combined classical philosophical traditions with
Christian morality and theology.

A member of the Roman upper classes and a seminal
Christian philosopher, Boethius served as a transi-
tion between the pagan classical world and the Chris-
tian one. An educated man, Boethius was among the
first Western Christian writers to be well acquainted
with classical Greek philosophical and ethical
thought, including Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics.

Boethius was also influenced by Platonic thought
and by the ethical views of the Stoics. Boethius com-
bined these views with Christian morality to create a
practical guide for living a moral life. Knowledge,
according to Boethius, is based upon self-evident ax-
ioms revealed by God; building upon these axioms,
humans can discover additional truths that bring
them, ultimately, to the greatest good of all, which
is God.

Michael Witkoski

See also: Aristotelian ethics; Aristotle; Christian
ethics; Nicomachean Ethics.

Bonhoeffer, Dietrich
Identification: German theologian
Born: February 4, 1906, Breslau, Germany (now

Wrocuaw, Poland)
Died: April 9, 1945, Flossenburg concentration

camp, Germany
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Bonhoeffer believed that ethical con-

duct is to be judged not by absolute principles nor
by the demands of changing conditions and situa-
tions, but rather by their consequences for the
future. His key works include The Cost of Disci-
pleship (Nachfolge, 1937), Ethics (Ethik, 1949),
and Letters and Papers from Prison (Widerstand
und Ergebung: Briefe und Aufzeichnungen aus
der Haft, 1951, revised, 1964, 1970).

Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s ethical thought was forged in
the furnace of Nazi Germany. As one of the founders
of the Confessing Church, which refused to submit to
Nazi ideology, and a member of the resistance move-
ment inside Germany, Bonhoeffer was compelled by
the conviction that Christian ethics consist not of try-
ing to do good but of assuming responsibility for the
future. His ethical theology is, therefore, “teleologi-
cal” or “consequentialist.” The focus is not upon mo-
tives (for example, adhering to some set of moral
rules labeled “Christian”) but upon living in light of
the reality that in Jesus Christ, God has reconciled the
world to himself. By rooting ethics in the person of
Jesus Christ, the Christian is freed from the need to
conform to the world’s standards and is thus free to
conform to Jesus Christ as Jesus Christ takes form in
him or her. The individual, like the church, is then
free to participate in the suffering of Christ in the life
of the world.

In focusing on the resurrected Jesus Christ as the
ultimate reality, Bonhoeffer is able to avoid legalism
and moralism. If there is a moral or ethical code, a
pattern of behavior, that can be labeled “Christian,”
then living a Christian life can be separated from Je-
sus Christ. It then becomes only a lifestyle, a univer-
sal moralism, which can be followed by anyone who
is attracted to it, whether or not that person is con-
forming to Jesus Christ.

Bonhoeffer also avoids the dangers inherent in the
traditional Lutheran doctrine of the two realms (or
spheres). As originally formulated by the sixteenth
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century reformer Martin Luther, the doctrine states
that God rules in both realms, the holy (the church)
and the profane (the state). What was meant by Lu-
ther to be a duality (God ruling in both realms) be-
came instead a dualism or dichotomy in which the
state became autonomous. What is in fact one reality,
“the reality of God, which has become manifest in
Christ in the reality of the world,” was split into two
realities.

Once split off from the world, the church becomes
merely a “religious society” having only spiritual au-
thority, while individual Christians pursue lives of
personal piety. Bonhoeffer saw this development as a
reversal of God’s intent. Rightly understood, the
church is the world redeemed by God through Jesus
Christ. It exists to serve the world by witnessing to
Jesus Christ. When the two spheres (church and
state) become autonomous, as happened in Germany,
the church abdicates its responsibility for the fallen
world, while the state is free to become idolatrous.

Bonhoeffer saw a similar danger in the traditional
Protestant orders of creation concept. In Protestant
writings on ethics, the orders of creation serve a role
similar to that of natural law in Roman Catholicism.
Whatever the particular version of the concept, the
orders always include church, state, and family. The
danger latent in the orders concept became all too
clear in its exploitation by the pro-Nazi “German
Christian” movement. Referring to Romans 13:1,
“the powers that be are ordained by God,” the Ger-
man Christians argued that Christians were obliged
to support the Third Reich.

In their “Guiding Principles” of June 6, 1932, the
German Christians declared that “race, folk, and na-
tion” were “orders of existence granted and entrusted
to us by God,” which Christians were obligated by
God’s law to preserve. The danger in their argument,
as Bonhoeffer saw it, was that almost any existing or-
der could be defended by it, even a positively demo-
niac one such as the Third Reich.

Bonhoeffer argued that the fallen nature of cre-
ation precludes the concept of orders from being used
to discern the will of God for today. The central fact
of the fall means that “each human order is an order
of the fallen world, and not an order of creation.” As
an alternative to the orders of creation, Bonhoeffer
developed his concept of the “divine mandates” in
Ethics, which was written between 1940 and 1943.
These divine mandates are social relationships, or

structures, by means of which God brings order out
of the chaos of the fallen world. The mandates in-
clude the church, family, labor, and government.

Ultimate Reality of Jesus Christ
In the social relationships of the divine mandates,

the individual Christian lives as a member of a com-
munity. There in the real world where God meets
fallen humanity in the person of Jesus Christ, the in-
dividual is conformed to the image of Jesus Christ.
By living responsibly as a Christian upon whose
heart is written the law of God, the individual Chris-
tian becomes the means by which “the reality of
Christ with us and in our world” is manifested. In fo-
cusing on the ultimate reality of Jesus Christ, the in-
dividual Christian finds both freedom and responsi-
bility. He or she becomes free to live in obedience to
God’s commands, even though that may bring him or
her into conflict with human laws. The individual
must seek and do the will of God in the historic,
space-time world, while living as a responsible mem-
ber of the community though the divine mandates.

The Christian is free to live as a disciple of Christ
in the world, but that discipleship can be costly.
Sharing Christ’s suffering for the lost always places
the Christian on the side of justice. Like Jesus Christ,
his Lord, the Christian becomes the advocate of the
weak. By choice, he or she takes up the cross and
follows Christ, even when, as in the case of Bonhoef-
fer, it leads to a martyr’s death in a concentration
camp.

Paul R. Waibel
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Book banning
Definition: Suppression of literary works deemed

to be politically or socially unacceptable or other-
wise threatening

Type of ethics: Arts and censorship
Significance: Books are generally banned when

their contents are judged to be immoral; however,
to many people, book banning itself is immoral.
As a result, it is an inherently controversial prac-
tice.

Book banning is an ancient activity practiced through-
out history and the world. The first recorded book
banning occurred in Western civilization in 387 b.c.e.,
when Plato recommended that Homer be expurgated
for immature readers. Four hundred years later, the
Roman emperor Caligula tried to ban Homer’s Odys-
sey (c. 800 b.c.e.) because he feared that the book’s
strong theme of freedom and liberty would arouse
the citizenry against his autocratic rule. In 1559,
Pope Paul IV issued a list of prohibited books, the In-
dex librorum prohibitorum.

Book Banning in the United States
In the United States, the First Amendment to the

Constitution seems unequivocally and absolutely to
guarantee freedom of speech, no matter how that
speech is expressed, without interference by the gov-
ernment. The First Amendment states in part that

“Congress shall make no law . . . abridging the free-
dom of speech.” In fact, however, this freedom is by
no means absolute or unfettered. Donna E. Demac
correctly points out that the history of freedom of ex-
pression in the United States is a complex mixture of
a commitment to personal rights and intolerance of
ideas deemed subversive, dissident, or obscene.

Certain books, by the very nature of their subject
matter or writing style, will offend the values and at-
titudes of certain individuals or groups. As Kenneth
Donelsen has observed: “Any book or idea or teach-
ing method is potentially censorable by someone,
somewhere, sometime, for some reason.” A book’s
ideas may be disliked, the book may be perceived to
ridicule certain individuals or to ignore others; or the
book may be judged to be dangerous or offensive. If
these parties believe the book has transgressed the
bounds of acceptability, they may take action to have
the book banned.

Book banning is in fact a common and everyday
occurrence in the United States. More than a thou-
sand incidents are recorded each year, and no doubt
many other incidents go unrecorded or unrecog-
nized. William Noble called book banning “a perva-
sive ethic” and noted that banning incidents arise
throughout the country and in many forums—school
board meetings, public libraries, legislative hearings,
ad hoc parental complaints, governmental commit-
tees, private groups assessments, open court and even
commercial publishing decisions. “Book banning is
as much a part of our lives as the morning newspaper
or . . . television; its cultural influence is strong
enough to affect the way we think and the way we
communicate.”
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Four Primary Reasons Behind
Banning a Book

1. The book is deemed to be obscene.

2. The book promotes secular humanism or is anti-
religious.

3. Self-censorship in the publishing business or
government.

4. Subordination of individuals belonging to a par-
ticular racial or sexual group.



Obscenity
The first antiobscenity law passed in the United

States was in 1712 by the colony of Massachusetts.
The “composing, writing, printing, or publishing of
any filthy, obscene, or profane song, pamphlet, libel
or mock sermon” was prohibited. The first obscenity
case in America occurred in 1821 in Massachusetts,
when Peter Holmes was found guilty for publishing
and circulating a “lewd and obscene” book, John
Cleland’s Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure. The fed-
eral government effected its first antiobscenity stat-
ute in 1842, and in 1865 Congress passed a law pro-
hibiting the sending of obscene materials by mail.

The modern era of book censorship and book ban-
ning commenced after the U.S. Civil War, a period of
urban upheaval, rootlessness, loosening of moral
controls, and widespread circulation of graphic erot-
ica. The most notable milestones of this era were the
passage of the Comstock Act by Congress in 1873
and the passage of antiobscenity legislation by most
states by 1900. The Comstock Act prohibited using
the U.S. mails to send any “obscene, lewd, or las-
civious, indecent, filthy or vile book” through the
mails and was responsible for the seizure and de-
struction of thousands of tons of books and court
prosecutions.

The 1920’s marked the end of an era for the book
banners. The liberalizing influences of 1920’s Amer-
ican culture resulted in a change in attitudes and val-
ues among the population and judiciary toward what
had been formerly considered obscene. Three land-
mark court decisions occurred between 1933 and
1973. In 1933, James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922) was de-
clared to be a work of art that was not written for the
purpose of exploiting obscenity. Also, in determin-
ing whether a book was obscene, the entire book now
had to be considered, whereas previously obscenity
charges could be based on a single page or para-
graph. In 1957 in Roth v. United States, the Supreme
Court specifically defined what constituted obscen-
ity: “Obscenity is utterly without redeeming social
importance.” This definition was further refined in
1973 when the Supreme Court established three cri-
teria to be used to determine if material is obscene:

(1) [The] average person, applying modern com-
munity standards would find that the work, taken
as a whole, appeals to the prurient interest; (2)
whether the work depicts or describes, in a patently

offensive way, sexual conduct specifically defined
by the applicable state law; and (3) whether the
work, taken as a whole, lacks serious literary, artis-
tic, political or scientific value.

These rulings had the effect of making it much
more difficult to prove a work was obscene. Old bans
were overturned (Lady Chatterley’s Lover in 1959,
Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure in 1966), and al-
though attempts at censorship and book banning con-
tinued to occur with frequent regularity, the early
twenty-first century era is characterized by greater
tolerance and openness in artistic and personal ex-
pression. To an extent, this greater tolerance and
openness fostered by the judicial process can be cir-
cumvented by the political process. For example, a
bill that prohibited the use of federal money for any
work of art deemed obscene was passed by Congress
and signed into law by President Ronald Reagan.

Secular Humanism and Anti-Religionism
Secular humanism has been characterized by an

attorney as “a godless religion which rejects any no-
tion of the supernatural or a divine purpose for the
world” and which also “rejects any objective or abso-
lute moral standards and embraces a subjective ‘any-
thing goes’ approach to morals based on personal
needs and desires.” According to plaintiffs, secular
humanism has been advocated in public school text-
books. Since secular humanism is a religion, it vio-
lates the constitutionally mandated separation of
church and state, and therefore the books should be
banned. Plaintiffs were upheld in a court case in
1987, but this decision was reversed by the Court of
Appeals.

A much broader and more widespread attack
on school textbooks has been instituted by various
watchdog groups that believe that a number of text-
books are antireligious. For example, Beverly LaHay
of Concerned Women for America expressed the ne-
cessity “to preserve, protect, and promote traditional
and Judeo-Christian values through education, legal
defense. . . . The sad fact is that educational systems
in most American schools has already removed any
reference to God or teaching of Judeo-Christian val-
ues that is the most important information a child can
learn.” In a famous case, LaHay’s group supported
seven families in Hawkins County, Tennessee, who
were attempting to ban a series of textbooks. Purport-
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edly, the books contained passages about witchcraft,
astrology, pacifism, feminism, and evolution, while
ignoring religion and creationism.

The trial judge agreed that the textbooks inter-
fered with the parents’ free exercise of religion, that
the children were exposed to offensive religious
beliefs that interfered with practice of their own reli-
gion and that put Tennessee in the position of favor-
ing one religion over another. Ten months later, how-
ever, the court of appeals reversed this decision,
stating that the Constitution was not violated and that
exposure to offensive religious beliefs is not identical
to requiring them to be accepted.

Self-Censorship by Publishers
and Government

William Noble has observed that the absorption
of many independent publishing houses into con-
glomerates has produced more reluctance to stir up
controversy or to offend, resulting in self-censorship
of what is published. Unlike the previously discussed
situations, the publisher may be the only one who
knows what has happened. Self-censorship takes
several forms. Probably the mildest form occurs
when an author is asked (not ordered) to change or
eliminate some text. For example, Judy Blume re-
moved text at her publisher’s request in her young-
adult book Tiger Eyes: “There was just one line in the
book [about masturbation], but my publishers said it
would make the book controversial and limit the
book’s audience. I took it out but I wish I hadn’t.”

Similar to Judy Blume’s encounter with self-
censorship is bowdlerism, named for Thomas
Bowdler, a nineteenth century British physician who
excised text from William Shakespeare’s plays. These
“bowdlerized” versions can still be found in schools,
and in 1980 Harcourt Brace Jovanovich published
an edition of William Shakespeare’s Romeo and
Juliet minus about 10 percent of the text. About two-
thirds of the omitted passages had sexual connota-
tions.

A more severe form of self-censorship is to fail to
publish a book or to withdraw it from publication un-
der pressure once it has been published. Deborah Da-
vis’s unflattering 1980 biography of Katharine Gra-
ham, owner of the Washington Post, was pulled from
circulation after Graham and the Post’s executive di-
rector, Ben Bradlee, protested in private to the pub-
lisher. When the Ayatollah Khomeini of Iran issued a

death warrant on Salman Rushdie for his authorship
of his “blasphemous” The Satanic Verses in 1989,
worldwide book bannings and burnings occurred. In
the United States, three of the largest book chains—
Waldenbooks, B. Dalton, and Barnes and Noble—
removed all copies of The Satanic Verses from open
display (the book could still be bought by request).
This action was justified in terms of protecting the
safety and welfare of employees and patrons.

Frank W. Snepp, a former Central Intelligence
Agency (CIA) agent, wrote a critical book (Decent
Interval) about the CIA’s involvement in the Vietnam
War. The book was published in 1977 without prior
CIA approval, to which Snepp had previously agreed
in writing. In federal district court, Snepp’s attorney
argued that since no classified information was re-
vealed in the book, the government was violating
Snepp’s rights under the First Amendment. The CIA
argued that finding Snepp innocent would create a
dangerous precedent and that the CIA would lose
control and be unable to enforce the guarantee. Snepp
was found guilty, but the decision was reversed in
appeals court on the grounds that since no classified
information was revealed, Snepp was protected by
the First Amendment. The Supreme Court upheld the
district court decision, however, stating that Snepp’s
book had “irreparably harmed the United States gov-
ernment,” and Snepp was ordered to hand over more
than $200,000 in royalties to the Department of Jus-
tice.

Racial and Sexual Subordination
Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn

(1884) was considered to be racist by the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People,
which sought to have it banned from New York City
Schools in 1957. The book was said to demean Afri-
can Americans but not whites, resulting in a loss of
respect by the reader for African Americans. The
book continued to be attacked. In 1984, an African
American alderman in Illinois succeeded in having it
removed from a high school reading list for its use of
offensive language. Similarly, the British novelist
William Golding’s Lord of the Flies (1954) was
branded as racist by the Toronto School Board for us-
ing the term “nigger” and for demeaning African
Americans and was banned from schools.

Radical feminist writer Andrea Dworkin and law-
yer Catharine MacKinnon attempted to regulate por-
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nographic literature on the grounds that it discrimi-
nated against women and therefore was under the
jurisdiction of civil rights laws. According to
Dworkin, pornography produced “bigotry and hos-
tility and aggression toward all women,” and pro-
moted the idea that “the hurting of women is . . . basic
to the sexual pleasure of men.” Legislation intended
to allow a woman who perceived herself to be hurt by

pornography to sue the bookstore owner for civil
damage and have the materials banned was proposed
in three cities but was never put into law. In Indianap-
olis, the case was appealed to the Supreme Court,
which upheld a lower court’s ruling that “to deny free
speech in order to engineer social change in the name
of accomplishing a greater good for one sector of our
society erodes the freedoms of all and, as such,
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Notable Book Bannings

Year Book (Author) Censor Stated reason

387 b.c.e. The Odyssey (Homer) Plato Harmfulness to
immature readers

35 c.e. The Odyssey (Homer) Caligula Anti-autocratic content

1525-1526 New Testament Church of England Irreligious content

1922 Ulysses (James Joyce) U.S. Post Office Obscenity

1927 Elmer Gantry (Sinclair Lewis) Boston local officials Obscene depiction of
religious hero

1929 Lady Chatterley’s Lover
(D. H. Lawrence)

U.S. Customs Obscenity

1931 The Merchant of Venice
(William Shakespeare)

New York Jewish
organizations

Fostering of intolerance

1934 Tropic of Cancer (Henry Miller) U.S. Customs Obscenity

1939 The Grapes of Wrath
(John Steinbeck)

St. Louis public library Vulgarity

1941 Tobacco Road (Erskine Caldwell) U.S. Post Office Obscenity

1948 Sanctuary (William Faulkner) Philadelphia vice squad Obscenity

1955 From Here to Eternity
(James Jones)

U.S. Post Office Obscenity

1955- The Catcher in the Rye
(J. D. Salinger)

Various schools Obscenity

1957 Ten North Frederick (John O’Hara) Detroit police commissioner Obscenity

1960 The Sun Also Rises
(Ernest Hemingway)

San Jose and Riverside,
Calif., public libraries

Obscenity

1965 The Naked Lunch
(William Burroughs)

Boston Superior Court Obscenity

1972 Catch 22 (Joseph Heller) Strongsville, Ohio, schools Obscenity

1989 The Satanic Verses
(Salman Rushdie)

Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini Offensiveness to
Muslims



threatens tyranny and injustice for those subjected to
the rule of such laws.”

The Case Against Book Banning
Some Americans have interpreted the First

Amendment literally to mean that book banning or
censorship is not justifiable or permissible under any
circumstances. The Supreme Court justices William
O. Douglas and Hugo L. Black and the American
Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) stated that the First
Amendment protected all publications, without qual-
ification, against either civil or criminal regulation at
any level of government. Douglas tolerated “no ex-
ceptions . . . not even for obscenity.” To Douglas, the
First Amendment can have meaning and significance
only if it allows protests even against the moral code
that is the standard in the community. The ACLU de-
clared that all published material is protected by the
First Amendment unless it creates a “clear and pres-
ent danger” of causing antisocial behavior.

George Elliot stated the case for removing all cen-
sorship for pornography: (1) No law can be stated
clearly enough to guide unequivocally those who de-
cide censorship cases. The ACLU has called such
laws “vague and unworkable.” The Supreme Court
has for years grappled with defining obscenity and
pornography with considerable disagreement among
justices and changes in definition over the years.
(2) There is no clear and unequivocal evidence that
in fact pornography does severely injure many peo-
ple, even adolescents. (3) The less power govern-
ment has the better. As Justice Hugo L. Black wrote
in 1966: “Criminal punishment by government, al-
though universally recognized, is an exercise of one
of government’s most awesome and dangerous pow-
ers. Consequently, wise and good governments make
all possible efforts to hedge this dangerous power
by restricting it within easily identifiable bound-
aries.”

The essence of the belief that reading materials
should not be banned under any circumstance rests
on the assumption that the citizenry has free will and
is intelligent. Therefore, each citizen is free and able
to reject material that he or she finds personally of-
fensive, but no person has the right to define what is
personally offensive for anyone else or to limit any-
one else’s access to that material. To do so is, to para-
phrase the words of federal judge Sarah Backer, to
erode freedom for the entire citizenry and threaten

tyranny and injustice for those at whom the laws are
directed.

The Case for Book Banning
An editorial in the April 2, 1966, issue of The New

Republic commented on Justice William O.
Douglas’s position: “It would be nice if we could
have a society in which nothing that others sold or
displayed made anyone fear for the future of his chil-
dren. But we are not that society, and it is hard to pro-
tect Mishkin’s [a convicted pornographer] freedom
to make a profit any way he likes, when his particular
way is a stench in the nostrils of his community, even
though the community would perhaps be better ad-
vised to ignore him.” The editorial advocated permit-
ting Mishkin to cater to those who seek his product
but not allowing him to display it in public.

That editorial represented the stance of most of
the pro-censorship articles that have been published,
as well as the position of the courts. It is a middle-of-
the-road position. Censorship itself and the power
vested in agencies to enforce it should be approached
warily. Pornography does exist; however, many con-
sider it to be a social evil that needs to be controlled.
When material is perceived to destroy or subvert so-
cial and moral laws, undermine community stan-
dards, or offend decency without aesthetic justifica-
tion, it may be banned.

The two situations of most concern are materials
available to or directed at minors and material that is
publicly displayed and available that is indecent and
offensive to community standards. If such material is
made unavailable to minors and kept from public
view, it may be permissible to offer it to those who
desire it. A more extreme and minority position is
that the ban on pornography should be total, and the
material should not be made available to anybody.

Most of the debate about censorship and the
banning of books has focused on pornography and
obscenity. The other areas of book banning (self-
censorship, religion, and sexual and racial subordi-
nation), however, would no doubt find adherents to
each of the above positions. Probably the only area of
censorship that comes close to finding a consensus is
the revelation of classified material that would en-
danger lives or national security. Most people sup-
port the censorship and banning of such material.

Defining what kinds of books and other reading
materials should be banned and the subject of ban-
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ning itself are slippery issues. The reason is, as
George Elliott noted, that these issues are not amena-
ble to scientific analysis. They cannot be numerically
defined or objectively measured. They are ambigu-
ous matters of personal preference and consensus
opinion. Censorship and book banning are psycho-
logical, aesthetic, and political phenomena.

Laurence Miller

Further Reading
Demac, Donna A. Liberty Denied. New Brunswick,

N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1990. An excel-
lent discussion of the different kinds of censor-
ship and book banning and their effect on the
authors and on society. Takes a strong anticensor-
ship position.

Haight, Anne Lyon, and Chandler B. Grannis.
Banned Books, 387 B.C. to 1978 A.D. 4th ed. New
York: R. R. Bowker, 1978. A comprehensive list
of book banning and related incidents through the
years and in various countries.

Kravitz, Nancy. Censorship and the School Library
Media Center. Westport, Conn.: Libraries Unlim-
ited, 2002. An exhaustive study of censorship and
book banning in schools, including historical
background, a survey of contemporary pressures
upon school libraries, and analysis of current laws
and court decisions.

McClellan, Grant S., ed. Censorship in the United
States. New York: H. W. Wilson, 1967. An excel-
lent collection of magazine and newspaper arti-
cles that argue the pros and cons of censorship.

Noble, William. Bookbanning in America. Middle-
bury, Vt.: Paul S. Erickson, 1990. Highly recom-
mended. A lively, very readable, thorough, and
thoughtful discussion of the various forms of cen-
sorship. Takes a strong anticensorship position.

Rauch, Jonathan. Kindly Inquisitors: The New At-
tacks on Free Thought. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1993. A leisurely and very per-
sonal but insightful essay on the evils of censor-
ship.

Woods, L. B. A Decade of Censorship in America:
The Threat to Classrooms and Libraries, 1966-
1975. Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 1979. A
detailed and thorough presentation of the censor-
ship wars as fought in public schools and librar-
ies. Presents both pro- and anticensorship points
of view.

See also: Academic freedom; Art; Art and public
policy; Censorship; First Amendment; Freedom of
expression; Index librorum prohibitorum; Library
Bill of Rights; Song lyrics.

Bosnia
Identification: Balkan nation whose separation

from Yugoslavia during the early 1990’s quickly
led to the first major post-World War II ethno-
nationalist conflict in Europe

Date: Became independent in 1992
Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: The conflict in Bosnia represented a

major challenge to the world, to address issues
of nationalism, separatism and human rights in
Europe, raising issues of ethnic cleansing and
the ethics underlying the role of United Nations
peacekeeping forces there.

When the Soviet Union fell in 1990, its repercussions
were felt all over the world, but particularly in the for-
mer Soviet satellite states of Eastern Europe. As one
state after another unraveled, the world watched the
creation of new sovereign states arise, often along
ethnic and nationalist lines. Bosnia, a former repub-
lic of Yugoslavia, was one such nation that declared
its independence. A civil war ensued between the
Bosnian Muslims and the Serbs that was eventually
settled through the intervention of the United Nations
and the signing of peace accords through U.S. media-
tion.

The Former Yugoslavia
The Balkan nation of Yugoslavia was formed af-

ter World War I, assembled by the great European
powers. It was made up of six republics: Serbia,
Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Slovenia, Macedonia,
and Montenegro. While many ethnic groups coex-
isted in these republics, Serbia was primarily domi-
nated by its Orthodox Christian Serbian majority,
Slovenia and Croatia were primarily Roman Catho-
lic, and Bosnia-Herzegovina had a Muslim majority
and a sizable Serb minority.

Historical grievances had long plagued relations
among Yugoslavia’s diverse peoples. For instance,
the Croats had turned against the Serbs during Ger-
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many’s wartime occupation of Yugoslavia. After
World War II, however, Yugoslavia appeared to be on
the way to solving its historical nationalist problems.
Josip Broz Tito, the country’s dominant postwar
leader, was a powerful, charismatic figure who held
the country together and touted a special Yugoslav
brand of socialism as the path to prosperity. Along
with India’s Jawaharlal Nehru and Egypt’s Gamal
Abdel Nasser, Tito spearheaded the Non-Aligned
Movement, bringing international respect to Yugo-
slavia.

Bloodshed in Bosnia
After Tito’s death in early 1980, old ethnic ha-

treds and nationalistic fervor came to the fore. The
morality of his strategy—papering over ethnic differ-
ences in an effort to hold together the state—came
into question. Serbs who had felt diminished under
Tito asserted their identity and came under the influ-
ence of Slobodan Miloševi6, a hard-line Serb nation-
alist. In 1990, the Serb army crushed Kosovo, which
had been a partly autonomous unit within Tito’s Yu-
goslavia, as it pressed for independence and fought

against Slovenia’s declaration of independence be-
fore finally being forced to accept it.

When Bosnia-Herzegovina voted for indepen-
dence in 1992 and was recognized by the United
States and members of the European Community, the
Serbs refused to accept the change. The Serbian army
was accused of committing grave atrocities against
the Bosnian Muslims and of trying to force them
from large areas in order to form a solid Serbian belt
in Bosnia. Images of Bosnian Muslim men being
rounded up, held, and exterminated in camps recalled
the concentration camps of the World War II Holo-
caust. At the end of the Bosnian war, the number dead
was estimated to be around 100,000, with some re-
ports citing higher or lower figures. In addition,
around 20,000 people remained missing.

Settlement in Bosnia
The international community intervened with U.N.

peacekeeping forces; however, these forces were ac-
cused of standing by while the Serbs continued their
campaign against the Bosnians. U.N. peacekeepers
traditionally serve as neutral reminders to conflicting

parties to resolve their conflict in
nonviolent ways. Peacekeepers
do not use force except in self-
defence. In traditional conflicts,
this neutrality has served the
forces well. However, in the case
of Bosnia, they were often re-
duced to standing by as Serbian
forces rounded up Bosnian Mus-
lim men to forcibly take them
to concentration camps. In other
cases, they failed to intervene as
brutal killings took place during
their watch.

The ethical and moral ques-
tions raised by U.N. peacekeep-
ers maintaining neutrality in the
face of Serb aggression was still
being debated a decade later. In
1995, after much bloodshed, the
Dayton Peace Agreement was
signed in Dayton, Ohio, by rep-
resentatives of the Republic of
Bosnia and Herzegovina, the Re-
public of Croatia, and the Fed-
eral Republic of Yugoslavia. Un-

164

Bosnia Ethics

SERBIA

MONTENEGRO

BOSNIA-
HERZEGOVINA

CROATIA

Adriatic Sea

Sarajevo

Zagreb

Banja Luka
Belgrade

Titograd

HUNGARY

SL
O

VENIA

ALBANIA



der this framework agreement, all sides
agreed to work toward a peaceful settle-
ment. By 2004, progress had been made
toward the various ethnic communities
living harmoniously side by side, al-
though tensions and unresolved issues
remained.

Tinaz Pavri

Further Reading
Clark, Wesley K. Waging Modern War:

Bosnia, Kosovo, and the Future of
Conflict. New York: Public Affairs,
2001.

Malcolm, Noel. Bosnia: A Short His-
tory. New York: New York Univer-
sity Press, 1999.

Sacco, Joe. Safe Area Gorazde: The
War in Eastern Bosnia, 1992-1995.
Seattle: Fantagraphics Press, 2000.

See also: Concentration camps; Eth-
nic cleansing; Islamic ethics; Kosovo;
North Atlantic Treaty Organization;
Peacekeeping missions; Rwanda geno-
cide; United Nations.

Boycotts
Definition: Organized attempts to achieve certain

goals by convincing consumers not to buy spe-
cific products or not to buy products from specific
stores

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Boycotts are attempts to realize cer-

tain consumer or civil rights or to correct per-
ceived imbalances of political or economic power
among individuals and organizations.

Boycotts—which take their name from Charles Boy-
cott, a notoriously unfair Irish landlord—have been a
recognized form of protest at least since the Boston
Tea Party, which signaled the beginning of the Amer-
ican Revolutionary War. However, boycotts did not
become common until the late 1960’s. Since that
time, more and more groups have used boycotts to
achieve increasingly diverse goals. By the 1990’s,

more than one hundred local or national consumer
protests were in progress throughout the United States
at any given time.

Some boycotts are organized by groups for their
own benefit; for example, customers stop shopping at
certain stores that they believe are charging unfair
prices. Other boycotts are aimed at gaining benefits
for third parties; for example, consumers in the
United States refused to buy Nestlé products until
that company changed its infant formula marketing
practices in developing countries. Still other boycotts
have been called against one company to put eco-
nomic or social pressure on a different company, as
when the United Farm Workers and their supporters
boycotted stores that sold table grapes until the grow-
ers recognized the union. Organizations now use
boycotts to achieve such wide-ranging political goals
as animal rights, environmental protection, and the
rights of women and minority groups. Nor are boy-
cotts the exclusive province of progressive groups
and agendas. In 1997, the Southern Baptist Conven-
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A Bosnian man walks past a poster in Sarajevo showing the candi-
dates of a Muslim party running in the nation’s October, 2002,
general elections. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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tion organized a boycott of the Walt Disney Corpora-
tion, largely in response to Disney’s willingness to
host gay and lesbian groups at its theme parks.

D. Kirk Davidson
Updated by the editors

See also: Business ethics; Civil disobedience; Civil
Rights movement; Coercion; Consumerism; Eco-
nomics; Jackson, Jesse; Marketing.

Bradley, F. H.
Identification: English philosopher
Born: January 30, 1846, Clapham, Surrey,

England
Died: September 18, 1924, Oxford, England
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: F. H. Bradley stressed the signifi-

cance of ideas, especially spiritual ideas, as the
fundamental reality, and he criticized the utilitar-
ian concept that happiness is the goal of ethical
behavior. His works include The Presuppositions
of Critical History (1874), Ethical Studies (1876),
Principles of Logic (1883), and Appearance and
Reality: A Metaphysical Essay (1893).

Francis Herbert Bradley was a nineteenth century
British philosopher whose career spanned more than
five decades at Oxford University, where he was first
elected to a fellowship in 1870. His writing eventu-
ally earned him Britain’s Order of Merit.

Bradley’s keen critical analysis of the dialectic
between the importance of spirituality and that of re-
ality stood in opposition to utilitarian thought, whose
advocates, such as John Stuart Mill, wrote that the
goal of humankind should be to do that which would
bring the greatest good to the greatest number of indi-
viduals.

Bradley’s own work was based on the ideals of
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, which stressed the
social nature of morality and held that one’s ethics
was determined by one’s place in society. Since
Bradley focused on the place of the individual within
society, some of his critics have suggested that his
ideas led to moral relativism. Bradley’s most famous
work, Appearance and Reality: A Metaphysical Es-
say, appeared in 1893. Although this book spoke of

the spiritual nature of reality, Bradley recognized that
the existence of that spiritual nature was impossible
to prove intellectually because of the limitations of
the human intellect.

James A. Baer

See also: Bentham, Jeremy; Hegel, Georg Wilhelm
Friedrich; Idealist ethics; Mill, John Stuart; Utilitari-
anism.

Brain death
Definition: Cessation of the organic functions of

the human brain
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: New definitions of what constitutes

human death are integrally tied to ethical deci-
sions relating to decisions about efforts to sustain
life and the possibility of organ transplantation.

Throughout most of history, human death was de-
fined in terms of cessation of the heart and lungs. Hu-
man beings were considered to be dead only after
their hearts and lungs permanently ceased function-
ing. Those criteria sufficed until modern advances in
medical technology required reconsideration of how
death should be defined. The invention of the iron
lung and artificial stimulation of hearts has made
continued respiration and circulation possible long
after hearts and lungs lose their normal functional ca-
pacities. Death has consequently come to be under-
stood in terms of functional activity associated with
the organs, not the organs themselves.

A greater challenge to the traditional definition of
death came to the fore during the 1960’s. New medi-
cal technology made it possible for the first time to
maintain the cardiopulmonary functions of patients
whose entire brains—or at least large portions of
them—were effectively dead. Since that time, brain-
dead patients have never been able to regain con-
sciousness, but their bodies have been maintained for
long periods of time, sometimes years or even de-
cades, in an unconscious state. Another important
advance during the 1960’s was the beginning of suc-
cessful transplants of complex organs, including the
heart.
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Development
Maintaining patients in a permanent vegetative

state is expensive and a drain on human personnel
and medical resources. In addition, because of con-
tinued respiration and blood flow, the organs of such
patients do not necessarily degrade if blood pressure
and essential plasma and blood gas components are
properly regulated. Medically speaking, the organs
of such patients frequently are prime candidates for
successful transplantation. The high costs of keeping
comatose patients alive and the growing need for or-
gans for transplants place a new urgency on the need
to reconsider traditional definitions of death.

Over the course of about ten years, many ethical,
legal, and medical authorities explicitly rejected a
definition based on cessation of the lungs and heart
and embraced a brain-oriented definition of death.
During the first years of the twenty-first century, the
prevailing view was a brain-death definition: A hu-
man being is dead when and only when the brain has
permanently ceased functioning.

Despite the popularity of the new brain-oriented
definition, two opposing schools of thought have
arisen. One group advocates a whole-brain defini-
tion. This view holds that a human being is dead
when and only when the entire brain, including the
cerebrum (the outer shell of which is the cortex), the
cerebellum, and the brain stem (which includes the
mid-brain, the pons, and the medulla oblongata), per-
manently stops functioning.

The other group advocates a higher-brain defini-
tion. According to their view, a human being is dead
when and only when the cerebrum (or cortex) perma-
nently stops functioning. The latter view is the more
radical of the two. The difference between the two
views is important: A patient considered dead on
a higher-brain definition might still be considered
alive on a whole-brain definition. In some cases,
brain stem function, for example, can continue in the
absence of cortical activity. A patient with such a
condition might even exhibit spontaneous respiration
and heartbeat.

Controversy
Although brain death definitions have largely su-

perseded the heart-lung definition, controversy still
surrounds them. Advocates of a heart-lung definition

argue that brain-death definitions represent no new
or deeper insights into the nature of human death.
They further charge that those definitions are moti-
vated by attempts to redefine costly and inconvenient
patients out of existence, coupled with medical op-
portunism on the part of transplant surgeons and po-
tential organ recipients.

Even within the brain death camp there are dis-
agreements. Advocates of the whole-brain definition
have argued that the higher-brain view confuses the
idea of a human being ceasing to be a person—
permanent loss of consciousness, associated with
permanent loss of cerebral function—with the idea
of a human being ceasing to be alive—permanent
loss of governing organic function, associated with
permanent loss of all brain functions. On the other
hand, advocates of a higher-brain definition have ar-
gued that once the heart-lung definition has been
abandoned, there is tacit recognition that what human
death really concerns is the loss of what is essentially
significant to human existence—consciousness—and
not mere organic function. Thus, brain stem function,
as not intrinsically associated with consciousness, is
no more relevant to the determination of human
death than kidney function.

Michael J. Wreen
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Brandeis, Louis D.
Identification: U.S. Supreme Court justice
Born: November 13, 1856, Louisville, Kentucky
Died: October 5, 1941, Washington, D.C.
Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: One of the leading progressives of the

early twentieth century, Brandeis sat on the U.S.
Supreme Court from 1916 to 1939 and was an im-
portant leader of the American Zionist move-
ment. He espoused an environmental view of law
known as sociological jurisprudence whereby
law is guided by reason.

From 1916 until his retirement in 1939, Louis D.
Brandeis served as an associate Supreme Court Jus-
tice. His progressivism on the Court was manifested
by his use of the power of government to protect the
interests of all Americans. Brandeis translated con-
troversies in court into universal moral terms and in-
corporated those moral values into the framework of
law. His leadership in the World Zionist Organiza-
tion, as on the Supreme Court, demonstrated his con-
suming passion to create a just democracy for all in-
dividuals and to use every avenue of government to
perfect and preserve a genuine equality.

Brandeis wrote that democracy “demands contin-
uous sacrifice by the individual and more exigent
obedience to the moral law than any other form of
government . . .” Deciding each case on the basis of
moral rectitude within a democracy, he wrote opin-
ions that were detailed, were intended to instruct, and
reflected his beliefs in the maintenance of the federal
system of government. He was willing to attempt so-
cial experimentation within the structure of the gov-
ernment to achieve a democratic equality and pre-
serve the liberties of speech, press, and assembly—
all of which are requisites for the maintenance of a
free society.

Stephen D. Livesay

See also: Jurisprudence; Progressivism; Supreme
Court, U.S.; Supreme Court Justice selection;
Zionism.

Bribery
Definition: Illegally or improperly obtaining favors

in exchange for money or other items of value
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: The concept of bribery focuses atten-

tion upon the relationship of special duties to gen-
eral moral obligations.

Bribery involves paying somebody else in money or
other things of value, whether objects or favors, to vi-
olate a special obligation or duty. Payments to violate
general ethical duties, such as to refrain from murder
or robbery, would not ordinarily be classified as brib-
ery. Very often, however, general ethical duties and
special obligations may be linked. For example, a
prosecutor who through bribery is induced falsely to
prosecute the briber’s political opponent is violating
both general and special obligations.

It might be tempting to analyze bribery in terms
of extrinsic morality, in which a morally neutral act
is made wrong (or obligatory) by some just author-
ity for the common good. Modern industrial socie-
ties have found bribery to be inconsistent with effi-
ciency and have, therefore, outlawed bribery. Most
ethicists, however, see true bribery as a violation
of intrinsic morality—a wrong in itself—because it
aims at luring persons to neglect or to trespass the
obligations they have taken upon themselves by ac-
ceptance of public or private office with inherent
duties.

The moral impermissibility of bribery arises out
of two primary considerations: First, the bribers in-
duce the bribees to violate their special duties, and
second, evil consequences may flow from the actions
undertaken for the bribes. Consider the employment
manager of a corporation who accepts a bribe to hire
a particular candidate for a job. Even if the candidate
is fully qualified, if the bribe causes the choice of a
less-than-best candidate, that manager makes his
company slightly less competitive in the free market,
potentially costing jobs, profits, and even the future
existence of the enterprise. In the case of a scrupulous
bribee, who will accept a bribe only from the candi-
date he considers best qualified for the position, the
evil of the bribe rests on the violation of the duty
alone, or that violation plus a kind of fraud against the
briber (although the latter is problematical).

Problems still arise, however, for the right to re-
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quire payments for doing a good act remains uncer-
tain. If the good deed is morally obligatory, it would
seem that demanding payment for it would not be
right unless the payment were actually necessary to
carry on the good work. If, on the contrary, the good
act were supererogatory, then perhaps a requirement
of payment might be justifiable.

Bribery vs. Extortion
Another area of concern in regard to bribery in-

volves payments made in response to demands by
persons in authority (or otherwise influential) to pre-
vent the conduct of business or to inflict other harms.
Moral philosophers have established a useful distinc-
tion between bribery and extortion. Demands of pay-
ment to prevent harm are, properly speaking, extor-
tion, and the theoretical considerations involved in
such payments are extremely complex. Clearly, re-
fusing to pay extortion must usually be regarded as
praiseworthy, but under many circumstances such a
principled approach must be judged to be supererog-
atory.

The customs of many regions and nations support
the making of moderate payments to public officials
to perform their ordinary tasks. Persons seeking per-
mits, licenses, visas, passage through customs, and
so forth, may be required to pay small “bribes” to the
appropriate officials, but where sanctioned by long-
standing custom (even though technically illegal),

such payments are more akin to tips than to bribes.
In much of the world, furthermore, such practices
may be accepted on account of the unrealistically low
salaries of officials, which necessitate the supple-
mentation of pay. In addition, gift giving to public of-
ficials has the beneficial effect of giving an incentive
for the performance of duty when civic virtue does
not suffice.

The offering of bribes, whether accepted or not,
may be assumed to be morally reprehensible in cir-
cumstances in which the taking of bribes would be
blameworthy. In a situation in which taking a bribe
would be morally blameless, such as making nomi-
nal payments to public servants where custom sanc-
tions it, the offering of such bribes must be held inno-
cent.

In Plato’s Crito, Socrates refused to allow his
friends to bribe his guards in order that he escape into
exile, avoiding his execution. Socrates had numerous
reasons for his principled stance, and among these
was that bribery would cause the guards to fail in
the duties they owed by virtue of their office. Simply
stated, the moral maxim would be that nobody ought
to induce (or attempt to induce) another to do
wrong—that is, to violate his or her special obliga-
tions and duties.

The federal Foreign Corrupt Practices Act of
1977 was enacted by Congress to restrict both the
payment of bribes and extortion by U.S. corporations
operating overseas. Some ethicists praise the act as
holding American corporations to the highest ethical
standards, but others see it as an unrealistic imposi-
tion upon American businesses, damaging their com-
petitiveness.

Patrick O’Neil
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When Taking Bribes May
Be Honorable

The ethics of bribery become more complicated
when one considers the actions of officials of illegal
or immoral organizations. During World War II,
would an SS officer who took bribes from Jews to
help them escape from Nazi persecution and exter-
mination have acted unethically? Certainly, that of-
ficer would have been in technical violation of his
official duties, both to his specific organization and
to his national government, Adolf Hitler’s Nazi gov-
ernment. However, there can be no morally binding
special obligation to a thoroughly immoral organi-
zation, for one cannot morally bind oneself to do
that which is ethically wrong.



Vincke, François, Fritz Heimann, and Ron Katz, eds.
Fighting Bribery: A Corporate Practices Man-
ual. Paris: ICC, 1999.

See also: Business ethics; Cheating; Duty; Hiring
practices; Inside information; Lobbying; Politics;
Professional ethics; Sales ethics.

Brown v. Board of Education
The Event: U.S. Supreme Court decision that over-

turned the principle of separate-but-equal segre-
gation in public schools

Date: Ruling made on May 17, 1954
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: The Court found in Brown that segre-

gated public schools were not “equal,” could not
be made “equal,” and had a psychologically detri-
mental effect on African American children.

Racially segregated public schools dominated edu-
cation for African Americans until 1954, when the
U.S. Supreme Court decision Brown v. Board of Edu-
cation, rejected its earlier Plessy v. Ferguson (1896)
decision, which had established the segregation prin-
ciple of “separate but equal.” Brown v. Board of Edu-
cation inspired several years of struggle by African
Americans, the courts, and supporters of equal rights
to force its implementation. In the years preceding
Brown, education throughout the South had consti-
tuted an effective means of discrimination.

History
Until the 1950’s, Plessy v. Ferguson continued to

justify all segregation, including school segregation.
In Plessy, the Supreme Court upheld a Louisiana law
requiring equal but separate accommodations for
“white” and “colored” railroad passengers. The Court
assumed that legislation was powerless to eradicate
racial dispositions or abolish distinctions based upon
physical differences, and that any attempts to do so
could only complicate the issue. Laws requiring the
separation of African Americans and whites in areas
of potential interaction did not imply the inferiority
of either race, according to the Court.

Besides the fact that racism was inherent in Plessy,
it was clear by the 1950’s that the separate schools,

transportation, and public facilities that were pro-
vided for African Americans were not equal to those
provided for whites. Oliver Brown, whose daughter
Linda was denied entrance to a white school three
blocks from their home and ended up at an African
American school twenty-one blocks away, questioned
the constitutionality of the Topeka board of educa-
tion’s policies. Authorities, citing state laws permit-
ting racial segregation, denied Linda Brown admis-
sion to the white school.

In Brown, a district court found segregation to
have a detrimental effect on African American chil-
dren; however, African American and white schools
were found to be substantially equal. The plaintiff
took the case to the U.S. Supreme Court, arguing that
segregated public schools were not equal and that
they constituted denial of equal protection of the
laws. The Fourteenth Amendment (1868) grants
equal protection, stating, “no state shall deprive any
person of life, liberty, or property, without due pro-
cess of the law; nor deny to any person within its ju-
risdiction the equal protection of the laws.”

In the first cases following the adoption of the
Fourteenth Amendment, the Supreme Court inter-
preted it as proscribing all state-imposed discrimina-
tions against African Americans. The Court, led by
Chief Justice Earl Warren, chose this perspective in
handling the Brown case. In deliberations, the Court
focused on the effect of segregation, not on whether
the schools were considered equal.

Ethical Principles and Issues
The Supreme Court detailed the importance of

education and posited education as the foundation of
good citizenship. Thurgood Marshall (who later be-
came a U.S. Supreme Court justice himself), the Na-
tional Association for the Advancement of Colored
People’s chief counsel for Brown, argued on the basis
of the inequalities of segregation, noting the findings
of social scientists on segregation’s negative effects.
Chief Justice Warren’s majority opinion expressed
doubt that any child could reasonably be expected to
succeed in life when denied educational opportunity,
and further, that such an opportunity, where the state
has undertaken to provide it, is a right that must be
made available to all on equal terms. The Court found
that the doctrine of “separate but equal” has no place
in the field of public education.

The Court’s decision to take a substantive look at
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the Brown case, along with the procedural approach,
led to a 9-0 decision in favor of Brown. Arguments
alluding to the negative psychological impact of seg-
regation on African American children keyed the de-
cision. A public school system that was erected for
the betterment of all citizens but denied certain seg-
ments of the citizenry access to the system’s best
public education was held to be unethical. The Brown
decision, (which says, in effect, that no matter how
equal the physical qualities of separate schools or any
other public facilities may be, their segregated nature
has negative effects on the psyche of African Ameri-
can children, hindering their ability to learn and con-
sequently to become productive citizens), provided
the Court with a precedent on which to build and en-
sured that public education would be conducted on
an ethical basis at least in theory.

After Brown v. Board of Education
Implementing and enforcing the Brown decision

proved to be infinitely more difficult than arriving

at the decision itself had been. Public officials, es-
pecially in the South, openly, aggressively, and
consistently defied the Court. This reaction did not,
however, prevent the Court from ruling on a desegre-
gation order. Thus, on May 31, 1955, the Court, in
Brown v. Board of Education II, ruled that school au-
thorities have the primary responsibility for disman-
tling segregationist policies. Courts were given the
responsibility of considering whether the actions
of school authorities constituted good-faith imple-
mentation of the governing constitutional principles.
The Court required that desegregation be carried out
“with all deliberate speed.”

The intention of “deliberate speed” was to assist
school authorities in making smooth transitions from
segregation to integration; however, school officials
throughout the South interpreted it to mean little or
no action. Several southern school districts closed
down public schools rather than integrate, while oth-
ers, such as the Little Rock, Arkansas, district, were
forced to deploy armed soldiers to ensure success-

171

Ethics Brown v. Board of Education

President George W. Bush with members of a Birmingham, Alabama, choir, after speaking in Topeka, Kansas, on
May 17, 2004—the fiftieth anniversary of the Brown v. Board of Education decision. (AP/Wide World Photos)

Image not available 



ful integration. By the late 1960’s, most southern
schools settled into a pattern of integration. After the
Brown cases, the Supreme Court dealt little with de-
segregation, allowing the lower courts to handle such
cases.

The Brown v. Board of Education decision had an
influence that reached well beyond the desegregation
of public schools. It inspired court cases involving
the segregation of public transportation, hotel ac-
commodations, restaurants, and other public facili-
ties. Although the Brown decision did not explicitly
outlaw racial discrimination in areas other than edu-
cation, the decision influenced the rulings of lower
court judges in other discrimination cases. The im-
pact of Brown v. Board of Education on the lives of
African Americans, and all Americans, cannot be
overemphasized.

Gregory Freeland
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Buber, Martin
Identification: Austrian philosopher
Born: February 8, 1878, Vienna, Austro-

Hungarian Empire (now in Austria)
Died: June 13, 1965, Jerusalem, Israel
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: In I and Thou (Ich und Du, 1923),

Buber interpreted the foundation of ethics and
morality as the personal “I-Thou” (as opposed to
the impersonal “I-It”) relationship of people to
one another, to existence, and to God.

For Martin Buber, the two primary ways in which
people relate to their world are characterized by the
words “I-It” and “I-Thou (or You).” The “I-It” way of
seeing life is one in which people objectify the reality
they see and deal with as things—mere objects to be
used, understood, manipulated, and controlled. In
such a way of relating to life, perhaps characterized
best by the business or scientific approach to exis-
tence, there is little opportunity for a true personal
connection between the individual and the rest of re-
ality. Instead, life is spent trying to attain goals, ana-
lyze and control others, and organize reality into
something that can be used or consumed.

While the “I-It” approach to reality might be nec-
essary to conduct the everyday affairs of life or create
intellectual circumstances for technological ad-
vancement, Buber believed that its aggressive domi-
nation of modern culture had created a painful and
pitiful climate that fostered human isolation. As a re-
sult, people had become alienated from their fellow
human beings, their world at large, and their God. To
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Buber, such a life was not authentic, not genuine, and
not fully human.

The “I-Thou” attitude is characterized in terms of
an honest and open “dialogue” between the “I” and
the “Thou.” A mutual and dynamic, though inti-
mately personal, connection ensues in the “I-Thou”
mode, in which there is a marrying of the subjective
“I” and the objective other, which is now no longer a
dominated “It” but instead a responsive partner in a
profoundly communicative and respectful meeting
of the two: “I-It” becomes “I-Thou.”

In Buber’s “I-Thou” relationship, people are re-
lieved of their isolation and alienation from those
around them and the world at large because they no
longer relate to what is not themselves as merely
means to purposes or goals (“Its”), but instead as re-
spected and appreciated ends in and of themselves
(“Thous”). People no longer live life as detached and
solitary but are connected and “whole” with every-
thing in the realm of their “I-Thou” encounter.

The most basic example of the “I-Thou” relation-
ship for Buber is that between two people in honest,
dialogic communication in which both encounter the
essential integrity and being of the other. Yet Buber
also believes that this relationship can exist between
humans and nature. A tree, for example, is no longer
a commodity to be made into lumber for a house; it is,
in the “I-Thou” relationship, a significant object with
which, perhaps as a thing of beauty or simply as a
“being” itself, one can have an intimate connection.
In the same way, an artist can have such a relationship
with those things that become objects in the artist’s
works.

Social Implications
Buber’s perspective also has social implications.

If a community of people is to succeed, it must be
based on an “I-Thou” dialogue that nurtures a hu-
manizing, unselfish climate of respect for individuals
and the common good. In this regard, Buber was an
advocate of utopian social models such as the Israeli
kibbutz, which promoted mutual cooperation among
all members of the community at every level of life.

Finally, there are the religious dimensions of
Buber’s thought. For him, every “I-Thou” relation-
ship brings individuals in touch with the eternal
“Thou,” or God. In fact, Buber asserts that it is impos-
sible to relate to God in a manipulative “I-It” mode.
He believed that it was only through the direct,

dialogic encounter with the otherness of objective
existence in the respectful “I-Thou” mode that the
qualities and presence of God became actual in the
world. It is only in such personal, and finally mysteri-
ous, circumstances (so alien to traditional theologies
that seek to make God an “It” by explaining and
dogmatizing) that the living God can be discovered.

Ethical Implications
Buber’s philosophy demands that people take the

risk of opening themselves up to “I-Thou” relation-
ships, no matter how fleeting they may be. It is only
in the experience of such profoundly personal rela-
tionships with their fellow human beings, the world
at large, and God that humans, even momentarily,
become able to escape the propensity to transform
everything into an object of “I-It” use and scrutiny.
It is only through the “I-Thou” dialogue that human
beings can move out of a life of lonely impersonality
and into a mode of existence that keeps them person-
ally involved with the uniqueness of their fellow hu-
man beings, communities, and God. Without such an
“I-Thou” foundation, there is no possibility for a
moral life of meaning and purpose.

Richard M. Leeson
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Buddha
Identification: Indian religious leader
Born: Siddh3rtha Gautama, c. 566 b.c.e., Lumbint,

(now Rummindei, Nepal)
Died: c. 486 b.c.e., Kukinagara, India
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The Buddha founded one of the

world’s major religious and ethical systems. Bud-
dhism provides a comprehensive moral discipline
designed to liberate humankind from an existence
characterized by impermanence, suffering, and
delusion.

The son of a chief of the warrior clan of the kakyas,
Siddh3rtha Gautama was born in approximately 566
b.c.e. at the edge of the Himalayas, in what is now
Nepal. His father,Kuddhodana, although not the king
he was once thought to be, nevertheless provided
Gautama with all of the elements necessary for a
comfortable, luxurious existence. Legend and myth
cloud much of the surviving information regarding
Gautama’s early years, but at approximately the age
of nineteen, he was married to his cousin Yakodhar3,
by whom he had one child, R3hula.

At the age of twenty-nine, according to some ac-
counts, he was exposed to the basic realities of exis-
tence. While being driven around his father’s estate
in his chariot, he saw four things that would ulti-
mately change his life: a man suffering from disease,
a man weakened and reduced by age, a corpse, and a
wandering ascetic. Questioning his charioteer about
these sights, he learned that although no one can es-
cape disease, age, and death, asceticism might at
least offer some sort of alternative.

Having realized the fate of all living things, Gau-

tama resolved to leave the luxurious life of his youth
in order to seek the cause of the horrors of human ex-
istence and, if possible, to discover a solution. In this
homeless, wandering existence, Gautama sought in-
struction from adepts in the art of meditation, but
finding little of real value there, he began to practice
the most extreme forms of asceticism for the next six
years, almost starving himself to death in the process.
At last, seeing the inadequacy of this approach, he
decided to abandon asceticism and, by the pure force
of will, achieve his goal.

At Bodh Gay3, Gautama sat down at the foot of a
tree, resolving not to leave until he had achieved en-
lightenment. Passing beyond all previously attained
meditative states and conquering manifold tempta-
tions in the process, he at last attained complete liber-
ation and found the answers that he had sought. He
was thirty-five years old.

Having resolved to proclaim his message of en-
lightenment to the world, Gautama, now the Buddha,
or Enlightened One, spent the next forty-five years
teaching his doctrine up and down the Ganges and es-
tablishing his monastic order, or sangha, of Buddhist
monks and nuns. At the age of eighty, the Buddha
died at Kukin3r3, India, in approximately 486 b.c.e.

After his enlightenment at the age of thirty-five,
the Buddha proposed both a diagnosis of the human
condition and a response to it. The human condition
is characterized by impermanence, suffering, and
false consciousness. Throughout his career, the Bud-
dha claimed to teach but two things: suffering and the
end of suffering.

The Nature of Existence
With systematic, scientific rigor, the Buddha be-

gan his analysis of existence by citing three of its ba-
sic characteristics: impermanence (anitya), suffering
(duwkha), and the lack of an abiding self (an3tman).
Why is existence bound up with suffering and imper-
manence? The Buddha saw life in terms of a “chain
of dependent origination” (pratttya-samutp3da). This
chain begins with ignorance (avidy3), which leads
to choices both negative and positive (sapsk3ra),
which in turn result in a will to live. This will takes
the form of consciousness (vijñ3na), and conscious-
ness is followed by a material mind and body (n3ma-
rnpa). Mind and body connect with the external
world through the sense organs (;a83yatana), the
most prominent of which is touch (sparka).
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Once the consciousness is active, feelings (ve-
dan3) that are associated with sensations follow, giv-
ing the impression of pleasure, pain, or neutrality.
The combination of these feelings produces desire
(tj;]3) and attachment (up3d3na), finally resulting in
becoming (bhava). Becoming, in turn, inevitably re-
sults in birth (j3ti) and decay (j3ra).

The Buddha employed the Hindu concept of
karma, the law of cause and effect following both
thought and action, to explain the cycle of life.
Through many lifetimes and many rebirths, positive
and negative thoughts and actions have karmic rever-
berations, either shortening or prolonging the round
of rebirths (saps3ra). The practical aim of moving
beyond karma is to free oneself from the round of
saps3ra and all of its suffering. Once this liberation
is achieved, nirvana (Sanskrit, nirv3]a), the cessation
of desire, of karmic residue, and of a sense of self en-
sues. Although it is not extinction, nirvana is clearly a
transcendental, unconditioned, and ineffable state—
the final goal of Buddhism.

The Moral Life
With this analysis of existence, the Buddha devel-

oped a comprehensive moral code intended to bring
about happiness and liberation. He began his moral
superstructure with the four noble truths: (1) all is
suffering (duwkha); (2) suffering has a cause, which
is desire, or craving (tj;]3); (3) suffering has an
end (duwkha-nirodha); (4) the end of suffering is
achieved by means of the noble eightfold path (3rya-
ast3\ga-m3rga).

The noble eightfold path consists of (1) right
understanding (samyag-dj;zi), (2) right aspiration
(samyak-samkalpa), (3) right speech (samyag-v3c3),
(4) right action (samyak-karmanta), (5) right live-
lihood (samyag-3jtva), (6) right effort (samyag-
vy3y3ma), (7) right mindfulness (samyak-smjti), and
(8) right concentration (samyak-sam3dhi).

The Buddha’s emphasis on systematic, cause-
and-effect analysis makes practical morality the core
of Buddhist doctrine. In order to follow the advice
given in the Dhammapada—“Cease to do evil,/
Learn to do good,/ Purify your mind”—one must be-
gin with a series of freely adopted precepts to address
the grosser physical defilements of life. The five pre-
cepts (pañca-kila), once internalized, set the stage
for more advanced levels of endeavor. They exhort
one to:

1. Refrain from taking life
2. Refrain from taking what is not given
3. Refrain from engaging in sexual misconduct
4. Refrain from telling lies
5. Refrain from taking intoxicants

The five precepts apply to all who consider them-
selves to be Buddhists. The list of precepts is ex-
panded and applied more rigorously to Buddhist
monks and nuns.

In Buddhism, a virtuous or proper ethical action is
simultaneously a rational action. Rationality, or wis-
dom, is directly connected to morality, and the one
generates the other.

According to Maurice Walshe’s translation of the
Digha Nik3ya,

For wisdom is purified by morality, and morality is
purified by wisdom; where one is, the other is, the
moral man has wisdom and the wise man has mo-
rality, and the combination of morality and wisdom
is called the highest thing in the world. Just as one
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hand washes the other, or one foot the other, so wis-
dom is purified by morality and this is the highest
thing in the world.

Once the negative dimensions of life have been
addressed in an honest attempt to cease to do evil, a
positive reconstruction can begin and one can learn to
do good. This positive reconstruction will take such
forms as generosity (d3na), loving kindness (maitri),
compassion (karun3), sympathetic joy (mudit3), and
equanimity (upeks3).

Therav#da and Mah#y#na
In time, Buddhist ethics developed the different

ideals of the arhat, the accomplished individual of
the older Therav3da tradition, and the bodhisattva,
the heroic world-savior of the later Mah3y3na tradi-
tion. For the arhat, individual salvation culminating
in nirvana is primary; for the bodhisattva, the salva-
tion of all beings is foremost. With its wider focus (all
of suffering existence), the Mah3y3na tradition has
tended to be less strictly concerned with specific pre-
cepts, occasionally permitting the transgression of
certain rules to attain the final goal. The bodhisattva
ideal represents the most extreme extension of Bud-
dhist compassion, integrating all existence into its
perspective.

In those countries in which Buddhism is a living
social and religious tradition, a practical ethics has
developed over time in which sincere practitioners
may, through careful attention to the four noble
truths, the eightfold path, and the five precepts, attain
a morally pure and productive state in this life with at
least the hope of ultimate liberation.

Daniel W. O’Bryan
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Buddhist ethics
Definition: Diverse sets of beliefs or opinions about

behavior that have grown out of the teachings of
Siddh3rtha Gautama, the Buddha

Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: As one of the world’s major religions,

Buddhism provides one of the most widely ac-
cepted frameworks for ethical thought and be-
havior.

Moral teachings of Buddhists can be understood as
extensions of the insights of Siddh3rtha Gautama, the
Buddha (d. c. 486 b.c.e.). The heart of his teachings
as handed down by Buddhist tradition includes the
four noble truths: (1) Life is suffering; (2) Suffering
has a cause; (3) That cause is self-seeking desire; (4)
There is a way of escape, the eightfold path (the path
of escape), and the five (or ten) precepts. Buddhists
have developed these teachings in terms of proper be-
havior for both the laity and the monks, basic virtues,
and social ethics.

Rules for Proper Behavior
The first two steps on the eightfold path involve

right knowledge and right aspiration; that is, recogni-
tion of the four noble truths and the will to relinquish
anything that interferes with gaining liberation. The
third step requires right speech—saying the correct
things in accordance with the other steps. The fourth
step, right behavior, includes the basic ethical teach-
ings for the laity known as the five precepts. (1) Ab-
stain from taking life. This precept goes beyond a
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prohibition against killing fellow humans to
include taking the life of any sentient being. As
a result, most Buddhists are vegetarians. (2)
Abstain from taking what is not given, and
practice charity instead. (3) Do not engage in
sexual misconduct but practice self-control.
(4) Practice right speech (step 3 on the eight-
fold path) by refraining not only from lying but
also from gossip and back-biting. (5) Abstain
from intoxicating drinks and drugs. The fifth
step on the eightfold path is right livelihood.
For the layperson, this meant following no oc-
cupation precluded by these precepts.

A monk would be held to an even stricter
application of these rules. In connection with
the second precept, for example, he would own
nothing but the robes, toilet articles, and beg-
ging bowl given him at ordination. In addition,
the monk would agree to as many as five more
precepts: to eat moderately and not at all after
noon, to refrain from attending dramatic per-
formances, to refrain from self-decoration, to
refrain from luxurious living, and to refrain
from handling money. The rules derived from
these precepts, along with the rules for monas-
teries, eventually numbered 227. The norma-
tive collection of these rules is called, in Pali,
the Patimokkha.

Buddhists analyzed behavior carefully to deter-
mine when the precepts were violated. In connection
with the injunction against taking life, for example,
the following five conditions had to be present: (1)
the thing destroyed must have actually been alive; (2)
the Buddhist must have known that the thing was
alive; (3) the person must have intended to kill the
thing; (4) the person must have acted to carry out that
intention; and (5) death must have resulted from the
act. Hence, Buddhism was concerned both about the
facts of the deed and the motives behind it.

Basic Virtues
Therav3da Buddhism emphasized four “cardi-

nal” virtues: love, compassion, joy, and equanimity
(defined as the absence of greed, hatred, and envy).
All these virtues derived from the basic Buddhist in-
sight that there is no underlying self, so self-seeking
is inevitably futile. Later, Mah3y3na Buddhism en-
joined several basic virtues, including generosity,
righteousness, patience, and wisdom. The Mah3-

y3nist virtue par excellence, however, is compassion,
which is embodied in the bodhisattva, the enlight-
ened being who postpones entrance into the bliss
of nirvana in order to help other beings reach salva-
tion.

Social Obligations
Wherever one finds Buddhism, one finds monks.

Even in Shin Buddhism, which allows monks to
marry, the distinctions between monks and laypeople
are only minimized, not eliminated. For many Bud-
dhist laypeople, therefore, the first social obligation
is to feed and otherwise support the monks. A lay-
person can also build a pagoda or perform other
meritorious acts that benefit the larger Buddhist com-
munity. At the same time, the monks have the respon-
sibility to share with the laity the results of their study
and meditation through teaching and to officiate at
various public ceremonies.

Over the years, Buddhism has addressed other ar-
eas of social responsibility. Two examples must suf-
fice. First, one of the early figures to address social
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responsibility was King Akoka, who became king of
Magadha, which dominated the Indian subcontinent.
Penitent over suffering caused by his wars, he looked
to Buddhism for help in ruling. His inscriptions ad-
vocated living peacefully, and he sent Buddhist mis-
sionaries to a number of other countries.

The second example comes from 1946, when the
Buddhist monks of Sri Lanka joined ongoing efforts
to free their country from British rule, thus injecting
themselves into political dispute, if not revolt. The
monks distributed seeds and vegetables, settled dis-
putes that would otherwise have gone to court, gave
out medicines, supported the arts, and helped fuel
Sinhalese nationalism. Although not all Buddhists
(even in Sri Lanka) have agreed that such behavior is
appropriate for monks, it shows how seriously they
take social ethics.

Ethics and Enlightenment
The ultimate goal of Buddhist teachings is to lead

people to enlightenment, not to define ethical behav-
ior. Both Therav3da and Mah3y3na Buddhism por-
tray the enlightened person as one beyond the catego-
ries of right and wrong, moral and immoral. This is so
because such persons have achieved a level of equa-
nimity and insight at which calculations such as those
discussed above are left behind. The person who sees
that there is no abiding self and who sees the suffer-
ing that will result from selfish behavior will natu-
rally feel no inclination to act in such a destructive
fashion. Those who have not yet achieved such a
state, however, benefit from ethical rules.

Paul L. Redditt
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al-Bnkh3rt
Identification: Islamic scholar
Born: July 19, 810, Bukhara, Central Asia (now in

Uzbekistan)
Died: August 3, 870, Khartank, near Samarkand

(now in Uzbekistan)
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Al-Bnkh3rt compiled al-J3mi$ al-
:awtw (the authentic collection), the second most
revered book in Islam. It is a compendium of say-
ings and traditions, or Wadtth, from the life of
Muwammad.

From an early age, al-Bnkh3rt took an interest in the
study of oral and written traditions harking back to
the days of the first Muslims. By his late teens, he had
traveled extensively in the Near East and had made a
pilgrimage, or hajj, to Mecca and Medina. Because
of the pressing need in contemporary Muslim society
for explicit ethical and legal precepts that could be
said to derive from Muwammad’s teachings and ac-
tions, it was vital that the historicity and accuracy of
popular Wadtth be determined. It is to al-Bnkh3rt’s
credit as a painstaking scholar and devoted traveler
that he is said to have examined more than 600,000
Wadtth during his lifetime. Of these, he designed
2,602 as authentic (;awtw). Al-J3mi$ al-:awtwwas in-
tended to provide future generations of Muslims with
verified historical, legal, and ethical material from
which their societies could draw in times of need.
This work still stands as the most respected collec-
tion of Wadtth in the Islamic world.

Craig L. Hanson

See also: Wadtth; Islamic ethics; Muwammad;
Qur$3n.
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Burke, Edmund
Identification: English journalist and politician
Born: January 12, 1729, Dublin, Ireland
Died: July 9, 1797, Beaconsfield,

Buckinghamshire, England
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: The author of Reflections on the Rev-

olution in France (1790), Burke put forward a
pragmatic organic model for the development of
citizen’s rights that became a pillar of modern
conservatism.

Edmund Burke’s career, which began in 1759, was
devoted to politics and journalism. He rose to promi-
nence as a member of the marquis of Rockingham’s
political faction, but his real fame was the result of his
becoming the spokesman for the new Whig Party
view of the constitution. Burke drew from England’s
Glorious Revolution of 1688 a conception of the
rights of citizens that was based on a combination of
tradition and evolution. The natural order, set by

God, would inevitably have inequalities, but the need
to unify the nation led to rules that evolved into rights
and privileges. Those with better situations were ob-
ligated by their privileges to act in the public interest,
with respect for traditional rights.

Burke’s seemingly contradictory support for the
rights of the Americans and the Irish and his savage
denunciation of the French Revolution become quite
consistent in view of his ideas of rights. The Crown,
the power of which Burke was always eager to re-
duce, was infringing on traditional rights in America
and Ireland, whereas the revolutionaries in France
were attempting to create a wholly new society based
on a utopian rationalistic model that, like all such
models, could never exist in practice. In such a case,
the existing good would be destroyed in pursuit of a
pipe dream. It should be allowed to evolve over time
in the natural order. Burke’s Reflections on the Revo-
lution in France was read all over Europe, provoking
opposition to the Revolution and giving his ideas a
wide audience.

Fred R. van Hartesveldt

See also: Conservatism; Human rights; Revolution.

Bushido
Definition: Japanese military code meaning “way

of the warrior” that incorporates strict ethical re-
sponsibilities with a code of physical sacrifice

Date: Developed in the seventeenth century
Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: Bushido requires systematic training

of mind and body, emphasizing absolute loyalty,
spontaneity, collective responsibility, and per-
sonal sacrifice; this training has been adapted to
business and religious practices.

Bushido, or the Japanse way of the warrior, derives
from three early sources. First, the ancient animistic
belief of the Japanese, known as Shintfism (the Way
of the Gods) emphasized naturalness, sincerity, and
the spirituality of all things Japanese. This tradition
suffused bushido with the sense of a sacred link to
one’s peers, the soil, and the mission of Japan.

Second, during the twelfth century, a warrior
class (bushi) emerged near present-day Tokyo. The
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bushi usurped power from the aristocratic elite in the
capital of Kyoto, and conquered new territory in east-
ern Japan. Some of these bands gave allegiance to
their lords through total self-renunciation and per-
sonal loyalty; others constantly shifted their alle-
giance for materialistic gain. Gradually, a code of
ethics developed that stressed the samurai’s uncondi-
tional willingness to die for his master. By the mid-
seventeenth century, this code supported an attitude
toward death that idealized and romanticized the
warrior who was honor-bound to die for his lord, or
even to commit ritualistic suicide (seppuku).

Third, the major religious influence on the war-
rior class was Zen Buddhism, which teaches that the
goal of life is personal enlightenment through ascetic
selflessness, rigorous discipline, and repetitive ef-
fort. Religious discipline must not, however, become
lost in the drudgery of the rituals. Enlightenment is
achieved through spontaneous, intuitive revelations,
or single acts of self-awareness that can erupt from
toilsome tasks. Enlightenment is not a consequence
of rational judgment, but of sudden personal dis-
covery.

Principles of Bushido
Yamaga Soko synthesized the thinking of the var-

ious religious and military schools to describe what
became known as the way of the warrior. Yamaga re-
lated the traditional values of sincerity, loyalty, self-
discipline, and self-sacrifice to the Chinese values of
a sage. To be a real warrior, one needs to be cultivated
in humanistic arts—that is, poetry, painting, calligra-
phy, and music—while in service to the master. The
true sage combines the virtues of “wisdom, human-
ity, and valor” to perform his service to his lord’s gov-
ernment.

During Japan’s peaceful Tokugawa era (1602-
1868), the ethics of bushido prevented the military
from becoming a warlike and oppressive elite.
Rather, the samurai became administrators, accoun-
tants, artists, scholars, and entrepreneurs. Miyamoto
Musashi combined the roles of warrior, artist, and in-
tellectual. In l643, he wrote a classic work on military
strategy, A Book of Five Rings. As an artist, he be-
came noted for the intensity of his extraordinary
monochromatic ink paintings. Other samurai such as
Uragami Gyokudo renounced or neglected their mil-
itary role and concentrated on the humanistic arts of
music, painting, and literature. The Mitsui Company,

one of Japan’s largest business enterprises, was one
of many Tokugawa businesses operated by a samurai
family. These contributions to civil society helped Ja-
pan to develop economically and intellectually into
the twentieth century.

There was also a non-Chinese or indigenous in-
fluence. The samurai classic Hagakure (1716), by
Yamamoto Tsunetomo, provided the famous apho-
rism “bushido is a way of dying.” Contrary to
Yamaga’s emphasis on public service or the balance
between the military and civic role of the samurai,
Yamamoto idealized and spiritualized the role of
death. The loyal and self-abnegating samurai is ex-
pected to give his life spontaneously and unquestion-
ingly for his master. A life that ends in death on the
battlefield with unswerving hard work and dedica-
tion, or in ritualistic suicide, is glorious.

Yamaga and Yamamoto agreed that only through
action could one pursue truth and self-enlightenment.
The way of the warrior emphasized human perfor-
mance, intuition, and spontaneity. Training in the
martial arts (bujutsu) was an important technique
to promote group cohesiveness and self-awareness.
Through bujutsu the samurai discovers and over-
comes his spiritual and physical weaknesses, thereby
deepening his self-awareness and ultimately prepar-
ing himself for a life of service and a readiness to sac-
rifice.

The abolition of feudalism and the samurai class
in 1872 did not also end the appeal of bushido. The
rise of militant nationalism and Imperial Shintfism
created a militaristic bushido. The publication of
Fundamentals of Our National Polity by Japan’s
ministry of education in 1937 declared in unequi-
vocable terms that bushido was the “outstanding
characteristic of our national morality.” The new
bushido “shed itself of an outdated feudalism . . .
[and] became the Way of loyalty and patriotism, and
has evolved before us as the spirit of the imperial
forces.” The Japanese soldier was called upon to
sacrifice his life for the emperor. A strong central
government and a fascist military system forcefully
made the new bushido a significant part of Japan’s
imperialist expansion.

Legacies
After World War II, bushido ceased to be a mili-

tary force in Japan. The vainglorious attempt by the
writer Yukio Mishima to revive the martial spirit of
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Japan ended in his brutal and meaningless act of sep-
puku. Bushido’s ethical foundations are, however,
still part of Japanese culture and society. Bushido’s
stress on loyalty to the head of a group is still evident
in the strong sense of loyalty workers have to their
employers, students to their teachers, and appren-
tices to their masters. Corporate groups imitate the
samurai system by dovetailing the personal values of
their members with common group and public goals.
Ethical training camps (a direct legacy of Zen martial
arts training) for workers are weeklong intensive
seminars combining physical exertion with a type
of group therapy. These consciousness-raising exer-
cises are designed to create a loyal, harmonious, and
ethical workforce.

The term bushido invokes images of Japanese sol-
diers dashing off into suicidal missions against the
enemy and committing atrocities of every kind. Since
World War II, cartoons have depicted Japanese busi-
nessmen as samurai warriors in business suits. The
relationship of bushido with the military nationalism
of World War II and its alleged association with Ja-
pan’s postwar economic expansion have obscured its
ethical contributions of loyalty, frugality, and dedica-
tion to Japanese society and culture.

Richard C. Kagan
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Business ethics
Definition: Moral behavior of individuals and orga-

nizations in the performance of their business ac-
tivities

Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Because the conduct of business has

become such a pervasive part of human existence
and because business organizations have grown
so large and powerful, a study of ethical behavior
in this dimension of the social fabric has become
increasingly important.

The study of business ethics has a long history. Ques-
tions regarding the need for honest dealings between
buyers and sellers, for example, have stirred ethical
deliberation for every generation in all cultures. The
Old Testament, from the fifteenth century b.c.e.,
states that when buying from or selling to one an-
other, “ye shall not oppress one another” (Leviticus
25:14) and that one must use “a perfect and just
[weight] and measure,” in one’s business dealings
(Deuteronomy 25:13-15).

As civilizations have evolved from pastoral and
agrarian to highly industrialized societies and as hu-
mans have become increasingly interdependent, con-
cerns about the proper way in which to conduct busi-
ness have become more pressing. Especially since
the Industrial Revolution, as business units have be-
come huge corporate entities and as rapid changes in
technology have led to extremely complex products
and processes for producing them, imbalances in
power between buyers and sellers, between employ-
ees and employers, and between businesses and the
communities in which they operate have focused in-
creased attention on business ethics.

During the late 1960’s and early 1970’s, Ameri-
can society began increasingly to question estab-
lished institutions’business ethics. At the same time,
the concept of corporate social responsibility started
assuming ever-greater importance by business critics.
Discussion of these subjects became more common
in business school curricula and inside corporate
boardrooms. As consumerism, feminism, environ-
mentalism, and the Civil Rights movement gained
strength, it was only natural that society would exam-
ine the extent to which members of the business com-
munity had been exacerbating the problems of con-
sumer deception and harm, unequal treatment of
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women in the workplace, environmental degrada-
tion, and racial discrimination. More pressure began
to be applied to encourage businesses to become a
part of the solution to these social problems.

Frameworks of Analysis
Ethicists have generally used a number of dif-

ferent concepts—such as utility, rights, justice, vir-
tue—to analyze and judge the morality of business
behavior. Utilitarianism focuses on the results or
consequences of any business decision. It requires
managers first to identify all the costs and benefits to
all of society of a given set of alternative business ac-
tions and then to choose the alternative that will result
in the greatest net benefit to society. An important as-
pect of this framework is that it requires business
managers to consider not only the consequences for
their businesses, that is, the effects on company prof-
its, but also the consequences to the greater society.
An advantage of the utilitarian approach is that it
corresponds closely with cost-benefit analyses so
common to business decision making. There are,
however, some decided disadvantages. It is difficult
for managers to identify all costs and benefits to soci-
ety. Moreover, it is difficult to measure certain social
benefits such as improvements in the general level of
health, aesthetic improvements, or greater enjoyment
of life. Finally, utilitarianism ignores questions of
rights, duties, fairness, and justice.

Using rights as the framework for analyzing busi-
ness decisions requires that managers identify what
stakeholders—that is, affected individuals or
groups—will be involved in a particular decision,
and then ask what rights those individuals or groups
may have and what obligations the business may
have to those stakeholders. As the late eighteenth
century German philosopher Immanuel Kant stressed,
people must be considered as ends in themselves and
not merely as means toward some other end. This is
especially problematic for business managers who
have traditionally thought of their employees as a
“means of production” and of their customers as the
ultimate source of their profits. Furthermore, this
deontological framework of ethical analysis creates
difficulties when managers must attempt to weigh
and prioritize the rights of various competing stake-
holder groups: for example, employees who feel they
have a right to more generous health care plans ver-
sus their companies’ owners and shareholders, who

would like to see those funds distributed in the form
of dividends.

A third framework for assessing the appropriate-
ness or morality of business decisions involves fo-
cusing on justice or fairness. Justice requires an equi-
table distribution of life’s benefits and burdens. The
twentieth century American philosopher John Rawls
was a leading proponent of this school. Using this ap-
proach, managers would be required to ask which of
their alternative courses of action would be the most
fair to all affected parties. The advantage here is that
justice and fairness are widely accepted as desirable
goals. The disadvantage is that there is little agree-
ment on how to define them. A free, democratic, cap-
italistic system that prizes individualism, free choice,
and the sanctity of private property allows its individ-
ual citizens—and its corporate citizens—to pursue
their economic goals, that is, acquire wealth, accord-
ing to their individual and differing abilities. This
necessarily leads to unequal distribution of income
and assets, and therefore, of benefits and burdens.
There are no commonly accepted standards regard-
ing what degree of inequality can still pass the justice
and fairness test.

The issue of executive compensation vis-à-vis the
average worker’s pay is an interesting and conten-
tious example of the concerns raised by this frame-
work. Some business critics—and even a few socially
conscious firms—have held that chief executive offi-
cers’ compensation should be no more than seven
times that of the average “shop floor” worker. Before
the 1990’s, the average chief executive officer of a
U.S. firm was likely to earn forty times the salary of
an average employee. However, by the beginning
of the twenty-first century, that ratio had grown to a
factor of four hundred times. There are partial expla-
nations, such as the deferred compensation through
stock options and the necessity of a major corpora-
tion to pay what the market demands for top-flight
leaders. Nevertheless, this enormous differential in
pay, especially when combined with poor corpo-
rate performance and layoffs of thousands of work-
ers, strikes many as patently unfair and, therefore,
unethical.

Another approach to analyzing ethical dilemmas—
the virtue ethics framework—entails identifying cer-
tain principles or virtues that are universally accepted
as worthy behavior. Among those usually accepted
are honesty, loyalty, integrity, making good on com-
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mitments, steadfastness, and the like. Viewed through
this perspective, managers are called upon to act—to
choose those alternatives—which reinforce and are
in harmony with these virtues, regardless of the con-
sequences.

There is no agreement among business ethicists
or business managers that any one of these frame-
works is superior to the others. Each has its merits;
each has its advantages and disadvantages. Managers
need to be familiar with all these approaches and may
need to analyze a given ethical dilemma through all
these different lenses to arrive at the “best” decision.

Levels of Analysis
Scholars and managers can analyze business eth-

ics problems on four different levels. First, at the in-
dividual level, unethical acts are seen as the results of
individuals who make unethical decisions. If this is
the case, corporation need only rid itself of its “bad
apples” and do a better job of training and supervis-

ing its managers and employees. The second level is
the corporation or organization, which allows for the
possibility that a firm—such as Enron—may develop
a culture that condones or perhaps even encourages
unethical behavior. The third level is the industry.
Some would argue that certain industries are, by the
very nature of the products they produce, unethical.
Examples might include the tobacco industry, the
munitions industry, and perhaps even the fast-food
industry—which has come under increasing criti-
cism for fostering poor eating habits and contributing
to obesity and associated health problems. Finally,
there is the systemic level, which holds that there
are fundamental flaws in the entire capitalistic, free-
enterprise system that inevitably lead to unethical
behavior of one form or another.

Relevant Issues
The field of business ethics is often organized

around specific issues, and these issues may be
grouped according to the stakeholders
that are most affected: employees, cus-
tomers, shareholders, the environment,
communities, and so forth. Managers
faced with making decisions regarding
one of these issues must ask themselves
what the nature is of the relationship be-
tween the organization and a particular
stakeholder group. What responsibili-
ties does the organization have? What
rights do these stakeholders enjoy? How
best can competing claims or rights be
resolved?

Due to changes in the social, techno-
logical, or political environments, new
issues may appear and old issues may
disappear. For example, because of the
rapid growth of use of the Internet, the
subject of intellectual property and the
rights of musicians, film producers, and
computer software creators became an
important issue in the early years of the
twenty-first century.

A company’s employees constitute
one of the company’s most important
stakeholder groups, and many ethical
issues involve employees. For example,
discrimination in all of its many forms is
one of the most common. Since the pas-
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How Businesses Can Avoid Ethics Problems

In the wake of highly publicized corporate scandals in 2002, the
Better Business Bureau offered these broad recommendations to
companies wishing to avoid having ethics problems of their own.

• Lead by example by demonstrating high ethical standards of
behavior toward customers, suppliers, shareholders, employ-
ees, and communities in which you do business. Be honest in all
dealings.

• Create an ethics policy that starts at the top level so that man-
agement sets an example for all employees.

• Set up a system that encourages employees to express concerns
directly to top management if they suspect wrongdoing or are
uncomfortable with company practices.

• Treat all employees with respect and fairness.

• Reward employees for their ethical decisions and actions.

• Cultivate the highest possible standards of reporting and ac-
counting.

• Monitor what is going on in your company; communicate with
employees directly; get a feel for what they are doing and be ac-
cessible and interested.

Source: Better Business Bureau (http://www.bbb.org/bizethics/tips.asp)



sage of the federal Civil Rights Act of 1964, along
with subsequent related legislation, American em-
ployers have been forbidden by law from discrimi-
nating on the basis of sex, race, national origin, age,
religion, or disability in their employment policies:
hiring, pay, promotion, benefits, or termination. De-
cisions in these matters must be made on each indi-
vidual’s ability to perform on the job, with only a
minimum number of exceptions, such as seniority.
From an ethical perspective, this is seen as necessary
to satisfy society’s view of fairness and to protect
each individual’s right to equal opportunity. The is-
sue is complicated, however, by affirmative action
programs that may lead to reverse discrimination
against majority groups. The growing number of dif-
ferent minority groups as well as the growth of the
overall minority population in the United States, the
so-called glass ceiling that prevents women from
achieving top management positions in numbers
equivalent to their prevalence in the workforce, and
discrimination against workers on the basis of sex-
ual preference all continue to be important ethical
issues for employers to address in the twenty-first
century.

Employer-employee issues also include employ-
ees’ right to privacy; relationships and responsibili-
ties to union organizations; whistle-blowing; ad-
vance notice of large-scale layoffs or plant closings;
the question of whether employers have the obliga-
tion to provide a minimum level of health insurance,
child care, pension plans, and other benefits; and the
question of whether workers have some right to par-
ticipate in management decisions that affect their
jobs. In all these issues, managers face questions
about how far beyond minimum legal requirements
they must go to satisfy prevailing social expectations.

Customer Relationships
Customers represent another vital stakeholder

group for any organization, and the organization’s re-
lationship with them has its own set of complex ethi-
cal issues. One of the most enduring issues is the
question of product liability: To what extent should
manufacturers be held responsible for harm caused
by their products or services? Caveat emptor (let the
buyer beware) is no longer the guiding principle in
transactions between buyers and sellers or between
manufacturers and their customers. The courts and
some state laws have moved steadily in the direction

of placing on the manufacturer more and more of the
liability for harm done by its products. Under the
concept of strict liability, it is no longer necessary to
prove that a manufacturer has been negligent in the
production or the design of a product. Courts rou-
tinely expect manufacturers to anticipate any poten-
tial problems and have increasingly held producers
responsible even though state-of-the-art scientific
knowledge at the time of production could not have
predicted the ensuing problems.

The asbestos industry has, in effect, ceased to
exist in the United States. Virtually all the major as-
bestos producers have disappeared, often into bank-
ruptcy, because of massive class-action lawsuits
against them. During the 1990’s, the tobacco indus-
try came under severe legal and social pressure from
a broad coalition of state governments, health associ-
ations, and advocacy groups. Cigarette manufactur-
ers have been accused of conspiring to hide from
their customers and from the public what they have
known about the addictiveness and other harmful—
often deadly—effects of smoking. While cigarettes
have continued to be legal products, the tobacco
companies have agreed to pay massive sums to the
states in reimbursement for costs to the state health
care systems. They have also agreed to serious re-
strictions in the way they market their products.
Alleged ethical violations cover a wide range of
subjects including the falsifying of information re-
garding the effects of smoking on health and in-
appropriately targeting children with cigarette adver-
tising, especially in the use of icons such as “Joe
Camel” and the Marlboro Man. Once deemed in-
vulnerable, the tobacco industry was being forced
to accept responsibility for the harm caused by its
products during the first years of the twenty-first cen-
tury.

Emboldened by developments in the tobacco in-
dustry, other advocacy groups have moved against
the firearms industry in an attempt to hold gun manu-
facturers, especially handgun makers, responsible
for deaths and accidents resulting from the use of
their products. By the year 2004, moves against the
firearms industry have had little success in the courts,
but the ethical questions continued to be debated.

Other advocacy groups have started claiming that
the fast-food industry bears some of the responsibil-
ity for the growing problem of obesity in the United
States. They have urged McDonald’s and the rest of
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the industry to acknowledge and ac-
cept their ethical responsibilities by
offering wider selections of healthy
menu items and by providing more
information to the public about the
fat content of their hamburgers and
french fries.

Advertising
Another major category of ethical

problems associated with the buyer-
seller relationship stems from the ad-
vertising and other promotional tac-
tics that sellers employ. Advertisers
are often tempted to make claims
about their products and services that
are either blatantly fraudulent or that
can be easily misconstrued by the
public. Such claims are unethical be-
cause they do not respect the rights of
customers to be fully and properly in-
formed, and they do not measure up
to societal expectations that business
dealings be conducted in an honest
(virtuous) manner. Various govern-
mental agencies, such as the Food
and Drug Administration and the
Federal Trade Commission, have the
statutory responsibility for protecting
against dishonest advertising, while
nongovernmental groups such as
Better Business Bureaus and the
American Association of Advertis-
ing Agencies provide a modest level
of self-policing.

As the persuasive power of adver-
tising messages has become more
subtle, some businesses have been
accused of exploiting certain “vulnerable” groups.
Targeting children, especially for products such as
breakfast cereals and violent video games, has been
criticized frequently. The argument is made that chil-
dren lack the experience and the maturity to evaluate
advertising messages, especially when manufactur-
ers blur the lines between commercials and entertain-
ment programs. Cigarette, alcoholic beverage, and
handgun advertisers have also been sharply criti-
cized, notably when they have targeted women and
racial minorities.

Other Issues
Another major category of business ethics prob-

lems is related to environmental concerns. By the
early twenty-first century, it was widely reported and
understood that business, in its normal functions of
manufacturing and transporting products, contrib-
utes to environmental problems around the world: air
pollution, water pollution, solid and toxic wastes,
and so on. A number of ethical questions are then
posed: What responsibilities must business assume
for the clean-up of polluted water and dump sites?
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Heavily criticized for promoting its cigarettes with a cartoon charac-
ter highly appealing to children, the RJ Reynolds Tobacco Company
announced in 1997 that it was abandoning its “Joe Camel” advertis-
ing campaign. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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What responsibilities does the business community
have to redesign its products and processes to reduce
waste and consume fewer natural resources? To what
extent must business protect endangered species and
respect the rights of animals, for example, in testing
the safety of pharmaceuticals and personal care prod-
ucts?

In the early years of the twenty-first century, the
United States was rocked with a series of highly pub-
licized business ethics scandals involving such cor-
porations as Enron, Arthur Anderson, WorldCom,
and Tyco. These situations tended to fall into the sub-
ject of accounting issues or into the subject of gover-
nance, which involves the role of the board of direc-
tors and its relationship to management. In the
former category, ethical issues were raised when in-
formation was either withheld or falsified by internal
or external auditors to the point that shareholders and
the investing public could not use the accounting in-
formation available to them to make sound judg-
ments about the company. In the latter category, it
was becoming apparent that the boards of directors in
a large number of publicly held companies were not
exercising independent judgment in monitoring and
evaluating the work of management.

Transnational Problems
As the globalization of business has continued to

grow in importance, so too have the business ethics
issues related specifically to doing business in and
with other countries. One set of ethical problems de-
rives from the old maxim, “When in Rome, do as the
Romans do.” This may be fine advice under most cir-
cumstances for business managers venturing out into
other countries and other cultures, but does it, or
should it apply, to ethical matters?

Bribery—under all its different names and differ-
ent forms—has been the most often debated issue.
Since the passage of the Foreign Corrupt Practices
Act in 1977, it has been illegal under United States
law to offer bribes to foreign officials in return for
business contracts or other favors. However, the law
specifically condones “facilitating payments,” and so
managers are called on to distinguish such payments
from outright bribes. At the heart of this debate, how-
ever, is this question: If an act is deemed to be
wrong—that is, absolutely immoral—in this country,
why should it be considered acceptable to perform
the same act in a different country or culture?

A quite different set of questions is raised when
companies from developed countries do business in
developing nations. Do such firms have special obli-
gations and responsibilities? Nestlé was widely criti-
cized during the late 1970’s for the tactics it used to
market its infant formula in developing countries. A
variation of this issue regards the responsibility of
manufacturers and retailers for the working condi-
tions and wages in the factories of its suppliers. Nike
and Wal-Mart are examples of large international
firms that have been criticized for using developing
world suppliers who employ child labor, pay wages
so low that they cannot provide even the bare essen-
tials of food and shelter, and where the working con-
ditions and treatment by supervisors is inhumane.
Under these circumstances manufacturers and retail-
ers are called upon to be responsible not only for their
own employees but for the employees of their suppli-
ers and contractors as well.

The early twenty-first century also witnessed a
growing world debate over the responsibility of phar-
maceutical companies to make their patented drugs
for acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS)
and other life-threatening diseases available to poor
African and Asian nations at greatly reduced prices.

Attention to Ethical Issues
Interest in business ethics in the academic com-

munity began increasing during the mid-1980’s. Since
then, colleges and universities have incorporated
growing numbers of ethics courses and modules into
their graduate and undergraduate business curricula.
A number of professional academic societies such as
the Society for Business Ethics, the International As-
sociation for Business and Society, the Social Issues
in Management division of the Academy of Manage-
ment, and the Marketing in Society division of the
American Marketing Association hold annual meet-
ings and encourage the writing and publication of
scholarly papers. The Center for Business Ethics at
Bentley College has sponsored a series of national
conferences on the subject.

Within the business community itself, there has
also been a marked increase in the recognition of eth-
ical problems. A number of companies have created
the new position of “ethics officer.” Most large com-
panies have adopted “codes of conduct,” programs
that are designed to clarify their policies regarding
ethical behavior, and systematically inculcate their
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managers and employees at all levels with these poli-
cies. Johnson & Johnson credits the company-wide
understanding of and respect for its Credo with help-
ing the organization through its Tylenol crisis in
1982, still regarded as one of the great exemplars of
ethical corporate behavior.

Throughout the economic history of the United
States there have been periods of corporate miscon-
duct followed by periods of heightened concern for
business ethics and government regulation. There is
no reason to think that this wavelike pattern of scan-
dal and ethical reform will not continue.

D. Kirk Davidson

Further Reading
Acton, H. B. The Morals of Markets: An Ethical Ex-

ploration. Harlow, England: Longmans, 1971.
This work covers the systemic level of business
ethics in presenting a defense of capitalism, espe-
cially as it has developed in the United States.

De George, Richard T. Business Ethics. 5th ed. En-
glewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1999. An ex-
position on moral reasoning in business that in-
cludes good coverage of the important issues by a
widely respected professor in the field.

Donaldson, Thomas. The Ethics of International
Business. New York: Oxford University Press,
1989. Donaldson is one of the leading business
ethicists in the United States. This work focuses
only on international issues and defends the posi-
tion that there are certain absolute standards or
“hyper-norms” that transcend all countries and all
cultures.

Donaldson, Thomas, Margaret Cording, and Patricia
Werhane, eds. Ethical Issues in Business: A Philo-
sophical Approach. 7th ed. Englewood Cliffs,
N.J.: Prentice Hall, 2001. This book includes an
excellent group of case studies and sets forth an
analysis of the most important ethical issues fac-
ing businesses today.

Donaldson, Thomas, and Thomas W. Dunfee. The
Ties That Bind: A Social Contract Approach to
Business Ethics. Boston: Harvard University
Business School Press, 1999. An important work
from two noted scholars at the University of
Pennsylvania grounding business ethics in a
broader ethics concept.

Smith, N. Craig, and John A. Quelch. Ethics in Mar-
keting. Homewood, Ill.: Richard D. Irwin, 1993.

A very good collection of business case studies
and articles from business periodicals on all as-
pects of marketing ethics: advertising, pricing,
product policy, research, and so forth.

Velasquez, Manuel G. Business Ethics: Concepts
and Cases. 5th ed. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.:
Prentice Hall, 2002. An excellent all-purpose text
on the subject. Explains in readable, straightfor-
ward language the various frameworks for ana-
lyzing business behavior and uses those frame-
works to analyze the most important ethical
issues such as honesty in advertising and insider
trading.

See also: Advertising; Antitrust legislation; Corpo-
rate compensation; Corporate responsibility; Corpo-
rate scandal; Downsizing; Ethical codes of organiza-
tions; Marketing; Multinational corporations; Sales
ethics; Wage discrimination; Whistleblowing.

Butler, Joseph
Identification: English cleric
Born: May 18, 1692, Wantage, Berkshire, England
Died: June 16, 1752, Bath, Somerset, England
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: A pastor and bishop in the Church of

England, Butler stressed the complexity of hu-
man nature and moral life and the importance of
the conscience in decision making, most notably
in his Fifteen Sermons Preached at the Rolls Cha-
pel (1726).

In his Anglican sermons, Joseph Butler focused on
various topics, including human nature and the love
of one’s neighbor. Humans and animals both have in-
stincts, but humans also have a conscience, a inner
sense of direction that holds authority over all other
principles. Indeed, human government is possible
only because people have this moral nature. One’s
conscience will direct one toward behavior that is
most appropriate in the long run. It is possible, Butler
conceded, to violate one’s conscience in favor of
some passion, but such behavior that gratifies the ap-
petites at the expense of the conscience is unnatural.
Conversely, acting in one’s long-term self-interest is
both rational and natural.
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Likewise, Butler contended, the conscience urges
one to act benevolently toward other people, since
such behavior is also in one’s long-term best interest.
Thus, love of one’s neighbors is as natural as love of
oneself. Virtues such as temperance and sobriety are
traceable to the exercise of benevolence, and vices to
ignoring it. Butler disagreed with Francis Hutcheson,
however, that benevolence is the sum of virtue in hu-
man beings, though he thought it to be so in God. In
humans, conscience dictates that one should never
approve on the grounds of benevolence such acts as
falsehood, violence, and injustice.

Paul L. Redditt

See also: Altruism; Christian ethics; Compassion;
Conscience; Moral-sense theories; Self-love.

Bystanders
Definition: Individuals who fail to take action to

stop or relieve wrongdoing that they witness
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: The inaction of bystanders makes it

easier for wrongdoers to harm their victims and
raises questions about the ethics of those who re-
main passive in times of crisis.

Everyday life is filled with incidents in which by-
standers watch events unfold without getting in-
volved themselves. In most situations, such inaction
is benign. However, ethical questions arise when by-
standers passively observe wrongdoing or fail to act
in emergency situations in which they might provide
help to victims of crime or accidents, A particularly
famous case of bystander inaction involved the mur-
der of a young New York woman named Kitty
Genovese. While walking home from work one eve-
ning in 1964, she was attacked and repeatedly
stabbed by a stranger over a period of thirty-five min-

utes. At least thirty-eight neighbors witnessed her
killing, but not one came to her assistance or even
called the police to report the crime.

Such incidents raise questions as to why individu-
als fail to take action when another human being is in
distress. Research has demonstrated two primary
reasons for inaction. First, individuals in emergency
situations tend to look to others for clues as to what
they should do themselves. If they see no one else
seemingly concerned, they assume that no action is
needed. Additionally, when many bystanders are in-
volved, a diffusion of responsibility develops. Each
person tends to assume that taking action is someone
else’s responsibility. Once individuals choose not to
become involved in a situation, the possibility of tak-
ing action later grows more difficult. To move from
inaction to action requires individuals to confront the
moral and ethic choices for passivity they make ini-
tially. Initial inaction also leads individuals to accept
a “just world” position. In other words, to rationalize
their lack of involvement, they may decide that vic-
tims somehow deserve their misfortunes.

Bystanders include not only individual human be-
ings but also groups and nations. During the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, for exam-
ple, many law enforcement agencies turned a blind
eye to the lynching of African Americans in the
American South. During World War II and the period
leading up to it, much of the world stood by passively
in the face of the Holocaust. Such inaction, particu-
larly by groups, creates an atmosphere of impunity
that may embolden perpetrators. Thus, passive by-
standers can essentially serve to fuel wrongdoing and
atrocity.

Linda M. Woolf

See also: Duty; “Everyone does it”; Genocide and
democide; Guilt and shame; Holocaust; Lynching;
Nussbaum, Martha; Police brutality.
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C
Calvin, John

Identification: Swiss theologian
Born: July 10, 1509, Noyon, Picardy, France
Died: May 27, 1564, Geneva, Switzerland
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Calvin led the Swiss Reformed branch

of the Protestant Reformation. His doctrine of the
“elect” emphasized the sovereignty of God, see-
ing the ultimate fate of all humans as determined
in advance.

John Calvin studied theology, law, and classics, and
he wrote his Commentary on Lucius Anneas Seneca’s
Two Books on Clemency (1532) by the age of twenty-
three. His sympathies with emerging Protestant think-
ing caused him to flee Paris in 1534. He wrote the
first edition of his Institutes of the Christian Religion
in 1536 in Basel, Switzerland. That same year, he set-
tled in Geneva, where he acted as both its civil and its
religious leader. His own conversion experience gave
him a sense of God’s direct dealings with people.

Calvin emphasized the sovereignty of God. He
believed that knowledge of God came only through
revealed scriptures, not through unaided human rea-
son. Humans were created morally upright, but
through Adam’s sin human nature became “totally
depraved”; that is, all human faculties have been cor-
rupted, and as a result humans are incapable of any
act that God would deem good. Salvation is thus nec-
essary but is wholly the act of God. Jesus died to ef-
fect the salvation of those God elects, and even the
faith to accept salvation is God’s irresistible gift. God
alone chooses who will and who will not receive the
faith to accept forgiveness. Further, those whom
God saves, God preserves. The responsibility of the
Christian is to lead a moral, temperate life.

The German sociologist Max Weber (The Prot-
estant Ethic and the Rise of Capitalism, 1904-1905)

has argued that Calvinism has given rise to a work
ethic and capitalism, although that conclusion is de-
bated.

Paul L. Redditt

See also: Christian ethics; Determinism and free-
dom; Edwards, Jonathan; Fatalism; God; Work.

Campaign finance reform
Definition: Efforts to improve the procedures

through which political candidates collect and
spend money in their efforts to win elections

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Advocates of campaign finance re-

form argue that increased regulation of campaign
finance would lead to greater political fairness
and decreased corruption in politics; opponents
argue that new regulation would unduly limit the
freedom that individuals should have when par-
ticipating in elections.

Campaign finance reform became a hotly contested
issue in American politics during the last several de-
cades of the twentieth century. Proponents of reform
have argued that allowing large campaign contribu-
tions undermines equality in a liberal democracy by
giving undue influence to small groups who can de-
mand favors from the candidates who receive their
contributions. Reform advocates also argue that limi-
tations on campaign spending for candidates, indi-
viduals, and groups makes it possible to have a more
level playing field for those seeking public office.

Critics of campaign finance reform counter that
limitations on making and receiving contributions
limits freedom of citizens who desire to participate in
the political process. They also argue that limiting
contributions would lead to less-informed voters.
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Early Federal Campaign Finance Law
From the founding of the American Republic un-

til 1971, there were relatively few restrictions on the
financing of political campaigns. The Civil Service
Reform Act of 1883 prohibited candidates for federal
offices from collecting contributions on federal prop-
erty. This regulation was primarily aimed at protect-
ing federal employees, rather than at protecting or re-
storing the integrity of federal elections.

Because persons holding positions in the federal
government had previously contributed large por-
tions of the money spent on early federal campaigns,
candidates and parties looked to other sources after
passage of the reform act. Powerful corporations as-
sociated with manufacturing, railroads, and natural
resources provided significant contributions to both
major political parties during the finals years of the
nineteenth century. The criticism of the economic
power of large corporations not only led to antitrust
legislation, but also led to the Tillman Act of 1907
that prohibited corporations from making direct con-
tributions to candidates for federal office.

In 1910 the Federal Corrupt Practices Act passed.
It required disclosure of donors and for a short time
established limitations on campaign spending. Nei-
ther that act nor its revisions established an indepen-
dent enforcement agency, a fact that made the law’s
provisions largely ineffectual. The argument for dis-
closure was that the public should be able to know the
identities of people attempting to influence political
candidates. The law assumed that voters would be
able to determine when office seekers were consider-
ing the interests of their district or the interests of
their donors.

Modern Campaign Finance Reform
Significant campaign finance reform began in

1971. The modern reforms have been driven, in large
part, by concerns about political fairness and the in-
tegrity of political campaigns. In 1971 the Federal
Election Campaign Act (FECA) established a com-
prehensive reform of campaign finance. The act re-
quired regular disclosure of campaign contributions
and expenditures. It established limits on the amounts
of money that candidates and their own families
could contribute to their campaigns and set restric-
tions on advertising expenditures. A related act passed
that same year provided limited tax deductions and
credits for small contributions to political campaigns.

The purpose of that law was to encourage more indi-
viduals to participate in political campaigns.

In the wake of very large contributions made to
President Richard M. Nixon’s campaign for reelec-
tion in 1972 and increasing concern about corruption
in government, Congress amended FECA in 1974.
The changes that year included spending limits for
presidential and congressional elections, a one-
thousand-dollar contribution limit for individuals, a
five-thousand-dollar limit for political action com-
mittees (PACs), and additional restrictions on how
much individuals could spend on campaigns. The re-
vision created the Federal Election Commission as a
agency for enforcing the new regulations. The act
also established a system of matching funds for
candidates in presidential elections. Partial public
funding of presidential campaigns was initiated as a
means to provide fairness for candidates seeking the
presidency and to limit candidates’ reliance on pri-
vate contributors.

In its Buckley v. Valeo (1976) decision, the U.S.
Supreme Court struck down the spending limits for
campaigns, limits on what individuals could spend
on their own campaigns, and limits on what indepen-
dent groups could spend to influence elections as vio-
lations of the First Amendment. The court did uphold
disclosure requirements and limits on contributions.

In 2002 a major addition to campaign finance reg-
ulation was the Bipartisan Campaign Finance Re-
form Act. That act changed the system of campaign
finance in many ways, but most significantly it pro-
hibited political parties from raising and spending
so-called “soft money”—large contributions given to
parties and originally intended support general party
activities. These large contributions were often used
to influence particular elections. The act also prohib-
ited independent organizations from broadcasting
“electioneering communications” to defeat or elect
candidates in close proximity to elections. Defenders
of the bill saw it as removing the corrosive effects of
large contributions. Critics asserted that the bill re-
stricted the free speech of candidates.

Values and Campaign Finance Reform
One side in the debate over campaign finance re-

form argues that the right of free speech should be the
preeminent political value. It is an argument made by
both conservative Republicans and the American
Civil Liberties Union. Those who favor increased
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regulation and greater public fund-
ing of campaigns assert that money
greatly contributes to the corrup-
tion of both candidates and the
democratic system and that in-
creased regulation would lead to
greater fairness. John Gardner,
founder of Common Cause, sum-
marized this sentiment stating that
“there is nothing in our political
system that creates more mischief,
more alienation, and distrust on the
part of the public than does our sys-
tem of financing elections.” In Po-
litical Liberalism (1996), political
philosopher John Rawls sided with
proponents of reform. He argued
that “political speech may be regu-
lated in order to preserve the fair
value of the political [system].”

Michael L. Coulter

Further Reading
Clawson, Dan, Alan Newustadtl, and Denise Scott.
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fluence. New York: HarperCollins, 1992.

Drew, Elizabeth. Politics and Money. New York:
MacMillan, 1983.

Luna, Christopher, ed. Campaign Finance Reform.
H. W. Wilson, 2001.

Rawls, John. Political Liberalism. New York: Co-
lumbia University Press, 1996.

Smith, Bradley. Unfree Speech: The Folly of Cam-
paign Finance Reform. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton
University Press, 2001.

See also: Democracy; Ethics in Government Act;
League of Women Voters; Liberalism; Politics; Suf-
frage; Voting fraud.

Camus, Albert
Identification: French Algerian journalist and au-

thor
Born: November 7, 1913, Mondovi, Algeria
Died: January 4, 1960, near Villeblevin, France
Type of ethics: Modern history

Significance: One of the most important voices of
existentialism, Camus was an opponent of totali-
tarianism in any form and a proponent of the indi-
vidual. His many works include The Stranger
(L’Étranger, 1942), The Myth of Sisyphus (Le
Mythe de Sisyphe, 1942), The Plague (La Peste,
1947), The Rebel (L'Homme révolté, 1951), and
The Fall (La Chute, 1956).

After growing up in Algeria, Albert Camus went to
Paris in 1940 to work as a journalist. In 1943, he be-
came a reader for the publishing firm Gallimard. He
worked there until the end of his life to subsidize his
writing. His writings may be divided into three pe-
riods: first, the period of the absurd or the antihero;
second, the period of man in revolt, or the hero; and
finally, the period of man on the earth.

During the period of the absurd, which is best ex-
emplified by the novel The Stranger, man kills and is
killed in turn by the state in a relatively senseless ex-
istence. During the second period, characters who
are larger than life defy the world’s absurdity and find
meaning in life. In both The Plague and The Rebel,
heroic men fight to overcome the evils of totalitarian-
ism. The struggle reveals possibilities of goodness
and principled existence hitherto not present in
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Albert Camus (center) on his arrival with his wife (left) in Sweden to ac-
cept his Nobel Prize in literature in 1957. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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Camus’s work. During the final period, Camus
often portrays characters who are wounded by
their existence in the world. Yet these charac-
ters are often able to find some measure of hu-
man happiness and redemption in everyday
life.

Camus received the Nobel Prize in Litera-
ture in 1957. He died in an automobile acci-
dent in 1960.

Jennifer Eastman

See also: Absurd, the; Atheism; Common
good; Existentialism; Human rights; Life,
meaning of; Moral realism; Moral responsi-
bility; Other, the.

Cannibalism
Definition: Consumption of human flesh by human

beings
Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: The morality of the practice of canni-

balism is a matter of some controversy, especially
because of the broad range of diverse circum-
stances in which it might occur.

When considering the morality of cannibalism, it is
important to keep in mind several crucial distinc-
tions. First and most important, there is the distinc-
tion between lethal cannibalism, which involves kill-
ing the person whose flesh is eaten by the cannibal,
and nonlethal cannibalism, which does not involve
killing a person whose flesh is eaten by the cannibal.
Clearly enough, since it involves killing a person, le-
thal cannibalism is nearly always morally wrong.
(Cases of morally permissible lethal cannibalism
would be cases involving some special circumstance
that justified killing another person; although this is
very controversial, there may be cases in which lethal
cannibalism is justified as a form of self-defense.)

Whereas it seems clear that lethal cannibalism is
nearly always morally wrong, the moral status of
nonlethal cannibalism is less clear. How might
nonlethal cannibalism occur? One kind of case in-
volves people who are stuck in places without food
and are forced to consume the flesh of other people,
with or without permission.

Thinking about this possibility (or about canni-
balism in general) probably causes disgust or revul-
sion in many people. It is important, however, to rec-
ognize the distinction between what people find
disgusting or repulsive and what people sense to be
morally wrong. Many things are disgusting although
they are not morally wrong (for example, the con-
sumption of human waste). One must be careful not
to infer that nonlethal cannibalism is morally wrong
merely because one finds it disgusting or repulsive.

What should one say about the morality of
nonlethal cannibalism? Perhaps what one should say
here depends in part upon one’s view of the relation-
ship between human beings and their bodies. For ex-
ample, if people are really nonphysical souls that
are “attached” to physical bodies until the moment
of death (when souls “leave” their bodies), then
nonlethal cannibalism might seem to be morally per-
missible after death. After the soul has left the body,
in this view, the dead person’s body is very similar to
the dead body of an animal, and it seems morally per-
missible to many people to consume dead animals.

However, that argument could be reversed. If one
believed that it was morally impermissible to con-
sume dead animals, then one could draw the same
conclusion about dead persons. There are interesting
similarities between arguments concerning nonlethal
cannibalism and arguments concerning the con-
sumption of animals; it is important in both cases to
observe the lethal/nonlethal distinction.
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Cannibalism in the Twenty-first Century

In January, 2004, a German court sentenced a forty-two-
year-old man to eight and one-half years in prison for kill-
ing, dismembering, and eating another man. The cannibal’s
victim had allegedly submitted to being killed voluntarily,
after replying to an Internet advertisement seeking a man for
“slaughter and consumption.” Outraged by the comparative
leniency of the court’s sentence, prosecutors planned to ap-
peal the verdict, calling the murderer a “human butcher”
who wanted to “satisfy a sexual impulse.” However, the
judge in the case stated that he did not believe the man had
acted with cruel intent when he killed his victim, suggesting
that his motive was a wish to “make another man part of
himself”—a goal he achieved by eating his victim.



A similar argument is suggested by the very dif-
ferent view that persons are physical creatures with-
out nonphysical souls. In this view, death involves the
cessation of bodily function. While a person is alive,
she is identical to her body; once she has died, how-
ever, she ceases to exist and her body becomes a
physical object much like the body of a dead animal.
As previously mentioned above, if it is morally per-
missible to consume the flesh of a dead animal, then
it might seem morally permissible to consume the
flesh of a dead person.

Another consideration that suggests this conclu-
sion is the fact that, typically, the bodies of dead per-
sons naturally decompose and become changed into
other organic substances. Sometimes these same bits
of matter eventually become parts of new plants or
animals, which are consumed by human persons in
morally permissible ways. At what point in this tran-
sition does it become morally permissible to con-
sume the matter in question? It seems hard to offer a
nonarbitrary answer, which suggests that it is mor-
ally permissible to ingest the matter in question at
any stage in the process, even when it is still recog-
nizable as part of a dead person’s body.

That argument, too, could be reversed: One might
conclude instead that it is morally impermissible to
ingest the matter in question at any stage in the pro-
cess.

There are other considerations, however, that must
be weighed against these arguments on behalf of the
moral permissibility of nonlethal cannibalism. For
example, it might be suggested that unless the lives of
other people are at stake, respect for dead people re-
quires that their bodies not be ingested by others.
It also might be argued that religious prescriptions
concerning the treatment of dead persons’ bodies
make nonlethal cannibalism morally impermissible.
Finally, it might be unwise to permit nonlethal canni-
balism because such a policy might encourage lethal
cannibalism, which is almost always morally wrong.

Because of the arguments on both sides and the
controversial issues that surround them, it is very
difficult to settle the dispute over the morality of
nonlethal cannibalism in a brief article such as this
one. Hence, people should consider carefully the
arguments on both sides in order to arrive at a well-
informed opinion.

Scott A. Davison

Further Reading
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See also: Animal rights; Death and dying; Domin-
ion over nature, human; Homicide; Immortality; Life
and death; Moral status of animals; Morality; Per-
missible acts; Taboos.

Capital punishment
Definition: Punishment that takes away the life of a

convicted wrongdoer; also known as the death
penalty

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Capital punishment is an ethical and

legal life-and-death issue that may be seen in the
contexts of justice, deterrence, and the progress of
society.

Laws calling for capital punishment can be found in
the earliest criminal codes, and the death penalty is
probably as old as civilization itself. During the eigh-
teenth century b.c.e., Hammurabi’s code provided
for capital punishment in Babylon for a number of of-
fenses, including murder, putting death spells on
people, lying in capital trials, and adultery. During
the Industrial Revolution, Great Britain applied
death penalties to more than two hundred offenses,
including certain cases of cutting down trees and
picking pockets. Throughout history, capital punish-
ment has been applied most readily to the lowest eco-
nomic and social classes.

The history of capital punishment raises ques-
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tions about cruel and unusual punishment. Execu-
tions of human beings have been carried out by such
savage methods as boiling, burning, choking, dis-
membering, impaling, disemboweling, crucifixion,
hanging, stoning, and burying alive. Modern gas
chambers, electric chairs, and lethal injections are
seen by many as humane advances; others respond
that the guillotine—used to chop off heads effi-
ciently—was also once seen as humane.

Because of constitutional challenges carried to
the U.S. Supreme Court, no executions took place in
the United States between 1967 and 1977. In 1972,
the Court ruled, in Furman v. Georgia, that capital
punishment violated the Eighth Amendment’s pro-
hibition against cruel and unusual punishment be-
cause the penalty was often administered in an “arbi-
trary and capricious manner.” After that Court ruling,
many states began to redraft their statutes on capital
punishment. Four years later, in Gregg v. Georgia,
the Supreme Court ruled that capital punishment was
not unconstitutional, so long as the punishment was
administered within systems designed to prevent ju-

ries from imposing the death penalties in an arbitrary
or capricious manner.

After executions were resumed in the United
States in 1977, convicts who were executed were
those found guilty of either murder or of committing
acts that led to the deaths of other persons. Some state
statutes also allowed capital punishment for treason,
aircraft piracy, and train-wrecking.

Retributive Justice
One argument for capital punishment appeals to

the desire for retribution to fit the offense, as ex-
pressed by the saying “an eye for an eye, and a tooth
for a tooth.” The argument was articulated most elo-
quently by Immanuel Kant during the eighteenth
century. He argued that the only fitting repayment for
murder is the life of the murderer, for to inflict any
lesser punishment would be to devalue the uncondi-
tional worth of human life. Kant took the unusual
tack of arguing that it also would be an offense to
murderers themselves not to take their lives, for not to
do so would imply that the murderers were not re-
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Technicians check for vital signs in the body of a confessed mass-murderer—the first person executed by lethal
injection in Guatemala, in 1998. All previous executions in the Central American nation had been by firing
squad. By the early twenty-first century, lethal injection was the preferred form of execution in virtually every
U.S. state and in many other nations. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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sponsible for their actions and were therefore not hu-
man beings.

Several objections can be made to the retributive
justice arguments. First, it may be argued that on
Kant’s own grounds of the unconditional worth and
dignity of the individual, execution should not take
place, for surely the concept of unconditional worth
applies even to a murderer. Second, many social sci-
entists would argue that two centuries of empirical
investigation since Kant’s time have shown that mur-
derers often are not responsible for their own actions.
Third, it is clear that by Kant’s insistence that mur-
derers not be maltreated in their deaths, he is saying
that justice requires not an identical act as retribution,

but one of likeness or proportion. Therefore, would
not a life sentence without the possibility of parole be
proportionate, and in addition allow for the reversal
of erroneous verdicts?

Deterrence
Reform movements of the eighteenth and nine-

teenth centuries, led intellectually in Great Britain by
the utilitarians Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart
Mill, questioned the logic behind the widely varying
punishments set forth in the legal codes. The utilitari-
ans questioned the authority of religion and tradition,
pointing to the often inhumane results of such rea-
soning by authority. Instead of basing legal penalties
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Executions in the United States, 1930-1997
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on retribution, the utilitarian agenda of maximizing
the pleasure and minimizing the pain of a society
called for penalties based on deterrence: Penalties
should be only as harsh as necessary to prevent unde-
sirable acts from occurring again, and no harsher.
This utilitarian argument has been used to make
cases both for and against capital punishment.

Some argue that capital punishment is necessary
as a deterrent against further murders. Surely, they
reason, having one’s life taken is the greatest fear that
a person should have, and a swift and just application
of the death penalty would prevent many future mur-
ders from occurring. Execution would obviously de-
ter convicted murderers from committing later of-
fenses, and would also deter potential murderers who
would fear the consequences.

Numerous objections have been raised to the de-
terrence argument. First, while deterrence seems to
be a modern, progressive view that is far more rea-
sonable than an “eye for an eye,” opponents point out
that society is still engaging in the barbaric practice
of taking human life. In addition, the argument from
progress can well be used against capital punish-
ment, as the United States was the only major West-
ern country that still practiced capital punishment at
the beginning of the twenty-first century. South Af-
rica also had capital punishment until 1995, when its
supreme court unanimously ruled the death penalty
unconstitutional. Progressivists also point out that in
2001 only three nations executed more people than
did the United States: China, Iran, and Saudi Arabia.

Another argument against the principle of deter-
rence is that it is not intuitively clear that a would-be
murderer would fear a relatively painless death, as by
lethal injection, more than the prospect of unending
days in prison. Also, there is great question about the
empirical claim that the death penalty actually does
deter potential murderers. Opponents argue that of
the many studies done, none has ever showed con-
vincing evidence that the death penalty is an effective
deterrent. Many murders are crimes of passion in
which the murderers do not rationally assess the pen-
alties they may face if they are caught.

Others argue that the death penalty continues to
be cruel and unusual punishment because it is im-
posed disproportionately on members of minority
groups and poor people. Several studies have con-
cluded that a prime factor in determining whether the
death penalty will be imposed in a murder case is the

race of the victim. Regardless of the race of the de-
fendant, the death penalty is imposed far more often
if the victim is white. Between 1977 and 2002, Afri-
can Americans constituted 46 percent of the victims
of homicides in the United States, but only 14 percent
of executions were in cases in which victims were
African Americans. On the other hand, during that
same period, white Americans constituted 51 percent
of the victims of homicides, but 81 percent of execu-
tions were in cases where whites were victims.

Another type of disproportion is regional. Fifteen
southern states accounted for more than 80 percent of
the executions in the United States after 1977. More-
over, within any given state, different counties may
have widely differing execution rates.

The disproportions by race and economic class,
along with cases of exonerations of dozens of per-
sons on death row, have led a number of organiza-
tions to call for a moratorium on the death penalty un-
til justice can be more certainly established. In 1997,
the American Bar Association began calling on each
state that practiced capital punishment to enact a
moratorium until it could show that its policies were
fair and impartial and minimize the risk of executing
innocent persons. However, by 2003, Illinois was
the only state that had imposed such a moratorium,
which it adopted in 2000.

Despite the arguments about the injustice of the
death penalty, support for the death penalty in public
opinion polls actually grew substantially through the
quarter-century following the restoration of execu-
tions in 1977. However, as is always the case in pub-
lic opinion polls, the ways in which questions are
asked may influence the responses. For example,
when respondents to polls are given the option of
choosing life in prison without the possibility of pa-
role for offenders, their support for capital punish-
ment tends to lessen substantially.

Norris Frederick
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Capitalism
Definition: Economic system based on the private

ownership of capital and the distribution of com-
modities through a free market

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: On an economic level, capitalism

creates the opportunity for each individual to im-
prove his or her standard of living, while simulta-
neously ensuring that a minority of the citizens
will always control a majority of the wealth. On
the level of ethics, capitalism encourages the de-
velopment of personal freedom rather than social
justice, and of individual rights rather than inter-
personal responsibilities.

An economic system is a set of arrangements by
means of which people living in a relatively large
group, generally a country, make decisions about how
they will produce, distribute, and consume goods and
services. Broadly speaking, those decisions can be
made by means of either central planning by the gov-
ernment or consumer choices in a free market.

The existence of the capitalist economic system
that prevails in the United States is made possible by
the political system, which is based on the idea of the
highest possible level of individual freedom and re-

sponsibility. Capitalism emphasizes three principles:
the private ownership of property, including the means
of production; the dominance of the consumer, who
is free to buy or not, as he or she pleases; and individ-
ual rewards for those producers whose products please
the consumer.

A Frame of Reference
In every field of human activity, ethics involves

determining what types of human behavior are right,
good, and to be encouraged, and what types are
wrong, bad, and to be avoided. In order to make such
determinations, there must be standards against which
to judge specific actions and sets of rules that are used
to guide the personal decision-making process.

The most appropriate ethical system by which to
judge capitalism is, as it happens, also the ethical sys-
tem that has exerted the most influence over the past
several hundred years: utilitarianism. Developed
during the nineteenth century by John Stuart Mill,
utilitarianism has as its summum bonum, its highest
good, the principle of the greatest good for the great-
est number, which, Mill said, “holds that actions are
right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness,
wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happi-
ness.” (Each ethical system has its own summum
bonum. What has been described here applies specif-
ically to Mill’s utilitarianism.)

Matters of human happiness and well-being gen-
erally bring to mind conditions that are measured by
degrees of political liberty and freedom from oppres-
sion. If people in a society are enjoying political free-
dom and democratic government, if they are not liv-
ing under a military dictatorship or in a police state,
and if they have elections that are fair and honest, the
spectrum of activities in which day-to-day freedom is
a major factor would seem to be covered. Yet that
may not be the case. In a democracy, it is true that the
majority rules, and that would appear to be consistent
with the principle of the greatest happiness for the
greatest number.

A closer look at capitalism gives rise to a ques-
tion: How is the minority represented? Consider, for
example, that, even with the greatest degree of politi-
cal freedom, an individual voter generally is faced
with only two choices. An issue passes or fails. A
candidate wins or loses. It is a fact that, although the
supporters of an unsuccessful issue or candidate may
not be completely ignored, they are not represented

197

Ethics Capitalism



in the same way that the majority is. To say this is, to
be sure, not to disparage democratic freedoms or
personal liberties or free elections. It is simply to
state that, by their very nature, political (government-
developed) responses to human needs usually have
one great limitation: They provide a single or a very
limited selection. That limitation applies also to gov-
ernment-developed responses to economic questions
involving the production, distribution, and consump-
tion of goods and services, to the arrangements for
the actual day-to-day business of providing for one-
self. It affects the standard of living and the quality of
life.

Consumer Happiness
Capitalism, however, once established as an eco-

nomic system within a free political system, can offer
the individual consumer, who is voting with dollars at
the cash register with each purchase, a huge number
of choices. Free entry into markets brings out multi-
ple producers, all of whom offer their wares and are
able to satisfy, together, virtually all consumers by
satisfying separately a large number of very small
markets, producing in the end the greatest happiness
for the greatest number and achieving the summum
bonum of Mill’s utilitarianism.

The incentive for producers to enter any market in
a capitalist system is to try to satisfy as many people
as possible in order to make a profit, which comes to
a producer as the result of sufficient voluntary pa-
tronage by free consumers. That tangible reward for
producers induces them to put forth their best efforts,
to produce the best product, and to attempt to capture
the largest share of their market. The principal bene-
ficiary of profit, therefore, is not the producer but the
consumer. Building a better mousetrap will certainly
make the producer prosperous, but the real payoff for
society at large is that the better mousetrap will catch
everyone’s mice, and in that way everyone will be
better off. In other words, the summum bonum, the
greatest happiness, is achieved.

Nevertheless, it is still often said that capitalism,
with its emphasis on the profit incentive, has no eth-
ics or principles. That view misunderstands, how-
ever, the real and fundamental nature of profit as it
relates to the consumer. Profit is a means of commu-
nication from consumer to producer. It is the con-
sumer’s voice and the producer’s ears. Because it is
communication that cannot be ignored by the pro-

ducer, who wants to stay in business, it is a device that
enables the control of the producer by the consumer.
Profit exists only when a sufficiently large segment
of a producer’s market has chosen to buy the product
being offered for sale. If customers are not happy,
they do not buy, and there is no profit. Profit is a real-
time indicator of the degree to which a producer is
serving the greatest-happiness principle.

The Real Test
The true test of any economic system, however,

asks but one question: How well are those who are
using it able to provide for themselves and their fami-
lies? Even a cursory glance around the world will re-
veal at once that capitalism has proved itself best able
to improve the human condition. When the question
of the unequal distribution of wealth in a capitalist
society is raised, it should be noted that people in
noncapitalist states are working very hard indeed to
establish capitalism. Capitalism is the economic sys-
tem of choice when people are free to choose their
own economic system.

John Shaw
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Caste system, Hindu
Definition: Social order indigenous to India in

which society is divided into hierarchically ranked,
occupationally specialized, endogamous groups

Date: First millennium b.c.e. to present
Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: The caste system was founded on the

principle that ethics are not universal but are rela-
tive to one’s niche in society.

The Hindu caste system is one of the oldest recorded
forms of social organization in the world. It is based
on the conception of society as an organic whole in
which each group serves a particular function. The
social order of caste emphasized hierarchy and inter-
dependence rather than equality and independence.
Although the idea of caste is most fully elaborated
and justified in the Hindu religious tradition, ele-
ments of caste organization have permeated South
Asian society generally. The caste system is being
eroded by urbanization, industrialization, and the in-
creasing influence of Western ideas.

Characteristics of Caste
From a sociological viewpoint, the caste system

can be defined as a form of social stratification based
on hierarchically ranked, occupationally specialized,
endogamous (in-marrying) groups. Caste is an as-
cribed rather than an achieved status, meaning that an
individual is born into the caste niche that he or she
will occupy throughout life.

There are four basic caste levels, or var]a in the
Hindu system. The highest ranked level is that of the
Br3hmin, traditionally associated with the priest-
hood. The second level is that of the K;atriya, war-
riors and rulers, and the third is that of the Vaikya or
merchants. The bottom level is that of the Kndra, the

commoners. Beneath the four major var]a of the sys-
tem are the outcastes, or untouchables.

Within the var]a categories of Hindu society are
numerous smaller groupings called j3ti. (The English
word “caste” is used, somewhat confusingly, to refer
to both var]a and j3ti.) Like the var]a themselves,
j3ti are also ranked strictly in terms of social prestige.
Intricate rules govern the interactions of the j3ti in
daily life; for example, some groups may not accept
food from other groups, some groups have access to
sacred scriptures and some do not, and some groups
must indicate humility and subservience before other
groups. In addition to rules that divide and separate
people, however, there is another principle that unites
them: jajmani, or the exchange of services. Through
a jajmani relationship, a j3ti of shoemakers might ex-
change services with a j3ti of potters, for example,
however separate they may be in other areas of social
life.

History of Caste
Although some scholars search for the roots of In-

dia’s caste system in the ancient civilization of the
subcontinent, the Indus Valley or Harappan civiliza-
tion, the earliest clear evidence for caste is found in
the texts of Indo-European groups who migrated into
the area in several waves beginning about 1500 b.c.e.
These texts, collectively called the Vedas, or books
of knowledge, which became the sacred texts of
the Hindu religion, describe three classes of society
roughly corresponding to the top three var]a of the
later system. Although archaeological and historical
evidence for this ancient period is scanty, most peo-
ple believe that the fourth, or Kndra var]a was added
to the three Indo-European classes as these immi-
grants moved into the subcontinent, encountering in-
digenous people who were pushed to the lowest posi-
tion in the social hierarchy. Supporting this scenario
is the fact that the top three var]a are called 3rya,
or “pure” (from “Aryan,” another name for the Indo-
Europeans), while the Kndra var]a is an3rya, “im-
pure” (un-Aryan). The untouchable stratum, with its
particularly despised status, would have been added
to the system as the migration southward forced the
Indo-Europeans into contact with even more remote
indigenous peoples.

Buddhism and Jainism, which arose during the
fifth century b.c.e., were in part rebellions against
Vedic society with its unequal social divisions. Both
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religions renounced the institution of caste, and Bud-
dhism became particularly popular in India by about
the third century b.c.e. Afterward, however, there
was a revival of Vedic tradition with its attendant so-
cial order, which became codified in legal treatises
such as the Code of Manu. While it is unclear whether
the rules prescribed for caste behavior in such texts
were enforced, certainly the conception of what caste
meant and how a caste system should function was
solidified by the middle of the first millennium c.e.
The religious tradition of Hinduism, which arose out
of a synthesis of Vedicism, Buddhism, Jainism, and
other strands of thought and culture, developed an in-
tricate philosophical justification for caste that re-
mains valid for many Hindus today.

Religious Justification for Caste
The Hindu understanding of caste is tied to the

notion of reincarnation, an eschatalogy that sees

souls as being reborn after death in an endless cycle.
Dependent on the karma that people accumulate dur-
ing their lifetimes, they might be reborn at higher or
lower levels than during their previous lives. One im-
plication of this vision is that the respect that one
owes to high-caste individuals has been earned by
them in previous lifetimes, and that the scorn heaped
upon those of low birth is deserved because of similar
past deeds.

Linked to this understanding of karma is the no-
tion of dharma, or duty, meaning in the Hindu sense
duty to one’s caste niche. “One’s own duty imper-
fectly performed is better than another’s duty per-
fectly performed,” is the wisdom offered by the
Bhagavadgtt3, a text holy to many Hindus. In one
scene in this text, a K;atriya prince named Arju\a
hesitates on the eve of battle out of an ethical concern
for killing, and is advised by his charioteer Kj;]a that
since he is of K;atriya, or warrior, status, his dharma

200

Caste system, Hindu Ethics

Members of India’s lower castes light candles in a peaceful plea for equal rights and nondiscrimination during
the World Social Forum held in Bombay, India, in January, 2004. Delegates to the convention also called for non-
discrimination against other oppressed minorities throughout the world. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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is to kill. The highest ethic for him is to do what he
was born to do (that is, to fight), which will then ac-
crue positive rather than negative karma. Another’s
dharma, and hence his or her karma, would be differ-
ent. This is the particularism of Hinduism’s ethical
tradition, which leads to an unwillingness to general-
ize about rights and wrongs of human action in the
universalist way familiar to most Westerners.

Another component of Hinduism’s conceptual-
ization of caste involves the traditional cosmogony in
which the various levels of society were created out
of the primordial cosmic being, the Br3hmin arising
from his mouth, the K;atriya from his arms, the
Vaikya from his thighs, and the Kndra from his feet.
This vision of the divine spirit being equivalent to the
social order itself leads to a sense of division and dif-
ference as themselves holy. Combined with the no-
tion of a moral duty to accept one’s caste position as
discussed above, this image contributes to a deep re-
sistance to change in the caste system.

Although caste has been legally abolished in
modern India, it continues to function on many levels
of social life. In recent years, there has been some at-
tempt on the part of the government of India to uplift
those of lower-caste backgrounds through preferen-
tial admissions and hiring policies, but caste conflict
remains a potent force in Indian politics.

Interpretations of Caste
Among many perspectives on the caste system,

two general trends can be discerned. Some prefer to
emphasize the consensus that is implicit in the con-
ceptualization of society as an organic whole, con-
trasting this with the individualist and competitive
character of social relations in Western societies.
Others focus on the degree of conflict that is inherent
in the caste model, which privileges some groups and
subordinates others. The first of these is most com-
mon in the Indian Hindu community and is favored
by many Indian and Western social scientists, while
the second is expressed most vociferously by non-
Hindu minorities and by Marxist scholars.

Western interpretations of caste are tied into the
notion of cultural relativism—the idea that other cul-
tures have to be understood in their own terms and
not in those imposed by the West. While this concept
leads many to respect caste as an indigenous form of
social organization, others believe that it needs to be
circumscribed by a cross-cultural commitment to hu-

man rights and basic equality. The caste system of In-
dia therefore provides an entry point to some of the
key issues facing those who are interested in the
study of other cultures.

Cynthia Keppley Mahmood
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Casuistry
Definition: Method of resolving ethical dilemmas

through the analysis and comparison of individ-
ual cases of decision making

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: For millennia, casuistry was an influ-

ential method in Judaic and Christian ethics; it
reemerged during the 1970’s as a dominant ap-
proach in professional ethics and especially in
bioethics.
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Casuistry focuses on cases of decision making in
which agreed-upon moral principles do not provide
obvious answers about what would be the right ac-
tion. The method involves comparing a difficult case
with settled cases and using these comparisons,
along with agreed-upon principles, to debate what
should be done in the difficult case.

Casuistry is a natural method that is employed by
nearly every human culture. It was self-consciously
developed and taught in Greco-Roman rhetoric and
in Judaism, and it was dominant in Christianity from
1200 to 1650. Casuistry decreased in influence there-
after, partly as a result of its abuse by some medieval
authors to justify whatever decision they preferred,
and partly as a result of the rise of systematic moral
theory. Since a consensus on moral theory did not de-
velop, however, and modernity brought new moral
problems, casuistry continued to be employed. It has
been especially prominent since the 1970’s in profes-
sional ethics.

See also: Applied ethics; Conscience; Dilemmas,
moral; Intuitionist ethics; Medical ethics; Pascal,
Blaise; Situational ethics.

Cell-phone etiquette
Definition: Proper and improper use of cell phones

in public places
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: The rapid growth of cell phones that

began in the late 1980’s has led to public debate
on the ethics of using such in public.

Almost since the time that the first cell phones were
introduced to the public in 1977, questions have been
raised concerning the proper way to conduct cell-
phone conversations in public places. By the middle
to late 1980’s, the cell-phone industry and the num-
ber of cell-phone customers was growing rapidly,
and the early years of the twenty-first century users in
North America numbered more than sixty million.
The widespread use of cell phones has led to what
many people consider misuse of cell phones. Some
of the main grievances concerning inappropriate use
of this relatively new industry include people talking
on their phones in restaurants, theaters, checkout
lines in stores, and their cars. In addition, interrup-
tions due to cell-phone calls often disrupt classrooms
and business meetings.

A 2003 survey conducted by the
web site LetsTalk.com found that only
57 percent of cell-phone users turn off
their ringers while in movie theaters
and even fewer—43 percent—turn off
their phones while in restaurants. This
behavior is considered by many people
to be unacceptable and has raised the
issue of the need to curb cell-phone use
in public places. In 2004, many Ameri-
cans cities and states were considering
legislation to ban cell phones from
public places such as restaurants, the-
aters, and public transportation.

A more important consideration in
cell-phone use is public safety. Using
cell phones while driving vehicles is
believed by many people to be more
than simply ethically wrong; it is also
seen as a safety issue. In response to
this concern, New York became, in
June 2001, the first state to require mo-
torists to use hands-free devices to talk
on cell phones while driving. Mean-
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A driver entering the New Jersey Turnpike in early 2004 talks on his
cell phone on the first day that a New Jersey law outlawed the use of
hand-held cell phones by people driving vehicles. Some studies
have shown that the rates of accidents involving drivers using cell
phones are similar to those of accidents involving drunk drivers.
(AP/Wide World Photos)
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while, as the cell-phone industry continues its rapid
expansion, so too, does the debate over the need for
legislation concerning the ethical uses of cell phones.

Kimberley M. Holloway

See also: Computer technology; Confidentiality;
Electronic mail; Electronic surveillance; Etiquette;
Gossip; Invasion of privacy; Privacy.

Censorship
Definition: Official scrutiny and consequent sup-

pression or alteration of publications, perfor-
mances, or art forms that fail to meet institutional
standards

Type of ethics: Arts and censorship
Significance: Justification of censorship in virtu-

ally all cultures is founded upon policies concern-
ing public welfare and morals; arguments against
censorship center on the moral values of free ex-
pression and the open exchange of ideas. The
strength of ethical convictions on both sides of the
issue continues to fuel controversy.

Since classical times, proponents of censorship have
invoked religion or government to promote the re-
pression of material that purportedly threatened pub-

lic morals or controlling institutions. In this context,
artistic expression has been targeted as potentially
harmful by ancient philosophers, religious organiza-
tions, special-interest groups, and governmental bod-
ies. Throughout the ages, the basic arguments for and
against freedom of expression have remained re-
markably consistent.

History
Plato was among the earliest proponents of cen-

sorship of the arts. His Laws (360 b.c.e.) argued for
strict censorship of the literary and visual arts, partic-
ularly poetic metaphor, which he claimed interfered
with achieving pure, conceptual truth.

Early Christianity took a similar position con-
cerning mythology and art. The Roman Catholic
Church eventually utilized censorship to control
philosophical, artistic, and religious belief generally.
In 1521, Holy Roman emperor Charles V issued the
Edict of Worms, which prohibited the printing, dis-
semination, or reading of Martin Luther’s work. The
Index librorum prohibitorum (1564), which was pub-
lished by the Vatican, condemned specific books.
The Index eventually included such works as Galileo
Galilei’s Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World
Systems (1632); Galileo was subsequently prose-
cuted for heresy during the Inquisition.

The scope of governmental censorship in Europe
changed with the separation of powers between the
church and state. When church courts were abolished
and religious beliefs and morés were no longer sub-
ject to government control, censorship laws focused
on political speech and writing. Works criticizing
government practices ran the risk of prosecution for
seditious libel in England; in France, Napoleon cen-
sored newspapers, publications, theatrical produc-
tions, and even private correspondence at will.

Politically motivated censorship became com-
mon in countries with totalitarian governments, from
communism to fascism. The Communist Manifesto
(1848) of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels was banned
throughout Europe, yet subsequently communist
leaders from V. I. Lenin to Mao Zedong to Fidel Cas-
tro routinely practiced political censorship. In the So-
viet Union, political censorship targeted the arts
when it imposed the doctrine of Socialist Realism in
1932. The following year in Germany, Adolf Hitler
organized nationwide book burnings in the name of
the National Socialist government.
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An Embarrassing Moment

Actor Brian Dennehy has developed a dislike of cell
phones because of the disruptions they have caused
in theaters in which he has performed. He had a par-
ticularly bad moment while starring in the Arthur
Miller play Death of a Salesman, when a cell phone
went off in the audience during the second act.

As he later recalled, the incident happened dur-
ing a “very beautiful scene, heartbreaking scene,
and this thing went off, and it went off, and it went
off, and it went off.” He finally simply said, “‘Al-
right, let’s stop. We’ll wait while you find your
phone and turn it off, have your conversation, what-
ever it is, but we’ll just wait.’ Well of course the guy
was mortified and ran out of the theater.”



Soviet-bloc writers, artists, and scientists have
been imprisoned, exiled, and have had their work
confiscated, when it has been deemed ideologically
impure. Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn was arrested in
1945 for a pejorative remark about Joseph Stalin,
spent eleven years in prison, and was finally exiled in
1974. In Muslim fundamentalist countries, religious
censorship is the norm. For example, the publication
of Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses (1989)
prompted Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini to pronounce a
fatwa, calling for Rushdie’s death and forcing the au-
thor into seclusion.

Public political debate was given constitutional
protection in some jurisdictions. Article 5 of the Ba-
sic Law of West Germany (1949) and Article 10 of
the European Convention on Human Rights and Fun-
damental Freedoms (1953) specifically provided for
free speech rights. The First Amendment to the U.S.
Constitution, ratified in 1791, expressly prohibited
Congress from making any law that abridged free-
dom of speech, press, religion, assembly, or the right
to petition the government for redress of grievances.
This right to free speech was not, however, absolute.
The First Amendment has generated an enormous
amount of litigation over its interpretation, particu-
larly when it has collided with other rights in Ameri-
can society.

The degree to which the principle of free speech
has been extended to the arts has been a matter of case
law in all jurisdictions in which censorship has been
scrutinized. Most troublesome for the courts has
been the issue of the protection of allegedly obscene
or pornographic material.

When free expression has come into conflict with
potentially overriding public policy concerns, the
courts have engaged in complex legal reasoning, of-
ten guided by philosophical and political arguments,
in order to determine which interests dominate. De-
spite the evolution of cultural values, vestiges of sev-
eral arguments remain common to most court delib-
erations of the free speech principle.

The argument from truth (also referred to as the
libertarian argument) has been associated with the
works of John Stuart Mill, but it was also articulated
by John Milton two hundred years earlier. It empha-
sizes the importance of open discussion to the dis-
covery of truth as a fundamental good and invaluable
to the development of society. To some extent, this
philosophy has been utilized by the U.S. Supreme

Court, first in Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes’s now-
famous dissent, in United States v. Abrams (1919),
although its application is limited to speech with po-
litical, moral, aesthetic, or social content.

The argument from democracy views freedom of
speech as a necessary component of any democratic
society, in which public discussion is a political duty.
Alexander Meiklejohn is one of its leading propo-
nents, and similar theories are found in the works of
Immanuel Kant, Baruch Spinoza, and David Hume.
The constitutional scholar Alexander Meiklejohn
considered the First Amendment a protection of the
right of all citizens to discuss political issues and
participate in government. Similarly, the German
Constitutional Court and the European Court have
recognized the importance of public debate on po-
litical questions. The argument from democracy has
had little success in cases involving nonpolitical
speech.

By contrast, the argument from individuality is
rights-based rather than consequentialist, recogniz-
ing the interest of the speaker, rather than society, as
being paramount. It asserts that there is an individual
right to freedom of speech, even though its exercise
may conflict with the welfare of society. A free ex-
pression rationale based solely on individual fulfill-
ment has raised philosophical and legal quandaries
when it has come into conflict with other equally im-
portant liberties.

The argument from the paradox justifies censor-
ship in cases in which freedom of speech is exercised
by those who would use it to eliminate the free
speech principle itself. For example, in England, it
was used to set regulations restricting the activities of
the National Front. In the United States, those seek-
ing to prohibit the marching of the Nazi Party in
Skokie, Illinois, a predominantly Jewish suburb of
Chicago, relied on this argument without success.
The European Convention on Human Rights em-
ployed it as a fundamental consideration in Article
10, and it has been cited as authority for outlawing
the German Communist Party.

The utilitarian argument suggests that the speech
in question should be weighed for the balance of
pleasure and pain. Its value is limited in assessing the
extent of free speech protection contemplated by the
U.S. Constitution, or other legislation with similar
provisions.

The contractualist argument is a rights-based con-
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ception that excludes certain rights from state power,
particularly the right to conscience. This argument
asserts that the government violates this right when it
superimposes its own value judgment on the speech
at issue.

Censorship and the Arts in Europe
Artistic freedom is protected in Europe in all

countries adhering to the European Convention of
Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms. Article
10 guarantees everyone the right to freedom of ex-
pression. Any prior restraints on publication must be
justified as necessary in a democratic society in order
to constitute permissible restraints on the free expres-
sion principle.

Germany’s Basic Law, Article 5, provides for
freedom of expression rights, specifically designat-
ing art, science, research, and teaching. This freedom
of expression is, however, subject to a fundamental
right to dignity and is limited by the provisions of the
general laws. As a result, the German Constitutional
Court has balanced the interests of free expression
and other specific laws in a manner similar to that
used by the U.S. Supreme Court.

Great Britain does not constitutionally protect
speech; instead, it relies upon common law and ad-
ministrative agencies to resolve issues involving free
expression. Courts often articulate a common law
principle of freedom of speech to limit the scope of
other rules that impinge on this freedom. Prior re-
straint by licensing of the press was abolished in
1694, but films remain subject to scrutiny under the
Video Recordings Act of 1985.

In 1979, a special committee, popularly known as
“The Williams Committee,” presented to the govern-
ment its report containing studies and policies on
obscenity and film censorship. Its findings, which
recommended the restriction of material that is offen-
sive to reasonable people, are frequently cited by the
courts as well as by legal scholars.

Obscenity is prosecuted under the Obscene Publi-
cations Act of 1959, provided that the work is not jus-
tified as being for the public good or in the interest of
science, literature, art, learning, or any other area of
general concern. This exception to the obscenity law
bears a strong resemblance to the balancing of inter-
ests tests utilized by American Supreme Court jus-
tices.

Censorship and the Arts in the
United States

The constitutional guarantee of free speech was
articulated in one simple phrase, yet its interpretation
has been a matter of intricate, strenuous legal debate
since its inception. When state laws are challenged as
unconstitutional restraints on free speech, the ulti-
mate determination of their legality rests with the
U.S. Supreme Court. This court has established, on a
case-by-case basis, both the scope and limitations of
the free speech doctrine as well as its applicability to
the states through the Fourteenth Amendment.

It has been argued that the drafters of the First
Amendment contemplated only the protection of po-
litical speech. The path that the Supreme Court took
in extending the free speech principle to the arts was
long, arduous, and occasionally winding. Most in-
stances of repression of the literary and visual arts
have occurred under the guise of preservation of
moral standards, pertaining to blasphemy and ob-
scenity. Antivice movements and groups have oper-
ated on the premise that society needed protection
from exposure to material that those movements and
groups considered threatening to public morals. Al-
though not necessarily acting under the color of state
law, organizations such as the Legion of Decency, the
New England Watch and Ward Society, and vari-
ous independent groups constituting what became
known as the “moral majority” have pressured mu-
nicipalities and businesses into tacitly censoring ma-
terial deemed offensive.

The U.S. Supreme Court began to address the ex-
tension of First Amendment protection beyond polit-
ical speech during the 1940’s. Blasphemy prosecu-
tions are all but obsolete in the United States, but it
was not until 1952 that the Supreme Court ruled that
a film (The Miracle) could not be censored for sacri-
legious content. The Court also ruled that motion pic-
tures were included within the free speech and press
guarantee of the First and Fourteenth Amendments;
the importance of films as organs of public opinion
was not lessened by the fact that they were designed
to entertain as well as inform.

Literary and visual arts in the form of erotica have
been afforded the least First Amendment protection.
Obscenity has always been criminally sanctioned
and subjected to prior restraints in the United States,
based on numerous policy considerations: that it cor-
rupts the individual, that it leads to sex-related crime
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and illegal sexual activity, that it serves no socially
redeeming purpose, and that it is lacking in any solid
element of the search for truth.

Until 1934, American courts relied on the English
common law Hicklin test when determining whether
a given work was to be considered illegally obscene.
Regina v. Hicklin (1868) defined the test of obscenity
as whether the tendency of the matter is to deprave
and corrupt those whose minds are open to such im-
moral influences and into whose hands a publication
of this sort may fall. Thus, a publication was judged
obscene if any isolated passage within it could cor-
rupt the most susceptible person.

The Hicklin rule was replaced by the “Ulysses
standard,” first articulated in United States v. One
Book Entitled Ulysses (1934), which required that
the entire work, rather than an isolated passage,
be evaluated for its libidinous effect. The Supreme
Court continued to proclaim in Chaplinsky v. New
Hampshire (1942) that there were certain well-
defined and narrowly limited classes of speech that
are of such slight social value as to be clearly out-
weighed by the social interest in order and morality.
Such classes of speech included the lewd and ob-
scene, the profane, the libelous, and insulting words
that by their utterance inflict injury.

The first landmark case setting forth a standard
for determining whether a work was to be considered
obscene, and therefore undeserving of First Amend-
ment protection, was Roth v. United States (1957).
The Court, in upholding convictions for violations of
California and federal obscenity statutes, found that
the statutes did not violate constitutional standards.
The Court stated that the test for obscenity was
whether the average person, applying contemporary
community standards, would find that the dominant
theme of the material, taken as a whole, appealed to
prurient interest.

Three years later, the Supreme Court found that
a Chicago city ordinance requiring submission of
film for examination as a prerequisite to obtaining a
permit for public exhibition was not void as a prior
restraint under the First Amendment. In Times Film
Corp. v. City of Chicago (1961), the Court indicated
that there is no complete and absolute freedom to
exhibit, even once, any and every kind of motion
picture. The Court limited the scope of the First
Amendment, based on the overriding societal inter-
est in preserving the decency of the community, as-

suming that the ordinance was directed at obscenity.
In applying the “Roth standard” in Jacobellis v.

Ohio (1964), the Court found the motion picture Les
Amants not to be obscene and overturned the prose-
cution of a theater manager who had exhibited the
film. The court stated that obscenity is excluded from
constitutional protection only because it is utterly
without redeeming social importance, and that the
portrayal of sex in art, literature, and scientific works
is not in itself sufficient reason to deny material the
constitutional protection of freedom of speech and
press.

In 1970, a presidential commission appointed to
study the statistical correlation, if any, between crime
and pornography published its conclusions, finding
that there was no direct correlation. There was, how-
ever, considerable dissension among the members of
the committee, who sought to lodge their conclusions
separately.

In 1973, Miller v. California was decided, again
refining an earlier standard set in Memoirs v. Massa-
chusetts (1966). The test for obscenity established
three standards that must be independently met in
order for a work to be removed from the umbrella
of First Amendment protection: whether the aver-
age person, applying contemporary community stan-
dards, would find that the work, taken as a whole, ap-
peals to prurient interest; whether the work depicts or
describes, in a patently offensive way, sexual conduct
specifically defined by the applicable state law; and
whether the work, taken as a whole, lacks serious lit-
erary, artistic, political, or scientific value.

Consequently, a work that had political value was
protected, regardless of its prurient appeal and offen-
sive depiction of sexual activities. Sexually explicit
art was immune if it demonstrated serious artistic
value. Subsequent cases have made it clear that works
found by a reasonable person to have serious artistic
value are protected from censorship, regardless of
whether the government or a majority approve of the
ideas these works represent.

A companion case to Miller v. California, Paris
Adult Theater I et al. v. Slaton, held that a state could
prohibit hard-core pornographic films. Although
there were extensive dissenting opinions, the major-
ity categorically disapproved the theory that ob-
scene, pornographic films acquire constitutional im-
munity from state regulation simply because they are
exhibited for consenting adults; they stated further
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that the states have a legitimate interest in regulating
the use of obscene material in local commerce and in
all places of public accommodation. The Court con-
cluded that a legislature could quite reasonably deter-
mine that a connection between antisocial behavior
and obscene material does or might exist.

In October of 1989, the “Miller standard” of ob-
scenity became controversial outside the courts. A
censorious bill proposed by Senator Jesse Helms,
which sought to restrict and punish the National En-
dowment for the Arts (NEA) for allegedly funding
“obscene” art, was defeated. Congressional critics had
assailed the NEA for funding two controversial proj-
ects: a photography exhibit by Robert Mapplethorpe
that included homoerotic images and an exhibit by
Andres Serrano entitled “Piss Christ,” which was
criticized as sacrilegious. Congress passed instead a
compromise bill that removed most penalties against
specific artists and institutions but required that the
NEA observe legal bans on obscenity by employing
standards reminiscent of the language in Miller v.
California. Further, grant recipients were required to
sign a nonobscenity oath.

Subsequently, many organizations and artists re-
fused to sign the oath, and several initiated lawsuits
against the NEA. Bella Lewitzky Dance Foundation
v. Frohnmayer et al. (1991) held that the nonob-
scenity oath requirement was unconstitutional. Art-
ists and legal scholars alike voiced strenuous objec-
tions to the Miller-style decency standards of the
legislation, particularly because the determination of
obscenity was made by NEA panelists and adminis-
trators rather than by peer review, and because the
standards ignored the nature and purpose of post-
modern art, which rejects the previous definition that
art must be “serious.”

In June, 1992, a United States District Court
heard the suit of Karen Finley et al. v. National En-
dowment for the Arts and John Frohnmayer, in which
four performance artists whose grant applications
were denied by the NEA brought suit alleging im-
proper denial of the grant applications. The govern-
ing statute as amended in 1990 provided that artistic
merit was to be judged taking into consideration gen-
eral standards of decency and respect for the diverse
beliefs and values of the American public. The Court
found that the decency provision violated the Fifth
Amendment’s due process requirement. It further
held that the public funding of art is entitled to First

Amendment protection and that the decency clause
on its face violates the First Amendment on the basis
of overbreadth.

The influence of ethical arguments throughout
the constitutional case law concerning censorship
and the arts is unmistakable. Throughout the twenti-
eth century, the Supreme Court has labored to give
contemporary meaning to the terms of the First
Amendment, affording broad freedom of expression
to the arts while balancing various community values
and shifting interests in a pluralistic society.

Kathleen O’Brien
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extensive bibliography and a table of cases make
the book a useful reference tool.

Richards, David A. J. Toleration and the Constitu-
tion. New York: Oxford University Press, 1986.
Provides a contractualist account of U.S. consti-
tutional law regarding religious liberty, free
speech, and constitutional protection of privacy.

Schauer, Frederick. Free Speech: A Philosophical
Enquiry. Cambridge, England: Cambridge Uni-
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versity Press, 1982. Draws extensively on
legal rules and examples to present the au-
thor’s political philosophy as well as his
analysis of the right to free speech princi-
ple and the variety of communication that
it includes.

See also: Academic freedom; Art; Art and
public policy; Book banning; First Amend-
ment; Freedom of expression; Index librorum
prohibitorum; Library Bill of Rights; Mapple-
thorpe, Robert; Pentagon Papers; Political
correctness.

Cesarean sections
Definition: Surgical delivery of a viable fe-

tus through an incision in the uterus
Date: First documented procedure on a liv-

ing woman in 1610; routine use began
during the 1960’s

Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Obstetricians claim that the cesarean

section is a life-saving procedure, but its oppo-
nents claim that it is dangerous major surgery and
that 80 percent of its use is for the convenience of
physicians.

In Roman times, cesarean sections (C-sections) were
legally required if a pregnant mother was dead or dy-
ing. In the modern United States, C-sections are nec-
essary to save the life of mother and baby when a
baby cannot be born vaginally. This happens in a total
of 5 percent of births. In the United States, however,
C-sections are performed in 30 percent of births. Ob-
stetricians defend the high rate by saying that it is
better to have an unnecessary C-section than to risk
losing a baby and that a C-section can end the pain of
a long and difficult labor.

Opponents of C-sections, such as the Cesarean
Prevention Movement, attribute the high rate to ob-
stetricians’ fear of lawsuits, poor training in manag-
ing the natural process of birth, lack of patience for
the variations in and length of normal labor and birth;
and naive enthusiasm for using the latest technologi-
cal interventions. As a result of these deficiencies,
opponents allege, obstetricians subject mothers to

unnecessary surgery, including unnecessary pain, re-
covery time, scarring, and financial expense, as well
as the risk of infection, adhesions, and bad reactions
to anesthesia.

Laura Duhan Kaplan

See also: Bioethics; Birth control; Birth defects;
Medical ethics; Parenting.

Character
Definition: Person’s pattern of behavior related to

the moral qualities of self-discipline and social re-
sponsibility

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Consideration of a person’s character

is a common method for evaluating the person’s
level of moral and ethical development.

The terms “character” and “personality” are some-
times used interchangeably, although character is
more apt to be associated with behavioral and attitu-
dinal characteristics that are consistent with the ethi-
cal standards of a community. It is thought that a
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Several conditions may necessitate the delivery of a baby
through an incision in the lower abdomen instead of through
the birth canal, including fetal distress or the inability of the
baby’s head to fit through the mother’s pelvis



wholesome character is not inherited but begins to
form during the early years of the child’s life and con-
tinues to form into adulthood.

During the mid-1920’s, Hugh Hartshorne and
Mark May were funded by the Institute of Social and
Religious Research to conduct a study that came to
be known as the Character Education Project. The
purpose of the project was to ascertain the effect of
character education programs on the ethical behavior
of children. The study took five years and produced
three volumes, all published under the title, Studies in
the Nature of Character. Almost 11,000 children,
ages eleven through sixteen, in both private and pub-
lic schools were tested for behaviors that could be la-
beled “character.”

Tests included situations in which the children
had opportunities to cheat by copying answers, situa-
tions in which they had the opportunity to lie by an-
swering in the affirmative such questions as “I always
obey my parents cheerfully” and “I always smile
when things go wrong,” and situations in which it
was possible for them to steal by taking money out of
a coin box on their desk. More than 17,000 tests were
given. The purpose was not to counter any student re-
garding his or her behavior but rather to determine for
the group as a whole the variables that correlate with
good character.

It was found that almost all children were dishon-
est under some circumstances but not under others.
Moral behavior tended to be specific to the situation.
Age and gender were not relevant. Furthermore, chil-
dren who participated in organized programs of re-
ligious education or other programs emphasizing
character development were not more honest than
children without this training. What did make a dif-
ference was that children who were less apt to cheat
or lie or steal were more intelligent and came from
homes that were better off socioeconomically. Sib-
lings also tended to resemble each other, showing the
influence of the family.

The Hartshorne and May study has been used to
discredit organized programs in character education.
Simply telling the child what is right and what is
wrong was not sufficient to produce good character.
Methods other than direct instruction would need to
be implemented. Moral educators came to believe
that children must understand why it is important to
be honest or brave or kind. Children also need to be
actively involved in learning how they can show

these favorable characteristics in their day-to-day
dealings with others. Participatory decision making
and opportunities to practice the desired character
traits are essential.

Character Education
The American Institute for Character Education,

which developed the Character Education Curricu-
lum in 1970, based its program on “a worldwide
study of value systems” and identified fifteen basic
values “shared by all major cultures and world reli-
gions.” These values are courage, conviction, gener-
osity, kindness, helpfulness, honesty, honor, justice,
tolerance, the sound use of time and talents, freedom
of choice, freedom of speech, good citizenship, the
right to be an individual, and the right of equal oppor-
tunity.

Almost all character education programs list indi-
vidual character traits. Boston University’s Charac-
ter Education program emphasizes such basic virtues
as honesty, courage, persistence, loyalty, and kind-
ness, which students learn from studying the lessons
of history and reading good literature. The Heart-
wood Project in the Pittsburgh Public Schools has
seven universal values developed for children at the
elementary grades. Courage, loyalty, justice, respect,
hope, honesty, and love are learned through stories,
songs, art, and saying the seven virtue words in an-
other language. The development of character comes
not only from knowing what society expects of its
members but also from a desire to incorporate that
expectation into one’s daily life.

Thomas Lickona writes that good character con-
sists of knowing the good, desiring the good, and do-
ing the good—habits of the mind, habits of the heart,
and habits of action. His integrated approach to char-
acter development consists of fifteen components.
Moral knowing is composed of awareness, values,
perspective-taking, reasoning, decision making, and
self-knowledge; moral feeling includes conscience,
self-esteem, empathy, loving the good, self-control,
and humility; and moral action incorporates compe-
tence, will, and habit. For each of these fifteen com-
ponents, illustrations are given and suggestions are
offered as to how they can be taught to children.

There have always been persons in every society
who are so deficient in their moral makeup that they
are said to have a “character disorder.” Many of these
persons are average or above average in intelligence,
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are neither neurotic nor psychotic, and can verbalize
the rules of society. Yet they seem unable to under-
stand why they should obey the rules or conform to
the expectations of others. Sometimes called
“sociopathic,” they tend to project blame onto others,
taking no responsibility for their own failures. They
act impulsively, are unconcerned about the rights and
privileges of others, are pathological liars, are unable
to form deep attachments to other persons, display
poor judgment and planning, and lack emotional
control. The prognosis for such persons who are in
therapy is poor, since they experience little anxiety or
distress because of their social maladjustment and
are unwilling or unable to see why they should
change.

Bonnidell Clouse

Further Reading
Axtell, Guy, ed. Knowledge, Belief, and Character:

Readings in Virtue Epistemology. Lanham, Md.:
Rowman & Littlefield, 2000.

Clouse, Bonnidell. Teaching for Moral Growth: A
Guide for the Christian Community. Wheaton,
Ill.: Victor Press, 1993.

Doris, John M. Lack of Character: Personality and
Moral Behavior. New York: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2002.

Hartshorne, Hugh, and M. A. May. Studies in Deceit.
Studies in the Nature of Character 1. New York:
Macmillan, 1928. Reprint. New York: Arno, 1975.

Hartshorne, Hugh, M. A. May, and J. B Maller.
Studies in Service and Self-Control. Studies in
the Nature of Character 2. New York: Macmillan,
1928-1930.

Hartshorne, Hugh, M. A. May, and F. K. Shuttle-
worth. Studies in the Organization of Character.
Studies in the Nature of Character 3. New York:
Macmillan, 1930.
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Pritchard, Ivor. Moral Education and Character.
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See also: Dignity; Godparents; Integrity; Loyalty;
Personal relationships; Pride; Responsibility; Self-
control; Self-respect; Self-righteousness.

Charity
Definition: Propensity to share one’s property and

person with others in order to alleviate their wants
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Charity is grounded in a recognition

of the interdependence of humans and an ethical
imperative to act based upon recognition of the
needs of others. When a society institutes benefits
designed to motivate charity, such as tax deduc-
tions, the needy benefit, even as the authenticity
of the charitable act may be called into question.

Every culture and religion recognizes the necessity
of charity to healthy social and personal living. The
unconditioned giving of oneself and one’s posses-
sions to alleviate the basic needs of others is the foun-
dation of a good society.

The experience of receiving an unexpected gift is
one that is enjoyed by most people. The experience of
giving an unsolicited gift has been known by many
people. These experiences of giving and receiving
are fundamental to being charitable, since charity is
both the act of giving and the act of receiving the ba-
sic necessities of life. Sharing is always a mutual ac-
tion.

Modern Western culture is ambivalent about the
place of such gift-giving in personal and social af-
fairs. To clarify the reasons for this ambivalence, it is
necessary first to review the etymology of the word
“charity” and the history of the practice of charity in
Western culture. Then it is possible to review the par-
adoxical nature of charity in modern American cul-
ture.

Etymology and History
The word “charity” comes from the old French

charité and the Latin caritas. The Latin word is a
translation of the Greek New Testament word agape.
Most modern translators of the Bible translate agape
as love. Love of one’s neighbor and charity toward
one’s neighbor originally, and until recently, meant
the same thing. Charitable acts such as feeding the
hungry, giving water to the thirsty, providing homes
for the homeless, educating the ignorant, giving med-
icine to the sick, burying the dead, and visiting those
in prison were seen as acts of love to those in need.
These acts of love were performed in imitation of the
God who freely gave humans life.
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In Western cultures, the concept of charity is
closely associated with Christianity. The following
of Jesus Christ’s command to love, or be charitable to
others, was institutionalized by placing some Church
officials, deacons, in charge of these institutional
acts of charity/love and by establishing institutional
means, such as collecting food, to aid those in need.
Every Christian had the obligation to love his or her
neighbor. The community of Christians, the Church,
understood love of neighbor as essential to its mis-
sion. During the Middle Ages (500-1500), groups of
men and women, religious orders, organized them-
selves to continue this mission of the Church and thus
dedicated themselves to educating the ignorant, feed-
ing the hungry, clothing the unclothed, caring for the
slaves and imprisoned, healing the sick, and caring
for orphans.

With the advent of the modern Western state in the
eighteenth century and that of the social sciences in
the nineteenth century, the questions of who should
care for the needy, how to train those who cared for
the needy, and whether to care for the needy arose. In
general, the care of the needy began to be seen in Eu-
rope as an obligation of the state in the eighteenth
century and gradually began to be accepted as a gov-
ernmental obligation by many people during the first
quarter of the twentieth century in the United States.
The obligation to love or be charitable toward one’s
neighbor continued to be recognized as an essential
ingredient of an individual’s life—and certainly of
the Church’s existence—but the means for fulfilling
this command gradually became part of the govern-
ment and came under the control of professionals.

Wealth and Poverty
The evolving social sciences and the ideolo-

gies that supported them developed a different view
of gaining and possessing wealth. Before the mid-
ninteenth century, the possession of great wealth was
seen as a danger to the individual and society. Wealth
was for sharing. The poor were acknowledged and
cared for because, it was understood, anyone could
become poor. Life, riches, and personal abilities were
all gifts from God that could easily be lost. Thus, both
rich and poor acknowledged the tenuousness of their
position. With the advent of entrepreneurial capital-
ism and Social Darwinism, everyone began to be
seen as destined to be rich and to possess the goods of
this earth. The poor were seen as poor because they

did not work hard enough or had bad habits or genes
or some other fault. It was their own fault that the
poor were poor, it was claimed. The rich were rich
because of their own initiative and work.

Since being in need was perceived as being one’s
own fault, the poor should not be rewarded by being
given the basic necessities of life. They needed a
stimulus for work. That stimulus was poverty. If, for
whatever reason, the state did help individuals with
the basic necessities of life, the state should never de-
prive the rich of the wealth that they had gained
through their hard work. The command to love and
the command to share was replaced by the demand
for the ideological means to reduce one’s guilt in the
face of the starving, unclothed, and homeless. Insti-
tutions were developed in order to professionalize
and economize the care of the needy. Thus, the needy
were gradually segregated into institutions according
to their specific needs: hospitals, orphanages, schools,
and prisons. One result of such institutionalization
was the invisibility of those in need. Charity became
professionalized, love eroticized, and the possession
of wealth individualized. Consequently, the original
command to love one’s neighbor through acts of
charity/love lost all meaning, and with it the sense of
community and self changed. Charity was no longer
the sharing of one’s goods with those in need, but
rather the giving of one’s leftovers to those who had
failed.

Competition and Self-sacrifice
The goal of competition is to win. Life, as compe-

tition, results in winners and losers. What part does
charity play when one wins or loses? Should one ac-
cept the necessities of life from the winner? Should
one provide the loser with the necessities of life,
knowing that these provisions may enable that per-
son to challenge one again? If one never aids the los-
ers, what kind of a human being is one? If everyone
always and everywhere acts only out of selfishness,
what becomes of community?

Some modern authors argue that humans always
act out of selfishness. Even at one’s most giving mo-
ments, it is claimed, one is actually seeking self-
gratification. This psychological claim is reflected in
philosophical studies that make a distinction be-
tween agape, or disinterested love, and eros, or sen-
sual love. True charity is then disinterested charity,
something no human can do on his or her own. Only
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God can provide the ability to act out of agape. Fol-
lowers of these contemporary authors are left with a
cynical distrust of anyone who does good.

Actually, love can be both gratifying and sacrifi-
cial. It is paradoxical but nevertheless true that peo-
ple act against every obvious self-interest in perform-
ing such heroic acts as jumping in front of a speeding
car to save a child and jumping on a live hand grenade
to save the lives of fellow soldiers. To risk death or to
die for others may be interpreted as inherently plea-
surable to the risk taker or the dead hero, but these
theories seem to be held in the face of obvious contra-
diction. Even if true, they should not be used to de-
stroy all charity, if only because of the obvious result:
A world without love and charity would be a world
devoid of humanity as people now know it.

Nathan R. Kollar

Further Reading
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2003.

Gaylin, Willard, et al. Doing Good: The Limits of Be-
nevolence. New York: Pantheon Books, 1978.

Outka, Gene. Agape: An Ethical Analysis. New Ha-
ven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1972.

See also: Altruism; Benevolence; Christian ethics;
Greed; Homeless care; Service to others; Welfare
rights.

Cheating
Definition: Willful violation of rules with the intent

to benefit oneself
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: As an ethical violation for personal

gain, cheating is one of the central issues ad-
dressed by any system of personal ethics.

Broadly speaking, cheating can be taken to mean any
violation of known social norms, therefore encom-

passing all deliberate deception and lawbreaking. A
narrower interpretation restricts cheating only to sit-
uations in which an individual has voluntarily agreed
to behave according to a set of rules and willfully vio-
lates those rules for personal gain. Examples of such
cases are games and marketplace behavior. In the for-
mer, rules are usually explicit; in the latter, rules may
be implicit—taking the form of customs—or may be
explicit or even established by law. Often, the punish-
ment for cheating is limited to expulsion from the ac-
tivity. Cheating is similar to breaking a personal
promise in that a person willfully breaks an expected
standard of behavior; it differs in that the standard
was set socially rather than individually.

Forms of Cheating
All immoral action can be taken to constitute

cheating, but most disc.ussions limit cheating to sev-
eral broad areas. Cheating is taken to mean willful
breaking of rules. The breaking of formal established
rules, such as laws, most often falls outside discus-
sions of cheating. The innocent violation of rules is
not considered to be cheating; even though “igno-
rance of the law is no excuse,” a person is not said to
have cheated by violating a rule of which he or she
was unaware. Cheating is deliberate behavior.

The clearest cases of cheating are those in which
individuals deliberately violate rules that they have
willingly agreed to follow. Games provide some ex-
amples. By participating in a game, a player agrees to
follow the rules of the game. Cheating takes place
when a player violates the rules with the intention of
winning. This behavior takes advantage of other
players who follow the rules. Clearly, if everyone
cheated, games would cease to have any meaning and
would cease to exist. This would deprive people of
any enjoyment they derive from playing games.

Societies have rules in the forms of laws and so-
cial conventions. Lawbreaking is usually, but not al-
ways, a clear violation of social norms. The excep-
tions occur in cases in which there is a perception that
the law is widely violated or is irrelevant to the situa-
tion. Such cases include speeding, jaywalking, and
cheating on taxes. Even though all of those behaviors
are violations of laws, many people do not believe
themselves to have behaved unethically by perform-
ing those behaviors, since “everyone does it.” Unwrit-
ten social conventions include positive reinforce-
ment for helping those in need and prohibitions
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against eavesdropping, spreading gossip, and skip-
ping ahead in lines, to name only a few.

Ethical issues arise when people argue that they
do not enter into social contracts voluntarily and thus
are not bound by those contracts. Examples include
taxpayers who argue that they did not vote for the tax

laws and students who state that they are in school
against their will and thus are not subject to its rules.
As in games, when people violate social contracts,
even those entered into implicitly (through citizen-
ship in society) or against individuals’ will, those
contracts become meaningless and people become
less certain of what they can expect of others. Behav-
ior becomes less cooperative and more self-serving
and protective.

Misrepresentation
Misrepresentation, or lying, is a particular case of

violation of rules. One of the most basic social con-
ventions is that people should tell the truth. In some
cases, as in courts of law or on legal documents, that
convention is enforced by threat of legal sanction. In
many cases, people simply rely on each other to tell
the truth.

In the United States, laws specifically cover many
types of misrepresentation, including that in many
sales contracts, employment contracts, and even the
marriage contract. Cheating behavior involving any
of these contracts gives the damaged party the right to
dissolve the contract and possibly to claim damages.
Other countries that rely less on the legal system to
settle disputes have not codified prohibitions against
misrepresentation to the same extent, instead relying
on social conventions and social sanctions against
those found to misrepresent themselves.

Ethical Implications
Cheating involves taking advantage of a situation

to gain an unfair advantage. In competitions of all
sorts, the objective is to win, but winning carries less
meaning when the rules of the game are violated. A
student who cheats on a test, for example, appears to
have proved attainment of knowledge but instead has
proved only the ability to defeat any monitoring sys-
tem. To the extent that cheating is successful, it pun-
ishes those who behave ethically and honestly by giv-
ing rewards to those who cheat. This harm to society
is one reason that many social conventions have been
codified into law. The same reasoning helps to ex-
plain why payment of taxes is not voluntary and is
subject to rules, with punishment for violation. Indi-
viduals would believe themselves to be gaining by vi-
olating any voluntary system of taxation, but the so-
ciety as a whole would lose because there would be
insufficient money to allow the government to pro-
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Forms That Cheating May Take

Criminal
• Forgery
• Bribery of officials
• Tax fraud
• Tax evasion
• Misrepresentation on tax forms

Games and gambling
• Marking cards
• Stacking decks
• Altering dice
• Bribing athletes to underperform
• Drugging animals
• Using steroids or other banned substances
• Illegally signaling gaming partners

Marriage
• Infidelity

Employment
• Lying on resumes or employment applications
• Submitting false expense accounts
• Claiming hours not worked
• Taking credit for work done by others

Schoolwork
• Stealing examinations
• Copying from other students’ work
• Having someone else do one’s homework
• Plagiarism

Driving
• Speeding
• Rolling stops through intersections
• Parking in restricted areas

Shopping
• Purchasing mislabeled items at prices known

to be too low
• Requesting unauthorized discounts

Self-discipline
• Dieting or other regimens
• Cheating at solitaire



vide goods for the benefit of everyone. In cases
where conventions are important to society, govern-
ments tend to mandate behavior through laws rather
than relying on people to behave ethically.

A. J. Sobczak
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Chemical warfare
Definition: Use of chemical substances as military

weapons
Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: Chemical agents, along with biologi-

cal and nuclear agents, are categorized as noncon-
ventional weapons; the nature of the damage they
cause to their targets, the increased collateral
damage associated with them, and the history of

their use against nonmilitary targets all raise spe-
cial ethical issues.

A nation engaged in military aggression inevitably
causes human casualties on the opposing side, but the
development of toxic chemical agents against an en-
emy poses special moral problems for a nation. Chem-
ical weapons can be effective in a variety of military
situations. When used against unprotected individu-
als, they cause painful, lingering death and injuries.

History
The use of toxic chemical substances in warfare

dates to ancient times. This includes the use of toxic
substances to poison soldiers’drinking water and the
production of poisonous clouds of sulfur dioxide by
burning sulfur and pitch during battles. Condemna-
tion of these primitive forms of chemical warfare also
dates from these early times, as reflected in an an-
cient Roman quotation: “War is waged with weap-
ons, not with poison.”

Modern chemical warfare began during World
War I. Germany released deadly chlorine gas from
thousands of cylinders against French and British
troops at Ypres in Belgium in 1915. As a result, more
than 5,000 men were killed in the attack. Later, Ger-
many also employed phosgene and mustard gas. By
the end of the war, both sides had used chemical
weapons, causing more than 1.25 million casualties,
including 90,000 deaths. After the war, families and
friends of veterans exposed to chemical weapons were
shocked to see their effect—coughing and gasping
for breath and horrible scars on the victims. Public
outrage sparked a worldwide drive to eliminate the
use of these weapons in future conflicts, leading to
the Geneva Protocol of 1925 prohibiting the use of
poison gas in warfare. This agreement was signed by
all the world’s major powers except the United States
and Japan.

Although they were never used in combat, highly
toxic nerve agents were developed by Germany dur-
ing World War II. With the surrender of Germany, the
United States army came into possession of one such
substance, sarin, an incredibly lethal compound; one
drop could kill fifty men. Since the end of World
War II, some countries, including the United States,
have continued to manufacture and store chemical
weapons, but they have been employed in only a few
of the more than two hundred wars fought since
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World War II. They were used by Italy in Ethiopia
and by Japan in China during the 1930’s and 1940’s,
in Yemen during the 1960’s, and in the Iran-Iraq con-
flict during the 1980’s. Although chemical weapons
were not used in the Persian Gulf War of 1991 or the
U.S.-led coalition invasion of Iraq in 2003, military
units fought in chemical protective clothing as a pre-
ventative measure.

In 1995, Aum Shinrikyo, a Japanese religious
cult, released the chemical agent Sarin in the Tokyo
subway system and planned other attacks with chem-
ical weapons in Japan. Eight people were killed and
hundreds were injured. This incident proved how
dangerous chemical weapons could be and how real a
threat they posed if they were to fall into the hands
of terrorist organizations. After terrorist attacks on
New York City and Washington, D.C., in September,
2001, many nations expanded their defenses against
weapons of mass destruction, including chemical
agents.

The international community reacted diplomati-
cally to the continuing threat of chemical weapons.
In April, 1997, the Chemical Weapons Convention
(CWC) was ratified by eighty-seven countries and
formally established in the United Nations. The
CWC included extensive provisions for monitoring
compliance with a goal of destroying all stockpiles of
chemical weapons by the year 2007. By 2004, 158
countries had signed the convention.

Ethical Principles
The ethics of using chemical weapons focus on

several important issues. Proponents of chemical
weapons cite several arguments justifying the use of
these weapons: First, military strength is a deterrent
to a nation or state contemplating aggression toward
another nation. If the types of weapons potentially
available for use are restricted, this may reduce the
deterrent factor. Therefore, all kinds of weapons—
conventional, nuclear, chemical, and biological—
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A belated victim of Japan’s invasion of China during the 1930’s, this man was severely burned in August, 2003,
by the contents of a mustard gas canister left by Japanese troops in northern China decades earlier. (AP/Wide
World Photos)
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should be available for use. Second, while chemical
weapons produce human casualties, they do not, like
conventional weapons, destroy inanimate objects
such as roads, houses, hospitals, and bridges. Recon-
struction of cities devastated by chemical weapons is
therefore likely to be quicker and less costly.

A third issue is that chemical weapons can be ef-
fective in a variety of situations. For example, they
can be used against concentrated or dispersed troops,
against troops that are above or below ground, or

against concealed troops. Fourth, if an enemy is be-
lieved to possess a chemical weapon capability, it
forces soldiers to wear cumbersome protective de-
vices that may hinder their effectiveness. The fear of
chemical weapons may also affect the morale of sol-
diers. Fifth, unlike biological weapons, which are
impossible to contain, the application and control of
chemical weapons are relatively easy to maintain.
Sixth, injuries inflicted by chemical weapons are
not necessarily more terrible than those inflicted by

the weapons of conventional warfare. Flying
fragments of hot metal from conventional
weapons can produce horrible injuries com-
parable in severity to those caused by chemi-
cal weapons.

By contrast to the above arguments, op-
ponents of chemical weapon use cite the fol-
lowing arguments. First, many political and
military leaders have had an aversion to em-
ploying chemical warfare because of the in-
sidious nature of these substances and their
effects on humans. In the case of nerve gases,
they produce intense sweating; the filling of
bronchial passages with mucus; decreased
vision; uncontrollable vomiting, defecation,
and convulsions; and eventual paralysis and
respiratory failure leading to death. Other
less lethal agents can produce painful blisters
and blindness. In addition, the long-term ef-
fect of exposure to some chemical weapons
is difficult to quantify. Second, while chemi-
cal weapons are effective when used against
unprotected individuals, they have minimal
effect against soldiers wearing gas masks and
protective clothing. Third, although chemi-
cal weapons are more predictable than bio-
logical weapons, weather conditions and
human error may still result in chemical
weapons reaching unprotected nonmilitary
targets. Fourth, compared to conventional
weapons, chemical weapons are somewhat
easier and cheaper to obtain and manufac-
ture. Consequently, they are more likely to be
used in conflicts within Third World coun-
tries. This was the case in the Iran-Iraq con-
flict in the 1980’s, in which Iraq employed
chemical weapons not only against Iran but
also within its own border on the civilian
Kurdish population.
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Demonstration of an airport security device on the opening
day of the Milipol 2003 exposition at Le Bourget airport near
Paris, France. As the woman stands inside the General Elec-
tric Ion Track EntryScan3 portal, fans blow air past her that
is then scanned for microscopic particles of explosives and
drugs. The GE Ion Track is an example of new technology be-
ing developed in the ongoing struggle against biochemical
warfare. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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Military operations—whether they involve con-
ventional or chemical weapons—that cause the
widespread injury and death of civilians are con-
demned by most nations. For the reasons outlined
above, most nations possessing chemical weapons
could justify their use only in retaliation if they them-
selves were subject to a chemical weapons attack.
Because of the many problems of chemical weapons,
including their safe manufacture, storage, transporta-
tion, and disposal, most nations are reluctant to ac-
quire these weapons of destruction, let alone use
them. Terrorist organizations, although restrained by
these same factors, may be less reluctant to use chem-
ical weapons in the future. Hence governments have
to be prepared to react to the use of chemical weap-
ons upon civilian populations.

Nicholas C. Thomas
Theodore M. Vestal
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Child abuse
Definition: Physical or psychological violence

against or neglect of a child
Type of ethics: Children’s rights
Significance: Children are commonly thought of as

both innocent and powerless. As a result, acts
which harm or traumatize them are often consid-
ered to be among the most egregious moral trans-
gressions.

In 1988, the National Center on Child Abuse and Ne-
glect estimated that 500,000 children are physically
abused each year in the United States. The American
Humane Society estimated that 2.2 million children
were abused or neglected in 1986. The incidence of
reported child abuse tends to be highest in the lower
socioeconomic groups, where opportunities are most
limited and stress is greatest. Between 1976 and
1986, reported child abuse tripled, indicating an in-
creased willingness to report mistreatment, an in-
creased incidence of mistreatment, or both.

Most child abuse occurs in the home. Although
parents may abuse their children at any age, abused
and neglected children are most often younger than
age three. Signs of sexual abuse include extreme
changes in behavior, such as loss of appetite; sleep
disturbance or nightmares; regression to bed-wetting,
thumb-sucking, or frequent crying; torn or stained
underclothes; vaginal or rectal bleeding or discharge;
vaginal or throat infection; painful, itching, or swol-
len genitals; unusual interest in or knowledge of sex-
ual matters; and fear or dislike of being left in a cer-
tain place or with a certain person. Abuse is most
traumatic if a nonabusive parent is unsupportive on
hearing of the abuse, if the child is removed from the
home, and if the child suffered from more than one
type of abuse (for example, physical and sexual).

Explanations for child abuse include personality
and behavioral characteristics of the parents, stresses
on the parents, personality and behavioral character-
istics of the child, and cultural values and institutions.
Personality traits of parents that contribute to in-
creased likelihood of abuse include low self-esteem,
frustrated dependence needs, low family satisfaction,
low need to give nurturance, and low ability to recog-
nize or admit feelings of rejection of the child. Be-
haviorally, parents who abuse their children are more
likely than nonabusing parents to be young and poorly
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educated, and they are often grossly ignorant of nor-
mal child development. For example, they may ex-
pect their children to be neat or toilet-trained at an un-
realistically early age.

Stresses on the parents that contribute to increased
likelihood of child abuse include unemployment or
other chronic financial hardships, marital difficul-
ties, social isolation, large families, poor living con-
ditions, being isolated from the child at birth, and
having been abused as children themselves. Approx-
imately 30 percent of abused children actually be-
come abusive parents.

A personality characteristic of children that con-
tributes to increased likelihood of child abuse is diffi-
cult temperament (fussy, irritable, dependent). Behav-
iorally, children who are abused are more likely than
nonabused children to be premature or low-birth-
weight, to have colic, to have a serious illness during
their first year of life, to have a mental or physical
handicap, to be hyperactive, to have other behavioral
abnormalities, and to be unattractive in appearance.

Cultural values and institutions
that contribute to increased likeli-
hood of child abuse include accep-
tance of violence, approval of physi-
cal punishment and power assertion
as methods of discipline, high levels
of social stress, isolation, and ab-
sence of community support systems
for individuals and families.

Abuse is a complex phenomenon
that results from an interaction be-
tween the child’s problematic traits,
the parents’ personality problems
and social stresses, and cultural val-
ues and institutions. Compensatory
factors that can prevent an abused
child from repeating the abuse as a
parent include having a history of
positive attachment to a caregiver,
resolving not to repeat the abuse,
having an awareness of one’s early
abusive experiences and being
openly angry about them, experienc-
ing fewer stressful life events than
the abusing parents did, being aware
of one’s own inner needs, and having
a supportive spouse or committed re-
lationship or social network.

Prevention
At the individual level, child abuse prevention

programs, which involve some combination of per-
sonal therapy and behavioral modification, have
proved to be relatively successful in decreasing child
abuse. Abusive parents need help in learning about
and developing social relationships, including rela-
tionships with their own children. They also need
training in caregiving, including learning how to
meet the physical, social, and emotional needs of
their children. Abusive parents are less likely than
nonabusive ones to smile, praise, and touch their chil-
dren, and they are more likely than nonabusive par-
ents to threaten, disapprove, and show anger toward
their children. Treatment includes helping the parent
identify specific situations that trigger abuse, model-
ing how to reward appropriate behaviors, using time-
out periods instead of physical punishment and
threats, and learning how to settle problems and argu-
ments through negotiation rather than violence.
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“Mary Ellen” and the Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Children

The very concept of child abuse was largely unheard of, and certainly
had no legal recognition, in America until the 1870’s. Child welfare
laws were passed first in New York City in 1875, thanks to the efforts
of the newly formed New York Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Children (NYSPCC). The NYSPCC was founded, and the laws were
passed, largely in response to the case of “Mary Ellen,” a nine-year-old
girl who was neglected, tied up, and beaten by her foster parents.
When concerned neighbors became aware of her situation in 1874,
they reported the case to the authorities, only to discover that no legal
provisions for removing abused children from foster care existed. The
New York police and district attorney lacked the statutory authority to
help Mary Ellen. The neighbors then approached the Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA) and persuaded it to use its
legal resources to help Mary Ellen. SPCA lawyers succeeded in hav-
ing Mary Ellen removed from her abusive situation, and the activists,
recognizing the need for an organization devoted to the rights of hu-
man children, formed the NYSPCC the following year. The Society’s
purview eventually became national, and by 1895 its name had been
changed to the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Children, or, more simply, the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Children.



At the community level, child abuse prevention
programs involve identifying high-stress families
and high-risk infants, providing crisis services and
home support assistance, providing social support
networks (such as Parents Anonymous), and offering
public education. Also, people who are arrested for
family violence are less likely to continue the mal-
treatment than are those who are not arrested. Many
social agencies offer free services to those in need of
help and/or counseling about child abuse.

Lillian M. Range
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Child labor legislation
Definition: Laws designed to protect children from

exploitative and dangerous conditions of employ-
ment

Date: Early nineteenth century to present
Type of ethics: Children’s rights
Significance: Attention to children’s rights, in the

workplace or elsewhere in the social system, in-

volves the ethical issue of protecting the defense-
less or most vulnerable members of society.

By the end of the twentieth century, nearly all coun-
tries in the world had developed some form of legis-
lative protection to guard against the abuse of child
labor in the workplace. General (but clearly not com-
plete) acceptance of the role of the International La-
bor Office of the United Nations in establishing
guidelines for international standards of child labor
legislation, however, can be considered the result of
more than a century of reform efforts that originated
in only a few Western countries.

One aspect of transition from the latter stages of
what is called the Agrarian Age to the Industrial Age
was the movement of large segments of the rural pop-
ulation into more concentrated wage-earning zones,
either in cities or in areas where raw materials for
newly established industries, especially coal and min-
erals from mines, were produced. Other sites that
typically attracted cheap wage labor from economi-
cally depressed agricultural hinterland zones as the
eighteenth century gave way to the nineteenth cen-
tury were processing mills, especially in the textile
manufacturing sector.

Precedents in Western Countries
The most notable examples of countries that were

first to address child labor in legislation include those
areas that first experienced industrialization on a sig-
nificant scale, particularly Great Britain, France, and
the United States.

The issue of child labor in Great Britain was the
object of several legislative reform efforts in the nine-
teenth century. Robert Oastler was one of the earliest
reformers to denounce what he called “Yorkshire
slavery” in 1830. He charged that children were be-
ing “sacrificed at the shrine of avarice . . . compelled
to work as long as the necessity of needy parents may
require, or the cold-blooded avarice of . . . worse than
barbarian masters may demand!” Responding to
claims of inhumanity in conditions of work in 1833,
Parliament banned children between the ages of nine
and thirteen from factory labor, limited working
hours for those between thirteen and eighteen, and
required that all child workers must receive two
hours of schooling each day. From this point, reform-
ers drew attention not only to near-slave-level pay,
long hours, and harsh physical conditions and stan-
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dards of hygiene, but also to one of the things that be-
came generally recognized as a harmful social effect
of child labor: deprivation of minimal opportunities
for education.

This factor was visible in Great Britain’s 1844
Child Labor Act (which called for certificates prov-
ing a half-time education schedule daily) and espe-
cially the Education Acts of 1870, 1876, and 1891.
The latter, soon backed up by a law making twelve
the universal minimum age for leaving school, pro-
vided free elementary education for all children for
the first time. The main motivation in this combina-
tion of child labor and education reform legislation

was to provide what otherwise would be a totally ig-
norant youthful labor force with basic knowledge
that could protect young workers from being depen-
dent on exploitative offers coming from the lowest
levels of the employment market.

French Legislation
In France, the second country to pioneer child la-

bor legislation, information on actual conditions in
factories and mines after 1837 had to be gathered by
governmental authorities from local chambers of
commerce and appointed labor arbitration boards,
who encountered a clear unwillingness on the part

of private employers to reveal what could
only be described as exploitative condi-
tions. Some even claimed that if harm was
occurring to children who came to work in
factories or mines, it came from unhealthy
home environments. Basing this judgment
partially on considerations of how children
get into the situation of having to seek
work, even under the worst conditions, child
labor reformers in France during the rest of
the century sought to legislate better gen-
eral social and family environmental laws.

Examples of French laws that would be
copied by other European countries and
that were even assumed to be applicable in
France’s foreign colonies include the Child
Labor Laws of 1841, 1851, and 1874. These
laws carried varied emphases. The law of
1841 mandated a maximum eight-hour
work shift for children between eight and
twelve and required proof of school atten-
dance until the age of twelve. Certain facto-
ries were prevented from hiring any labor-
ers under sixteen.

The 1851 law defined conditions of ap-
prenticeship, obligating mutual commit-
ments. Children worked under predefined
conditions in return for a guarantee of train-
ing that would eventually allow “full” inte-
gration, under agreed-upon conditions, into
the “adult” trained labor ranks. The law of
1874 banned child labor for wages before
the age of twelve unless guarantees of con-
tinued schooling apply. Fifteen state in-
spectorates were established to oversee ap-
plication of proper standards of work for
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Liberated child laborers in India are symbolically bound in a
protest against child labor in New Delhi on December 2,
2003—a date proclaimed the International Day for the Aboli-
tion of Slavery. The International Labour Organisation esti-
mated that between 11 and 23 million children in India were
then working in forced labor. (AP/Wide World Photos)

Image not available 



children and to report to a national “High Commis-
sion” in the Ministry of Commerce to judge and pe-
nalize employers when complaints arise.

Attempts to Internationalize
Legislative Models

Eventual legislative reactions to the exploitation
of child workers in most Western countries represent
an uneven record even where nineteenth century laws
existed and were updated to try to meet twentieth
century expectations; conditions in less developed
countries would constantly lag far behind. In some
cases there could be a claim of “double standards.” In
what came to be called a “neocolonial” situation fol-
lowing generations of actual colonial domination of
many Asian and African countries, Western con-
sumer markets for items produced under deplorable
physical and near-slave labor conditions of child labor
in other countries might have abandoned responsibil-
ity for obvious inequities had it not been for certain
twentieth century humanitarian-inspired international
agencies.

One of these agencies, the International Labor Of-
fice (ILO), originally under the League of Nations,
later under the United Nations, has attempted since
1919 to obtain acceptance by member states of a
number of international conventions on child labor.
The formal reports of literally dozens of ILO confer-
ences contain descriptions of key industrial and com-
mercial activities throughout the world in which
problem cases can be identified. In order to obtain a
degree of international moral authority to “shame”
potentially negligent countries into accepting gen-
eral standards (regarding age, schooling, safety stan-
dards, and so forth), the ILO circulates questions to
all member nations, who are expected to vote openly,
giving their reasons for either accepting or rejecting
suggested amendments (where needed) to individual
country law codes with respect to child labor.

Byron D. Cannon
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Child psychology
Definition: Diagnosis and treatment of children

with mental, emotional, or behavioral disorders
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: The practice of child psychology

raises ethical questions about consent; confidenti-
ality; values conflicts among parents, child, and
therapist; guidelines for research, and the role of
the professional in court cases.

Because persons under the age of eighteen (minors)
are considered by American law to be incompetent to
make decisions for themselves, proxy consent from
parents or guardians is required for medical treatment.
Involving the child in the decision when possible re-
spects the child as a person and has the practical ad-
vantage of giving the child information and enlisting
his or her cooperation, which may be very important
for the success of the treatment. Parents may commit
children to hospitalization against their will, however,
and still have the admission labeled as “voluntary.”

While the law seems to assume that parents al-
ways decide in the best interest of the child, ethical
dilemmas may arise when parents refuse consent for
treatment of children deemed in need by school offi-
cials or others. This raises the question of whether
children have a right to needed treatment. Exceptions
to the parental consent requirement may be made in
cases of older adolescents who are legally emanci-
pated minors—that is, living independently of par-
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ents, married, or in the armed services—or who are
considered by the therapist to be mature minors and
thus able to decide for themselves.

Confidentiality
The maintenance of confidentiality between ther-

apists and adult patients is recognized as an impor-
tant ethical rule, and there are many reasons why con-
fidentiality should be respected for children as well.
Much of the material that becomes known to the ther-
apist is very personal and may involve issues that are
sensitive for the child or family. Pledges to honor
confidentiality can enhance trust between children
and their therapists.

Also, harm may be done to children by “labeling.”
Revealing past status as psychiatric patients can be a
factor in denying later educational or job opportuni-
ties. Despite the importance of confidentiality, par-
ents often think that they have a right to know every-
thing, and sometimes a therapist may have to break
confidentiality to protect the child or others. A thera-
pist should be honest and state ground rules before
beginning treatment and inform the child or family
before revealing information.

Conflicts in Values
Who should set the goals for psychiatric or behav-

ioral therapy for a child? Parents may have unrealis-
tic expectations for their children or want help in
making them conform to cultural ideals of behavior
that are different from societal norms or that the ther-
apist may find inappropriate for a particular child.
The therapist must decide whether to accept the fam-
ily’s values and help the child adapt to them or to help
the child develop the strength to stand against paren-
tal pressures. Even using the best interest of the child
as the standard, this can be a difficult decision. It is
the right of parents to make decisions for their chil-
dren and to bring them up as they see fit, and many
child-rearing practices and behavioral expectations
are accepted in a pluralistic society. Although society
does set limits and require that certain basic needs be
met, and has legal standards of abuse or neglect, ther-
apists must be careful not to impose their own per-
sonal values on families.

Research
Research in child psychology and psychiatry can

run from totally nonintrusive observation of normal

children in public places to surveys by questionnaire
and interviews all the way to trials of new behavior
modification techniques or clinical trials of psycho-
tropic drugs. The use of children as research subjects
presents ethical problems because as minors they
cannot legally volunteer and because in many studies
it is very difficult to assess potential risk. Thus, some
questions are virtually unexplored and data about
causes and effective treatment are lacking. The pic-
ture is improving, however, since in 1991 Congress
approved a national initiative for increased research
on child and adolescent mental health.

Ethical guidelines for medical research with chil-
dren were adopted as federal regulations in 1983, and
they provide that research be well-designed in order
to give valid, nontrivial results, that trials be made on
animals and adults rather than on children when pos-
sible, that risks be outweighed by expected benefits,
and that informed consent of parents or guardian be
given. It is recommended that children older than age
seven be asked for their assent, as well. Nonthera-
peutic research, whose main goal is to obtain scien-
tific information, has stricter standards than does
therapeutic research, whose primary goal is to bene-
fit the child-subject. Despite parental consent, in
nontherapeutic research any child over age seven
may refuse assent and veto participation, any child
may withdraw from the research at any time for any
reason, and except under very special conditions, no
child may be subjected to anything greater than
“minimal” risk, defined as the sort of experience
likely to be encountered in everyday activities.

Forensic Issues
Courts often depend on the professional evalua-

tions of psychiatrists or psychologists to determine
the “best interest of the child” in custody or adoption
suits, the reliability of child witnesses, or the compe-
tency of juvenile offenders to stand trial as adults.
One must beware of potential bias or conflict of inter-
est in such cases, since the professional may be hired
by one party and be expected to give favorable testi-
mony. There is no general agreement on the age or
standards of competency that apply to adolescents or
tests to determine the truthful reporting of young
children; thus, professionals may offer conflicting
judgments, and there may be no clear way to resolve
the conflict.

Rosalind Ekman Ladd
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Child soldiers
Definition: Children under the age of eighteen re-

cruited or conscripted into military and armed
groups

Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: Using children as soldiers cruelly ex-

ploits the children, distorts the nature of the com-
bat in which they serve, and creates a class of citi-
zens who may threaten the long-term stability of
their societies.

In 2003, an estimated 500,000 children under eigh-
teen years of age served in the government armed
forces, paramilitary forces, civil militia, and armed
groups of more than eighty-five nations, and another
300,000 children were active in armed combat in

more than thirty countries. Some of the children were
as young as seven years of age.

Many child soldiers are volunteers seeking to
avenge harm done to family members, seeking ref-
uge from social and economic desperation, or seek-
ing parental surrogates or group membership. Others
are conscripts captured, kidnapped, drafted, or other-
wise forced or threatened into service. Many are
abandoned or orphaned children found wandering
the countryside.

Child soldiers are prized because their youth and
physical vulnerability makes them obedient and eas-
ily intimidated into undertaking dangerous and unde-
sirable tasks and providing personal services for
adult soldiers. Many child soldiers are incompletely
socialized, lack moral foundations, and lack full un-
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A thirteen-year-old Myanmar government soldier,
armed with an M-79 rocket launcher, guards a jungle
camp near the Thai border in late 2003. Thousands
of child soldiers have been forced to fight on both
sides of Myanmar’s long-standing civil war. (AP/
Wide World Photos)
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derstandings of pain and death; they are often more
willing than adults to commit atrocities and acts of
terror. They are also generally more willing to under-
take dangerous missions as spies, lookouts, messen-
gers, suicide fighters, and human mine detectors.
Drugs, threats, and brainwashing are used to over-
come any fear or reluctance to fight. Developmental
learning theory suggests that, until about the age of
fifteen, children cannot critically evaluate the merits
of the causes for which they fight.

Child soldiers are denied their childhood and ap-
propriate socialization and enculturation. They often
suffer trauma and psychological damage from expo-
sure to danger, violence, and carnage. Most never re-
ceive education or training beyond that required for
combat. Many are physically maimed, permanently
handicapped, and become addicted to drugs. Most
are social outcasts once armed conflict ends, either
because of their actions and injuries in combat or be-
cause of society’s rejection of the sexual exploitation
most, especially female child soldiers, experience
within their armed units. This underclass enters adult-
hood with little prospect for employment, marriage,
or acceptance by society. They become constant
threats to social and political stability within their
countries.

The 1949 Geneva Convention and 1977 Addi-
tional Protocols, 1989 Convention on the Rights of
the Child (CRC), and 1998 International Criminal
Court set fifteen as the minimum age for soldiers. An
Optional Protocol to the CRC, adopted by the United
Nations in the year 2000, raised the age to eighteen.
Child soldiers remain in spite of these efforts.

Gordon Neal Diem
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Child support
Definition: Regular financial contributions to help

raise, educate, and maintain a child, paid by a di-
vorced or otherwise absent parent to the primary
caregiver of the child

Type of ethics: Children’s rights
Significance: Laws mandating the payment of child

support seek to protect minor children from the fi-
nancial consequences of family disruptions.

Children have a legitimate expectation of protection
and nurturance from adults. As society became in-
creasingly complex during the twentieth century, that
responsibility grew to cover a longer period of time
and a wider range of obligations. Traditionally, the
adults responsible for providing this nurturance have
been the child’s parents. While there have always
been children who have not had two parents, owing to
death, divorce, and out-of-wedlock childbirth, the
number of children in single-parent households grew
significantly during the late twentieth century. Si-
multaneously, changes in gender roles challenged
traditional assumptions about the delegation of moral
and legal obligations to children. The consequence
was the nonsupport of many children and the insuffi-
cient support of far more.

History
Common law assumed that the physical care of

children was the responsibility of the mother, while
the financial support of the children (and, in support
of that end, the mother) was the responsibility of the
father. Courts adjudicated divorces and child support
awards with this assumption until the 1960’s. Two re-
lated trends altered this longstanding approach.

California passed the first “no-fault” divorce law
in 1970. The intent was to minimize acrimony in di-
vorce proceedings, with the anticipated consequence
of alleviating the financial and emotional disruptions
to children, as well as adults, imposed by an ad-
versarial system. Cultural changes in gender role ex-
pectations led to additional changes in the division of
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responsibility between parents. These changes were
reflected in the courts in the initiation of “joint cus-
tody” arrangements and an increase in contested cus-
tody.

Research by Ron Haskins showed that noncus-
todial fathers continued during the 1980’s to recog-
nize a moral responsibility to support their children.
Nevertheless, critics such as Lenore J. Weitzman, in
The Divorce Revolution (1985), and Ruth Sidel, in
Women and Children Last (1986), argued that changes
in the application of divorce law in fact had the unan-
ticipated effect of impoverishing women and chil-
dren. First, “no-fault” laws made divorce easier to
obtain. Second, growing legal assumptions of gender
equality led to equal divisions of property, even when
the mother had neither the education nor the job his-
tory to allow her to earn an equal income. Child sup-
port awards were based not only on unjustified as-
sumptions about the mother’s earning potential but
also on the implicit assumption that she would con-
tinue the traditional role of sole physical care while
assuming half of the financial responsibility. As noted,
the law also changed to allow for joint custody. In
practice, however, this applied to a tiny fraction of
children during the 1980’s.

The situation was further exacerbated by a trend
of noncompliance with legally adjudicated child sup-
port. Recognition of social responsibility to the in-
volved children was embodied in national legisla-
tion, notably the Child Support Enforcement Act,
which passed in 1975. Nevertheless, critics charged
that enforcement of child support payments re-
mained insufficient.

These social changes created a situation that has
been called the “feminization of poverty.” While the
term refers to adult women impoverished by circum-
stances such as divorce, in fact, the largest growing
segment of the population trapped in poverty during
the 1980’s were children, in particular the children of
these women. These children were effectively denied
their right to appropriate nurturance in the form of
proper nutrition, medical care, and education.

Areas of Contention
There were several specific areas that created dis-

putes among lawyers and social policy analysts, as
well as among the involved parties. The legal deter-
mination of the appropriate amount of child support
weighed a number of complex factors, including the

ability to pay and previous lifestyle. Many of these is-
sues were determined from the perspective of the
adult’s concerns rather than from that of the child’s
rights. When that perspective was included, addi-
tional issues arose. Appropriate support included
medical care; in practice, this entailed paying for
health insurance. Educational needs were frequently
a point of controversy, particularly since the age of
majority usually determined the extent of legal child
support obligation. In 1972, California changed that
age from 21 to 18, with tremendous consequences for
the support of college-age children.

Other disputes centered on how best to encourage
noncustodial parents to meet their responsibilities.
Legally, during the 1990’s, there was no link between
visitation arrangements and child support, but re-
search by Mavis Hetherington suggested that fathers
retained a greater sense of responsibility to their chil-
dren when visitation was more frequent and/or ex-
tended. The organization Equal Rights for Fathers
developed as a goal the greater enforcement of visita-
tion and other policies to enhance visitation.

Most social policy analysts during the 1980’s and
1990’s focused efforts on enforcement of child sup-
port awards. Methods included attachment of wages,
attachment of income tax refunds, and public humili-
ation of the worst offenders. Child advocates also
noted that the size of awards at that time needed to be
increased substantially to meet the real needs of chil-
dren. Additionally, Ruth Sidel argued, in Women and
Children Last (1986), that social policies needed to
be designed to enable custodial parents to meet the
obligations they could neither escape nor fulfill. Pro-
grams such as job training and childcare, and an end
to wage discrimination against women, were deemed
critical to that end.

The United States during the late twentieth cen-
tury confronted a major ethical dilemma. Those who
had reached adulthood had to find a way to meet their
obligations to those who had not.

Nancy E. Macdonald
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Children
Definition: People who have not yet come of age;

youths lacking the full rights and privileges of
adults.

Type of ethics: Children’s rights
Significance: Because “childhood” is itself a con-

stantly evolving social creation, the ethical views
and practices that prevail toward children within
particular societies provide substantial insight
into the historical development of moral values
both within and across those societies.

How adults treat children differs discernibly from
culture to culture and has continually changed
throughout history, as have general attitudes toward
childhood. The social status of “childhood” is cul-
turally defined and cannot be precisely identified
through strictly biological or any other type of uni-
versal criteria. All culturally accepted conventions
are, ultimately, arbitrary, so they gain their normative
or legal validity only by social fiat.

Despite the commonsensical understanding of
children as a “biologically immature” adults, it is the
social recognition of this “immaturity” that defines
children’s status. For example, while the achieve-
ment of childbearing age may signify full maturity
and thus adulthood among females of certain indige-
nous peoples of South America, it emphatically does
not among industrialized North American societies.

Indeed, the very fact that many modern states legally
specify a certain age to define childhood/adulthood
contradicts the biological fact that human beings
“mature” (however that is socially defined) at signifi-
cantly different ages.

Children’s Ethics
In moral terms, the norms of “acceptable” treat-

ment of those people socially recognized as “chil-
dren” are equally subject to historical and culturally
relative criteria. The most common ethical issues that
arise relate either to the extent to which full social ob-
ligations can be placed upon children or to the moral
responsibilities of adults toward children, including
the respective legal rights of both parties.

The ethical content of child status versus adult
status can attain a profound social significance, de-
termining the eligibility of people to perform certain
types of work, consume alcoholic beverages, exer-
cise control over their own health treatment, fight in
wars, engage in sexual activity, vote in elections, and
so on. In modern criminal law codes, the recognition
of child status usually determines the extent to which
one is legally punishable or even culpable for crimi-
nal behavior.

Historical Attitudes
The specification of “childhood” as a special so-

cial category is relatively recent in human history. As
a legally recognized status, it is only a few hundred
years old. The apparent social indifference toward
young people prior to this specification is thought by
some experts to be related to their high mortality rate.
Until the seventeenth century, more than half of the
twenty-one-year-old and younger population died
before entering what many modern societies now de-
fine as “adulthood.” In such societies, it is reasoned,
there was no strong argument for becoming too inter-
ested in members of a population who could not be
expected to survive. Comparative perspectives call
these assertions into question, however, citing evi-
dence from non-Western cultures that challenge the
universality of these historical stereotypes.

Most experts agree that the general unifying char-
acteristic from ancient times up to the sixteenth cen-
tury, at least in European societies, was the virtual ab-
sence of societal institutions aimed specifically at
children. In short, Western societies were “adult cen-
tered” for centuries, and children simply grappled
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with society by mixing with adults and eventually
learning how to function as adults. Up into the eigh-
teenth century, childhood in the contemporary sense
essentially referred to pre-five-year-olds. Those indi-
viduals who were older became immersed in the nor-
mal work responsibilities of the household, though
stratified by gender.

The origin of the social status of childhood as de-
fined in Western societies is most frequently attrib-
uted to the eighteenth century Enlightenment. The
Enlightenment weakened many of the most tradi-
tional religious notions that had governed human
self-understanding, including the presumption of an
inherent “evil” that resided in people as described in
the biblical metaphor of “after the fall.” With the rise
of social “progress” theories that would in turn lead
to the development of the social sciences, more san-
guine images of human nature began to trickle down
into the Western mind-set, and notions of the perfect-
ibility of the human race became widely dissemi-
nated.

Philippe Aries’ seminal work on the history of
childhood, Centuries of Childhood: A Social History
of Family Life (1962), chronicles how social attitudes
toward children began to change during this period.
Using content analysis of portraits, early writings on
pedagogy and pediatric medical care, and other cul-
tural artifacts, Aries uncovered the various ways in
which the developmental phases of childhood and
the passage into adulthood became reconceptual-
ized.

Examining the affluent classes of European soci-
eties, Aries shows how portraits began to appear as
early as the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in
which children were depicted as having a distinct and
“innocent” character and were no longer made to
look like miniature adults. This notion of childhood
innocence became one of the defining features of
children in the post-Enlightenment period, which in
turn helped fuel a shift in social attitudes. Children
became increasingly thought of as “pure” and “good”
people who needed protection from rude, dangerous,
and immoral social processes that could harm their
development. Social attention turned decisively to-
ward child upbringing and the need to instill morality
into children under the protection of adults. Activ-
ities formerly common among young people as well
as adults, such as cursing, drinking alcoholic bever-
ages, and sexual activities, all became increasingly

regarded as antithetical to childhood and became so-
cially prohibited among children.

Greater emphasis on structured childrearing grad-
ually became the norm among the middle classes
during this period. During the seventeenth century,
the apprentice system routinely took young males
and females between the ages of ten and fifteen out of
the household, whereupon they became members of
another in order to learn a trade from a skilled artisan.
The apprentice earned his or her keep but remained
under the strict control of the master. This was viewed
socially as a means by which parental coddling could
be defeated, since children completed the rearing
process under the more detached supervision of an
unrelated master. The apprentice system was ulti-
mately dismantled by the onset of the Industrial Rev-
olution and had largely disappeared by the nineteenth
century.

Child Welfare in the United States
In the United States, social attitudes became more

child-centered following the rise of the factory sys-
tem during the early nineteenth century. Once seen as
little more than the waiting period before becoming
an adult, childhood became more idealized and re-
garded as an end in itself, an object of increasing so-
cial attention.

New social institutions designed to address the
special needs and characteristics of children began to
proliferate and expand in importance during the nine-
teenth century, with the most important being formal
education. The eventual rise in popularity of kinder-
gartens previsioned the subsequent social concern
with progressive educational reform that aimed to
nurture the spontaneity and creativeness of children
rather than repress it. All such trends provide evidence
of the continuous evolution in American attitudes to-
ward recognition and respect of a “child’s world.”

Of equal ethical importance was the creation of
social agencies aimed at dealing with child deviance.
With deviant acts committed by children becoming
increasingly regarded as a reflection on the social en-
vironment rather than as evidence of the “evil” lurk-
ing in the young person’s soul, social forces arose to
intervene in the lives of failed or defunct families so
as to “rescue” children from their defective environ-
ment. “Houses of refuge” were opened for children
throughout the United States during the 1820’s, be-
coming the first generation of “child-saving” institu-
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tions that would later culminate in the expansion of
state child protection services during the twentieth
century.

Child refuges attempted to create a “properly
structured environment” in which the negative influ-
ences of poverty, neglectful parents, and/or a syn-
drome of poor behavior on the part of the child could
be corrected through military-like discipline and the
learning of model social roles. The state was fre-
quently called upon by charitable institutions to fa-
cilitate their child-saving activities by granting them
legal rights of supervision over the children, a pro-
cess that gradually drew the state into greater in-
volvement in child welfare.

After the U.S. Civil War, social reformers began
to criticize the prison-like model of child refuge cen-
ters, calling instead for more humanistic interven-
tions that aimed to restore family life settings and to
focus on teaching skills to errant children. With child
saving emerging as a major ethical concern in the late
nineteenth century, many feminists began to enter
into the child advocacy movement, emphasizing
child welfare over child punishment.

Largely because of child welfare reformers, the
juvenile court system was formed during the turn of
the century, with the first court instituted in Illinois in
1899. Within three decades, virtually every state had
a juvenile court system that typically exercised its ju-
risdiction over children “in trouble” under the age of
sixteen. Invoking the principle of parens patriae, a
notion dating back to feudal times that asserts that the
state is the ultimate parent to children, the juvenile
courts established the power of the state to designate
as “wards of the state” those children who had broken
laws, been improperly treated by their parents, or had
engaged in behavior considered immoral for chil-
dren, and to thus assume full legal responsibility for
their welfare.

Many experts argue that the juvenile justice sys-
tem as it developed acted primarily to address the
concerns of the middle and upper classes by enabling
the state to intervene in the lives of poor families.
While the overarching ideology governing the court
was child welfare through therapeutic action rather
than a punishment ethic, critics over the years argued
that the court routinely violated the civil rights of
children, particularly those of the lower classes. The
1967 U.S. Supreme Court decision In re Gault reaf-
firmed the constitutional impropriety that pervaded

the juvenile justice system in practice, its good inten-
tions notwithstanding, and ruled that juveniles were
entitled to the full legal protection of the due process
enjoyed by adults.

Along with the increasing specialization of the le-
gal system designed to differentiate children from
adults, the social sciences gradually developed spe-
cialized research traditions in the area of juvenile
delinquency. Institutes for the study of juvenile delin-
quency were formed and became influential in con-
sulting with the state on the expansion of state social
welfare agencies. By the early twentieth century,
children received a variety of public services, usually
for their material support in cases in which a need
was recognized. State-sponsored foster homes and a
variety of residential facilities were created to offer
child care and child protection. The eventual creation
of specialized state child protection agencies led to
the development of comprehensive systems of family
welfare, with intervention into child abuse and ne-
glect cases, emerging as systems that would coexist
with legal and medical authorities.

Ethics of Child Maltreatment
The social recognition of child maltreatment and

the “discovery” of child abuse provide a dramatic ex-
ample of changing social attitudes toward children
and their proper ethical treatment. In Ancient Rome,
the principle of patria potestas established the com-
plete control of fathers over their children, including
decisions concerning their right to live, regardless of
age. Infanticide was widely practiced there, as it was
in virtually all ancient societies, including ancient
Egypt and Greece. Often, a particular ritual was prac-
ticed that established the social expectation that a
particular child was to be raised to maturity. Prior to
the event, unwanted children could in most cases be
disposed of without social sanction. Among the most
common situations in which infanticide was prac-
ticed were cases of birth deformities and cases of
children who were “illegitimate,” conceived by in-
cest, or considered likely to become a drain on the
state in the absence of a conducive family setting.

During the Middle Ages, the Christian doctrine of
parental love tempered somewhat the brutality latent
in the absolute authority it granted parents over chil-
dren in cultures where it predominated. Neverthe-
less, severe corporal punishment remained a norm in
most Christian cultures. For example, historical data
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show that when French Jesuits first encountered the
Eskimo societies of North America during the seven-
teenth century, they observed with horror that the ab-
origines refused to hit their children for any reason.
To the French missionaries, the taboo on child beat-
ing was evidence of the primitive and paganistic
ways of the Eskimos. Once the conversion to Chris-
tianity began, the Catholic missionaries placed spe-
cial emphasis on preaching the necessity of beating
children so that they would “learn to fear God.”

In no way unique to France, the physical punish-
ment of children, often in an extreme form, was con-
sidered fully legitimate in Western societies until the
late nineteenth century. During the 1870’s, the Soci-
ety for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (SPCC)
was formed to advocate for legislation in the United
States designed to protect children from abusive em-
ployers and surrogate caretakers. While the success
of the SPCC and other child-saving institutions is
shown by the formation of the juvenile justice sys-
tem, it was the parallel development of social welfare
agencies that pioneered the emphasis on direct inter-
vention within conflictual families. Child protective
services (CPS) exhibit a paternalistic and therapeutic
model of intervention.

With their legislative authority based in juvenile
and criminal court statutes, CPS bureaucracies are
firmly controlled by government agencies, primarily
at the state level. The Child Abuse and Prevention
Act of 1974 mandated that state CPS agencies follow
certain federal guidelines with respect to creating
open channels of reporting child maltreatment.

The expansion of CPS during the 1970’s and
1980’s emphasized the provision by social casework-
ers of services that could repair and restore the fam-
ily, with removal into state foster homes as a last re-
course; this contrasted with the early child-saving
movement, which emphasized removal and the cre-
ation of alternative arenas of socialization.

Medicalization and Child Ethics
Another important shift in social attitudes toward

children grew out of changes in the medical estab-
lishment. The early development of pediatric medi-
cine had paralleled the increasing social recognition
of childhood. During the 1960’s, the discovery of the
“battered child syndrome” by pediatric radiologists
helped fuel social concern about child abuse. During
the same decade, an explosion of pediatric medical

research occurred concerning the phenomenon of
child hyperactivity, providing another example of the
impact that modern medicine has had on social atti-
tudes and the treatment of children.

Hyperactive children have a long history of being
socially defined in adverse terms, either as “pos-
sessed” by the devil or other “evil spirits,” or as mali-
cious, disorderly, rebellious, and so on. Nurtured by
the specialized study of children among psychiatric
researchers, medical research in the second half of
the twentieth century began to discover various bio-
logical factors that influence child hyperactivity,
along with an array of pharmacological treatments
that proved to be effective in controlling it. This led to
the clinical designation of child hyperactivity as an
illness known as “hyperkinesis.”

The “medicalization” or general social recogni-
tion of hyperactive child behavior as an illness con-
stituted a qualitative break from earlier conceptions.
From a moral category of “bad” or “evil” activity, the
medical profession has largely succeeded in shifting
the larger social understanding of a whole set of aber-
rant child behaviors into the more neutral terrain of a
“sick” condition that rests outside the control of the
afflicted child. The medicalization of this form of
child deviance helps to illustrate the continuing ero-
sion of traditional conceptions of children and child
care as much as it demonstrates the power of the med-
ical community to alter the perceptions and ethical
standards of child treatment.

The celebrated child-rearing manual of Benjamin
Spock, Common Sense Book of Baby and Child Care
(1946 and many revisions), provides yet another ex-
ample of the direct impact that medical authorities
have had upon attitudes toward and the treatment of
children. Spock’s instructive emphasis on preserving
happiness in childhood socialization helped contrib-
ute to the social recognition of a science of parenting,
initiating a trend in which adults look to medical ex-
perts for advice on the optimal technique for raising
their children.

Persistent Ethical Dilemmas
The ethical issues that surround the social atti-

tudes and treatment of children must be continually
reexamined and considered in their overarching com-
plexity. At all levels, the socially acknowledged rights
and obligations accorded to children as well as the
transgressions against them have historically been
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stratified by social class, race, and gender. Young fe-
males are sexually abused at a rate six times that of
young males. The rate of physical neglect of impov-
erished children is invariably higher and unlikely to
improve merely through therapeutic means of treat-
ment.

Just as maltreatment exhibits its social biases,
so too do the various institutions that are involved
in the professional treatment of children. If socio-
historians have shown how child savers of the nine-
teenth century enacted reforms that dispropor-
tionately affected poorer families, modern child
protection agencies can likewise be seen to enforce
white, middle-class standards in their practices at the
expense of poor women and people of color. Any per-
spective that claims to grasp the tremendous com-
plexity of child ethics must continually and critically
evaluate how childhood is intertwined with the dy-
namics of social class, gender, and racial inequalities.

Richard A. Dello Buono
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Children’s Bureau
Identification: Federal agency charged with inves-

tigating and reporting on “all matters pertaining
to the welfare of children”

Date: Founded in 1912
Type of ethics: Children’s rights
Significance: The establishment of the Children’s

Bureau was the first U.S. institutional recognition
of children as individuals—not property—with
their own rights and needs.

During the late nineteenth century, children’s health
became an issue in the United States. Child mortality
rates were high, largely because neither parents nor
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physicians knew much about the specific needs of
children. Doctors had begun to understand that sim-
ply providing adult treatments in smaller doses was
not adequate. Gradually, new thinking about child
psychology and development spread.

In 1912, the U.S. Congress established the Chil-
dren’s Bureau to deal with infant mortality, preven-
tive medicine, orphanages, the juvenile justice sys-
tem, and child labor. The bureau quickly became a
strong force for the improvement of children’s lives.
It established national birth registration to make pos-
sible the first useful study of infant mortality. The bu-
reau produced two booklets, Prenatal Care (1913)
and Infant Care (1914), which were updated and dis-
tributed for decades. For the first time, mothers had
access to sound advice. By disseminating informa-
tion and training new professionals, the bureau greatly
expanded public health services for mothers and chil-
dren.

After the passage of the Social Security Act in
1935, the bureau added services for new populations,
including disabled, abandoned, and delinquent chil-
dren, the mentally retarded, and specific minority
groups.

Cynthia A. Bily

See also: Child abuse; Child labor legislation; Child
support; Children; Children’s rights; United Nations
Declaration of the Rights of the Child.

Children’s rights
Definition: Area of legislation, social work, and ac-

tivism that seeks to protect children from discrim-
inatory or abusive practices

Type of ethics: Children’s rights
Significance: Distinctive, child-specific forms of

exploitation exist in modern mass society, so
there is an ethical imperative to institute equally
distinctive safeguards to protect children against
exploitation.

When the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
was passed by the United Nations General Assembly
in 1948, the wording of Article 2 provided for the
protection of rights “without distinction of any kind,
such as race, color, sex, language, religion, political

or other opinion, national or social origin, property,
birth or other status.” Thus, as in the famous French
Revolutionary Declaration of the Rights of Man and
the Citizen (1789), formulators of identifiable cate-
gories of persons with unalienable rights omitted
specific mention of age (either old age or youth).
Such omissions may have stemmed from a general
assumption that children are automatically an essen-
tial component of any population. Historical experi-
ences before those famous declarations, however,
and many key social developments, particularly in
the second half of the twentieth century, suggest that
there should be a specific sphere of concern for the
rights of children in all regions of the world.

Historical Precedents
It was the spreading mid-nineteenth century im-

pact of the Industrial Revolution that brought a desire
by mine and factory owners to cut unskilled labor
costs and, in the process, ushered in an entire era of
employer exploitation of child workers. In several
countries where such exploitation (long hours, very
low pay, hazardous work conditions) became the ob-
ject of public and political outrage, special child la-
bor legislation acts were passed. An important part of
such legislation in Great Britain and in France was to
oblige employers to guarantee that working children
could receive enough education to “free” them from
the bonds of ignorance (and therefore near slavery in
the unskilled workplace). In most cases, the question
of whether the wider social and family environment
in which disadvantaged children had to live could be
addressed and resolved by laws was hardly posed in
this era of early child labor legislation.

Childhood vs. Adulthood
Various societies have defined “rights” or “rites”

of passage from childhood in different ways. In some
traditional tribal settings, for example, important cul-
tural distinctions have been made between what con-
stitutes becoming a man and what constitutes becom-
ing a woman. These tend in general to be linked with
puberty and “qualification” for marriage and family
responsibilities. In modern Western societies, how-
ever, passage from adolescence to early adulthood
tends to relate to a number of legal rights. Character-
istic rights here might be the right to make legally
binding decisions (including marriage and the estab-
lishment of a separate place of residence) without
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necessary parental consent, the right to vote, and the
right to purchase controlled substances such as alco-
hol or tobacco. In addition to such rights, there may
also be certain obligations attached to the attainment
of a certain age. These include, according to the
country in question, obligatory military service and
the right to be tried in court according to the same
conditions that apply to persons of full adult status.

In the United States, a legal division between ju-
venile and adult criminal jurisdictions has existed
only since about 1900. The juvenile court system was

established on the assumption that children are more
likely to reform themselves if instructed rather than
punished to the full limits of penal law. Because the
juvenile system functions according to procedures
quite different from those of the regular courts (nota-
bly in its emphasis on the judge’s role, with less atten-
tion given to formal representation of the accused by
an attorney), critics from the 1960’s forward have
called for its reform. In addition, some specialized
agencies, including the National Legal Resource
Center for Child Advocacy and Protection in Wash-
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Turning Points in the History of Children’s Rights

Date Event Impact

1833 British Parliamentary Act Ages and hours limited for children in factories

1844 British Child Labor Act Requires guarantee of minimal education for
working children

1851 French Child Labor Law Defines rights of apprentices

1874 French Inspectorates placed over
employers of children

Provides for fines when minimal standards
not met

1890’s Education Curriculum Reforms passed
in United States

Emphasizes social democratization of all classes
of pupils

1900-1910 Juvenile Court System introduced Establishes different courts, procedures, and
punishments

1912 U.S. Children’s Bureau established First federal agency devoted to monitoring the
welfare of children

1950’s-1960’s U.S. Aid to Families with Dependent
Children introduced

Provided for tangible government welfare aid to
needy children

1959 United Nations Declaration of the
Rights of the Child

Recognized the ethical responsibility of national
governments to look after the welfare of children

1960’s-1970’s Child Welfare System created Public assignment to foster homes to protect
children’s rights

1990 Convention on the Rights of the Child
ratified

Enumerated thirty-eight specific rights of
children that all nations must respect

1998 Establishment of the permanent
International Criminal Court

Measures included defining the use of child
soldiers as a punishable war crime.

1999 International Labour Organisation’s
Convention Concerning the Prohibition
and Immediate Action for the Elimination
of the Worst Forms of Child Labour

Designed to protect children from working in
unsafe and unhealthful environments



ington, D.C., and the National Center for Youth Law
in San Francisco, have taken it upon themselves to
serve as watchdogs to assure that juvenile justice,
while remaining separate, provides adequate guar-
antees of equality of rights within the total penal
system.

Children’s Rights in Modern
Mass Societies

The concerns of lawmakers and courts over the
phenomenon of child abuse in many modern coun-
tries have had many historical precedents. Extreme
cases of systematic infanticide can be found in a
number of historical cultures. One example only
among others appears in the Islamic Qur$3n itself, in
passages exhorting Arab tribes living in ignorance of
God’s ways to abandon the custom of preferring male
over female infants, some of whom might be killed at
birth. The physical abuse of children, ranging from
beatings by one or both parents to sexual exploitation
either in the family (the object of anti-incest laws) or
commercially (the object of special laws against
child prostitution or pornography) has existed in one
form or another from antiquity to the present. The
compounded negative effects of mass societies, how-
ever, combined with the increasingly intensive exam-
ination of such problems by the media, seem to have
focused more attention in the second half of the twen-
tieth century than in any other period on the need to
address protective rights for children.

After experiencing rather distressing early cam-
paigns for special legislation to protect children’s
“external” rights in the workplace and in the penal
justice system, modern society seems to have identi-
fied a general ethical need to look more closely at
the internal functioning of the family to determine
whether one of the key contributors to the eventual
“external” abuse of children’s rights is the home (or
the absence of a real home).

In cases in which children do not receive the nur-
turing experience of a nuclear family (orphans, for
example, or those who are assigned by public author-
ities to foster homes), there may be less difficulty in
establishing certain objective criteria for determin-
ing whether children’s rights are being respected:
Specific legislation exists in most modern countries
that defines exact procedures for meeting required
standards of care for dependent children who do not
live with their own families. If shortcomings are dis-

covered, these same laws provide for terminating a
foster care contract, for example, or even for closing
down specialized childcare institutions, be they or-
phanages or part-time day-care centers.

Determining whether children are fully safe
within their own families, however, is a very different
matter. Here, the legal rights of privacy stand as pro-
tective barriers intended to keep the public authority
of the state from infringing on personal freedoms
(guaranteed, in the United States, under the Bill
of Rights). Certain forms of legislation have been
passed that, on the surface, at least, aim at protecting
children living in families experiencing deprivation.

Perhaps the best known (and most controversial)
packet of social legislation targeting children was the
Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC)
program, also referred to as welfare. Although
AFDC did not speak directly to questions of chil-
dren’s rights in ethical terms, it was the only govern-
ment cash-disbursing program in the United States
that assumed that the primary beneficiaries of special
assistance are children who would otherwise have
gone without many essentials. Part of the process of
determining the effectiveness of AFDC aid involved
social workers’intervention in determining how fam-
ilies managed the funds they received. In extreme
cases, such intervention took forms that were resisted
by families who, although desperate for aid, resented
interference in the private sphere of family-child re-
lations. In 1997, AFDC was superseded by the Tem-
porary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) Pro-
gram created by the Welfare Reform Law of 1996.

A second agency that is meant to serve as a watch-
dog over children’s rights is the child welfare system.
Its responsibility is to remove children from family
situations that may be detrimental to their personal
development and even personal safety. As the main
authority referring children to foster homes, the child
welfare system comes closest to executing public re-
sponsibility to protect the private rights of children
despite the will of their own families.

Until the mid-1980’s and into the 1990’s, the as-
sumed typical dilemmas of child deprivation or abuse
(alcoholism, drugs, dysfunctional families also con-
fronted with poverty-level existence, and so forth)
seemed to lend themselves to the programmatic ac-
tions provided for in the child welfare system. By the
1990’s, however, a series of quite different issues be-
gan to attract the attention of the media and the court
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system. The most controversial involved recognition
that children themselves might, under particular cir-
cumstances, exercise the legal right to “divorce” their
parents. This issue promised to invite a critical turn-
ing point, since it implied transfer of the decision-
making process in children’s rights from the public to
the individual private sphere.

Byron D. Cannon
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Children’s television
Definition: Television programming and advertise-

ments designed specifically for children
Type of ethics: Media ethics
Significance: Numerous studies have indicated that

children are particularly vulnerable to being in-
fluenced by messages contained in television pro-
grams and advertisements; for this reason, broad-
casters of children’s programming have a special
ethical responsibility.

By the age of eighteen, most North American chil-
dren have spent more than two solid years of their
lives watching television—more time than many of
them have spent in school. Studies dating back to the
1960’s indicate that television programming and ad-

vertisements can have a strong influence on children,
who are frequent viewers. Further, television and me-
dia violence, gender and race portrayals, and adver-
tisements have been linked to a variety of adverse be-
haviors, including violence in later life, aggressive
attitudes, and obesity.

Although children’s television in the United States
has been bound by few ethical codes beyond the
broad mandate that broadcasters serve the “public in-
terest, convenience, and necessity,” two key pieces of
U.S. congressional legislation have attempted to cod-
ify that directive. The Children’s Television Act of
1990 required programming that met the educational
and informational needs of children. The Telecom-
munications Act of 1996 mandated a program-rating
system similar to that used by the film industry and
also required manufacturers to install computer de-
vices called V-chips on all new televisions. V-chips
read ratings embedded in programs and allow owners
of the sets—such as parents—to block shows with
specific ratings. In addition, the 1996 law called for
broadcasters to air a minimum of three hours of chil-
dren’s educational programming per week.
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V-chips

Developed during the early 1990’s, V-chips are de-
vices built into television sets that permit owners of
the sets to block designated categories of pro-
grams, based on their ratings. Their purpose is to
allow parents to limit their children’s viewing of
programs with what they consider to be excessive
amounts of violence, sexual content, or other ob-
jectionable material. In 2001 the Federal Commu-
nications Commission (FCC) adopted a rule re-
quiring all new television sets with thirteen-inch or
larger screens to be equipped with V-chip technol-
ogy. The television industry itself established a
system for rating the content of programs and
coding those ratings into the signals that stations
broadcast so that V-chips can read the ratings.

Also known as TV Parental Guidelines, the
program-rating system was established by the Na-
tional Association of Broadcasters, the National
Cable Television Association, and the Motion Pic-
ture Association of America.



Although V-chip technology was widely publi-
cized, the device was slow to catch on. By 2004, it
was estimated that less than 20 percent of Americans
who owned V-chip-equipped televisions were using
the device. Further research suggested that broad-
casters may not be providing enough information via
the rating system, and the definition of educational
television remained murky, at best.

Violence
More than one thousand studies have identified

links between childhood exposure to television vio-
lence and real-life violent behaviors. Some studies
have suggested that exposure to television violence,
including the make-believe, or fantasy, violence as-
sociated with cartoons, may not only desensitize
children to acts of real violence but also change their
opinions about what constitutes right and wrong be-
havior. Several studies have found that childhood ex-
posure to media violence predicts aggressive behav-
ior in both male and female adults.

Saturday-morning television programming, typi-
cally consisting of cartoons and other shows target-
ing children, has been found to average twenty-five
acts of violence per hour. In addition to program-
ming content, more than a third of commercials air-
ing on children’s shows contain aggressive acts, and
many advertisements linked to adult-related program-
ming target children. For example, World Wres-
tling Entertainment, which produces such shows as
SmackDown and Raw, also licenses a series of action
figures modeled after wrestling stars.

Gender Roles
Although many children’s shows reflect changing

modern gender expectations, most programs con-
tinue to portray male and female characters with ste-
reotypical traits. For example, male figures appear
more frequently in cartoons than do female figures
and are generally more action-oriented. Male charac-
ters are also more likely to use physical aggression,
and female characters are more likely to demonstrate
fear, romantic behavior, and supportive gestures. On
the other hand, when female characters are portrayed
in action roles, they often behave as violently as their
male counterparts.

Advertisements targeting children showed simi-
lar characteristics. Boys typically appear more often
and are placed in contexts in which they have traits of

power, control, action, competition, and destruction.
The content of commercials targeting girls generally
emphasizes more limited physical activity, as well as
feelings and nurturing.

Educational Television
Although U.S. federal law requires broadcast tele-

vision stations to air at least three hours per week of
educational programming, the Federal Communica-
tions Commission’s definition of educational televi-
sion is vague: “any television programming that fur-
thers the educational and informational needs of
children.” Broadcasters have frequently pointed to
their own studies, which indicate that their educa-
tional programming has increased 100 percent since
1990—more than complying with the federal law.
However, by the broadcasters’ definitions, their edu-
cational programming has included such shows as
NBA: Inside Stuff, G.I. Joe, America’s Funniest Home
Videos, The Flintstones, The Jetsons, and Teenage
Mutant Ninja Turtles. At one point, ABC-TV even
attempted to depict its program Tales from the Crypt,
based on HBO’s adult horror series, as a way to teach
children a “wonder-filled morality lesson.”

More traditional forms of educational television
often appear on Public Broadcasting System (PBS)
including Sesame Street, Barney, and Wishbone. Re-
search studies have suggested that these shows do,
indeed, provide young viewers with educational ex-
periences. For example, children who watch Sesame
Street generally know and understand more words,
have a better grasp of mathematics, and are better
prepared for school than children who watch only
cartoons and general programming on commercial
television.

Advertising
In 1750 b.c.e., Hammurabi’s code made it a crime

punishable by death to engage in commerce with a
child without first obtaining the permission of a par-
ent. Historically most societies have implicitly un-
derstood the ethical questions raised by selling goods
to children. Sweden has banned all advertising di-
rected at children under twelve, and in Greece, com-
mercials for toys are banned before 10 p.m.

In North America, however, children represent an
exceptionally ripe demographic market. By the early
twenty-first century advertisers were spending more
than two billion dollars per year on commercials tar-
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geting children alone. Numerous studies have sug-
gested that young children are typically unable to un-
derstand the intent of advertisements and frequently
accept advertising claims as literally true. Many par-
ents also voice concerns that advertising makes chil-
dren too materialistic and encourages youths to de-
fine their self-worth by their possessions.

Health Implications
Around the turn of the twenty-first century, the

number of overweight children in North America
was double what it had been two decades earlier.
Some authorities believed that television was at least
partly to blame. Beyond promoting physical inactiv-
ity, food advertisements were a regular part of chil-
dren’s television. On Saturday-morning television,
for example, 61 percent of commercials were for
food, and more than 90 percent of those advertise-

ments were for sugared cereals, fast foods, and other
nutritionally questionable foods. Numerous studies
have now documented that such advertising is very
effective in increasing children’s requests for junk
food and fast food, and in changing their fundamen-
tal views of healthy nutrition.

Cheryl Pawlowski
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Sesame Street characters Elmo (left) and Dani (center) talk to a doctor about Dani’s asthma condition in an in-
structional video titled Sesame Street “A” Is for Asthma. Released in 1998, the video was part of a Children’s
Television Workshop series designed to capitalize on the popularity of familiar television characters to educate
children about a medical condition that affects millions of young Americans. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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Chivalry
Definition: Medieval code of conduct that stressed

loyalty, wisdom, courage, generosity, religious fi-
delity, and the virtues of courtly love

Date: Influential from the eleventh century to the
end of the fourteenth century

Type of ethics: Medieval history
Significance: Forms of chivalry helped to stabilize

the power structure of the nobility, contributing to
feudal Europe’s social coherence for several cen-
turies.

The dissolution of the Carolingian empire in the
ninth century completed the decentralization of po-
litical authority in western Europe. Although there
would soon be signs of newly evolving nation-states,
nearly four hundred years passed before strong
central monarchies were again dominant in France,
Spain, and England. During the intervening years, a
complex network of local authorities arose to main-
tain small subsistence economies and to secure them
against attacks and invasions. Never a “system,” these
local arrangements, based on varying personal and
contractual agreements, loosely described western
European feudalism. It was in this context that, be-
tween the ninth century and the eleventh century,
codes of chivalry evolved, reaching their refinement
in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.

Whatever the immediate intent of chivalry codes,
over time they set ethical standards for both personal
conduct and social relationships. They applied only
to nobles, most of whom at some point in life fulfilled
their chief social functions as warriors. (For maxi-

mum military effectiveness and to bear the weight
of his armor, each noble warrior required a horse.
The French word cheval, which means “horse,” is
the source of the English word “chivalry.”) Conse-
quently, among the nobility, most chivalric standards
derived from military obligations. Others especially
concerned the conduct of lords, knights, and their
vassals in relation to the ideals or needs of Europe’s
remaining universal institution, the Roman Catholic
Church. Additional rules of behavior, which devel-
oped later, pertained to courtly, or romantic, love.
Chivalry affected the lives of peasants only indi-
rectly, although peasants were by far the largest seg-
ment of Europe’s population.

Military Chivalry
Feudal society generally was based on a division

of labor that was essential for life because of the
scarce resources available during the middle Ages. A
handful of nobles thus devoted themselves to provid-
ing security for the peasants, who, in turn, furnished
the means to feed, arm, and maintain the nobles.
Chivalry therefore reflected the centrality of the war-
rior in feudal society and warrior virtues—loyalty
above all, but also courage, wisdom, physical skill,
individual prowess in battle, and a longing for glory.

Chivalric behavior was also pragmatic, however,
and was intended to make the warrior’s tasks easier.
For example, knights were armored—over time, more
and more heavily. Armor was cumbersome, uncom-
fortable, and hot. Few nobles chose to wear it at all
times. Accordingly, an armored knight was forbidden
to ambush an unarmored one; ambush was permissi-
ble, but the armorless victim had to be allowed to suit
up before battle legitimately could begin. Then, too,
since the purpose of taking prisoners was to ransom
them, and since the prospect of any captor—including
a king—becoming a captive himself was good, knights
began to treat their captives as honored guests.

By the thirteenth century, if captive nobles were
unable to raise ransoms, their captors frequently re-
leased them and accepted their children or other rela-
tives as hostages. On other occasions, if captives
were unable to meet their ransoms, they were re-
leased after a simple pledge to return if they were un-
able to secure the sums demanded. An example of
this was the voluntary return of France’s Jean I to
captivity in England when his countrymen failed to
raise his ransom.
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Military chivalry reached polished forms in tour-
naments, which were arranged mock battles. Their
original goals were to maintain knightly skills and to
profit from the capture of those who were defeated in
jousts. The principal objective of the participants,
however, soon became the achievement of glory; for
example, to win admiring attention from higher no-
bles, to charm ladies, to bear the flags or colors of no-
ble houses into jousts with panache, or to distinguish
themselves by means of various gallantries. The En-
glish word “gallant,” in fact, derives from the French
galant, a thirteenth century word associated with chi-
valric dash and spiritedness.

Religious Chivalry
The Roman Catholic Church persistently sought

to mitigate the perpetual violence of European aris-
tocracies by diverting knightly energies to more
peaceful or more obviously religious ends. Grad-
ually, the Church’s sermons and literature sketched
out fresh knightly ideals. The ideal knight should be-
come the ideal Christian. If fight he must, he should
fight for God, not for personal aggrandizement, land,
or booty. He should observe Church-decreed periods
of truce. He should serve the Church and his secu-
lar lords faithfully. He should suppress crime and
bring order to his realms. He should also care for
the weak and helpless. Scholars have noted that me-
dieval Church-sponsored Crusades against infidels
were partially attempts to steer knightly energies
toward religious goals and divert them from self-
destruction and the disruption of daily life.

Chivalry and Courtly Love
The songs and poems of French and Spanish trou-

badours during the thirteenth century successfully
celebrated the notion that the leading nobility could
derive great benefit by conducting themselves in
ways that led ladies to admire and adore them. Thus,
incentives were provided for the cultivation of gen-
tler manners, for elevating the status of women, and
for making them the center of the actions of such
figures as Richard the Lion Hearted, Roland, or
Galahad. In addition, the troubadours, whose liveli-
hoods depended on lordly patrons, did much to exalt
generosity by making it a cardinal virtue in their
lengthy songs and poems.

Clifton K. Yearley
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Choice
Definition: Ability to do one thing rather than an-

other
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Choice is fundamental to any ethical

discussion; an act becomes one’s act, whether
right or wrong, when one chooses to do it. More-
over, within modern, liberal, capitalist societies,
personal choice is celebrated as a good in itself.
Less individualist societies, on the other hand, re-
sist the valorization of choice over such other eth-
ical principles as tradition or the good of the com-
munity.

When one congratulates others for jobs well done or
punishes them for harming others, one does so be-
cause what they have done is their action. They chose
to act this way rather than that way and, as a conse-
quence of that choice, they accepted the responsibil-
ity of that action—it became their act. Legal, ethical,
and everyday culture are founded on the responsibili-
ties that are the consequences of free choice. At the
same time, one is surrounded by those who wish to
control one’s choices to achieve their ends. Modern
free choice must always be considered within the
context of personal responsibility and communal
control. As a result, in any discussion of choice in its
ethical context, it is necessary to consider the nature
of choice itself, its freedom, and the various theoreti-
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cal and practical attempts to destroy or control this
freedom of choice.

The Nature of Choosing
Almost every living thing moves: Birds fly, dogs

bark, wasps build nests, and bees sting. Within a cer-
tain range of activity, living things move in a pur-
poseful manner: There is a pattern to their movement
and a selection from among possible movements.
Living things seem to do this action rather than that
action because of some inner purpose. The human
observer easily projects onto all living things both
human feelings and thought. When one sees the dog
bark, the bee sting, the bird fly, one may presuppose
that the dog, bee, and bird are doing things similar to
what one does oneself—they choose to bark, sting, or
fly. Such a projection upon the surrounding world is
part of those magic years of childhood when the child
talks to the doll and listens to its answer. It is part of
primitive tribal life, in which the whole world is
viewed as being animistic and filled with life.

Some modern scientific methods reverse this com-
mon experience by suggesting that human actions are
like animal actions. Behaviorism, a type of determin-
ism, suggests that all living things act as a conse-
quence of the causes that surround them. There is no
such thing as free choice; everything is already deter-
mined by forces outside of one’s control. Religious
determinists claim that God determines what humans
do, psychological determinists claim that mental and
emotional makeup determine what people do, and
sociological determinists claim that society deter-
mines what people do. For determinists, human free
choice is purposeful activity performed as a result of
the inanimate forces that surround people.

Although these deterministic theories are favored
by many in the social sciences, modern culture is
based on an entirely different principle. The prison,
education, legal, and political systems are based on
the principle of responsible free choice. Culture de-
mands an answer to various questions: Whose fault is
it? Who performed such a wonderful job? The an-
swers determine reward and/or punishment. The
system of rewards and punishment is based on the
presupposition that people, not circumstances, are
responsible for actions. Ethical theory has the same
presupposition.

All ethical theory is based upon responsible free
choice. People act as a consequence of freely chosen

goals and purpose. Culture, as well as ethical theory,
recognizes that humans can do things that are unex-
pected and different, things that are beyond scientific
systems and attempts to explain. There is something
about the human being that enables him or her to say
no when everyone expects a yes and yes when every-
one expects a no. There is something about human
beings that enables them to create something new.
People have not made their homes the same way
throughout time because they have freely chosen to
do otherwise. Activity by animals and humans is not
the same: People choose to act. Somehow, people can
take what is outside them, bring it inside them, and,
because of certain ideas, choose to change what is
outside them.

Choice as Action and as Intended Action
Choice is not only internal, it is also an action—

what one does. Choosing and doing are internally
linked. Certainly, people think about things, reflect
upon things, imagine things. Choosing, however, is
an intimate link between one’s personal, internal
goals, principles, and habits and how one affects the
world around one by operationalizing and creating
one’s own world through choosing what will make
it up.

What one chooses to do is purposeful—one wants
to do it. It is not necessary that one have the intention
of doing something every time one does it. Many
choices are not intentional in terms of the here and
now. Most choices are part of a more extensive
intentionality of wanting, for example, to be a good
person, a generous person, or an industrious person.
In the light of these general intentions, people build
habits of goodness or virtue, and these good inten-
tions constitute the intention for specific actions.

Because ethical individuals make choices based
on such general intentions, their lives have a consis-
tency to them such that one can say “This is a good
person” and expect a consistency of ethical actions.

Ethical Choice Is Free Action
Freely Intended

Freedom is the possibility and ability of making
choices. Such a definition of freedom is easy to read
but difficult to apply. Certainly one is not more free
the more choices one has or makes. It is not possible
to quantify freedom. A blind person does not have to
wait for sight to live freely. Those who are sur-
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rounded by the constant attempt to control their polit-
ical, economic, educational, food, drink, and dress
choices through advertising should not say that they
were forced to vote for a U.S. senator or drink a soft
drink because advertising dominated the air waves
and limited their choices.

At the same time, people should realize that there
is a great deal of subtle manipulation of choices.
Advertising is sold on the basis of the claim that
consumers’ choices can be manipulated by the ad-
vertiser. In modern technological consumer culture,
choice is never had without someone trying to influ-
ence it. Most of the social sciences, which began as
disinterested attempts to understand human behav-
ior, are now used to attempt to control human behav-
ior for economic or ideological purposes. One must
develop a strong character in order to choose freely in
the modern world. When one accepts the necessity
and the possibility of free choice in modern society,
one also accepts the responsibility that accompanies
it. Ethical life is not freedom alone or choice alone,
but free choices that result in acceptance of responsi-
bility for one’s actions. A free choice may be a bad
choice or a good choice.

Nathan R. Kollar
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Choiceless choices
Definition: Ethical concept articulated by Law-

rence Langer describing a situation in which all
choices facing an actor are equally unacceptable
or immoral

Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: The concept of choiceless choices of-

fers a rationale for behavior that may offend the
ethics of others but for which there is no moral al-
ternative available to the actor.

The “choiceless choice” is a false choice, or a
nonchoice, between one form of abnormal response
and one or more other abnormal responses, all im-
posed by situations that are not of the actor’s own
choosing. Persons in such situations cannot select the
lesser of two evils, because all the available choices
are equally unacceptable. Immoral choices must thus
be made in the absence of morally acceptable alterna-
tives. The concept provides solace and succor to
those seeking to understand the apparent immoral
and incomprehensible behavior of others, or their
own behavior, in times of extraordinary stress.

The decisions people make when faced with
choiceless choices are often not conscious ones, but
decisions made automatically, motivated by rules in-
grained inside the actors’ heads. An example of one
such rule is that of physical survival. A person may
act to survive physically, but in doing so may have to
pay a moral price that leaves the person facing self-
loathing and spiritual death. In the absence of choices
that support one’s personal integrity, self-worth and
self-esteem, one has no alternative but to act in ways
that are destructive of one’s own sense of self, even as
the actions allow for physical survival.
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In some societies, a common rule impressed into
the minds of members is the importance of avoid-
ing dishonor. In such societies, people faced with
choiceless choices may choose death over dishonor,
to the astonishment of persons outside the culture.

Lawrence Langer developed the concept of
choiceless choices to describe behavior of Jewish
concentration camp prisoners who collaborated with
Nazi camp officials during the Holocaust. In some
camps, Jewish prisoners were put in charge of other
Jewish prisoners. These prisoners policed the camps,
operated the crematoria in which the bodies of exe-
cuted prisoners were burned, and scavenged the re-
mains of the dead for their gold teeth and other
valuables. Langer contends that people who did
such horrendous things were not true “collaborators”
but victims who faced a lack of alternatives. The
choiceless choice concept also explains the immoral
acts of conquered peoples during wartime, such as
the collaboration of the Vichy French authorities
with the German occupiers of France during World
War II.

Gordon Neal Diem
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Christian ethics
Definition: Ethical systems put forward and en-

dorsed by various forms of Christianity
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Christianity and Christian ethical

values, in both religious and secularized form,
have shaped Western and global thinking about
morality for almost two thousand years.

A rich and complex religion, Christianity takes many
divergent and occasionally even contradictory forms.
It draws upon many resources: the Jewish scriptures,
Jesus of Nazareth (whom Christians call Christ), Zo-
roastrianism, Stoicism, and Neoplatonism.

Jesus of Nazareth
The whole of Christian ethics (called moral theol-

ogy in Roman Catholicism) can be seen as a series
of footnotes to the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew
5-7). In this collection of sayings attributed to Jesus,
Jesus calls upon his followers to reject the dominant
values of their culture and to live according to a dif-
ferent vision. Calling them “the salt of the earth” and
“the light of the world,” he urges them to trust in God
rather than money, to pray in secret and not to broad-
cast their piety before others. He condemns not only
murder but hatred as well; not only adultery but also
lust. In one of the most famous moral sayings of all
time, he instructs his disciples to “turn the other
cheek” to those who strike them, to “repay evil with
good,” to “love your enemies,” and to “pray for those
who persecute you.”

It is commonplace to say that Christian ethics is
an ethics of love—love of God, love of neighbor, and
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Examples of Choiceless Choices

• Cooperating with enemy captors in order to stay
alive

• Undergoing dangerous and unproven treatments
when conventional medical treatments are un-
likely to cure a terminal disease

• Committing suicide rather than facing the dis-
honor of surrendering to an enemy

• Tossing a defenseless person from a crowded
lifeboat to avoid the risk of having everyone on
the boat drown

• Killing one’s own children to spare them from
lives of slavery or abuse

• Committing a crime oneself in order to expose a
crime committed by others

• Eating human flesh to avoid starvation

• Amputating one’s own limb to escape a death
trap



love of self. When asked to summarize the Law, Jesus
quoted the Jewish scriptures: “You shall love the
Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and
strength, and your neighbor as yourself.” This is not
the same love as desire (eros) or kinship (philia); it is
a self-giving love (agape) that creates and finds ful-
fillment in the other.

Even more important than Jesus’ teachings, how-
ever, are what he did and what happened to him—his
life, death, and resurrection. His life, characterized
by healing, power, suffering, forgiveness, obedience,
and ultimate submission to a humiliating death by
crucifixion—followed by the ultimate triumph of
resurrection—has been taken by countless Christians
as the pattern for their own lives.

Primacy of God and Universality of Sin
A pious Jew, Jesus took for granted Judaism’s

belief in one powerful, just, and merciful God who
was God of all the world even if all the world did
not acknowledge him. This included a belief in the
primacy of divine action over human action—the
belief that human beings are neither self-made nor
accidents of nature but creatures of the God before
whom the nations of the world are mere drops in a
bucket. The God of Jesus is active and enmeshed in
the world and all human history, even though still
above it.

One of the most controversial of all Christian
teachings is the universality of sin, which is some-
times described as Original Sin. Broadly speaking, it
is the belief that everything that human beings do—
and particularly the good that they do—is infected by
an evil for which they are responsible but over which
they have little control. Hence all human actions fall
short of the good; although some are clearly worse
than others, none is wholly good.

Conflict with Culture
These beliefs and teachings have put Christians in

conflict with both their cultures and themselves.
Most cultures value self-preservation and self-
assertion, and use violence and coercion to achieve
justice and maintain order; but the Sermon on the
Mount is in profound contradiction to such a view, as
was Jesus’ refusal to resist the Roman soldiers who
arrested him. Christianity seems to require the im-
possible: Who can avoid hating some people and
lusting after others? The inner tension between the

commandment to love one’s enemies and normal
tendencies toward self-preservation is equally pro-
found. How can a soldier, a judge, or a ruler, all of
whom must make use of violence, be a Christian?

Thus, Christianity finds itself in the midst of over-
whelming contradictions and tensions between reli-
gion and culture, tensions mirrored in its own history.
The new religion grew from a persecuted and illegal
sect (c. 30 to 300 c.e.) into a rich and powerful church
that dominated European culture and politics (c. 300
to 1800 c.e.), only then to find itself bitterly criti-
cized, put on the defensive, and transformed into one
voice among many in a pluralist world (c. 1800 c.e.
to present). How has Christianity responded to these
tensions?

Christian ethics seems to have taken one of three
basic responses to these tensions. It can take the path
of cooperation and compromise, becoming part of
the power structure and working through the culture,
as have medieval Roman Catholicism and nineteenth
century American Protestantism. It can take the path
of withdrawal, separation and purity, removing itself
into separate communities and then either criticizing
the surrounding culture (as the Jehovah’s Witnesses
do) or ignoring it (as the Amish do). Finally, it can
take the path of inner withdrawal into the self, as me-
dieval mystics and modern intellectuals who empha-
size personal spirituality have done.

In technical terms, these three approaches are
called the church, the sect, and mysticism. All three
of these “types” are authentically Christian, all have
great strengths, and all have weaknesses. The church
engages the world and society but tends toward hier-
archy, conservatism, and compromise with the great
evils of the age (slavery, for example); the sect usu-
ally appeals to oppressed members of society and
tends toward purity and radicalism (sometimes lib-
eral, sometimes conservative), but at the cost of self-
righteousness and fanaticism; and the mystic can
combine a tremendous inner liberation with pro-
found tolerance of others but often becomes an utter
relativist, profoundly indifferent to most serious
moral questions. For the past two or three hundred
years, the church type has been in relative decline,
while the sect type and mysticism have increased.

Present and Future Debates
Although confident predictions of religion’s de-

mise have clearly failed, Christian ethics is neverthe-
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less undergoing massive changes. Christian ethics is
no longer identical with the ethics of Western civili-
zation, in two senses: Western civilization no longer
regards itself as Christian, and the majority of Chris-
tians were living in the developing world at the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century. Two hundred years
earlier, Christianity was criticized for being too pes-
simistic. By the twenty-first century, it was being
criticized for being too optimistic. Several vigorous
debates arising from these and other changes should
both enliven and frustrate Christian ethics for the
foreseeable future.

The growth in the number of developing world
Christians and the worldwide increase in minority
populations in the developed world will fuel continu-
ing debates over the extent to which salvation entails
liberation from economic and social oppression.
Does God clearly side with the poor, as liberation
theology insists? What does that mean? At the same
time, the rapid growth in charismatic and conserva-
tive Christianity, particularly in South America and
in the nations of the former Soviet Union, require re-
evaluation of an ethics that emphasizes personal mo-
rality and responsibility over social change (which it
nevertheless unintentionally produces). The growing
importance of women in culture and religious institu-
tions will intensify debates over gender and oppres-
sion, as can be seen in the growth of feminist libera-
tion theology.

New debates have also arisen over the role of love
and suffering in the Christian life. Christian love has
often been described as self-sacrificial, and human
suffering has been viewed as an opportunity to share
in Christ’s suffering; but now many question whether
Christianity should be in the business of prescribing
self-sacrifice and suffering for women and the poor.
Nevertheless, it is impossible to remove all suffering
from human life; everyone must suffer and die. Must
we resist all pain and suffering at all costs? Are there
times when they should be accepted and even em-
braced? These questions are also relevant to the eu-
thanasia debate and to the growing cost of health
care.

Concern over Christian teachings regarding the
environment will also grow, as the Christian ethic of
Earth stewardship wrestles with various forms of
biocentrism and recent attempts to revive some pa-
gan religions.

Finally, one may continue to look for debates over

the primacy and power of God’s involvement in na-
ture and history, apart from which it will be impossi-
ble to sustain Christian ethics.

Garrett E. Paul
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Church-state separation
Definition: Issues arising from the U.S. Constitu-

tion’s First Amendment, which prohibit laws “re-
specting an establishment of religion,” and com-
parable state constitutional provisions,

Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Most accounts of church-state sepa-

ration insist that involvement by government in
religious affairs infringes upon rights of citizens
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to be free from compulsion in religious matters
and to be treated with equal respect without re-
gard to their religious beliefs.

The notion of church-state separation, often associ-
ated with the establishment clause of the U.S. Consti-
tution’s First Amendment, is not specifically referred
to in that document. Nevertheless, during the course
of the twentieth century, courts relied on the estab-
lishment clause—and comparable provisions in state
constitutions—to prohibit close alliances between
government and religion. Disestablishment is gener-
ally understood to protect individuals from compul-
sion in matters regarding religion and to safeguard
their standing as citizens without respect to their reli-
gious beliefs.

Protection from Compulsion
In the American experience, the principle of

church-state separation springs from a commitment
to religious liberty. A variety of colonial and state re-
ligious establishments existed during the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries. Some of these—such as the
establishment of the Congregational Church in Mas-
sachusetts—did not collapse until the early decades
of the nineteenth century. However, all of these es-
tablishments eventually came to be viewed as en-
croachments on the religious freedom of individuals
because they exerted the force of law to compel sup-
port for particular religious traditions. Rhode Island
founder Roger Williams, for example, complained
bitterly against official support for religion, insisting
that “forced worship stinks in God’s nostrils.”

Thomas Jefferson joined those who opposed a tax
scheme in Virginia that would have contributed fi-
nancial support to a variety of Christian churches.
In the “Bill for Establishing Religious Freedom,”
which Jefferson wrote and which Virginia ultimately
passed, he declared that forcing individuals to con-
tribute to the propagation of opinions in which they
did not believe was “sinful and tyrannical.” Even-
tually, the Constitution was amended to include the
religion clauses of the First Amendment. Although
the free exercise clause most directly limits the power
of government to exercise compulsion in religious
matters, the establishment clause is generally under-
stood as erecting a barrier against even indirect forms
of compulsion.

Equal Respect as Citizens
Church-state separation also secures a measure of

respect for citizens without regard to whatever reli-
gious beliefs they do or do not hold. In North Ameri-
can colonies with established religions, membership
in a colony’s official church was often a prerequisite
to holding public office or enjoying other benefits.
Article VI of the U.S. Constitution specifically pro-
hibits religious tests for office and thus dethroned
this kind of religious favoritism, at least as applied to
federal political positions.

More recently, the U.S. Supreme Court has inter-
preted the establishment clause, as well, as prevent-
ing government from endorsing particular religious
traditions. In so holding, the Court has argued that
such endorsements impermissibly make the posses-
sion of certain religious beliefs relevant to one’s
standing as a citizen. Thus, the Court has held that
publicly sponsored displays of religious symbols de-
signed to endorse particular religions are forbidden
by the establishment clause. In County of Allegheny
v. American Civil Liberties Union (1989), the Court
declared unconstitutional the display of a nativity
scene—depicting the birth of Jesus Christ—during
the Christmas season, when the scene was not ac-
companied by other holiday symbols. Although the
Court had previously upheld the display of a nativity
scene in conjunction with other Christmas symbols
in Lynch v. Donnelly (1984), it ruled in County of Al-
legheny v. ACLU that the solitary display of the nativ-
ity scene amounted to an impermissible endorsement
of Christianity.

Support for Religious Activities
Throughout most of the twentieth century, the Su-

preme Court interpreted the establishment clause to
forbid most public aid to religious organizations or
institutions. This interpretation of church-state sepa-
ration was often justified as preventing citizens from
being compelled to support religions to which they
did not adhere. By the end of the twentieth cen-
tury, however, the Court had focused attention on
whether it was appropriate that religious believers be
disqualified from receiving certain generally avail-
able benefits, especially those that facilitated free-
dom of speech. Eventually, the Court read the First
Amendment’s free speech clause to require govern-
ments to make available to religious speakers oppor-
tunities comparable to those provided other speakers.
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This, the Court reasoned, was made necessary by the
free speech clause’s general requirement that govern-
ment not favor particular speakers over others. By the
beginning of the twenty-first century, the Court had
not yet dissolved its longstanding ban on direct aid by
governments to religious institutions. Nevertheless,
by focusing on the equal rights of religious speakers,
the Court had retreated from vigorous notions of
church-state separation that had prevailed only fifty
years earlier.

As is often the case in constitutional law, compet-
ing ethical principles each claim a harbor within the
First Amendment’s establishment clause. On the one
hand, the principle of preventing compulsion in reli-
gious matters might justify a sturdy wall of separa-
tion between church and state. On the other hand, the
principle of equality has made it increasingly diffi-
cult for the Supreme Court to justify excluding reli-
gious believers from access to many public benefits
that are available to their fellow citizens. The Court is
still reluctant to countenance direct public aid to reli-
gious institutions, but it has become more willing to
guarantee—at a minimum—that religious citizens
have equal free speech rights.

Timothy L. Hall
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Cicero
Identification: Roman orator and politician
Born: June 3, 106 b.c.e., Arpinum, Latium (now

Arpino, Italy)
Died: December 7, 43 b.c.e., Formiae, Latium

(now Formia, Italy)
Type of ethics: Classical history
Significance: A leading figure in the tumultuous fi-

nal days of the Roman Republic, Cicero articu-
lated and attempted to practice his belief that the
good man gives himself to unselfish public ser-
vice. His many treatises include On the Republic
(De republica, 52 b.c.e.), On the Laws (De legi-
bus, 52 b.c.e.), On Fate (De fato, 45 b.c.e.), Tus-
culan Disputations (Tusculanae disputationes, 44
b.c.e.), and On Duties (De officiis, 44 b.c.e.).

The author and orator Cicero was one of the most elo-
quent exponents in the Roman world of the Stoic be-
lief that there is an inherent natural order in the uni-
verse and that this order requires human beings, as
rational creatures, to follow natural law. This natural
law, which can be apprehended through a calm and
philosophical survey of the world, clearly indicates
that humans are morally obliged to conform to the
universal rule of reason. This is particularly true in
social relationships, since Cicero shared the Greek
belief in the natural brotherhood and equality of man;
this belief makes serving the common good of hu-
manity the highest duty of every individual. For
Cicero, enlightened patriotism was an ethical as well
as a political duty.

Michael Witkoski

See also: Children; Common good; Duty; Just war
theory; Natural law; Parenting.

Citizenship
Definition: Status held by individuals born or natu-

ralized into a community or state that confers
upon the individual certain rights and duties in re-
lationship to other members of the community
and to the community itself

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Citizens are both empowered by, and

beholden to, the states in which they enjoy citi-
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zenship. The rights and obligations of citizenship
provide the framework for some of the oldest re-
flections upon ethical life and moral duty in the
Western canon.

The idea of citizenship is central to any conception of
ethics. Human beings, by necessity, live in or rely on
social and political communities. To avoid conflict
and promote cooperation in these communities, it is
necessary that individual members of it learn how to
accommodate their own interests and needs with
those of the collective whole. The earliest systematic
treatment of politics and the ethical comportment of
citizens in political contexts undertaken by the an-
cient Greeks recognized that necessity drove individ-
uals into the social context and held that duty was the
primary content of citizenship.

To Greeks and Romans, citizens enjoyed certain
privileges or rights denied to outsiders, but the notion
of an individual right, a natural right inhering in the
individual, as opposed to a positive customary or
statutory right that might be granted or withdrawn by
the state, was not conceived until the seventeenth
century. Political and ethical theory now posits that
rights are inherent in the individual as individual, and
one of the rights now affirmed is the right to citizen-
ship itself. If rights have become the primary focus of
much thinking about modern citizenship, however,
there can be little doubt that duty must remain a sig-
nificant feature of citizenship if the concept is to have
any genuine content, since rights have no meaning if
no one has a duty to respect the rights of others.

History
The earliest conceptions of citizenship stressed

the importance of the individual’s duty to the state.
Not all persons were considered citizens in the fullest
sense of the term, even in the most democratic of
states, such as Athens in the fifth century b.c.e.,
where active citizenship was limited to propertied
men. With the privileges of citizenship came respon-
sibilities: to participate in assemblies, to hold office,
to defend the city from external enemies, to serve in
the army or navy, to pay taxes, to outfit a naval vessel,
or to subsidize a public festival. In the intimate con-
fines of the Greek polis the citizen might enjoy cer-
tain privileges, but above all the citizen was duty
bound to the state. Still the Greeks, as evidenced in
Sophocles’ story Antigone (c. 441 b.c.e.) and in

Plato’s accounts of the trial and death of Socrates,
were alive to the contradictions that citizens might
face in honoring civic duty on one hand and the dic-
tates of individual conscience on the other.

In Rome, a more extensive body of rights was en-
joyed by its citizens, although, as in Greece, citizen-
ship carried with it certain duties, such as paying
taxes and serving in the legions or navy. Moreover,
the rights of Roman citizens were not conceived as
natural or human rights, but rather were rooted in the
custom or statutes of the city, and could be revoked.
As Rome expanded beyond a republic to an empire,
its conception of citizenship also enlarged, and under
Caracalla in 212 c.e., citizenship was extended to all
the empire’s inhabitants.

By that time, the rights of the citizen had been
substantially diluted. The coming of Christianity cre-
ated new tensions for the citizen. In general, Chris-
tianity taught that the good Christian should obey and
serve the political ruler except in matters that called
for the Christian to violate fundamental tenets of
faith or scruples of conscience. In these circum-
stances, passive disobedience and the acceptance of
punishment for such disobedience was counseled.
Violent rebellion was considered wrong. Christians
were urged to respect the need for political authority
and civil order. Duty, as in the classical ages, still
dominated thinking about the individual citizen’s re-
lationship with the state. Not until the Religious Wars
of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries did phi-
losophers (such as Thomas Hobbes and John Locke)
posit the notion that individuals had inherent human
rights that no state in principle should violate. Not
until after World War II, however, did governments
begin to adopt human rights treaties stipulating what
those rights were or how they might be guaranteed.

Modern Issues
Modern issues concerning the ethical content of

citizenship include the nature of citizenship as a hu-
man right, the problem of civil disobedience, the
scope of freedom in which citizens may act in face of
the community’s need for order, and the problem of
citizens and outsiders. Modern human rights treaties
suggest that individuals have a right to citizenship.
No state, however, has a duty to extend citizenship to
any particular person, which leaves many people, in-
cluding refugees, in precarious situations.

States also have the power to take away citizen-
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ship. Citizenship, then, is still governed by sovereign
states and has only a tenuous claim to status as a hu-
man right. Within democratic systems, however, citi-
zens are guaranteed civil rights and individual free-
doms in domestic law. Even aliens are guaranteed
individual freedoms by most governments, although
civil rights, such as the right to vote and hold office,
are reserved for citizens alone. Citizens also have du-
ties, such as supporting the state, serving in its de-
fense, and obeying its laws. On occasion, the individ-
ual’s religious beliefs or personal conscience come
into conflict with the law. This may lead an individ-
ual into acts of protest or civil disobedience. Modern
examples of movements that espouse civil disobedi-
ence include the Civil Rights movement, the sanctu-
ary movement, and some factions of the pro-life
movement. Citizens practicing civil disobedience risk
punishment for violation of the law.

The tendency in many democratic countries has
been for citizens to claim an expanding body of rights
and personal freedoms. This overemphasis on rights
has often ignored the importance of duties to others
and to the community as a whole. A perpetual clash
of rights without a sense of corresponding duties can
lead to disorder and eventually to the endangerment
of rights. An increasingly important ethical question
for modern democratic societies, then, is how to en-
sure a balance between rights and duties.

Finally, what duties do the citizens of a society
have toward aliens, illegal immigrants, refugees, or
asylum seekers? In an era of substantial migration,
questions about how to deal with outsiders—whether
to grant them admission or citizenship or to exclude
or deport them—become increasingly important. De-
cisions about who should or should not be admitted
raise ethical issues for public policymakers regarding
the needs and rights of the existing citizen body and
the predicament of asylum seekers and prospective
immigrants who wish to become members of it.

Robert F. Gorman
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Civil disobedience
Definition: Nonviolent form of social protest in

which protesters defy the law with the aim of
changing the law or effecting social change

Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: Civil disobedience is closely associ-

ated with an ethical commitment to nonviolent
resistence to the infractions of a government. It is
therefore significant both as a means of effecting
social change, and as an expression of the moral
belief that such change should be brought about
through peaceful means.
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Most civil disobedience movements have been non-
violent, hence the term “civil” (disobedience to the
law in a civil, or nonviolent, manner). Civil disobedi-
ence has been used by people in various societies as a
vehicle to seek changes in the laws considered unjust
by those participating in these movements.

The resistance by the state to such protests is
based on the moral and political legitimacy claimed
by the rulers in the name of the people. The funda-
mental philosophical issue here is that although the
rule of law must be maintained in order for the soci-
ety to function and to protect life and property, civil
disobedience movements represent a challenge to the
legitimacy of that rule of law. Participants in actions
of civil disobedience recognize a higher moral au-

thority than that of the state, assert-
ing that the laws do not reflect the
ethical norms of the people. They
believe that it is therefore justifiable
to disobey the law.

Philosophical Background
Political philosophers since Soc-

rates have discussed and debated the
rule of law and the legitimacy sought
by the state in demanding obedience
to its laws from its citizens. Socrates
was accused of corrupting the minds
of young people by preaching athe-
ism. He thought it was his moral
duty to disobey laws that he thought
were immoral. Thomas Hobbes con-
sidered it the prerogative of the sov-
ereign to institute laws that must be
obeyed. He considered all laws to be
just laws. John Locke, however, con-
sidered that the citizens did not com-
pletely surrender their right to resist
a law they considered unjust. Henry
David Thoreau advocated the right
of citizens to resist laws they consid-
ered immoral or laws that forced
people to commit injustice to others.
Thoreau is considered the pioneer in
the United States in advocating civil
disobedience on moral grounds.

An important element of civil dis-
obedience is conscientious objection.
Conscientious objectors defy laws

that they consider repugnant to their moral princi-
ples. Unlike civil disobedience, in which the partici-
pants are seeking to change laws, in conscientious
objection, objectors seek exemption from laws only
for themselves. For example, many individuals have
refused to pay portions of their federal taxes that
would be used for defense expenditures. An impor-
tant distinction here is the fact that these people are
disobeying the law to pay taxes but they are not nec-
essarily urging others to do the same.

Civil Disobedience in India
A key civil disobedience movement in modern

history was led by Mohandas K. Gandhi of India,
popularly known as Mahatma Gandhi. He led protest
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Major Events in the History of
Civil Disobedience

1849 Henry David Thoreau publishes “Resistance to Civil
Government” (later known as “Civil Disobedience”).

1906 Mohandas K. Gandhi urges Indians in South Africa
to go to jail rather than accept racist policies,
beginning his satyagraha campaign.

1919 Gandhi leads nationwide closing of businesses in
India to protest discriminatory legislation.

1928 Gandhi organizes on behalf of indigo workers in
Bihar, India, and initiates fasting as a form
of satyagraha.

1920-1922 Gandhi leads boycott of courts and councils in India
and develops noncooperation strategies.

1932-1933 Gandhi engages in fasts to protest untouchability.

1942 Gandhi arrested for satyagraha activities.

1955 Martin Luther King, Jr., leads boycott of transit
company in Montgomery, Alabama.

1956-1960 King leads protest demonstrations throughout the
American South.

1963 King leads March on Washington for civil rights.

1965 King leads “Freedom March” from Selma to
Montgomery and organizes voter registration drive.

1968 King initiates a “Poor People’s Campaign” but is
assassinated before it can be carried out.



movements in South Africa during the early twentieth
century to challenge laws of racial discrimination by
the whites against the indigenous peoples and non-
whites of South Africa. The technique he developed,
based on ancient Indian philosophical ideas, focused
on the notion of satyagraha, or “moral victory.” Ac-
cording to this concept, the protesters would win
their campaigns because they stood on higher ethical
ground than did the laws they chose to disobey.

After winning many legal battles in South Africa,
Gandhi returned to India to take part in the movement
for national independence from the British. This is
where he perfected the art of nonviolent civil disobe-
dience. He soon realized that the most effective way
of hurting the British was to deny them the reve-
nue they earned by selling products manufactured in
Britain to Indians. Gandhi launched a movement to

boycott goods made in Britain. Two important mile-
stones in Gandhi’s civil disobedience movement
were the boycott of British-made cloth, which Gan-
dhi reinforced by encouraging Indians to weave their
own cotton, and the second was the defiance of the
ban on making salt from saltwater. These two move-
ments mobilized millions of people in boycotting
British-made goods and defying British laws in a
nonviolent manner.

Civil Disobedience in the United States
The civil disobedience movement in the United

States was essentially the struggle of African Ameri-
cans to gain equal rights. An important milestone in
the Civil Rights movement in the United States was
the refusal of Rosa Parks to vacate her bus seat to a
white passenger in Montgomery, Alabama. This act
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Rosa Parks is fingerprinted after being arrested in December, 1955, for refusing to give up her seat to a white
man in the nonwhite section of a Montgomery, Alabama, bus. (Library of Congress)



of civil disobedience led to widespread agitation in
the southern United States. Martin Luther King, Jr.,
who organized and led the protests, is considered the
father of the civil disobedience movement in the
United States. King adopted Gandhi’s idea of nonvi-
olent noncooperation. He led protesters in challeng-
ing segregation laws that separated whites and non-
whites in education, public facilities, and other
arenas. This civil disobedience movement led to the
dismantling of most of the racially discriminatory
laws in the United States and the passage of the Civil
Rights Act in 1964.

Another important civil disobedience movement
in the United States was the opposition to the United
States’involvement in the Vietnam War. Many young
people refused to join the armed forces. There were
protests all over the country, mainly in educational
institutions, demanding the withdrawal of U.S. troops
from Vietnam. Resistance to the draft was a key form
of civil disobedience in this era.

The civil disobedience movement poses a serious
challenge to the authority and the claim of the state
for total compliance of laws by its citizens in the
name of maintaining peace and order in society. By
defying laws considered morally repugnant, civil
disobedience movements have played a key role in
changing numerous unjust laws in the United States
and abroad.

Khalid N. Mahmood
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Civil Rights Act of 1964
Identification: Federal law outlawing racial, reli-

gious, and ethnic discrimination in places of pub-
lic accommodation

Date: Became law on July 2, 1964
Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: Passage of the Civil Rights Act sig-

naled that the American public had accepted that
racial discrimination and the “Jim Crow” system
were evils that should be eliminated; the statute
and its successor acts set American race relations
on a new course.

The first true civil rights law in the United States
since Reconstruction, the Civil Rights Act of 1964
passed after decades of southern resistance to any
new civil rights laws. Public opinion in the United
States had changed as a result of violent southern re-
sistance to demonstrations such as the sit-ins and
freedom rides of the Civil Rights movement.

The assassination of President John F. Kennedy
and the murders of several civil rights activists
strengthened the public sense that it was time to re-
form American race relations. The bill was power-
fully pressed by President Lyndon B. Johnson, who,
as a southerner, was able to generate a great deal of
support for it. The law prohibited discrimination on
account of race, color, religion, or national origin in
access to places of public accommodation such as
hotels, restaurants, shops, and theaters. Later amend-
ments to the law added age, gender, and disability as
forbidden grounds for discrimination; employment
and education were later added as protected activities.

Robert Jacobs

See also: Brown v. Board of Education; Civil rights
and liberties; Civil Rights movement; Commission
on Civil Rights, U.S.; Congress.
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Civil rights and liberties
Definition: Legally codified private rights and du-

ties granted to citizens by their governments
Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: The system of civil rights and civil

liberties is intended to permit every member of a
polity to seek liberty, property, and happiness,
free of interference from others or from the gov-
ernment.

Civil rights and liberties, in the broadest sense, per-
mit citizens to live their lives free of fear of being vic-
timized by other members of their communities or by
the government. Thus, laws that establish and protect
property and personal rights are an important part of
civil liberty. The common usage of the terms, how-
ever, encompasses both the rights and liberties of in-
dividuals in relationship to government and those
rights that are enforceable in courts. In this sense,
there are two types of rights: substantive and proce-
dural.

Substantive Rights
Substantive rights are those things that one can do

as a matter of right without interference from the gov-
ernment or public officials. In the United States,
there is constitutional and customary protection for
many of the most basic aspects of life; for example,
the rights to citizenship, to own property, to choose
one’s spouse, to choose an occupation, to be pro-
tected by laws, and to make and enforce lawful con-
tracts. There is additional constitutional protection
for other substantive rights. Most of the limits on
government are found in the U.S. Bill of Rights. The
First Amendment freedom of speech, press, and as-
sembly and the right to the free exercise of one’s reli-
gion protect the individual’s conscience and allow
him or her to associate with whomever he or she
chooses.

The Fourth Amendment, which has both proce-
dural and substantive aspects, forbids agents of the
government to enter one’s home or other places
where one can reasonably expect privacy, except un-
der narrowly defined circumstances. The First and
Fourth Amendments combined establish additional
rights of privacy that protect access to birth con-
trol information, access to abortion for a pregnant
woman in the first trimester of pregnancy, privacy in

the choice of one’s reading matter, and privacy in in-
timate marital matters. Under the Second Amend-
ment, there is still a limited private right to keep and
bear arms.

There are also substantive political rights in the
United States. In general, political rights are con-
ferred only on citizens; most of the other substantive
rights discussed above are conferred on citizens and
noncitizens alike. Political rights include citizenship
itself, the right to vote, and the right to hold public of-
fice or to participate in other ways in the administra-
tion of government.

Procedural Rights
Procedural rights are those procedures that the

government must afford an individual whose life, lib-
erty, or property it proposes to take. The foremost ex-
pression of procedural rights is found in the due pro-
cess clause of the Fifth Amendment, which promises
that no “person will be deprived of life, liberty, or
property without due process of law.” At a minimum,
then, the government must afford the individual a fair
hearing before imposing any kind of punishment or
deprivation.

The U.S. Constitution is full of provisions that
specify the contents of fair procedure. An arrested
person must be brought before a magistrate soon af-
ter arrest and, except under certain narrowly defined
circumstances, is entitled to be released on bail while
awaiting trial. The defendant in a criminal case is en-
titled to a trial by an impartial jury; the government
may not force him to stand trial away from the area in
which the crime occurred. No one can be forced to in-
criminate himself or herself either before a tribunal
or during a police interrogation. A defendant has the
right to confront and cross-examine opposing wit-
nesses as well as the right to have illegally seized
evidence excluded from consideration at trial, thus
making good the procedural side of the Fourth
Amendment. Hearsay evidence is inadmissible in
court. A defendant cannot be tried twice for the same
crime if acquitted and cannot be subjected to cruel or
unusual punishment. An indigent defendant has the
right to representation by court-appointed counsel at
public expense.

The crime of treason is narrowly defined by the
Constitution, thus preventing the government from
using treason charges against its political opponents.
The writ of habeas corpus, which is the main proce-
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dural safeguard against unlawful arrest, may not be
suspended by the government except in time of war
or other emergency.

Conclusion
The guarantees discussed above reflect centuries

of ethical thought and also incorporate the legal and
political wisdom of bench and bar over the years. The
fundamental principles that emerge are that people
should be allowed to do and think as they see fit so
long as they do not injure public peace or order, that
only the guilty should be punished, that the powers of
the government should never be used to injure people
who are not guilty of crimes, and that fair evidentiary
rules must be applied in the search for the truth when
someone is accused of a crime.

Robert Jacobs
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Civil Rights movement
The Event: Historical movement dedicated to bring-

ing substantive civil rights to all American citi-
zens by dismantling legally sanctioned systems of
racial prejudice in the United States.

Date: 1950’s-1960’s
Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: The Civil Rights movement changed

the status of race relations in the United States, es-
pecially between African Americans and whites,
and formed a model for other struggles for equal-
ity during the late twentieth and early twenty-first
centuries.

The Civil Rights movement in the United States rep-
resents a broad and protracted struggle in the effort to
establish constitutional liberties for African Ameri-
cans and members of other historically disadvan-
taged groups. A liberal interpretation of the move-
ment’s history suggests that it could be dated as far
back as the Emancipation Proclamation of 1863.
Some scholars maintain that the Montgomery bus
boycott of 1955 represents the genesis of the Civil
Rights movement. Yet this assessment tends to ig-
nore the contributions of many individual activists,
such as W. E. B. Du Bois and A. Philip Randolph, and
organizations such as the National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and
the National Urban League (NUL) that took place
prior to 1955. These and other initiatives gave rise to
countless efforts over the next twenty years or so by
African Americans and their supporters.

History
The U.S. Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Ed-

ucation decision in 1954 augured a dramatic shift in
the status of race relations in America. “Separate but
equal” had been declared unconstitutional in educa-
tion. The system of segregated education in the South
was ordered to be dismantled.

The Brown decision did not go unchallenged. In
1956, the White Citizens Council of America was
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formed. Its expressed purpose was to provide “mas-
sive resistance” against the desegregation effort in
the South. The organization was successful in pres-
suring school boards, business leaders, and politi-
cians to maintain a hard line against the desegrega-
tion effort. In 1957, massive resistance emboldened
Arkansas governor Orval Faubus to use the National
Guard to prevent African American students from in-
tegrating Central High School in Little Rock, Arkan-
sas. As the civil rights effort broadened in scope, so
did the violence caused by some whites. Freedom
riders were sometimes brutally beaten; peaceful
demonstrators were frequently attacked by local po-
lice with dogs and blasted with high-pressure water
hoses; some demonstrators were jailed for marching
and sit-ins; and some civil rights leaders were physi-
cally abused, while others had their homes bombed.

The 1955 Montgomery bus boycott, however, ap-
peared to have begun a spirit of social activism that
could not be easily deterred. The refusal of Rosa
Parks, an African American seamstress, to give up

her seat to a white passenger sparked a protest that
lasted more than a year, paralyzing the city buses.
The significance of the bus boycott was that it kept
the Supreme Court involved in the desegregation de-
bate, gave national prominence to Martin Luther
King, Jr., and demonstrated that direct action could
bring about desired change.

The movement appeared to have gained momen-
tum following the Montgomery bus boycott. Soon af-
ter, challenges to Jim Crow began to spring up in vari-
ous places throughout the South. In Greensboro,
North Carolina, in 1960, four African American col-
lege students sat at a lunch counter, challenging
Woolworth’s policy of serving only white customers.
The sit-in became a powerful weapon of nonviolent
direct action that was employed by the Congress of
Racial Equality (CORE), the Student Nonviolent Co-
ordinating Committee (SNCC, pronounced “snick”),
the Southern Christian Leadership Conference
(SCLC), and other nonviolent activist groups and or-
ganizations fighting discriminatory practices.
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Ronald Martin, Robert Patterson, and Mark Martin were among the first civil rights activists to stage peaceful
sit-ins at the Woolworth store lunch counter in Greensboro, North Carolina, in 1960.(Library of Congress)



Also during this time, CORE began the “freedom
rides,” while the SCLC began organizing a major
voter rights drive (Voter Education Project), both in
the South. All such efforts were met with resistance
from whites who were determined to hold on to the
advantages that racial discrimination afforded and to
the traditions of segregation.

Some significant legislation supporting the civil
rights effort was passed by Congress. The 1964 Civil
Rights Act and the 1965 Voting Rights Act are often
viewed as the most important legislation of the pe-
riod. Together, they enhanced the Fourteenth and
Fifteenth Amendments to the Constitution, guaran-
teeing equal protection of the law and the right to
vote. Legislation did not, however, readily translate
into a more open society. Frustration over the lack of
opportunity for jobs, better housing, and greater edu-
cational opportunity resulted in a series of riots from
1965 to 1967. In 1968, the Kerner Commission (Na-
tional Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders)
concluded that white racism was responsible for the
conditions leading up to the riots.

Retrenchment
Some observers suggest that the Civil Rights

movement began to wane during the late 1960’s and
early 1970’s. There are indications that as the move-
ment became more militant, whites were hard
pressed to find common ground with some organiza-
tions. There are also indications that the Vietnam
“antiwar” movement became the focus of attention,
detracting from the civil rights effort. Still others sug-
gest that the death of Martin Luther King, Jr., in 1968
deprived the movement of its most influential leader,
causing disarray and abandonment by liberal whites.
Others maintain that the Civil Rights movement
never ended, but that it has experienced only moder-
ate support from liberals and outright hostility from
conservatives.

Despite the ups and downs of the struggle, the
civil rights of all citizens have been enhanced by the
efforts of African Americans and their supporters.
Women have gained tremendously, as have other mi-
nority groups, such as Hispanics, Native Americans,
Asian Americans, and gays and lesbians. The tactics
and strategies employed by African Americans dur-
ing the 1950’s and 1960’s became standard operating
procedure for many activist groups.

Significant Organizations
The NAACP, founded in 1909 by African Ameri-

cans and white liberals, assumed leadership in the
civil rights struggle during the first half of the twenti-
eth century. From its inception, the NAACP began
the struggle to achieve legal redress in judicial sys-
tems around the country on behalf of African Ameri-
cans. Throughout most of the twentieth century, the
NAACP has fought for antilynching legislation, the
fair administration of justice, voting rights for Afri-
can Americans in the South, equal educational op-
portunity, and the ending of discriminatory practices
in the workplace.

The NUL was founded in 1911. Although it is
considered a proactive civil rights organization, it
stood on the periphery of the civil rights struggle un-
til about 1960. Prior to the 1960’s, the Urban League
concentrated almost exclusively on improving em-
ployment opportunities for African Americans mi-
grating from the South.

CORE, founded in 1942, did not become actively
involved in the Civil Rights movement until about
1961. It was one of the first civil rights organizations
to employ the strategy of nonviolent direct action. It
began utilizing the sit-in as a protest strategy follow-
ing the initiation of the Journey of Reconciliation
(freedom rides).

The SCLC was founded in 1957, under the leader-
ship of the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr., and of-
ten worked hand in hand with the NAACP. It grew out
of an effort to consolidate and coordinate the activi-
ties of ministers and other civil rights activists in
southern cities.

SNCC was organized by the SCLC and African
American student leaders in 1960 to help guide anti-
segregation activities in the South. It broke away
from Martin Luther King, Jr., and the SCLC within a
year, arguing that its tactics for achieving integration
were too conservative. Over the years, as the leader-
ship of SNCC became more militant, it began to ex-
clude whites from the decision-making process. This
militant posture culminated in the call for “Black
Power” by SNCC in 1966.

Charles C. Jackson

Further Reading
Blumberg, Rhoda L. Civil Rights: The 1960s Free-

dom Struggle. Rev. ed. Boston: Twayne, 1991.
Bosmajian, Haig A., and Hamida Bosmajian. The

254

Civil Rights movement Ethics



Rhetoric of the Civil-Rights Movement. New
York: Random House, 1969.

D’Angelo, Raymond, comp. The American Civil
Rights Movement: Readings and Interpretations.
Guilford, Conn.: McGraw-Hill/Dushkin, 2001.

D’Emilio, John. The Civil Rights Struggle: Leaders
in Profile. New York: Facts On File, 1979.

Price, Steven D., comp. Civil Rights, 1967-68. Vol. 2.
New York: Facts On File, 1973.

Sobel, Lester A., ed. Civil Rights, 1960-66. New
York: Facts On File, 1967.

See also: Brown v. Board of Education; Civil dis-
obedience; Civil Rights Act of 1964; Civil rights and
liberties; Commission on Civil Rights, U.S.; Con-
gress of Racial Equality; Du Bois, W. E. B.; Jackson,
Jesse; King, Martin Luther, Jr.; National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People; Segrega-
tion.

Class struggle
Definition: Belief that all societies are divided into

social classes based on their relation to the econ-
omy and that these classes have fundamentally
different interests which cause them to struggle
against one another

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Since the model of class struggle nec-

essarily precludes belief that all members of a so-
ciety can share common interests, it has profound
implications for political philosophy, public pol-
icy, and social practice.

The ethical concept of class struggle revolves around
the notion that more or less clearly defined classes
exist in every society. These classes are defined by
their relationships to the predominant means of pro-
duction, with one class dominant in its ownership or
control of society’s assets. Since different policies
will affect various classes in diverse manners, each
class inherently has its own set of interests. Since re-
sources are limited, each class will struggle, albeit at
times unconsciously, against others to attempt to gain
benefits.

While social conflict has doubtlessly existed since
the formation of social classes, “class struggle” as a

concept dates back to the French Revolution of 1789.
Before this time, awareness of social classes was cer-
tainly widespread, but conflict was seen as primarily
being between different groups or peoples. First ar-
ticulated by Gracchus Babeuf within his small “Con-
spiracy of Equals,” the concept of class struggle was
fully developed in the nineteenth century by Karl
Marx and Friedrich Engels.

Marx denied that he had discovered class strug-
gles, pointing to various historians before him who
“had described the historical development of this
struggle between classes.” Yet it remained for Marx
and Engels to take these empirical observations and
transform them into a theory. They came to the con-
clusion that at the root of all conflicts was a struggle
between different social classes, no matter in which
arena a conflict might occur: religious, political, or
ideological. That the participants themselves did not
see the conflict in explicit class terms was immate-
rial. What counted was that there was always an un-
derlying class interest that motivated various social
groups, even if the conflict was expressed in nonclass
language.

Therefore, even an event such as the Reformation,
which appears at first glance to be almost wholly reli-
gious in nature, is in the final analysis the disguised
expression of class conflict. This struggle is not
solely an economic one. For Marx, the struggle be-
tween competing classes has taken many forms. Its
expression is constrained by the ideology of the day.
For example, class struggles during medieval times
naturally cloaked themselves in the language of Chris-
tianity because that was the common shared culture
of all contending classes.

The cause and intensity of class struggles in dif-
ferent areas and at diverse times vary widely in terms
of specifics. Still, they all share a root communality.
Whenever a portion of society has ascendancy in
terms of the means of production, that dominant class
will exploit the common people. This exploitation
may be open and direct as in the case of slavery or
less obvious as is the situation with modern workers.
All the same, the antagonism generated by the op-
posed interests of owners and workers will result in
class conflict.

Modern Class Struggle
In the modern era, the main protagonists of class

struggle were the capitalists on one side and workers
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on the other. Put crudely, employers desire high prof-
its and workers want high wages. This is the source of
struggle between the classes. This conflict is not sim-
ply between the opposing classes; the governmental
apparatus or the state is always a major player.

For Marx and Engels, no government or state is
really above, or neutral in, the class struggle. Far
from being impartial, the state is itself the historical
product of class society. That is, the state was estab-
lished (and later its power expanded) because of the
need the dominant class had for protection from the
exploited. Thus, in ancient Rome, slave revolts led to
battles not so much between slaves and their owners
per se as between slaves and the Roman state.

Although the state was seen by Engels “in the fi-
nal analysis as nothing more than a body of armed
men,” governmental apparatuses function as more
than repressive institutions. They can mediate class
conflicts with an eye to reducing their intensity. In
addition, governments serve an ideological function
in that they legitimize the dominant system of wealth
and power.

Although Marx hoped that class struggle would
lead to a consciousness among workers that would
lead them to overthrow capitalism, he realized that
this was far from automatic or assured. Further, he ar-
gued that the only solution to the history of class con-
flict would be the establishment of a classless society
that was free of exploitation. With the abolition of
private property, the basis for classes and class strug-
gle would disappear.

Karl Kautsky argued that social conflicts need not
always be between classes, saying that struggles have
often taken place between status groups. By contrast,
V. I. Lenin and the Russian Bolsheviks took a more
strict interpretation of the primacy of class struggle.
Subsequent socialist thinkers have often stressed that
classes are by no means homogeneous and that gen-
der, racial, and occupational divisions are a counter-
weight to general class cohesion.

In the final analysis, the significance of the con-
cept of class struggle goes beyond nuances of in-
terpretation. As an ethical formulation, it suggests
a view of the world that seeks to go beyond plati-
tudes of common interest. Moreover, it is an ethi-
cal tool for a certain type of understanding of the
world.

William A. Pelz
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Clean Air Act
Identification: Federal law that directs the states to

take action to control and prevent air pollution, on
the premise that air pollution is essentially a state
or local problem

Date: Enacted in 1963
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: The Clean Air Act acknowledged

that air pollution was a problem of the commons
rather than an individual problem, requiring ac-
tion by the community to protect the health of the
public.

The federal Clean Air Act of 1963 superceded the Air
Pollution Act of 1955, which had authorized studies
of air pollution and recognized air pollution as
an emerging national problem. The 1963 Act was
passed as a result of a report by the U.S. surgeon gen-
eral that found that motor vehicle exhaust can be dan-
gerous to human health. The 1963 Act, however, did
not permit action by the federal government; instead,
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grants were made available to state and local govern-
ments to undertake initiatives to control pollution in
their areas.

The act was amended in 1970 and again in 1977,
both times to set or change national standards for air
quality in response to state and local government in-
action. In 1990, significant changes were made to the
1963 Act to deal with remaining lower atmosphere
pollution and, particularly, to act against upper atmo-
sphere problems such as acid rain and the thinning of
the ozone layer, which could damage forests, animal
life, and the ability of humans to live a healthy life.

Sandra L. Christensen
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Clean Water Act
Identification: Federal law enabling broad federal

and state campaigns to prevent, reduce, and elimi-
nate water pollution

Date: Enacted in 1972
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: The Clean Water Act recognized the

nation’s waters as a part of the commons, of bene-
fit to all. With its passage, the federal government
accepted the responsibility for ensuring the safety
of those waters for human health, and for main-
taining the biological diversity of the waters.

The Federal Water Pollution Control Act (FWPCA)
of 1972 (known as the Clean Water Act) was an
amendment to the FWPCA of 1956. It continued a
line of federal legislation of water pollution that be-
gan with the Rivers and Harbors Act of 1899, which
required a permit to discharge pollutants. In the
FWPCA of 1972, responsibility was generally left to
the states to control pollution, with the federal gov-
ernment providing grants for local construction of
sewage treatment plants.

Other acts, such as the Water Pollution Control
Act of 1956 and the Clean Water Restoration Act of
1966, set federal standards for water quality and im-
posed fines on source point polluters. The goals of

the Clean Water Act were to achieve waters clean
enough for recreation use by 1983 where such uses
had been discontinued because of pollution, and, by
1985, to have no discharge of pollutants into the
nation’s waters. The act established a National Pol-
lutant Discharge Elimination System that required
permits for all source points of pollution, focusing at-
tention on specific polluters rather than on specific
bodies of water. The Clean Water Act criminalizes the
act of pollution by imposing fines and prison terms
for persons found guilty of polluting the waters.

Sandra L. Christensen

See also: Biodiversity; Clean Air Act; Ecology;
Environmental ethics; Environmental Protection
Agency; Pollution; Pollution permits.

Clinton, Bill
Identification: President of the United States, 1993-

2001
Born: August 19, 1946, Hope, Arkansas
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Clinton was the first elected U.S.

president to be impeached—on charges of perjury
and obstruction of justice relating to his affair
with the White House intern Monica Lewinsky.
Publicity over the incident led to public ethical
debate over the extent to which a president’s pri-
vate life should be used as a criterion to judge his
public performance.

Bill Clinton faced attacks—including allegations of
wrongdoing—from political opponents almost from
the first day after he elected president in 1992. How-
ever, no allegations were proved against him, other
than those associated with his sexual relationship
with Monica Lewinsky. Since Clinton and Lewinsky
were both legally adults, their adulterous relation-
ship would probably have been a private matter, of
concern mainly to Clinton’s wife, Hillary Rodham
Clinton, were it not for Clinton’s status as president
of the United States.

Allegations of sexual improprieties were made
against earlier presidents, such as Thomas Jefferson,
Andrew Jackson, and Grover Cleveland, during their
election campaigns. All three survived the attacks,
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largely because members of the voting public ap-
peared to make distinctions between public accom-
plishments and private peccadilloes. Indeed, public
opinion polls, even at the height of the Clinton im-
peachment effort, continued to show broad support
for Clinton’s presidency and reflected the continua-
tion of that attitude.

Clinton’s situation was complicated by his denial
of the Lewinsky relationship in sworn testimony dur-
ing a civil lawsuit over sexual harassment charges
brought by another woman. While the exact wording
of Clinton’s deposition questioning left some room
for him later to deny he perjured himself in a narrow
legal sense, his answers and other public statements
he made were obvious attempts to avoid telling the
truth. Given a president’s constitutional obligation
to enforce the law, Clinton’s avoidance of the truth
until it was forced on him in a grand jury proceeding
raised serious questions about whether the distinc-
tion between public and private wrongdoing could be
maintained in Clinton’s case. Beyond Clinton, the in-

cident may well force a reexamination of this distinc-
tion in the future.

Richard L. Wilson

Further Reading
Anderson, Christopher P. Bill and Hillary: The Mar-

riage. New York: Morrow, 1999.
Clinton, Bill. My Life. New York: Alfred A. Knopf,

2004.
Clinton, Hillary Rodham. Living History. New York:

Simon & Schuster, 2003.
Morris, Dick. Behind the Oval Office. New York:

Random House, 1997.
Sheehy, Gail, Hillary’s Choice. New York: Random

House, 1999.
Stephanopoulos, George. All Too Human: A Political

Education. Boston: Little Brown, 1999.

See also: Adultery; Character; Leadership; Moral-
ity; Perjury; Politics; Prisoner’s dilemma; Sexuality
and sexual ethics.
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Public Opinion on Clinton’s Ethics

No opinion
1%

Excellent
8%

Good
29%

Fair
22%

Poor
40%

Results of an ABC News poll asking a cross-
section of Americans to evaluate Clinton’s ethics
in government.

Source: Roper Center for Public Opinion Research. Figures based
on responses of 515 adults surveyed in January, 2000.

President Bill Clinton reads an apology to the na-
tion for his conduct in the Monica Lewinsky affair, at
a White House press conference on December 11,
1998. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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Cloning
Definition: Artificial production of identical copies

of genes, at the molecular level, or production
of genetically identical organisms at the macro-
scopic level

Date: First attempted in 1952
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: In theory, any living organism can be

cloned, resulting in genetically identical copies of
the original organism. However, the concept of
cloning human beings has raised both medical
and philosophical questions as to the desirability
of the procedure.

The basis for cloning dates to the early twentieth cen-
tury, when German zoologist Hans Spemann found
that individual embryonic cells from salamanders
each contained the hereditary information necessary
to create identical organisms. He later performed nu-
clear transfer experiments using amphibians and was

eventually honored with the Nobel Prize in Physiol-
ogy or Medicine for his work in 1935. Similar experi-
ments were attempted by Robert Briggs and T. J.
King in 1952 using tadpoles. Though initially unsuc-
cessful, they were eventually able to clone tadpoles.

The first successful cloning of large life-forms oc-
curred in 1984, when Danish scientist Steen Wil-
ladsen demonstrated the cloning of a lamb from em-
bryonic sheep cells. Using similar techniques, others
were subsequently able to clone a variety of other an-
imals. Although categorized as “twinnings,” none of
these experimental procedures involved the transfer
of hereditary material from one cell to another.

The first actual case of cloning a mammal using
nuclear transfer techniques was reported in February,
1997. Ian Wilmut at the Roslin Institute in Scotland
reported the cloning of an adult sheep by transplant-
ing the nucleus obtained from cells of the sheep’s ud-
der into an enucleated egg cell. The cloned animal,
nicknamed “Dolly,” quickly became world famous.
However, it soon became apparent that the procedure
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Cloned cows with nearly identical markings on an Iowa farm. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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was not as straightforward as first claimed. More
than 250 separate attempts had been made prior to
the successful experiment. By 2003, animals as di-
verse as cattle, mules, mice, and cats had reportedly
been cloned, but no primates had been successfully
cloned.

Cloning Humans
The question of whether it is desirable, or even

possible, to clone humans has engendered two schools
of thought. First is the question of reproductive clon-
ing. In theory, this would involve the production of
genetically identical individuals using either individ-

ual cells, or isolated nuclei in transfer experi-
ments, their implantation into a female, and
subsequent development. It is difficult to jus-
tify such a procedure, especially given the high
rate of failure. Simply put, the creation of ge-
netically identical offspring is arguably more
in the realm of egotism than simple desire for
children.

Given the early twenty-first century state of
understanding how embryonic cells are regu-
lated, as well as the limited technology that ex-
ists, it is questionable whether reproductive
cloning of humans is even possible. Even when
attempting the procedure with less evolved an-
imals, the process is highly inefficient and sub-
ject to large numbers of chromosomal changes.
Successful nuclear transplantation requires
both the inactivation of genes normally ex-
pressed in the donor cell, as well as activation,
in the proper sequence, of genes necessary for
proper embryonic development. The result has
been that most animal clones do not survive
implantation; those that do grow to term often
have a variety of defects. Among such defects
is the problem of premature aging that proba-
bly results from changes in the telomeres, the
repeat sequences on the ends of chromosomes
that shorten as cell division occurs. Even the
famous Dolly was physically an old sheep in a
young body.

A different school of thought addresses a
second application of the procedure: therapeu-
tic cloning. The difference between the two
cloning procedures is that the first, reproduc-
tive cloning, is to generate an identical embryo.
Therapeutic cloning is performed for the pur-
pose of producing cells identical to those of the
donor, not to produce embryos. Nuclear trans-
fer experiments can therefore be applied to the
understanding of regulation of both embryonic
and adult genes.

In addition, the procedure would result in
creation of embryonic stem cells genetically
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Segments of DNA from any organism can be cloned by inserting
the DNA segment into a plasmid—a small, self-replicating circu-
lar molecule of DNA separate from chromosomal DNA. The plas-
mid can then act as a “cloning vector” when it is introduced into
bacterial cells, which replicate the plasmid and its foreign DNA.
This diagram from the Deparment of Energy’s Human Genome
Program site illustrates the process. (U.S. Department of Energy
Human Genome Program, http://www.ornl.gov/hgmis.)



identical to that of the donor. Being identical, such
cells could be transplanted back into the donor to
serve as “seeds” or replacement cells for those which
have died or undergone pathological changes. For
example, such cells might replace brain or heart cells
that had been damaged without the need of immune
suppression, or dependency on not identical donors.
Cell transplantation using cloned embryonic cells
would thus not require immunosuppressive drugs to
prevent rejection.

Since the fetus does not develop as a result of ther-
apeutic cloning, those genes that are necessary for fe-
tal differentiation are unnecessary. The embryonic
cells that do develop are multipotential in that, in the-
ory, they could be programmed to develop into any
type of body cell. In effect, these can be considered as
forms of embryonic stem cells. In the year 2003, sci-
ence was still unable to program these cells into
the desired differentiation pathway; however, it ap-
peared to remain only a matter of time until this prob-
lem would be solved.

It is of interest that while most established
churches object to the use of cloning procedures for
the purpose of reproduction, most have expressed a
willingness to accept therapeutic cloning as long as

there are proper guidelines. For example, aborted
embryos should not be a source of cells. Even Orrin
Hatch, a conservative Republican senator from Utah
and a man considered observant within the Mormon
Church, introduced legislation to support research in
the technique of therapeutic cloning in early 2003.

Richard Adler

Further Reading
Gould, Stephen Jay, et al. Flesh of My Flesh: The
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Rowman & Littlefield, 1998.
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nity: The Report of the President’s Council on
Bioethics. New York: Public Affairs, 2002.

Kass, Leon, and James Wilson. Ethics of Human
Cloning. Washington, D.C.: American Enterprise
Institute, 1998.

Silver, Lee. Remaking Eden: How Genetic Engi-
neering and Cloning Will Transform the Ameri-
can Family. New York: Avon Books, 1998.

Snedden, Robert. DNA and Genetic Engineering.
Chicago: Heinemann Library, 2003.

See also: Bioethics; Biotechnology; Genetic engi-
neering; Human Genome Project; Medical research;
Stem cell research; Technology.

Code of Professional
Responsibility

Identification: Code of professional ethics estab-
lished by the American Bar Association

Date: Adopted in 1970
Type of Ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Originally created to improve ethi-

cal standards throughout the law profession, the
Code of Professional Responsibility was quickly
adopted by every state but soon proved inade-
quate to the complex needs of the profession.

In the early years of the twentieth century, the Ameri-
can Bar Association (ABA) took the lead in develop-
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ing standards of legal ethics for practicing lawyers.
The nation’s largest association of lawyers, the ABA
first proposed rules of legal ethics in 1908. During
the second half of the twentieth century, however, the
ABA attempted to revise those rules and ultimately
adopted, in 1970, the Code of Professional Responsi-
bility. This code addressed a broad assortment of eth-
ical issues relating to the practice of law, from the
fees charged by lawyers to the confidences they ob-
tained from clients. Although the ABA does not itself
have authority to regulate the conduct of lawyers, it
proposed that states adopt its code as the basis for
their own regulation of lawyers. Within a few years of
its creation by the ABA, every state had adopted
some version of the code.

The Code of Professional Responsibility gave
lawyers attempting to practice ethically a common
set of rules to guide their conduct. It also gave author-
ities with responsibility for disciplining lawyers a ba-
sis for evaluating attorney conduct and for punishing
wayward lawyers. In most states the state supreme
courts, generally assisted by the state bars, have au-
thority to discipline lawyers who act unethically.
Crucial to this disciplinary oversight are rules that
give attorneys advance warning of the kinds of con-
duct for which they can be punished. These punish-
ments vary from private or public reprimands to sus-
pension from the practice of law or even disbarment.

The Code of Professional Responsibility soon
proved to be too ambiguous and not sufficiently com-
prehensive in its scope to guide legal practice in the
late twentieth and early twenty-first century. In 1977,
just seven years after approving the code, the ABA
launched the Kutak commission—named after its
original chairman, Robert J. Kutak—to draft a new
set of ethics rules for the profession. Over the next
five years the Kutak commission labored to devise
what ultimately became known as the Model Rules
of Professional Conduct, officially adopted by the
ABA in 1983. Again, the ABA proposed that states
adopt the Model Rules as the new basis for ethical
guidance and discipline of attorneys. By the early
years of the twenty-first century, a large majority of
states had abandoned the Code of Professional Re-
sponsibility and replaced it with the new Model
Rules. A few states, however, continued to rely on the
1970 Code of Professional Responsibility.

Timothy L. Hall

See also: American Inns of Court; Attorney-client
privilege; Attorney misconduct; Codes of civility;
Jurisprudence; Law; Legal ethics; Professional ethics.

Codes of civility
Definition: Informal standards of etiquette ob-

served by members of the legal professions
Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Courts and legal organizations have

attempted to curb excessive rancor among law-
yers by adopting codes of civility.

Toward the end of the twentieth century, many ob-
servers were noticing a decline in civility among
lawyers, especially among trial lawyers. Lawyers,
according to a common lament, too often resort to
win-at-all-costs, scorched-earth practices character-
ized by rudeness and uncooperativeness. Although
lawyers must comply with the rules of professional
ethics, established rules such as the American Bar
Association’s Model Rules of Professional Con-
duct seem to be insufficient to restrain the aggressive
tendencies of many lawyers. As a result, judges and
professional legal organizations have increasingly
turned to codes of civility as blueprints for less ran-
corous professional conduct.

The codes are relatively informal exhortations for
lawyers to treat one another—and other participants
in the judicial process—with greater politeness and
typically suggest how politeness might express itself
in particular contexts. For examples, lawyers are en-
couraged to refrain from engaging in disparaging
comments toward other attorneys, parties, or wit-
nesses; to refrain from scheduling hearings and other
court matters at times calculated to pose scheduling
conflicts for other lawyers; and to avoid delaying
procedures as a tactical device.

Timothy L. Hall

See also: American Inns of Court; Attorney-client
privilege; Attorney misconduct; Code of Professional
Responsibility; Etiquette; Jurisprudence; Law; Legal
ethics; Professional ethics.
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Coercion
Definition: Manipulation of other persons, groups,

or entities by force or by threat
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: In addition to being an ethical trans-

gression on the part of the perpetrators, the fact of
coercion may mitigate one’s moral and legal re-
sponsibility for acts one was coerced into per-
forming.

Reinhold Niebuhr, the most politically influential
American theologian of the twentieth century, wrote
in Moral Man and Immoral Society (1932) that “all
social co-operation on a larger scale than the most in-
timate social group requires a measure of coercion.”
Modern ethicists agree that coercion is present, if not
necessary, in every area of social life. The task of
ethicists is to lead in critical discussions that will help
to identify the nature of coercion, assess responsibil-
ity for coerced acts, determine if and when coercion
can be appropriately employed, and control coer-
cion.

The Nature of Coercion
Although coercion is sometimes considered to be

synonymous with force, they are in fact distinct.
When force is used, the person is acted upon; the
forced person does not act. In the case of a forced
deed, the victim has no freedom to act otherwise. The
victim of force is a medium of another person or
power. Personal physical force (for example, being
manacled or shot) and natural forces (for example,
hurricanes, gravity, or illness) can override or remove
an agent’s ability to act.

If someone pushes another person out of the way
of an oncoming car, the first person forces the other
person to move but does not coerce that person. Coer-
cive threats are, however, obstacles to self-determi-
nation. They limit one’s freedom to act, but they are
not overwhelming or insuperable. Some choice re-
mains. A coerced person still acts. Although auton-
omy is diminished, a measure of autonomy remains.

A coercive threat is intended to motivate a person
to act by stimulating in the person an irresistible de-
sire to avoid a penalty although the act is also con-
trary to the person’s will. Offers also intend to moti-
vate a person to act by stimulating in the person an
irresistible desire, though here the similarity stops.

Scholars agree that threats and offers are different
types of proposals. Threats can coerce; offers cannot.

Even so, threats and offers (also incentives, re-
wards, bribes, and so forth) can be linguistically
structured in terms of one another. A merchant could
threaten a customer, saying, “Give me your money or
I will deprive you of the merchandise.” One could
also construe a mugger’s proposal, “your money or
your life,” not as a threat but as an offer to preserve
one’s life for a fee, but such machinations obscure the
issues. The meaning of a proposal, not its linguistic
structure, determines whether it is an offer or a coer-
cive threat.

Coercive threats can be further understood and
distinguished from offers by means of other charac-
teristics. First, and most fundamental, is that vic-
tims of coercion perceive coercive threats as dangers,
penalties, or some kind of loss. An offer is considered
a beneficial opportunity. Second, a coercive threat
cannot be refused without unwanted consequences.
Moreover, the consequences of acting in accordance
with a coercive threat are also undesired. Regardless
of a coerced person’s actions, an unwanted conse-
quence is unavoidable. The recipient of an offer,
however, can refuse without the recipient’s life con-
ditions being altered. Third, a coercive threat re-
quires an imbalance of power, while an offer is
usually proposed in a more egalitarian relationship.
Fourth, with coercion, the will of the coercer pre-
dominates. The threat’s recipient submits reluctantly
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When Coercion Can Be Beneficial

Some acts of coercion are considered beneficial
when they are directed toward the coerced persons’
well-being and are compatible with the latters’ au-
tonomy. Some theologians have even written that
coercion may be an act of love if it leaves the be-
loved one with more freedom than would have been
secured otherwise.

If a child, for example, were riding his bike in the
middle of the street as a car approached and the child
refused to move despite parental warnings, a loving
parent could coerce him, shouting, “Nathan! If you
don’t get out of the street this minute, I’ll ground
you until you’re twenty-one!”



with mitigated freedom. With an offer, the will of the
recipient dominates, is freer, and more readily ac-
cepts or rejects the proposal.

Responsibility
To be responsible for one’s acts is to be account-

able for their impact on oneself and on others. If a
person were forced to perform certain actions, that
person would be relieved of moral responsibility for
those actions. Neither praise nor blame would apply.
By contrast, when persons freely act, they are respon-
sible for their behavior. Between these two poles is
the moral territory of responsibility for coerced acts.

Not forced, but not wholly free, coerced persons
are only partially accountable for their actions. Co-
erced persons act with less freedom than normal,
contrary to their will, and subject to the influence—
not control—of a coercer. All apparent options are
rendered morally undesirable. A coerced person’s re-
sponsibility is therefore limited. The degree of this
limitation depends upon the cultural context, the his-
toric background, the immediate situation, and the
moral framework.

Limiting Coercion
Because coercion can be personally beneficial

and socially necessary, efforts must be made to con-
trol it, not eliminate it. To restrain coercion, regard-
less of the coercer’s claim to benevolence, it must be
subject to an impartial, third-party evaluation. Hu-
man beings are simply too self-interested to weigh
their own acts of coercion impartially. Reducing the
number of incidents of unjust coercion, however, is
more fundamental than is controlling coercion. Un-
just coercion can be limited by redressing the in-
equality from which it grows. History has shown that
egalitarian social institutions such as democracy, in-
come redistribution, and public education enhance
equality and thereby reduce coercion.

Paul Plenge Parker
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Cognitivism
Definition: View that moral statements make judg-

ments of fact that are either true or false
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: The possibility of any sort of norma-

tive ethics depends upon moral statements having
truth value. Failing that, ethics becomes a merely
descriptive discipline.

Distinctions between cognitivism noncognitivism
arises within twentieth century metaethics as a result
of disagreements about whether moral statements
have truth values. Indeed, if moral statements are nei-
ther true nor false, as noncognitivists believe, then
they are not really statements at all. That is, moral ex-
pressions of the form “X is right” or “X is wrong,”
though they have the grammatical appearance of
making factual claims, really do not make factual
claims. Noncognitivists are divided over how such
expressions actually do function. There are relatively
few noncognitivist metaethical theories.

All other moral theories are cognitivist theories.
They have in common the view that locutions of the
form “X is right” and “X is wrong” are either true or
false. Cognitivist theories differ at two levels. At the
most general level, there is a distinction between
objectivist theories and subjectivist theories. Each of
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these categories of moral theory can be further subdi-
vided according to what a given theory says makes an
action right or wrong, or an agent good or bad.

Some Cognitivist Theories
Cognitivists hold that a statement of the form

“is right” is just what it appears to be: a statement
that some action exemplifies an important and de-
sirable moral property. The statement is true if the
property in question is exemplified by the action and
false if it is not. A statement of the form “is wrong”
is a statement that some action fails to exemplify
a moral property that should be exemplified, or that
it exemplifies a property that it should not exem-
plify. It too is either true or false. In any case, there is
a class of actions whose members have moral proper-
ties.

Cognitivists differ about what makes an action
right or wrong. If one believes that the feelings of
some person or persons determine whether an action
has the relevant moral property, then one is a subjec-
tivist. Private subjectivists would hold that “is right”
means “I (the speaker) approve of, and that is what
makes right.” Social subjectivists hold that the moral
quality of an action is relativized to the feelings of ap-
proval or disapproval of a group or society of persons
rather than some individual.

If one denies that the moral quality of an action
depends upon the feelings of some person or persons,
then one is an objectivist. There are many different
types of objectivist theories of ethics. Again, they can
be distinguished in terms of what makes an action
right or wrong. Thus, for the hedonistic utilitarian,
“is right” can be translated as “Among all alternative
courses of action, will produce the most happiness
for the largest number of people.” A divine command
theorist would hold that “is right” means “God wills.”
The ethical egoist takes “is right” to mean that “is in
my own best interests.” Each of these theories looks
like an attempt to define what is right or good in terms
of something else.

The English philosopher G. E. Moore repudiated
any attempt to define the good in terms of some other
property, but he was still a cognitivist and an objec-
tivist. He held that “is right” means something like
“Among all alternative actions, will be most produc-
tive of the nonnatural property goodness.” Thus,
while good is a property, it cannot be analyzed in
terms of something else.

Some Noncognitivist Theories
Noncognitivists agree with Moore that goodness

cannot be analyzed in terms of something else. They
explain that this is because moral terms (such as
“good,” “evil,” “right,” and “wrong”) are not genuine
predicates that stand for independently existing prop-
erties of any kind. For this reason, noncognitivists
have sometimes been called subjectivists. This form
of subjectivism is quite radical, however, for accord-
ing to the noncognitivist, moral terms do not refer to
anything. There is no question of the ultimate source
of the property of goodness, since goodness is not a
property of any kind. Obviously, the noncognitivist
offers a very different analysis of moral statements
and of the moral terms embedded in them.

The best-known type of noncognitivist theory is
the emotivist theory of ethics, which was developed
by A. J. Ayer, Charles L. Stevenson, and others. Ac-
cording to emotivism, moral utterances merely ex-
press the feelings of their speakers. Thus, an expres-
sion of the form “is right” can be translated as
“Hurrah for !” There is nothing more to the meaning
of the utterance than that.

Prescriptivists have argued that moral utterances
do more than simply express the feelings of the
speakers. They also prescribe or commend behavior.
Thus, “is right” means “Do!” and “is wrong” means
“Avoid doing !” Yet to say that X is right is not to say
that X has a certain property.

R. Douglas Geivett
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Cohen, Randy
Identification: Author of a syndicated weekly col-

umn on applied ethics
Born: July 12, 1948, Charleston, South Carolina
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Cohen’s column, The Ethicist, uses

engaging prose and wit to draw public attention to
applied ethics, thereby promoting the cultivation
of civic virtue in a diverse democracy.

Randy Cohen, who previously published fiction and
essays and has written for popular television shows,
approaches ethics as an ordinary, thoughtful citizen.
He writes with care and wit, but has no formal train-
ing in philosophical ethics and brings no formal ethi-
cal system to his work. His approach is a kind of ra-
tional problem-solving, derived from several working
principles that he develops as he applies them to con-
crete cases. As Cohen explains in his book about his
column, The Good, the Bad, and the Difference: How
to Tell Right from Wrong in Everyday Situations
(2002), he admires those virtues that allow human
beings to live together in a diverse society: honesty,
kindness, compassion, generosity, and fairness. He
endorses actions that increase human happiness and
do not contribute to human suffering, and that are
consonant with American values of egalitarianism
and human freedom.

Cohen’s column, which he launched in The New
York Times Magazine in 1999, treats ordinary but
specific moral questions posed by his readers. Typi-
cal of the issues raised are questions such as these:
Should bosses read employee email? Should a
woman tell his best friend that she saw her husband
with another woman? Is it ethical to drive a gas-
guzzling SUV? Cohen’s answers to such questions

respect the conflicting interests of the people in-
volved, but at the same time train a steady eye on
how individual actions influence social institutions at
large. He argues that ethical choices affect not only
the people directly involved but also contribute to the
tenor of the entire community.

Cohen’s column regularly considers broader is-
sues about what constitutes a just and decent society.
For example, he worries that commercial exchanges
increasingly dominate human interactions in the
public sphere and thus erode a sense of civic life, that
property rights are too readily permitted to eclipse
human rights, and that strident individualism ignores
the many ways in which citizens shape, and are
shaped by, their communities.

Maria Heim

See also: Advice columnists; Applied ethics; Jour-
nalistic ethics; Personal relationships; Political cor-
rectness.

Cold War
The Event: Nonviolent rivalry between the United

States, representing the West, and the Soviet
Union, representing the communist East, after the
end of World War II

Date: 1946-1989
Type of ethics: International relations
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The Burden of Being an Ethicist

After Randy Cohen’s book The Good, the Bad, and
the Difference came out in 2002, he was asked how it
felt to have millions of people depend upon his ethi-
cal decisions. In his reply, he said

I’m not sure that anyone actually does any-
thing I suggest. On a good day, however, I hope
I’ve helped the readers reach their own conclu-
sions. My job is to make the discussion illuminat-
ing, the analysis thoughtful, and the prose lively.
At least, that’s what I try to do, and if I can present
the questions in a way that lets the reader see them
fresh, I’m pleased.



Significance: The Cold War posed the problem of
how foreign and domestic policy ought to be pur-
sued in the age of the atom bomb and of the na-
tional security state.

As John Lewis Gaddis stated in The Origins of the
Cold War, President Harry S. Truman and his advis-
ers decided by early 1946 that the Soviet Union
threatened the security of the United States. The rea-
sons for this decision have been debated intensely
by historians, who have argued about the extent to
which a Cold War was necessary and about the moti-
vations of both superpowers. How the Cold War is
viewed depends upon how historians have assessed
the moral validity of each side’s arguments, policies,
and actions.

History
Traditionalist historians posit an aggressive, to-

talitarian Soviet Union, as revealed in events such as
the Berlin Blockade (1948-1949), in which the So-
viet Union closed down all routes to West Berlin, so
that the United States and its allies had to airlift sup-

plies to the city; the institution of Soviet-dominated
governments in Poland (1944), Romania (1945), Yu-
goslavia (1945), and East Germany (1945); the rapid
communist takeover of Albania (1946), Bulgaria
(1947), Czechoslovakia (1948), and Hungary (1949);
communist insurgency in Greece (1946-1949); the
later victories of communists in China (1949), Cuba
(1959), and Vietnam (1975); and several Marxist-
inspired governments in Africa.

Traditionalists also contend that the United States
was justified in opposing communist subversion of
governments throughout the world—not only by pro-
ducing weapons of mass destruction but also by es-
tablishing security organizations, such as the Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA), to monitor and to thwart
the “communist conspiracy” in secret operations
conducted by spies.

Revisionist historians hold that the United States,
beginning with the Truman administration, overre-
acted to the Soviet Union’s drive to secure its borders
and to maintain a sphere of influence guaranteeing
that it would never again be invaded by a militaristic
Germany, which had attacked the Soviet Union in
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President John F. Kennedy (right) confers with Air Force officers during the crisis precipitated by the installation
of Soviet missiles in Cuba in October, 1962. (National Archives)



both world wars. Similarly, the development of Soviet
atom bombs and missiles is regarded as a defensive
measure, necessitated by the fact that the United States
did not share its knowledge of atomic energy with the
Soviet Union, its wartime ally, and that, indeed, the
dropping of two atom bombs on Japan was, in part, an
effort to intimidate the Soviets, who had agreed to in-
vade Japan after the conclusion of the war in Europe.

Revisionists also contend that, for reasons of
domestic politics, the Truman and subsequent ad-
ministrations inflated the Soviet threat, inventing a
witch-hunt at home for communist subversives in
government, in the schools, in Hollywood, and in
other institutions, in order to maintain a huge defense
establishment and to exercise conservative policies
that strengthened the U.S. grip on the global econ-
omy. Even the Marshall Plan (1948-1951), which
successfully helped Western European economies
rebuild after World War II, is viewed by revisionists
as an effort to isolate the Soviet Union’s economy

and the socialist economies of Eastern Europe and
the Third World.

Ethical Interpretations and Issues
Other historians do not fit into either category.

They draw away from both the traditionalist and revi-
sionist interpretations in order to raise ethical and
moral questions about the tactics of both sides during
the Cold War. Was it necessary, for example, for the
CIA to participate in the overthrow of the Guatema-
lan government in 1954 because of that government’s
supposed communist ties? Historians have also ques-
tioned the CIA-inspired efforts to embarrass and
even to assassinate Fidel Castro. By the same token,
Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev’s introduction of
missiles into Cuba in 1962, the Soviet invasion of Af-
ghanistan in 1979, and the Soviet Union’s supplying
of arms to various regimes around the world have
been roundly attacked by historians who do not fit
into any single ideological camp.

268

Cold War Ethics

Time Line of the Cold War

Time Event

1949 The Soviet Union tests its first atomic bomb.

1953 The Soviet Union tests a hydrogen bomb.

1957 The Soviet Union successfully tests an intercontinental ballistic missile.

1962 The Cuban Missile Crisis brings the United States and the Soviet Union closer than ever before to
the brink of nuclear war.

1968 The Soviet Union invades Czechoslovakia, establishing the Brezhnev Doctrine of Soviet military
domination over Warsaw Pact states.

1970-1979 During an era of détente, more stable relations prevail between the Soviet Union and the United
States and their respective allies.

1985 Mikhail Gorbachev is chosen as the new general secretary of the Soviet Communist Party, and his
reforms initiate a thaw in relations between the Soviet Union and the United States.

1987 U.S. president Ronald Reagan and Soviet general secretary Gorbachev sign the INF Treaty
governing intermediate nuclear forces (INF) and calling for the destruction of U.S. and Soviet
missiles and nuclear weapons.

1989 Gorbachev is elected state president in the first pluralist elections since 1917, and by the end of the
year all Warsaw Pact nations had overthrown their communist leadership.

1991 After the Baltic States of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania are granted independence and other former
soviets join the Commonwealth of Independent States, Gorbachev resigns as president and the
Soviet Union is officially dissolved.



No matter how responsibility for the Cold War
is distributed, it seems undeniable that neither the
United States nor the Soviet Union achieved what
they undertook to guarantee in the establishment of
the United Nations: a respect for human rights every-
where and the establishment of a concept of collec-
tive security that would govern the world and prevent
nations from acting unilaterally in war.

Ethical Questions
With the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the

dissolution of communist governments in Eastern
Europe and of the Soviet Union itself, historians will
continue to debate the extent to which each party was
culpable in the Cold War. Was the Cold War neces-
sary? If so, did it have to last as long as it did? Did the
arms race itself bankrupt the Soviet Union and lead
to its breakup? Did the actions of the Federal Bureau
of Investigation (FBI) during the Cold War period,
when it kept lists of so-called subversives, undermine
individual liberties? Does a massive security state
itself represent a threat to freedom at home and
abroad? Is there a justification for the abrogation of
certain human rights in the quest to combat what
some regard as the absolute evil of communism? Did
the United States and its allies “win” the Cold War,
and if so, can it be deemed a moral victory?

Carl Rollyson
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Collective guilt
Definition: Corporate culpability that obtains when

a collective or group causes harm to others
Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: The debate over the nature of collec-

tive guilt has refined human notions of collective
responsibility and has legitimized international
efforts to seek reparations for grievous harms in-
flicted by groups.

When groups cause harm, the injured parties may
seek restitution of liberty, social status, and property.
They may also seek reparations in the form of money,
public apologies, or revised histories. However, a dif-
ficulty arises in answering such questions as who is
blameworthy and for how long. For example, is an
entire group guilty or merely some of its members?
After the Holocaust of World War II, survivors won-
dered if it were fair to hold all of Germany account-
able for the atrocities committed by its Nazi rulers. If
not all of Germany, who among the Germans were
guilty: the nation’s political leaders, members of the
Gestapo police force, or the ordinary soldiers of the
German army? Who among the millions of German
citizens knew about their government’s systematic
efforts to exterminate other human beings and did
nothing to prevent it? Another question is whether
the guilt of the actual perpetrators of the Holocaust
can be inherited.
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Hannah Arendt, a political philosopher who had
escaped Nazi Germany, wrote that collective guilt is
not possible since true remorse must always be per-
sonal. Moreover, the harmful acts inflicted by groups
are ultimately carried out by individual persons. On
the other hand, all human beings, by virtue of their
humanity, are collectively responsible for all harms
inflicted upon other people. Arendt argued that shame,
rather than guilt, is an appropriate response to human
evil. Arendt’s views regarding collective responsibil-
ity are similar to the Dalai Lama’s belief in universal
responsibility—although the Dalai Lama believes
responsibility originates in universal consciousness.

At the other extreme, some people believe that all
members of groups that harm others should be re-
garded as collectively guilty of the wrongdoing. For
example, Christians who accept the doctrine of origi-
nal sin believe that all humans are guilty because of
the biblical Adam’s disobedience to God. According
to this view, even people living today—people who
could not have contributed to Adam and Eve’s expul-
sion from the Garden of Eden—are somehow guilty
for being the descendants of Adam.

A related issue concerns involuntary member-
ship. For example, one belongs to a family and an
ethnic group not by choice but by birth. Should a per-
son nevertheless be held accountable for harms in-
flicted by groups one cannot leave? Some thinkers,
such as Karl Jaspers and Larry May, discuss the prob-
lem in terms of identity and choice. Personal identity
is shaped by sharing beliefs and values with members
of groups to which one belongs. Although one may
not be personally guilty of harms committed by one’s
group, one may still feel shame or moral taint be-
cause of one’s solidarity with the group. However,
one can escape shame or taint by choosing to distance
oneself. In the case of involuntary group member-
ship, one can disavow the group publicly or privately.
In failing to remove oneself either physically or sym-
bolically, one chooses to share guilt and responsibil-
ity for harms committed by one’s group.

Tanja Bekhuis

Further Reading
Amato, Joseph A. Guilt and Gratitude. Westport,

Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1982.
Branscombe, Nyla R., et al., eds. Collective Guilt: In-

ternational Perspectives. New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2004.

May, Larry, and Stacey Hoffman, eds. Collective Re-
sponsibility: Five Decades of Debate in Theoreti-
cal and Applied Ethics. Savage, Md.: Rowman &
Littlefield, 1991.

Tangney, June Price, and Rhonda L. Dearing. Shame
and Guilt. New York: Guilford Press, 2002.

See also: Anti-Semitism; Apologizing for past
wrongs; Dalai Lama; Gratitude; Guilt and shame;
Mercy; Reparations for past social wrongs; Sin; South
Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission.

College applications
Definition: Information that students seeking ad-

mission to institutions of higher learning provide
so that their qualifications can be evaluated

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics.
Significance: Obtaining a good college education

is such a critically important matter to young peo-
ple that many ethical issues arise from the process
of applying—from the standpoint of both the ap-
plicants’ honesty and the care and fairness with
which colleges and universities treat their appli-
cations.

Formal applications are a standard feature of the ad-
missions processes used by four-year American col-
leges that do not have “open admissions” policies
that allow any high school graduate to enter simply
by supplying a high school transcript. Most competi-
tive four-year colleges require applicants to take na-
tional standardized tests, such as the Scholastic Apti-
tude Test (SAT) or the American College Test (ACT)
and also require applicants to submit original essays
on selected subjects to test their writing and thinking
abilities. High school transcripts and national test re-
sults are considered to be so objective that they do not
usually generate ethical issues, unless there is evi-
dence of outright fraud.

Evaluations of application essays, by contrast, are
more subjective and open the door to ethical issues,
from the standpoint of both applicants and the insti-
tutions. Because most applicants to highly competi-
tive colleges have strong transcripts and impressive
national test scores, their essays may be the best op-
portunities they have to separate themselves from
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other candidates. To enhance their chances of admis-
sion, many applicants turn to Internet services that
promise—for a price—to help them write “winning”
essays. Is it ethical, however, for applicants to have
others write their application essays or to give them
so much help that the essays they submit will misrep-
resent their true writing abilities?

Students who gain admission to competitive col-
leges under false pretenses may find themselves in
academic environments whose challenges go beyond
their own capabilities, thus ensuring their chances of
failure. It would seem to be clearly unethical for such
students to take admission spots that would other-
wise go to more capable students who have not paid
others to write their application essays for them.

Members of college application evaluation com-
mittees should be, and often are, aware of the avail-
ability of essay-writing services and may discount
essays they judge to have been written by people
other than the actual applicants. The possibility of
making incorrect judgments increases the chances of
unfairly rejecting qualified candidates. In fact, the
process itself becomes an imperfect guessing game
in which the essay-writing services look for ever
more clever deceptions to fool admissions boards,
such as giving the essays they provide a less polished
look.

The entire process of college admissions raises
serious ethical questions that can affect applicants’
entire futures. In their efforts to seek objective stan-
dards for admission or for finding new ways to evalu-
ate applicants, colleges will continue to grapple with
these serious issues.

Richard L. Wilson

Further Reading
Allen, Andrew. College Admissions Trade Secrets: A

Top Private College Counselor Reveals the Se-
crets, Lies, and Tricks of the College Admissions
Process. New York: Writer’s Press Club, 2001.

Fiske, Edward B., and Bruce G. Hammond. The
Fiske Guide to Getting into the Right College.
Napierville, Ill.: Sourcebooks, 2004.

Steinberg, Laurence. Beyond the Classroom. New
York: Simon & Schuster, 1997.

See also: Academic freedom; Cheating; Hiring prac-
tices; Honesty; Honor systems and codes; Resumes;
Title IX.

Colonialism and imperialism
Definition: Conquest and imposition of a nation’s

rule over a foreign territory
Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: Colonialism and imperialism involve

political domination by alien powers, economic
exploitation, and cultural and racial inequalities.
The practice has often been defended in moral
terms, however, as involving the “civilization” or
“enlightenment” of “primitive” or “savage” peo-
ples.

Colonialism and imperialism are two of the major
forces that have shaped and influenced the modern
world. Yet the two regions of the world that have been
largely involved in colonialism and imperialism—
the West and the “Third World”—have been affected
differently by the two phenomena. The Western
world has generally been the colonizer and benefi-
ciary, whereas the “Third World” has been the colo-
nized and the exploited.

Colonialism and imperialism are interrelated sys-
tems; both involve the conquest, settlement, and im-
position of rule over a foreign territory. Hence, colo-
nialism is not only often associated with imperialism
but also typically results from a policy of imperial-
ism. Whereas imperialism often involves the politi-
cal and economic integration of the subordinate terri-
tories into the dominant nation to create a single
imperial system, colonialism entails the territorial
separation of colonies from the mother countries.

Historically, colonialism as a political-economic
phenomenon was associated with Europe from the
time of the so-called Age of Discovery in the fif-
teenth and sixteenth centuries. Various European na-
tions explored, conquered or settled, and exploited
other parts of the world. The major colonial powers
were Spain, Portugal, England, France, and the Neth-
erlands. In the nineteenth century, Belgium, Ger-
many, Italy, the United States, Russia, and Japan also
became colonial powers. The regions of colonial ex-
ploitation were the Americas, Africa, Asia, Austra-
lia, and the South Pacific.

Theoretical distinctions can sometimes be made
between two broad types of colonialism: colonies of
settlement and colonies of exploitation. In practice,
however, these are distinctions of degree rather than
of kind, since most colonial structures involved both
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immigrant settlement and political control. Further-
more, colonial systems everywhere were essentially
identical. They were headed by a representative of
the sovereign nation, usually a governor or viceroy;
their governments were nonrepresentative because
legislative power was monopolized by colonialists to
the exclusion of the native populations; and their un-
derlying philosophies sought to pattern the colonies
after the mother countries and assimilate the subordi-
nate populations into the culture, language, and val-
ues of the metropolitan nations. In consequence, co-
lonialism and imperialism entail not only political
control but also economic and cultural domination.

Although the concept of empire and its practice
have a long history going back to ancient times, it
was not until about the 1870’s that the ideology of
imperialism was formulated and came into common
usage. Among the earliest theoretical formulations
was A. J. Hobson’s Imperialism (1902), which estab-
lished that imperialism served the needs of capital-
ism, such as the provision of raw materials, cheap la-
bor, and markets. This thesis was further advanced by
V. I. Lenin’s Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capi-
talism (1917), which held that capitalist expansion
would lead to imperialist wars that would in turn de-
stroy capitalism itself and pave the way for socialism.
Critics have pointed out the weakness of this thesis in
that imperialist expansion long preceded the rise
of capitalism. Nevertheless, Marxist interpretations
of imperialism inspired underdevelopment theorists
such as André Gundar Frank to emphasize capitalist
expansion as the root cause of “Third World” under-
development. To modern African nationalists such as
Ghana’s Kwame Nkrumah, imperialism was a pow-
erful political slogan that fueled independence move-
ments. What is clear is that imperialism has a variety
of meanings.

Three phases in imperialism can be identified.
The first is the early period from ancient times to the
end of the fifteenth century. Early imperialism was
characterized by the despotic rule of emperors. Ex-
amples of early empires included Egypt, Babylonia,
Assyria, and the Greek, Roman, Ottoman, and Mon-
golian empires. The second phase of imperialist ex-
pansion spanned the period from the fifteenth to the
early nineteenth centuries. It was ushered in by the
European exploration of Africa and Asia and Chris-
topher Columbus’s voyages to the Americas, and it
resulted in the colonization of the entire Western

Hemisphere and much of Asia by various European
nations.

A number of motivations inspired imperial ex-
pansion. There was a strong drive to obtain gold and
other precious metals as well as the desire for cheap
colonial products such as spices, sugar, cotton, and
tobacco. In some cases, imperialism was spurred on
by appeals to religious zeal. Above all, however,
the possession of colonies was linked to European
political rivalries and prevailing economic doctrines,
especially mercantilism. In this respect, chartered
companies that received trading monopolies and the
protection of the mother country became prime in-
struments in colonial expansion and exploitation.

The third phase, “New Imperialism,” covers the
period from about 1880 to 1914 and is marked by the
subjugation of virtually all of Africa and parts of the
Far East by Europe. As before, motivations were var-
ied. Not only were colonies considered indispens-
able to national glory, but imperialism was fed by an
atmosphere of jealousy in which one European na-
tion grabbed overseas colonies in fear that another
might do so first. Additional justification was found
in racist theories regarding the presumed inferiority
of some races and the belief in colonies as markets
for the sale of surplus manufactured goods produced
through the Industrial Revolution. At the same time,
strategic considerations, missionary activities, and
advances in European military technology were all
linked to imperialist expansion.

In the decades immediately following World
War II, the proliferation of democratic ideas around
the world, the rise of self-determination in Africa and
Asia, and United Nations condemnations did much
to undermine imperialist concepts. With the advance
of nationalism in Africa and Asia, most of the impe-
rial regimes in these regions crumbled. Some mani-
festations of colonialism, however, persist. One of
these is the phenomenon of internal colonialism,
whereby one segment of the state that is politically
and economically powerful dominates another seg-
ment in a subordinate, peripheral relationship; one
example of internal colonialism is the system of
apartheid in South Africa. Another is neocolonial-
ism, the continued domination and exploitation of
postcolonial independent states by the technologi-
cally advanced world, often through foreign invest-
ment capital, the provision of technical skills, and
trade expansion, which tends to lead to an increase in
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influence without actual political domination. A fur-
ther legacy of colonialism, especially in Africa, is the
artificially created political boundaries that do not
conform to indigenous ethnic patterns, an issue that
continues to undermine political integration.

Joseph K. Adjaye

Further Reading
Amin, Samir. Imperialism and Unequal Develop-

ment. New York: Monthly Review Press, 1977.
Larrain, Jorge. Theories of Development: Capital-

ism, Colonialism, and Dependency. Cambridge,
Mass.: Basil Blackwell, 1989.

Mommsen, W. J. Theories of Imperialism. Translated
by P. S. Falla. London: Weidenfield & Nicolson,
1981.

Robinson, Ronald E., and John Gallagher. Africa and
the Victorians: The Official Mind of Imperialism.
London: Macmillan, 1961.

Said, Edward. Orientalism. New York: Vintage
Books, 1994.

Warren, Bill. Imperialism: Pioneer of Capitalism.
Edited by John Sender. London: NLB, 1980.

Weil, Simone. Simone Weil on Colonialism: An Ethic
of the Other. Edited and translated by J. P. Little.
Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2003.

See also: Capitalism; Communism; Developing
world; Slavery; Social Darwinism; Sovereignty;
Wretched of the Earth, The.

Commission on Civil
Rights, U.S.

Identification: Federal body formed to investigate
charges that citizens have been deprived of their
civil rights

Date: Established in 1957
Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: The establishment of the Civil Rights
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President Dwight D. Eisenhower (second from right) oversees the swearing in of the Commission on Civil Rights
that was authorized by passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1957. (Library of Congress)



Commission in 1957 was the first federal civil
rights action taken in eighty-two years in the
United States.

The U.S. Commission on Civil Rights was formed as
part of the demands of the Civil Rights Act of 1957.
President Dwight D. Eisenhower had called for such
a commission in 1956, and previous president Harry
S. Truman’s Committee on Civil Rights had called
for a formal congressional committee as early as
1947. Southern senators and congressmen, however,
blocked establishment of the commission until 1957.

The commission was initially charged with inves-
tigating allegations that American citizens had been
denied equal treatment because of their color, race,
religion, or national origin. In 1972, it also began in-
vestigating discrimination based on sex. It also acts
as a national clearinghouse for information about
discrimination. The commission does not prosecute
offenders or pass laws protecting those who are dis-
criminated against. It simply gathers information, in-
vestigates charges, and reports its findings to the
Congress and the president. Still, recommendations
made by the commission are often enacted. The com-
mission played a major role in the passage of the
1965 Voting Rights Act. Important protections for
minorities in the areas of education, housing, and
economic opportunity have been signed into law be-
cause of its reports and recommendations.

Cynthia A. Bily

See also: Civil Rights Act of 1964; Civil rights and
liberties; Civil Rights movement; Discrimination.

Common good
Definition: Benefit to all members of society, or a

good which is in the interests of everyone
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Belief in and commitment to the com-

mon good underpins some systems of ethics that
encourage individuals to be less selfish and more
concerned with the community or with humanity
as a whole than with their own personal values
and desires. It is anathema to systems which deny
that there is a single set of values that is of benefit
to all people.

The common good is, simply, a holistic, humanistic
philosophy that considers the good of the whole or
the good of all. It should be the first virtue of the state
and its institutions, as well as the first virtue of soci-
ety and of society’s individuals. Its greatest manifes-
tation would likely be worldwide “voluntary” social-
ism wherein people would abandon selfishness and
act for the good of all humanity. For the common
good, when personal goals collide with communal
needs, sometimes personal goals must be sacrificed
for the good of all. For example, when monopolistic
corporations have a “stranglehold” on consumers,
government regulations are necessary (and, depend-
ing on the amount of abuse, corporations may well
need to be nationalized).

During the 1990’s, after the collapse of the Soviet
Union, socialism appeared to be waning, while capi-
talism was in the ascendancy. Ironically, the eco-
nomic philosophy that apparently “won” is the only
one worldwide that is based entirely on human greed.
Many thinkers view the capitalistic “victory” as es-
pecially heinous because capitalism is completely
unconcerned about the justice of its means and ends
and, indeed, is unconcerned about the ends of human
life, as well.

As opposed to selfishness, the common good is
nothing less than the realization of the social, eco-
nomic, and spiritual qualities inherent in the word
“civilization.” It is nothing less than the “goodness”
of a community and goodness for the sake of all com-
munity members. The concept asks that individual
liberalism as well as individual conservatism be laid
aside; in their places come the common good and a
form of communitarianism.

In small social groups, action that emphasizes the
common good might well be simple friendship and
fellowship, whereas on the political level that action
might be the passage of reform laws that seem to help
and protect all people; on the worldwide level, that
action could involve the United Nations or another
international agency that, for example, seeks to end
war, which condones the practice of mass murder. A
national or international group dedicated to saving
the world’s environment would also be working for
the common good.

Another way to examine the common good is to
consider its antithesis. For example, gender discrimi-
nation (degradation of women) is not the common
good, nor is discrimination based on race or ethnicity.
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Forever fouling the environment is not the common
good, nor is insensitivity to world hunger and pov-
erty; international terrorism, wars, and strife in gen-
eral are not; anything that hurts human beings physi-
cally or mentally is not. Allowing older people to die
because they cannot afford health care not only is not
the common good but also is a disgrace.

Albert Camus, a noted twentieth century French
philosopher and a Nobel Prize winner, seldom used
the phrase “common good,” but he captured the es-
sence of the term when he held that the worth of indi-
viduals could be measured by observing what they
will allow other people to suffer. Likewise, Camus
believed that the worth of a society could be mea-
sured by observing how that society treats its most
unfortunate people. One might also add that the
worth of any international agency, movement, or in-
stitution can be gauged by observing what that agency,
movement, or institution allows any world citizen to
suffer. Many other philosophers, past and present,
have agreed with Camus.

Individuals, Society, and the
Common Good

To achieve the common good, individuals natu-
rally must respect the rights of all others; however,
individuals must also “put away” egotism and create
a just society wherein all people have their basic
needs—economic, social, political, and spiritual—
met. Society must also examine itself and remove
contradictions between what it professes and what it
actually does—in other words, society should re-
move the contradictions between appearance and re-
ality. So long as a society reproduces patterns of liv-
ing that harm some of its members (poverty and
discrimination, for example), the common good can-
not be realized; instead, continuing alienation will
take place until even the “in” group or the affluent are
hurt.

As one example, in the United States of the 1990’s,
20 to 25 percent of the people lived in self-esteem-
crushing poverty (with racial, ethnic, and gender mi-
norities suffering disproportionately). Given such
suffering, American society could not call itself just
and certainly cannot say that the common good is be-
ing realized. Likewise, as the world entered the next

century, the United States—while bespeaking world
peace—manufactured 50 percent of the world’s ar-
maments, which were used to kill and maim human
beings.

Conclusions
It is remotely possible that in the indefinite future

American society might promote the common good.
To do so, however, people must release selfishness
and personal greed, because when people hurt others
they eventually ruin their own society as well.

James Smallwood

Further Reading
Amoia, Alba della Fazia. Albert Camus. New York:

Continuum, 1989.
Diggs, Bernard James. The State, Justice, and the

Common Good: An Introduction to Social and
Political Philosophy. Glenview, Ill.: Scott, Fores-
man, 1974.

Hamilton, Lawrence. The Political Philosophy of
Needs. New York: Cambridge University Press,
2003.

Held, Virginia. The Public Interest and Individual In-
terests. New York: Basic Books, 1970.

Leys, Wayne A. R., and Charner M. Perry. Philoso-
phy and the Public Interest. Chicago: Committee
to Advance Original Work in Philosophy, 1959.

Meyer, William J. Public Good and Political Author-
ity: A Pragmatic Proposal. Port Washington,
N.Y.: Kennikat Press, 1975.

Phenix, Philip H. Education and the Common Good.
New York: Harper, 1961.

Sturm, Douglas. Community and Alienation: Essays
on Process Thought and Public Life. Notre Dame,
Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1988.

Vallentyne, Peter, ed. Equality and Justice. New
York: Routledge, 2003.

Wallach, Michael A., and Lise Wallach. Rethinking
Goodness. Albany: State University of New York
Press, 1990.

See also: Capitalism; Class struggle; Communism;
Communitarianism; Distributive justice; Good, the;
Nietzsche, Friedrich; Pluralism; Public interest;
Utopia.

275

Ethics Common good



Communism
Definition: Theoretically classless society of equal-

ity and freedom in which private property has
been abolished and replaced with communal own-
ership of material possessions, or, an actual soci-
ety modeled to a greater or lesser extent upon the
ideal of communism

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Classical communist theory envisions

a society of perfect freedom and perfect justice in
which all people live fundamentally ethical lives,
free from social strife and oppression, within a
community based on mutual human interdepen-
dence. Communist ideology, however, has been
used to create and defend several repressive re-
gimes.

The idea of a society based on communal rather than
private property, communism was advanced long be-
fore the birth of Jesus Christ. There were elements of
this idea present in some of the writings of ancient
Greek philosophers. Plato, for example, argued in
his Republic that ruling Guardians should be prohib-
ited from owning property. Further, communism was
raised by some radical critics of the status quo in the
days of the Roman Republic. There is evidence that
some of the slave insurgents involved in the slave re-
bellion led by Spartacus in 73 b.c.e. wanted their fu-
ture “Sun Republic” to be without private ownership.

During the early years of Christianity, the follow-
ers of Christ practiced a type of communism based on
communal ownership of material possessions. For
the first Christians, private property was to be for-
saken as a sign of their faith. Any number of Christ’s
teachings appear to argue that private property was,
at best, a dangerous distraction from the process of
earning salvation and, at worst, a sin. When the son of
God said, “It is easier for a camel to walk through the
eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the king-
dom of heaven,” the early Christians took him at his
word.

By the time of the collapse of the Western Roman
Empire, the Christian Church had adapted itself to a
world based on social classes and private property.
Still, the ethical belief in communism as the truly
Christian way of living persisted in various forms.
During the era of feudalism, monasteries were based
on a vow of poverty with monks held up as examples

of Christian rejection of material wealth. Within the
monastery, the members were to practice a type of
communism in the communal sharing of all posses-
sions.

Toward the end of the feudal period, this tradition
asserted itself in the sixteenth century in the work of
Saint Thomas More. More wrote his famous Utopia
(1516) to show an ideal society based on a common
community of possessions. More’s views were in no
way unique, since during the Reformation a number
of religious rebels, such as the Taborites in Bohemia,
came to the conclusion that God had meant the earth
to be shared equally by all.

During the Reformation, a German priest named
Thomas Münzer helped to lead a revolt of thousands
of peasants. In 1525, Münzer formed the Eternal
League of God, which was not only a revolutionary
organization but also fought for a radically egalitar-
ian Christian society. Basing his views on his inter-
pretation of the Bible, Münzer preached that a class-
less society was God’s will and the princes should be
replaced with democratically elected leaders.

Communism appeared again as an important idea
during the French Revolution, which began in 1789.
Some radical republicans believed that the revolu-
tion would not be complete until political freedom
was complemented by social equality. The revolu-
tionary Gracchus Babeuf organized a “Conspiracy of
Equals” that sought unsuccessfully to establish a so-
ciety in which all land would be held in common and
all would receive equal diet and education.

With the Industrial Revolution, earlier theories of
communism that had stressed common ownership of
the land became updated to accommodate the new
mode of production. During the 1840’s, the term
“communism” became fairly well known as a result
of the writings of Étienne Cabet, who favored the
use of machinery on collectivized land as well as
large communal factories. Despite such innovations,
Cabet considered his theory of communism to be
based on “true Christianity.”

With Karl Marx, the concept of communism was
further modernized. Marx argued against what he
deemed the primitive communism of past thinkers
who would merely extend ownership of land to the
entire population. Marx argued that a classless soci-
ety had to be based on a cooperative economy, not
merely a diffusion of private property. This future
communist society would unleash the forces of pro-
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duction to maximize efficiency and reduce the amount
of labor necessary. In addition, it would eliminate the
rigid division of labor so that people would be free to
do both mental and physical work and rotate jobs.
With the end of private property, humanity would no
longer be alienated from work. Labor would be coop-
erative and technology would allow people to avoid
unpleasant tasks. Therefore, people would be able to
take pride in labor and the resulting self-fulfillment
would increase the general happiness.

Marx saw these changes as creating a world in
which authentic, moral relationships between people
would exist. Moreover, humanity would be able to
work with nature rather than being intent on conquer-
ing the environment. Freedom would be the basis of
this new society, in which “the free development of
each is the prerequisite for the free development of
all.”

Marx’s vision was taken up by numerous later so-
cialists, including V. I. Lenin, who outlined his views
in State and Revolution. Following the Russian Rev-
olution, Lenin attempted to implement some of these
ideas, but the material conditions for the construction
of a communist society were absent. By the late
1920’s, with the isolation of Soviet Russia, commu-
nism became an empty political slogan under the dic-
tatorship of Joseph Stalin. Despite its popular associ-
ation with the Russian dictatorship, the concept of
communism remains appealing as an ethical concept
that promises to free humanity from exploitation,
poverty and oppression.

William A. Pelz
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The Communist Manifesto
Identification: Political tract by Karl Marx (1818-

1883) and Friedrich Engels (1820-1895)
Date: Published in 1848
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: The Communist Manifesto rejected

private property and argued that class conflict
would ultimately lead to a just and equal society
for all.

Written by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels for the
Communist League, The Communist Manifesto has
become a classic formulation of socialist political
ethics. The authors based their work on the ethical
belief that all people should live in a condition of
equality and democracy. They contend that all previ-
ous societies have been marked by class struggle.
This conflict between different social classes is rooted
in the classes’ economic relationships to the means
of production. Classes themselves are seen as an in-
herent result of the institution of private property.
Thus, for Marx and Engels, some people have always
owned property while forcing those without to work
for them. Although the form of this exploitative rela-
tionship has changed over time from master/slave to
lord/serf and then bourgeois/worker, the inequality
has remained present. This injustice has led world
history to be the history of class struggle.

With the rise of capitalism, the new ruling class
(the bourgeoisie) constantly revolutionizes the way
things are produced and exchanged. As capitalism
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grows, the need for a constantly expanding market
causes the bourgeoisie to expand borders until capi-
talism has engulfed the world. In the process of this
ever-growing expansion, there is, of necessity, more
economic and political centralization. This central-
ization of economic and political power further re-
duces the actual power of the majority of the popula-
tion.

Marx and Engels note that this expansion is by no

means a smooth process and is con-
stantly beset with crisis. Since work-
ers as a whole produce more in value
than they are paid in wages, there are
periodic periods of overproduction.
These crises of overproduction take
the form of business downturns or
depressions that the bourgeoisie can
overcome only by mass destruction
of productive property (such as war)
or by conquest of new markets (im-
perialism). Even when a crisis has
been surmounted, the seeds of a fu-
ture disaster remain within the very
nature of capitalist society.

Further, the workings of the capi-
talist economy exploit the vast ma-
jority of people who increasingly
have only their labor to sell to the
capitalists. Labor is a component of
production, so it becomes a com-
modity that is bought and sold like
any other on the market. Thus, the
worker becomes subject to the whims
of the market and may fall from em-
ployment and relative comfort into
unemployment and poverty without
warning. As labor becomes simpli-
fied by machines, there are more
workers who are capable of any one
job; therefore, the oversupply of la-
bor causes a decline in demand and
thereby a decrease in real wages. In
addition, the ever-increasing reliance
on machines means that work loses
its individual character for the
worker, who becomes a mere ap-
pendage to the machine. This is pro-
foundly unjust, unfair, and undemo-
cratic, according to Marx and Engels.

Even for small businesspersons and profession-
als, capitalism ultimately spells disaster, since they
find themselves unable to compete with the always-
growing big bourgeoisie. As these new social layers
are forced into the working class, many people will
help fight against this unjust system. Because the en-
tire capitalist society is based on exploitation and op-
pression and promotes the values of greed and in-
equality, the increasingly large working class will
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Marxist Tenets in The Communist Manifesto

1. All societies since early communal times have been inequitable
class societies.

2. All history has been the history of class struggle.

3. The institution of private property has exploited and oppressed
the majority of people.

4. Capitalist societies, like other class societies, do not allow
people to develop freely.

5. To create a just and ethical world, the institution of private
property should be eliminated. Bourgeois society uses labor to
increase capital, whereas the future society will use capital to
benefit workers.

6. Individuals should be free to choose their social relationships,
free of outside interference. Therefore, the family in its present
form should be abolished.

7. Workers have no nation, and as exploitation ceases, so will the
need for nationalities.

8. All instruments of production should be centralized in the
workers’ state.

9. Because workers are in the majority, they must rule themselves
democratically.

10. Because no one should possess unearned wealth, there should
be no right of inheritance.

11. Credit, communications, and transportation should be placed in
the hands of the people.

12. Factories should be government owned, and the government
should protect the environment.

13. All able-bodied persons should work.

14. The differences between cities and rural areas should be
eliminated gradually by means of population redistribution.

15. Free public education should be provided for all children.



fight to destroy the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie.
For Marx and Engels, this fight is historically unique
because it is a movement of the vast majority against
an ever-decreasing minority. Thus, only a workers
revolution will allow true democracy to prevail.

Achieving a Just Society
To achieve this just and democratic society, Marx

and Engels believe, the most conscious workers
should band together and fight for the interests of
the world’s people, regardless of nationality. While
struggling against the bourgeoisie, these “com-
munists” must always consider the interests of the
working-class movement as a whole. The first step is
to make the working class, which is a class in itself, a
class for itself. Then, the now-united workers must
combat the bourgeois control of society. Moreover,
when fighting against any form of injustice, commu-
nists must always raise the property question, since
private property is at the root of all oppression. Ulti-
mately, workers will need to take power themselves,
since the bourgeoisie will manipulate any system of
government, even a parliamentary one, to maintain
class rule. Thus, the abolition of capitalism and the
establishment of workers’rule is the only ethical path
according to Marx and Engels.

William A. Pelz
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Communitarianism
Definition: Ethical system that insists that the good

of the community must not be subordinated to
that of the individual

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Communitarianism rejects Western

culture’s traditionally one-sided emphasis on in-
dividual rights and seeks to balance rights with re-
sponsibilities. As such, it may represent the most
powerful ethical challenge to individualism since
the Enlightenment.

Communitarianism carries with it a sense of pro-
found urgency. As one leader of the movement, Rob-
ert Bellah, has declared, society is no longer merely
in crisis: It is in a state of emergency. The social fab-
ric has deteriorated to the extent that morality has be-
come a virtual impossibility. The communities, insti-
tutions, and social relationships that make morality
possible are quickly succumbing to a pervasive indi-
vidualism. Although this social deterioration may be
most visible in poverty-stricken urban areas where
gangs, violence, and homelessness are commonplace
and children must attend school in fear for their lives,
it is nevertheless rampant throughout American soci-
ety. Important social institutions such as families,
churches, community groups, and even towns and
cities have been drastically weakened, leaving society
as a mere collection of individuals who have nothing
in common but self-interest and the fear of death.
Ironically, these developments threaten individualism
itself, for community is the very basis of individual-
ity. Because of this emergency, communitarians be-
lieve that it is necessary to nurture and foster construc-
tive communities wherever they can still be found.

Although communitarianism has roots that extend
deep into the past, it has existed as a self-conscious
school of thought and moral theory only since the
1980’s. Two important books published in that de-
cade, After Virtue (1984), by the philosopher Alasdair
MacIntyre, and Habits of the Heart (1985), by the so-
ciologist Robert Bellah, signaled the appearance of a
new ethic that repudiated both modern individualist
liberalism and the rejuvenated conservatism of the
Reagan era.

A former Marxist who became a Roman Catholic,
MacIntyre argued that moral discourse in the modern
West has become incoherent and meaningless. He
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traced this incoherence to the Enlightenment, which
tried to develop a morality that was based entirely on
individuality and reason. The attempt was bound to
fail, MacIntyre argued, because morality requires the
very things that the Enlightenment took away: com-
munity, tradition, and narrative. That is why Imman-
uel Kant, Søren Kierkegaard, and John Stuart Mill all
failed to develop a genuine morality, and why all at-
tempts that do not repudiate the Enlightenment con-
cept will fail.

MacIntyre’s book ends on a pessimistic note, con-
cluding that there is little to do except to wait for a
new Saint Benedict (the founder of Catholic monasti-
cism) to lead society out of its predicament. Habits of
the Heart, though influenced by MacIntyre, is more
hopeful in tone. Robert Bellah gathered a team of re-
searchers to investigate “individualism and commit-
ment in American life.” After interviewing numerous
people about their lives and commitments, the re-
searchers concluded that, while many forms of com-
munity were being undermined in American life,
there were still signs of a remarkable resilience. The
research focused in particular on “voluntary asso-
ciations,” or nonprofit institutions that embody vari-
ous forms of community: churches and synagogues,
community service organizations, youth organiza-
tions, activist organizations, charities, and the like
(but not including political parties). This “third sec-
tor” of American society (as distinguished from the
governmental sector and the for-profit business sec-
tor), according to Bellah and his researchers, is es-
sential to democracy and human flourishing, and
must be encouraged.

Communitarianism rejects ordinary political lib-
eralism, which emphasizes personal freedom at the
expense of community, but it also rejects political
conservatism, which emphasizes personal property
and wealth at the expense of community. Bellah and
his coauthors issued a powerful call to reaffirm the
importance of community in American life, to form
anew a “culture of coherence.” Similar calls have
been issued by the religious historian Martin E. Marty
and the political scientist Amitai Etzioni. (One of the
most impressive things about communitarianism is
its broad interdisciplinary base.)

Specific Issues
Communitarianism as a self-conscious move-

ment is in its infancy. Some communitarian posi-

tions, however, are readily apparent. In the realm of
economics, communitarians are less interested in
maximizing individual personal income and more
interested in how economic production can foster
and support human communities and relationships.
With respect to children and the family, communi-
tarians are less interested in the abstract “rights” of
children and parents, and more interested in im-
proving the human ecology of the family—including
discouraging divorce. Communitarians point with
alarm to the fact that, since the 1950’s, all measurable
indices of child welfare in America have declined—
even during periods of economic growth. Similarly,
with respect to women’s issues, communitarians are
less interested in simply maximizing women’s free-
dom and more concerned with advancing women’s
well-being in the context of community and rela-
tionships, including relationships with men and chil-
dren.

With respect to diversity and multiculturalism,
communitarians support measures that would enable
diverse communities to flourish, but they reject those
measures that seek to divide society into separate cul-
tural fiefdoms. A communitarian approach to the en-
vironment might likewise be skeptical of animal or
species “rights” but would strongly emphasize the
community of nature and humankind’s important
and dangerous part in it. With respect to the health
care crisis, communitarians would recognize the im-
possibility of obtaining the “best” health care for ev-
ery individual and would ask what types of health
care would foster human flourishing in the midst of
the natural trajectory from life to death. Communi-
tarians generally also have more sympathy for a pub-
lic role for religion in our common culture.

Challenges
Like any other movement, communitarianism

faces numerous challenges and dangers as it works
out its implications. Perhaps its greatest peril is nos-
talgia for a past that never was, or worse, for a past
that embodied specific evils. Many communities em-
body racist and sexist practices and traditions that are
morally outrageous. Communitarians who strongly
reject the Enlightenment also run the risk of disre-
garding the Enlightenment’s great achievements—
abolition of slavery, establishment of civil liberties,
freedom of the press, popular elections, religious
tolerance, emancipation of women, human rights.
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Much of the communitarian movement, too, has a
strongly American focus, and needs to develop a
broader international perspective. The collapse of
Soviet-style communism may offer an opportunity to
internationalize communitarianism; voluntary asso-
ciations may be just the thing to fill the vacuum left
by the collapse of communist parties.

Despite these challenges, however, communitari-
anism remains one of the most promising modern
moral philosophies.

Garrett E. Paul
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Comparative ethics
Definition: Discipline that studies the various ways

in which human morality and conduct are defined
and practiced in different communities

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Comparative ethics can provide evi-

dence to support almost any ethical system:
Those who believe in human nature, the common
good, or universal moral law will find fundamen-
tal similarities among different cultures. Those
who believe in situational ethics, pluralism, rela-
tivism, and other nontotalizing systems will find
irreducible differences between those same cul-
tures.

Ethics incorporates the scope and purport of morality
and associated conduct. Ideas of morality may be de-
termined by rational judgments or by inspired
transhuman monistic notions. When the moral worth
of an action or a person is determined according to a
conscious ideal in any society, rationally determined
moral laws guide and define well-being, order, har-
mony, and security. Both the explicit formulation of
and implicit obedience to normative laws, codes, and
decrees ensure the maintenance of individual and
community well-being. Thus, socially useful regula-
tions, juxtaposed with morally right rationalistic ide-
als, become the operative ethical norm of the com-
munity. When morality and virtue are contextualized
in the orderly harmony of the universe, however, and
when human life and actions are recognized as fac-
tors of that order, the monistic element rather than the
rational is given primary cognizance in the definition
of ethics.

Generally, in societies that are not avowedly theo-
cratic, ethical ideals are defined according to a ratio-
nally determined context. By contrast, in myriad reli-
gious communities, the essential ethical directives
that govern religious adherents are both defined and
enforced on the basis of a monistic ideal of its intrin-
sic worth. As a survey of various traditions will por-
tray, ethics at a comparative level is essentially a con-
struct of a society or culture or religion that defines
and formulates particular moral norms and values.
Evaluations of morality thus depend on the estima-
tion of conduct or norms according to specific values
and notions—hence the importance of comparative
ethics.
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Ancient Greece and Egypt
Although the ethics (both theoretical and practi-

cal) of ancient Greece has many trends and represen-
tatives, Plato, Socrates, and Aristotle may be re-
garded as thinkers who exemplify the norms,
conduct, and values of their society. According to
Plato, Socrates regarded moral obligation as a con-
struct of rational insight. Plato himself identified mo-
rality and virtue as normative conduct that reflected
heavenly prototypes or the eternal ideas of the good.
In contrast, ethical norms for Aristotle were bound
by the social and empirical character of people.

In ancient Egypt, the theory of the soul and its di-
visions dictated ethics and conduct. The norms for
different strata of the society were varied; for exam-
ple, priests, kings, and shepherds had specific criteria
for their own ethical conduct.

Monotheistic Traditions
In diverse religious traditions, the ethical code

that dictates the conduct of a moral agent and the
compulsion that ensures its maintenance are regu-
lated by injunctions that are presumed to originate
not from rationality or societal utilitarianism but
from a monistic or suprahuman transcendent source.
Thus, in the monotheistic religious traditions, ethics
is dominated by a theocentric ideology. The authority
of divine law or God is both the source and the aim of
the moral realm.

In the Judaic tradition, for example, the authority
of the Torah as moral law is based on divine procla-
mation. The ought of actions is primarily associated
with the appeasement of God, and individual or col-
lective pleasure is incidental. Virtue and ethics be-
come aspects of the nexus between God and human-
ity as embodied in the notion of a covenant. Although
many detailed regulations have been codified and ac-
cepted over the centuries, in the main the Ten Com-
mandments form the salient ethical grid for all other
injunctions. To be conscious of the identity of God, to
be aware of obligations to parents, to maintain the
Sabbath, and to refrain from bearing false witness or
being adulterous or covetous are some of the moral
imperatives contained in the Ten Commandments.
Over the centuries, prayer, neighborliness, generos-
ity, dietary regulations, learning, and purity became
the essential ethos that governed the lives of the ad-
herents of Judaism.

In Christianity, the person of Jesus Christ is the

governing inspiration of all ethical norms. According
to general Christian theology, Christ’s descent and
crucifixion represents love—God’s love for human-
ity and the redemption of souls. The account of
Christ, his passion and resurrection, become the stan-
dards for normative ethics. Thus, to imitate Jesus
Christ is the moral goal and destination of devout
Christians. Ideas of Christian fellowship, altruism,
and humility are derived from the idea of the sacrifice
of Christ in order to redeem humanity.

In Islam, the relationship of the human soul to
God—to submit to God’s command and gain peace—
is the governing ethos of normative ethics. The Qur$3n
situates the divine-human connection in a primordial
covenant between God and human souls. Ethical im-
peratives (both practical conduct and moral intent)
hence revolve around a transcendent authority that
ought to be complied with by the core of one’s being.
Ethical obligations and responsibilities extend to-
ward a transcendent power, the individual self, soci-
ety, and nature, and they include personal qualities
such as generosity, humility, and kindness. Sectarian
differences aside, the five essential “pillars of faith”
of Islam are testimony of acceptance of God’s being
and the prophecy of Muwammad, prayer, charity,
fasting, and pilgrimage, or hajj, to the Ka$ba (the
Abrahamic shrine in Mecca).

Eastern Traditions
In Hinduism, India’s main religious tradition, the

ideals of ethics are incorporated in the salient notions
of dharma and karma that are mandated by a transcen-
dent monist predicate. On an individual level, one’s
dharma, or sacred duty, is determined as a factor of
birth by one’s place in society. Accordingly, karma,
actions and consequences, are evaluated according
to individual dharma. Society is divided into four
groups, each with a differentiated dharma—Br3hmins
as priests, K;atriyas as warrior/rulers, vaikya as trad-
ers or farmers, and Kndras as performers of menial
tasks. Merit was accrued to karma by fulfilling the
moral imperatives of personal dharma. On a cosmic
level, maintenance of individual dharma precludes
chaos and causes harmonious balance.

The focal notion of Buddhist ethics is the “middle
way,” a way of conduct and morals that will enable
the adherent to attain transcendent enlightenment,
represented by the term nirv3]a. These norms are
monist in form, since their avowed purpose is a self-
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ennobling conduct that maintains and designates the
cosmic value of human existence per se, though, in
content, the norms are apparently rationalistic. The
suffering (dukkha) of life is presented as a given, and
the purpose of conduct and ethics is to transcend it.
One may achieve this transcendence by following the
“eightfold path,” which includes right understand-
ing, thought, speech, action, livelihood, effort, mind-
fulness, and concentration. Both monks and lay-
people are to follow these general precepts, though
the requirements are more stringent for the former.

In China, Confucian evaluations of morality and
conduct are essentially governed by the ideals associ-
ated with the “sage.” The perfected virtues or ethics
of the sage include benevolence, righteousness, pro-
priety, sincerity, loyalty, reciprocity, wisdom, and fil-
ial piety. When inculcated and adhered to, these eth-
ics of the sage lead to harmony and well-being. These
virtues are evidently rationalistic, since the notion of
a revealed transcendent source is not a basis for the
ethical imperatives; however, millennia of traditional
acceptance have conferred upon them a sacred mo-
nistic value.

Transtraditional Western Ethics
In modern secularistic communities, especially in

the West, a humane rationalistic idiom provides the
essential grid for normative ethics. For example, Eth-
ical Culture is a movement that is dedicated to the
ethical growth of the individual. The nondenomina-
tional New York Society for Ethical Culture was
founded in May, 1876, by Felix Adler, son of rabbi
Samuel Adler of New York’s Temple Emanu-El. He
espoused the necessity of using morality and ethical
regulation to address issues of societal malaise, such
as inner city crime, education, welfare, health, and
housing. In such a context, values and morals are
generally based on a sense of the responsibilities of
being human.

At the end of the twentieth century, issues such as
abortion, euthanasia, capital punishment, race rela-
tionships, and gender relationships (in and out of
wedlock) have ethical nuances which require resolu-
tions. The solutions are proffered both by the monis-
tically oriented religious traditions and by diverse
forms of rationalistic secular thought. The normative
moral resolutions so proffered are sometimes conver-
gent but are frequently antithetical.

Habibeh Rahim
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Compassion
Definition: Emotion involving the feeling of oth-

ers’ troubles or sorrows combined with a disposi-
tion to alleviate or, at least, share in them

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Compassion is generally taken to be a

morally admirable trait, although an excess of
compassion may lead to moral paralysis in the
face of extreme suffering.

Compassion is a combination of emotional and voli-
tional elements that are also referred to by such
words as “care,” “sympathy,” “pity,” and “empathy.”
Compassion refers not only to the emotional ability
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to enter into another’s feelings but also to an active
will to alleviate and/or share in the other’s plight.

The emotional element plays a large role in com-
passion. Theorists who, like Plato, Aristotle, and Im-
manuel Kant, argue that reason must rule over emo-
tion in ethics give compassion at best a secondary
role in their systems. Others, such as Joseph Butler,
David Hume, and many utilitarians, argue that ethics
is rooted in human emotion. They give compassion a
larger role. Feminist theorists such as Carol Gilligan
and Nel Noddings have argued that care and compas-
sion should be at the center of moral reasoning.

Persons working in applied ethics have also often
suggested that human emotions deserve focused at-
tention in ethical decision making. Those who seek
to apply ethical theories in everyday settings, such as
clinical medicine, have often urged that the common
human experience of compassion for others deserves
a larger place in decision making. They suggest that
without a focus on compassion, ethical theorizing is
in danger of neglecting what is most human in favor
of satisfying abstract rational standards.

Emotions such as compassion must nevertheless
also be served by rational assessment of situations.
Compassionate persons employ reason to assess the
source and significance of the troubles that are to be
confronted, to weigh alternative ways of alleviating
those troubles, and to relate projected actions to other
ethical considerations, such as those concerning jus-
tice and/or self-interest.

Compassion includes not only the feeling of oth-
ers’ troubles and sorrows but also an active will to al-
leviate and/or share in them. Thus, compassion also
includes a volitional element.

The Origin of Compassion
Joseph Butler and David Hume both thought that

compassion is a feature of human life that arises natu-
rally. Using the word “compassion” as a verb, Butler
wrote during the 1720’s that human beings “naturally
compassionate all . . . whom they see in distress.”
He also argued that concern for others is not moti-
vated by self-interest. During the 1980’s, Nel Nod-
ding spoke of a foundational experience of “natural
caring.”

Sociobiologists, such as E. O. Wilson and Rich-
ard Dawkins, have argued that evolutionary natural
selection may favor other-directed dispositions such
as compassion. Behavior that is not in an individual’s

self-interest can nevertheless be favorable to the sur-
vival of the species. Thus, an individual bird risks its
own survival as it cries out to warn others.

Others suggest that, whatever natural basis there
may be, compassion and concern for others must be
nurtured. For example, health care professionals are
advised to play the role of patient from time to time in
order to develop compassion for patients’ suffering.
Some Christian thinkers claim that genuine compas-
sion goes “against the grain.” They assert that “com-
passion is not . . . the outcome of our hard work but
the fruit of God’s grace.”

Ethical Significance of Compassion
Human beings experience many different emo-

tions, including anger, envy, and lust. Why should
compassion be ranked as a primary human virtue and
thus cultivated?

Plato, Aristotle, and Kant worried that the emo-
tions generally are too unsteady and nonrational to be
given first rank. Friedrich Nietzsche rejected the pri-
ority of compassion on the grounds that concern for
others is often based upon a retreat from the higher
discipline required to live a fully human life. He wor-
ried that compassion is too often expressed as con-
cern for “the ‘creature in man,’ for what must be
formed, broken, forged, torn, burnt, made incandes-
cent, and purified—that which necessarily must and
should suffer.”

Other thinkers, such as Butler, Hume, Wilson,
Dawkins, and Noddings, have based the ethical pri-
ority of compassion and care upon one or another
type of appeal to nature. Alternatively, some reli-
gious thinkers appeal to what is revealed in the life of
a person such as Jesus Christ or in God’s revelation
and gift of this virtue. While they may all agree with
critics that reason is needed to guide one to effec-
tive compassion, they all also say that reason must be
informed by compassion. They would agree with
Nietzsche that compassion ought not to be a retreat
from fully human living, but they assert that genuine
human compassion arises from a positive sense of the
meaning and purpose of one’s own and others’lives.

The Objects of Compassion
Should compassion follow a path of care for those

near at hand only or should it express itself equally in
care for the far removed and unfamiliar? Some see a
general and impartial compassion as the highest good,
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while others argue that compassion is inherently par-
tial and best focused on particular individuals. The
word “object” itself suggests a difficulty. Many worry
lest compassion reduce the individual being helped
to the status of an object to be manipulated without
concern for the individual’s dignity or autonomy.

Who are the appropriate others upon whom com-
passion should focus? Many discussions presume
that the objects of compassion are fellow human be-
ings. Some argue, however, that compassion should
extend to animals and/or to the entire environment.

James V. Bachman
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Compromise
Definition: Arrangement for settlement of a dispute

by mutual concession
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Negotiation by mutual concession

may be based on recognition of the moral legiti-
macy of an opponent’s interests. Compromising

on matters of principle, however, may be seen as a
moral fault rather than a virtue.

Negotiation is the process used by parties or groups
to come to terms or reach agreement regarding issues
about which they are in conflict. Compromise is a
subprocess of negotiating that involves making mu-
tual concessions to reach an acceptable agreement.
Compromise implies conflict—either an open dis-
agreement or a difference leading to a disagreement
that must be resolved. Compromise requires all par-
ties to alter their claims or positions in order to reach
an accommodation. If only one party or group alters
its position, the result is not compromise but capitu-
lation; even if one of the parties eventually agrees
with the other, it may constitute appeasement. Com-
promisable conflicts exist when there is a partial co-
incidence of interests resulting in a setting of both
competition and cooperation between parties. Such a
situation can occur only when there is a recognizable
and relatively stable social order in which there are
explicit rules about compromising that are known
and accepted by the parties involved in the negotia-
tions.

Compromising to resolve conflicts is not the same
as bargaining, although both processes involve each
party’s agreeing to give up something in order to get
the other to give up something. At each stage of the
negotiating process in both compromising and bar-
gaining, one party proposes a resolution and argues
for it. There is, however, a marked difference be-
tween bargaining and compromising that revolves
around the attitude of the negotiating parties. In bar-
gaining, each side assumes that the other will try to
get the best for itself, and each knows that the other
knows this, so the situation is mostly strategic.

In a compromise, the parties have a certain level
of respect for each other and therefore are willing
to agree to an accommodation rather than make the
best deal for themselves that they can. The distinction
between bargaining and compromise can be seen
clearly where one negotiating party is more power-
ful than the other. If the more powerful party is able
to impose on its opponent a solution that is favorable
to itself and uses its power to do so, the two parties
are bargaining. Also, the fact that a negotiation’s
outcome may be equally favorable to both parties
does not indicate that a compromise was reached; it
merely demonstrates that the two parties shared rela-
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tively equal bargaining power during the negotia-
tions.

Compromise involves acknowledging the moral
legitimacy of the interests of one’s opponent. To
reach a compromise, each party must give its oppo-
nent’s interests due consideration during negotiation.
If a party has no ground for assuming that its oppo-
nent is morally inferior, then compromise is morally
possible. If both parties’ interests are similar, neither
party has grounds for not recognizing the moral legit-
imacy of the other. When opponents’ interests are at
odds, compromise is possible only if a plurality of in-
terests can be recognized or some level of tolerance
can be exhibited. Fanatics do not recognize a plural-
ity of interests or an environment of toleration, and
although fanatics may bargain and make deals, they
do not compromise. By the same token, idealists,
while not rejecting the existence of mutual interests,
invariably regard some negotiating points as illegiti-
mate and also are unable to compromise.

Negotiating Compromise
Negotiating a compromise is more difficult when

principles, rather than specific interests, of the op-
posing parties are in conflict. A compromise involv-
ing a conflict of interests means giving an opponent’s
interests due consideration in attempting to negotiate
a resolution. When principles are in conflict, how-
ever, neither party can give due consideration to the
other’s principles, because at least one of the parties
is presumed to be fundamentally wrong in its stance
and hence entitled to no consideration. When a con-
flict of principles exists, there is no requirement to
consider the opposition’s principles as being as im-
portant as one’s own in negotiating toward compro-
mise. In many instances, cultural or philosophical
principles may present insurmountable barriers to
compromise. For example, a society’s principles of
right and wrong may limit what can be legitimately
compromised; from a philosophical and moral stand-
point, some points are thus nonnegotiable. It is usu-
ally the conflict of principles that limits the ability
to negotiate compromises, but compromises can be
achieved if the parties believe that their opponents
are sincere and earnest about the principles they pre-
sent to defend their negotiating position.

Negotiating in the spirit of compromise requires
both parties to consider the legitimate interests of the
opposition as morally equal to their own, and this

may depend either on the recognition of a plurality of
interests or on simple toleration. Reaching a compro-
mise also involves understanding the principles that
formulate an opponent’s negotiating position and
trusting the sincerity of an opponent’s stance regard-
ing principles governing the ability to reach a com-
promise. If during a negotiation of compromise ei-
ther party fails to acknowledge the legitimacy of the
opponent’s interest or fails to understand the basis for
the opponent’s commitment to guiding principles,
the parties are not negotiating a compromise, but en-
gaging in a morally questionable palaver.

Randall L. Milstein
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Computer crime
Definition: Direct or indirect use of computer tech-

nology to break the law
Type of ethics: Scientific ethics
Significance: Computer technology has provided

both new tools and new targets of opportunity for
criminals, spies, and vandals.

Computer crimes typically involve breaches of well-
defined ethical issues, but one aspect of the nature of
computers raises the possibility of new interpreta-
tions of these issues. This is true because computers
represent and exchange information in the form of
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digital electronic signals rather than as tangible ob-
jects. This distinction raises the question of whether
copying programs or information from computers is
really theft if the original programs and data remain
in place after the illegal copies are made. Also, are
people really trespassing if they remain thousands of
miles away from the computer system on which they
intrude?

Motives
The psychological motives of persons and groups

who engage in computer abuse fall into three catego-
ries. The first set of motives include personal gain of
money, goods, services, or valuable information. The
second is revenge against another person, company,
institution, government, or society at large. A varia-
tion on the motive of revenge is political motivation.
The third type of motivation is to gain stature in one’s
own mind or those of one’s peers by demonstrating
mastery over complex technology.

These motivations serve as the bases for several
types of activity, which include theft, fraud, espio-
nage, vandalism, malicious mischief, and trespass-
ing.

Theft and Fraud
Theft in computer crime takes many forms. Em-

bezzlement is one of the most publicized. One type of
scheme involves the transfer of small amounts of
money from bank accounts over a period of time into
accounts established by the thieves. One of the most
notorious forms of computer crime in the early years
of the twenty-first century was the so-called “Nige-
rian scam,” through which con artists in developing
countries had bilked citizens of wealthy countries out
of millions of dollars. Thieves use e-mail to canvas
millions of prospects at minimal cost. Offers of low-
priced merchandise that buyers never receive, fraud-
ulent investment opportunities, and false charitable
solicitations, abound. Computers make unauthorized
use of credit cards particularly easy. Criminals need
only the card numbers, expiration dates, and names
of the cardholders to order merchandise over the In-
ternet. Such information is often available on dis-
carded credit card receipts or may be procured from
the victims through trickery.

Another common and well-known form of theft
is software piracy, which is the unauthorized copy-
ing of proprietary programs. The scope of piracy is

broad. Well-organized groups mass-produce “boot-
leg copies” of popular personal computer programs.
These are then sold to unsuspecting people as legiti-
mate copies. At the other end of the piracy spectrum
are isolated individuals who make copies of com-
puter games for friends without even realizing that
they are breaking any law.

Sometimes computers themselves are the targets
of theft, either for their intrinsic value or for informa-
tion they may contain. One celebrated case involved
the theft of a staff officer’s portable computer from
his car in the Middle East late in 1990. The computer
contained strategic plans for the impending U.S. Op-
eration Desert Storm. The thief was evidently un-
aware of the computer’s sensitive contents, however,
and the act did not result in a serious breach of secu-
rity.

Vandalism and Malicious Mischief
Computer systems are often the targets of vandal-

ism, either by disgruntled individuals or by organized
groups. Some of the most serious cases of vandalism
against computers were committed in France and It-
aly by the radical Red Brigades during the late 1970’s.
One of their attacks resulted in the loss of all com-
puter records of automobiles and drivers’ licenses in
Italy.

Commercial sites on the World Wide Web have
been vandalized and their contents altered. In Au-
gust, 2000, for example, a British supermarket site
was defaced with a hoax message announcing price
increases and urging viewers to shop elsewhere.

Perpetrators of malicious mischief on computer
systems have come to be known as “hackers.” Hackers
are motivated by a desire to demonstrate mastery
over computer technology, especially among their
peers. One of their methods is to write programs that,
when executed, cause damage to other programs and
data files or even cause other computers to crash.
These programs vary widely in their nature and are
variously known as Trojan horses, worms, and vi-
ruses.

Worms and viruses are usually programmed to
replicate themselves on every computer system with
which they come into contact. One of the most noto-
rious was the Internet Worm, the work of a young
computer scientist who placed it on the world’s larg-
est computer network in 1988. Within a matter of
hours it spread to thousands of computer installa-
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The “Nigerian Scam”

During the 1990’s a new form of computer crime began sweeping the world—the so-called “Nigerian scam.” It
takes its name from the West African nation of Nigeria, where it appears to have originated. However, similar
scams are practiced in almost every country with lax banking laws. Whatever a scam’s form or origin, its es-
sence is always the same: The perpetrators ask correspondents in wealthy nations for help in extracting large
sums of money from bank accounts. The correspondents are to keep part of the money in return for their help;
however, they must supply confidential information on their own bank accounts, with predicatable unhappy re-
sults. Patently fraudulent though these pitches are, many people have taken the bait and lost fortunes for their
trouble. The scams succeed because of the power of the Internet. They are, in effect, a form of spam. Messages
go to so many millions of people, that a few people are likely to take the bait. By 2004, the frauds had become so
prolific that numerous Web sites had been established to help combat the Nigerian scam. The sample below is
remarkable only in its writer’s honest description of the scam’s negative effect on Nigeria’s international repu-
tation.

From: The Desk of DR. Ibrahim Coker
Attn: MD/CEO
Sir,
REQUEST FOR URGENT BUSINESS PROPOSAL

I am DR. Ibrahim Coker 58 years old and a engineer contacting you based on the recommendation given to
me by my international business associates. I was the chairman of the Nigeria Railway Co-operations contracts
review committee (NRC CRC) of the Federal Republic of Nigeria. We were mandated to review all the con-
tracts awarded by the defunct Nigeria Railway Trust Fund (NRTF) to Foreign Firms since the last five years. On
completion of our job, we discovered that most of the contracts were grossly over-invoiced to the tune of One
Hundred and Seventy-Seven Million United States Dollars (US$177,000,000.00). In our report we arranged,
recommended, and subsequently returned only the sum of US$140,000,000.00 to the government leaving out
the balance of US$37,000,000.00 for our own use.

However, I feel highly inhibited to contact anybody for this type of transaction because of what we read in
the daily newspapers about the incessant involvement of some undesirable Nigerians in the different kinds of
scams and fraudulent practices. These acts have not only battered and tarnished the image of Nigeria, but have
also drastically reduced the number of intending foreign investors in our country. Considering my international
position and status and that of my colleagues involved in this particular transaction, please I would like you to
give this transaction utmost confidentiality and sincerity it deserves. The said money (US$37,000,000.00) is al-
ready in a security company abroad. Therefore all we require from you are your bank particulars so that we can
file and facilitate the application process in your name, at Federal Ministry of Finance. Adequate arrangements
are already on ground to give this project full substantial legal backing. So you have nothing to worry about. All
the documents that will authenticate our claims are available. Our code of conduct forbids civil servants from
owning or operating foreign accounts. This is exactly what informed my decision to contact you. We have
agreed to give you the sum of US$11,100,000.00 (Eleven million, one hundred thousand United States Dollars)
which represents 30% of the total sum, the balance of 70% will be for us members of the committee.

If you are interested in the transaction, please reply immediately through my e-mail address: so that I can
give you the particulars of the security company abroad. I will join you at the security company to assist you to
receive the funds.

Best regards
DR. Ibrahim Coker



tions, including those of the U.S. Defense Depart-
ment and many universities, causing tens of millions
of dollars in damage.

Later attempts have been even more disruptive.
The Melissa virus in 1999 multiplied by e-mailing
copies of itself to all names in recipients’ Internet ad-
dress books, thus reaching computers throughout the
world at an astonishing speed. In the United States
the Melissa virus disabled more than one million
computers and caused damaged that cost hundreds of
millions of dollars to correct. The Love Bug worm of
May, 2000, shut down e-mail servers in a majority of
American corporations, reportedly doing several bil-
lion dollars worth of damage.

In February 2000, a “Denial of Service” attack
launched by a fifteen-year old Canadian high school
student identified only as “Mafiaboy,” rendered Web
sites of major American corporations inoperable.
Using automated tools and scripts easily available on
the Internet, Mafiaboy planted Trojan horses within
many innocent computers, using them to send a flood
of simultaneous messages that overwhelmed service
at such computer-savvy online companies as Ama-
zon.com, eBay, CNN News, and Yahoo!.

Trespassing
In the context of computer crime, trespassing is

unauthorized access to a computer system. The most
common form of trespassing is committed by hack-
ers, who often have no intention of causing damage
to the systems they break into but are lured by the
challenge of overcoming another system’s security
measures. Once inside a system, they are often con-
tent to view its contents and exit without damag-
ing anything. Some hackers, however, have been
prosecuted for such acts as breaking into telephone
company installations and circulating private access
codes.

Spyware programs, which track the buying habits
of computer users, are often installed on the comput-
ers of user who are downloading free music and
game programs. Criminals try to sneak in less benign
spyware as e-mail attachments that permit them to
control other people’s computer from a distance. The
intruders can then read files and discover passwords,
and Social Security and other account numbers. The
acquisition of such information makes theft of the
computer owners’ identities easy.

Another form of trespassing is committed by per-

sons engaging in espionage. Companies engage in
industrial espionage by breaking into rival compa-
nies’ systems to look for trade secrets and other pro-
prietary information. A rarer variation of espionage
occurs when agents of one country break into the
computer systems of another government. This oc-
curred during the late 1980’s, when West German
hackers were discovered using the Internet to access
classified information from the U.S. Defense Depart-
ment.

Online Harassment and Prevention
Internet stalking may appear less threatening than

physical harassment, but the emotional impact, and
sometimes the tangible results, can be equally dam-
aging. Stalking can include sending continual abu-
sive, obscene, or threatening e-mail messages; plac-
ing victims’ names on mailing lists so they will
receive hundreds of unwanted messages every day;
or impersonating the targets and sending fraudulent
or abusive mail in their names. In one case a stalker
posted a message purporting to come from a woman
having unfulfilled fantasies of being raped, including
her name, address, and telephone number. Her phone
rang endlessly and six men came to her apartment.

Computer crime has become so widespread that
most Western industrialized countries have enacted
laws against it. In the United States, much of this leg-
islation has been enacted at the state level. Most U.S.
states had computer crime laws on their books by the
late 1970’s or early 1980’s. Federal statutes on com-
puter crime are printed in Title 18 of the United States
Code, especially sections 1029 and 1030.

The rapidly developing countries of eastern Asia
have lagged behind in efforts to police computer
crime, and in many of those countries software piracy
has become a flourishing business.

Attention to security by programmers, systems
managers, corporate management, and government
agencies is the single most effective method of com-
puter crime prevention. Many recorded cases of com-
puter crime have been committed by previously hon-
est individuals who spotted opportunities created by
lax security methods and succumbed to temptation.
The trend of replacing large mainframe computer
systems with networks of personal computers raises
further problems, because networks and personal
computer operating systems do not have security fea-
tures as effective as those designed for large systems.
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Personal computers are also the most vulnerable
to attacks by viruses. Virus detection and “disinfec-
tion” programs are available from a variety of ven-
dors, sometimes on a free trial basis. Firewalls have
also become vital equipment for Internet users hav-
ing broadband connections, either through cable or
via telephone company dedicated subscriber lines
(DSL). Because these connections are always open,
they present tempting targets for criminals who con-
tinually test them to see if they can enter and take
control of other computers.

It is generally recognized that if the ethics of com-
puter use were routinely incorporated into computer
science and vocational training, people would have a
better understanding of responsible behavior. They
should know it is wrong to duplicate copyrighted
programs and that it is wrong to access other com-
puter systems without proper authorization.

Charles E. Sutphen
Updated by Milton Berman
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Computer databases
Definition: Collections of information electroni-

cally stored on computers and organized in sys-
tematic ways designed to facilitate information
retrieval

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Rapid advances in computer technol-

ogy have made it necessary for courts to set forth
legal standards governing the use of the informa-
tion contained in databases. In addition to the le-
gal principles governing database information,
general ethical imperatives also govern the use of
this data.

In a modern computerized and technologically ori-
ented society, information and the ability to rapidly
and accurately retrieve data are of paramount impor-
tance. Names, addresses, medical and credit card in-
formation are among the kinds of sensitive data being
stored for retrieval in computer databases. As tech-
nology progresses, the sophistication, size, and rela-
tive invisibility of information-gathering activities
increases.

Among the general ethical principles that govern
computer databases are the needs to respect the pri-
vacy rights and confidentiality of individual persons
and groups. Ownership rights in data must be re-
spected by the users of information contained in data-
bases, regardless of whether the data are protected by
copyright, patent, trade secret or other intellectual
property law provisions. Another ethical principle,
avoiding harm to others, is also important in this con-
nection.

Privacy and Confidentiality
Many types of data in computer databases are in-

herently sensitive in nature. In order to obtain many
goods and services, such as credit cards, mortgages,
insurance, and even medical attention, much per-
sonal information must be provided. Compilers of
such information are responsible for ensuring that its
accuracy and privacy are maintained. When data-
bases are integrated, information from various sources
may become available to unintended recipients. When
that happens, the unintended recipients of the data
should be mindful of their ethical obligation to safe-
guard the privacy rights of others.

Related to the issue of privacy is the question of
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maintaining confidentiality of information contained
in a database. When information provided to a data-
base is subject to promises to safeguard it from dis-
closure, it is the ethical obligation of the database
maintainers to protect that information. From time to
time, individuals or organizations, including the gov-
ernment, may demand access to the information con-
tained in databases. The moral right to access to data-
base information should certainly presuppose a need
to know on the part of the requestor. If requests for in-
formation are granted, the recipients should be sub-
ject to responsibilities similar to those of the database
maintainers.

Avoiding Harm
Enormous amounts of information are contained

in databases, and those amounts were increasing ex-
ponentially at the beginning of the twenty-first cen-
tury. Since information can become obsolete quickly,
constant updating and revising are essential. In the
rush to update and revise data, errors are inevitable.
Database maintainers should be required to ensure
that the information contained in their databases is as
error-free as possible. In the event that erroneous data
find their way into databases, and innocent persons
suffer harm as a result, the injured parties should
have recourse to remedies.

Gloria A. Whittico
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Computer misuse
Definition: Unauthorized use of computer hard-

ware or software that may cause damage, regard-
less of intent, to persons, property, or services

Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: The presence of computers in the

workplace, libraries and other locations is almost
universal. Therefore, businesses may face loss of
productivity as a result of the misuse of the equip-
ment and their digital resources. Ethical issues
arise when the misuse is not the direct or indirect
cause of damage, such as unauthorized remote ex-
amination of records or files.

Because of the rapid pace of technological innova-
tion in computer technology and use in the late twen-
tieth and early twenty-first centuries, many activities
have become commonplace that several decades ear-
lier would have seemed impossible. As the technol-
ogy continues to develop, handling ethical questions
relating to computer use have become increasingly
important.

In Computers, Ethics, and Society (1990), M. Da-
vid Ermann, Mary B. Williams, and Claudio Gutier-
rez offered a theoretical framework for discussions
about which behaviors may be considered as blame-
worthy. For example, should it be considered as un-
ethical simply to gain access to the computer files of
other persons, without their permission and knowl-
edge, even if there is no intention to destroy or alter
those files? The authors suggest that utilitarian theo-
rists might conclude that such acts are neither mor-
ally wrong nor morally right. No measurable harm
actually results from the unauthorized access. An al-
ternative approach would involve analysis of the act
from the perspective of Immanuel Kant. The Kantian
categorical imperative, that people must always treat
other persons as ends in themselves and never merely
as means to an end, might suggest the act of gaining
unauthorized access to the files of another is morally
wrong. By committing such an act, the actor fails to
take into account the right of privacy of the person
whose files have been accessed.

Workplaces, Libraries, and
Academic Settings

Many activities in the workplace create opportu-
nities for computer abuse. For example, an employee

291

Ethics Computer misuse



may have access to a computer with an Internet con-
nection that enables the employee to perform tasks as
assigned by the employer. The employer’s expecta-
tion is that the computer will be used solely within
the course or scope of employment. From time to
time, however, this is not the case. Instances of com-
puter misuse present ethical questions regarding the
moral implications of those misuses.

Computer misuses in the workplace fall into at
least three broad categories. First, there are misuses
of a relatively benign, personal nature. Misuses in
this category might involve online shopping, down-
loading files or trading stock in personal brokerage
accounts, sending non-business-related electronic
mail to relatives and friends, and so on. A second cat-
egory might include such activities as downloading
copyrighted material such as music or software,
thereby potentially exposing the employer to copy-
right infringement liability. A third, and most severe,
category of misuse would include forwarding or re-
ceiving pornography, producing and disseminating
computer viruses, threatening or harassing others,
committing fraud, hacking, or mishandling confi-
dential information of the business itself or of its cli-
ents.

The misuses in the second two categories, while
certainly posing serious ethical issues, may addition-
ally expose the perpetrator to legal liability, either
civil or criminal in nature. The activities in the first
category, while not of a strictly illegal nature, never-
theless present questions of ethical import. While
employees are involved in personal activities, they
are not performing tasks assigned by their employers
and may also be tying up limited office resources.
One ethical question arising from such behavior is
how the blameworthiness of such activities be deter-
mined. Some might argue that these misuses should
not be evaluated any differently than any other ac-
tions that decrease workplace productivity, such as
arriving late to work, leaving early, and taking overly
long lunch breaks. Others would suggest that be-
cause of the public nature of the latter forms of mis-
behavior, they are easier for employers to guard
against. By contrast, computer misuse activities typi-
cally occur in the relative privacy of individual em-
ployee offices and cubicles, leaving much if not all of
the policing of such activities to the individual em-
ployees. For this reason, questions of ethics and indi-
vidual choice are of paramount importance.

In addition to the types of computer misuses that
arise in the workplace, libraries and academic setting
such as high schools, colleges and universities face
additional potential for misuse. Computer users in
such environments are frequently children or teenag-
ers. The free access to the Internet afforded by library
and school computers presents risks in the form of
sites on the World Wide Web dedicated to pornogra-
phy and pedophilia. As a result, librarians face ethi-
cal questions of whether access to such sites should
be blocked completely, thereby protecting younger
patrons. This action would also serve to deny access
to older patrons, who might not feel that the library
was receptive to their information needs.

In response to computer misuse, many compa-
nies, libraries, and academic institutions have devel-
oped written policies containing lists of authorized
and unauthorized uses. These policies also set forth
penalties for failure to comply with their require-
ments.

Gloria A. Whittico
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Computer technology
Definition: Electronic devices for storing, manipu-

lating, and retrieving data.
Type of ethics: Scientific ethics
Significance: The advent of the Information Age

and the proliferation of computers creates a wide
range of ethical issues, from the personal conduct
of individuals using computers to public policy
questions involving the equitable distribution of
technological resources.

Many computer professionals face ethical dilemmas
in their work. These dilemmas relate to protecting
people’s privacy by guarding against unauthorized
access to confidential data and preventing the misuse
of personal data. Computer professionals are obli-
gated to design and program systems that ensure the
accuracy of data, since critical decisions are made
based on the output of their systems. Inaccurate in-
formation can have grave economic consequences
and in some situations can even place people’s lives
in danger.

Computer professionals have opportunities to en-
rich people’s lives. Conversely, through the improper
application of their knowledge and talents, they can
have devastating effects on large segments of society.
This reality makes clear the necessity of an ethics for
computer technology.

Background
Traditionally, computers and their use were looked

upon as value-neutral. By the late 1960’s, however,
some ethicists and computer professionals were ques-
tioning this assumption. By the late 1980’s, computer
ethics was being recognized as a legitimate academic
pursuit and a professional necessity. As a field be-
tween science and moral studies, computer ethics has
attempted to define the values inherent in computer
technology. Pioneers in this field include Walter
Maner, Donn Parker, Deborah G. Johnson, James H.
Moor, and Terrell Ward Bynum.

Privacy Issues and Surveillance
Computers are used to store massive amounts of

information, much of which is personal and the sub-
jects of which are deserving of protection against
misuse of these data. Computer networking over var-
ious communication facilities, including ordinary

telephone lines, allows electronic access to this con-
fidential information. This environment requires a
heightened awareness of the potential for political
abuses of personal liberties and commercial exploita-
tion through insensitive misuse and inappropriate
manipulation of personal information.

Computers can and are used to monitor activities
in the workplace. They track work done on computer
terminals, monitor phone calls, and browse elec-
tronic mail without the individual’s knowledge of
this activity. While some of these activities may be
historically grounded in efficient business manage-
ment practices (Fred Taylor introduced time and mo-
tion studies at the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury), the intensity of monitoring activities with
computers raises ethical issues. Awareness of moni-
toring produces stress and contributes to health prob-
lems; employees who know that they are monitored
feel that they are in an electronic straitjacket.

The invasion of privacy threat posed by computer
monitoring is real. Improperly applied, monitoring is
nothing short of eavesdropping on individuals’ pri-
vate lives. Employers may argue that every act by an
employee while “on the clock” is their concern. This
ethical dilemma needs to be evaluated on the basis of
principles of fairness and quality of life in the work-
place.

Poor System Design and Assigning
Responsibility

One of the greatest obstacles to the ethical uses of
computers is caused by incompetent system design-
ers, however well intentioned, who develop and pro-
gram systems that do not accomplish the required
tasks, create frustration and aggravation for the users
of the systems, and even generate erroneous informa-
tion. In terms of their cumulative cost to organiza-
tions, individuals, and society, poorly designed sys-
tems that fail to utilize properly the power of the
technology create the greatest and most persistent
ethical quandaries. Error-prone, inflexible, unimagi-
native, and insensitive systems are an ethical issue
because of the toll they take on human well-being.

Computers themselves do not have values: They
do not make independent decisions, they do not make
mistakes, and they can do only what they are pro-
grammed to do. The utilization of computer technol-
ogy, however, is not a value-neutral activity. Faulty
programs, invalid data, or lack of proper controls cre-
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ates computer errors. It is unethical for computer pro-
fessionals and users to attempt to transfer blame for
errors away from themselves. This constitutes deny-
ing responsibility and lying.

Also key to this issue is that ethical norms must be
applied to situations in which the computer is essen-
tially involved, not passively involved; that is, where
computer technology is used, or misused, in the ac-
tual perpetration of moral wrongdoing. For example,
using a computer to gain unauthorized access to com-
pany secrets essentially involves the computer; steal-
ing computer equipment, wrong though it may be,
only passively involves the computer.

Using computers to do dull, repetitious, non-
creative tasks is useful. Using them to replace work-
ers simply for the purpose of reducing payrolls raises
serious ethical questions of fairness and obligation.
Computer technology ought to be applied in the
workplace in ways that allow time for and actually
encourage the pursuit of more creative activities.

Intellectual Property
Computer technology focuses attention on the

whole issue of intellectual property because com-
puter software is often viewed as such. Some people
argue that programmers who write software create in
much the same way that an author or an artist creates.
Others argue that programming is simply stringing
together series of instructions and algorithms that are
in the public domain. Therefore, programming is not
truly creative, and the end product is not someone’s
intellectual property.

For those who subscribe to the argument that soft-
ware is intellectual property, the question of owner-
ship must be answered. Does the programmer, as cre-
ator, own the software? Does her employer, who is
paying her to create the software, own it? Should
those who work to develop software or pay others to
develop it expect to be reimbursed by those who use
it? Still others argue that all software is in the public
domain, since it is nothing more than ideas and
thoughts, actualized on a computer, and therefore is
not intellectual property at all. Proponents of this lat-
ter view oppose exclusive “ownership” of any soft-
ware.

If the ownership of software can be established,
however, then unauthorized use of the software raises
serious ethical questions.

Edwin R. Davis
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Comte, Auguste
Identification: French philosopher
Born: January 19, 1798, Montpellier, France
Died: September 5, 1857, Paris, France
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Comte was a founder of the philo-

sophical school of positivism, which he laid out
in a six-volume course on positive philosophy
(1830-1842). He also helped to create the nascent
discipline of sociology, from which viewpoint he
argued that “moral progress” was a fundamen-
tally social phenomenon and a crucial societal re-
sponsibility.
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A social theorist as well as a philosopher, Auguste
Comte believed that the history of humankind passed
through three distinct stages: a theological phase, a
transitional metaphysical period, and finally the mod-
ern age. The primary focus of this historical evolu-
tion, and indeed of all human activity, was “moral
progress.” Despite his broad societal framework, how-
ever, Comte was deeply concerned with the fate of
the individual within modern society.

Comte recognized the problems associated with
modern society and the impact of science and the in-
dustrial order. He searched for elements of a good
and ethical society that could command a consensus
in the midst of varying individuals’ beliefs. Further,
he looked for a common ground for agreement on
values in spite of the turbulent alterations in the struc-
tures of modern society. Finally, although Comte ad-
vanced the concept of a communal or societal order,
he recognized the need for personal fulfillment in this
ethical society. Comte has been criticized for his pro-
Catholic and anti-Protestant statements and senti-
ments.

William T. Walker
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Concentration camps
Definition: Places in which groups of people are

confined, tortured and killed by recognized gov-
ernments advancing authoritarian, totalitarian, or
racial supremacist policies

Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: During the twentieth century concen-

tration camps were used by nation-states to deny
human, civil and political rights to individuals
who were viewed as enemies or potential dangers
to the states because they held dissenting political
views or were members of racial or ethnic groups
that were viewed as dangerous or undesirable.

Prisoner-of-war camps have been a part of history
from antiquity; however, the use of concentration
camps to confine political prisoners or “enemies of
the state” has been largely an invention of the late

nineteenth and twentieth centuries. From the arbi-
trary confinement of Native American tribes in “res-
ervations” by the United States government during
the nineteenth century and the British treatment of
enemy civilians by the British during the South Afri-
can (Boer) War, through the death camps of Nazi
Germany, the internment of Japanese Americans in
the United States during World War II, the gulag
camps of the Soviet Union, and the ethnic cleansing
of the 1990’s in the former Yugoslavia, these concen-
tration camps have violated basic human rights and
freedoms with the sanction of the state.

Governments and societies that tolerate concen-
tration camps usually are experiencing periods in
which the prevailing political sentiment supports a
cultural view that is based on the dominant interests
of the group, not those of the individual. The fascist
ideology that succeeded in Nazi Germany, Benito
Mussolini’s Italy, Francisco Franco’s Spain, and Juan
Peron’s Argentina, was based on a corporate philoso-
phy of society in which the state’s interest was para-
mount and there were no individual human rights that
were sacred.

Fascist States
Fascism has historically been characterized by

authoritarianism, totalitarianism, militarism, organic
views of the state as a “living” reality, and ethical
systems that have been the antithesis to Western lib-
eral democracy, which is predicated on liberty and
the recognition of the value of the individual. Dur-
ing the 1930’s and 1940’s Adolf Hitler’s fascist re-
gime in Germany used concentration camps to con-
fine political and religious opponents—Jews, Roman
Catholic clergy, Gypsies, homosexuals, prostitutes,
and others. The victims were treated in inhumane
ways; substandard housing and food were provided,
little or no health care was available, forced labor was
excessive, and torture and arbitrary executions were
used.

Through fascist ideology and Nazi anti-Semitism
more than eleven million people, including six mil-
lion Jews, were killed during the Holocaust. The
most notorious of the Nazi concentration camps were
Auschwitz, Bergen-Belsen, and Lublin-Majdanek.

Joseph Stalin’s communist regime in the Soviet
Union also maintained concentration camps before,
during, and after World War II. These “corrective la-
bor camps” imprisoned dissenters, farm leaders, edu-
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cators, intellectuals, and others who were viewed as
threats to the Soviet state. While the systematic exe-
cutions that occurred in Nazi camps were not repli-
cated in the Soviet Union, millions of Russians and
others died because of Soviet mistreatment. The sys-
tem of Soviet camps has been called the gulag and in-
cluded five major camp clusters. The Soviet rationale
for these concentration camps and the terrors that
they witnessed was based upon the Marxist view of
history in which the state viewed individual human
rights as expendable. As was the case in fascist ideol-
ogy, Soviet communism was fundamentally focused
on a group or collective view of history; individual-
ism, and therefore individual human rights, was not
of value.

Other States
Concentration camps have also ap-

peared in societies that were not funda-
mentally authoritarian. For example, the
U.S. government established concentra-
tion camp-like devices in handling Na-
tive American tribes, including the
Sioux, Apache, and Cherokee peoples.
The federal government also established
internment camps for Japanese Ameri-
cans during World War II. In early 1942,
President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed
an executive order that authorized in-
terning Japanese Americans in camps
for the duration of the war against Japan.
Fearing that the large number of Japa-
nese Americans living along the Pacific
Coast would betray the United States
and contribute to its defeat, Roosevelt’s
administration set up camps in remote
regions of the western part of the coun-
try. Internees lost much of their prop-
erty and virtually all their legal rights
during the period from 1942-1945.
Nearly a half-century later, the federal
government formally apologized and
paid cash settlements for the hardships
experienced and the abrogation of the
rights of the Japanese Americans.

After the late 1980’s and early 1990’s
political revolutions in Eastern Europe
and the collapse of the Soviet Union,
concentration camps appeared in the
former Yugoslavia when the Serbs in-

troduced a policy of ethnic cleansing in order to
gain control of Kosovo and expel non-Serbs. These
camps resulted in the deaths of hundreds of Alba-
nians and others. The United Nations intervened and
the Serb nationalist leader Slobodan Miloševi6 was
removed from power in 2000 and was later tried as a
war criminal.

The United Nations issued the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights in 1948 as a reaction to the hor-
rors of concentration camps and the denial of human
and political rights. While it is hoped that concentra-
tion camps will never again reappear, Human Rights
Watch, Amnesty International, and other groups re-
main vigilant in the defense of individual rights.

William T. Walker
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Confidentiality
Definition: Expectation that disclosures made in

certain relationships will remain private
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: The confidentiality of communica-

tions between lawyers and clients, doctors and pa-
tients, and those in similar relationships, is gener-
ally deemed to be necessary for the good of
society, but there are times when adherence to that
principle can pose ethical and legal dilemmas.

Many professions have ethical rules requiring their
members not to disclose confidential communica-
tions—roughly the same thing as keeping a secret—
under most circumstances. A secret is information
that is told to someone else with the reasonable ex-

pectancy that it will be private. Anything disclosed
when other people can overhear it is not confidential.
The ethical rules do not attempt to control general
gossip. They cover only secrets revealed to profes-
sionals during professional work. Some laws (privi-
leges) protect professional confidences. Other laws
(exceptions to privilege and reporting statutes) per-
mit or force the betrayal of confidentiality. These
laws create new ethical dilemmas.

The concept of professionals having an ethical
obligation to maintain confidentiality dates back to
writings known as the Corpus Hippocraticum, attrib-
uted to the Greek physician Hippocrates about 400
b.c.e. Hippocrates is credited with stating: “Whatever
I shall see or hear in the course of my profession . . . if
it be what should not be published abroad, I will
never divulge, holding such things to be holy se-
crets.” This rule of confidentiality became a core con-
cept in the medical ethics of the sixteenth century,
when physicians discovered that infectious diseases
were being spread by diseased persons who feared
that disclosure of their condition would cause them to
be punished by social isolation.

Physicians continued to apply the rule of confi-
dentiality and, with time, the ethical codes of all men-
tal health-related professions incorporated it. In the
twenty-first century, it is a universal ethical concept
in the helping professions and is seen as vital to pro-
moting the full client disclosure necessary for effec-
tive treatment.

Confidentiality and the Professions
Psychotherapy is assumed to require the honest

communication of clients’ secret private feelings and
the subsequent treatment of clients’ symptoms. Cli-
ents will not reveal such matters if they do not trust
the professional to keep them secret. Such trust,
which is assumed to be essential for effective treat-
ment, requires firm rules requiring that things that are
said in confidence be kept confidential. Violating the
client’s expectations of privacy violates professional
ethical rules, the client’s constitutionally based civil
rights, and most state laws that govern professional
conduct. Violations can give rise to lawsuits.

Hippocrates’ basic insight that physicians can
best perform their duties if their clients trust them
enough to reveal sensitive information also applies to
other nonmedical professions. Legal clients will not
discuss sensitive details of their cases if they do not
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trust their attorneys. Penitents will not bare their
souls to clerics if they fear gossip about their confes-
sions. News sources will not speak to reporters if they
fear that their lives will be disrupted by disclosure of
their identities. Business clients are reluctant to allow
accountants access to sensitive business data without
assurances of privacy. Therefore, all these profes-
sions have also developed ethical traditions of confi-
dentiality to reassure clients that it is safe to speak
freely with members of these professions.

Legal Privilege and Its Exceptions
All traditions of confidentiality in the ethics of

professions thus arise out of utilitarian consider-
ations. Many of these considerations are considered
so important that laws have been passed creating le-
gal rights (privileges) for some professions to protect
some types of confidences even against court orders.
The attorney-client privilege, the oldest such privi-
lege, is universal in the Anglo-American legal tradi-
tion. Most U.S. states also recognize the physician-
patient, cleric-penitent, and psychotherapist-client
privileges. The psychotherapist-client privilege does
not apply to all mental health professions in all states.
Communications with other professionals, such as
divorce mediators and accountants, are privileged in
some states. Members of professions having a privi-
lege are ethically required to assert that privilege
to protect confidential information when they are
served with subpoenas. Communications in certain
nonprofessional relationships, such as marriage, may
also be privileged.

In recent years, courts and legislatures have de-
cided that the social benefits of privileges are not as
important as access to information in some types of
situations, and they have created exceptions to privi-
lege (preventing protection of information) and re-
porting statutes (requiring disclosures). Examples of
exceptions to privilege include a therapist’s duty to
disclose threats made by a client against another per-
son. Further, both medical and mental health profes-
sionals are legally required by reporting statutes to
violate confidentiality when the subject matter is
child abuse.

These exceptions to privilege and reporting stat-
utes create new ethical dilemmas for professionals
and for professions. Jail terms and fines have been
used to punish the defiant. Obeying has put profes-
sionals in opposition to the ethical standards of their
professions. The professional associations have re-
treated after fierce opposition. Today, the ethical
codes of most professional groups say that the pro-
fessional must protect confidentiality to the extent al-
lowed by laws and legal duties. The Principles of
the American Psychological Association (APA) state
that confidentiality should be maintained unless to do
so would clearly increase danger to the client or
to another person or unless the client or the client’s
legal representative has given consent to disclose.
The American Counseling Association (formerly the
AACD) requires members to take reasonable per-
sonal action or to inform responsible authorities when
they are faced with clear and imminent danger to the
client or others.
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Areas of Professional Confidentiality

Professional field Confidential subject matter Exceptions

Physicians Patients’ medical information Signs of child abuse and information
about certain contagious diseases

Lawyers Almost all client information Information regarding future crimes

Journalists Identities of news sources

Mental-health professionals Almost all patient information Information regarding potential dangers
to patients or others or to child abuse

Clerics All parishioner information

Accountants Clients’ business data Blatantly fraudulent tax information



Although the new flexibility in the ethical rules
solves one set of problems, it also creates another set.
Clients may feel betrayed when a professional dis-
closes confidential information for legal reasons. Re-
quired disclosures can violate professional ethical
duties to help clients (beneficence) and not to harm
them (nonmaleficence). Revealing a client’s past child
abuse because of a reporting statute may betray that
client’s trust and make further therapy impossible.
One solution is to have the professional explain to the
client, in advance of any professional services, what
is confidential and what is not. Many professionals
reject this approach because they believe that prior
warnings make the therapy process seem too legalis-
tic and inhibit client trust.

Another approach is to keep required disclosures
as limited as possible. Ethical guidelines for school
counselors call for reporting information disclosed
by pupil clients that reveals circumstances that are
likely to have negative effects on others without re-
vealing the identity of the student.

Leland C. Swenson
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Conflict of interest
Definition: Situation in which two or more interests

are not mutually realizable
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: The irreducible conflict of different

kinds of interests, between people and especially
within a single person, is often resolved by re-
course to morality as a “trump value.” In the ab-
sence of any other principle for deciding between
competing interests, the most moral choice is usu-
ally assumed to be the appropriate one.

In pursuing their lives, individuals must establish
goals and put into practice plans to achieve them. A
goal to which an individual is committed is com-
monly called an “interest” of that individual.

Not all goals can be achieved. Many people set
impossible goals, goals that conflict with the nature
of reality—for example, the goal of discovering the
secret of instantaneous interplanetary travel. Individ-
uals can also set goals that conflict with each other—
for example, a student of below-average intelligence
setting the goals of getting A’s in all of his courses
while working a full-time job and playing a sport. In-
dividuals can set goals that conflict with the goals of
other individuals—for example, a burglar’s goal of
stealing a television conflicts with the owner’s goal
of keeping it.

Conflicts of interest can also arise in professional
agent/client relationships. An agent can be hired by
two clients with conflicting interests or can have a
personal interest arise that conflicts with his or her
professional role. An example of the former is a cor-
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porate director who is offered a job in a government
agency that regulates her corporation. An example of
the latter is an attorney who is hired by the plaintiff in
a case in which the defendant turns out to be an old
school friend.

Professional agent conflicts of interest raise moral
concerns because such conflicts make it more diffi-
cult for the agent to be objective in evaluating the in-
terests of both sides; thus, the clients are less certain
that the agent will act in their best interests.

The above cases present no intractable moral
problems, since all of them arise either because of ig-
norance (instantaneous travel), unrealistic expecta-
tions (the student), illegitimate goals (the burglar), or
happenstance that makes objectivity more difficult
but not impossible (the attorney and the director).
Throughout most of the history of philosophy, how-
ever, the standard view has been that conflicts of in-
terest must necessarily exist. This thesis is a conclu-
sion derived from premises about human nature and
the creation of values.

Human Nature
In dualist theories of human nature (such as those

of Plato, Christianity, and Sigmund Freud, to take
three influential examples), one part of the self (for
example, the appetites, body, or id) is said to have in-
nate interests that are absolutely opposed to those of
another part of the self (for example, reason, the soul,
or the superego). International conflicts of interest
are thus built into human nature.

Reductive materialist theories tend to necessitate
conflicts of interest among individuals. In Thomas
Hobbes’s theory, for example, human nature is con-
stituted by drives for gain, safety, and glory that can
be satisfied only at the expense of others. In the ab-
sence of social mechanisms created to mediate these
conflicts of interest, life is “solitary, poor, nasty, brut-
ish, and short.”

In economics, the premise that someone’s gain is
always balanced by someone else’s loss is called the
“zero-sum” premise. Competitive games are often
offered as zero-sum metaphors for life. Someone
wins and someone loses; both parties want to win, but
a conflict of interest exists since only one can.

Ethical Implications
If conflicts of interest are fundamental to human

social relationships, then ethics is about resolving

conflicts. Since such fundamental conflicts of inter-
est can be settled only by someone’s interests being
sacrificed, however, it follows that ethics is about de-
ciding whose interests must be sacrificed.

Against the standard view is the position that all
conflicts of interest are a result of error, not of human
nature or zero-sum theory. The harmonious thesis
holds that human nature is at birth a set of integrated
capacities rather than an aggregation of innate, con-
flicting parts. The capacities exist to be developed so
as to be able to satisfy one’s needs, and it is by refer-
ence to one’s needs that one’s interests are defined.
Since one’s ultimate need is to maintain one’s life,
one’s interests are defined by reference to maintain-
ing one’s life. Because life is a long-term endeavor, it
follows that one must adopt long-range principles by
which to guide one’s actions.

Many principles are involved, but of special rele-
vance to the question of conflicts of interest are the
principles that life requires individual effort and that
each individual’s life is an end in itself. If these prin-
ciples are true, then since other individuals are not
one’s property, one’s interests must be specified by
what one can do by one’s individual effort. In a soci-
ety based on the division of labor, this means that one
must produce goods for trade. Since trade is a volun-
tary exchange, the long-range social principle is to
interact with others on a mutually voluntary basis. If
this broad, long-range context is established as the
framework for defining interests, then social cooper-
ation rather than conflict is a consequence of pursu-
ing one’s interests.

Win-win
The zero-sum account of production and distribu-

tion can also be challenged. If one purchases gaso-
line, the exchange is win-win for oneself and the
gas station owner. Michelangelo’s sculptures and
Thomas Edison’s inventions were not produced at
the expense of those who did not create them; there-
fore, the sculptures and inventions are a net gain for
everyone.

If legitimate interests are not in conflict, then it
follows that personal and social harmony are possi-
ble without the sacrifice of legitimate interests. Ac-
cordingly, the task of ethics will not be to decide who
must be sacrificed, but rather how to identify and ful-
fill legitimate interests.

Stephen R. C. Hicks
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Conflict resolution
Definition: Set of nonadversarial techniques for the

satisfactory adjudication or mediation of strug-
gles and disputes

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Conflict resolution embraces an egal-

itarian ethic which rejects zero-sum models of
competition and seeks a conclusion which will
benefit all parties in a dispute.

Arguments, yielding, yelling, stalling, threats, coer-
cion—these are all images of conflict. It is under-
standable that some people try to avoid dealing with
any conflict. Yet there are techniques for resolving
conflict productively and ethically. Many people are
familiar with the concept of “win-win” negotiation,
but few actually practice it. It seems, however, that
“principled conflict management,” as some call win-
win negotiation, is finally moving into the main-
stream. Universities are granting advanced degrees
in conflict management and creating advanced cen-
ters of study such as the Harvard Negotiation Project.
Nonadversarial, alternative dispute resolution meth-
ods, such as mediation, are now required in many

contracts. Empowerment management styles such as
Total Quality Management and Self-Directed Work
Teams require win-win conflict management to be
successful.

Authors Joyce L. Hocker and William W. Wilmot,
in their book Interpersonal Conflict, find that “One
of the most dysfunctional teachings about conflict is
that harmony is normal and conflict is abnormal.”
Some people think of conflict as the result of “per-
sonality clashes.” In fact, however, conflict is a natu-
ral process that is inherent in all important relation-
ships. Conflict is here to stay. No one can change that,
but people can change their perceptions of conflict
and the ways in which they manage it.

Avoidance and Competitive Negotiation
There are three basic styles of conflict manage-

ment: avoidance, competitive negotiation, and prin-
cipled negotiation. Many people use more than one
style, depending on the situation. Avoidance is very
common when people perceive conflict as a negative
and conflict resolution as an unpleasant problem.
Avoidance can be useful when open communication
is not possible, when the issue or relationship is not
important to one—something one regards as trivial
and not worth the energy required to reach a mutually
agreeable solution—and when the costs of confron-
tation are too high. Continual avoidance of conflict,
however, can be highly destructive.

Competitive negotiation is the familiar win-lose
style. In this approach, each party pressures the other
to change. Control, coercion, threats, walkouts, and
lying are techniques that are employed. One pursues
one’s own concerns at the expense of another. Com-
petitive negotiations work with set positions or pre-
determined solutions. Each party comes to the nego-
tiations with a “solution” to the conflict and attempts
to get the other to change or give up something. With
this style someone always loses. Someone is disap-
pointed. Someone may leave angry and wish to “get
even” the next time. Competitive negotiation can be
useful if the external goal is more important than the
relationship or if the other party really has one’s det-
riment at heart; for example, when there has been
physical abuse in a divorce case. Relationships are
rarely enhanced by competitive negotiation. The goal
has to be so important that one is willing to sacrifice
the relationship.
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Principled Negotiation
Principled negotiation, also called collaborative

negotiation, is the win-win style. With this model,
one strives for a mutually favorable resolution to the
conflict by inducing or persuading the other party to
cooperate. While competitive negotiations start with
positions or solutions, in principled negotiations the
parties do not come with predetermined solutions.
Instead, they come with interests, specific needs, or
underlying concerns that may be met in several ways.
The parties may have ideas about solutions, but they
are not attached to them. They are open to different
solutions, provided that their key interests, concerns,
and needs are met. Principled negotiation takes the
approach that the parties have both diverse and com-
mon interests and that, in the end, both parties will
have their interests satisfied. The needs of each party
are revealed, and both work to find mutually agree-
able, and often new, solutions.

Although principled negotiation can be empow-
ering for both parties and can lead to a long-term so-
lution to the conflict, it has some disadvantages. It re-
quires keen perception, good communication skills,
and creativity. It also takes time and requires trust.

Communicating Effectively
Conflict is more often than not a product of com-

munication behavior. Therefore, resolving conflict
starts with improving communication skills. For most
people, listening is “waiting to talk” rather than lis-

tening and validating (not necessarily agree-
ing with, but acknowledging) what the per-
son is saying. Listening is more effective
when the listener demonstrates that he or she
understands by using phrases such as “I hear
you saying that . . . ” It is also effective to ask
questions and to speak from the “I” position,
saying what he or she thinks, rather than at-
tacking the other party. It is more effective to
say “I feel discriminated against” than it is to
say “You are a racist.” When one party takes
a stance and “attacks” from a positional
view, it is wise for the other party to break
the cycle by refusing to participate in that
destructive style of conflict management. In
such a case, it is often effective for the party
who is being attacked to express his or her
own interests, to ask why the other party has
this view, and to listen to the response. Of-

ten, when people are “heard,” they soften their posi-
tional stands. Understanding need not imply agree-
ment. When one party understands the other, then
that party can calmly explain his or her concerns,
needs, and interests, inviting the other party to coop-
erate to find a solution. It should be kept in mind that
the two parties have a relationship and that it is better
for both parties to resolve the conflict in an agreeable
manner.

Principled negotiation is not appropriate for all
conflicts, but it is a technique that deserves to be used
more widely. It is the only style of conflict manage-
ment that gets results and maintains and even en-
hances relationships.

Kathleen D. Purdy
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Guidelines for Principled Negotiation

1. Attack problems, not people.

2. Build trust.

3. Start discussion and analysis of the interests, concerns,
needs, and whys of each party—the essence of
principled negotiation. Begin with interests, not
positions or solutions.

4. Listen.

5. Brainstorm. Suggesting an idea does not mean you agree
with it. Solve problems. Develop multiple options.

6. Use objective criteria whenever possible. Agree on how
something will be measured.



plete Guide to Conflict Resolution in the Work-
place. New York: AMACOM/American Man-
agement Association, 2002

Raiffa, H. The Art and Science of Negotiation. Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982.

See also: Business ethics; Compromise; Interna-
tional justice; League of Nations; Peace studies;
United Nations.

Confucian ethics
Definition: Maxims and prescriptions for social

and political behavior based on writings by Con-
fucian philosophers

Type of ethics: Classical history
Significance: In addition to their continuing rele-

vance to modern ethics, Confucian moral princi-
ples have influenced Asian and world history,
serving as guidelines for personal and profes-
sional conduct for rulers, officials, and the upper
classes in China, Korea, Vietnam, and Japan.

First postulated during the feudal period in China
(771-221 b.c.e.), Confucian ethics sought to effect
peace and harmony in Chinese society. Starting with
simple maxims, the school gradually developed into
a comprehensive system of ethics that was primarily
political but also emphasized social and religious
conduct. Never a popular religion, its rites and ethical
dictates were practiced by elites in several East Asian
countries.

History
The first thinker in China to address the prob-

lem of the wars and uncertainty that characterized
the breakdown of the feudal system was Confucius
(Kongfuzi), who lived from 551 b.c.e. to 479 b.c.e.
His solution to the problem of societal breakdown
was to return to an idealized form of feudalism. Such
a system would be based on the family; the king
would act as father and role model for his subjects,
who in turn would behave like filial children. While
emphasizing hereditary rights, Confucius also called
upon kings to act in a kingly fashion and upon noble-
men to act with noble integrity. If this were done,
laws would be unnecessary.

The next major Confucian, Mencius (371-289
b.c.e.), in response to the accelerated decline of feu-
dalism, added to the responsibilities of the king wel-
fare projects and the requirement to hire officials on
the basis of merit and education rather than birth-
right. Mencius stipulated that those who worked with
their minds were entitled to be the ruling class, thus
creating the idea of a literocracy rather than a heredi-
tary aristocracy. A ruler who did not provide for his
people should be replaced by another member of his
family.

The next major Confucian, Xunzi (298-238 b.c.e.)
expanded on Confucian themes, but unlike Confu-
cius and Mencius, who either implied or asserted that
human nature was good, Xunzi argued that human
beings were born evil. It was human nature to seek to
be good in order to protect oneself, thereby engaging
in a form of social contract with the state. All three
philosophers considered that human beings could be
good. To Confucius, the ruler and the nobility had to
provide the proper role models. Mencius added the
obligation to provide education and welfare to the
weak and needy. Xunzi’s ideal ruler, however, could
also mete out rewards and punishments in order to
weed out incorrigibles and promote social harmony.

During China’s Eastern Zhou and Qin Dynasties
(771-210 b.c.e.), the Confucian school was neither
large nor powerful. In fact, the prime minister of the
Qin (221-210 b.c.e.) persecuted Confucians despite
the fact that he had been Xunzi’s student. During the
Han Dynasty (206 b.c.e. to 9 c.e.), Emperor Han
Wudi (140-86 b.c.e.) made Confucianism the official
school of China. This action was primarily the result
of efforts of the emperor’s minister Dong Zhongshu
(179-104 b.c.e.), who combined Confucianism with
other schools and also suggested that a ruler was a
cosmic figure who coalesced the forces of Heaven,
Earth, and Humanity. No doubt the prospect of hav-
ing well-behaved citizens who were loyal to the
throne also contributed to the emperor’s decision.

By the end of the seventh century c.e., there was a
regularized examination system that required pro-
spective officials to know the Confucian canon by
memory. In this way, the imperial throne sought to
ensure that its officials would all adhere to the high
moral standards of Confucianism. Subsequent neo-
Confucian thinkers cemented the symbiotic relation-
ship between the absolute throne and the Confucian
literocracy by assuming responsibility for many of
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the failures of any given monarch or dynasty. Confu-
cians accepted the displacement of one dynasty by
another, ascribing such changes to the moral defi-
ciencies of dynastic family. They did, however, fight
tenaciously against any efforts to alter the system it-
self.

In 1911, when the last dynasty fell, an already
weakened Confucian literocracy fell as well, although
the religious and social practices of Confucianism
have survived to some degree in many places in Asia.

Ethical Principles
In addition to requiring a monarch to set a proper

moral example for his subjects, Confucius stressed
that all humans should strive to be ren, which gener-
ally means “humane.” Expressed by the character
combining the meanings “man” and “two,” this con-
cept called for people to be considerate and compas-
sionate toward one another. One method of develop-
ing one’s ren was to observe the proper rituals and
ceremonies. It was essential that people be obedient
and loving toward their parents and superiors, who,
in turn, should be kind and nurturing. Other concepts
presented by Confucius and developed by his disci-
ples included li (“principle”) and yi (righteousness),
both of which connoted acting in accordance with an-
cient precedents.

Mencius and Xunzi further developed the concept
of the five cardinal human relationships. These in-
volved affection between father and son, respect be-
tween husband and wife, hierarchy between the old
and the young, propriety between ruler and minister,
and loyalty between friend and friend. All three of the
Eastern Zhou philosophers stressed ritualistic behav-
ior in order to achieve discipline and nurture moral
principles.

With the syncretism of Dong Zhongshu and of
later neo-Confucians, other concepts of ethical be-
havior were incorporated from Daoism and Bud-
dhism into Confucianism. Concepts such as qi (“in-
ner spirit”) crept into Confucian theory and practice.
Nevertheless, the basic principles of Confucian mo-
rality were evident by 250 b.c.e. and have remained
fairly consistent to this day.

Hilel B. Salomon
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Confucius
Identification: Ancient Chinese philosopher
Born: Kongfuzi or Kongzi; 551 b.c.e., state of Lu

(now in Shandong Province), China
Died: 479 b.c.e., Qufu, state of Lu (now in

Shandong Province), China
Type of ethics: Classical history
Significance: The founder of one of the world’s

most influential systems of philosophy, Confu-
cius integrated governing with the teaching of
morality. He developed the moral category of the
“elite scholar,” the moral principles of ren (hu-
manity) and li (rites), and advocated basic virtues
such as “filial piety.”

Confucius lived at a time when the ancient empire of
China was being broken up into numerous feudal
states, whose struggles for power or survival created
an urgent need for able state officials. For the first
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time in Chinese history, it became possible for
a commoner to attain high court position and to
effect political changes. A new class of literati
was thus formed in Chinese society. As one of
the forerunners of that class, Confucius was
greatly distressed by the chaotic situation of his
time, which was characterized by corruption,
conspiracy, and usurpation in courts; harsh
measures of oppression carried out against the
people; and aggressive wars between states. He
believed that this was a result of the moral de-
generation of the rulers and that the only way to
correct it was to teach and to practice morality.

Unable to persuade the rulers of his time to
listen to his morally oriented political advice,
Confucius devoted his life to teaching a large
number of private students, in order to foster a
special group of elite scholars (junzi, or supe-
rior people) who would serve the needs of the
time and realize his political ideals. His teach-
ing was made authoritative by the Han emper-
ors in the second century b.c.e. and became the
official Chinese ideology until the beginning
of the twentieth century. The earliest biogra-
phy of Confucius was written by Sima Qian in
his Records of the Historian (Shiji) at the be-
ginning of the first century b.c.e.

The Analects (Lunyu, late sixth or early
fifth century b.c.e.)is a collection that consists
mainly of Confucius’s teachings, comments,
and advice, along with some contributions from his
main disciples. Also included are short records and
descriptions of issues that concerned Confucius. The
work was compiled and edited by the students of
Confucius’s disciples a century or so after his death.
It was beautifully written, and many of the sayings
contained in it became proverbs and everyday max-
ims. It is one of the most reliable texts among the
Chinese classics, and it provides the most accurate
information about Confucius and his teachings. The
primary text of Confucianism, the Analects was the
most influential book in China until the early twenti-
eth century.

Junzi and Self-cultivation
Junzi originally meant the son of a nobleman.

Confucius used the term to mean a person with a no-
ble character. It means an elite, superior man in a
moral sense. The way to be a junzi is not by birth but

by self-cultivation, which for Confucius is a syn-
onym for learning. A junzi is a true scholar—that is,
an elite scholar.

Confucius was famous for not discriminating on
the basis of the social origins of his students. Anyone
could choose to engage in learning, and thus to culti-
vate himself and become an elite scholar. It was not
Confucius’s aim, however, to turn everybody into
junzi. He was characteristically practical and ac-
cepted the fact that his society was a hierarchical one.
The majority belonged in the category of the inferior
man, who was not required to espouse the high mor-
als of the junzi. In fact, to be a junzi means to sacrifice
one’s own interests for the benefit of others. It is only
natural to allow the majority to concentrate on their
own interests instead of asking them to sacrifice
themselves for morality’s sake, given the social con-
dition that the majority was governed by the rulers
through the hands of elite scholars.
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Ren and Li
Ren (humanity or benevolence) is the leading

principle for self-cultivation. To be ren is to love oth-
ers, though one should still differentiate in the degree
of love among different social relationships. The love
that is advocated is ultimately, however, and in its
highest sense, directed toward the majority. In other
words, one should never do to others what is undesir-
able to oneself.

Li is the principle of acting in accordance with
custom, of preserving a special code of ceremony,
and of performing the rites appropriate to one’s social
status. The emphasis on li is not only a way of guid-
ing one’s moral behavior for self-cultivation but also
plays an important role in integrating governing with
the teaching of morality.

Governing by Morals Rather than by Law
For Confucius, the ideal government is a moral

government. It does not govern by rules, regulations,
or laws, but by taking care of people’s interests and
teaching people to be moral. The rulers themselves
must act morally, in order to set a good example for
the people to follow. Li dictates the norm of proper
social behavior for both rulers and the people. Ob-
serving li keeps all people in their social positions
and thus makes the society stable. Confucius be-
lieved that a stable society would naturally become
prosperous.

Weihang Chen
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Congress
Identification: Legislative branch of the U.S. fed-

eral government that comprises the House of Rep-
resentatives and the Senate

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Throughout their histories, both

houses of Congress have struggled to codify and
implement ethics rules for their members.

The U.S. Constitution gives each house of Congress
the authority to discipline its own members. Conse-
quently, each house has established an ethics com-
mittee. These committees have equal numbers of
members from each major party, for a total number of
four members in the Senate Select Committee on
Ethics and ten in the House Committee on Standards
of Official Conduct.

Upon committee recommendations, a two-thirds
vote of the House of Representatives can expel a
member. It takes but a simple majority vote to cen-
sure a member as well as to reprimand a member, a
lesser penalty. In some cases the committee itself
simply sends an offending member a letter of re-
proval. However, the committees may also fine mem-
bers, order restitution in appropriate cases, suspend a
member’s voting rights, or inflict other penalties. On
some occasions, no penalties are imposed.

A Case of Expulsion
In 2002, Representative James A. Traficant of

Ohio was expelled from the House of Representa-
tives for bribery, racketeering, and tax evasion. His
offenses were matters of individual ethics, not insti-
tutional ethics. (While he was still in the House, his
daily one-minute speech before the House usually
ended with “Beam me up, Scotty, there’s no intelli-
gent life down here.”) His case could have been
treated as a breach of institutional ethics, as his
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behavior appeared to cast aspersions on Congress,
thereby lowering the public’s confidence in the body.
However, institutional ethics are rarely seen as a
problem in Congress, although the House rules, for
example, stress the institutional. Personal ethics are
almost always the focus in ethics cases, even though
institutional ethics tend to be more serious. Misbe-
havior such as taking a bribe is more concrete and
thus easier to deal with.

Traficant’s case was not typical of either kind of
ethics. It was only the second time that the House
voted to expel a member since the Civil War. The ex-
pulsion was voted only after Traficant had been con-
victed of the same charges in a court of law. Member-
ship in an ethics committee is not something that
congresspersons typically seek. It is difficult to sit in
judgment on colleagues with whom one has worked
closely and still remain objective. When does one’s
party affiliation play a legitimate role? In Traficant’s
case, it was a matter of a Democrat who usually voted
with the Republicans. It simplified things for the
committee when a court earlier found him guilty of
criminal acts, leaving the committee to recommend
expulsion by an unanimous vote prior to the vote of
the whole House.

Is it a good idea to let the courts decide ethics
cases? Some believe it is. Others hold that ethical and
legal matters should be decided separately as the cri-
teria are different. Besides, court cases are not likely
to deal with institutional corruption, such as the
short-circuiting of the democratic process or aiding
in bringing Congress into disrepute, even if only giv-
ing the appearance of doing so. The appearance fac-
tor is taken seriously in Congress.

Personal Corruption
The practice of accepting cash payments (hono-

raria) has been common among senators and repre-
sentatives. The abuse of this practice became public
information in the cases of Minnesota’s Republi-
can senator David Durenberger and Speaker of the
House Jim Wright during the 1990’s. Both men also
sold their own books at their speaking engagements.
Other charges were leveled as well. Durenberger, for
example, was using public funds to maintain a resi-
dence in Minneapolis. This was technically legal;
however, he owned the residence himself and was
thus paying rent to himself. In July, 1990, he was
unanimously denounced by the Senate but retained

his seat there until 1995. In May, 1989, Wright re-
signed from his House speakership, and a month
later he resigned from Congress. Congress has since
banned its members from accepting honoraria for
public speeches. It has also set out in detail rules
about what is legal and what is not in the writing and
selling of books and articles.

Other Cases
During the early 1990’s, five U.S. senators from

different states were involved in aiding financier
Charles H. Keating, Jr., in his attempt to bail out Lin-
coln Savings and Loan Association of Irvine, Cali-
fornia. A Senate investigation found that the most
culpable senator involved in the scheme was Califor-
nia’s Alan Cranston, who had received campaign do-
nations from Keating while pressuring an indepen-
dent regulatory commission on Keating’s behalf.
That Cranston gave most of the money to charity did
not save him from a reprimand. The other four sena-
tors were given lesser penalties.

In 1991, Senator Alphonse D’Amato was rebuked
for allowing his brother to use his office to lobby the
Department of the Navy. In 1983, two representatives
were censured for sexual misconduct with House
pages. Several members of Congress have been cited
for drug use with none censured. The franking (free
postage) privilege has been abused by some. Taking
illegal campaign contributions that were really bribes
happens now and again. The point of all this is that it
is difficult to deal with ethical infractions in Con-
gress and ethics committees are reluctant to do so.
That there must be a better way is a common com-
ment. However, Congress seems to want to keep it
this way.

Public Misunderstanding
Not all congressional scandals are actually scan-

dals. The so-call House Bank scandal of the early
1990’s is a case in point. The public did not under-
stand that it was not a bank in the usual sense of
the term. Some representatives wrote checks on the
bank while not having deposited sufficient funds to
cover them. However, that in itself was not an of-
fense. The members paid back the money when it
was convenient to do so. The institution had been es-
tablished for that purpose. However, the media did
not make it clear that such was the case. Many House
members lost their seats due to the consequent mis-
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understanding—a case of outrage fueled by unin-
formed opinion. It can be viewed as a case of institu-
tional corruption by the entire House for failing to
consider the possible appearance of corruption and
not remedying it.

Robert W. Small
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See also: Civil Rights Act of 1964; Equal Rights
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National Labor Relations Act; Politics.

Congress of Racial Equality
Identification: Organization that, looking to Af-

rica for inspiration, seeks the right of African
Americans to govern and educate themselves

Date: Founded in 1942
Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: From its origin as a broad-based or-

ganization with white and black membership,
Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) evolved into
one of America’s first important black separatist
groups.

CORE was founded in 1942 by James Farmer and a
group of University of Chicago students. Its mem-
bership included African Americans and whites, and
its primary purpose was to combat segregation. CORE
used various peaceful but confrontational techniques
to achieve its aims. In 1943, its members began sit-
ting in at segregated lunch counters, demanding to be
served and willing to face arrest. CORE moved into
the national spotlight in 1963, when the freedom
rides challenged southern segregated bus stations.
Freedom riders rode public buses to southern cities,

where white riders entered the “coloreds only” wait-
ing areas and black riders entered “whites only”
rooms. Although they sat quietly and peacefully, the
demonstrators were met with mob violence time af-
ter time.

CORE also worked for voter registration in the
South through the early 1960’s. In 1966, CORE lead-
ership adopted the new slogan “black power” and be-
gan a shift toward black separatism that alienated
many of its members, both white and black. The or-
ganization struggled through the next decades but
during the early twenty-first century was still operat-
ing a national office and several local groups, with a
budget of over one million dollars.

Cynthia A. Bily

See also: Civil disobedience; Civil rights and liber-
ties; Civil Rights movement; National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People; Segrega-
tion.

Conscience
Definition: Subjective awareness of the moral qual-

ity of one’s own actions as indicated by the moral
values to which one subscribes

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Since a person always chooses either

against or in accord with the dictates of con-
science, such dictates may form the immediate
basis for the moral evaluation of intentional hu-
man actions.

Although they may not be explicitly aware of doing
so, human beings everywhere and always have evalu-
ated their own actions in the light of their own moral
values. The earliest attempt at a philosophical analy-
sis of this type of self-assessment—that is, of con-
science—is found in the Tusculan Disputations of
the Roman orator Cicero (first century b.c.e.). The
most famous early casuistical employment of this no-
tion is found in the letters of the apostle Paul (first
century c.e.). It was not until the Middle Ages, how-
ever, that the understanding of conscience that is still
employed was articulated.

In their commentaries on St. Jerome’s exegesis of
scripture, Philip the Chancellor, St. Bonaventure,
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and St. Thomas Aquinas developed an analysis of
conscience that made explicit several crucial distinc-
tions. Awareness of the moral quality of one’s own
actions involves two aspects: first, the awareness of
an act, and second, the awareness of one’s values as
exemplified (or not) by the act. This general knowl-
edge of one’s own values was distinguished by medi-
eval moral theologians from conscience proper.
“Conscience” itself was regarded as the activity of
one’s mind in bringing those values to bear upon
one’s own individual actions. It is thus a species of
self-consciousness or a way of being aware of one-
self.

Development of Conscience
A person’s disposition to engage in this type of

self-reflection develops as part of his or her general
moral upbringing. People are taught how to identify
their acts as examples of types and are taught that cer-
tain types of acts are good, bad, or morally indiffer-
ent. After a certain point in the person’s development
(the precise age varying greatly from culture to cul-
ture and from individual to individual) the individual
becomes aware of this labeling process and of the
good, bad, and other types in terms of which the la-
beling is carried out. From this point on, the person’s
general values are reflected upon and either endorsed
or rejected. In this developmental sequence, the con-
science of the person becomes a mental activity that
is distinct from the functioning of the “superego”
(which contains unreflected-upon and repressed pro-
hibitions, injunctions, and so forth). The mature con-
science of an adult involves applying values of which
the individual is fully aware.

People differ greatly, however, with regard to the
degree and extent of their awareness of the moral
qualities of their own actions, just as people differ
with regard to the degree and extent to which they
are self-aware in general. Someone who is “hyper-
aware” of the moral quality of all of his or her actions
is said to be “scrupulous.” Such a condition can be-
come very problematic if the person becomes incapa-
ble of acting without severe apprehension that he or
she is doing something wrong or scrutinizes the most
trivial action for its possible moral significance. The
opposite condition is exemplified by the “lax” per-
son. Such an individual consistently fails to concern
himself or herself with the morality of his or her own
actions. The point at which scrupulosity or laxity be-

comes immoral in itself depends upon the moral val-
ues to which the particular individual subscribes:
Some moralities demand strict solicitousness, while
others allow for much greater lack of moral concern.

Acts of Conscience
The acts of a person’s conscience have tradition-

ally been divided into four types. First is the mental
act of “command,” whereby one senses that an act is
“to be done.” Second is the act of “forbidding,”
whereby one senses that an act is “not to be done.”
Third is the act of “permitting,” in which one regards
an act as “allowed” by one’s own moral values.
Fourth is the activity of “advising,” in which one is
aware that an act is either probably better to do or
probably worse to do (the act is not sensed as being
strictly required or strictly forbidden). Furthermore,
the specific actions of the person to which these
states of mind are directed can be in the future (in
which case the act of conscience is referred to as “an-
tecedent conscience”), in the past (“consequent con-
science”), or in the present (“occurrent conscience”).
If the past or current action is in accord with the dic-
tates of conscience, the person is said to be in “good
conscience” (or “to have a good conscience” or to be
“acting in good conscience”). This state of mind is
characterized phenomenologically as one of peace,
quiet, self-contentment, and ease. If the past or cur-
rent action is not in accord with the dictates of con-
science, then the person has a “bad conscience.” This
condition is characterized subjectively as apprehen-
sive, conflicted, anxious, and ashamed.

Two points are crucial with regard to these various
activities of the mind. First, in all these acts, the dic-
tate of conscience pertains only to one’s own actions:
“Conscience” does not refer to evaluations of other
people’s acts. Second, the “voice of conscience”
must be distinguished from other ways of evaluating
one’s own actions (other “voices,” as it were). Con-
science is most often confused with self-admonitions
of a merely prudential nature. For example, people
may admonish themselves for stealing simply be-
cause they are in trouble after being caught. A sure
indication that it is not their conscience that is bother-
ing them is that if they were not caught, they would
not admonish themselves. In effect, they are berating
themselves for being caught, not for stealing.

In these various acts of moral self-reflection, the
individual may be either “certain” or “doubtful” con-
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cerning the moral quality of the deed at issue. Since a
person only performs a deed on the basis of her
awareness of what she is doing, if the individual is as-
sured that the act she is contemplating has a particu-
lar moral quality, then she is morally required to act
on that assuredness. If what is truly or objectively
wrong appears to be the right thing to do, one must do
it. In such a case, assuming that one does the deed, the
act is objectively wrong but subjectively right (one
performed in “good conscience”). A primary and
purely formal rule of all morality, then, is to “do what
conscience demands.” This rule is the only guarantee
that people will choose rightly when their beliefs
about right and wrong are accurate. All people are
under an obligation to ensure that the evaluation of
their own actions is accurate. Hence, an even more
important purely formal rule of morality is to “ensure
that conscience is accurate.”

The Doubtful Conscience
If one is in doubt about the accuracy of the dic-

tates of one’s own conscience, then it is morally im-
perative to eliminate the doubt before acting. If one
acts although uncertain of the morality of one’s own
act according to the values to which one subscribes,
one thereby expresses a lack of concern for those val-
ues. Acting while in doubt is tantamount to disdain
for those values even if one happens to do what those
values demand. The problem is how to move from
doubt to certainty about the morality of a contem-
plated act.

When one is uncertain about the moral value of an
anticipated act, one must first attempt to remove the
doubt directly, perhaps by pausing to think about
what one is doing, by consulting “experts” (people of
practical wisdom), or by reading about similar cases.
Often, such attempts fail or are not possible because
of time constraints. In order to resolve remaining
doubts about the right thing to do, people employ
what moralists refer to as “reflex principles” of con-
science, which stipulate what is required of one in
such a condition. Although there is disagreement
among moralists about the degree of probability re-
quired to ground the shift from doubt to certainty,
most people in Western culture adhere to principles
of roughly the following nature. If not doing some-
thing would result in grievous harm to oneself or to
others or would result in failing to fulfill some other
important moral obligation, then it is certain that one

must do the deed regardless of how improbable the
outcome might appear to be (this improbability is
the source of the doubt about the morality of the ac-
tion).

A traditional example of this is the pharmacist
who thinks it is possible that a deadly poison has been
accidentally mixed in with some medicines. Most
people in such a situation would regard themselves as
bound to refrain from dispensing the medicines. An-
other such principle is that if not doing something
would not result in harm, then it is certain that one
must do the deed only if there is an overwhelming
probability that so acting is morally required (in other
words, only an overwhelming probability is suffi-
cient grounds for acting).

Finally, if the moral reasons for doing something
are as good as the reasons for not doing it and no
grievous harm is involved either way, then it is certain
that either course of action is morally acceptable.
What is to be avoided through the use of such guide-
lines for becoming certain of acting correctly while
under conditions of uncertainty are the extremes of
“laxism” and “rigorism.” Laxism results from adopt-
ing the attitude that if there is any doubt about the mo-
rality of the matter at hand, then moral considerations
may be completely ignored. Rigorism results from
adopting the attitude that if there is the slightest
chance that one’s morality demands that one act in a
particular way, then it is certain that one must act in
that way. The problem with rigorism is that there is
always a possibility, however slight, that one is re-
quired to do something in any situation. This attitude
leads immediately to extreme scrupulosity.

The Erroneous Conscience
The distinction between a certain and doubting

conscience is different from the distinction between a
“correct” and an “erroneous” conscience. An errone-
ous or false conscience is the state of mind of some-
one who believes an action to have a moral quality
that in fact it does not have. If such an error is culpa-
ble, then the person can and should “know better”
and is held accountable for whatever wrong is com-
mitted (because the person is held accountable for
being in error about the act’s morality). For example,
the person could have easily found out that the item
taken belonged to someone else. If the error is incul-
pable, then the person cannot know better and is not
held accountable for whatever wrong is done. These
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errors, which lead the person into wrongdoing, are ei-
ther factual or moral. Factual errors concern simply
the facts of the situation or action. For example, the
person is unaware that the suitcase taken from the
conveyor belt at the airport belongs to someone else.
Moral error is about morality itself—that is, the
moral rules that apply to the situation (about which
there may be no factual misunderstanding). For ex-
ample, one knows that the suitcase belongs to an-
other, but taking other people’s belongings is not
something the individual regards as wrong. People
tend to regard inculpable error about basic principles
of morality as being simply impossible (assuming no
mental abnormality). For example, no adult is re-
garded as being ignorant of the immorality of killing
people for utterly no reason. With regard to the appli-
cation of principles in specific situations and with re-
gard to less-general principles, however, inculpable
error is quite possible. In other words, people can in
good conscience disagree about the morality of cer-
tain types of actions or about the morality of a par-
ticular act in a specific situation even if they are in
complete accord concerning the basic principles of
morality.

If the “other” party to a moral dispute is regarded
as not acting in “good conscience,” then he or she is
taken to be either acting in culpable moral error or
acting unconscientiously. In the former case, the
other person’s difference of opinion is regarded as
being caused by negligent ignorance for which he or
she is held accountable. If the dissenter is regarded as
being unconscientious, then in effect the person is
held to be a moral fraud who is merely using the pro-
fession of conscience as a rationalization for acting
out of sheer self-interest. Hence, in conditions of
moral dispute, the virtue of conscientiousness be-
comes of paramount importance. These disagree-
ments are about issues of vital moral importance, and
the sincerity of others’ moral allegiances determines
the response to their dissension. If those with whom I
disagree are not being sincere—that is, if they do not
really believe in the morals in terms of which they
justify their opposing point of view—then I have no
reason to respect their merely apparent moral stand
on the issue. In fact, if they are unconscientious, then
their morals may not really differ from mine: They
might “really” agree with my moral evaluation of the
issue and merely invoke (in bad faith) different “mor-
als” in order to justify their self-interest.

Conscientiousness
If the possibility of disagreement in good faith

is accepted, then it becomes vitally important to clar-
ify the distinguishing marks of being in good con-
science. How can one tell that someone else is sincere
when he or she takes a moral stand on an issue that
differs from one’s own? A common instance of this
problem is that of the “conscientious objector” to
military conscription. Insincerity of an objector’s
moral appeal to exemption from military service
means that the individual does not really “believe in”
the moral values in terms of which the exemption is
being demanded.

Two general characteristics of sincerity (or con-
scientiousness or “really believing”) are a willing-
ness to make sacrifices for the sake of adherence to
one’s values and a willingness to make an effort to
abide by the values professed. If no effort is forth-
coming or no sacrifice is willingly undergone, then
that counts as evidence that the person is not acting in
good faith. Someone who is willing to face a firing
squad rather than serve in the military is most cer-
tainly quite sincere in his or her moral dissension
from conscription. Another individual who would
rather serve in the military than be forced to spend the
same amount of time in prison is probably not dis-
senting in “good conscience.” Therefore, the general
virtue of conscientiousness involves a disposition to
do what one judges ought to be done regardless of the
sacrifice of other interests that may be entailed by so
acting.

What must be kept in mind, however, is that this
virtue is compatible with at least occasional failure to
live by one’s moral ideals. It is true that if one is not
conscientious then one will fail to abide by one’s own
moral convictions. It is not true that if one has the
habit of abiding by the dictates of conscience one will
never fail to do so. The difference between conscien-
tious failure and unconscientious failure to act ac-
cording to the dictates of one’s conscience is that the
former is followed by repentance and a renewed ef-
fort to abide by those dictates, whereas the latter is
not followed by such acts. Failure to live according to
one’s moral convictions may be the result of the fact
that the person has established moral ideals that are
too “high” for any human to achieve. Furthermore,
consistent success in living according to the dictates
of one’s conscience may be indicative of establishing
moral standards for oneself that are too “low.”
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Conscientious Dissent
These distinctions plus the formal principles of

conscience previously noted create an intractable di-
lemma. Since one must act in accord with the dictates
of an assured conscience, it is wrong for others to co-
erce someone into acting against the dictates of his or
her conscience. In order to test the moral sincerity of
dissenters, however, it is necessary to observe how
they respond when prompted to act in a way that is
contrary to the dictates of their conscience. The as-
sumption in this situation is that if the person caves in
to very little pressure, then his or her moral convic-
tion is insincere. Thus, to ensure that a person’s moral
objection to conscription is conscientious, society
must, in effect, prompt the individual to act against the
dictates of conscience. Because of increasing sensi-
tivity to the fact that coercing people in this manner is
actually a species of scandal, conscientious objection
is no longer severely punished in most countries.

Nevertheless, there are limits to what can be toler-
ated in the name of respecting conscientious action.
If an individual’s conscience dictates that he harms
the innocent, then others are justified in protecting
the innocent by forcing that person to act against the
dictates of his conscience. The classic historical ex-
ample of this is the outlawing of the practice of
thuggee by the British colonialists in India during the
nineteenth century. The Thugs believed that they had
a moral obligation to waylay and murder travelers.
The general principle in terms of which the British
occupying force justified punishing the Thugs was
(roughly) that “it is wrong to coerce someone to act
against sincere moral conviction unless allowing the
person to act according to the dictates of conscience
would result in harm to the innocent.”

Mark Stephen Pestana
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Conscientious objection
Definition: Refusal on moral or religious grounds

to perform an action (usually military service or
participation in warfare) demanded or required by
an external authority

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Recognition by the state of the right

to conscientious objection constitutes a decision
that citizens should not be compelled to act con-
trary to deeply held personal beliefs, nor punished
for refusing to act in such a fashion.

Conscientious objection establishes a moral relation-
ship between the individual and external authority.
The key element of the relationship is the claim that
authority is not absolute; it cannot demand total
obedience, especially when obedience would violate
the individual’s conscience. Conscientious objec-
tion, then, stands as a limit to the extent of the power
of the state. In claiming conscientious objection, an
individual seeks to justify opposition to an action or
demand that the state deems necessary and may re-
quire of others.

History and Sources
One of the major concerns of the ancient Greek

philosophers Plato and Aristotle was that of the rela-
tionship of the individual to the state. They noted that
human life was fundamentally social, which entailed
duties to the state. It was possible, however, for the
demands of the state to come into conflict with an in-
dividual’s own moral values. The source of the con-
flict was the assertion that the state did not totally
control the conscience of an individual. Conscience
was a person’s moral self-understanding, the combi-
nation of values and ideals that provided the individ-

ual with a sense of ethical self-definition that also de-
manded loyalty. Violating an individual’s moral
integrity could lead to a crisis of conscience. A per-
son might want to serve the state, but in this particular
case could not without violating the sense of self.

The play Antigone (c. 441 b.c.e.), by Sophocles,
offers an explicit example of the conflict between the
individual and the state. Antigone follows her con-
science and refuses to obey King Creon’s orders con-
cerning the burial of her brother. In moral terms, the
tension between the individual and the state rests on
whether the state should recognize the demands of
conscience when an individual cannot in good con-
science obey the state’s demands. In order to avoid
breaking the law, the conscientious objector often
seeks an exemption from obedience. The exemption
would grant legal recognition to the disobedience,
and the individual would escape punishment. For
Antigone, escape was not an option, and the play
serves as a stark reminder of the tension between in-
dividual conscience and the demands of the state.

The question of loyalty and obedience to the state
became more acute with the rise of Christianity.
Given the pacifist views of some early Christians and
the resulting opposition to war, many refused to serve
in the military. The refusal to participate in war on
moral grounds rested on the teachings of Jesus. The
conscience of the Christian, formed by the values as-
sociated with Jesus and out of loyalty to those values,
would not permit military service or participation in
war. Yet not all Christians were pacifists or conscien-
tious objectors, and military service became more
likely as Christianity became the dominant religion
in the West. Still some Christians steadfastly refused
to serve in the military. During the Protestant Refor-
mation, the Anabaptists held to a pacifist view and
sought exemption from the state’s demands to partic-
ipate in war. These exemptions, when granted, were
only at the pleasure of the prince or ruler in whose
territory the exemption seekers resided.

American Dimensions
There have been examples of conscientious ob-

jection throughout American history. People fled
Europe during the colonial period to escape persecu-
tion, and many were pacifists. As a result, conscien-
tious objection entered into American wars and poli-
tics. James Madison wanted to add recognition of
conscientious objection to his version of what was to
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become the Second Amendment to the U.S. Consti-
tution. He wanted to allow persons with religious and
moral objections to bearing arms the freedom not to
serve in the military. Madison’s suggestion was not
approved in later debates, but it did serve to provide a
basis for the legal recognition of conscientious objec-
tion in U.S. law.

The Selective Service Act of 1917 established
guidelines for conscientious objection; specifically,
the requirement that an applicant needed to show
membership within a religious tradition that upheld
conscientious objection as part of its teachings. This
rule made it difficult, if not impossible, for those out-
side the pacifist church tradition to be granted consci-
entious objector status. Although the guidelines were
more flexible during World War II, the insistence on a
religious basis for conscientious objection remained.
The refusal of military service was not recognized
unless an applicant equated moral and religious rea-
sons. Two U.S. Supreme Court decisions, handed
down during the Vietnam War, changed the basis for
asserting conscientious objection. In United States v.
Seeger (1965) and United States v. Welch (1970), the
Court ruled that sincere and strongly held moral be-
liefs were a sufficient basis for granting an individual
status as a conscientious objector to military service.
While the requirement for opposition to all wars re-
mained, there was no longer a religious test for con-
scientious objection.

Types of Conscientious Objection
There are two major types of conscientious ob-

jection with reference to the opposition to war. The
first is absolute or universal conscientious objection
(ACO or UCO). Usually based on a pacifist perspec-
tive, it leads to the moral conclusion that all wars
are wrong. The ethical argument centers on the im-
morality of war and killing. The nature and purpose
of the war are irrelevant to the moral opposition to
the war.

A second type is selective conscientious objec-
tion (SCO). The focus of selective conscientious ob-
jection is on the particular war, hence the notion of
selection. An individual may not be morally opposed
to all wars as such, but to a specific war. The moral
basis for selective conscientious objection is just war
theory, which is designed to differentiate between
wars that are just and those that are unjust. This selec-
tion equates just with moral and unjust with immoral.

An individual would hold that it is wrong to fight
in an unjust war. Selective conscientious objection
rarely, if ever, receives legal recognition. It is possi-
ble for both absolute conscientious objectors and se-
lective conscientious objectors to accept military ser-
vice as noncombatants such as medics. The moral
opposition would center on the refusal to bear arms,
not on military service itself.

Ron Large
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Consent
Definition: Agreement, freely given, by one party

in response to a proposal by another party
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Consent is fundamental to the con-

cept of autonomy; in giving consent, a party exer-
cises free choice and should be accorded due re-
spect in the bargaining.

Consent is one means by which social arrangements
are regulated. Through consent, persons agree to
conform their actions to the expectations of others.
Following consent, individuals can act cooperatively
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as wife and husband, teammates, club members, or
parties to a contract.

Consent obtained through coercion is no consent
at all. What constitutes coercion, however, may be
difficult to define. On the one extreme, a highway-
man’s demand of “Your money or your life!” is coer-
cive. By contrast, if a man lost in the desert meets a
shepherd who offers to lead him to safety for a thou-
sand dollars, the man’s only alternative is to wander
off on his own and eventually die. To him the shep-
herd’s proposal seems coercive—much like the high-
wayman’s demand. However, to the shepherd, who
did not cause the man’s predicament, the proposal is
merely an offer for a voluntary exchange.

Political philosophers such as John Locke and
John Rawls have suggest that consent of the gov-
erned is the basis of all legitimate government. That
consent is theoretical, however, as individual citizens
are never truly allowed to choose, point by point, the
scope of any government’s full powers. Libertarians,
including Robert Nozick, therefore have concluded
that all governments are coercive and illegitimate,
except those of extremely limited powers. In contrast
to the libertarians, communitarian philosophers con-
tend that humans are not single-minded, autonomous
decision-makers but are bound by shared values to
the community at large. The libertarian idea of con-
sent, with its focus on free choice and rights, flies in
the face of this web of shared values.

Many social scientists tend to avoid bright-line
distinctions between consensual and coerced acts. To
such theorists, cultural norms can impose such pres-
sure to conform that choice is effectively eliminated.
So, it is argued, cultural pressures cause women rou-
tinely to make workplace decisions that elevate their
families above their careers. These women neither
wholly “consent” to trading career for family, nor are
they “coerced” as that term is traditionally used.

Concern over the relationship between consent
and coercion is not new. In the early Greek philoso-
pher Plato’s Prftagoras, Socrates and Protagoras de-
bate whether virtue is teachable or such teaching
amounts to inappropriate coercion of the will of the
pupil. That debate is largely theoretical, but the dif-
ference between consent and coercion does have im-
portant practical significance, especially in the law. If
the shepherd leads the lost man from the desert, he
will expect payment of the thousand dollars. Modern
courts of law have tended to find such agreements co-

ercive and unenforceable. Eventually, however, the
pendulum may swing back in response to cultural
trends that promote personal responsibility.

Robert L. Palmer
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Consequentialism
Definition: Belief that the rightness or wrongness

of an action is determined by the goodness or bad-
ness of its result

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Consequentialism constitutes a moral

standard in which the end justifies the means,
while rejecting intention- or virtue-centered ethi-
cal systems.

As a moral standard, consequentialism can be di-
vided into two varieties: In the first, the desired end is
the long-term self-interest of the individual; In the
second, the desired end is the greatest happiness of
the greatest number. The first variety is called the the-
ory of ethical egoism, and Thomas Hobbes and Ayn
Rand are associated with it. The second is called util-
itarianism, and it is associated with Jeremy Bentham
and John Stuart Mill. Ethical egoism claims that be-
fore making a moral decision, one should consider
the end of long-term self-interest, and if by using a
reasonably moral means the long-term self-interest
can be achieved, then that action should be performed.
This means that short-term self-interest should be
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sacrificed for the sake of long-term self-interest.
Utilitarianism, however, considers the desired end to
be the greatest happiness of the greatest number of
people; an action that achieves this end by using a
reasonably moral means should be performed.

Krishna Mallick

See also: Bentham, Jeremy; Biodiversity; Domin-
ion over nature, human; Environmental movement;
Hobbes, Thomas; Mill, John Stuart; Rand, Ayn.

Conservation
Definition: Prudent use of natural resources
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: As increasing amounts of the earth’s

resources are used up, conservation for many peo-
ple ceases to be merely a prudent course of action
and acquires the status of an ethical imperative.
At the same time, the involuntary imposition of
strategies of conservation upon individuals, cor-
porations, or governments may be seen as an ethi-
cal violation of their rights or freedoms.

The conservation ethic has its American roots in co-
lonial times with the imposition of game limits at
Newport, Rhode Island, in 1639, the limitation of
timbering in Pennsylvania in 1681, and many other
similar regulations that were intended to protect re-
sources for the future. Later, authors such as Henry
David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson empha-
sized the ethical interrelationship of humankind and
nature.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Theo-
dore Roosevelt and Gifford Pinchot wrote exten-
sively on the conservation ethic; they are widely con-
sidered as the founders of modern conservationism.
Their programs, such as the Reclamation Act of
1902, the Inland Waterways Commission of 1907,
and the massive expansion of National Forest lands,
reflect their emphasis on wise use of resources. They
also were concerned with the preservation of natural
and cultural assets, as in passage of the Antiquities
Act of 1906. Harold Ickes, Henry Wallace, and their
associates continued the advocacy of the wise con-
sumption ethic during the 1930’s, emphasizing land
planning and soil management. Again, wise use was

the principal concern. Preservation of unique natural
entities, however, continued to be part of the main-
stream conservation ethic. Preservationism as a part
of conservation, however, has been more heavily pro-
moted since World War II, leading to the vigorous re-
evaluation of many conservation-for-use programs.

Ralph L. Langenheim, Jr.

See also: Deforestation; Ecology; Environmental
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Conservatism
Definition: Approach to politics and society that

emphasizes continuity and change.
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Skeptical that humanity has the moral

or rational capacity to rule itself, conservatives ar-
gue that one’s duty is to conform to natural law by
dutifully following time-honored practices based
on the wisdom accrued through the ages

American conservatism takes a variety of forms.
Neoconservatives, for example, tend to be former lib-
erals who, after World War II, saw most liberals as
crossing the line from liberalism to a form of social-
ism that held equality, rather than liberty, as its major
motivating principle. Neoconservatives also held that
liberals failed to appreciate the dangers of commu-
nism. Libertarians too, have often been viewed as
conservatives, whereas their roots are in classical lib-
eralism. Many classical liberals do see themselves as
conservatives. Some scholars see conservatism as an
ideology; others hold that it is not an ideology at all,
but rather a reaction to liberalism and radicalism. It
appears, however, to contain elements of both.

Origins
Traditionalist conservatism, according to most

observers, began with Edmund Burke, who reacted
vigorously to the very earliest stage of the French
Revolution, and, in 1790, in his Reflections on the
Revolution in France, quite accurately predicted the
consequences of what was then a quite mild event.
He predicted tyranny if the French continued to
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throw away their past and begin anew. He also, in
fact, laid down the basic tenets of conservatism.

Burke saw the state as divinely ordained and wor-
thy of reverence. He believed that the law of God
reigned and that natural law, which emanated from it,
was superior to manmade law, taking precedence if
the two conflicted, still a principle of conservatism.
Consequently the tenets of conservatism are its ethi-
cal norms.

The role of the state is important, unlike the liber-
tarian view, which borders on anarchism. Its major
function is to preserve order and oversee orderly
change in accordance with tradition. Change is nec-
essary if society is to be preserved. Conservatism,
therefore, is not a status quo ideology as is often
maintained.

Ethical Norms
Conservatism holds to the belief that there is a

contract between the present generation, those of the
past, and those not yet born. Attempting to put ab-
stract theories into practice contrary to the wisdom of
the ages leads to disaster. Revolution is thus to be
avoided, unless its aim is to regain lost rights, as with
the American Revolution. Fostering too much depen-
dence on the state through unnecessary governmen-
tal programs is also wrong.

A hierarchical society is natural. Attempts to im-
pose equality on this earth means leveling down to
the lowest common denominator. At the same time,
one should never look down on those who do lowly
jobs. It takes all kinds to maintain a society. A harmo-
nious society, with its varied parts acting in unison
is the best attainable. Moreover, private property is a
natural right and the state has no right to appropriate
one’s property unless society would be harmed by
not doing so. The good of society takes priority over
that of the individual, even though the individual has
natural rights, including the rights to life, liberty, and
property. This is tied in with an organic concept of so-
ciety. Some scholars hold that Burke did not hold to
this notion. He did, indeed, sound as if he did. How-
ever, whether he did or not is not the point; the point
being that organicism became embedded in tradi-
tionalist conservative thought.

Loyalty to family, friends, and institutions is basic
to conservatism. Moral absolutism, not liberal moral
relativism, is also fundamental; some values do not
change with the times. Cooperation between church

and state is welcome; a strict separation of the two, as
liberalism demands, is seen as detrimental to society.

Subsidiarity also belongs in this list. Issues should
be settled on the lowest level possible. In other words,
people should not try to make “federal cases” out of
everything. Within the United States, this literally
means that if an issue can be addressed on the state
level, the state, not the federal government, should
deal with it. Moreover, if an issue can be addressed on
an even lower level, that is where it should be re-
solved

American Conservatism
One might argue that American conservatism an-

tedates Burke by several years by noting that John
Adams published A Defense of the Constitutions of
the United States of America in 1787-1788. Adams
himself was little read, but his ideas were influential.
Adams was much like Burke in that both saw religion
as necessary for upholding a society. They were also
alike in citing the flaws of human nature, thus deny-
ing the validity of the French philosophes of the En-
lightenment, who held to the perfectibility of human
beings and the related idea that an ideal society was
capable of being constructed. In other words, they fa-
vored common sense over abstract theory. Moreover,
both men put society above the individual. Burke and
Adams laid the foundations of modern or traditional-
ist conservatism. Although there have been numer-
ous offshoots and variations down through the years
to conservative thought and practice, their founda-
tions have endured.

Practical Application
It would be incorrect to view all twenty-first cen-

tury Republicans as conservatives and all Democrats
as egalitarian liberals. Family, local tradition and po-
litical advantage are also important in determining
one’s political orientation. It would appear that in the
modern United States classical liberalism tends to
overshadow the traditionalist factor in most conser-
vatives. Government involvement in the economy
and excessive regulation of society are rejected by
conservatives of all sorts.

Robert W. Small
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Consistency
Definition: Coherence and non-contradiction of the

various rules and principles of an ethical system
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Consistency is a necessary compo-

nent of any rationally based ethics, but is irrele-
vant to nonrational approaches to morality.

Given that the discipline of ethics involves reasoned
reflection upon moral issues and that consistency is a
necessary condition of any system, theory, or activity
that is governed by reason, consistency must play an
important role in the development of ethical theories.
The two most important respects in which reason’s
commitment to consistency manifests itself in the de-
velopment of an ethical theory are systematic consis-
tency and nomothetic consistency.

Systematic Consistency
Systematic consistency is a characteristic of any

ethical system whose fundamental principles may all
be true. Put negatively, systematic consistency does
not apply to a system that has two or more principles
that are contradictory. The reason that ethical sys-
tems must exhibit this property is that one can prove
absolutely anything from an inconsistent set of pre-

mises. An inconsistent set of ethical principles would
therefore counsel both for and against every action
and thus offer no guidance to the morally perplexed.

Nomothetic Consistency
If a particular course of action is said to be mor-

ally permissible, it would be arbitrary and irrational
to claim that the action would not be permissible on a
distinct occasion when all the relevant factors were
the same. In this way, reasoned reflection on moral-
ity implies a commitment to general rules that spec-
ify classes of morally correct and morally incorrect
behavior. The presupposition that moral judgments
apply universally gives rise to the requirement of
nomothetic consistency, the demand that a specific
moral judgment can be coherently transformed into a
general law.

The importance of nomothetic consistency to eth-
ical theory is seen in the fact that one of the oldest and
most prevalent of moral principles, the “golden rule,”
demands that one treat others as one wants to be
treated, a requirement that imposes a certain degree
of generality on one’s moral judgments. Although
concern with nomothetic consistency thus goes back
at least as far as the sixth century b.c.e. Confucian
formulation of the golden rule, it was in the eigh-
teenth century that German philosopher Immanuel
Kant focused attention on it to an unprecedented
level by arguing that it alone is sufficient to generate
an entire moral code.

The primacy of nomothetic consistency to Kant’s
ethics is clearly expressed in that version of his fun-
damental ethical principle (the “categorical impera-
tive”), which commands that one should act only ac-
cording to that plan of action that one can will at the
same time to be a universal law. According to Kant, a
sufficient test of the moral permissibility of a specific
action is found in the attempt to will that the action be
universalized. If willing such universality can be
consistently achieved, then one knows that the action
is morally permissible. If the attempt to will the uni-
versality of some plan of action leads to an inconsis-
tency, however, then one knows that the action is im-
permissible.

To grasp the full force and scope of this version of
the categorical imperative, it is important to note that
there are two ways in which a plan of action can fail
the test of universalizability. The first occurs when
the content of the law that results from the attempted
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universalization is internally inconsistent. A stan-
dard Kantian example to illustrate this kind of incon-
sistency is found in the attempt to universalize the ac-
tivity of promise-breaking. When one wills that all
promises be entered into with the intent that they be
broken, one also wills that there can be no promises
insofar as one wills the impossibility of trust, a neces-
sary condition for the practice of promising. In this
way, willing that promise-breaking be a universal
law entails both the existence and the nonexistence of
promises.

The second way in which some proposed plan of
action can fail the universalizability test does not in-
volve an inconsistency within the content of the uni-
versal law that is willed. Instead of the conflict being
internal to the universalized plan of action, the con-
flict in these cases obtains between the universalized
plan of action and the very activity of willing. The
possibility of this second kind of inconsistency de-
pends upon Kant’s conviction that willing is an inher-
ently rational activity and his acceptance of the fact
that it would be irrational to will certain universal
laws even though these universal laws are not inter-
nally inconsistent. A standard Kantian example used
to illustrate this second type of inconsistency in-
volves the intention to neglect the development of all
of one’s talents. It is, says Kant, possible to conceive
that all human beings neglect the development of
their talents without contradiction; however, it is not
possible to will that this be the case, for willing is an
activity that affirms one’s rationality, an affirmation
that conflicts with the fact that the universal law be-
ing willed is one that it is irrational to will.

James Petrik
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Constitution, U.S.
Identification: Foundation document that estab-

lished and regulates the national governing sys-
tem of the United States

Date: Written in 1787, ratified in 1788
Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: The U.S. Constitution was framed to

ensure political and economic liberty for Ameri-
can citizens by defining and limiting the powers
of a resilient democratic republic.

The design of governments depends on the political
values and interests of the people who hold power.
Individuals’ desires for political liberty, civil rights,
and democratic elections within a country may be
thwarted by the will of militarily powerful dictators
or by ethnic, religious, or geographic conflicts that
divide a nation. The Founders of the nation sought to
avoid both divisive conflicts and the risk of dictator-
ship by drafting the Constitution in 1787. By electing
officials to a government of limited powers and by
guaranteeing representation to each geographic sub-
division within the nation, the founders sought to cre-
ate a governing system that would ensure political
liberty and social stability for years to come.

History
After the North American colonists’ Declaration

of Independence from Great Britain in 1776 and the
concomitant revolutionary war, the newly indepen-
dent American states attempted to govern themselves
through a document called the Articles of Confedera-
tion. The Articles of Confederation established a
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weak national government that depended on the co-
operation of the various states for economic and mili-
tary matters. Because each state retained the primary
power to govern itself, there were frequent disagree-
ments between the states. Their failure to fully coop-
erate with one another made the new nation economi-
cally and militarily vulnerable.

The failure of the Articles of Confederation led
representatives from each state to meet in Philadel-
phia, Pennsylvania, during 1787 to draft a new docu-
ment that would provide a fundamental structure of
government for a cohesive nation. The Constitution,
produced in Philadelphia, was the product of exten-
sive debate and compromise among men who feared
the prospect of granting too much power to govern-
ment. They had fought a war of independence against
Great Britain because they believed that the British
king had trampled on their civil rights and prevented
them from effectively participating in democratic de-
cision making concerning taxation, tariffs, and other
policies. They sought to diminish the risk that any in-
dividual or branch of government would accumulate
too much power and thereby behave in a tyrannical
fashion.

The Constitution provides the basis for the gov-
erning system of the United States. Although spe-
cific aspects of the Constitution have been changed
through the enactment of amendments, the basic
words and principles of the Constitution remain the
same. As American society changed over the years,
the U.S. Supreme Court interpreted the words of the
Constitution to give them applicability to new and
changing social circumstances.

Ethical Principles
The Constitution seeks to avoid the risk of gov-

ernmental tyranny through the principle of separa-
tion of powers. The legislative, executive, and judi-
cial branches of government are separate from one
another, and each possesses specific powers that en-
able it to prevent excessive actions by the other
branches of government.

Political liberty and democratic decision making
are guaranteed through the Constitution’s provisions
mandating elections for representatives in the legis-
lative branch (Congress) and for the president and
vice-president in the executive branch. The Constitu-
tion also grants the broadest list of specific powers to
the legislative branch so that representatives from

throughout the nation can enact laws rather than hav-
ing one person be responsible for authoritative deci-
sion making. The legislative branch is divided into
two chambers, one providing representation accord-
ing to each state’s population (House of Representa-
tives) and the other providing equal representation to
each state (Senate) in order to prevent the largest
states from dominating all decisions.

The Constitution sets specific terms in office for
elected officials in the legislative and executive
branches. The voters have the opportunity to select
new officials every two years for the House of Repre-
sentatives, every four years for the president and
vice-president, and every six years for the Senate.
This mechanism helps to preserve political liberty by
holding individuals accountable to the citizens.

Ethical Issues
As it was drafted in 1787, the Constitution did not

specifically address several important ethical issues.
Some of these issues were addressed later through
amendments added to the Constitution. For example,
the Constitution did not address the issue of slavery
except to say that any congressional decisions on that
issue must wait until twenty years after the document
first went into effect. Slavery was eventually abol-
ished through the Thirteenth Amendment in 1868
after a bloody civil war was fought over this unre-
solved issue. The original Constitution also did not
guarantee specific civil rights for citizens. Freedom
of speech, freedom of religion, criminal defendants’
rights, and other civil rights were guaranteed in 1791
when the first ten amendments to the Constitution,
known as the Bill of Rights, were ratified.

Although the Constitution’s design for a repre-
sentative democracy was intended to protect citizens’
political liberty, several aspects of the Constitution
are undemocratic. Because the drafters of the Consti-
tution feared that the voters could be swayed by a
charismatic demagogue, citizens do not elect the
president directly. They vote instead for electors,
known as the Electoral College, who can select some-
one other than the leading vote getter as president if
they believe that the people have made an unwise
choice.

In addition, because representation in Congress is
determined by state, people who live in the District of
Columbia, although they outnumber the populations
of several small states, do not have voting representa-

320

Constitution, U.S. Ethics



tion in Congress. The citizens residing in the nation’s
capital city lack the basic political liberty to elect
representatives to the national legislature. Thus, al-
though the Constitution has been effective in creating
a stable democratic governing system, it remains im-
perfect as a document seeking to guarantee political
liberty and participation in decision making for all
citizens.

Christopher E. Smith
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Constitutional government
Definition: Political system regulated by a formal

contract between the governors and the governed
which explicitly apportions and limits political
power

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Constitutional government is based

on the principles that government must be limited
and that leaders and citizens alike are governed by
the rule of law.

The idea of constitutional government is that the so-
cial contract, or that system of social relationships
that constitutes the origin of any community, is given
concrete manifestation in a constitution. In sum, the
legitimacy of a constitutional regime is based on for-
mal agreement between the rulers and the ruled. Gov-
ernment accepts limitations based on citizen consent
and the rule of law will govern all. In modern politics,
few governments maintain legitimacy without a con-
stitutional foundation. A constitution guarantees that
the government rules in the name of the many (not the
few or the one, as in dynastic or despotic regimes)
and is limited in scope by agreement on the rules and
structure of governance. Nevertheless, in practice a
constitution is only as valid and effective as the citi-
zens and leaders believe it to be and make it.

History of the Concept
Constitutions can be considered power maps that

give form to the distribution of power within a politi-
cal system. Although this conception emphasizes in-
stitutions, these power maps also reflect the political
culture and the ideologies that undergird a society. In
ethical terms, the constitutional idea expresses an
ideological principle itself—that of government lim-
ited by law, government that emanates from the cul-
ture, customs, and mores of a community.

The principle of government founded on code and
law can be traced back to antiquity. The covenant of
the Hebrew people was one expression of this idea.
The legal codes of Hammurabi (1792-1750 b.c.e.),
the Athenian laws of Draco (c. 621 b.c.e.) and Solon
(594 b.c.e.), and the Byzantine Roman emperor Jus-
tinian’s legal code (529-533 c.e.) were also forerun-
ners of the constitutional principle. In fact, the Greek
concept of the polis lies at the heart of the ethical
ideal of constitutionalism. From the experience of
ancient Athens in particular, Western culture had in-
herited the ethical value of the rule of law, the ideal of
the polis, and the immanent legitimacy of the state
that governs in the name and by the consent of the cit-
izens.

The Greeks
The concept of the polis as a spiritual identifica-

tion of the individual with the community was the
hallmark of Greek civilization. Most important, in
the evolution of Athenian democracy, the Greeks em-
phasized the superiority of the rule of law as opposed
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to the “rule of men” in the forms of monarchs and ty-
rants. Law and constitution create a sphere of politi-
cal discourse, freedom, and dignity for the citizen
that is absent in the rule of another human being, no
matter how benevolent a despot.

Freedom under the law became the highest moral
principle for the Greek polis, and in the Greek mind it
distinguished Greek civilization from barbarian civi-
lizations. This idea was the point of departure be-
tween Aristotle’s Politics (335-322 b.c.e.) and
Plato’s Republic (386-367 b.c.e.). Plato presented a
constitution in the Republic that was based on the
governance of picked individuals whose legitimacy
was based on knowledge. Aristotle preferred consti-
tutional rule founded on law, which preserved human
dignity and participation. Only later in life did Plato
rediscover the importance of this principle, as can be
seen in Laws (360-347 b.c.e.). The connection of
constitutional government to rule of law is the most
significant political inheritance from the Greek expe-
rience.

The Social Contract
After the sixteenth century in Europe, through the

age of Enlightenment, there emerged a movement for
democracy and constitutionalism that was associated
with the ideas of the social contract. This movement,
which presaged the rise of the modern secular state,
is descended from the ideas of Thomas Hobbes, John
Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, David Hume, and
many others.

Although there are many differences in the ideas
of these authors, at their core was agreement about
certain principles concerning constitutional govern-
ment. In essence, they argued that a social contract
preexists the contract of government. An original
community must exist, and grounded upon estab-
lished social relations, a contract of government may
be created. This contract is the formal agreement of
all within the community to accept laws and limita-
tions on government, and hence government is legiti-
mated by consent. Ultimately, no government is le-
gitimate unless it governs in the name of the people.

The Modern State
Modern states rule in the name of their people.

Most modern states do not rest their legitimacy on
rule by a person, a dynastic family, or a theocracy.
Even the most authoritarian regimes of the twentieth

century claimed to rule in the name of the people. In
this sense, modern states are constitutional govern-
ments. In fact, most modern states perceive them-
selves as “founded nations” and thus have required a
founding document. Because most modern nation-
states are large and complex, and require participa-
tion by masses of citizens in their projects, constitu-
tional government and consent evolved as the funda-
mental form of legitimization. The ideological basis
of the secular state is supported by constitutionalism
and law, and constitutions perform many functions.

Constitutions express the ideology of founded na-
tions in their rules and structures. For example, the
Constitution of the United States not only preserved
private property and a free market but also reflected a
desire for limited government in its separation of
powers. Constitutions embody basic laws and rights
of the people. These vary with the culture and experi-
ence of a people, and are influenced by the ideologi-
cal origins of the state. Formally recognized rights
and liberties are a major reason for establishing con-
stitutional government. Constitutions define the or-
ganization of government and the distribution of
powers. Herein lies the specific way in which govern-
ments submit to limitation. They must abide by the
contract or be overthrown. Finally, constitutions hold
the promise that people may change them as neces-
sity requires. Because a constitution reflects the con-
sent of the governed, the ability to amend a constitu-
tion may safeguard liberty and regime longevity.

Ultimately, these functions require qualification.
This is how constitutions should function. Perhaps
the greatest ethical problems in constitutional gov-
ernment are the importance of belief and the fact that
it requires the participation of human beings, citizens
and leaders, to make constitutions work on behalf of
the people. Many authoritarian regimes have consti-
tutions that espouse the values of consent, guarantees
of rights, and rule of law. In fact, the rule of law is the
ethical core of constitutional government. The essen-
tial promise of constitutional government is that no
person, institution, or party may be above the law.

Anthony R. Brunello
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Consumerism
Definition: Movement aimed at improving the sta-

tus and power of the consumer relative to the
seller in the marketplace

Date: Began during the late 1960’s
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Consumerism is strongly associated

with the introduction of morality into the other-
wise amoral marketplace, since it emphasizes the
responsibilities of manufacturers to consumers in
such areas as product safety, fair pricing, and hon-
est advertising.

The publication in 1965 of Ralph Nader’s book Un-
safe at Any Speed, which criticized the dangerous de-
sign features of the Chevrolet Corvair, is often viewed
as the birth of modern-day consumerism. Since that
time, Nader and others have founded such consumer
organizations as the Center for Auto Safety, Public
Citizen, the Health Research Group, and various buy-
ers’ cooperatives to promote safer products, lower
prices, and full and honest disclosure in advertising.

Two important trends have encouraged the growth
of consumerism: the fact that sellers (manufacturers
and retailers) increasingly tend to be giant corpora-

tions with whom individual buyers have little influ-
ence; and the growing complexity of many consumer
products, which prevents buyers from making in-
formed judgments. Consumerism has led to the pas-
sage of such legislation at the federal level as the
Child Protection and Safety Act, the Hazardous Sub-
stances Act, and the Fair Credit Reporting Act, as
well as the creation of the Consumer Product Safety
Commission. The movement has been unsuccessful,
however, in lobbying for the establishment of a fed-
eral cabinet-level consumer protection agency.

D. Kirk Davidson

See also: Advertising; Boycotts; Business ethics;
Infomercials; Nader, Ralph; Price fixing; Product
safety and liability; Sales ethics; Warranties and
guarantees.

Conversion of one’s system
of beliefs

Definition: Comprehensive change in one’s under-
standing of the world and one’s place in it

Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: Exemplifying the complexity and

drama of human thought, individual conversions
have left a major legacy in every system of beliefs.

Conversions represent a long-standing and memora-
ble drama in the intellectual and spiritual history of
humankind. All major systems of belief have, to a
greater or lesser extent, sought and obtained con-
verts, although Christianity perhaps places the most
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Warning Label on Alcoholic Beverages

In response to public concerns, the federal government began
requiring manufacturers of alcoholic beverages to put this
warning on their products in 1989:

Government warning: (1) According to the Surgeon General,
women should not drink alcoholic beverages during pregnancy
because of the risk of birth defects. (2) Consumption of alco-
holic beverages impairs your ability to drive a car or operate
machinery, and may cause health problems.



emphasis on the individual conversion experience, as
most famously illustrated by the apostle Paul’s being
knocked off his horse while on the road to Damascus.

Conversion of one’s system of beliefs generally
entails a complete change of one’s life. The values
and perspectives of the individual experiencing the
conversion undergo major shifts, often resulting in
dramatic changes in the person’s way of life. Old re-
lationships may be severed, while new ones are cre-
ated; allegiances may be transferred from one com-
munity to another; career, home, friendships, family
ties, all may hang in the balance.

The conversion experience has been much stud-
ied, particularly from a psychological point of view.
A notable example can be found in psychologist Wil-
liam James’s book The Varieties of Religious Experi-
ence (1902). Other similar studies typically fall into
the danger of simplifying and subjectivizing com-
plex ideas and ideologies by reducing all conversion
experiences to matters of psychology. Entire peoples
and communities have been converted, although dis-
tinctions must be made between true individual con-
versions of beliefs and the changing tributes paid to
external rulers.

History and literature are filled with famous con-
versions, from Saint Augustine’s late fourth century
Confessions to the Buddha’s awakening under the
Bodhi tree to V. I. Lenin’s adoption of revolutionary
Marxism after the czarist execution of his brother. A
modern narrative of a conversion experience is Turn-
ing (1982), by Emilie Griffin, whose chapter titles—
“Turning,” “Desire,” “Dialectic,” “Struggle,” “Sur-
render,” and “Afterward”—manifest some of the
stages, both turbulent and peaceful, that are typical in
the conversion of one’s system of beliefs.

Howard Bromberg

See also: Augustine, Saint; Bodhisattva ideal; Bud-
dha; Calvin, John; Edwards, Jonathan; Holy war.

Copyright
Definition: Legal protection of intellectual prop-

erty giving the copyright holder exclusive right to
publish, reproduce, and sell or lease the property
for a set period of time

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics

Significance: Finding a satisfactory ethics of copy-
right requires striking a balance between the rights
of copyright owners and the rights of the public.

Throughout American history, copyright law has
protected the rights of authors to control their own
works. The Framers of the U.S. Constitution in-
cluded a passage in the very first article of the docu-
ment expressing the wish to encourage creativity by
promoting “the progress of science and the useful
arts.” The original U.S. copyright law gave authors
fourteen years of protection, followed by an addi-
tional fourteen years if the authors were still alive.
After copyright of a work lapsed, the work fell into
the public domain and could be freely used by any-
one without payment to the authors or their estates.
By limiting the duration of copyright protection,
American law avoided the kind of hereditary monop-
olies that had stifled the creativity of other nations.

Over the years, the U.S. Congress gradually ex-
tended the duration of copyright protection. The
copyright law enacted in 1976 significantly length-
ened ownership duration but also introduced new
fair-use guidelines that exempted nonprofit organiza-
tions from having to secure permission to use reason-
able portions of copyright-protected material.

Changes in Copyright Law
Modern digital technology has made it easier than

ever before to reproduce materials. In the modern
digital environment, the original intent of the U.S.
Constitution still serves as a basis for ethical debate
on copyright. Among the new questions being asked
in the twenty-first century is whether authors and
other creative persons need added protections of their
works to guard against digital piracy. Additions to
U.S. copyright law in 1976 and 1998 were designed
to support copyright owners for much longer periods
than original constitutional guidelines allowed.

Before 1976, the burden of securing copyright
protection for work was on the owners of the copy-
rightable material who had to take steps themselves
to register individual items to ensure protection. Af-
ter 1976, all original materials that exist in tangible
form are automatically protected by U.S. copyright
and do not require individual registration. Amend-
ments to the federal copyright law enacted in 1998
criminalized the unauthorized use of all Web re-
sources. A 2002 amendment to copyright law limited
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nonprofit organizations to use copyrighted materials
only under very stringent limitations, with heavy
fines and jail sentences for infringements. The im-
plicit philosophical shift from predigital interpreta-
tion of the law to the postdigital world view is from a
philosophy that assumed central importance for pro-
tection of the public domain to a philosophy that cen-
ters its main focus on protection of owned property.

Copyright Holders’ Perspectives
Owners of copyright-protected material maintain

that piracy of their material is simply a form of prop-
erty theft. Owners point out that the Constitution’s
Framers could not have anticipated modern digital
environments, which make piracy of exact reproduc-
tions easy. Among the methods that copyright own-
ers employ to enforce their rights in a digital environ-
ment include pay-per-play and licensing agreements,
expanding duration of protection, making it a crime

to circumvent software protection, campaigns target-
ing illegal file sharing and pressuring schools and
other institutions that provide Internet service to de-
tect and punish infringing users.

Some copyright owners view a commitment to-
ward a good faith compliance with the law on the part
of users as a firm basis on which to balance needs of
private enterprise with society’s need to have access
to a public domain that supports further invention and
creativity. Such corporations return good faith by be-
coming partners with scholars and by backing initia-
tives to create rich public domain resources that will
contribute to national security and prosperity.

Public Perspectives
Some people argue that the delicate balance be-

tween public interest and private good has been com-
promised by corporate pursuit of short-sighted efforts
that shrink the public domain, threatening education
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Japanese music fans using camera phones at a music awards event near Tokyo in May, 2003. (AP/Wide World
Photos)
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and the cultural heritage by making many cultural
indicators unavailable for reinterpretations except
through owner approval, which may carry prohibi-
tively expensive use fees or restrictions on how the
work is to be reinterpreted. In the view of public do-
main advocates, intellectual property is not ordinary
property; it is the basis of intellectual freedom and
prosperity due to recycling of cultural wealth. On this
side of the debate are many representatives of educa-
tional and nonprofit institutions, who feel that in-
stead of being rewarded for safeguarding the nation’s
cultural commons, they have been financially, legally
and politically penalized.

There is also a rationale among some users, espe-
cially among computer hackers, that their circum-
vention activities strengthen society in the digital age
by exposing weaknesses in security systems. How-
ever, in the view of many nonprofit advocates of pub-
lic domain, good faith should be to be able to report
weaknesses in the system without fear of reprisal
from overly zealous owners on one hand and without
attempting to cause economic strain or chaos on the
other hand.

A practical ethics responds in a balanced manner
to these issues, helping to preserve the cultural heri-

tage and supporting long-term prosperity. Groups
such as NINCH (The National Initiative for a Net-
worked Cultural Heritage), SPARC (The Scholarly
Publishing and Academic Resources Coalition), Open
Source, and also freeware offerings by private citi-
zens and corporations all seek equitable compensa-
tion for scholars and artists, helping to retain a shared
cultural heritage through approaches that remain
within the law.

Suzanne Araas Vesely
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Corporate compensation
Definition: Salaries, stock options, bonuses, and

other benefits received by top corporate officers
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Many people think it unethical that

chief executive officers (CEOs) and other high of-
ficers of many American corporations receive im-
mense salaries, huge bonuses, the right to pur-
chase company stock below market prices, and
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Camera Phones and Copyright

In 2003, Japan led the world in camera cell phones,
with an estimated 25 million instruments in private
hands. With no traditions in ethical behavior to
guide them in the use of this new technology, many
camera phone owners were using them to do such
things as copy pages from books and magazines in
shops, thereby obtaining copyrighted material free
of charge. Bookstore owners claimed that this form
of theft was cutting into their sales, and a magazine
publishers association urged consumers to buy their
magazines and not use camera phones to photo-
graph the magazine pages.

In an ironic twist, Samsung, a leading manufac-
turer of cell phones, was evidently afraid of the cam-
era phones itself. It required its own employees and
visitors to its research facilities to cover their camera
phone lenses with tape to protect trade secrets from
being photographed.



extravagant perquisites (“perks”); however, there
are arguments on both sides of the issue.

Many people believe that huge gaps in income levels
between corporate CEOs and their employees are un-
ethical. An early twenty-first century analysis of cor-
porate compensation found that the average CEO re-
ceived slightly more than 280 times the amount
earned by the average worker. In 2002, the highest-
paid executives among Standard and Poor’s five hun-
dred top firms received compensation worth as much
as $20 million apiece.

In addition to their salaries, many CEOs receive
“golden parachute” packages at retirement or exit-
compensation packages that enable them to land
safely in the event they get fired from their compa-
nies, or their companies are taken over or fail. CEOs
also usually have unusually strong job security
through multiyear contracts and the close relation-
ships they enjoy with members of their boards of di-
rectors. By contrast, most employees work under
“employment-at-will” conditions and can be dis-
missed at any time and for any reason. The ethics of
these distinctions can be considered from the per-
spectives to contrasting philosophical theories: liber-
tarianism and distributive justice.

Libertarian philosopher Robert Nozick holds the
view that since Americans live in a free market soci-
ety, they should be willing to compensate people for
goods and services they provide based on supply and
demand, thereby maximizing individual rights. In-
equalities in incomes are natural products of differ-
ing natural abilities and should not be subjected to
moral or ethical judgments. It is natural that large and
complex corporations are willing to offer CEOs high
salaries and extravagant compensation packages in
return for the rare and valuable skills that CEOs bring
to their positions. Corporations must compensate
their CEOs with extraordinary financial and other in-
ducements if they expect to hire and retain them. In
most cases corporate compensation is pegged to
overall organizational performance and corporate or-
ganizational health, and serves as a baseline in calcu-
lating compensation for other employees.

Philosopher John Rawls, a proponent of the the-
ory of distributive justice, represents a contrasting
school of thought. He asks whether it is ethical for
CEOs to receive high salaries and other corporate
compensation schemes, while their employees face
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Disney Chief Michael Eisner

Michael Eisner, who became chief executive officer
of the Disney Company in 1984, has long ranked
among the highest-paid corporate executives in the
world. During the five years leading up to 2001, he
received, in salary and benefits, approximately $737
million—a sum that Forbes magazine estimated
was nineteen times greater than the average chief
executive officer’s income. While Eisner’s income
was widely criticized for its sheer magnitude, the
steady income increases that he was receiving con-
founded laissez-faire economic theories because the
net income of the Disney Company itself declined
through the same period by an average of 3.1 per-
cent per year. To compensate for this decline in early
2001, Eisner laid off four thousand employees—
3.3 percent of the company’s total full-time work
force. The amount of money the layoffs saved the
company each year was estimated to be less than the
compensation Eisner alone had received over the
previous five years.

(AP/Wide World Photos)
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the possibility of losing their jobs through corporate
downsizing. Huge disparities in income levels be-
tween management and ordinary employees make
the lower-level employees cynical, foster morale
problems, and cultivate feelings of inequality.

Joseph C. Santora
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Corporate responsibility
Definition: Moral accountability of corporations

for their actions, including but not limited to their
duty to conform to the laws of the state

Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Corporate responsibility raises im-

portant issues for ethics in regard to the nature of
collective action and the division between per-
sonal and group morality. The disjunction be-
tween the ethical responsibilities and the legal ac-
countability of large corporations may lead some
to question the level of social justice available
within late capitalist society.

Business corporations are collectivities of persons
that are granted legal personhood and limited liabil-
ity by the state for the purpose of carrying on com-
merce. The purposes for which a general corporation
is created—primarily to make profit from commerce
for its shareholders—raise questions about whether
corporations ought to undertake supererogatory ac-
tions for the public good. This issue is further com-
plicated by the issue of minority stockholders’rights,
since there are few noncontroversial issues of public

policy and the unanimous agreement of stockholders
is scarcely to be anticipated in large, publicly traded
corporations.

Nobel laureate Milton Friedman has argued elo-
quently for restricting the moral obligation of corpo-
rations to obeying the laws of their respective na-
tions. In this view, minority stockholders’ rights are a
prime consideration, but the economic efficiency of
the market is another desired aim of this policy. The
purely economic arrangement of the market, this the-
ory argues, would be damaged by the noneconomic
behavior of altruistic corporations. The lessening of
the profitability of some enterprises, the potential for
boycott, counter-boycott, and so forth, threaten the
normal functioning of the capitalistic market econ-
omy, in this view.

The contrary view would hold that it is absurd to
separate financial profitability from questions of the
general quality of life: Would it make sense for a busi-
nessman to indulge in some as-yet legal form of pol-
luting if that pollution would significantly shorten his
life and/or that of his family? Would it be “profitable”
for one to make money by legally selling weaponry to
a potential enemy who might be expected to use
those weapons to conquer or to destroy one’s nation?

Patrick M. O’Neil

See also: Accountability; Boycotts; Business eth-
ics; Consumerism; Corporate scandal; Duty; Em-
ployee safety and treatment; Leadership; Sales eth-
ics; Self-regulation.

Corporate scandal
Definition: Highly publicized legal and ethical mis-

conduct of corporate leaders
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: During the first years of the twenty-

first century, a long string of financial frauds in
public American corporations cast public doubt
on the ethics of even untarnished corporations.
Such trust, once lost, is slow to return. The imme-
diate measure result was a slow down in the finan-
cial markets.

President Theodore Roosevelt is credited with saying
that to “educate a person in mind and not in morals is
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to educate a menace to society.” Rarely has
the truth of that observation been more ap-
parent than in the early years of the twenty-
first century, when numerous corporate
scandals, perpetrated by highly educated
and highly paid corporate officers, domi-
nated the news media.

Corporate financial scandals are not
new; they have been around since the dawn
of the corporate form of business in the late
nineteenth century. They have been called
the “agency problem.” As agents of their
companies’ stockholders, corporate offi-
cers utilize corporation assets on behalf
of the stockholders. At the same time, the
officers have a vested interest in maximiz-
ing their own well-being. The result is that
stockholders need some form of gover-
nance over the officers of the corporations.
Such governance is supposed to be pro-
vided by corporate boards of directors, au-
dit committees, and internal auditors who
oversee the activities of management. How-
ever, during the early years of the twenty-
first century, several corporations, includ-
ing Enron, WorldCom, Global Crossing,
HealthSouth, Tyco, and others, were driven
into bankruptcy or other financial embar-
rassments due to the overly greedy activi-
ties of their high-level executives.

In some cases, corporate stock op-
tions—the right to purchase shares of stock
at a certain price—were the cause of the fi-
nancial fraud. In other cases, opportunities
to receive year-end salary bonuses were
the incentive. After exercising their op-
tions to buy stock at low prices, corporate officers
could then manipulate their companies’ financial re-
ports to make reported income appear to be higher
than it actually was, thus raising the value of their
own stock. The result was that many corporate offi-
cers benefitted at the expense of stockholders. In in-
stances in which employees were offered bonuses for
achieving specific income goals for their companies,
officers used various methods to report greater reve-
nues or lower expenses, or both. These actions were
clearly unethical acts on the part of the officers, but
the practice was widespread enough to dampen all
stock market activity severely.

Enron and WorldCom
In most cases of corporate scandal, external au-

ditors were blamed, either for agreeing to the ques-
tionable practices of the corporate officers, or for
failing to uncover the illegal activities. One of the
most highly publicized scandals, which affected the
Enron Corporation, was uncovered in late 2001. Af-
ter Andersen & Company (formerly Arthur Ander-
sen & Company), the external auditor that had ap-
proved some questionable Enron transactions, was
discovered to have shredded thousands of documents
related to its audit of Enron, that venerable auditing
firm was destroyed. By the spring of 2002, Andersen
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Former Enron chief executive officer Jeffrey Skilling (right) lis-
tening to his defense attorney after pleading innocent to three
dozen federal charges in February, 2004. Skilling resigned
from his job a few months before the giant communications
company was shattered by revelations of insider trading and
other scandals. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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essentially ceased to exist—not merely because it
had failed in conducting an audit, but because it at-
tempted to hide its audit coverage by shredding key
documents.

As the news coverage of the Enron scandal waned,
a new fraud was uncovered at WorldCom, a ma-
jor telecommunications firm in Clinton, Mississippi.
Internal auditors at WorldCom discovered that the
company’s chief financial officer, controller, and other
accounting employees had recorded expenses as as-
sets, which resulted in ostensibly higher income and
the consequent awarding of huge bonuses to top-
level employees. The WorldCom scandal was essen-
tially the straw that broke the camel’s back. Investors
prevailed upon Congress to do something about the
unethical acts of corporate executives. The result was
the passage on July 31, 2002, of the Sarbanes-Oxley
Act, which limited the types of nonaudit work that
external auditors are allowed to perform for their cli-
ents. The law also required corporate executives to
certify to the accuracy of their company’s financial
statements.

Internal Auditors
One of the reasons that the Sarbanes-Oxley Act

limited the types of work done by external auditors
was that large audit firms were selling consulting ser-
vices to their clients as well as conducting audits.
Since auditors are supposed to be independent of
their clients, their providing consulting services was
regarded as a conflict of interest that inhibited their
independence. This practice was particularly noted at
Enron, where Andersen had either designed or ap-
proved the use of subsidiary organizations that would
absorb losses that would otherwise have appeared on
Enron’s books.

Internal auditors are considered the first line of
defense against questionable corporate ethics, but
at Enron there were no internal auditors. Andersen
had convinced Enron’s board of directors that it
could also handle the company’s internal auditing
duties. This concept of outsourcing the internal audit
function to the external auditor had become a com-
mon American business practice during the late
1990’s. However, the breakdown at Enron led to
the prohibition against the practice in the Sarbanes-
Oxley Act.

Corporate Fraud in History
The perpetration of fraud by corporate insiders is

not a new phenomenon. During the 1870’s, half of
the railroads in the United States were in receiver-
ship, many because of the immoral acts of insiders. In
1932, the bankruptcy of the Swedish financier Ivar
Kreuger’s scandal-ridden empire following his sui-
cide led to a national outcry that resulted in Con-
gress’s passage of the 1933 Securities Act. During
the 1980’s, hundreds of financial institutions failed
because of insider fraud, leading to a congressional
investigation.

In many respects, Enron, WorldCom, and their ilk
are merely extensions of the nineteenth century rail-
roads and the Kreuger debacle. In every case, the
governance system broke down or did not exist, and
unethical individuals succumbed to greed. Laws can-
not make individuals ethical, but by reducing oppor-
tunities for personal enrichment through the use of
internal auditors, audit committees, and other forms
of governance, unethical persons will have fewer op-
portunities for gain.

Dale L. Flesher
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Corruption
Definition: Impairment or dissolution of integrity,

virtue, and moral principles
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Corruption generally denotes a per-

vasive or potentially pervasive weakening of moral
principles throughout a given institution or seg-
ment of society.

While a number of factors account for individual cor-
ruption, one important factor is contempt for human-
ity. A threshold of corruption has been crossed when
a person comes to despise other people. Further-
more, most corrupt individuals share an overwhelm-
ing desire for power (control and domination) over
others and a lust for wealth, and they will try to
corrupt or ruin all those who stand in their way. Such
a corrupt individual adapts easily. He or she can
“move” and change stratagems quickly. Having an
immoral or amoral approach to life (and ethics), such
a person becomes a liar as needed, manipulates oth-
ers as needed, uses the law as needed, and finds loop-
holes in laws and uses them to advantage as needed.
Many corrupt people also exploit and hide behind re-
ligion.

Because of their contempt for others, corrupt per-
sons become unscrupulous in addition to being ut-
terly ruthless, while also becoming consciously and
deeply aware of their ruthlessness. Other traits in-
clude their absorption with their own affairs to the
exclusion of all else, as well as secretiveness and ex-
treme sensitivity to real or imagined insults. Such
persons become conspirators who are “positive” that
others are conspiring against them. They then de-
velop rationales for their actions, which include
“punishment” of others. The truly corrupted eventu-
ally become criminals. For example, the Watergate
scandal and U.S. president Richard M. Nixon’s
White House tapes revealed that Nixon and many of
his aides had become corrupt and committed crimi-
nal acts.

Corrupt Societies
Just as individuals become corrupt, so, too, do so-

cieties. Corrupt societies are usually ruled by dicta-
tors or by cliques of lawless and ruthless people.
However, government under such rulers is mediocre
at best. The cliques and the people they rule become

intolerant and develop contempt for foreign peoples.
The leaders become something of father-figures and
near worship of them develops. Rights—such as
those found in the U.S. Constitution’s Bill of
Rights—are curtailed, and censorship becomes the
order of the day. In the economy, extremes develop
between fabulously wealthy people and the poverty
stricken, with much of the wealth being amassed by
the ruling clique. Furthermore, social mobility of any
kind is restricted to certain elite groups.

Corrupt societies also exhibit decisiveness, insta-
bility, and senseless murders that devalue life, but
turn cynical when such wrongs are committed. Fur-
thermore, the state gives only minimal assistance to
the needful young, old, and sick. Corrupt societies
use religion as a type of “window-dressing,” with
most people who appear to be “saints” on their day of
worship reverting to cold-blooded ruthlessness on
the other days of the week. As a consequence, ethics
are ignored, immorality replaces morality, sexual
mores change for the worse, and families become
weak to the point of almost ceasing to exist. Addi-
tionally, if the state has a heritage of “multicultural-
ism,” the “in” groups eventually persecute and sup-
press the “out” groups, as was the case in Nazi
Germany.

The United States
Many signs of corruption became evident in the

United States, as the nation moved into the twenty-
first century. Everywhere, it seemed, were signs that
elites expected and demanded too much. In the sav-
ings and loan scandals of the late 1980’s and early
1990’s, when bankers took billions of dollars, there
was corruption. When defense contractors cheated
on their government contracts from the 1940’s to the
present, again there was corruption.

When college football coaches or their “boosters”
bribe the impressionable young, all parties become
corrupted. When ministers commit immoral and per-
haps illegal acts while continuing to beg for money,
they become corrupt and may well corrupt all those
around them, including their own congregations.
When college students cheat on examinations, they
become corrupt and may influence others to cheat,
thereby spreading their corruption.

People who abuse relatives violently, sexually,
or psychologically, become corrupt and may also
“warp” the beliefs of the persons so abused. When
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the friendly neighborhood policeman takes his first
bribe, the policeman becomes corrupt. When physi-
cians treat the poor and charge them more than they
can pay, the physicians become corrupt. Perhaps
worst of all, corrupted individuals and societies have
no sense of shame when such wrongs are committed.

It thus appears that the United States—like many
other countries—may not measure up to the stan-
dards set by the French Nobel Prize winner Albert
Camus, a philosopher who held that the worth of an
individual could be measured by observing what that
individual would allow others to suffer and that a so-
ciety’s worth could be measured by observing how it
treated its most unfortunate people.

James Smallwood
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Cost-benefit analysis
Definition: Method of deciding between alterna-

tive courses of action that weighs economic costs
and benefits in order to ensure that net benefits
outweigh net costs

Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Cost-benefit analysis is a tool espe-

cially valued by environmental and regulatory
agencies that must make choices in proposals for
public land use. The ethical challenge is deter-
mining whether the assumption that preferences
for such issues as wilderness and clean air protec-
tion can be measured in economic terms is valid.

Cost-benefit analysis was developed by economists
in the early 1950’s as a test for the desirability of gov-
ernment policies and projects. Just as a corporation
maximizes profits, good government should maxi-
mize the benefits for society. Cost-benefit analysis is a
procedure for decision making that emphasizes con-
sequences. The procedure is simple: Given alternative
courses of action, policy makers should choose the
course that maximizes public benefits after subtract-
ing associated costs, which are expressed in dollars.

Economists have touted cost-benefit analysis as
an especially useful and rigorous way of thinking
about issues such as health care and environmental
and regulatory policies. Common sense seems to dic-
tate a preference for choices that maximize benefits
and minimize costs. However, cost-benefit analysis
is not without its critics, notably environmentalists
and philosophers who are concerned about the ethi-
cal implications of this thinking.

Estimating Value
Preferences for health care, clean water, environ-

mental beauty, and safe consumer products, can
be affected by regulation and policies. Cost-benefit
analysis requires that such preferences be expressed
in dollar amounts. For example, in a case in which the
installation of pollution control equipment will result
in the savings of human life, it should be easy to esti-
mate the equipment costs. However, it is notoriously
difficult to assign dollar values to the benefit of sav-
ing human lives. How can such costs be measured?
For example, should the baseline be the annual sala-
ries of the people whose lives are saved?

Critics also argue that cost-benefit analysis raises
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serious fairness issues by implying that people with
higher incomes are more important than those with
lower incomes. If society thinks of workers in terms
of their incomes, because low-income workers cost
less than higher income workers, they might conse-
quently be afforded less protection because they are
cheaper to replace.

Making Decisions
Cost-benefit analysis offers a procedure for resolv-

ing disputes between competing interests to every-
one’s benefit. An example might be one in which two
parties disagree over the use of a piece of land—one
party wishes to develop it, and the other to preserve it.
To resolve the dispute one could ask what the parties
are willing to pay to develop or to preserve the land.
Analysts claim that the party willing to pay more
money is the party that desires the property more and
consequently will benefit more from its acquisition.

That line of reasoning seems to be intuitive—if
one party is willing to pay more for something, then
one must want it more. The “losers” in the bidding
war could then be compensated for their losses, and
no one would be worse off. However, this result is
also controversial. If willingness to pay is equated to
what a party can actually pay on demand, then the
losing bidder must desire the outcome less. However,
what if one party just has fewer financial resources
than the other? It does not follow that that party wants
the property less. Furthermore, financial compensa-
tion for “losers” may be irrelevant if their interest in
the land is noneconomic and cannot be measured in
dollar amounts.

Edward W. Maine

Further Reading
Hausman, Daniel, Michael S. McPherson. Economic

Analysis and Moral Philosophy. Cambridge, En-
gland: Cambridge University Press, 1998.

Kelman, Stephen. “Cost-Benefit Analysis: An Ethi-
cal Critique.” Regulation (1981): 74-82.

VanDeVeer, Donald, and Christine Pierce. The Envi-
ronmental Ethics and Policy Book. Belmont,
Calif.: Wadsworth, 1998.

See also: Choice; Economic analysis; Free-riding;
Future-oriented ethics; Health care allocation; In-
commensurability; Medical insurance; Outsourcing;
Pollution permits; Utilitarianism.

Courage
Definition: Mental or moral strength to stand firm

in the face of difficulty or danger
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Courage is one of the cardinal vir-

tues, a trait indicative of strong moral character.

Courage, along with prudence, justice, and temper-
ance, is one of the four cardinal virtues (states of char-
acter) of ancient Greek moral philosophy. Some au-
thors and translators call it “fortitude” or “bravery.”

In book 4 of his Republic (c. 390 b.c.e.), Plato de-
scribes what he believes would be the ideal city-state.
It would include courageous soldiers who would go
to war on its behalf. These soldiers would be taught
what to fear and what not to fear. Furthermore, they
would be trained to act in accordance with this knowl-
edge when on the battlefield. Plato compares the cou-
rageous soldier to fabric that is dyed in such a manner
that it retains its color when it is washed. The coura-
geous soldier’s “dye” must withstand the “lye” of
pleasure, fear, and pain.

Plato’s student Aristotle discusses the virtue of
courage in book 3 of his Nicomachean Ethics (c. 330
b.c.e.). For Aristotle, many of the virtues are states of
character that fall between opposing vices. Courage
is a virtuous mean between the vicious extremes of
cowardice on one side and rashness and excessive
fearlessness on the other. The courageous person
stands firm in the face of what is frightening. Al-
though many things are frightening, courageous per-
sons distinguish themselves most clearly from those
who lack the virtue of courage by standing firm in the
face of death, and it is in standing firm and fighting
with confidence in the face of death on the battlefield
that the virtue of courage is exercised to the fullest
degree.

Aristotle’s account of courage is more compli-
cated than are his accounts of many other virtues, be-
cause it is a mean of two feelings: fear and confi-
dence. Of the two, fear is the more important. The
coward, who is both excessively fearful and defi-
ciently confident, is distinguished most clearly by
excessive fear of frightening things and fear of things
that should not be frightening at all. There is no name
(or was not in the Greek of Aristotle’s day) for per-
sons who have too little fear, because they are so rare.
They are, he says, like madmen. Persons who are ex-
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cessively confident about frightening things are rash,
and they sometimes prove themselves to be cowards.
Genuinely courageous persons do not seek danger.
Rash persons, in attempting to imitate the coura-
geous, wish for dangers but often retreat when they
arrive.

While many of the Aristotelian virtues are means
between extremes, they are not necessarily mid-
points. Courage lies closer to excessive fearlessness
and rashness than to cowardice. In other words, cow-
ardice is the vice that is most directly opposed to the
virtue of courage.

Aristotle identifies five states of character that are
distinct from genuine courage but are often called
“courage.” The “courage” of the citizen-soldier is re-
ally desire for praise and honor, combined with fear
of reproaches and legal penalties. Also included in
this category are citizen-soldiers who stand firm
and fight only because they are less afraid of their en-
emy than of their own officers. Experienced soldiers
sometimes appear to be courageous when, in fact,
they are standing firm only because their experience
tells them they are not in great danger. When they
learn that they actually are in great danger, they turn
and run. Emotion is sometimes called “courage” but
is not genuine courage. For Aristotle, persons act vir-
tuously only when their rational faculties govern
their emotions. Courageous soldiers fight with pas-
sion, but not all passionate soldiers are courageous.
In addition, those soldiers who are optimistic only
because they have been victorious many times in the
past are not courageous. When they learn that their
lives are in danger, they are no longer confident.
Finally, soldiers who give the appearance of courage
only because they are ignorant of their situation do
not possess the virtue of courage.

Among the most significant developments in the
history of courage between Aristotle’s day and the
twenty-first century is that in the medieval synthesis
of the classical and Christian traditions, while cour-
age was still understood to be chiefly about death on
the battlefield, martyrdom also came to be under-
stood as an act of courage. Josef Pieper’s The Four
Cardinal Virtues: Prudence, Justice, Fortitude, Tem-
perance (1965) provides a concise introduction to
courage in the Christian tradition.

In early twenty-first century ethics, justice re-
ceives far more emphasis than do the other cardinal
virtues. One area in which this imbalance of empha-
sis is most striking is that of the ethics of war and
peace. Many writers address the questions of whether
there can be just wars and, if so, what criteria should
be used to distinguish just from unjust wars. Rela-
tively little, however, is written about the courage of
soldiers fighting in just wars. There is far more inter-
est in the ethics of killing than in the ethics of dying.

David Lutz
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Covert action
Definition: Gathering of proprietary information

or the taking of physical action by clandestine
means

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Covert actions are generally secret

not merely from their target but also from most
members of the corporation or government un-
dertaking them. This raises important ethical con-
cerns involving the limits of political or business
leaders’ rights to undertake actions in the name of
their constituents without the knowledge or con-
sent of those constituents.

In democratic, free, and open societies, the use of
clandestine methods to achieve political, military, or
industrial gains is the focus of argument. The argu-
ment is based on the question of whether it is moral
and ethical to spy and engage in clandestine opera-
tions for the safety of the nation and its way of life or
to obtain commercial advantage over a competitor. If
it is decided to use secretive methods, what lengths
and means are justified in pursuing particular goals?
To what extent must the public be informed regarding
the success or failure of the actions taken?

In totalitarian states, the morality of the governing
power is the morality of the dictator or ruling group.
In such states, the use of covert action is dictated by
the goals and agenda of a single person or a small
group of empowered individuals, without the con-
sent or knowledge of the citizenry. In a democracy, a
consensus is usually formed through elections, and
national agendas reflect the morality and ethics of the
majority of the population. As a result, government,
military, and law-enforcement agencies must not vi-
olate the morality of the citizens, as understood by
their elected representatives, in the pursuit of goals or
information. This is an idealistic view. The perceived
morality of a nation’s people may vary greatly, de-
pending on the extent of the governing mandate and
the judgment of those who interpret the prevailing
moral trends, and these trends may quickly shift di-
rection depending on the public’s views of and re-
sponses to perceived national threats, outrages, and
insults, or to changes in elected officials.

In the case of industrial covert actions, the moral-
ity and ethics of engaging in secretive methods in
business are clearly linked to financial gain and

competitive survivability, and as in totalitarian gov-
ernments, the decision to use covert methods reflects
the ethics and morality of corporate leaders. Most
industrial covert action involves theft or sabotage.
Government-sanctioned covert action is more com-
plicated.

Dangers of Covert Action
Societies of all types are most vulnerable to threats

that are held in secret from them. For this reason, it is
vital to be able to detect, identify, evaluate, and react
to secret threats. To this end intelligence-gathering
agencies exist. Collected intelligence data can be as-
sessed to determine whether and how secret threats
should be met, preferably by overt means if feasible,
but when necessary and appropriate, by covert ac-
tion. Covert actions are usually undertaken by one
government to influence the affairs or policies of
other nations by secret and unattributable means. The
rationale for such actions is dictated by national in-
terest, and national interest is defined by the moral
and ethical values of totalitarian leaders or by a ma-
jority of a democratic nation’s population.

It is important to remember that when a demo-
cratic government takes covert action in the national
interest, it does so under the umbrella of public con-
sent. In either instance, covert actions are intended, at
least in concept, to support broader national policy
goals and to advance national interests. To this effect,
covert actions are methods that support a nation’s
foreign policies and intent and that provide options
located somewhere between diplomacy and military
force. Whether in a totalitarian state or a free society,
covert actions are ultimately “official” government-
sponsored activities, despite being planned and con-
ducted in a manner that hides or disguises their offi-
cial sanctioning.

Nations and Covert Action
Covert actions are not a modern phenomenon.

They have existed as long as groups of people have
found points of disagreement and wish to influence
the actions of others in a manner more favorable to
themselves. As a result, the ethics of covert actions
are reflective of the society that initiates them. If a na-
tion can justify covert actions as a means to ensure its
security or to further its national interests, or if a cor-
poration can justify covert actions to ensure its com-
mercial viability, then there is little posed in the way
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of a moral or ethical dilemma. When covert actions
take place, they express the goals adopted by a nation
and the values excepted, or tolerated, by its society.
Covert actions reflect national behavior in the same
manner as do other external actions, such as trade
agreements, foreign aid, and military posturing. Be-
cause of their clandestine nature and their danger for
those directly involved, covert actions are hidden
from direct public knowledge and involvement.

In many societies in which an open flow of infor-
mation on government activities is available for pub-
lic scrutiny, however, certain elements of society of-
ten express open disagreement over principles and
beliefs that are related to both the ends and the means
of their government’s covert activities. Some demo-
cratic nations go so far as to define “covert actions”
legislatively, in effect defining, or attempting to de-
fine, their national attitude toward the ethics of clan-
destine operations. In any case, the role and the extent
of covert actions used as an instrument of a society’s
governmental or industrial policies reflect the ethics
and morals of that society.

Randall L. Milstein
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Criminal punishment
Definition: Unpleasant consequence, such as a fine,

imprisonment, or death, that a state imposes on an
individual for violation of a legal rule

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Moral philosophy has traditionally

been closely concerned with the justifications and
purposes of criminal punishment in general, as
well as the principles for determining which pun-
ishments are appropriate for particular crimes.

Each society is ordered through various laws, which
represent that society’s understanding of what is im-
portant for the general welfare and what is right and
wrong. When laws are violated, the society must take
measures to minimize the violations in order to pre-
serve itself and its values. This minimization is usu-
ally achieved by means of punishment.

Early human societies often viewed crimes as of-
fenses against deities or ancestral spirits. They be-
lieved that the community would experience adver-
sity if the violators were not punished. Death was a
widely used form of punishment. One of the oldest
codes of laws in existence, the Code of Hammurabi
(Babylonia, c. 1700 b.c.e.), prescribed death for about
thirty different offenses, including incest, swearing,
casting a spell, burglary, and (for women) drinking in
public.

Justifications for Criminal Punishment
Some people argue that punishment promotes so-

cial solidarity by reinforcing foundational social val-
ues, while others argue that punishment is usually
imposed by the ruling economic and political class
on the lower class to maintain the status quo. Still
others reject punishment entirely, arguing that crime
is a disease and should not be treated by inflicting
pain upon criminals.

Attempts to address the issue of the moral justifi-
cation of punishment have mainly fallen into two
broadly opposed groups: utilitarian and retributive
theories of punishment. The retributivist stresses guilt
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and desert, looking back to the crime to justify pun-
ishment. The basic characteristic of the utilitarian
theory of punishment is that it is oriented toward
the future, insisting that punishment can be justified
only if it has beneficial consequences that outweigh
the intrinsic evil of inflicting suffering. Retributivism
holds that the justification for punishment is found in
the fact that a rule has been broken—punishment is
properly inflicted because, and only because, a per-
son deserves it. The offender’s desert, and not the
beneficial consequences of punishment, is what jus-

tifies punishment. This is the “eye-for-an-eye” view,
according to which a wrongdoer deserves to be pun-
ished in proportion to his or her crime.

The history of retributive punishment, which be-
gins with biblical and Talmudic ethical and legal
ideas, has been the most prevalent form of punish-
ment. The most important and influential classical
retributivist is Immanuel Kant. The classical form of
retributivism holds not only that the guilty should
be punished but also that there is a duty to punish
the guilty. In knowingly breaking the law, the crimi-

nal declares, for example, that he
or she has a license to steal, thus
putting those who respect property
rights at a disadvantage. The crimi-
nal weakens the fabric of justice
and must be punished to vindicate
justice. Failure to punish not only
condones the wrongful act but also
is unfair to those who practice self-
restraint and respect the rights of
others. Thus, punishment is im-
posed for the sake of justice.

Retributivists hold that wrong-
ful acts and harms can be ranked in
order of their moral gravity and that
the proper amount of punishment is
proportionate to the moral gravity
of the offense. In its most complete
form, the retributive theory of pun-
ishment contains the following ten-
ets: The moral right to punish is
based solely on the offense com-
mitted; the moral duty to punish is
grounded solely on the offense
committed; punishment should be
proportionate to the offense; pun-
ishment annuls the offense; and
punishment is a right of the of-
fender.

Utilitarian Theory
The utilitarian theory of pun-

ishment also has had a long his-
tory, beginning with Plato (c. 428-
348 b.c.e.) The most comprehen-
sive formulation of the theory is
found in the writings of Jeremy
Bentham. The utilitarian theory jus-
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In September, 1971, the bloodiest prison revolt in U.S. history occurred
at New York’s maximum security prison at Attica, where twelve hun-
dred inmates rose up to protest the facility’s harsh conditions by taking
hostage thirty-nine guards and civilian employees. After forty-three
lives were lost in the brutal suppression of the uprising, a need for
prison reform throughout the United States was widely recognized.
(AP/Wide World Photos)
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tifies punishment solely in terms of the good conse-
quences that it produces. For a punishment to be jus-
tified, it should have at least some of the following
good effects. First, the punishment should act as a de-
terrent to crime. It should sway the offender not to
commit similar offenses in the future and serve as an
example to potential offenders. Second, the punish-
ment should be a means of reforming or rehabilitat-
ing the offender. The offender is reformed in the
sense that the effect of the punishment is to change
the offender’s values so that he or she will not commit
similar offenses in the future because he or she be-
lieves them to be wrong. A third good consequence
should be the incapacitative effect of the punishment.
When an offender is in prison, he or she is out of the
general social circulation and thus does not have the
opportunity to commit offenses. Finally, the punish-
ment should act as a means of moral education in the
community. It should demonstrate the moral wrong-
ness and unacceptability of an offense and strengthen
moral beliefs that curb criminal inclinations.

The utilitarian theory of punishment can be sum-
marized in the following propositions: Social utility
is a necessary condition for justified punishment; so-
cial utility is a sufficient condition for justified pun-
ishment; and the proper amount of punishment is that
amount that will do the most good or the least harm to
those who are affected by it.

Attempts have been made to mix the utilitarian
and retributive theories in order to combine the posi-
tive elements of each. One such attempt maintains
that the aim of punishment is to prevent or reduce
crime, a utilitarian idea, but insists that only those
who have voluntarily broken the law be punished and
that the punishment be proportionate to the offense,
which are retributive ideas.

Cheri Vail Fisk
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Critical theory
Definition: Fundamentally interdisciplinary ap-

proach to the study and critique of culture and so-
ciety

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Although the various practitioners of

critical theory hold radically different beliefs on
almost every subject, most of them would agree
that there is a primary ethical imperative to under-
stand one’s own culture, the power structures op-
erative within that culture, and one’s relationship
to those structures.

“Critical theory” is an umbrella term that is used to
define a range of social theories that surfaced in the
nineteenth century and continued through the latter
part of the twentieth century. A critical theory is char-
acterized by strong opposition to the traditions of all
disciplines. These traditions have existed for the pur-
pose of articulating and advancing “timeless” truths,
“objective” facts, singular interpretations of texts,
and so on. A critical theory posits that these universal
truths, objective facts, and singular interpretations in
all disciplines lack any sort of philosophical or theo-
retical grounding that could not be effectively chal-
lenged, and that to present them as if they are objec-
tive is a politically destructive act.
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Theories are usually removed from political prac-
tice, interpreting the world rather than prescribing a
solution to whatever ills are discovered. Critical the-
ory differentiates itself from other theories on this
point; it has a very different view of the relationship
between theory and practice. Striving to do more
than define how society is unfair, critical theory at-
tempts to turn the status quo upside down and offer a
solution. This connection between social theory and
political practice is critical theory’s distinguishing
characteristic.

Those who espouse critical theory believe that the
traditional disciplines must attempt to change the
world in a way that gives those who have been
“marginalized,” or placed on the fringes of society,
the insights and intellectual understanding they need
in order to empower and eventually free themselves.
In his book Critical Theory in Political Practice, Ste-
phen T. Leonard articulates three criteria that must be
met if critical theory is to bring about self-emancipa-
tion. A critical theory must first of all provide a co-
herent explanation of how the self-conceptions of the
marginalized are largely responsible for the reality of
the situations of those people. Second, critical theory
must provide a completely different perspective of
social relations that the oppressed can adopt for their
own vision. The third criterion is that the first two ac-
tions will be successful only if critical theory mani-
fests a sufficiently deep understanding of itself that in
the end, it can translate its theory into a language that
is comprehensible to the very people it wants to em-
power.

Judging Critical Theory
Unlike other theories, critical theory is not judged

simply by its ability to give an account of the world;
instead, it is judged by its ability to show the op-
pressed how their institutionalized beliefs and con-
ceptions of themselves help sustain their margin-
alization. Critical theory is successful when the
oppressed act in their own interest to free themselves
from their dependence upon the mainstream.

There have been several influential attempts at de-
veloping a critical theory, the first of which was the
work of Karl Marx. Marx argued from a philosophi-
cal perspective that the point is to change the world,
not simply to interpret it, and because of this view,
Marx is considered by many to be the founding father
of critical theory. Marxism has presented many prob-

lems in the twentieth century, however, so even
though Marx has had a tremendous influence upon
defining critical theory, critical theory has not easily
identified with Marx. His critique of nineteenth cen-
tury capitalism has been difficult to apply to the capi-
talism of the twentieth century. Consequently, Marx-
ist theorists have reinterpreted his theory, and those
reinterpretations have been even more problematic.
The most widely known of these interpretations has
been orthodox Marxism, which has been used to sup-
port authoritarian regimes.

Other theorists have attempted to learn from the
mistakes of the orthodox Marxists and have chosen
to concentrate on the antiauthoritarian elements of
Marx’s theory. The most influential of these has been
the Frankfurt School, which includes Max Hork-
heimer, Theodore Adorno, and Herbert Marcuse, as
well as Jürgen Habermas. The Frankfurt School was
interested in Marxism’s insights but wanted to use
them in a way that would be relevant to the twenti-
eth century, without falling into a dogmatic theory of
authoritarian social structures and political institu-
tions.

“Western” Marxism, the Frankfurt School’s the-
ory, agrees with Marx that it is possible for modern
society to overcome oppressive domination. It dis-
agrees with both Marx and traditional Marxists, how-
ever, regarding the traditional Marxist theory that
overcoming this domination can only be achieved
through a revolution by the working class.

Marx, the Frankfurt School, and Jürgen Haber-
mas are considered part of the modernist movement
of critical theory, of which Western Marxism has
been the most influential element thus far. Modernist
theorists are characterized by their belief that the cur-
rent forms of thought and action in society are neither
critical nor reflective. They believe that critical the-
ory is possible only if serious critical thought can be
recaptured, which they believe is entirely possible.

Modernist critical theory has been followed by
“postmodernist” critical theory. Most influential
postmodernist thinkers have been French, and the
historian Michel Foucault has been the most promi-
nent postmodernist. Postmodernist critical theory
shares with modernist critical theory a commitment
to a social theory that is politically engaged and is op-
posed to domination as a political solution. Both
schools of thought have been opposed to orthodox
Marxism. What is distinctly different between the
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two is the postmodernist assertion that the recovery
of critical reason in the modern world is not possible;
therefore, emancipation cannot be achieved through
the recovery of critical reason. Foucault argues that
the recovery of reason is impossible because of the
limitations of language.

Modernist and postmodernist theory have had an
enormous influence in shaping critical theory. United
on many fronts, these schools of thought have estab-
lished good reasons for the necessity of a theory that
incorporates both social and political theory. Much
of the discourse between the two in the latter part of
the twentieth century, however, has centered on their
essential difference—the question of whether mod-
ern society holds the possibility of reason and critical
thought—and little of it has concentrated upon artic-
ulating the theory to the oppressed for their empow-
erment.

Jill S. Marts
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Cruelty
Definition: Intentional, malicious infliction of

physical and/or psychological injury on another
person or animal

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Cruelty is often taken to be the great-

est moral transgression: Those crimes committed
out of cruelty are usually deemed the most evil
and the least forgivable.

Although cruelty has existed at virtually all stages of
civilization, philosophical interest in cruelty began in
the nineteenth century. Earlier thinkers usually con-
sidered cruelty within the context of another concern.
Niccolò Machiavelli, in The Prince, advocates the
quick, expeditious use of cruelty by a prince to main-
tain unity, loyalty, and order in his state, since crimi-
nal behavior is encouraged when a ruler is too merci-
ful to his subjects. Judicious cruelty creates fear, and
if a prince cannot be both loved and feared, it is better
to be feared than to be loved.

French essayist Michel de Montaigne condemns
cruelty as being so repulsive that he approves of noth-
ing harsher for criminals than quick execution, be-
lieving that anything “beyond plain death” is point-
lessly wanton. He also condemns cruelty to animals,
with whom humans share mutual obligations.

Although he is remembered more for his deprav-
ity than for his contribution to historiography and lit-
erature, the Marquis de Sade is an important figure in
the history and literature of cruelty. Sade provides,
through his life and writing, extensive depictions of
physical and mental cruelty as a prelude to sexual
gratification. His justification of sexual cruelty is
rooted in his belief that natural sexual pleasure is al-
ways preceded by an erotic desire to suffer and inflict
pain, behavior that should not be censured, since it is
the fulfillment of natural human instinct.

Philosophical Considerations of Cruelty
The earliest philosophical interest in cruelty is

shown by Arthur Schopenhauer. Schopenhauer ab-
hors cruelty, also censuring the insensitive treatment
of animals, which stems from the erroneous belief
that they cannot suffer. He sees in Christianity the
root of this insensitivity because of the Christian em-
phasis on the unique and exclusive value of human
life. In Asian cultures, animals are better treated and
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more highly valued. Human cruelty springs from the
suffering of the individual will in its struggle to sat-
isfy its desires. A frustrated individual who believes
that his own suffering is greater than that of others be-
comes envious. When envy and frustration become
so great that the individual delights in the infliction of
suffering, the individual has crossed the threshold
from the moral frailty natural in everyone to a fiend-
ish, diabolical cruelty. The only preventative for such
deeply depraved acts is an equally deep compassion.

Friedrich Nietzsche considers human cruelty
from both a historical and a philosophical perspec-
tive. In On the Genealogy of Morals, he recognizes
its powerful influence on human culture, attributing
to cruelty a central role in the generation of historical
memory: “Man could never do without blood, tor-
ture, and sacrifices when he felt the need to create a
memory for himself; . . . all this has its origin in the
instinct that realized that pain is the most powerful
aid to mnemonics.”

Modern moral concepts are rooted in ancient le-
gal obligations, in which justice was obtained
through violent personal revenge as compensation
for an injury—creditors having the right to “inflict
every kind of torture and indignity upon the body of
the debtor . . . as much as seemed commensurate with
the debt.” As communities become confident of their
power, however, they become lenient toward those
who injure them, there being a direct relationship be-
tween strength and humaneness, just as there is be-
tween vulnerability and the capacity for cruelty. In
Nietzsche’s view, in a strong, confident community,
as in a strong, confident individual, cruelty evolves
into mercy. The fact that cruelty provided pleasure
for “more primitive men” explains the prevalence of
violent atrocity, a feature of its past that modern hu-
manity hypocritically denies. The tragedy of mod-
ern humanity, however, is that it has replaced primi-
tive, blood-seeking cruelty toward transgressors with
“psychical cruelty” against itself: it has abased itself
before God, in whose eyes it deserves only punish-
ment for its unworthiness.

The philosophical interest in cruelty that was ini-
tiated by Schopenhauer and Nietzsche has been
maintained by American philosopher Philip Hallie,
who gives it deliberate, intense philosophical at-
tention. Hallie distinguishes “episodic cruelty”
(unrelated, occasional acts of cruelty) from “institu-
tionalized cruelty,” which consists of using the fun-

damental institutions of society—government, edu-
cation, and so forth—to execute and perpetuate both
blatant and subtle acts of cruelty. He identifies the
imbalance of power as a defining feature of cruelty
and searches for its opposite, which he initially deter-
mines to be freedom. Freedom must be consum-
mated by “hospitality,” however, meaning the carry-
ing out of a positive ethic of beneficence, often at
significant risk to the benefactor, in addition to nega-
tive injunctions against doing harm.

Hallie contrasts the Nazi Holocaust with the quiet,
heroic goodness of the villagers of Le Chambon-sur-
Lignon in southern France, whose goodness resulted
in the saving of thousands of Jewish refugees during
the Occupation, despite grave danger to themselves.
Throughout Hallie’s treatment of cruelty runs an ex-
hortation against forgetting the presence and iden-
tity of the victim in every act of cruelty, an over-
sight that resulted in the systematic inhumanity of
the Holocaust; it was the recognition of the victims
that produced the “riskful, strenuous nobility” of the
Chambonnais.

Barbara Forrest
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Cruelty to animals
Definition: Intentional or wanton infliction of suf-

fering upon living creatures, or indifference to
their suffering

Type of ethics: Animal rights
Significance: To take pleasure in the suffering of

animals is considered immoral by most world re-
ligions and ethical philosophies.

The keenly perceptive twentieth century dramatist
George Bernard Shaw observed that when a man
kills a lion he is praised as being a sportsman, while
when a lion kills a man he is condemned as vicious.
Mohandas K. Gandhi, the charismatic moral and
spiritual leader, once lamented that the terrible thing
about the British was not only that they did terrible
things to his people but also that they were not even
aware of it.

It is often the case that humans are cruel to ani-
mals without being aware they are. It has been widely
accepted, as was maintained by British philosopher
John Locke, that feeling pleasure in the suffering of
others is the main ingredient in cruelty, but there are
some who feel nothing. Thus, Tom Regan, animal
rights philosopher, distinguishes between what he
calls sadistic cruelty, which occurs when people en-
joy causing suffering, and brutal cruelty, which in-
volves indifference to suffering.

René Descartes, the father of modern philosophy,
was so indifferent to cruelty to animals that he in-
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sisted that because animals do not reason, they can-
not even feel pain. This meant that one could torture
animals and still not be considered cruel. Indeed, as
recently as the mid-nineteenth century, it was com-
mon for horses to be beaten to death in Great Britain.
Cattle, sheep, and pigs were slowly bled to death, and
there was no moral outcry against such cruelty.

Preventive Legislation
The first time any legal effort was made to address

the problem of cruelty to animals was 1800, when a
bill was sponsored in Britain to outlaw bullfighting.
Even so small an effort as that, however, was ridi-
culed by the Times of London. Finally, after years of
indifference, in 1822 Parliament passed an act out-
lawing cruel treatment to cattle.

Against a historical background of ethical indif-
ference toward animals, in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries some Christian leaders and free
thinkers took a stand against cruelty to animals. The
philosopher Lord Shaftesbury (Anthony Ashley
Cooper) condemned the act of taking pleasure in the
suffering of animals, calling it unnatural. A protest
group known as the Clapham Sect denounced
bullfighting as barbarous. Queen Victoria herself be-
lieved that there was something wrong with a civili-
zation that would condone cruelty to animals or deny
charity and mercy for them.

In 1824 in England, the Society for the Prevention
of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA) was founded. In 1832,
there appeared a Christian declaration that cruelty to
animals was against the Christian faith. The drive to
oppose cruelty to animals and to seek ethical treat-
ment for them was gaining momentum. In answer to
the charge that there should be no ethical concern for
creatures who cannot reason, the nineteenth century
British philosopher Jeremy Bentham declared that
the question is not whether animals can reason or
talk, but whether they can suffer.

As ethical concern for animals expanded, the very
definition of cruelty to them also had to be expanded.
Thus, Andrew Linzey, a distinguished theologian
and advocate of animal rights, enlarged the concept
of cruelty to make it identical with wantonness,
meaning any act that is not morally justifiable. In
such terms, cruelty regardless of intention would in-
clude the use of animals for sport, recreation, plea-
sure, and entertainment, as well as negligence and
lack of care toward them. Linzey ethically condemns

as cruel “hunting,” bull or cock fighting, and the use
of performing animals in films, television, or the cir-
cus. For Linzey, both animals and humans are God’s
creations, and thus to be cruel to any of them is to of-
fend God.

Philosophical Concerns
As philosophers came to believe that cruelty to

animals was unethical, they also came to see that it
was not possible to isolate cruelty to animals from
cruelty to humans. The great eighteenth century
Prussian philosopher Immanuel Kant observed that
if people were indifferent to cruelty to animals, that
would desensitize them, and they would become in-
different to cruelty to humans. The celebrated play-
wright George Bernard Shaw insisted that it would
be impossible to be cruel to animals without damag-
ing one’s own character.

The famous medieval Roman Catholic philoso-
pher Saint Thomas Aquinas maintained that it is not
that cruelty could dehumanize people but that it nec-
essarily does. Thus, Andrew Linzey stated that cru-
elty to animals leads to moral meanness of life. C. S.
Lewis, the celebrated twentieth century novelist and
theologian, used the argument that if people can jus-
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Indications That Animals Are
Being Treated Cruelly

• untreated tick or flea infestations

• body wounds

• patches of missing hair

• extreme thinness—a sign of starvation

• limping

• persons in the act of striking or otherwise physi-
cally abusing animals

• dogs that are frequently left alone without food
or water, often chained up in yards

• dogs that are kept outside without shelters in ex-
treme weather conditions

• animals that cower in fear or behave aggres-
sively when approached by their owners

Source: American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals (http://www.aspca.org/site).



tify cruelty on the grounds of a difference in species,
they can justify it on racial grounds, or on the grounds
of advanced people against backward people, and the
culmination of this kind of thinking is the behavior of
the Nazis during World War II.

Following the lead of Britain in opposing cruelty
to animals, in 1866 the American Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA) was
founded, and in the twentieth century many humane
organizations have been formed that do not merely
oppose cruelty to animals but also aggressively pro-
mote a general program of animal rights.

T. E. Katen
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Custom
Definition: Practices and beliefs common to a par-

ticular region or class of people
Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: If ethical views are formed in signifi-

cant part by local custom, then the quest for uni-
versal ethical principles may be unsuccessful.

At the highest level of generality, perhaps every hu-
man culture subscribes to the same ethical rule: Do

good and avoid evil. At lower levels of generality,
however, ethical rules vary widely from one culture
to another, and definitions of what constitute good
and evil are not uniform among different cultures.
Whether something is good is a question that is influ-
enced or determined by the customs of the culture
in which the issue arises. For example, in some cul-
tures custom dictates that no work be done on the
Sabbath day. In some cultures custom dictates that
men should work out of their homes, and women
should work within their homes. Many cultures have
taboos on what people may eat, but these taboos dif-
fer widely among cultures.

Ethical rules or propositions can be thought of as
either universal or parochial. A universal ethical rule
is one that is valid and applicable in all cultures,
among all humankind. Such rules are ordinarily asso-
ciated with natural law. Just as the laws of physics are
true everywhere on Earth, certain ethical laws, ac-
cording to proponents of natural law, are valid in all
human cultures. An example would be universal pro-
scriptions on killing one’s parents.

In contrast, parochial rules depend on the customs
of a given culture. Because customs vary, parochial
ethical rules vary as well. Thus, parochial ethical
rules are present in some, but not all, human cultures.
As an empirical proposition, parochial rules are far
more common than universal ones. Tax rates vary, as
do the definitions of crimes such as murder and rape.
Indeed, over the course of human history, ethical
norms have varied dramatically, whereas the laws of
physics have not. The second law of thermodynam-
ics, for example, has always been valid, yet slavery,
which has come to be regarded as unethical in most of
the world, was widely accepted for centuries as an
ethical practice.

Even at a given moment in history, rules vary sig-
nificantly among cultures. Certain cultures, for ex-
ample, regard capital punishment as unethical and
therefore forbid it, while other cultures put many
people to death.

Similarly, most industrialized cultures forbid po-
lygamous marriages, whereas most cultures in the
nonindustrialized world permit them. In certain cul-
tures, abortion is categorically forbidden; in others, it
is freely available.

The fact that ethical outlooks vary from one cul-
ture to another, not only over time but also at any
given time, suggests either that proponents of natural
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law are mistaken and that there are few universal
moral rules, or that ethicists have not succeeded in
identifying specific ethical rules that are universal.

Classical proponents of natural law were confi-
dent that universal ethical principles existed. The
Roman statesman Cicero observed that true law in
Rome is the same as true law in Athens. Cicero was
confident that jurists would discover and articulate
eternal ethical laws that would be valid at all times
and in all places. More than two millennia later, how-
ever, with such norms yet to be identified at a low
enough level of generality to be useful as laws, even
modern proponents of natural law acknowledge the
role of custom in shaping ethical outlooks.

David R. Dow
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Cynicism
Definition: Philosophical and ethical movement

originating in ancient Greece
Date: Developed between the fourth century b.c.e.

and the sixth century c.e.
Type of ethics: Classical history
Significance: Cynicism denounced established

convention and inhibition and advocated asceti-
cism, self-sufficiency, intellectual freedom, virtu-
ous action, and self-realization.

The movement that came to be known as Cynicism,
the “dog philosophy,” cannot be characterized by ref-
erence to a systematic philosophical doctrine or a rig-
orously organized school. Instead, it was formed by

individual thinkers who embraced slightly varying
sets of ethical tenets that were concerned primarily
with practical ethics and who adopted ways of life
that suited what they taught. Few members of the
Cynic movement can be directly connected with their
predecessors in terms of a master-pupil relationship.
There is considerable chronological continuity of
Cynics, however, who cover, in a fairly uninterrupted
manner, a span of about ten centuries.

Greek Origins
The origins of Cynic ideas can be traced to the end

of the fifth or the beginning of the fourth century
b.c.e., to the doctrine of Antisthenes, who was one of
the closest companions of Socrates. The archetypical
figure of the Cynic, however, is Diogenes of Sinope,
a contemporary of Aristotle, Demosthenes, and
Alexander the Great. Diogenes was an influential
thinker whose death in 323 b.c.e. marked the begin-
ning of a period of development and popularity for
the Cynic movement.

During the last decades of the fourth century and
during the third century b.c.e., the Cynics Monimus
of Syracuse, Onesicritus, Crates of Thebes and his
wife Hipparchia, Metrocles of Maronea, Menippus
of Gadara, Menedemus, Bion of Borysthenes, and
Cercidas of Megalopolis extended the pure ethical
core of the doctrine of Diogenes into domains such
as literature and politics, making it known not only in
Athens but also throughout the Hellenistic world.
Cynicism lost its prominence during the next two
centuries because of the growing influence of Epi-
cureanism and Stoicism as well as the absence of
charismatic Cynics.

The movement revived during the mid-first cen-
tury c.e. in the form of an almost anarchist reaction
to Roman leaders such as Caligula, Nero, and
Vespasian. The influence of the Cynics of the Roman
period reached its peak during the late first century
and early second century with Dio Chrysostom and
Favorinus. Other well-known figures were Demonax
of Cyprus and Oenomaus of Gadara. The reputa-
tion of Cynicism suffered, however, as a result of the
activities of various charlatans who carried the staff
and knapsack and wore the cloak of the Cynics with-
out bearing any resemblance to the Cynics. The sati-
rist Lucian (second century) and the emperor Julian
(fourth century) spoke of a noisy crowd that imitated
the mannerisms of Diogenes and Crates but was ig-
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norant of Cynic philosophy and was socially worth-
less.

Philosophical Bases
Although the various individual exponents of Cyn-

icism adopted different tones in their teaching and
stressed different things, there is a core of practical
attitudes and ethical tenets that they all share.

A key notion of ancient Cynicism lies in the
metaphor of devaluation—or, rather, defacing or
falsifying—the currency of human standards. The
Cynics set out to undermine and reverse all the val-
ues, practices, and institutions on which conven-
tional society was based. This “falsifying of the coin”
is necessitated by the fact that the pleasures, attach-
ments, and obligations nurtured by conventional so-
ciety are impediments to happiness. Society burdens
humans with a set of artificial values and corrupts
them by means of self-indulgence, ignorance, and
confusion. It is an active source of unhappiness in
that it gives rise to unsatisfied desires for physical
goods and to irrational fears about the gods, the turns
of fortune, malady, and death.

The Cynic’s aim is to free people from the fetters
of passion and convention, to make them observe the
demands of nature and to guide them toward a natu-
ral life. In order to obtain this result, humans must,
first, eradicate the desire and quest for pleasure, and,
second, acquire both the physical and the mental
strength to arm themselves against the difficulties
that fortune may bring. This strength (ischys) can be
obtained only by means of constant training (askesis)
involving significant toil (ponos) of both body and
mind. The Cynics consider toil as an instrumental
good, since it leads to the realization of a double
ideal: the reduction of one’s needs and desires to a
bare minimum comparable to the minimal needs of
animals, leading to self-sufficiency (autarkeia) and
the achievement of spiritual freedom, independence,
and impassibility (apatheia), which are truly god-
like.

In line with the Socratic tradition, the Cynics be-
lieved that virtue was sufficient for happiness, and
they partly analyzed it in intellectual terms. To them,
virtue is based on “unlearning what is bad” and on de-
veloping a rational account of the distinction be-
tween natural and conventional values; it can be
taught, and it probably depends heavily upon mem-
ory. The Cynic conception of virtue deviates from

Socraticism, however, in that it has strong anti-
intellectualist traits: Knowledge is not sufficient for
virtue but must be complemented by training and
strength. The two kinds of askesis (hardening of the
body and exercising of the mind) are complementary,
and the askesis of the body can establish virtue in the
soul.

The reversal of values affects the Cynic attitude
toward religion and politics, two particularly con-
spicuous domains of ordinary activity. In religion,
the Cynics denounced superstition in all forms, criti-
cized the providentialist conception of the gods as
well as any notion of divine interference in human af-
fairs, and contrasted the intentions and practices of
traditional believers with the pious behavior of mor-
ally pure men. Although the most important Cynics
were not acknowledged atheists but only professed
ignorance about the nature of the divine, their “falsi-
fication of the coin” in religious matters extended to
the very roots of traditional religion. Their agnosti-
cism was a springboard for attacks on both the con-
tent and the practices of Greco-Roman religion, and
it left little room for an active belief in the existence
of divinities. Their criticisms of traditional mythol-
ogy should also be seen in the light of this radical de-
facement of religious values.

Politics
In politics, the Cynics were among the first phi-

losophers to defy citizenship and its obligations in a
coherent and radical way. The Cynic has no attach-
ment to the vestiges of the city-state and expresses no
regret for the fall of the polis. Instead, the Cynic takes
pride in being without a city (apolis) and professes to
be a citizen of the world (kosmopolites). The Cynic’s
cosmopolitanism entails ignoring all civic rules and
obeying the only law that ought to be obeyed;
namely, the natural law. Its ideal implementation in
Diogenes’ utopian Republic embarrassed Cynic
sympathizers: Incest, cannibalism, the abolition of
coinage and arms, the dissolution of the family, and a
limitless sexual freedom are some of the implications
of substituting natural law for the laws of society.

Cynic ethics is both individualistic and philan-
thropic. The individualistic features of the movement
are found primarily in the image of the self-suffi-
cient, self-fulfilled, self-controlled sage, a solitary
man detached from society and free from its bonds, a
wandering, homeless (aoikos) beggar, a dog barking
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at those who approach him. The Cynic is also, how-
ever, “the watchdog of humankind,” showing by ex-
ample and through his own actions what people
should do to liberate themselves from the illusions
and fears that make them miserable and leave them
defenseless in an unpredictably changing world. His
sharp tongue and shameless behavior are pedagogic
strategies rather than exhibitionistic devices: They
convey the radicalism of the Cynic reform by stress-
ing the extent to which the adherents of the move-
ment must violate the conventional codes of society
in order to function as “the heralds of God.”

Voula Tsouna McKirahan
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Cyrenaics
Definition: Practitioners of a school of ancient

Greek philosophy that taught that pleasure is the
goal of life

Date: Fourth to third centuries b.c.e.
Type of ethics: Classical history
Significance: The Cyrenaics advocated a form of

hedonism that deemphasized abstract studies and
stressed practical ethics.

Aristippus of Cyrene, the founder of Cyrenaicism,
was an associate of the philosopher Socrates, and
Cyrenaicism—along with Cynicism and Megari-
anism—was one of three diverging philosophical
schools that sprang from Socrates’emphasis on ratio-
nal control and ethical self-consciousness. Aristip-
pus taught that, since humans can know only their
own sensations, no universal standards of pleasure
can be discovered, and all pleasures are thus equally
valuable; in this view, any act has value only in its
usefulness to the one who controls it. This notion,
influenced by the Sophists’ belief that knowledge
comes only through direct experience, was amplified
by Aristippus’s grandson (also named Aristippus)
and later modified by Hegesias, Annikeris, and The-
odorus—thinkers whose names are associated with
their own sects.

Socrates had taught that moral action should lead
to happiness, so Aristippus concluded that life’s
meaning lay in pleasure. This attitude, called hedo-
nism (from the Greek hedone, “pleasure”), explains
one sense of the familiar Latin motto carpe diem,
“seize the day.”

Cyrenaic Ethics
In deducing their philosophy, Cyrenaics ignored

physics and mathematics, concentrating instead on
practical ethics under various headings: things to
pursue and avoid, sensations, actions, causes, and
proofs. They believed that all action should aim at
pleasure; this meant not merely avoiding pain but
also seeking palpable sensation. They devalued both
memory and the anticipation of future happiness, and
they emphasized physical pleasures over mental ac-
tivities.

Cyrenaics aimed for rational control that would
manipulate people and circumstances to their own
pleasurable ends. They defined right and wrong in
terms of personal pleasure and pain. Rather than
abstinence, which contemporary Cynics urged, Aris-
tippus favored the prudent “use” and control of plea-
sure.

The Last Phase
Early in the third century b.c.e., followers who

tried to distinguish among higher and lower plea-
sures blurred the Cyrenaics’ focus on self-interest,
their central philosophical principle: Hegesias (the
death-persuader) stressed avoiding pain (rather than
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pursuing pleasure) and actively encouraged suicide;
Annikeris promoted social relationships, altruism,
and patriotism; and Theodorus the Atheist urged a
quest for enduring inner joy, not momentary physical
pleasures. These disagreements seemed to splinter
Cyrenaicism, which died out by 275, while another
hedonistic school, Epicureanism, advanced.

Roy Neil Graves

Further Reading
Edwards, Paul, ed. The Encyclopedia of Philosophy.

New York: Macmillan, 1967.
Hicks, Robert D. Stoic and Epicurean. New York:

Russell & Russell, 1962.

Long, A. A. Hellenistic Philosophy: Stoics, Epicu-
reans, Sceptics. 2d ed. Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1986.

Owens, Joseph. A History of Ancient Western Phi-
losophy. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall,
1959.

Reese, William L. Dictionary of Philosophy and Re-
ligion: Eastern and Western Thought. Atlantic
Highlands, N.J.: Humanities Press, 1980.

Tsouna, Voula. The Epistemology of the Cyrenaic
School. New York: Cambridge University Press,
1998.

See also: Epicurus; Hedonism; Socrates.

348

Cyrenaics Ethics



D
Dalai Lama

Identification: Tibetan religious leader
Born: Lhamo Dhondrub, later renamed Tenzin

Gyatso; July 6, 1935, Taktser, Amdo, Tibet
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The Dalai Lama is the spiritual and

temporal head of the traditional Buddhist com-
munity of Tibet, which has been under Chinese
occupation since the 1950’s. Tenzin Gyatso’s
leadership of Tibet’s government in exile has
made him a symbol of religious and ethical oppo-
sition to oppression. In 1989 he was awarded the
Nobel Peace Prize.

Perhaps no other modern figure from Asia, except
Mohandas K. Gandhi, has gained such worldwide
recognition for his ethical teachings as has the four-
teenth Dalai Lama. The writings and actions of
Tenzin Gyatso, like those of Gandhi, reflect a con-
cern for combining ancient religious traditions with a
contemporary political cause. Also, the Dalai Lama’s
cause, like that of Gandhi, is not limited to the politi-
cal affairs of his own country but extends to the arena
of international politics and human relations gener-
ally. To understand how the fourteenth Dalai Lama
came to represent the principles that won him the No-
bel Peace Prize in 1989, one must investigate the tra-
ditional origins of the position that he holds in the Ti-
betan Buddhist world.

The First Dalai Lama and His Successors
Properly speaking, the spiritual role of all Dalai

Lamas since the life of the first (Gendun Drub, born
in 1391, died in 1474) belongs within the broader re-
ligious framework of Buddhism, a religion that has
various “schools.” In somewhat narrower spiritual
and temporal terms, the Dalai Lamas belong to the
long national tradition of Tibet, a country nestled in
the Himalayan mountain range between China and
India.

It was Gendun Drub who, after studying both at
the Padma Chöling Monastery, where his teacher
called him “Omniscient One,” and at the Evam Mon-
astery, went on to found a monastery called Tashi
Lhunpo in southern Tibet. There he compiled many
spiritual works that have remained seminal Buddhist
texts. Gendun Drub did not carry the formal title of
Dalai Lama (a tradition initiated with the third in the
lineage) but preferred a title given by his teacher:
Tamche Khyenpa, “Omniscient One,” a term still
used by devout Tibetans when referring to the four-
teenth Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso.

Tashi Lhunpo remained the seat of the successors
to Tamche Khyenpa until 1642 when the fifth Dalai
Lama left the monastery under the keeping of his own
tutor, Panchen Chökyi Gyaltsen. The latter was the
first Panchen Lama, whose spiritual lineage is recog-
nized in Tibet as second in importance only to the lin-
eage of the Dalai Lamas.

Successors to the ultimate Tibetan spiritual and
temporal post of Dalai Lama by the beginning of the
twenty-first century number thirteen. Each of these
successors has been assumed to be an incarnation of
his predecessor. The process of succession thus in-
volves the discovery of the new Dalai Lama among
the newborn of the Tibetan population in every gen-
eration. There is a rich tradition describing the im-
portance of symbols that may serve to guide the de-
vout Tibetan religious hierarchy in the search for a
new Dalai Lama.

Dalai Lama’s Key Ethical Principles
A number of key spiritual concepts appear in the

writings and sermons of the Dalai Lamas over the
centuries. One of these is associated with the tradi-
tion called lo-jong, which is reflected in the teachings
of Tenzin Gyatso, the Dalai Lama during the first part
of the twenty-first century. Briefly stated, lo-jong in-
volves spiritual discipline as a prerequisite for “train-
ing” the mind and imbuing it with the values of prior
generations of Buddhist masters. Key to the lo-jong
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tradition (among other spiritual practices of Bud-
dhism) is the importance of meditation based on the
guidance of spiritual texts to help the individual es-
cape the influences of the external world, which im-
pede full spiritual realization. Such realization is be-
lieved to give rise to the fullest forms of love and
kindness, which, ideally, should establish themselves
in human interrelationships.

The Fourteenth Dalai Lama’s Dilemma
Two years after his birth in 1935 in the small farm-

ing village of Taktser in the Tibetan province of
Amdo, Tenzin Gyatso was identified as the incarna-
tion of the deceased thirteenth Dalai Lama. Already
during the period of the search for the new Dalai
Lama, peculiarities of the traditional guiding signs
that appeared, including curious cloud formations
and the growth of a giant fungus in the northeast cor-
ner of the room in which the deceased Dalai Lama
lay, were thought to be harbingers of change. The dis-
covery of Tenzin Gyatso far to the northeast of Lhasa,
not to the south (traditionally deemed the most auspi-
cious direction) was taken to be confirmation of the
significance of the celestial signs.

When he reached the age of four and one-half
years, the child came to Lhasa and, upon mounting
the Lion Throne, assumed his responsibilities as Ti-
bet’s highest leader. For more than a decade, the
young Dalai Lama’s educational progress, both in
traditional religious and modern subjects, seemed to
prepare him for normal passage to full responsibility
for his people’s spiritual and temporal welfare. The
events of October, 1950, however, were destined to
affect this passage. The Chinese communist invasion
of Tibet forced the Dalai Lama first to attempt to
maintain the basic rights of his people even under oc-
cupation, and then—in the wake of violent uprisings
(1956-1959) following unsuccessful attempts to ne-
gotiate Tibet’s freedom—to flee to exile in neighbor-
ing India. Following Tenzin Gyatso’s departure, the
Chinese regime attempted to assign religious legiti-
macy to his immediate subordinate in the Tibetan
Buddhist hierarchy, the Panchen Lama.

A particular role was thus cast for the fourteenth
Dalai Lama, who assumed a much expanded sym-
bolic function as a world-renowned spiritual and
temporal leader beginning in the troubled second half
of the twentieth century. In a sense, Tibet’s plight be-
came part of the shared cause of those who defend

justice wherever individual or group repression ex-
ists. This fateful calling not only affected the Dalai
Lama’s writings and actions but also brought recog-
nition of the importance of his work in the form of the
1989 Nobel Peace Prize.

Principles in Tenzin Gyatso’s Life
As a spiritual leader in exile, the fourteenth Dalai

Lama found himself in a position to bring the trou-
bled case of his country to the attention of the world
as a whole. His writings and speeches tend to reflect
his concern that Tibet’s particular problem should
serve to incite awareness of the human costs of op-
pression of body and spirit wherever they occur.
Thus, his origins as a Buddhist leader in a particular
area of the world provided a frame of reference for
his focus on much wider considerations. Paramount
among these is the importance of cooperation, not
competition or hostility, among world religions. A
secondary feature is recognition that all peoples liv-
ing in the modern world need to find a path that can
combine spiritual values with the possibilities pre-
sented by the application of reason and scientific
knowledge. It was the Dalai Lama’s emphasis on
such principles and the importance of using them to
develop happiness and kindness that built his reputa-
tion for supporting the cause of world peace.

The Nobel Peace Prize
The Nobel Prize committee’s selection of the

Dalai Lama to receive its 1989 Peace Prize provided
an additional framework for this extraordinary reli-
gious leader to try to emphasize the importance of
combining ethical values and the development of
humanitarian politics in the world. Although his No-
bel lecture reflected specific political concerns in
Tibetan-Chinese relations (including a compromise
plan for resolution of the state of foreign occupation
of his country), the Dalai Lama drew attention to a
number of other “trouble spots” around the globe.
Here, his diagnosis of the origins of political con-
flicts, as well as his prognosis of the best means of re-
solving them, mirrored the content of his spiritual
writings: the idea that living with an attitude of love
and kindness toward other individuals is the way to
connect the inner sphere of existence with the exter-
nal world of different peoples and nations.

Byron D. Cannon
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Dallaire, Roméo
Identification: Canadian commander of the U.N.

peacekeeping force in Rwanda during that na-
tion’s 1994 genocide

Born: June 25, 1946
Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: Dallaire called attention to the world

community’s failure to prevent the genocide that
killed 800,000 people.

In 1993 Canadian brigadier general Roméo Dallaire
was appointed to command the U.N. peacekeeping
force sent to the central African nation of Rwanda,
which had a long history of bloody ethnic rivalry
between the majority Hutu population and the Tutsi
minority. In April of 1994, an airplane carrying
Rwanda’s Hutu president was shot down, killing the
president. The Hutu-dominated government—which
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may have been responsible for downing the plane—
then blamed the Tutsi for the president’s death and
began a long-planned campaign to exterminate the
Tutsis.

Dallaire pleaded for reinforcements and supplies
for his peacekeeping force, but the United States
urged withdrawal of the force, and the United Na-
tions reduced Dallaire’s troops from 2,500 to 270
men. In an apparent violation of his orders, Dallaire
used what was left of his ill-supplied and largely
untrained force to save the lives of approximately
20,000 Rwandans but was unable to halt the general
violence. By the time the wave of genocide finally
ended in July, as many as 800,000 people had been
killed.

After Dallaire requested a reassignment, the
United Nations sent him back to Canada, where he
was promoted to major general and deputy com-
mander of the Canadian army. Some U.N. diplomats
blamed Dallaire for failing to keep peace in Rwanda,
but others leaked memos proving he had warned his
superiors of the genocide and had been ordered not to

intervene. After retiring from the army in 2000,
Dallaire suffered from depression, apparently blam-
ing himself for the mass killings in Rwanda and at-
tempted to analyze and publicize what went wrong in
that African nation. In 2003 he published Shake
Hands with the Devil: The Failure of Humanity in
Rwanda.

Recalling the world outrage that biologist Dian
Fossey evoked when she had brought to the world’s
attention the slaughter of Rwanda’s gorillas in the
1970’s, Dallaire said of the 1994 genocide: “I always
wondered if the international community would have
done more if 800,000 mountain gorillas were being
slaughtered.”

William V. Dunlap

See also: Genocide and democide; Peacekeeping
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Daoist ethics
Definition: Moral philosophy developed in ancient

China that rejects conventional moral codes in fa-
vor of a natural, simple, spontaneous life

Type of ethics: Classical history
Significance: An important branch of Eastern as-

ceticism, Daoism has traditionally functioned as
a major rival to Confucianism in Chinese philos-
ophy. It has had a strong influence on the devel-
opment of both Zen Buddhist ethics and neo-
Confucian ethics.

Daoism is one of the great classical philosophies of
China. It is named after its central concept, Dao,
which literally means “path” in Chinese. The philos-
ophy is mainly represented by the books of Laozi (the
author of Dao De Jing) and Zhuangzi (the author of
Zhuangzi).

Morality and Decline of the Dao
Daoists use the concept Dao to name both the way

of the natural world of reality and the proper way of
life, including the way of government and the way of
the right social order. To the Daoist, the best way of
life is to live in harmony with nature. It is a life of sim-
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Dallaire’s Assumption of Guilt

After returning home from Rwanda, Roméo Dallaire
blamed himself for not having done more to stop the
massacres. He fell into a deep despair and tried to
kill himself. Diagnosed with post-traumatic stress
disorder, he was told that he was not responding to
treatment and was medically dismissed from the
Canadian army. While on a regimen of strong anti-
depressant drugs in 2000, he ignored physicians’
warnings by drinking alcohol and went into a coma
while sitting on a park bench. After being hospital-
ized, he decided to expiate his feelings of guilt by
writing a book about Rwanda. Over the next three
years he relived his nightmare experience while
composing Shake Hands with the Devil: The Fail-
ure of Humanity in Rwanda (2003). Writing about
Rwanda relieved some of Dallaire’s stress, but he re-
mained pessimistic about the future. Had the major
powers intervened in Rwanda, he said, “we could
have saved millions from this calamity. But I’m
afraid that we haven’t learned, and the same thing
could happen again. How do you live with that?”



plicity and spontaneity. According to the Daoists,
this is how ancient people used to live. As skill and
conventional knowledge developed, however, people
came to have more and more desires; the increase of
desires led to conflicts among people and conflicts
between humans and their natural environment,
which made life more difficult. Morality was intro-
duced to cope with the problems, but morality does
not remove the causes of these problems; it creates
new problems because it imposes rules on people,
thus making them constrained and mentally crippled.
Morality should therefore be cast away in favor of a
better solution. Thus, Laozi wrote:

Banish wisdom, discard knowledge,
And the people will be benefitted a hundredfold.
Banish kindness, discard morality,
And the people will be dutiful and compassionate.
Banish skill, discard profit,
And thieves and robbers will disappear.
As these three touch the externals and are inadequate,
The people have need of what they can depend upon:
To see the simplicity,
To embrace one’s uncarved nature,
To cast off selfishness,
And to have few desires.

Superior De and Inferior De
In saying “discard morality,” the Daoist is not en-

couraging immoral acts. As Chuang Chou puts it, it is
better for fish to live in water and be able to forget
about each other than to be on a dry road and have to
moisten each other with their spit. The De (virtue) of
helping each other with spit is inferior to the De of
living in accordance with the Dao. Daoist ethics con-
tains teachings that resemble those of other norma-
tive ethics. For example, from the Dao De Jing: “In
dealing with others, be gentle and kind. In speech, be
true. In ruling, get peace. In business, be capable. In
action, watch the timing.” “I am good to people who
are good. I am also good to people who are not good.
Virtue is goodness. I have faith in people who are
faithful. I also have faith in people who are not faith-
ful. Virtue is faithfulness.” Here, however, virtue
(De) is not to be understood as moral virtue. The
Daoist uses De in the sense of the power or proper
function of something. Thus, for example, mercy is
considered virtue, because it brings courage, strength,
and victory.

Dao of Going Forward Resembles Retreat
“The superior De let go of (the inferior, moral)

De, and therefore has (the superior) De.” Daoism val-
ues freedom, but freedom is to be achieved by having
no “self” (desires and expectations) rather than by
fighting against restrictions. “Only if you do not
fight, no one can fight against you.” “This is known as
the virtue of not striving.” Daoism values happi-
ness, but “the highest happiness has no happiness.” It
does not come from active searching for happiness.
Daoism values true wisdom, but true wisdom does
not mean the wisdom of obtaining profits. It is the
wisdom of seeing the value of simplicity and sponta-
neity. To the Daoist, a truly mature person is like a lit-
tle child who has few desires and less knowledge.
Such a person is simple-minded and even looks like
a fool, because great knowledge is like ignorance.
The Daoist teaches being calm, soft, female-like,
desireless, nonaggressive, and content. The Daoist
likes the image of water: It is soft, yet there is nothing
it cannot penetrate.

Ethics of Religious Daoism
Philosophical Daoism (Dao jia) is the origin of,

yet must not be confused with, religious Daoism
(Dao jiao). Religious Daoism turned respect for na-
ture into the worship of numerous deities, such as the
gods of wealth, war, and longevity. It turned the De of
living a simple and spontaneous life into the princi-
ples of serenity and calmness in therapeutic tech-
niques and martial arts that could be used to achieve
personal advantages (mainly immortality). Misfor-
tunes were no longer considered the result of hav-
ing excessive desires, but instead were considered
mainly the result of magic trespasses.

Peimin Ni
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Darwin, Charles
Identification: English naturalist
Born: February 12, 1809, Shrewsbury, Shropshire,

England
Died: April 19, 1882, Downe, Kent, England
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Since it was first advanced in On the

Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection
(1859), Darwin’s theory of evolution has had a
profound impact on almost every aspect of intel-
lectual thought. It has been the basis of at least
two movements within ethics: Social Darwinism
in the nineteenth century and evolutionary ethics
in the twentieth.

Charles Darwin’s lifelong concern was with the natu-
ral origins of animals and plants. He knew that ani-
mal and plant breeders had modified domestic spe-
cies by selecting desired variants as breeding stock.
Nature, he argued, was always doing the same thing,
practicing natural selection by allowing certain indi-
viduals to leave more offspring than others. Each
species constantly produces more eggs, seeds, or off-
spring than can possibly survive; most individuals
face an early death. Any heritable traits that confer
some advantage in this “struggle for existence” are

passed on to future generations; injurious traits are
destroyed.

In his writings, Darwin did not address the ethical
implications of his theories, leaving such specula-
tions to others. Herbert Spencer, who coined the
phrase “survival of the fittest,” founded an ethic of
unbridled competition known as Social Darwinism.
American Social Darwinists favored a ruthless com-
petition in which only the strongest would survive;
several industrialists used these ideas to justify cut-
throat competition, the suppression of labor unions,
and a lack of concern for the welfare of workers.

Socialists and other political dissidents drew ex-
actly the opposite conclusion from Darwin’s works.
They saw evolution as a theory of “progress,” of
merit triumphant over established privilege, and of
science triumphant over religious superstition.

Social Darwinism, like its socialist response, was
a normative ethical system: It argued that people
should act in accordance with the principle of sur-
vival of the fittest, by refraining from acts of charity,
for example. Evolutionary ethics, a branch of socio-
biology, is more descriptive than normative: It argues
that humanity as a whole already does act in accor-
dance with its evolutionary interests, and those inter-
ests can therefore be used to explain human behavior.
From this point of view, morality is itself a product of
evolution, and the fact that people have come over
time to engage in acts of charity, for example, is an in-
dication that such acts are of benefit to the survival of
the species.

Evolutionary ethics has been highly influential as
a social science because of its descriptive and explan-
atory power. It has largely failed to produce a con-
vincing normative theory. This is because, while nat-
ural selection is a useful lens for understanding
human conduct, it is not necessarily a guide for hu-
man conduct. What is natural is not necessarily good,
and what is good for a species over the course of mil-
lions of years is not necessarily good for individuals,
groups, or nations over the smaller spans of time that
make up lived human experience.

Eli C. Minkoff
Updated by the editors

See also: Eugenics; Evolutionary theory; Naturalis-
tic fallacy; Normative vs. descriptive ethics; Science;
Social Darwinism; Sociobiology.
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Death and dying
Definition: Cessation of human physiological, psy-

chological, and possibly spiritual existence
Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: Defining death precisely has become

crucial to such medical and moral issues as eutha-
nasia, living wills, quality of life, abortion, organ
transplantation, and cryonics.

The modern study of death and dying, thanatology
(named for the Greek god of death, Thanatos), could
be said to have begun in 1956, when the American
Psychological Association held a symposium on
death at its annual convention. This resulted in the
publication in 1959 of an anthology of essays on
death written by scholars from a wide range of disci-
plines. Popular attention focused on death and dying
with the publication of Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s On
Death and Dying (1969), a study of the stages of
dying.

Biological Definitions
Historically, definitions of death have undergone

a number of revisions. The earliest medical determi-
nation of death was the cessation of heart activity,
respiration, and all functions consequent thereon
(now commonly referred to as “clinical death”). With
the advancement of respirators and other sophisti-
cated medical equipment, however, it became possi-
ble for a patient with no brain activity to be artifi-
cially kept “alive.” In 1970, Kansas became the first
state to adopt a brain-based criterion for determining
death in addition to the cessation-of-vital-functions
definition.

A number of states followed that definition, while
others eliminated the traditional definition altogether
and focused solely on a “brain death” model. The
term “brain death” in these legal documents referred
to the total and irreversible cessation of the func-
tions of the entire brain, including both the “higher
brain,” which is regarded as the seat of conscious
mental processes, and the “brain stem,” which con-
trols cardiopulmonary activity. This usually takes
place from three to five minutes after clinical death,
although the process can take much longer in cases of
death by freezing or barbiturate overdose.

In 1981, a presidential commission proposed a
“Uniform Determination of Death Act,” which de-

fined death as either “irreversible cessation of circu-
latory and respiratory functions” or “irreversible ces-
sation of all functions of the entire brain, including
the brain stem.” Such a determination, it added, must
be made “in accordance with accepted medical stan-
dards.” This legal definition was adopted by more
than half the states within the first decade after its for-
mulation. As is evident from this formulation, rather
than viewing death as an “event,” it is more accurate
to define death as a process encompassing at least
three different types of death: clinical death (the ces-
sation of vital signs), biological death (including the
cessation of brain activity), and cellular death (in-
cluding the deterioration of all of the body’s cells).

Proposed Changes
While state legislations have employed a “whole-

brain” definition of death, there have been attempts
made by some states to define death in terms of the
cessation of cerebral activity in the upper portion of
the brain. Proponents of this position argue that an in-
dividual’s “personhood” relies upon the cognitive
faculties of the “higher brain.” According to this defi-
nition, an individual in a “persistent vegetative state”
in which only the brain stem, controlling heartbeat
and respiration, is functioning would not be consid-
ered a living “person.” Since no consensus can be
reached regarding the proper definition of “person,”
however, and since reliance on cognitive awareness
would exclude severely senile, mentally deficient,
and anencephalic individuals from the category of
“persons,” a “higher-brain” definition of death has
been almost universally rejected by the medical com-
munity and general public.

Autonomy over One’s Death
The American Medical Association’s position that

one need not use “extraordinary means” to keep a
person alive is almost universally accepted. This is
commonly referred to as “passive euthanasia.” (“Eu-
thanasia” comes from the Greek phrase meaning
“good death.”) This position has led to the develop-
ment of a “living will,” which states that the individ-
ual does not want life-sustaining devices and extraor-
dinary medical procedures used to prolong his or her
life. Although the “living will” is not a binding legal
document in all states, it is considered by most courts
of law to be a valid expression of the signer’s wishes.

A more extreme example of belief in the authority
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of the individual to determine his or her death can be
seen in the practice of “active euthanasia.” Defined as
the act of directly bringing about a person’s death by
a means unrelated to the illness itself (for example,
injection, anesthesia without oxygen, and so forth),
active euthanasia is illegal in virtually all parts of the
world. The practice became widespread during the
1980’s in Holland, however, where one out of every
five deaths of older patients was caused by active eu-
thanasia.

Although the usual argument for active euthana-
sia cites extreme physical suffering as an acceptable
reason, other justifications, including psychological
distress, old age, limited mental capacity, and an un-
acceptable “quality of life,” also have been advanced.
In fact, in the latter half of the 1980’s, Holland ex-
tended the practice to include Down syndrome in-
fants and anorexic young adults. Those ethicists op-
posed to active euthanasia point to the danger that
more and more categories of candidates would be-
come acceptable, were it to be allowed.

Other Bioethical Issues
For many people, the debate over abortion hinges

on how the fetus is to be categorized. If the fetus can
be considered a human being at a particular point in
its prenatal development, abortion after that point
would be regarded as the unlawful taking of a human
life. A precise definition of both life and death is,
therefore, crucial to the issue. Some people argue that
the determination of where human life begins should
employ the same criteria that are used to define the
absence of life, or death.

Even though the first organ transplant in the
United States took place in 1954, early transplants
did not meet with a great deal of success, because
cadaveric organs were not widely available during
the 1950’s and 1960’s as a result of the difficulty of
defining death. With the establishment of brain-
based criteria for determining death and with the dis-
covery of the immunosuppresive drug cyclosporine,
organ transplantation increased dramatically during
the 1980’s.

In order for organs from cadavers to remain viable
for transplantation, heart and respiratory functions
must be sustained artificially until the procedure can
be performed. This necessitates a definition of death

that would allow for the artificial maintenance of vi-
tal functions.

Cryonics
During the late 1960’s, the procedure called

“cryonic suspension” was first attempted. The proce-
dure involves freezing the human body immediately
after clinical death in the hope that it can be thawed
and resuscitated at a later date when a cure for the ill-
ness causing the death is available. Since the proce-
dure depends upon freezing the body before deterio-
ration of the brain and other organs takes place, it is
crucial that death be pronounced immediately so that
the procedure can begin. An additional ethical issue
arose when, during the 1980’s, a prominent mathe-
matician who had been diagnosed with brain cancer
was denied permission from a U.S. court to have his
head removed prior to his clinical death. He had re-
quested that his head be placed in cryonic suspension
in order to halt the deterioration of his cerebral func-
tions.

Mara Kelly Zukowski
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Declaration of Independence
Identification: Document in which colonial

American leaders declared themselves indepen-
dent of British rule

Date: Signed on July 4, 1776
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: America’s Declaration of Indepen-

dence spread arguments around the world justify-
ing a right to revolution against rulers found to
deny their subjects fundamental rights and has re-
mained widely influential to the present day.

On July 4, 1776, the Second Continental Congress of
the thirteen original American states, which only a
few days before had been the “United Colonies,”
passed a unanimous declaration announcing to the
world that it had unilaterally taken the decision to end
its status as a group of British colonies and giving
reasons justifying the decision. The document an-
nounced that the “one people” of America’s former
colonies had decided to become—and henceforth
proclaimed themselves to be—free and independent
states.

Important questions of political ethics arise in the
course of the arguments found in the Continental
Congress’s document, now long since regarded as
one of the most significant legislative acts in human
history. According to Ralph Waldo Emerson, the
declaration was “the shot heard ’round the world”—a
judgment fully justified by its subsequent history.
However, it might be asked whether the declaration
was ethically justified, how the colonists justified
themselves, and whether they were correct in their
justification.

Ethical Issues
The primary ethical issue of the Declaration of In-

dependence was its justification of violent revolu-
tion—the suggestion that every people have a right
by “the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God” to be in-
dependent and to gain their independence, if neces-
sary, through violent means. In this case, a govern-
ment was being overthrown that, formally at least,
had ruled the colonies for well over a century, and in
some cases, for more than a century and a half.

The Declaration of Independence makes several
key arguments. It states that all people (“all Men” in
the document) have a God-given right, inherent in

human nature, to political liberty. This includes the
right to decide how they will be politically ruled. The
declaration see this as an individual right that de-
volves onto a collectivity of people who freely join
together for the purpose of forming a polity. The dec-
laration further states that political power over per-
sons can be justified only by their consent. In forming
government, people consent only to have their God-
given rights protected by government, thus limiting
the legitimate powers of government. When govern-
ment attacks rather than protects those rights, the
people’s obligation to obey their government ceases,
and they have a right—using force, if necessary—to
rid themselves of that government and to establish a
new government in its place.

Although the “unalienable Rights” identified by
the declaration are undoubtedly possessed by indi-
viduals, the declaration itself is careful to say that it is
“the Right of the People” to overthrow oppressive
government. The declaration follows the argument of
John Locke in his Second Treatise of Civil Govern-
ment (1690) that history shows that long-established
governments are not overthrown for “light and tran-
sient causes,” and it identifies “prudence” as a limit
on hasty action. Nonetheless, the declaration’s claim
of a right to revolution evokes powerful ethical is-
sues. Even if the right to violent revolution is ac-
cepted, the question of who is entitled to make this
decision arises. If individuals have inalienable rights
that are trampled upon, may an “oppressed” individ-
ual lay his own assault upon government? The fact
that lone individuals took 168 lives in the April,
1995, bombing of the Oklahoma City federal build-
ing illustrates the serious ethical issues involved.

The declaration deals with this problem implicitly
by placing the right to resist tyranny in the collective
hands of “the people.” It also implicitly answers that
it is representatives of the people who can make this
decision. However, that still leaves the question of
whether these representatives must represent a ma-
jority of the people. The Continental Congress con-
veniently skirted this issue, as few of its members
could have seriously believed that a majority of the
people in their colonies would support a war of inde-
pendence from Great Britain. John Adams opined
that perhaps a third of the colonists favored indepen-
dence, while another third opposed it, and the rest
were undecided.

The declaration raises the question of whether it is
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ever ethical for a minority to act on behalf of a major-
ity. For example, Russian revolutionary leader Vladi-
mir Ilich Lenin insisted on organizing his revolution-
ary Bolshevik Party as a conspiratorial minority and
cared little for the views of the majority, believing
that the party alone possessed the wisdom and histor-
ical insight required to take decisive action. How-
ever, the consequences of Lenin’s 1917 Russian Rev-
olution were catastrophic for the world, eventuating
in the deaths of tens of millions of people and the po-
litical enslavement of hundreds of millions.

Justifying Violent Revolution
Another ethical question is whether the Declara-

tion of Independence should be condemned for its
defense of violent revolution. Few serious moralists—
outside eighteenth century Britain—have thought so.
How could it be that people are morally obliged to en-
dure tyrannical government? What might be said is
that the “right to revolution” championed by the dec-
laration is itself morally dangerous. Like the right to
possess guns for self-defense, the right to overthrow
government can lead to consequences that run the
gamut of the completely defensible to the morally
catastrophic.

Nevertheless, leaving aside controversy over pos-
session of arms by individuals, few believe that na-
tions—peoples—should be denied the means to self-
defense. The fact that arms may be misused is hardly
an argument for denying a people the right to defend
their fundamental rights. Thus the central ethical is-
sue raised by the declaration must necessarily remain
unresolved. Like any moral weapon, the right to rev-
olution may be put to good use or ill, depending upon
who decides whether it shall be invoked as well as
how and when it is to be used. If the ethics of making
revolution are not taken seriously, further tragedy is
inevitable.

Charles F. Bahmueller
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Deconstruction
Definition: Strategy of interpretation that reduces a

text to its fundamental elements, which, when un-
raveled, reveal that no single essence or meaning
can be determined

Date: Concept developed during the late 1960’s
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Deconstruction holds both that no

single meaning or interpretation of a text is cor-
rect and that any given text will privilege some
meanings and attempt to hide other possible
meanings from its readers. Which meanings are
privileged and which meanings are hidden or den-
igrated is largely determined by the power struc-
tures operative in a given society. There is there-
fore a fundamental ethical imperative within
deconstruction to reveal hidden meanings in or-
der to reveal unequal power relations and resist
dominant ideologies. The central ideology that all
deconstruction is meant to attack is most com-
monly referred to as Western metaphysics or the
“metaphysics of presence.”

The structuralism conference at Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity in 1966 was intended to introduce into the
United States structuralist theory, an approach to
reading in which a poem or novel is viewed as a
closed entity that has specific meanings. When
Jacques Derrida read his paper, “Structure, Sign, and
Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences,” the
demise of structuralism and the arrival of a new the-
ory, deconstruction, was unexpectedly announced.

358

Deconstruction Ethics



Poststructuralism
Deconstruction has since become the main philo-

sophical tenet of poststructuralism, an intellectual
movement that is largely a reaction to structuralism.
Poststructuralism includes not only the deconstructive
analyses of Derrida, who has had an enormous influ-
ence on the development of literary theory, but also
the work of other French intellectuals, including
the historian Michel Foucault, the feminist philoso-
pher and critic Julia Kristeva, and the psychoanalyst
Jacques Lacan.

Ferdinand Saussure, the founder of modern
structuralist linguistics, saw language as a closed,
stable system of signs, and this view forms much of
the foundation of structuralist thought. These signs
helped structuralists to arrive at a better understand-
ing of a text, because it was thought that they of-
fered consistent, logical representations of the order
of things, or what Foucault called “a principle of
unity.”

Rather than attempting to understand the logical
structure of things, poststructuralism, and decon-
struction in particular, attempts to do much more: It
attempts to understand the limits of understanding.
Deconstruction is an extraordinarily complex strat-
egy of reading that is based primarily on two presup-
positions.

The first presupposition relies heavily on Saus-
sure’s notion of signs; however, Derrida argues that
rather than representing the order of things, signs
represent disorder, because they can never be nailed
down to a single meaning. He posits that because
meaning is irreducibly plural, language can never be
a closed and stable system.

The second presupposition involves Derrida’s ob-
servation of Western modes of thought. He noticed
that “universal truths” have gone unquestioned in
terms of their “rightness,” and that these concepts are
defined by what they exclude, their binary opposites
(for example, man is defined as the opposite of the
identity that constitutes woman). Derrida’s strategy
is to reveal the hierarchy that is inherent in these bi-
nary oppositions and to show that by meticulously
examining what are believed to be the distinctions
between them, in each instance the privileged term of
the hierarchy is found to be dependent upon the sub-
ordinate term for its meaning and existence. Thus
both meaning and value are created through the hier-
archical organization of language, an organization

that is only perpetuated by the history of its accep-
tance but is logically untenable.

Criticisms of Deconstruction
Although some people see Derrida as a brilliant

theorist who instigated a radical reassessment of the
basic concepts of Western thought, critics have ar-
gued that deconstruction’s main presupposition—
that one must always be resigned to the impossibility
of objective truth because meaning is irreducibly plu-
ral—makes Derrida’s theory nihilistic at worst and
an elitist, bourgeois game at best.

Derrida defends deconstruction against the charge
of nihilism by pointing out that he is not attacking
truth—indeed every word he writes constantly pro-
duces more truth or “truth effects” whether he wants
it to or not. Rather, he is revealing where truth comes
from, how it works, and why there is a fundamental
conflict between truth and ethics. He therefore posits
that it is necessary to suspend ethics in order to arrive
at ethical understanding. He claims that ethics has
emerged as a defense against violence; however, the
binary oppositions established by ethics to bring
about order are also a form of violence because they
force one kind of truth to be accepted by destroying
other contradictory truths through imposed hierar-
chies. He believes that the problem of ethics involves
being able to move from one term in the pair to the
other while maintaining the co-valence of the two
rather than their inequality.

While Derrida and other theorists were defend-
ing deconstruction, revelations surfaced that Paul de
Man—a member of the “Yale School,” a group of
deconstructionists at Yale who helped to introduce
Derrida to America—had written more than one hun-
dred articles for an anti-Semitic, pro-Nazi newspaper
in Belgium during World War II. After the discovery
of de Man’s collaboration, a great deal of comment
was generated both against deconstruction and against
de Man, who died in 1984, having successfully con-
cealed his past from his colleagues and students.

In response, Derrida stated that de Man’s acts
were unforgivable; however, he believed that it must
be realized that these acts were committed more than
half a century earlier, when de Man was in his early
twenties. That argument helped ameliorate to some
extent the moral problems caused by de Man’s war-
time activities, but it did nothing to resolve the more
serious problem that occurred after the war—his life-
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long secrecy about the collaboration, a serious moral
contradiction for a practitioner of a theory that has
as its main goal the revelation of what is excluded,
or kept secret, in a text. Thus, the idea that decon-
struction is nihilistic was strengthened by the revela-
tion of de Man’s collaboration. Other theorists de-
fended deconstruction by asserting that those who
adopt deconstructionist positions have various agen-
das, including radical feminism and other progres-
sive movements, so that any attempt to invalidate all
deconstruction because of de Man’s past is unfair.

Derrida has also had numerous well-publicized
disagreements about deconstruction with Michel
Foucault. Their conflict centered on Derrida’s efforts
to deconstruct texts in order to set free hidden possi-
bilities and Foucault’s attempts to experience history
to reveal its latent structures. It is in these public dis-
agreements that Foucault, whose writings centered
on history and language and had nothing to do with
deconstruction, has dramatically influenced post-
structuralist theory. Much has been written about the
disagreements, and most of these writings attempt ei-
ther to reconcile or to choose between the writings of
these two intellectuals.

Both opponents and proponents of deconstruc-
tion agree that while Derrida is radically subversive,
his attack on Western notions of truth and reason
does not lead to utter meaninglessness. Because of
Derrida’s influence, deconstruction has expanded
the range of literary theory and has led to a much
deeper questioning of the assumed naturalness of
structure in systems of thought. Derrida’s work shows
that by unraveling key binary oppositions of the
Western tradition, one may eventually uncover more
important things that are just beyond the limits of or-
dinary understanding.

Jill S. Marts
Updated by the editors
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Deep ecology
Definition: Branch of environmental ethics assert-

ing that all creatures and ecosystems have inher-
ent rights that exist independently of the needs
and judgments of humans

Date: Concept formulated in 1949; term coined in
1972

Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: As the world’s human population ex-

pands and exerts greater demand on the planet’s
resources, deep ecology provides an ethical guide
to how humans may coexist with other life-forms.
Critics see deep ecology as a misguided attempt
to thwart the satisfaction of important human
needs.

Although the world of nature has long commanded
the attention of philosophers, it was not until the late
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twentieth century that they began exploring whether
humans had ethical duties to the natural world. Like
so many others, modern ethicists were shocked and
dismayed by the persistent destruction of natural
habitat, the extinction of wildlife, the pollution of air
and water, and the depletion of natural resources. The
causes of these destructive forces were an ever-
expanding industrialism and a growing human popu-
lation. In fact, many thinkers predicted an ecological
catastrophe was fast approaching. Out of this anguish
came several “ecophilosophies” that came to frame
an ongoing debate about environmental ethics.
Among the most prominent and controversial of
them is deep ecology.

Basics of a New Environmental Ethic
More of an intellectual movement than a specific

philosophy, deep ecology is nonetheless based on a
few core principles. Among them is a rejection of the
“human-centered” view of nature that assumes hu-
man beings alone have ethical value and are superior
to other life-forms. Deep ecology also spurns the
Judeo-Christian assertion that the Bible gives human
beings a divine right to hold dominion over nature. To
deep ecologists these beliefs form the foundation for
many of the attitudes in the West that are morally in-
defensible because they breed arrogance and indif-
ference to the natural world and lead to the destruc-
tion and despoliation of living things.

Deep ecologists also argue that any opposition to
environmental destruction merely because it is detri-
mental to human beings is morally shallow. Instead,
they advocate a deeper ethic—one that holds that all
living creatures and biological systems also have a
right to exist. Moreover, this intrinsic value does not
depend on how much pleasure or usefulness it pro-
vides human beings. Every life-form is unique and
exists as an end onto itself. Deep ecology holds that
it is morally wrong to assume that nature exists pri-
marily to serve as raw material for human exploita-
tion, consumption, and overproduction. No one, deep
ecologists argue, has the moral right to jeopardize the
richness and variety of life on Earth, unless to meet
basic survival needs.

Origins of Deep Ecology
A Sand County Almanac (1949), a book by Amer-

ican forester and professor Aldo Leopold, heralded
the deep ecology movement with his “land ethic.”

According to Leopold, humans have a moral duty to
preserve the biological integrity of living things and
ecosystems. Humans, says Leopold, share a biotic-
community, or ecosystem, with other living crea-
tures. Drawing upon the thinking of Ezekiel and
Isaiah in the Old Testament of the Bible that says de-
spoliation of nature is wrong, Leopold concludes that
humans must not act as conquerors of nature. Instead,
they should respect fellow living things and biotic-
communities and work to preserve them.

Other thinkers found common ground with Leo-
pold. One of them was Norwegian philosopher Arne
Naess, who coined the expression “deep ecology” in
1972. According to Naess, an appreciation for deep
ecology develops when human beings undergo a
transformation of consciousness that creates within
them new “ecological selves” that provide deeper
and clearer perspectives of interconnected relation-
ships among all living things, including human be-
ings. This consciousness, it is suggested, spawns an
ethical conscience concerning the natural world.

For many deep ecologists, this realization often
accompanies a transcendental experience in nature.
Others seek enlightenment in various religious and
philosophies found in Asia, such as Buddhism and
Daoism, and among the cultures of certain indige-
nous peoples in North America and in some nonin-
dustrialized countries. However, some deep ecology
philosophers also believe it is possible to re-interpret
Judeo-Christian scripture and discover a case for re-
vering nature, rather than exploiting it.

Ethics by Which to Live
Deep ecology offers more than a critique of West-

ern culture; it also offers ethical principles by which
people may live. Among these principles is a call to
oppose immoral acts of destruction against nature.
Deep ecology also admonishes human beings to turn
away from materialism and consumerism, and in-
stead use alternative “soft” energy sources, such as
those produced by solar and wind power. Such ac-
tions are ethical, suggest deep ecologists, because
they help reduce human demands on nature. Deep
ecology also instructs humans to live by personal
codes of conduct that are more spiritual and natural
than those generally demonstrated in industrialized
society. Finally, it demands that elected leaders dis-
card economic systems that measure the quality of
human life solely in terms of production and con-
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sumption. In its place should come new economic
systems that consider preservation of the natural
world as their highest priority.

Critics of Deep Ecology
Despite its growing influence, deep ecology faces

an array of critics. For example, some environmen-
talists point out that concentrating on the preserva-
tion of the integrity of ecosystems at all costs is mis-
guided. They argue that ethical concern should focus
on dynamics in nature, not ecosystems. For example,
these critics point out that the violent destruction of
an ecosystem, as by a hurricane or a forest fire, is part
of a larger interplay of natural forces that relentlessly
restructures ecosystems and is often essential to the
survival of some species. Others argue that human in-
tervention is often morally good, because it can, at
times, preserve and conserve nature using methods
that exceed the restorative power of nature. Some op-
ponents also claim that deep ecology itself is ethi-
cally flawed because it is “antihuman.” Moreover,
they argue that a “human-centered” approach to na-
ture is ethical because it meets the needs of human
beings. Ecofeminists, on the other hand, insist that
not all humans are responsible for the current en-
vironment crisis—that only those with power and
money are—elite, white men.

In response, many advocates of deep ecology
steadfastly insist that humans have no inalienable
right willfully to destroy the natural world for their
own selfish interests. Deep ecologists also deny their
ideas are antihuman. Rather, they say, they are rooted
in an ethical creed that commands humans to trea-
sure all living things—including members of their
own species. They suggest that if all humanity lived
by deep ecology ethics, the natural world, includ-
ing human beings, might be spared from annihila-
tion.

John M. Dunn
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See also: Biodiversity; Conservation; Deforesta-
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mental movement; Nature, rights of; Rain forests.

Deforestation
Definition: Destruction of forest cover and forest

ecosystems by agriculture, urbanization, and the
direct exploitation of timber, ores, and other for-
est resources in ways that prevent forests from be-
ing restored

Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Forests are important to human soci-

ety for food, energy supplies, building materials,
natural medicines, and recreation and as spiritual
sites. They are also important to global ecology
for atmospheric cleansing, climate control, soil
and water conservation, and biodiversity. Defor-
estation thus threatens the future of human soci-
ety and the sustainability of the global ecology.

Ethical issues posed by deforestation transcend cul-
tures, human generations, geographic locations, and
species. Throughout history, advancing human soci-
eties both increased forest resource exploitation and
increased efforts to sculpture forests to meet human
ideals of beauty and utility. Hunter-gatherers, slash-
and-burn farmers, timber-frame builders, charcoal
manufacturers, pulp and plywood producers, and
royal and wealthy estate owners all have used forests
in their own ways and limited use by others. Many
forests are eventually destroyed by overuse. The
modern developed world’s demand for timber and
pulp is especially devastating. By the early twenty-
first century, European forests were virtually extinct,
and tropical forests had been reduced by one-half
from their pre-exploitation states.
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Deforestation creates social inequalities. The mod-
ern developed society’s demand for timber and pulp-
wood in manufacturing limits the availability of wood
for homes and fuel in the developing world and the
availability of forests for subsistence and indigenous
societies. Excessive exploitation by a single human
generation of forest resources that required many
centuries to grow leaves future human generations
poorer. While the sale of forest resources is often
necessary to raise capital in the developing world,
such sales leave developing nations poorer in re-
sources.

Deforestation in one location also creates social
problems in adjacent and distant regions by damag-
ing shared soil, surface water, and biodiversity re-

sources; allowing desertification to destroy agricul-
tural and grazing lands; altering rainfall patterns and
agricultural production; impacting economically im-
portant migratory species; and allowing greenhouse
gasses and other pollutants to accumulate. Deforesta-
tion by humans thus has global and ecological signif-
icance for all species and for the survival of the earth
itself.

Well-intentioned efforts at forest management,
conservation and husbandry, as alternatives to defor-
estation, often promote species extinction or species
dominance and increase threats of natural disasters
such as floods, fires, and insect infestations. The re-
sults may negatively affect innumerable unmanaged
forest resources and place management demands and
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resource-use limits on future generations. While out-
right deforestation is prevented, the forests them-
selves may be left in degraded states with question-
able future viability.

Gordon Neal Diem

Further Reading
Des Jardins, Joseph R. Environmental Ethics: An In-

vitation to Environmental Philosophy. Belmont,
Calif.: Wadsworth, 2001.

Eisenberg, Evan. The Ecology of Eden. New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1998.

Orr, David W. Earth in Mind. Washington, D.C.: Is-
land Press, 1994.

Sandler, Todd. Global Challenges: An Approach
to Environmental, Political and Economic Prob-
lems. New York: Cambridge University Press,
1997.

See also: Biodiversity; Bioethics; Deep ecology;
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Deism
Definition: Belief that on the basis of reason and

“natural religion,” one can establish the existence
of an intelligent and ethical Supreme Being, the
creator and preserver of the universe

Date: Concept developed during the sixteenth
century

Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: Deism represents the deliberate at-

tempt in the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eigh-
teenth centuries to establish a nonsectarian basis
for a theistic, rational morality.

In the wake of the sectarian strife that swept Europe
in the seventeenth century, there was a desire to find a
rational and theistic basis for moral behavior that did
not rest on the particular confession of any organized
religious tradition, be it Protestant, Roman Catholic,
Orthodox, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, Confu-
cian, or Daoist. The founder of Deism was Lord Her-
bert of Cherbury, an English statesman and philoso-
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pher who had observed the horrors of religious war
both in Britain and on the Continent.

Because of the failure to arrive at a consensus re-
garding Christian ethics, Lord Herbert believed that a
natural rather than a revealed religion could furnish
the basis of civilized behavior. Taking the word “De-
ism” (from deus, Latin for “god”), a term already in
use, Lord Herbert taught, in such books as On Truth
(1624), On the Religion of Laymen (1645), and On
the Religion of Gentiles (1663), that such “self-
evident truths” as the existence of a Supreme Being,
who merits human worship and who is best served by
moral action, should be sufficient religion for a mod-
ern person. In doing so, he forged a spiritual and the-
istic foundation for morality.

C. George Fry

See also: Anti-Semitism; Christian ethics; Enlight-
enment ethics; God; Humanism; Religion; Voltaire.

Democracy
Definition: Rule by the people
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Democracy is rooted in a funda-

mentally egalitarian ethic, encapsulated in the
phrase “one person, one vote,” which values self-
determination as the primary principle of govern-
ment. Pure democracy, however, has also been
labeled a “tyranny of the majority,” and modern
democratic nations have universally instituted
safeguards to ensure that persons in the minority
retain basic civil rights despite the will of the ma-
jority.

The ideal of democracy is perhaps the most powerful
force in politics since the seventeenth century. In fact,
democracy can be traced all the way to the sixth cen-
tury b.c.e., although the question of the efficiency
and legitimacy of democracy has primarily been a
modern issue. The irony of democracy has always
been its elusiveness. Democracy means rule by the
people, but that phrase has meant many different
things and has been used as both a force for liberation
and a cloak to legitimize tyranny. Ironically, few
modern authoritarian regimes have neglected to
claim that they rule in the name of the people.

History
The word “democracy” comes from the Greek

word dtmokratia, meaning “rule by the people.” The
Greek ideal, originating with the polis of Athens, was
that only democracy and rule of law preserved human
dignity. Athenians believed that citizens had both the
responsibility and the ability to govern themselves.
Self-governance preserved human agency and cre-
ativity in a way that was impossible for monarchy
and dictatorship. Only when engaged in politics could
a citizen be free from necessity and self-interest. De-
mocracy and political action freed one to pursue the
common good. As citizens within the polis, all were
inherently equal. These core beliefs of responsibility,
creativity, equality, and dignity are the foundation of
democratic ethics.

Greek democracy is often criticized for being ex-
clusive, yet after 500 b.c.e., citizenship in Athens
was extended to all adult male citizens. Participation
in the assembly was open and membership in the
Council of Five Hundred was chosen annually by lot,
as were many positions in public service. Citizen par-
ticipation was high, and the decision rules empha-
sized direct democracy. Wealth was no bar to citizen
participation. In this environment, the values of de-
mocracy and of participation as the source of human
dignity were established for the millennia.

Modern Developments
Much that had been taken from the Greeks was

preserved in the Roman Republic. From the Romans,
the world inherited a great legacy according to which
law and human rights are inextricably linked by natu-
ral law. This idea was repeated in the American Decla-
ration of Independence (1776) and in the French Dec-
laration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen (1789).
These documents demonstrated an evolving sense that
citizen self-government is a right of all people that
provides the greatest opportunity for human dignity.
The source of this ideal is the belief in human equality.

Modern democracy is born of the democratic rev-
olutions against European feudalism in the eigh-
teenth century. The ideas of the social contract, found
in the works of John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau,
and others, were lashed together with liberalism to
ignite a democratic explosion in America and be-
yond. The consistent theme in these democratic revo-
lutions was the belief in a natural human equality.
This ideal did not originally include women and
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slaves or those without property, but the idea had a
momentum that gradually expanded the rights and
powers of citizen participation.

Conflicts and Principles
The ideas of liberal philosophy and the social con-

tract theory of the Enlightenment imparted several
themes. Social contract theory argued that the only
legitimate government was one that was based on the

consent of the governed. This denied the
legitimacy of theocratic or personalist re-
gimes. Liberalism, with its link to free-
market capitalism, argued that all people
were inherently equal and must have the
opportunity to participate without regard
to birthright. This attack on the preroga-
tives of feudalism hinged on the notion
that freedom of choice and competition
would make for social progress.

In liberal capitalism, equality is based
on human value and requires only an
equal opportunity to participate. Included
herein were the ideas of inalienable rights,
civil liberties, and freedoms espoused by
modern democracies. It was not long be-
fore critics of the the liberal paradigm, in
the wake of the pain of the Industrial Rev-
olution, argued that this idea of equality
was false. Competiton is not “equal” if
those who are born poor and excluded do
not enjoy either equality or the fruits of
democracy. Associated with the ideas of
socialism and Karl Marx, this critique of
liberal capitalism argued that all societies
in history are dominated by economic
classes. According to this critique, capital-
ist democracy is only another form of class
domination, and the liberal façade only
masks the dictatorship of the capitalists.

Several streams of thought concerning
democratic values and equality emerged.
In the liberal capitalist idea, democracy
was a direct outgrowth of the capitalist
free market. For the socialist, democracy
could be obtained only in a classless soci-
ety that guaranteed not only equal oppor-
tunity but also material equality. All states
rule in the name of a dominant class. Un-
til social classes vanished, true democ-

racy could not exist. To this may be added the anar-
chist vision that argued that all forms of government
create hierarchies of power. For the anarchist, the
only meaningful democracy is one founded in small
communities based on direct democracy.

General Outline
Modern democracy has several key elements. In

it, citizen participation in decision making always
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The Failure of Democracy in Latin America

Over nearly two centuries, the forces of democracy and authori-
tarianism have struggled for control of Latin America’s many
governments. The failure of democracy to grow deep roots in the
Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking nations south of Canada and
the United States was dramatized when the findings of a three-
year study conducted by the United Nations Development Pro-
gram were released in April, 2004.

Drawing on polls conducted among 18,600 Latin Americans
and interviews with political leaders in eighteen countries (all the
Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking nations except Cuba, which
has the most authoritarian government in the Western Hemi-
sphere), the survey found growing popular support for authori-
tarian government. Proauthoritarian sentiment was especially
strong among the poor—who constitute the majority in most
Latin American countries. Among the specific findings of the
survey:

• 58.1 percent of all people polled believed that presidents
should be allowed to act outside the law

• 56.3 percent believe that economic development is more im-
portant than democracy

• 54.7 percent would support authoritarian regimes if they
solved economic problems

• 43.9 percent do not believe that democracy can solve their na-
tions’ problems

• 38.2 percent believe that democracy can exist without na-
tional legislatures

• 37.2 percent believe that presidents should use force to estab-
lish order

• 37.2 percent believe that presidents should control the news
media

Source: Los Angeles Times, April 22, 2004, drawing on United Nations Develop-
ment Program.



exists in some form. This usually includes a system
of representation, which is necessary in large, com-
plex nation-states. Representation must be the re-
sult of an open contest and pluralist setting. Democ-
racies accept the rule of law, at least in the sense
that the rule of a despot or a dictatorship is unaccept-
able. Governors and governed must submit to the
same laws. An electoral system based on majority
rule is usually present, and universal suffrage of all
citizens is strongly featured. Some form of citizen
equality must be present, and liberties and free-
doms, recognized as rights and granted by the state,
must exist to allow open participation, association,
and expression. Significantly, there will be some
kind of political education about democratic princi-
ples and responsibilities. Democratic polities must
be educated polities if democracy is to be meaning-
ful. To participate, citizens must understand rules, is-
sues, and their own responsibility to the common
good.

The ethics of democracy go beyond the structure
of governments. Equality, creativity, dignity, and the
free space for political discourse that allows human
beings to be free from self-interest and to make a last-
ing imprint on history—these are the immutable and
elusive values of democracy.

Anthony R. Brunello
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Deontological ethics
Definition: School of ethics that considers actions

to be intrinsically right or wrong, regardless of
their consequences

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Deontological ethics is one of the two

major categories of modern ethical theory.

Modern ethical theories can be divided into two
broad categories: deontological and teleological, the
ethics of duty and obligation versus the ethics of ends
and consequences. In order to understand properly
the nature of deontological theories, it is necessary to
understand the essential features of teleological theo-
ries. A teleological theory gives the good priority
over the right. The good is defined as the end or pur-
pose of human actions; for example, “the greatest
happiness for the greatest number.” These theories
evaluate moral actions in terms of whether they con-
tribute to the good. For example, does one’s action
maximize happiness for the greatest number? If so, it
is the right thing to do. In other words, the right is ad-
jectival to the good and completely dependent upon
it. Thus, according to teleological theories such as
consequentialism, consequences or results deter-
mine the rightness or wrongness of moral actions.

Deontological theories, however, argue for the
priority of the right over the good or the indepen-
dence of the right from the good. Actions are intrinsi-
cally right or wrong, regardless of the consequences
that they produce. The right or ethically appropriate
action might be deduced from a duty or a basic hu-
man right, but it is never contingent upon the out-
come or consequences of an action. In short, accord-
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ing to this perspective, actions do have intrinsic
moral value.

Philosophical Origins
The term “deontological” is derived from the

Greek word deon, which means obligation or duty.
Hence, deontological approaches to morality stress
what is obligatory, what one ought to do, but with
no reference at all to value or a conception of good-
ness.

An important distinction is generally made be-
tween act-deontological and rule-deontological the-
ories. Act deontologists claim that moral judgments
expressing obligations must be specific; for example,
“In this situation I must not break my promise.” They
do not accept general obligations or rules such as “we
must always keep promises.” According to the act
deontologist, one cannot generalize about obliga-
tions but must derive and formulate them in the con-
text of particular circumstances. This view of ethics
is expressed in the writings of the ethicist Edgar F.
Carritt, such as his Theory of Morals (1928).

A more common approach is known as rule deon-
tology. Rule deontologists maintain that morality
consists of general rules that are usually expressed as
duties or obligations. Such duties are fundamental
and do not depend on the concrete circumstances of a
particular situation. According to this viewpoint, one
deduces one’s particular obligation from a general
rule or duty. The divine command theory, contract-
arianism or rights-based ethics, ethical intuitionism,
and Kantianism represent some examples of rule
deontology. The divine command theory, for exam-
ple, argues that whatever God commands is right or
obligatory. Thus, the rules of ethics might be the Ten
Commandments or other divine commands revealed
by God. Despite the appeal of this theory, it is consid-
ered problematic by ethicists for one basic reason: To
interpret morality as something that depends on the
will of another, including an infinite God, seems to
undermine the autonomy of morality.

Immanuel Kant
The most prominent deontological thinker is un-

doubtedly Immanuel Kant. According to Kant, an
action’s moral worth is not found in what it tries to ac-
complish but in the agent’s intention and the sum-
moning of one’s energies to carry out that intention.

Results, purposes, and consequences are excluded
from Kant’s moral philosophy, and this is obviously
in direct contrast to consequentialism and teleologi-
cal approaches to ethics. The moral person must per-
form actions for the sake of duty regardless of the
consequences, but what is the duty of the rational
moral agent? According to Kant, one’s moral duty is
simple and singular: to follow the moral law that is
expressed in the categorical imperative—always act
according to a maxim that is at the same time valid as
a universal moral law. In other words, can the action
in question (such as breaking a promise) pass the test
of universalization? If not, the action is immoral and
one has a duty to avoid it.

Ethical intuitionism is a related deontological the-
ory developed by William D. Ross. Ross claims that
through reflection on ordinary moral beliefs, people
can intuit the rules of morality. These rules are duties
such as “one ought to keep promises and tell the
truth.” They are prima facie obligations, which means
that they do allow for exceptions; however, one of
these basic duties can be superseded only by a more
important, higher obligation, usually only under very
exceptional circumstances. Thus, a moral principle
or prima facie duty can be sacrificed, but only for an-
other moral principle. As with Kant, so with Ross;
one is obliged to follow one’s moral duty regardless
of the consequences.

Finally, contractarianism (rights-based ethical the-
ories) represents another species of deontological
ethical reasoning. For example, in A Theory of Jus-
tice (1971), the modern philosopher John Rawls
contends that the principle of justice as fairness is
prior to the conception of goodness and must also
limit that conception. According to Rawls’s frame-
work, a just society is one that requires “equality in
the assignment of basic rights and duties.” It is impor-
tant to appreciate that in Rawls’s view, it is the fair-
ness of society’s norms or rules, not their conse-
quences, that gives those norms any genuine moral
force.

Despite their differences, all these theories have
in common the basic premise that the right is prior to
the good and that beneficial results do not determine
one’s moral duty. They emphasize fidelity to princi-
ple and the independence of rightness, which is the
main focus of the moral life.

Richard A. Spinello

368

Deontological ethics Ethics



Further Reading
Brandt, Richard B. A Theory of the Good and the

Right. Foreword by Peter Singer. Rev. ed. Am-
herst, N.Y.: Prometheus Books, 1998.

Darwall, Stephen, ed. Deontology. Malden, Mass.:
Blackwell, 2003.

Frankena, William K. Ethics. 2d ed. Englewood
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1973.

Kant, Immanuel. Groundwork for the Metaphysics of
Morals. Edited and translated by Allen W. Wood.
New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2002.

Rawls, John. A Theory of Justice. Rev. ed. Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1999.

Ross, William D. The Right and the Good. New ed.
New York: Oxford University Press, 2002.

See also: Divine command theory; Duty; Justice;
Kant, Immanuel; Kantian ethics; Rawls, John; Teleo-
logical ethics; Theory of Justice, A.

Derrida, Jacques
Identification: French philosopher
Born: July 15, 1930, El Biar, Algeria
Died: October 8, 2004, Paris, France
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Derrida is most noted as an originator

of a school of philosophy and literary criticism
known as deconstruction. His best-known works,
including Speech and Phenomena (La Voix et le
phénomène, 1967), Writing and Difference
(L'Écriture et la différence, 1967), and Margins of
Philosophy (Marges de la philosophie, 1972), en-
gage in extended critiques of the metaphysical
model underlying all of traditional Western phi-
losophy. This critique has forced philosophers to
reconsider the very nature, methodology, and
boundaries of the field of ethics.

Although Jacques Derrida’s philosophy has an im-
plicit ethical component, he pointedly refrains from
proposing an ethics of his own in any straightforward
sense. The closest he comes is to offer something like
a metacritique, a critical analysis of the concept
of ethics, or what one might call an ethics of ethics.
This is radically different, however, from metaethics,

which is a philosophical attempt objectively to ground
the practice of ethics. Derrida’s most sustained cri-
tiques have been leveled against precisely the notion
that such objective philosophical grounding is either
possible or desirable.

Deconstruction
Derrida’s larger philosophical project, often suc-

cinctly described by others as deconstruction, is one
that seeks to undermine Western philosophy’s pre-
tension to totality, as a foundational, closed system of
explanation. Ethics, together with metaphysics and
epistemology, forms one of three branches of West-
ern philosophy. As such, Derrida’s deconstruction of
ethics does not offer an ethics, but rather makes eth-
ics an object of critical analysis. As part of the preten-
sion of Western metaphysics to totality, he works to
show ethics’ own conceptual limitations. In fact,
Derrida regards his project less as a critical analysis
of ethics than one in which ethics unravels under its
own weight: It deconstructs itself.

Levinas, Violence and Metaphysics
Derrida’s own meditation on ethics takes place in

large part through a critical analysis of the work of an-
other contemporary French philosopher, Emmanuel
Levinas. Levinas affirms that ethics, rather than
knowledge (epistemology or metaphysics) is first phi-
losophy. Ethics is logically primary. This is so because
one’s first considered or self-conscious human en-
counter with the world is an encounter with the Other,
with other people whose minds and desires are funda-
mentally different from one’s own. This encounter re-
mains at the center of the philosophical project, be-
cause it raises what for both Levinas and Derrida is the
fundamental philosophical question: How is it possi-
ble to respect the otherness of the Other? How is it pos-
sible to avoid the violence inherent in comprehension,
to refrain from understanding the Other solely in terms
of one’s own values, and instead to preserve radical
otherness in a pure ethical relationship?

Derrida affirms his proximity to Levinas’s project
and the notion of ethics as first philosophy, all while
radicalizing Levinas’s work by questioning whether
the so-called purity of the ethical relation to the other
is not itself a form of violence. He works with two
hands. What he gives with one hand, he takes away
with the other. What Derrida suggests in this critical
confrontation with the concept of ethics is that the
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ethical is always already contaminated by the non-
ethical, so that ethics may be a desirable first philoso-
phy, but first philosophy itself remains impossible.
His argument is perhaps best thought of in terms of
the lesser violence of a vaccine: One acknowledges
and suffers a minor contamination at the outset of an
inoculation in order to avoid the disease itself. This
perversion then, the admixture of nonethical con-
cerns with the supposedly pure ethical relationship,
is the positive condition of possibility of all ethical
values (justice, virtue, the Good).

Derrida’s approach to ethics situates itself as a
hinge, as a moment in the willful ambivalence be-
tween the articulation of an ethical relation and its
own impossibility. As a critical, destabilizing ges-
ture, he consistently situates himself between two
philosophical poles. For instance, he places himself
between Levinas’s claim of ethics as first philosophy
and the phenomenological critique of the traditional
divisions of philosophy, and thus of ethics itself as a
distinct field. Also, he affirms Levinas’s critique of
the autonomous Western subject through his insight
into alterity (that is, the radically alien as the place
where one comes to know one’s own values) as the
site of the ethical, all while seeking to question the
concept of alterity itself.

It is through this analysis of an absolute alterity
that Derrida hopes to articulate a sense of responsi-
bility that finds its source neither in a form of sheer
alterity (the responsibility to refrain from violating
the otherness of the Other), nor in the expression of a
voluntaristic subjective will (the responsibility to
choose correctly, free from all constraint and outside
influence). As a riposte, Derrida seems to confront
Levinas’s work with a form of decisionism: a singu-
lar decision, beyond any concept or universal rule,
made in the face of singular events.

However, Derrida’s call for decisionism also out-
strips the conceptual resources of the Western subject.
As a consequence, between these mutually insuffi-
cient poles of the autonomous subject (activity) and
alterity (passivity), Derrida begins to articulate a form
of responsibility as a decisionism that nevertheless is
not the mere voluntaristic expression of the subjec-
tive will. If the idea of a singular decision without a
deciding subject seems difficult to grasp conceptu-
ally, then Derrida has succeeded in forcing others to
reconsider traditionally received accounts of ethics.

One of Derrida’s central contributions to ethics is

his destabilization of the very concept of ethics, and it
is his call for the constant rethinking of the ethical
that should itself be understood as an ethical act.

F. Scott Scribner
Updated by the Editors
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Descartes, René
Identification: French mathematician and philos-

opher
Born: March 31, 1596, La Haye, Touraine, France
Died: February 11, 1650, Stockholm, Sweden
Type of ethics: Renaissance and Restoration

history
Significance: Descartes shifted the focus of philos-

ophy from metaphysics toward the human self,
preparing the way for the increased interest in eth-
ics and human behavior that is typical of modern
thought.
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René Descartes was educated at the Jesuit College of
La Flèche. In his influential works Discourse on
Method (Discours de la méthode, 1637) and Medita-
tions on First Philosophy (Meditationes de Prima
Philosophia, 1641), Descartes moved toward episte-
mology, questioning what a person can know. This
move was accompanied by a particular method that
proceeded by systematically doubting everything
that could be doubted. Only an “unshakable foun-
dation” that was absolutely impregnable to doubt
could serve as a reliable basis for a system of knowl-
edge.

Descartes believed that he had found this founda-
tion in the formulation cogito ergo sum—“I think,
therefore I am.” Consciousness of one’s own exis-
tence appeared to be a certainty that could not be
doubted. The rest of his system proceeds from this
initial certainty.

The Cartesian method, which aims to take noth-
ing for granted and assumes that truth is to be defined
in terms of certainty and mathematical clarity, pre-
sented ground rules of scientific inquiry that are still
used.

Descartes’s dualism, which divides reality into
two categories of things—human consciousness,

defined as “thinking things” (res cogitans), and
all matter, defined as “place-filling things” (res
extensa)—played a central role in founding the mod-
ern perception of human beings as “subjects” and
things as “objects.”

Ted William Dreier

See also: Christian ethics; Epistemological ethics;
Locke, John; Spinoza, Baruch; Stoic ethics; Will.

Desire
Definition: Positive psychological inclination to-

ward possession of an object or achievement of a
state of affairs

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Desire motivates action, so it is a cru-

cial factor in theories of moral responsibility that
focus on intention. For some philosophers, hav-
ing particular desires or even the strength of one’s
desires can be morally praiseworthy or blame-
worthy.

To desire something is to want it. Desire motivates
action and directs an agent toward an intended object
or state of affairs that the agent wishes to possess or
bring about. It provides a reason to act and a structure
by means of which a connected series of actions can
be ordered in means-ends relations to explain and
sometimes justify why an agent behaves in a certain
way. The desires that move persons to act are often
essential to the moral evaluation of their actions.

History
The history of desire begins with prehuman ani-

mal wants and motivations. Desire features in the ex-
planation of action from the time of the earliest Greek
philosophy. Eros and Aphrodite (Venus), gods of
love and desire, epitomize the inclination to possess
or achieve desired objects. In ancient poetry and phi-
losophy, Aphrodite in particular is frequently ap-
pealed to as the force that moves the cosmos.

In Plato’s Symposium, Socrates presents the view
that the search for knowledge and moral perfection
begins with an attraction to and desire for physical
beauty that leads to more intellectual desires. Philos-
ophy itself is love of or desire for knowledge, from
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which Socrates concludes that the gods are not phi-
losophers, since they already possess complete
knowledge and cannot desire what they already have.
In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle maintains that
all persons act out of the desire to achieve happiness,
by which he means a good life in fulfillment of hu-
man purpose. This idea provides a foundational the-
ory of moral action, according to which all actions
are undertaken for the sake of accomplishing an end
and all ends can be ordered in a hierarchy of ends,
each of which contributes as a means to another end,
terminating finally in the desire for happiness as the
ultimate end.

Modern philosophy in the intentionalist tradition
similarly emphasizes wants and desires in under-
standing what an agent intends to do, in order to ex-
plain and morally justify or condemn the agent’s ac-
tions. Robert Audi, Roderick M. Chisholm, Donald
Davidson, Joseph Margolis, and Richard Taylor
are among philosophers who have developed theo-
ries of morally responsible action based on the inten-
tional concepts of wanting or desire. They hold that
desire is the intentional component of action in the
same way that belief is the intentional component of
knowledge.

Explanation and Moral Evaluation
An action is undertaken to satisfy a desire. De-

sires determine action goals, motivate, and give
agents a reason to act. The agent wants to do some-
thing and may be aware of the desire that motivates
the act. To explain a particular action according to
this theory, it is necessary to identify the desire an
agent tries to satisfy. Psychoanalysis presupposes
that persons act out of subconscious as well as con-
scious desires, so that even seemingly meaningless
actions for which the agent can give no explanation
may also be driven by hidden desires or wants. Even
if that assumption is not true, it is plausible to charac-
terize all action as being motivated by desire. The
simplest action of moving a finger for no other pur-
pose is at least the result of a desire to move a finger.
The fact that actions appear to be unexplained unless
or until a desire is identified as an end for which ac-
tion is the means of satisfaction supports the inten-
tionalist theory that desire motivates action.

Desires can be good, bad, or indifferent, accord-
ing to various moral outlooks and theories. Moral
philosophies can often be distinguished and catego-

rized on the basis of their attitudes toward desires and
the kinds of desires they encourage, permit, or forbid.
Ordinarily, it is regarded as wrong or morally blame-
worthy to desire that innocent persons suffer or that
evil triumph over good, while it may be right or mor-
ally praiseworthy to desire the greatest possible hap-
piness for all persons. Particular moral systems pos-
tulate that certain kinds of desires are intrinsically
ethically right or wrong. Sometimes the desire for
worldly things, especially when it involves the appe-
tites, is considered wrong. The extreme form of this
moral attitude is asceticism, in which ethical conduct
is made synonymous with resisting temptations, ex-
ercising self-control, and renouncing bodily desires.
More abstract or universal desires that are in accord
with preferred moral principles, such as the desire for
peace and mutual respect of persons, are usually
judged to be intrinsically good.

Conflicting Desires
If Aristotle is right about the common hierarchy

of purposes that has happiness as its ultimate end,
then all other desires, even as proximate ends or pur-
poses of other actions, are related as means to that
single end. This idea implies that desires are in some
sense mutually consistent and compatible. Yet there
appear to be conflicts of desires that cannot be jointly
satisfied, as is the case when a conscientious objector
desires to obey both conscience and the law. Con-
flicts of this kind are often interpreted as moral di-
lemmas. Intentionalist action theory is divided over
the question of whether Aristotle’s foundational hier-
archy of means and ends terminating in a single end
is correct or whether the more appropriate model of
desires involves many different shorter chains of ac-
tions as means to desires as ends that do not contrib-
ute to a single purpose but may either cohere or con-
flict with one another.

Dale Jacquette

Further Reading
Blackburn, Simon. Lust. New York: Oxford Univer-

sity Press, 2004.
Brecher, Bob. Getting What You Want? A Critique of

Liberal Morality. New York: Routledge, 1998.
Chisholm, Roderick M. Person and Object: A Meta-

physical Study. London: Allen & Unwin, 1976.
Davidson, Donald. Essays on Actions and Events.

Oxford, England: Clarendon Press, 1980.

372

Desire Ethics



Loar, Brian. Mind and Meaning. Cambridge, En-
gland: Cambridge University Press, 1981.

McGinn, Colin. Mental Content. Oxford, England:
Basil Blackwell, 1989.

Margolis, Joseph. Philosophy of Psychology. Engle-
wood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1984.

Schueler, G. F. Desire: Its Role in Practical Reason
and the Explanation of Action. Cambridge, Mass.:
MIT Press, 1995.

Taylor, Richard. Action and Purpose. Englewood
Cliffs: N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1966.

Thorndike, Edward Lee, et al. The Psychology of
Wants, Interests, and Attitudes. New York:
Appleton-Century, 1935. Reprint. New York:
Johnson, 1970.

See also: Aristotle; Asceticism; Dilemmas, moral;
Intention; Intrinsic good; Needs and wants; Passions
and emotions; Plato; Responsibility; Self-control.

Determinism and freedom
Definition: Determinism is the view that every-

thing including human thought and action has a
cause; freedom is the ability to govern one’s own
actions

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Some philosophers believe that de-

terminism would rule out freedom and that with-
out freedom people could not be morally respon-
sible—that is, blameworthy or praiseworthy—for
their actions. Others believe that only actions that
are determined—that is, that result necessarily
from the fundamental character of the actor—can
be the object of moral judgments.

Compatibilism is the view that determinism is com-
patible with freedom and moral responsibility. In-
compatibilism is the view that determinism is in-
compatible with freedom and moral responsibility.
Libertarianism and hard determinism are the major
varieties of incompatibilism. Libertarians claim that
determinism is false and that people are free and mor-
ally responsible. In contrast, hard determinists claim
that because determinism is true, people are neither
free nor morally responsible.

A major argument for hard determinism goes
as follows. “Everything one does is causally deter-
mined, and therefore no one can ever act otherwise
than he or she does. That being the case, no one ever
acts freely, and without freedom, no one is ever mor-
ally responsible for what he or she does.”

It may be tempting to reject hard determinism be-
cause it is a socially dangerous view, providing as it
does a wholesale excuse for any wrongdoing. This
response, however, is irrelevant, since it is clear that a
view can be socially dangerous and can still be true.

Agreeing that determinism would rule out free-
dom, libertarians reject the hard determinist argu-
ment by claiming that there is good introspective evi-
dence for freedom and against determinism. They
argue that the belief in freedom is justified by a feel-
ing of freedom, a feeling of not being causally deter-
mined, when making moral decisions. While all peo-
ple may have a feeling of some kind of freedom in
these cases, for many it is not a feeling of libertarian
“contracausal” freedom. Instead, one has a feeling of
being able to choose as one wants, not a feeling of not
being caused. Moreover, even if one does have a feel-
ing of libertarian freedom, such feelings can be mis-
leading. A person acting under posthypnotic sugges-
tion may also have such a feeling. The feeling of
being contracausally free does not seem to be a reli-
able basis for rejecting the hard determinist argu-
ment.

Even if libertarians can provide good evidence
that people are contracausally free, they still need to
explain why contracausal choices are not merely
matters of pure chance. Libertarians try to account
for contracausal choices by appealing to reasons that
do not cause people to choose as they do. The view
that reasons are not causes, however, seems less plau-
sible than the view that reasons are causes. The latter
view makes better sense of the relationship between
reasons and actions and makes it clear how to distin-
guish one’s real reason for acting from other reasons
for acting. If neither noncausing reasons nor causes
explain contracausal choices, such choices would
seem to be pure matters of chance. If that is the case,
it is difficult to see how people could be morally re-
sponsible for their choices.

The Compatibilist View
Compatibilists maintain that the hard determinist

argument is based on misunderstandings of key
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terms and phrases, such as “freely,” “caused,” and
“could have done otherwise.” Many compatibilists
claim that acting freely is a matter of acting as one
pleases, instead of acting without being caused to do
so. They point out that acting as one pleases does not
conflict with one’s being causally determined to act
as one does. Believing that freedom also requires the
capacity to do otherwise, they attack the hard deter-
minist argument by claiming that determinism would
not rule out this capacity.

Many compatibilists claim that hard determinists
are misled by a faulty theory of causality. Hard
determinists think of causality in terms of necessita-
tion, when in fact causality is nothing more than one
type of event being regularly followed by another
type of event. In this regularity view, causal laws do
not prescribe what must happen; they describe only
what does happen. Compatibilists maintain that
since causes do not necessitate, being causally deter-
mined to act in a certain way does not rule out the ca-
pacity to act otherwise; therefore, the hard determin-
ist argument fails.

The regularity theory is itself problematic. Ac-
cording to it, there are causal relations between types
of events only because people live in a world in which
these types of events happen to be constantly con-
joined. Causal relations seem, however, to involve
more than this. It seems incredible that arm wres-
tling is nothing more than one person’s exertion that
simply is followed by another person’s arm going
down. If one’s arm goes down because of the force
exerted against it, the regularity theory seems im-
plausible.

Without relying on the regularity theory, other
compatibilists still maintain that determinism would
not rule out one’s capacity to do otherwise. They ana-
lyze the phrase “He could have done otherwise” as
“He would have done otherwise had he so chosen”
and then point out that one’s being causally deter-
mined to do something does not mean that one would
not have done something else if one had so chosen.

This hypothetical sense of “could have,” however,
does not seem to be the one that is important for free-
dom. Consider a man who has no control over his
choices, since he has been drugged and hypnotized.
The reason that he does not act freely in this case is
that he could not do anything else. He could have
done otherwise, however, in the sense that he would
have done otherwise if he had so chosen.

Compatibilist senses of “could have,” such as
“not having a dispositional property that rules out al-
ternatives,” may fare better. In any case, compat-
ibilist accounts of freedom should take into account
not only the ability to do otherwise but also the ability
to choose otherwise.

Gregory P. Rich
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Deterrence
Definition: Prevention of an undesirable action

through the threat of retaliation
Type of ethics: Military ethics; legal and judicial

ethics
Significance: The use of deterrence in criminal law

and international relations raises the moral ques-
tion of whether the means (capital punishment,
the possibility of massive destruction) justifies
the end (prevention of crimes, the maintenance of
international peace).

The need to deter people from committing violent
crimes has frequently been used to justify capital
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punishment. The argument has been made that stron-
ger punishments are more frightening than weaker
punishments, and the ultimate punishment is there-
fore the one most likely to deter potential murderers.
Those who disagree with this argument have coun-
tered that extreme crimes such as murder are gener-
ally not committed by rational agents who weigh all
the pros and cons before deciding whether to act.
They are crimes of passion, committed without
thought to the consequences. If this point of view is
correct, the very model of deterrence would seem
to be misapplied by states that seek to use capital
punishment, or any punishment, as a deterrent to
murder.

Nuclear deterrence was conceived as preventing
the use of nuclear weapons by others by assuring a
second-strike capability that was capable of inflict-
ing considerable damage on the aggressor. This con-
cept replaced the traditional balance-of-power sys-
tem of the conventional arms age, ushering in the
balance-of-terror age of nuclear technology. While
some argued that it was instrumental in avoiding nu-
clear war during the Cold War and therefore helped to
maintain international peace, others saw the persis-
tent threat of nuclear retaliation as a morally bank-
rupt policy. In a deterrence scenario, each party is
constrained to see the other as a potential inflicter of
harm, a scenario that encourages a mutual permanent
state of distrust.

Although there is a consensus regarding the moral
importance of defending oneself against external
aggression, where nuclear deterrence is concerned,
there is more skepticism regarding the moral charac-
ter of the means by which this is to be achieved. Per-
haps what makes this concept so ethically controver-
sial is the paradox it embodies: As one informed
observer put it, people threaten evil in order not to do
it, and the doing of it will be so terrible that the threat
seems in comparison to be morally defensible.

Olusoji A. Akomolafe

See also: Capital punishment; Cold War; Mutually
Assured Destruction; Sanctions; Weapons research.

Developing world
Definition: Comprehensive term for nations that

are undeveloped or in various stages of indus-
trial development, such nations are also often
called “Third World” nations

Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: Because virtually all the world’s de-

veloping nations were formerly under direct colo-
nial rule or subject to economic exploitation by
European nations and the United States, ques-
tions arise as to what moral and ethical responsi-
bilities developed nations have toward the nations
facing great problems of poverty, disease, and po-
litical instability.

The term “developing world” emerged from ethical
debates over the propriety of using such expressions
as “undeveloped” or “underdeveloped”—both judg-
mental words based upon Western assumptions
about standards of economic or political progress. In
an effort to minimize the negative connotations of
such assessments, the United Nations (U.N.) allows
each country to decide for itself whether it should be
designated “undeveloped” or “developing.” Since
the 1960’s, the euphemism “developing” has been
used to ease the prejudicial connotations of the older
terms, but ethical questions concerning responsibil-
ity for the lack of development in such countries re-
main controversial.

The Postcolonial World
Vast inequities in the standards of living between

developed and developing nations raise fundamental
questions of global justice. According to early
twenty-first century U.N. statistics, 826 million peo-
ple in the developing world lack adequate nutrition,
more than 850 million are illiterate, and one in five
children die from preventable causes. At the same
time, the 15 percent of the world’s population living
in the richest nations enjoy almost 80 percent of the
world’s wealth, while the poorest 46 percent of the
world’s population have only 1.25 percent of global
wealth. Inequity alone would raise ethical questions,
but there is also the question of blame for these ineq-
uities.

Some political theorists argue that the West has a
large responsibility for the lack of economic devel-
opment in developing nations that is the result of
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Western imperialism or economic exploitation, and
in the case of Africa, the enslavement of millions of
people. Focusing particularly on the destructive con-
sequences of slavery, critics argue that since the in-
dustrial and economic development of Europe and
the United States benefited from the exploitation of
colonial peoples, the developed world owes repara-
tions to the developing world as compensation for
such damage. Some economists deny that either im-
perialism or slavery were crucial in the capital accu-
mulation leading to the industrialization and subse-
quent prosperity of European nations and the United
States, attributing the success of economic develop-
ment to growth factors internal to their domestic mar-
kets.

There is, however, much less debate that imperial-
ism had deleterious effects upon the socioeconomic
development of most colonies and there is no dis-
agreement over the horrendous consequences of
slavery upon the Africa. In a seminal conceptual re-
formulation of the concept of “underdevelopment,”

the historian André Gundar Frank observed that what
was meant by “underdevelopment” was not some
original or primitive precolonial condition, but the
actual results of the destructive process of imperial
exploitation. Moral responsibility toward the devel-
oping world thus arises both from obligations to ease
the suffering of nations that are the worst off as well
as obligations to rectify wrongs committed by former
colonial powers.

Nation-State Building
Recognizing that there are moral obligations to

the least fortunate across the globe does not deter-
mine what remedy should be pursued to relieve their
suffering. Modern ethicists and political theorists
agree that individuals should collectively decide
what is in their own best interests, but there is great
debate about what should be the mechanism of col-
lective decision making. During the Cold War era,
both democratic and communist powers articulated
their foreign policy agenda in ethical terms of pro-
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moting freedom and self-determination among their
client states in the developing world. Nobel Prize-
winning economist Amartya Sen has pointed out that
freedom must be measured not only in terms of polit-
ical liberties but also in terms of socioeconomic op-
portunities and that each area is dependent on the
other. Initiatives by industrial powers to promote
state development in poor nations, which are to some
degree self-serving, raise other ethical questions.

International law, providing ethical guidelines
for dealings between the developed and developing
world, clearly prohibits the violation of national sov-
ereignty, except in cases of self-defense, but some ex-
perts argue that crimes against humanity, particularly
genocide, can also legitimate such intervention. In
the developing world, ethical issues thus arise around
competing principles of national sovereignty and
other values, such as human rights or democracy.
Further, the nature of the intervention, particularly
when it entails military force, raises additional ques-
tions. Ethically, measures taken to remedy a wrong
should be adequate to the task, but where it is legiti-
mate to use force, the extent of that force cannot ex-
ceed what is necessary to accomplish the desired
good.

Ethical Issues in the Developing World
A variety of ethical issues arise depending on the

nature of the problem. For instance, if a poor nation
faces famine because insects are destroying its crops,
should it be held to the environmental standards gov-
erning use of pesticides established by well-fed rich
nations? Or, what obligations do developed nations
have to recognize and to compensate indigenous peo-
ples for folk medicines used for centuries but never
protected by modern patent laws? Where is the line
that establishes a violation of a universal human
right, if such can be shown to exist, from the unusual
but legitimate practices of a different culture, for in-
stance, stoning adulterers or female genital circumci-
sion?

Differences in values between the modern indus-
trial world and the developing world in many cases
lead some ethicists to conclude that the only morally
acceptable action is that agreed to by both worlds.
Others argue that on certain restricted issues, a uni-
versal moral standard applies to all humanity, and
ethical decision making is a matter of how such deci-
sions should be determined by the world. Because of

this moral complexity, even well-intentioned acts of
humanitarianism must be pursued with great caution
and reflection.

Bland Addison
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Dewey, John
Identification: American philosopher
Born: October 20, 1859, Burlington, Vermont
Died: June 1, 1952, New York, New York
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: The leading progressive ethicist of

the twentieth century, Dewey developed a theory
of ethics in which human moral development re-
sulted from active engagement with a fluid envi-
ronment. His most famous works include Human
Nature and Conduct (1922) and Theory of Valua-
tion (1939).
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John Dewey attacked traditional ethical theories. His
objection to these theories (absolute idealism’s cate-
gorical imperative and “will of the absolute,” Herbert
Spencer’s Social Darwinism, and Jeremy Bentham’s
utilitarianism) was that they posited the existence
of an absolute moral code independent from and
knowable in advance of human interaction with an
ever-changing environment. Dewey’s ethical theory,
“instrumentalism,” was grounded in a progressivist
prescription for participatory democratic decision
making. His views on the normative and prescriptive
requirements of ethical theory remain strongly influ-
ential.

The Reflex Arc Concept
Dewey came to believe that human experience

was not shaped by the dualisms of traditional philos-
ophy: mind and body, idea and sensation. Experience,
Dewey wrote in “The Reflex Arc Concept in Psy-
chology” (1896), was not “a patchwork of disjointed
parts”; it was a “comprehensive, organic unity.” The
reflex arc concept, Dewey reasoned, required a model

of stimulus and response in which both were “divi-
sions of labor, functioning factors within the single
concrete whole” rather than “disconnected exis-
tences.” Humans functioned in this “unity of activ-
ity,” or experience, unconsciously. Only with an in-
terruption of coordinated, continuous experiencing,
Dewey argued, did individuals need to become mind-
ful of the reflex arc of stimulus, response, and inter-
vening psychical event in order to resolve interrupted
experiencing. Dewey’s view of experience was to
shape profoundly his theory of ethics.

For Dewey, components of the reflex arc, or cir-
cuit, did not consist of disassociated separate catego-
ries of stimulus and response in which sensory input
(stimulus) is viewed as occurring chronologically
prior to the event of muscular discharge (motor re-
sponse), for example, with attention, awareness, or
idea emerging as a central activity or intervening psy-
chical event. Rather than being considered as distinc-
tive partitions of experience, reminiscent of earlier
formulations of body-mind dualism, the stimulus
and response components of the reflex arc of hu-
man behavior required a conceptual shift in Dewey’s
view.

Dewey argued that stimulus and response are not
distinctive entities, categories of human behavior
used to describe sequential neural or physical events;
they are integrative divisions of labor that are interre-
lated with the psychical component of the reflex arc
to form an inclusive holism of human behavior. The
psychical event, the attention given to maintenance
or restoration of ongoing experiencing or human ac-
tivity, Dewey described as mediation in The Study
of Ethics: A Syllabus (1894), as intelligence in Hu-
man Nature and Conduct (1922), and as exploration
for reasonable decision in the Theory of Valuation
(1939).

Theory of the Moral Life
While Dewey noted his discontent with absolutist

moral codes in Outlines of a Critical Theory of Ethics
(1891) and utilized The Study of Ethics: A Syllabus
(1894) to discuss “psychological ethics”—that is, the
individual’s conduct and its relation to moral experi-
ence—his theory of the moral life appeared origi-
nally with the publication of Ethics (1908), which in-
cluded “Theory of the Moral Life.” Stipulating that
moral action was voluntary conduct, “activity called
forth and directed by ideas of value or worth,” Dewey
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argued that the moral life consisted of the individ-
ual’s pursuit of self-realization through development
of a democratic character. For Dewey, the challenge
of moral life was, as he put it, “the formation, out of
the body of original instinctive impulses which com-
pose the natural self, of a voluntary self in which so-
cialized desires and affections are dominant.” For
Dewey, humans were preeminently social beings; the
moral person was one who transformed desires of the
self into sympathetic regard for the common good.
This view of a constructed rather than a received
moral life permeates Dewey’s later writing on ethical
theory.

Human Nature and Conduct
Human Nature and Conduct (1922), subtitled

An Introduction to Social Psychology, was Dewey’s
critique of behaviorist and psychoanalytic explana-
tions of human behavior. Both explanations were
reductionist, Dewey assumed: Freudian psychoanal-
ysis restricted causation of human behavior to sexual
impulses, a term Dewey preferred to “instincts”; be-
haviorists, to a simplistic map of stimulus and re-
sponse. Defining “habit” as “special sensitiveness or
accessibility to certain classes of stimuli, standing
predilections and adversions,” not mere recurring ac-
tions, Dewey reasoned that in a democratic society
such as the United States ethical decisions should re-
sult only from the practice of habitual deliberation,
not from “routine, unintelligent habit.” This accent
on deliberative intelligence, reflective thought,
which assumed a special importance in Dewey’s the-
ory of ethics, given his claim of contingency and pre-
dictability as coexistent in the world, is manifest in
Dewey’s last major work on ethical theory, Theory of
Valuation.

Theory of Valuation
Written to contest British philosopher A. J. Ayer’s

assertion in Language, Truth, and Logic (1936) that
ethical statements were merely emotive, irrational
statements of preference and, as such, inexplicable
by scientific canons of veracity, Dewey’s Theory of
Valuation highlights experiential contexts of value
judgments. Given his conception of the importance
to ethical theory of reflective thought responding to a
“precarious and perilous” world, a view discussed in
arguably his most philosophically comprehensive
work of the 1920’s, Experience and Nature (1925),

Dewey eschewed any attempt to rank values hierar-
chically in Theory of Valuation.

Dewey believed that value judgments depended
for their veracity on an experiential context and
thus were subject to empirical testing. “Valuation,”
Dewey wrote, “involved desiring.” Dewey insisted
that desires be scrutinized carefully. Investigation, he
averred, of the experiential conditions for human
preferences and consideration of consequences re-
sulting from acting on these desires would yield the
efficacy of ethical judgments. Efficacy depended on
the abolition of the experiential cause for desiring:
“some ‘trouble’ in an existing situation.”

Implications for Ethical Conduct
Dewey’s philosophy challenges people to derive

their morality from their everyday experiential world
rather than from some predetermined cosmological
order. In Dewey’s view, the individual actively con-
structs morality through conscious and deliberate
implementation of actions designed to achieve the
most beneficial consequences. For Dewey, ethical
conduct is a dimension of human behavior that the in-
dividual creates rather than passively receives from
some external source of “goodness.”

Malcolm B. Campbell
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Diagnosis
Definition: Investigation of a problem, especially a

medical problem, to determine its cause
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Successful diagnoses and care of pa-

tients may require physicians to make ethical
judgments about their duty to disclose informa-
tion to their patients and the confidentiality of in-
formation that must be shared with others in order
to make their diagnoses.

For many physicians, the principle of confidentiality
tends to produce a kind of knee-jerk reflex. The pop-
ular belief is that confidentiality is essential to the
physician-patient relationship and must be safe-
guarded at all costs. Contrary to popular belief, how-
ever, it is not an absolute principle. In many cases,
health care is now a product of teamwork, so that the
physician is forced to pool information to some de-
gree. The advent of computers makes it far easier for
the physician’s duty of confidentiality to be abused.
Thus, there is confusion among professionals and ad-
ministrators about what should be and what should
not be revealed. Attitudes among physicians have de-
parted from absolute certainties to a confusion of
views between those who would have no difficulty
divulging information and those who feel that di-
vulging information violates various ethical codes.

It is generally accepted that information gained
by a professional in the course of a relationship with a
client is the property of the client. Instances do occur,
however, in which medical professionals must weigh

their ethical duty against their secondary duty as citi-
zens to prevent harm from befalling others. For ex-
ample, physicians have a statutory obligation to dis-
close the existence of infectious diseases. In some
way, however, disclosure should hinge around pa-
tient consent, whenever it is practicable.

There is a general consensus that physicians have
an obligation to tell the truth. Some doctors assume
that they also have a right, which they sometimes ex-
ercise, to withhold information from a patient about a
condition. Many physicians find it difficult to tell
their patients that they are terminally ill. Some be-
lieve that a failure to tell a patient the truth is a type of
dishonesty. Various arguments for truthfulness apply
in medical ethics in diagnosis. Medicine is practiced
on the assumption that the patient consents to treat-
ment, but consent becomes meaningless unless it is
informed. Thus, truth telling is vital to medical prac-
tice and medical diagnosis. The right to be ade-
quately informed is based upon patients’ freedom of
choice, which becomes compromised if they are not
given adequate data about their conditions. Reaction
to the truth (of a terminal diagnosis, for example) is
varied and unpredictable, and physicians are aware
of this, as are pastors. In fact, “privileged communi-
cation” between patient and physician is one of the
priestly aspects of the doctor’s role that have been left
over from ancient times.

A sensitive person can sympathize with one phy-
sician who showed, in a plaintive remark, the duty to
tell the truth, yet his dislike of it. “Devotion to the
truth does not always require the physician to voice
his fears or tell the patient all he knows. But, after he
has decided that the process of dying has begun, only
in exceptional circumstances would a physician be
justified in keeping the opinion to himself.”

No one can better guard the ideal of absolute re-
spect for the human person than the medical profes-
sion.

Jane A. Slezak

See also: Confidentiality; Consent; Genetic testing;
Illness; Medical ethics; Physician-patient relation-
ship; Psychopharmacology; Therapist-patient rela-
tionship.
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Dictatorship
Definition: System of government in which one

person has absolute authority
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Dictators create their own systems of

law and order. The ethical status of a dictator’s so-
ciety is therefore determined solely by the dicta-
tor’s own values and level of benevolence toward
the people.

Dictatorships have existed in all times and all places.
In ancient Greece, “tyrants” were given temporary
authority by the populace to rule during times of war
and invasion. When the crisis passed, power was re-
turned to the legitimate authorities and the tyrant
stepped down. That custom continued in Roman so-
ciety when absolute power was given to military rul-
ers until order was restored. In ancient China, the em-
peror became a dictator during critical times and
ruled with an iron hand. One of the bloodiest dicta-
tors in Chinese history, Qin Shi Huangdi, killed thou-
sands of his countrymen between 221 and 210 b.c.e.
in an effort to put down peasant rebellions and oppo-
nents to his rule.

According to the Chinese Legalists, proponents
of a school of philosophy that stressed the wicked-
ness of human nature, severe punishments and fre-
quent use of the death penalty were necessary to keep
order in society. Human beings obeyed only laws
that were strictly and savagely enforced; without fear
and terror, society would fall apart. Thus, Chinese
Legalist philosophers presented the major ethical
defense of absolute rule, a view echoed later by
Thomas Hobbes, an English political theorist, in
his book Leviathan (1651). Both the Chinese and
Hobbes argued that most humans preferred order to
freedom and that order became possible only with
strict enforcement of laws. Only absolute authority
could reduce criminal activity and create an orderly
society.

Modern Dictators
During the twentieth century, dictatorships were

created principally to create a utopian vision of a
perfect society. Whether in Joseph Stalin’s Soviet
Union, Adolf Hitler’s Germany, or Mao Zedong’s
China, modern dictators have assumed absolute
power, killed millions of people, and imposed horri-

fying levels of terror on their populations in the name
of creating a better world.

Joseph Stalin, ruler of the Soviet Union from
1927 to 1953, achieved more absolute power than
perhaps any other modern dictator. He summarized
his ethical philosophy in a comment he made to
Communist Party leaders in 1932 when he was ad-
vised that Ukrainian farmers were causing problems
by refusing to move to giant collective farms run by
the Soviet government. In reply Stalin reportedly
said, “No people, no problem.” To carry out this pol-
icy, the Soviet dictator ordered all food to be taken
out of Ukraine until his orders were obeyed. Within
two years more than 8 million Ukrainians had starved
to death and the resistance to authority was crushed.

One rule of modern dictatorship is that the leader
is the law. During the 1930’s in the Soviet Union, Sta-
lin came close to achieving this goal. Between 16
million and 20 million Russians died in prisons and
slave labor camps established to maintain order and
control over the Soviet people. Stalin’s secret police,
a key ingredient in any successful dictatorship, had
spies in every village, classroom, and office in the
country. Spies informed on other spies, and children
were rewarded for turning in their parents for dis-
loyal conduct. Disloyalty was defined as any ques-
tioning of Stalin’s authority. Under such conditions,
a severe dictatorship emerged, though Stalin fell far
short of his goal of turning the Soviet Union into
a self-sufficient, economically successful worker’s
paradise. Terror and death were defended, for as true
communists believed, the killing of millions was nec-
essary in order to create a class-free, perfect society.
Would not the deaths of millions be justified if one
could produce a perfect society on Earth? That Stalin
and his supporters failed to come close to their goal
makes his dictatorship even more horrifying.

Adolf Hitler
Adolf Hitler, German dictator from 1933 to 1945,

justified his mass murders with the phrase “life unfit
for life.” The German leader promoted biological
warfare in his attempt to create a master race. Unlike
most other modern dictators, Hitler did not seize
power but took over the German government by con-
stitutional means. Once in charge, however, he fol-
lowed the same methods as other dictators, eliminat-
ing all opposition and imposing a violent reign of
terror upon his nation. Soon there were no limits on
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Hitler’s authority, and laws were passed that at-
tempted to create a strict racial state. To build a mas-
ter race, millions of “inferiors” were persecuted and
eventually eliminated. Along with six million Jews,
thousands of Gypsies, Slavs, homosexuals, and

physically and mentally handicapped peo-
ple were murdered on Hitler’s command.
Hitler used his immense power to bene-
fit one group, the “pure-blooded Aryans,”
while all others were to be destroyed. Ab-
solute power was used to perform absolute
evil, and Hitler’s empire was brought to
judgment only by the bloodiest war in hu-
man history. “Life unfit for life” became
the ethical standard for one of the most de-
structive régimes in human history.

The third example of modern dictators,
Mao Zedong, who ruled China with total
power from 1949 to 1975, also killed mil-
lions of people (the exact number is still
subject to dispute) in his pursuit of a per-
fect society. Mao tried to destroy China’s
past totally and to create a new world order
based on economic and political equality.
He seized power in 1949 after a long civil
war and declared a campaign of terror
against his, and hence China’s, enemies.
He, like many dictators, saw himself as the
voice of the people and someone who was
supremely interested in their welfare and
prosperity. If millions had to die, it was
ethically correct because “the people” de-
manded it and because the deaths of trai-
tors would help bring about a heaven on
Earth. Executions of landlords, massacres
of Buddhist monks and nuns, and rigid
obedience to the teachings of the leader
were all expected, encouraged, and accom-
plished during Mao’s brutal reign of terror,
which lasted for most of his tenure as Chi-
nese ruler. Only his own death brought an
end to his campaign against the people of
China.

During the late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries, relatively small-
time dictators such as Kim Il Sung in North
Korea (1948-1994), Pol Pot in Cambodia
(1976-1979), and Saddam Hussein in Iraq
(1979-2003), continued the tradition of

murdering opponents and creating secret police
forces to terrorize their people. Dictatorships con-
tinue to exist, and dictators continue to impose suf-
fering upon their people. This form of government
has existed for thousands of years and is unlikely to
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Notable Dictators in History

Date Dictator Nation

221-210 b.c.e. Ch’in Shih Huang Ti China

54-68 c.e. Nero Rome

1241-1279 Genghis Khan Mongolia

1370-1405 Tamerlane Central Asia

1547-1584 Ivan the Terrible Russia

1799-1815 Napoleon Bonaparte France

c. 1818-1828 Shaka Zulu South Africa

1876-1911 Porfirio Díaz Mexico

1923-1943 Benito Mussolini Italy

1927-1953 Joseph Stalin Soviet Union

1930-1945,
1950-1954

Getúlio Vargas Brazil

1930-1961 Rafael Trujillo Dominican
Republic

1932-1968 António de Oliveira Salazar Portugal

1933-1945 Adolf Hitler Germany

1937-1956 Anastasio Somoza García Nicaragua

1949-1975 Francisco Franco Spain

1948-1994 Kim Il Sung North Korea

1949-1975 Mao Zedong China

1954-1989 Alfredo Stroessner Paraguay

1957-1971 François Duvalier Haiti

1959- Fidel Castro Cuba

1965-1997 Mobutu Sese Seko Congo/Zaire

1967-1989 Nicolae Ceausescu Romania

1971-1979 Idi Amin Uganda

1976-1978 Pol Pot Cambodia

1979-2003 Saddam Hussein Iraq

1990-2000 Alberto Fujimori Peru



disappear as long as dictators are able to command
obedience through fear, terror, and promises of per-
fection.

Leslie V. Tischauser
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Dignity
Definition: Innate worthiness of each person to be

respected and to enjoy fundamental human rights.
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The belief that all people have an in-

nate and inviolable dignity is the foundation of a
belief in human rights that transcend any particu-
lar society and that no government or person can
legitimately take away.

The concept of the dignity of humankind was origi-
nally based on the theological belief that all men and
women possess God-given rights because they are

formed in the image of God. Foremost among these
divine gifts are freedom and immortality. Unlike other
animals, humans are not dominated purely by physi-
cal instincts. People can use their freedom to create
works of great beauty and to improve the quality of life
for themselves and others. Freedom may, of course,
be abused if one chooses to limit the rights of others.

In his influential book The City of God (413-427),
the Christian writer Saint Augustine argued persua-
sively that practices such as slavery, which demeaned
individuals, were incompatible with Christian be-
liefs. Since God freely granted immortality to all men
and women, it is absolutely essential that human be-
ings respect the dignity and freedom of each indi-
vidual.

To Saint Augustine, Earth is a “city of God” in
which all men and women enjoy the same basic
rights and privileges. A North African bishop who
lived on the outskirts of the Roman Empire, Saint
Augustine specifically rejected the belief that any
government had the right to invade or dominate an-
other country. Those who accept the basic tenet that
all men and women possess freedom and immortality
must ask themselves if certain forms of behavior are
morally compatible with God’s teachings on the dig-
nity of all people. If there is a conflict between social
practices and religious beliefs, a Christian is required
to obey the higher divine law. Saint Augustine argued
that Christians are always responsible for their deci-
sions. It is unacceptable to claim that one must sim-
ply obey all laws, since certain laws may be morally
reprehensible if they fail to respect the dignity and
rights of all men and women.

Saint Augustine’s comments on the dignity of hu-
mankind had a profound influence on Christian eth-
ics. In his 1580 essay “On the Cannibals,” Michel de
Montaigne stated that it was morally wrong for Euro-
peans to colonize the New World. European political
leaders had developed the specious argument that it
was permissible for them to exploit Native Ameri-
cans because they were superior to them. Montaigne
denounced this position as racist. Like Saint Augus-
tine, Montaigne recognized the dignity of each man
and woman. Although Montaigne was both the
mayor of Bordeaux and an adviser to French kings,
his condemnation of the conquest of the New World
was ignored by French government officials because
an acceptance of his position would have put an end
to French imperialism in the Americas.
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Human Rights
Over the centuries, people have recognized that

certain human rights are so important that they must
be enumerated. A mere declaration of human rights
is not sufficient. A mechanism must be created to
protect these inalienable rights. In democracies, in-
dependent judges have the power to require even
recalcitrant government officials to respect constitu-
tionally protected rights. Famous declarations of hu-
man rights include the 1689 English Bill of Rights;
the 1791 U.S. Bill of Rights; the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights, which the United Nations ap-
proved in 1948; and the 1969 Human Rights Ameri-
can Convention of the Organization of American
States.

The Founders of the American democracy felt
that certain rights, such as freedom of religion, free-
dom of speech, and the right to a jury trial, were es-
sential to the quality of life and that the American
government should be permanently prevented from
restricting these inalienable rights. Although it was
admirable, the U.S. Bill of Rights was imperfect
because it failed to recognize the rights of women
and African Americans. The U.S. Constitution may,
however, be amended, and it was, in fact, amended in
order to end slavery and to grant African Americans
and women the right to vote.

The concept of the dignity of humankind has con-
tinued to evolve. In her famous 1949 book The Sec-
ond Sex, Simone de Beauvoir argued persuasively
that a failure to recognize the dignity and equality of
women was morally unacceptable. Both the Univer-
sal Declaration of Human Rights and the Human
Rights American Convention denounced torture and
racism and also stressed the need to respect the rights
of people from indigenous and minority cultures so
that all citizens might enjoy the same rights and privi-
leges.

The right of citizens to use their native language
has also been recognized as a basic human right.
Canada, for example, is a bilingual country, and the
Canadian Parliament has specifically declared that
any Canadian may use either French or English in all
public and private matters. Although the official lan-
guages of Canada are French and English, the Cana-
dian Parliament also took specific action to recognize
the linguistic rights of native peoples living in Can-
ada. The ancient concept of the dignity of humankind
is based on certain inalienable rights. Although nu-

merous totalitarian governments have sought to limit
personal freedoms, such efforts have consistently
been resisted by those who respect the dignity and
freedom of each man and woman.

Edmund J. Campion
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Dilemmas, moral
Definition: Moral choices—usually forced—that,

no matter how they are decided, have negative
consequences

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Moral dilemmas present great diffi-

culties for people who are striving to think and to
behave rationally and ethically.

Moral dilemmas represent some of the hardest choices
that people must make in the course of their lifetimes.
The core of a moral dilemma is the fact that, no mat-
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ter what course is chosen by the person who is facing
the dilemma, making the choice involves deciding on
a course of action that will have negative moral con-
sequences. The following are typical examples of sit-
uations that involve moral dilemmas: A sea captain
on an overloaded life raft must select a small number
of people to throw overboard if most of the people
aboard the life raft are to be saved; a general who has
been ordered to direct a suicide mission for the good
of his country must decide which soldiers will be sent
to a certain death; a German resistance leader can
save only one of two Jewish families from death in a
concentration camp at the hands of the Nazis. Such
scenarios involve attempting to identify and choose
the lesser of two evils.

Baby Jane Doe
In New York state in 1983, a moral dilemma arose

regarding the fate of “Baby Jane Doe.” She suffered
from multiple difficulties, including a broken and
protruding spine (spina bifida) and fluid on her brain
(hydrocephaly). Worse, she had a brain that was ab-
normally small (microencephaly). She needed sur-
gery immediately after her birth, but her parents re-
fused to allow it. Without the surgery, Jane would live
for two years at most, but the surgery would still
leave her in a hopeless situation. A “right to life”
group intervened and demanded that the surgery be
done. The New York Supreme Court ruled in the
group’s favor, but a higher court immediately over-
turned the decision. Next, the federal Justice Depart-
ment intervened, launching an investigation to deter-
mine whether a “handicapped” person was being
discriminated against, but a judge dismissed that suit

also. Baby Jane did not receive the operations, went
home with her parents, and soon died.

Were the parents right or wrong? A few more de-
tails might help the reader decide. If Jane had re-
ceived the complicated surgeries, she would have had
a 50 percent chance of living into her twenties, but
her life never would have been anything approaching
an existence that most people would want to experi-
ence. She would have been paralyzed, epileptic, and
extremely vulnerable to various diseases, such as
meningitis. She would never even have recognized
her parents. It was these facts on which the parents
based their decision.

Facing the Dilemma
The Baby Jane tragedy illustrates two typical ele-

ments of moral dilemmas. The first is the fact that hu-
man rights are involved. The second is that, as in
Jane’s case, two rights come into conflict: in that
case, Jane’s right to life and the parental right of
choice. In a more ordinary case, most people would
no doubt hold that Jane’s right to life was paramount.
The mitigating circumstances in Baby Jane’s case,
however, swayed various judges and many people in
the general public to support the parents, who based
their moral judgment on specific information and had
good reasons for making that judgment. Most true
moral dilemmas must be solved in the same way.
Usually, two “wrongs” or two “rights” will be in-
volved, and decision makers must weigh the facts of
each case with impartiality (if that is possible) and
then develop good reasons for their decisions. In
other words, in a dilemma, one must weigh prima
facie duties and good reasons for making a specific
decision. Reason, self-examination, and internal ar-
gument pro and con—these factors help in solving
moral dilemmas. People who are searching for moral
answers to dilemmas must remember that moral
“truth” is the truth of reason and logical thinking and
that dilemmas can be solved satisfactorily only if an
individual’s decision is based on the best reasons that
are available. Conclusions backed by reason are the
key element in solving moral dilemmas.

Conclusions
Certainly, people as members of society need all

their powers of reason in facing the many moral di-
lemmas that arise in modern life. Is abortion abso-
lutely right? Is it absolutely wrong? Can mitigating
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A Simple Moral Dilemma

If you make a promise to meet a friend for lunch to-
morrow, you have a moral duty to keep that promise.
However, if your father suddenly has a heart attack
and is hospitalized, your duty to be at his side far
outweighs your promise to your friend. After using
your power of reason and deciding that you have just
cause for following the other course of action, you
should not not keep your lunch date with your
friend.



circumstances in individual abortion cases “tip” the
answer one way or the other? Is euthanasia ever justi-
fied? Should society condone or oppose capital pun-
ishment? The list of modern moral dilemmas is end-
less, and many people believe it is the duty of all
reasonable people to try to resolve them.

James Smallwood
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Dirty hands
Definition: Trait that individuals possess when they

perform morally tainted actions
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Morally evaluating a person necessi-

tates determining when, if ever, it is moral to act
with “dirty hands” and determining what emo-
tions, if any, are morally required after dirty acts

are performed. Typically, dirty hands consider-
ations are used to judge politicians.

Cynics hold the empirical view that all politicians are
corrupt. According to common interpretations of the
sixteen century Italian political philosopher Niccolò
Machiavelli’s The Prince (1532), adds the normative
position that all politicians are morally obligated to
perform wrong actions and, thus, to act with dirty
hands.

Many ethicists endorse the normative claim. Mi-
chael Walzer, for example, argues that a political
leader in the midst of a war crisis may be morally re-
quired to order the torture of prisoners for the sake of
gaining information needed to save innocent lives
from a hidden rebel bomb. In Walzer’s view, the poli-
tician would be responsible both for a wrong act (tor-
turing) and for a right act (saving innocent people).
Moreover, a truly moral person would feel guilty af-
ter ordering that the prisoners be tortured.

Opposing ethicists respond, first, that it misleads
to describe dirty acts as simultaneously right and
wrong, since acts with those contrary properties are
logically impossible. Also, it is better to characterize
dirty acts as exceptional right acts that are wrong in
normal circumstances. For this reason, individuals
with dirty hands should not feel guilty because they
have, in fact, done nothing wrong. Finally, politicians
should rarely, if ever, have dirty hands since political
morality is not distinct from private morality.

F. Scott McElreath

See also: Apologizing for past wrongs; Corruption;
Machiavelli, Niccolò; Power; Private vs. public mo-
rality; Responsibility; South Africa’s Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission.

Disability rights
Definition: Legal formulations of the rights of dis-

abled persons to have access to the same benefits
and opportunities as nondisabled persons

Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: The passage of laws formally codify-

ing the rights of the disabled places a new, posi-
tive ethical responsibility upon both public and
private institutions to strive not to exclude or
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marginalize disabled persons. The recognition of
this responsibility represents a significant change
in cultural values.

Recognition of the special needs and requirements of
the disabled and the emergence of legislation guaran-
teeing their civil rights have evolved slowly. Follow-
ing other civil rights movements, disability rights
laws were merely symbolic, and did not include strat-
egies to guide policy implementation. With the en-
actment of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the
Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, the rights
of the disabled became legally enforceable.

A neglected minority constituting 20 percent to
25 percent of Americans differing in extent of im-
pairment and range of ability, the disabled are not a
homogenous group. The disabled historically have
been stigmatized, viewed as “different” and there-
fore not equal to other members of society. Through
prejudices and misunderstandings, personal fears
and anxieties, reactions of pity, helplessness, uneasi-
ness, and sometimes inaccurate media and literary
representations, society has erected barriers that have
kept the disabled from participating in various areas
of American life. The needs of the disabled were ig-

nored in the design of public buildings and facilities
and the delivery of public services; educational pro-
grams and employment practices resulted in discrim-
ination and exclusion of disabled persons.

Vocational rehabilitation programs following
World War I were initiated in favor of veterans with
combat injuries and later expanded first to all physi-
cally disabled persons and then to mental rehabilita-
tion. Programs to provide income to persons whose
disabilities prevented their employment—Social Se-
curity Disability Insurance and Supplemental Secu-
rity Income—began during the mid-1950’s and ex-
panded during the 1970’s. The Architectural Barriers
Act of 1968 brought about such modifications as
specially designated parking places for the disabled
near commercial establishments and public build-
ings, special entrance ramps and doors, curb cuts, el-
evators with Braille floor designations, and specially
equipped restrooms.

Legislation
Called a “bill of rights” for the disabled, the Reha-

bilitation Act of 1973 ensures that federally funded
programs can be used by all disabled persons. It re-
quires the institution of affirmative action programs
to actively recruit, hire, train, accommodate, and pro-
mote “qualified disabled persons.” The act prohibits
discrimination in the recruitment, testing, or hiring of
the disabled, as well as special or different treatment
that would tend to stigmatize or set apart handi-
capped people from the nonhandicapped. The act
also aims to grant to the disabled equal opportunity to
participate or benefit in the services of federally
funded government agency programs.

Considered landmark civil rights legislation for
all persons with disabilities, the Americans with Dis-
abilities Act (ADA) provides for disabled persons
legal protection in employment, access to state and
local government, public transportation, public ac-
commodation, and telecommunications. From July,
1992, until July 26, 1994, the ADA covered employ-
ers with twenty-five or more employees. After that
date, it encompassed employers with fifteen or more
employees. Agencies, unions, and joint labor/man-
agement committees are included; the U.S. govern-
ment, Indian tribes, and tax-exempt private member-
ship clubs are excluded.

Title I of the ADA and its Equal Employment Op-
portunity Commission (EEOC) regulations prohibit
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Politically Incorrect Terms and
Their Preferred Alternatives

Incorrect Correct

Handicapped or
disabled person

Person with a disability

Impairment Disablement

Deaf Hearing impaired

Mute or dumb Speech-impaired

Blind Visually impaired

Insane or crazy Emotionally impaired

Normal Able-bodied person

Crippled or spastic Mobility-impaired

Fit or spell Seizure

Mongolism Down syndrome

Harelip Cleft palate



an employer from discriminating against a “qualified
individual with a disability” in job application proce-
dures, including recruitment and advertising, hiring,
promotion, awarding tenure, demotion, transfer, lay-
off, termination, right of return from layoff, rehiring,
compensation, job assignments, classifications, se-
niority, leaves of absence, sick leave, fringe benefits,
training, employer-sponsored activities, and any other
terms and conditions of employment.

Under the ADA, it is unlawful for an employer to
use selection criteria or tests that tend to screen out
persons with disabilities. Preemployment medical
examinations are unlawful, but employment may be
contingent on the results of a postemployment exam-
ination if required of all entering employees and if re-
cords remain confidential. The disabled have the
same legal remedies that are available to other minor-
ities under the Civil Rights Act of 1964, amended in
1991 to include compensatory and punitive damages
for intentional discrimination.

Effective January 26, 1992, title II requires that
all state and local government agencies, and public
transportation agencies make all of their services ac-
cessible to the disabled. It also includes school sys-
tems, parks and recreation programs, jails, libraries,
public hospitals and clinics, state and local courts and
legislatures, and government activities carried out by
private contractors.

Title III requires equal access to public accommo-
dations in a variety of places, such as hotels, theaters,
restaurants, parks, libraries, museums, and banks.
Auxiliary aids and services to ensure effective com-
munication with the hearing impaired and visually
impaired must be provided.

Title IV requires that local and long distance tele-
phone companies provide telecommunication relay
services across the nation to permit persons using
TDD’s (telecommunication devices for the deaf) or
text telephones to have conversations with persons
using conventional telephones. All television public
service announcements produced or funded by the
federal government are required to include closed
captioning.

Other Rights
Public school systems must provide a free, appro-

priate education to handicapped children. Federal
money is available to states for special education. To
the extent possible, handicapped children are to be

educated with those who are not handicapped (a
practice called “mainstreaming”). Disabled students
at federally funded colleges must also be treated
equally with nondisabled students. Health and social
service agencies receiving federal assistance cannot
discriminate against the disabled, and auxiliary aids
must be provided. Discrimination in housing and ac-
cess to air transportation is also prohibited.

Marcia J. Weiss
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Nations Declaration on the Rights of Disabled Per-
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The Disappeared
Identification: Group of roughly ten thousand peo-

ple who were imprisoned or killed as part of a
campaign of clandestine terror carried out by the
military regime in Argentina

Date: 1975-1980
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: The “disappearance” of thousands of

Argentinian citizens constituted the most serious
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mass violation of civil and human rights in Argen-
tine history. The Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo,
often referred to abroad as Mothers of the Disap-
peared, became an international symbol of the
desperate need for, and frustrating impotence of,
protest in the face of unspeakable injustice.

After the fall of Argentine president Juan Perón in
1955, a struggle over political control and economic
policy ensued between left-wing and right-wing ci-
vilian factions and between moderates and hard lin-
ers in the military. Except for the period from 1973 to
1976, the military controlled Argentina until 1983. In
1970, guerrilla war, waged by leftists, began and was
countered by rightist groups. In 1975, the military in-
tensified the war against subversion that it had begun
in 1971.

Between 1975 and 1980, the “dirty war” carried
on by the Argentine military attempted to eliminate
members of leftist organizations, the Peronista Party,

and any group that was opposed to the military ad-
ministration. This phase of guerrilla warfare was
the most terrifying and bloody in Argentine history.
Due process was ignored, systematic torture became
routine, and at least ten thousand people “disap-
peared” and were assumed to have been tortured and
killed. Repression was deliberately arbitrary, unco-
ordinated, and indiscriminate; military power was
used to intimidate anyone who opposed it.

By 1980, the repression declined, and it finally
ended in 1982. One of the main groups that opposed
the military terrorism was the Mothers of the Plaza de
Mayo, who assembled weekly in silent protest in the
Plaza de Mayo in front of the Casa Rosada, the Argen-
tine White House. In 1985, the civilian government
tried the top military leaders and sentenced them to
life in prison for their crimes during the “dirty war.”

Robert D. Talbott

See also: Oppression; Tyranny.
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Picture of an Argentine army torture-training camp taken in 1986 and released in early 2004, when the govern-
ment ordered an investigation into charges that its army had continued to teach torture techniques after the 1983
fall of the military dictatorship. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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Discrimination
Definition: Differential treatment based on physi-

cal characteristics or social affiliation or identity
Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: Discrimination is generally thought

to be a fundamentally unjust practice, although
arguments continue to proliferate within almost
all modern societies justifying specific forms
of discrimination on both practical and moral
grounds.

Discrimination in one form or another appears to be
endemic to all societies. In the United States, various
groups have experienced various forms of discrimi-
nation, including racial discrimination, sexual dis-
crimination (denial of certain rights to women), reli-
gious discrimination, discrimination against certain
cultural groups (for example, Appalachians, the
Amish, and so forth), discrimination against the dis-
abled (both physically and mentally), discrimination
against the aged, and discrimination against homo-
sexuals. Many whites immigrating from Europe have
at one time or another experienced discrimination.

Discrimination, according to Joan Ferrante in So-
ciology: A Global Perspective (1992), is the unequal
treatment, whether intentional or unintentional, of
individuals or groups on the basis of group member-
ship that is unrelated to merit, ability, or past perfor-
mance. Discrimination is not limited to individuals.
In fact, the two most pervasive types of discrimina-
tion are legal discrimination and institutional discrim-
ination. Legal discrimination is unequal treatment
that is sustained by law. Institutional discrimination
(or racism), according to Stokely Carmichael and
Charles V. Hamilton’s Black Power (1967), is a sub-
tle form of unequal treatment based on race that is en-
trenched in social custom (that is, social institutions).

Institutional discrimination may include segre-
gated housing patterns, redlining by financial institu-
tions, and the practice of minority group members
being forced continually into low-paying jobs. Preju-
dice, which is often confused with discrimination, is
the prejudgment of people, objects, or even situations
on the basis of stereotypes or generalizations that
persist even when facts demonstrate otherwise (for
example, the majority of women on welfare are
white, yet the stereotype of a female welfare recipi-
ent is that of a black woman with a brood of children).

Racial Discrimination
The most pernicious acts of prejudice and dis-

crimination in the United States have been directed
against racial minorities. The history of race relations
in the United States demonstrates that differential
treatment has been accorded to all minority groups.
A minority group, according to John E. Farley in So-
ciology (1990), is any group in a disadvantaged or
subordinate position. In this sense, a minority may ac-
tually constitute a numerical majority, such as black
South Africas under the former apartheid system. Mi-
nority populations have experienced the entire range
of race relations, including assimilation, pluralism, le-
gal protection, population transfer, continued subju-
gation, and extermination. While all minority popula-
tions have experienced some degree of discrimination,
perhaps the most cruel and enduring discrimination
has been experienced by those of African descent.

Africans were first brought to North America as
slaves in 1619, one year after the Mayflower landed.
They proved to be an excellent source of inexpensive
labor for the developing European colonies. In its
early development, slavery was not justified by atti-
tudes of racial inferiority, but simply by the need for
cheap labor. Racial justification for slavery came
later as a strategy for maintaining the continued sub-
jugation of blacks. Depicting blacks as subhuman, ir-
responsible, promiscuous, and lazy helped to stave
off, for many years, groups (for example, abolition-
ists) bent upon ending slavery. The development of
racist ideology during slavery has—over the years—
continued to influence the relationship between blacks
and whites in the United States.

Until the latter part of the eighteenth century,
when the slave trade began to become a profitable
business, there was very little prejudice based on
race. Justification for slavery had to be found by the
Christian slave traders who professed to believe in
the brotherhood of all men and the ideals of democ-
racy, which established the equality of all men before
the law.

The end of slavery in the United States did not, and
could not, bring an end to discrimination. Discrimi-
nation had become institutionalized—embedded in
social custom and in the very institutions of society.
Initially, the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth
Amendments to the Constitution, along with the
Civil Rights Acts of 1866 and 1867, did much to
eliminate legal discrimination against the newly freed
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slaves. Yet many of those gains were abrogated by
state legislatures in the South following the abrupt
end of Reconstruction in 1877. The states of the Old
Confederacy were able to circumvent much of the
legislation passed during the Reconstruction period.
They were able to sanction discrimination and deny
civil rights by means of a set of laws called the “black
codes.”

The black codes virtually reintroduced many of
conditions that existed during slavery. Although the
Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments guaranteed
citizenship and the right to vote, these rights were
abridged through intimidation, the poll tax, the
“grandfather” clause, and through literacy tests. Be-
ginning during the 1880’s, a more comprehensive set
of laws—referred to as “Jim Crow”—gave rise to a
system of legal segregation in South. This system of
legal segregation was sanctioned by the “separate but
equal” philosophy established in the Plessy v. Fergu-
son decision of 1896.

Substantial progress against Jim Crow did not oc-
cur until fifty-eight years later, with the Brown v.
Board of Education decision (1954). In the Brown
decision, the Supreme Court overturned Plessy, argu-
ing that the concept of “separate but equal” was “in-
herently unequal” and had no place in a society that
professes to treat all its citizens equally. The Brown
decision helped to give rise to a determination on the
part of African Americans to exercise the rights and

privileges guaranteed to all citizens under the Consti-
tution. Beginning during the 1960’s, the underlying
legal, political, and economic context of race rela-
tions changed in the United States.

Resisting Discrimination
Demonstrations, sit-ins, and marches by African

Americans and their supporters caused the United
States to wake up and begin addressing the second-
class citizenship of minority groups. As a conse-
quence, epoch-making legislation was passed in the
form of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, affirmative action
(in employment and education) was introduced, and
governmental agencies (for example, the Equal Em-
ployment Opportunities Commission, the U.S. Civil
Rights Commission, the Office of Federal Contract
Compliance Programs, and so forth) actively tried to
stamp out much of the discrimination against minori-
ties.

Despite these changes, riot after riot erupted
across the nation during the 1960’s. A combination
of economic frustration, police brutality, resistance
to desegregation (both in housing and schooling),
and the assassination of the civil rights leader the
Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr., contributed to the
eruptions. The Kerner Commission, which was com-
missioned to study the conditions leading up to the ri-
ots, concluded that “white racism” and discrimina-
tion were responsible for the outbreak of violence.

Joseph S. Hines suggests in Politics of Race (1975)
that African Americans have operated in a castelike
racial structure in the United States that has relegated
them to inferior status, relative powerlessness, mate-
rial deprivation, and socio-psychic resentment. Seg-
regation and discrimination have been used as mech-
anisms for maintaining the sociopolitical structure
(status quo). Within this structure, African Ameri-
cans are members of a racial category for life; they
are generally consigned to marry within their group;
they are often avoided, both as ritual and as custom;
and they experience limited opportunities.

Although African Americans and other minori-
ties have made substantial gains since 1954, they still
have not experienced a society that judges them
based upon merit and ability. They also have not ex-
perienced a society that does not prejudge them
based upon physical characteristics and stereotypes.
It could be said that discrimination continues to be
embedded in the social, political, and economic fab-
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Delivery Refused

Is it unethical for restaurants that offer delivery ser-
vice to refuse to make deliveries to public housing
projects? in 2003, this question was submitted to
Randy Cohen, author of the syndicated column The
Ethicist. Cohen replied that while a restaurant might
legally refuse to deliver in a neighborhood that
might pose dangers to its employees, it would be un-
ethical for it to refuse to deliver to neighborhoods
offering no threats of danger. Moreover, it would be
unethical for a restaurant to practice racial discrimi-
nation under the guise of employee safety. To avoid
misunderstandings, Cohen suggested that restau-
rants should state “delivery available to selected ar-
eas” on their menus.



ric of the United States. Employment and promo-
tional opportunities are still strongly influenced by
race. Consequently, minorities typically earn only a
fraction of what white males earn, they tend to hold
political office far less often than their numbers in the
general population should warrant, and they are still
excluded from membership in certain elite clubs be-
cause of their race.

Charles C. Jackson
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Distributive justice
Definition: Ethical concept pertaining to how re-

sources and opportunities should be distributed
among people within a given population

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Questions about how resources and

opportunities should be distributed within a soci-
ety are among the fundamental ethical problems
that arise in social and political philosophy.

Resources that society distributes include goods that
people own, such as income, property, and assets,

and goods and services that people may enjoy, such
as education and health care. The central issues in
ideas about justice in distribution are concerned with
issues of the equality and inequality in the distribu-
tion of limited resources. Among the questions that
must be addressed are these: Should all people be
treated equally or unequally, and in what ways
should they be treated equally or unequally? Most
premodern concepts of the just society tended to por-
tray human beings as divided into different and un-
equal stations (such as nobles and peasants) and to
suggest that people should receive and enjoy stan-
dards of life appropriate to their stations.

The ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle made
one of the earliest attempts systematically to ad-
dress justice in distribution. In the fifth book of his
Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle stated that “injustice
arises when equals are treated unequally and also
when unequals are treated equally.” The growth of in-
dustrial economies over the past three to four centu-
ries of the second millennium tended to increase
social mobility and undermine beliefs that human be-
ings occupy social positions as a result of nature or
divine will. One of the most influential social phi-
losophies that developed in response to the modern
condition was utilitarianism, a line of thinking asso-
ciated with the early nineteenth century British phi-
losopher Jeremy Bentham. As Bentham expressed it,
the utilitarian view was that any society should seek
the greatest good for the greatest number of its citi-
zens. From this perspective, a society that is just in
distribution will divide its resources and opportuni-
ties in a manner that provides the greatest overall
well-being.

The German economic philosopher Karl Marx
viewed absolute equality in distribution as the chief
characteristic of the ideally just society. In 1875, he
expressed this in his famous formulation “from each
according to his ability; to each according to his
need.” This may be criticized because it apparently
punishes abilities by insisting that those with greater
abilities contribute more than others, and because it
pays no attention to the utilitarian question of general
well-being.

Even many of those who have seen problems with
absolute equality have taken equality as a goal of dis-
tributive justice. The contemporary political philoso-
pher Will Kymlicka has argued that every reasonable
political and social theory should take equality as its
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ultimate value. The most influential theory of distrib-
utive justice in the past half-century, that of John
Rawls, attempted to balance the goal of equality of
individuals with that of the well-being of individuals.

The Theory of John Rawls
In A Theory of Justice (1971), John Rawls defined

a just society as the kind of society rational people
would choose if they did not know what their own po-
sitions in that society would be. He maintained that
this would be a society that provided the greatest pos-
sible resources to its least fortunate members. The
ethical implication of this argument was that inequal-
ity among people could be taken as just only to the
extent that it was in the interest of those at the bottom.
Perhaps the most serious problem with this view of
distributive justice is that it treats people as anony-
mous units, without regard to their virtues, vices, in-
terests, or energies. Some writers have suggested that
only a very strange version of justice can ignore what
people deserve.

A colleague of John Rawls at Harvard University,
Robert Nozick wrote Anarchy, State, and Utopia
(1974) partly as a response to A Theory of Justice.
Nozick maintained that justice requires respect for
individuals, which means recognition of the rights of
individuals to self-ownership and to ownership of the
products of their own labor. Resources are created by
the things that individuals do and they are exchanged
among individuals. As long as people have acquired
the objects that they own through work and ex-
change, they have just and ethical claims to their
property. Redistribution involves taking from some
individuals and giving to others. Unless it is redistri-
bution of goods acquired unjustly, through force, this
is equivalent to making some people work unwill-
ingly for other people, taking away the right to self-
ownership.

The principle of self-ownership may be a problem
as a basis for social ethics. If people belong to com-
munities, then it may be argued that their ownership
of themselves is limited. In addition, although goods
are created by individuals, they are almost always
created by individuals cooperating in a society, so
that one might see property as at least partly belong-
ing to the whole society. Some forms of property,
such as land and other natural resources, exist before
people have claimed them and are not produced by
individual efforts.

Welfare Equality and Resource
Equality

Ronald Dworkin, the most prominent theorist of
distributive justice to follow Nozick, turned away
from Nozick’s hands-off approach and suggested
that equal treatment of individual citizens is the fun-
damental premise of any idea of justice. According to
Dworkin, equal treatment can take different forms. It
may be equality of welfare or equality of resources.
Dworkin argued against equality of welfare, pointing
out that people can define well-being in various
ways. Even if resources are equalized, people may
make different uses of their resources. Therefore
Dworkin argued that in the just society, all individu-
als are enabled to start out with equal resources, but
that they may end up with unequal economic and so-
cial benefits because of their choices.

Advocates of egalitarian distribution, such as
Rawls and Dworkin, tend to dominate philosophical
debate about social justice. However, they generally
fail to deal adequately with the political implications
of their theories. If welfare or resources or other sets
of desirable things are to be distributed, someone
must be distributing them. This raises the question of
what forms of government will be created by at-
tempting to put ideas of distributive justice into prac-
tice. There is always the danger that the pursuit of so-
cial justice can lead to political dictatorship.

Carl L. Bankston III
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Diversity
Definition: Racial, cultural, and gender differences

among human groups
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: Globalizing trends that favor social

mobility and transnational migration have served
to intensify cultural diversity, which in turn high-
lights contrasts between individual and group
rights, often defined along racial, ethnic, or gen-
der lines.

Human beings vary biologically, psychologically, and
along a vast spectrum of sociocultural dimensions,
ranging from language to religion, and from subsis-
tence patterns to political organization. Throughout
history, some of these dimensions have become mark-
ers of group membership, often precipitating inter-
group conflict and systematic discrimination. Race,
ethnicity, and gender are the three types of human di-
versity that have created the most complex ethical is-
sues since the nineteenth century. In fact, in the con-
text of cultural diversity in general, these issues have
challenged the very foundations of ethical theory.

Human Evolution and Cultural Relativism
Charles Darwin’s theory of human evolution, com-

bined with the growing awareness of cultural differ-
ences catalyzed by colonial expansion, tested many
of the most entrenched beliefs held by Westerners on
matters of social hierarchy and intergroup relations.
These challenges led to the emergence of two op-
posed sets of views: cultural relativism and “scien-
tific racialism.”

Cultural relativism—the belief that culture is the
adaptive mechanism of human species and that there-
fore all human behavior can only be understood in the
context of its culture-specific adaptive function—
became the founding principle of a new discipline,
cultural anthropology,. However, it did not have a
major public impact until the last quarter of the nine-
teenth century. On the other hand, racialism—the
belief that human species are divided into biologi-
cally discrete racial groups, endowed by inherited
characteristics that make each groups “naturally” su-
perior or inferior—rapidly became influential and
was translated into racist policies, leading to system-
atic discrimination against, and even the attempted
genocide of, various groups.

Race and Ethnicity
As biologists amassed information about the

characteristics of human species, it rapidly became
clear that the concept of race—originally developed
simply on the basis of observation of gross physical
characteristics, such as skin color, hair type, eye
shape, skull dimensions, and bodily form—did not
have scientific relevance. In fact, especially as genet-
ics provided ever more refined information about hu-
man characteristics, it was discovered that there is at
last as much biological variation within so-called ra-
cial groups as there is among different groups.

This information, combined with a general recoil-
ing from the consequences of racism, has contributed
to the growing influence of cultural relativism since
the 1970’s. In fact, the end of the twentieth century
was characterized by a so-called “cultural turn” in
the humanities and social sciences, and by “cultural
identity politics” as an influential popular trend. Nev-
ertheless, neither racism nor racial pride have dis-
appeared. This is because so-called racial character-
istics often define ethnic membership, and ethnic
diversity is constantly growing because of the migra-
tory trends encouraged by globalization.

Multiculturalism and Gender Issues
While ethnic differences are overwhelmingly cul-

tural, rather than biological, and cultural relativism
should therefore assuage any intergroup conflict they
may trigger, the ethical issues involved with the pro-
tection of both individual and group rights remain
difficult. Multiculturalism has emerged as the per-
spective attempting to constructively address these
issues within liberal democratic states. It has had a
particularly strong impact on education, business,
and international relations. The objective of multi-
culturalism is to encourage cross-cultural understand-
ing so that relations between different nation-states
on one hand, and ethnic groups and mainstream pop-
ulations on the other, are facilitated and human rights
protected.

The ethics of multiculturalism, however, are chal-
lenged by the fact that some of its basic principles
have been attacked as expressions of Western cul-
tural imperialism. This often emerges in reference to
issues related to age, sexual orientation, and, espe-
cially, gender. These issues are particularly sensitive
because, while they have biological components,
they are also influenced by culture. As a conse-
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quence, behaviors that some may consider discrimi-
natory—such as child labor, polygamy, or female cir-
cumcision—may be considered perfectly acceptable
within a different cultural tradition.

Universal Human Rights
To address these challenges, attempts have been

made by various international organizations to pro-
mulgate a set of universal human rights that would
provide ethical guidelines for addressing major di-
versity issues. However, the application of such prin-
ciples often meets the resistance of even their sup-
posed beneficiaries. Diversity puts in question the
very foundations of ethical theory.

On the other hand, there is widespread consensus
on the need to distinguish between cultural and moral
relativism. On this basis it is generally recognized
that while cultural differences may lead to behavior
that can only be understood within the context in
which it originates, they do not provide individuals
with a carapace protecting them from moral, or in-
deed legal judgment. In the application of such judg-
ment ethical distinctions must be made, but these
must be based on truly universal principles. In turn,
this requires further exploration of the characteristics
of the human species. The ethical challenge of diver-
sity demands a honing of society’s very understand-
ing of what it means to be human.

E. L. Cerroni-Long
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Divine command theory
Definition: Theory maintaining that the ethical val-

ues and principles binding upon human beings
depend only on the commands of a god or gods

Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Divine command theory constitutes

one attempt to provide an objective foundation for
moral judgment.

The attempt to evaluate human behavior in terms of
moral laws often leads to questions concerning the
origin and authority of such laws. Advocates of di-
vine command theories of morality have attempted to
answer these questions by maintaining that human
ethical values and principles are as they are merely
because a god has willed or commanded that they be
so. According to this theory, the ultimate explanation
for the rightness or wrongness of any action is that
some divinity has willed that the action be either
good or evil.

It is important to distinguish divine command
theories of morality from other theistically oriented
ethical theories that relate human morality to the will
of some deity. Many philosophers and theologians
maintain that God is connected to human morality in-
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sofar as God’s freely bestowed grace is necessary for
the possibility of human beings living lives of moral
rectitude. It has also been maintained that God’s will
is necessary for the possibility of human morality in-
sofar as God must somehow promulgate or make
known those laws that humans are obliged to ob-
serve. In addition, the conviction that an individual’s
degree of happiness ought to correspond to his or her
moral desert is sometimes reconciled with instances
of good people suffering by appealing to God’s com-
mitment to see that the demands of justice are met in
an afterlife.

While all three of these points have accompanied
divine command theories, none of them is a neces-
sary component of a divine command theory. What is
distinctive about divine command theories is their in-
sistence on the following three points: the entire con-
tent of human moral principles is derived solely from
the free choices of some god, the god in question is
under no constraint to will a given set of moral princi-
ples, and the god could have willed the opposite of
the set of moral principles that was, in fact, chosen.

The appeal of divine command theories is two-
fold. First, they offer an unqualified foundation for
human morality. Second, they emphasize that God’s
freedom and power are unlimited by insisting that
there are no moral principles that are independent of
and binding upon the will of God. Despite these ad-
vantages, divine command theories have been at-
tacked from a number of different directions. It has,
for example, been pointed out that divine command
theories lead to the conclusion that God could have
decided to make moral atrocities (such as child
abuse, rape, murder, and genocide) morally praise-
worthy. Insofar as it is well-nigh impossible to recon-
cile the possibility of a world in which child molesta-
tion would be truly good with one’s deepest moral
intuitions, the implication that a good god could
bring about such a world is taken to show the absur-
dity of divine command theories. Although this is
a troubling consequence of divine command theo-
ries, it is important to note that some divine command
theorists have openly embraced this aspect of their
theory.

Objections to Divine Command Theory
A somewhat different objection points out that if

the divine command theory were true, then it would
not make sense to wonder whether God’s commands

were morally good. Because the divine command
theorist maintains that God’s commanding an action
is a necessary and sufficient condition for the action’s
moral goodness, it follows that it would be contradic-
tory to suppose that a divine command was evil. This
point is thought to be problematic because it implies
that speculation concerning the moral status of divine
commands is actually as pointless as speculation
about the triangularity of a triangle. To see that spec-
ulation about the moral status of God’s commands
is meaningful, however, one may think of the moral
uneasiness that most readers of the Old Testament
experience upon encountering God’s command that
Abraham sacrifice Isaac, his son. (Indeed, it is com-
forting to read that an angel stays Abraham’s hand at
the last instant.) The moral qualms that naturally
arise over God’s command to Abraham show that
people do, meaningfully, evaluate divine commands
in moral terms, a practice that would be pointless if
the divine command theory were true.

This objection, however, is not decisive, for most
divine command theories are not, at bottom, theories
purporting to describe human conventions of moral
discourse; rather, they are theories concerning the or-
igin of those moral laws that are truly binding upon
human beings. It is thus open to the divine command
theorist to argue that conventions of moral discourse
have developed in the absence of a clear awareness of
the connection between divine commands and moral
laws, and thus explain the fact that linguistic conven-
tions have led people to question, however inappro-
priately, the goodness of God’s commands.

Perhaps the strongest objection of divine com-
mand theories points out that they undermine the
possibility of upholding divine goodness. Since di-
vine command theories take God’s power to be pri-
mary and maintain that moral goodness is wholly
consequent to this power, it follows that God tran-
scends, and thus cannot be characterized by, moral
goodness. For this reason, divine command theories
are accused of reducing the worship of God to a mere
power worship and of maximizing God’s power only
at the price of forfeiting God’s goodness.

James Petrik
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Divorce
Definition: Dissolution of marriage
Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: On the level of individual practice,

divorce has variously been seen as a moral right,
since it provides a means for individuals to seek
happiness by ending destructive or inappropriate
marriages, and as a moral transgression, since it is
a violation of the vow to stay together forever. On
a social level, the high rate of divorce in modern
society is often interpreted as a sign of the moral
decline of that society.

Divorce is related to two sets of ethical problems.
The first has to do with the ethics of sexual behavior
in societies in which the Judeo-Christian-Islamic tra-
dition is dominant. Because only sex within a mar-
riage is approved and marriage is supposed to last un-
til one partner dies, divorce may both properly punish
an adulterous partner and free the adulterer to form
new sexual and marriage bonds. Freeing the adulterer
has been viewed as encouraging immoral conduct in
restrictive societies. As recently as the middle of
the twentieth century, some predominantly Roman
Catholic countries—notably Italy and Ireland—did
not permit divorce.

The second set of ethical issues involves distribu-
tive justice issues having to do with the terms of di-
vision of marital assets and children upon divorce.
Until the 1970’s, more property was usually awarded
to an innocent spouse at divorce; this unequal divi-
sion was intended to punish the other spouse for en-
gaging in unethical conduct. The dominant pattern
at the start of the twenty-first century was to place
more emphasis on equal divisions of property, or
divisions based on contributions, and less emphasis
on division based on the immoral conduct of one
spouse.

History of Divorce
In most ancient societies, husbands treated wives

and children as property. Some commentators have
suggested that the golden ring of marriage is a relic of
a slave collar used to restrain the wife, or perhaps of
her chains, the literal “marriage bonds.” In some
primitive societies (for example, the Tiwi of Melville
Island), husbands still purchase wives from fathers.
In most of these societies, divorce is mainly an eco-
nomic affair; usually it involves returning the pay-
ments made at the time of the marriage. In traditional
Eskimo society, the family simply divided into two
households.

Written rules about marriage and divorce in the
Western world can be traced to ancient Hebrew and
Roman laws and customs. The Old Testament of the
Bible relates that a Jewish wife at that time did not
have the right to divorce her husband, but she did
have the right to remarry if her husband divorced
her: “When a man takes a wife and marries her, if
then she finds no favor in his eyes because he has
found some indecency in her . . . he writes her a bill of
divorce and puts it in her hand and sends her out of his
house, and she departs out of his house, and if she
goes and becomes another man’s wife . . .” (Deuter-
onomy 24:1).

Roman law did not make marriage a legal formal-
ity, and religious ceremonies were not required. Pa-
rental consent was the main formal prerequisite.
Both husband and wife could possess their own prop-
erty and end the marriage by a sign, such as a formal
letter, of a clear intent to divorce. This secular, eco-
nomic, and amoral approach to marriage and divorce
is common today in most cultures in which the
Judeo-Christian-Islamic tradition was never domi-
nant and is reappearing in Western cultures.
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Christianity and Divorce
When the emperors of Rome became Christians,

they worked to bring marriage and divorce under le-
gal and religious authority. Emperor Justinian I, the
lawgiver of the sixth century, sought to impose the
church’s view opposing divorce, but an outraged pub-
lic successfully defended its traditional liberties. In
the Christian church’s view, marriage was for life. The
Roman Catholic canon law of the Middle Ages be-
came the family law of most of Europe. Even after the
Protestant Reformation, the Roman Catholic Church
continued to permit only a partial divorce from bed
and board that did not permit remarriage in the case
of sexual misconduct or if a spouse left the church.
Priests could annul some marriages if a partner vio-
lated the marriage-related complex and arbitrary rules
of canon law, providing a potential escape from at least
some miserable marriages. Annulment meant that no
marriage had existed, so it made remarriage possible.

The phrase from the marriage ceremony “What
therefore God has joined together, let not man put
asunder” (Matthew 19:6) states the canon law posi-
tion on divorce. Martin Luther and other Protestants
who successfully rebelled against the Roman Catho-
lic Church in the sixteenth century also rebelled
against the theory that the ethical authority of the
church permitted the religious regulation of mar-
riage. Luther called marriage “an external worldly
thing, subject to secular jurisdiction, just like dress
and food, home and field.” Most of the new
Protestant religions sanctioned complete divorces
for certain reasons, including unethical conduct such
as adultery, cruelty, or abandonment.

In England, the Roman Catholic Church refused
to allow Henry VIII to divorce a wife after she failed
to provide him with a son. Arguing that the needs of
England took precedence over church control of mar-
riage, Henry VIII broke away from the Roman Cath-
olic Church and formed what became the Church of
England. Regulation of divorce was transferred from
church to Parliament. Parties had to lobby to obtain a
special act of the House of Lords in Parliament to ob-
tain a divorce. These legislative divorces were too
expensive for most people. In 1857, the British Par-
liament established the Court for Divorce and Matri-
monial Causes and initiated divorce by judge. The
new civil courts had jurisdiction of divorces and
made civil divorces available, but only when the
party seeking the divorce was mainly blameless.

Divorce and Civil Law
With the shift toward civil regulation of marriage

came the adoption of many other civil law concepts
into the relationship of marriage. Among these con-
cepts were principles from the law of contracts, and
marriage became a contractual relationship. The eth-
ical basis of marriage and divorce shifted from reli-
giously based concepts to concepts derived from the
morality of contracts or commercial ethics.

In most places in the world where the courts regu-
lated marriage, marriage was viewed as a status en-
tered into by contract and the marriage vows as oral
contracts. Therefore, grounds for divorce were those
related to breaking the terms of the contract: fraud,
breach of promise, inability to perform, and coer-
cion. In divorce, fraud took the form of false repre-
sentations prior to marriage. Adultery, desertion, and
willful neglect were breaches of promise. An inabil-
ity to perform took the form of impotence, homosex-
uality, habitual intemperance, conviction of a felony,
and physical and mental cruelty. Only injured parties
could initiate divorces, and courts considered the
other parties “at fault.” This fault doctrine justified
giving property and support payments to the injured

398

Divorce Ethics

Public Opinion on the Morality of
Divorce in 2003

Depends on situation
6%

Morally
acceptable

66%

Morally
wrong
27%

Note: Figures are rounded to nearest whole number.
Source: Gallup Poll, May 7, 2003.



party as a sort of fine against the wrongdoer. Under
the fault rules, family law was much like tort or con-
tract law, with plaintiffs suing defendants and courts
deciding who was wrong and who was right. The “in-
nocent” spouse received an award in the same way
that a successful plaintiff received an award in a per-
sonal injury lawsuit.

The economic and social consequences of the
fault doctrine were good and bad and depended
largely upon fault. If a woman wanted to end a mar-
riage and could not prove that her husband was at
fault, she received no share of property acquired dur-
ing the marriage and usually no alimony. If the hus-
band wanted to leave or the wife could prove adultery
or other grounds, however, then she could bargain.
Property and alimony were the wages of sin and the
price of freedom. The result was that economic ne-
cessity kept many people in failed marriages. There
were few children living in single-parent households
and few divorced adults.

Moving to No-Fault Divorce
Love without marriage for those in loveless mar-

riages often took the form of adultery. As Benjamin
Franklin put it, “Where there’s marriage without
love, there will be love without marriage.” Adultery
was the primary cause of action for divorce suits un-
der the fault doctrine rules. In the United States, this
doctrine was a casualty of social upheaval during
the 1960’s. The first change was to permit divorce if
both parties gave evidence of their intentions by vol-
untarily separating and living apart for a specified
time.

In 1967, New York State abandoned its rule that
the only grounds for divorce were fault grounds such
as adultery and allowed divorce for couples legally
separated for two years. In 1969, the California legis-
lature commissioned leading judges, family lawyers,
law professors, and behavioral scientists to carry out
extensive research on the fault system. Based on the
research results, the California legislature passed, in
January, 1970, the California Family Law Act, which
abolished the fault doctrine requiring “grounds” for
a divorce. The legislature replaced the traditional
ethical-moral grounds for divorce (adultery, abuse,
and so forth) with no-fault grounds of “irreconcilable
differences leading to an irremediable breakup of the
marriage.”

“Irreconcilable differences” means that one of the

parties does not want to remain married. “Irremedia-
ble breakup” means that the partners will not changes
their minds.

The significance of the California Family Law
Act was that it was the first law in the Western world
to abolish a showing of fault as a requirement of di-
vorce and to permit divorce upon demand. Gradually,
all other American jurisdictions followed California.
Today, people can obtain no-fault divorces in all
states, although twenty states also retain the tradi-
tional fault grounds. The modern trend is not to allow
evidence of fault in court except for financial miscon-
duct related to property and support awards.

Gone with the fault doctrine was the tort cause
of action of “alienation of affection.” This tort had
allowed an innocent spouse to sue an adulterous
spouse’s lover for loss of affection and consortium—
a legal remedy for moral outrage. Gone also in most
states were all defenses against the divorce. The tra-
ditional defenses allowed a nonconsenting partner to
block divorce proceedings by disproving the stated
grounds for the divorce. Gone was the rule prevent-
ing the “at-fault” party from initiating the proceed-
ings. Only a few jurisdictions retained the traditional
defenses.

Although the new laws abolished most of the tra-
ditional adversary trappings of divorce, fault was still
important in custody disputes. As no-fault divorces
became the norm and the new rules reduced or elimi-
nated the power of one partner to stop the divorce
proceedings, the divorce rate increased.

No-Fault Divorce and Ethical Issues
Criticism of the no-fault doctrine also increased.

Judge R. Michael Redman, in Coming Down Hard
on No-Fault (1987), comments that no-fault divorce
has shifted the focus of marriage from a cornerstone
of society, a moral statement, to a relationship of con-
venience, an “I’ll love you until you get ugly” idea.
He suggests that the legal system, with its adver-
sary traditions, is best suited to determining fault and
allocating property and support accordingly. He be-
moans the trend away from viewing marriage as a
protected relationship.

Some family law experts object that no-fault is
contrary to established ideas of morality, which hold
that those who do wrong should suffer the conse-
quences. Under a no-fault system, a marital partner
who is blameless may still lose much property and
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may have to support an adulterous or brutal former
spouse. Fault may protect an innocent spouse, and
many no-fault states still apply fault considerations
in some circumstances. Fault preserves the idea of in-
dividual accountability. Even when fault is no longer
a legal issue, the fault of a partner may influence
judges to be more generous to the innocent spouse.
It is not coincidental that many of the sharpest critics
of no-fault divorce have been women. Women are
more likely to file for divorce because of alleged mis-
conduct by their husbands, and alimony awards to
women have decreased in the no-fault era.

Clients who want to have fault adjudicated in a di-
vorce and be compensated will often abuse and ma-
nipulate the legal system to make a statement about
the marriage. Couples denied expression of resent-
ment in no-fault hearings dividing property may seek
other avenues for their anger. It has been noted that in
California, where fault is relevant only in custody
disputes, couples tend to release their pent-up rage in
those disputes, harming their children. Many divorc-
ing people believe that ethical concerns and their
view of justice should still dominate divorce.

Lawyers rarely see the long-term psychological
damage done by a full-blown adversary process.
Mental health professionals who do, however, have
collected data showing long-term adjustment to be
superior in parents who mediate rather than litigate
their custody disputes. While advocates of a fault-
based adversary system base the desirability of this
system on moral grounds, the resulting harm to chil-
dren violates other ethical values.

Many legal authors, trained to be advocates for a
particular client, see the loss of fault grounds for di-
vorce as promoting injustice. Rarely is either party in
divorce completely innocent. The bitterness created
by the adversary process usually causes harm out-
weighing the benefits arising out of the cathartic pro-
cess of litigating disputes. The concept of justice in
interpersonal relationships is more elusive than the
legal-ethical concept of justice. It may be better for
society and the involved parties to deal with the emo-
tional issues of blame and anger with the help of ther-
apists. Less adversarial divorce has made it easier to
get divorced, however, and that development corre-
lates with more frequent divorce.

Reducing the importance of fault does not elimi-
nate the stress and pain of divorce. Data from the U.S.
Bureau of the Census and the National Center for

Health Statistics show that in 1988 the divorce rate
was three times higher than the 1979 rate. The United
States has the highest divorce rate in the world—
twice that of England and Wales. The blended family
is the new reality, and stepchildren are now 20 per-
cent of all American children. Stepfamilies are cre-
ated by loss and do not re-create nuclear families.
The situation is not likely to improve soon. The U.S.
Census Bureau estimates that close to two-thirds of
children of married couples will experience their par-
ents’ divorce before they reach legal adulthood.

Distributive Justice Issues and
No-Fault Divorce

Legislatures based no-fault laws on the assump-
tion that men and women are equals and should be
treated equally. Judges assumed that spousal support
for young healthy women, except on a short-term ba-
sis, was not needed, since women had equal opportu-
nities to work. For numerous reasons, women are not
usually the economic equals of men, and the equality
assumption can lead to distributive injustices. One
consequence of no-fault divorce has been a large in-
crease in the number of women and children living in
poverty, which violates ethical norms to protect chil-
dren. This feminization of poverty has no simple so-
lution. Working mothers tend to work fewer hours for
lower wages than men in jobs that offer some flexi-
bility in scheduling. Childcare expenses further re-
duce available funds. Child support payments, if col-
lected at all, rarely fill the gap. Ethically, who is
responsible for the harmful consequences of divorce
on demand? Should divorced men without custody
rights be impoverished to prevent the impoverish-
ment of their former wives and children?

State Control of Divorce and Marriage
Marriage is not only a religious or civil act; it is

also a legal status entered into by means of a contract.
Because marriage is a legal status, the state has clear
and legitimate interests in it. Because lawmakers and
judges consider it a matter of local state interest, state
legislatures pass most marriage and divorce laws.
Case law has established marriage and divorce as
fundamental civil freedoms. Because the right to
marry is a basic right, states can significantly inter-
fere with this right only when the state interest is
“compelling.”

The U.S. Supreme Court has made it clear that a
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father’s failure to pay support to his former family af-
ter divorce is not cause for a state to prevent him from
remarrying. Divorce is no longer seen as a pariah sta-
tus created by moral failure, and the state creates no
special disabilities for the divorced. By the 1990’s,
the change from conceptualizing divorce in religious-
ethical terms to seeing it as a pragmatic, legal, and
secular process seemed complete.

Leland C. Swenson
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Dfgen
Identification: Japanese Zen master
Born: January 19, 1200, Kyfto, Japan
Died: September 22, 1253, Kyfto, Japan
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The founder of the Sftf school of

Japanese Zen Buddhism and one of the finest
prose stylists in the Japanese language, Dfgen
taught no formal system of ethics as such. Instead,
his Shfbfgenzf (1244; treasury of the eye of the
true dharma) emphasized the practice of medita-
tion in the belief that truly ethical action arises out
of the direct experience of reality in each moment.

Buddhism originated before 500 b.c.e. in India,
where the historical Buddha K3kyamuni experienced
an awakening, or enlightenment, and taught others
that they too could experience such an awakening
and be free from the suffering caused by ignorance of
the true nature of reality. A thousand years later, Bud-
dhism spread to China, where it combined with the
native Daoist tradition and evolved into Chan Bud-
dhism. Chan Buddhism then spread to Japan, where
it became known as Zen Buddhism.

In 1227, Dfgen Kigen, a liberally educated Japa-
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nese Buddhist from an aristocratic family, traveled to
China in search of an enlightened Chan master.
Dfgen studied there for four years under Tiantong
Rujing, who transmitted to him the seal of confirma-
tion of the Chan lineage whose approach ultimately
became that of the Sftf school of Japanese Zen.

Dfgen brought the teachings to Japan, where
much of Buddhism had come to rely too heavily on
theory and ritual, neglecting the meditative practice
that is the heart of Buddhism. Dfgen brought the fo-
cus of Japanese Zen back to zazen, or sitting medita-
tion practice, revitalizing the Zen tradition in Japan.

There are two major schools of Zen: Rinzai and
Sftf. Both schools emphasize sitting meditation
(zazen), but Rinzai Zen also utilizes kfan study, in
which a practitioner examines an apparently para-
doxical phrase (for example, “What was your origi-
nal face before you were born?”) that poses a prob-
lem that cannot be solved by means of logic, thus
forcing the practitioner to bypass conceptual under-
standing. Dfgen’s Sftf Zen, however, emphasizes
the practice of shikan taza (“simply sitting”), which
involves cultivating awareness without striving for
enlightenment.

Ethical Implications
Dfgen’s fullest discussion of Zen ethics comes in

“Shoakumakusa,” part of his Shfbfgenzf. Dfgen de-
nies any absolute distinction between good and evil—
while still affirming traditional moral teachings—by
interpreting an important classical Chinese scripture
as a description of an ideal rather than a command.
“The nonproduction of evil,/ The performance of
good,/ The purification of one’s own intentions:/
This is the teaching of all Buddhas.” Shfbfgenzf also
stresses experiencing the present moment and not
wasting time. Dfgen’s SftfZen, like other schools of
Buddhism, teaches the importance of compassion for
all beings. In Buddhism, however, compassion is not
a mode of behavior to which one strives to adhere; in-
stead, compassion arises spontaneously when one
experiences the true reality of each moment of exis-
tence.

Roy Neil Graves

Further Reading
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See also: Bodhidharma; Bodhisattva ideal; Buddha;
Buddhist ethics; Four noble truths; Zen.

Dominion over nature, human
Definition: Idea that humanity has the right to use

nature to further its own ends
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Some ethical systems hold that na-

ture has been given to humanity to dispose of as it
sees fit, while others claim that humans have an
obligation to the natural world. Moreover, human
dominion over nature has increased to such an ex-
tent that humanity may place its own future exis-
tence and happiness in jeopardy, which raises
practical ethical concerns regardless of one’s the-
oretical value system.

Human beings have always exploited natural re-
sources for their own well-being. Early in human his-
tory, people learned how to domesticate plants and
animals—to collect or capture them, to breed them
selectively, and to harvest them for human use. Peo-
ple also learned how to “capture,” “tame,” and “har-
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vest” many inanimate resources, such as fire, water,
minerals, and fossil fuels.

In most societies, it was either assumed or explic-
itly taught that human dominion over nature was a
natural, or even God-given, right, and as long as hu-
man populations were small, this philosophy posed
no major problems. As the human population in-
creased and technology made it increasingly easy to
harvest natural resources, however, many natural re-
sources began to disappear. Many people are now
questioning the idea of the human right of dominion
over nature, on both practical and ethical grounds.

Linda Mealey

See also: Animal rights; Biodiversity; Conserva-
tion; Deep ecology; Earth and humanity; Ecology;
Endangered species; Environmental ethics; Exploi-
tation; Future generations.

Dostoevski, Fyodor
Identification: Russian novelist
Born: November 11, 1821, Moscow, Russia
Died: February 9, 1881, St. Petersburg, Russia
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Dostoevski, one of the greatest nov-

elists in any language, was profoundly concerned
with the personal experience and practice of mo-
rality and its relationship to Christianity. Dosto-
evski’s most famous characters transgress, suffer,
and achieve redemption, all the while fighting
tooth and nail against the very religious system
that gives meaning to those terms. His works in-
clude The Double (Dvoynik, 1946), Notes from
the Underground (Zapiski iz podpolya, 1864),
Crime and Punishment (Prestupleniye i
nakazaniye, 1866), The Idiot (Idiot, 1868), The
Possessed (Besy, 1871-1872), and The Brothers
Karamazov (Bratya Karamazovy, 1879-1880).

Inherent in Fyodor Dostoevski’s literary canon is the
primacy of the freedom of the individual. He argued
in The Double and other works that the problems of
society were caused by the absence of freedom; hu-
mankind had been “overcome” by the impact of hu-
man institutions—the church, the state, and eco-
nomic structures—and by the assumed beliefs in

God and in economic and social values. Dostoevski
advanced a radical philosophy in which he con-
demned encumbrances to freedom.

Dostoevski maintained that the so-called “laws of
nature” did not exist; sustaining a belief in these laws
would inevitably result in the restriction of freedom.
It was only through unbridled and anarchical free-
dom that the individual would be totally free and thus
recognize his or her own identity. This condition
would preclude all forms of ethics except for a hedo-
nistic ethics based on the interests of the self. Dosto-
evski recognized the anarchical ramifications of his
argument and attempted unsuccessfully to address
them in Crime and Punishment and The Brothers
Karamazov. If truth does not exist, there is no basis
for ethical principles.

William T. Walker

See also: Anarchy; Freedom and liberty; Gratitude;
Life, meaning of; Nihilism; Secular ethics.

Downsizing
Definition: Reduction of a company’s size through

employee layoffs
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Downsizing is a management deci-

sion that has ethical implications for managers,
who must consider their responsibilities to main-
tain the financial health of their firms for share-
holders and to honor the rights of their employees.

According to the federal Bureau of Labor Statistics,
11,947 mass layoff actions were implemented during
the first half of 2003 alone, prompting 1,183,045 un-
employment insurance benefits filings. Such down-
sizing decisions are management choices that have
different ethical implications and perceptions de-
pending on whether the affected people are managers
formulating and implementing downsizing plans or
employees losing their jobs.

It is generally believed that company managers
have an ethical obligation to make sound business de-
cisions that maintain the financial integrity of their
firms and that are in the best interests of their firms’
owners. Beyond the bottom-line impact of downsiz-
ing decisions, managers must consider, in varying
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degrees, the ethical implications that impact their
employees in formulating and implementing down-
sizing decisions. At one extreme are managers who
believe that any downsizing decisions are correct in
light of their responsibilities to their firms’ owners
and that they have little or no ethical responsibility
to employees in whatever subsequent actions result
from their decisions.

At the other extreme are managers who factor in
ethical considerations at every step of the downsizing
process by exhausting every other alternative for
maintaining the financial health of their organiza-
tions and choosing downsizing as their last alterna-
tive. Then, as they formulate and implement their
decisions, they remain conscious of the ethical obli-
gations they have to the employees who are affected
by their decisions. For example, in addition to pro-
viding severance pay for employees who lose their
jobs, the manages may also provide benefits pack-
ages that include outplacement assistance; personal,
financial, and career counseling; and assistance with
medical insurance coverage.

Studies have shown that employees believe that
their employers violate their ethical responsibilities
when management denies their rights on any of three
aspects of downsizing. The first aspect is poor tim-
ing. Employers should not implement their downsiz-
ing decisions on dates near major holidays, and they
should give their employees ample advance notice.
Sixty days’ notice is a standard used by many and is
the law in some situations.

The second aspect is the method of communica-
tion through which the news is conveyed to employ-
ees. No person losing a job wants to learn the bad
news while reading the morning newspaper. Finally,
employees who lose their jobs want to know there are
valid reasons for their firms’ layoff decisions. When
management provides adequate notice, communi-
cates through appropriate channels, and provides co-
gent reasons for downsizing, employees are likely to
believe they have received ethical treatment during
the difficult downsizing process.

Stephen D. Livesay
Corinne R. Livesay

Further Reading
De Meuse, Kenneth, and Mitchell Lee Marks. Re-

sizing the Organization. San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass, 2003.

Radin, Tara, et al. Employment and Employee Rights.
Malden, Mass.: Blackwell Publishing, 2004.

See also: Business ethics; Corporate compensation;
Corporate responsibility; Cost-benefit analysis; Em-
ployee safety and treatment; Hiring practices; Multi-
national corporations; Outsourcing.

Dresden firebombing
The Event: Destruction of a historic German city by

Allied bombers during World War II that killed
thousands of civilians and left thousands of others
homeless

Date: February 13-14, 1945
Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: Because Dresden was not a signifi-

cant military target and because so many civilians
were harmed in the attacks, the British Royal Air
Force’s saturation bombing campaign has been
labeled by some as at best morally questionable
and at worst a serious war crime.

On February 8, 1945, late in World War II, the Allied
Combined Strategic Targets Committee reported to
the Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force
(SHAEF), headed by American General Dwight D.
Eisenhower, that the German city of Dresden had
been made a target. Dresden reputedly was a center
for German military movements toward the eastern
front against the advancing Russians. Allied military
officials conceded later, however, that one of their ba-
sic purposes in targeting Dresden was to demoralize
the Germans in an attempt to shorten the war. The
code name for such massive air operations against
Germany, which had included thousand-plane raids
on Berlin and Hamburg, was Clarion.

On the afternoon of February 13, Royal Air Force
(RAF) bombers struck Dresden in waves, exhausting
anti-aircraft and fighter-plane resistance while smoth-
ering the city with incendiary bombs. These bombs
drove 600,000 civilians and refugees out of shelters
just as a more devastating attack began. The intensity
of the fires caused a colossal “firestorm.” Ultimately,
losses were calculated at 18,375 dead, 2,212 seri-
ously wounded, and 13,918 slightly wounded. Some
350,000 people were made homeless.
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Outrage at the raids was expressed in the British
press and in the British Parliament. Critics of the
raids charged that Dresden was an ancient, beautiful,
culturally rich city that had little military value. In
spite of the criticism, however, the Allied military
leaders continued to conduct massive bombing raids
against enemy cities. Dresden and the Japanese cities
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, which became targets of
atomic-bomb attacks conducted by the U.S. military,
became symbols of Allied brutality. The primary eth-
ical issue involved was whether it is possible to jus-
tify morally the bombing of targets that consist pri-
marily of civilians. Historians continue to debate the
military value of the attacks on Dresden, Hiroshima,
and Nagasaki.

Clifton K. Yearley

See also: Art of War, The; Hiroshima and Nagasaki
bombings; Just war theory; Limited war; Military
ethics; On War; War crimes trials.

Dress codes
Definition: Explicit or implicit rules about what

clothing may be worn and what may not be worn
in schools or workplaces

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Dress codes for workplaces or schools

often create tension between the supposed good
of the employers or schools and the individual
freedoms of employees or students.
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Dresden shortly after the Allied firebombings of February, 1945. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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Most American employers have dress codes that are
either stated or implied. Both public and private pri-
mary and secondary schools generally have written
dress codes, some more specific than others. Public
and secular private colleges and universities rarely
have dress codes, but even the most liberal of cam-
puses have boundaries for dress, as the suspension of
a student dubbed the “Naked Guy” at the University
of California at Berkeley in 1992 showed.

In the workplace, attention is ordinarily focused
not on uniforms but on individually selected civilian
clothing. When disputes arise, they often involve dif-
ferences of opinion about where the controls exer-
cised by employer for safety, sanitation, security,
identification, teamwork, and image ought to end and
the rights of individual employees to govern their
own appearances begin.

Trends toward casualness and away from suppos-
edly arbitrary rules have combined with individual-
ism and defiance of authority to create disagreements
between supervisors and the supervised. With the

consent of their employers, men who work in offices
often dispense with neckties and jackets, as well as
white shirts. Leaving their skirts in the closet, women
might wear T-shirts and blue jeans in their office jobs,
or even shorts, with employer approval. However,
sometimes overly relaxed or daring employees over-
step their employers’ notions of casual propriety in
what they wear, and the range of disputes about
workplace clothing expands.

In schools, disagreements about clothing between
administrators and teachers, on the one hand, and stu-
dents, on the other, have also been abundant, even as
the trend toward greater casualness in attire has
spread. In many public schools, shorts and T-shirts,
for instance, have become acceptable for girls and
boys, but some students, like workers, still wish to as-
sert through their clothing their sense of individual
liberty. Their motivations are usually for reasons of
fashion but are occasionally for religious or even po-
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Dressing “Down” on Casual Friday

During the 1990’s a new custom spread rapidly
through American workplaces: “Casual Friday.”
With the explicit or tacit consent of employers,
growing numbers of office workers began dressing
in jeans, T-shirts, and other articles of casual ap-
parel, rather than their normal suits and ties, on Fri-
days. The custom appears to have originated in
high-tech firms in California’s Silicon Valley during
the late 1980’s and then spread to other industries.
By the turn of the twenty-first century, it was esti-
mated that Casual Friday was being observed in
more than two-thirds of American companies. While
the popularity of the custom reflected a clear will-
ingness of employers to be more permissive in mat-
ters of dress codes, many employers still set limits
on what was permissible. For example, when IBM
permitted its executives to adopt Casual Friday
attire in 1995, its chief executive officer, Louis
Gerstner, Jr., issued a memo to employees stating
that “business casual attire at the office is acceptable
as long as employees dress appropriately for meet-
ings with customers and business partners.”

Dress codes took on an international flavor in early
2004, when the French government announced a ban
on the wearing of Muslim head scarves (hijab) and
other religious apparel in public schools. Here, Mus-
lim students protest outside the French embassy in
Jakarta, Indonesia. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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litical purposes. In Tinker v. Des Moines (1969), the
U.S. Supreme Court upheld the plaintiffs’ right to
wear black armbands to protest the Vietnam War.

Students who deliberately break what they con-
sider unreasonable rules about clothes collide with
administrators who believe that even public schools
should exert some degree of control over students’
clothing for the sake of safety, decency, and, in gen-
eral, a proper environment for learning. That control
can range from vague rules about appropriate dress to
specific requirements for uniforms, which, support-
ers say, reduce violence and social competition among
students, while instilling a school pride that improves
student behavior and academic performance.

Victor Lindsey

Further Reading
Cruz, Barbara C. School Dress Codes: A Pro/Con Is-

sue. Hot Pro/Con Issues. Berkeley Heights, N.J.:
Enslow Publishers, 2001.

Maysonave, Sherry. Casual Power: How to Power
Up Your Nonverbal Communication and Dress
Down for Success. Austin, Tex.: Bright Books,
1999.

See also: Employee safety and treatment; Ethical
codes of organizations; Fear in the workplace; Honor
systems and codes; Islamic ethics; Nation of Islam;
Sexuality and sexual ethics.

Dronenburg v. Zech
The Event: Federal appellate court decision hold-

ing that a U.S. Navy regulation requiring manda-
tory discharge for homosexual conduct did not vi-
olate the constitutional right of privacy or the
equal protection clause

Date: Ruling made on August 17, 1984
Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: Robert Bork’s opinion in Dronen-

burg denied that the right to privacy extends to
the sexual conduct of military personnel and en-
dorsed the Navy’s assertion that homosexuality
posed a threat to military morale and discipline.

James Dronenburg, a twenty-seven-year-old U.S.
Navy petty officer, was found to have engaged regu-

larly in homosexual conduct. The Navy discharged
him involuntarily, as its regulations required. Dro-
nenburg admitted the allegations but appealed on the
ground that there is a constitutional right of privacy
that protects consensual homosexual conduct and
that his discharge consequently deprived him of the
equal protection of the laws.

The U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Co-
lumbia held against Dronenburg, 3-0. Judge Robert
Bork’s opinion argued that the constitutional right of
privacy established by the Supreme Court is not as
well delineated as are certain other constitutional
rights. Moreover, it had never been held to cover ho-
mosexual conduct. Bork suggested that any change
in these regulations should be determined by “moral
choices of the people and the elected representatives”
rather than by the courts.

Robert Jacobs

See also: Gay rights; Griswold v. Connecticut; Ho-
mosexuality; Privacy; Supreme Court, U.S.

Drug abuse
Definition: Practice of using a substance, for non-

medical reasons, that adversely affects the user’s
physical, mental, or emotional condition

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: The abuse of drugs can lead to per-

sonal harm and have devastating social conse-
quences. Its moral status is largely dependent
upon whether one believes that drug abuse is a
personal failing or a form of mental illness.

One of modern industrial society’s most challenging
problems is drug abuse. The cost in terms of personal
health problems, destabilizing families, crime, and
accidents brought on by abusing drugs has been stag-
gering. Drug abuse, often referred to as “substance
abuse,” includes any deliberate use of illegal or legal
drugs that leads to physical, emotional, or mental
problems.

Extent of Drug Abuse
The National Institute on Drug Abuse reported

that in 1990, approximately 27 million people (13.3
percent of the population) in the United States had
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used some form of illegal drug during the previous
year. In addition, one must add to this number the
roughly 14.5 million Americans who were believed
to be problem drinkers or alcoholics. Alcohol, al-
though a legal substance, has a long-standing record
for being the most frequently abused drug. Mari-
juana, cocaine, hallucinogens, and stimulants were
the most frequently used illegal substances.

Potential Harm to Self or Society
Ethical questions abound when an individual con-

templates the decision to use an illegal drug. Is it
wrong to take this drug? What will be the legal, emo-
tional, or personal health consequences of taking this
drug? Will the decision to take the drug have an im-

pact on other people? Disregarding the fact that pur-
chasing and using an illegal substance violates social
norms and breaks the law, the morality of a particular
behavior can be judged, in part, by its personal and
social outcomes. Drug abuse involving a psychoac-
tive drug (a drug that affects how a person thinks or
feels) can lead to horrendous consequences. The Na-
tional Highway Traffic Safety Administration re-
ported in 1991 that there were nearly twenty thou-
sand alcohol-related fatalities in the United States.
This number represents only deaths, not the addi-
tional tens of thousands of people who suffer severe
head injuries in alcohol-related accidents.

Substance abuse can cut short the goals and aspi-
rations of a person. It can lead to personal health
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Alcohol-Related Traffic Fatalities in the United States, 1982-2002
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problems and death (for example, cirrhosis of the
liver, overdose). It can interfere with a person’s desire
to pursue an education or hold down a job.

What might originally begin as a personal (free)
decision to explore drugs and alcohol may eventually
lead to both physiological and psychological de-
pendency. This process of drug abuse turned drug ad-
diction strips the individual of many of the personal
freedoms he or she once enjoyed. The free choice to
use or not to use drugs, when someone is addicted, is
no longer present. Drug dependency leads to drug
craving, which is difficult to overcome without inten-
sive treatment. The control that a drug can exert on a
person’s life has profound ethical consequences for
an individual’s personal liberties.

Drug abuse can also do harm to society. People
have a right to live in neighborhoods that are safe for
raising families, working, and recreation. Social sci-
entist Ronald Akers, in his book Drugs, Alcohol, and
Society (1992), reports that substance abuse is signif-
icantly correlated with crime and juvenile delin-
quency. Society diverts billions of dollars each year
that could go toward important social services in
combating the violence and crime associated with
drugs. Organized drug cartels and youth gangs pose
formidable threats to community safety because of
their involvement in drug trafficking.

Not only does society have to bear the cost of ad-
ditional crime and law enforcement, but also billions
are spent each year for drug treatment and rehabilita-
tion. The National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and
Alcoholism estimates that the cost to society, for al-
cohol alone, is about $117 billion each year for treat-
ment, reduced work productivity, prevention efforts,
law enforcement, and so forth. Another social prob-
lem that is exacerbated by drug abuse involves the
use of drugs that are administered parenterally, which
have contributed to the transmission of the AIDS vi-
rus. It could easily be argued that the harm caused by
drug abuse for both individuals and society is not
only unjust but also immoral.

Legalization
Efforts have been put forth to either decriminalize

or legalize a number of psychoactive substances that
are frequently abused. Decriminalization of mari-
juana by reducing the penalty of possession to less
than a misdemeanor offense has come into law in a
few states. The legalization of drugs such as mari-

juana has not, however, received state or national
support. Advocates for the legalization of drugs ar-
gue that it is an individual right to be able to use drugs
and that governments should stop interfering with
them. In addition, advocates argue that many of the
problems brought on by drug abuse (such as crime
and violence) have been caused by the oppressive en-
forcement tactics of the government. They also state
that monies that are used for drug interdiction and en-
forcement could be better spent on social programs.

Arguments against legalization include the pre-
diction that the greater availability of drugs would in-
crease the number of chemically dependent people—
not decrease them as many advocates argue—thus
posing even more of a threat to society. Furthermore,
since the drugs influence the mind and behavior, the
right-to-privacy principle does not apply because of
the consequences incurred by those individuals in
contact with the drug user.

Bryan C. Auday

Further Reading
Akers, Ronald L. Drugs, Alcohol, and Society: So-

cial Structure, Process, and Policy. Belmont,
Calif.: Wadsworth, 1992.

Carroll, Charles R. Drugs in Modern Society. 5th ed.
Boston: McGraw-Hill, 2000.

Doweiko, Harold E. Concepts of Chemical Depen-
dency. Pacific Grove, Calif.: Brooks/Cole, 1990.

Egendorf, Laura K, ed. Chemical Dependency: Op-
posing Viewpoints. San Diego, Calif.: Green-
haven Press, 2003.

Goode, Erich. Drugs in American Society. 5th ed.
Boston: McGraw-Hill, 1999.

See also: Lifestyles; Moral education; Permissible
acts; Psychopharmacology; Public interest; Self-
interest; Tobacco industry; Vice.

Drug testing
Definition: Chemical analysis of the hair, bodily

fluids, or breath of individuals to detect or rule out
their recent consumption of illegal substances

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Increases in the availability and use

of drug testing methods have placed concerns
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about public safety and employers’ rights at odds
with principles of individual liberty, privacy, and
dignity.

Methods of drug testing were available prior to the
1980’s, but their use was generally limited to situa-
tions involving special circumstances, such as testing
athletes for performance-enhancing drugs or deter-
mining whether vehicle drivers might be drunk. By
the end of the 1980’s, however, growing public con-
cerns about drug use in society combined with de-
creased costs and increased availability of drug test-
ing stimulated a dramatic upsurge in substance-use
screening in both the public and private sectors. A se-
ries of court rulings set clear guidelines for the testing
of government employees that limited testing to em-
ployees in positions involving public safety and na-
tional security. However, courts were reluctant to re-
strict drug testing in the private sector, and private
employers continued to make increasing use of drug-
testing procedures.

Safety vs. Liberty
Ethical questions about drug testing often focus

on conflicts between public health and safety and
personal liberty. Most arguments in favor of drug
testing rest on commonly held beliefs that illicit-drug
use is immoral, unhealthy, and destructive to society.
Many proponents of testing cite the presence of ille-
gal drug use as justification in itself for widespread
testing. These arguments are sometimes rooted in the
paternalistic belief that government, private employ-
ers, and other authority figures have both the right
and the responsibility to protect people from their
own and others’misbehavior. Civil libertarians, how-
ever, argue that the negative effects of drug testing
upon personal liberty and privacy outweigh its poten-
tial positive effects on the community, and sum-
marily reject the notion that government has a re-
sponsibility to protect people from themselves by
regulating private behavior that does not directly
harm others.

Many proponents of drug testing adhere to a com-
munitarian social philosophy that prioritizes com-
munity health and welfare over the rights of indi-
viduals. This philosophy holds that ordinary citizens
should be compelled to endure “minor” intrusions
upon their liberty and privacy for the good of the
community. Many communitarians also reject the

notion that drug use is a “victimless crime,” citing
evidence of drug-related crime, accidents, and in-
creased costs of health care and law enforcement as
sufficient reason for utilizing testing to reduce both
the harm associated with drug use and drug use itself.
Civil libertarians respond that the alleged societal
costs of drug use cannot be accurately measured, and
that many of the purported consequences of drug use
are the results of public policy and societal attitudes
that encourage criminal behavior associated with
drug use and discourage persons with drug prob-
lems from seeking treatment—issues that drug test-
ing does not directly address.

Employee vs. Employer Rights
Employers often approach the issue of drug test-

ing from both paternalistic and communitarian per-
spectives. Public employers, for example, may jus-
tify drug testing as a necessary means of ensuring
public health and safety and may also claim the au-
thority to safeguard the health and morals of their
subordinates for their own and for the public good.
Private employers often cite the need to ensure safe
and orderly workplaces as a rationale for drug test-
ing; however, many also claim the “right” to healthy,
productive, and law-abiding workforces as justifica-
tion to police employee drug use both on and off the
job. Employer rationales for drug testing are often
utilitarian in nature; some employ drug testing pro-
grams in response to pressure from insurance compa-
nies, to reap tax breaks and other financial incentives,
or as a means of boosting consumer confidence.

Other ethical considerations connected with drug
testing concern relationships between employers and
employees. Civil libertarians point out that few drug
tests distinguish between drug use on the job and
drug use off the job; therefore, employees might be
punished for off-the-job behaviors that have little or
no bearing on their fitness to perform their jobs. This
possibility again poses the question of whether and to
what extent employers have the right to regulate the
off-the-job behavior of their employees—a right that
many insist must be restricted to ensure equitable re-
lationships between employers and employees.

Civil libertarians believe that employees’ rights
should take priority over the rights of employers,
who typically possess more money, power, and re-
sources than their employees and are not subject to
the same constitutional standards that government
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officials must follow when enacting drug-testing pol-
icies. Therefore, employers enjoy a large degree of
authority to invade the privacy of employees, who
have little recourse if they are falsely accused of drug
use. Indeed, many opponents of drug testing cite the
inaccuracies of drug tests as a rationale to limit their
use. Other questions involve the potential for humili-
ation that drug testing poses; many urine testing pro-
grams, for example, require the subjects’urination to
be witnessed to minimize the possibility of decep-
tion.

Alternatives and Compromises
Although improvements in drug testing proce-

dures have lessened the possibility that subjects
might be falsely implicated or falsely cleared, inac-
curacies in testing still exist. Although the employ-
ment of less intrusive measures such as testing of hair
samples could eliminate overt humiliation, many
still argue that the process of collecting one’s bodily
fluids and tissues to detect drug use is in itself intru-
sive, humiliating, and ethically indefensible. Finally,
many would argue that employers have other means
of evaluating the job fitness of employees and appli-
cants, such as background checks and impairment-
testing procedures that test actual decision-making
skills, reaction times, and other indicators of job fit-
ness that are less intrusive and equally accurate meth-
ods of evaluation and screening.

Opponents and advocates of drug testing have of-
ten found middle ground; for example, most civil lib-
ertarians do not oppose limited drug testing of drug
felons on probation or in treatment programs, while
many paternalists and communitarians do not sup-
port random testing of licensed drivers or welfare re-
cipients.

Michael H. Burchett

Further Reading
Coombs, Robert H., and Louis J. West, eds. Drug

Testing: Issues and Options. New York: Oxford
University Press, 1991.

Gottfried, Ted. Privacy: Individual Rights v. Social
Needs. New York: Millbrook Press, 1994.
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tial Tools or Violations of Privacy? New York:
Julian Messner, 1988.

Murphy, Kevin R. Honesty in the Workplace. New
York: Brooks/Cole, 1992.

Newton, David E. Drug Testing: An Issue for School,
Sports, and Work. Springfield, N.J.: Enslow Pub-
lishers, 1999.

See also: Biometrics; Drug abuse; Hiring practices;
Invasion of privacy; Loyalty oaths; Privacy; Psycho-
pharmacology; Whistleblowing.

Du Bois, W. E. B.
Identification: American writer and social activist
Born: February 23, 1868, Great Barrington,

Massachusetts
Died: August 27, 1963, Accra, Ghana
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Du Bois worked both to understand

and to rectify the ethical effects of racial divi-
sions. He wrote The Souls of Black Folk (1903)
and edited the journal The Crisis (1910-1932).
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After a successful early career as a publishing
scholar, W. E. B. Du Bois recognized that the resolu-
tion of American racial problems could not be ac-
complished solely by revealing the truth; therefore,
he became an activist. His famous statement, “The
problem of the twentieth century is the problem of
the color line,” demonstrates the focus of his ethical
inquiries. Well-read in history, Du Bois argued that
the premature end of the Reconstruction left not only
practical problems but also ethical ones. He believed
that it was unethical for the United States to blame
the freed slaves for the vices that had been instilled in
them during generations of enslavement. Slavery,
followed by a system of strict racial segregation, had
left African Americans economically and psycho-
logically vulnerable. Economically, slavery was re-
placed by peonage, a system in which indebted Afri-
can American sharecroppers were forced to work in
the fields or face starvation or imprisonment. Psy-
chologically, black “double consciousness” caused a
divided and vitiated purpose.

Du Bois saw the solutions to the problems as eco-
nomic independence and the creation of an environ-
ment that would be free of racism and in which “true
self-consciousness” could be attained. Du Bois is
most famous for his disagreements with Booker T.
Washington, the most prominent African American
of the early 1900’s. Du Bois believed that Washing-
ton, in his efforts to secure industrial training and a
prosperous economic future for the masses of blacks,
had depreciated the need for political rights, higher
education, and acquaintance with the higher values
of civilization. The promise of prosperity, Du Bois
believed, could not substitute for civil rights and lib-
eral learning.

William L. Howard

See also: Civil rights and liberties; Civil Rights
movement; National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People; Pan-Africanism; Washing-
ton, Booker T.

Due process
Definition: Fair procedure of law to which all per-

sons are constitutionally entitled should the gov-
ernment attempt to deprive them of life, liberty, or
property

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: The due process clauses of the Fifth

and Fourteenth Amendments to the U.S. Consti-
tution and similar provisions in all state constitu-
tions stand as barriers to arbitrary or tyrannical
treatment of individuals by the government.

The historical roots of due process go back at least as
far as the Magna Carta (1215), by which King John of
England was forced to eschew arbitrary power over
the lives and estates of his barons. Although “due
process” case law has become technically complex in
the United States, its fundamental elements continue
to be notice of the charges against one, an opportu-
nity to defend oneself before a fair tribunal, and the
benefit of general laws rather than any made for the
particular case. The due process clause of the Fifth
Amendment protects against the federal government,
while a nearly identical clause of the Fourteenth
Amendment protects against arbitrary state govern-
ment action. These clauses promise that no person
will “be deprived of life, liberty, or property without
due process of law.”

Robert Jacobs

See also: Adversary system; Bill of Rights, U.S.;
Constitution, U.S.; English Bill of Rights; Gault, In
re; Gideon v. Wainwright; Goss v. Lopez; Jury sys-
tem; Law; Scottsboro case.

Durkheim, Émile
Identification: French social scientist
Born: April 15, 1858, Épinal, France
Died: November 15, 1917, Paris, France
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: The founder of the French school of

sociology, Durkheim suggested in such works as
The Division of Labor in Society (De la division
du travail social, 1893), Suicide: A Study in Soci-
ology (Le Suicide: Étude de sociologie, 1897),
and The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life
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(Les Formes élémentaires de la vie réligieuse,
1912) that the new industrial, urban order created
a condition of “anomie” that undermined ethical
and social structures. He maintained that reforms
could be introduced to correct this problem
through changes in education.

Émile Durkheim expressed anxiety about the impact
of modern society on the ethical basis of society. He
argued that the advance of science and technology
was not necessarily progressive; indeed, it resulted in
creating a condition of “anomie” that was character-
ized by ethical and social isolation. Anomie resulted
in a disconnected, rootless society in which ethical
structures collapsed or were rendered meaningless.
Durkheim’s experiences as a youth during the Franco-
Prussian War and the high expectations of his parents
contributed to his naturally somber personality and
his rather pessimistic sense of “reality.”

In The Division of Labor in Society, Durkheim
identified the alienation of workers with the separa-
tion of work; in Suicide, he noted that suicides occur
less frequently in societies that are ethically and cul-
turally integrated. Durkheim maintained that a genu-
inely progressive, ethical, and enlightened society
could be realized through education and religion.

William T. Walker

See also: Alienation; Anthropological ethics; Moral
education; Politics; Socialism.

Duty
Definition: Positive moral obligation
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Since one is morally required to per-

form one’s duty by definition, one of the central
projects of ethics is to determine what that duty is
and how to recognize it. Only ethical systems that
deny that morality is a trump value deny that per-
forming one’s moral duty is the most important
activity one can undertake.

The concept of duty is familiar to people from a very
early age. Already in early childhood, there is an
acute awareness that there are certain requirements
regarding one’s behavior. Usually, these are require-

ments to omit or refrain from certain types of forbid-
den behavior, and one quickly learns the types of be-
havior that one is expected to avoid.

Not all of one’s duties are moral duties. Some du-
ties are job related; for example, one has a duty to re-
port for work at a certain time. Some duties arise be-
cause of one’s role as a spouse or parent. Some duties
are prescribed by the laws of the land. There are even
duties that arise in the context of games, such as the
duty of a pitcher to cover first base under certain cir-
cumstances. Some of these duties might also turn out
to be moral duties, but in general they are not moral
duties.

Moral duties are duties generated by morality it-
self; therefore, the failure to carry out these duties is a
moral failure. In ethics, the failure to fulfill duty is re-
ferred to as action or inaction that is morally forbid-
den. More specifically, if one has a duty to perform a
certain action, then it is forbidden to fail to perform
the action. If one has a duty to refrain from a certain
action, then it is forbidden to perform the action.

Ethicists are in agreement that people must obey
their duties, but there is a great deal of disagreement
regarding what these duties are and how people can
come to know what they are. Some philosophers
have followed the lead of Plato by believing that
there is a fixed, eternal, unchanging standard of what
is good, holding that through serene contemplation
of the Good or the Absolute Good, one can come to
know how to conduct one’s life in accord with the re-
quirements of morality. The contemplative tradition
does not currently hold much appeal, however, at
least in the moral tradition of Western culture, and
modern moralists have looked elsewhere to find the
sources or grounds of moral duty.

Many moralists have concluded that moral duty is
grounded in religious truth. Here, the idea is that dei-
ties of one sort or another have decided or established
how human moral agents ought to conduct their lives.
The divine command theory, which states that moral
duties are grounded in God’s eternal decrees, is a ver-
sion of this type of approach that is currently held by
a relatively large number of philosophical and theo-
logical moralists.

Deontological and Consequentialist
Traditions

The two dominant traditions in modern ethical
thinking are the deontological and the consequen-
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tialist traditions, each of which provides an account
of how moral duties are generated. The deontological
tradition seeks to generate duty from a basic and fun-
damental principle that is seen as an unqualified
good, dependent neither upon its results nor upon
people’s currently held ethical beliefs. Some people
have proposed that principles of justice are funda-
mental to morality. Kantian ethics regards the cate-
gorical imperative as such a fundamental principle;
roughly speaking, it asserts that people should act
from a rule or maxim only if they are willing that this
rule govern everyone’s actions.

Consequentialist ethics seeks to ground duty in
the good results that are produced by people’s ac-
tions. For example, a simple version of act utilitarian-
ism states that one has a duty to act in such a way as to
bring about the greatest benefits for the greatest num-
ber of people. One’s duty is not to obey some funda-
mental principle; it is to look to the future and do
what is necessary to maximize utility.

Some moralists have shown a preference for re-
turning to older ways of thinking about morality in
which the concept of duty is assigned a less important
role. There has been a resurgence of interest among
modern philosophers in Aristotelian ethics, which
places a greater emphasis upon the development of
virtue and the avoidance of vice. Although it makes
sense to talk about duty in the context of a virtue-
based ethic, its role in such an ethic is much less sig-
nificant than is the case in other systems currently in
fashion.

There is also much disagreement about whether
duties have an absolute standing. Some hold the view
handed down from the tradition of Plato that duties
rest upon standards that are absolute, eternal, and
unchanging. In this view, there are moral standards
that do not vary from culture to culture or from one
period of history to another. Thus, one might argue
that people have a duty to refrain from murder or
from incest, and anyone who grows up in a culture

that teaches otherwise and believes that these acts are
permissible is simply mistaken. In this view, certain
things are morally forbidden, regardless of what is
believed by the people of one’s culture or period of
history.

Others, known as relativists, hold that there are no
moral absolutes and that people’s moral duties are
generated by moral systems that are essentially hu-
man constructs. For example, a given culture might
find that prohibitions against adultery or premarital
sex lead to greater societal stability, and hence it be-
comes a moral duty to refrain from these activities in
this culture. In this view, what counts as a person’s
duty is relative to the culture or time period in which
one is reared. There are no duties that apply to every-
one.

Gregory F. Mellema
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E
Earth and humanity

Definition: Human beings’ attitudes and behavior
toward Earth and its ecosystems

Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: The relationship of humankind to the

earth has ethical significance within the context of
many religious traditions, including Native
American religions which require respect of the
land and the Judeo-Christian belief that nature is
the dominion of humanity. In more recent times,
the need to preserve dwindling resources and the
plight of endangered species have created new
ethical dilemmas.

Human beings have a combination of qualities that
are unique among other forms of life on Earth: the ca-
pacity for symbolic thought and communication,
hands with opposable thumbs, and a predilection to
accumulate goods. Their impact on Earth’s ecosys-
tems has been significant and distinctive.

History
Earth’s origin is dated at 4.5 billion years ago.

Humankind’s earliest humanoid ancestors appeared
approximately five million years ago. The span of
human existence, then, has been limited to a mere
one-tenth of one percent of the earth’s existence.
Human evolution has not been strictly linear. There
were both extinctions and overlappings among
the variety of human species that existed between
Australopithecus, the earliest-known human ances-
tor, and the modern species, Homo sapiens. The most
anatomically modern human appeared 100,000 years
ago.

Despite the seeming antiquity of the human pres-
ence on Earth, for most of that time, the species sur-
vived by gathering vegetation and scavenging meat
until successful hunting methods were established;
throughout all this time, the species had very little
impact on Earth and its ecosystems. It was not until

humankind began to domesticate animals and plants
and had learned how to generate fire that the human
species could begin making notable changes in the
course of its future and in the future of the earth’s
ecosystems. This power was acquired between nine
thousand and twelve thousand years ago.

Humankind’s psychosocial awareness—the basis
for the development of an ethical system—emerged
very gradually. In the earliest years, there was no rec-
ognition of being distinct as a species or as individu-
als. Life was a series of instinctive responses to the
environment and to physical needs. Jean Gebser de-
scribes it as “a time of complete nondifferentiation of
man and the universe.”

With humankind’s growing awareness of its sepa-
rateness from the rest of the ecosystem came a sense
of insecurity about its relationship to the external
world. As human societies began to experiment with
their potential autonomy, they developed rituals to
support their systems of magical beliefs in order
to maintain an amicable relationship with the all-
powerful outer world and to avoid any punishment
for their “defection.” Killing animals for food, for ex-
ample, was no longer an instinctive behavior. It in-
volved asking permission from some life-sustaining
force. When disaster struck—or perhaps to forestall
it—sacrificial rituals were offered to appease the
force. Using rituals based on magical beliefs is evi-
dence of perceiving an adversarial position between
the human and outer worlds.

When human beings began to understand Earth’s
rhythms, some fears were resolved. The Earth-
human relationship changed. Myth systems were de-
veloped to record and pass on the body of knowledge
that humankind had been accumulating. It became
possible to predict future occurrences based on past
experiences and observations. This development,
then, made it possible to begin taking advantage of
predictable beneficial conditions and to try avoiding
harmful ones. Agriculture made permanent settle-
ments possible. The resultant increase in the size and
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density of human populations began overtaxing the
environment. Cheryl Simon Silver reports that as
early as eight thousand years ago, areas around the
Mediterranean showed that wild animal populations
were being replaced by domesticated ones. Plant
communities there have been disrupted so badly and
for so long that it is now difficult to determine what
constituted the indigenous vegetation.

When humans turned their vision of the life-
giving force from being Earth centered to being
heaven centered, humankind assumed dominion
over the rest of Earth’s life-forms and its nonliving
“resources.” Based on this concept, the most aggres-
sive human societies have exercised their presumed
rights through activities such as strip mining, clear-
cut logging, growing monocultures, using nuclear
power, damming or channelizing rivers, forbidding
human contraception, and causing the deliberate ex-
tinction of other species.

Modern Environmental Concerns
Because humanity’s ethical systems have evolved

along with humanity’s awareness of its uniqueness
on Earth, it might seem that these models exist along
a continuum. In fact, they exist as diffuse elements
within a mosaic design. They all still survive
throughout the world and guide human behavior.

It does not seem likely or practical that individu-
ally any of these paradigms will or can solve the
problems of environmental damage. The range of
proposed solutions, however, is a reflection of each
of them. Totally opposite conclusions, both of them
based on faith, exist within the dominion-of-human-
kind paradigm. In humanistic ethical systems there is
the belief that progress in technology will find solu-
tions to overturn ecological damage. In religion-
based systems, there is the belief that humanity
should continue to take advantage of the provided re-
sources and not be concerned about Earth’s future,
because a transcendent god will rescue at least a por-
tion of humankind in times of mortal danger. Ele-
ments of the magical and mythical systems are ex-
pressed by groups such as the Nature Conservancy
and Releaf, which advocate the preservation or reha-
bilitation of the environment. The first model, in
which there was no differentiation between human-
kind and its environment, is expressed in groups
such as Earth First! or those that represent the deep
ecology movement. They define their views as

“ecoethics,” because they hold that all other ap-
proaches to the environment are arrogantly egocen-
tric, based entirely on human self-interest, and have
little to do with the reality of humankind’s minuscule
time span in the total scheme of Earth’s existence.

Because there has been evolution in ethical sys-
tems, however, there is reason to assume that human-
kind may evolve some other ethical system that
might solve the problems that now threaten both
Earth and human beings. Indeed, Daniel Kealey and
Gebser believe that the new paradigm is emerging
and that it is based on an integration of all the previ-
ous ethical systems.

Marcella T. Joy
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Earth Day
The Event: Day set aside to celebrate the earth and

focus attention on the relationship of people to
Earth

Date: Begun on April 22, 1970
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Earth Day was the first nationwide

event to focus on the environment; it emphasized
individual and consumer responsibility for envi-
ronmental quality.

Earth Day was first organized by Senator Gaylord
Nelson of Wisconsin as an opportunity for “teach-
ins” on the environment and on the effects of human
actions on the environment. Many teach-ins focused
on air and water pollution, the relationship between
environmental quality and human health, and the in-
dividual consumer’s responsibility for environmen-
tal quality. Grassroots activities included picking up
litter along roads and streams. Colleges, universities,
and public schools were the locales of many of the
first Earth Day activities and continued to be the cen-
ters for organized Earth Days in subsequent years.

In 1970, a reported twenty-five million Ameri-
cans participated in Earth Day activities. Through in-
tensive media coverage of Earth Day, information
about the environment reached millions more. Fol-
lowing Earth Day, public opinion polls reflected in-
creased awareness of environmental problems and
increased support for maintaining environmental
quality. Earth Day both reflected and increased pub-
lic, media, and official interest in environmental
quality and in individual responsibility for the envi-
ronment. The media continue to present stories on
environmental trends and issues on Earth Day each
year.

Marguerite McKnight

See also: Conservation; Earth and humanity; Ecol-
ogy; Environmental ethics; Environmental move-
ment; Environmental Protection Agency; Nature,
rights of; Pollution.

Ecofeminism
Definition: Plurality of positions and perspectives

emerging from a common assumption that the pa-
triarchal domination of women and other social
groups is also manifest in human exploitation of
nature

Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: Ecofeminist positions have evolved

from various fields of feminist inquiry and activ-
ism, relating to such ethical issues as peace, labor,
women’s health care, antinuclear activity, the en-
vironment, and animal liberation.

Influential forms of ecofeminism tend to be multicul-
tural in nature and to include in their analyses of
women-nature connections the inextricable intercon-
nections among all social systems of domination. A
basic assumption within the various perspectives is
that no attempt to liberate women or any other op-
pressed group will be successful without a simulta-
neous attempt to liberate nature in its myriad forms.
Ecofeminism thus emphasizes the concurrence of
oppression based on gender, race, class, and nature.
Writings on the subject include critiques of racism,
classism, ageism, ethnocentrism, imperialism, colo-
nialism, androcentrism, heterosexism, and sexism.

The term “ecofeminism” was coined by the French
feminist Francois d’Eaubonne in 1974, before there
was a body of ecofeminist theory. Since that time, the-
oretical strands of ecofeminism have emerged that un-
mask traditional Western philosophical and religious
dependence upon what has been cited in feminist liter-
ature as a philosophical logic of dualism. With varying
degrees of radicalism, ecofeminists such as Rosemary
Ruether, Val Plumwood, Karen Warren, Carol Adams,
Carolyn Merchant, and Elizabeth Dodson Gray have
shown that the characteristic logical structure of dual-
ism in Euro-American philosophical and theological
traditions is based upon an alienated form of differen-
tiation and a problematic representation of otherness.

As indicated by the proliferation of writings eco-
feminism has produced, it describes how the diverse
forms of oppression are a result of a dominant ideol-
ogy whose fundamental self/other distinction is
based on an influential “modern” view of self that is
separate and atomistic. Thus, an emphasis in many
ecofeminist writings is that varied conceptions of self
promote different ethical systems: The view of a sep-
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arate self often operates on the basis of rights and jus-
tice, while the notion of an interconnected self makes
moral decisions on the basis of an ethic of respon-
sibilities or care. As an academic discourse, eco-
feminism has also been associated with environmen-
tal ethics and with such theories and movements as
deep ecology and social ecology, and it has promoted
ethical commitments to valuing and preserving eco-
systems understood as organisms, individuals, popu-
lations, communities, and their interactions.

Various strands of ecofeminism postulate ethical
theories that provide as fully as possible inclusive
and global analyses of intersectional oppression. Fur-
ther, ecofeminists often argue that ethical solutions to
global problems cannot be found if contemporaries
ignore the interconnectedness of all life—humans,
and the creatures and plants with whom human be-
ings share the earth. However, ecofeminism is plural-
istic in rejecting any one right way or answer in ad-
dressing human social and ecological problems.

Many ecofeminists envision ethical practices in-
volving creative interchange among activists, public
policy makers, academics, scientists, ecologists, and
ethicists. Ecofeminism currently has a significant ac-
ademic and activist presence in the United States,
Canada, Northwest Europe, India, and Australia.

Carol Wayne White
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Ecology
Definition: Study of relationships among organ-

isms and between organisms and the environment
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: The discipline of ecology forms the

scientific basis for an ethic of environmental con-
servation and preservation.

Ecology is broadly divided into “autecology,” per-
taining to individual organisms or species, and
“synecology,” or the ecology of communities of or-
ganisms. Synecology places humankind in organic
“communities,” or ecosystems, thus positing a hu-
man ethical responsibility to the environment as
broadly defined. Since World War II, an “ecological
movement” has advocated programs designed to en-
sure that humankind will live within the limitations
of the earth’s resources. By means of these pro-
grams, communities modify their environments, thus
causing successional replacement and moving to-
ward stable, organic “climax communities” that are
adapted to current environmental conditions. Short-
term changes in community character, especially re-
treat from “climax,” is a practical measure of human-
kind’s effect on the ecosystem.

Biogeography refers to community distribution,
while paleobiogeography considers succession over
geologic time. Ecology arose from Alexander von
Humboldt’s approach to natural history and from Ca-
rolus Linnaeus’s studies of plant life histories. Plant
ecology in America became well established during
the early twentieth century in Nebraska, where Fred-
eric Clements established the community concept
and coined an overabundance of technical terms.
Victor Shelford of the University of Chicago contem-
poraneously developed the fundamentals of animal
ecology. Among subdivisions of ecology are limnol-
ogy, oceanography, plant ecology, animal ecology,
phenology, biogeography, and paleobiogeography.

Ralph L. Langenheim, Jr.
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See also: Biodiversity; Conservation; Deforesta-
tion; Earth and humanity; Endangered species; Envi-
ronmental ethics; Environmental Protection Agency;
Greenpeace; Sierra Club; Sustainability of resources;
Wilderness Act of 1964.

Economic analysis
Definition: Method of evaluating the desirability

of actions by determining the relationship of cost
to benefit or of finding the least costly way to
achieve a goal

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Economic analysis provides a con-

ceptual framework within which to make ethical
decisions. Some thinkers have condemned this
form of analysis, however, because it can dehu-
manize people by reducing them to mere statistics
or by overlooking the importance of emotion and
treating choice as a purely rational process.

Economic analysis involves discovering how to meet
desires at the lowest cost. Although most commonly
applied to business and budgeting problems, eco-
nomic analysis can be applied to virtually any deci-
sion involving expenditures of resources such as
money, time, or even emotional energy.

The problems that economics addresses apply to
all individuals and societies, even to the animal king-
dom. Formal analysis of these problems began in ear-
nest in the eighteenth century. Pioneers of what was
called “political economy,” including Adam Smith,
David Ricardo, and Thomas Malthus, wrote about
such topics as division of labor, international trade,
and population control. Economists quickly refined
their tools of analysis and extended the range of top-
ics under consideration. Gary Becker, winner of the
1992 Nobel Prize in Economics, has extended eco-
nomic analysis to the study of marriage, the family,
and discrimination, among many other topics.

The Science of Economics
Economics as a discipline is designed to provide

objective answers to questions. It is not intended to
be a normative discipline (one that answers questions
concerning values) and therefore is not itself a theory
of ethics. The distinction often becomes blurred.

Economics accepts value judgments and tells people
how they can achieve what they want; it does not tell
people what they should want. In practice, however,
many economists promote their own values, trying to
convince others that their goals are desirable.

One basic tool of economics is cost-benefit analy-
sis, which weighs the costs of alternative actions
against the benefits that will result from them. This
tool allows identification of the least costly way of
achieving a certain goal. The goal and the alternative
actions are presented to the economic analyst, who is
not supposed to pass judgment on the “correctness”
of the goal. Economic analysis applies to any ques-
tion involving a choice among alternatives but is
most commonly used to address personal questions
of budgeting and finance and societal questions of
distribution and market behavior.

Distribution
Government policymakers face many issues of

distribution of various services. Many of the issues
involve questions of perceived fairness. The most ba-
sic questions facing policymakers are what will be
provided, how it will be distributed, and who will pay
for it.

Economic analysis cannot answer any of these
questions directly. It can, however, provide infor-
mation that is helpful in making the decisions. For
example, policymakers might consider spending
money on education. Once policymakers have identi-
fied the different educational programs that could be
provided, economists can determine the likely ef-
fects of each, giving some idea of the costs and bene-
fits. They can also determine the benefits that would
be derived by various individuals or groups, informa-
tion that will help policymakers decide how to allo-
cate the educational programs.

Economists also examine the ways of financing
programs. Income taxes can be designed so that one
income group pays a higher proportion of the cost
than does another. Sales taxes do not affect everyone
equally, because people spend and save different pro-
portions of their income, thus paying the tax at differ-
ent times in their lives. In addition, most sales taxes
do not affect all products, so those buying more of the
taxed products pay more in taxes. Typically, for ex-
ample, taxes on gasoline, other forms of energy, li-
quor, and tobacco products place a heavier burden,
proportional to income, on poor people. A fixed
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amount of tax on each person may appear to be fair,
but it would represent a higher proportion of income
for people who earn less. Issues of financing govern-
ment programs thus become complicated. The nor-
mative questions of which programs should be pro-
vided, who should receive benefits, or how it would
be fair to finance the programs can better be an-
swered by policymakers once economists have pro-
vided their analysis.

Markets
Economic analysis applies to all types of behavior

and all market systems. Costs and benefits are easier
to identify in capitalist systems, in which virtually
everything has a price that is determined by the mar-
ket. Socialist systems also rely on economic analysis,
however, with costs and benefits determined more
abstractly by policymakers. Socialist policymakers
sometimes have to make somewhat arbitrary deci-
sions concerning the value or cost of a program, since
there may not be prices to measure values. In societ-
ies in which medical care is provided free or at subsi-
dized prices, for example, policymakers have a more
difficult time deciding how to allocate that care, since
no true price shows how much people value medical
care. People tend to say that they value any service
that is offered and to complain when any service is
cut off. The question for economic analysis is to de-
termine how much people would be willing to pay in
an unsubsidized market.

Economic analysis can be used to help determine
what types of markets will exist, even as broadly as
analyzing the effects of establishing a communist
versus a capitalist market. Branches of economics
concern the behavior of various types of firms, such
as monopolies, and how regulation affects them.
It can provide information that is useful in determin-
ing government policy concerning such topics as
population control, medical research, health insur-
ance, education, the environment, use of nonrenew-
able resources, immigration, employment and unem-
ployment, and foreign aid. Provision of benefits in
any one of these areas may mean that money cannot
be spent on benefits in another. Economic analysis
can help in determining such trade-offs among vastly
different projects. It cannot determine which projects
should be chosen but can help to identify the benefits
of money spent on each one.

A. J. Sobczak
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Economics
Definition: Study of the production, distribution,

and consumption of goods and services
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: The question of the production and

distribution of wealth or value is an important
component of any socially or politically oriented
moral philosophy. Economics, as a science de-
signed to analyze those processes, is both useful
for, and itself subject to, ethical evaluation.

The primary concern of economics is the production,
distribution, and consumption of goods and services.
One conventional view that has generated perennial
debate is that economics is value-free or ethically
neutral. This view rests primarily on what is called
the “naturalistic fallacy” (identified, but not so
named, by David Hume), according to which it is a
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mistake to attempt to deduce a conclusion concern-
ing what ought to be the case from premises that state
exclusively what is the case. In other words, it is im-
possible to derive an “ought” from an “is.” Further-
more, precisely because economics is a social sci-
ence, it is concerned only with descriptive statements
and not at all with ethical considerations (including
value judgments); descriptive statements, by defini-
tion, can imply nothing of an ethical nature whatso-
ever. Consequently, it does seem reasonable that,
methodologically, economics can be said to be ethi-
cally neutral.

Even if a particular discipline, such as economics,
is ethically neutral in its methodology, however, it is
still an open question whether that same discipline is
subject to ethical implications or associations either
in its theoretical aspects or in its practical applica-
tion. In fact, there is a vast array of ethical implica-
tions and associations in both the theoretical aspects
and the practical applications of economics. Even on
the theoretical level, the relationship between eco-
nomics and ethics takes various forms. For example,
an economist who specializes in economic sys-
tems—that is, the principles and technical methods
by which both the ownership and the allocation of a
society’s resources are determined by that society—
might engage in several different types of analysis,
including the ethical evaluation of the diverse sys-
tems under consideration for comparison purposes.
Such an evaluation would involve an intricate net-
work of economic and ethical concepts.

The Wealth of Nations
The premier argument for the profit motive is to

be found in Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations
(1776). According to Smith, the development of a
full-blown economy depends on the existence of var-
ious individuals in the society who possess a greater
quantity of either raw materials or goods that have
been produced than they themselves need. Such a
phenomenon encourages the development of a sys-
tem of bartering, which presents the opportunity for
the various members of the society to devote their
time, energy, and individual talents to a single eco-
nomic endeavor. This “division of labor” benefits
both the individual members of the society and the
society as a whole. The individual members of the so-
ciety derive benefit from this new opportunity to de-
termine what particular economic activities they are,

individually, suited for and interested in pursuing,
and that can profit them the most.

Important, too, is the expectation that to the extent
that one is engaged in a particular economic activity,
one should, over time, become quite adept at it. This
skill should lead to an increase in both the quantity
and the quality of individual production in such a
way as to also increase the economic compensation
of the individual worker. Moreover, such an improve-
ment in the efficiency of production should result in
higher-quality products at lower costs in the market-
place. Ultimately, the society as a whole is improved
to the extent that this process represents an enhance-
ment of the entire economy as well as an increase in
the standard of living for all.

So it is, then, that, in the final analysis, the indi-
vidual’s pursuit of the profit motive is advantageous
to the society as a whole. According to Smith, one
neither does nor should pursue a particular economic
activity in order to promote either the interests of oth-
ers in the society or the interest of the society as a
whole. Rather, one should pursue a chosen economic
activity solely out of self-interest, because the eco-
nomic relationship between the interests of the indi-
vidual and the interest of the society as a whole is
such that “an invisible hand” translates the former
into the latter.

Marxist Views
With the advent of the Industrial Revolution came

harsh criticism of the type of competitive free-market
economy that Smith had championed. The primary
critic of the free-market type of economic system
was Karl Marx. In various works, including The
Communist Manifesto (1848; a collaborative effort
with Friedrich Engels) and Economic and Philo-
sophic Manuscripts of 1844, Marx argues at length
against both the profit motive and private property
acquisition.

The classical argument for private property acqui-
sition and property rights is the fifth chapter of John
Locke’s Second Treatise of Government (1690), in
which he maintains that even in a “state of nature”—
that is, a social environment prior to the institution of
any governmental authority—one is free and pos-
sesses oneself, which includes one’s own body and,
by extension, one’s own labor. Furthermore, the
earth’s natural resources are owned by no one in par-
ticular but are held in common by all of humankind.
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The question becomes how one may legitimately ap-
propriate to oneself some of the fruits of the earth in
order to sustain one’s own existence. Locke’s answer
is that upon “mixing one’s labor” with some portion
of the fruits of the earth in order to take it out of the
state in which nature has left it and render it usable
for human sustenance, one may, as a natural right, lay
claim to it as one’s own private property. Locke pro-
ceeds to add some practical limitations and to flesh
out the details of this moral argument for private
property acquisition and property rights.

Against both the profit motive and private prop-
erty acquisition, Marx argues that, taken in conjunc-
tion, these two economic rights inevitably result in
inordinate accumulation of wealth for the bourgeoi-
sie (the owners of the means of production) and only
subsistence wages for the proletariat (the working
class). Workers in a capitalistic free-market eco-
nomic system are actually selling their labor in order
to sustain themselves, and thereby they become mere
commodities to be bought by the bourgeoisie at the
lowest possible wages. The profit motive is such that
any profit that is realized from the sale of manufac-
tured goods either is reinvested in the production pro-
cess or merely becomes additional wealth for the
bourgeoisie. The right to private property is such that
the bourgeoisie, as the owners of literally all of the
means of production, make the proletariat subservi-
ent not only to themselves but also to the means of
production. All of this, together with numerous types
of alienation that are experienced by the proletariat
because of the menial and dehumanizing nature of
their work, leads, by the nature of the case, to a class
struggle in which the proletariat constantly fights to
overcome its exploitation by the bourgeoisie.

It should be clear from only these two examples
that even theoretical economic concepts and the
arguments for their implementation engender an ar-
ray of both ethical implications and moral disagree-
ments.

Stephen C. Taylor
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Edwards, Jonathan
Identification: American cleric, theologian, and

philosopher
Born: October 5, 1703, East Windsor, Connecticut
Died: March 22, 1758, Princeton, New Jersey
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: In Freedom of Will (1754) and “Sin-

ners in the Hands of an Angry God” (1741), Ed-
wards reiterated the strict Calvinistic doctrine of
communion only for the elect—those predestined
to salvation—while simultaneously stressing the
individual emotional conversion experience.

Arguably one of America’s keenest intellectuals, Ed-
wards was a commanding Puritan minister who em-
phasized traditional Calvinist doctrines of human-
ity’s utter depravity and total dependence upon God.
His Great Christian Doctrine of Original Sin De-
fended (1758) added a cornerstone to the debate
regarding the fundamental depravity of human na-
ture and provided a strenuous defense of Calvinism
against the increasingly secularized Enlightenment.
By combining Puritan intellectualism with a unique
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emotionalism, Edwards became a singularly dynamic
preacher and theologian.

After assuming leadership of the Northampton,
Massachusetts, parish in 1728 from his famous grand-
father, Solomon Stoddard, Edwards became immedi-
ately controversial with his repudiation of Stoddard’s
Half-Way Covenant, the agency by which children
of the predestined—themselves not necessarily of
the elect—were entitled to receive communion. Ed-
wards preached a peculiarly complex blend empha-
sizing the apparently antagonistic tenets of pre-
destination and conversion experience. Although the
development of evangelical religion was antithetical
to traditional Calvinism, Edwards’s emotionally
charged yet intellectually compelling sermons inau-
gurated in New England the religious revival known
as the Great Awakening.

Amid controversy regarding his insistence on
emotional conversion as proof of election, Edwards
was dismissed from his Northampton post in 1751;

thereafter, he preached among Native Ameri-
cans. Suggesting that the “great tribulations”
of the Christian faith had passed, in his pioneer
sermon “Humble Attempt to Promote Explicit
Agreement and Visible Union of Gods Peo-
ple . . .” (1747), Edwards had earlier cleared
his way by lessening theological inhibitions
against missionizing.

Mary E. Virginia

See also: Benevolence; Calvin, John; Chris-
tian ethics; Human nature.

Egalitarianism
Definition: Belief in human equality and the

need to eliminate social inequities
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Egalitarianism in different

forms underpins moral and political sys-
tems which advocate equal protection of
law, civil rights, human rights, universal
justice, social justice, economic equality,
the right to property, and the abolishment of
property.

Egalitarian principles in Western thought orig-
inated in ancient Greece. Athenian citizens were cho-
sen for political office by lot, since all were thought
to be capable of fulfilling the functions of public of-
fice. All Spartan men served equally as soldiers.
Christian thought has stressed egalitarian concepts,
both the notion that all human beings are equal in the
sight of God, and that faith, not position or social sta-
tus, determines one’s worthiness for salvation.

In a more secular approach, both Thomas Hobbes
and John Locke, sixteenth century English thinkers,
stressed that society was created by humans through
mutual consent. Egalitarian ideas formed the basis
for the American Declaration of Independence and
the Rights of Man and the Citizen in the French Rev-
olution, despite the persistence of slavery in America
and the fact that women were not accorded equal
rights as citizens in France. The goal of equality was
valued by the leaders of these revolutions and has
profoundly influenced those societies in which they
occurred. In the twentieth century, egalitarianism
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has influenced movements for civil rights, women’s
rights, and equal opportunities for the disabled, and
has promoted the idea that equality is an important
moral principle.

James A. Baer

See also: Civil rights and liberties; Elitism; Equal
pay for equal work; Equality; Minimum-wage laws;
Natural rights; Social justice and responsibility.

Egoism
Definition: Doctrine that each person ought to maxi-

mize his or her own self-interest and that no one
should ever sacrifice his or her self-interest

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Egoism is a challenge to every altru-

istic or other-regarding ethics, since egoism main-
tains that one has no unconditional obligation to
others and that altruistic behavior is justified only
as a means to self-interest and never for its own
sake.

Egoism is a normative guide to action and an outlook
on life. It draws its inspiration from diverse traditions
and sources, from the discussions of justice and ad-
vantage in Plato’s Republic to the egocentric account
of human nature in the writings of Thomas Hobbes. It
both influences and is influenced by cost-benefit
analysis in economics, the theory of practical reason-
ing, and libertarian political theory.

According to egoism, each person ought to do all
and only those acts that maximize his or her self-
interest. (The theory may also be formulated in terms
of rules, or even virtues, but so-called “act” egoism is
the most common variety.) Furthermore, according
to egoism, one has no basic or unconditional obliga-
tions to others. Any obligations one might have to
others are derived from one’s interest in or use of
them. Thus, egoism implies that one should be pre-
pared to take advantage of others when this is in one’s
own interest.

Egoists maintain that maximizing self-interest is
the most rational thing to do. Therefore, if rationality
and moral rightness are equivalent, egoism will be a
theory of moral rightness. If the two can conflict,
however, egoism will be a nonmoral theory of ratio-

nal action, and in cases of conflict between the ratio-
nal and the right, egoism will give rise to the question
“Why be moral?”

Self-Interest
Egoists have offered different accounts of self-

interest. Some egoists have been hedonists, main-
taining that only one’s own pleasure is worth seeking
for its own sake. Others have emphasized power, and
still others have stressed wealth or honor. It has even
been argued that virtue or good character is intrinsi-
cally good and is as much a part of a person’s self-
interest as pleasure, wealth, or power. Obviously,
those who defend egoism must provide some specifi-
cation of “self-interest” in order to convey fully the
content and practical implications of their theory.
Many philosophers use “self-interest” in a generic
sense to refer to “happiness” or “well-being.” In this
respect, defenders of egoism emphasize that one’s
obligations and decisions are grounded in one’s long-
term enlightened self-interest, not simply in the satis-
faction of desire.

Self and Others
For egoism, self-interest is the criterion of over-

riding value. When one’s interests come into irrecon-
cilable conflict with others, egoism authorizes one to
seek one’s self-interest at their expense—not only
when the other person is an enemy or stranger, but
even when that person is a spouse, child, parent, or
friend. This follows from the fact that one has no un-
conditional obligation to serve the interests of others.
Of course, if helping others or refraining from harm-
ing them would help oneself, one ought to do so.
Thus, according to egoism, one ought to keep prom-
ises, tell the truth, and give the appearance of being
generally fair-minded and cooperative as long as
these acts are in one’s own self-interest. Yet egoists
have no principled reasons to place constraints on
self-interested behavior that might harm others.

Criticisms
Three distinct, if partially overlapping, criticisms

have been raised against egoism. First, it has been ar-
gued that egoism is inconsistent, since in conflict-of-
interest situations, egoism requires or authorizes that
everyone come out on top. Defenders of egoism re-
spond to this criticism by pointing out that egoism
advocates that a certain state of affairs be brought
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about in which each person tries to maximize his or
her self-interest. Moreover, conflicts can be resolved
within a system of rules that it is in one’s self-interest
to adopt as long as others do so as well.

A second criticism is that since it would not be in
one’s self-interest for one’s egoism to be widely
known, egoists cannot participate in public activities
and practices such as teaching, advocacy, and ad-
vising, which are characteristic of morality. Egoists
argue that since acts of teaching, advocating, and
advising are not, according to this criticism, to be jus-
tified in terms of self-interest, the criticism begs the
question against egoism. In addition, egoists point
out that where there are no conflicts, egoists can en-
gage in sincere moral teaching, advocacy, and advis-
ing, and where conflicts do arise, egoists can keep
their silence.

A third criticism is that egoism is simply an im-
moral doctrine. By maintaining that any act is justi-
fied if and only if it promotes self-interest, egoism is
said to sanction acts of lying, theft, blackmail, and
murder. Some defenders of egoism have responded
to this criticism by denying that egoism, when prop-
erly formulated, would authorize acts of this kind.
Others have conceded the theoretical possibility that
such acts would be egoistically justified but have ar-
gued that it is very unlikely that immoral acts would
in fact promote one’s self-interest.

Criticisms such as these have led defenders of
egoism to numerous reformulations and refinements
of the doctrine. Rule-based, rights-based, and virtue-
based forms of egoism are developments in the pro-
ject of making egoism a coherent, consistent, and
morally defensible action-guide and outlook on life.

Steven M. Sanders
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Egotist
Definition: One who seeks to promote one’s own

interests and goals at all times
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Sometimes mistaken for the moral

theory of egoism, egotism is widely regarded as a
moral failing.

An egotist adopts the general policy of acting self-
ishly. In common parlance, the term “egotist” is used
to label those people who have exaggerated opinions
of themselves. Egotism, which is not a moral theory,
must not be equated with egoism, which is the moral
theory that one ought always to act to promote one’s
own interests. It might be thought that egotism is at
least compatible with egoism.

The two concepts are indeed compatible if acting
selfishly is always in one’s own best interests, but
egoists have been known to argue that egotism is not
in one’s best interests. In any case, egotists do not
usually have moral reasons for their policy of action.
Also, to the extent that egotism reveals anything
about the egotist’s beliefs, it reveals that the egotist
believes himself or herself to be superior to others in
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some general sense. The egoist is not necessarily
committed to such a belief in personal superiority.
Thus, while egoism is a moral theory whose merit
must be investigated philosophically, egotism is a
form of behavior whose causes and cure are a matter
of psychological interest. Egotism certainly is in-
compatible with altruism and thus is incompatible
with most normative ethical theories.

R. Douglas Geivett

See also: Altruism; Egoism; Gewirth, Alan; Self-
interest; Selfishness; Self-love.

Either/Or
Identification: Book by Søren Kierkegaard (1813-

1855)
Date: Enten-Eller, 1843 (English translation,

1944)
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Either/Or represents two radically

different forms of existence, the aesthetic and the
ethical, in the writings of two fictional characters
who typify those forms of existence, thereby chal-
lenging readers to choose between them.

In the two volumes of Either/Or, the Danish philoso-
pher Søren Kierkegaard confronts readers with a
sharp choice between two forms of existence, the
aesthetic, which regards enjoyment and pleasure as
the highest values, and the ethical, which views the
world in terms of right and wrong. Rather than de-
scribing these two forms of existence, Kierkegaard
brings them to life in the writings of two fictional
characters. An unnamed sophisticated young man,
designated “A,” is credited with the widely varied es-
says and aphorisms that make up volume 1; Judge
William, a family man and minor court official,
writes the two long letters to “A” that make up vol-
ume 2. A third fictional character, Victor Eremita,
claims to have found the papers of “A” and Judge
William in an old desk and to have arranged for their
publication.

Volume 1
After a preface in which Victor Eremita describes

finding the papers that make up Either/Or, volume 1

is composed of the papers of “A.” The first section is a
group of aphorisms that “A” calls “Diapsalmata.”
These aphorisms set the tone for volume 1 by vividly
conveying the cynical and world-weary but also sen-
sitive and enthusiastic character of “A.” These apho-
risms further show “A’s” strong interest in literary
and musical art, an interest that is amply demon-
strated in the five substantial essays on art and artistic
themes that follow the Diapsalmata. The first and
longest of these, “The Immediate Stages of the Erotic
or the Musical Erotic,” is an impassioned celebra-
tion of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s opera Don Gio-
vanni.

Don Juan is significant to “A” because he repre-
sents a distinctive form of aesthetic existence: the im-
mediate. An immediate aesthete, such as Don Juan,
seeks pleasure in a wholly spontaneous, unselfcon-
scious manner. His consciousness is confined to the
here and now, and no thought of guilt for his many se-
ductions ever clouds his enjoyments. While “A” en-
thuses over Don Juan, his self-consciousness, or re-
flectivity, separates his form of aesthetic existence
decisively from the Don’s. “A’s” mode of aesthetic
existence is best illustrated in the essay “The Rota-
tion of Crops,” in which “A” humorously states his
strategy for finding enjoyment and avoiding bore-
dom. To seek pleasure directly, like Don Juan, even-
tually jades the self; overused enjoyments grow stale.
So “A” constantly varies his amusements just as
farmers rotate crops so as not to exhaust their fields.

Despite the witty, jesting tone of “The Rotation of
Crops,” this and other entries in volume 1 show “A”
to be afflicted by a deep and dark melancholy. He
even cultivates this melancholy as a source of enjoy-
ment, calling sorrow his castle and naming hopeless-
ness as the precondition of the aesthetic life. “A” is
also profoundly interested in the sorrow of others.
Many of his essays are analyses of tragic figures from
literature that he presented to a ghoulish club, the
Symparanekromenoi, “the society of the already
dead.”

The final section of volume 1, “Diary of a Se-
ducer,” is both the longest section of the volume and
the most chilling picture of aesthetic existence. “A”
claims to have copied a large section of the journal of
an acquaintance named Johannes, which chronicles
the devious seduction and callous abandonment of an
innocent young girl. In his introductory remarks to
the copied journal entries, “A” shudders at Johannes’s
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calculating coldness and worries that Johannes re-
veals the demoniac character of aesthetic existence
by carrying it through to its logical extreme.

Volume 2
Kierkegaard brings the ethical form of existence

to life in three letters, two very long and one short,
from Judge William to “A.” Judge William tries to
convert “A” from aesthetic existence to ethical exis-
tence by analyzing and criticizing aesthetic existence
and depicting ethical existence in a highly positive
light. It is significant that Judge William writes let-
ters rather than essays: He is not interested in a disin-
terested, impersonal, theoretical analysis of aesthetic
and ethical existence. Rather, he speaks as a concrete,
existing, concerned individual to another such indi-
vidual.

Like “A,” Judge William is especially concerned
with the romantic dimension of human life. Whereas
“A” focuses on brief and usually tragic romantic liai-
sons, Judge William is an enthusiastic advocate of
marriage. Marriage represents for him the ideal ex-
ample of ethical existence. It represents an open-
ended, infinite commitment rather than a short-term,
fulfillable task. Furthermore, Judge William uses the
example of marriage to show that a life of duty is not
less but more enjoyable than an aesthetic life, even
though the aesthetic life makes enjoyment its highest
end. The first of his letters to “A” is accordingly titled
“The Aesthetic Validity of Marriage.” Here, Judge
William argues at great length that duty, the obliga-
tion entered into with the wedding vows, preserves,
nurtures, and strengthens spontaneous love rather
than banishes it as “A” asserts. The second letter,
“The Balance Between the Aesthetic and the Ethical
in the Development of the Personality,” makes the
same essential point: The choice is not between a life
of enjoyment and a life of duty; in living responsibly
and ethically, the person can have a much better time
and enjoy himself or herself much more thoroughly
than if he or she is always focused on getting enjoy-
ment.

Volume 2 ends as did volume 1: with a copied text
by someone else. Judge William sends to “A” a copy
of a sermon written by an old university friend enti-
tled “The Upbuilding That Lies in the Thought That
in Relation to God We Are Always in the Wrong.”
The sermon emphasizes the infinity of the ethical
demand and the impossibility of actually fulfilling

it. Although Judge William writes that the sermon
makes the same point he had been making in his two
letters, it seems to call into question Judge William’s
whole project of existing as a morally righteous per-
son. This ending of Either/Or points ahead to later
works by Kierkegaard in which religious modes of
existence are contrasted with both the aesthetic and
the ethical.

George Connell
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Electronic mail
Definition: Communications medium that allows

individuals, at home and in the workplace, to ex-
change messages and information electronically

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Certain personal and business uses of

electronic mail raise ethical issues that will likely
attract continued public attention as the use of
electronic mail increases.

In 2002, computer users in the United States sent an
average of approximately eight billion messages by
electronic mail (e-mail) every day. As e-mail has be-
come more popular, its use in the home and in the
workplace has increasingly become a subject of de-
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bate among government leaders and others con-
cerned with the potential for its abuse.

E-mail has features of both conventional, pen-
and-ink correspondence and telephonic communica-
tion. Like the former, its content is generally ex-
pressed in the form of text or images, as opposed to
purely aural communication. Like the latter, e-mail
communication requires an electronic interface—a
computer or other device that provides access to the
Internet. In addition to substantive content, e-mail
messages contain coded information about who is
sending the e-mail and its destination. When an e-
mail message is sent, its content is broken down into
digital packets, which are transmitted via different
Internet routes and reassembled at the message’s des-
tination. Copies of the message may be stored in sev-
eral different locations—on the sender’s computer,
on the recipient’s computer, or on the various Internet
servers that facilitate transmission. Because of the
digital nature of e-mail, its use raises ethical issues
associated with storage and dissemination.

Storage of e-mail is an issue because digital infor-
mation can be difficult to destroy. Even after an e-
mail message has been deleted from a computer, its
content may remain accessible until it is overwritten,
or “wiped” from a computer’s memory. Thus, mes-
sages that contain potentially inappropriate, offen-
sive, or defamatory content, or that reveal confiden-
tial personal or business information, may be made
public in ways that comparable pen-and-ink letters
could not. This aspect of e-mail may aid those who
seek such improper ends as harassing particular indi-
viduals in the workplace or trading on confidential
information.

Dissemination
E-mail messages are susceptible to widespread

dissemination in ways that nondigital forms of com-
munication are not. For example, messages may be
quickly and easily distributed to individuals for
whom they are not intended. In a well-publicized in-
cident that occurred in 2003, a young lawyer at a
large New York City law firm inadvertently sent an e-
mail message containing offensive language to every
lawyer at his firm. His e-mail was subsequently for-
warded to scores of people across the United States.

The ease with which e-mail messages can be sent
in bulk has been the subject of efforts to regulate the
distribution of unsolicited e-mail, commonly known

as “spam.” Any governmental regulation, however,
must address the First Amendment rights of
spammers. Moreover, individuals who seek to con-
trol spammers through civil suits must contend with
the California Supreme Court’s decision in Intel Cor-
poration v. Hamidi (2003) holding that spammers
cannot be sued for trespass to computer systems un-
less recipients can show they have suffered damage.

Lawrence Friedman
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Electronic surveillance
Definition: Use of audio, visual, and computerized

devices to monitor people, places, and communi-
cations

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Proponents of widespread electronic

surveillance generally approach the ethics of sur-
veillance from either utilitarian or egoistic per-
spectives. Opponents generally advocate surveil-
lance ethics grounded in individual rights or in a
Kantian respect for personhood.

Electronic surveillance has existed since the inven-
tion of the telegraph in the mid-nineteenth century,
when Union and Confederate agents tapped tele-
graph wires during the Civil War. However, its use
began growing exponentially only after the mid-
twentieth century. Advances in computer and com-
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munications technology not only created new elec-
tronic surveillance tools but also increased society’s
reliance on media that are vulnerable to electronic
surveillance.

Electronic surveillance was once solely the gov-
ernment’s domain. The U.S. Supreme Court in 1928
refused to treat wiretapping as a “seizure” restricted
by the Fourth Amendment, and prompted Congress
to enact limits on wiretapping. During World War II,
both Allied and Axis military forces intercepted en-
emy radio communications. The Cold War thrust
electronic surveillance into the space age, in the form
of satellite-based photography and signal intercep-
tion. In later decades, as electronic surveillance de-
vices became more widely available, private enter-
prises and even private individuals joined the fray.

Users of Electronic Surveillance
Governments use electronic surveillance far more

during the twenty-first century than ever before. Law
enforcement, counterterrorism, espionage and coun-
terespionage are the most prominent government ap-
plications for electronic surveillance. Government
agencies have a host of electronic surveillance tools
at their disposal. Common surveillance techniques
include planting hidden microphones and cameras,
tapping telephone lines, monitoring wireless tele-
phone communications, and monitoring Internet
communications.

The world’s most extensive electronic surveil-
lance network is Echelon, a project directed by the
United States in cooperation with Canada, the United
Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand. Its global
network monitors satellite transmissions, radio
transmissions, telephone conversations, and Internet
traffic, and it uses computer programs to sift through
the collected data. According to some estimates, up
to 90 percent of the world’s Internet traffic passes
through Echelon. Although the United States gov-
ernment neither confirms nor denies its own role in
Echelon, other governments have admitted its exis-
tence, and the European Parliament and the U.S.
Congress have launched inquiries into Echelon’s ac-
tivities.

Businesses have also become pervasive users of
electronic surveillance. Businesses conduct substan-
tial electronic surveillance on their own employees.
Justifications for employee surveillance include mon-
itoring productivity, protecting confidential business

information, deterring theft and vandalism, and de-
terring employee misconduct that might give rise to
employer liability. Surveillance techniques used on
employees include the use of video and telephone
monitoring devices, as well as software applications
designed to monitor employees’ computer, Internet,
and e-mail use.

Businesses also use electronic surveillance to
monitor their customers. For many years, the primary
form of customer surveillance was video monitoring.
With the advent of Internet commerce, however, cus-
tomer surveillance exploded, allowing businesses to
monitor online shoppers’ preferences through the
use of cookies, Web bugs, and other data-collection
tools.

The journalism media also make substantial use
of electronic surveillance, particularly although not
exclusively the tabloids and paparazzi. Telephoto
lenses capture revealing or embarrassing moments in
celebrities’ or politicians’ lives, and hidden cameras
and microphones have become mainstays in investi-
gative reporting.

Finally, private citizens are increasingly turning
to electronic surveillance. Some use video or audio
monitoring in their homes for security reasons. Oth-
ers may have voyeuristic motivations, as they spy on
neighbors or acquaintances with video cameras or
microphones, or monitor their children’s or spouses’
computer use with surveillance software. With con-
stantly evolving technologies, the potential applica-
tions of electronic surveillance will only increase.

Ethical Justifications
Utilitarianism is a common justification for gov-

ernment use of electronic surveillance. Under this
view, the benefits of preventing terrorism and other
crimes outweigh the individual harms that wide-
spread surveillance may cause. Additionally, the me-
dia argue that their information collection techniques
help promote the free flow of information and knowl-
edge about public figures. Moreover, businesses sug-
gest that greater knowledge about customer pref-
erences helps deliver goods to consumers more
efficiently, thereby helping maximize society’s over-
all wealth.

Egoism, a second justification for electronic sur-
veillance, is most apparent in surveillance by private
persons who disclaim any obligation to consider the
interests of others. Egoism is also a likely justifica-
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tion for business surveillance, if one sees corporate
officers’ highest duty as maximizing the sharehold-
ers’return on their investment. In the case of business
surveillance, egoism and utilitarianism may actually
overlap, in light of the free-market argument that the
rational pursuit of self-interest by all players in a
given market will produce the optimal allocation of
resources in that market.

Ethical Opposition
Much of the antisurveillance rhetoric in the

United States is rights-based and draws on a variety
of legal authorities. In the United States, surveillance
opponents often rely on Supreme Court decisions
finding a constitutionally protected right to privacy.
Some state constitutions explicitly protect the right to
privacy, as does Article 12 of the United Nations Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights. Additionally,
some state and federal statutes in the United States
limit electronic surveillance by the government as
well as by private parties, and most states protect in-
dividuals against intrusions on their reasonable ex-
pectation of privacy.

A second strain of opposition to surveillance em-
bodies the Kantian ethic of respect for personhood.
This approach rejects treating people as mere means
to an end, and challenges electronic surveillance for
intruding on individual autonomy and dignity. Perva-
sive electronic surveillance diminishes autonomy by
treating people as if they are not to be trusted and are
therefore unworthy of autonomy.

Individual dignity also suffers when surveillance
data are used to limit individuals’ opportunities to
gain such essentials as employment, credit, and
health or life insurance, and to discriminate against
particular classes of people.

Shaun B. Spencer
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Electroshock therapy
Definition: Induction by electric current of convul-

sions in patients in order to alleviate severe de-
pression and suicidal ideation

Date: 1938 to present
Type of ethics: Psychological ethics
Significance: Electroshock therapy intentionally

causes pain and suffering in order to help patients
with mental problems. This raises two fundamen-
tal ethical issues: First, is it ever acceptable to in-
flict pain, not as a by-product of treatment, but as
a method of treatment, even if that pain brings
about the desired benefits? Second, are patients
with depression and other mental illnesses com-
petent to consent to or refuse this type of treat-
ment?

Depression is one of the most prevalent and most
treatable life-threatening illnesses. As many as 5 per-
cent of Americans are likely to experience at least
one episode of clinical depression during their life-
times. The most probable cause of death from de-
pression is suicide: Indeed, approximately 15 per-
cent of patients with major depression eventually
take their own lives.

Electroshock therapy, or, more properly, electro-
convulsive therapy (ECT), is used to treat severe de-
pression that does not respond to drug therapy or that
occurs in patients who cannot tolerate antidepressant
drugs.

History
ECT was introduced in 1938 by two psychiatrists,

U. Cerletti and L. Bini, who devised a means of in-
ducing a convulsion in a patient by using an electric
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current delivered via electrodes fastened to one or
both of the patient’s temples. It had long been ob-
served that some mental patients had temporary re-
lief from their symptoms following a spontaneous
seizure. Prior to Cerletti and Bini’s work, seizures
had been induced by the inhalation of various sub-
stances.

ECT enjoyed a peak of popular use during the
1950’s and 1960’s, when it was considered a virtual
panacea for mental illness. It had the additional bene-
fit of making otherwise “difficult” patients more
manageable, causing it to be used in some cases for
behavior control. Partly because of its misuse and
its negative depiction in the popular media (such as
in Ken Kesey’s 1962 novel One Flew Over the
Cuckoo’s Nest), ECT has earned a reputation as a
high-risk treatment with an enormous capacity for
abuse and severe long-term side effects. This is not,
in fact, the case.

Indications and Effects
ECT is extremely effective in the treatment of se-

vere depression and the depressive phase of bipolar
disorder. Patients with atypical depression, however,
which includes features such as acute anxiety or veg-
etative symptoms, tend not to respond as well to ECT.
The treatment is strongly indicated in cases in which
suicide seems imminent. ECT is used primarily for
patients who have not responded to, or who cannot
tolerate, drug therapy. Studies have shown that be-
tween 50 percent and 80 percent of patients in this
category respond positively to ECT.

There are no absolute contraindicators in the use
of ECT. The treatment does raise blood and
intracranial pressure, however, and therefore it must
be used with caution in patients who already have
high readings in these areas. ECT is often adminis-
tered under anesthesia, and muscle relaxants are used
to reduce the risk of bone fractures, so patients who
have problems with these treatments need to be as-
sessed carefully. Also, patients with cardiovascular
problems are only rarely given ECT, because of re-
ported complications. In studies to date, however, the
highest mortality rate associated with ECT has been
0.8 percent.

The major side effect of ECT is memory loss. The
loss is primarily short-term. Studies indicate that
there is little, if any, observable difference six months
after treatment between the memory abilities of pa-

tients who have had ECT and those who have not.
Since memory impairment is associated with depres-
sion in general, it is difficult to assess what loss is at-
tributable to ECT.

Ethical Issues
The ethical issues involved with the administra-

tion of ECT revolve around the determination of
what constitutes informed consent and competency
to give consent or refuse treatment. In all psychiatric
treatments, the question of the competency of a pa-
tient who suffers from some form of mental illness to
give consent is raised. Other issues include the use of
ECT for behavior control and decision making for
patients considered not competent.

Informed Consent
The ethical issue of informed consent may be di-

vided into two areas: consent by a competent adult
and consent for an incompetent patient.

The question of competency is raised in all cases
of mental illness. Can a person in the depths of severe
depression, with its accompanying hindrances of
judgment, be considered competent under any cir-
cumstances? Legally, yes. Legal competency is
judged on the basis of observable behavior rather
than on the basis of the patient’s mental status, which
can only be inferred. If a patient can make what is
considered to be a rational decision, shows no signs
of delusions, and is able to understand the risks and
benefits of a treatment, that person is considered
competent. The common negative societal view of
ECT, however, often causes legally competent pa-
tients to refuse the treatment. Can their biased view
of ECT, which is based on fictional portrayals, be
considered delusional? Furthermore, consistency of
consent becomes an issue because of the indecisive-
ness inherent in depression.

If a patient is judged to be incompetent, determin-
ing who will make treatment decisions becomes an
issue. Most commonly these decisions are made by a
close relative. It must be ascertained that the best in-
terests and values of the patient have primacy in the
decision, rather than such issues as ease of manage-
ment by caretakers or punitive measures by other par-
ties.

In the case of the hospitalized patient, the aspect
of voluntariness of consent must be considered. A
patient does not automatically relinquish the right to
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refuse treatment upon hospitalization. If consent is
sought, it must be clear that it is in no way coerced;
for example, by telling a patient that release from the
hospital will occur sooner if ECT is used.

Risks and Benefits
One of the important aspects of informed consent

is the patient’s ability to comprehend and evaluate
the risks and benefits inherent in a given procedure.
In the case of ECT, the risks of the procedure must be
evaluated in the light of the continued risk of suicide
in depressed individuals. A competent patient has the
right to refuse ECT, however, if he or she considers
that the risk of memory loss or other brain damage
outweighs the possible benefits.

Margaret Hawthorne
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Elitism
Definition: Doctrine that some people are superior

to others because of a special knowledge, ability,
or characteristic that they possess

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics; beliefs
and practices

Significance: Elitism can provide a basis for argu-
ments against the ethics of equality as well as ar-
guments in favor of some forms of ethical pater-
nalism.

There have been many different types of elitism, such
as those based on race, religion, sex, social class, or
physical beauty. Racism, sexism, religious elitism,
and so forth are generally condemned as unethical
practices, if for no other reason than that the criteria
used to sort out and rank people are seen as arbitrary.
This view does not dismiss elitism completely, how-
ever, but only those forms that base it on irrelevant
differences among people. More serious elitist argu-
ments are a natural outgrowth of any doctrine that
claims that human beings have a potential for excel-
lence. Those who work toward realizing this essence
will often view themselves as superior to those who
do not. Two types of human potential stand out
within elitist arguments—the potential to develop the
intellect and the potential to become a unique indi-
vidual.

Intellectual Elitism
As early as 600 b.c.e., the Greeks spoke about the

differences between human beings based on the de-
velopment of a virtuous or unvirtuous character. For
the Greeks, differences in character served as a natu-
ral basis for ranking people. The aristocracy saw this
division as a sound justification for an unequal distri-
bution of power and privilege as well as for the prac-
tice of slavery.

Socrates and Plato developed Greek elitism into
a sophisticated philosophical doctrine. Socrates, af-
ter arguing for a strong dualism of soul and body,
claimed that the soul constituted human essence and
that the body was a mere vehicle, even a prison, for
the soul. In the Socratic view, the perfectibility of the
human soul and the avoidance of bodily temptations
thus became the single most important task of life.
Those who sacrificed their souls for the sake of their
bodies became the objects of harsh criticism, as
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people who turned their backs on their own essential
nature. The familiar image of Socrates testing the
knowledge of others through his questioning can be
understood as his effort to determine the true elite of
Greek society.

Plato took the Socratic teaching and developed it
further with complex metaphysical and epistemo-
logical theories. Plato argued that the soul was posi-
tioned between a world of shadows generated by the
opinions of mass society and a world of absolute
truth accessible only to the trained human intellect.
Plato took it as obvious that the person who disci-
plined his mind to seek truth was better than the per-
son who gave himself over to the world of opinion.
He argued that justice could be obtained only if all
political power was handed over to the wise elite of
society, holding that the ignorant masses should not
be allowed to participate in the political process.
Intellectual elitism of this sort has been prevalent
throughout the history of philosophy and is still easy
to find.

Individualist Elitism
In the nineteenth century, Friedrich Nietzsche ar-

gued for a different type of elitism based on a human
being’s capacity for development as a singular,
unique, and powerful individual. In works such as
Thus Spoke Zarathustra and Beyond Good and Evil,
Nietzsche argued that all reality consists fundamen-
tally of assertions of power. Thus, he asserted that hu-
mans could be divided up into two basic groups:
those who embrace and assert their power, and those
who fear and repress their power.

Nietzsche’s elitism considers the powerful ones
to be masters and the repressed ones to be slaves. The
master is the true individualist, a free spirit, a creator
and a warrior. He or she is “beyond” the social con-
ventions, taboos, morés, and moral imperatives that
slaves create to hold themselves and others back. The
slaves, however, try to subordinate individuality and
uniqueness to generalized rules for appropriate
thought and behavior. While the master creates rules
by means of an individual act of will, the slaves sub-
ordinate themselves to the community will and fol-
low the orders of others.

Ethical Principles
Despite their obvious differences, both these

forms of elitism share important similarities: Both

advocate that it is an ethical duty for humans to de-
velop that potential which will make them superior
people—the intellect or the will. Both advocate the
duty to avoid that which will corrupt—the world of
shadows or the commonplace. Each offers a defini-
tion of the highest good in terms of that which will
perfect a human being—truth or power.

Both forms of elitism are faced also with the ethi-
cal problem of what attitude and/or behavior the elite
few should take toward the nonelite majority. While
intellectual elitists will have a tendency to avoid the
ignorant masses, they do not shun community life it-
self. Rather, they seek associations within an elite
community founded on the books, music, plays, films,
and so forth that serve to improve the mind and pro-
vide rational insight into truth. Moreover, the intel-
lectual elitist often feels a certain duty to protect the
ignorant from their own degradation and to persuade
them to partake in their own self-improvement. This
attitude, however, creates a moral dilemma. Socrates
was tried and executed as a “corrupter” of the youth
by the people he claimed he was trying to help. To-
day, as well, the well-intentioned social reformer is
often accused of both elitism and paternalism by
those persons whom the reformer seeks to help.

Nietzschean individualists draw a different lesson
from the trial and death of Socrates. They feel no
moral duty to help the nonelite to do better and will
try to avoid them entirely. The master does not desire
a community of masters but is instead driven more to-
ward a reclusive and solitary life. The Nietzschean
hero Zarathustra lives alone like a god, high in the
mountains, with only powerful animals such as lions
and snakes as his companions.

Daniel Baker
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Emancipation Proclamation
Identification: Proclamation by President Abra-

ham Lincoln freeing all slaves held in rebel por-
tions of the United States

Date: Issued on January 1, 1863
Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: The Emancipation Proclamation ex-

tended the legal state of freedom to most Ameri-
can slaves but actually freed few of them at first
because the Union government had no power to
enforce its provisions in rebel-held territories.

Although the American Civil War was the result of
sectional conflict that involved the issue of slavery,
both the Union and the Confederate governments ini-
tially denied that slavery was a war issue. The Con-
federate government claimed that it was fighting
only to defend the principle of states’ rights. The
Union government claimed that it was fighting to
preserve the Union of states against Confederate ef-
forts to destroy it.

Lincoln’s Cautious Approach to
Emancipation

From the very beginning of the war, abolitionists,
radical Republicans, and black activists urged Presi-
dent Abraham Lincoln to use the war as an opportu-
nity to strike down slavery. Lincoln, though, acted in
a cautious manner during the early months of the war.
Until September, 1862, Lincoln refused to include
the abolition of slavery as one of the Union’s war
aims. Furthermore, when radical commanders in the
Union Army ordered the emancipation of slaves in
parts of the occupied South in 1861-1862, Lincoln
countermanded the orders.

These actions caused reformers to question the
depth of Lincoln’s own commitment to ending slav-
ery. In Lincoln’s defense, it must be noted that Lin-
coln both publicly and privately often expressed a
heartfelt abhorrence of slavery. Yet Lincoln knew
that a premature effort to turn the war into a crusade
for emancipation would be counterproductive to the
cause of freedom. An early act of emancipation
would prompt loyal slave states such as Kentucky,
Maryland, and Missouri to join the Confederacy and
probably cause the defeat of the Union. From a prac-
tical point of view, the Union government could not
abolish slavery in the South if it lost the war.

Origins of Lincoln’s Emancipation
Policy

Lincoln was finally encouraged to seek emanci-
pation because of the actions of the slaves them-
selves. During the war, some 600,000 slaves—about
15 percent of the total—escaped from their masters.
Slaves understood that the advance of the Union
Army through the South presented them with an un-
precedented opportunity for escape. Most escaped
slaves sought shelter with the Union Army.

The presence of large numbers of slaves within
Union Army lines presented Union commanders
with the question of whether the slaves should be re-
turned to their rebellious masters or allowed to stay
with the Army and consume its limited resources.
Most Union commanders allowed the slaves to re-
main with the army, justifying this decision out of
military necessity. Pointing to the right of armies un-
der international law to seize or destroy enemy prop-
erty being used to sustain the war effort, Union com-
manders claimed the right to seize the Confederacy’s
slave laborers as contraband of war.

The actions of Union commanders shifted the fo-
cus of emancipation from human rights to military
necessity, thereby encouraging Lincoln to adopt a
general policy of emancipation and giving Lincoln
an argument with which to win public support for this
policy.

The Proclamation and Its Limits
Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation, which was

issued January 1, 1863, declared that slaves in areas
in rebellion against the United States were free.
Slaves in the loyal slave states and slaves in areas of
the Confederacy already under Union control were
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not freed by the Proclamation. Because of this fact,
some commentators have criticized the Proclama-
tion, claiming that the Proclamation had little impact
because it sought to free the Confederate slaves who
were beyond Lincoln’s control and neglected to free
the slaves within his control. This criticism ignores
several facts regarding Lincoln’s action. The Eman-
cipation Proclamation amounted to an announce-
ment that henceforward, the Union Army would be-
come an army of liberation. Whenever the Union
Army captured an area of the Confederacy, it would
automatically free the slaves in that region.

Additionally, the limited scope of Lincoln’s Proc-
lamation was prompted by the limited powers of the
president under the Constitution. Lincoln pointed out
that, as president, his only constitutional power to
emancipate slaves was derived from his power as
commander-in-chief to order the military destruction
of property that supported the enemy’s war effort.
Slaves belonging to masters in states loyal to the
Union and slaves belonging to masters in areas of the

Confederacy previously captured
were not currently being used to
support the enemy’s war effort. In
making this argument, Lincoln was
not being evasive or cautious in
seeking the emancipation of all
American slaves. One month be-
fore he issued the Emancipation
Proclamation, Lincoln proposed to
Congress the passage of a constitu-
tional amendment that would have
freed all slaves living in the loyal
border states and in currently occu-
pied portions of the Confederacy.

Effects of the
Proclamation

Eventually, perhaps two-thirds of
American slaves were freed by the
Emancipation Proclamation. The
remainder of American slaves were
freed by the laws of state govern-
ments in loyal slave states and by
the Thirteenth Amendment (1865),
which abolished slavery in the
United States.

Harold D. Tallant
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Time Line of Legal Emancipation Outside
the United States

Year Country

1775 Madeira
1793 Ontario
1804 Haiti
1813 Argentina
1814 Colombia
1819 Tunisia
1823 Chile
1824 Central America
1829 Mexico
1831 Bolivia
1833 British colonies
1836 Portugal
1843 India

Uruguay
1847 Swedish colonies
1848 Virgin Islands
1851 Ecuador
1854 Peru

Venezuela

Year Country

1863 Dutch colonies
1873 Portuguese colonies

Puerto Rico
Spanish colonies

1874 Gold Coast
1875 Angola
1877 Madagascar
1886 Cuba
1888 Brazil
1890 Belgian colonies
1897 Zanzibar and

Pemba
1907 Kenya
1910 China
1923 Rwanda
1928 Sierra Leone
1930 Ethiopia
1962 Saudi Arabia
1970 Muscat and Oman



Emerson, Ralph Waldo
Identification: American theologian, essayist, and

poet
Born: May 25, 1803, Boston, Massachusetts
Died: April 27, 1882, Concord, Massachusetts
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: The leading proponent of New En-

gland Transcendentalism, Emerson inspired indi-
viduals to develop their spiritual selves in such
works as Nature (1836), “The American Scholar”
(1837), “Divinity School Address” (1838), and
“Self-Reliance” (1841).

The catalyst for most of Emerson’s finest writings
was his search for a liberating personal philosophy.
Ordained a Protestant minister, Emerson resigned his
pastorate at a Boston Unitarian church because he be-
lieved that conventional religions told their parish-
ioners what to think and how to act rather than in-
structing them how to use their own divinely inspired

“moral sentiments.” He believed that only through
this innate moral sense could one adequately meet
one’s most important ethical responsibility: self-
reliance.

Failure to follow one’s conscience was to live in a
mind-numbing conformity that was, at bottom, spiri-
tually suicidal. In a controversial address, he urged a
graduating class of Harvard divinity students to “cast
behind you all conformity, and acquaint men at first-
hand with Deity.” He attributed Americans’ over-
reliance on material things to a lack of self-reliance:
Citizens “measure their esteem of each other, by
what each has and not by what each is.” His solution
was for each person to find in the expansive Ameri-
can natural setting an “original relationship to the
universe.”

Emerson believed that nature itself embodied eth-
ical principles; thus, it could be used as a kind of holy
sanctuary in which the individual, without the aid of
irrelevant intermediaries such as dogmas, rituals, and
ministers, could “transcend” material considerations
and achieve a spiritual union with the deity. Despite
the affirmative tone of his essays, Emerson, like
Thoreau, sometimes despaired of finding a vocation.
In a materialistic society, Transcendentalists were
neither allotted a place of respect nor afforded the
kind of meaningful work they were eager to perform.
Not considered “good citizens,” they believed that
most of the ordinary work of humanity, even that de-
voted to the best causes, required conformity rather
than originality and therefore precluded the original
use of one’s own spirit.

William L. Howard

See also: Conservation; Declaration of Indepen-
dence; Idealist ethics; Thoreau, Henry David; Tran-
scendentalism.

Emotivist ethics
Definition: System of moral philosophy based on

the notion that the purpose of ethical language is
to prescribe behavior by stirring one’s emotions
and influencing one’s attitude

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Emotivist ethics is an important de-

velopment in the evolution of ethical theory be-
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cause it represents a departure from the domi-
nant cognitive ethical theory. In its extreme form,
emotivism denies that ethical judgments can be
rationally justified.

To a certain extent, emotivist ethics has its roots in the
philosophy of David Hume. In the second book of the
Treatise of Human Nature (1739), Hume argues that
reason is subordinate to the emotions and that moral
judgments are “sentiments.” These sentiments are
feelings of approval or disapproval toward an action.
The bottom line for Hume is that morality is derived
from and based on feeling. As he observes in the
Treatise, “Morality is more properly felt than judged
of.”

The real impetus for this well-known movement
in ethics came from logical positivism, which could
not accept intuition as a means of verifying proposi-
tions. Since moral judgments cannot be verified, they
could not be meaningful or significant propositions.
Positivism stresses that propositions must be verifi-
able, and since this is not possible with ethical propo-
sitions, they must be treated very differently. Thus,
according to A. J. Ayer, echoing David Hume, moral
judgments serve only to express the feelings or senti-
ments of the speaker.

Emotivism as a full-fledged ethical theory was
developed primarily by the American philosopher
Charles L. Stevenson. Stevenson wrote Ethics and
Language (1944), which has become one of the most
significant and influential ethical works of the twen-
tieth century.

Premise of Emotivism
The fundamental premise of emotivist ethics is

that language has different functions. One function
or purpose of language is to state facts or to describe
some aspect of reality. For example, “It’s quite cold
outside—the temperature is 23 degrees Fahrenheit.”
This statement can be easily verified. When language
is used in this fashion it is considered to be descrip-
tive. According to the emotivist theory of ethics,
however, moral discourse is definitely not descrip-
tive, since it does not convey any such factual infor-
mation.

What, then is the purpose and import of moral lan-
guage? According to Stevenson, moral discourse has
two key features. In order to explain the first feature,
Stevenson drew a sharp distinction between beliefs

and attitudes. In making a moral judgment, it is possi-
ble to distinguish between the facts that are the sub-
ject of judgment and the positive or negative evalua-
tion of those facts. Hence, if someone makes the
judgment that “euthanasia is wrong,” euthanasia is
the state of affairs under scrutiny and a negative eval-
uation is being advanced. This negative evaluation
represents one’s attitude about euthanasia. In moral
disputes, there is a divergence or disagreement in at-
titude. For example, some people may disagree with
opponents of euthanasia: They may believe that eu-
thanasia is permissible, which means that they have a
different attitude toward euthanasia.

The second feature of moral discourse is its dy-
namic character, or magnetic power. Hence, accord-
ing to Stevenson, besides expressing an attitude,
moral judgments “create an influence,” since they
seek to provoke a response in those to whom the
judgment is addressed. With regard to this second
feature of moral discourse, Ayer and Stevenson would
agree that ethical terms such as “good,” “right,” and
so forth are emotionally provocative. In his semi-
nal work Language, Truth, and Logic (1936), Ayer
points out that ethical terms such as “good” and
“evil” are similar to aesthetic words such as “beauti-
ful.” Such words do not describe or state facts; in-
stead, they express feelings and seek to evoke a re-
sponse.

In short, then, ethical language and judgment
has a dual function. Its first purpose is to express the
belief as well as the attitude of the speaker, and its
second purpose is to change the attitude of those
to whom this language is addressed. Hence, when
someone utters the moral judgment that euthanasia is
a grave moral error, that person is expressing a feel-
ing and an attitude about this controversial topic. The
speaker is also trying to persuade others to adopt this
same attitude if they have not already done so. Thus,
moral discourse is clearly influential: It seeks to in-
fluence others and change attitudes.

Rational Arguments
In its extreme form, emotivism does not recog-

nize the validity of rational arguments that might
support one’s ethical attitude or feelings. This ap-
pears to be Ayer’s position. Stevenson, however, does
not go so far; he admits the possibility of such ratio-
nal justification. Thus, Stevenson concedes that the
attitudes that are expressed in ethical judgments are
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based on beliefs, and people can offer reasons and
justifications for those beliefs. For Stevenson, how-
ever, it is unclear whether the most fundamental ethi-
cal attitudes are grounded in any rational beliefs; if
this is so, these attitudes would be irrational, since
they could not be swayed by reason.

Philosophers recognize that there is consider-
able merit to the line of reasoning put forward by
emotivists such as Stevenson, but they also point
out some problems. To begin with, it is not clear that
the purpose of influencing attitudes is distinctive of
moral discourse. Also, there is nothing necessarily
emotional about rendering a moral judgment—after
all, is it not possible to articulate a judgment in an un-
emotional and dispassionate way? Finally, emotivism
stresses that moral discourse is used primarily to pro-
duce an effect—to change the attitude of others. If
one evaluates moral judgments in terms of their ef-
fectiveness, however, one looks away from the rea-
sons and arguments underlying that judgment, and
this is somewhat problematic. Simply because a moral
judgment is effective does not mean that it is valid.

Richard A. Spinello
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Employee safety and treatment
Definition: Policies and procedures used by em-

ployers to protect the on-the-job safety and wel-
fare of their workers

Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Employers have an ethical responsi-

bility for the general workplace health and safety
because they—and not their workers—control
the facilities and equipment used. To place re-
sponsibility on workers would be to create a gap
between responsibility and authority.

Worker treatment is generally seen as falling into two
basic categories: the physical safety of employees in
the workplace and the rights of workers to fairness
and dignity with respect to hiring, compensation,
promotions, job security, and discrimination.

Physical Safety
As approximately 10,000 workers are killed each

year in American workplaces, and another 2.8 mil-
lion workers are injured (these numbers do not in-
clude workers who suffer from occupational dis-
eases, which can take decades to develop), safety is a
critical issue in business. Ensuring physical safety re-
quires the elimination of workplace hazards and im-
plementation of safety standards. Although many
hazards have been eliminated, many dangerous con-
ditions still exist. Among these dangers are textile fi-
bers that can cause brown lung disease, paint vapors
that cause emphysema, excessive noise that may
cause hearing loss, and debilitating carpal tunnel
syndrome from computer keyboard operation.

To improve worker safety and to establish forums
in which employees may seek remuneration, individ-
ual states began enacting legislation to guarantee
payment for workplace injuries as early as 1920. This
legislation, known as worker’s compensation, or
“worker’s comp,” compensated workers only for ex-
isting injuries and did not eliminate the conditions
that caused injuries. To reduce workplace injuries,
the federal government enacted the Occupational
Safety and Health Act, which established the Occu-
pational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA)
in 1970.

With the creation of OSHA, employers had a new
legal duty to maintain a safe working environment,
provide proper supervision, and educate their em-
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ployees about their products and their workplace.
OSHA required all employers to conform to certain
minimum safety standards and sought to reduce haz-
ards in the workplace by establishing corporate re-
sponsibilities for improving worker safety and
health. OSHA sometimes disciplines employers who
think that compensating injured workers is cheaper
than implementing costly safety standards to prevent
accidents. OSHA may impose criminal penalties
upon individuals within the corporate structure—
rather than only upon the corporation itself—if it
finds that corporate managers understood the risks to
workers and ignored them.

One famous example of how disastrous it can be
for a company to fail to provide for employee safety
is Johns Manville, formerly the leading manufacturer
of asbestos products. During the 1930’s the company
discovered that exposure to asbestos fibers could re-
sult in serious, even fatal, disabilities. However, the
company kept this information private and did
not inform its thousands of workers about the
hazards of asbestos exposure. When the dan-
gers of asbestos finally became known to the
public in the early 1980’s, thousands of law-
suits were filed by former employees of
Manville and other companies that used as-
bestos products supplied by Manville. As a re-
sult, Manville declared bankruptcy, estab-
lished a fund to help pay for injuries, and
became widely vilified for its failure to warn
workers. The result of Manville’s negligence
was catastrophe—for the injured workers and
their families, and for the company, which was
nearly destroyed. More even than OSHA, the
common law character of American courts
makes employers liable for negligent or mali-
cious behavior on their part.

By the early twenty-first century, one of the
important twentieth century assumptions
about worker’s compensation legislation had
come under widespread attack. As American
labor costs—including insurance premiums
to pay for worker’s compensation claims—
rose, businesses increasingly found it cheaper
to export jobs to low-wage environments in
countries abroad. In an effort to save Ameri-
can jobs, business have pressured many state
governments to reduce the benefits awarded
under their worker’s compensation laws or

face the loss of jobs to other less protective American
states or to overseas locations.

This growing trend raised new ethical issues, and
not only for workers who may find themselves with
reduced protection. If workers are injured in facilities
controlled by irresponsible employers and the new
worker’s compensation laws do not provide ade-
quately for medical costs or permanent disabilities,
the injured workers will be forced into some form of
state financed welfare. This is an ethical issue not
only for the workers but also for responsible employ-
ers. Caring employers who attempt to maintain safe
working environments for their employees will pay
twice: once for the safety measures they provide and
again when they pay increased taxes to cover the
losses foisted on the taxpayers by less responsible
employers.

Safety in the workplace is of paramount impor-
tance to all ethical employers, and ideas about what
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Causes of Workplace Fatalities in 2002

In 2002, 5,524 people were killed on the job in the
United States—the lowest number of workplace fatalities
since the Department of Labor began tracking this statistic.
This chart summarizes the main causes of the fatalities.

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Statistics, Census of Fatal
Occupational Injuries, 2002.



constitutes safety have evolved as new knowledge
has become available. A classic example of how
opinions can change regarding what constitutes a
safe workplace is the issue of secondhand smoke.
During the early 1980’s, few employers saw a need
to protect their employees from coworkers’ second-
hand smoke. By the early twenty-first century, how-
ever, secondhand smoke was recognized as a serious
workplace concern. Although there is no doubt that
the workplace has become safer and that employers’
concern for the safety of workers has increased, the
issue of safety merits continued close attention.

Workers’ Rights and Fairness
All workers have the right to expect fairness from

their employers and to be treated with respect and
dignity. Fairness is especially important in the areas
of hiring practices, compensation, promotions, pri-
vacy, discrimination, job security, and sexual harass-
ment.

The federal government has enacted legislation to
protect employees from discrimination in the work-
place based on race, religion, sex, color, and national
origin. Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 spe-
cifically protects women, African Americans, His-
panics, Native Americans, Asian Americans, and Pa-
cific Islanders. In addition, some states and local
communities have added to the list more protections,
such as those relating to marital status, veteran status,
and sexual orientation. The Pregnancy Discrimina-
tion Act of 1978 protects pregnant women from dis-
crimination, and the Age Discrimination in Employ-
ment Act of 1975 extends protection to workers forty
years of age or older. The 1990 Americans with Dis-
abilities Act requires all companies with more than
fifteen employees to provide reasonable accommo-
dations for workers with disabilities. The goal of all
this legislation is to incorporate fairness into the
workplace so that ability will be the primary criterion
in decisions that involve hiring, promotions, com-
pensation, discipline, and firing.

Another twenty-first century issue in the work-
place is sexual harassment, which is a form of gender
discrimination. While a precise definition of sexual
harassment is not always clear to employers, employ-

ees, or even lower courts, the U.S. Supreme Court has
moved in the direction of greater clarity in successive
cases. Sexual harassment is an ethical issue because
it unfairly focuses job advancement or retention on a
factor other than the ability to do a job. As a result of
legislation and well-publicized lawsuits, many com-
panies have adopted guidelines for dealing with sex-
ual harassment as well as training programs to edu-
cate employees about the dangers of harassment and
discrimination.

Jonathan Hugh Mann
Updated by Richard L. Wilson
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Endangered species
Definition: Living creatures that are threatened

with extinction in all or part of their geographical
range

Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Advocates of environmental ethics

believe that it is morally wrong for humans to
cause the extinction of a species, while more an-
thropocentric arguments are made on the basis
of the potential utility of existing species for hu-
manity and the inadvertent self-destruction which
may result from the destruction of other members
of an ecosystem. As a result, endangered species
are recognized and protected by law.

An endangered species is one that has so few individ-
ual survivors that it could soon become extinct in all
or part of its range. Examples include animals such as
the California condor and plants such as orchids and
cacti. Those species classified as threatened are pres-
ently abundant in their range but likely to become en-
dangered within the near future because of a decline
in numbers. Examples include the grizzly bear and
the bald eagle.

Wildlife Protection
There are three general methods to prevent wild-

life from becoming endangered. These methods are to
establish treaties and laws to protect a particular spe-
cies from being killed and to preserve its habitat; to use
gene banks, zoos, botanical gardens, and research cen-
ters to preserve species and possibly breed individu-
als of a critically endangered species to reintroduce
them to the wild; and to preserve a variety of unique
and representative ecosystems, which tends to save a
variety of species rather than an individual species.

The U.S. Congress has passed a variety of laws
for the protection of endangered species. Legislation
to prohibit the illegal collection of species began in
1900 with the Lacey Act. In 1966, the Endangered
Species Preservation Act made an official list of en-
dangered species and authorized the expenditure of
funds to acquire their habitats. The Endangered Spe-
cies Conservation Act of 1969 banned the importa-
tion and sale of wildlife threatened with worldwide
extinction. These legislative acts applied only to ver-
tebrate animals; they did not protect species that were
threatened, and they provided no absolute protection
against major federal projects that could exterminate
a species.
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Numbers of Endangered and Threatened Species in 1996
As Listed by U.S. Government

Mam-
mals Birds Reptiles

Amphib-
ians Fishes Snails Clams

Crusta-
ceans Insects

Arach-
nids Plants

Total listings 335 274 112 21 116 23 59 17 33 5 496

Endangered species,
total 307 252 79 15 76 16 53 14 24 5 406

United States 55 74 14 7 65 15 51 14 20 5 405
Foreign 252 178 65 8 11 1 2 — 4 — 1

Threatened species,
total 28 22 33 6 40 7 6 3 9 — 90

United States 9 16 19 5 40 7 6 3 9 — 90
Foreign 19 6 14 1 — — — — — — —

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Statistical Abstract of the United States, 1996, 1996. Primary source, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.
Note: Numbers reflect species officially listed by U.S. government; actual worldwide totals of species that could be considered threatened or

endangered are unknown but are believed to be much higher.



The 1973 Endangered Species Act protected en-
dangered and threatened species and provided a pro-
gram for the recovery of those species. The 1973 act
included all plants and animals except a few that had
been determined to be pests. The act recognized the
relationship between a species and its environment
by requiring the Department of the Interior to deter-
mine the critical habitat of endangered and threat-
ened species. The act authorizes the National Marine
Fisheries Service of the Department of Commerce to
identify and list marine species, and the Department
of the Interior’s Fish and Wildlife Service to identify
all other plant and animal species threatened in the
United States or abroad. Any decision by either
agency to add or remove a species from the list must
be based solely on biological grounds without eco-
nomic consideration.

The 1973 Endangered Species Act also prohibits
interstate and international commercial trade involv-
ing endangered plant or animal species. Section 7 di-
rects federal agencies not to carry out, fund, or au-
thorize projects that would jeopardize endangered
species or destroy habitats critical to their survival.
This section was challenged in 1975 when conserva-
tionists filed suit against the Tennessee Valley Author-
ity to stop construction on the $137 million Tellico
Dam on the Little Tennessee River because the river

would flood the only known breeding ground of the
tiny snail darter, an endangered species. Courts
stopped construction on the dam, though the dam was
90 percent complete. In 1979, Congress passed special
legislation exempting the project from the Endan-
gered Species Act. The case of the Tellico Dam raises
the ethical problem that if one interprets the 1973 act
as favoring species over development in all cases, then
the value of the species would be so high that it could
not be exceeded by the benefits of development.

The ethical principle of saving endangered spe-
cies is a high one, but it is not absolute. In some cases,
there are higher values that must take precedence
over endangered species preservation. Although en-
vironmentalists understand this principle, they have
argued that the Endangered Species Act is not being
carried out as directed by Congress because of bud-
get cuts and administrative rules.

Ethical Principles
The ethical principle of preserving all plant and

animal species often entails practical costs that are
extremely high. There will continue to be situations
in which a development project that is truly neces-
sary for human well-being will come into conflict
with the existence of one or more species. With only
limited resources, a priority system must be devised
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Notable Species Endangered in the Early Twenty-first Century

Species Locales

Approximate
number Reason for endangerment

Asian elephant South and Southeast Asia 50,000 Habitat loss
Black rhinoceros Eastern and Southern Africa 2,400 Poaching (for horns)
Black-footed ferret U.S. and Canadian plains 100 Habitat loss, disease
California condor Western North America less than 100 Habitat loss, poaching, pollution
Florida manatee Florida 2,000 Habitat loss, boat collisions
Gorilla Central Africa 700 Habitat loss, disease
Marine turtle tropical and subtropical seas unknown Hunting, habitat loss, pollution
Panda China 1,000 Habitat loss, hunting
Pika North America alpine regions unknown Habitat loss
Polar bear Arctic regions unknown Habitat loss
Snow leopard Central Asia and Himalayas 3,000-5,000 Habitat loss, hunting
South China tiger China 20-30 Hunting, habitat loss
Sumatran tiger Indonesia less than 500 Hunting

Source: World Wildlife Fund; Sea World



so that the maximum number of species is saved. The
ecological value of a species is the value of the spe-
cies in question to its native habitat or what the im-
pact of its extinction will be on the ecosystem. The
uniqueness of a species places greater value on a spe-
cies if it is the only existing member of a family rather
than one of many members of a given family. Those
species with a current or promising biological, medi-
cal, or chemical utility have a high preservation ef-
fort. Those species with a commercial value should
not be allowed to be harvested to extinction.

In some cases, extinctions may be ethically justi-
fiable. The following reasons may apply in such
cases: benefits accrue to large numbers of people and
not merely a chosen few; the beneficial action is re-
lated to genuine human needs, not luxuries; the pres-
ervation costs are too great to be borne by society; the
species is not unique and has no known medical
value; or alternate habitats are not available. Justifi-
able extinctions include those of the smallpox virus
and of some nonharmful animals in East Africa.

By saving endangered species and preserving
Earth’s genetic pool, options are kept open for nature
and science to maintain a healthy environment in the
future. There is a growing understanding that all life-
forms are part of one interdependent ecosystem and
that the declining health of one species signals dan-
ger for all species, including humans.

David R. Teske
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English Bill of Rights
Identification: English law that established funda-

mental rights of citizens by specifying limits of
governmental power

Date: Enacted in December, 1689
Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: The enactment of the English Bill of

Rights was an important landmark in the develop-
ment of the concept of inalienable human rights
and political freedoms.

Originally proposed as the Declaration of Right, the
English Bill of Rights was adopted under the title
“An Act Declaring the Rights and Liberties of the
Subject, and Settling the Succession of the Crown.”
Most of its provisions limiting monarchical power
had long been supported as established liberties un-
der English common law. By effectively limiting
governmental power, it dealt a death blow to the mo-
narchical concept of divine right. It limited monar-
chical action by forbidding the suspension of estab-
lished laws, the formation of ecclesiastical courts,
and the levying of taxes without parliamentary ap-
proval. It also required parliamentary approval for a
standing army. As further enhancements of parlia-
mentary power, it upheld freedom of elections and
freedom of speech, and it specified regular meetings
of parliament.

For all English subjects, the bill guaranteed the
right of petition, the right of trial by jury, and the right
of reasonable bail. It prohibited fines and forfeitures
of property prior to conviction. It forbade cruel and
unusual punishments and granted Protestant sub-
jects the right to bear arms. By enshrining in law
rights that are central to a concept of human rights,
the Bill became important in the development of
freedoms throughout the Western world.

Stanley Archer
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See also: Bill of Rights, U.S.; Civil rights and liber-
ties; Constitution, U.S.; Declaration of Independence;
Freedom and liberty; Jury system; Magna Carta.

Enlightenment ethics
Definition: Set of rationalist ethical systems devel-

oped in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
by various philosophers and social and political
theorists.

Date: c. 1688-1789
Type of ethics: Enlightenment history
Significance: The moral, social, and political phi-

losophies developed during the Enlightenment
shaped the later course of Western history. They
are the basis for the liberal individualism which
dominates modern moral and political theory and
practice, including the principles of natural civil
rights, the sovereign individual, government as a
contract between the governing and the governed,
and the primacy of reason in determining what is
good and how to achieve it.

During the Enlightenment, the hundred-year period
from 1688 to 1789, a diffuse group of political and
philosophical leaders shared dynamic key ideas that
reshaped the political and religious institutions of
European culture, culminating in the establishment
of the United States of America and the French Revo-
lution. These ideas were in open conflict with the es-
tablished beliefs of Christian churches and of the mo-
narchical governments of that time.

The ideas of Enlightenment writers developed
from two primary sources: the ancient classics of
Greece and Rome and the Protestant movement within
Christian Europe. Beginning with the Renaissance,
when many “lost” works of ancient Greek and Ro-
man writers were reintroduced into Europe, European
students and scholars mastered Latin and Greek in
order to know and appreciate these classics. Students
studied, along with traditional religious works, many
pre-Christian Latin and Greek texts, such as Plato’s
Republic. These pagan texts reintroduced ancient
philosophical ideas to Europeans and sanctioned eth-
ical views that contradicted Christian teachings, such
as the idea that the power of reason, instead of faith,
could lead humans to perform good actions.

The ancient Greek spirit of scientific inquiry also
inspired this period. From the Renaissance on, well-
educated men such as Francis Bacon and Isaac New-
ton applied principles of rational inquiry to the study
of the natural world, and in doing so they established
the scientific method of investigation as a powerful
means of gaining new knowledge of the physical
world. This mode of inquiry turned away from pious
Christian thinking and toward empirical experience
in the search for objective universal law. The practi-
tioners of scientific investigation were tough-
minded, worldly, and philosophical.

As a result of the Protestant religious movements
of the previous centuries, education had become
more widely available in northern European coun-
tries. This occurred because literacy was a necessary
prerequisite for reading and interpreting the Bible as
part of religious worship. This practice developed
close critical reading and thinking skills, confidence
in working with written texts, and tolerance for di-
verse views of religious topics. The tragic psycholog-
ical and economic effects of religious persecution of
Europe also had brought about a greater appreciation
of religious tolerance.

In 1688, a change in England from absolute mon-
archy to constitutional government signaled the
opening of the new age of the Enlightenment. The
so-called Glorious Revolution, which banished the
autocratic Roman Catholic king James II and substi-
tuted the Protestant king William with legally cur-
tailed royal powers, was accomplished without war.
This revolution successfully applied the idea that le-
gitimate government was established by a legal con-
tract between the people and their monarch, instead
of by a divine right given to the monarch by God.
This transformation of England’s government and
the surge of economic prosperity that followed it
marked the beginning of radical social changes that
culminated in the French Revolution in 1789.

Ethical Principles
Tolerance for new ideas and confidence in the hu-

man power of reason as a means to achieve the good
life characterize the core ethical views of Enlighten-
ment thinkers. The human mind rather than sacred
teachings and values became the focus of intellectual
life as humankind’s quest for life, liberty, and the pur-
suit of happiness on Earth gradually overshadowed a
lifestyle of Christian values lived for rewards that
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would be received in a spiritual life after death. Al-
though the vast majority of Europeans remained
Christian, the leading thinkers, such as John Locke,
Voltaire, David Hume, Immanuel Kant, and Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, were often atheists, agnostics, or
Deists. They regarded God’s place in the world as re-
mote or even nonexistent.

Natural Morality
The secular morality developed during the period

conceives of humans using reason, not faith, to find
the good life. Their well-developed faculty of reason-
ing and common sense, together with their natural
desire for pleasure, can lead people to shun evil and
pursue good. This process makes it possible for peo-
ple to enjoy happiness, the goal and reward of living
well, on Earth.

Concerning the basic nature of human beings,
some leading thinkers claimed that people are in-
herently good and that their desire for pleasure, if
guided by reason, can lead them to the good life.
Other Enlightenment thinkers, however, asserted that
humans are inherently neither good nor evil but are
made good or evil by the environment in which they
live.

Natural morality recognizes that an egoistic de-
sire for pleasure and aesthetic enjoyment motivates
human action and thought; thus, according to this
idea, virtue is defined as creating the greatest happi-
ness and pleasure for the greatest number of people.
Therefore, a virtuous person expresses self-interest
and self-love in a way that not only avoids causing
pain in others, since all people have an equal right
to experience pleasure and happiness, but also in-
creases happiness for others.

Humanism
The natural morality of the Enlightenment em-

phasizes the fraternity of humankind in the shared in-
nate faculty of reason, the shared innate desire for
pleasure, and the universal power of education to
bring happiness to all people. In theory, all people
may pursue and find happiness by cultivating their
reasoning powers, so fraternity may minimize politi-
cal, economic, racial, and religious inequities. In
fact, however, the political and social institutions of
the time did not create equal opportunities for all to
become educated and pursue the good life. Enlight-
enment ideas did promote a cosmopolitan spirit in

Europe, since those accepting the idea of humanism
acknowledged a bond of commonality stronger than
those of nationalism and patriotism. The philosopher
Rousseau declared, “There are no longer Frenchmen
or Germans . . . there are only Europeans.”

Scientific Inquiry
Scientific thinking developed and gained enor-

mous credibility during the Enlightenment for sev-
eral reasons. Science serves as an excellent means of
exercising and developing the ability to reason, a fac-
ulty necessary to achieving happiness. It also pro-
motes discussion and criticism and thus furthers
more general education in society. Publications of
experimental studies and meetings of scientific soci-
eties play an essential role in the growth of scientific
thinking and are key components of scientific in-
quiry. During the Enlightenment, leading philoso-
phers envisioned scientific inquiry and its fruits of in-
ventions and discoveries about the natural world as
the sure path to an ideal future life. Thus, the idea of
progress through science to a perfect life sparked the
imaginations of Enlightenment thinkers.

The qualities of reasonableness came to be re-
garded as those of good manners during the Enlight-
enment; it became fashionable to show in one’s be-
havior rationality, tolerance, self-control, cordiality,
partiality, and modesty. Good manners were not only
an expression of humanity but also a humanizing
way of behavior. Women also became more influen-
tial in public life, in part because of new ideas about
manners and in part because women came to be re-
garded as reasonable beings instead of only as care-
takers of the home, or as property.

Religion and the Enlightenment
The role of religion in natural morality was a key

issue during this period. Other significant issues
were the roles of laws, education, and government in
leading humankind to live the happy life.

With respect to religion, a powerful group of athe-
ist thinkers, including David Hume and Denis
Diderot, envisioned society totally without religion,
with reason alone being able to guide people to a
good life. Another group, including the brilliant and
influential Voltaire, called themselves Deists and ar-
gued that humankind should recognize the role of the
higher power of God in forming and sustaining the
world.
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All members of these groups agreed that Euro-
pean Christianity had failed to prepare humankind
for a happy life and had instead destroyed its happi-
ness. These groups allied themselves in passionate
rejection of all Christian doctrines and rituals. Some
asserted that Christianity was a disease that made so-
ciety sick and therefore should be destroyed. “Crush
the infamy!” (Écrasez l’infame!) became the slogan
of Enlightenment philosophers as they endeavored to
annihilate both the doctrines and the customs of the
Roman Catholic and Protestant churches.

These philosophers wanted to replace religion
with education and the development of reason to
guide people to the good life. To accomplish their ob-
jective, a group of French Enlightenment thinkers
prepared and published, in 1751, an impressive
thirty-seven volume Encylopédie, a collection of all
knowledge in a great scheme of education through
reading. They also argued for separating schools,
universities, and libraries from the control and in-
fluence of churches, the traditional custodians and
guardians of educational institutions of Europe. Even
though they, the enlightened ones, were the products
of church-influenced education, they advocated a
sharp break with tradition.

Supporters of Enlightenment ideas also expanded
the scope of education to include decreasing crime
through the education of criminals and delinquents;
they assumed that wrong ideas and antisocial behav-
ior could be changed by education. Enlightenment
thinkers rejected the traditional basis of government,
the divine right of kings as God’s representatives
on Earth to carry out a divine plan. Instead, they
claimed, governments should be negotiated contracts
between the governed subjects and the representa-
tives of government. The role and responsibility of
such governments should be to assist the people by
promoting their happiness. Only those governments
constituted by legal contract were believed to serve
the best interests of the people they ruled. Thus, the
Enlightenment thinkers dismissed traditional forms
of government and the wisdom gained through cen-
turies of trial and error. One issue related to the role of
government and the governed is the right of people to
reject a government that does not serve them well.
Enlightenment philosophers defended this right and
therefore supported the American Revolution and the
French Revolution.

The Influence of Enlightenment Ethics
The ideas and ideals of the Enlightenment have

had profound and lasting effects on government, edu-
cation, and religion. Other social institutions, such as
the family and marriage, have also been shaped by
Enlightenment ideas.

The primary influence of the Enlightenment has
been increased tolerance of diverse ideas and opin-
ions, together with a shift away from orthodoxy. The
modern ideals of open-mindedness and acceptance
of diversity stem from the Enlightenment. The tradi-
tions of a free press with clearly limited government
censorship and of a literate population that partici-
pates in a free exchange of ideas also are legacies of
the period.

In the realm of government, one famous creation
derived directly from Enlightenment ideas is the gov-
ernment of the United States. Established during the
Enlightenment partly as a philosophical experiment,
the U.S. government has remained a successful de-
mocracy for more than two hundred years. The Dec-
laration of Independence, the first policy statement
made in formulating that government, is regarded
as a preeminent Enlightenment document of civil
liberty. The United States government’s humanistic
ideals and policies have been relevant and flexible
enough to have adapted to changing social and eco-
nomic conditions for two centuries; also, it has
served as a model for incorporating democratic ele-
ments into government institutions.

Regarding education, the tradition of humanistic
learning as a means to becoming a well-rounded per-
son continues to be valued today. In many colleges
and universities, certain courses are labeled humani-
ties or liberal arts subjects, in accordance with the
Enlightenment concept of reason leading the individ-
ual to become a humane and liberal person.

Another related Enlightenment notion that sur-
vives in education today is the separation of church
and school. The goals of education are perceived as
distinct from, although related to, the goals of reli-
gion; as a result, the path of inquiry and knowledge
need not conform to church doctrines, a key factor in
the development of scientific thought.

The position of Christianity with reference to sci-
ence was influenced dramatically by Enlightenment
ideas. Before the Enlightenment, scientists had been
imprisoned as heretics or agents of Satan, sometimes
to be tortured and executed for holding forbidden
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ideas that had been censored by religious authorities;
after this period, however, scientists were relatively
free to pursue their investigations and experiments.
In fact, the doctrines of Christian churches were at-
tacked virulently by Enlightenment philosophers,
and church leaders were forced into defensive posi-
tions on scientific issues such as the accuracy of bib-
lical accounts of historical events.

Patricia H. Fulbright
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An Enquiry Concerning the
Principles of Morals

Identification: Book by David Hume (1711-1776)
Date: Published in 1751
Type of ethics: Enlightenment history
Significance: Hume’s Enquiry represents the clas-

sic statement of British skeptical empiricism con-
cerning moral and ethical issues.

Perhaps Great Britain’s greatest philosopher, David
Hume considered An Enquiry Concerning the Prin-
ciples of Morals to be his finest work, a judgment
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shared by many of his contemporaries and later read-
ers who admire the clarity and objectivity of his ex-
amination of a complex and complicated subject.

The Enquiry is in large part a revision and exten-
sion of book 3 of Hume’s masterpiece A Treatise of
Human Nature, in which he surveyed the full range of
human psychology, but it is a much more concen-
trated review of the topic. In the Enquiry, Hume has
two basic purposes. The first is to establish a method
of writing about human ethical behavior; the second,
to describe that behavior and explain its workings. In
neither case, however, does Hume explicitly pre-
scribe specific moral or ethical activities or values as
“good,” “bad,” or even “indifferent.” Instead, he ob-
jectively describes what actions and beliefs human
beings have characteristically labeled “good” and
“evil” and explains why those judgments have been
rendered. In this sense, the Enquiry is a study of how
human ethics operate rather than an argument for or
against any particular ethical theory or system.

Benevolence and Justice
Seeking to build in the realm of philosophy upon

the scientific achievements of Sir Isaac Newton,
Hume attempted to discover the ultimate principles
of human morality and ethics. In the Enquiry, Hume
first examined what he considered the two most fun-
damental human and social virtues, benevolence and
justice, which he viewed as the basis of both individ-
ual and communal happiness and progress.

In Hume’s view, actions are accounted ethical or
good by human beings for one or both of two reasons:
either because they appeal to human sympathy or be-
cause they serve the purpose of social utility. In other
words, actions appear to be good or worthwhile ei-
ther in themselves or because they make human in-
tercourse not only possible but also enjoyable and
profitable.

Benevolence is valued because it appeals instinc-
tively to human sympathy, in large part because almost
every individual can appreciate how personally bene-
ficial benevolence can be. In addition, Hume notes,
human beings connect benevolence with social good.
When a benevolent person is praised, there is always
mention, and therefore recognition, of the good or sat-
isfaction that he or she brings to the general commu-
nity, because the inherent appeal to human sympathy
is reinforced by the call of social utility.

Justice, however, is viewed by Hume as having a

purely utilitarian function, primarily because he has
defined the word in rather narrow terms and is con-
cerned with property relationships rather than human
or social affairs. These Hume discusses under the
heading of impartiality as an aspect of fully moral
judgment. In the usual run of human experience,
Hume states, justice is a matter of what best serves the
individual or society in terms of the overall situation.
For example, nations habitually suspend traditional
rules of international law during warfare because to
adhere to them would impose obvious and, in Hume’s
and humanity’s view, unwarranted disadvantages. In
the largest sense, then, human law and justice are
nothing more than agreed-upon conventions that ad-
vance the common good of all human beings.

Hume provides a variety of examples to demon-
strate that justice is valued for its utility to human so-
ciety and that it is defined by that utility. For example,
respect for property is universally acknowledged as
an element of justice, but if an honest man is captured
by outlaws, he acts in accordance with justice if he
seizes his captors’ weapons and uses them against
them. Practical utility, rather than abstract idealism,
is the determining factor of human considerations of
justice.

Utility Is the Basis of Virtues
Hume’s intellectual background made him the

successor of philosophers John Locke and Bishop
George Berkeley. Locke had rejected the concept of
innate ideas in his famous concept of the mind as a
tabula rasa, or blank slate, upon which outside im-
pressions were engraved, while Berkeley argued that
abstract ideas did not exist and that only sense per-
ception confirmed, and perhaps even established, the
reality of objects outside the mind. Building upon
these precepts, Hume established a rigorous skepti-
cism that sought to replace abstruse metaphysical
reasoning with practical logic.

Hume argued that the real basis of all human vir-
tues was utility, or how well these particular beliefs
and actions served to advance and preserve human
society. He rejected the view proposed by Thomas
Hobbes that all human beings acted primarily out of
selfish interests; instead, he stated that there was a
natural sympathy among human beings that recog-
nized and appreciated virtues such as humanity,
friendship, truthfulness, and courage. Hume further
proposed that these virtues were judged according to
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a universal standard of utility, which in the moral
sphere corresponded to the physical laws discovered
and enunciated by Newton.

Moral Judgment and Sentiment
Finally, Hume made a distinction between judg-

ments based on reason and those based on sentiment.
The first kind of decision plays but a relatively small
part in moral life. Rationality is primarily used in
determining objective truths, such as those of mathe-
matics, which are independent of human beings. Sit-
uations calling for a moral or ethical response, how-
ever, incite a response that is emotional rather than
strictly rational. Reason may be necessary to deter-
mine the complexities of a certain situation, but once
the essence has been established, sentiment deter-
mines how one will act. As Hume puts it, the moral
response “cannot be the work of the judgment, but of
the heart.”

In Hume’s view, then, human morals are subjec-
tive in that they depend upon the internal, emotional
response of the individual. Since there is a universal
bond among human beings that creates a single stan-
dard for moral actions, however, this subjectivity is
tempered by a common unity that can be discovered
by empirical study.

Michael Witkoski
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Entitlements
Definition: Rights, usually in the form of benefits,

conferred by law or contract
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: The nature of entitlements—particu-

larly so-called welfare entitlements in the United
States and under international law—has been a
flash point for political debate as to what an ethi-
cal society can or should be.

Legal entitlements may arise either from legisla-
tive acts or from some more fundamental sources,
such as the U.S. Constitution. While virtually any
nondiscretionary government benefit, whatever its
purpose, may be characterized as an “entitlement,”
discussions of the ethics of entitlements usually fo-
cus on programs designed to support basic human
needs for individuals living in poverty. Such so-
called welfare rights or welfare entitlements have
been the subject of intensive political and legal de-
bate.

In the 1970 case of Goldberg v. Kelly, the U.S. Su-
preme Court found welfare benefits to be a matter
of “statutory entitlement” for those persons qualified
to receive them. Characterizing these benefits as
“entitlements” generates procedural requirements to
which government must adhere when determining
eligibility to benefits or terminating benefits. The no-
tion of “welfare” itself as an entitlement, however,
underwent a sea change in the United States with the
passage by Congress of the Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996.
Among things, the act explicitly stated that it should
not be interpreted as an entitlement to welfare assis-
tance.

Debates about welfare entitlements tend to focus
on cash assistance. Legal entitlements to “subsis-
tence”—apart from cash assistance, such as to food,
shelter, and medical care—have yet to be recognized,
at least at the national level in the United States.
Some commentators have noted, however, that the
exercise of well-established rights, such as the right
to free speech, necessarily presupposes adequate lev-
els of food, shelter, and medical care, for a speaker
could not engage in expressive speech without them.

At bottom, legal, political, and philosophical de-
bates about legal entitlements are often generated by
divergent views on the responsibility of government
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to ensure minimal standards of living and on the role
that personal responsibility plays in generating pov-
erty.

The International Debate
Apart from the domestic debates, considerable at-

tention has been paid to welfare entitlements and
subsistence rights in international law. The Interna-
tional Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights of 1966 proclaims a right to “adequate food,
clothing, and housing.” Through 2003, however, the
United States had failed to ratify this covenant, and
the economic privations of some countries that have
ratified it ensure that its language will not translate
into a meaningful and enforceable entitlement. In the
international sphere, as in the domestic sphere, in or-
der for the status of legal entitlements to rise above
rhetoric, they must be viewed in the context of the
distribution of wealth and the eradication of poverty.

Robert Rubinson
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Environmental ethics
Definition: Standard of conduct which treats the

preservation of the integrity of the environment as
a moral good and the needless destruction of any
part of nature as a moral evil

Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: In contrast to many other branches of

moral thought, environmental ethics is based pri-

marily upon the concept of obligation—recogniz-
ing obligations to the natural world, future gener-
ations, and one another—rather than upon
virtues, rights, or freedoms.

Humans have long exploited nature in the belief that
their planet was so vast and enduring that people
could never inflict devastating harm on it. Events
since the 1980’s have called this perception into
question. Half the biospheric change caused by hu-
mans has taken place since World War II. Humans
have transformed or manipulated half the ice-free
ecosystems on the planet and have made a significant
impact on most of the rest. People have steadily re-
duced the number of other species in the world
through pollution, hunting, and the destruction of
natural habitat.

Projections vary. Some argue that if human activ-
ity continues at the present rate, within a few decades
humans will “overshoot” the carrying capacity of the
biosphere and precipitate a collapse. Other scientists
say that the earth itself is in no danger at the hands of
humans. Still others acknowledge harm to the bio-
sphere but justify it because of the benefits received
from growth, development, and technology. They as-
sert that some degree of harm to the biosphere is a
cost of the Western lifestyle. Increasingly, complex
problems are reduced to a “jobs or owls” choice.

Is it possible to prevent broad damage to the bio-
sphere while accommodating the economic needs
of a growing population? The answer is no, unless
the world adopts a new model for environmental
ethics—one based on common values. Once people
agree at a values level, they can begin to communi-
cate and develop solutions to perhaps the greatest
challenge faced by humanity.

Do No Harm—Unless . . .
Much of the debate about business and the envi-

ronment has involved harm versus benefits. Indus-
trial accidents happen, factories shut down, the stock
market takes a plunge, pollutants are released into the
atmosphere; in all cases, some people suffer harm.
The benefits of economic activity are weighed
against the harm they cause. In this model of environ-
mental ethics, decisions are based on whether the
harm is offset to a significant extent by a correspond-
ing benefit. For example, clear-cutting tropical rain
forests causes long-term ecological harm. That harm
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may outweigh any immediate economic concerns,
but the argument is that stopping the activity would
deprive many people of their only means of liveli-
hood and further impoverish developing countries. If
one can prove that its benefits outweigh its harmful
effects, then a destructive activity is permitted. Few
people disagree with this trade-off, provided it pro-
tects existing human beings. The controversy occurs
when people consider the harm done to future gener-
ations of humans, animals, plants, or the planet itself.

Costs and profits guide corporate behavior in this
ethical model. If an incident’s long-term damage is
small, it pays to adopt a strategy of reaction or de-
fense. If the long-term damage is perceived to be
high, the strategy should be one of proaction or ac-
commodation.

Introduced during the 1960’s, this management
model, called the mechanistic school, entails an an-
thropocentric view in which humanity perceives it-
self to be the center and ultimate goal of the universe,
viewing the environment as existing for its conve-
nience. Nature is viewed as a mere storehouse of raw
materials for human use. The environment is seen as
relatively stable, unlimited, and well understood. Al-
though many businesses now embrace newer models
of environmental decision making, many large, hier-
archical, rigid corporations are stuck at this level.

During the 1970’s came the organic school. In this
more adaptive model of decision making, the goal is
the exploitation of rapid changes through innova-
tions and the exploration of new opportunities. It
views the environment as highly unpredictable, tur-
bulent, dangerous, and presenting unlimited new
market opportunities.

Organizations embracing this model look for op-
portunities in the environmental movement. Con-
sumers and investors are voting with their dollars,
and businesses see the opportunities. Sacha Mill-
stone and Ferris Baker Watts, in The Greening of
American Business (1992), cite surveys indicating
that 77 percent of Americans say that a company’s
environmental reputation affects what they buy. Too
often, however, businesses operating in this manage-
ment model exploit the trend rather than integrate
and fully embrace environmental responsibility.

One example of this type of thinking is explored
in David Chittick’s writings in The Greening of Ameri-
can Business. Chittick makes a strong financial case
for proactive environmental programs. By being en-

vironmentally responsible, a corporation can save
millions of dollars by avoiding costs of waste dis-
posal, costs of penalties and fines for noncompliance,
costs of handling hazardous materials (insurance,
protective equipment), costs of negative publicity,
and costs of decreased employee morale and commu-
nity confidence. The emphasis, however, is on taking
advantage of the opportunity presented by environ-
mental programs.

Shift to Biocentrism
By the late 1980’s, more and more individuals and

businesses began shifting to a model of environmen-
tal ethics that embraces biocentrism, viewing the
planet Earth as a living system of interdependent spe-
cies. This approach’s “do no harm” principle pro-
vides an adaptive model of decision making. It takes
a holistic view in which ethical and environmental
considerations enter into all decisions. A balance is
sought between organizational goals and environ-
mentally based values. The environment is viewed as
fragile, limited in resources, and vulnerable to orga-
nizational actions. The approach sees the planet as a
community of life-forms in which each contributes to
and depends upon all the others.

Every act of pollution and resource depletion is
viewed not as an isolated event, but as a contributing
factor to a collective impact of increasingly acceler-
ating global proportions. As Brian Edwards Brown,
an attorney and professor at Iona College, explains:
“Nature is not merely an object of anthropocentric
concern, an environment that, if contaminated or oth-
erwise damaged, interferes with human use and en-
joyment. . . . Nature is a subject in its own right, a to-
tality of diverse, unique, interdependent life-forms,
of which the human is but one and without which the
human would not be possible.”

A Difference of Values
The difference in values prohibits the develop-

ment of workable solutions. The anthropocentric
view is the older one. The biocentric view reflects
strides that the science of ecology has made in dis-
covering and understanding the intricate interdepen-
dence of species, as well as the interconnectedness of
their habitats. It reflects an increased understanding
of the environment and its problems. It is an ethically
based view. These value differences contribute to dif-
ficulties in communication between holders of the
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two views. They lead to mistrust and misinterpreta-
tion of the other’s arguments and proposals.

Both groups have an obligation to seek to under-
stand the other’s views and arguments. Candid, hon-
est, and respectful communication can lead to the
creation of shared values. Communication should
include education. The anthropocentrics should un-

dertake to know and understand the workings and in-
terdependencies of the biosphere. The biocentrics
should seek to understand the concerns of business.
A holistic view considers all the parts of the problem.
It is not realistic to attempt to eliminate all business,
to retreat to a lifestyle of a prior century, or to prevent
growth in developing countries. People must, how-
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The Valdez Principles

Protection of the biosphere “Minimize and strive to eliminate the release of any pollutant that may cause
environmental damage to the air, water, or earth or its inhabitants.”

Sustainable use of natural
resources

“Make sustainable use of renewable natural resources, such as water, soils and
forests . . . conserve nonrenewable resources through efficient use and careful
planning . . . protect wildlife habitat, open spaces, and wilderness, while
preserving biodiversity.”

Reduction and disposal
of waste

“Minimize the creation of waste, especially hazardous waste, and wherever
possible recycle materials . . . dispose of all waste through safe and responsible
methods.”

Wise use of energy “Make every effort to use environmentally safe and sustainable energy sources . . .
invest in improved energy efficiency and conservation . . . maximize the energy
efficiency of products” produced or sold.

Risk reduction “Minimize the environmental, health and safety risks to . . . employees and the
communities . . . by employing safe technologies and operating procedures and by
being constantly prepared for emergencies.”

Marketing of safe products
and services

“Sell products or services that minimize adverse environmental impacts and that
are safe as consumers commonly use them. Inform consumers of the
environmental impacts” of products and services.

Damage compensation “Take responsibility for any harm . . . caused to the environment by making every
effort to fully restore the environment and to compensate those persons who are
adversely affected.”

Disclosure Disclose to employees and to the public incidents or potential harm caused by the
operation relating to environmental harm or that pose health or safety hazards.
Take no action “against employees who report any condition that creates a danger
to the environment or poses health and safety hazards.”

Environmental directors
and managers

Put on the board of directors at least one member “qualified to represent environ-
mental interests.” Demonstrate the commitment to these principles by funding an
“office of vice president for environmental affairs or an equivalent position, report-
ing directly to the CEO, to monitor and report” the implementation efforts.

Assessment and annual
audit

Conduct and make public an annual self-evaluation of progress in implementing
these principles and complying with all applicable laws and regulations throughout
worldwide operations.



ever, evaluate the ways in which they live and make
appropriate changes. People must consider ethics
and the environment in all of their decision making.

We Are All Responsible
If, for example, one asks who is responsible for

the pollution caused by automobiles, the answer is
the auto manufacturers, the gasoline manufacturers,
the auto users, and perhaps even the members of the
community that do not provide mass transportation.
Everyone shares the responsibility, and everyone
must work together for solutions.

Environmental problems are ethical dilemmas.
People begin to solve any ethical dilemma with an ac-
knowledgment of facts and perceptions. Next, with a
new model, people change their perception of the
biosphere and their relationship to it. Then, as in
solving all ethical dilemmas, it is necessary to begin
with an analysis of the alternatives and their various
effects on each stakeholder. A new model of environ-
mental ethics broadens the stakeholder concept. The
old model did not include all components of the bio-
sphere, or future generations, as stakeholders. It is
not surprising that the solutions put forth have been
less than adequate. With the stakeholder analysis
complete, it is possible to proceed to synthesis,
choice, action, and communication.

This new model creates a permanent shift in the
way business operates. With an environmental ethics
view, the mission of a corporation is to “manage in an
ethical and effective manner in order to maximize
shareholder value,” replacing the less restrictive,
“maximize shareholder value.”

In 1989, the Coalition for Environmentally Re-
sponsible Economies (CERES) adopted the Valdez
Principles, which define guidelines for responsible
corporate behavior regarding the environment. Al-
though the Valdez Principles are a good start, they are
noticeably general. They do not identify specific
standards of conduct. There are also loopholes, in
that these principles are expressed in terms of “take
every effort” or “minimize.” Still, they set the stage
for a new look at environmental ethics.

Collaboration is a key word in successful environ-
mental programs. For example, a joint effort of the
Environmental Defense Fund and McDonald’s Cor-
poration sought solutions to McDonald’s environ-
mental problems. The organizations jointly commis-
sioned four scientists to examine ways in which

McDonald’s could reduce and recycle waste. The re-
sult was a set of sound proposals, including the phas-
ing out of bleached paper; the testing of reusable
cups, coffee filters, and shipping containers; the use
of recycled materials; and continuing experimenta-
tion.

More and more companies are looking at what
consultant Joel S. Hirschhorn calls taking a total ap-
proach to environmental ethics. In this approach, the
company culture is permanently changed to include
environmental values. Since culture can be broadly
defined as the collection of the individual values of
the people in the organization, a total approach must
begin with individuals. It recognizes the importance
of having every person in the organization passion-
ately interested in environmental responsibility.

In this new model, a company does not look at
regulatory compliance, which concentrates on better
management of wastes and control of pollutants. It
looks instead at the beginning of the process—at
what the company produces, how it produces it, and
how it markets its products and services.

An example of this new type of company is The
Body Shop, which not only uses posters, pamphlets,
and window displays in the shop to promote environ-
mental messages but also starts with the product. The
Body Shop manufactures and markets naturally
based skin and hair products. It actively seeks out
suppliers in remote parts of the world, including
many developing countries. It has an ambitious recy-
cling program and does not test cosmetics on ani-
mals. Its marketing programs do not promote ideal-
ized notions of beauty or claim that the company’s
products will perform cosmetic miracles. Practicing
what it preaches, The Body Shop encourages its em-
ployees to devote time and energy to volunteer proj-
ects in their communities.

First Steps
Hirschhorn calls for setting three priorities in re-

defining the corporate culture: First, focus on people
and the corporate culture to develop and deepen the
commitment to corporate environmental responsibil-
ity. Second, focus on technology, manufacturing fa-
cilities, and products to improve environmental per-
formance. Third, focus on products and customers to
incorporate effective “green marketing” into the stra-
tegic planning of the firm.

A significant first step was taken in June, 1992,
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when most of the world’s top political, spiritual, and
business leaders gathered with leading environmen-
talists in Rio de Janeiro for the historic United Na-
tions Conference on Environment and Develop-
ment—the Earth Summit. The purpose of the
Summit was to reconcile the conflicting demands of
the environment and development into global strate-
gies that will ensure a viable future. Among the Sum-
mit’s accomplishments were the following:

Establishing the environment as an interna-
tional issue—a point of transition on how to deal
with global issues.

An agreement on the concept that human devel-
opment and protection of the earth’s environment
are inextricably intertwined.

A legally binding treaty that recommends curb-
ing emissions of carbon dioxide, methane, and
other “greenhouse” gases thought to warm the cli-
mate by trapping the sun’s heat close to Earth.

A legally binding treaty that requires making in-
ventories of plants and wildlife and planning to pro-
tect endangered species.

A realization of the difficulties of negotiating
worldwide solutions to worldwide problems.

Gathering together the greatest number of
world leaders ever assembled with a single aim.

The creation of a Sustainable Development
Commission to monitor compliance with the prom-
ises made at Rio. The commission will rely on evi-
dence gathered by private environmental groups and
will use peer pressure and public opinion to shame
countries into following the policies agreed to at the
Summit.

The realization that there is no common model
for environmental ethics. There is a gap between
those who say that humans are at the center of con-
cerns and those who say that by putting humans at the
center of things, with the implied right to dominate
and exploit the rest of nature, humans perpetuate ex-
isting problems and create new ones.

The Earth Summit, by its very purpose, was a ma-
jor step toward adopting a new model for environ-
mental ethics. The human species now ranks with
grand natural forces such as volcanoes as a trans-
former of the earth’s life-support system. The model
that people will embrace to solve environment and

development conflicts will determine not only the
very survival of the human race but also the quality of
life for future generations.

Kathleen D. Purdy

Further Reading
Attfield, Robin. Environmental Ethics: An Overview

for the Twenty-First Century. Malden, Mass.:
Blackwell, 2003. Surveys the field through both
theoretical discussion and practical case studies;
argues in favor of consequentialist and objectivist
ethics.

Gore, Albert. Earth in the Balance: Ecology and the
Human Spirit. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1992.
Embracing the new model in environmental eth-
ics, Gore argues that only a radical rethinking of
the human/Earth relationship can save Earth’s
ecology for future generations. The book presents
a comprehensive plan for action.

Hargrove, Eugene. Foundations of Environmental
Ethics. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall,
1989. Presents a justification for protecting na-
ture using an argument called “ecocentric ho-
lism.”

Light, Andrew, and Holmes Rolston III, eds. Envi-
ronmental Ethics: An Anthology. Malden, Mass.:
Blackwell, 2003. A comprehensive collection of
essays, representing both traditional work and
more innovative points of view. Both mainstream
and alternative approaches to the field are in-
cluded.

National Conference on Business Ethics. Business,
Ethics, and the Environment: The Public Policy
Debate. Edited by W. Michael Hoffman, Robert
Frederick, and Edward S. Petry, Jr. New York:
Quorum Books, 1990. A collection of essays ad-
dressing the public policy questions of how and
whether to regulate corporations to deal with im-
portant environmental issues.

_______. The Corporation, Ethics, and the Environ-
ment. Edited by W. Michael Hoffman, Robert
Frederick, and Edward S. Petry, Jr. New York:
Quorum Books, 1990. A companion book to Busi-
ness, Ethics, and the Environment. This collection
addresses the role of business in protecting the en-
vironment. Presents a series of cases and analy-
ses, corporate strategies, and suggestions.

Scherer, Donald, and Thomas Attig, eds. Ethics and
the Environment. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-
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Hall, 1983. A basic book that puts forth a range of
ecocentric approaches to environmental issues.

Sullivan, Thomas F. P., ed. The Greening of Ameri-
can Business. Rockville, Md.: Government Insti-
tute, 1992. Readings on the impact of the green
movement on business. Topics include labeling,
liability, market opportunities, and investing.

See also: Clean Air Act; Clean Water Act; Deep
ecology; Dominion over nature, human; Ecology;
Environmental movement; Environmental Protec-
tion Agency; Gaia hypothesis; Muir, John; Nature,
rights of.

Environmental movement
Identification: Cooperative effort of individuals,

organizations, and governments to make others
aware of environmental issues and attempt to
solve environmental problems

Date: Began during the 1960’s
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: The environmental movement has

successfully changed the ways in which many
people in industrial societies understand their re-
lationship to the environment. It has also created
controversy in the business world, where it is
sometimes perceived as an obstacle to maximiz-
ing profits.

The environmental movement—if it can properly be
called a “movement”—is a loose, shifting, often
sharply divided coalition of individuals and organi-
zations concerned about environmental degradation.
The modern movement began during the early
1960’s, prompted by Rachel Carson’s book Silent
Spring (1962) and by concern over nuclear war and
weapons testing, overpopulation, and the damage
caused by postwar growth and technology.

Silent Spring was a widely read account of how
pesticides damaged the environment. In 1963, in the
face of industry attacks on Carson and her book,
President Kennedy’s Science Advisory Committee
reviewed pesticide use, confirmed Carson’s conclu-
sions, and issued a call for legislative measures to
safeguard the land and its people against pesticides
and industrial toxins. In 1970, the Environmental

Protection Agency (EPA) was established, and in
1972 it banned production and use of DDT in the
United States. Within fifteen years of Silent Spring’s
publication, Congress enacted the Endangered Spe-
cies Act (1972), the Pesticide Control Act (1972), the
Clean Air Act (1977), and other landmark environ-
mental legislation. Carson’s poetics were thus trans-
formed into public policy.

Government Involvement
Since its founding, the EPA has grown to more

than thirty times its original size. Moreover, dozens
of other federal agencies and hundreds of state agen-
cies, bureaus, and services deal with the environ-
ment. Around the turn of the twenty-first century,
however, successful efforts were made in Congress
and the executive branch to repeal or loosen laws and
regulations in the name of economic efficiency.

Internationally, the United Nations Environment
Programme has been called upon to coordinate the
environmental efforts of numerous U.N. bodies with
diverse international and regional organizations,
both governmental and private sector. The Regional
Seas Programme, for example, fosters cooperation
among 140 nations to improve environmental quality
in thirteen regional seas, including the Mediterra-
nean, Caribbean, Red, and Black Seas.

Diverse Approaches
The environmental movement in the United States

is diverse and fragmented. Constituents differ not
only in their approaches to environmental action but
also in their philosophies. Most of the movement—
mirroring American society—is from the Western
anthropocentric tradition holding that, to one degree
or another, the environment is here for the benefit of
humankind and that the purpose of the environmental
movement, whether through preservation or conser-
vation or development of new resources or efficien-
cies, is to benefit people. This is exemplified histori-
cally by Theodore Roosevelt and Gifford Pinchot’s
efforts to create a National Park System and by
twenty-first century environmentalists who would
open the national forests to logging and recreation.
At the other end of the spectrum are the eco-
philosophers who view human beings and their cul-
ture as part of the seamless web of nature. They trace
their roots to sources as varied as St. Francis of
Assisi, Zen Buddhism, Baruch Spinoza, and Daoism.
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Represented by deep ecologists and the Gaia move-
ment, their emphasis is on the necessity of adapting
human behavior to nature’s terms, rather than con-
trolling nature for the benefit of human beings.

This broad range is reflected in the variety of or-
ganizations in the United States. Conservationist
organizations constitute the largest category; these
broad-based membership groups, such as the Sierra
Club, are typically moderate in their positions.
Legalist organizations, such as the Environmental
Defense Fund and the Natural Resources Defense
Council, were founded to litigate environmental is-
sues and are fighting to build a body of case law
establishing a right to a clean environment. Other
groups have a strong grassroots presence, professing
citizen empowerment—getting ordinary people in-
volved in local environmental problems. They may
not have significant technical expertise, but they are
experts on local conditions.

Outside the mainstream, organizations such as
Earth First!, the Earth Liberation Front, and People
for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) have
opted for direct, often illegal, action aimed at halt-
ing or delaying projects they deem environmentally
unsound. The nature of their activities—heavily in-
spired by Edward Abbey’s novel The Monkey-Wrench
Gang (1975)—makes reliable data difficult to ob-
tain, but destruction of sport utility vehicles (SUVs),
sabotage of earth-moving equipment, release of lab-
oratory animals, and arson at construction sites in en-
vironmentally sensitive areas make occasional head-
lines. The Sea Shepherds carry out similar, sometimes
illegal, operations against whaling and other contro-
versial maritime activities, but do so openly.

Influence
Environmental groups that were on the political

fringes as 1960’s activists were integral parts of the
political process by the twenty-first century. The
Green Party, though never gaining more than a few
percent of votes nationally, has won local offices and
may have altered the course of the 2000 presiden-
tial election, in which its candidate, Ralph Nader,
may have taken away votes that would have given
Democrat Al Gore the election. Some organizations
have acquired economic clout similar to that of large
industrial concerns. Greenpeace’s worldwide reve-
nues, for example, amounted to $175 million in
2000. If the annual revenues of all the conservation

groups in the United States were collected together,
the sum would exceed $1 billion. This political and
economic success has spawned countermovements
and even sham environmental organizations, set up
by industries to advance their positions under the
guise of environmentalism. One influential counter-
movement is the Wise Use Movement, which bor-
rowed its name from Gifford Pinchot but fights envi-
ronmental preservation and regulation.

Religious Concerns
Environmental movements began to take root in

the religious community simultaneously with the
birth of the popular movement. Early evangelical
thinking suggested that the chief value of creation
was to fuel human industry, but in 1961, at the World
Council of Churches Assembly in New Delhi, Lu-
theran theologian Joseph Sittler pointed out the de-
clining health of the world’s environment, sparking
widespread Christian concern over environmental is-
sues. In 1967, Science published an address by Lynn
White, “Historic Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis.” It as-
serted that through such ideas as human dominion,
the desacralizing of nature, and the belief that ulti-
mate human destiny is with God and not with Earth,
Christendom has encouraged a destructive use of cre-
ation. Christian missions and relief organizations
have come to recognize that environmental and de-
velopmental needs are not only compatible but also
inseparable. During the 1990’s, a significant envi-
ronmental movement began developing within evan-
gelical and Pentecostal Christianity.

The Islamic concept of khalifa rejects the Judeo-
Christian doctrine of human dominion over creation,
holding stewardship of the earth to be humankind’s
sacred duty, a concept also long held in several
strains of Judaic theology. Care for the natural envi-
ronment and the rights of animals and natural re-
sources play a fundamental role in shart4a, Muslim
religious law. In stark contrast to James Watt, a
fundamentalist Christian and former U.S. secretary
of the interior who denied the importance of envi-
ronmental stewardship in light of the impending
destruction of the earth on doomsday, the Prophet
Muwammad said: “When doomsday comes, if some-
one has a palm shoot in his hand, he should plant it.”

The aboriginal religions of the Americas and
Australasia have inspired considerable activism with
their emphases on the interrelatedness of land,
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knowledge, and human identity. A common theme is
reverence for the land and the incomprehensibility of
treating it as a commodity, to be bought and sold.

Critical Issues
Many view overpopulation as the most serious

environmental problem in the twenty-first century
and the root of most other problems. Modern Mal-
thusians, such as Paul Ehrlich and Garrett Hardin,
predict that population will eventually outstrip re-
sources and cause widespread poverty, starvation,
and general disaster. Some governments have tried
to encourage or mandate small families, with some
success, but most leave this to individual families.
In U.S. constitutional law, family-planning deci-
sions constitute a fundamental right, subject only to
narrow governmental interference under the most
compelling circumstances. The population issue is
vexing for religious groups concerned about the envi-
ronment, as many oppose certain birth-control meth-
ods such as contraception and especially abortion.

Another concern of the environmental movement,
spanning national boundaries, is that of nuclear weap-
ons and energy. The threat of nuclear weapons prolif-
eration appears not to have ended with the Cold War,
as many had hoped. “Rogue states” and terrorists
have replaced the Soviet Union as the West’s primary
concern. Even peaceful uses of nuclear energy pose
serious threats. The 1979 accident at the Three Mile
Island nuclear power plant, which called the Ameri-
can public’s attention to the dangers of nuclear
energy, paled in comparison to Soviet-era incidents
at Chernobyl and the lesser-known but far more seri-
ous accidents at Chelyabinsk during the 1950’s and
1960’s. Since then, people of the Chelyabinsk region
have become the core of the young but growing envi-
ronmental movement in Russia.

A dilemma facing modern environmentalists is
that nuclear technology promises cheap energy with-
out depleting nonrenewable fossil fuels or polluting
the atmosphere with burned hydrocarbons—on its
face an environmentalist’s dream. Opponents reply
that “cheap” does not include the price of health and
environmental threats or the yet-unknown costs of
long-term disposal of nuclear waste, which has a
half-life of up to fifty thousand years. On the whole,
the environmental movement favors replacing nu-
clear energy with solar energy and renewable organic
sources such as ethanol made from grain.

The U.S. government’s announcement in 2004
that it intends to put astronauts on Mars by the year
2030 was certain to ignite another environmental de-
bate, over the ethics of militarization, colonization,
and exploitation of the resources of outer space.

David R. Teske
Updated by William V. Dunlap
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Environmental Protection
Agency

Identification: Independent federal government
agency responsible for the development, imple-
mentation, and direction of all federal environ-
mental management programs in the United
States

Date: Established on December 2, 1970
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: The Environmental Protection Agency

(EPA) monitors and regulates industrial activity
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in order to protect the well-being of the nation’s
environment and the health of its citizens.

President Richard M. Nixon created the EPA by Ex-
ecutive Order, as Reorganization Plan 3 of 1970
(dated July 9, 1970) to be effective December 2,
1970. The Reorganization Plan brought fifteen sepa-
rate components of five executive departments and
agencies with programs related to the environment
under one independent executive agency that re-
ported directly to the president.

The EPA took responsibility for the control of
pollution in seven environmental areas: air, water,
solid and hazardous waste, pesticides, toxic sub-
stances, radiation, and noise. The EPA was created in
response to rising public concerns about the increas-
ing degradation of the environment in those areas.
The job given to the EPA was to set and enforce stan-
dards that would adequately protect the environment,
which constituted an acknowledgment of the seri-
ousness of the problems of pollution and a recogni-
tion of the interrelated nature of environmental prob-
lems. The role of the EPA grew over time as the U.S.
Congress passed more environmental protection leg-
islation, although the issues upon which the EPA fo-
cuses shift from public health to the ecological de-
pending on political and social concerns of the times.

Sandra L. Christensen

See also: Clean Air Act; Clean Water Act; Con-
gress; Environmental ethics; Environmental move-
ment; Pollution permits; Toxic waste; Wilderness
Act of 1964.

Envy
Definition: Ill-will toward those who have what one

lacks
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Traditionally listed among the “seven

deadly sins,” envy can motivate immoral actions
as well as damage the relationships or happiness
of the person feeling it.

Envy is precipitated by occasions in which another
person enjoys something that, though valued greatly,
is lacked by the person who is subject to the envy. The

other’s enjoyment and the person’s lack are not by
themselves sufficient to result in the experience of
envy; the lack of the good thing must be regarded by
the individual as evil, and must be so regarded simply
because the other person possesses that good. A sa-
lient feature of this vice is that the envious individ-
ual’s actual deprivation of the good at issue need not
be caused by the envied person’s possession of that
good (as if there was “not enough to go around”).

The envious response in such circumstances is
felt as a gnawing, resentful anguish over the other
person’s possession or achievement of a good. Less
frequently, joy may be felt when evils befall the en-
vied person. Several types of desires typically arise in
the envious person. First is the impulse to deny (to
oneself and others) that one lacks the good at issue.
Second is the urge to deny (to oneself and others) that
the person who is envied really does possess the good
for which he or she is envied. Third is the urge to deny
that the envied one really does enjoy the good pos-
sessed or achieved. Finally, and most common, is the
drive to disparage and denigrate the good that the
other is acknowledged to possess and enjoy. The ac-
tions that all these desires prompt the envious person
to choose may be manifested either in thought or in
word and deed. If the envy is strong enough, the per-
son may be prompted actually to destroy the good
possessed by the one who is envied (“If I can’t have it,
no one can!”). This result of extreme envy is one rea-
son why the vice is especially deadly; the other rea-
son concerns the effect of the vice on the one who is
envious.

Most vices appear to bring good at least to their
practitioners; for example, a glutton derives plea-
sure from overindulgence, a slothful person enjoys
chronic relaxation, and so forth. Envy, however, es-
sentially involves a painful experience of deficiency
or privation and accordingly is both agonizing to ex-
perience and difficult to acknowledge to oneself.
Furthermore, the vice wreaks havoc with the envier’s
own system of values. As noted above, envy naturally
leads to the urge to denigrate a good thing enjoyed by
someone else. If this urge is acted upon, then the pain
caused by the experience of deficiency (in the light of
the other’s enjoyment) is assuaged, since the object
of envy no longer appears to be so good. The envi-
ous desire has prompted one to act, however, in a way
that negates (at least in thought) precisely what one
values.
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Manifestations of Envy
This most deadly vice has manifestations at the

level of society; the object of envy can be the types of
goods enjoyed by a whole class of people, in addition
to a specific good enjoyed by a specific person. The
“have-nots” may envy the “haves” for the great goods
they enjoy. Because of this possibility, the haves may
accuse the have-nots of merely acting out of envy
when they (the have-nots) demand, in the name of jus-
tice, changes in society. This correlates with the accu-
sation against the haves by the have-nots of merely
acting out of avarice when they (the haves) demand,
in the name of justice, maintenance of the status quo.
The desire to be envied and the counter-tending fear
of being envied must also be considered among the
social aspects of this vice. A desire to be the object of
others’envy leads some people to engage in conspic-
uous displays of good fortune. The fear of being en-
vied (based on anticipated efforts by enviers to de-
prive one of goods enjoyed) leads other people to
engage in the reclusive and protected enjoyment of
good fortune. An awareness of and commitment to
what is truly good and just appears to be the only way
to avoid these social manifestations of envy.

Envy is, however, an extremely difficult vice to
overcome (in part, because it is so difficult to become
aware of in oneself). The most rational response to an
occasion of envy is to attempt to possess or achieve
the good at issue for oneself. If this is not possible,
one must try to admire or appreciate the fact that
someone is enjoying something highly valued. Such
a response, though very difficult, is consonant with
one’s values. If this effort is too demanding, then sim-
ply trying to be content with the goods one does en-
joy is the only reasonable remaining response. The
difficulty arising in each of these rational reactions to
what precipitates envy stems from the general princi-
ple operative in the vice; the primary cause of one’s
lack of a good, being evil, is regarded as the mere fact
that someone else enjoys that good. Thus, the surest
remedy for envy is to rid oneself of this idea.

Mark Stephen Pestana
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Epictetus
Identification: Stoic philosopher
Born: c. 55, Hierapolis, Phrygia (now Pamukkale,

Turkey)
Died: c. 135, Nicopolis, Epirus (now in Greece)
Type of ethics: Classical history
Significance: Epictetus founded a school in which

he taught Stoic philosophy. His teachings, pre-
served in the Encheiridion (c. 138) and Dis-
courses (Diatribai, second century), advocated
leading a disciplined life in accordance with natu-
ral law and influenced later religious and philo-
sophical movements.

Epictetus’s ethical system identified areas in which
personal freedom and individual responsibility coex-
ist with a deterministic universe. His approach re-
sembled that of earlier Stoics: The purpose of life is
happiness, which is reached through conformity with
a pantheistic natural order. Reason makes the good
life possible by disclosing those things that are be-
yond human power and those that are not. Environ-
mental forces such as health and status belong to
Providence; freedom and responsibility operate in
matters of opinion, aim, and desire. Attempts to dom-
inate outside forces produce frustration and unhappi-
ness. Disciplined impulses directed toward proper
ends bring liberation, establish a proper relationship
between the self and the cosmos, allow the exercise
of responsibility toward others, and benefit society.

459

Ethics Epictetus



Much of Epictetus’s work consisted of practical
advice on controlling and directing impulses. His
school at Nicopolis, in Epirus, presented Stoicism as
a way of life as well as a set of general principles.
Epictetus’s austere, subjectivist ethics inspired later
Roman stoics and reinforced stoic elements in Chris-
tianity. His approach to the problems of freedom and
dependence also influenced later systems of natural
religion and rationalistic philosophical movements
such as Kantian idealism.

Michael J. Fontenot

See also: Altruism; Foundations of the Metaphys-
ics of Morals; Marcus Aurelius; Self-control; Stoic
ethics.

Epicurus
Identification: Greek philosopher
Born: 341 b.c.e., Greek island of Samos
Died: 270 b.c.e., Athens, Greece
Type of ethics: Classical history
Significance: Epicurus developed the ethical the-

ory that personal pleasure is the greatest good and
founded the Garden, a community which put that
theory into practice.

The only writings of Epicurus that have survived are
various fragments and three letters presented in Di-
ogenes Laertius’s Life of Epicurus. From these writ-
ings and from the writings of his disciples, however,
one may obtain a reliable description of Epicurus’s
ethical theory. In an uncertain world, the immediate
experiences of the senses are the most certain knowl-
edge available. The senses respond to pleasure and
pain. Thus, Epicurus equates pleasure with good and
pain with evil. Practical wisdom is necessary if one is
to weigh pleasures and pains. According to Epicurus,
the duration of pleasure is more important than its in-
tensity; thus, mental pleasures are preferred to physi-
cal ones. It is better to strive for the absence of pain
than for the high peaks of pleasure.

Epicurus’s theory of atomism, that everything is
composed of material atoms, allows him to banish
the two fears that bring so much pain to human be-
ings: the fear of God and the fear of death. Epicurus
sees philosophy as the medicine of the soul. If one de-

sires little and is able to distinguish natural and nec-
essary desires from those that are artificial, then one
will be able to attain ataraxia, or serenity. This state
involves peace of mind and bodily health. The best
life is that lived with friends, engaged in moderation
of the passions.

Rita C. Hinton

See also: Altruism; Egoism; Evil; Friendship; Good,
the; Hedonism; Human nature; Subjectivism.

Epistemological ethics
Definition: Branch of ethics that deals with the

truth or falsity of ethical judgments and the basis
for knowledge about right and wrong

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: In the post-Enlightenment philosophi-

cal tradition, epistemology is a necessary meta-
discipline for all other branches of philosophy, in-
cluding ethics, because it is the discipline that
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grounds the judgments reached by the other disci-
plines. It is eschewed by antifoundational philos-
ophies, which believe that grounding such judg-
ments a priori is neither necessary nor possible.

When one makes a specific ethical claim, one presup-
poses that one knows what one is talking about. Epis-
temology deals with how one knows, what one
knows, and the source of one’s knowledge. If, for
epistemological reasons, one must be skeptical about
one’s knowledge, then one must be skeptical about
one’s ethical claims. Thus, one might claim, “Not
paying a worker a living wage is wrong.” Someone
might ask “How do you know that is true?” A com-
plete answer to the question would involve an analy-
sis of the terms used in the statement itself. Ethics is
involved in making the claim of right and wrong,
good or bad. Epistemology is involved in ensuring
that the claim in this case is in contact with reality,
that it is true or false.

When one moves from individual ethical and
epistemological analysis to examine in general the
relationship of ethical claims and reality, one is in-
volved in metaethics and metaepistemology. One is
also involved in a possible discussion of the relativ-
ity, subjectivity, and objectivity of ethics. The reason
is that one is discussing whether what one ought to do
is or is not reflected in the world outside one’s con-
science and in one’s consciousness. Is ethics a mind
game that has no contact with reality?

Ethics and Reality
Many people believe that what one ought to do or

ought not do is not made up by one’s imagination or
desires. Some people believe that the way one thinks
and what one thinks about puts one in contact with
the world outside one—reality. That is why, they sug-
gest, the human development of mathematics and the
hard sciences has made it possible, through technol-
ogy, to change the world. Ethical decisions are the
same as scientific decisions. When one sees what a
situation is and decides what is the right way to act in
the situation, one is dealing with reality both in ana-
lyzing the situation and in deciding how to act. Ethical
values are like scientific facts: They hold true no mat-
ter what the circumstances, everywhere in the world.
There is an ethical order beyond human wishes, knowl-
edge, and desires. One can know that order, and when
one disagrees with it, one acts at one’s own peril.

Those who obtain their ethical order from the rev-
elation of a God also believe in the human ability to
know what God reveals and, with God’s help, to fol-
low God’s commands. God created an ordered world.
God reveals how humans fit into that order, and hu-
mans must follow God’s will or suffer the conse-
quences.

Many modern ethicists have difficulties with the
seemingly naive realism of the previous position.
Empirically, they observe the variety of ethical sys-
tems throughout the world. There is no single system
in today’s world. Human values are, from this per-
spective, more like opinions than like facts. Facts can
be proved by the scientific method. Values cannot be
proved; they exist only within human beings and are
expressed in their actions. Psychological, sociologi-
cal, and cultural circumstances do make a difference
in what is held to be right and wrong. To say that there
is some objective norm that can be known with cer-
tainty is to make a claim that is contrary to experience
and also to claim that ethics can never change be-
cause of circumstances.

Contact with a Real World
If one stops thinking of humanity and reality as

separate and begins to realize that one’s thoughts
both express and influence reality, one can begin to
see that the ethical as well as the epistemological en-
deavor is an involvement with an ever-changing real-
ity, which means that when one does the good that
one claims one must do, one has already changed the
reality that motivated that claim. When one swims in
the ocean, one can do so only because of the water
(reality), and every stroke (doing good) places one in
a different part of the ocean, providing one with cour-
age to continue to swim to shore and the necessity to
swim differently in order to get there. The waves one
makes change the ocean in which one swims. One’s
thoughts as well as one’s ethical actions happen only
because one is part of the reality in which one wishes
to become better. Each person swims in the reality of
an ever-changing ethical sea.

While the sea changes, however, one must realize
that there are constants—one is in the sea, one is
swimming, and there is a shore toward which to
strive. Most modern ethicists agree that ethical state-
ments are action guiding. If one says that it is im-
moral to lie, one’s actions will be guided by this prin-
ciple. Most would also agree that when one uses
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words such as “right,” “wrong,” “good,” and “bad,”
one is, at the very least, saying that actions that coin-
cide with these judgments should be judged accord-
ingly. Thus, when someone tells a lie in a situation
that is nearly identical to one in which it is judged
wrong to tell a lie, that person has not acted ethically.

Although there are many ethical theories and sys-
tems of lived ethics, as the world becomes more ho-
mogeneous and its languages similar, the desire for
universal moral judgments will increase. The fact of
language and the fact of the human ability to commu-
nicate with those of vastly different cultures and lan-
guages suggest that a common sense of right and
wrong will grow as the ability to communicate in this
ever-shrinking world increases. If people cannot
communicate about general principles of right and
wrong, there is little hope of any significant commu-
nication taking place.

Nathan R. Kollar
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Equal pay for equal work
Definition: Principle that persons who perform the

same tasks in the workplace must be paid the
same regardless of racial, ethnic, or gender differ-
ences

Date: Codified in law in 1964
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues

Significance: The concept of equal pay for equal
work presupposes that the value of labor is deter-
mined by the labor itself regardless of who per-
forms it, and that justice demands all laborers be
paid what their labor is worth, rather than taking
into account the relative needs of different labor-
ers or the extraneous value judgments of the em-
ployer or society.

The principle of equal pay for equal work was for-
mally established in United States federal law by the
Civil Rights Act of 1964. The principle was long con-
tended for by the labor, civil rights, and feminist
movements in the United States. Throughout most of
the twentieth century, there was great workplace dis-
crimination against women and nonwhites. At the
time of the passage of the Civil Rights Act, women
who were doing the same jobs as men were being
paid salaries that were about two-thirds the amounts
of those that were being paid to men. People of color
were similarly disadvantaged. The Civil Rights Act
of 1964 makes these practices unlawful, though it
does not address the greater problem of the relegation
of minorities to inferior jobs.

Robert Jacobs

See also: Americans with Disabilities Act; Civil
Rights Act of 1964; Egalitarianism; Equality; Gen-
der bias; Hiring practices; Inequality; Minimum-
wage laws; Wage discrimination; Women’s ethics.

Equal Rights Amendment
Identification: Failed constitutional amendment

that would have mandated that both sexes be
treated equally under U.S. law

Date: First proposed in 1923
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: If passed, the Equal Rights Amend-

ment (ERA) would abrogate legal distinctions be-
tween the sexes.

In 1921, the National Woman’s Party, fresh from its
battles for woman suffrage, decided to push for pas-
sage of an Equal Rights Amendment. The party
thought that the equal protection clause of the Four-
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teenth Amendment did little to address those areas of
discrimination against women that still remained.
Under the leadership of Alice Paul, the ERA was first
introduced to Congress in 1923.

Resolutions proposing the ERA were introduced
in every succeeding Congress until 1971. Several
times the ERA almost passed the Houses, but with
riders attached that effectively nullified the resolu-
tion. In 1971, Representative Martha Griffiths intro-
duced it again. This time, the ERA passed both
Houses and was sent out to the states for ratification.
Originally, the time limit for ratification was seven
years. President Jimmy Carter extended the deadline
for an additional thirty-nine months. At the end of
that period, the ERA had still failed to achieve ratifi-

cation by a margin of three states. Seventeen months
later, in 1983, when it was introduced in Congress
again, it failed to pass. Afterward, public interest in
the ERA waned.

The success and failure in passage of the ERA in
both the Congress and the states have had much to do
with changing conditions and circumstances in the
country. For example, opponents have always feared
that legislation that protected women’s rights in the
workplace would be negated by passage of the ERA.
This fear was undercut when Title VII of the Civil
Rights Act of 1964 included women as a protected
class. Opponents have also feared that if the ERA
passed, women would be drafted into the military.
The ERA passed Congress when the Vietnam War
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was coming to an end and the fear of women being
drafted was diminished; it did not command enough
of the states’ votes when the war in Afghanistan was
starting and the fear had returned.

At the time that the ERA passed Congress, there
had been no gender discrimination cases that the Su-
preme Court had decided in favor of women. After
the ERA passed Congress, the Supreme Court began
deciding cases under the equal protection clause of
the Fourteenth Amendment favorably to women,
thus diminishing the need for an ERA.

Jennifer Eastman

See also: Civil Rights Act of 1964; Egalitarianism;
Equal pay for equal work; Equality; Gender bias;
Sexual stereotypes; Title IX; Wage discrimination;
Women’s ethics; Women’s liberation movement.

Equality
Definition: Moral entitlement of all people to the

same legal, civil, economic, and social rights
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: The belief in a fundamental equality

of all people, and the enactment of laws to ensure
equal protection and equal treatment, is based
upon the belief that all people have the same in-
nate value as moral agents and that they are enti-
tled to the same levels of opportunity and respect.

Most analyses of human life find that individuals are
unequal in many respects—in intelligence, talents,
wealth, lifestyles, and so forth. Further, equality is
difficult to define precisely and is, indeed, ambigu-
ous, unless qualifiers are added. Equality can be ex-
pressed as an equation. What is on the right side must
be exactly equal to what is on the left side; for exam-
ple: 4 + 4 = 7 + 1. To express this equation in relation
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to human equality, one must specify which entities
are under consideration and in what dimension those
entities exist.

Although opinions vary as to the exact nature of
equality, most people would agree that human beings
share many characteristics. All are members of one
species and are the same “class” of objects (Homo sa-
piens). All have basic needs to sustain their lives
(food, for example), all can feel pleasure and pain,
and all are thinking creatures and have some capacity
for reason and “common sense” logic. It follows,
then, that all should be of equal dignity and worth. It
follows, next, that all people are entitled to be treated
equally because they all have the same moral and nat-
ural rights to life. Likewise, in a just society, all peo-
ple deserve legal equality. In this view, equality sim-
ply seems to be the norm and inequality a deviation.
Equality should never be abandoned unless there are
strong reasons to do so—as when equality as a basic
value collides with another value, in the case, for ex-
ample, of wartime hoarders of food who leave others
to starve. The hoarders demand equal treatment in
terms of property rights, but because the starving
have a right to live, the hoarders’ excess food might
be confiscated.

Perhaps the “idea” of basic equality could be ex-
pressed thus: If I have a pizza party with four friends
and I split the pizza into five equal parts, I will have
no critics and need make no justification. Alterna-
tively, if I give one-half of the pizza to one friend and
split the other half into four very small but equal
pieces, I will be expected to give an explanation for
my action.

Given the general belief that in many ways hu-
mans are equal, it is not surprising that almost all lit-
erature that depicts humankind’s societal dreams de-
picts an egalitarian society. Many fictional paradises
may not be democratic and may be ruled by a benevo-
lent despot, but virtually all stress equality of people.

Equality and Religion
Modern religious thinkers often assert that all

people are equal but then talk and act as if all are
unequal. The sixteenth century Protestant reformer
Martin Luther believed that all people were equal in
possessing capacity for spiritual understanding, but
his contemporary John Calvin turned that notion on
its head, arguing that, yes, people were equal—
equally depraved and sinful.

Jacob Viner argued that it was an error to see egal-
itarianism in religion, for the rich do not usually vol-
untarily share with their poor brothers—except to put
a little money in the weekly collection plate. Further,
he maintained that such equality as did exist in
churches was equality in the next world—“pie in the
sky when you die”—not in this world. Viner added
that in “Heaven” egalitarianism may be practiced,
but only in that all must accept common subordina-
tion to God’s authority.

History
Plato believed in the political equality of men and

women, and Aristotle thought that all free citizens
were equal, but the ancient Greek Stoics were the
first philosophers to assert that all humans were ratio-
nal beings who had an equal capacity for virtue. The
religious expression of a similar idea is found in the
New Testament, which recognizes the equality of all
souls.

Although the Lollards and Hussites of the late
Middle Ages also espoused a doctrine of equality,
they were not influential, because they were trapped
in a world where hierarchy and antiegalitarianism
ruled. The modern concept of egalitarianism arose in
the seventeenth century. In a limited way, Calvinists
advanced the cause by stressing the equality of the
“elect.” Some of the Parliamentarians in the English
civil war gave secular expression to the same idea
when they spoke of natural rights and the social con-
tract. Such ideas became so popular during Thomas
Hobbes’s times that he took it for granted that hu-
mans were equal in the state of nature.

Some later philosophers supported Hobbes’s as-
sumption. They agreed with critics who still scorned
egalitarianism and who still pointed to the obvious
inequalities they saw all about them; they argued that
among humans differences of intelligence and tal-
ents did indeed exist, but that they existed because
people lived in different environments and had differ-
ent life experiences. At birth, they believed, all peo-
ple have similar, virtually unlimited, potentialities.
Even Jean-Jacques Rousseau granted this argument,
while holding that the world’s “sophisticated” societ-
ies bred social inequalities. Indeed, Rousseau tried to
square natural equality with the political authority of
the one or the few who ruled the many.

The doctrine of equality saw its greatest manifes-
tation near the close of the eighteenth century in both
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the American and the French Revolutions, revolu-
tions wherein leaders made explicit the freedoms that
human beings should have. The revolutionaries fo-
cused on political and social rights, however, while
ignoring economics and the great chasm between the
rich and the poor.

Nineteenth and twentieth century socialists
emerged to champion the cause of economic equal-
ity, but they found followers in only a few areas. In-
deed, the collapse of the Soviet Union during the
1990’s probably ended the last hope of those who fa-
vored worldwide socialism. The world might, how-
ever, one day evolve into a moderate socialist society
such as Sweden’s. Still, it is ironic that the world ap-
peared to be “captured” by the capitalistic system,
which revels in human avarice and which allows the
exploitation of many humans by the few who control
the means of production. Workers actually produce
the profit that the rich reap, but the workers receive
few rewards. Unequal capitalistic exploitation is also
unconcerned about “means and ends.” Whatever
makes money counts, and profits remain the measure
of all things. The fate of human beings in the capital-
istic systems matters not, as long as they are consum-
ers who put money on the table.

Even within the capitalistic system, reformers
still try to ensure some elements of equality. Various
welfare programs in the United States, for example,
provide aid to the poor, programs including outright
monetary payments, food stamps, free or partially
subsidized medical aid, and so forth. Mothers with
dependent children also receive assistance, as do the
physically or mentally disabled. Likewise, the unem-
ployed at any age qualify for temporary assistance. In
addition, the poorest students qualify for aid and re-
ceive a subsidized education. All the above examples
work to “level the playing field” in that they all relate
to equal opportunity and are intended to allow indus-
trious people to “work” their way out of dangerous
poverty.

Characteristics of Egalitarianism
The traditional definition of the term “egalitarian-

ism” included impartiality, a view that required equal
responsibilities and equal rewards for all who per-
formed similar jobs. Other related values include
equal justice instead of justice according to rank,
wealth, other personal consideration, and so on; and
equal economic opportunity rather than discrimina-

tion based on race, ethnic group, gender, age, sexual
preference, and so forth. Further, humans are thought
to deserve the equal satisfaction of basic needs such
as food, housing, and personal freedoms.

In many cases, cries for equality have been di-
rected at specific inequalities. Patrician misrule of
the Roman Empire led plebeians to revolt on many
occasions, demanding a greater voice in the em-
pire’s affairs (political equality). The American Civil
Rights movement of the 1950’s and 1960’s attacked
racial inequality. The women’s movement, from
the 1960’s to the present, demanded that gender in-
equality cease. The modern senior citizen movement
sought to end discrimination based on age. Even the
modern environmental movement embraces the con-
cept of equality by holding that small minorities (big
business, for example) should not be allowed to for-
ever foul the environment that all people need to
share for their ultimate survival. Reformers who ad-
vocated change such as that mentioned above are
pursuing a secular version of a religious doctrine that
held that God created the world and wanted it to be a
vast treasure trove that all people would share
equally.

Equality and Problematic Issues
Typical dictionary definitions of equality, while

leaving much to be desired, nevertheless include the
condition of having equal dignity and rank as others,
the condition of being equal in power, and society op-
erating with fairness and equity. Applying these defi-
nitions has sometimes led to contradictions. Critics
of the equality doctrine pointed out that if humans (in
the real world) are unequal in talents, skills, and ex-
cellence, then adherence to definition 3 will violate
definition 1. Likewise, adherence to definition 1 will
violate definition 3.

After observing the above contradictions, some
thinkers have held that, because humans operating in
the real world are not all equal in terms of ability and
excellence, elevating those people who have infe-
rior ability and intelligence would be an injustice to
the former group. A degree of inequality, therefore,
seemed to be the natural result of equity and fairness.
To continue arguing for maximum equality in an un-
equal world, some thinkers developed the concept of
“equal shares to equals”—equal pay for equal work
in an economic world in which differing levels of tal-
ent and skills supposedly justify some inequalities.
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In reference to economic issues, critics of the
equality doctrine threw yet one more dart: Equality
of opportunity, through time, usually produces in-
equalities of wealth, given people’s differing intelli-
gence, motivation, and career choices. Further, some
critics question the equality doctrine by referring to
the concept of justice, which demands that each per-
son be given his or her due but that only equal people
receive equal rewards, given differences in intelli-
gence and drive—in other words, to each according
to personal merit. Additionally, some philosophers
pointed out that if all work rewards were equal, ratio-
nal people would probably minimize their work as
much as possible, a pattern that would lead to gross
inefficiency. Thus, equality, critics contended, would
work only in a perfect world in which work was not
necessary or in which work was a pleasure.

Some philosophers asserted further that, at times,
egalitarian rules sometimes conflict not only with
each other (equal opportunity and welfare, for exam-
ple) but also with important social goals. Critics con-
tended that tension will always exist between equal
welfare and equal freedom. In pursuing equal wel-
fare, government necessarily imposed more restric-
tions on economically dominant groups. Yet it was
freedom of opportunity that created the unequal situ-
ation in the first place. Likewise, political freedom
for all citizens might lead to a situation wherein
the dominant majority suppresses a certain minority
(slavery is the best example). Worse, critics argued
that egalitarianism could lead to a decline of civiliza-
tion, for it might bring a downward leveling of soci-
ety, wherein cultural excellence, great diversity, and
individuality would be stifled.

Reforms Leading to Greater
Egalitarianism

In modern America, President Franklin D. Roose-
velt in 1941 signed Executive Order 8802, which
banned racial discrimination in the defense industry.
By 1945, at least two million African Americans
were working in that industry. In 1948, President
Harry S. Truman, campaigning for another term, ad-
vocated national health insurance. Although Truman
did not have enough congressional support to accom-
plish the goal, he made the effort. On that issue, he
proved to be a progressive egalitarian who was more
than half a century ahead of his time.

Truman also campaigned against racism and later

set up the Civil Rights Commission; its investiga-
tions led to a well-researched report condemning ra-
cial segregation and discrimination. Success in re-
solving the civil rights question would have to wait
more than fifteen years. Nevertheless, President Lyn-
don B. Johnson signed the historic Civil Rights Act
of 1964, and that act, enforced over time, changed the
social and political face of the United States. Johnson
also shared Truman’s concern for health insurance
and older people. When he signed his Medicare leg-
islation, Johnson flew to Truman’s home in Indepen-
dence, Missouri, to allow the former president to wit-
ness the signing.

The Medicare Act of 1965 was only one of a host
of reforms that Johnson advocated in his Great Soci-
ety program. Although his program affected many
different groups in society (notably the poor), to
show the egalitarian intent, one need mention only
the massive financial aid that the federal government
poured into education—education being one avenue
that could provide equal opportunity for millions of
people and allow them to rise both economically and
socially.

Equality in Modern America
From the 1970’s to the early twenty-first century,

there has been an apparent retreat from equality.
American society appears to have become more
inegalitarian. In American economic life, the rich
added much to their coffers at the expense of the
poor. When President Johnson began his “Great So-
ciety” during the mid-1960’s, approximately 25 per-
cent of all Americans fell below the government’s
definition of the “poverty line.” When Johnson left
office, that definition fit only 11 percent of the peo-
ple. At the threshold of the twenty-first century, the
figure was again rising above 25 percent.

Economic gloom aside, the inegalitarian trend
was also seen in social life. Now, more than ever, the
“underclass” (people who live in soul-crushing pov-
erty) is further away from the middle and upper
classes. Likewise, the gap is growing between the
middle and upper classes, with the latter engaging in
vulgar conspicuous consumption and the former try-
ing desperately to keep up. In many other aspects of
life, inequality can be seen. In the health care field,
for example, despite some modern reforms, the rich
continue to get the best care, while the poor do with-
out care because they cannot pay the price. In law,
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modern America said that all were equal, for justice
was blind and knew no prejudice. In fact, however,
the wealthy hire the best lawyers while the poor settle
for public defenders or abandon their rights and stay
out of court altogether.

Although there have been more inegalitarian set-
backs, such as the failure to ratify the Equal Rights
Amendment and the institution of unfair taxation
policies (regressive taxes that unfairly hurt the poor
and the aged), general trends suggest that the country
is still moving slowly in the direction of greater egali-
tarianism. During the 1990’s, reformers began gain-
ing more support and therefore exercised more
power to bring change.

Conclusions
The simplest ethical or moral argument in favor of

continuing to extend the doctrine of equality is an ap-
peal to reason. A person should grant equalities to
others that he or she would demand for himself or
herself; one should grant equalities that no rational
human would be willing to give up voluntarily. No
human should be so morally deficient as to withhold
from others in similar circumstances benefits that he
or she has demanded for himself or herself. In other
words, one’s equality may well be conditional; for a
person to maintain and protect his or her own equal-
ity, it may be necessary to grant equality to all.

There are remedies for inequalities in American
life, but a new “Great Society” program or another
“New Deal” likely will be necessary. Further, the
elite (economic and social) must stop taking more
than its share and must remember that others must
live, too.

James Smallwood
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Erroneous convictions
Definition: Cases in which legally convicted per-

sons are later found to be innocent
Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Establishing one’s innocence after

one has been convicted is difficult in the Ameri-
can legal system, and getting an innocent person
to be released from prison following an erroneous
conviction is even more difficult.

The difficulty of overturning erroneous convictions
of innocent persons can be traced to the idea that al-
though a criminal defendants are presumed innocent
until proven guilty in trials, once they are convicted
by juries, the presumption of innocence is no longer
applicable. Indeed, the opposite presumption now
applies: that the convicted defendants are, in fact,
guilty. That presumption is actually stronger than the
original presumption of innocence.

In Herrera v. Collins (1993), the U.S. Supreme
Court considered a claim raised by a death row in-
mate in Texas who argued that he was actually inno-
cent of the crime of which he had been convicted and
that it would therefore be unconstitutional for the
state to carry out his execution. In an opinion by
Chief Justice William Rehnquist, the Court conceded
that the proposition that the U.S. Constitution forbids
the execution of someone who is innocent has an “el-
emental appeal,” but the Court nonetheless held that a
mere claim of innocence (that is, a claim of inno-
cence unaccompanied by the identification of any
other constitutional violation) does not permit a fed-
eral court to grant relief and order that the inmate be
released from custody. As a result, inmates seeking to
overturn a conviction on the grounds that they are in-
nocent must seek relief through either state court sys-
tems or the states’ clemency processes.

In Ohio Adult Parole Authority v. Woodard (1998),
the Supreme Court ruled that states are not constitu-
tionally required to have clemency systems. How-
ever, if the states do have such programs, the systems
must be fair. Fairness in this context means that the
inmate must have the opportunity to have the deci-
sion maker receive and give effect to his or her evi-

dence of innocence. Since inmates have had opportu-
nities to present evidence of their innocence to juries,
evidence adduced in clemency procedures typically
consists of at least some new material that was un-
available during the original trials.

The standard for having wrongful convictions
overturned in clemency proceedings varies widely
from state to state. In general, such decisions lie
within the discretion of the states’ governors. If
governors believe that inmates have demonstrated
their innocence, then the appropriate relief will be
granted.

In addition, inmates may seek relief in state courts
by filing habeas corpus petitions raising their claims
of actual innocence. Unlike the federal court system,
which does not view mere innocence as a sufficient
ground for overturning a conviction, most states do
permit a pure claim of innocence to be raised as a
challenge to the conviction. The precise legal stan-
dard for obtaining such relief varies somewhat from
state to state. In general, however, inmates are re-
quired to establish that, in light of the newly discov-
ered evidence, no reasonable juror could have voted
to convict them. Evidence other than DNA evidence
rarely satisfies this standard. However, DNA evi-
dence alone had led to more than 130 exonerations
throughout the United States by the end of 2003.

David R. Dow
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Espionage
Definition: Attempting to discover, through clan-

destine means, the secrets of others
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Political espionage traditionally has

an unusual moral status, since the citizens of a
given nation often believe that it is morally wrong
for others to spy upon them but morally permissi-
ble and even necessary for their agents to spy
upon others. Industrial espionage is less justifi-
able but is also considered a less extreme trans-
gression.

Secrecy exists, and is maintained, for the advantage
of one entity over another. Keeping information se-
cret has always been recognized as a highly effective
means of ensuring success in military operations,
diplomatic negotiations, private enterprise, and even
many personal interactions. The fact that secrets exist
and are maintained for one entity’s advantage over
another makes it imperative that the opposition ac-
quire the secrets of rivals. The acquisition of secrets
is the fundamental task of espionage.

The element of secrecy is responsible for the dis-
tinction between standard intelligence gathering and
espionage. Most electronic and human intelligence
gathering, despite its elaborate secrecy, is carried out
overtly. Espionage, however, is carried out entirely in
a covert manner: Espionage is the effort to discover
by clandestine methods the secrets of others. It must
be made clear that espionage is the secret act of infor-
mation gathering and should not be confused with
other covert activities such as sabotage, misinforma-
tion campaigns, the placement of agents of influence
or agents provocateurs, and assassination.

In all forms of espionage, the act of secretly gather-
ing information is carried out by espionage agents, or
spies. Usually highly trained and motivated individu-
als dedicated to their information-gathering mission,
spies are sent from one entity to secretly gather infor-
mation about another entity. People from one entity
who sell information to another entity are not spies,
but traitors. This is an important and often over-
looked distinction. A spy is required to conceal his or
her true identity by assuming a false one; to hide the
nature of his or her mission and lines of communica-
tion, operate under a cloak of secrecy, and if captured
deny organizational affiliation. Because the ultimate

goal of any spy is to steal secrets, spies must often
employ tactics that are perceived as immoral to fulfill
their information-gathering missions; for example,
blackmail, bribery, coercion, deception, burglary,
and subterfuge. As a result, no matter how noble the
cause, spies are commonly regarded as criminals and
outcasts even by their own organizations.

Images of Spies
Historically, the portrayal of the spy as a criminal

has been reinforced by propaganda and popular en-
tertainment venues. Because of the spy’s cultural im-
age and the amoral or even immoral aspects of espio-
nage operations, the organizations initiating them
camouflage or deny their existence. Most govern-
ments and businesses publicly disavow use of espio-
nage agents and, when a spy is captured, deny any as-
sociation with that person. Those who employ spies
to gather information, however, do so believing that
their spies are noble, self-sacrificing individuals,
while the opposition’s spies are evil interlopers.

Despite many negative societal attitudes regard-
ing the secret nature of espionage, it is a legitimate
and essential function of every government and many
large corporations that are aware of their responsibil-
ities to either citizens or shareholders. The practice of
espionage is justified by the knowledge that all na-
tions, and most competitive businesses, conceal im-
portant phases of their activities from rivals. With
this understanding, it then becomes a necessity to ac-
quire knowledge about the disposition of concealed
information that may influence or threaten a nation’s
peace and security or a corporation’s competitive
standing in the marketplace. Espionage gathers this
important information and places it in the hands of
authorities who use it to build a database of intelli-
gence from which they can plan future decisions and
actions.

By this definition, espionage is an important ac-
tivity that is separate from any moral view of the act
of spying. Because of the clandestine nature of espio-
nage and the fact that its ultimate goal is to steal se-
crets, it is perceived as the most unethical and lawless
activity in which a government or corporation may
engage, short of unwarranted hostilities. Using clan-
destine means to obtain secret information is ethi-
cally justifiable, however, if the end use of the gath-
ered intelligence meets the goals and objectives of
the society or organization that initiates the espio-
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nage activity. The setting of goals and objectives for
espionage operations is reflective of the culture initi-
ating the espionage activity. In totalitarian states and
many private corporations, espionage operations are
initiated by individuals or small groups whose objec-
tives and actions are not answerable to the remainder
of society.

In open societies, representative governments and
publicly owned corporations who use espionage are
often obliged to defend their decisions before the
public if the activities are disclosed.

Randall L. Milstein
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Ethical codes of organizations
Definition: Guidelines adopted by professional or-

ganizations and businesses that seek to impose or
encourage ethical conduct through either manda-
tory or permissive rules

Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Numerous organizations of all sorts

have adopted or are adopting ethical codes. How-

ever, whether such codes have a meaningful im-
pact or are designed merely to project positive im-
ages to the public continues to be debated.

Ethical codes for organizations have both a long his-
tory and a recent resurgence of interest in light of the
corporate scandals of the early twenty-first century.
Such codes can be broken down into codes adopted
by trade or professional associations to guide the
conduct of members and codes adopted by busi-
nesses, typically corporations.

The first category has a long and established his-
tory. There are, for example, long-standing codes
governing the conduct of lawyers, psychologists, ac-
countants, doctors, journalists, engineers, and many
others. Some of these efforts, such as the famous Hip-
pocratic oath taken by physicians, are of ancient vin-
tage, while others began early in the twentieth cen-
tury. The first attempt to institute an ethical code by
the American Bar Association, for example, was in
1908.

The second category tends to be of more recent
vintage and has become increasingly common. A
prime reason for this movement is that companies
that want to be perceived as good corporate citi-
zens adopt codes of ethics, particularly in the wake
of publicity surrounding corporate scandals involv-
ing WorldCom, Enron, and others. Moreover, the
Sarbanes-Oxley Act, passed by the U.S. Congress as
a response to corporate scandals, requires, among
other things, that public companies adopt codes of
ethics for their senior financial officers, and that their
codes be made publicly available. In a similar vein,
many stock exchanges mandate that the companies
they list adopt codes of ethics for all their corporate
employees. In light of these trends, the vast majority
of Fortune 500 companies had codes of ethics by
2003.

The Content of Ethical Codes
Given the variety of organizations and issues ethi-

cal codes can address, on one code is typical. Many,
perhaps most, address issues such as conflicts of in-
terest, confidentiality of information, labor relations,
and political contributions. Other codes cover such
matters as business goals and aspirations and social
responsibility.

A critical issue involving such codes has to do
with how and when they are enforced. Some codes
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permit or mandate discharging employees or other
disciplinary action if they are violated. Others, how-
ever, contain provisions allowing appropriate author-
ities within the organizations to waive the codes’pro-
hibitions. With the passage of the Sarbanes-Oxley
Act, such waivers may need to be publicly dis-
closed—an attempt by Congress to discourage cor-
porate boards of directors from rubber-stamping
unethical behavior, such as self-dealing among cor-
porate senior executives.

Rationales and Critiques
Drafters of ethical codes justify them as a means

of embodying best practices and ideals for a group. In
a similar vein, codes raise group consciousness so
that members of organizations are sensitized to ethi-
cal issues that may not be immediately obvious, such
as subtle conflicts of interest. This is seen as espe-
cially important in light of what some perceive as
a moral decline in culture generally. Moreover, in
some instances, violations of a code can serve as the
basis for discipline within or expulsion from a pro-
fessional organization, thus maintaining the organi-
zation’s integrity and reputation.

Ethical codes are not without their critics. Some
people argue that ethics are, by definition, delibera-
tive and collaborative—something that no code of

ethics can be. Others question the ability of a code ei-
ther to encourage ethical behavior or to discourage
unethical behavior. Another critique is that such
codes may foster a misleading sense of complacency;
the very existence of such a code may be taken to
mean that an organization and, by extension, its
members take ethics seriously. An infamous example
is that the Enron Corporation had its own code of eth-
ics. That code, like many similar ones, had a conflict-
of-interest provision that prohibited Enron employ-
ees from participating in both sides of any transaction
taking place between Enron and other entities with
which it did business. However, such forbidden prac-
tices were later found to have been done repeatedly
within the organization.

Some people have argued that an organization’s
“culture”—the “way things are done” and the types
of behavior that garner recognition and advancement
within an organization—influences the behavior of
its members far more than a written code of ethics
ever could.

A major influence and perhaps disincentive in the
adoption of codes of ethics is the looming threat of
litigation. Many companies fear that their adoption
of codes will enable litigants to sue them privately for
violations of codes. As a matter of public policy,
some argue that this is a good way to impose account-
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ability on corporate behavior. Others, however, argue
that such litigation will simply increase the cost of
doing business, which is in the interest of neither the
company nor the public.

Robert Rubinson
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Ethical monotheism
Definition: Belief in a single personal and transcen-

dent God who requires strict moral conduct and
metes out rewards or punishments

Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: All three of the world’s dominant

monotheistic religions—Christianity, Islam, and
Judaism—have strong ethical components, which
are observed and respected to a greater or lesser
extent by individual practitioners.

The world’s major monotheistic religions generally
suppose that ethical monotheism was the original re-
ligion revealed to the first human parents (Adam and
Eve) but was quickly corrupted through error and
transgression. Judaism maintains that ethical mono-
theism was reconfirmed to the patriarch Abraham,
who battled against the widespread belief in the
many, often capricious and amoral, gods of the an-

cient Near East. He taught that God is ethical and de-
mands the same from all adherents to true religions.

Islam validates the role of Abraham while claim-
ing him as their progenitor and proclaiming Muwam-
mad to be the last and greatest of a long line of proph-
ets to teach ethical monotheism. It has sometimes
been asserted that Christianity does not profess pure
monotheism because of its dogma of the Holy Trinity.
Critical, scholarly, nineteenth century theories saw
monotheism as an evolutionary step emerging from
polytheism. More modern views have argued that
ethical monotheism developed as a response in oppo-
sition to polytheism. Scholars see ethical monothe-
ism as a remarkable achievement of Hebrew history,
though they disagree about the period in which the ex-
plicit worship of “the one true God” began. There is no
question, however, that ethical monotheism has been
a major world force in determining the behavior of
nations and civilizations, and that it formed the foun-
dation for such codes as the Ten Commandments.

Andrew C. Skinner

See also: Anthropomorphism of the divine; Chris-
tian ethics; God; Hammurabi’s code; Islamic ethics;
Jewish ethics; Muwammad; Pantheism; Ten Com-
mandments.

Ethical Principles of
Psychologists

Identification: Professional ethical code required
of psychologists and enforceable through sanc-
tions from various bodies

Date: First enacted in December, 1992; revised on
June 1, 2003

Type of ethics: Psychological ethics
Significance: Health care professionals who deal

with the mind and mental health face special ethi-
cal dilemmas over and above those common to all
providers of care. The Ethical Principles set out
by the American Psychological Association seek
to aid practitioners in negotiating those issues, as
well as reassuring the public that psychologists
will not be permitted to abuse their position.

The Ethical Principles are primarily based on the po-
tential for harming others through incompetence, im-
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proper emotional coercion, or misinformation that
curtails free and informed thought and behavior.
Freedom of inquiry and expression is central to psy-
chology, but discriminating against others or allow-
ing the misuse of research is unethical. Psychologists
have a particular responsibility to be self-aware, to be
honest, and to use the methods of science, scientific
explanation, and critique, rather than expressing
mere personal opinion and authority. They must be
aware of the basic and unique needs of other people
and groups. Supervision, instruction, advisement,
and treatment have considerable intellectual and
emotional power.

Psychologists must avoid potential harm or ex-
ploitation by being candid about their services and
fees, qualifications, confidentiality, allegiances, the
requests they make of research volunteers (informed
consent specifying risks and benefits, providing
feedback, and minimizing deception), and avoiding
potentially harmful multiple relationships. Psychol-
ogists do not engage in sexual relationships with stu-
dents, supervisees, and patients because of the poten-
tial for biased judgment or exploitation through lack
of interpersonal reciprocity. Tests, diagnoses, evalua-
tions, and interventions must be based on scientific
competence and avoidance of harm.

John Santelli

See also: Animal research; Bioethics; Medical re-
search; Metaethics; Principles of Medical Ethics with
Annotations Especially Applicable to Psychiatry; Pro-
fessional ethics; Psychology; Therapist-patient rela-
tionship.

Ethics
Definition: Philosophical science that deals with

the rightness and wrongness of human actions
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: The formal practice of moral philoso-

phy has profoundly influenced, and been influ-
enced by, the course of social, political, intellec-
tual, and religious history.

Ethics has been in many ways the most general study
of human behavior, since every other form of analy-
sis of human action, whether economic, psychologi-

cal, sociological, anthropological, or historical, can
be subjected to an ethical analysis.

In Plato, the subordination of ethics to ontology
and epistemology was manifest, and it was not until
Aristotle that ethics achieved full status as an inde-
pendent branch of the philosophical sciences. In
the Nicomachean Ethics especially, Aristotle was at
pains to distinguish ethical knowledge from other
forms of human knowledge—as when he contrasted
the exactitude to be anticipated in mathematics from
that attainable in ethical reasoning.

Ethics is the name now given to that most general
study of the rightness and wrongness of human ac-
tions, including not only the determination of
whether particular acts are morally permissible but
also the derivation of those theories by which such a
determination may be made, as well as an analysis of
the meaning of the language that is peculiar to such
determinations and derivations.

Modern ethics is divided into normative ethics,
on one hand, which involves both standard ethical
theory and its application to particular actions and
classes of actions, and metaethics, on the other hand,
which examines the meaning of ethical language.
From its beginnings, ethics—the more general
term—has concerned itself with the human “mecha-
nism” of morality: the faculties of the human soul
and the needs, passions, and desires of the human
mind and body.

Plato and Aristotle did not neglect the theoretical
side of ethics, and Aristotle especially presented a
rather systematic theoretical framework throughout
his exposition of natural eudaimonism. In Plato,
much of the emphasis on human character and moti-
vations does not remain restricted to the words of
the philosophical disputations but is embedded in the
action/drama of the dialogues themselves. In the Re-
public, one sees Thrasymachus storm away from the
discussion, driven by the angry passion that drove his
lawless philosophy of unrestrained power. In the
Euthyphro, the eponymous character fled from Soc-
rates, motivated by the senseless pride that had im-
prisoned him in the darkness of ignorance. In the
Philebus, Protarchus had to bear the burden of the ar-
gument for hedonism because Philebus, the arch-
voluptuary, could not be bothered to defend his ethi-
cal position or to leave his pleasures to indulge in
philosophical disputations.

Instead of considering the virtuous man in the ab-
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stract, Plato related incidents from the life of Socra-
tes. Socrates remained sober and articulate into the
dawn in the Symposium, in which dialogue he is also
shown resisting the sexual blandishments of Alcibia-
des. At his trial, Socrates (in the Apologia) was un-
moved by the danger he faced and displayed compas-
sion toward his accusers, whom he did not blame for
their machinations. In the Phaedo, awaiting execu-
tion, Socrates calmly speaks with friends on the im-
mortality of the soul, and in the Crito, he refuses to
contemplate flight or any other stratagem to save his
life. Thus, Socrates served as a kind of spoudaios—
the wise, virtuous man whom Aristotle counsels the
young to observe and imitate.

The Middle Ages and Later
In the Middle Ages, patristic and Scholastic writ-

ers continued to explore the boundaries of ethics, but
with a heavy concern for theological ethics. Saint
Thomas Aquinas’s ethics, for example, which are
directly descended from Aristotle’s natural eudai-
monism, are designated supernatural, or theological,
eudaimonism on account of the regard that his ethical
system gives to the attainment of beatitude in the af-
terlife. This concentration upon theological concerns
led to an emphasis upon free will for theodic pur-
poses—making evil the product of the human will
and the human will the necessary source of virtue, as
well as the cause of evil.

From the coming of the Renaissance well into the
latter half of the eighteenth century, ethical philoso-
phy returned to its classical roots and once again em-
phasized the passions and sentiments in humanity
that conflict and that drive those behaviors that sup-
port the institutions of society, from friendship and
the family to cooperative activities and the nation-
state.

In the latter half of the eighteenth century, Im-
manuel Kant returned ethics to a theoretical orienta-
tion with his development of the categorical impera-
tive. Kant’s deontology—or science of duty, as he
called it—contained many complex aspects, such as
the autonomous and heteronomous wills and the hy-
pothetical and categorical imperatives, thus giving
priority again to abstract, theoretical models of ethi-
cal thought. Indeed, Kantian formalism temporarily
eclipsed the firm concretization that necessarily ac-
companies consequentialistic analysis.

Although the nineteenth century saw a step back

from the degree of formalistic abstraction inherent in
Kantian ethics, Hegelian and other forms of idealist
ethics, utilitarianism (of both the Benthamite and
Millian variety), and the variegated Darwinistic ethi-
cal systems failed to return to the classical model of
virtue analysis.

In the twentieth century, the proliferation of aca-
demic publications and university-based scholars
was instrumental in the resurrection, if not the rein-
vigoration, of virtually every philosophical tradition
in ethics. Nevertheless, virtue- and sentiment-based
ethical theories enjoyed a rather desiccated exis-
tence, except in somewhat altered form under the
various phenomenological approaches.

In general, metaethical investigations predomi-
nated throughout the discipline in the last years of the
twentieth century, undoubtedly stimulated by G. E.
Moore’s discovery of the naturalistic fallacy and the
renewed interest in the Humean is/ought dilemma
that Moore caused. Contributing to the same effect
was the dominance of logical positivism and its off-
shoots, which have insisted upon the analysis of lan-
guage as the key methodological operation in philos-
ophy.

Finally, the central role of commerce and the pro-
fessions in modern life has led to a significant com-
partmentalization of normative ethics: Legal ethics,
business ethics, biomedical ethics, ethics of engi-
neering, and so forth, each with its specialized vocab-
ulary and subject matter, have threatened to replace
the general overview of the duties of person and citi-
zen (the classical model) as the primary focus of nor-
mative ethical inquiry.

Patrick M. O’Neil
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Ethics
Identification: Book by Baruch Spinoza (1632-

1677)
Date: Ethica, 1677 (English translation, 1870)
Type of ethics: Renaissance and Restoration

history
Significance: Spinoza’s Ethics argues that the

knowledge of the systematic unity of all things,
and of God as their source and essence, is human-
kind’s greatest good and blessedness.

In Baruch Spinoza’s chief work, the Ethics, he at-
tempted to deduce his results from certain fundamen-
tal conceptions by using the geometric method. He
even adopted the external form of Euclidean geome-
try, beginning each of the five parts into which the
work is divided with definitions, axioms, and postu-
lates, and advancing by formally demonstrating a
series of definite propositions. Spinoza, like René
Descartes before him, believed that mathematics fur-
nished the universal type of true science, and he
assumed that absolute certainty, which was then gen-
erally regarded as essential to science, could be at-
tained only by following the same method. It has
been pointed out that what is most valuable in
Spinoza’s system is not the result of his formal de-
ductions, however, but the genius evident in his spec-
ulative intuition and keen psychological analysis.

In the Ethics, Spinoza is most directly concerned
with the problem of humanity’s place in nature—its
relation to God or the total system of things—and the
possibility of freedom. He demonstrates the possibil-
ity that human freedom depends upon first recogniz-
ing that one is part of nature and that one’s mind, like
everything else, is subject to uniform natural laws. It
is not contingency or some peculiar power of free
will that governs mental experiences; here as well
as elsewhere, all takes place according to law and

necessity. Nature’s laws, he argues, are always and
everywhere the same. Thus, there should be one
method of understanding the nature of all things:
through nature’s universal laws and rules.

The Emotions
Spinoza goes on to consider human actions and

desires in the same way that he considers lines,
planes, and solids. From this standpoint, he gives a
scientific account of the origin and nature of the emo-
tions, showing how they necessarily arise from cer-
tain assignable causes and how their intensity de-
pends on definite natural conditions. The emotions
are all found to be variations of the primary states: de-
sire, pleasure, or joy, which is the passage of the or-
ganism to a higher state of perfection; and pain, or
sorrow, which is the passage to a lower state. To pass
to a higher or lower state is not to become better or
worse in the moral sense, but to become more or less
active. The man of inadequate ideas is passive in that
what he does depends on what happens to him rather
than what he does or who he is.

This reduction of the emotions to law, however, is
only a preliminary step in Spinoza’s treatment. To at-
tain freedom, it is first necessary to recognize the
bondage of humanity, the fixed determination of the
emotions through natural laws. Just as knowledge is
power with regard to external nature, however, so one
can free oneself from the emotions by understanding
their laws. In Spinoza’s view, the mind is something
more than a series of passive states. Its essence con-
sists in an effort to preserve its own being to promote
its own good. In carrying out this purpose, it finds
that nothing is so helpful as knowledge.

Knowledge and Intuition
Through knowledge, it is possible to free human-

ity from the bondage of emotions. An emotion, when
understood, becomes transformed and ceases to be a
mere state of passivity. Moreover, when the condi-
tions of an emotion are understood, it is possible to
arrange and associate the various emotions in such a
way as to strengthen and promote the occurrence of
those that are desirable and to weaken and repress
those that are harmful. The highest kind of knowl-
edge for Spinoza is not scientific reason, but intu-
ition, the direct insight that all things follow neces-
sarily from the nature of God and hence form one
system. To see all things not as a series of events in
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time but in their necessary logical relation to God
is what Spinoza calls viewing the world under the
form of eternity. Spinoza’s conception of God is
very different from the ordinary theological one. For
Spinoza, God is not transcendent, existing apart from
nature, but nature itself as an active self-determining
process.

Humanity’s Highest Good
This highest knowledge gives rise to the intellec-

tual love of God, which is the highest good, or bless-
edness, for humanity. It is through the strength of this
emotion, which is not a passion but the highest activ-
ity of mind, that the other emotions are most success-
fully governed and transformed. This intellectual
love of God enables the mind to renounce entirely all
finite or personal desires, as well as all envy and jeal-
ousy. Spinoza argues that he who loves God does not
demand that God should love him in return. He de-
mands nothing for himself; instead, he acquiesces
completely in the order of the universe. Moreover,
Spinoza maintains that since this knowledge and the
intellectual love to which it gives rise are eternal, the
mind that experiences these must have something in
it that is eternal and that cannot be destroyed with the
body. An interesting feature of Spinoza’s philosophy
is the close relationship between the individual and
society. It is not merely the individual good that he
sought but one that as many as possible would share.
In many passages in the Ethics, Spinoza approaches
the modern conception of the individual as standing
in an organic relation to society.

Genevieve Slomski
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Ethics in Government Act
Identification: U.S. federal law setting standards

for appointments of government officials
Date: Became law October 26, 1978
Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: This law requires nominees for posi-

tions requiring Senate confirmation to make fi-
nancial disclosure reports; it also established the
Office of Government Ethics to oversee the ad-
ministration of ethics policies in the executive
branch of the federal government.

The Ethics in Government Act was passed in the af-
termath of the scandals during the Nixon administra-
tion to lessen the likelihood that future presidential
nominees for government positions would have con-
flicts of interest that might result in personal or fi-
nancial gain. The law requires presidential nominees
for positions requiring Senate confirmation to file fi-
nancial disclosure reports. Their reports should list
sources of income, assets and liabilities, and affilia-
tions with organizations that may lead to conflicts of
interest. The act also created the Office of Govern-
ment Ethics, which reviews the disclosure reports of
presidential nominees and issues opinion letters con-
cerning possible conflicts of interest.

Possible Conflicts of Interest
The principal concerns that guide the reviews of

financial disclosure reports are the potentials for offi-
cials to (1) participate in matters in which they have
personal financial interests, (2) receive income from
nongovernment sources for government service, (3)
participate in outside activities that may involve the
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government, and (4) experience conflicts following
their government employment because of restric-
tions on dealings with former agencies. The latter is-
sue primarily affects former officials, but it is fre-
quently a concern for officials entering government
service because it can affect their future employment
prospects.

The Review Process
The Office of Counsel to the President typically

solicits complete financial records to anticipate prob-
lems before nominations are announced and explains
reporting requirements to potential nominees. The
Office of Counsel provides forms to potential nomi-
nees and gives the completed reports to designated
agency ethics officials and to the Office of Govern-
ment Ethics. Agency heads are responsible for com-
pliance with the ethics program, and they appoint the
agency’s ethics official. The financial disclosure re-
ports are also reviewed by the employing agency’s
representative, and the agency’s evaluation is in-
cluded in the Office of Government Ethics’s opinion
letter. The opinion letters are reviewed by the presi-
dent before the nomination is sent forward. The
members of the Senate involved in the confirmation
process review the letters and generally include their
own assessment of possible conflicts of interest.

Identification of possible conflicts may result in
nominees being asked to disqualify or recuse them-
selves from participation in decisions regarding
firms or industries in which they may have personal
or financial interests, divest themselves of financial
interests in particular firms or industries which may
cause conflicts of interest, or put their financial hold-
ings into “blind trusts” so that they will have no
knowledge of their financial interests in particular
firms or industries. A waiver may also be granted if it
is determined that a nominee’s interests in a particu-
lar firm or industry are so slight or peripheral as to as-
sure that any conflict of interest will be very minor.

Restrictions on Future Employment
In 1989, President George Bush appointed a

Commission on Federal Ethics Law Reform that rec-
ommended strengthening the provisions dealing
with “influence peddling” as well as broadening the
provisions dealing with conflicts of interest when of-
ficials may gain personally or financially. Subse-
quent amendment of the Ethics in Government Act

expanded its scope to include influence peddling by
former officials. The act restricts what former gov-
ernment officials may do upon leaving office, princi-
pally in terms of a two-year prohibition against repre-
senting private interests before their former agencies.
These provisions were designed to lessen conflicts of
interest that may arise during an official’s tenure with
an agency, when he or she may be anticipating future
employment outside government, and to help stop
the “revolving door” pattern of employment in which
individuals move from government agencies to the
industries they were responsible for regulating and
vice versa. The provisions also include a one-year
prohibition on former officials representing private
interests before their former government employer
when the individual had no responsibilities relating
to his or her current employer.

Impact of the Act
Critics of the Ethics in Government Act have

charged that it makes it difficult to recruit potential
officials from the private sector. This criticism was
expressed numerous times during the Reagan admin-
istration. At issue are whether the financial disclo-
sure requirements themselves are impediments to re-
cruitment because individuals do not want to make
their finances public or whether other restrictions on
employment discourage individuals from accepting
nominations. In addition to financial disclosure and
limitations on relationships with former and future
employers, the act restricts the freedom of officials to
manage their own financial affairs.

Supporters of the act argue that it focuses atten-
tion on the issue of ethics and, in particular, reinforces
the principle that even the appearance of impropriety
is to be avoided in public-sector employment. The
Ethics in Government Act also reaffirms the princi-
ples that government officials should not use their
positions for personal gain and that government busi-
ness should be conducted “in the sunshine.” More-
over, the act serves to protect appointing officials
from inadvertently selecting someone who might be
motivated to seek public employment for personal
gain or who might later be charged with bias in mak-
ing decisions.

The standards set in the Ethics in Government Act
have had a broad impact in government. States and
municipalities are increasingly requiring financial
disclosure by political appointees and elected offi-
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cials to lessen the potential for conflicts of interest.
Conflicts that may arise because of dual employ-
ment, financial interests in businesses that deal with
government agencies, and the use of public positions
to benefit private interests are examined closely.
Conflicts arising from the employment of law en-
forcement officers in private security during their
off-duty hours are cases in point.

William L. Waugh, Jr.
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Ethics/morality distinction
Definition: Distinction drawn by moral philoso-

phers between the study of moral judgments and
choices (ethics) and the systems of rules and val-
ues governing those choices (morality)

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Ethics is the study of morality, but al-

most every system of ethics also attempts to cre-
ate, formulate, or advocate its own moral princi-
ples, thus blurring the distinction.

Ethics refers to the most important values and beliefs
of an individual or a society. These beliefs help shape
the character of the people in that society, teaching
them what is good and bad. Ethics implies knowl-
edge of these basic principles and the responsibility
to make the appropriate choice when necessary. The

strong bond between ethics and a society’s customs
raises the issue of relativism. Moral philosophers ar-
gue that ethics implies values that are universal and
are not tied to one society or time period.

The particular rules implementing ethical beliefs
in a specific society may change, but not the funda-
mental principles. In a society composed of subcul-
tures, the specific laws or customs of each may be ex-
pressed differently. The distinction between ethics
and morality becomes important when the rules used
by different groups are not understood or accepted.
Unacceptable behavior may be assumed to mean un-
acceptable values. In that case, the ethos, or unifying
characteristics, of a society is weakened and individ-
uals within that society must justify their actions, be-
cause morality cannot be assumed.

James A. Baer

See also: Applied ethics; Choice; Ethics; Moral ed-
ucation; Morality; Multiculturalism; Normative vs.
descriptive ethics; Pluralism; Relativism; Theory
and practice.

Ethnic cleansing
Definition: Forced expulsion of a specific popula-

tion from a territory
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: Ethnic cleansing is predicated either

upon a judgment that the presence of a spe-
cific ethnic group in an area is harmful, or upon a
judgment that the cleansing group has a moral
right or imperative to create a homogeneous cul-
ture for itself. Either judgment will activate ethi-
cal concerns about violence, warfare, prejudice,
human rights, minority rights, and the rights to
self-determination of both groups.

“Ethnic cleansing” is a euphemism for murder and
land theft that is sanctioned by a state government. It
usually refers to the expulsion of an “undesirable”
population from a given territory for political, strate-
gic, or ideological reasons, or because of religious or
ethnic discrimination. Forced emigration and popu-
lation exchange are elements of ethnic cleansing.
Forced population removal or transfers have oc-
curred repeatedly throughout history, most often to
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create or secure an ethnically homogeneous home-
land or state.

The Assyrian king Tiglath-Pileser III (745-727
b.c.e.) carried out one of the earlier recorded cases of
ethnic cleansing. One-half of the population of any
land that he conquered was forcefully removed and
replaced by settlers from other regions who were
loyal to him. Many centuries later, European settlers
in North America slowly “cleansed” the land of most
Native Americans with the tacit consent of the state.
By expelling the entire East Indian community from
Uganda during the early 1970’s, Idi Amin of Uganda
“cleansed” that country of East Indians so that indig-
enous Africans could take over their land and busi-
nesses. During the 1990’s, Serbians in the former Yu-
goslavia tried to “cleanse” territory that they claimed
for Serbian Christians by driving out Muslim citi-
zens. They used murder, rape, starvation, and a vari-
ety of other deplorable techniques to achieve their
goal.

There is no moral justification for ethnic cleans-
ing. It is carried out by those who hope that if they oc-
cupy the land long enough, their right to it will not be
challenged. Yet history has shown that time neither
heals every wound nor justifies every action. Ethnic
cleansing is and has always been criminal. It should
not be sanctioned by any self-respecting govern-
ment, because it is ethically unjust.

Dallas L. Browne

See also: Bosnia; Concentration camps; Genocide,
cultural; Genocide and democide; Kosovo; Land
mines; Refugees and stateless people.

Ethnocentrism
Definition: Attitude according to which one’s own

race or society is the central criterion for evaluat-
ing other groups or cultures

Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: Ethnocentrism promotes loyalty to

the group, sacrifice for it, and hatred and con-
tempt for those outside it.

Ethnocentrism is the emotional attitude that places a
high value on one’s own customs and traditions and

belittles all others, rating as least valuable those who
differ most. One’s own group is the center of every-
thing, and all others are scaled with reference to it.
Each group nourishes its own pride and vanity, be-
lieves itself to be superior, exalts its own divinities,
and looks with contempt on outsiders.

Sociologists and anthropologists have found that
people everywhere seem to believe that the groups to
which they belong are the best and that their ways and
morals are superior. Others outside their group are
something else—perhaps not defined—but not real
people: the Jews divided all mankind into themselves
and the Gentiles, the Greeks and Romans called out-
siders “barbarians,” the Arabs referred to others as
“infidels,” and the whites in South Africa called the
blacks “kaffirs.” Although ethnocentrism serves a
useful purpose in that it performs the function of dis-
cipline and social control within the group, it can be
very irritating and disruptive, and when it gets out of
hand, it may be dangerous and even fatal.

Olusoji A. Akomolafe

See also: Anthropological ethics; Bigotry; Multi-
culturalism; Oppression; Post-Enlightenment ethics;
Racism; Social Darwinism.

Etiquette
Definition: Code of manners governing social be-

havior and interactions
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Disagreement exists as to whether et-

iquette should be considered a branch of ethics.
The answer depends on the extent to which polite-
ness and manners are judged to be moral require-
ments.

Normative ethics and etiquette are alike in that each
offers prescriptions concerning how people ought to
behave. Ethics tells people to avoid certain forms of
conduct because they are morally reprehensible and
recommends that they engage in others because they
are morally admirable. Etiquette, in contrast, pro-
hibits certain forms of conduct because they are dis-
courteous or vulgar and recommends others as polite
or elegant. Ethics and etiquette are separate at least
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to the extent that ethical violations can be
committed without violating etiquette, and
to violate at least some aspects of etiquette,
it is not necessary to violate ethics.

Etiquette, unlike ethics, is much con-
cerned with characterizing the social mean-
ings of forms of behavior, determining what
behavior expresses respect, contempt, grat-
itude, aggression, and so forth. Different
societies have very different conventions
about these matters. For example, in Tur-
key, the normal way in which men greet one
another with respect is by kissing, while in
English-speaking lands, kissing is deemed
improper and a handshake is preferred.
Since these conventions vary so widely, the
prescriptions of etiquette are far more so-
cially relative than are those of ethics. The
maxim “When in Rome do as the Romans
do” generally applies to etiquette, though it
is less sound as a maxim of ethics.

The Instructions of Ptah Hotep, an Egyp-
tian text dating from about 2500 b.c.e., pro-
vides the earliest known account of polite
behavior. Later Western notions of etiquette
are rooted in medieval chivalry, according
to which the knight should be not only a
powerful warrior but also honorable and
well mannered. In particular, he is to display gentle,
sincere devotion toward ladies, and they, in turn, are
to be delicately refined and of absolute purity. The
Renaissance writer Baldassare Castiglione expresses
these ideals in The Courtier (1528). Later, the term
“etiquette” entered English with the publication of
Lord Chesterfield’s Letters to His Son (1774), in
which the author expounded gentlemanly deport-
ment.

Etiquette and Class
These codes of manners were aristocratic. Per-

sons of lower-class birth did not understand or con-
form to them and therefore were marked off from the
upper class. In the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries, however, class divisions weakened and an ex-
panding circle of people sought to advance them-
selves socially by cultivating good manners. Books
on etiquette multiplied. In the United States, the writ-
ings of arbiters such as Emily Post, Amy Vanderbilt,
and Miss Manners (Judith Martin) have enjoyed

wide circulation. These authors have sought to pre-
sent etiquette not class-consciously but democrati-
cally, offering guidance in civility for everyone. They
consider not only everyday personal etiquette but
also special areas of etiquette; for example, in busi-
ness, in the professions, in diplomacy, and so on.

Iconoclastic persons often view etiquette with
contempt, because they condemn class-conscious
snobbishness and artificial conventions and because
they suppose that the ethical virtues of sincerity and
truthfulness are all that are needed in life. They are
right, of course, that arbiters of etiquette sometimes
have defended frivolous rules and sometimes have
done so for blameworthy reasons. They are wrong,
however, to suppose that egalitarian society has no
need of etiquette and that social interactions could
successfully proceed were manners guided by sin-
cerity and truthfulness alone. The point that they
miss is that human beings in their everyday contacts
readily generate antagonisms that can become de-
structive unless they are covered by the cloak of tact-
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Categories of Personal Etiquette

Behavior Examples of prescriptions

Eating Style and self-restraint in table manners,
table settings, and service.

Dressing Modesty and elegance according to sex,
age, and occasion—formal or informal.

Communicating Tact and skill in handling introductions,
polite conversation, writing letters,
telephoning, use of calling cards.

Socializing Graciousness in giving and attending
parties and other entertainments, having
and being houseguests, making and
receiving social visits.

Celebrating Appropriate degrees of ostentatious
formality in private celebrations of
weddings, engagements, births,
graduations, and anniversaries.

Rituals Propriety in observing formalities of
official diplomatic, religious, military,
or governmental ceremonies.



fulness and smoothed by the oil of polite formalities.
A society that is polite, at least to a judicious degree,
can function more efficiently and more happily than
can a sincerely truthful but uncivil society.

Etiquette vs. Ethics
Do ethics and etiquette sometimes conflict? It

might seem so, since ethics is thought to prescribe
that people not engage in lying or deception, while
etiquette encourages the use of white lies. (“I’m so
sorry, but I’m busy that night,” one is supposed to say,
instead of the more truthful “I don’t like you and
don’t want to come.”) This supposed conflict be-
tween ethics and etiquette is not deep-seated, how-
ever, since the white lies of etiquette can be justified
in terms of the ethical principle of nonmaleficence
(avoiding hurting the feelings of others). Moreover,
the saying of something not literally true is scarcely a
lie when everyone knows that it is prescribed by so-
cial custom.

Etiquette enjoins people always to be polite. In
rare cases, when there are strongly countervailing
ethical considerations, one ought to abandon polite-
ness in order to do what is morally right (for example,
a firefighter, in order to extinguish a fire, may have to
intrude violently on someone’s privacy). Usually,
however, etiquette conflicts very little with ethics,
and violations of etiquette commonly are violations
of ethics also, because they tend to injure others, at
least mildly.

A controversial question that philosophers have
not discussed extensively is whether politeness itself
should be classified as a moral virtue, along with
honesty, fidelity, modesty, and the like. If by “moral
virtues” are meant those admirable human qualities
that enhance a person’s capacity for contributing to
the well-being of society, then politeness can be a vir-
tue in this sense. Notice, however, that being polite is
not the same thing as being favorably disposed to-
ward everyone else. Someone possessing the virtue
of politeness knows ways of politely expressing neg-
ative reactions toward others, and especially toward
those who are out of line.

Stephen F. Barker
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Eugenics
Definition: Attempt to alter human evolution

through selection
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Even in its most benign form, eugen-

ics raises serious ethical questions, since it almost
unavoidably involves some people making repro-
ductive choices for others, and making decisions
about which genetic traits should be preserved,
strengthened, and eliminated from the human
race. The darker forms of the science entail much
clearer and more heinous transgressions, up to
and including involuntary sterilization and geno-
cide.

Although the idea of selective breeding dates back to
antiquity, the first detailed exposition of eugenics
founded in genetic and evolutionary science was pro-
duced by Sir Francis Galton in Hereditary Genius
(1869). Two main strategies of eugenics are possible:
increasing the gene contributions of those who have
desirable traits (positive eugenics) and decreasing
the gene contributions of those who have undesired
traits (negative eugenics). Genetic testing must first
determine what traits people have and to what extent
each trait is heritable. Supporters of eugenics claim
that intelligence is genetically determined, but most
data concerning this claim are suspect, and the true
heritability of intelligence is still hotly debated.
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Positive eugenics encourages people with desir-
able traits to produce more numerous offspring. En-
couragement may take the form of monetary re-
wards, paying the educational expenses for children,
and so forth. Sperm of desirable men could be col-
lected and stored for the future artificial insemination
of selected women, but this suggestion has rarely
been followed because of the expense of the proce-
dure.

Negative eugenics applications may mean that in-
dividuals carrying undesired traits might be killed or
sterilized. Advocates of eugenics say that this cruelty
is for the greater good of humanity, but opponents
strongly object. Beyond this issue, other ethical ques-
tions arise: Which traits are desired? Who will make
the decisions? Since many traits vary by race, nega-
tive eugenics raises questions of racism and brings
humanity close to the dangers of genocide. (The only
nationwide eugenics laws in history were used in
Nazi Germany to exterminate Jews and other non-
“Aryans.”) Geneticists have also determined that neg-
ative eugenics is very limited in its ability to change
gene frequencies. Most genetic defects are rare, and
selection against rare traits is very ineffective. Selec-
tion is especially ineffective if a trait is influenced by
environment or education, as intelligence scores are.
Also, if negative eugenics could succeed, it would re-
duce the genetic variability of the population, and
variability may itself be desirable, especially if future
environments change.

Eli C. Minkoff
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Euthanasia
Definition: Active or passive encouragement of the

death of a person to prevent further suffering
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Euthanasia continues to be an ex-

tremely controversial issue, since it engages one
of the most fundamental moral questions: Under
what circumstances, if any, is it ethical to cause
the death of another person?

The term “euthanasia” is derived from the Greek
phrase that means a pleasant or easy death. Relieving
suffering was part of the Hippocratic oath, dating
from the fourth century b.c.e., when Greek physi-
cians were sworn to preserve life and never willingly
to take it. This sanctity-of-life principle was not,
however, honored always and in all places. The
Greeks and Romans, for example, ruled that slaves
and “barbarians” had no right to life. In Sparta, the
law required the death of deformed infants. The phi-
losophers Plato and Aristotle regarded infanticide
and abortion as acceptable, and Plato himself was a
victim of compulsory suicide.

Before and during World War II, Nazi Germany
practiced euthanasia on those viewed as socially un-
productive: Jews, older people, the deformed, the
chronically ill. Memories of these compulsory deaths
have caused many people to resist the idea and prac-
tice of euthanasia, even by what would be considered
humane methods. In 1969, however, Great Britain’s
House of Lords passed a voluntary euthanasia law;
earlier bills had been defeated in 1938 and 1950. The
main purpose of the British law was to authorize phy-
sicians to give euthanasia to a patient thought to be
suffering from an incurable physical condition and
who has made a declaration requesting euthanasia. A
clause provides that a declaration may be revoked at
any time. Passive euthanasia had been generally ac-
cepted, but Parliament by this act legalized active eu-
thanasia.

Euthanasia is divided into two types: active and
passive. Active euthanasia is direct intervention to
bring about the death of one suffering from a terminal
illness, while passive euthanasia is letting nature take
its course. The intent to bring about death requires
ethical analysis to find a moral consensus, since the
rights of an individual and those of society come into
play.
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Christianity and Euthanasia
Throughout the twentieth century, Western

churches—the Roman Catholic Church in particu-
lar—took strong stands against both types of eutha-
nasia. During the medieval era, Saint Augustine of
Hippo and Saint Thomas Aquinas affirmed that only
God is the arbiter of life and death. They taught that
pain and suffering have purpose in God’s sight. In
1940, the Catholic Church officially condemned the
administration of euthanasia for any reason as con-
trary to natural and divine law. In late 1957, however,
Pope Pius XII, speaking to an International Congress
of Anaesthesiologists, stated that “morally one is
held to use only ordinary means” to sustain life and
that in cases of terminal illness, there is no obligation
to continue lifesaving measures. Differences exist,
however, regarding what constitutes ordinary versus
extraordinary means and who should decide when
death is preferable to treatment.

Ordinary means of treating a sick or dying person
are means that are in common use, while extraordi-
nary means involve nonstandard treatment, the new
and the rare. Scientific and technological advances
have transformed the extraordinary into the ordinary.
This development complicates the issue, since such
factors as scarce funds and facilities also come into
play, introducing another ethical problem: the ac-
ceptability of utilitarianism.

The sanctity-of-life principle holds that it is abso-
lutely prohibited either intentionally to kill a patient
or intentionally to let a patient die and to base deci-
sions for the prolongation or shortening of human life
on considerations of the quality of that life. Under no
circumstances is there a “right to die.” This is true ir-
respective of the competency or noncompetency of a
person to decide for himself or herself whether to
choose euthanasia.

Patients, doctors, and the patients’ families are
generally the decision makers in cases of possible eu-
thanasia, whether active or passive. By 2004, virtu-
ally all states accepted living wills whereby compe-
tent adults give directions for the health care they
want if they become terminally ill and cannot direct
their own care. Those who believe in the sanctity of
life fear that these living wills are a wedge that will
allow nonvoluntary euthanasia to become accept-
able.

While staunchly opposed to euthanasia, some
churches and courts accept the “double-effect” prin-

ciple. This principle holds that an action whose pri-
mary effect is to relieve suffering may be ethically
justified, although a secondary effect may be death.
Physicians, they argue, have a duty to relieve pain as
well as to preserve life—although doing so may
shorten the person’s life.

The Quality-of-Life Ethic
Much debate centers on the quality-of-life ethic.

Some argue that if there is little hope that a given
treatment prolonging a person’s life will allow that
person to live a beneficial, satisfactory life, then eu-
thanasia is justified. In such cases, the sanctity-of-life
principle is set against the quality-of-life approach.
How can a proper quality of life be guaranteed to all
citizens and an equitable distribution of medical care
be ensured? Using utilitarianism as a guideline, pro-
viding high-quality life for a majority takes priority
over prolonging the lives of a few. Cost-effectiveness
becomes a major factor in the decision to choose or
not to choose euthanasia. This is unacceptable to
many persons, since it places an economic value on
people.

The counterargument is made that while every
person is equal to all others, not every life is of equal
value. The case of Karen Ann Quinlan is cited as an
example of the quality-of-life and sanctity-of-life di-
lemma. The victim of an accident, Quinlan went into
a coma in 1975 and was kept on a respirator for sev-
eral years. After repeated requests from her guardian,
a court decision allowed discontinuance of the respi-
rator. Quinlan’s life was not benefiting her and was
burdening her parents unduly. The quality-of-life
judgment prevailed in that case.

In 1990, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that patients
have a constitutional right to discontinue unwanted
life-sustaining medical treatment. In 1992, the Nether-
lands’s parliament approved liberal rules on euthana-
sia and doctor-assisted suicide. The guidelines re-
quire, however, that the patient must be mentally
competent, be suffering unbearable pain, and request
euthanasia repeatedly; and the doctor must consult a
second physician before proceeding.

The right to die with dignity, free of terminal ag-
ony, is a concept that enjoys strong public support.
Most of this support, however, is for passive euthana-
sia; support for active euthanasia is more moderate.
The notion of a right to die is still very controversial,
making moral standards of judgment ever more im-
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perative. Whether supporting the sanctity-of-
life doctrine or the quality-of-life argument,
there is general agreement among those most
engaged with this issue that not every patient’s
life ought to be prolonged. The moral debate is
over how this life should be ended. Individuals,
families, courts, and ethics committees struggle
over euthanasia, striving for justice for both pa-
tient and society.

S. Carol Berg
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Evers, Medgar
Identification: Martyred American civil rights ac-

tivist
Born: July 2, 1925, Decatur, Mississippi
Died: June 12, 1963, Jackson, Mississippi
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: The National Association for the Ad-

vancement of Colored People’s (NAACP) first

field secretary in Mississippi, Evers was an im-
portant civil rights activist and organizer. His as-
sassination received widespread news coverage
and was a source of national outrage that helped to
galvanize the Civil Rights movement.

After growing up and attending segregated high
schools in Decatur and Newton, Mississippi, Evers
served in the army, seeing action in the European the-
ater of World War II. Afterward, he attended the all-
black Alcorn Agricultural and Mechanical College,
graduating in 1950. He became an insurance sales-
man but devoted much spare time to his work for the
NAACP. Trying to organize local affiliates for the
NAACP, he visited most areas of the state and began
building a wide-ranging base of support. By 1954, he
had moved to Jackson to become field secretary for
the entire state.
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Medgar Evers during a television interview in 1962. (Li-
brary of Congress)



In relocating to Jackson, Evers had moved to a
city that had rigid segregation. To bring change, in
1963 Evers organized a massive nonviolent protest
movement. Day in, day out, Evers challenged segre-
gation and discrimination by personally leading the
protests. The protests and Evers’s life were cut short
when, on June 12, 1963, Evers was assassinated by
Byron de La Beckwith. De La Beckwith was tried
twice for the crime in 1964, but both trials resulted in
hung juries. He was finally retried and convicted in
1994 and spent over six years in prison before dying of
heart problems on January 21, 2001.

In the twelve weeks after Evers’s death, 758 racial
demonstrations occurred in the United States. Such
pressures convinced President John F. Kennedy to
send a civil rights bill to Congress, a bill that eventu-
ally became the Civil Rights Act of 1964, a law that
gave minorities more justice than they had ever had
before.

James Smallwood
Updated by the editors

See also: Assassination; Civil Rights Act of 1964;
Civil Rights movement; King, Martin Luther, Jr.; Na-
tional Association for the Advancement of Colored
People; Racism.

“Everyone does it”
Definition: Rationalization invoked to excuse, jus-

tify, or otherwise neutralize the moral bind of law,
freeing one to commit acts deemed morally, le-
gally, and socially undesirable

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Originally thought to explain delin-

quency among delinquent youth, the idea that
“everyone does it” has been shown to explain why
white-collar offenders commit crime and simulta-
neously maintain their sense of being upright citi-
zens.

In his 1994 book “Everybody Does It!,” criminolo-
gist Thomas Gabor describes how people justify their
involvement in dishonest, unethical, or immoral be-
havior, using phrases that “normalize” their actions
to themselves and others. Phrases such as “every-
one’s doing it” were first identified by sociologists

David Matza and Gresham Sykes during the late
1950’s as techniques of “neutralization” for ques-
tionable behavior.

Neutralizations are words and phrases that negate
the moral and ethical binds of law. Those who use
them draw on the explicit exceptions to law such
as “I was not myself at the time” or “I was acting in
self-defense.” Embezzlers commonly describe their
stealing as “borrowing.” Dishonest employees typi-
cally blame their excessive expense-account claims,
time thefts, or thefts of company property on their
companies or unscrupulous supervisors, claiming
that their companies have treated them badly, their
bosses have cheated them out of vacation days, or
their managers have prevented them from receiving
deserved raises or promotions.

Language of Neutralization
Similarly, corporations themselves use neutraliz-

ing words and phrases to explain that their fraudulent
actions are necessary for them to remain competitive.
Government agencies may explain their abuses of
power as necessary to “protect the public.” The use of
such phrases is self-serving, in that they reduce the
sense of moral culpability of wrongdoers, while also
freeing them to commit further offenses, especially if
they sense that their excuses will be accepted by
judging audiences.

Neutralizations may be excuses that people use to
acknowledge committing misdeeds, while denying
responsibility for them; an example is “I was ordered
to do it.” Alternatively, neutralizations may be justifi-
cations offered to accept responsibility for misdeeds
or to assert the rightfulness of the actions, such as “no
one got hurt.”

Most people use such “claims to normality” in
varying degrees to excuse or justify their deviant be-
havior; some to negate serious deviant, and even
criminal, behavior. As a claim of normality, saying
that “everyone does it” promotes the commonality of
the action over any principle of ethics or law.

A crucial issue of neutralizations is their timing.
When they occur after the acts, neutralizations are
seen merely as rationalizations seeking to minimize
the culpability or consequences for questionable be-
havior. When they occur prior to the acts, they can
motivate misbehavior by freeing potential wrongdo-
ers from the moral and ethical bind of law.

Criminologists argue that to counteract the effect
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of neutralization that undermines morality and eth-
ics, it is necessary continuously to point out the harm
caused by the misdeeds—through the media, meet-
ings, and interpersonal relations. It is also important
to be clear that words and phrases used to neutralize
are nothing less than self-deception, designed at best
to minimize the consequences for the offenders, and
at worst, to justify doing harm to others because of
harm others have done in the past. An example of the
latter would be to justify any action that undermines
corporate power because of the damage corporations
have done to the environment in the past.

Stuart Henry
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Evil
Definition: Morally reprehensible be-

havior or force
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The existence of evil

poses a problem for any religious sys-
tem that posits a benevolent, omnipo-
tent deity or for any secular system
that represents human history as funda-
mentally meaningful. Indeed, many
such systems seems to have been cre-
ated precisely in order to explain or to
mitigate evil’s presence in the world.

The contradiction within the problem
cited above can be solved logically
only by denying any one of the three
propositions. One must hold that God
is not all powerful or that God is not all
good. Alternately, theists such as Saint
Augustine denied that evil exists; in-
stead, there is only privation caused by

humankind’s distance from God. Modern Christian
Scientists and Stoics generally follow the thought of
Augustine. Some philosophers, however, such as
William James, tried to solve the contradiction by de-
nying the omnipotence of God, arguing instead that
God had much, but limited, power.

All monotheistic religions that stress the omnipo-
tence and goodness of God develop a system of ethics
that defines what is right, what is wrong, what is
good, and what is bad. The presence of evil in the
world, however, threatened to destroy belief in God
and thereby destroy absolute ethical values. In God’s
defense, theodicy developed. Theodicy, in its classi-
cal form, is the philosophical and/or theological at-
tempt to justify the righteousness of God.

The Greek philosopher Epicurus (341-270 b.c.e.)
was apparently the first to articulate the dilemma that
the “question of evil” raises. The ancient Hebrews
also grappled with the problem, as did early Christian
theorists such as Saint Irenaeus, Saint Augustine, and
Saint Thomas Aquinas. In the modern era, scholars
who have examined the problem include Immanuel
Kant, David Hume, John Stuart Mill, and Albert
Camus.
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Examples of Neutralizing Accounts

Claim of normality “Everyone cheats on their taxes.”

Denial of responsibility “It’s not my fault.”

Denial of injury “No one got hurt.”

Denial of victim “They had it coming!”

Condemning the condemners “The police are corrupt.” “Judges
are biased.” “Our priests are
immoral.”

Appeal to higher loyalties “I did it for the good of my
family.”

Metaphor of the ledger “If you weigh all the good things
I’ve done against all the bad
things, I must come out on the
good side.”



Definitions
Several kinds of evil exist. The first is moral “radi-

cal” evil that occurs when an intelligent person
knowingly and willingly inflicts suffering upon and
harms another being, human or animal. The second
type is natural evil, which is self-explanatory and
which includes all manner of natural calamities such
as earthquakes, tornadoes, tidal waves, cancer, heart
disease, and so forth. The third is metaphysical evil,
an abstract concept that “wonders” why a perfect, all-
powerful God did not create a perfect universe.

Within the definitions above, the magnitude of
evil varies. Some evil is personal, as is the case when
an individual beats, robs, or murders another person.
Evil can be “transpersonal,” as is the case when one
group (German Nazis, for example) tries to murder
millions of other people. Evil can be “transgeneric”;
that is, if imperfect beings exist on other planets, evil
goes beyond humanity as we know it. Finally, evil
can be cosmic, as is the case when nuclear powers
threaten to blow up the world or when greed-driven
corporations foul the world’s environment beyond
repair.

Genocide, terrorism, threats of nuclear war, indi-
vidual callousness, and cruelty—all are evil. In a
Texas town during the early 1990’s, eight adults were
charged with multiple counts of sexual assault on
children who were related to the perpetrators—this is
radical evil. In another state, four teenagers were
found guilty of the murder of a twelve-year-old girl
who was beaten, whipped, sodomized with a tire
iron, raped, and—finally—doused with gasoline and
burned alive; this is radical evil. Such evils, multi-
plied thousands of times are, according to nonbeliev-
ers, what the “silent” God must explain.

The Problem’s Complexity
Within the framework of monotheism, the exis-

tence of evil suggests that God does not exist. If God
does exist amid flourishing evil, then He is either not
all-powerful or is not all good. To paraphrase philos-
opher David Hume: Is God willing but not able to
stop evil? Then he is impotent. Can he stop evil but is
not willing to do so? Then he is not all good, and is
probably malevolent. If he is willing and able, how
does evil survive?

Looking at the problem another way, one might
formulate the following set of ideas: Individuals are
aware of the world around them; they see the world’s

evil, which causes death and suffering; they then
have prima facie evidence that either there is no
God or God is not all-benevolent; if God is not all-
benevolent, if he allows innocents to suffer, he is ca-
pricious and cannot be trusted. Some critics say that
it would be better to have no God than to have one
who is capricious enough to allow evil.

Philosophically and theologically, the problem
can be solved only through “belief” in the unknown,
only with some rapid mental “footwork,” with a men-
tal “leap” of logic. For example, various scholars, in-
cluding Saint Augustine, the historic defender of the
faith, advance the “free will” concept, which blames
humankind for most evils, beginning with the origi-
nal “sin” of Adam and Eve (either literally or sym-
bolically). Critics reply, however, that a good God
would have made the pair incapable of sin, would
have given them such basic values that they would al-
ways choose not to do wrong.

One nineteenth century German critic, Friedrich
Schleiermacher, argued that God, being perfectly
good, could only have created a perfectly good Adam
and Eve. They would have been free to sin, but they
would never have to do so. To cite them as the authors
of a willful evil crime is to assert a major contradic-
tion—it is, in effect, to assert that evil has created it-
self ex nihilo (out of nothing).

Other Aspects of the Debate
Another rationalization hinges on the process of

“soul-making,” which incorporates ideas that imper-
fect humans who created evil must, with God’s help,
evolve into better beings and that evil and suffering
are a part of the evolutionary process. Critics charge,
again, that a perfect God could have created better
beings in the first place. Furthermore, they point out
that part of the “soul-making” has to do with develop-
ing virtues, but why should this be necessary if every-
thing is perfect in Heaven?

Another aspect of the debate is the Augustinian
and Calvinist doctrine of predestination. Indeed, pre-
destination sets up another dilemma. If God wants to
“save” all humans but cannot do so, he has limited
power. If, on the other hand, he chooses to “save”
some and eternally damn all others to eons of torture,
then he is not perfectly good and, indeed, has a streak
of sadism. Sadism is a form of evil. Therefore, is God
himself evil?

The concept of “hell” also raises problems. Hell
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as laypeople understand it is a place of torment to
which “bad” people go to be punished forever through
eternity. How could a good God create such a place or
allow it to exist? Why would a good God create such
a place or allow it to exist? Is God, then, not good? Is
he again playing the role of a sadist who enjoys
watching people suffer? Many fundamentalist tele-
vangelists would gleefully tell one so.

Associated with Hell is Satan, or the “Devil,” a
supposed fallen angel that, many Christians, Jews,
and Muslims believe, causes moral and natural evil.
The concept of Satan probably had its origins in “ex-
treme” religious dualism, one way that some people
tried to rationalize about the existence of evil in a
good world. One such dualistic religion was founded
by Zarathustra (Zoroaster) about 1200 b.c.e. Zoro-
astrianism (or Mazdaism) taught that God—called
Ohrmazd—was perfectly good but not all-powerful.
Ohrmazd had a powerful antagonist, Ahriman, the
personification of evil, destruction, and death.

Zoroastrianism also had its Adam and Eve, whose
names were Mashye and Mashyane. Ahriman
tempted them with lies, and they believed him—thus
committing their first “sin.” Then they offered an ox
as a sacrifice—their second “sin.” Zoroastrianism
has various concepts in common with Christianity;
for example, the fighting between God and the Devil
(Ahriman) generally follows the Christian pattern.

Another example of dualism—a good being
fighting a bad being, with the two having almost
equal power—is found in Manichaeanism, a move-
ment that was contemporary with early Christianity;
indeed, Manichaeanism attracted Saint Augustine
for a time.

Other philosophers turn to natural evils and ex-
plain them on the basis of the natural scientific laws
of the universe. God, they argue, will never change
those laws, because humankind needs their stability;
without them, each new day would bring chaos to the
natural world. Detractors again point out that an all-
powerful God could intervene when necessary to
modify natural laws (in the interest of saving human
lives, for example).

Zoroastrianism
As if they have taken a “lesson” from Zoroastri-

anism and Manichaeanism, some lay Christians have
“promoted” Satan to the post of junior god; they be-
lieve that this world is ruled by Satan and has been

since he was cast down from Heaven. True, demonol-
ogy does not have the following that it did in the me-
dieval era, but even so, many laypersons, especially
fundamentalist Protestants, still believe that the
Devil exists and has power over this world. Even if
the Devil is directly responsible for evil, a philosoph-
ical problem still exists, because God is responsible
for everything in the universe, including Satan. If Sa-
tan is responsible for evil, why does a perfectly good
all-powerful God allow “him” to exist?

Just as some modern theists and believers deny
that real radical evil exists, many also deny that Satan
exists. Again, such a view is problematic; it contra-
dicts what is found in the Bible. Specifically, belief in
the Devil permeates the New Testament. The Gos-
pels show that Jesus knew that Satan and demons re-
ally existed, because he was forever speaking of them
and trying to cast them out of people. It appears that,
dogma aside, Christianity has developed a type of
dualism within monotheism. The dualism is repre-
sented by the struggle between the good God and the
Devil; hence, evil results.

Some philosophers, such as Friedrich Nietzsche,
did not grapple with the above questions, but instead
rejected God on other grounds. Nietzsche argued that
the very definitions of the words “good” and “evil”
had become corrupted. Christian good led to meek-
ness, humility, and cowardliness. Conversely, Chris-
tians labeled as evil such traits as creativity, passion,
self-assertion, and the willingness to fight for ideals.
Nietzsche then proclaimed that “God is dead” and
said that people should go beyond “good and evil”;
Nietzsche stressed moral pluralism rather than moral
absolutism. Christianity had only mired people in
guilt and made them escapists who would settle for
rewards in Heaven because, surely, they would get no
rewards in this world. Nietzsche argued that the
strong, with a “will to power,” were the right people
to lead a civilization; they could lead without guilt or
regret.

Twentieth century horrors such as the death and
destruction of two world wars—the last of which wit-
nessed the killing of approximately six million Jews
and at least that many Slavs—convinced many intel-
lectuals that God did not exist, since he would have
stopped such evil. The optimistic progressivism that
characterized philosophical theism before 1914 gave
way when mass destruction and death forced many
thinkers to confront evil directly.
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After living to see such evil, the existentialist
Jean-Paul Sartre stressed the apparent powerlessness
of God and went on to present a unique criticism.
Sartre held that of the many people who try to believe
in one God, a good number suffer overwhelming
anxiety and puzzlement; they try to believe but are
torn by doubt. After referring to the anxiety, the puz-
zlement, and the doubt, Sartre added simply that an
all-powerful and all-good God would never allow his
“children” to have such negative and perhaps de-
structive thoughts and feelings. Sartre’s contempo-
rary and countryman Albert Camus developed the
concept of the absurd—that is, the nonexistence of
God, the meaningless of human life, and the exis-
tence of evil all around. Camus believed that the ap-
propriate response was to face the meaninglessness,
to create personal meaning by making a commitment
to something larger than oneself, and to work to make
life as meaningful as possible.

Theodicy
Other writers have attacked theodicy in more spe-

cific ways. For example, some scholars have studied
the testimony given at the Nuremberg Trials after
World War II. One particularly unsettling type of
murder at Auschwitz was committed by Nazi guards
who isolated children who were too young or too sick
to work. Those children would then be thrown di-
rectly into crematorium furnaces or into blazing pits.
Some witnesses noted that the children were thrown
in while still alive and that their screams could be
heard all over the camp. No witnesses knew just how
many children were viciously murdered in this way.

After he had studied the appropriate trial tran-
scripts and had learned of the burning children,
Irving Greenberg attacked theists with a vengeance.
In making their defense of theodicy, Greenberg de-
manded that they should propose no argument, theo-
logical or otherwise, that would not be credible in the
presence of the burning children. Greenberg submit-
ted that no attempted justification of God was possi-
ble, that anyone who attempted it—with the burning
children in mind—was guilty of something even
worse than blasphemy.

Elie Wiesel, a victim who managed to stay alive in
a Nazi death camp, added his own testimony about
the problem of evil. He saw babies burned alive, yet
the death by hanging of a small fifteen-year-old boy
seemed to trouble him the most—perhaps because

the boy was so slight that the hanging did not imme-
diately kill him. Instead, hanging by the rope, the boy
struggled in the air, and twisted and turned; he suf-
fered for at least an hour before he died. Just then,
someone asked Wiesel “Where is God now?” Wiesel
pointed at the boy on the gallows and spit out the
word: “There!”

Animal pain is another aspect of evil. In the ani-
mal “kingdom,” one species preys on and devours an-
other. Still-conscious animals are literally eaten alive
by their predators. Painful accidents and diseases are
also common. Indeed, nature is “red in tooth and
claw.” How can nature’s struggle of survival be rec-
onciled with an omnipotent and perfectly good Cre-
ator? Scholarly attempts to answer such a question
fall short of the mark. Some argue that animals live
totally in the present and lack the human abilities of
memory and anticipation that give rise to suffering;
even though an animal’s life may be violently termi-
nated, the animal’s life is most likely active and plea-
surable up to the point of death. Such arguments
about animal suffering are morally bankrupt, and
such rationalizations may well be part of the evil
world that no one can adequately explain.

Another answer to nature’s brutal ways was ad-
vanced by such philosophers as C. S. Lewis, who,
in The Problem of Pain, argued that Satan’s pre-
mundane fall has had cosmic consequences, one of
which was the perversion of the entire evolutionary
process to create a savage world. Again, however,
such statements can be criticized because the all-
powerful God allows Satan to exist.

James Smallwood
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takes on all philosophers, past and present, who
have ever investigated God’s supposed role in the
problem of evil. Blaming God, Midgley holds, is
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Evolutionary theory
Definition: Theory that living species change over

time due to a process of natural selection of ge-
netic traits by the environment

Date: Articulated by Charles Darwin in 1859
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Darwin’s theory of evolution chal-

lenged the authority of revealed religion, strength-
ened biologically deterministic arguments, and
encouraged an ethical outlook based on processes
at work in the natural world.

In his seminal work On the Origin of Species (1859),
Charles Darwin advanced a convincing explanation
for the changes that occurred in life-forms through-
out geological time. His conclusions, based partly on
insights gleaned from prevailing economic theory
and new geological discoveries and largely on his
own extensive investigations, contradicted the bibli-
cal view of creation. It also challenged the previously
dominant eighteenth century Deistic view of a be-
nign, carefully designed cosmos. In place of a master
watchmaker harmonizing creation, Darwin posited a
violent, indifferent natural order in which advances
occurred as the more fit vanquished the less fit. In the
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Darwinian universe, values were placed at the ser-
vice of natural selection.

History
The idea of evolution gradually gained momen-

tum throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centu-
ries. This was largely the result of significant ad-
vances in several specific areas: classification, which
placed living beings in logical relationships with
one another; comparative anatomy and embryol-
ogy, which allowed comparisons between simpler
and more complicated organisms; and paleontology,

which increasingly revealed a progressive fossil rec-
ord. Pre-Darwinian evolutionary theories, however,
were overspeculative, lacked sufficient evidence, and
had weak theoretical underpinnings. Darwin’s work
profited from Sir George Lyell’s geological analyses,
which greatly extended the known age of the earth,
and the economic writings of David Ricardo and
Thomas Malthus, which introduced the allied con-
cepts of population pressure on scarce resources and
the struggle for existence. Darwin’s theory of evolu-
tion through natural selection intertwined a massive
volume of evidence with those leading ideas. The re-
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Charles Darwin and the Beagle

In 1831, a twenty-two-year-old Charles Darwin, who
had been studying for the ministry at Cambridge, by luck
was offered a position as naturalist on the ship HMS
Beagle, which was about to embark on a round-the-
world voyage of exploration. His dom-
ineering father was against the trip at
first, but he finally relented. The expe-
dition would turn the young man into
a scientist. Over the next five years,
Darwin recorded hundreds of details
about plants and animals and began to
notice some consistent patterns. His
work led him to develop new ideas
about what causes variations in differ-
ent plant and animal species:

[The] preservation of favourable
individual differences and varia-
tions, and the destruction of those
which are injurious, I have called
Natural Selection, or the Survival
of the Fittest. . . . slight modifica-
tions, which in any way favoured
the individuals of any species, by
better adapting them to their al-
tered conditions, would tend to be
preserved. . . .

—On the Origin of Species by
Means of Natural Selection, 1859

Until Darwin and such colleagues
as Alfred Russel Wallace, the “fixity”
or unchangingness of species had been

accepted as fact, and the appearance over time of new
species remained a mystery. Darwin’s lucky trip laid the
foundation for today’s understanding of life and its di-
versity.
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sult was a methodologically convincing tour de force;
criticism of Darwinian evolutionism was generally
based on its religious and ethical implications rather
than on any pronounced scientific deficiencies.

Ethical Implications
The theory of evolution advanced the view of an

amoral universe in which change occurred blindly
and was perpetuated through impersonal mechanis-
tic processes. Random mutations made a given or-
ganism more or less able to cope with its environment
and more or less able to propagate itself. Its relative
success in the struggle for existence defined its value.
In the intense interspecies and intraspecies competi-
tion for scarce resources, the rule was survival of the
fittest. Individuals and species were naturally se-
lected; that is, harsh environmental factors deter-
mined survivability. Favorable changes accumulat-
ing through time produced more fit, and therefore
more highly evolved, individuals and species. Dar-
win did not always present the selection process as a
direct function of an unforgiving environment, since
he discussed the possible impact of variables such as
accidents and sexual selection.

In a later work, The Descent of Man (1871), Dar-
win also praised the value of cooperation, altruism,
and self-sacrifice. Even then, however, perpetual
strife remained the motor of evolutionary change.
Sexual selection was competitive, accidents were
chance outcomes issuing from a violent context, and
the value of traits such as cooperation and altruism
lay in their contribution to the survival of one group
that was engaged in competition with others. Dar-
win’s dour deterministic theory impartially chal-
lenged beliefs in a benign universe, a personal savior,
the biblical view of special creation, and ethical sys-
tems derived from revealed religion.

Social Darwinism
Darwin noted that humans were less subject to

evolutionary pressure than lower organisms were be-
cause societies modified their environments. Social
theorists such as Herbert Spencer, Benjamin Kidd,
and Lewis H. Morgan, however, were less exacting;
known as Social Darwinists, they applied Darwin’s
ideas to human behavior in a wholesale fashion.
Adopting concepts such as variation and natural se-
lection, they placed social and cultural differences in
an evolutionary context and justified existing power

relationships as examples of survival of the fittest.
During the late nineteenth century and early twenti-
eth century, Social Darwinists promoted unrestricted
competition, laissez-faire economics, and neocolo-
nialism in the belief that survival of the fittest invari-
ably produced advances in civilization. The move-
ment declined as it became apparent that human
societies could not easily be classified as more or less
primitive, that evolutionary change did not automati-
cally mean progress, and that the notion of survival of
the fittest provided cover for the unequal treatment of
individuals and groups.

Nature vs. Nurture
The theory of evolution perpetuated, in secular-

ized form, traditional disputes regarding free will and
predestination. That issue was exacerbated in the
second half of the twentieth century by two important
developments: breakthroughs in genetics that further
underscored the characteristic biological determin-
ism of Darwinism, and advances in the study of ani-
mal behavior (ethology), which had immediate so-
ciological implications. The activities of ethologists
such as Nikolaas Tinbergen, Konrad Lorenz, and
E. O. Wilson were particularly significant because
they related human behavior to the wider context of
ethology. By rigorously examining evolutionary an-
tecedents, parallels, and alternatives to human be-
havior, they reopened the nature/nurture controversy
in the sharpest possible way. In one way or another,
their investigations touched upon numerous ethical
issues. Was aggression learned or biologically dic-
tated? What was the evolutionary value of aggres-
sion? Were gender roles social constructs or did they
reflect natural, necessary biological relationships?
By placing such issues into an evolutionary context,
they revisited an investigative path followed cau-
tiously by Darwin and much less carefully by the So-
cial Darwinists—that is, the attempt to align human
behavior with the physical laws of nature.

Michael J. Fontenot
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Excellence
Definition: Superiority at performing a given prac-

tice or function
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: While innate excellence is of no par-

ticular moral significance, excellence as an ideal
toward which one strives is an important value for
many ethical systems.

Although “excellence” is prominently associated with
the ethical thought of Plato and Aristotle, the concept
dates back at least as far as Homeric Greece (eighth
century b.c.e.), when it designated not strictly the
virtues of personal character but the uniquely Greek
aretê, the skillful performance of any function, be it
running, fighting, or even thinking. It applied also to
certain masculine and feminine virtues necessary for
the protection of countrymen and family.

The masculine and feminine excellences may be
viewed as “competitive” and “cooperative” excel-
lences, respectively, denoting the proper fulfillment
by men and women of the obligations entailed by
their social and cultural roles. The competitive ex-
cellences of men were indispensable to the defense of

countrymen, family, guests, and friends. To be virtu-
ous, a man had to be well-armed, strong, swift on his
feet, and skilled in the strategy and techniques of
warfare, qualities that explain why courage was a
centrally important virtue in Homeric Greece. He
also had to possess wealth, which implied high social
status. A man in whom all these conditions were met
was the epitome of Homeric excellence. Women,
who had no need for the competitive excellences and
were not permitted to demonstrate them, were desig-
nated as excellent by virtue of the cooperative or
“quiet” excellences—beauty, skillful weaving, house-
keeping, chastity, and fidelity, the latter being the
central feminine virtue. Hence, whereas men pro-
tected society and family by acquiring largely mili-
tary virtues, women offered protection of a different
sort to home and family by cultivating the domestic
virtues.

Homeric excellence was modified by fifth-century
Athenians to include additional virtues. Sfphrosynt,
self-control, had greater importance as a virtue for
both men and women, indicating that men were
judged in the fifth century according to a “quiet” vir-
tue that had once been considered a criterion of femi-
nine excellence. In addition, social status was less a
determinant of excellence than it had been during the
Homeric period. This evolution of the understanding
of “aretê” culminated in the sense that the term ulti-
mately acquired in the moral theory of Plato and Ar-
istotle, although it was Aristotle who, in his Nico-
machean Ethics, conferred upon this concept its most
prominent philosophical status.

Classical Views
In the classical view epitomized by the thinkers of

fifth and fourth century b.c.e. Athens, excellence was
determined by one’s generic role as a human being in
addition to one’s particular societal role. There were
now as many excellences as there were functions for
an individual to perform. One could be an excellent
father, physician, and citizen, and therefore an excel-
lent human being. The latter excellence, however, de-
noting the quality of intellect as well as character,
both encompassed and eclipsed in importance the
virtues derived from more specialized (and therefore
secondary) roles. The cooperative virtues played a
more prominent role in classical excellence. In addi-
tion to the competitive Homeric virtue of courage,
there were the virtues of friendship, self-control, wis-
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dom, and justice, all contributing to the civic virtue of
citizenship, without which one could not be good.
There was general agreement that these virtues were
proper to humanity even while there was disagree-
ment about their definition, as in Plato’s Republic, in
which the point of contention was the nature of jus-
tice.

The Republic was the culmination of Plato’s ear-
lier dialogues in which the nature of virtue was a
common theme. Plato depicted virtue as highly per-
sonalized, attainable by the individual who controlled
his passions and made constructive use of his ambi-
tion through the exercise of disciplined intelligence.
Platonic excellence, therefore, consisted of the har-
monious interaction of the virtues of self-control,
courage, and wisdom, which together constituted the
civic virtue of justice. It was achieved only by the
most intellectually gifted—Plato’s “philosopher-
kings”—who, after an educational process marked
by rigorous intellectual discipline, were endowed
with intuitive insight into genuine moral goodness.
In a larger context, the excellence of the state was an
extension of this personal excellence, constituted by
the wise, disciplined governance by the philosopher-
kings of their fellow citizens, whose natural capabili-
ties relegated them to the more mundane activities of
society.

Aristotle
Whereas for Plato true excellence was confined to

the philosopher-kings, Aristotle believed that excel-
lence was achievable in various degrees by anyone
with sufficient experience and rational judgment.
While Aristotelian excellence was to some extent
compatible with the common wisdom of ordinary
men, it was, however, refined and most prominently
exemplified in the intellectually accomplished. This
reflected Aristotle’s division of excellence into intel-
lectual and moral excellence, intellectual excellence
being attained through education, and moral excel-
lence through virtuous habits. Genuine human excel-
lence, therefore, consisted of being intelligent
enough to judge correctly how to do the right thing at
the right time in the right place and in the right man-
ner, and to do so consistently and deliberately, thus
fulfilling the proper function of a human being.

Although for Aristotle excellence was essen-
tially a “mean”—a point of equilibrium between
extremes—it was, paradoxically, an extreme as well:

It was the mean, or perfect moderation, between two
vices, while also the extreme, or highest degree of
what is right and good, with respect to feeling and ac-
tion. Successfully ascertaining the mean and avoid-
ing extremes of feeling and action required the keen-
est exercise of the powers of rational judgment. For
Aristotle, as for Plato, excellence was highly person-
alized but also inextricably linked to citizenship; the
exercise of personal virtue could not be compre-
hended apart from the political context.

The idea of excellence as virtue is found in the
ethical theory of modern thinkers. Alasdair MacIn-
tyre, in After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, retains
the understanding of excellence as virtue in essen-
tially its original Aristotelian form. John Rawls, in A
Theory of Justice (1971), regards the “excellences”
as natural talents and assets such as wit and beauty,
as well as personal virtues such as courage and self-
control. For both thinkers, excellence as the rational
exercise of the virtues acquires significance only
within a social and political context.

Barbara Forrest
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Executive Order 10988
Identification: Federal executive order that gave

federal employees the right to collective bargain-
ing

Date: Signed on January 17, 1962
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Executive Order 10988 made the la-

bor policies of federal offices and agencies con-
sistent throughout the country and influenced the
labor policies of state and local agencies.

Before the 1960’s, federal agencies dealt with orga-
nized labor unions individually; some agencies rec-
ognized unions, and some refused to negotiate with
them. The administration of President John F. Ken-
nedy took a more favorable attitude toward unions.
On January 17, 1962, Kennedy signed Federal Exec-
utive Order (EO) 10988, giving federal employees
the right to form unions and to bargain collectively
through them. Under the terms of the order, employ-
ees had the right to form a union but could not be
forced to join one. Federal agencies were required to
bargain with properly elected unions. These unions
were forbidden to strike.

Once the order was signed, there was a tremen-
dous increase in the number of federal employees
represented by unions, especially among white-
collar workers. Some groups, including postal work-
ers, are represented by unions for all of their contract
negotiations. The rights of federal employees were
amended several times during the late 1960’s and the
1970’s. In 1978, the Civil Service Reform Act be-
came the first unified code of federal sector labor re-
lations, formalizing the bargaining rights first en-
dorsed by the executive order.

Cynthia A. Bily

See also: American Federation of Labor; Fair Labor
Standards Act; Hasidism; Knights of Labor; Labor-
Management Relations Act; National Labor Rela-
tions Act; Work.

Existentialism
Definition: School of philosophy that emphasizes

individual subjectivity, freedom and responsibil-
ity, and the irrational as primary features of the
human condition

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: On one hand, existentialism denies

that the individual is beholden to or constrained
by any traditional system of morality. On the
other hand, it asserts that the individual is morally
obligated not merely to create and abide by his or
her own moral values, but to create and abide by a
worldview which will make sense of an otherwise
meaningless cosmos.

The history of systematic ethics started with the an-
cient Greek philosopher Socrates’ question “Is the
unexamined life worth living?” Socrates, like most
Western philosophers since, believed that the in-
tellect was the key to answering this question. More-
over, prior to existentialism, most ethicists had
assumed that humankind’s essential nature was ratio-
nal. Consistent with these views, Western ethical tra-
dition has generally assumed that the rational indi-
vidual pursuing the rational life is the essence of “the
good life.”

In contrast, existentialism—a broad movement in
philosophy and literature—boldly challenges these
basic assumptions of the Western tradition. Existential
ethics refuses to understand the good as a norm or a
law. Existentialists contend that Western thought has
been obsessed by the idea of regulating the life of the
world by reason. Hence, unlike previous ethics, exis-
tentialism emphasizes the tragic and absurd facets of
life rather than the empirical and rational facets.

The Term “Existentialism”
It is impossible to discuss an existential theory

of ethics without briefly considering the existential
movement as such. The term “existentialism” may be
properly used in at least two senses. The first is a nar-
row one referring to a movement in philosophy and
literature that emerged in the nineteenth and twenti-
eth centuries. The second and broader sense refers
to a much earlier trend in Western thought dating
back to the Old Testament book of Ecclesiastes (300
b.c.e.) and including such diverse works as The Con-
fessions (c. 400) of Saint Augustine, the Pensées
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(1670) of Blaise Pascal, and the works of William
Shakespeare and Fyodor Dostoevski.

In the broader sense, the existential movement is
seen in the tendency of some Western religious and
literary writers to dwell upon the sense of paradox
and tragedy in the human condition. Even within the
narrow sense of the term, however, there is little sub-
stantive agreement among existentialists on specific
ethical precepts; thus, easy generalizations about ex-
istential ethics cannot be drawn.

A partial list of existentialists will help readers
appreciate the diversity of ideas and viewpoints that
constitute this “school.” Søren Kierkegaard, an early
nineteenth century Danish existentialist, was a fanat-
ical Christian. Friedrich Nietzsche, another nine-
teenth century existentialist, was a militant atheist. In
twentieth century existentialism, there is an equal de-
gree of heterogeneity. Martin Heidegger was a Nazi,
Martin Buber a Jew, Albert Camus a humanist, Jean-
Paul Sartre a communist, and Gabriel Marcel a Ro-
man Catholic. The list could go on with further diver-
sifications. It is sufficient to note, however, that there
is no common denominator of substantive agreement
within the existential movement. Existentialism does
not predefine any substantive moral program. Many
philosophers have described existentialism as more
of a “mood” or “attitude” than a doctrine of thought.

Some Common Existential Themes
In spite of all this diversity, there do appear to be

several elements upon which most existentialists
agree. For example, existentialists generally regard
freedom, responsibility, suffering, and commitment
as the highest of human values. They tend to have a
pessimistic or despairing view of the human condi-
tion. The religious existentialists, however, balance
this with a great hope. Although existentialists gener-
ally reject such a thing as human nature, they agree
that it is meaningful to speak of the human condition.
The existential approach to ethics emphasizes the
freedom and responsibility of the existing individual
as the wellspring of all ethical considerations. Sev-
eral other common themes appear to run through
most, if not all, existentialist ethics: People are free to
choose how they will live and no system can guide
them, and the highest good is in the struggle to be
one’s authentic self. Existentialists endlessly con-
trast the “authentic” with the “inauthentic” and agree
that any philosophy that is not actually lived is worth-

less. Any appeal to a transcendent rule or utilitarian
principle would constitute “bad faith”—that is, self-
deception.

By looking at the historical situation in which ex-
istentialism arose and the systems against which ex-
istential thought protested, one may see some of the
common core of existential thought. Historically, ex-
istentialism arose as a reaction against idealism, ma-
terialism, and empirical science. The existentialists
have staunchly protested any “ism” that would en-
capsulate humanity. A review of several historical
examples may sift out several of the unique qualities
that are associated with existential ethics.

Some Historical Examples
Søren Kierkegaard’s writings were an attack upon

the work of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, who
was an idealist philosopher of the metaphysical
system-building variety. Hegel proposed that the in-
dividual was a subordinate cell in the organic whole
of the cosmos. Kierkegaard rebelled fiercely against
what he believed was the excess rationalism and col-
lectivism of Hegel. In this sense, Kierkegaard was
antirational and opposed to any system that made so-
ciety greater than any existing individual member.

In existential ethics, the question “What ought I
do?” can never be answered by appeals to logic or so-
ciety’s norms. For Kierkegaard, the ethical act is
unique and unrepeatable—in other words, existen-
tial. Only the existing individual in the crucible of his
or her own inner life can answer the question. Here
no elder, no rule book, no formula can apply. Conse-
quently, authentic ethical behavior has no ultimate
court of appeal except the individual. There is only
the existing individual, with his or her freedom and
responsibility. Sartre puts it unequivocally: “Man is
the undisputed author of his own behavior.”

Nietzsche, the militant atheistic existentialist,
proclaimed that “God is dead!” The God who was the
basis for all ethical and moral values underpinning
the old rules for guiding conduct has become obso-
lete. Nietzsche notes that this strange and awful event
of God’s death, which at first seemed so terrible, is
actually a great gift, for now humankind is truly free
to create its own values. The only criterion for ethical
conduct becomes the quality of life. Is the quality of
life enhanced or ennobled by this action? Nietzsche
does not refer to the maximum quantity of life; the
quality of life that he hoped would guide people’s ac-
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tions has more to do with human nobility and the in-
dividual overcoming his or her all-too-human weak-
nesses.

Ethical Knowledge
Existential ethical knowledge attempts to give a

concrete presentation of human life—its meaning,
aims, and values. The basis of existential ethics is
concrete moral experience. A dialectic that does not
rest upon any moral experience is only an intellectual
game. Ethics cannot be a merely theoretical disci-
pline; it is also a moral and existential activity. Exis-
tential ethics attempts to turn to reality itself, to ac-
tual life, and to overcome the duality that undermines
the value of academic or traditional philosophy.

According to Nikolay Berdyayev, a Russian Chris-
tian existentialist, the dilemma of ethical knowledge is
that existence is irrational and individual, but people
can know only the general and universal. Conse-
quently, existential ethics moves from the epis-
temological subject of traditional philosophy to the
concrete individual. Existential writers believe that
what is essential about ethics is not that people
should have ideas about what authenticity is, but that
they should live authentically. Ethical knowledge is
communion with truth and existence. Ethical objects
cannot be described in a formal scientific way at all.
They are revealed only to the person who performs
creative acts of valuation and commitment.

Abstract a priori systems of ethics have minimal
value. Sartre’s often quoted existential dictum “Exis-
tence precedes essence” points to the irrelevance of
any a priori system. One’s identity and values emerge
from one’s choices, not from some essence of human
nature that was given to one at birth. The individual,
in struggle and anguish, must wrest his or her essence
from existence by means of concrete moral choices.
Humankind cannot rely on animal instinct, and peo-
ple do not have some prepackaged morality that will
serve to guide their choices. Nothing is authoritative.
Thus, Sartre notes that people are “condemned to
freedom.” Moral life presupposes freedom in evil as
well as good. Yet for Sartre it is unclear how it is pos-
sible to escape the no-win scenario of “bad faith” that
he depicted. Sartre appeared to believe that it was im-
possible for humans to escape one form or another of
“self-deception,” no matter how hard or what they
tried.

Existentialism and Pleasure
Hedonistic ethics, whether it be heavenly or

earthly, ultimately rests on fear. A hedonistic individ-
ual is bound to fear for his or her happiness and the
happiness of others. Happiness is threatened with
danger on all sides and bought at the cost of oppor-
tunism in actions and judgments. Berdyayev notes,
“If I make happiness my aim I am doomed to fear all
the time.” Thus, the existentialists univocally re-
nounce pleasure or happiness as a criterion of action.
This renunciation takes resolve and courage. For
Heidegger, the resolve of the authentic life alone lib-
erates one from fear. For Paul Tillich, a Christian ex-
istentialist, the “courage to be” triumphs over fear.

Existentialists often recognize a dual nature of
human beings and an ensuing inherent tension be-
tween these contradictory natures. Although humans
are endowed with reason, they are irrational beings.
The human being is a wounded creature. For the
Christian existentialist, human beings aspire to the
loftiest values and divine reality. Kierkegaard, dis-
covering in human nature fathomless darkness, con-
flict, and pain, also recognized that the human being
is a creator of values in the image and likeness of
God. For Christian existentialists, human beings do
not exist apart from the divine element in them. Thus,
the authentic person is a bearer of the divine image.
The soul is afraid of emptiness: Without commit-
ment, it has no positive creative content and becomes
filled with false illusions and fictions. At the same
time, each person is a sick being, divided within and
influenced by a dark subconscious. Sartre, taking a
consistently atheistic position, defines each individ-
ual as a “useless passion.”

The cognitive and optimistic psychology of either
humanism or behaviorism, according to which peo-
ple seek bliss and positive reinforcement, is errone-
ous. Humans are irrational beings who may long for
suffering rather than happiness. “Happiness” is a
meaningless and empty human word. Existential eth-
ics, far from seeking happiness, may call people to
the line of greatest resistance to the world, demand-
ing heroic efforts.

Suffering and Authenticity
Kierkegaard notes there are two kinds of suffer-

ing: the redeeming suffering that leads to life and the
dark suffering that leads to death. Suffering may raise
and purify people or crush and humiliate them. An
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individual may go through life suffering serenely and
graciously and be born into a new life as a result of it.
All the suffering sent to humankind—the death of
nearest and dearest, illness, poverty, humiliation, and
disappointments—may serve to purify and regener-
ate an individual depending on the attitude that the
individual takes toward them.

Victor Frankl, a twentieth century existential psy-
chiatrist, points out that individuals can endure tre-
mendous suffering if they see meaning in it. Attempts
to avoid suffering only create more suffering; such an
escape is one of the greatest delusions of life. Para-
doxically, suffering is tied to alienation and despair,
but it is also the way to light and renewal.

Existential ethics may be contrasted with Eastern
thought. Unlike Hinduism, for example, existential-
ism stresses the individual’s separateness from the
world as a positive value. There is no tat twam asi
(That art thou) in existentialism. The “other” is seen
as truly “other,” which serves to enrich the individual
self through communion rather than merger. For the
existentialist, the highest expression of selfhood does
not entail the drop of water returning to the ocean; in-
stead, it is an affirmation of the individual self and its
higher destiny, which is, in some inescapable sense,
separate from the world and from others.

The Primacy of the Individual
The history of ethics is complicated by the oppos-

ing rights of the individual and those of society. As
early as the time of Socrates, Greek thought tried to
free itself from the power of law and society and pen-
etrate to the individual authentic conscience. The
moral conscience of Socrates came into conflict with
the Athenian democracy. As a consequence, Socrates
was martyred by the mob. Socrates proclaimed the
principle that “God ought to be obeyed more than
men.” This means that God, conscience, truth, or the
inner light ought to be obeyed more than society or
any formal law. Radical reliance on truth alone pro-
vides authenticity. Thus, Socrates made a tremen-
dous advance toward the liberation of personality
and the discovery of the individual conscience. Exis-
tentialists go further than Socrates, saying, “You
must always act individually, and everyone must act
differently.” Authentic existential behavior is truly
original, not determined by social influences.

Existentialists have been outspoken in declaring
the tyranny of the social unit. The power of society

over the individual has been found everywhere in his-
tory. Because of Western society’s conditioning, the
individual is not aware of living in a madness that is
only superficially concealed. R. D. Laing, an existen-
tial psychiatrist, argues that the “fleet” is off course;
hence, the individual “deviating” ship may represent
the true course. Thus, society’s norms are useless.
The task of existential ethics is to distinguish be-
tween the authentic and the social in moral life and to
reveal the pure conscience. In its essence, the authen-
tic moral life is independent of social life. Christian
existentialists urge people to remember the eternal
principle in the human soul that is independent of his-
torical changes, which in this sense is not social. Ex-
istential ethics places the individual above the law. A
person is a value. A living human being is of higher
value than any abstract idea—even the idea of the
good.

In the work of Nietzsche, ethics cannot depend
upon the herd morality, since it represents a slavish
image of humankind, an image based upon resent-
ment and cowardice. Nietzsche’s noble individual,
who is a yea-sayer to life, embodies the highest good
and the supreme value. Everything that increases life
is good, and everything that decreases life, leading to
death and nonbeing, is evil. Such an ethic rejects any
form of hedonism. A rich, full life is good and valu-
able even if it brings with it suffering rather than hap-
piness. Thus, Nietzsche’s championing of the noble
life led to his being a bitter enemy of hedonism and
utilitarianism. The supreme value and good is not life
as such, but the authenticity with which it is lived.

Death, Freedom, and Existential Ethics
Existentialists, whether atheistic or religious,

agree that one’s attitude will be more authentic if one
regards all people as though they were dying and de-
termines one’s relationships with them in the light of
death—both their death and one’s own. Berdyayev
writes, “Every man is dying, I too am dying, I must
never forget about death.”

For Frankl, death is a message of hope, not doom.
The imminence of death provides the impetus that is
needed to live life authentically, above the petty cares
that would otherwise fetter human fulfillment. The
ever-present possibility of death, while terrifying,
gives a sense of preciousness to the “now” that would
otherwise be missing.

Ethics would be meaningless without freedom,
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since “ought” implies “can.” Humans are free, cre-
ative beings who prefer freedom to happiness. Exis-
tential analysis details the insidious assaults upon hu-
man freedom. The mass media pose a number of false
images of happiness as supreme values. These mis-
representations of “happiness” as the supreme good
and final end have been instilled in people to keep
them in slavery. Human freedom and dignity forbid
the individual from regarding popular images of hap-
piness and satisfaction as the primary goals of exis-
tence.

Any person—even a slave—can be inwardly free.
Frankl’s experience in a Nazi concentration camp
proved that acceptance of circumstances that have
fallen to one’s lot can be interpreted as mastery over
the external world. It is an existential victory. This
does not mean that one must not try to improve one’s
circumstances or strive for social reform. One must,
however, remain spiritually free even in prison.

The point of fundamental importance for existen-
tial ethics is that one must strive first and foremost to
free oneself from slavery. Because every state that is
incompatible with existential freedom is evil, the in-
ner conquest of slavery is the fundamental task of
moral life. Every kind of slavery is meant here: slav-
ery to the pull of the past and the future, slavery to the
external world and one’s self, and slavery to one’s
lower self. One’s existential task in life is to radiate
creative energy that brings with it light, strength, and
transfiguration.

Paul August Rentz

Further Reading
Barnes, Hazel. An Existentialist Ethics. New York:

Alfred A. Knopf, 1967. An exciting book deal-
ing with an existential approach to liberating the
individual that is based on the groundwork of
Jean-Paul Sartre. Barnes, unlike Sartre, finds al-
ternatives to bad faith. Especially useful for those
interested in how existentialism relates to Eastern
philosophy; seventy pages of the text explicitly
compare the two. A good reference for those al-
ready familiar with the basics of existential ethics.

Barrett, William. Irrational Man: A Study in Existen-
tial Philosophy. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday,
1962. A superb introductory reference to existen-
tial philosophy. This work is widely recognized as
the finest discussion of existentialism written by

an American. This book addresses the literary and
religious approaches to existentialism as well as
the rigorously philosophical approach. Strongly
recommended.

Berdyayev, Nikolai. The Destiny of Man. Translated
by Natalie Duddington. New York: Harper &
Row, 1960. A somewhat advanced work in exis-
tential ethics written by a former Russian com-
munist who converted to Christianity after the
Russian Revolution. In “Concrete Problems of
Ethics,” Berdyayev deals with sex, love, family,
technical progress, and other topics from a rigor-
ously existential viewpoint. An excellent refer-
ence for the serious student.

Frankl, Viktor. Man’s Search for Meaning: An Intro-
duction to Logotherapy. 4th ed. Boston: Beacon
Press, 1992. Millions of copies of this book have
been sold to both laypersons and mental health
professionals who wish to understand how exis-
tential ethics were lived in a Nazi concentration
camp. The original title of this work was From
Death Camp to Existentialism. An excellent ref-
erence for those interested in psychology, ethics,
and existentialism.

Golomb, Jacob. In Search of Authenticity: Existen-
tialism from Kierkegaard to Camus. New York:
Routledge, 1995. An analysis of existentialist eth-
ics in terms of the existentialist’s drive for authen-
ticity. Golomb embraces authenticity as a way out
of postmodern scepticism and detachment, and he
reads classic existentialist texts for clues as to
how to live today.

Kaufmann, Walter. Existentialism from Dostoevsky
to Sartre. Rev. ed. New York: New American Li-
brary, 1975. An extremely rich anthology of read-
ings from ten leading representatives of the exis-
tential movement. Kaufmann’s introduction tells
the reader how to approach the specific texts. An
excellent collection of primary sources in existen-
tialism for the beginning student who would like
to read what the existentialists actually said. Ac-
cessible and widely available.

See also: Atheism; Beauvoir, Simone de; Berdyayev,
Nikolay; Buber, Martin; Camus, Albert; Hare, R. M.;
Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich; Heidegger, Martin;
Kierkegaard, Søren; Life, meaning of; Nietzsche,
Friedrich; Sartre, Jean-Paul.

500

Existentialism Ethics



Experimentation
Definition: Conduct of practical scientific or medi-

cal research
Type of ethics: Scientific ethics
Significance: Experiments conducted on humans

and animals are governed by formal and informal
codes of ethics designed to protect the rights and
welfare of the subjects, to ensure that the experi-
ments serve a legitimate public interest, and to
regulate the use of the information obtained as a
result of the experiments.

What are the moral principles to be considered in
evaluating the rightness or wrongness of using hu-
mans as research subjects? In The Patient as Partner
(1987), Robert M. Veatch summarized the ethical
principles and issues involved in research: The prin-
ciple of beneficence, which has its roots in the ethics
of medical treatment, states that research with hu-
mans is justified only when some good can come
from it; this is the minimum justification for human
research.

Research may do good (therefore meeting the cri-
terion of beneficence) but may also cause harm. Re-
search that causes harm is morally wrong; that is, it
does not meet the principle of nonmaleficence. When
research causes both good and harm, which princi-
ple, beneficence or nonmaleficence, takes priority? If
avoiding harm takes priority, then a vast amount of
research with human subjects with the potential for
doing much good would be considered unethical.
Therefore, the ratio of benefit to harm is a more rea-
sonable criterion for justifying human experimenta-
tion.

If benefit/harm is adopted as the moral principle,
a new problem emerges, because this principle would
justify inhumane experimental procedures such as
those employed by the Nazis as long as it could be
shown that severe harm or death to a few human sub-
jects was of benefit to large numbers of people.

Benefit/harm, a form of beneficence, is therefore
a necessary but insufficient justification for research
with human subjects. Additional principles are re-
quired.

The principle of autonomy recognizes that among
the inalienable rights of persons is the right to liberty.
The principle of autonomy implies a right to self-de-
termination, including the right, when informed of

the benefits and harms, to consent to participate in re-
search that may entail certain risks to the subject.
Therefore, autonomy is the basis for the use of in-
formed consent in research with human subjects; in-
formed consent helps to mitigate some of the prob-
lems posed by sole reliance on beneficence as a
moral criterion.

Still another principle involves considerations of
justice (fairness) in the conduct of human research.
According to one theory of justice, distributive jus-
tice, fairness involves attempting to equalize the ben-
efits and harms among the members of society. This
principle has implications for the selection of sub-
jects for research in the sense that disadvantaged sub-
jects—for example, members of minority groups—
should not be chosen as subjects, since this would
add another burden to an already unduly burdened
group. This principle would not apply when minority
status was a variable under study in the research.

The principles of beneficence, autonomy, and jus-
tice form the basis for some of the criteria set by the
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
(DHHS) and used by institutional review boards
(IRBs) for judging whether proposed research in-
volving human subjects is ethically sound. These cri-
teria are (1) risks to subjects are minimized, (2) risks
are reasonable relative to anticipated benefits, (3)
prior informed consent will be obtained from sub-
jects or their legal representatives, (4) informed con-
sent will be documented, and (5) selection of subjects
will be equitable. Two additional criteria are that (6)
subjects’ privacy and confidentiality will be main-
tained and that (7) the research plan involves moni-
toring the data, when applicable, so as to ensure sub-
ject safety.

The application of ethical principles to particular
instances of research with human subjects highlights
the complexities involved in the use of these princi-
ples. One question that arises concerns the obliga-
tions of a scientist when the nature of the research
precludes informed consent, as in psychological re-
search that involves the use of deception. While
many people believe that deception is permissible
under certain limited conditions—for example, when
there is little or no risk to subjects and there are no al-
ternative ways of gathering the data—others feel that
deception is intrinsically harmful to subjects and is
never justified.

Another question has to do with the issue of in-
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formed consent with subjects who may not be com-
petent to give informed consent; for example, in
cases involving children or individuals who were for-
merly competent but are no longer so (such as indi-
viduals who have some form of dementia). When
risks are minimal, informed consent by parents of
children and informed consent by guardians of the
formerly competent have been employed as criteria.

In circumstances in which the subject is compe-
tent but informed consent may be obtained under po-
tentially coercive conditions, as in the case of prison-
ers or clinic patients, complex ethical questions are
raised.

The ethics of experimentation also extend into
such other areas as issues of animal care and rights,
and the ethical obligations of scientists with regard to
the integrity of the research process.

Sanford Golin
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Exploitation
Definitions: The indecent or illegitimate use of oth-

ers for one’s own advantage or profit
Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: Exploitation of individuals violates

the post-Kantian ethical principle that people
should be treated as ends in themselves, or sub-
jects, and not as means to ends, or objects. The
systematic exploitation of groups or classes by
other groups or classes may be cause for the moral
condemnation of an entire social structure or so-
ciety.

Many ethicists find that the definition of what exploi-
tation is and what can be effected by it are inextrica-
bly linked. By examining the categories of existence
that are understood to be capable of being exploited,
however, a clearer, broader view of the definition can
be seen.

What is considered as decent or legitimate must
be sorted out in the context of what is merely socially
acceptable and what is ethical, correct conduct. Ac-
cording to Peter Singer, “Ethics takes a universal
point of view. This does not mean that a particular
ethical judgment must be universally applicable. . . .
What it does mean is that in making ethical judg-
ments we go beyond our own likes and dislikes.”

Exploitation of Human Beings
The area in which exploitation has been studied

most is the ethical treatment of human beings. Even
so, there are many unanswered questions, and new
ones arise as technology advances. Yet human be-
havior has still not even caught up with ethical stan-
dards that are already well established in nearly every
society. For example, slavery is no longer deemed ac-
ceptable in most cultures, but near-slavery conditions
continue to exist in many of these cultures. To pro-
vide for the wealthy minority in the technologically
developed industrialized world, millions of people
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live in desperate poverty. These people earn lower
than subsistence wages by performing hazardous and
strenuous jobs, live in unsanitary and unsafe housing,
eat a diet that does not provide adequate nutrition, re-
ceive insufficient medical care, and are unable to ob-
tain enough education to be informed citizens. Surely
these pitiable people are being exploited.

How can such an unethical situation exist? There
are at least three possible explanations. First, perhaps
not many people are aware of the situation. Second,
perhaps there are not sufficient numbers of aware
people with both enough political power and enough
ethical strength to stop the situation. Third, perhaps
humanity has ceased to care. As Elizabeth Pybus
states, “If it is possible to turn a blind eye to suffering,
it may also be possible to direct a steady seeing eye
towards it.”

The situation of near slavery, however, is an old
problem. Other human problems that have arisen in
more recent times have to do with dilemmas such as
the mass marketing of untested medical devices,
double-blind drug tests, the whole range of uses of
the information obtained from the human genome
study, the use of prison labor for commercial enter-
prises, and informed consent in medical testing and
treatments.

Exploitation of Animals
Exploitation does not always involve humans as

its objects. Various people are working on the prob-
lems of animal rights and the humane treatment of
animals. One of the first philosophers to formalize a
system of proposals for the ethical treatment of ani-
mals was Jeremy Bentham. He believed that the basis
for human behavior toward animals is in exploita-
tion’s definition of “other.” He maintained that the
point is not whether animals can reason or speak, but
whether they can suffer. Their capacity to feel is
called sentience. Peter Singer believes that what will
determine ethical treatment of animals is for humans
to give them “equal consideration” of their interests.
Ethicists such as Singer believe that people will come
to realize that the use of animals for food, to test cos-
metics and drugs, or as pets constitutes animal ex-
ploitation and that understanding this concept will
guide people to treat animals more humanely.

Most philosophers have maintained that only sen-
tient, living creatures can be exploited, because those
that are not in this category have no interests that

need to be considered. Yet the concept that even plant
species can be exploited has crept into the human
consciousness and vocabulary. Consider trees in an
old-growth forest that are exploited for their timber
or patches of tasty wild mushrooms that are har-
vested to extinction. Are these truly cases of exploita-
tion? The answer lies in the definition of the concept.
Are these human uses indecent or illegitimate? Yes,
because people have planned poorly in using forest
products and have wasted vast amounts of forest “re-
sources.” Yes, because the mushrooms are not essen-
tial for human sustenance.

In these examples concerning plants, two condi-
tions in the definition of exploitation—indecent or il-
legitimate use for advantage or profit—have been
met. The problem lies with the third condition: that
in these situations, a nonsentient “other” has been
so used. Singer asks that humans do not practice
“speciesism” in their treatment of animals, yet even
he maintains that only sentient creatures need be
given this consideration. It is when ethicists push past
animal rights into the area of ecoethics that equal
consideration for plants comes into question.

Ecoethics has existed throughout the ages, mani-
festing itself in such systems as Jainism and Native
American belief systems. Since the nineteenth cen-
tury, there has been a growing formalized under-
standing of what ecoethics involves. The study has
become much more intense since about 1950, with
Aldo Leopold’s discussions of a “land ethic,” and the
early 1960’s, with Rachel Carson’s revelations in Si-
lent Spring about pesticides accumulating in the en-
vironment.

The concept of ecoethics allows that it is possible
for humankind to exploit any of the environment’s
manifestations, capacities, or systems. Each of these
elements has been recognized as one of the “others”
from the definition of exploitation. Therefore, it is
possible to exploit not only plants but also mineral
deposits or other geologic formations. It is possible
to exploit a water table or an oil deposit. Wetlands
and whole forests are potential victims of exploita-
tion. So are the oceans and the atmosphere.

Terms that have been used with increasing fre-
quency in discussing the environment are the bio-
sphere and the Gaia concept. Using this expanded vo-
cabulary, humankind is beginning to understand its
potential for damaging, through exploitation, all that
sustains human life.
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As human technology progresses, people are be-
ginning to discuss whether it will be necessary to ap-
ply ethical standards to any potential “rights” of arti-
ficial intelligence systems and robots.

Since organized human behavior seems to lag far
behind the establishment of ethical injunctions, it
might seem unlikely that humankind will ever stop
its practice of exploiting all that it encounters. Yet it is
in an increasing awareness of these universal views
and in self-examination that the possibility of the hu-
man practice of exploitation coming to an end exists.

Marcella T. Joy
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F
Fact/value distinction

Definition: Distinction between that which is either
true or false and that which can be neither true nor
false

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Because it is so difficult to justify

placing normative judgment within the domain of
fact, the fact/value distinction suggests that nor-
mative ethics is ultimately a subjective discipline
that cannot be evaluated in terms of truth or fal-
sity. Postmodern and some other late-twentieth-
century ethics hold that it is morally wrong to
treat values as facts, or to obscure the value-laden
nature of purportedly factual statements and judg-
ments.

The fact/value distinction is based upon the intuition
that there is an important difference between sen-
tences whose truth-value can and sentences whose
truth-value cannot be determined empirically (with
one or more of the five senses) or mathematically (by
thinking about logical, numerical, or spatial relation-
ships). Among the sentences whose truth-value can-
not be determined empirically or mathematically
are those of normative ethics: sentences about what
is ethically obligatory, permissible, and forbidden,
good and evil, right and wrong. Few would deny that
there is such a difference and that it is important, but
there is profound disagreement concerning the na-
ture of the difference. In one camp are those who
maintain that even though it is not possible to deter-
mine the truth-value of normative-ethical language
by empirical observation or mathematical reflection,
it is just as true, or just as false, as the language of
physics and biology, geometry, and logic.

Just as there is a real, material world and a real
world of mathematics, so there is moral reality. Nor-
mative ethical statements are true when they conform
to that moral reality and false when they do not. In the
opposing camp are those who say that since the truth-
value of normative ethical sentences cannot be deter-

mined by empirical or mathematical means, they are
neither true nor false. (This is an oversimplification,
because there is disagreement within each camp, and
some ethical theorists attempt to stake out intermedi-
ate positions, but seeing the disagreement between
the extremes is the best way to understand the impor-
tance of determining whether the domains of fact and
value are mutually exclusive.)

History of the Concept
Like most concepts in ethical theory, the fact/

value distinction has a long history. While its roots
can be found in ancient ethical theory, its rapid
growth began with the Enlightenment. In English-
language ethical theory, “fact” was contrasted with
“right” before being opposed to “value.” In Levia-
than (1651), Thomas Hobbes distinguishes “matters
of fact” and “matters of right,” and the third earl of
Shaftesbury draws a distinction between a “mistake
of fact” and a “mistake of right” in his Inquiry Con-
cerning Virtue, or Merit (1711). The meaning of the
English word “value,” as used in phrases such as
“fact/value distinction” and “value judgment,” owes
its origin in part to the influence of nineteenth cen-
tury German writers, especially theologian Albrecht
Ritschl and philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche.

Perhaps the clearest explicit distinction between
statements of fact and judgments of value is found in
British philosopher A. J. Ayer’s Language, Truth,
and Logic (1936; 1946). Many philosophers observe
a distinction between sentences and propositions, in
order to account for both the fact that different sen-
tences, in different languages or different contexts,
for example, can have the same meaning, and the fact
that a single sentence can have different meanings,
for example, when written by or about different per-
sons. Given this distinction, propositions are either
true or false; it is possible, however, for a sentence to
be neither true nor false, because not all sentences ex-
press propositions. With this distinction in mind,
Ayer writes: “Since the expression of a value judge-
ment is not a proposition, the question of truth or
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falsehood does not here arise.” At another point he
adds: “In saying that a certain type of action is right
or wrong, I am not making any factual statement.”

Ayer did not claim that to say that a certain type of
action is right or wrong is to do nothing. He argued
that sentences of normative ethics express emotions
rather than propositions and are sometimes calcu-
lated to change other persons’ behavior by arousing
their emotions. Thus, the metaethical theory that nor-
mative ethical language does not express proposi-
tions is called “emotivism.”

While ethical subjectivism, relativism, and emo-
tivism are clearly distinct from one another at the
level of metaethical theorizing, they frequently have
the same cash value for those whose life’s work is
not the study of ethical theory. According to both
subjectivism and emotivism, the meaning of norma-
tive ethical language is to be understood in terms of
emotions. The difference is that according to subjec-
tivism such language states propositions about the
speaker’s emotions, while emotivism says that such
language expresses the speaker’s emotions. Accord-
ing to both relativism and emotivism, there is no ab-
solute truth in normative ethics. The difference is that
according to relativism there is only relative truth in
normative ethics, while emotivism says there is no
truth at all. For someone wondering whether, for ex-
ample, abortion is immoral, these distinctions have
little relevance and often tend to blur.

Although the question of whether the domains of
fact and value are mutually exclusive cannot be an-
swered by empirical observation or mathematical re-
flection, simple logic does reveal the magnitude of the
bullet one must bite in order to maintain that they are.
If only one sentence about the immorality of child
abuse, torture, rape, murder, cannibalism, or genocide
both makes a value judgment and states a fact, then no
line can be drawn between facts and values.

David Lutz
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Fair Labor Standards Act
Identification: Labor legislation regulating wages,

hours of labor, and the use of child labor
Date: October 24, 1938
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: The Fair Labor Standards Act arose

out of a progressive ideal that holds government
responsible for protecting the economic and so-
cial welfare of laboring people by regulating busi-
ness.

The Supreme Court ruled unconstitutional attempts
such as the National Industrial Recovery Act of 1933
by the Roosevelt administration to regulate prices,
wages, hours, and other labor conditions. In 1938,
however, Congress passed wages and hours legisla-
tion as an omnibus bill, and the Supreme Court up-
held it in 1941. The Fair Labor Standards Act regu-
lated minimum wages, overtime pay, child labor, and
the production of goods for interstate commerce.

Beginning with the third year after its effective
date, the act raised the minimum wage to forty cents
per hour, made it subject thereafter to review by a
congressional committee, and required overtime pay
of one and one-half times the employees’ regular pay
above forty hours work per week. The act eliminated
child labor (by children under age sixteen) with cer-
tain exceptions. One of the most significant amend-
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ments to the act, which came in 1963, required equal
pay for equal work without regard to sex. Although
more than forty exemptions to the act exist, including
the regulation of professional employees and outside
salespersons, the act is a milestone for labor, since in
it Congress and the president recognized their re-
sponsibility to be the guardians of economic and so-
cial justice for labor.

Stephen D. Livesay

See also: Child labor legislation; Congress; Interna-
tional Labour Organisation; Minimum-wage laws;
National Labor Relations Act.

Fairness
Definition: Moral principle used to judge proce-

dures for distributing benefits and burdens justly
and equally among parties

Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: As an ethical principle, fairness regu-

lates an exceptionally wide range of activities,
from the conduct of games and other frivolous
pastimes, to hiring and employment practices, to
equal protection of the law and other fundamental
civil rights.

Fairness is one of several ethical concepts, along with
justice and equity, that are concerned with the distri-
bution of benefits and burdens among individuals
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and groups. It is sometimes used in a broad sense,
connoting attitudes and features characteristic of
much wrongdoing, including putting one’s own in-
terests ahead of others and favoring oneself or one’s
own at the expense of others. In this broad sense, fair-
ness is a central component of the moral point of
view, in contrast to a purely egoistic or self-interested
standpoint. The individual adopting the moral point
of view is fair-minded, looking at claims in a bal-
anced, impartial, and reasonable way.

The ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle, in his
classic discussion of justice in book 5 of the
Nicomachean Ethics, observed that justice is used in
a narrow sense as well as a broad sense. Fairness, like
justice, seems to have a narrower sense as well. In fact,
it might be more accurate to say it has several nar-
rower senses or uses. One of these senses is exempli-
fied in cases of the differential treatment of individu-
als on arbitrary or irrelevant grounds. The awarding
of a job on the basis of political favoritism or nepo-
tism is usually condemned as unfair. Another related
sense is that used in connection with procedures; for
example, when people speak of a fair trial or a fair
contest. In these cases, fairness is a matter of there
being rules or guidelines that are closely followed.
Additionally, the rules or guidelines shaping the pro-
cedure should not give an undue advantage to certain
parties. Sometimes these notions are referred to as
“procedural fairness” and “background fairness.”

A third sense involves profiting at another’s ex-
pense; if such advantage-taking is not allowed by
the rules of some competition, it is deemed unfair.
Oddly, however, allowing another to gain at one’s
own expense is not regarded as unfair. A fourth sense
of fairness and unfairness is found in situations of
blame and punishment: Punishing an innocent per-
son (“scapegoating”) and blaming or punishing an
individual more than is deserved are seen as unfair.
While several elements of unfairness are present in
such cases, the main offense to fairness seems to be
the singling out of the individual for disfavor, the sac-
rificing of that individual even if he or she is not to-
tally innocent and even if some greater good will
come of it.

“Fairness” vs. “Justness”
While the concepts of justice and fairness are

closely related and are used interchangeably in some
contexts, they are not identical. The terms “just” and

“unjust” often carry a stronger tone of condemnation
than do “fair” and “unfair.” At times, there is a readi-
ness to admit that something is unfair but to tolerate it
nevertheless, perhaps with an observation that “life is
not fair.” By contrast, the idea of tolerable or justifi-
able injustices is not countenanced. John Stuart Mill,
in his discussion of justice in Utilitarianism (1861),
made note of the avoidance of the idea that there can
be “laudable injustice” by accommodating language
so that “we usually say, not that justice must give way
to some other moral principle, but that what is just in
the ordinary case is, by reason of that other principle,
not just in the particular case.” Furthermore, fairness
seems more appropriately applied to procedures and
processes, while justice is often used for outcomes.
Familiar examples of this are references to fair trials
and just verdicts.

In A Theory of Justice (1971), philosopher John
Rawls develops a theory of social justice that he calls
“justice as fairness.” He makes use of this association
of the idea of fairness with procedures to extract prin-
ciples of a just society as ones that would be the out-
come of a bargaining process among parties under
conditions marked by background fairness. One no-
tion of fairness discussed by Rawls is identified with
pure procedural justice. Pure procedural justice is
characterized by the existence of a correct or fair pro-
cedure without an independent criterion of a correct
or right result. In such a situation, provided the proce-
dure has been followed, the result is correct or fair,
whatever it happens to be. The fairness of the proce-
dure transfers to the result.

In A Theory of Justice, Rawls attempts to develop
a theory of a just society by treating social justice as a
type of fairness or pure procedural justice. Pure pro-
cedural justice is contrasted with perfect procedural
justice, in which there is an independent criterion of a
correct result and the possibility of devising a proce-
dure to arrive at that result, and imperfect procedural
justice, in which there is an independent criterion of a
correct outcome but no possibility of devising a pro-
cedure to consistently achieve that outcome.

Rawls also provides an extensive discussion of
the principle of fairness or fair play. This is a princi-
ple of duty or right action, which relates to the sense
of fairness in not taking advantage of others. If peo-
ple enjoy the benefits of cooperative activities, bene-
fits made possible by the contributions of others, then
they have a duty to contribute their share or to do their
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part. Otherwise they are “free-riding.” The tax evader
who benefits from tax-supported programs is an ex-
ample of a person unfairly benefiting from the efforts
of others.

Mario F. Morelli
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Fairness and Accuracy in
Reporting

Identification: Left-leaning watchdog group that
encourages the news media to report the diverse
concerns and opinions of the American public
rather than privileging mainstream conservative
voices.

Date: Founded in 1986
Type of ethics: Media ethics
Significance: FAIR works to correct what it per-

ceives as a conservative bias in news reporting.

FAIR believes that the national and local news media
are increasingly influenced by political and eco-
nomic powers—that instead of independently chal-

lenging and criticizing government and big business,
the news media tend to accept and pass along official
versions of events. For example, FAIR examined
news coverage of the 1991 Gulf War and found that
most news stories and editorials echoed official gov-
ernment press releases and statements, and reflected
little or no attempt to confirm or refine government
versions of events. When some official statements
turned out to be exaggerated or false, corrections
were given minimal attention. FAIR also found that
on talk shows and other analysis programs, only a
small range of views was presented, and the views of
those opposed to the war were seldom heard.

In  1989,  FAIR  published  an  important  report
showing that the guest analysts on two of the most
widely watched television news programs were over-
whelmingly white males from large institutions.
Representatives of labor, social movements, minor-
ity groups, and local civic groups were very rarely
featured on these programs. FAIR maintains contact
with the public through a magazine that is published
eight times a year and through a weekly radio pro-
gram.

Cynthia A. Bily

See also: Accuracy in Media; Journalistic ethics;
Media ownership; News sources; Photojournalism.

Faith healers
Definition: People who use prayer, religious faith,

the power of suggestion, and touch to promote
healing.

Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The cures ostensibly effected by faith

healers have never been adequately or scientifi-
cally proven and may keep patients from pursuing
more beneficial medical care and advice and may
cause the patient serious financial loss or diffi-
culty.

Faith healers see themselves as instruments empow-
ered by God to heal. They attract clients or “patients,”
who seek relief from often serious medical or per-
sonal problems for which they have not found help
and who seek assistance in divine intervention
through faith healing.
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Faith healers are also sometimes known as “spiri-
tual healers.” Spiritual healing, however, has a
broader significance that encompasses cultural rela-
tionships and spiritual dimensions of the personality.
Research has shown that spiritual perspectives and
religious beliefs do influence personal values, atti-
tudes and behaviors, and therefore biochemistry. For
example, beliefs in healing powers of magical ob-
jects, people, and places have always been known.
Faith healers, on the other hand, have generally been
associated with evangelical and fundamentalist reli-
gions based on literal biblical interpretations and
Christian healing traditions. A common theme in the
various types of spiritual and faith healing is an ap-
peal to God or gods to change for the better a person’s
physical or mental condition.

Some faith healers, such as those in the Pentecos-
tal Church who use divine healing as part of their
denominational dogma, do not prohibit use of profes-
sional medical care. They see professional physi-
cians as receiving their healing skills from God.
Some religious groups, notably Christian Scientists,
however, reject the use of professional medical care
in treating illness. They use Christian Science practi-
tioners to help encourage faith directed to healing
through God, teaching that illness is an illusion.

Spiritual healing has ancient origins. However,
James Randi, an investigator of paranormal claims,
has shown that the modern day faith-healing move-
ment, which is fueled by claims of nineteenth cen-
tury European and American evangelists, may have
originated in the 1940’s with the Reverend William
Branham. A Jefferson, Indiana, resident, Branham
conducted charismatic sermons and healings and ac-
quired a huge following. Similar healers quickly
multiplied, conducting sessions in the homes of cli-
ents and in their own churches, or traveling around
the country holding healing tent “revivals.”

Efficacy of Faith Healing
Various investigators have tried to determine the

validity of faith healing by attempting to follow up on
cases of numerous well-known faith healers includ-
ing Oral Roberts, Pat Robertson, Father DiOrio, and
Kathryn Kuhlman. Similar outcomes were obtained
in all cases, with no criteria offered for failure and no
cooperation or success in obtaining provable results
through thorough pre- and post-healing medical ex-
aminations. Where some follow-up was possible, the

healings were not substantiated. William Nolen, a
Minnesota physician who attempted to approach in-
vestigation of healing miracles with an open mind,
was unable to confirm a single case. He did find that
many people who thought themselves healed had re-
lapses of their medical conditions within one to two
weeks. Although physicians point out that around
80 percent of human illnesses will heal themselves
without medical or spiritual intervention, successful
cures are often credited to faith healers. Nolen con-
cluded that people with disorders having psychologi-
cal components may have benefited on a psychologi-
cal level but others, who were not “healed,” perceived
themselves as unworthy or undeserving in God’s
eyes and therefore suffered heavy burdens of guilt
and despair.

There are other problems with proving the results
of faith healing. Since healers claim that an absolute
and unquestioning faith is required from the client in
order to be healed, failure can be blamed on insuffi-
cient faith or on personal transgressions and short-
comings of the client. Randi and other investigators
point out that many techniques used by faith healers
are identical to, or adaptations of, techniques used by
magicians and mentalists, including use of memory
techniques in calling out names and afflictions based
upon data collected by associates before the service.
Psychological conditioning sets up behavioral ex-
pectations for hands-on healing when a strike on the
forehead causes the recipient to fall backward into
the hands of assistants. Speaking in tongues relates
to a psychological phenomenon called glossolalia,
which was described by Plato long before the Chris-
tian manifestation and was noted in pronouncements
by Greek and Roman oracles. These techniques, even
when understood and exposed, do not lessen the be-
liefs or faith of many followers.

Ethical Issues
Modern scandals involving popular television

evangelists, in addition to unproven results of their
healings, have added to the concern of highly ques-
tionable ethics on the part of practitioners. Divinity
appears to reside in the interpretation of the healer.
There are no codes of ethics or any unifying organi-
zation. In fact, there is often intense competition for
the minds and dollars of the clientele. It also seems
that healing applies only to those clients who have af-
flictions that can be exploited before an audience. A
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lost leg or body part never reappears, there is no way
to prove the removal of a tumor without medical
tests, and visible skin diseases, disfigurements, or af-
flictions always require days or weeks for a cure after
the healers and audience are long gone. Television
and radio add to the illusion and can be manipulated
as required.

Commercialism is most certainly an issue, since
faith healing generates millions of dollars. Many
cases investigated by James Randi would, by law,
constitute fraud. On the other hand, complaints were
not forthcoming, and cases are difficult or impossible
to prove without cooperation. Individuals who can
least afford it may be defrauded of their limited re-
sources and savings.

Where issues of consent are concerned, adults
may make their own decisions regarding beliefs and
practices. However, the courts have generally held
that freedom of religion does not include the right to
withhold medical care from a child. Faith healers do
use children in their healing services, and if a child
has afflictions that are not medically addressed, as in
cases of Christian Science, this would constitute
child abuse.

Martha O. Loustaunau
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Family
Definition: Fundamental social group, often con-

sisting of a man, a woman, and their offspring
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Families are the basic social units that

make up larger societies. They also constitute one
of the core institutions that educate and inculcate
children with ethical values.

All known societies value the family. In American
society, the family is customarily defined as a social
group based on a heterosexual partnership of procre-
ation that creates a community of parents and chil-
dren.

Family Types
The concepts of household and family should not

be confused. A household is a group of people who
live together and share cooking and toilet facilities.
Households may include unrelated boarders who
rent rooms from a family, as is the case with many
college students. “Household” is a descriptive term,
whereas the term “family” is prescriptive. A family
consists of people who are related to one another by
blood or marriage and who thus ought to care for one
another and share life’s joys and sorrows. Duty and
obligation bind family members as much as rights
and privileges do. Family and household often over-
lap but do not necessarily do so. Members of a family
may live in scattered households.

There are many types of family, each of which has
evolved in response to different circumstances. In the
United States, the term “family” commonly refers to
the “nuclear family”: a husband, a wife, and their
children, all of whom share a home, often cook and
eat together, and offer one another support. The word
“family” also encompasses a person’s ancestors and
other relatives, such as aunts, uncles, and cousins.
Most families are based on kinship, which simply
means that the family members are related to one an-
other by blood, marriage, or recognized forms of
adoption. “Foster families” are an exception, because
the children are neither adopted nor related to their
foster parents by blood or marriage. Despite this fact,
the members of such families live together and treat
one another as family members.

Anthropologists, sociologists, and psychologists
believe that nuclear families were well adapted to the
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demands of industrial America. Their small size
made it easy for industrial workers to relocate when
employment demanded that they move. From the
1840’s until the 1940’s, the nuclear family was con-
sidered the norm in the United States and in the in-
dustrialized sections of Europe.

In the postindustrial United States, many other
types of families are emerging. Skyrocketing hous-
ing costs have forced many parents with children to
move in with grandparents, forming three- or even
four-generational “extended families” made up of
two or more nuclear families. Like the nuclear fam-
ily, such a family is a “conjugal family,” because
some of its members are related by blood and others
are related by marriage. Because many husbands and
wives work, grandparents often provide no-cost child
care for young couples. An extended family might
also include aunts, uncles, and cousins. Many immi-
grant families form “joint extended families” com-
posed of several related families that live together,
pool their earnings, and share most expenses. Many
of these families are headed by an old patriarch and
his wife. Usually, married sons and their wives and
children, as well as unmarried children, attach them-
selves to a grandfather’s household to form a joint
family. Such families are more common among fami-
lies that own property or businesses than they are
among the working class. Family type represents ad-
aptation to circumstances, not moral imperatives.
Ethics develop to justify and reinforce family struc-
tures.

Extended families can accumulate capital rapidly,
which encourages early entry into small businesses.
Family members often work in these businesses
without pay in return for total support for themselves
and their children. Since family members feel obli-
gated to work for relatives, even without pay, some
sociologists are critical of these families. They be-
lieve that this arrangement amounts to little more
than slavery and exploitation. Sometimes, children
are forced to work and, as a result, miss school to help
maintain the family business.

These families raise many moral issues. Do obli-
gations to extended family members limit an individ-
ual’s freedom and stifle personal growth? If so, is a
person justified in ignoring these demands? What
duty do people owe their grandparents and relatives
who are not within their immediate families? If one
inherits financial benefits from distant relatives, es-

pecially as a result of heinous institutions, such as
slavery, does one also inherit a moral obligation to
right those persons’wrongs? Should those who pros-
per under a system work to change that system if they
know that it is morally wrong? History has often pro-
vided examples of families that chose practicality
and personal gain over morality; for example, slave-
owning families.

Chinese immigrants to the United States provide
an example of a type of extended family that is
known as the “stem family.” Betty Lee Sung’s book
Mountain of Gold: The Story of the Chinese in Amer-
ica (1967) notes that filial piety and a display of abso-
lute loyalty to and respect for parents obligate one
married son to live with his aging parents and become
their caretaker. Other sons and daughters are free to
marry and leave the family unit without being con-
demned for abandoning or neglecting the parents.
This social obligation would make it both unethical
and unthinkable for first-generation Chinese Ameri-
cans to place their aging parents in homes for older
people or allow them to struggle to maintain a house-
hold alone. Although caring for aging parents is a
burden and may create economic hardships, moral
imperatives take precedence in this situation. This
tradition often changes in the second and third gener-
ation.

Decline of the Nuclear Family
Some social scientists argue that the American

family is doomed because “single-parent families”
are a growing phenomenon. Rising levels of educa-
tion make it possible for many women to support
children without help from a father. Welfare creates
similar options for less-well-educated poor women.

The conservative view of female-headed house-
holds implies that they are not ethical. Bearing chil-
dren out of wedlock is considered immoral. Also im-
portant to conservatives is the fact that children born
out of wedlock cost the government billions of dol-
lars annually. Conservatives often assert that women
who develop what conservatives like to think of as
irresponsible sex lives contribute to the growing
feminization of poverty. People who think in this
way believe that character flaws, bad values, and per-
sonal weakness on the part of such women create
“matrifocal families.” These are “consanguineal fami-
lies” in which the members are related by blood ties
only. This view ignores the possibility that the man
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may have abandoned the woman or that a woman
may be widowed or divorced. Conservatives also be-
lieve that matrifocal families unfairly condemn mil-
lions of children to live as welfare wards and depen-
dents of the state, plagued by persistent poverty.

Welfare
Most families on welfare are matrifocal. Some

observers believe that welfare is debilitating because
it undermines the work ethic, which values work
rather than leisure. To many Americans, work is a
moral duty and an obligation to the family, the com-
munity, and the state. As early as 1898, Jacob Riis’s
book How the Other Half Lives (1898) argued that
poor families should be given jobs, not charity. Riis
believed that work restored a moral environment,
which was the key to reducing poverty, strengthening
nuclear families, and restoring people’s self-respect
and dignity. Conservative supporters of welfare re-
form echo Riis’s views. They want to tie welfare eli-
gibility to moral norms. Workfare programs are built
on this assumption, and some of them allow nuclear
families to receive aid if parents assume responsibil-
ity for the family and seek work or self-improvement
through education in preparation for future jobs.

When investigating how female-headed families
form, a different picture emerges. In slum neighbor-
hoods, many single mothers have that status thrust
upon them by high levels of male unemployment.
The Truly Disadvantaged (1990), by sociologist Wil-
liam Julius Wilson, notes that in 1950, 80 of every
100 ghetto men were gainfully employed; by 1980,
however, the number had dropped to 17 of every 100.
The result was that few ghetto men were able to sup-
port wives and children. Wilson believes that eco-
nomics is largely responsible for this disaster. Fa-
thers without families feel guilty because they accept
society’s dictate that they should care for their chil-
dren. Such shame is dysfunctional, and many males
seek to escape from it by means of alcohol, drug
abuse, or crime. Consequently, 25 percent of African
American males between the ages of 17 and 35 are
caught up in the criminal justice system, and many
others are in the armed forces. In either case, they are
not in their communities.

The absence of these endangered men from slum
communities creates a void. Many men contract
AIDS while they are in prison because they engage in
homosexual affairs or become intravenous drug users

and share dirty needles. Once the infected person is
released from prison, the disease is transmitted to
his female lovers. For this reason, epidemics and
drug abuse threaten to destroy urban low-income
families.

As medical science increases longevity, society
strives to offer all its members that benefit, but often
only wealthy families benefit. This problem is most
evident in figures calculating life expectancy in terms
of race. Whites can expect to live ten years longer
than African Americans may expect to live, because
many whites can afford better nutrition and medical
care for their families. This fact creates an ethical di-
lemma. Are rich families entitled to live longer than
poor families? Is access to adequate health care a
privilege or a right?

Infant Mortality
Another cause of matrifocal families is the falling

infant mortality rate, which is reflected in the in-
creased number of adolescent girls who give birth. In
When Children Want Children (1989), Leon Dash
points out that although the overall rate of adolescent
births has declined since 1970, the number of infants
born to unwed mothers has increased threefold, from
91,700 in 1960 to 270,076 in 1983. Add to this the
fact that 23 percent of these mothers said that they in-
tentionally became pregnant and the moral crisis be-
comes clear. Early unmarried parenthood is closely
tied to reduced education, marginal income-earning
capacity, and welfare dependence. Teenage mothers
also tend to have larger-than-average families, and
married teenage couples have the highest divorce rate
in the United States.

Children of teenage mothers have poorer-than-
average health, lower-than-average IQ scores, low
cognitive scores, and a better-than-average chance of
living in a disruptive home during their high school
years, and these children are more likely to become
sexually active before marriage and repeat this tragic
cycle than are other teenagers. The ethical crisis is
clear, but the remedy is far from clear, despite the fact
that Peter Laslett’s book Family Life and Illicit Love
in Past Times argues that this dilemma has faced
Americans since the frontier era. In the past, high
infant mortality rates and forced marriages covered
up moral lapses. Decreasing infant death rates and
greater freedom in mate selection are bringing old di-
lemmas into sharp focus, according to Laslett. Is
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technology revealing a conflict between family ide-
als and reality?

Power Relationships Within Families
Practical matters dictate that there are vast differ-

ences in power within families. Traditionally, Ameri-
can men were expected to be monarchs within the
family and to wield great power. The father’s word
was final. It has become clear that, in an alarming
number of cases, the intimacy of the family conceals
abuses of this power involving incest and beatings of
wives, children, and older relatives. Family members
may engage in denial and hide such abuse even from
themselves. The rights of women, children, and older
people within families need to be made clear and
public in order to protect these people. The abuse of
power becomes institutionalized when fathers are
also the sole judges of injustice and their victims are
delegated roles as custodians of patience, forgive-
ness, and forbearance. Lord Acton noted that power
corrupts and that absolute power corrupts absolutely.
This seems to be true within families; relations
should be democratized by distributing power within
the family to minimize abuses of all kinds.

Plato charged that families were bad because they
made people acquisitive and thus subverted devotion
to the good of the community. In his ideal republic,
the guardian class would live and reproduce in com-
munal groups, thus creating one huge extended fam-
ily based on group marriage. This would reduce psy-
chological and material divisions. The practice was
tried in Israel and Russia, with little success. Thomas
Jefferson wanted to allow private households and nu-
clear families but limit inheritance as a method of re-
ducing the advantages that family wealth would give
one American over another. Inheritance is an element
of the issues of family favoritism and nepotism,
which are banned for those who hold public office
because they give family members unfair opportuni-
ties to secure jobs, political office, income, and other
benefits.

Divorce
In 1930, American schoolchildren would have

been shocked if any of their peers admitted to having
divorced parents. By the early twenty-first century,
such information was commonplace. Although this
fact gives rise to fear that the family is breaking
down, such fear is unrealistic. The highest divorce

rate of the twentieth century occurred in 1945, fol-
lowing World War II. This occurred because many
couples married hurriedly, without knowing each
other. The men went off to war, and the stress of sepa-
ration caused both men and women to develop other
relationships, leading to divorce after the war. The di-
vorce rate dropped sharply after 1945 but began to
rise steadily again between 1950 and 1980. Although
the current rate is high, it is not nearly as high as the
1945 rate.

Divorce alone is not responsible for the increase
in single-parent families, as some people have sug-
gested. Drastic reductions in death rates mean that
fewer parents are widowed and fewer children are or-
phans than was the case earlier in the century. These
statistics offset the increase in single-parent house-
holds caused by divorce. Moreover, record numbers
of parents remarry shortly after a divorce and form
“blended families.” Although stepparents assume re-
sponsibility for the children of their new spouses, re-
marriage raises questions. What are the best interests
of the children? Who should have custody?

Children who have been given up for adoption can
now use their rights to divorce their biological par-
ents if there is an attempt to reunite them. Children
who have done so have argued that they do not know
their biological parents and are happy with their
adopted social parents. Adopted parents choose
these children out of love. In such cases, the genitor,
or social parent, supersedes the biological parent.
The courts have upheld the right of children to remain
with adopted parents despite the wishes of the bio-
logical parents who put them up for adoption earlier
in life. Is it ethical for the state to uphold individual
rights at the expense of group rights?

Conclusions
Although some people have predicted the demise

of the American family, the evidence suggests that
this is not a likely scenario. The family is undoubt-
edly changing in response to new social environ-
ments and new challenges, but it remains basically
healthy. In fact, families may be stronger than ever.
Lesbian and gay couples, for example, do not wish to
destroy the family; instead, they view it as an institu-
tion that is so desirable that they want its definition
expanded to include same-sex couples who wish to
make lifelong commitments. In the years ahead, so-
ciety will be challenged to redefine the family, its

514

Family Ethics



mission, and the ethics of relationships within it as it
becomes possible to reproduce asexually through
cloning and as other developments take place. Future
families are likely to be more democratic and to avoid
abusive sexism. Families may even drift away from
privatism and favoritism toward close relatives, but
changes in this area should be expected to occur
slowly. Since families play pivotal roles in shaping
the morality of the nation, business is likely to be-
come more involved in family issues in order to en-
sure a steady supply of trustworthy and reliable
workers. The declining roles of churches and schools
as shapers of values may force business to play such a
role. Finally, as families become more democratic,
children will acquire more power within them, and
those children must be taught how to use that power
appropriately. The future of the family holds many
problems and many ethical challenges.

Dallas Browne
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Family therapy
Definition: Type of group psychotherapy that seeks

to address the needs of families or individuals
within families by analyzing and modifying rela-
tionships and dynamics within the family

Type of ethics: Psychological ethics
Significance: Family therapy raises all the ethical

issues raised by individual psychotherapy, but it
also raises special ethical concerns involving the
need for evenhandedness in the relationship of
the therapist to each member of the family group,
the need for patients to balance honest work in
therapy with the feelings of the other family mem-
bers, and the confidentiality of information re-
vealed between family members in therapy ses-
sions.

Family therapy is guided by systems theory, which
believes that psychological problems of the individ-
ual must be approached as a dysfunction of life
within the family. Rather than attempting to promote
behavioral and cognitive changes in the dysfunc-
tional individual alone, the family therapist views the
family unit as the agent or system for achieving
change. It is through the family that understanding of
individual behavior is achieved. Actions by any sin-
gle family member have an effect on all other family
members. Family therapists may work with individu-
als, couples, parents and children, siblings, the nu-
clear family, the family of origin, and social networks
in order to understand their clients’ problems and to
formulate strategies for change.

Ethical Standards in Family Therapy
Gayla Margolin observed that the ethical ques-

tions facing the family therapist are even more differ-
ent, numerous, and complicated than those faced by
therapists who do individual therapy. In an attempt to
provide guidance on how to deal with these ethical is-
sues, the American Association of Marriage and
Family Therapists published a code of ethics in 1991.
The code addresses eight areas: (1) responsibility to
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clients; (2) confidentiality; (3) professional compe-
tence and integrity; (4) responsibility to students,
employees, and supervisees; (5) responsibility to re-
search participants; (6) responsibility to the profes-
sion; (7) fees; and (8) advertising.

Most of these areas (areas 3 through 8) are essen-
tially the same for individual and family therapists
because they focus on only the therapist: his or her
qualifications and training, behavior, and income. It
is in the first two areas of responsibility to clients and
confidentiality that unique ethical issues confront
the family therapist. These unique ethical concerns
have been summarized by Gerald Corey, Marianne
Schneider Corey, and Patrick Callanan (1993) in four
general areas:

1. Treating the entire family. Most family thera-
pists believe that it is crucial for all members of the
family to participate. Ethical questions arise when a
family member or members refuse to participate. Co-
ercing militant members to participate is unethical.
Some therapists may withhold therapy until all mem-
bers participate, but this strategy is controversial. Be-
sides resembling coercion, it can be argued that this
tactic denies therapy to the willing participants.

Conversely, Rachel T. Hare-Mustin contends that
involving the whole family may not always be in the
best interests of a particular member. Giving priority
to the good of the entire family may jeopardize the le-
gitimate goals or desires of that member. Ethical con-
siderations require the therapist to minimize risks for
any family member.

2. Value system of the therapist. The therapist’s
value system crucially influences the course of fam-
ily therapy in two ways: first, when the therapist has
values that are different from those of a member or
members of the family, problems can arise; second,
value systems influence the formulation and defini-
tion of the problems that are presented, the goals and
plans for therapy, and the course the therapy takes.
For example, Irene Goldenberg and Herbert
Goldenberg contend that family therapists generally
believe in maintaining the family way of life. Such a
belief could, however, be harmful or inappropriate
under some circumstances.

Ethical considerations demand that the therapist
make known his or her attitudes and commitments to
each family member. Gerald Corey et al. further state
that it is not the function of the therapist to make deci-
sions for clients or dictate how they should change.

The therapist’s role is to provide insight into family
dynamics and to help and encourage the family to
make necessary changes. The therapist must be
aware of how his or her values can influence the
course of therapy.

3. The ethics of consulting. This issue arises if one
of the family members terminates joint sessions and
begins therapy with another therapist. To complicate
the situation further, Corey et al. pose a situation in
which a person might persuade other family mem-
bers to also consult with his or her therapist while still
seeing their original therapist. Is this new therapist
ethically obligated to consult with the original thera-
pist? Are the two therapists ethically obligated to re-
ceive permission of their clients before talking with
each other? Would it be ethical for the two therapists
to ignore each other? These are difficult questions to
answer.

4. The issue of confidentiality. In the course of
family therapy, the therapist will see the family as a
group and also individually. During individual ses-
sions, of course, the client may divulge information
that is not known to other family members. What is
the ethically correct approach regarding the confi-
dentiality of information revealed during these one-
to-one sessions? Some therapists will not reveal such
information. Other therapists believe that it is appro-
priate to reveal such information under appropriate
circumstances that would benefit the rest of the fam-
ily. Again, this is a difficult issue to resolve.

The implications of revealing confidences can be
serious. Revealing confidences may, however, facili-
tate resolution of the family’s problems. Corey et al.
suggest a middle position. The therapist is ethically
obligated to inform the family that information re-
vealed during private sessions may be divulged, if in
the therapist’s opinion that shared information would
benefit the family. This position allows the therapist
maximum flexibility and options to act in the fam-
ily’s best interests.

In conclusion, the increasing popularity and use-
fulness of family therapy require sensitivity to and
understanding of the unique ethical issues it can pre-
sent to the family therapist.

Laurence Miller
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Family values
Definition: Qualities of life that are necessary for

the preservation of, or arise out of the practice of,
the family as a social institution

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: The family is one of the most impor-

tant and powerful institutions for the creation,
perpetuation, and inculcation of values. The pre-
cise meaning of the phrase “family values,” how-
ever, is a source of controversy. The phrase has
been used, beginning during the 1980’s, to refer
only to those values preserved within morally and
politically conservative families. More recently,
leftist political and moral leaders have attempted
to reclaim the phrase to refer to their own value
systems.

“Family values” is a complex concept, and such
terms as “family,” “family life,” and “moral develop-
ment” appear as frequently as does the term “family
values.” No one word or idea adequately expresses
all that is involved; however, the two words in the

phrase suggest two vital elements: a family unit and
values that hold the family unit together so that both
social and personal needs are met.

“Family values” means, first of all, the existence
of a family. In biblical thought (Gen. 1-2), the idea of
family was integral to the creative activity of God.
The beginning of humankind was cast in the form of
family; namely, Adam and Eve and their children.
Thus, values associated with the family are religious
values or have religious connotations.

This religious idea of family carries through to the
New Testament. When presenting a family code of
behavior (Eph. 5-6), the apostle Paul specifically
drew on Old Testament concepts. Ephesians 5.31 re-
fers to Genesis 2.24, and Ephesians 6.2-3 refers to the
Ten Commandments. Paul gave the family code as an
example of walking (living) the Christian life (Eph.
4.1, 17; 5.1, 8, 15). Then he placed the code within
the context of mutual submission of family members
to one another (Eph. 5.21). The code itself (5.22-6.9)
further emphasized these mutually beneficial rela-
tionships with a literary framework that may have
roots in Aristotle (Politics, book 1, chapters 3, 12,
13). Thus, Paul Christianized the code and raised the
status of every family member by emphasizing genu-
ine care and concern of the members for one an-
other—care based on Christian principles. Finally,
the passage on walking the Christian life concluded
with a call for Christians to overcome evil, not only in
the home but everywhere, by means of all the defen-
sive and offensive armor provided by God (Eph.
6.10-20).

With this as its background, the Christian concept
of family takes on an aura of religious commitment.
A man leaves his father and mother and cleaves to his
wife. A woman leaves her father and mother and
cleaves to her husband.

Love
This commitment and the mutual care and con-

cern of the members provide enough glue to hold the
family together for its own sake and against all as-
saults from outside. Without the glue, the unit dis-
solves. Whatever the reasons for joining together in
the first place, there is a sense of mutual responsibil-
ity and commitment. At the heart of the idea of “val-
ues” in “family values” is love.

For this reason, child abuse, for example, is re-
garded as a heinous crime, not only because an indi-
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vidual is hurt but also because the whole concept of a
caring family unit is endangered. Similarly, divorce
is also regarded as the antithesis of family because it
dissolves the unit. Because of these views, many reli-
gious groups reach out to embrace and care for these
splintered families. The individuals are valued for
themselves, and this caring also helps to preserve the
picture of the ideal family by showing that splinter-
ing is not the ideal.

Ideal Family
In “family values,” the ideal family is one with at

least two essential poles: mother and father. Children
are usually included in the ideal. This traditional con-
cept is generally consistent with both philosophical
commentary on the family and Christian views. In
Christian thought, however, the ideal family is con-
sidered to be an instrument of God and the best
means of fulfilling human needs and development.

Alternative family concepts challenge this ideal.
Some of these alternatives result from necessity. Oth-

ers exist because of choices people have
made. For example, there are single-parent
families with female or male parents, cou-
ples without children, and families with di-
vorced or separated parents. The list can go
on and on. According to traditional ideals
of family values, however, these alterna-
tives are not the ideal and are therefore de-
ficient to some degree.

“Family values” are about the family,
not about business or religion or politics,
even though “family values” intersect other
sets of values. For example, one set of
“family values” may include belief in God
as integral to the family itself. Obviously,
this value intersects specifically religious
values. Beliefs that prohibit family mem-
bers from lying and stealing and cheating
also affect other values. Economic, educa-
tional, and other social values interact with
“family values.” A family does not live in
an ivory tower. Nevertheless, “family val-
ues” are usually given preference.

Responsibility
For there to be a family and “family val-

ues,” someone must take responsibility for
choosing and enforcing values. Someone

must say, “We do this. We do not do that.” Enforcing
values usually has two aspects. On one hand, some-
one must exercise discipline to enforce the values.
On the other hand, someone must say, “I love you”
and hold out a comforting embrace when the values
are not met. Choosing and enforcing values in auton-
omous families is traditionally the task of parents,
not that of state or social agencies.

S. M. Mayo
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Famine
Definition: Extreme and protracted food shortages,

causing widespread and persistent hunger and
malnutrition, with associated health problems and
substantial increases in death rates

Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: Throughout history governments

have used famine to oppress citizens who oppose
their policies or coerce them into participating in
programs of the state.

Famines have occurred in many parts of the world
throughout history. The earliest written reference to a
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Time Line of Major World Droughts and Famines

Date Place Event and estimated casualties

3500 b.c.e. Egypt Earliest recorded famine.

1700 b.c.e. India Indus Valley civilization collapses because of drought.

436 b.c.e. Rome Thousands are said to drown themselves in the Tiber River to
avoid starvation.

450 c.e. Italy (Dufresnoy) Parents said to eat their own children to survive.

1300 Southwestern U.S.A. Cliff Dwellers vanish after drought.

1769-1770 India Drought kills 3-10 million.

1790-1792 India Doji Bara, or skull famine—so named because skulls of the
dead were too numerous to count.

1846-1851 Ireland Potato famine kills more than 1 million and spurs emigration
of 1 million people to America.

1876-1878 India 5 million die.

1876-1879 China 9-13 million die.

1921-1922 Soviet Union 5 million die.

1932-1934 Soviet Union 5 million die in failed collectivization scheme.

1943-1944 India More than 1.5 million die.

1960-1980 Sahel (West Africa) More than 1 million die.

1967-1970 Biafra (Nigeria) More than 1.5 million starve to death during civil war.

1975-1979 Cambodia More than 1 million die during civil war.

1984-1994 Ethiopia and Somalia Wars and droughts lead to starvation of more than 1 million.

1990’s- North Korea More than 1 million have died

2000- Ethiopia Unknown



famine was in Egypt in 3500 b.c.e. Famines develop
in situations in which there are too many people and
insufficient food to feed them. The many causes of
famines usually can be broken down into natural and
human categories. Natural causes spring from unfa-
vorable weather conditions, such as drought, heavy
rains and flooding, plant diseases, and insect and
vermin infestations. Human causes are primarily po-
litical and cultural in nature and are indicative of un-
derlying problems in food production, distribution,
earning capacity, medical care, and levels of develop-
ment.

Some social scientists see famines as products of
power relations, of the use of violence by states that
leads to mass starvation. Famines occurred in early
Roman times because of Rome’s inability or unwill-
ingness to transport food to regions experiencing
shortages. It was a common practice for the Roman
emperors to hoard grain in the center of the empire,
while famines gripped other regions of the empire.
The violence of warfare by both attacking and de-
fending forces has caused famines not only by delib-
erately destroying crops and food supplies but also
by disrupting distribution by sieges and blockades.
Scorched-earth policies used by retreating troops to
deprive their attackers of food have also starved local
peoples who are dependent on their land.

In famine-stricken areas, populations generally
turn to their governments for relief but do not al-
ways receive the help they seek. Government author-
ities may not admit the severity of famine conditions
for fear that they will be held responsible for them.
Rulers may ignore or conceal famine conditions in
order to maintain their international prestige. The
greatest mortality from famine in the twentieth cen-
tury resulted from communist regimes withholding
food supplies in order to coerce unwilling citizens
into collectivization. During the 1930’s, peasants
in the Ukraine who resisted the Soviet govern-
ment’s proscription against private ownership of
property burned their own grain and slaughtered their
livestock rather than turn them over to the govern-
ment.

Communist authorities confiscated what remained
and prevented other food from entering the area. The
result was Joseph Stalin’s greatest atrocity, the Great
Famine of 1932-1933, in which six million people
died. In a similar way, Chairman Mao Zedong’s
Great Leap Forward program in the People’s Repub-

lic of China in the late 1950’s resulted in twenty mil-
lion to thirty million fatalities through malnutrition
and famine. In both the Soviet Union and China, the
communist parties exported grain while the famines
raged.

The prevalence of widespread famines has con-
tinued in parts of Africa, Southeast Asia, and Latin
America, but the ability of countries to import food
and the efforts of international relief organizations
have lessened the effects of modern famines. De-
veloped nations face the difficult ethical choice of ei-
ther helping oppressive regimes develop their coun-
tries’ agricultural productivity in order to avoid
famines or waiting until famine conditions require
the shipment of food aid.

Theodore M. Vestal
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al-F3r3bt
Identification: Muslim philosopher
Born: 870, Farab, north of Tashkent, Turkistan

(now in Kazakhstan)
Died: 950, Damascus, Syria
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Influential in Islamic ethics and in

medieval European thought, al-F3r3bt’s The
Agreement of Plato and Aristotle (tenth century)
attempted a reconciliation of Plato, Aristotle, and
Neoplatonic philosophy.
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Al-F3r3bt’s ethical thought is intimately intertwined
with his Neoplatonic emanation scheme, in which
the One generates a hierarchy of concentric spheres.
The intellect of the lunar sphere (the active intellect)
emanates pure intelligibles to the human realm. In
The Opinions of the Inhabitants of the Virtuous City
(tenth century), al-F3r3bt argued that the immortality
of the soul was dependent on its actualization in ap-
prehension of that Intellect. The virtuous city is well-
led, so that its citizens are reminded of a life beyond
this one. Its citizens achieve moral virtue, which al-
lows reason to govern appetites and passions, and
they turn their attention to the gifts of the Active In-
tellect. Such souls find bliss in the afterlife. Less-
actualized souls simply cease to exist (if they were
ignorant of the Active Intellect) or, if they were ex-
cessively attached to bodily pleasures, endure a lim-
ited series of transmigrations or torment caused by
separation from the body after death.

Al-F3r3bt had an important place in the philoso-
phy of Avicenna, Albertus Magnus, and, through
them, Saint Thomas Aquinas.

Thomas Gaskill

See also: Avicenna; Ghaz3lt, al-; Kindt, al-.

Farrakhan, Louis
Identification: African American religious leader

and minister of the Nation of Islam
Born: May 11, 1933, New York, New York
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Louis Farrakhan filled an important

leadership void in the Nation of Islam left by the
death of Elijah Muhammad but became a contro-
versial public figure.

Born with the name of Louis Eugene Walcott,
Farrakhan changed his name to Louis X after joining
the Nation of Islam. He later changed it again to
Louis Farrakhan. Farrakhan was at one time the
right-hand man of Malcolm X. Malcolm often re-
ferred to Farrakhan as his “little brother” when the
latter was head minister of the Boston mosque and

Malcolm was the head minister of the Harlem, New
York, mosque during the early 1960’s.

After Malcolm was expelled from the Nation of
Islam in 1964 for making disrespectful statements
about the assassination of President John F. Kennedy,
Farrakhan grew critical of Malcolm’s attacks on the
ethical behavior and sexual immorality of Elijah Mu-
hammad. Farrakhan said that Malcolm deserved to
die and that Malcolm would not get away because of
his criticisms of the Nation of Islam and Elijah Mu-
hammad. Although Farrakhan has never denied mak-
ing such statements, he has steadfastly denied having
anything to do with Malcolm X’s assassination in
1965. Similarly, when Jesse Jackson ran in the demo-
cratic presidential primaries in 1984, Farrakhan
threatened that harm would come to anyone who at-
tempted bodily harm to Jackson.

In 1975, Farrakhan succeeded Elijah Muhammad
as the head of the Nation of Islam after Muhammad’s
death. Questions related to Farrakhan’s ethical con-
duct were raised in connection with his relationships
with both Malcolm X and Jesse Jackson. In the first
case, Farrakhan had implied (but later denied) that he
would be associated with the death of Malcolm X. In
the second case, he tacitly asserted that injury would
come to anyone who harmed Jackson. Both cases
raise the issue of ethical or unethical behavior related
to threats outside the normal boundaries of morality
in the political system.

Mfanya D. Tryman

Further Reading
Goldman, Peter. The Death and Life of Malcolm X.

2d ed. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1979.
Jenkins, Robert L., and Mfanya Donald Tryman.

The Malcolm X Encyclopedia. Westport, Conn.:
Greenwood Press, 2002.

Magida, Arthur J. Prophet of Rage: A Life of Louis
Farrakhan and His Nation. New York: Basic
Books, 1996.

Tryman, Mfanya Donald, ed. Institutional Racism
and Black America. Lexington, Ky.: Ginn Press,
1985.

See also: Islamic ethics; Jackson, Jesse; Malcolm
X; Nation of Islam; Reverse racism.
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Fascism
Definition: Governmental system of, or political

belief advocating, autocratic rule by a charismatic
leader and subordination of the individual to the
nation or race

Date: Term coined in 1919
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Fascism severely restricts or elimi-

nates personal liberty; punishes opponents by im-
prisonment, torture, or death; and regards all peo-
ples not of the officially decreed nationality as
inferior.

Like communism, fascism is a type of totalitarian
system that attempts to control every aspect of life
(political, economic, and personal), usually through
a secret police force. Unlike communism, however,
fascism allows private ownership of industry as long

as the government or its authorities are served. Fas-
cism also promotes extreme patriotism (“state over
self ”), militarism, and the organized persecution of
minorities. A fascist government controls newspa-
pers, radio, and other means of communication in or-
der to issue propaganda supporting its policies and to
silence all opposing views.

Some historians trace the origins of modern fas-
cism to the dictatorship of Napoleon Bonaparte of
France, who controlled his country through some
fascist means. Later dictators adopted many of his
methods, as well as harsher ones. Benito Mussolini,
who first used the term “fascism,” controlled Italy
from 1922 to 1943.

In Germany (where fascism reached its zenith)
Adolf Hitler and his fascist Nazi Party began in 1933
to wipe out all opposition and systematically destroy
the Jewish race, Slavs, Gypsies, the mentally ill, and
other “inferior” groups. During the 1930’s, fascist
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In speech to the White House Correspondents’Association in early 1941, before the United States entered World
War II, President Franklin D. Roosevelt denounced Europe’s fascist regimes in words that were later inscribed in
this Washington Mall memorial. (Noelle Penna)
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parties gained much support in Hungary, Japan, Ro-
mania, and Spain. Fascists usually come to power af-
ter some national disaster by promising to revive the
economy and to restore national pride.

Andrew C. Skinner

See also: Communism; Dictatorship; Hitler, Adolf;
Holocaust; Nationalism; Natural rights; Nazism; Op-
pression; Orwell, George; Tyranny.

Fatalism
Definition: Belief that all events are predetermined

by forces beyond human control, and hence that
one’s destiny cannot be altered

Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: Fatalism is a species of determinism

that connotes resignation to one’s destined end
and a lack of resistance to the forces governing
that end. It holds submission to one’s fate to be the
ultimate ethical wisdom.

Fatalism is a concept as ancient as civilization and as
widespread as the human race. The English word
“fate” is from the Latin root fatum, meaning “oracle”
or “prophecy.” Both the Greeks and the Romans were
persuaded that three goddesses, the Fates—Atropos,
Clotho, and Lachesis—determined one’s destiny.

Similar beliefs, however, were evidenced in
Celtic, Germanic, and other mythologies, in which
“norms” or “powers” overruled human desires and
initiative. Fatalism is apparent in the Hindu concept
of karma (the factor that binds one to cycles of re-
birth), the Muslim teaching of kismet (“one’s allotted
role”), and certain types of Christian predestination-
ism. Modern philosophies and psychologies have of-
fered “fatalism” in “secular garb,” viewing history or
personality as being controlled by impersonal and
amoral forces.

C. George Fry

See also: Accountability; Determinism and free-
dom; Karma; Mozi.

F3zima
Identification: Daughter of Muwammad
Born: c. 606, Mecca, Arabia (now Saudi Arabia)
Died: 632, Medina, Arabia (now Saudi Arabia)
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Revered throughout the Islamic world

as the matriarch of the house of 4Alt, F3zima
stands as an exemplar of piety, spiritual purity,
and spiritual power.

The daughter of Khadtja and the Prophet Muwam-
mad, F3zima was married (in August, 623, or June,
624) to the Prophet’s cousin, 4Alt ibn Abt Z3lib, and
was the mother ofWusayn andWasan. She and Khadtja
were the women most beloved by the Prophet, and
the tragedies that befell her husband and sons con-
tribute to the pathos of her story. Reverence for
F3zima, whose father is the Prophet, is so deep that
she is often referred to as umm abth3 (“her father’s
mother”). The Qur$an refers to God’s wish “to re-
move uncleanness far from” the “Folk of the House-
hold” of the Prophet (snra 33:33).

F3zima is often included in that Household, which
has contributed to her popular image as a model of
purity (much as Mary the mother of Jesus is also re-
vered in Islam). Such spiritual purity brings with it
spiritual power (barakat), and F3zima is often asked
to intercede on behalf of the faithful. F3zima, 4Alt,
and their descendants are still specially honored as
s3d3t (singular, sayyid) or ashr3f (singular, shartf),
and widely believed to participate still in the residual
barakat of Muwammad.

Thomas Gaskill

See also: Wusayn; Islamic ethics; Muwammad.

Fear in the workplace
Definition: Emotion experienced in the face of job-

related threats
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Fear can be both a cause and a result

of unethical behavior.

Fear is fuel for unethical behavior, and unethical ac-
tions are fuel for fear. Fear is therefore both a cause of
and a result of unethical behavior. When people man-
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age ethically, they do not operate in an environment
of fear. Fear is an emotion experienced in the face of
threats or danger that one feels unable to control. It
has two components: the presence or perception of a
danger or threat and a lack of control over the danger
or threat. Kathleen Ryan and Daniel Oestreich, in
their book Driving Fear Out of the Workplace (1991),
observe, “We see fear as a background phenomenon
that undermines the commitment, motivation, and
confidence of people at work. It is most easily ob-
served as a reluctance to speak up about needed
changes, improvements, or other important work is-
sues.”

Effects of Fear
Managers often do not see the impact of fear be-

cause it is hidden in the process of how the work gets
done. The cost of having fear in the workplace can be
figured out by examining the influence of negative
emotions on people’s work. Ryan and Oestreich’s re-
search indicates that the two greatest impacts fear has
on an organization are negative feelings about the
organization and decreased quality and productiv-
ity. Fear translates into a loss of trust and pride, and
employees often react to fear by increasing self-
protective behavior. Negative feelings about the orga-
nization also result in sabotage (theft, fraud, and the
destruction of company property). Fear translates into
a lasting resentment, the making and hiding of mis-
takes, or failure to meet deadlines and budgets. W. Ed-
wards Deming has said that quality is impossible to
achieve when people are afraid to tell the truth. They
fear being ethical. Scrap and breakage are hidden,
numbers and schedules are misrepresented, and bad
products are shipped to customers because someone is
afraid to stop the production line.

Fear shows up in “falsifying” reports and over-
promising customers. Employees may not ask for
personal time off for fear that their supervisors will
not understand and their requests will be denied, so
they lie and call in sick. Falsifying reports, over-
promising customers, and calling in sick when one is
not soon become the norm. Employees become used
to behaving unethically. There is an old saying, “It is
easy to tell a lie, but difficult to tell only one.” Nega-
tive feelings about the organization make unethical
behavior easier to live with.

Fear is often at the center of “whistle-blowing.”
The employee fears the results of the improper activ-

ity (harm to employees, customers, or the commu-
nity) and also management’s reaction. He or she feels
pushed to go outside to have the injustice resolved.
The employee does not trust management to handle
the problem.

What Creates Fear
The employee’s relationship with his or her im-

mediate supervisor has the most impact on creating
fear. Ambiguous or abusive behavior destroys trust.
Other behaviors contributing to fear are blaming, in-
sulting, and ignoring. A manager who is not fair, who
plays favorites, or who takes credit for an employee’s
idea invites mistrust from subordinates and execu-
tives. Unethical actions such as asking employees to
mislead and lie to customers send a signal that per-
haps the employees are being misled and lied to as
well. Ethical management is at the center of efforts to
create an atmosphere in which fear cannot survive. A
good relationship with one’s manager is a start.

The systems, procedures, and culture of the orga-
nization also contribute to fear. Will the company
support the employee or not? The employee asks,
“My manager is okay, but if I complain to the human
resources department about a sexual harassment in-
cident, will I be labeled a troublemaker and laid off in
the next round of cutbacks? Is top management really
concerned about people, customers, and employees?
Is the leadership honest and does it convey a sense of
integrity? Is management honestly communicating
to employees about the health of the company?” The
prevalence of rumors signals a culture of fear.

In an atmosphere of fear, managers and employ-
ees do not trust one another. Managers believe that
employees are manipulative and operate only on the
basis of self-interest. Employees worry that their
managers will put their own self-interest ahead of the
needs of employees and customers. Each group fears
the other and reacts out of fear. It becomes a self-
propagating behavior. If I fear that you will act first in
your self-interest, I will interpret all your actions in
the light of that fear, and react accordingly with self-
preserving behavior and retaliation. It is not difficult
to imagine the unethical actions that permeate such
an environment.

Fear and Unethical Behavior
Laura Nash says, in Good Intentions Aside (1990),

“I cannot think of a single ethical problem in busi-
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ness that does not rest on a . . . betrayal of trust.”
Which comes first, lack of trust and fear or unethical
behavior? Fear is not the only cause of unethical be-
havior. Another cause is the lack of awareness of the
ethical implications of decision making. Unethical
behavior is not fear’s only result. Good employees
often leave a company in which there is an environ-
ment of fear. Fear is both a cause of and a result of un-
ethical behavior. It is a red flag, a signal that the
health of the organization needs attention. If com-
pany employees and managers look for the effects of
fear and take action to develop an atmosphere of
trust, the ethical pulse of the organization will im-
prove accordingly.

Howard Putnam, in The Winds of Turbulence
(1991), summarizes fear’s effect: “Fear is the most
imposing barrier to transformation. Fear flows from
the feelings of instability caused by dealing with the
unknown, and it can strangle creative thinking.”

Kathleen D. Purdy

Further Reading
Covey, Stephen R. Principle-Centered Leadership.

New York: Simon & Schuster, 1992.
De George, Richard T. “Whistle-Blowing.” In Busi-

ness Ethics. 5th ed. Upper Saddle River, N.J.:
Prentice Hall, 1999.

Dozier, Rush W., Jr. Fear Itself: The Origin and Na-
ture of the Powerful Emotion That Shapes Our
Lives and Our World. New York: St. Martin’s
Press, 1998.

Nash, Laura L. Good Intentions Aside. Boston: Har-
vard Business School Press, 1990.

Putnam, Howard D. The Winds of Turbulence. New
York: Harper Business, 1991.

Ryan, Kathleen D., and Daniel K. Oestreich. Driving
Fear Out of the Workplace: Creating the High-
Trust, High-Performance Organization. 2d ed.
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1998.

See also: Business ethics; Corporate responsibility;
Dress codes; Electronic mail; Employee safety and
treatment; Equal pay for equal work; Hiring prac-
tices; Merit; Sexual abuse and harassment; Wage dis-
crimination; White-collar crime.

The Feminine Mystique
Identification: Book by Betty Friedan (1921- )
Date: Published in 1963
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: The Feminine Mystique challenged

the then-prevalent view that women should be
completely (and only) fulfilled by their roles as
wives, mothers, and homemakers.

Friedan defined the feminine mystique as the myth of
female fulfillment based on domestic labor and pro-
posed that the myth is based on a vision of woman not
as a whole person but only in terms of her sexual role.
This limiting view of woman, which further sug-
gested that a woman’s value could be expressed only
through her potential as wife and mother, discour-
aged women from pursuing educations or profes-
sions, thus effectively trapping them within the myth.

According to Friedan, post-World War II eco-
nomic and social factors combined to force Ameri-
can women to confine their interests and energies
solely to serving their husbands and children through
their roles as housewives, a situation that led women
to devalue themselves and their contributions to soci-
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ety. She based this assessment in part on extensive in-
terviews with women, many of whom were highly ed-
ucated and were plagued with feelings of frustration,
guilt, and inadequacy because they were not com-
pletely satisfied by the rewards of homemaking. These
women felt isolated from one another and alienated
from society by their failure to conform to the myth.
Friedan asserted that women must look outside the
narrow role assigned to them by the feminine mys-
tique in order to discover identity and fulfillment.

Mary Johnson

See also: Feminist ethics; National Organization
for Women; Sexual stereotypes; Women’s ethics;
Women’s liberation movement.

Feminist ethics
Definition: Ethics that are grounded in a feminist

perspective and that are characterized by a femi-
nist commitment that calls into question tradi-
tional ethical assumptions and seeks to construct
ethics that are more inclusive of women’s lived
experiences

Date: Emerged during the 1960’s
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: Emerging as a reaction against the

traditional, male-dominated modes of doing eth-
ics, feminist ethics both critiques traditional eth-
ics and seeks to redefine the field and its methods.

Feminist ethics developed out of the feminist move-
ment of the mid-twentieth century. Feminist ethical
theories reflect the diversity of feminist theories. Lib-
eral, socialist, radical, social constructionist, and post-
modern feminism have all influenced feminist ethics.
It is neither simply defined nor monolithic in perspec-
tive. However, feminist ethics can be defined as eth-
ics with gender issues as its main organizing principle,
characterized by a commitment to the general femi-
nist goal of gender equality, the critique of Western
traditional ethics, and the reconstruction of traditional
ethics to include women’s lives and experiences.

Critiquing Traditional Ethics
Feminist ethics criticizes the notion of the moral

agent as dispassionate and disengaged for its failure

to recognize the social foundation of self. Following
on Carol Gilligan’s critique of Lawrence Kohlberg’s
work on moral dilemmas and moral decision making,
feminists reject what they see as an androcentric, or
male-dominated, notion of the moral agent who stands
outside a social context. The construction of an ideal-
ized human moral agent has been shown to actually
mean “man” in its particular sense and not the so-
called inclusive sense that male ethicists, theologians
and philosophers maintain is what they “really mean.”
The detached moral agent ignores, hides, and makes
invisible the inequality between men and women.
The emphasis on justice as an abstract principle unre-
lated to social life made women’s lives and their con-
cerns invisible in most traditional ethical theories.

Constructing a Feminist Ethics
Early feminist attempts at moral theorizing

claimed not only that women’s issues were being
ignored but also that women and men define and in-
terpret moral problems differently. Carol Gilligan
characterized women’s morality as an “ethic of re-
sponsibility.” Nel Noddings calls women’s morality
an “ethic of caring.” Sara Ruddick ties ethics more
specifically to women’s lives by using the term “ma-
ternal thinking” for understanding women’s ethical
and moral behavior. However, as other feminists and
critics point out, this kind of feminist ethical theoriz-
ing tends to valorize “feminine” traits or characteris-
tics in ways that make it seem as if women “natu-
rally” think in these ways.

Later feminist ethicists have tried to avoid such
essentialist notions by reconstructing ethics based
on women’s lived experiences. They understand
women’s moral thinking and choices as context-
ualized in a particular community: family, neighbor-
hood, or workplace. These choices are the result of
living in particular social circumstances rather than
tied to biological characteristics. Therefore, feminist
ethics are seen to be constructed out of the diversity
of women’s experiences. Ignoring social context and
relations within a family, community, or workplace
limits women’s moral agency.

Alison Jagger and others have brought together
the traditional ethical concern for justice with these
so-called feminine concerns. A feminist approach to
ethics must offer a guide to action that will tend to
subvert rather than reinforce the systematic subordi-
nation of women. Jagger also sees feminist ethics as
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an extension of politics handling moral issues in both
the so-called public and private domains, providing
guidance on issues of intimate relations, such as af-
fection and sexuality, which, until quite recently,
were largely ignored by modern moral theory. Femi-
nist ethicists are developing ways of dealing with ac-
tual problems through consideration of both justice
and care.

Feminist Ethics, Diversity, and Choice
Analyses of women’s experiences bring to light a

crucial component of how feminist ethics are socially
constructed. Women’s lives are different—not only
from men’s lives but also from one another. If femi-
nist ethics are to be based on the experiences of all
women and avoid the problem of false universaliza-
tion, then such differences in women’s experiences
must be acknowledged and incorporated into femi-
nist theory. This inclusive relationality takes into ac-
count the economic as well as the social and cultural
dimension in moral decision making and understand-
ing how it often constrains women’s choices. The
economic dependency of women in the family, the
inequality of pay and promotion in the labor force
tied to women’s role as child-bearer and child-rearer,
the possibility of sexual harassment or physical abuse
from a stranger or an intimate, and further, in psycho-
logical terms, the tendency toward lack of ego differ-
entiation in women’s personality formation are all
factors impinging upon women’s sense of a self that
can be autonomous in confronting or defining ethical
situations.

A framework for feminist ethics starts with reflec-
tion upon concrete situations. Challenging abstract
models of ethical theorizing, Carol Robb has argued
that morality and ethics cannot be tested via prefab-
ricated dilemmas based on an androcentric view-
point. “Doing ethics” means that ethicists must
gather data about the historical situation and context:
They must analyze the roots of oppression, uncover
loyalties and community ties as well as political
ones, and eventually clarify a theory of values rooted
in women’s lived experiences. Feminist ethics, then,
are transdisciplinary, using perspectives from philos-
ophy, sociology, psychology, education, medicine,
theology, business, and the natural sciences.

Feminist ethicists have expanded traditional ethi-
cal theorizing by exploring the moral dimension of
all aspects of women’s and men’s lives, breaking

down distinctions between the public and the private.
From procreative choice, abortion, and new repro-
ductive technologies to gendered work and the econ-
omy, issues of peace and war, and the environment,
social analysis is inherent in almost all feminist eth-
ics. How do social institutions work? How do they
shape the ways in which people structure their lives,
their moral development, and their ethics? Feminist
ethics are socially constructed within the context of
culture and society, history, and geography. Rather
than a complete theory and method, feminist ethics
are a process based on the ongoing experiences of
women’s and men’s lives.

Susan A. Farrell

Further Reading
Allen, Amy. The Power of Feminist Theory: Domi-
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Westview Press, 1999.
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Brennan, Samantha, ed. Feminist Moral Philosophy.
Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 2002.

Cole, Eve Browning, and Susan Coultrap-McQuin,
eds. Explorations in Feminist Ethics: Theory and
Practice. Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
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Theory and Women’s Development. Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982.
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Hirschmann, Nancy J. The Subject of Liberty: To-
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See also: Ecofeminism; Feminine Mystique, The;
Inequality; National Organization for Women;
Women’s ethics; Women’s liberation movement.
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First Amendment
Identification: Amendment to the U.S. Constitu-

tion providing that government may not establish
a religion, interfere with an individual’s religious
liberty, or abridge freedom of speech, press, or as-
sembly or the right to petition the government for
a redress of grievances

Date: Adopted on December 15, 1791

Type of ethics: Civil liberties
Significance: The First Amendment guarantees var-

ious aspects of the freedom of conscience: It en-
sures that citizens of the United States may hold
any beliefs, may express those beliefs, may wor-
ship in accordance with those beliefs, and may
gather to discuss those beliefs, without govern-
ment interference. It also protects the rights of the
people to watch over, and respond to transgres-
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First Amendment Controversies

Issue Reasons to Limit Reasons Not to Limit

Does the First Amendment protect
the right of members of the Native
American Church to use peyote as
part of their religious rituals?

Peyote is a controlled substance.
To permit its use might endanger
the lives of the user and others.

The free exercise of religion by
the Native American Church
requires the use of peyote.
Freedom of religion should not
be infringed.

Does the First Amendment protect
the right of art galleries to display
publicly artworks that may be
considered obscene or offensive?

The First Amendment does not
protect pornography or obscenity.
If a work is considered offensive
by people in the community, it
should not be displayed.

Freedom of speech and freedom
of the press imply free
expression. Art is in the eye of
the beholder.

Does the First Amendment protect
those who burn the American flag
in violation of state laws?

The flag is the country’s most
important symbol. State
governments ought to be allowed
to protect it.

Burning the flag is as legitimate
an act of protest as speaking out
against a government policy.
Preventing flag-burning would
be banning a form of political
expression.

Should schools and public libraries
ban books that contain racially
offensive terms?

Use of some racial terms is
offensive and may lower the self-
esteem of minority students.

Censorship restricts the flow of
ideas. Students would be
prevented from reading literature
that was written in a time when
such terms were considered
more acceptable.

Should the press be allowed to
print any government documents?

The press’s freedom should be
restricted to ensure national
security.

Government decisions should be
exposed to the will of the people.

Should newspapers and the media
be allowed access to participants in
a trial before a verdict has been
delivered?

Unlimited discussion of trial-related
matters in a public forum may
infringe upon Fifth Amendment
rights to due process.

All matters of public concern
should be open for discussion.



sions by, the government, whether through the
press, through public acts of political dissent, or
through direct governmental petitions.

For the framers of the U.S. Bill of Rights, the free-
doms of religion and speech were the most important
substantive liberties. Years of struggle, often violent,
between Protestants and Catholics in England per-
suaded Americans that the government should have
no role in promoting religion or in controlling reli-
gious observances. Three additional themes provide
the most common justifications for considering these
the “first” liberties: The first stresses the value of
liberty of conscience in promoting individual self-
realization and self-expression, the second empha-
sizes the importance of free communication and dis-
cussion for informing the citizenry in a representa-
tive democracy, and the last emphasizes the value of
free discussion in establishing truth in the “market-
place of ideas.”

First Amendment questions often arise in the
United States, and many Supreme Court cases have
been devoted to settling such issues as subversive ad-
vocacy, obscenity, school prayer, and flag burning.

Robert Jacobs

See also: Bill of Rights, U.S.; Censorship; Constitu-
tion, U.S.; Freedom of expression; Mill, John Stuart;
Sedition Act of 1798.

Five precepts of Buddhism
Definition: Buddhist vows to abstain from taking

life, stealing, sexual misconduct, lying, and using
intoxicants

Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The five precepts, which are incum-

bent upon all Buddhists, both laity and priests, are
the basic ethical tenets of Buddhism.

Traditionally associated with the Buddha (Siddh3rtha
Gautama, c. 563-c. 483 b.c.e.) but generally taught in
older Hinduism as well, the five precepts are roughly
equivalent to the ethical rules in the Ten Command-
ments.

The first, the precept to abstain from taking life,
includes any intention to use either direct or indirect

means to cause death. It refers not only to human but
also to other animal life. As a consequence, most
Buddhists are vegetarians.

The second precept requires abstinence from tak-
ing what is not given and includes trickery and gam-
bling as well as outright stealing. The blameworthi-
ness of an offense depends partly on the value of
whatever is stolen and partly on the worth of its
owner.

The third precept, to abstain from sexual miscon-
duct, precludes homosexual sexual relations as well
as heterosexual relations with family members, mar-
ried persons, concubines, slaves, and others. For
monks, the precept requires celibacy.

The fourth precept, to abstain from false speech,
refers to words and actions that are intended to de-
ceive others. It also prohibits deliberately concealing
the truth.

The final precept, to abstain from intoxicants,
prohibits both alcohol and other drugs that dull the
mind. These precepts are supplemented by as many
as five more for monks or serious lay practitioners.

Paul L. Redditt

See also: Ahi[s3; Bodhisattva ideal; Buddha; Bud-
dhist ethics; Four noble truths; Lying; M3dhyamaka;
Zen.

Forgiveness
Definition: Act of giving up one’s resentment to-

ward a person who has morally wronged or seri-
ously disappointed one

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Forgiveness is a defining characteris-

tic of God in portions of the Judeo-Christian tradi-
tion and a central human virtue in Christian eth-
ics, but it is a questionable virtue in modern
secular ethics.

The concept of forgiveness occurred first as a re-
vealed characteristic of God: God announced to Mo-
ses that God forgives creatures’ sin (Exodus 34:6-7).
Early Judaism (c. 250 b.c.e. to 200 c.e.) taught that
forgiveness was a personal virtue for humans. The
New Testament commands people always to for-
give one another, because they all have enjoyed

529

Ethics Forgiveness



God’s forgiveness (Matthew 5:7, 6:12, 14-15, 18:21-
35; Ephesians 4:32; Colossians 3:13; and the book of
Philemon).

Outside this Judeo-Christian context, a forgiving
spirit has been called a vice rather than a virtue.
Moral philosophers since the 1970’s have examined
in the context of secular ethics both the definition of
forgiveness and the ethics of forgiveness (Is a readi-
ness to forgive always a virtue for humans? Is for-
giveness a duty?). Here are some highlights of this
rich debate.

Defining Forgiveness
What is forgiveness? The occasion for forgive-

ness entails one (or someone one identifies with—as
a parent identifies with her child, for example) being
mistreated by someone. This offense may be moral
wrongdoing, but it is also possible to forgive close
friends when they do nothing morally wrong but
deeply disappoint one. Forgiveness is not an emotion
itself, but it involves letting go of negative emotions
such as hatred, contempt, or deep disappointment to-
ward the offender.

Forgiveness may be a decision, but often it is a dif-
ficult process of construing in a new way the mis-
treatment and the offender, and this process is only
partially under one’s control. Either way, forgiveness
must be deliberate and directed toward mistreatment.
Simply forgetting about it, coming to see it as not
mistreatment after all, and engaging a therapist to fo-
cus one’s attention away from it are ways of curbing
negative emotions caused by the injury, but they do
not count as forgiving the offender. Also, the reason
for forgiving must be concern for the offender’s wel-
fare or some other concern for others. Letting go of
negative emotions only because one is tired of deal-
ing with them might be advisable sometimes, but it is
not forgiveness, because it is self-absorbed.

A forgiving spirit has seemed to many to be a vir-
tue because forgiveness appears to be a morally ac-
ceptable, healthy way of dealing with negative emo-
tions. Hatred or disappointment, when harbored,
begin to distort one’s moral sensitivity and sense of
fairness  toward  others.  Releasing  these  emotions
helps one to see and to act morally. In the context of a
personal relationship, forgiveness enables us to rees-
tablish the intimacy and caring we enjoyed.

Is forgiveness always morally acceptable? Con-
sider a tough case. Suppose a person motivated by

cruelty hurts one in a serious way. Self-respect and
respect for the moral law (which includes condemna-
tion of all malicious wrongdoing) causes one to be
angry at this cruel offense. Why should one ever give
up one’s righteous indignation and forgive the of-
fender? If one forgives, will one not either ignore
wrongdoing or cease to condemn it? Either way (by
willful ignorance of or lack of concern for moral of-
fense) one will endorse cruel treatment of others and
fail to respect oneself as a person valued by the moral
community. In this case, is not forgiveness morally
wrong?

Granted, if one’s ultimate loyalty is to an abstract
moral order, forgiveness in this and other such cases
would be unacceptable. The order must be preserved,
and one must do one’s part to preserve it by harboring
righteous hatred for serious moral offenders. We can-
not afford to “hate the sin but love the sinner.” In the
context of a secular ethic, a generous, forgiving spirit
would be a vice.

However, in the Judeo-Christian worldview from
which the concept of personal forgiveness origi-
nated, one’s ultimate loyalty is to a generous God
who desires the moral growth and flourishing of each
created person. The moral order is important in this
perspective, but human loyalty to it is part of one’s
fundamental commitment to God. When one is cru-
elly treated, one naturally responds with anger first.
Yet one prays to see the situation from God’s point of
view. As one deeply enters God’s perspective, one
continues to see the offense honestly, in all of its cru-
elty, and the offender as malicious. One also sees the
offender in a more complex way, however, as a per-
son with problems, hurting others, and yet a person
deeply loved by a God who can reform and correct
the offender. A Christian must leave to God the role
of judge and executioner, and accept a role as a
coworker with God in caring for the offender. This
perspective enables one to love the offender, while
maintaining self-respect and respect for the moral
order.

Modern debates on forgiveness highlight key dif-
ferences between secular and Judeo-Christian ethics.
These differing moral evaluations of forgiveness re-
mind one that ethical theories cannot be fully under-
stood or evaluated apart from the worldviews that
they presuppose.

Robert B. Kruschwitz
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Foucault, Michel
Identification: French philosopher
Born: October 15, 1926, Poitiers, France
Died: June 25, 1984, Paris, France
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: A philosopher and activist whose

Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison
(Surveiller et punir: Naissance de la prison,
1975) helped bring about significant prison re-
forms in France, Foucault believed that societal
norms and morality are revealed in studies of
those individuals who are excluded from society.
His other works include Madness and Civiliza-
tion: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason
(Folie et déraison: Histoire de la folie à l'âge
classique, 1961), The Order of Things: An Ar-
chaeology of the Human Sciences (Les Mots et les
choses: Une Archéologie des sciences humaines,
1966), and The History of Sexuality (Histoire de
la sexualité, 1976-1984).

Michel Foucault was a twentieth century French phi-
losopher who studied the concept of “principles of
exclusion.” His career at the University of Paris-
Vincennes and the College de France expressed
two broad themes. The first, which was represented
in Foucault’s 1961 book Madness and Civilization,
focused on mental illness and society’s response
through the institution of the insane asylum.

Later, Foucault began to expand the concept of
exclusion to include the penal system and prisons,
and in 1975 he published Discipline and Punish: The
Birth of the Prison. In this book, Foucault described
the societal changes that led to the move from casti-
gating the body by means of torture to imprisoning
both the body and the spirit. Capitalist society, said
Foucault, is a carceral society of control and domina-
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Foucault and Genealogy

In many ways Michel Foucault is the philosophical
descendant of German philosopher Friedrich Nietz-
sche, author of the 1887 work On the Genealogy of
Morals. Foucault’s lifelong project is best under-
stood as an extended “genealogy of morals,” in
which he examines the history of fundamental
moral categories such as guilt and innocence. The
purpose of genealogy, for both Foucault and Nietz-
sche, is to demonstrate that these categories have
a history. They are not immutable, eternal, self-
evident aspects of human nature but are rather con-
structed in different ways by different societies at
different historical moments.

The entity at the center of both Nietzsche and
Foucault’s genealogical projects is what they refer
to as the “modern soul.” Foucault understands this
soul to be the creation of specific nineteenth century
disciplinary institutions such as the asylum, the
prison, and the school. These institutions teach their
inmates to discipline themselves by placing their
inner identities under ethical scrutiny. In so doing,
they create a new object of study and repression (the
soul), as well as new techniques and sciences for un-
derstanding and manipulating people (such as psy-
chology, behaviorism, statistics, and criminology).
For this reason, Foucault proclaims, “the soul is the
prison of the body.”



tion. Later in his life, Foucault focused on the evolu-
tion of human self-mastery. In The Order of Things:
An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, he surveyed
the history of ideas and categories of thought in order
to understand societies’ self-definitions. His History
of Sexuality was an attempt to determine the relation-
ships of individual and social attitudes with human
sexuality.

Perhaps Foucault’s most lasting contribution to
philosophy and social theory was the concept of
“power/knowledge.” Foucault believed that all social
practices, all knowledge, and indeed all things in the
world are created through, express, and perpetuate
relationships of power. This notion has several pro-
found ethical consequences. First, it means that every
action, every thought, and every belief of every per-
son either supports or resists the current configura-
tion of power, so that people have a moral responsi-
bility to understand their relationship to power and to
act only in ways which will increase human freedom
and reduce dominance. Second, however, Foucault is
often read to believe that attempts to increase free-
dom or resist dominance are inherently doomed,
since power is in operation at all times and in all
places. Finally, the doctrine of power/knowledge
constitutes as assertion that the fact/value distinction
is a myth, since all facts are actually the product of
power, and there can be no disinterested or objective
truth.

James A. Baer
Updated by the editors

See also: Criminal punishment; Critical theory; Der-
rida, Jacques; Fact/value distinction; Institutionali-
zation of patients; Nietzsche, Friedrich; Punishment.

Foundations of the
Metaphysics of Morals

Identification: Book by Immanuel Kant (1724-
1804)

Date: Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten, 1785
(Fundamental Principles of the Metaphysics of
Ethics, 1895; better known as Foundations of the
Metaphysics of Morals, 1950)

Type of ethics: Enlightenment history

Significance: Foundations of the Metaphysics of
Morals is the clearest and most concise statement
by Kant of his basic approach to ethics, an ap-
proach that is now regarded as the model of ratio-
nalist, deontological ethics.

Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals is a pre-
liminary sketch of the fundamental metaphysical
laws governing moral experience. These laws are
metaphysical in that they can be discerned a priori—
that is, by the exercise of pure reason and without ref-
erence to psychology. Kant’s goal is to set forth the
supreme principle of morality. The attempt is orga-
nized into three sections. In the first section, he ar-
gues that only a will may be good in any unqualified
sense. For Kant, a good will is one that acts not only
in accordance with duty but also from a sense of duty.
The standard of a morally good action, then, is that it
is performed simply because it is right. This concep-
tion of duty (as the condition of a will that is good in
itself) leads Kant to formulate the principle that gov-
erns the good will. He calls this principle the categor-
ical imperative: Act only according to that maxim
that you can at the same time will that it should be-
come a universal law. In section 2, Kant offers a
closer analysis of the nature of the categorical imper-
ative and of derivative (and thus, he thinks, equiva-
lent) formulations of it. Finally, he defends the auton-
omy or freedom of the will in section 3.

R. Douglas Geivett

See also: Deontological ethics; Kant, Immanuel;
Kantian ethics; Morality; Motivation; Reason and ra-
tionality; Will.

Four noble truths
Definition: Buddhist doctrine asserting that exis-

tence is marked by suffering, that suffering is
caused by desire, that desire can be overcome, and
that there is a specific way to overcome desire

Date: Formulated in the sixth century b.c.e.
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The doctrine of the four noble truths,

which is perhaps the most basic tenet of Buddhism,
provides the foundation of Buddhist ethics.
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The first of the four noble truths states that life entails
suffering. There is no way to escape this facet of exis-
tence. The fact that existence is characterized by suf-
fering should not, however, be taken to mean that suf-
fering is all that is experienced in life. It is also
possible to feel happiness, joy, comfort, and many
other positive and neutral emotions and sensations.
The problem is that no sensation lasts. When an indi-
vidual experiences joy, it is inevitable that that joy
will end. It is also true that negative emotions and
sensations do not last, but that is not where the prob-
lem lies. It is the transitory nature of happiness and
satisfaction that causes problems for people.

The second noble truth states that the cause of suf-
fering is desire. People typically seek experiences
that they believe will make them happy and shun ex-
periences that they think will make them unhappy.
This process is, however, extremely problematical.
Often, the process of striving for happiness does not
give rise to happiness. People’s positive expectations
about their lives may remain unrealized. Unexpected
problems may arise or things simply may not happen
in the way that was intended. In such cases, it is all
too easy for people to attempt to block out negative
experiences and continue to strive for happiness.
This attempt is easy to understand, but it can lead to
an unwillingness to accept the unpleasant experi-
ences that are an inescapable part of human exis-
tence, and when people attempt to reject the unpleas-
ant parts of their lives, they can begin to live in a
world of fantasy, divorcing themselves from their
own experiences and creating further suffering for
themselves by refusing to see things as they are.
When people do not face up to the truth of their situa-
tions, they are hampered in their attempts to put
things right.

The third noble truth states that there is a solution
to the problem of suffering. It is not necessary to live
in a world of wishes that will never be fulfilled. There
is a definite method by which the problems of suffer-
ing can be overcome. This does not mean, however,
that following this path will mean that one experi-
ences no more suffering in life. What it does mean is
that it is possible to accept all situations as they are,
without magnifying or minimizing them. The real
problem is not so much one’s experiences as it is the
way in which one reacts to one’s experiences.

The fourth noble truth states that the solution to
the problem of suffering is to follow the comprehen-
sive method set forth in the eightfold noble path. The
eight aspects of the path are (1) samyag-dj;zi, right
understanding; (2) samyak-sa[kalpa, right aspira-
tion; (3) samyag-v3c3, right speech; (4) samyak-
karmanta, right action; (5) samyag-3jtva, right liveli-
hood; (6) samyag-vy3y3ma, right effort; (7) samyak-
smjti, right mindfulness; and (8) samyak-sam3dhi,
right concentration.

Applying the Four Noble Truths
Right understanding involves, first, knowing and

understanding the basic concepts of Buddhism. After
one understands them rationally, one must work to
test those concepts and, if one finds that they are
sound, one comes to understand them on an experi-
ential level.

Right aspiration means not only aspiring to un-
derstand and to practice Buddhism but also aspiring
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The Four Noble Truths

1. All existence is characterized by suffering.

2. Suffering is caused by desire.

3. Desire, and therefore suffering, can be
overcome.

4. The way to overcome desire and suffering is to
follow the eightfold noble path.

The Eightfold Noble Path

English Sanskrit

1. Right understanding samyag-dj;zi

2. Right aspiration samyak-sa[kalpa

3. Right speech samyag-v3c3

4. Right action samyak-karmanta

5. Right livelihood samyag-3jtva

6. Right effort samyag-vy3y3ma

7. Right mindfulness samyak-smjti

8. Right concentration samyak-sam3dhi



to do so for the right reasons. Basically, this means
that one should not be practicing to benefit oneself.
Right aspiration means working toward living in a
more selfless way.

In order to practice right speech, one must refrain
from lying or deceiving in any way. In addition, one
should not indulge in harsh language toward others
or engage in slander or backbiting. Instead, one’s
speech should serve to promote harmony among
people.

Right action involves refraining from killing sen-
tient beings, from stealing (or taking what is not
given in any way), and from engaging in unlawful
sexual intercourse, such as adultery or incest.

Right livelihood means not earning one’s living
by means of deception or trickery, not trading in
arms, not trading in living beings of any kind, not
selling flesh of any kind, not selling intoxicants or
poisons, and not engaging in any kind of livelihood
that involves killing beings, such as being a soldier, a
hunter, or a fisherman.

Right effort means preventing evil thoughts, sup-
pressing those evil thoughts that have arisen, cultivat-
ing good thoughts, and maintaining good thoughts
after they have arisen.

Right mindfulness and right concentration refer
to the practice of meditation, which can take many
forms. It particularly involves the cultivation of aware-
ness and the direct perception of reality as it is, in-
cluding particularly the truth that all things that ap-
parently exist are in fact empty. There is no self,
although people cling to the idea that the individual
self exists.

By exerting oneself in these eight areas, accord-
ing to Buddhist doctrine, it is possible to rid oneself
of the desire that causes suffering, thereby solving
the primary problem of existence by cutting it off at
the root.

Shawn Woodyard
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Fraud
Definition: Deliberate deception intended to give

one an advantage in a transaction
Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Fraud is one of the fundamental kinds

of unethical acts.

The long history of ethical condemnation of decep-
tion helps to show fraud’s significance to ethics; in
the Judeo-Christian tradition, for example, one of the
Ten Commandments is “Thou shalt not bear false
witness.” This commandment is broad enough to
cover fraud.

The famous English Statute of Frauds, which was
passed in 1677 and has now been adopted in one form
or another in almost every part of the United States,
requires that one must “get it in writing” before one
can sue to recover more than a specific monetary
amount (for example, $500) or to enforce a contract
that extends beyond a certain period of time (for ex-
ample, one year). The statute’s point was to reduce
the number of claims regarding purported fraud.
Leaving important matters to memories of oral state-
ments resulted too often in cases that pitted one per-
son’s word against another’s.
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Good faith precludes fraud even when honest
mistakes are made. The classic slogan defining good
faith is “white heart and empty head,” which refers to
having good intentions but being stupid. Stupid mis-
takes are not fraud.

Deceptive advertising is a matter of degree, but at
some point, exaggeration becomes fraud. This is es-
pecially true of intentionally false quantitative
claims. Qualitative claims are difficult to classify as
fraud, since quality is characteristically a matter of
opinion rather than fact. Therefore, U.S. law recog-
nizes “puffing” as nonfraudulent falsehood. Puffing
is, essentially, an overstatement of the quality of
something that is being sold. An example of puffing
is a cologne maker’s claim that Cologne X makes one
as “mysterious as the wind.” Furthermore, if the
falsehood is so obvious that no reasonable person
would be deceived by it, then stating that falsehood
does not constitute fraud. (For example, one brand of
toothpaste was sold with the claim that it would
straighten teeth!)

Fraud can be committed by either commission or
omission. A fraud of commission involves lying or
making some other type of material misrepresenta-
tion. A fraud of omission involves the failure to dis-
close some significant fact that the law requires to be
disclosed. Libertarianism, an ethical principle that
has been politically influential, endorses the idea of
caveat emptor (“Let the buyer beware”) rather than
the idea that some bureaucracy should interfere with
the free market by legally requiring disclosures. Lib-
ertarianism supports laissez-faire capitalism with
only minimal government and opposes the welfare
state that began with President Franklin Delano Roo-
sevelt’s New Deal. Libertarianism condemns fraud
but defines it narrowly, requiring that a lie be com-
mitted for fraud to exist.

Egalitarianism, by contrast, is an ethical principle
that allows the mere withholding of information to
be considered fraud. Egalitarians condemn exploita-
tion, which involves taking advantage of an innocent
person’s predicament. Therefore, egalitarians sup-
port laws defining fraud so as to include the failure to
disclose key facts. Libertarians do not recognize the
applicability of the concept of exploitation in its ethi-

cally pejorative sense. They view charging whatever
the market will bear, for example, not as exploitation
but as entrepreneurship, which they see as a virtue.
The two approaches of libertarianism and egalitari-
anism correspond at least roughly to actual fraud
and constructive fraud, respectively. Actual fraud in-
volves some active deception or lie. Constructive
fraud includes any act of commission or omission
that is contrary to law or fair play.

Sterling Harwood
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Free enterprise
Definition: Economic practice based on the princi-

ple that businesses should be allowed to organize
themselves and compete in the marketplace free
from excessive government regulation

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Free enterprise is the economic em-

bodiment of the general principle that govern-
ment should interfere in the affairs of its citizens
as little as possible, and that self-regulation and
mutual regulation are preferable to legal controls
and standards.

Free enterprise is an economic system character-
ized by private property and private investment deci-
sions, the profit motive, supply and demand as the
regulator of prices, and limited government involve-
ment. The economic systems of most Western Euro-
pean nations, the United States, Canada, Australia,
and Japan are to varying degrees free enterprise sys-
tems.

Advocates of free enterprise fall into two catego-
ries. Members of the first category hold that free en-
terprise is morally neutral and that it is justified on
practical grounds as the most efficient system known
for producing wealth. Members of the second cate-
gory agree that free enterprise is practical, but they
argue that it is justified primarily on moral grounds.

Moral Justification
Free enterprise is advocated as the only system

that is, in principle, compatible with the require-
ments of human survival. To survive, individuals
need values such as food and shelter. These values
must be created by individual initiative and effort.
(Cooperative ventures depend for their success on in-
dividual initiative and effort.) Therefore, human sur-
vival depends on individual initiative and effort.

In a social context, however, individuals run the
risk of coercion by other individuals. Coercion is a
danger to human life because it undermines individ-
ual initiative and effort: Coercion can end an individ-
ual’s life (murder) or remove to some degree an indi-
vidual’s control over his or her life (slavery, assault,
or theft). Coercion, accordingly, is wrong in princi-
ple, and all social arrangements should be based on
the principle that only voluntary interactions are
moral.

The rejection of coercion is spelled out in terms
of rights. If murder, slavery, and theft are, broadly
speaking, the fundamental social wrongs, then life,
liberty, and property are the fundamental social
rights.

Role of Government
Since some individuals will resort to coercion in

order to benefit from the productive efforts of other
individuals, and since the primary social need of indi-
viduals is freedom from such coercion, it follows that
there is a need for an institution with the power to
protect individuals’ rights: government.

The moral task of government is to ensure that in-
dividuals are at liberty to use their property as they
see fit to sustain and enhance their lives. Govern-
ments thus are given the power to use coercion in de-
fense of individuals’ rights.

A government can use coercion against individu-
als, however, so individuals also need protection
from their government. In a free enterprise system,
this protection is provided by a constitution that lim-
its the coercive power of government to defensive
purposes. Since the political power of government is
a coercive power and free enterprise requires that all
economic transactions be voluntary, the constitution
of a free enterprise system will require a separation of
economics and politics. Governments will not be
able to use political power to subsidize one business
at the expense of another or, more generally, to redis-
tribute wealth from one individual or group of indi-
viduals to another.

Practicality
If individuals thus have a reasonable guarantee of

freedom from both other individuals and the govern-
ment, they will invest, produce, and reap as much
profit as their skills, dedication, and ingenuity allow
them. They will be free to reinvest or consume their
profits. They will be free to form voluntary associa-
tions (such as partnerships, corporations, and stock
markets) to enhance their production and hence their
profits. They will be free to pursue specializations,
since specialization generally yields higher produc-
tion, and to exchange their products in a market in
which rates of exchange (prices) are governed by the
forces of supply and demand.

The practicality of free enterprise is a conse-
quence of individual effort. The freedom to pursue
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profit releases enormous amounts of human produc-
tive energy, and this explains the historical success of
free enterprise systems.

Criticisms
Free enterprise is sometimes criticized for being

harsh, since it provides no guarantee of success for all
individuals. Since some individuals will fail, the crit-
ics continue, the government should use its coercive
power to redistribute some wealth from the success-
ful to the needy. Advocates of free enterprise respond
that using coercive means to redistribute wealth is
not only impractical—since coercion undermines the
conditions of wealth production in the first place—
but also immoral, since it involves coercively using
individuals as a means to the ends of others. There is
nothing to prevent the establishment of voluntary
charitable associations to assist those in need, and in
a free enterprise system the only moral way to solve
problems is through voluntary associations.

Free enterprise is also criticized for encouraging
the profit motive. Advocates of free enterprise re-
spond that the profit motive is moral. It is moral that
individuals take charge of their lives, and profit is
necessary for life. To stay alive, an individual must
consume at least as much energy as he or she ex-
pended in producing the value to be consumed, and to
grow, an individual must consume more energy than
he or she expended in producing the value. In eco-
nomic terms, this means he or she must achieve a net
return on the investment—that is, profit.

Finally, free enterprise is sometimes criticized for
leading to inequalities in wealth. Advocates of free
enterprise respond that the only relevant sense of
equality in this context is equality before the law. As
long as the government ensures that everyone plays
by the same rules, the fact that individuals of differ-
ing natural endowments, acquired skills, and moral
characters will acquire different amounts of wealth is
perfectly just.

Stephen R. C. Hicks
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Free-riding
Definition: Enjoying a benefit produced by the ef-

forts of others without contributing a fair share
oneself

Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: Free-riding is generally considered

unfair behavior that threatens the success of coop-
erative endeavors among people.

Free-riding, as the expression suggests, involves gain-
ing a benefit, such as a ride, at no cost to the one en-
joying the benefit. Free-riding activity is seen as
unfair, at least where the provision of the benefit in-
volves costs borne by some and there is an expecta-
tion that those enjoying the benefit share in the cost.

One of the more common uses of the idea in ordi-
nary contexts is in connection with union member-
ship. Typically, in labor relations in the United States,
one union or agent is authorized to serve as the exclu-
sive representative of workers in a bargaining unit.
Under such exclusivity, the union can speak for all
the employees, but all the employees in turn have a
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right to be fairly represented by the union as their
agent. Each employee is thought to have a duty to pay
a fair or proportionate share of the cost of such repre-
sentation; those not paying their share are accused of
free-riding.

Samuel Gompers, an early leader in the American
labor movement, stated the point as follows: “Non-
unionists who reap the rewards of union efforts, with-
out contributing a dollar or risking the loss of a day,
are parasites. They are reaping the benefits from the
union spirit, while they themselves are debasing gen-
uine manhood.”

Two points are illustrated in the labor example.
The first is the moral condemnation of free-riding as
unfair. The other is the more general issue about the
provision of certain types of benefits or goods from
cooperative activities: Benefits made possible by the
cooperative efforts of some are available to all. Some
goods or benefits are not easily divisible; therefore, it
is not feasible to exclude noncontributors from en-
joying them. In the case of such goods, it may seem
rational in a sense to free-ride, since one can obtain
the benefits at no cost to oneself. Cooperative ven-
tures producing goods available to all need to provide
some way of discouraging such free-riding. In the or-
ganized labor arena, unions have sought closed-shop
or union-shop arrangements to prevent free-riding of
the sort decried by Gompers. Under these arrange-
ments, employers either must hire only union mem-
bers or may hire anyone, with the proviso that all em-
ployees hired and retained must join and remain in
the union.

Hobbes’s Leviathan
Thomas Hobbes’s classic work Leviathan (1651)

is seen as the earliest treatment of the free-rider issue,
posing it in the context of self-interested individuals
in a state of nature using reason to find a way out of
the miserable condition of life stemming from the ab-
sence of a sovereign power “to keep men in awe.”
While mutual restraint is the reasonable way out, it
is not a sound choice for an individual who has no
assurance that others will restrain themselves. The
famous Hobbesian solution is the creation of an en-
forcement mechanism, the sovereign or “great Levia-
than,” who will lay down rules of conduct to secure
peace and order and will enforce the rules against any
lawbreakers or free-riders.

One of the points about free-riding behavior that is

illustrated in Hobbes’s discussion is the problematic
connection with rational choice. From the narrow
view of the individual intent on maximizing personal
satisfaction, free-riding seems like the reasonable
course of action, so long as enough others are willing
to cooperate and contribute to a sufficient extent to
make the cooperative venture a success. From a more
general standpoint, however, when cooperation with
others offers substantial mutual benefits, then it seems
reasonable for each individual to cooperate and thus
not free-ride. The free-rider seems to threaten the es-
tablishment of a cooperative endeavor or the stability
of an endeavor that is already underway.

Many cooperative ventures can get started and re-
main going concerns even when there are some free-
riders, since the benefits of cooperation are great
enough that many persons are willing to contribute
regardless of free-riding. In welfare economics and
public finance, the often-used example of a public or
collective good susceptible to free-riding is that of
the lighthouse. Some shipowners may find it worth
their while to build and maintain a lighthouse for use
by their vessels, even though other ships will be able
to use the lighthouse for navigation. The owners of
these other ships will be free-riding—that is, benefit-
ing without paying any share of the cost—if they
make no contribution to the building or maintenance
of the lighthouse. The free-riding owners are not,
however, adding to the costs of those supporting
the lighthouse. Despite the free-riders, building the
lighthouse may be a rational choice for the contribut-
ing shipowners because the benefits of the lighthouse
outweigh the cost of construction and maintenance.

In ethics, the unfairness of much free-riding poses
a difficulty for utilitarian theories that seek to equate
wrongdoing with doing harm, since free-riding often
does not harm contributors to a cooperative scheme.
It does not always harm them in the sense of adding to
their costs, although it may engender feelings of re-
sentment toward the free-riders and lessen the morale
of contributors, who believe that they are being made
“suckers.” Other ethical theories emphasizing the
role of consent and contract also find it difficult to ac-
count for the wrongness of free-riding, since free-
riders are typically not breaking any contract. The
unfairness of such conduct, the act of taking advan-
tage of others, seems to provide the most plausible
and direct explanation for its wrongness.

Mario F. Morelli
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Freedom and liberty
Definition: Psychologically, the capacity to choose;

socially, the ability to act without interference
from others

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: The nature of freedom is a central

question in moral, social, and political philoso-
phy. Some philosophers define freedom only neg-
atively as a lack of constraint, while others think
of it as the positive ability to live an ethical and
fulfilling life. Moreover, while some thinkers hold
freedom to be a characteristic of individuals, oth-
ers assert that only an entire society can be judged
to be free or not free.

Freedom of the will, sometimes referred to as “free
will” or “volition,” makes ethics possible and neces-
sary. Free will is the capacity to control the direction
one’s thoughts and actions take, and even whether
one thinks or acts at all. Because humans do not think
or act automatically, their thinking and acting can go
in a variety of directions, some of which are benefi-

cial and some of which are not. Since whether a bene-
ficial or a harmful direction is taken is within one’s
control, one is responsible for the direction taken.
Accordingly, moral praise is warranted for using
one’s volitional capacity to select beneficial thoughts
and actions, while moral blame is warranted either
for not exercising one’s volitional capacity or for us-
ing it to select harmful thoughts and actions.

“Freedom” and “liberty,” then, designate funda-
mentally a capacity of human nature. Freedom of the
will is the capacity to choose between alternatives;
by extension, social freedom is the ability to act upon
one’s choices without interference from others. In
parallel, the term “libertarianism” is sometimes used
to name the position that holds that freedom of the
will exists, as well as the social philosophy that holds
that respect for individual freedom is the fundamen-
tal social principle.

Freedom Through History
Freedom is a fragile thing. Throughout most of

human history, it has existed only in brief, isolated
instances. The city-states of classical Greece ex-
perimented successfully with democratic social in-
stitutions, and classical Rome derived much of its
strength from its republican social institutions. Yet
Rome’s decline marked the West’s return for a thou-
sand years to the historical norm of human social ar-
rangements: tribal and feudal versions of authoritar-
ian social arrangements. Not until the end of the
Middle Ages did freedom begin to become an in-
creasingly normal part of some humans’ existence.

During the Renaissance and the Enlightenment,
a number of major, related institutional changes
brought about a gradual decentralization of intellec-
tual, economic, and political power, and a corre-
sponding increase in the powers and freedoms en-
joyed by individuals. Intellectually, the rapid growth
of science contributed to the increasing seculariza-
tion of society and gave rise to a greater diversity
of opinions; and in northern Europe, the impact of
the Reformation and Protestantism’s emphasis upon
each individual’s being able to read and interpret the
Bible was partly responsible for the rapid increase in
the number of literate individuals. Politically, the de-
cline of the European monarchies gave rise to a vari-
ety of democratic and republican forms of govern-
ment. Economically, the rapid increase in wealth
made possible by increasing international trade and
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new forms of finance and production, culminating in
the Industrial Revolution, gave increasing numbers
of individuals unprecedented economic control over
their lives.

The rise of liberal social arrangements in eco-
nomics, politics, and the quest for knowledge often
occurred prior to an explicit, theoretical understanding
of their political, economic, and intellectual value.
While the practical value of liberty became obvious
to many, it was also obvious that liberty conflicted
with many traditional theories of morality. Accord-
ingly, an explicit theoretical understanding of free-
dom’s moral standing became crucial. Indeed, most
opposition to individual economic and political free-
dom stems fundamentally from moral disagreements
with freedom’s individualist ethical foundations.

The Morality of Freedom
The morality of freedom is based on its being a re-

quirement of human survival. To survive, individuals
need values such as food and shelter. These values
must be produced by individual initiative and effort.
Production, however, depends upon the individual’s
having acquired the requisite knowledge, and the ac-
quisition of knowledge in turn depends upon the indi-
vidual’s exercise of free will to control his or her
mind’s operations. Human survival, therefore, de-
pends ultimately upon freely directed individual ini-
tiative and effort. Individuals need to choose to think,
in order to acquire knowledge, in order to put their
knowledge into practice, and in order to produce the
values they need to consume in order to survive and
flourish. At each step of the process—thinking, pro-
duction, and consumption—the individual’s freely
chosen initiatives determine the degree of his or her
self-determination.

Humans live in social groups. Although social ar-
rangements can yield great benefits to individuals,
social living also raises the risk of the use of coercion
by some individuals against other individuals. Coer-
cion, which can take many forms—killing, slavery,
kidnapping, assault, theft—is a danger to human life
because it removes to some degree an individual’s
control over his or her life. Coercion, accordingly,
is wrong in principle, and all social arrangements
should be based on the principle that only freely cho-
sen interactions are moral; that is, respect for individ-
ual freedom is the fundamental social principle.

The rejection of coercion and the protection of

freedom are often spelled out in terms of rights.
Rights specify spheres of autonomy that leave indi-
viduals free to think and act as they deem necessary
to sustain their lives. An individual’s right to control
his or her own life is the fundamental social principle
in terms of which all other rights are defined. Since
the process of life involves three subprocesses—
thinking, producing, and consuming—the right to
life is specified in greater detail to make explicit the
protection individuals need in each subprocess. Indi-
viduals need to think independently in order to ac-
quire knowledge; therefore, people recognize the
right to freedom of conscience. Individuals need to
act upon their beliefs, so people recognize the right to
liberty; and since the actions that individuals believe
are necessary often involve communicating and act-
ing cooperatively with other individuals, people rec-
ognize the rights to freedom of speech and freedom
of association. Since individuals need to consume the
values they have produced, they need to be able to
control the fruits of their production; therefore, peo-
ple recognize the right to property. Overriding an in-
dividual’s rights in any area means undermining that
individual’s freedom, which in turn means under-
mining that person’s self-control.

The Role of Government
Since some individuals will resort to coercion in

order to benefit from the productive efforts of other
individuals, and since the primary social need of indi-
viduals is freedom from such coercion, government
is established as the institution charged with protect-
ing individuals’ rights. The moral task of govern-
ment, then, is to ensure that individuals are at liberty
to use their property as they see fit to sustain and en-
hance their lives. A government thus is given the
power to use coercion defensively, in protecting indi-
viduals’ rights.

Since a government too can use coercion against
individuals, however, individuals also need protec-
tion from government. In liberal social systems, this
protection is usually provided by a constitution that
explicitly limits the coercive power of a government
to defensive purposes in the service of individuals’
rights. As a further safeguard, the power given to a
government to do its job is broken up and spread
among the various branches of government so that
each branch can serve as a check upon possible
abuses by the others.
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Such liberal political arrangements have eco-
nomic consequences. If individuals have a reason-
able political guarantee of freedom from both other
individuals and government, they will invest, pro-
duce, and reap as much profit as their skills, dedica-
tion, and ingenuity allow them. They will be free to
reinvest or consume their profits. They will be free to
form voluntary associations (such as partnerships,
corporations, and stock markets) to enhance their
production and hence their profits. They will be free
to specialize, since specialization generally yields
higher production, and to exchange their products in
a market in which rates of exchange (prices) are gov-
erned by the forces of supply and demand.

The practicality of free enterprise is a conse-
quence: The freedom to pursue profit releases enor-
mous amounts of human productive energy, and this
explains the historical success of liberal social sys-
tems.

Criticisms of Liberty
Neither such moral justifications of individual

liberty nor the historical success of liberal social in-
stitutions has won over the advocates of the many
doctrines that are opposed to freedom. Opposition to
and attacks upon individual freedom generally stem
from opposing fundamental premises about moral-
ity. In most such attacks, the common theme is that
the individual’s life and freedoms have less moral
significance than does the individual’s duty to sacri-
fice himself or herself for the benefit of some higher
being. Opponents of freedom disagree among them-
selves about what or who that higher being is, al-
though religion, monarchism, and collectivism have
been the three historically dominant sources of can-
didates for beings for whom individuals should be
willing to sacrifice their lives and liberties.

Religion and Liberty
The history of the relationship between religion

and liberty has been long and varied. Some religious
theorists conclude that secular liberty and indepen-
dence are compatible with religious obedience and
subservience to a higher being—God—by arguing,
first, that God created humankind to be his stewards
of the natural world and charging them with the task
of using the world’s resources efficiently and fruit-
fully, and second, that politically and economically
free social systems are more efficient and fruitful

than are authoritarian systems. The central thrust of
most religions, however, has been to exalt God’s
power and, correspondingly, to diminish humans’
power. Instead of individuals volitionally selecting
their lives’ goals and the methods to achieve them,
the ends and means of human life are held to be estab-
lished by God.

The range of valid options open to individuals is
thus limited severely by God’s decrees, and moral
virtue, it follows, consists not in liberty in thought
and action, but rather in strict obedience to God’s
commands. Although many religions grant that one
has the volitional capacity to think independently and
freely, such self-indulgence is held to be immoral; to
be moral, one must choose to recognize one’s depen-
dence and be obedient. To the extent that religion is
translated into political doctrine, theocracy is the re-
sult: God’s agents on Earth are charged with the au-
thority to enforce God’s commands, so they should
have the political power to enforce obedience on the
part of the rest of society.

Monarchy and Secular Authoritarianism
Structurally, monarchy is a secular form of theoc-

racy. Individuals are held to exist to serve and glorify
a higher being—in this case, the king or queen, rather
than God. The ends and means of individuals’ lives
are established by the monarch, and the monarch’s
decrees serve to limit the range of options open to in-
dividuals. Moral virtue again does not consist funda-
mentally in independence in thought and liberty in
action, but rather in obedience to the monarch’s com-
mands. Individual liberties exist only by default; that
is, to the extent that the monarch fails to prescribe the
course of his or her subjects’ lives or is politically un-
able to enforce his or her decrees.

Historically, some advocates of secular monar-
chies have used religious appeals to justify the con-
centration of political power in the hands of a mon-
arch who is not also a duly constituted religious
authority. According to the doctrine of the divine
right of kings, the monarch’s possession of great
power is justified not merely by the fact that he or
she has succeeded in acquiring it or by the fact that he
or she is the biological descendant of the previous
monarch, or by the claim that the concentration of
political power in the monarch’s hands is the most
efficient means of realizing political aims in the best
interests of the subjects, but rather by his or her se-
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lection by God to carry out part of God’s plan on
Earth.

Another general form of secular authoritarianism
is based on collectivist ethical principles. According
to collectivism, individual human beings are of less
moral value than is some larger group to which they
belong; therefore, individuals are expected to devote
their lives to serving the larger group. Different ver-
sions of collectivism define the larger group differ-
ently; some hold that the appropriate group is the na-
tion, while others hold that it is the race, the culture,
one’s economic class, or, more vaguely, society as a
whole. Collectivists argue that individuals are not
morally free to pursue their own ends, but rather that
they have a duty to sacrifice and to serve the ends of the
collective, as determined by the collective’s leaders.

The twentieth century saw the rise of several ver-
sions of collectivism, with a corresponding diminu-
tion of individual freedoms to the extent that collec-
tivist doctrines were practiced.

Marxism, for example, holds that the dictatorship
of the proletariat (the working class) is a necessary
step in the transition between capitalism and interna-
tional socialism. During the dictatorship of the prole-
tariat, the leaders of the Communist Party will hold
absolute power and will determine what is necessary,
while individuals will sacrifice themselves, volun-
tarily or not, to bring about a new collective entity—
the international socialist state.

Fascism, to take another prominent example, holds
that dictatorship is a necessary step toward realizing a
national or racial version of socialism. Again, the lead-
ers of the party will hold absolute power and will de-
termine what is necessary, while individuals will sac-
rifice themselves, voluntarily or not, to bring about a
new collective entity—the national socialist state.

Some versions of radical environmentalism, to
take a final example, hold that the ecosystem is the
collective entity that is the unit of value, and that hu-
mans exist to serve the ecosystem as a whole. While
humans have a duty to serve the ecosystem, however,
most of them seem shortsighted and have abused
their freedoms (by causing pollution and overpopula-
tion). Accordingly, the freedoms of individuals to
produce and reproduce should be overridden by en-
lightened leaders who have the best interests of the
ecosystem as a whole at heart.

Pessimism vs. Freedom
In addition to religious, monarchic, and collectiv-

ist attacks on individual freedom, certain positions
on the status of human nature have also led directly to
attacks on freedom. To the extent that a pessimistic
evaluation of human nature is accepted, there is a ten-
dency to reject political and economic freedom in
favor of some version of paternalism. Paternalists
typically hold that humans are too evil or too incom-
petent to be left free to determine their own affairs.
Accordingly, rather than conceiving of the state as a
servant whose job it is to protect individuals’ free-
doms while they pursue their lives, paternalists urge
the state to take control of individuals’ lives, either as
a strong and stern authority suppressing the natural
tendencies of humans to do evil, or as a wise and be-
nevolent leader organizing individuals’ lives so as to
protect them from their own incompetencies.

The Scope of Freedom
Individual freedom is at stake in scores of major

practical moral controversies. People continue to de-
bate, for example, abortion, censorship, free trade,
taxation, the use of alcohol and drugs, the military
draft, and homosexuality. Each practical issue fo-
cuses on whether individuals should be free to act as
they judge best or should be forced to act as some
other individual or group judges best. In each debate,
the acceptance or denial of the legitimacy of individ-
ual freedom is a conclusion derived from more fun-
damental premises about metaphysics, human na-
ture, and ethics. If, for example, God has all the
power, then humans have none; therefore, freedom is
not an issue. If humans are not intellectually compe-
tent enough to run their own lives, then intellectual
control should be given to someone who is, so cen-
sorship is a practical option. If humans are basically
evil, then freedom is folly, and so is allowing humans
access to alcohol and drugs. If individual humans are
merely servants of a larger collective, then freedom is
unnecessary; therefore, a draft is justifiable. A full
defense of freedom and liberal social institutions,
then, depends on a full philosophical system of pre-
mises demonstrating that human beings are by nature
none of the above—that, instead, they are competent
individuals who are morally ends in themselves.

Stephen R. C. Hicks
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Freedom of expression
Definition: Right to speak and otherwise communi-

cate without interference or fear of government
reprisal.

Type of ethics: Civil liberties
Significance: Free expression is considered one of

the most fundamental rights in democratic societ-
ies. It is founded upon two ethical ideas: first, that
freedom of conscience (the right to one’s own be-
liefs) is meaningless unless one is also free to ex-
press those beliefs to others; and second, that so-
ciety as a whole benefits from a free “marketplace
of ideas” in which all points of view may be heard
and considered.

The modern belief in freedom of speech is assumed
to include all other forms of free expression. These
forms include the right to speak freely in political as-
semblies, the right to petition those assemblies, the
right to relate and publish debates of the assemblies,
and freedoms of correspondence, of teaching, of
worship, of publishing newspapers and books, and of
expression in the arts. Freedom of expression is all-
inclusive, but it is epitomized in freedom of speech. It
is from freedom of speech that all other individual ex-
pressions take their distinctive forms. Understood
to accompany the freedom of expression are free-
dom of thought (spiritual freedom) and the right to
criticize—to inquire or to research old dogmas.

Ancient Greece
The language, theory, and practice of freedom of

expression in the modern, Westernized world are
linked to Greek and Latin ideas and institutions.
Freedom of expression was born in Athens in the ar-
chaic period (c. 800-600 b.c.e.), when the aristocratic
rulers allowed certain classes to voice their opinions
without fear of reprisal. This freedom was increased
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under the reforms of Solon (c. 594 b.c.e.), and it
reached a high point in the golden age of Pericles
(c. 507 b.c.e.) and Cleisthenes (c. 443-429 b.c.e.).
The citizens of Athens were granted freedom of ex-
pression in the political arena, including the council,
the assembly, the courts, and in society at large, and
also in the areas of philosophy and the arts. Freedom
of speech is excellently illustrated by the dramatist
Aristophanes’ criticism of Cleonymus, an Athenian
politician of considerable power, as a “glutton,” a
“perjurer,” and one who throws away his shield in
battle (a coward).

Despite the broad latitude permitted in Athens for
freedom of expression, such freedom was by no
means absolute. Restrictions were placed upon the
speakers, the content of the speech, and the time and
place of utterance. The leaders of the assembly re-
stricted freedom of speech to the citizen class; those
individuals who were considered “unworthy” or
“dishonorable” were punished by having their right
to speak taken away.

Ancient Rome
In Republican Rome, freedom of expression dif-

fered markedly from the variety found in Athens.
The representative democracy of Rome was estab-
lished on the basis of the idea that all political author-
ity came from the people. The notions of liberty
(libertas) and of the political process (civitas) were
considered inseparable. Therefore, there was no ba-
sic clash between the individual and the state, for the
free and responsible citizen had certain rights that the
state could legitimately support so long as they fur-
thered civitas.

Roman law did not support legal guarantees for
freedom of expression, but a tradition of tolerance
evolved in Rome that permitted and encouraged free-
dom of expression. Both orators and writers freely
criticized public and private figures by name. Some
controls were exercised regarding who could speak
and what could be said. The government also estab-
lished theaters and exercised censorship over them.

The right to speak and speech content in the as-
sembly were controlled by procedures. The republi-
can constitution provided that the assembly serve as
the principal legislature and as the supreme court.
The ordinary citizen who participated in the assem-
bly did not have a right to speak but did have a right
to listen to debates by magistrates, senators, and

juriconsults (lawyers). They also had the right to
vote. The right to speak was controlled by the govern-
ing class.

The Twelve Tablets, Rome’s first written law,
which was codified in 451 b.c.e., provided for the
punishment of seditious libel or defamation. Never-
theless, orators often engaged in defamation and in-
vective. Cicero attacked his opponent Piso, calling
him a “beast,” “funeral pyre of the state,” “mud,”
“donkey,” “hog,” and a “piece of rotten flesh.” Libel-
ous expression was constrained, although the record
is not clear about the existence or enforcement of
specific laws governing sedition or defamation in the
assembly and the senate. Defamation, however, was
actionable if it occurred on the stage or in the courts.

In the Roman Empire, government control mu-
tated from democratic institutions to one-man rule.
Free expression was commonly tolerated on an ad
hoc basis, depending on the emperor. Augustus was
moderately tolerant of dissent, Tiberius allowed a
considerable degree of freedom of expression, and
Caligula started with a policy of leniency but soon
turned toward brutal repression that included having
one writer burned alive in the amphitheater. Claudius
suspended the law of treason, but his successor,
Nero, reinstated it; Vespasian and Domitian applied
the law of high treason vigorously, including having
the historian Hermogenes Tarsus put to death and his
secretaries crucified.

The Western Tradition
The late classical world’s pattern of constraints on

freedom of expression formed the basis for the emer-
gent practices in the West for more than seventeen
centuries. During this lengthy period, no Western na-
tion extended to its citizens a legal guarantee of free-
dom of expression. The Christian Church fervently
persecuted those whom it thought unorthodox or he-
retical. Inquisitions of various kinds were carried out
by the Church from the thirteenth century through the
eighteenth century.

During this dark period for human liberty, En-
gland moved quietly but unquestionably toward es-
tablishing a tradition of civil liberty. In June, 1215,
King John, a tyrant, was forced to sign the Magna
Carta, which is now recognized as the foundation
of constitutional liberty for both England and the
United States. This charter did not mention freedom
of expression, but it did claim that no free man could
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be deprived of life or property except by peer judg-
ment and by the law of the land. The word “liberty”
appears several times in the document.

The regal Magna Carta gave support, through its
transformation, to political liberty, including free-
dom of expression. While there is no direct line of de-
scent from antiquity to Western Europe and England
of freedom of expression, the West had to learn the
principles and practice of freedom of expression re-
flexively and by intentional emulation. Once the idea
of freedom of expression took hold, its growth was
assured by an increasingly mobile and rational soci-
ety that was beginning to debate and test everything.

The Renaissance, the Scientific Revolution, the
Reformation, the Enlightenment, and the two great
revolutions of the eighteenth century imbued views
of freedom of expression with much of their modern
implications and tone. The debate and testing of
worldviews blossomed in the United States in 1791
with the ratification of the Bill of Rights. In the mean-
time, following King John’s signing of the Magna
Carta, church and state in England continued for cen-
turies to restrain the development of liberty of speech
by controlling the content of speech and the medium
of speech—the printing press.

The Early Modern Era
John Milton was the first to decry prior restraint

of the press. Milton published his argument in
Areopagitica (1644). Milton’s essay states in cau-
tious prose four arguments against prior restraint or
press censorship by Parliament. First, prior restraint
was conceived and used by the Roman Catholic
Church to suppress the Protestant Reformation. Sec-
ond, prior restraint, according to Milton, weakens
character, since individuals do not have the chance to
determine the truth for themselves. Third, prior re-
straint does not work; the censored ideas will inevita-
bly become known. Fourth, prior censorship discour-
ages learning and the search for truth (it replaces the
pursuit of truth with unquestioned authority), which
injures society. Milton had many reservations about
extending freedom of expression to everyone (for ex-
ample, Milton did not believe that freedom of expres-
sion should be extended to Catholics). Nevertheless,
his work was a milestone in the development of civil
liberties in the West and Westernized societies.

John Stuart Mill, an English philosopher and
economist, went much further than Milton in his ar-

gument in support of freedom of expression. In his
work On Liberty, Mill asserts three basic reasons for
government to permit freedom of expression. First,
the “hated ideas” may be true and the orthodox ideas
may be false. Second, truth is powerful enough to tri-
umph over falsehood without the artificial protection
of government, and the continual challenging of truth
prevents it from becoming dead dogma. Third, there
is probably some degree of truth in all ideas or opin-
ions; therefore, to suppress any idea is to endanger
possible truth. Mill’s argument for freedom of ex-
pression is that it is socially useful. Freedom of ex-
pression must have purpose beyond itself. Mill main-
tains that “absolute certainty” is not available to
human beings, and therefore the suppression of any
idea “is an assumption of infallibility”; such an as-
sumption is unwarranted. Mill’s espousal of freedom
of expression is best exemplified in one of his quota-
tions: “If all mankind minus one, were of one opin-
ion, and only one person were of the contrary opin-
ion, mankind would be no more justified in silencing
that one person, than he, if he had the power, would
be justified in silencing mankind.”

The American Synthesis
The next leap forward in the progression of hu-

man rights occurred in America. It took its most com-
plete development in the First Amendment to the
U.S. Constitution. The framers of the Constitution
placed freedom of conscience first, and then freedom
of speech and the press. James Madison, Thomas Jef-
ferson, and the others who inspired the First Amend-
ment were inheritors of the Enlightenment and its an-
tecedents. They believed in the power of reason, in
the search for truth, in progress, and in the inevitable
perfectibility of humankind. Freedom of expression
was considered essential to the discovery and ad-
vancement of truth, for only by constant testing in a
public forum could falsehood be uncovered.

The twentieth century, especially its last third,
was a high point for freedom of expression. Alexan-
der Meiklejohn, a foremost constitutional scholar,
maintained that a teacher’s freedom to pursue knowl-
edge (academic freedom) may be curtailed in cer-
tain circumstances; political speech, however, enjoys
“an absolute, preferred position” in the Constitution.
James Madison, author of the First Amendment,
said, “If we examine the nature of Republican Gov-
ernment, we shall find the censorial power is in the
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people over the Government, and not in the Govern-
ment over the people.” It is only by freedom of ex-
pression that the people can voice their grievances
and aspire to redress them. It is principally by exer-
cising free speech that people can build without mo-
lestation political power that can counter recurrence
of excesses by government.

The Judiciary
The Supreme Court, as the final decipherer of the

Constitution, has acted as the guardian of freedom of
expression. In Garrison v. Louisiana (1964), Justice
Joseph Brennan declared: “Speech concerning pub-
lic affairs is more than self-expression; it is the es-
sence of self-government.”

The primacy of freedom of expression has never
been absolute in the United States, and it has been
even more circumscribed in Western Europe. In
times of war or similar crisis, for example, some pub-
lications that may threaten national security are pro-
hibited. Other forms of expression are restrained on
certain occasions by the courts, since they may un-
fairly assail the communal interest in public morality.
Picketing, parades, and even words, if permitted at a
particular time and place, may threaten public safety
or order despite the constitutionality of the informa-
tion or ideas.

The Court employed the bad-tendency test, or the
“nip it in the bud” approach, to judging expression.
This approach stops or punishes speech that the
Court believes has a tendency to create a serious dan-
ger at some point in the future if it is allowed to con-
tinue. The principal statement of this position was in
Gitlow v. United States (1925), in which the Supreme
Court upheld the sedition conviction of Benjamin
Gitlow: “A single revolutionary spark may kindle a
fire that, smoldering for a time may burst into a
sweeping and destructive conflagration”; therefore,
it is reasonable and expected for the state to seek to
extinguish the spark to protect the public peace and
safety.

The Supreme Court began to inquire into the lim-
its of freedom of expression only in 1919. The first
landmark case decided by the Court was Schenck v.
United States (1919). In more than seven decades,
the Court assembled a body of constitutional law, but
it did not formulate a theoretical basis for interpreting
the First Amendment. The Court has consistently
held that freedom of expression, especially of speech

and of the press, ensures the survival of the Ameri-
can political system. The chief purpose of the First
Amendment, in the eyes of the Court, is to serve the
political needs of an open and democratic society.
Such political needs also include the right of the peo-
ple to alter by lawful means the political process it-
self. Justice Felix Frankfurter’s famed pronounce-
ment reflects the Court’s consistent opinion that
freedom of expression is a means to better the politi-
cal system: “Winds of doctrine should freely blow for
the promotion of good and the correction of evil.”
Justices Hugo Black and William O. Douglas reiter-
ated the contention that freedom of expression exists
to preserve American democracy: “It is the purpose
of the First Amendment to preserve an uninhibited
marketplace of ideas in which truth will ultimately
win.”

Twentieth and Twenty-first Centuries
Before the mid-twentieth century, the Court and

political philosophers argued for freedom of expres-
sion in general terms. Zechariah Chafee, Jr., writing
during the 1940’s, discussed problems of preserving
the peace, defamation, and obscenity. His emphasis
was on political expression and seditious libel.
Chafee’s theory recognizes two types of expression:
that which serves an individual interest and that
which serves a more broad social interest. Chafee
tries to balance freedom of expression in searching
for truth against public safety. Every effort, Chafee
says, should be made to maintain both interests un-
impaired. Free expression should be sacrificed only
when the interest in public safety is really imperiled,
not when it is narrowly affected. Chafee espoused the
doctrine of a clear and present danger test. Profanity
and defamation, to Chafee, were socially “worth-
less” activities that were unprotected by the First
Amendment.

Thomas Emerson, another constitutional scholar,
wrote during the 1960’s. Emerson argued that free-
dom of expression includes the right to form and hold
beliefs on any subject and to communicate those be-
liefs to others by whatever medium one chooses—
whether through speech or by other means, including
art or music. Freedom of expression, according to
Emerson, includes the right to hear the opinions of
others, the right to inquire, reasonable access to in-
formation, and the rights of assembly and associa-
tion. Freedom of expression, Emerson declares, op-
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erates in four ways: first, individual self-fulfillment;
second, discovering truth; third, democratic decision
making, and fourth, finding a balance between healthy
strife and necessary consensus. Emerson tried to
fashion a theory that would determine where the line
should be drawn between expression and action in
the many cases involving freedom of expression.
Speech, ideally, should not be punishable at all; how-
ever, in certain situations, actions, if they are perni-
cious and unlawful, can and must be punishable.

Franklyn Haiman wrote during the 1980’s and ar-
gued for a free marketplace of ideas. The law is an in-
appropriate tool for dealing with “hated” speech. The
remedy for such speech is more speech, never (or
nearly never) the repression of speech. Even in cases
of defamation, the remedy is a right of reply, except
when the alleged defamer refuses to provide for such
a reply or when time is inadequate to permit a reply.
Haiman is even tolerant of speech that incites unlaw-
ful actions. Haiman insists that those who allegedly
incite others to illegal conduct should not be held ac-
countable themselves for the actions of their listen-
ers, unless the audience is deceived, is coerced, or is
mentally impaired. Haiman also argues for a wide
dissemination of all ideas. The law should be used
to enrich and expand communications and to en-
sure that the marketplace of ideas remains free. Even
the views of nonconformists should be distributed,
Haiman concludes. Also, the scheduling of the time
and place of speech should be done in a content-
neutral way. Owners and managers of quasi-public
private property (such as shopping centers and air-
ports) should make provisions for nondisruptive
communications with the public by any individual.
Haiman further emphasizes that government in a free
society is the servant and should not inhibit, distort,
or dominate public discourse.

Most constitutional scholars agree that the free-
dom of American citizens to participate in governing
themselves is best protected by the First Amend-
ment. Free people, who govern themselves, must not
be shielded from any idea that is considered unwise,
or unfair, or dangerous; it is they, the American peo-
ple, who must judge any idea. Freedom of expression
is not a law of nature or a principle of abstract reason,
but a basic American agreement that public issues
shall be decided by the people. A general theory may
be stated in the following way: The people’s suffrage
in a democracy must always be couched broadly in

terms of freedom of expression in the political pro-
cess; however, government interference in personal
conduct must be permitted rarely or not permitted at
all.

Claude Hargrove
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Freedom of Information Act
Identification: U.S. law mandating that records

possessed by federal agencies must be made avail-
able to the public upon request

Dates: Effective July 4, 1967; amended in 1974,
1976, and 1986

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: The Freedom of Information Act

strengthened the American public’s right to know,
reaffirming the view that an informed citizenry is
vital to the functioning of a democratic society.

Before the enactment of the U.S. Freedom of Infor-
mation Act (FOIA) in pre-Watergate 1967, the pub-
lic’s “right to know” was merely a slogan coined by
journalists, not a legal right. The press led the fight
for “open government” and cited numerous instances
of random and unexplained denials of access to in-
formation about crucial governmental decisions.
Claims of executive privilege without any require-
ment of justification shielded the nondisclosure of
materials to Congress for legislation and supervision.
Government records were required to be revealed
only to persons properly and directly concerned with
them. Any records could be kept secret if such policy
was in the public interest or if the records related
solely to the internal management of an agency.

The Act
The rights conferred on the people by the FOIA

are not specifically protected in the Constitution. Its
goals, however—the elimination of secrecy and pres-
ervation of government accountability—were famil-
iar even to the nation’s founding fathers (James Mad-
ison, Alexander Hamilton, and Thomas Jefferson),
who viewed excesses of power in the seat of big gov-
ernment with alarm.

Under the FOIA, all individuals have an equal
right of access to information. The act provides that
“any person” (citizen or noncitizen, partnership, cor-
poration, association, foreign or domestic govern-
ment) may file a request for an agency record for any
reason. The requester does not have to be a party in an
agency proceeding, and no showing of relevancy or
involvement in litigation is required. The purpose for
which the request is made has no bearing on its mer-
its. The FOIA specifies only that requests must rea-
sonably describe the documents sought and must
comply with agencies’ published procedural regula-
tions. The agency must provide the document unless
it falls within one of the nine exemptions contained in
the act. If the agency refuses to produce the record,
the requester may go to court, where the agency must
prove that the documents in question are exempt
under the law and that its refusal to produce them is
justified. Courts determine the propriety of agency
action without deference to agency opinion and ex-
pertise, unlike the course of action followed in other
matters.

The FOIA establishes two categories of informa-
tion that must be disclosed. The first requires publi-
cation in the Federal Register of basic information
regarding the transaction of agency business; de-
scriptions of the organization, including its func-
tions, procedures, and rules; and policy statements of
the agency. The second requires the availability for
inspection and copying of so-called “reading room”
materials: final adjudicatory opinions, specific pol-
icy statements, and administrative staff manuals.
These materials must be indexed to facilitate public
access, to help any citizen involved in a controversy
with an agency, and to guard against the development
of internal agency secrets. Records covered by the
foregoing are subject to disclosure upon an agency’s
receipt of a request by any person.

The FOIA applies only to “records” maintained
by “agencies” within the federal government. Not in-
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cluded are records maintained by state and municipal
governments, courts, Congress, or private citizens.
Many states have counterparts to the FOIA. The Su-
preme Court has developed a basic two-pronged test
for determining what constitutes an “agency record”
under the FOIA: documents that must be either cre-
ated or obtained by an agency and be under agency
control at the time of the request.

Exemptions
Release of information contained in nine catego-

ries of exemptions is not required. These include na-
tional security and foreign policy matters, internal
personnel rules and practices, exemptions specified
by other federal statutes, privileged or confidential
trade secrets and commercial or financial informa-
tion, interagency or intraagency memoranda, person-
nel and medical files constituting an unwarranted
invasion of privacy, investigatory records compiled
for law enforcement purposes (including protecting
the identity of confidential sources and informa-
tion furnished to authorities), financial institution re-
ports, and geological and geophysical information
and data. It should be noted, however, that the exemp-
tions are discretionary rather than mandatory. When
challenged, therefore, their application to particular
records and situations must be determined on a case-
by-case basis and may be subject to varying interpre-
tations by the courts.

Significant Amendments
As a reaction to the abuses of Watergate and wide-

spread concern over excessive government secrecy,
the FOIA was substantially amended in 1974. The
overall scope of the act’s law enforcement and na-
tional security exemptions was narrowed and its pro-
cedural aspects broadened. The 1974 amendments
included a provision whereby a court could conduct
an in camera (behind closed doors) inspection of
withheld information in order to determine the pro-
priety of nondisclosure and classification and whether
certain portions of otherwise withheld records could
be segregated and released. A time limit of ten work-
ing days for agency response to a request was also es-
tablished, as was a provision for the disciplining
of persons responsible for arbitrary and capricious
withholding of information, and the awarding of
court costs and attorney’s fees to a plaintiff who pre-
vails in an FOIA case.

As part of the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986, the
FOIA was amended to provide broader exemption
protection for law enforcement information, special
law enforcement record exclusions, and new fee and
fee waiver provisions. The 1990’s brought discus-
sions about the need to implement refinements to
the FOIA to accommodate technological advances
such as electronic record-keeping. Numerous trea-
tises and legal journal articles contain references to
the Freedom of Information Act.

Marcia J. Weiss
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Freud, Sigmund
Identification: Austrian pioneer in psychoanalytic

theory
Born: May 6, 1856, Freiburg, Moravia, Austrian

Empire (now Príbor, Czech Republic)
Died: September 23, 1939, London, England
Type of ethics: Psychological ethics
Significance: Freud founded the theoretical and

clinical discipline of psychoanalysis, providing
the twentieth century with one of its most power-
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ful and influential models of psychological devel-
opment, the formation of one’s moral character,
and the relationship between desire and culture.
His many works include The Interpretation of
Dreams (Die Traumdeutung, 1900) and Civiliza-
tion and Its Discontents (Das Unbehagen in der
Kultur, 1930).

Although Sigmund Freud has had a powerful impact
on the field of ethics, he did not initially set out to
study moral questions. Freud’s original interest was
medical research, and he was trained in Vienna as
a physician. Financial constraints, however, forced
him to abandon his chief interest in pure research,
and he began to practice during the 1880’s as a neu-
rologist. In 1884, Freud was introduced to Josef
Breuer, a Viennese physician, who had developed a
“cathartic” method for the treatment of hysterical

symptoms. This method involved encouraging pa-
tients to talk in a completely free and unencumbered
manner about the development of their symptoms.
The talking alone seemed to produce a surprising im-
provement in patients’ conditions. This discovery
was the starting point of what later became the field
of psychoanalysis. Freud and Breuer collaborated on
Studies in Hysteria (1895), in which they described
their groundbreaking work in this area.

Rise of Psychoanalysis
Freud continued this work alone, publishing such

seminal volumes as The Interpretation of Dreams
(1900), Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality
(1905), and The Origin and Development of Psycho-
analysis (1910). In all these works, Freud developed
a new way of examining the structure, nature, and
diseases of the human mind. Freud’s original focus
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was on the understanding and treatment of emotional
disorders, but as the field of psychoanalysis rapidly
progressed, Freud’s ideas gradually took a broader
perspective. Freud eventually left his followers with
a theory of the human psyche, a therapy for the relief
of its ills, and a method for the interpretation of cul-
ture and society. It was in his later works, such as To-
tem and Taboo (1913), The Future of an Illusion
(1927), and Civilization and Its Discontents (1930),
that Freud spoke most directly to ethical and social
issues.

Ethical Implications
In many ways, Freud rejected the conventional

ethics of his era. His focus on the egoistic, narcissis-
tic, and aggressive roots of human behavior led some
readers to conclude that Freudian psychoanalysis
was an amoral discipline that left no room for either a
philosophical or a practical theory of morality. It is
true that Freud rejected many traditional religious
values. He believed that a number of central religious
beliefs were merely a misguided human effort to
overcome infantile feelings of helplessness and de-
pendence. In The Future of an Illusion, Freud argued
that the belief in God is a mythic attempt to overcome
the human sense of powerlessness. Like an idealized
parent, the concept of God is, for Freud, the projec-
tion of childish wishes for an omnipotent protector.
In Civilization and Its Discontents, Freud again ar-
gued that religious phenomena were merely the re-
flection of unresolved psychological needs from the
early years of life. In the opening chapter of the book,
Freud described the oceanic feeling, or sense of in-
dissoluble oneness with the universe, which mystics
have often celebrated as the most fundamental of all
religious experiences. Freud believed that the origin
of this feeling was the desire to re-create the undiffer-
entiated infant’s profound sense of fusion with its
mother. By attempting to debunk such central aspects
of religious belief, Freud called into question many
religious notions of moral right and wrong.

In addition to his rejection of religious morality,
Freud also disagreed with Immanuel Kant’s position
that reason and duty should be the central grounds for
morality. While Freud believed that reason must play
a part in the development of ethical guidelines, he
also saw a place in ethics for the promotion of human
happiness and welfare. Freud advocated a practical
form of ethics that was designed to promote the gen-

eral welfare of society while simultaneously allow-
ing individuals a sufficient degree of instinctual grat-
ification.

Freud’s View of Human Nature
For Freud, this position grew logically from his

rather mixed view of human nature. Freud believed
that most individuals possessed powerful aggressive
and egoistic tendencies, along with a capacity for
self-observation and altruistic behavior. Freud con-
sistently maintained that theorists who saw human
nature as inherently good were seriously deluded.
For this reason, Freud believed that the golden rule—
to love one’s neighbor as oneself—was a destructive
and unrealistic goal. Freud also suggested that uto-
pian schemes such as communism were destined to
failure, because they called for humans to give more
than they were capable of giving.

According to Freud, the best course for humanity
was to establish civilizations in which the more de-
structive elements of instinctual drives were prohib-
ited, in order to promote the common social good.
People will be able to tolerate the rules of such social
organizations if nondestructive outlets for aggressive
and narcissistic wishes can be developed. This will
not be an easy task, and Freud believed that individ-
ual and group needs will generally be in conflict.
Freud’s hope was that society would adopt a realistic
view of human nature and gradually learn more ef-
fective ways to manage the individual’s need for in-
stinctual gratification.

Steven C. Abell
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Friendship
Definition: Attachment to another person, charac-

terized by mutual affection, esteem, and goodwill
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Friendship is seen by some as a moral

good in itself, and the ability to be a good friend is
often a morally admirable quality. Friendship may
also create new moral obligations for friends, es-
pecially obligations to be loyal to one another.

Friendship became a topic of Western philosophi-
cal discussion in Plato’s early dialogue Lysis (early
fourth century b.c.e.). Because this work belongs to
a type of inquiry called aporetic, meaning that the
author was interested in raising difficult questions
about the topic, it is irritatingly inconclusive, but the
questions Plato raises are ones that later Greek and
Roman philosophers energetically set about dis-
cussing. He also touches upon friendship in many of
his later works; in the Laws (middle fourth century
b.c.e.), for example, he describes love as a “vehe-
ment” form of friendship, and love, one of Plato’s fa-
vorite topics, is the subject of his celebrated Sympo-
sium (early fourth century b.c.e.).

Not surprisingly, Aristotle, who defined man as a
“political animal” (the adjective carries the wider
meaning of “social”), devotes the eighth and ninth
books of his Nicomachean Ethics (c. 330 b.c.e.) to

friendship. He allows that friendship may be based
on the relatively selfish motives of utility and plea-
sure but finds that the highest and most permanent
form of friendship derives from a perception of good-
ness. All friends wish one another well, but a good
person will value a friend not for a mere advantage
but also for the friend’s sake, and for the sake of the
goodness in that friend.

Aristotle is one of many thinkers who point out
that friendship does not, on the surface, appear to be
necessary. It is neither a preliminary to the creation of
new life, like erotic love, nor a condition of civil or-
der. People cannot exist without water or food or
shelter from the elements, and they normally crave
human companionship, but they can and do exist
without friends. To the question of why the happy
person, presumably in possession of the good and es-
sential things, would need friends, Aristotle applies
another of his basic ideas, that of happiness as virtu-
ous activity. The virtuous actions of one’s own friend
will be a delight, even a need, in one’s own pursuit of
happiness.

Cicero’s Practical Ethic of Friendship
Of all the treatises on friendship from the ancient

world, Marcus Tullius Cicero’s Laelius on Friend-
ship (44 b.c.e.) has had the most pervasive influence.
From its composition through the Middle Ages and
into the Renaissance, Cicero’s was by far the discus-
sion most often cited and reiterated. His philosophy
is eclectic and unsystematic, drawing upon Platonic,
Aristotelian, Stoic, and Epicurean thought. An ac-
cessible authority as well as a practical one, Cicero
offered the medieval and Renaissance eras guidance
on such questions as How far should the love of a
friend extend? Cicero’s answer: As far as is honor-
able. Accepting the common Greek idea that virtue
induces friendship, he argues that virtue cannot be
forsaken for the sake of friendship. For Cicero, the
obligations of friendship include the avoidance of
hypocrisy and suspicion, but he acknowledges that
even good friends can go wrong. Therefore, it is one’s
duty not only to advise but also to rebuke one’s friend
if necessary.

Christianity and Friendship
If friendship is a type or degree of love, as several

of these ancient philosophers have claimed, Chris-
tianity has tended to see friendship as one of the man-
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ifestations of charity—or love for the sake of God.
Thus argued Saint Thomas Aquinas, the greatest of
the medieval Scholastics, who also incorporated
much Aristotelian thought into his Summa Theo-
logica (1266-1272). It is difficult to reconcile the dis-
interestedness of charity with the exclusiveness of
friendship (for the Greco-Roman philosophers had
pointed out that one’s circle of true friends cannot be
large), but Christianity has generally held that all true
love is divine at its core.

Modern Views of Friendship
Modern philosophers have concerned themselves

little with friendship, and Freudian psychology,
which argues that expressed motives are often not the
real underlying ones, has complicated later discus-
sions of friendship. One modern advocate of classi-
cal and Christian thought, C. S. Lewis, in his The
Four Loves (1960), deplores the modern habit of
equating friendship with the nonethical concept of
companionship. Lewis also vigorously rejects the
tendency to regard friendships between those of the
same sex as homoerotic. He recognizes that friend-
ships can, and frequently do, turn into erotic love; his
strong disapproval of homosexual love, however, de-
tracts somewhat from his noteworthy attempt to reaf-
firm traditional moral dimensions of friendship.

It remains unclear whether friendship should be
regarded as distinct in kind or only different in de-
gree from erotic love. While exclusive, it does not
nearly so often foment the jealousies that afflict the
latter. A friendship of two can grow into a circle. For
Cicero, the fact that amicitia derives from amor
proves that friendship is a version of love, but in
many other languages, English among them, the
characteristic terms for the two concepts are etymo-
logically distinct.

It is also not clear to what extent friendship is a
human need. Although it is obviously a need for
some people, it now seems presumptuous to argue, as
does Aristotle, that those who feel the greatest need
for it are the best people; that is, the people most de-
sirous of cultivating goodness. The great moral phi-
losophers agree, however, that the motivation for
friendship cannot be merely satisfaction of a need. If
friendship were primarily a need, Cicero remarks,
then the weakest and most deficient people would
make the best friends.

Robert P. Ellis
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Future generations
Definition: Descendants of the people currently

making environmental and other ethical decisions,
and of the decision makers’ constituents

Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: The happiness and well-being of fu-

ture generations is one of the central ethical con-
cerns raised whenever nonrenewable resources
are allocated, expended, used, or destroyed.

Since the time of the Stoics, most mainstream West-
ern philosophers have agreed that people have some
ethical obligations toward human beings in general,
simply because they are human. Thus, Immanuel
Kant wrote that the moral law commands one to
“treat humanity, whether in one’s own person or that
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of another, always as an end, and never as a means
only”; and John Stuart Mill prescribed that one ought
to maximize the happiness of all who will be affected
by what one does.

These traditional philosophers did not specify,
however, whether unborn future generations are to be
included in this mandate. It did not occur to them to
confront this issue, because the ethical problems with
which they were preoccupied concerned transactions
among contemporaries only.

The environmental movement has alerted people
to the possibility that the profligate treatment of na-
ture may leave to future generations a despoiled
planet much less suited to human life. In the eco-
nomic sphere, lavish public spending may saddle fu-
ture generations with a crushing burden of debt.
Here, the theoretical question of whether individuals
have ethical obligations to those who do not yet exist
becomes linked with large practical questions of pub-
lic policy relating to intergenerational equity.

Central Theoretical Question
There are three ways of answering the central the-

oretical question. The narrowest answer holds that
people can have obligations only toward persons who
are now in existence. Those advocating this answer
seek to justify it by arguing that analysis of locutions
of the form “x has an obligation toward y” shows that
these cannot be true unless y exists at the time of ut-
terance. Such reasoning is sophistical, however, and
the conclusion drawn is morally repugnant in its self-
ishness.

The broadest answer is that people ought to give
equal consideration to all human beings who may be
affected by their actions, regardless of when they ex-
ist. This answer is troublingly radical, because it goes
so far in imposing obligations to promote the well-
being of merely potential persons who are very re-
mote in time.

An in-between answer would say that the inter-
ests of those as yet unborn ought not to be disre-
garded, yet that what consideration they are given
should be less, other things being equal, the greater
their distance in time from the present. Those favor-
ing this answer presumably see temporal distance as
generating a type of moral distance that diminishes
obligations. They might mention that one’s obliga-
tions toward contemporary persons vary, depending
on how close one’s genetic and social links with these

persons are (for example, one has stronger obliga-
tions toward close relatives than toward strangers).
The idea would be that separation in time tends to
generate moral distance; hence, the amount of ethical
consideration one owes to future persons will tend to
be less, the more remote in time they are from one.

In modern times, birth rates have been declining
sharply in most advanced nations and family lines
have been dying out at an increasing rate. As a result,
individuals of each successive generation have had
less and less reason to suppose that distant genera-
tions will include direct descendants of theirs. Many
people regard direct biological descent as a particu-
larly important tie creating ethical obligations. If
they are right, the dwindling of that tie will tend to di-
minish ethical obligations. It would seem to follow
that in modern times the ethical obligations of people
of a given generation toward unborn future genera-
tions have been decreasing.

When one tries to decide which of the three theo-
retical answers concerning obligations to future gen-
erations to accept, one’s reflection tends to be se-
verely obstructed by the uncertainty of predictions
about the future. No one knows with certainty what
the needs and abilities of future people will be, how
well they will be able to adapt to a changing environ-
ment, how much need they will have of natural re-
sources that the present population contemplates ex-
hausting, or even whether human life will endure into
future centuries. Moreover, one not only cannot be
sure that any human successors will be one’s biologi-
cal descendants but also cannot be sure that any such
descendants will be persons whom one would wish to
benefit.

People usually believe, for example, that ingrati-
tude on the part of others lessens their obligations to-
ward them; and if it should be that the persons of the
future are not going to feel gratitude for any consider-
ation that the present population shows them, then
the present population perhaps owes them consider-
ably less than would otherwise be the case. Thus, in
trying to assess specific obligations to future genera-
tions, it is easy to become lost in a fog of specula-
tions. Uncertainty concerning the theoretical issue
about how much, in principle, the living owe to the
unborn tends to be smothered by myriad other uncer-
tainties concerning what sort of future lies ahead, and
decisive answers become difficult to reach.

Stephen F. Barker
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Future-oriented ethics
Definition: Discipline devoted to understanding

the ethical import of the effects of current actions
on future conditions and future generations

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Future-oriented ethics asserts that cur-

rent generations have a positive moral responsibil-
ity to improve the lives of those not yet born, or at
the very least, to refrain from worsening their lives.

Future-oriented ethics concerns the influence of cur-
rent decisions on the future. Some decisions affect

people who are not yet living and who therefore have
no voice in the decisions. Some choices, in fact, will
influence which people will be alive in the future.

In some senses, future-oriented ethics began
when humans first acquired the ability to reason and
choose. Many religions discuss the possibility of an
afterlife, with behavior during this life determining
an individual’s fate in the afterworld. Development
of future-oriented ethics as a guide to political and
social policy in addition to individual action devel-
oped slowly. During the eighteenth century, philoso-
phers such as Adam Smith and Thomas Robert Mal-
thus began to explore formally the implications of
various types of social, political, and economic be-
havior. Malthus is famous for his theories of popula-
tion, which state that human populations are destined
to experience cycles of prosperity and famine be-
cause population will grow more rapidly than will
food supplies until there is insufficient food and peo-
ple starve.

Population Control
Malthus’s theories, based on agricultural econo-

mies, in general have proved to be overly pessimistic.
The Industrial Revolution allowed production to in-
crease more rapidly than did population, allowing
rising standards of living.

Many less-industrialized countries, however, face
Malthusian cycles of poverty. In these countries, ag-
ricultural production serves as a check on population:
If there is not enough food produced, possibly be-
cause the population has grown too rapidly, people
do starve to death. Nature thus controls population if
people do not do so consciously.

Ethical issues of population control concern
whether policy planners are willing to let nature take
its course. Many of the wealthier countries step in,
providing food and other supplies, when famine or
other disasters threaten populations. Some popula-
tion theorists argue that this type of aid perpetuates
the problem, allowing populations to survive and
grow even though the natural environment cannot
support them.

Wealthier nations face similar, though less des-
perate, questions. Welfare programs of various sorts
provide a better standard of living, or perhaps even
survival itself, for those less able to support them-
selves. These programs may create a cycle of poverty
in which parents who are unable to support them-
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selves have children who in turn are unable to support
themselves.

Medicine
Population also can be controlled through various

medical means. Birth control is one example. Some
countries—China is a prominent example—actively
promote birth control as a means of keeping their
populations at sustainable levels. Many religions,
however, prohibit artificial means of birth control,
ruling out that option of poverty alleviation for some
countries.

As life extension through medical technology be-
comes possible, societies must decide the value of a
human life. The fact that it is possible to prolong or
save a life does not mean that it is beneficial or ethical
to do so. Medical care costs money that could be
spent on something or someone else. Saving one life
could mean failing to save (or improve) others. Fur-
thermore, money spent on research to delay or even
prevent future deaths could be spent on care for cur-
rent populations.

Medicine also has increasing power to determine
and control life chances of infants and even fetuses.
The theory of eugenics proposes that people should
be bred so as to improve the genetic pool, creating
“better” children. Medical technology can determine
some characteristics of fetuses and can abort those
fetuses found to be “undesirable.” Ethical questions
surround the choices of which characteristics should
be promoted and the circumstances under which
such abortions should be performed. Medical tech-
nology literally has the ability to determine the char-
acteristics of future generations. That ability will in-
crease as scientists learn better how to manipulate
genes.

Education and Investment
Education provides a nonmedical means of end-

ing the cycle of poverty. Through education, people
can learn how better to provide for themselves. Edu-
cation, however, has real costs. The starkest cases
again are in poorer nations. A day spent in school can
mean a day not spent out in the fields producing food.
Even in wealthier countries, money spent on educa-
tion, which will benefit people in the future, must be
taken away from programs that benefit people today.

A basic problem of future-oriented ethics is the
trade-off, illustrated by education, of present versus

future. People can improve their abilities to produce
and earn a living through investment in education;
similarly, a society can increase its ability to pro-
duce through investment in various types of infra-
structure and through research and development. A
power supply system, a railroad network, or a fac-
tory, for example, can significantly increase future
productive capacity. Building or purchasing these
things, however, takes money. Poorer nations may be
unable to pay the cost without endangering current
populations.

The development of financial markets offered one
solution to this dilemma. Nations (or individuals) can
borrow to pay for the means to improve their produc-
tivity; these loans can be repaid through higher earn-
ings now possible in the future. Such borrowing is
rational for loans that will be repaid within an indi-
vidual’s lifetime by his or her own earnings; ethical
questions come up, however, concerning loans of
longer duration. Policymakers today must decide
whether to borrow money to invest in projects that
will have benefits for generations to come.

The debt incurred may have to be repaid by future
generations. The question is whether it is ethical to
force generations of the future to pay the debts in-
curred in the present. The issue is less troublesome if
the debt is incurred for the benefit of those who will
repay it; for example, in the case of research that ben-
efits future generations. It is more troublesome if the
debt is incurred to increase standards of living for
those currently alive. Borrowing is a way of forcing
one’s children to finance one’s own well-being.

Technology and the Environment
Investment in technology poses other questions.

The type of investment made will determine the types
of jobs available in the future. Increasing sophistica-
tion of technology creates the possibility of a small
number of skilled, high-paying jobs existing along-
side a large number of unskilled, low-paying jobs.
Technological advance thus presents the possibility
of creating a technological elite at the expense of the
majority of workers.

Many methods of producing goods involve the
exhaustion of nonrenewable resources such as oil
and metals. Any of these resources used today simply
will not be available for the people of the future. In
addition, production processes often involve pollu-
tion of the environment. There is a clear trade-off be-
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tween producing more today (possibly by producing
through processes that are cheaper in dollar terms but
use more resources or pollute more) and being able to
produce more tomorrow.

A. J. Sobczak

Further Reading
Chapman, Audrey R., and Mark S. Frankel, eds.

Designing Our Descendants: The Promises and
Perils of Genetic Modifications. Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2003.

Dobson, Andrew, ed. Fairness and Futurity: Essays
on Sustainability and Social Justice. New York:
Oxford University Press, 1999.

Gabor, Dennis. The Mature Society. New York:
Praeger, 1972.

Griffith, William B. “Trusteeship: A Practical Option
for Realizing Our Obligations to Future Genera-
tions?” In Moral and Political Reasoning in Envi-
ronmental Practice, edited by Andrew Light and

Avner de-Shalit. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press,
2003.

Hine, Thomas. Facing Tomorrow: What the Future
Has Been, What the Future Can Be. New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1991.

Inayatullah, Sohail, and Susan Leggett, eds. Trans-
forming Communication: Technology, Sustain-
ability, and Future Generations. Westport, Conn.:
Praeger, 2002.

Jungk, Robert. The Everyman Project: Resources for
a Humane Future. New York: Liveright, 1976.

Rosenbaum, Robert A. The Public Issues Handbook:
A Guide for the Concerned Citizen. Westport,
Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1983.

Schumacher, Ernst Friedrich. Small Is Beautiful. New
York: Harper & Row, 1973.

See also: Environmental ethics; Famine; Future
generations; Genetic engineering; Lifeboat ethics;
Politics; Public interest; Technology.

557

Ethics Future-oriented ethics



G
Gaia hypothesis

Definition: Theory holding that the earth is a living
entity whose biosphere is self-regulating and is
able to maintain planetary health by controlling
its chemical and physical environment

Date: Developed between 1969 and 1979
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: The Gaia hypothesis creates a model

of earthly existence that is fundamentally
biocentric rather than anthropocentric. Such a
model might be seen ethically to require the main-
tenance of balanced relationships between hu-
mans and other forms of life. It might also be seen,
however, as an indication that humans are no
more responsible for their environmental effects
than are any other organisms, since the system as
a whole actively maintains itself independently of
its individual living components.

While working on a project that would send a space
probe to determine whether life exists on Mars, Brit-
ish geochemist and inventor James Lovelock theo-
rized that one could answer the question by observ-
ing the activity in the planet’s lower atmosphere.
Lovelock developed his idea and came to recognize
its implications through discussions with U.S. biolo-
gist Lynn Margulis. His thinking culminated in the
book Gaia: A New Look at Life on Earth (1979),
which presented his hypothesis that life and its natu-
ral environment have coevolved and that the lower at-
mosphere provides the raw materials for life to exist
on the planet. The original title of the theory was the
Biocybernetic Universal System Tendency (BUST),
but novelist William Golding suggested that the the-
ory be named for Gaia, the Greek Earth goddess who
is also called Ge (from which root the words “geogra-
phy” and “geology” are derived).

Although the Gaia hypothesis did not generate
much scientific activity until the late 1980’s, it was
supported by both industrialists (who believed that it

supplied a justification for pollution, since the earth
could theoretically counteract any harmful effects)
and some environmentalists. Other environmental-
ists, however, believe that the theory argues against
any attempt by humans to try to correct environmen-
tal degradation.

Sandra L. Christensen

See also: Biodiversity; Deep ecology; Dominion
over nature, human; Environmental ethics; Exploita-
tion.

Gandhi, Mohandas K.
Identification: Indian nationalist and spiritual

leader
Born: October 2, 1869, Porbandar, India
Died: January 30, 1948, New Delhi, India
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Gandhi lead the ultimately successful

resistance to British colonial rule in India. His
nonviolent methods and unwavering commitment,
in accordance with the ethics of the Bhagavadgtt3,
inspired millions of people around the world, in-
cluding Martin Luther King, Jr., and many other
practitioners of nonviolence.

Gandhi incorporated the teachings of the Bhaga-
vadgtt3, a Hindu scripture, and the Sermon on the
Mount of the Christian New Testament into a philos-
ophy of nonviolence that he used as an ethical stan-
dard. Gandhi’s message to the world was that nonvio-
lence is truth and love in action. The ethics of the
Bhagavadgtt3, which Gandhi followed and which he
urged others to follow, held that one has a duty to
fight against evil or injustice by persuading one’s op-
ponents to do good. One should not hate a person
who does evil, because human beings are basically
good. One should hate the action that the person per-
forms and, through noncooperation, resist that ac-

558



tion. If one is ready to experience suffering, eventu-
ally the evildoer will realize the injustice and make an
attempt to change it. One must hold on to truth no
matter what. Gandhi’s way of life is a discipline that
must be practiced. Gandhi used the term satyagraha,
or truth-force, which is sometimes translated as pas-
sive resistance, for this method of nonviolence.

Krishna Mallick

See also: Bhagavadgtt3; Civil disobedience; Hindu
ethics; King, Martin Luther, Jr.; Nonviolence; Paci-
fism; Poona Pact.

Gangs
Definition: Structured subcultures of individuals

organized primarily by socioeconomic and ethnic
status and promoting actions that deviate from the
laws and morality of the culture

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Gangs openly advocate and commit

moral transgressions up to and including rape and
murder. These acts, however, often take place
within the context of a positive moral code that

values traits such as loyalty, com-
mitment, responsibility, and self-
sacrifice for the good of the group.

In the eyes of many, the violence
and drug-related activities of many
late-twentieth century gangs appear
to be anything but ethical; however,
as Plato pointed out in Republic,
even the individuals in a gang of
thieves must cooperate and be just
among themselves if they are to
achieve their ends. Many research-
ers on twentieth century gangs have
made this same point. For example,
Frederic Thrasher, in his landmark
study The Gang: A Study of 1,313
Gangs in Chicago (1927), claims
that the members of gangs are
highly committed to protecting each
other, and James Vigil, in his article
“Group Processes and Street Iden-
tity: Adolescent Chicano Gang

Members” (1988), argues that gang members’ sense
of self is motivated and affirmed by their commit-
ment to the gang.

The nature of this commitment and the way in
which it is motivated have received much attention,
but there are two primary interpretations. Some
scholars argue that people join gangs on the basis of
rational self-interest. They join in order to achieve
goals that they believe they would not otherwise be
able to accomplish, such as acquiring money, sex,
friends, and a sense of power and security. Others ar-
gue that individuals join gangs primarily as a means
of securing a sense of self, or as a way of expressing
who they are. Despite these differences, most schol-
ars agree that gangs develop and emerge on the mar-
gins of traditional mainstream culture and that they
often mimic and mock that culture. The reason for
this, as Thrasher has argued, is that gangs generally
appear in what he calls a “zone in transition.” That is,
gangs usually surface in communities that are re-
moved from the stability of both urban central busi-
ness districts and working-class neighborhoods.

More recent research, however, has shown that
gangs do thrive in some neighborhoods or places that
are stable; as Vigil argues, however, it is true that in-
dividuals are more likely to join gangs when they
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come from an environment that suffers what he calls
“multiple marginality.” Vigil claims that family,
school, work, the ethnic majority of the culture, and
other mainstream institutions and values are each el-
ements with which an individual gang member, like a
geographical “zone in transition” that is only margin-
ally assimilated by stable urban centers and suburban
neighborhoods, may be only marginally associated.
The more an individual is marginally related to one or
more of these elements, the more “multiple” is that
person’s marginality and the more “stressors” that
person will experience. It is as a response to these
stressors that the values and ethics of a gang, and the
marginal and deviant nature of these values and eth-
ics, are to be understood.

As a response to the stressors of “multiple mar-
ginality,” individuals who join a gang attempt to
compensate for these marginal attachments. The re-
sult is that these individuals tend to overcompensate.
For example, adolescents who join gangs often have
had little or no caretaking from their parents, the fa-
ther in particular, and these juveniles overcompen-
sate for this lack by adopting stereotyped and over-
simplified masculine values that honor being tough
and violent. In addition, individuals who join gangs
also attempt to compensate for the ambiguous and
weak sense of self that results from being marginally
attached to those institutions that can give them a
sense of who they are. By joining gangs, they over-
compensate for this weak sense of self by identifying
solely with the gang. Sigmund Freud discussed this
phenomenon in Group Psychology and the Analysis
of the Ego (1921), arguing that a result of this phe-
nomenon is that other groups appear as threats not
only to gang members’ territory but also to their very
sense of self. This explains why gang members of-
ten say that “you’re either with the group or against
it”; this, in turn, explains why real or imagined ene-
mies are such an extremely important focal point for
gangs.

Gangs and Self-Identity
Since a gang member’s self-identity is defined in

terms of the group and other groups are seen as a
threat to this identity, it is not surprising that most of
what is valued and honored by gang members con-
cerns the ability to defend, violently if necessary, the

gang and its territory. Being and acting tough, Vigil
argues, is the “focal value” of most gangs of the late
twentieth century. One must be able to protect and
defend the gang and its members. In return, one will
also be protected, but only, as many researchers have
noted, if one proves that one is dependable and loyal
to the gang.

The morality of the gang, therefore, although in
many respects deviating greatly from mainstream so-
ciety, is nevertheless a morality—a morality that can
be most clearly understood if placed in the context of
the group. To this extent, the morality of gangs could
be given a relativistic interpretation: That is, as Ruth
Benedict argued in “Anthropology and the Abnor-
mal” (1934) and Gilbert Harman later argued in
“Moral Relativism Defended” (1975), moral claims
are about the practices of the sociocultural group (for
example, a gang) and nothing else. The moral claims
of gangs, likewise, such as those that value violence,
commitment, dependability, and the development of
a “tough” character, are themselves expressive of the
group dynamics and processes of the gang and its
members’ “marginal” relationship to traditional cul-
ture and morality.

Jeff Bell
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Gault, In re
The Event: U.S. Supreme Court decision holding

that juvenile defendants have a right in criminal
proceedings to due process of law

Date: Ruling made on May 15, 1967
Type of ethics: Children’s rights
Significance: The majority opinion in Gault sup-

ports the proposition that juveniles are as entitled
as adults to a fair hearing guaranteed by basic pro-
cedural guarantees and evidentiary rules.

In re Gault was the result of the arrest of Gerald Gault
in 1965 for making a lewd telephone call to a neigh-
bor. Gault, who was then fifteen years old, was on
probation for an earlier minor offense. On the basis of
police rumor about Gault as well as statements elic-
ited from him in the absence of his parents or his law-
yer, and without evidence or hearing, the juvenile
judge found Gault to be delinquent. He was commit-
ted to a state industrial school until his eighteenth
birthday. Gault’s appeal to the Arizona Supreme
Court was unsuccessful, and he brought the case to
the U.S. Supreme Court. The Court decided by a 7-2
vote that juveniles are entitled to notice of charges,
right to counsel, right to confrontation and cross-
examination of witnesses, privilege against self-
incrimination, a transcript of the proceedings, and
appellate review. The majority argued that these min-
imal guarantees assure fairness without unduly inter-
fering with any of the benefits of less formal proce-
dures for juveniles.

Robert Jacobs

See also: Bill of Rights, U.S.; Children’s rights; Due
process; Goss v. Lopez; Supreme Court, U.S.

Gay rights
Definition: Rights of homosexuals to enjoy the

same constitutional protections as other members
of society

Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: As American society has become

more tolerant of diversity, members of the gay mi-
nority have gradually received legal redress to the
various forms of discrimination that they have
long endured.

Throughout American history, and indeed through-
out most of world history, homophobia, the fear and
hatred of homosexuals, forced gay people to sup-
press their natural feelings and engage in deceptions
to mask their homosexuality. Attempts by gays to be-
come heterosexuals generally proved futile. The
American Psychiatric Association has established
that people do not choose their sexual orientation.

Societal pressures that gay people “straighten up”
have forced many homosexuals to suppress their nat-
ural sexual orientation to the point of attempting to
use heterosexual marriage as a smoke screen for their
own sexuality. This practice raises significant ethical
questions because it often brings suffering to both the
marriage partners of gay people and their children.
Smoke screen marriages frequently encounter insu-
perable problems that lead to their collapse, raising
ethical questions about the damage done to all con-
cerned.

The Civil Rights Act of 1964
The U.S. Congress passed the Civil Rights Act of

1964 largely to ensure that members of racial minori-
ties would receive equal treatment under the law. At
the same time, however, it also prohibited discrimi-
nation in employment, housing, and public accom-
modations against all American citizens based on
their gender, ethnic background, or religious affilia-
tion. Since the law’s passage, many conservatives
and their legislators have attempted to exclude sexual
orientation from the protections of the Civil Rights
Act. Commenting on the scope of the Civil Rights
Act, ethicist Richard Mohr has demolished most of
the arguments against extending to gay people the
same equal protections that members of other minor-
ities have received under the Civil Rights Act. Such
exclusion, he argues, is ethically unconscionable on
two grounds. First, if homosexuality is something
one cannot control because its base is genetic or psy-
chological, being homosexual is comparable to being
a member of a disadvantaged racial, gender, or ethnic
minority. On the other hand, if, as others have con-
tended, being homosexual is a matter of choice, then
being homosexual is analogous to choosing to belong
to a certain religion—which is also constitutionally
protected.

Legal decisions affecting the civil rights of homo-
sexual Americans have gradually concluded that
the constitutional protections accorded to all Ameri-
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cans must, on logical and ethical grounds, be ac-
corded to gays. If gay Americans are, as a class, de-
nied their constitutional rights, then similar rights
granted to other Americans are seriously compro-
mised. Laws—federal, state, or local—that abridge
these guarantees undermine the equal protection
clause of the U.S. Constitution.

Stonewall Inn Riots
A turning point in the movement for gay rights oc-

curred in New York City on June 27, 1969. On that
date, New York City police officers raided the Stone-
wall Inn, a gay bar in Greenwich Village. At that
time, gay bars were routinely raided but only small
numbers of people were arrested. Most arrestees
were quickly released on bond and had the morals
charges made against them dismissed. However, the
police kept records of these charges, and those rec-
ords were sources of serious concern to the people
who were arrested. Both the arrests and the police
records seemed to be unethical violations of the right
of all citizens to enjoy freedom of association with-
out having to fear being arrested and face the possi-
bility of embarrassing and possibly damaging future
public exposure.

When the police arrived at the Stonewall Inn on
that 1969 date, gay people at the bar resisted arrest
and brawls broke out. The ensuing riots focused na-
tional attention on the right of homosexuals to enjoy
equal treatment under the law and became an endur-
ing symbol of the struggle for equal rights.

Employment Issues
Before passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964

and subsequent federal rights laws, the status of ho-
mosexuals in the workplace was tenuous. Employees
suspected of being gay were often fired without
cause. Many people were denied employment
merely because they appeared to be gay. The federal
government did not hire known homosexuals on the
rationale that gay employees might be subjected to
blackmail that could compromise national security.
Gays passing as straight had limited job security.

Gays were also barred from serving in the armed
forces of the United States until 1994, when a policy
nicknamed “Don’t ask, don’t tell” was instituted in
the military as a compromise measure intended to af-
ford gays equal protection while placating irate con-
servative groups similar to those who had protested

loudly in the late 1940’s and early 1950’s when the
armed forces were racially desegregated.

The argument that gay employees might be sub-
jected to blackmail is circular and illogical. If it is un-
necessary for people to hide their natural sexual ori-
entations, the danger of their being blackmailed would
be eliminated. Arguments that morale in the armed
forces would decline if openly gay people were to
serve in the military were as unconvincing as the anti-
integration arguments advanced four decades ear-
lier, during the Civil Rights movement. Like all em-
ployees, gays are expected to behave ethically and
circumspectly in the workplace. The removal of em-
ployment barriers to gays has not led to moral disin-
tegration within the workplace, so there is no reason
to suppose that allowing openly gay people in the
military would lead to moral disintegration there.

Landmark Court Decisions
In 1986, the case of Bowers v. Hardwick reached

the U.S. Supreme Court. The case stemmed from the
arrest in Atlanta of a man named Michael Hardwick
by a police officer who went to his home to serve a
warrant. When the officer arrived, he found Hard-
wick engaged in oral sex with another man in the pri-
vacy of his own bedroom. The officer arrested both
men under an 1816 law prohibiting oral sex between
two people regardless of gender. In a 5-4 decision, the
Supreme Court ruled that Georgia had the right to
prohibit private sexual acts that were construed as
contrary to community standards of morality. Ten
years earlier, the Court had ruled that the state of Vir-
ginia had the right to make sodomy between consent-
ing adults a felony.

The Court had historically supported even ethi-
cally questionable state laws depriving groups of citi-
zens of their right to equal treatment under the law.
However, seventeen years after Bowers v. Hardwick,
the Court heard the similar case of Lawrence v.
Texas, which arose from the arrest of two men in
Texas under an antisodomy law. When this case
reached the Supreme Court in 2003, the Court voted
six to three to uphold the right of consenting adults to
have sex in private, thereby overriding the Texas law.
This decision marked a victory for gay rights.

Gay Marriage
In his dissenting opinion in Lawrence v. Texas,

Justice Antonin Scalia warned that the decision might
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lead to gay marriage. Court actions in several states
indicated that such a movement was already under-
way. In 1993, Hawaii’s supreme court had reversed a
lower court ban on gay marriage; however, in 1999,
the state’s legislature passed a law banning same-sex
marriage. Vermont began recognizing same-sex un-
ions in 2000 but stopped short of calling such unions
“marriages.” In 2003, the Massachusetts supreme
court, by a narrow vote, declared the state’s refusal to
grant marriage licenses to gay couples a violation of
its constitution. The court ordered marriage licenses
to be granted to gay couples applying for them at the
expiration of a 180-day waiting period, during which
the state assembly would have an opportunity to en-
act legislation regarding gay marriage.

The issue of gay marriage is highly controversial.
Gay advocates contend that gay people should have
the legal and ethical right to choose the partners with
whom they wish to make lifelong commitments. In-
deed, gay marriage might bring to gay relationships a
desirable stability. The legal ramifications of legaliz-

ing gay marriage are important. Legally sanctioned
marriages would enable gay partners to have access
to and make decisions for seriously ill partners, adopt
children, and enjoy other legal benefits that hetero-
sexual married couples enjoy. The ethical issue in-
volved in this controversy is whether governments
can contravene the rights of adults to select their own
marriage partners.

The public outcry against gay marriage has been
strong. For example, Senate majority leader Bill Frist
vowed to support a constitutional amendment that
would define marriage as a union only between a
man and a woman. Concurring with Frist’s state-
ment, in 2003, President George W. Bush announced
that his administration was exploring legal means to
block gay marriage.

Almost simultaneous with Bush’s statement was
a Vatican edict declaring gay marriage unacceptable
to Roman Catholics on scriptural grounds. The edict
also called the adoption of children by gays a form of
child abuse. In a nation such as the United States in
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Arguments for and Against Same-Sex Marriage

Arguments for Arguments against

Banning same-sex marriage discriminates against
gays and lesbians.

Homosexual acts are immoral, and same-sex
relationships are open to greater health risks.

Same-sex marriages would benefit societies and
individuals in the same ways that heterosexual
marriages do.

Marriage is a fundamental and unchangeable
institution that is traditionally between persons
of opposite sex.

Legalizing same-sex marriage does not hurt
heterosexuals.

Allowing same-sex marriages will damage the
institution of traditional heterosexual marriage.

Allowing same-sex marriages may benefit the
institution of marriage.

Same-sex relationships are less stable and less
faithful than opposite-sex relationships.

Banning same-sex marriage restricts freedom of
choice and labels homosexuals as second-class
citizens.

Society has an interest in promoting marriage for
procreation and child-rearing, and same-sex
couples cannot have children.

Same-sex marriage would benefit the children
involved.

Same-sex parenting is not as good for children as
traditional family parenting and may influence
children to adopt homosexual lifestyles.

Banning same-sex marriage mixes church and state
in an illegitimate way.

Marriage is defined by scripture and tradition as
involving one man and one woman and is a
religious sacrament



which church and state are separate, religious argu-
ments against gay marriage, although widespread,
are considered irrelevant by many people who inter-
pret the law more liberally than religious conserva-
tives do.

The Continuing Struggle
With every advance made to ensure equal rights

for gays, a backlash develops that questions the wis-
dom and ethics of enacting and enforcing legislation
to protect a minority that has traditionally been re-
viled by large numbers of mainstream Americans. A
major ethical issue is one of minority rights, which
have generally been protected by law.

Homophobic attitudes have, however, begun to
moderate. Meanwhile, society is being forced to ad-
dress the basic question of whether legally and ethi-
cally any segment of American society can be ac-
corded unequal treatment under the law simply on
the basis of who or what its members happen to be.

R. Baird Shuman
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Gender bias
Definition: Discrimination in thought or action

based on cultural demarcation of gender or sex
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: Discrimination based on sex or gen-

der is an expression of ethical values. Many ac-
tions that may appear value-neutral with regard to
gender may actually be found to contain implicit
biases that are based on assumptions of gender in-
equality within philosophical foundations.

“Gender bias” may describe discrimination against
either men or women. In practice, however, it is
mostly a prejudice against women, typically because
of implicit philosophical assumptions. Gender bias is
also not merely a “battle of the sexes,” that is, men
discriminating against women, although such dis-
crimination does occur. Rather it is a structural phe-
nomenon of a patriarchal hegemony that empowers
men and the masculine in which both men and women
participate and help to perpetuate.

Origins of Gender Bias
Gender bias has its roots in sexual differences.

Distinctions between “sex” and “gender” originate
within feminist thought as a way to indicate that cul-
tural values are overlaid upon sex, which is often seen
as natural. In this way, some feminist thought argues
that patriarchy is based upon prejudicial views of
women, rather than upon any essential nature of
the female sex. Taking this argument a step further,
Judith Butler famously argued, in Gender Trouble
(1990), that the many ways in which people can con-
ceptualize sex—such as anatomy, hormones, chemi-
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cals, or genes—speak to the cultural determination of
even the very concept of sex. As a cultural determina-
tion, there is an essential valuing attached to differ-
ences, conceived of in terms of sex and/or gender,
such that sexual difference is never without an ethical
determination, though this determination is often
hidden by the implicit ethico-political valuing within
metaphysical foundations.

Sexual difference has been depicted throughout
Western philosophy in an oppositional manner, be-
ginning with the Pythagorean table of opposites.
Along with the setting out of difference, which in it-
self is not necessarily biased, the Pythagorean table
aligned male with “good” and female with “bad,”
thereby affixing ethical values upon sexual differ-
ences. Throughout the course of Western thought this
correlation has been taken up in various extensions of
this dichotomy, including the alignment of maleness
with form, reason, subject, mind, rationality, cul-
ture, public, freedom, justice, and the universal. Con-
versely, femaleness has been associated with matter,
emotion, object, body, intuition, nature, private, sub-
jection, love, and the particular. The alignment here
is not a description of the behavior of men and
women, but rather a description of the essences of fe-
maleness, that is, what it means to be a woman. In its
description, then, the pronouncement becomes a pre-
scription, or how one ought to act in accordance with
one’s essence.

Reviewing the metaphysical categories reveals
the cultural bias against women, as the values associ-
ated with femaleness are subordinate in importance
and even denigrated. These ethically weighted di-
chotomies are present in the philosophy of nearly ev-
ery thinker of the traditional Western philosophical
canon, including Aristotle, Saint Augustine, Thomas
Aquinas, René Descartes, David Hume, Jean-Jacques
Rousseau, and Immanuel Kant. These philosophers
have integrated this bias into the ethical and political
systems that act to structure both past and present so-
cieties such that the patriarchal hegemony that marks
contemporary life has its roots so firmly entrenched
that the bias appears “natural.” For example, the idea
that women’s place and work is in the home is an ex-
pression of the metaphysical alignment of female-
ness with a lack of reason, with which to engage in
the public affairs of the civic world. This is one in-
stance of gender bias that manifests in the inequity of
women in the public workforce, including the far

lesser number of women in public office than of men.
Similarly, contemporary sexual objectification of

women finds its origin in the alignment of female-
ness with bodies and objects, despite the fact that
men too have bodies. However, set in opposition to
the mind—the source of knowledge and judgment—
the body takes on a denigrated status, an object to be
captured by the mind; that is, by men. One conse-
quence of this type of thinking can be found in the
modern global sex industry that enslaves more
women and girls than were enslaved throughout the
earlier history of world slavery, including slavery in
the United States. The lack of political action taken to
remedy this situation is at least in part another indica-
tion of gender bias; the status of women and girls is
given little import. These examples help to demon-
strate that the ethical phenomena of gender bias rest
in the value-laden appointment of metaphysical cate-
gories.

Violence
The concrete ethical ramifications of gender bias

are both deeply imbedded and ubiquitous. World-
wide, women and girls are subject to disproportion-
ately greater incidents of violence, including rape,
physical and sexual abuse, female genital mutilation,
female infanticide, and dowry murder. Violence is
also enacted against lesbians, the transgendered, and
those who fail to exhibit traditional gender roles.

Violence perpetrated against men because of their
homosexuality or their failure to act according to tra-
ditional masculine roles is a form of gender bias that
discriminates against men. However, it also acts to
maintain gender bias against women: Men are pun-
ished for exhibiting womanly—thus demeaning—
qualities, while women are punished not only for ex-
hibiting masculine qualities but also because this is
an indication of a failure to serve the needs of men in
some way. Globally, women lack power over their
sexuality, as seen in forced marriages and forced sex-
ual servitude in the sex industry, absence of re-
sources, and access to fertility options and to health
and medical aid. Economic inequity is manifest in
women’s lower wages, unpaid work, hostile work en-
vironments stemming from sexual harassment, and
lower literacy rates. Politically, women’s particular
needs are not represented to a full degree of legality,
nor are women represented in political institutions in
proportion to the female populace.
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While these facts of gender bias are known, the
subject is rarely discussed as a philosophical and eth-
ical concern. Rather, the problem often is taken either
as belonging to the private realm—thus re-inscribing
the very metaphysical origin of gender bias—or as
a problem of cultural difference when analyzing
global discrimination of women. In both cases, the
ethical import of gender bias is not addressed at the
structural level; thus, discrimination against women
solely because of the very fact that they are women
continues. Ethical systems are designed to address
the treatment of humanity on both the individual and
societal levels, making gender bias an indispensable
component to any ethical discussion.

Maria Cimitile
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Generosity
Definition: Magnanimity; freedom in giving
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Generosity is thought of as a virtue,

but one that can be self-destructive if taken to ex-
tremes.

A virtue can be briefly defined as a form of moral
excellence, goodness, or righteousness. Generosity

clearly fits into this definition. The term “generosity”
is often used interchangeably with benevolence, al-
truism, charity, or kindness, and it is linked to the
concepts of sympathy and forgiveness. All these vir-
tues are associated with giving, but each is distinct.

There are four prerequisite conditions that distin-
guish generosity from the other virtues that are asso-
ciated with giving. Generosity must arise from an
awareness of circumstances, it must be based on a de-
sire to benefit the recipient and be free of any other
underlying motive, what is given must be of value to
the giver, and what is given must be more than would
be considered necessary under the circumstances.

In addressing the issue of awareness, Elizabeth
Pybus states, “Being aware of the world around us is
necessary for us to exercise our agency well and help-
fully towards other people.” In other words, those
people (agents) who lack awareness of the needs of
others cannot be generous.

Lack of awareness takes different forms. There is
simple want of information, which, once it is pro-
vided, promotes generous behavior. Charitable orga-
nizations base their appeals on educating the public
about the needs of others in order to stimulate contri-
butions. There may be a lack of awareness because of
a high degree of self-interest. Very young children
exhibit such a lack of awareness. So do people with
sociopathic personalities. Regardless of the cause,
the result is the same. Without awareness of the cir-
cumstances of others, the agent cannot express gen-
erosity. This, then, lends a certain weight of moral
obligation to awareness.

It is true that one cannot know everything. Indi-
viduals and societies are morally obligated, however,
to try to be informed about the circumstances that
others are experiencing. It can be very difficult to ob-
tain information about some topics, especially when
there is an organized effort to suppress truth or to
spread disinformation. In these cases, it is even more
important than usual to be aggressive in searching
out the facts. Lack of awareness allows Holocausts to
happen. While most situations that people face are
not that extreme, the premise is the same: People are
morally obligated to be as aware as possible.

Generosity is an other-oriented behavior. It flows
freely from goodwill without the weight of other ob-
ligations. It must not be linked with motives such as
reciprocity or duty. The only motive that can be in-
volved is the desire to benefit the recipient. This does
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not mean, however, that all self-interest must be dis-
regarded. To value the other above the self in a benev-
olent act is not generosity but altruism.

Generosity requires that there be no motive of
personal gain. That is, one who gives must not expect
anything in return. Generosity precludes even a mini-
mal degree of the attitude, “You scratch my back, and
I’ll scratch yours.” Likewise, there must not be any
expectation on the part of the agent of gratitude or
recognition from the recipient for generous acts.
While the agent may derive pleasure from giving, the
anticipation of that pleasure cannot be the motive for
the act, or it will not be generosity.

To give because one feels obligated is not gener-
osity but charity. Generosity involves free choice,
and the decision can be based on rationality or emo-
tion. The campaign presented by a charitable organi-
zation is factual, but its appeal is emotional. Some
people respond out of duty, because it is morally cor-
rect to give to those in need, and they will feel guilty
if they do not give. Others give out of generosity be-
cause they decide that they want to, because they are
persuaded by the facts or are moved by sympathy.

What a person gives is an important factor in gen-
erosity. It does not necessarily have to be anything
material. It must, however, be something of value to
the giver. Time is quite valuable to most people, and
those who are given the gift of someone’s time have
often been given a treasure. There are those, however,
who feel that they have much spare time, and there-
fore to give it may not mean very much. They may
choose to use that time to share their particular tal-
ents. This, then, could be an act of generosity, if they
did it purely for the benefit of the recipient and not
just to fill up their hours with activity. Although it is
usually so, what is given does not necessarily have to
be valuable to the recipient. Its value in terms of gen-
erosity is in the intent of the giver.

In order for an act to be considered generosity,
what is given should exceed what might be consid-
ered reasonable under the circumstances. This factor
can be viewed from the context of either the giver or
the situation. If two people—one wealthy and one
earning minimum wage—each decided to donate a
day’s wages to some cause, the one with low income
might be considered to be giving more than was re-
quired by his financial circumstances, and that con-
tribution would be considered truly generous. In an-
other situation, if a person’s shoes were worn out and

someone gave him three new pairs, that also would be
an act of generosity.

James Wallace states that a virtue such as gener-
osity tends “to foster good feelings based on mutual
good will.” In some cases, however, the recipient
may not appreciate a generous act in his behalf and
may even be harmed rather than benefited. These re-
sults may not be possible to anticipate. If the agent is
acting in the recipient’s best interest and with com-
passionate awareness, however, the generosity that is
offered is authentic.

Marcella T. Joy
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Genetic counseling
Definition: Identification, explanation, and discus-

sion of deleterious genes in potential parents
Date: Practiced began around 1960; formally

defined in 1975
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Genetic counseling raises serious

ethical questions in clinical practice, since repro-
ductive decisions are central to conventional mo-
rality and the identification of inherited defects
carries the possibility of discrimination.
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Although it has roots in the eugenics movements of
the early twentieth century, which have been justly
criticized as being hampered by imperfect under-
standing of inheritance and tainted by racial and class
prejudice, genetic counseling relies on landmark ge-
netic discoveries of the 1950’s—the elucidation of
the structure of DNA and of the specific biochemical
bases for a number of inherited disorders, including
Tay-Sachs syndrome, sickle-cell anemia, and hemo-
philia. Beginning in 1960, specialists in medical cen-
ters began advising couples who had already had a
child with such a disorder or had close relatives
who were affected. In 1975, the American Society of
Human Genetics published a formal definition and
guidelines on genetic counseling. The availability of
these services and the number of conditions amena-
ble to testing have risen steadily, although access is
not universal even in the developed world. Most se-
vere genetic diseases are recessive; carriers with one
defective gene may or may not be identifiable. Gross
chromosomal abnormalities and some metabolic dis-
orders can be diagnosed in utero through amniocen-
tesis.

U.S. government guidelines for genetic testing
and counseling caution against using the process for
perceived societal good and stress that the impetus
for testing and reproductive decisions must come
from the affected individuals, without outside com-
pulsion. Nevertheless, many people perceive that a
genetically abnormal individual places a burden on
society and believe that it is immoral to bear a defec-
tive child; this attitude is seen by others as providing
a justification for abandoning the handicapped. Vol-
untarily abstaining from conceiving children is mor-
ally acceptable to most people in Western society, but
objections to abortion are widespread. Some herita-
ble abnormalities are commonest among small, in-
bred ethnic minorities, in which case refraining from
having children and marrying outside the group, the
most prudent courses of action from a medical stand-
point, have genocidal overtones. Not all genetic dis-
orders are equally debilitating, and it is uncertain
whether genetic counseling is appropriate for less-
severe conditions. Finally, there are many disorders
(alcoholism, for example) that may be at least par-
tially heritable, whose genetic basis is unknown, and
for which the scientific basis for genetic counseling
is tenuous.

Tests exist for some genetically transmitted con-

ditions (for example, certain cancers) that manifest
themselves late in life, and more are continually be-
ing developed. Although knowing of their existence
is helpful to medical professionals, there is real con-
cern that this information could be used to deny em-
ployment or insurance coverage to those who are af-
fected. Maintaining confidentiality and respecting
the rights of individuals are paramount in genetic
counseling.

Martha Sherwood-Pike

See also: Abortion; Bioethics; Birth defects; Eu-
genics; Genetic engineering; Genetic testing; Geno-
cide and democide; Intelligence testing.

Genetic engineering
Definition: Branch of genetics that manipulates ge-

netic material in living organisms, animal or veg-
etable

Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: As genetic engineering rushes to-

ward eliminating genetic ills, it has produced such
substances as industrial enzymes, the human
growth hormone, and insulin and made possible
the cloning of vertebrates and other sophisticated
but ethically controversial procedures.

Long practiced by animal breeders and botanists, ge-
netic engineering entered a new phase in the late
1950’s when Francis Crick, James Watson, and Mau-
rice Wilkins unraveled the mystery of the double-
helix structure of deoxyribonucleic acid, commonly
called DNA, paving the way for research that seems
almost a product of science fiction. The adult human
genome contains approximately three billion chemi-
cal bases and some one hundred thousand genes,
each with its function yet each containing the same
DNA. The DNA from a single cell found in a person’s
saliva on the lip of a glass can identify with almost
absolute certainty the person to whom it belongs. Ev-
ery cell in a person’s body possesses identical DNA.
Every living organism has unique DNA except for
identical organisms—in humans, identical twins. As
the mysteries of DNA have continued to unfold, they
have generated myriad ethical questions about the
uses of genetic engineering.
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Fundamental Concerns
Many religious organizations and their members

actively resist supporting research in genetics and
have expressed alarm that genetic engineering tam-
pers with nature in indefensible ways. Contradictions
underlie many such arguments. For example, if farm-
ers turn rocky woodlands into cultivated fields in
which crops can grow, are they not meddling with na-
ture? Few would contest farmers’ rights to cultivate
land on a basis analogous to arguments objecting to
genetic engineering.

Nevertheless, considerable controversy surrounds
such matters as the use of stem cells in genetic re-

search. Stem cells are harvested from hu-
man embryos, most of which have the
potential of developing into humans but
that exist unused in the freezers of fertil-
ity clinics. When a woman wishing to
become pregnant receives fertility treat-
ments, several of her egg cells are fertil-
ized. The fertilized eggs that are not used
to impregnate her are frozen and eventu-
ally discarded.

Stem cells are essential for research
purposes because, as undifferentiated
cells—that is, cells that have not yet as-
sumed the specialized functions that dis-
tinguish more developed cells—they can
adopt the characteristics of cellular mate-
rial introduced into them and can repro-
duce rapidly. Animal experiments have
revealed that neural or nerve stem cells
not only replicate themselves but also,
when placed in bone marrow, can pro-
duce several types of blood cells. These
experiments provide hope that paraple-
gics may eventually have their spinal inju-
ries repaired to the point of regaining the
use of their paralyzed limbs and that ge-
netic diseases may be contained or even
cured.

Stem cell research offers hope that
Parkinson’s and Alzheimer’s disease, di-
abetes, and heart trouble, as well as some
cancers, will ultimately be controlled or
wholly eliminated through the genetic
engineering that such research makes pos-
sible. However, the question looms of
whether it is ethically acceptable to use

human embryos as sources of stem cells, inasmuch as
the embryos that produce such cells have the poten-
tial to become human beings.

The stem cell controversy has become heated and
fraught with political, religious, and moral implica-
tions. In 2001, President George W. Bush signed a
bill permitting federal funds to be spent on stem
cell research only on a limited basis. The bill re-
stricts such research to the small number of stem cells
currently available in a limited number of laborato-
ries, but forbids any continuation of government-
supported research once this supply has been ex-
hausted.
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Public Opinion on
Genetic Engineering of Unborn Children

Would like to
be able to

choose their
children’s sex,

4.7%

Would do none
of the above, 5.2%

Would consider selecting
genetically perfect embryos, 0.4%

Would consider
genetic makeup of

prospective spouses,
39.4%

Would undergo
prenatal testing for
fetuses’ suspected
genetic defects,

32.5%

Would
be willing to
select against

or correct
congenital

defects,
17.8%

An informal 1998 survey conducted on the Internet elicited
the below responses to the question, “How far would you go
in genetically manipulating your unborn child?”

Source: Moms Online.



Ironically, one of Bush’s predecessors, President
Ronald Reagan, opposed stem cell research during his
administration, and such research might have pro-
vided a means of controlling the Alzheimer’s disease
that severely disabled him through the last years of
his life after he left office. Very much aware of this
fact, his wife, Nancy Reagan, publicly called for con-
tinuation of stem cell research in early 2004. Mean-
while, despite a lack of federal support, privately fi-
nanced research organizations like the Howard Hughes
Medical Institute continued crucial stem cell research.

The Human Genome Project
The systematic study of genetics, initiated in the

mid-nineteenth century by Gregor Johann Mendel,
an Augustinian monk, advanced greatly when,
around 1869, a Swiss physician, Friedrich Miescher,
discovered deoxyribonucleic acid, commonly called
DNA, in pus from the wounds of German soldiers he
was attending. Interest in the study of inherited traits
increased steadily in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.

A major breakthrough occurred in 1953 when
Francis Crick and James Watson published a land-
mark article on the double-helix configuration of
DNA in Nature, a well-respected scientific journal.
Their work and that of Maurice Wilkins led to further
DNA research for which this trio shared the Nobel
Prize in Physiology or Medicine in 1962. In 1975, the
first decoding of a gene from the DNA of a virus was
accomplished. In 1977, the human gene that manu-
factures a blood protein was isolated.

In 1990, the Human Genome Project was launched
with the expectation that it would, within fifteen
years, map completely the human genome, the so-
called blueprint of life. The project advanced with re-
markable speed. By mid-2000, about 95 percent of
the human genome had been sequenced using accel-
erated sequencing methods developed in the preced-
ing decade and considered 99 percent accurate.

This research enabled scientists to uncover ge-
netic problems in the cells of organisms and either
correct them immediately or work toward discover-
ing ways to culture antidotes or messenger cells that
would, once introduced into the organism, eliminate
defective cells. The implications of such work are
enormous for the control and treatment of all sorts of
genetic diseases as well as for such conditions as
paraplegia resulting from accidents.

Prenatal Genetic Manipulation
Some of the ethical implications of advanced ge-

netic research are daunting. Through assessment of
the condition of cells in pregnant women, various ge-
netic predispositions can be identified. Potential par-
ents presently can learn of genetic abnormalities that
are correctable in the unborn fetus. Prenatal micro-
scopic surgery has already corrected serious genetic
defects in fetuses.

Before the twenty-first century ends, it should be
technologically possible for parents to select charac-
teristics they consider desirable in their offspring.
They may be able to choose sex, hair and eye color,
height, and body structure as well as such character-
istics as intelligence, disposition, athletic ability, and
manual deftness. Although to do so would require
expensive procedures not covered by health insur-
ance, it would enable parents willing to bear the ex-
penses to tailor to their own tastes the children they
want.

One must inevitably address the ethical consider-
ations this sort of genetic manipulation presents.
For example, the creation of made-to-order children
would be affordable only by the affluent. Class dis-
tinctions would surely arise from it. A genetically
manufactured ruling class with which the rest of soci-
ety would be unable to compete could result from
such genetic meddling, spawning serious ethical di-
lemmas.

Cloning
Significant reservations accompany cloning,

which genetic engineering has brought far beyond
the simple cloning done by farmers taking slips of
plants and rooting them to create genetically identi-
cal plants. Complex vertebrates, notably sheep and
cows, have been cloned, and the technology exists to
clone humans, although most industrialized coun-
tries prohibit human cloning.

Through genetic engineering, it should soon be
possible to clone individual body parts—kidneys,
livers, hearts, and other vital organs—that will be
created from the donors’ own DNA and, when suffi-
ciently developed, be transplanted into donors with-
out fear of rejection. Although few people have ethi-
cal reservations about this use of cloning, many view
with alarm the possibility that some people might
have identical whole selves cloned to provide spare
parts when the organs of the original donors fail.
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The U.S. Supreme Court ruled that a cloned hu-
man cannot be patented, although in 1980, in its Dia-
mond v. Chakrabarty ruling, it affirmed the right of
an inventor to patent a genetically altered life-form.
The Court has forbidden patenting cloned humans
because such patents would, in the Court’s judgment,
enable one person to own another person, constitut-
ing slavery.

Genetic Privacy
Genetic engineering can reveal potential physical

and mental problems. Such revelations can result in
finding ways to control and possibly overcome these
problems, but a threat accompanies the use of infor-
mation gained from this sort of genetic investigation.
If genetic information is not considered sacrosanct
and strenuously protected, it could conceivably be
made available to insurance companies, courts of
law, potential employers, and others who might pe-

nalize people for their genetic predispositions even
though there is no guarantee that such predisposi-
tions would eventuate in illness or disability.

Although uncovering genetic information can be
extremely valuable in meeting potential problems,
the irresponsible dissemination of such information
might destroy people’s lives. What is sacrosanct to-
day may not be considered sacrosanct tomorrow. A
case in point concerns a disease such as Huntington’s
disease, a disabling and potentially fatal condition
that is likely to afflict about half the offspring of par-
ents suffering from it. At present, genetic testing can
determine whether the children of people with Hun-
tington’s will develop the disease, whose onset typi-
cally occurs in middle age.

Many children of Huntington’s disease victims
decline to be tested. They resist knowing that they
might eventually develop the disease. They are faced
with an array of ethical dilemmas. Should they
marry? Should they have children? Should they in-
form prospective mates or employers of their predis-
position? How should they plan for their futures?
How should they answer probing questions about
their medical histories on insurance and employment
applications?

Increased Life Expectancy
Life expectancy in the United States increased

dramatically during the twentieth century. In 1900,
the average man could anticipate living 44.3 years,
the average woman 48.3 years. By 1950, those fig-
ures had grown to 65.6 years for men and 71.1 years
for women. The figures for 1997 increased to 73.6
and 79.2 respectively.

Reliable sources indicate that genetic engineering
and other technological advances may, by the year
2100, extend the life expectancy in the United States
and Canada to as much as two hundred years. The
thought that people may reach or surpass such an age
poses thorny ethical questions, chief among them the
question of how the elderly will survive economi-
cally. Will they be forced to work well into their sec-
ond centuries? At present, the average American
works from the age of about twenty to seventy. Given
a theoretical life expectancy of eighty, they thus work
for about two-thirds of their lives. If such a propor-
tion is applied to a life span of two hundred years,
people beginning to work at twenty would have to
work until they are at least 160 years old. Even then,
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Selling DNA on eBay

In May, 2004, an unlikely story made world head-
lines when the giant online auction site eBay shut
down an auction for violating its rule against selling
human body parts. The “body part” in question was
the DNA of California governor Arnold Schwar-
zenegger. What the seller was actually offering was
a partly consumed cough drop that had been re-
trieved from the trash can into which the governor—
according to the anonymous seller—had discarded
it. The auction invited bids with the come-on, “Own
a piece of DNA from the man himself.” After the
auction was closed, the seller relisted the item as
“Arnold Schwarzenegger’s ‘Infamous’ cough-drop,
‘The Gov’mint,’” dropping all references to DNA.
The new auction quickly drew bids exceeding ten
thousand dollars.

Among the interesting ethical questions that
auctioning the cough drop raised was what anyone
buying the drop would do with it. The buyer would
have no way of knowing whether the cough drop ac-
tually contained Schwarzenegger’s DNA without
having a known sample against which to compare it;
however, anyone possessing such a sample should
have no need for the cough drop.



their least productive period, some of it probably in-
volving costly disability and illness, would extend to
forty years, whereas for most people currently it is
between fifteen and twenty years.

It might be expected that social upheavals would
be loosed by such increases in life expectancy as
younger members of society question the ethics of
saddling them with the socioeconomic responsibili-
ties that are bound to ensue from such an extended
life spans. The national economy in the early twenty-
first century is already under severe pressure from a
Social Security Administration faced with over-
whelming economic problems and a health care sys-
tem threatened by insolvency within two decades.
Caring for the aged is costly.

In the brave new world that genetic engineering
and other technological advances make possible, a
major concern is a population explosion that exceeds
the ability of society to support it. Questions of right
and wrong arise as people ponder whether it is ethical
to burden upcoming generations with decades of sup-
porting, directly or indirectly, the elderly while, with
increasing life expectancy, the economic security of
their own futures remain in doubt.

R. Baird Shuman

Further Reading
Boon, Kevin Alexander. The Human Genome Proj-

ect: What Does Decoding DNA Mean for Us?
Berkeley Heights, N.J.: Enslow Publishers, 2002.

Espejo, Roman, ed. Biomedical Ethics: Opposing
Views. San Diego: Greenhaven Press, 2000.

Snedden, Robert. DNA and Genetic Engineering.
Chicago: Heinemann Library, 2003.

Tagliaferro, Linda. Genetic Engineering: Progress
or Peril? Minneapolis: Lerner Publications,
1997.

Toriello, James. The Human Genome Project. New
York: Rosen Publishing, 2003.

VanDeVeer, Donald. The Environmental Ethics and
Policy Book: Philosophy, Ecology, Economics.
Belmont, Calif.: Thomson/Wadsworth, 2003.

Walker, Mark, and David McKay. Understanding
Genes: A Layperson’s Guide to Genetic Engi-
neering. St. Leonards, New South Wales, Austra-
lia: Allen and Unwin, 2000.

See also: Bioethics; Cloning; Genetic counseling;
Genetic testing; Genetically modified foods; Human

Genome Project; In vitro fertilization; Stem cell re-
search; Sustainability of resources; UNESCO Decla-
ration on the Human Genome and Human Rights.

Genetic testing
Definition: Laboratory analyses of genetic materi-

als designed to determine if subjects are carrying
certain diseases, are likely to contract the dis-
eases, or have other genetic disorders

Type of Ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Genetic testing is a potentially pow-

erful tool for the prevention, early detection, and
improved treatment of diseases that have known
genetic characteristics. However, such testing car-
ries with it serious concerns about the ethical, so-
cial, legal, and psychological implications of how
the information collected is used.

With the completion of the mapping work of the Hu-
man Genome Project, genetic information is rapidly
moving into mainstream clinical medicine. Genetic
testing is a powerful method of establishing diagno-
ses, and in some areas of medicine it is becoming a
routine part of diagnostic testing.

Genetic Testing vs. Genetic Screening
Genetic testing that is used to predict risks of

disease and influence individual clinical care should
be distinguished from population-based genetic
screening. An example of genetic screening is state-
mandated newborn screening programs that are aimed
at detecting genetic diseases for which early diagno-
sis and treatment are available. Population-based ge-
netic screening is ethically justifiable when the bene-
fits of screening outweigh the potential harms. Any
such screening tests should provide clear diagnoses,
and accurate information on risks and effective treat-
ments for the conditions should be available. Screen-
ing is justifiable when the prevalence of the disease is
high in the population screened, and when screening
is acceptable to the population screened.

Population-based genetic screening is becoming
increasingly common for adult-onset disorders for
which known and accepted treatments are avail-
able. Population-based genetic screening to reduce
the incidence of a disease, however, may sacrifice
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the values of individuals for the sake of social goals.
Individuals may feel pressure to undergo genetic
screening tests they would not otherwise have chosen.

The Privacy of Genetic Information
Maintaining the privacy of medical information is

a concern that is not limited to genetic information.
Privacy has instrumental value through the control
that it affords individuals in providing protection
from harm. For example, giving individuals absolute
control over their own genetic information helps pro-
tect them from insurance or employment discrimina-
tion. Laws that guarantee the privacy of genetic infor-
mation are instrumental in allowing every individual
to control who has access to potentially damaging ge-
netic information.

As the number of genetic tests clinically available
has increased there has been greater public concern
about genetic privacy. One of the ironies of advances
in human genetic research is that the very people who
stand to gain most from this information may not
seek genetic testing out of fear of discrimination. In a
national telephone survey, 63 percent of participants
said they probably would not or definitely would not
take genetic tests for diseases if health insurers or
employers were to have access to the test results.
Such concerns about the potential for insurance and
employment discrimination are at the heart of a na-
tional effort to accord genetic information special
privacy protections.

By mid-2003, forty-two states had enacted legis-

lation designed to protect against genetic discrimina-
tion in health insurance, and thirty-two states had leg-
islated protection against genetic discrimination in
employment. However, the specific provisions of
these laws varied greatly from state to state.

On the federal level, President Bill Clinton signed
an executive order prohibiting discrimination in fed-
eral employment based on genetic information. In
addition, a new set of federal privacy regulations, is-
sued pursuant to the Health Insurance Portability
and Accountability Act of 1996 (HIPAA), created a
minimum set of general privacy protections that pre-
empt state law. Although multiple bills have been in-
troduced into Congress, no federal legislation has
been passed specifically relating to genetic discrimi-
nation in individual insurance coverage or to genetic
discrimination in the workplace.

Efforts to enact legislation to ensure the privacy of
genetic information stem from concerns that health
insurers might use such information to deny, limit, or
cancel insurance policies. There are also reasons for
concern that employers might use genetic informa-
tion to discriminate against their workers or to screen
applicants for jobs. The use of genetic testing in the
workplace presents employers with challenging de-
cisions related to promoting health in the workplace
while avoiding the potential misuse of genetic infor-
mation. However, concerns about genetic discrimi-
nation may actually be out of proportion to the actual
incidence of documented instances of information
misuse.
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Types of Genetic Testing and Screening

Category Subjects Purpose

Carrier identification Prospective parents Identification of recessive gene disorders that may give future
offspring such diseases as cystic fibrosis, Tay-Sachs disease,
or sickle-cell anemia

Prenatal diagnosis Fetuses Determination of possibility of babies being born with such
disorders as Down syndrome

Newborn screening Newborn babies Determination of whether newborns carry such treatable
conditions as phenylketonuria and congenital hypothyroidism

Late-onset disorders Adults Determination of whether subjects have such adult diseases as
cancer, heart disease, and Huntington’s disease



Disclosure of Familial Genetic
Information

Genetic test results of individuals have implica-
tions for other blood relatives. This feature of genetic
information raises difficult ethical questions about
the obligation of family members to share their ge-
netic information with relatives, who may share the
same genetic disorders, and the obligations of physi-
cians to disclose information about disease risks with
the relatives of patients who refuse to share the infor-
mation themselves.

Studies of patients’ attitudes toward disclosure
of genetic information to at-risk family have docu-
mented varied attitudes toward disclosure of genetic
information within families. Genetic information car-
ries the potential for economic, psychological, and
relational harm. For example, individuals who carry
genetic alterations may see themselves as defective
and feel guilty about the possibility of their transmit-
ting genetic alterations to their offspring. There is
an underlying fear that society will view those with
genetic alterations as defective. Some perceive the
identification of individuals with altered genes as the
first step toward eugenics, or attempts to limit procre-
ative freedom based on genotype.

Genetic testing should always be accompanied by
the subjects’ written informed consent to prevent
misunderstanding and to minimize anxiety. The ethi-
cal, legal, social, and psychological implications of
genetic testing are so complex that genetic counsel-
ors should be involved before, during, and after pa-
tients agree to undergo testing. Genetic counseling is
a process of evaluating family histories to identify
and interpret the risks of inherited disorders.

The mere fact that genetic tests are available does
not mean that they should necessarily be ordered.
Decisions to conduct tests should consider not only
the possible benefits but also the potential social and
psychological risks. Genetic counselors can be in-
valuable in helping individuals decide which tests are
appropriate, deciphering complex test results, and
helping individuals understand and reach decisions
about what to do with the results of their tests.

Pre-implantation and Predisposition
Genetic testing

Pre-implantation genetic diagnosis (PGD) has
raised many ethical concerns. It is an alternative to
prenatal diagnosis for individuals undergoing in vitro

fertilization. PGD allows scientists to screen em-
bryos for chromosome abnormalities and select un-
affected embryos for implantation with the goal of
reducing the transmission of genetic diseases. The
process has been used for sex-linked disease and hu-
man leukocyte antigen matching. The ethical bound-
aries of employing this procedure are unresolved. It
raises a variety of questions. For example, should
parents be allowed to use the process to select the
sexes of their offspring when no evidence of genetic
diseases is present? Who should decide how this
technology should be used?

Many of the earliest forms of genetic tests were
designed to detect or confirm rare genetic diseases.
Information obtained from single-gene disorders
with high penetrance was relatively easy to interpret.
However, later advances in genetics led to the discov-
ery of gene alterations that contribute to common,
complex diseases that develop later in life. These so-
called predisposition tests determine the probabili-
ties of healthy individuals developing the diseases.
When unaffected family members are found to have
genetic alterations that increase their risks of devel-
oping diseases, they may take measures to reduce
their risk of developing the diseases. Such situations
may also affect reproductive decisions and result in
targeted medical diagnostics and therapeutics.

Appropriate uses of predisposition testing have
been challenged. Predisposition genetic tests can
identify alterations within genes, but they cannot al-
ways predict how severely the altered genes will af-
fect the people who carry them. For example, finding
an alteration on chromosome number 7 does not nec-
essarily predict whether a child will have serious
lung problems or milder respiratory symptoms.

Many ethical questions arise from predisposition
testing. For example, should children undergo ge-
netic testing for adult-onset disorders? Should pre-
disposition testing be allowed prior to adoption deci-
sions? Generally speaking the best interests of the
children should guide decisions about genetic test-
ing. When no immediate benefit to a child is evident,
inessential testing should be avoided.

Genetic testing carries the promise of disease pre-
vention, risk modification, and directed therapy.
These benefits, however, are accompanied by the
potential for discrimination and stigmatization. In-
formed consent and genetic counseling are essential
to ensuring that genetic testing is appropriate and that

574

Genetic testing Ethics



the risks to individuals and social groups are mini-
mized. The greatest benefits of the Human Genome
Project are yet to be realized, and as new genetic tests
emerge new questions will certainly arise.

Lisa Soleymani Lehmann
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Genetically modified foods
Definition: Foods artificially created by manipulat-

ing living organisms using methods involving the
transfer of genetic information (DNA) from one
source to another

Date: Began in the late twentieth century
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: The emergence of genetically modi-

fied foods at the end of the twentieth century led
to wide public debate regarding food safety and
quality, consumer rights, environmental impact,

the value of small-scale farming, and the potential
need to regulate certain technological applica-
tions.

Human beings have been manipulating living organ-
isms for food for thousands of years. Early examples
were wine and bread production and the domestica-
tion of the ancestor to the modern corn plant. As sci-
entists learned more about plant and animal biology,
selective breeding practices became more efficient.
Later, methods developed to alter DNA led to new
traits important for commercial growing practices or
that enhanced the quality of the food. With the devel-
opment of genetic engineering, new ways to modify
plant and animal food sources became possible. In
1990, the U.S. federal Food and Drug Administration
gave approval for the first food ingredient produced
through recombinant DNA technology: chymosin or
rennet, which is used in the production of cheese and
other dairy products. Shortly afterward, Calgene,
Inc. introduced the Flavr Savr tomato—the first ge-
netically modified whole food approved for market.

By the early years of the twenty-first century,
genetically modified (GM) foods had been altered
for a variety of reasons including improving plant
resistance to pests, disease, and such environmental
stresses such as drought and frost. Other goals of
genetically modifying foods have been to improve
taste, quality, or nutritional value; to improve ability
to transport or store the product; and to use plants to
produce novel products for industry, medicine, and
consumer use.

Animals used as food sources have also been
modified—most commonly by treating them with
hormones produced through genetic engineering to
increase their milk production or their muscle mass.
Hormone-treated dairy cows and the appearance of
herbicide-resistant crops were particularly important
in leading to public outcry against genetically modi-
fied foods. As a result, a new field of food and agri-
culture ethics emerged in which ethical principles re-
lated to general welfare, justice, and people’s rights
are applied. Environmental ethics and questions re-
garding what is considered “natural” enter into the
assessment of this technology.

A Utilitarian Approach
One way to assess any new technology is to con-

sider its potential benefits and harms. This approach,
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however, can lead to major dilemmas when consider-
ing genetically modified foods. Food is essential for
survival of all animals, and thus has value. The Food
and Agricultural Organization (FAO) of the United
Nations has pointed out that access to safe, suffi-
cient, and nutritious food is a universal right that
impacts other values of enhanced well-being and
human health. Proponents of genetically modified
foods argue that they can contribute to sustainable
agricultural systems and food of high nutritional
quality—both of which are critical to support the ex-
panding world population.

Opponents of genetically modified foods argue
that genetic manipulation damages food quality by
decreasing its nutritional value and increasing risk
for the presence of dangerous chemicals in food that
might cause allergic reactions or even cancer. Al-
though regulatory agencies and scientists have

deemed these foods safe, insufficient scientific data
exist to conclusively address public concerns.

Genetically modified foods indirectly impact
other aspects of human well-being including quality
of life (the aesthetic value of rural settings and the
natural environment) and satisfactory income and
working conditions. Concerns about genetically
modified food technology range from fears and un-
certainties about the environmental and ecological
impact of genetically engineered crops to the de-
mise of small-scale farmers or possible disrespect
for local customs and traditions. Given the ever-
decreasing space available to grow food and the long
history of environmental disturbances resulting from
other agricultural practices, ethical analyses should
compare the relative benefits and risks of both ge-
netic modification technology and traditional prac-
tices.
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Symbolic of a growing world backlash against the uncertain hazards of genetic engineering, Greenpeace activ-
ists staged a protest against genetically altered foods in the capital of Brazil in January, 2004. Their Portuguese-
language banner reads, “Seven of ten Brazilians do not want genetically modified foods.” (AP/Wide World
Photos)
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Issues of Justice and Fairness
The world human population doubled between

1960 and 2000 and is expected to increase by an addi-
tional 50 percent by 2050. This increase, coupled with
the growing gap between wealthy and less developed
nations, forces consideration of new technologies
and policies for food production and distribution.
The value of enhanced well-being for all is intimately
linked to the need for practical rural infrastructure
and sustainable agriculture on a global basis.

Proponents of genetically modified foods argue
that the technology may be the only way to address
growing global food shortages and malnutrition.
Opponents argue that other sound practices should
be considered, that potentially unsafe food is being
touted as a solution to world hunger, and that wealthy
nations are forcing developing countries into abiding
by patent rules and trade agreements to get the food
supplies they need.

Certain business practices associated with geneti-
cally modified food production have been controver-
sial. Widely differing public views on genetically
modified foods in Europe versus the United States
have led to international debates on fair trade laws
and practices. Other concerns arise from patenting
issues, the costs of genetically modified seed, and
industry-imposed limitations on how farmers can use
these products.

Interestingly, patent and intellectual property le-
gal complications might actually lead to the underde-
velopment and underutilization of genetically modi-
fied foods that could be applied for the greater public
good. An example of this is “golden rice,” a form of
rice that was genetically modified to contain extra vi-
tamin A in order to address nutritional deficiencies
among Asian societies. The public views the inten-
tions of businesses associated with genetically modi-
fied foods with skepticism, since many believe that
corporate profit is valued more than either the con-
dition of humankind or the long-term health and
sustainability of the global environment.

Environmental ethicists question what is fair to the
natural world. Will the technology that produces ge-
netically modified organisms, including those used
as food, negatively impact biodiversity—perhaps
through the production of genetic pollution, “super-
weeds,” or new pathogens—or will the technology
actually enable scientists to help preserve biological
diversity or perhaps even restore populations of en-

dangered or extinct species? During the first years of
the twenty-first century, genetically modified food
technology was still too new to know whether there
were unforeseen risks or to assess its impact on eco-
system balance and natural selection.

Other Issues
Another controversial issue surrounding geneti-

cally modified foods is whether the products should
be labeled as such. Regulatory agencies in the United
States have ruled that because such foods are essen-
tially the same as natural and traditionally grown
foods, they do not require special labeling. Com-
panies producing genetically modified foods argue
that given misperceptions and a lack of public under-
standing of the technology, such labeling would un-
fairly skew market competition. Consumer rights ad-
vocates argue the importance of the public’s right to
know and the need for freedom of informed choice in
a democratic society.

As with the broader issue of genetically modified
organisms, genetically modified food technology
leads to concerns that science may have gone too far
in intervening with nature. An underlying fear is that
if humans continue to reduce living organisms to the
status of manufactured goods, the standards set for
genetically manipulating any organism, including
humans, will also be relaxed. Traditional ethical
principles and commonly used risk-benefit analyses
do not readily apply to situations in which genetically
modified crops begin to impact biodiversity, irrevers-
ibly change the concept of natural selection, or alter
human activities involving basic needs and long-
valued human interactions with the land.

Diane White Husic
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See also: Agribusiness; Bioethics; Biotechnology;
Famine; Genetic engineering; Hunger.

Geneva conventions
The events: Series of international meetings that

codified the rules of warfare
Dates: 1863-1977
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: The Geneva conventions encourage

the humanitarian treatment of civilians and en-
emy combatants. They arise in part from the ide-
alist moral belief that human worth and dignity
transcend nationalist concerns even in wartime,
and in part from each nation’s practical desire to
protect its own citizens by joining a collective
agreement which will protect all people.

The background for the Geneva conventions can be
found in European diplomatic and military develop-
ment since the sixteenth century. The breakup of the
medieval Christian outlook during the Reformation
era and the devastating religious and dynastic wars
that resulted led to the growth of international law.
During the eighteenth century Enlightenment, sev-
eral philosophers applied these rules with some suc-
cess to the conduct of war.

The French Revolution and the wars of national
liberation that resulted broke the comparative calm
of the Age of Reason and introduced a new note of
savagery into armed conflict. Writing in the wake of
the revolutionary age, Carl von Clausewitz advo-
cated the concept of total war—that is, the necessity
to push conflict to the utmost bounds of violence in
order to crush the enemy. These teachings were
widely accepted in the Western world, and the nine-
teenth century Industrial Revolution made it possible
to produce the various weapon systems that could
carry out Clausewitz’s dictum.

The new attitude of “efficiency” and ferocity in
warfare led to a strong humanitarian reaction. During
the Crimean War, Florence Nightingale and her col-
leagues worked with the wounded and drew public
attention to the scandalously inadequate arrange-
ments made for them by the armies. A few years later
a Genevan businessman, Jean Henri Dunant, was
traveling in north Italy and happened upon the battle-
field at Solferino (1859). Encouraged by the example
of hospital work in the Crimea and moved by the
tragic plight of the wounded and dying, he organized
groups to help the unfortunate soldiers. For Dunant,
this was such a traumatic experience that he dedi-
cated his life to helping soldiers, a category of poor
who seemed to be neglected by their employers. In
1862, he published a moving account of his reminis-
cences of the Italian experience which, along with his
personal contacts, aroused the sympathy of the rulers
of Europe and led to the Geneva Conference of 1863.

Accomplishments
The meeting had two results; a decision to create

Red Cross societies and a decision to provide a set of
rules for the humane treatment of those who were in-
capacitated. The second of these decisions led to the
Geneva Convention of 1864. Attended by represen-
tatives from sixteen states, it did not give official rec-
ognition to the Red Cross societies as such but did lay
down a series of rules that were to be followed in time
of war. These rules provided for the care of sick and
wounded soldiers, the neutrality of the medical
corps, the humane treatment of prisoners, and the dis-
play of a distinctive emblem, such as the Red Cross,
by persons and places involved in medical work. The
conventions were signed by twelve states and were
open to acceptance by others whenever they wished.
By the early twentieth century, they were ratified by
forty-eight nations, including even the non-Western
powers of China, Japan, Siam, and the Ottoman Em-
pire.

The International Red Cross movement flour-
ished more or less under the direction of the entirely
Swiss leadership of an international committee yet
was made up of a series of nationally controlled soci-
eties. The articles of 1864 were extended in a series
of meetings held at The Hague in 1899 and 1907 and
at Geneva in 1906, 1929, 1949, and 1977.

The Hague meeting of 1899, called at the sugges-
tion of Czar Nicholas II of Russia, was attended by
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Geneva and Hague Conventions

Summary of the treaties concluded in Geneva, Switzerland, and at The Hague, Netherlands, for the purpose of
ameliorating the effects of war on soldiers and civilians

Year Convention Significant provisions

1864 Convention for the
Amelioration of the
Wounded in Time
of War

Initiated by Henri Dunant. Provided for (1) immunity from capture and
destruction of all establishments for treating wounded and sick soldiers and
their personnel; (2) impartial reception and treatment of all combatants; (3)
protection of civilians rendering aid to the wounded; (4) recognition of the Red
Cross symbol to identify persons and equipment covered by the agreement.

1899 First Hague
Conference

Convened at the invitation of Count Mikhail Nikolayevich Muravyov, minister
of foreign affairs of Czar Nicholas II of Russia. Twenty-six nations were
represented. The conference defined the conditions of a state of belligerency
and other customs relating to war on land and sea. Declarations prohibited:
(1) the use of asphyxiating gases; (2) the use of expanding bullets (dumdums);
(3) discharging of projectiles or explosives from balloons. Also adopted the
Convention for the Pacific Settlement of International Disputes, which created
the Permanent Court of Arbitration.

1906 Second Geneva
Convention

Amended and extended the provisions of the first convention.

1907 Second Hague
Conference

Proposed by U.S. president Theodore Roosevelt, convened by Czar Nicholas II.
Forty-four nations attended. Conventions adopted re-employment of force for
recovery of contract debts; rights and duties of neutral powers and persons in
war on land and sea; laying of automatic submarine contact mines; status of
enemy merchant ships; bombardment by naval forces in wartime; establishment
of an international prize court. Renewed declaration prohibiting discharge of
projectiles from balloons. Did not reaffirm declarations prohibiting
asphyxiating gas and expanding bullets.

1929 Third Geneva
Convention

Amended and extended the provisions of the first two conventions. Introduced
the convention relating to the treatment of prisoners of war. Provisions
included: Belligerents must (1) treat prisoners humanely; (2) supply
information about them; (3) permit visits to prison camps by representatives
of neutral states.

1949 Fourth Geneva
Convention

More than 150 nations party to this agreement. Following the horrors of World
War II, this was the most complete of the treaties and included these provisions:
(1) provision for care of the wounded and sick in land warfare; (2) rules for the
care of those injured or shipwrecked at sea; (3) laws guaranteeing the just
treatment of prisoners of war; (4) provisions protecting citizens of occupied
territories by condemning such practices as deportation, hostage taking, torture,
collective reprisals, wanton destruction of property, and discrimination based on
race, religion or nationality.

1977 Fifth Geneva
Convention

Only slightly more than half of the nations who signed the Fourth Convention
signed the 1977 protocols. Supplemented the provisions of the previous
conventions with two additional protocols that extended international law
protections to wars of liberation and civil wars.



delegates from twenty-six nations. The Geneva rules
commanded such respect that there was a strong de-
sire among the major powers to extend them to naval
conflict and to limit the use of new, more horrible
weapons. At The Hague conference, conditions reg-
ulating a state of war were defined and the use of
asphyxiating gases, expanding bullets (dumdums),
and aerial bombardment (dropping projectiles from
balloons) was forbidden. The conference also es-
tablished a permanent court of arbitration to encour-
age the peaceful settlement of disputes between na-
tions.

The second Geneva Conference (1906) revised
the decisions of the first meeting, based upon the war
experiences of the intervening years. It provided for
the policing of battlefields, the identification of the
dead, the protection of the name and sign of the
Red Cross, and the dissemination and enforcement of
the Convention’s decisions through military penal
codes.

A second meeting (1907) was suggested by Presi-
dent Theodore Roosevelt and called by the czar. At-
tended by delegates from forty-four nations, it passed
a series of acts that provided for the enforcement of
contracts, the recognition of rights of neutrality, the
prohibition of submarine contact mines, the limita-
tion of bombardment by naval forces, and restriction
on aerial warfare. Ominously, when one looks back
on the meeting after the experience of World War I, it
did not renew the 1899 prohibitions against the use of
gas or dumdum bullets. The third Geneva Conven-
tion’s (1929) most original contributions concerned
prisoners of war. They were to be dealt with in a hu-
mane manner, information about them was to be sup-
plied to their governments, and their treatment was to
be monitored by neutral observers.

Probably the most important of the Geneva meet-
ings was held in 1949 in response to the horror of
World War II. It drew up the most complete of the
Geneva Conventions, including provision for care of
the wounded and sick in land warfare; rules for the
care of those who were injured or shipwrecked at sea;
laws guaranteeing the just treatment of prisoners of
war; and provisions that protected citizens of occu-
pied territories by condemning such practices as de-
portation, the taking of hostages, torture, collective
reprisals, wanton destruction of property, and dis-
crimination based on race, religion, or nationality.

In 1977, another conference supplemented these

provisions with two additional protocols that ex-
tended the protection of international law to wars of
liberation and civil wars. More than 150 nations have
signed the 1949 conventions, but far fewer have
agreed to the 1977 protocols.

Robert G. Clouse

Further Reading
Best, Geoffrey. Humanity in Warfare. New York: Co-

lumbia University Press, 1980.
Bordwell, Percy. The Law of War Between Belliger-

ents: A History and a Commentary. Chicago:
Callaghan, 1908.

Davis, Calvin D. The United States and the Second
Hague Peace Conference. Durham, N.C.: Duke
University Press, 1976.

Forsythe, David P. Humanitarian Politics: The Inter-
national Committee of the Red Cross. Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977.

Kalshoven, Frits, and Liesbeth Zegveld. Constraints
on the Waging of War: An Introduction to Interna-
tional Humanitarian Law. 3d ed. Geneva: Inter-
national Committee of the Red Cross, 2001.

Roberts, Adam, and Guelff Richard, eds. Documents
on the Laws of War. New York: Oxford University
Press, 1982.

See also: Chemical warfare; International Criminal
Court; International law; International Red Cross;
League of Nations; Military ethics; Scorched-earth
policies; United Nations Convention on the Preven-
tion and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide; War;
War crimes trials.

Genocide, cultural
Definition: Deliberate and systematic destruction

of a particular culture
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: Cultural genocide is a violation of

egalitarian moral principles such as inalienable
human rights and the right to self-determination.
It has been justified by recourse to other moral
principles, such as the responsibility of a sover-
eign nation to watch over or educate members of
ethnic subcultures or colonial subjects.

580

Genocide, cultural Ethics



Cultural genocide is the deliberate and systematic
destruction of a culture. Absent harm, it is not ethical
to destroy the culture of another group of human be-
ings or change it without their consent. Each culture
should be judged by its own standards of excellence
and morality, unless its cultural practices threaten to
harm others physically or mentally.

A dramatic example of cultural genocide is the
Canadian government’s attempts to outlaw many in-
digenous customs of the Kwakiutl Indians of the
Northwest Coast of Canada in an effort to convert
them into imitations of Europeans. The Kwakiutl
were renowned for a unique custom that they called
the potlatch. Kwakiutl chiefs competed with one an-
other for status and power through this custom. It in-
volved accumulating vast wealth in the form of artis-
tic items known as “coppers,” blankets, and food.
After accumulating a fortune, a chief would invite his
rival and the rival’s followers to a feast. During this
feast, the host would wine and dine all of his guests
lavishly. Dancers would entertain them. At a prear-
ranged time, the host would conspicuously destroy
the valuable coppers and other treasures to demon-
strate that he could afford to do so. He would chal-
lenge his guest to top this feat or accept inferior sta-
tus. Upon leaving the feast, guests were given many
blankets and foodstuffs to take home with them. The
Canadian government viewed this practice as a wan-
ton and savage destruction of valuable property and a
waste of labor, so they outlawed the potlatch.

Anthropologists have argued that, in addition to
serving the overt function of leveling individuals, the
potlatch served a covert or hidden function by redis-
tributing wealth from areas that had accumulated a
surplus to areas that had experienced shortages dur-
ing bad years. The destruction of this and other
pivotal institutions caused the Kwakiutl culture to
collapse, leaving in its wake a vacuum that was soon
filled by alcoholism, dysfunctional families, and
other social problems.

Another example of cultural genocide comes
from Africa. In 1884, at the Berlin Conference, Euro-
pean powers unilaterally carved up the African conti-
nent into territories that they claimed for themselves.
Africans were not invited to this meeting. These Eu-
ropean powers pledged to support the “civilizing” of
Africans by Christian missionaries, which was “cal-
culated to educate the natives and to teach them to un-
derstand and appreciate the benefits of civilization.”

The missionaries immediately declared traditional
religions “devil worship.” They collected all indige-
nous statues, relics, and artifacts and destroyed them.
They fought to outlaw clitoridectomy, polygyny, and
other native customs that they found “repugnant.”
These acts led to a clash of cultures and to an identity
crisis for many Africans.

The classic example of cultural genocide in North
America grew out of slavery. Plantation owners
feared that allowing African slaves to speak their
own languages, use African names to identify them-
selves, or practice African culture would encourage
slave revolts. Consequently, every effort was made to
stamp out African culture in the United States. The
people survived, but much of their culture was de-
stroyed. Today, African Americans are culturally
more like other Americans than they are like Afri-
cans, despite strong physical similarities and a com-
mon ancestry.

The assumption that one’s own culture is better
for others than theirs is constitutes the ultimate cul-
tural arrogance. It assumes that one’s own culture is
superior and that one has the right to impose one’s
values on others. This imposition is unfair and uneth-
ical. Cultures, like individuals, have a right to life un-
less their customs threaten the lives of others, as in
the case of head-hunting and cannibalism.

Dallas L. Browne

See also: Bigotry; Ethnic cleansing; Genocide and
democide; Genocide, frustration-aggression theory
of; Native American genocide; Racial prejudice;
Racism.

Genocide, frustration-
aggression theory of

Definition: Theory of Neal Miller and John Dollard
that genocidal behavior is the result of hostility
and frustration caused by the blockage or inter-
ruption of goal-directed behavior

Date: Formulated during the late 1930’s
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: The frustration-aggression theory of

genocide attempts to adduce a mechanistic psy-
chological cause which would explain the most
horrific forms of collective behavior.
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John Dollard and Neal Miller’s frustration-aggression
theory asserts that the blockage or interruption of
goal-directed behavior can cause frustration and hos-
tile feelings. Often, these cannot be directed at the
source of the frustration, which may be either un-
known or too powerful to confront. Consequently, a
person may displace this hostility onto an unrelated
scapegoat.

After World War I, the Allied nations imposed
harsh economic conditions upon Germany for “caus-
ing” the war. As a result, Germans experienced se-
vere hardships. Defeated and too weak to lash out at
the Allied powers, Germany turned against its Jewish
population. According to the frustration-aggression
theory, between 1920 and 1945 Germans scape-
goated the Jewish population and persecuted them
instead of hitting back at Britain and France, who
were causing their suffering. The Jews were too weak
to fight back. When a German bought a loaf of bread,
he paid a Jewish merchant, not a French capitalist, so
the Jewish merchant became the target for his anger.

Adolf Hitler took advantage of this popular anti-
Jewish resentment, which was widespread in Poland,
Russia, France, and England as well as in Germany
and Austria, to help him rise to power. Hitler accused
the German Jews of subversion and of making delib-
erate attempts to sabotage the German people in or-
der to further selfish Jewish economic interests. Nazi
propaganda films compared Jews to rats and sug-
gested that the only true means of ridding Germany
of either pest was extermination.

The Nazi Party wanted to deport all German Jews
to Madagascar, but this plan proved to be impractical
because Allied submarines were sinking many Ger-
man ships, and the Vichy regime in France, which
controlled Madagascar, did not relish the idea. There-
fore, soon after the German conquest of Poland in
1939, the Nazis ordered the extermination of all
known Jews. More than six million Jews were exter-
minated between 1939 and 1945. This horrific act did
not, however, relieve the German sense of frustra-
tion. Instead, it created a false consciousness, be-
cause Britain, France, and a weak economy—not the
Jews—were the real sources of Germany’s problems.

The Jews had been treated as scapegoats for cen-
turies throughout Europe and elsewhere before Hit-
ler and the Nazi Party attempted to exterminate them.
They were herded into segregated ghettos and be-
came the target of frequent pogroms in Russia and

elsewhere. Because the frustration-aggression the-
ory of genocide fails to account for this long history
of abuse prior to the rise of Hitler and the Nazi Party,
the theory has limited explanatory value.

Scapegoating
Despite the fact that scapegoating is based on mis-

conceptions, aggression aimed at a scapegoat has
been alleged to have a cathartic effect because it tem-
porarily relieves frustrations. Regrettably, this tem-
porary effect only reinforces negative behavior. In
theory, the release of such tension onto a third party
should promote mental health. Thus, games such as
football have been thought to be cathartic and actu-
ally to help to reduce the probability of war. In fact,
however, such games may increase the likelihood of
aggression by reinforcing antisocial violent behav-
ior. Once set in motion, a vicious self-perpetuating
cycle can be created. A wiser course of action is to
teach people to control negative thoughts and behav-
ior rather than vent them.

The frustration-aggression model and the accom-
panying scapegoating and oppression of another
group produce behavior that is ethically deplorable.
Members of the persecuted group receive prejudi-
cial treatment and may become targets of genocide.
Flawed and rigid thinking encourages people to adopt
this model of behavior. Insecurity feeds it. Once such
attitudes are formed, they are difficult to change
unless society can force prolonged contact with
members of the other group on a frequent basis, un-
der conditions in which neither group is superior to
the other and competition is minimal. Under such
conditions, people find that it is easier to abandon
prejudices and to adopt healthier attitudes that view
others as equals deserving of whatever rewards their
talents earn them. Ethically, society has a social and
moral obligation to create the sustained contact and
minimal competition that will be required to reduce
or stamp out the prejudice, bigotry, stereotyping, rac-
ism, and discrimination that breed the human tragedy
of genocide.

Dallas L. Browne

See also: Aggression; Anti-Semitism; Apartheid;
Behaviorism; Bigotry; Genocide and democide;
Genocide, cultural; Hate; Hate crime and hate speech;
Holocaust; Racial prejudice.
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Genocide and democide
Definition: Intentional destruction of human groups

based upon identifying characteristics that mem-
bers of the groups are assumed to have

Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: Modern political, social, and reli-

gious leaders agree that genocide and democide
violate the most basic principles of international
human rights.

Raphael Lemkin, a Polish jurist and scholar of inter-
national law, coined the term “genocide” during the
early 1940’s. The term later became a basis of inter-
national law, making it possible to try crimes of geno-
cide before the International Criminal Court. In its
narrowest sense, genocide is an intentional and sys-
tematic attempt to destroy an entire human group,
based upon the nationality, ethnicity, race, or religion
of the group’s members. Since Lemkin’s time, the
meaning of the term has been expanded to encom-
pass other defining human characteristics, such as
sexual orientation or political affiliation. However,
not all scholars accept these broader definitions, and
legally such expansion is not permitted. To overcome
these limitations, Rudolph Rummel coined the term
“democide” during the 1990’s to serve as a more in-
clusive label for governmental efforts to perpetrate
mass murder. Estimates of the numbers of persons
who were victims of genocide and democide during
the twentieth century range from 170 to 210 million.
These numbers are at least four times greater than the
numbers of people killed while fighting wars during
the last century.

Definitions
Although legalistic definitions of genocide are

limited to definable groups, the concept includes the
destruction of human groups through mass murder as
well as the process of limiting procreation. Thus,
genocide can be committed through efforts to steril-
ize a population to prevent the birth of future genera-
tions. Early eugenics movements had at their core, in
the early twentieth century, the elimination of those
whose genes were deemed inferior. The Nazis used
such policies to begin massive sterilizations of the
mentally and physically disabled as well as Jews and
Roma/Sinti (Gypsies). The pattern of mass rape as
practiced during the atrocities against Bosnians dur-

ing the 1990’s was officially codified as a form
of genocide by the International Criminal Tribunal
for the former Yugoslavia. Definitions of genocide
are not based solely on nation-states or governments
as perpetrators. Individuals and nongovernmental
groups whose actions include the destruction of an-
other group may also be found guilty of genocide.

Mass murders that clearly fit the criteria for geno-
cide include the killing of Armenians by the Young
Turks of the Ottoman Empire during World War I, the
killing of Gypsies by Nazis during World War II, and
the killing of Tutsis by Hutus in Rwanda in 1994.

While the term democide is broader in terms of
target groups, the term is applied only to murders
undertaken by governments or quasi-governmental
bodies. Thus, a hate group that targets specific indi-
viduals for murder would technically not be guilty of
democide. However, a government engaged in the
same kind of crime would be guilty of democide. On
the other hand, the term democide is not applied to
the killing of soldiers during wars and the execution
of persons lawfully convicted of capital crimes.

The list of mass murders that fit the definition
of democide is extensive and includes the mass kill-
ing of political dissidents by Joseph Stalin in the So-
viet Union and the mass murders committed under
the rule of Mao Zedong in China. Many cases of
democide are more often described as a genocide.
For example, the Cambodian genocide of the mid-
1970’s fits the definition of democide but is usually
referred to as a genocide. The targeted groups in
the killing fields of Cambodia consisted largely of
groups such as city dwellers and the educated. As
that episode had Cambodians killing Cambodians on
the basis of characteristics not identified within the
narrow definition of genocide, it theoretically should
not be identified as genocide but rather as democide.
However, the killing of the Vietnamese by Cambo-
dia’s Khmer Rouge communists would be consid-
ered an instance of genocide.

Reversal of Morality
The ethical issues involved in genocide and demo-

cide appear transparent at first glance. Both actions
violate the principles underlying the major world re-
ligions and are also considered to be violations of in-
ternational law. Individuals, groups, and nations in-
volved in genocide and democide are considered
guilty of violating the United Nations Convention on
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the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Geno-
cide (1948) and the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (1948). Although no ethical or moral defense
for the atrocities of mass murder, genocide, and demo-
cide exists, perpetrators of genocide often view their
actions as moral and for the greater good. Moreover,
few perpetrators of genocide and democide have been
held accountable under international law and have
thus acted with impunity. This apparent reversal of
morality with its accompanying moral relativity raises
questions as to how individuals and nations can move
from general acceptance of ethical codes against kill-
ing to a moral position that justifies atrocity.

Doctors working for Germany’s Nazi regime be-
lieved that they were engaged in a higher good by
sterilizing and later “euthanizing” or killing patients
who were regarded as incurable. These included epi-
leptics, schizophrenics, alcoholics, people with men-
tal disabilities, and a host of others labeled “useless
eaters” and killed by starvation, lethal injection, gun-
shot, or poisonous gas. The regime justified its ac-
tions by arguing not only that patients would appreci-
ate being spared future suffering but also that their
extermination removed dangerous genetic infections
that threatened the well-being of the people of Ger-
many. The Nazi genocide of Jews, Gypsies, and other
peoples was regarded as the removal of a tumor from
the body of Germany, a Final Solution in dealing with
Germany’s “problem” groups. Thus, the Nazis and
their supporters perceived their genocide as a valiant,
courageous, and morally good action.

During World War II, the United States dropped
atom bombs on the Japanese cities of Nagasaki and
Hiroshima, killing more than 120,000 men, women,
and children. The government rationale for these ac-
tions was that such destruction was horrible but nec-
essary to save the lives of the Allied soldiers who
would otherwise be needed to invade Japan. While
the validity of this rationale has been debated, it rep-
resents a case in which the morality of democide may
be unclear. If purely military targets in Japan had
been selected for destruction, the resulting loss of life
would not fit the criteria identified for democide.
However, as Hiroshima and Nagasaki were civilian
targets, the loss of life represents a case of democide.
If similar bombs had been dropped on major popula-
tion centers in England or the United States during
the war, it most likely would not have been viewed as
morally acceptable.

Centuries of genocide against indigenous popula-
tions have been justified through self-interest, pri-
marily need for land and resources. The indigenous
populations in North and South America, Australia,
and Africa all experienced varying levels of physical
as well as cultural genocide. Little is written about
these groups, however, as the colonizers and con-
querors have written most of the histories of their
conquests.

Authoritarian Leaders
Nations that commit genocide and democide are

generally led by authoritarian rulers in totalitarian
governments. Such governments and leaders may
also have destructive ideologies and are thus more
likely to commit atrocities than are governments of
democracies. The rulers responsible for the most de-
structive genocides and democides are Joseph Stalin,
Mao Zedong, and Adolf Hitler, who were all totali-
tarian leaders. Moreover, the members of societies
ruled by such governments also tend to exhibit high
degrees of conformity as well as obedience to author-
ity. Such people may be willing to kill other people
simply because obedience and conformity are con-
sidered to be their only appropriate ethical choices.
During the Nuremberg Trials of Nazi war criminals
held after Germany’s defeat in World War II, many
former Nazi officers tried to justify their crimes by
claiming to have merely followed orders. Judges on
the Nuremberg tribunal did not accept such defenses,
but individual soldiers whose participation in the Ho-
locaust may have been less pivotal were not tried in
part because of this justification.

Paths to Genocide and Democide
The practice of genocide and democide often be-

gins slowly within a culture. Pre-genocidal cultures
typically have histories of believing that members of
certain groups or classes within their cultures are su-
perior to members of other groups. During times of
relative stability and prosperity such cultural popula-
tions may engage in limited prejudice, stereotyping,
and discrimination. However, during times of eco-
nomic or political crisis, latent hatreds can be revived
and used by authoritarian leaders as a means to build
solidarity and support within the dominant groups.
What begins as prejudice and discrimination over
time may evolve into a pattern of deliberate denial of
civil rights. Thus, members of a targeted group may
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find they are denied such rights as employment, citi-
zenship, or the ability to own property. If few objec-
tions are publicly voiced, the next step may be a move
toward greater loss of fundamental human rights and
finally loss of existence. Little outrage was expressed
when Jews began losing their rights in Nazi Ger-
many during the 1930’s. That fact made it easier for
the government to progress from laws prohibiting
certain forms of work to loss of citizenship, then
ghettoization, and finally deportation and death.

For human beings to move down such a path to-
ward greater violence, a process of moral disengage-
ment and exclusion must occur. It is difficult simply
to kill a person whom one has known as an associate
or neighbor. Propaganda helps a society advance step
by step toward a policy of genocide. Such propa-
ganda includes a vilifying of members of the target
group as well as a dehumanization of the group. For
example, during Germany’s Holocaust, government
propaganda denounced Jews as parasites who threat-
ened Germany’s well-being and equated Jews with
rats and vermin. When human beings begin morally
disengaging and finally excluding their neighbors
from what is perceived as their moral realm, the pro-
cess becomes complete. Human beings have less
trouble killing people whom they perceive as not fit-
ting within what they regard as traditional human
boundaries, particularly if they regard those people
as a threat. In Rwanda, for example, Hutus who killed
their Tutsi neighbors during the mid-1990’s regarded
them not as fellow Rwandans but as dangerous aliens,
whom they characterized as inyenzi (cockroaches).
Euphemistic language also assists with this process
of moral disengagement and exclusion. Germany’s
Nazi government did not tell German citizens that it
was sending Jews and other people to their deaths in
concentration camps; it simply told them that their
Jewish neighbors were being “sent east.”

Bystanders
Bystanders—whether they be individuals, groups,

or nations—can prevent genocide from developing if
they raise protests early as a government moves down
the path to genocide and democide. This raises seri-
ous questions about the ethics of those who stand by
passively as a disenfranchised group becomes in-
creasingly targeted for violence and genocide. As vi-
olence began in Rwanda, both outside nations and the
United Nations distanced themselves from the devel-

oping genocide and proclaimed it to be an internal
matter that was solely Rwanda’s responsibility. For
outside nations to label the events in Rwanda as
genocide would have necessitated action. This inac-
tion by a passive world that watched the horror un-
fold helped fuel the deaths of approximately 800,000
Tutsis over the course of one hundred days. By the
time the United Nations finally sent international
peacekeepers into Rwanda, the mass killings had
ceased.

The longer bystanders wait to act as a genocide
develops, the more difficult intervention becomes.
When intervention occurs late, both the outside gov-
ernments and their citizens must accept moral re-
sponsibility for their earlier inaction. Moreover, as
time passes, bystanders tend to rationalize that the
victims of a genocide deserve their fates in order to
maintain their belief in a just and moral world.

Denial
The last step on the path of genocide and demo-

cide is denial that the mass killing ever occurred.
Thus, the final assault on the victims is that their very
memory is excised from history. Denial can take
many forms. For example, the government of Turkey
has consistently denied that it staged a genocide
against its Armenian citizens during World War I. In-
stead, the government portrays the events of that
period as an unfortunate effect of deportations of a
internally dangerous population. Most modern Turk-
ish citizens who deny the Armenian genocide are
basing their denial not on a history of prejudice but
rather on a history shaped by the Turkish victors.
Thus, they are simply repeating what they and their
parents have learned of the events during World War I
in revisionist history.

Other instances of genocide such as the man-
made famine in the Ukraine during the 1930’s have
been simply written off as unintended and accidental
occurrences resulting from distant governmental poli-
cies. The deaths of large numbers of Native Ameri-
can groups in what is now the United States have of-
ten been dismissed simply as unintentional deaths
resulting from disease and failure to adapt to life on
reservations. Famine, disease, exposure, and other
“natural causes” of death manufactured by govern-
mental policies enable the distancing of responsibil-
ity and the denial of genocide. Other forms of denial
clearly have at their base an agenda of hate. Holo-
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caust denial is not a new phenomenon and is propa-
gated by many white supremacist groups within the
United States and around the world. Such forms of
hate-based denial have at their core genocidal intent.
Whatever the intent of those who deny specific in-
stances of genocide or democide, whether out of ig-
norance or hate, such efforts at denial are ethically
unjustifiable.

Linda M. Woolf
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Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction, 1996. Excellent
statistical and historical information concerning
instances of twentieth century genocides and
democide, from the Holocaust to the Soviet gulag
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ing effect resulting from the enormity of each
genocide.
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Gewirth, Alan
Identification: American philosopher and educator
Born: November 28, 1912, Union City, New

Jersey
Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: Gewirth proposed the principle of ge-

neric consistency—the principle of equal and uni-
versal human rights—and justified freedom and
the ethical obligation to respect human rights.

The author of Reason and Morality (1978), Hu-
man Rights: Essays on Justification and Applications
(1982), The Community of Rights (1996), and Self-
Fulfillment (1998), Alan Gewirth is recognized as
one of the most prominent ethicists of the late twenti-
eth century. He has published over one hundred arti-
cles on moral, ethical, social, and political philoso-
phy, the epistemology of René Descartes, and many
other topics. He is well known for his work on the
philosophical foundations and ethical implications
of human rights. In the late 1970’s, he proposed the
idea that freedom and well-being are fundamental,
universal human rights, a concept known as the prin-
ciple of generic consistency (PGC), Gewirth’s su-
preme principle of morality.

Gewirth claims that freedom and well-being are
the foundation attributes necessary for all human ac-
tion. They establish the common (generic) condi-
tions for the successful exercise of free agency for the
members of all cultures. Gewirth argues that all other
rights can be derived from these two. He assumes that
people in general act for purposes that they regard as
being good—not necessarily morally good, but valu-
able. Thus people must be entitled to freedom and
well-being. For consistency, people are bound by
duty to not restrain others from obtaining freedom
and well-being. In other words, it is an ethical re-
quirement that every individual must allow the same
human rights to every other individual. Some philos-
ophers have used the PGC to analyze complex ethical
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questions, such as the attempt to determine human
traits prior to birth.

One inference drawn from Gewirth’s PGC is that
people who violate the principle must either be using
incorrect reasoning or be unethical persons. The
principle also makes the transition of transforming
fundamental, prudential rights into moral rights.
However, many philosophers criticize and disregard
the PGC because of these implications.

Gewirth is a strong advocate that self-fulfillment is
a fundamental goal of human endeavor. Although
many deem it to be an egotistical effort, Gewirth de-
veloped an ethical theory showing that self-fulfillment
is based on the dignity of human beings and that hu-
man rights are essential to self-fulfillment, completing
its interrelationship with the PGC. Self-fulfillment en-
hances the ethical and moral growth of not only an in-
dividual, but also of the society in which the individual
resides.

Alvin K. Benson

Further Reading
Beyleveld, Deryck, and Alan Gewirth. The Dialecti-

cal Necessity of Morality: An Analysis and De-
fense of Alan Gewirth’s Argument to the Principle
of Generic Consistency. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1991.

Boylan, Michael, ed. Gewirth. Lanham, Md.: Row-
man & Littlefield, 1999.

Regis, Edward. Gewirth’s Ethical Rationalism: Crit-
ical Essays with a Reply by Alan Gewirth. Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1984.

See also: Consistency; Egotist; Epistemological
ethics; Theory and practice.

al-Ghaz3lt
Identification: Persian philosopher
Born: 1058, Zns, Khurasan, Iran
Died: December 18, 1111, Zns, Khurasan, Iran
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Al-Ghaz3lt is author of several

widely read works on ethics, including The Re-
vival of Religious Sciences (late eleventh cen-
tury), The Niche for Lights (early twelfth cen-
tury), and The Incoherence of the Philosophers

(late eleventh century), as well as an influential
spiritual autobiography, The Deliverer from Error
(early twelfth century). His mysticism also made
Sufism more acceptable to conservatives.

Abn H3mid al-Ghaz3lt (not to be confused with his
younger brother, Ahmad Ghaz3lt) is best known for
his writings on ethics, the proper foundations for eth-
ics, and mysticism (which is, for al-Ghaz3lt, continu-
ous with ethics). His work enjoys widespread re-
spect, earning him the honorific title “the scholar
among the inhabitants of the world.” Unlike many
other philosophers, who were happy to begin their re-
flections with reason or sense experience, al-Ghaz3lt
placed great emphasis on the importance of the
Qur$3n and the Wadtth (traditions) of the life of
Muwammad.

Al-Ghaz3lt was a successful and respected pro-
fessor of theology at the most important college in
the Seljuk empire, the Niz3miyya, in Baghdad. In
1095, however, he suffered a severe personal crisis,
left the Niz3miyya, traveled throughout the Middle
East, and eventually resettled in his ancestral home,
Zns. There, he wrote the many treatises that secured
his enduring, central place in Islamic thought.

The crisis of 1095 was focal to al-Ghaz3lt’s later
thought. A superb logician, al-Ghaz3lt was not only
able to construct impressive systematic theology but
also was aware that intellectual argumentation about
that which transcends the abilities of argumentation
is built on a foundation of sand. Furthermore, the
scholarly endeavors of orthodox legalists and theolo-
gians came to seem arid, even spiritually sterile, to al-
Ghaz3lt, who appears to have felt an increasing sense
of loss of the presence of God in these scholarly reli-
gious investigations. After carefully studying the
works of numerous Sufis and understanding their
principles intellectually, he appears to have had an
epiphany in which those principles became experien-
tial.

The Incoherence of the Philosophers
The Incoherence of the Philosophers and the re-

ply by Averroës (The Incoherence of the Incoher-
ence) constitute one of the most famous philosophi-
cal exchanges in the Islamicate world and were also
very widely discussed in medieval and Renaissance
Europe. Al-Ghaz3lt attacked Avicenna, al-F3r3bt,
and Aristotle for logical inconsistencies in their work
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and for basing their systems of thought on rational ar-
gument alone, denying a central role for revelation
and for the direct experience of God. Al-Ghaz3lt did
not reject wholesale the conclusions of these philoso-
phers, and he did not deny an important role for Aris-
totelian logic. Some of his conclusions about practi-
cal ethics, for example, do not differ from those of
Aristotle. Further, although he did reject Neoplatonic
emanation schemes entirely, he did so by perspicu-
ously demonstrating their logical impossibility. Nev-
ertheless, al-Ghaz3lt argued that the work of these
philosophers was not built on a sound foundation;
would lead the faithful astray in many matters; and,
hence, ought to be abandoned in favor of an ethical
system based on the Qur$3n,Wadtth, and experiential
knowledge of God—a system that he provided in the
Revival.

The Revival of Religious Sciences
Written in forty (the number symbolic of patient

effort) chapters, the first section of the Revival con-
cerns 4Ib3d3t, or worship. The second section, on cus-
toms, might seem mundane to Western readers. It of-
fers very practical guidance in such areas as diet,
ways to serve food, child rearing, and so forth. (Much
of al-Ghaz3lt’s advice on child rearing strikes the
modern reader as far ahead of its time.) In Islam,
however, all aspects of life, even the most mundane,
should be infused with reminders of divine will, and
therefore these practical matters are part of religious
sciences. The central chapter celebrates the Prophet
and emphasizes the importance of the traditions of
Muwammad’s life as the “good example” (Qur$3n,
snra 33:21) for ethical conduct. The third section ex-
amines vices and their sources, and the final section
examines those things that lead to salvation (includ-
ing virtues and their sources, as well as mystical love
and longing).

Although Western modernity might see the topics
of the Revival as diverse, al-Ghaz3lt clearly saw them
as continuous, as necessary training in one’s gradual
development toward the highest possible perfection.
The ultimate goal is experiential knowledge of God,
which “can be reached only when the barriers in the
heart precluding such achievement are removed.”
This essentially mystical goal requires practical ethi-
cal training so that the passions and excessive attach-
ment to bodily pleasures can be curbed, and so that
wisdom can be developed.

The Niche for Lights
The relationship of this text to al-Ghaz3lt’s other

works has been highly controversial. The Niche for
Lights is a commentary on the “Snra of Light”
(Qur$3n, 24:35), in which Allah is indicated as the
purest Light, which inspired al-Ghaz3lt to develop a
metaphysics of light that has remarkably strong af-
finities with Illuminationist Sufi doctrines. One re-
fers to Light properly only when one indicates God,
al-Ghaz3lt argued, and one uses “light” only analogi-
cally in all other instances. Only the Divine Light ex-
ists, and all in this phenomenal world is but a shadow
cast by that light (comparison with Plato’s allegory of
the cave would not be farfetched). The ultimate good
in human life is attainment of direct apprehension of
Light and complete immersion in Light.

Thomas Gaskill
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Gideon v. Wainwright
The Event: U.S. Supreme Court decision holding

that felony defendants are entitled to legal repre-
sentation regardless of the crime with which they
are charged, and that if such a defendant cannot
afford an attorney, the court must appoint one

Date: Ruling made on March 18, 1963
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Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: The Supreme Court ruled that forcing

criminal defendants to represent themselves is a
violation of the due process clause of the Fifth
Amendment, as well as the right to counsel guar-
anteed in the Sixth Amendment.

Because of a 1942 Supreme Court decision, Betts v.
Brady, the state was not required to appoint an attor-
ney for Clarence Earl Gideon at the time of his first
trial for robbery in Panama City, Florida, in 1961.
Following the dictates of Betts, Florida provided
counsel only to defendants accused of capital of-
fenses, and Gideon, an impoverished individual of
limited education, was forced to act as his own attor-
ney. He was found guilty and sent to prison. While
there, he penciled a petition to the Supreme Court to
hear his claim that his constitutional rights had been
violated. The Court agreed that, because he had been
forced to appear without benefit of counsel, Gideon
had been denied a fair trial. The Court ordered that

Gideon be allowed a new trial and a court-appointed
attorney. At his second trial, Gideon was acquitted of
all charges. He had demonstrated the power of a sin-
gle individual to change the entire legal establish-
ment.

Lisa Paddock

See also: Accused, rights of; Attorney-client privi-
lege; Bill of Rights, U.S.; Constitution, U.S.; Due
process; Supreme Court, U.S.

Global warming
Definition: Gradual increase of the earth’s surface

temperatures
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Global warming is a source of long-

term but increasing danger to human beings and
to all ecosystems on Earth that raises questions
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Scientists take water samples from the sea, gathering data used to study global warming. (AP/Wide World
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about the point at which future problems become
present ethical concerns.

During the twentieth century, the earth’s average sur-
face temperature increased about 0.5 degree Celsius,
arguably as a result of concurrent human generation
of “greenhouse” gases. Furthermore, some environ-
mental modeling indicates another 0.7 to 2 degrees
Celsius of warming after the oceans reach equilib-
rium, plus a further 2 to 5 degrees by the year 2020 if
no action is taken.

Even greater changes, however, occurred many
times in the more remote past when no human activi-
ties could have caused them. Repeated glaciation and
deglaciation in the last million years repeatedly ex-
ceeded the hypothesized changes without human in-
fluence, and the causes of glaciation are not thor-
oughly understood. The major environmental effects
of global warming include the poleward shift of cli-
matic belts, the sea level’s rising as much as 6 meters
by 2020, and drastically changed atmospheric and
oceanic circulation. All these occurrences will dis-
rupt present human activity. Thus, regulation or abo-
lition of activities that may be responsible for warm-
ing, such as the burning of fossil fuels, is an ethical
issue that has provoked proposals for action at both
national and international levels. The prohibition of
combustible fuels, for example, entails massive so-
cial and economic changes, which should not be
undertaken lightly in view of substantial lack of con-
sensus regarding the causes and future course of cur-
rently observed global warming.

Ralph L. Langenheim, Jr.

See also: Bioethics; Earth and humanity; Ecology;
Environmental ethics; Future generations; Green-
house effect; Nature, rights of; Rain forests.

Globalization
Definition: Process of increasing interconnections

and linkages within societies and across interna-
tional boundaries through improved communica-
tions and expanded world trade

Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: Because of the economic and social

disparities that exist among between countries

and continents, the ethics of globalization are of-
ten debated in the international arena, and this de-
bate focuses on who benefits from globalization
and who loses.

The term “globalization” began gaining prominence
during the mid-1980’s as a description of the expan-
sion of interrelated economic, social, and cultural
activity beyond national borders to societies across
national and international geographical boundaries.
The interconnections and linkages that occur with
globalization have removed barriers to free trade,
which has resulted in an increased standard of living
for many around the world along with increased life
expectancies. At the same time, however, that phe-
nomenon challenged traditional social, political, and
economic structures.

Globalization has been brought about by reduc-
tions in transportation and communication costs, as
well as dissolutions of artificial barriers to move-
ments of trade, services, capital, and knowledge
across borders. Specific trade agreements that most
often draw attention in discussions of globalization
are the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
(GATT) and the North American Free Trade Agree-
ment (NAFTA).

Process of Globalization
The process of globalization has been brought

about by the creation of new international organiza-
tions such as the World Bank, the International Mon-
etary Fund (IMF), and the World Trade Organization
(WTO). The World Bank and the IMF were estab-
lished at Bretton Woods, New Hampshire, in 1944.
Known as the Bretton Woods Institutions, the two or-
ganizations seem similar but have clear differences.
The IMF was established to create stability in inter-
national trade and provide temporary financial assis-
tance to countries in financial crises. The World Bank
was created to eliminate poverty through reconstruc-
tion and development. The three organizations, taken
together, attempt to regulate and provide stability
to the global economic and trade environment, in
the hope of furthering globalization and creating op-
portunities for globalization for all countries in the
world.

The benefits of globalization include open mar-
kets, positive competition, increased use of technol-
ogy, and the potential to enrich many people, espe-
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cially the poor. Globalization has reduced the sense
of isolation felt by many in the developing world. The
expansion and increased use of technology have pro-
vided access to knowledge and information that be-
fore was limited to only the wealthiest countries.

Globalization has also increased the types and
frequency of interactions among peoples of varied
cultures. People from all over the world meet to-
gether to a much greater extent than they had in the
past, and they consequently begin to influence each
other as well as begin to understand each other. This
global culture has let to the creation of new identities
and new forms of literature, music, and art.

While globalization has clear benefits, it has not
succeeded in reducing poverty as was promised; in
fact, the gap between the haves and the have nots in
developing countries is widening. Globalization has
also not provided for stability in developing nations.
Latin American and Asia are two good examples

of how financial crises can affect the entire global
economy. In addition, globalization has had negative
effects on the environment, with many poor coun-
tries using precious environmental resources in the
name of development. The “sustainable develop-
ment” movement is an attempt to preserve the envi-
ronment while at the same time providing for devel-
opment opportunities.

Ethics Issues
The ethics of globalization ultimately centers

around two questions: Who benefits from globaliza-
tion? Who loses from globalization? Political leaders
are continually having to consider their economic
and social priorities between serving their own peo-
ple and working to benefit the welfare of citizens in
countries other than their own. For those whose inter-
ests lie in the health and environmental movements,
ethical principles such as autonomy, beneficence,
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nonmalfeasance, justice, utility, and stewardship are
important to the discussion of the ethics of globaliza-
tion. For others, global ethics must support social eq-
uity and cultural diversity, as well as developing
common global goals.

Global ethics cannot be discussed without some
reference to the role of morality. However, this fur-
ther complicates the discussion, since one has to ask
“whose morality”? Many people are looking to the
religious communities of the world to provide some
answer to this question. In a publication entitled Our
Creative Diversity, published in 1995 by the World
Commission on Culture and Development, the United
Nations, and UNESCO, the commission lists several
elements of a global civic culture that could provide
the framework for a global ethical code, including
human rights and responsibilities, the peaceful reso-
lution of conflicts, democracy and civic governance,
the protection of minorities, fairness of negotiation,
and intergenerational equity.

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) are call-
ing for global ethics that emerge from a process of
discussion and debate from global grassroots move-
ments. These organizations proved to be quite pow-
erful when they worked together to protest the WTO
meetings in Seattle, Washington, and in the cam-
paign against the World Bank and the IMF. Their
ability to join together across continents allowed for
an understanding of shared values and objectives.
The production of common statements of protest and
organized actions begins to set the stage for a discus-
sion on global ethics. The question now is who will
facilitate this process and take responsibility for the
ensuing debate.

Robin Sakina Mama
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Gluttony
Definition: Overindulgence in food and drink
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Traditionally one of the seven deadly

sins, gluttony is a self-destructive form of behav-
ior, morally objectionable on the grounds both
of social propriety and of the imperative to self-
preservation. In modern society, gluttony is
quickly becoming an endemic social problem as
irresponsible eating and exercise habits become
one of the major causes of death in the United
States.

Since classical antiquity, gluttony has been regarded
as a reprehensible individual choice; however, both
the motivation and the degree of social censure have
varied. In ancient Rome, the vomitoria were viewed
as the ultimate symbol of decadence (the Satyricon of
Petronius), but in general, overindulgence for sheer
hedonistic pleasure inspired more envy than disdain.

During the Middle Ages, gluttony came under
heavy censure, partly because the overindulging in-
dividual was incapacitated, but primarily because of
the awareness that excessive consumption by a few
denied food to those in need. Gluttony was counted
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among the seven deadly sins on the strength of Paul’s
censure of “those whose god is their belly” (Phil.
3:19).

From the Renaissance onward, the religious and
social censure of gluttony gradually became muted;
gluttony even received an ironic apology from Fran-
çois Rabelais in the course of his overall attack on the

vestiges of medieval philosophy and ethics
(Gargantua, 1552). In the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, gluttony became increasingly
regarded as a purely medical problem, and by
the late twentieth century, the term “gluttony”
was generally replaced by “eating disorder,”
“compulsive eating,” “compulsive drinking,”
and “alcoholism,” reflecting a sense that over-
indulgence in food and drink (including alco-
hol) is involuntary and is thus outside the
sphere of moral or ethical choice.

D. Gosselin Nakeeb

See also: Greed; Laziness; Psychology; Sin;
Temperance.

God
Definition: Supreme supernatural being
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: If God exists, and if human

conceptions of God are at all accurate,
God’s existence would necessarily entail
the existence of a universal objective moral
law. However, in the absence of conclu-
sively accepted evidence supporting either
of those two conditions, religious belief
and practice are largely, if not wholly, mat-
ters of faith, and morality is a matter of per-
sonal conviction.

All persons of sound mind have in some way
answered, though few may have asked, the
question “Why be moral?” The typically
philosophical question is “What is the good?”
The answers to both questions have attempted
to lay the cornerstone for a moral life. One
common answer centers on humanity within
the context of the world. “The good,” or “be-
ing moral,” is defined in terms of the natural
world. Here, natural sciences and anthropo-

centric disciplines are used to discover the moral life.
A second response to the seldom-asked question

“Why be moral?” is God—solely God. God is good.
God’s acts are moral acts. God’s acts define morality.
From this perspective, theology and philosophy are
the primary disciplines that provide insight into the
moral life.
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Gluttony as a Competitive Sport

In the early twenty-first century—a period when health care
professionals are warning of an epidemic of obesity in the
United States and are campaigning for more sensible eating
habits—competitive eating has reached new levels of popu-
larity. Since Nathan’s hot dog stand at Coney Island, New
York, began an annual eating contest in 1916, Americans
have associated eating competitions with modest numbers
of frankfurters, pies, and watermelon slices. Today, how-
ever, eating contests have reached unprecedented levels of
volume, vulgarity, and publicity, and some people are seri-
ously arguing that competitive eating should be regarded as
a “sport.” Meanwhile, competitors such as these have cap-
tured the public imagination:

• A young 145-pound Japanese man whose records in-
clude eating more than 20 pounds of food in a single sit-
ting

• A 380-pound American who has eaten—on different
occasions—15 burritos in 8 minutes, 9.5 pounds of peas
in 12 minutes; 49 doughnuts in 8 minutes, and 12 pounds
of cheesecake (containing 37,000 calories) in 6 minutes

• A slender 36-year-old American woman who has eaten
432 oysters in 10 minutes, 7.75 pounds of stuffed duck
and turkey in 10 minutes, and 23 pulled-pork sand-
wiches in 10 minutes

Apart from the obvious health hazards that such eating
stunts pose, the growing popularity of the contests raises
questions about both the ethics and the aesthetics of con-
spicuous consumption. In an e-mail message to the Los
Angeles Times, Michael Strober, the director of the Eating
Disorders Program at UCLA’s Neuropsychiatric Institute,
suggested that competitive eating might represent, at least
for some participants, a means of channeling clinical distur-
bances of eating behavior, such as binge eating, into socially
acceptable behavior.



A third customary response maintains that there
is no fundamental contradiction between God and
God’s creation. Many believers in God, therefore,
combine the first two answers to one of life’s most
fundamental questions. God is good. God has cre-
ated a good world. God has created humanity as part
of the world in such a way that humans are to live in
the manner that God has required of them. Conse-
quently, the natural sciences, social sciences, philos-
ophy, and theology can all contribute to the moral
life. Although this more unified approach to morality
is most inclusive, avoiding both the abstractions of an
intellectually isolated theology and a narrow thor-
oughgoing naturalism, the remainder of this article
focuses on the concept of God and the moral life.

God and Human Morality
There are at least three ways in which God’s ac-

tions can be relevant for human morality. These three
relationships constitute the main theological theories
of ethical objectivism. First, God’s actions and com-
mandments define what is right. Whatever God com-
mands is moral simply because God commands it.
The weakness of this view is that whatever a per-
son understands God to do or to command would be
considered moral, including, for example, war, in-
fanticide, and human sacrifice. This would magnify
God’s power, but at great cost to God’s morality. An-
other way in which God and ethics might be related is
for morality to be determined independently of God.
All of God’s actions and commandments would still
be morally correct, but their morality would be deter-
mined externally to God. The problem with this view
is that morality is determined prior to and separately
from God. Thus, God is rendered dependent and lim-
ited. Moreover, the identity and nature of this unri-
valed moral power is unknown.

The third view holds that God’s actions correspond
to the good. It is not that any arbitrary act of God de-
fines moral actions or that the good is externally de-
limited, but that every act of God reveals God’s char-
acter as the good God who created the good world
and continues to act without self-contradiction. God
has revealed God’s own nature in creating and sus-
taining a moral world. The difficulty with this view is
that one must explain how persons who believe that
there is no God, and how persons with radically
divergent ideas about God, can nevertheless lead
highly moral lives. This complaint appears answer-

able, however, by the third response to the initial
question: Humans should be moral because God has
created them in the cosmos in such a way that they are
to live in the manner for which they have been cre-
ated. Thus, the sciences, philosophy, and theology
can all contribute to the moral life that builds upon
God as the source and foundation of morality.

Varying Notions of God
Different notions of God lead to different moral

decisions. According to the priestly theology of the
Pentateuch, Moses justifies many of ancient Israel’s
civil laws by citing the acts of Yahweh, the God of Is-
rael. At Yahweh’s direction Moses taught, “You shall
be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy. . . . When
you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap
to the very edges of your field, or . . . strip your vine-
yard bare; . . . you shall leave them for the poor and
the alien: I am the LORD your God. . . . You shall not
cheat in measuring length, weight, or quantity. You
shall have honest balances and honest weights: I am
the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land
of Egypt. You shall keep all my statutes: . . . I am the
LORD” (Lev. 19). Although it is the case that many
of Israel’s laws are related to other religions and
nations, its ethical justifications are not cultural, po-
litical, or philosophical but historical and, preemi-
nently, theological.

Although not identified as God, Plato’s “form of
the good” functions in his ethics as God. At the pinna-
cle of his philosophical hierarchy rests “the good” in
relation to which all other objects exist (both ideals
and sensible objects) and must properly live. The good
is the source of all moral principles. This functional
apotheosis of the good, conjoined with the primacy of
his ideals or forms (they are nonphysical, nonspatial,
nontemporal, and beyond the sensible world), leads
Plato to distrust the material world even to the point
of rejecting most physical pleasures and advocating a
philosopher king rather than a popularly chosen ruler.

In another example, according to the Gospel of
Luke, Jesus of Nazareth understands God as gener-
ous and forgiving toward all persons. Jesus con-
sciously roots his moral teachings in his concept of
God. “Bless those who curse you, pray for those who
abuse you. . . . If you love those who love you, what
credit is that to you? For even sinners love those
who love them. . . . But love your enemies, do good,
and lend, expecting nothing in return. Your reward
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will be great, and you will be children of the Most
High; for he is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked.
Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful” (Luke
6:27-36).

By definition, beliefs about God influence the
ethics of those who believe that God exists. Never-
theless, a system of ethics and human behavior are
not identical. Research has shown that behavior is
less predicated upon theological beliefs than upon
perceived threats and authority, and upon the central
object of one’s trust and loyalty.

Paul Plenge Parker
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Godparents
Definition: Persons who take on special responsi-

bilities when they sponsor candidates for baptism
or initiation into Christian life

Type of ethics: Family issues
Significance: Godparents fulfill a historical custom

in the ethical and religious education of the newly
initiated that expands family and spiritual ties.

In the Christian tradition, godparents take respon-
sibility for the religious and ethical educations of
the newly baptized or newly initiated whom they
are sponsoring. The history of godparenting is thus
coextensive with the history of Christian baptism,
originating in the early practices of the Church. Serv-
ing as godparents is considered an honor, a sig-
nificant responsibility, and a spiritual bond with
the godchildren—who may be infants, children, or
adult—and their families.

Although specific practices vary by denomi-
nation, godparents traditionally assume several re-
sponsibilities for their godchildren. They sponsor the
children for baptism, the rite of initiation into the
Christian religion (for this reason, godparents are
also known as sponsors), and represent the witness of
the faith community. Second, they help instruct the
children in the religious and ethical doctrines of the
faiths into which they are baptized. Finally, they help
form and educate their godchildren throughout their
spiritual lives.

To fulfill these responsibilities, it is usually re-
quired that godparents be active, adult church mem-
bers who are able to exemplify the faith to their
godchildren in both words and practice. Godparents
assume the duty of assisting the parents in the reli-
gious education of the godchildren, and they assume
full responsibility for that duty if the parents cannot
fulfill it. For these reasons, preferred godparents are
those who can form close, lifelong relationships with
their godchildren and be available to them at all the
important stages of life.

Godparents also often give their godchildren reli-
gious gifts at baptism, send cards on religious anni-
versaries, teach prayers and customs, and suggest
names for infant godchildren. Their chief gift, how-
ever, is perhaps to pray for their godchildren. It is
commonly thought to be ideal if the same godparent
can sponsor a godchild for both baptism and confir-
mation.

Howard Bromberg

See also: Character; Christian ethics; Gossip; Mo-
rality; Parenting; Responsibility; Role models.
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Golden mean
Definition: Ethical principle that virtue consists of

following a course of moderation between ex-
tremes

Date: Articulated between 335 and 323 b.c.e.
Type of ethics: Classical history
Significance: The golden mean is based on a model

of human experience in which extremity of any
kind is to be avoided and stability and comfort in
the world are positive ethical goods.

The ethical doctrines of Aristotle are expounded in
three major works: the Nicomachean Ethics, the
Eudemian Ethics, and the Great Ethics, or Magna
Moralia. The Nicomachean Ethics is considered
to be Aristotle’s most mature work on the subject of
ethics. In the Nicomachean Ethics, a work divided
into ten “books” of roughly similar length (approxi-
mately 20 pages), Aristotle addresses the issue of hu-
man conduct and raises and attempts to answer the
question: “What is the good life?” In book 6 of the
Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle gives one of the most
typically Greek answers to this question of ethics and
in so doing makes use of the compromise position
that he took in philosophy generally.

The golden mean, which has also been called the
“doctrine of the mean” and the “Aristotelian mean,”
is the ideal that Greeks customarily sought as a guide
to their daily lives, both public and private. It fol-
lowed naturally that Aristotle associated ethics with
the state—not with religion, as Christianity subse-
quently taught. Thus, the Nicomachean Ethics has
been viewed as a fundamentally political work.

Aristotle argues from the premise that human be-
ings occupy an intermediate position in the hierarchy
of living forms: Human lives are not as good as those
of gods, but they are (or at least can be) better than the
lives of other animals and plants. He seeks a theory of
the human good that not only accords with this as-
sumption but also explains it: Humans want to know
what it is that makes their lives occupy this interme-
diate position. The best good for a human being, ac-
cording to Aristotle, must be something that no other
animal or plant can achieve.

Virtues of Character
To fully understand Aristotle’s defense of the vir-

tues of character—the skills that enable humans to

listen to reason—it is necessary to see how they are
connected to the preeminent virtue: practical wis-
dom. In book 2 of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle
states that he undertakes his present project for a
practical purpose: for humans not to contemplate
truths about what virtue is, but to become good peo-
ple. In this spirit, Aristotle then introduces the notion
of a mean: Such bodily virtues as strength and health
are destroyed by deficiency and excess (too much or
too little exercise, too much or too little eating), and
the same holds of such virtues of the soul as temper-
ance and courage. For example, to be courageous
means not to fear everything and avoid every danger,
nor must humans be without fear and accept every
risk; to be temperate one must not pursue every plea-
sure, and one must not go to the opposite extreme of
pursuing none. Aristotle points out that the mean for
one person in one situation will differ from the mean
for someone else in a different situation. The idea is
that there is not some one correct amount of anger,
for example. Instead, when one aims at the mean, one
must aim at something that is for him or her neither
too great nor too little: It must be the appropriate
amount of anger, fear, or appetite at this time, in rela-
tion to this person, and so on.

To be virtuous, people must aim their actions and
feelings at a mean between deficiency and excess. In
the same way that a good craftsman attempts to pro-
duce something from which nothing should be taken
away and to which nothing need be added, so humans
should strive for something equally appropriate to
the situations in which they find themselves. Finding
this intermediate path is difficult, according to Aris-
totle, because there are so many different ways to un-
der- or overshoot one’s target. Striking the mean in
one’s actions and feelings is a task that requires prac-
tical reason. Thus, when Aristotle defines ethical vir-
tue, he describes it as a state concerned with choice,
since a mean is relative to the individual as deter-
mined by reason, the reason by which the practically
wise person would determine it.

Echoes of this formulation run throughout Aris-
totle’s discussion of the virtues—to exercise the vir-
tues is to follow reason; his doctrine of the mean is
the guiding principle behind his classification of vir-
tues and vices. To possess an ethical virtue is to know
how to strike the mean. Consequently, there are two
kinds of character defects: One may regularly do and
feel either too much or too little. Every such virtue is
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therefore to be understood by comparing it with its
corresponding vice.

Whether or not Aristotle’s claims are true, it has
been argued that they do provide a workable standard
for decision making. Nearly the whole of book 6 of
the Nicomachean Ethics is devoted to the study of
two kinds of virtues: practical wisdom and theoreti-
cal wisdom. Aristotle is saying that either of these
should be the target toward which the reasonable per-
son aims. Thus, the “right” amount in actions and
feelings will be whatever amount best contributes to
the fullest expression of these two rational skills. Ar-
istotle’s entire discussion may be viewed as contrib-
uting in one way or another to an understanding of
what he maintains are the two highest human virtues.

Genevieve Slomski
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Golden rule
Definition: Ethical principle that advises that one

should treat others as one wants to be treated
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: The golden rule includes both an ide-

alist and a practical component. It asserts that
there is a fundamental human nature which enti-
tles all people to the same level of dignity and
respect, and it also assumes that the life of each in-
dividual will be made better if everyone agrees
to abide by a law founded on this assumption,
whether the assumption itself is true or not.

The injunction that one should treat others as one
wants to be treated is known as the “golden” rule be-
cause it is often said to be of unparalleled value as
a fundamental ethical principle. Testimony to the
value that human beings have accorded this principle
is found in its long and rich history, a history that
includes, but is not limited to, its appearance in Con-
fucianism (sixth century b.c.e.), Buddhism (fifth cen-
tury b.c.e.), Jainism (fifth century b.c.e.), Zoroastri-
anism (fifth century b.c.e.), Hinduism (third century
b.c.e.), Judaism (first century b.c.e.), Christianity
(first century c.e.), and Sikhism (sixteenth century
c.e.).

The golden rule has been formulated both nega-
tively (do not do to others what you would not want
done to yourself) and positively (do unto others what
you would have them do unto you). The negative for-
mulation seems to be the older of the two, being
the version endorsed in Confucianism, Buddhism,
Jainism, and Zoroastrianism; nevertheless, it has been
argued that the positive formulation is superior to the
negative formulation because the former includes a
call to beneficence that is lacking in the latter. This
criticism of the negative version does not withstand
scrutiny, however, for neglect is certainly one of the
things that an individual might want to avoid and
thus—in keeping with the negative formulation—
would be something an individual should not do to
others.

A more serious problem said to afflict both ver-
sions of the golden rule is that neither provides a
basis for distinguishing between virtuous and non-
virtuous wants. Thus, an individual who wants to be
debased or subjugated is enjoined by the golden rule
to debase and subjugate others. For this reason, it has
been thought that the golden rule cannot serve as a
fundamental principle of morality, since its just ap-
plication is possible only if one already has some in-
dependent means for distinguishing between morally
good and morally corrupt behavior.
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Love Thy Neighbor
Because of this concern, it has sometimes been

suggested that a close cousin of the golden rule—
Love thy neighbor as thyself—is a superior funda-
mental moral principle. The superiority of the call to
love one’s neighbor as oneself is thought to reside in
the concept of love, a concept that specifies that one’s
wants should be directed toward the welfare of one-
self and others. By virtue of its focus upon the wel-
fare of the beloved, the call to extend the same love to
oneself and others prohibits acting upon wants that
are unjustifiably damaging. In fairness to the golden
rule, however, it should be pointed out that applica-
bility of loving one’s neighbor as oneself presup-
poses both that people do love themselves and that
this self-love can be used as a model for attitudes
toward others. While these presuppositions might
seem reasonable, it is worth noting that the possibil-
ity of nonvirtuous self-directed wants that drives the
objection against the golden rule poses similar prob-
lems for the aforementioned presuppositions of the
call to love thy neighbor as thyself.

It was also concern over the problem of corrupt
wants that led Immanuel Kant to distinguish his own
first moral principle, the categorical imperative, from
the golden rule. One version of Kant’s categorical
imperative states that one should act only according
to that maxim (rule of action) that one can, at the
same time, will to be a universal law. The difference
between the golden rule and the categorical impera-
tive is found, according to Kant, in the fact that one
can always treat others as if they shared one’s wants,
corrupt or otherwise; however, it is not possible con-
sistently to will the universalization of corrupt be-
havior. To illustrate the difference between the two
principles, Kant points out that many individuals
would gladly agree to receive no assistance from
others and thereby—in accordance with the golden
rule—be relieved of the duty to assist others. Willing
that such mutual neglect be universal would be irra-
tional, however, because it would involve willing that
no human being ever render assistance to others, a
policy that would undermine the very existence of the
human race. In this way, says Kant, the categorical
imperative excludes corrupt wants that the golden
rule allows to stand.

Even if the problem of nonvirtuous wants and re-
lated problems do show that the golden rule cannot
generate an ethical system by itself, however, the rule

is still deserving of its rich history insofar as it can
serve as a ready test of the impartiality of some pro-
posed plan of action.

James Petrik
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The Good
Definition: That which one ought to do
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: The good is the total of all positive

morality: actions one is required to take, qualities
which are considered virtuous, and constructive,
full, or otherwise admirable ways to live one’s
life. It names a presence of moral right rather than
a mere absence of moral wrong.
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Plato spoke of a kind of trinity of forms: the good, the
true, and the beautiful. Each of these corresponded to
the perfection of a faculty in humanity. The beautiful
was the perfect object of the faculty of judgment. The
true was the perfect object of the faculty of the intel-
lect, and the good was the perfect object of the faculty
of the will. In Platonic metaphysics, moreover, these
three forms enjoy a kind of consubstantiality. In later
natural-law thinking, goodness, truth, and beauty
were coextensive with being itself.

In the theodicy of Saint Augustine, furthermore,
this becomes crucial, since that father of the Church
overcame the metaphysical implications of the exis-
tence of evil by denying real being to evil: Evil does
not enjoy substantial existence but subsists in a kind
of parasitic relation to the good. Evil is the absence of
a good where a good should be. In the will, this situa-
tion amounts to a choice of a lesser good over a
greater good.

In these ways, metaphysical notions of goodness
interact with ethical conceptions of the good. Classi-
cal philosophers as well as patristic and Scholastic
theologians held that the human will must always
will a good; in reality, there are only goods to be
willed.

Aristotle analyzed the nature of goods by distin-
guishing between intrinsic and nonintrinsic goods
(often called instrumental goods). Intrinsic goods are
valuable for their own sake, while nonintrinsic goods
are sought for the sake of some intrinsic good. Aris-
totle further noted that among intrinsic goods, one
good will be a summum bonum, or ultimate good.
The summum bonum for Aristotle (and for Saint
Thomas Aquinas) was happiness—eudaimonia—and
the activity/state most associated with the achieve-
ment of this end was philosophical contemplation for
Aristotle and beatitude (with the attendant beatific
vision) for Saint Thomas. On account of this diver-
gence, Aristotelian ethics are designated as natural
eudaimonism and Thomistic ethics as supernatural,
or theological, eudaimonism.

For both Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas, the sum-
mum bonum served as an architectonic principle that
was capable of ordering all other lesser goods in rela-
tionship to it. This Aristotelian-Thomistic approach
combines eudaimonism with a natural-law approach
that conceives of a fixed and universally shared hu-
man essence. Each subordinate faculty of humanity

has its own teleology—its specific purpose or end
(that is, its own good)—but the ends of these are or-
dered to the final end of humanity.

Natural Law and the Good
This natural-law approach to morality upholds a

strict objectivity in ethics, for while a man might per-
vert his nature by ignoring the promptings of his con-
science and his reason, that would in no way alter the
nature of his true good. Ethical pluralists deny that
there is a summum bonum for humankind; there are
only individual choices of goods in accordance with
hierarchies of value created by individual tastes and
commitments.

The distinction between ethical objectivists and
ethical subjectivists in regard to goodness is vital.
Subjectivists maintain that there is no activity of per-
sons or state of being that is inherently good unless it
produces an appropriate subjective response in the
individual. An objectivist, however, claims that some
human activities or states of being are inherently
good, apart from any subjective response that they
may produce in the subject.

Classical hedonism of both the rational school,
associated with Epicurus, and the so-called irration-
alist school (or Cyrenaic school), associated with
Aristippus of Cyrene, claimed pleasure as the inher-
ent good for humanity. In the more sophisticated ver-
sions of hedonism, the concept of pleasure is so ex-
panded as to come close to the multifaceted concept
of eudaimonia.

In modern times, in both the act utilitarianism of
Jeremy Bentham and the rule utilitarianism of John
Stuart Mill, pleasure is the good for humanity, which
position has caused many scholars to treat utilitarian-
ism as a special form of hedonism. Classical hedo-
nism developed its social aspects by building up its
theory from the individual’s interests, needs, and de-
sires, while utilitarianism, with its central criterion of
“the greatest good for the greatest number,” begins
with an inherently social perspective.

Both Mill and Bentham defined the good as plea-
sure, but they differed so radically in their definitions
of pleasure that it has been standard practice among
philosophers to refer to Bentham’s quantitative the-
ory of pleasure as hedonistic utilitarianism and to
Mill’s qualitative theory of pleasure as eudaimonistic
utilitarianism.
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The Naturalistic Fallacy
There was, perhaps, no more significant develop-

ment in the modern search for the good than G. E.
Moore’s demonstration of the so-called naturalistic
fallacy. Having demonstrated that no natural prop-
erty can be designated as the good, Moore went on to
claim that goodness must be a nonnatural property
inhering in good acts.

Analytical philosophers of the Anglo-American
tradition accepted Moore’s proof that the good could
not be a simple natural property, but they rejected his
notion that it constituted a nonnatural property, elect-
ing instead to assume that the term was used differ-
ently in different contexts, indicating quite different
natural properties or combinations of natural proper-
ties.

Pragmatists such as John Dewey agreed with the
analytical philosophers concerning the nature of the
good, but they were led to their conclusions by onto-
logical rather than linguistic considerations. Given
his commitment to situational ethics and to the ulti-
mate plasticity of human nature, Dewey envisioned
the good as varying with historical circumstances
and cultural contexts.

Noncognitivist ethicians have interpreted the
good in terms of their special linguistic approaches.
Emotivists have held the term “good”—like all posi-
tive ethical language—to express a positive emo-
tional response to ethical actions in the world: “Char-
ity is good” is translated as an emotional approval of
charity. Imperativists hold that ethical statements are
overt or covert commands, and “Charity is good,” for
them, means “Perform charitable deeds.” Finally,
emoto-imperativists see a term such as “good” as
combining a command function with emotional re-
sponses.

David Hume’s explication of the is/ought prob-
lem also must be seen as vital for an understanding of
the difficulties that modern ethical philosophers have
had with the concept of the good. With the discovery
that prescriptive (“ought”) conclusions cannot be de-
rived from descriptive (“is”) premises, the concep-
tion of the good was put under an inordinate strain.
Always implicit in the concept of the good had been
the notion of “that which one ought to do.” With the
is/ought dichotomy, this aspect of the concept of the
good was forever divorced from the more substantive
contents of its various alternative definitions.

Sir Karl Popper noted that the definition of the

good as “that which one ought to do” cannot be ex-
panded to accommodate any substantive content be-
yond that meaning.

In contrast to the consequentialistic tradition in
ethics, the great countertradition of formalism arose,
defining the good not in view of the consequences of
particular acts, but in respect to the form of the ethical
judgments that choose those acts. Cicero may be seen
as the originator of formalism, with his unique ethi-
cal theory that derived from the academics of the late
Platonic school, the peripatetics of the late Aristote-
lian school, and the stoics. In Ciceronian moral phi-
losophy, the summum bonum was equated gener-
ally with virtue and specifically with the virtue of
honestum, or right doing.

Immanuel Kant
Immanuel Kant, whose ethical thought seems to

have been influenced by Cicero and the stoics, is the
very epitome of a formalist ethician. Although Kant
believed that a properly virtuous person would ulti-
mately enjoy acting morally and would achieve hap-
piness thereby, these considerations were unneces-
sary for the essential goodness of his or her actions.
The goodness of an action rests in its meeting the for-
mal criterion of the categorical imperative: An action
whose implicit maxim can become a universalizable
law for all moral agents is a good action. Any action
not in accord with that standard is a morally imper-
missible action.

For Kant, furthermore, it is not meritorious to do
the correct action because one desires some benefit
from that action. A merchant who keeps honest
weights and measures because such a practice is
good for his business is not acting in a morally good
manner. To be morally virtuous, Kant would main-
tain, an action must be done for the sake of the moral
law. That is why Kant could term his ethical system a
“deontology”—a science of duty.

In contrast to the absolutist moral claims of
Kantian formalism, the various forms of ethical rela-
tivism have descriptive definitions of the good. In in-
dividual ethical relativism, nothing is held to be right
or wrong for the individual person except that which
he or she truly believes to be right or wrong. Cultural
ethical relativism holds that good actions are those
approved by one’s culture and that evil actions are
those condemned by one’s culture. Finally, the rela-
tivism of situational ethics defines the good in terms
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of the judgments of one’s historical era and so forth.
Divine command morality, one of the less fash-

ionable byways of ethical theory, must be acknowl-
edged as having a formalistic account of the good, for
the goodness of acts consists in their being done in re-
sponse to divine command alone.

The history of ethical philosophy may well be
said to be the history of the changing notions of good-
ness, and that history is a tormented one indeed. In
the earliest days of ethical theory, Aristotle found it
necessary to abandon Plato’s form of the good be-
cause, attractive as that concept was, it seemed to
bear no real relationship to human ethics. Aside from
possible mystical experience, humans do not seem to
have access to the form of the good; thus, it could
have no real bearing upon ethical theory.

Aristotle’s abandonment of the form of the good
led to great alterations in agathokakological theory—
the philosophy of good and evil. While Plato ascribed
evil to ignorance—Socrates stated repeatedly that to
know the good is to do the good—Aristotle added
akrasia (weakness of the will) to the causes of evil.
Aristotle did not deny the role that the Socratic/Pla-
tonic concept of evil arose from ignorance, but he
held that notion to be inadequate to encompass all
evil. Some men know the good, Aristotle believed,
but lack the force of will and character to pursue it.

In late Judaism and early Christianity, the concept
of the free will (liberum arbitrium) and its role in the
selection or rejection of the greater good came to play
a predominant part. The notion that one may know
the good, have the strength of will to do it, and yet de-
liberately reject it entered theological ethics. Freely
chosen evil—the “Mystery of Iniquity”—came not
merely to supplement the concepts of ignorance and
akrasia as wellsprings of evil but to dominate them.
Evil done from ignorance or akrasia in this view
would be true moral evil only if the ignorance or
akrasia were itself culpable, and that culpability re-
quires that, at the end of the chain of moral causation,
a free choice must have been the basis of all else that
followed.

In part, concerns of theodicy—the theological/
philosophical investigation of divine justice—fueled
the Judeo-Christian development of the concept of
freely chosen evil. How is it just that God punishes
sin if an individual could not act otherwise? Freely
chosen evil was the answer that was proposed. In ad-
dition, Judeo-Christian demonology, with the figure

of Satan/Lucifer, contributed to the need for a new
explanation for the rejection of the good, for by tradi-
tional doctrine, Lucifer was the highest of all created
minds and, as an angel, lacked a lower nature—thus,
ignorance and akrasia are excluded as explanations
for his evil.

For Kant also, the question of freely chosen evil
became a fundamental problem in his ethical the-
ory. In the Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals
(1895) and the Critique of Practical Reason (1873),
Kant seemed to speak as if deliberately chosen evil
were possible. Already, however, there were prob-
lems, for true freedom—the autonomous will—was
possible only when the will made a law for itself, and
that law could only be the categorical imperative.

Finally, in Religion Within the Bounds of Reason
Alone (1838), Kant repudiated the notion of freely
chosen evil, maintaining that there could be no “dev-
ilish minds.” Despite Kant’s conclusion, however,
it is unclear that the notion of human free will—
the liberum arbitrium, the free choice between good
and evil—can be maintained without the concept of
freely chosen evil. Furthermore, as hard and soft
determinists contest with one another, it is uncertain
that moral responsibility can be maintained in the ab-
sence of the liberum arbitrium. In this way, the very
question of the ability freely and knowingly to reject
the good ties into the most basic issues in ethics, such
as free will and the existence of moral responsibility.

There is, perhaps, no concept so central to every
aspect of ethical philosophy as the concept of good-
ness. What distinguishes ethical philosophies from
one another most often are their differing visions of
the good. They are further distinguished by their han-
dling of the brute fact of human rejection of the good.
What is the good? Why do people find it attractive?
How are some able to reject the good? These are
among the three most crucial questions in the ethical
sphere.

Patrick M. O’Neil

Further Reading
Aristotle. Nicomachean Ethics. Translated and ed-

ited by Roger Crisp. New York: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2000. Explores the nature of the
good, which Aristotle defines as leading a fully
human existence or flourishing (eudaimonia).

Brandt, Richard B. A Theory of the Good and the
Right. Rev. ed. Foreword by Peter Singer. Am-
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herst, N.Y.: Prometheus Books, 1998. The good is
seen as the object of rational desire.

Carson, Thomas L., and Paul K. Moser, eds. Morality
and the Good Life. New York: Oxford University
Press, 1997. An excellent anthology of signifi-
cant, mainly contemporary, moral philosophy.
The first two sections are “Concepts of Good-
ness” and “What Things Are Good?”

Hinde, Robert A. Why Good Is Good: The Sources of
Morality. New York: Routledge, 2002. Written by
a biologist, this book attempts a truly interdisci-
plinary genealogy of morality, combining anthro-
pology, evolutionary biology, psychology, and
philosophy to determine the origins of ethical
ideas and conduct.

Hobbes, Thomas. Leviathan. Edited by Richard
Tuck. Rev. student ed. New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1996. Rational prudence is seen
as the basis of morality, and ethical egoism is de-
fended as the true moral philosophy.

Kant, Immanuel. Groundwork for the Metaphysics of
Morals. Edited and translated by Allen W. Wood.
New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2002.
The good will (proper moral intention to obey the
moral law) is seen as the source of all ethical
good.

Mill, John Stuart. Utilitarianism. Edited by George
Sher. 2d ed. Indianapolis: Hackett, 2001. The
greatest good—defined as a kind of eudaimonistic
pleasure—for the greatest number is seen as the
standard of the good action for moral agents.

Oates, Whitney Jennings, ed. Stoic and Epicurean
Philosophers: The Complete Extant Writings of
Epicurus, Epictetus, Lucretius, Marcus Aurelius.
New York: Modern Library, 1957. The stoic no-
tions of virtue and the Epicurean idea of pleasure
as the highest good for humanity may be found in
a number of different representatives of these
schools who have been assembled in this an-
thology.

Plato. The Republic. Translated by Desmond Lee. 2d
ed. New York: Penguin Books, 2003. The form of
the good is introduced and explicated.

See also: Beyond Good and Evil; Epicurus; God;
Hedonism; Intrinsic good; Life, meaning of; Moral-
ity; Teleological ethics; Truth; Value; Virtue ethics;
Wickedness.

Good samaritan laws
Definition: Taking their name from the New Testa-

ment story of the Good Samaritan, laws specify-
ing that, under normal circumstances, health care
professionals and other people attempting to pro-
vide help during an emergency cannot be sued for
damages inadvertently caused by their efforts

Date: First enacted during the 1980’s
Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Good samaritan laws afford a mea-

sure of legal protection for emergency medical
professionals and for passersby who decide to
get involved in emergency situations. They are
founded in the beliefs that it would be unjust to
punish someone for making a good faith effort to
help people in need, and that such efforts should
be encouraged as a matter of public policy.

Some people refuse to stop and help injured accident
victims because they fear being sued for improper ac-
tion. Much of the fear is generated by misunderstand-
ing and by misinterpretation of the laws. Good sa-
maritan laws have helped to alleviate some of these
fears. Essentially, good samaritan laws protect from
lawsuit emergency medical services personnel (and,
in some cases, private citizens), as long as they act in
good faith and to the best of their abilities. Mistreat-
ment, gross negligence, and abandonment are not in-
cluded in this protection.

Thus, these good samaritan laws attempt to en-
sure that anyone who voluntarily helps an injured or
ill person at a scene is not legally liable for error or
omissions in rendering good faith emergency care.
The provision of the Massachusetts General Law
c111C, section 14, which is typical of that of many
other states, reads: “No emergency medical techni-
cian who in the performance of his duties and in good
faith renders emergency first aid or transportation to
an injured or incapacitated person shall be personally
in any way liable as a result of rendering such aid or
as a result of transporting such person to a hospital or
other safe place.”

Jane A. Slezak

See also: Charity; Disability rights; Human rights;
Physician-patient relationship; Right to life.
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Goss v. Lopez
The Event: U.S. Supreme Court decision holding

that states must provide some elements of due
process of law in school disciplinary proceedings
that can result in suspension

Date: Ruling made on January 22, 1975
Type of ethics: Civil liberties
Significance: Goss established that, since disci-

plinary proceedings in public schools have the
power to deprive students of a state-provided
right to education, they must be conducted in
accordance with the basic principles of due pro-
cess.

During a period of unrest in the Columbus, Ohio,
school system, Dwight Lopez was a student at Cen-
tral High School. He was suspended from school for
ten days for allegedly participating in a demonstra-
tion in the school cafeteria. There was some physical
damage to the lunch room. Lopez received no hear-
ing prior to his suspension. He later testified that he
himself had not participated in the disturbance.

In a 5-4 decision written by Justice Byron R.
White, the Supreme Court held that Lopez and the
other nine suspended appellants were entitled to a
hearing prior to suspension so that the charges
against them could be assessed. The state of Ohio’s
argument that it was constitutionally entitled not to
offer public education at all and could thus manage
the system as it pleased was rejected by the Court;
having established the system and given the public
rights in it, Ohio could not deprive people of due pro-
cess by later depriving them of that right. The dis-
senting justices in this case argued that the penalty
was too insignificant to warrant a hearing.

Robert Jacobs

See also: Bill of Rights, U.S.; Due process; Gault,
In re; Supreme Court, U.S.

Gossip
Definition: Rumors or talk of a personal, sensa-

tional, or intimate nature regarding other persons
who are not present

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Although gossip is generally re-

garded as an unethical behavior, it can serve posi-
tive social functions.

The word “gossip” comes from Old English godsibb,
meaning a person related to one in God, or a godpar-
ent. Before the nineteenth century, the word “gossip”
signified friendship. Because the amounts of gossip
usually increase as the amounts of firm information
on other people decrease, the information provided
during gossip is founded primarily on speculation. It
is in part because of this speculation that gossip is
typically considered an unethical behavior and pro-
hibited by most religious teachings and secular rules.
Jewish law, for instance, generally forbids gossip and
contends that gossip is a means by which personal
honor is stolen. Passages in the Old Testament books
of Leviticus, Exodus, Psalms, and Proverbs condemn
the spreading of information, whether true or false,
against someone in private.

Although by modern standards gossip is consid-
ered undesirable, it serves several positive social
functions. For example, it is a means by which social
rules and norms and limits on personal behavior can
be communicated to new members without direct
confrontations. It also allows members of groups to
make comparisons with other members to put their
own problems in perspective and gain moral com-
passes on their own behavior. Finally, gossip allows
people to share intimacies that promote social bond-
ing, which in turn helps to build sustainable commu-
nities.

The question of whether gossip may be consid-
ered ethical may be answered by asking questions
such as these: Are the remarks that people say or
hear about others the kinds of things that they would
not want said about themselves? Are people saying
things with the intent of harming other people’s repu-
tations? Are the remarks being made for personal
gain? Are the remarks betraying personal confidences
or spreading sensitive information? If the answers to
any of these are yes, then the gossip is probably un-
ethical.

T. Steuart Watson
Tonya S. Butler

See also: Buddhist ethics; Cell-phone etiquette;
Cheating; Confidentiality; Etiquette; Internet chat
rooms; Jewish ethics; Journalistic ethics; Privacy.
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Gratitude
Definition: Appreciation or thankfulness
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: The appropriate expression of grati-

tude may be considered a virtue, while ingratitude
may be considered a vice.

Humankind is constantly preoccupied with equitable
exchange. Gratitude is the heart’s internal indicator
when the tally of gifts outweighs exchanges. Grati-
tude is a moral value that helps regulate the “give and
take” of human encounters. Gratitude is a universally
recognized virtue. The Roman poet Cicero called it
the “mother of all virtue.” Seneca, an ancient Stoic,
stated, “There was never any man so wicked as not to
approve of gratitude and detest ingratitude.” When
the ancient Chinese sage Confucius was asked to
summarize his ethics in one word, he replied, “Reci-
procity.” “Reciprocity” implies a sense of gratitude
that arises when goods received go beyond what was
deserved. The consensus of sages and philosophers is
that people have a moral duty to keep fresh the mem-
ory of good things done for them.

As is often the case, moral injunctions serve to
counter a trend in human nature that would other-
wise remain unchecked. Prophets and moralists have
found it necessary to counter the selfish and ungrate-
ful tendency in human nature. Social critic Christo-
pher Lasch, in his Culture of Narcissism (1978), has
called attention to the dangers of a society that fails to
maintain an “attitude of gratitude” as a core value.
When the individual’s “expectation of entitlement”
becomes the group norm, gratitude is destroyed and
the fabric of society is weakened. Gratitude is imper-
ative for group survival and cohesion.

Many Christian theologians have argued that
gratitude is the obligatory response of the believing
person to the grace and goodness of God’s creation
and redemption. Saint Paul writes, “In everything
give thanks.” One’s metaphysical and political com-
mitments may, however, shape one’s perceptions of
life in such a way that “gratitude,” rather than being a
virtue, may be judged to be a form of self-deception
or even a subtle coalition with one’s oppressors. For
example, Jean-Paul Sartre argues that life is essen-
tially absurd and inchoate, prompting one who is
“authentic” to have a fundamental attitude of “nau-
sea” toward life. Karl Marx, an economic determin-

ist, implied that the individual has a moral obligation
to feel ingratitude toward society when that society
fails to fairly meet the needs of all.

Asian Systems of Belief
In many forms of Asian thought, the status of

gratitude is ambiguous, since gratitude requires a
certain dualism between “benefactor” and “recipi-
ent” that may not apply in Asian systems. In much of
Asian thought, the goal of life is to transcend the
smallness of the finite self. As the devotee comes to
identify with the impersonal absolute, the concept of
“giving and receiving” becomes vacuous. The en-
lightened Hindu devotee may say, “One to me is loss
or gain, One to me is fame or shame, One to me is
pleasure, pain.” Thus, gratitude may assume a differ-
ent meaning in Asian thought.

Buddhists, who hold steadfastly to the doctrine of
“no-self,” staunchly express gratitude to the noble
Buddha who taught the path of “no-self.” In the
Daoist perspective, good and evil lose their absolute
character to such a degree that the concept of grati-
tude may become irrelevant. If both faces of fortune
are greeted with equal countenance, the concept of
gratitude becomes equivocal.

The book Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions by
Bill Wilson, a cofounder of Alcoholics Anonymous,
states, “Action expresses more gratitude than words.”
Retroactively, gratitude is expressed through thank-
ful remembrances, verbal expressions, and thank-
you notes. Proactively, gratitude is expressed through
charitable deeds that are performed without thought
of reward. Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) meetings
often focus on the topic of “gratitude” since the incul-
cation of this attitude is believed to be not only mor-
ally desirable but also necessary for peace of mind
and high-quality sobriety. AA teaches that gratitude
is the key to happiness and recovery, thus implying a
moral imperative to be grateful.

Friedrich Nietzsche believed that gratitude was
usually a disguise for covert interests. To have a per-
son’s gratitude is to have that person’s loyalty. Sacri-
fice to the gods was never purely to express gratitude
but to appease or ward off other evils. The “slave” who
serves the “master” above the call of duty secretly ex-
pects a boon, not merely the master’s gratitude. If grat-
itude is expressed with the motive of eliciting more
gifts from God or any other superior agent, it becomes
a form of mercantilism or spiritual materialism.
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Nietzsche did, however, recognize a higher grati-
tude that makes possible a noble expression based
on strength and true generosity of spirit. Similarly,
Fyodor Dostoevski saw a dynamic connection be-
tween gratitude and human freedom. In the “Legend
of the Grand Inquisitor,” in The Brothers Karamazov
(1912), he allegorized that when God calls to human-
ity he must do so in an ambiguous form in order to
maintain humanity’s nobility. If God were to appear
to humans with all of his power, glory, and gifts, hu-
mans would be awed with gratitude and would have
no choice but to obey. God, however, wanted human
obedience and gratitude to be freely given. Hence the
ambiguous nature of God’s gifts and communica-
tions. This ambiguity dampens humanity’s gratitude
while preserving its freedom.

Joseph Amato, in his Guilt and Gratitude (1982),
argues that the concept of gratitude is based on an
older worldview that assumes a “limited good and
the age-old struggle against scarcity.” This older
worldview taught that humankind was dependent on
material things. In a world of “scarcity,” gifts are
deeply appreciated. To give generously was noble.
Amato argues that the concept of gratitude requires a
worldview based on scarcity of goods. There is a new
“worldview” emerging, however, which says that the
good is unlimited and that happiness can be achieved
on Earth. A new ethics of gratitude is implied in this
view. This challenges the old understanding of grati-
tude as based on sacrifice and limitation. Gratitude
no doubt will continue to be a socially desirable atti-
tude but will have high moral value only when inten-
tions to posture, control, or placate the benefactor are
absent. Correlatively, the only gift that can evoke the
highest form of gratitude is one that is truly given
without expectation that the recipient be obliged or
perhaps even capable of repaying the gift.

Paul August Rentz

Further Reading
Amato, Joseph A. Guilt and Gratitude. Westport,

Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1982. Through the per-
spective of “tragic optimism,” this work estab-
lishes a new ethics of gratitude.

Dostoevski, Fyodor. The Brothers Karamazov. Trans-
lated by Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky.
New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2002.

Leddy, Mary Jo. Radical Gratitude. Maryknoll, N.Y.:
Orbis Books, 2002.

McCloskey, Mary A. “Gratitude.” In Encyclopedia
of Ethics, edited by Lawrence C. Becker and
Charlotte B. Becker. 2d ed. Vol. 1. New York:
Routledge, 2001.

McConnell, Terrance. Gratitude. Philadelphia: Tem-
ple University Press, 1993.

Nietzsche, Friedrich. On the Genealogy of Morals.
Edited and translated by Walter Kaufmann. New
York: Vintage Books, 1967.

See also: Confucius; Dostoevski, Fyodor; Etiquette;
Generosity; Humility; Marx, Karl.

Gray Panthers
Identification: Public advocacy group that com-

bats discrimination based on age
Date: Founded in 1970
Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: Gray Panthers was the first national

organization to bring old and young people to-
gether to address discrimination based on age.

In 1970, a woman named Maggie Kuhn joined sev-
eral friends to address two concerns. They wanted to
change the laws that permitted forced retirement at
age sixty-five, because they knew many people older
than that who had much to contribute, and they
wanted to join younger people in actively opposing
the Vietnam War. From these concerns came a group
called the Consultation of Older and Younger Adults
for Social Change, whose name was later changed to
Gray Panthers.

The name of the Gray Panthers is a humorous
takeoff on Black Panthers, a militant nationalist
group for African Americans. Gray Panthers, whose
motto is “Age and Youth in Action,” is unlike many
other advocacy groups for older people in that it does
not set up or feed on competition between old and
young people. It advises that by valuing its youngest
and oldest citizens, society can become more just and
humane. Through national publications and local
seminars, the members of Gray Panthers work for
improved media sensitivity to age, regulation of the
nursing-home and hearing-aid industries, affordable
and adequate housing for all, innovative concepts
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for jobs and work emphasizing the involvement of
people of all ages, and an increased emphasis on
intergenerational association.

Cynthia A. Bily

See also: Ageism; American Association of Retired
Persons; Health care allocation; Retirement funds.

Greed
Definition: Excessive desire to acquire things; ava-

rice
Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: Traditionally one of the seven deadly

sins, greed is often described both as a personal
moral failing and as a sign of societal corruption
or decline.

Greed occurs at all levels of human endeavor, and it
can occur at the individual or the group level. Donald
Worster documents the “greed is good” mentality in
the rise of agribusiness. In its greed for short-term
profits, it has followed a “slash-and-burn” policy of
economic development that has wreaked environ-
mental destruction and bequeathed future genera-
tions a legacy of worsening soil erosion, water short-
age, dust bowl conditions, and extinction of wildlife.

Greed may also characterize the workings of
government. Robert Lekachman stated the liberal ar-
gument that the administration of U.S. president
Ronald Reagan was motivated by greed. Reagan’s
administration purportedly engaged in an enthusias-
tic and massive redistribution of wealth and power
that further enriched the already rich, such as “greedy
dabblers in oil, gas and coal properties.” All this was
at the expense of the working poor, minorities, and
welfare families.

Origins of Greed
In Western systems of belief, greed is a sin. The

biblical concept of Original Sin states that individu-
als are born as sinners; sin is rooted in human nature.

Rather than viewing greed as an inherent trait or
motive, other explanations have looked to the envi-
ronment. Psychoanalyst Erich Fromm believed that
parents are shaped by society to mold their children

in a manner consistent with society’s values. Fromm
viewed American society as passing through a series
of stages. One of these was the “hoarding character,”
which was obsessed with accumulating, holding, and
retaining things. In this vein, Ray Porter observed
that the noble and virtuous intentions of the Constitu-
tion and Bill of Rights, Christian religion, and the
capitalist economy actually fostered a mentality of
greed that led to widespread destruction of the envi-
ronment. The right to own and accumulate private
property and do with it whatever one wanted was
seen as legitimate self-interest. The view that human-
kind was created in God’s image and had a soul led to
the view that plants and animals were subordinate to
human purposes. The Scriptures and the Protestant
ethic encouraged people to control and exploit nature
to their profit. Economics contributed the belief that
the source of all that was of value was labor. Nature
had no intrinsic value until it was exploited for prod-
ucts and wealth—a “greed is good” mentality.

Greed and Ethics
Greed is a sin—that is, a thought, motive, or de-

sire that results in evil behavior because of a wrong
attitude toward God. Greed rests in opposition to the
eternal law of God and results in alienation from him
and possible ruin and destruction. The Old and New
Testaments of the Bible contain numerous references
to the sinfulness of greed.

The list of the seven deadly sins has been common
since the time of Thomas Aquinas. One of these sins
is gluttony, which is listed in Roget’s Thesaurus and
Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary as a synonym for
greed. Gluttony/greed and the other sins were con-
sidered to be root causes of actions or failures to act
that constitute serious sins or which are the inevitable
source of other sins. They are considered to be deadly
because they are directly opposed to virtue.

Solutions
Both the Bible and modern writers agree that

greed is bad and potentially destructive to the indi-
vidual and to society. Both also agree that greed
needs to be replaced by contentment with a modest
style of living. The Bible extols individuals to “Keep
your lives free from the love of money and be content
with what you have” (Heb. 13:5). “Godliness with
contentment is great gain. For we brought nothing
into the world and we can take nothing out of it. But if
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we have food and clothing we will be content with
that” (1 Tim. 6:6-10).

Psychologist Burrhus F. Skinner believed that
people must reduce their consumption, especially of
nonessential luxuries that are falsely believed to be
necessary for a satisfying life. “The assignment is to
somehow induce people to take the future into ac-
count and live simpler lives, consuming less and
moving less . . . we need to arrange immediate conse-
quences which will induce people to act in ways
which have consequences that are ultimately con-
structive.”

John A. Nevin believes that it is necessary to em-
phasize the increasingly aversive conditions under
which humankind lives and target those responsible:
industries seeking short-term profits at the expense
of long-term well-being; religions that encourage
overpopulation to maintain and increase their mem-
bership; and, ultimately, each overavid consumer.

Laurence Miller

Further Reading
Childs, James M., Jr., Greed: Economics and Ethics

in Conflict. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000.
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verting Greed: Religious Perspectives on the
Global Economy. Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books,
2002.
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Nicolaus, Robert H. “B. F. Skinner Talks About En-
ergy.” Behaviorists for Social Action Journal 3,
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Robertson, A. F. Greed: Gut Feelings, Growth, and
History. Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 2001.

Schumacher, E. F. Small Is Beautiful. New York:
Harper & Row, 1973.

Worster, Donald. The Wealth of Nature: Environmen-
tal History and the Ecological Imagination. New
York: Oxford University Press, 1993.

See also: Corporate compensation; Exploitation;
Gluttony; Laziness; Needs and wants; Professional
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Green parties
Definition: Diverse political parties that are most

widely known for promoting environmental issues
Date: First organized during the 1980’s
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Greens were the first political parties

promoting environmental issues to win seats in
national legislatures.

Green parties, or Greens, make environmental issues
the focus of their political goals. They criticize the so-
cial, political, and economic structures and policies of
industrialized countries as the causes of the environ-
mental crisis. Greens consider environmental, eco-
nomic, social, and political problems to be interrelated
and global. Because of this relationship, Greens vari-
ously espouse grassroots democracy, social justice
and equality, peace, and small-scale economics. They
often oppose capitalism, the construction of nuclear
power plants, and the testing and production of nu-
clear weapons.

Most Green parties were established during the
1980’s in industrialized countries and became active
in every Western European country, as well as in Aus-
tralia and New Zealand. West Germany’s Green Party
(die Grünen), one of the most powerful Green parties,
in 1983 became the first to win seats in a national leg-
islature. Support for the Greens was strongly linked
with active involvement in social movements. The
majority of voters supporting the German Green party
in 1983 were active in the ecology, antinuclear, or
peace movements. Green parties have also won seats
in Austria, Belgium, Finland, Luxembourg, the Neth-
erlands, Romania, Sweden, Switzerland, and the Eu-
ropean Parliament.

In the United States, the Association of State Green
Parties (ASGP), later the Green Party, was formed af-
ter the presidential elections of 1996. The first Green
statewide officeholder was Audie Bock, who was
elected to the California Assembly in 1999, and the
Green Party’s choice to run Ralph Nader as its presi-
dential candidate in 2000 arguably changed the out-
come of that election.

Marguerite McKnight
Updated by the editors

See also: Environmental ethics; Environmental move-
ment; Nader, Ralph; Social justice and responsibility.
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Greenhouse effect
Definition: Increase in the earth’s surface tempera-

ture caused by the absorption of reflected infrared
radiation by atmospheric “greenhouse gases”

Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: The greenhouse effect poses a poten-

tial danger to all human life and societies, as well
as other species. It raises the issue of the extent of
each individual person’s and corporation’s ethical
responsibility to alleviate a threat to the species
and to the planet.

The “greenhouse gases”—water vapor and small
amounts of carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide,
ozone, and chlorofluorocarbons—absorb reflected
infrared radiation, thus raising the atmospheric tem-
perature. Without this increase, the earth’s mean sur-
face temperature would be about 15 degrees Cel-
sius rather than the observed 17.3 degrees Celsius
(approximate); therefore, the “greenhouse effect”

makes the earth habitable. The warming primarily re-
sults from absorption and restricted diffusion rather
than reflection and is more properly referred to as the
“atmospheric effect.”

Human production of carbon dioxide, chlorofluo-
rocarbons, nitrous oxide, and ozone may have caused
the global warming that has been noted since indus-
trialization. Atmospheric carbon dioxide is increasing
about 0.3 percent annually, an increase closely paral-
leling rates of fuel consumption. Some scientists pre-
dict doubled atmospheric carbon dioxide by the year
2080. Chlorofluorocarbons, which are entirely of in-
dustrial origin, are increasing by 5 percent per year.
Actions to control greenhouse gas emissions include
attempts to restrict fossil fuel combustion, which
generates carbon dioxide, and reforestation and for-
est preservation, which remove carbon dioxide from
the atmosphere. An international agreement made
in 1987 required the halving of chlorofluorocarbon
emissions in thirty-one countries by the next century.

Ralph L. Langenheim, Jr.
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The Greenhouse Effect

Clouds and atmospheric gases such as
water vapor, carbon dioxide, methane,
and nitrous oxide absorb part of the infra-
red radiation emitted by the earth’s sur-
face and reradiate part of it back to the
earth. This process effectively reduces the
amount of energy escaping to space and is
popularly called the “greenhouse effect”
because of its role in warming the lower
atmosphere. The greenhouse effect has
drawn worldwide attention because in-
creasing concentrations of carbon dioxide
from the burning of fossil fuels may result
in a global warming of the atmosphere.

Scientists know that the greenhouse
analogy is incorrect. A greenhouse traps
warm air within a glass building where it
cannot mix with cooler air outside. In a
real greenhouse, the trapping of air is
more important in maintaining the tem-
perature than is the trapping of infrared
energy. In the atmosphere, air is free to
mix and move about.

Atmosphere

Earth

Sun



See also: Clean Air Act; Earth and humanity;
Global warming; Nuclear energy; Pollution;
Rain forests.

Greenpeace
Identification: International organization

dedicated to the protection of the environ-
ment

Date: Founded in 1971
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Greenpeace helped introduce

the practice of organized interference with
environmentally destructive activities, in-
cluding governmental activities. The group
helped extend the principles of civil disobe-
dience to the environmental movement.

In 1971 Jim Bohlen, Paul Cote, and Irving
Stowe formed the Don’t Make a Wave Com-
mittee, in Vancouver, Canada, and it sent a pro-
test vessel, the Rainbow Warrior, to Amchitka
in the Aleutian Islands to provoke publicity re-
garding nuclear testing at that site. An attempt
to disrupt the test failed, but the resultant pub-
licity established Greenpeace, the new name of
the group, as a major factor in environmental
activism. Also, no further tests were held at
that site.

Among the notable continuing campaigns
of Greenpeace is the attempted disruption of
French nuclear tests at Mururoa in the South
Seas. This effort led to violence on the high
seas when French agents sank the Rainbow Warrior
in Auckland Harbor, New Zealand, killing one ac-
tivist. In 1973, Greenpeace began expanding from
antinuclear activity to general environmental protest.
Interference with sealing and whaling in the St. Law-
rence estuary and on the high seas, also involving
physical conflict at sea, became prominent. The or-
ganization also spread to Europe, the United States,
Argentina, and elsewhere, initiating numerous acts
of protest and physical interference with such activi-
ties as waste disposal.

See also: Civil disobedience; Earth and humanity;
Ecology; Environmental movement; Green parties;
Nature, rights of.

Griswold v. Connecticut
The Event: U.S. Supreme Court decision striking

down a Connecticut law that prohibited both the
use of contraceptives and counseling about con-
traception

Date: Ruling made on June 7, 1965
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: Griswold has significant free speech

implications, but its primary intent and effect are
to affirm the existence of a constitutionally guar-
anteed right to privacy and explicitly to extend the
protections afforded by that right to the conduct of
one’s marriage. It places a limit upon the state’s
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Sailors from a French naval vessel prepare to board the
Rainbow Warrior in September, 1995, when the Greenpeace
ship attempted to enter the restricted zone around the South
Pacific’s Mururoa atoll, where the French were planning to
test nuclear weapons. The French later sank the Rainbow
Warrior. (AP/Wide World Photos)

Image not available 



ability to regulate the intimate details of citizens’
private lives.

The Planned Parenthood League’s executive director
(Griswold) and medical director (Buxton) know-
ingly violated a Connecticut statute that prohibited
the giving of counsel to any person for the purpose of
preventing conception. After being convicted in the
Connecticut courts, Griswold and Buxton appealed
to the U.S. Supreme Court, which overturned the
Connecticut birth control law as unconstitutional.
Justice William O. Douglas, writing the majority
opinion, held that a right to privacy is implied in the
Bill of Rights, that the marriage “right of privacy
[was] older than the Bill of Rights . . . ,” and that the
state could not invade its freedoms.

Concurring opinions by the court emphasized that
the due process clause of the Fourteenth Amendment
incorporated the Bill of Rights against any intrusion
by state governments. Justices Hugo Black and Pot-
ter Stewart dissented on the grounds that the Bill of
Rights does not explicitly list a right of privacy, stat-
ing that this law did not violate any specific provision
of the Constitution and that the high court had no
right to invalidate state laws simply because those
laws were “capricious or irrational.”

Stephen D. Livesay

See also: Birth control; Due process; Privacy; Sex-
ual revolution; Supreme Court, U.S.

Grotius, Hugo
Identification: Dutch philosopher who wrote On

the Law of War and Peace (De iure belli ac pacis
libri res, 1625)

Born: April 10, 1583, Delft, Holland
Died: August 28, 1645, Rostock, Mecklenburg
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Grotius pioneered the early modern

concept of the secular international society whose
members should interact according to an interna-
tional law based upon norms.

Living in a world embroiled in sectarian religious
wars that were both civil and international, Hugo
Grotius sought to provide a model for international

relationships that was grounded in natural, God-
given guidelines that were fully secular in that they
could be learned and understood by unaided reason
alone. Any unity in Christian revelation had disinte-
grated in the success of the Reformation movements,
and thus only the action of human reason might lead
to certain guidelines. This was essentially an exten-
sion of the Renaissance era’s program of uncovering
the natural truth of classical pagan ethics.

A Dutch Protestant, Grotius believed in the divine
ordering of the universe. God’s preferences for hu-
man behavior were embedded from Creation in what
Grotius calls “divine law,” which is manifested in
God’s revelations to people. This is a law that de-
mands a “very high degree of moral perfection” and
is associated with the Jewish and Christian moral and
ethical systems. Natural law, on the other hand, is
also an expression of God’s will, but it is discernible
through the exercise of human reason alone and re-
quires a rather lower ethical and moral bar than that
for God’s Chosen or saved peoples. People assent to
the first through faith and to the second by what
Grotius called the “exercise of Right Reason” and
“common consent of mankind.”

International relations, especially matters of war
and peace, should be carried out according to the nat-
ural law that applies to all people and nations at all
times. This was Grotius’s “primary law of nations.”
Custom and written agreements constituted a “sec-
ondary law,” or positive law, that may or may not
have been in synch with natural law. To be just and
command the obedience of Christians, human-made
laws must be based in the natural law established by
God. By extension, states’ interactions should also
conform to the norms embodied in and derived from
natural law.

Grotius recognized that the conduct of war was a
legitimate activity of a state, but he insisted that just as
there were wars acceptable under natural law, there
were those that could not be justified, and states and
their soldiers had to conform to norms rooted in natu-
ral law to be justified in their conduct of hostilities. In
important ways he adjusted St. Augustine’s comments
on just wars and justifiable combat. By grounding
these in the same natural law according to which na-
tions should interact among themselves, he laid the
groundwork for the modern agreements, such as the
Geneva Conventions, that regulate the conduct of war.

Joseph P. Byrne
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Further Reading
Onuma, Yasuaki, ed. A Normative Approach to War:

Peace, War, and Justice in Hugo Grotius. New
York: Oxford University Press, 1993.

Sotirovich, William Vasilio. Grotius’ Universe: Di-
vine Law and a Quest for Harmony. New York:
Vantage Press, 1978.

Walzer, Michael. Just and Unjust Wars: A Moral Ar-
gument with Historical Illustrations. 3d ed. New
York: Basic Books, 2000.

See also: Christian ethics; Geneva conventions; In-
ternational law; Jewish ethics; Just war theory; Lying;
Natural law; Natural rights; Nussbaum, Martha.

Group therapy
Definition: Simultaneous psychotherapeutic treat-

ment of several clients under the leadership of
therapists who try to facilitate helpful interactions
among group members

Date: Term coined in 1932
Type of ethics: Psychological ethics
Significance: In addition to abiding by the same

ethical strictures that bind all psychotherapists,
group therapists must take special care not to aid
one member of the group at the expense of an-
other member. Moreover, all members of therapy
groups are morally obligated to hold confidential
everything that occurs within group sessions.

Typically, therapy groups consist of three to twelve
members who meet once per week for twelve to an
unlimited number of weeks. Formats of group ther-
apy differ widely depending on the approach taken
by the therapist, but all forms provide an opportunity
for members to interact with other members and to
learn from these interactions with the help of the ther-
apist.

Compared to individual therapy, group therapy
provides a fuller social context in which an individual
can work out social problems. Thus, group therapy
affords a unique laboratory for working out interper-
sonal relationships. Members interact in a setting that
is more representative of real life than is individual
therapy.

Group therapy was developed over the first three
decades of the twentieth century by several inno-
vative mental health professionals. The term was
coined by Jacob Moreno, also associated with the in-
vention of psychodrama, at a psychiatric conference
in 1932. The practice first became popular during
World War II, when there were too few therapists
available to treat all the psychological casualties of
war. Many experienced therapists, however, have
come to believe that group therapy has a number of
advantages beyond the efficient use of a therapist’s
time (and lower cost to the individual).

One additional advantage of group therapy is that
it encourages members to recognize quickly that they
are not the only ones who feel the way they do; it
gives them the opportunity to derive comfort, en-
couragement, and support from others who have sim-
ilar, perhaps more severe, problems. This recognition
tends to raise each member’s expectations for im-
provement, an important factor in all forms of treat-
ment. In addition, members have an opportunity to
see themselves as others see them and to obtain more
honest feedback about their behavior than they re-
ceive elsewhere in everyday life. They receive this
feedback not only from the leader but also from other
members, whose insights and observations can be
very beneficial.

Members also have opportunities to try alterna-
tive responses when old ones prove ineffective. Thus,
they can actually practice new behaviors in addition
to talking about them. Further, members can learn vi-
cariously by watching how others behave and can ex-
plore attitudes and reactions by interacting with a va-
riety of people, not only the therapist. Also, members
often benefit from feeling that they are part of a
group, from getting to know new people, from ex-
pressing their own points of view, and from becom-
ing emotionally intimate with others. The group ex-
perience may make members less guarded, more
willing to share feelings, and more sensitive to other
people’s needs, motives, and messages. Members
may also experience increased self-esteem as a result
of helping other members.

Group therapy poses several potential disadvan-
tages. First, some people, because of insecurities or
distrustfulness, may be unsuited to group therapy or
may need individual therapy before they can function
well in a group setting. Second, in some groups, the
therapist’s attention may be spread too thin to give
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each member the attention that he or she needs.
Third, the pressure to conform to group rules may
limit the therapy process. Fourth, some people may
desire more confidentiality than a group can afford or
may desire individual attention.

Some types of problems are more appropriate for
group than individual therapy. Such problems in-
clude substance abuse, eating disorders, child abuse,
problems with intimacy, compulsive behaviors (such
as gambling), hypochondriasis, narcissism, and post-
trauma adjustment (such as post-divorce adjustment
or recovering from the effects of sexual victimiza-
tion). Also, group therapy is a popular form of per-
sonal growth therapy; thus, groups are often com-
posed of individuals who are essentially normal but
who want to grow or develop more fully.

Types of Group Therapy
Some forms of group therapy currently in exis-

tence are sensitivity training or encounter groups,
which promote personal growth by encouraging
members to focus on their immediate relationships
with other members; assertiveness training, in which
leaders demonstrate specific ways of standing up for
one’s rights in an assertive but not aggressive man-
ner; psychodrama, in which an individual acts out
dramatic incidents resembling those that cause prob-
lems in real life; family therapy, in which two or more
family members work as a group to resolve the prob-
lems of each individual family member (for example,
school phobia in an eight-year-old) and to create har-
mony and balance within the family by helping each
family member better understand the family’s inter-
actions and the problems they create; marriage en-
counter, in which couples explore themselves and try
to expand and deepen their marriage relationships;
and self-help groups such as Alcoholics Anonymous,
Parents Without Partners, Synanon, and Weight
Watchers, which often function within a specified
structure but without a trained or formal leader.

People most likely to benefit from group therapy
are those who can communicate thoughts and feel-
ings and who are motivated to be active partici-
pants. Poor candidates are those who are withdrawn,
uncommunicative, combative, antisocial, or so de-
pressed or unreachable that they are likely to frustrate
other group members.

Lillian M. Range

Further Reading
Bowen, Murray. Family Therapy in Clinical Prac-

tice. New York: Jason Aronson, 1978.
Brabender, Virginia. Introduction to Group Therapy.

New York: Wiley, 2002.
Haley, Jay, and Lynn Hoffman. Techniques of Family

Therapy. New York: Basic Books, 1967.
Kline, William B. Interactive Group Counseling and

Therapy. Upper Saddle River, N.J.: Merrill/
Prentice Hall, 2003.

Lieberman, Morton A., Irvin D. Yalom, and Matthew
B. Miles. Encounter Groups: First Facts. New
York: Basic Books, 1973.

Minuchin, Salvador. Families & Family Therapy.
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1974.

Napier, Augustus, with Carl Whitaker. The Family
Crucible. New York: Harper & Row, 1978.

Satir, Virginia. Conjoint Family Therapy. Rev. ed.
Palo Alto, Calif.: Science and Behavior Books,
1967.

Yalom, Irvin D. The Theory and Practice of Group
Psychotherapy. 4th ed. New York: Basic Books,
1995.

See also: Behavior therapy; Family therapy; Per-
sonal relationships; Psychology; Therapist-patient
relationship.

Guilt and shame
Definition: Painful emotions resulting from self-

evaluation either as moral transgressor (guilt) or
as morally inadequate in the judgment of others
(shame)

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Along with outrage or anger at oth-

ers’ transgressions, guilt and shame are the most
visceral and immediate aspects of a person’s
moral judgment and experience. They play cru-
cial roles in motivating people to avoid moral
transgressions.

An individual is “objectively” guilty if he or she is re-
sponsible for violating a standard of conduct pre-
scribed by an authority, which violation renders the
individual liable to compensation for the transgres-
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sion. The violated standard may be a law, a rule of
group morality, or a principle of the individual’s
own conscience. The subjective condition of “feeling
guilty” is the sense of having committed an immoral
act for which one is answerable to the authority of
one’s own conscience. Although the compensation to
which one feels bound because of this transgression
can take a variety of forms (punishment, repayment,
being forgiven, and so forth), subjective guilt always
involves the sense that one must do or suffer some-
thing in order to rectify a moral wrong that one has
committed. As defined, the sense of being guilty is
not identical with feeling empathic pain for those
harmed by the violation. It is also not fear of reper-
cussion or fear of punishment or the sense of having
“made a mistake.”

A person may be “objectively” guilty of acting
against the law or the morals of others and yet not feel
guilty. This occurs when such transgressions are
not contrary to personal conscience. A person also
may be objectively innocent of violating the law or
group morality and yet feel guilty. This occurs if the
individual violates the dictates of conscience even
though the conduct is allowed by the law or others’
morals.

Shame
Shame is the sense that one is a failure because

one is regarded as such in the eyes of others. In feel-
ing moral shame, one is thinking of and endorsing
a moral condemnation by others (either real or
imagined) of some specific fault, which occasions a
global sense of one’s own moral inadequacy. One is
“shamed” by others into being “ashamed of” one’s
whole self. In feeling guilt, one condemns oneself
and does so only for a specific misdeed. This differ-
ence between shame and guilt is evident in the way
each varies in intensity. Guilt varies as a function of
the grievousness of the misdeed and the degree of re-
sponsibility of the agent.

A sense of full responsibility for doing something
horribly wrong should elicit a severe sense of guilt. A
sense of less responsibility for doing something that
is regarded as less grievous should elicit a less severe
sense of guilt. Moral shame varies in degree as a
function of the esteem in which the others who are
condemning the self are held. Those who are held in
low regard should elicit little or no shame in the indi-
vidual whom they morally disparage. Those who are

held in high esteem should elicit much shame if they
are regarded as being critical (even if what they are
morally condemning is regarded by the individual as
trivial).

Both guilt and shame play crucial roles in moral
motivation. Guilt motivates one to make compensa-
tion for wrongs done, by submitting to punishment
and/or by making satisfaction for harm caused. Doing
either assuages the painful feeling of being guilty by
partially “undoing” the wrong. Because guilt is a
painful emotion, people are motivated to avoid expe-
riencing it in the first place; that is, to avoid commit-
ting the wrongs that cause them to feel guilty. By
shame, people are motivated to correct moral defects
that they take others to be criticizing in them. This
correction serves to assuage the pain of shame by
eliminating its cause. It also serves to reestablish
good relations with those who are regarded as being
critical. Again, because shame is a painful emotion,
people are motivated to avoid experiencing it in the
first place; that is, to avoid acting in ways that cause
them to be ashamed. Thus, people take account of
and anticipate the moral judgments of them by others
and “adjust” themselves accordingly.

Guilt and shame have closely related origins.
When wrongdoing and punishment by parents be-
come sufficiently linked in a child’s mind, the mere
thought of having done wrong will elicit the associ-
ated pain, as in guilt. Parental punishment also estab-
lishes a linkage between pain and negative evaluation
of the self by others. Hence, the very thought of dis-
approbation of oneself by “significant” others will
come to elicit the associated pain, as in shame.

Whether an individual is more prone to guilt or to
shame depends upon whether the wrongs done by the
person as a child or the disapproval by others of those
wrongs was emphasized by the parents. This empha-
sis varies across cultures. Some societies emphasize
the individual’s sense of responsibility for wrongdo-
ing (so-called “guilt societies”), while others empha-
size the individual’s sense of what others think of the
individual’s wrongdoing (so-called “shame socie-
ties”).

Experiencing the appropriate degree of either
shame or guilt on the occasion of moral wrongdoing
or failure is rational and constitutive of being a moral
person. Shame and guilt become irrational, however,
when they are unwarranted by the occasion in which
they are experienced. Irrational shame and guilt be-
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come pathological when they are persistently experi-
enced even after their irrationality is acknowledged.

Mark Stephen Pestana

Further Reading
Cavell, Stanley. “The Avoidance of Love: A Reading

of King Lear” and “Othello and the Stake of the
Other.” In Disowning Knowledge in Seven Plays
of Shakespeare. Updated ed. New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2003.

Morris, Herbert. Guilt and Shame. Belmont, Calif.:
Wadsworth, 1971.

_______. On Guilt and Innocence: Essays in Legal
Philosophy and Moral Psychology. Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1976.

Piers, Gerhart, and Milton B. Singer. Shame and
Guilt: A Psychoanalytic and a Cultural Study.
New York: W. W. Norton, 1971.

Tangney, June Price, and Rhonda L. Dearing. Shame
and Guilt. New York: Guilford Press, 2002.

Taylor, Gabriele. Pride, Shame, and Guilt: Emotions
of Self-Assessment. New York: Oxford University
Press, 1985.

See also: Bystanders; Conscience; Forgiveness;
Freud, Sigmund; Jurisprudence; Moral education;
Moral responsibility; Passions and emotions; Pun-
ishment.

The Gulag Archipelago
Identification: Book by Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn

(1918- )
Date: Arkhipelag GULag, 1918-1956: Opyt khudo-

zhestvennogo issledovaniya, 1973-1975 (The
Gulag Archipelago, 1918-1956: An Experiment
in Literary Investigation, 1974-1978)

Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Solzhenitsyn’s The Gulag Archipel-

ago examines the history of the penal system es-
tablished in the Soviet Union after the Russian
Revolution and brought to light the cruelties in-
flicted upon millions of political prisoners.

The word “gulag” derives from the Russian acronym
for the Chief Administration of Collective Labor
Camps, which was established in the Soviet Union

after the Russian Revolution of 1918. An archipelago
is an extensive group of islands, such as exists in the
Arctic Ocean off the coast of Siberia. It was in these
bitterly cold regions that collective labor camps were
built to house more than ten million inmates. In 1973,
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, a Russian novelist, began
publishing a three-volume history of those camps
called The Gulag Archipelago, 1918-1956: An Ex-
periment in Literary Investigation. Although banned
in his own homeland, Solzhenitsyn’s work was
smuggled to the West, was translated, became a best-
seller, and led to the author’s expulsion from Soviet
territory in 1974. The three published volumes were
based on letters, documents, and the experiences of
227 eyewitnesses, including those of the author, who
spent eight years in the camps.

History
Soviet labor camps were first established by

Vladimir Lenin, leader of the Russian communists
during the revolution, to reeducate and punish ene-
mies of the Communist Party. After Lenin’s death in
1924, Joseph Stalin took power and sent millions of
Soviet citizens to the camps for “crimes against the
state.” In a chapter titled “The History of Our Sewage
Disposal System,” Solzhenitsyn explores Stalin’s le-
gal and ethical motivations for carrying out a reign of
terror that lasted from 1927 until the dictator’s death
in 1953. Under the Soviet constitution, written by the
dictator himself, any “counterrevolutionary” activity
was punishable by ten years of slave labor or even
death. Any actions “injurious to the military might”
of the Soviet Union, any “intention” to do injury, and
any “attempt to weaken state power” could get a citi-
zen thrown into the Gulag.

Other crimes included attempts at armed rebel-
lion, providing aid to the “international bourgeoisie”
or capitalist class, espionage, suspicion of espionage,
and contacts “leading to suspicion to engage in espio-
nage,” including more easily witnessed criminal acts
such as “subversion of industry, transport, and trade”
by failing to achieve and produce as much as was ex-
pected of loyal citizens. One could also be punished
for failing to denounce people whom one suspected of
having committed any of these crimes. Solzhenitsyn
received an eight-year sentence for violating the law
against weakening the state by criticizing its leaders.
He had criticized Stalin’s military leadership in a
“private” letter to a fellow army officer, but since all
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mail was opened and read by secret police agents,
nothing was truly private. The communist judge sent
Solzhenitsyn to a labor camp in Siberia. While in the
Gulag, he heard many stories of suffering, death, and
other horrors, and he pledged to write about those ex-
periences so that they would never be forgotten.

Ethical Principles
Inside the camps, the most vicious criminals were

in charge. According to Stalinist ethics, political pris-
oners had no human rights because they were inferior
beings and enemies of the state. Refusal to obey or-
ders or attempts to avoid work meant immediate
death. Millions died from twenty-hour days in gold
mines or in clearing forests in 60-degrees-below-
zero weather. Inmates were not expected to survive,
so they were fed inadequate, miserable food, fre-
quently nothing more than watery potato or “fish”
soup and a moldy crust of bread once a day.

The camps were built and maintained accord-
ing to the ethics of pure force. Stalin’s word became
law, and his only motive became increasing his own
power. “To choose one’s victims, to prepare one’s
plans minutely, to slake an implacable vengeance,
and then to go to bed . . . there is nothing sweeter in
the world,” he wrote. The methods of force that he
used included torture and psychological terror. The
only way to avoid immediate death at the hands of the
police was to confess to everything and to submit to
the absolute power of the torturers. Stalinist ethics
were based on one principle: Stalin and the party
were right, and everything else was wrong. Even
children as young as twelve could be executed for
crimes against the state, usually upon no more proof
than a confession elicited after the child had been
subjected to days of continuous questioning, without
sleep, in an isolated cell.

The ethics of the Gulag inmates demanded the de-
struction of all human feeling and trust. Survival de-
pended upon finding meaning in circumstances that
evoked only horror, hatred, and degradation. Yet, as
Solzhenitsyn discovered, many inmates did survive.
He attributed survival inside the camps to a prisoner’s

strength of character before he entered the system.
The people who surrendered and died or became in-
formers were those who “before camp had not been
enriched by any morality or by any spiritual upbring-
ing.” Survival demanded a “steadfast faith” in the hu-
man spirit or in some religious ethic. People who had
found meaning in life before becoming victims of the
terrorists could put up with the worst conditions,
while those without a philosophy of life surrendered
to despair and died horrible deaths. For Solzhenitsyn,
this was the lesson of the Gulag: Know how to live
and you will survive any conditions within or without
the camps.

Leslie V. Tischauser
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H
Wadtth

Definition: Traditions of the life and sayings of the
Prophet Muwammad

Date: Developed during the seventh to ninth
centuries

Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The actions and decisions of Muwam-

mad, as related in the Wadtth, are seen as exem-
plary in Islamic ethics and are, in many traditions,
legally binding in those instances in which there
are not specific Quranic injunctions.

The first source of ethical guidance in Islam is the
Qur$3n and its exegesis. One text, however rich, can-
not supply guidance in the particulars of all matters,
though, and so great importance usually is placed on
the traditions of the actions and statements (way of
life, or sunna) of the Prophet Muwammad. The im-
portance ofWadtth is further grounded in the Qur$3n,
which enjoins the faithful to look to Muwammad’s
example for guidance. There is a broad range of sub-
jects ofWadtth, from those that have or are alleged to
have mystical import, to those concerned with proper
worship, to those that deal with the most everyday
matters such as manner of dress.

There has also been a broad range of approaches
to the use ofWadtth. In many Islamic legal traditions,
Wadtth is second only to the Qur$3n in authority and
is legally binding. Very often, it is seen as ethically
regulative, especially in matters of worship but not
always in more mundane matters. There has also
been persistent critique of the use of Wadtth as inno-
vative or unreliable, although such critique tends to
be a minority position.

The question of which Wadtth to accept as au-
thentic became a central concern in Islamic legal and
ethical thought because the Wadtth could determine
the community’s acceptable range of behavior. Thus
arose the science of analysis of isn3d, the chain
of transmission of Wadtth in which the authenticity
and accuracy of each stage of the transmission is ex-

amined. The major collections of Wadtth were as-
sembled in the ninth century, with the collections by
Abn 4Abdall3h Muwammad al-Bnkh3rt and Abn al-
Wusayn Muslim ibn al-Wall3jmost often accepted as
authoritative. The elections of Wadtth were at the
core of the curriculum at many of the medieval
madrasas (roughly equivalent to modern colleges).
The importance of Wadtth was also a major impe-
tus to serious, scholarly research into history in the
Islamicate world, since the soundness of the chain of
transmission ofWadtth cannot be determined without
accurate facts about the history of the transmitters.

Many Sufis often employ controversial Wadtth
with less concern for isn3d than for transcendent or
mystical meaning of the Wadtth. Ibn 4Arabt, for ex-
ample, reported the Wadtth that God had revealed to
Muwammad that God was a hidden jewel, who cre-
ated the world so that he could be known. Ibn 4Arabt
then argued against the independent reality of the
phenomenal world, which is merely a mirror of God.

Thomas Gaskill

See also: Bnkh3rt, al-; Ghaz3lt, al-; Islamic ethics;
Muwammad; Qur$3n; Shart4a; Sufism.

al-Wall3j
Identification: Persian mystic
Born: c. 858, Znr (now in Iran)
Died: March 26, 922, Baghdad (now in Iraq)
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Al-Wall3j’s life, his teachings in The

Tawasin (early tenth century), and his execution
and martyrdom were central to the development
of Sufism.

Abn al-Mughtth al-Wusayn ibn Man;nr al-Wall3j has
often been called the martyr of mystical love, be-
cause he paid the highest price for his devotion to loss
of the ego in pure, unconditional love of God. His
burning desire for extinction of the self is reflected in
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his verse, “Kill me, oh, my trustworthy friends.” He is
best known for proclaiming, in a state of mystical ec-
stasy, “an3$l-waqq.” Al-waqq literally means “the
truth” (often in the sense of “true reality”), but is also
one of the names of God. An3’ is the first-person sin-
gular pronoun. This led many to interpret al-Wall3j as
a pantheist (reading an3$l-waqq as “I am God”),
which led to his particularly gruesome execution. Al-
Wall3j’s surviving works and the work of Louis
Massignon (The Passion of Wall3j) make clear that
the charge was false. Al-Wall3j’s calm and steadfast-
ness in love of God throughout his execution ensured
his later role in much of Sufism as a martyr. Follow-
ing his execution, most of his disciples fled from Iraq
to the more tolerant northeast, where they energized
Khurasani and Central Asian Sufism.

Thomas Gaskill

See also: Ahi[s3; Bhagavadgtt3; God; Moral status
of animals; Nonviolence.

Hammurabi’s code
Identification: Set of 282 specific laws regulating

the social and economic behavior of the people of
Babylon

Date: Established between 1792 and 1750 b.c.e.
Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: The code of Hammurabi was one of

the earliest and most thorough attempts in history
to set up a harmonious social order based on indi-
vidual rights backed by the gods and the state.

Hammurabi (ruled c. 1792-1750 b.c.e.) was the sixth
king of an Amorite (Semitic) dynasty ruling over the
city-state of Babylon and one of the most important
rulers of ancient times. He united all the city-states of
Mesopotamia under his rule and, in time, created a
huge empire. As an effective, pragmatic administra-
tor, he desired to establish order by setting up stan-
dardized rules of moral conduct and ensuring that
people would accept decisions made by courts rather
than seek to avenge wrongs on the spur of the mo-
ment without restraint.

In order to establish a uniform system of justice
and create something approaching universal law ap-
plicable to varying cultures from formerly indepen-

dent city-states, Hammurabi used existing laws and
court decisions, and he added new laws as different
situations arose. Earlier Mesopotamian law codes,
antedating Hammurabi’s code by one to three centu-
ries, indicate that the great Babylonian king con-
sulted precedent and that his code rested on a wide-
spread ancient Near Eastern legal tradition. Three
previous Near Eastern codes are the Code of Ur-
nammu (founder of the third dynasty of Ur c. 2060
b.c.e.); the Code of Lipit-Ishtar (c. 1870 b.c.e.); and
the Laws of Eshnunna (promulgated c. nineteenth
century b.c.e.)

Inscription
After all the laws and judgments had been col-

lected, they were inscribed on several stelae, which
were set up in public in various cities of the empire.
Officials were appointed by the king to mete out the
prescribed penalties to violators of the law.

A single copy of the Code of Hammurabi was first
discovered in the winter of 1901-1902 at Susa, the
capital of ancient Elam. The recovered stele is an
eight-foot-tall block of black diorite. The upper part
displays a relief, or carving, depicting Hammurabi
receiving the commission to write the law from the
god of justice, the sun god Shamash. This commis-
sion provided significant legitimization of the code
by showing the world that the gods were behind the
establishment of the code and that they desired, as
well as expected, mortals to behave according to its
principles. There is no hint in the code itself, how-
ever, of the concept of imitatio dei (the requirement
to be holy because God is holy) as the rationale for
moral behavior.

The inscription on the stele was divided into three
parts: a prologue, the code itself, and an epilogue at
the bottom of the stone slab. The epilogue added ex-
tra incentive for obedience by reinforcing the prom-
ise of rewards to those who obeyed the laws and pun-
ishment to those who disobeyed.

Ethical Principles
Hammurabi proclaimed that he issued his code on

divine authority in order to “establish law and justice
in the language of the land, thereby promoting the
welfare of the people.” The main ethical principle
upon which the code rested was that “the strong shall
not injure the weak.” Individuals were not permitted
to take the law into their own hands.
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An important consideration for modern interpret-
ers of the code, however, centers on how one defines
such terms as “justice” and “injury to the weak.” One
striking feature of the code is that it was not strictly
egalitarian in its application of punishments; the
law differed according to the social status of the of-
fender. Aristocrats were not punished as harshly as
commoners, and commoners were not punished as
harshly as slaves. Still, slaves had rights and received
some protection under the law.

The code also rested on the conviction that pun-
ishment should fit the crime. Like the Law of Moses
in ancient Israel, Hammurabi’s code employed the
lex talionis, “an eye for an eye, and a tooth for a
tooth,” and it may be the oldest law code in the an-
cient Near East to prescribe this system. It oper-
ated, however, only among equals. An aristocrat who
destroyed the eye of a commoner or slave could
pay a fine instead of losing his own eye. As long as
the criminal and victim shared the same social sta-
tus, however, the latter could demand exact retribu-
tion.

In an attempt to guarantee a fair trial and a just
verdict, the code forbade a judge to change his ver-
dict once a decision had been rendered. Any judge
who did so was heavily fined and deposed. There
were no public prosecutors in Hammurabi’s day, so
individuals brought their own complaints before the
court and produced supporting documentation or
witnesses. In cases of murder, the accuser had to
prove the defendant guilty. Any accuser who failed to
do so was put to death. This severe measure was de-
signed to prevent frivolous, groundless cases from
clogging the courts and wasting the time of defen-
dants.

Hammurabi’s code displays an understanding of
the difference between accidental deed and mali-
cious intent, but it does not seem to attach to this prin-
ciple the same importance afforded it by the later
Mosaic code.

Civilization and Moral Continuity
Hammurabi’s code addressed what it considered

to be unethical behavior in a wide variety of situa-
tions, demonstrating a significant moral continuity
between ancient and modern civilization. The con-
cept of strict accountability is evident in all the laws.

The code mandated consumer protection. Mer-
chants and businessmen had to guarantee the quality

of their goods and services. No one was exempt. A
house builder whose careless work resulted in the
collapse of a house and the death of its inhabitants
was himself put to death. A merchant who tried to in-
crease the interest rate on a loan forfeited the entire
loan amount. A surgeon whose patient died during an
operation was executed. A surgeon whose patient
lost an eye during treatment had his fingers cut off—a
punishment that no doubt proved inconvenient to his
future career.

Crime was a serious problem in Mesopotamian
urban life, so the code ordered that exacting mea-
sures be taken against criminals. Burglars caught in
the act were put to death on the spot. Anyone caught
looting a burning building was thrown into the fire.
Such penalties were intended to stamp out crime as
well as limit the cycle of violence that sometimes re-
sulted from private vengeance.

Hammurabi’s code gave careful attention to mar-
riage and family relationships. Proved adultery with
a married woman incurred the death penalty for both
participants. The wife was expected to be rigorously
faithful, and the husband had virtually absolute
power over his household. By the standards of the
time, however, certain “rights” of women were set
forth in this code for the first time. Husbands who
abused their wives without cause had to pay a penalty
in silver. If a wife proved herself innocent of charges
of adultery, she could take her dowry and leave her
husband.

There is debate over how often, if ever, the penal-
ties and provisions of Hammurabi’s code were actu-
ally carried out. Contemporary legal documents are
scanty and silent on the issue, but there is no question
that the code greatly influenced the behavior of the
civilizations and the people of the Near East long af-
ter the fall of Babylonia. It provided the backdrop
against which Moses revealed the law to Israel. The
Law of Moses contains many similarities and paral-
lels to Hammurabi’s code. While it was not the first
law code in history, the Code of Hammurabi was the
most comprehensive in the world until the Byzantine
emperor Justinian ordered the compilation of the
Corpus Juris Civilis about 550 c.e.

Andrew C. Skinner

Further Reading
Cook, Stanley A. The Laws of Moses and the Code of

Hammurabi. London: A. and C. Black, 1903.
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Hare, R. M.
Identification: English philosopher
Born: March 21, 1919, Backwell, near Bristol,

Somerset, England
Died: January 29, 2002, Ewelme, Oxfordshire,

England
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: In such works as The Language of

Morals (1952), Freedom and Reason (1963), Ap-
plications of Moral Philosophy (1972), Moral
Thinking (1981), Essays in Ethical Theory (1989),
and Essays on Political Morality (1989), Hare at-
tempted to argue that all moral judgments are
commands rather than factual propositions, with-
out sacrificing the normative force of such judg-
ments.

R. M. Hare’s moral theory, called “universal pre-
scriptivism,” was based on the idea that moral judg-
ments are universalizable prescriptions. Like the
noncognitivist, he stressed the commending or evalu-
ating function of value statements. Therefore, at least

part of what it means to say “x is right” is “x is to be
commended,” or “one ought to do x.” Hare also
thought, however, unlike the noncognitivist, that
moral statements are meant both to guide choices
through a veiled appeal to universal principles and to
assert on rationally testable grounds that something
is the case. He agreed with G. E. Moore that natural-
istic theories are fallacious but differed in his account
of the reason for this.

Hare’s work was one of the most eclectic efforts
in contemporary moral philosophy, for his view had
certain definite affinities with utilitarianism (in the
idea that the basic human good is to maximize ratio-
nal preferences that embody prescriptions), with ex-
istentialist ethics (in his suggestion that one makes a
“decision of principle” when one chooses a particu-
lar action), with Kantian ethics (in connection with
his universalizability thesis), and with emotivism (in
his focus on the logic of the language of morals). On
the practical side of moral philosophy, Hare showed
an unusual philosophical interest in problems related
to moral education and moral decision making.

R. Douglas Geivett

See also: Cognitivism; Emotivist ethics; Existential-
ism; Kantian ethics; Language; Metaethics; Moore,
G. E.; Ought/can implication; Prescriptivism; Una-
muno y Jugo, Miguel de; Will.

Harm
Identification: Physical or mental damage done to

others
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: An important consequence of wrong-

doing, harm is often argued a necessary prerequi-
site to certain charges of wrongdoing or to set lim-
its on the conduct that the state can legitimately
criminalize.

The term “harm” in ethics, as in ordinary language,
appears in both noun and verb form. Although vague,
ambiguous, and reflecting contested value judg-
ments, the term has a number of discernable mean-
ings in ethics.

Use of the noun “harm” is typically limited to re-
fer to any diminution from an entity’s good, welfare,
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function or well-being. To cause harm, one must at
least cause such diminution. It is, however, often said
that harm can only occur to something that not only
has a good or function but is also sentient or has inter-
ests. Hence, one might harm a person or animal but
one cannot directly harm (one can merely damage) a
knife or tool. One might still cause harm in a deriva-
tive sense to a knife or tool, by damaging something
that someone takes an interest in. Some also extend
harm to refer nonderivatively to purported harms to
certain inanimate entities like the environment. Per-
sons employing such extensions almost always aim
to invoke some of the moral objection that they view
as warranted by harm to sentient beings.

In verb form, “harm” can be used minimally to
mean simply to cause harm. In this sense, inanimate
objects, natural events, and people engaging in
nonobjectionable conduct can harm others. To say
that one has harmed another in ethics is, however, of-
ten to make a more serious moral charge of wrongdo-
ing. Hence, only appropriate subjects of moral criti-
cism—such as persons, agents, or groups—can so
harm another. To harm another in this morally laden
sense, one must also typically negligently, recklessly,
knowingly, or intentionally cause foreseeable harm
to another by violating another’s rights. Hence, one
cannot harm another, in this morally laden sense, by
such actions as giving birth to someone who happens
to undergo a traumatic death later in life, attempting
but failing to cause harm, voting, benefiting from a
contract freely entered into, or failing to return an-
other’s love. One does not harm another in this sense
by failing to provide a benefit where no special duty
is owed.

John Stuart Mill’s Harm Principle
Perhaps the best-known use of “harm” in ethics

appears in John Stuart Mill’s harm principle, which
asserts that the state can only legitimately criminalize
conduct, or otherwise coerce individuals, to prevent
them from harming others. In elaborating this princi-
ple, Mill explicitly excludes both purported moral
corruption and offenses to others’ moral or religious
sensibilities as relevant cases of harm. Others theo-
rists have, however, used harm to include these latter
phenomena and have thought that such harms must
be taken into account when deciding what laws,
norms or state actions are legitimate or good.

Robin Bradley Kar

Further Reading
Feinberg, Joel. Harm to Others. Oxford, England:

Oxford University Press, 1984
Mill, John Stuart. On Liberty, and Other Essays.

Edited by John Gray. New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1998.

See also: Collective guilt; Ethical Principles of Psy-
chologists; Experimentation; Milgram experiment;
Mill, John Stuart; On Liberty.

Hart, H. L. A.
Identification: English legal philosopher
Born: July 18, 1907, Harrogate, England
Died: December 19, 1992, Oxford, England
Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Hart defended a distinctively modern

version of legal positivism—the view that law can
be accounted for in neutral sociological terms,
without adverting to moral criteria.

H. L. A. Hart was the most influential Anglo-Ameri-
can legal philosopher of his generation and, arguably,
of the twentieth century. He wrote on a wide range of
topics, including punishment, the nature of obliga-
tion, the illegitimacy of criminally enforcing popular
morality, and the role of excuses and causality in mo-
rality and law. He is, however, best known for his le-
gal positivist account of what law is. Against natural
law theorists, who believed that law is inextricably
bound up with moral standards, Hart argued that
there is no necessary connection between law and
morality. Hart thought this separation critical for the
meaningful moral criticism of law.

Drawing on advances in linguistic philosophy,
Hart nevertheless argued that prior legal positivists—
such as John Austin—who sought to offer similarly
neutral, descriptive accounts of law had failed to dis-
tinguish between legal systems and situations of
gunmen writ large. For Austin, law consisted in sov-
ereign orders, habitually obeyed and backed by coer-
cive threats, but such accounts fail to distinguish
between following commands and being coerced.
To cure this defect, Hart analyzed social rules as in-
volving widespread attitudes (the “internal point of
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view”) toward standards as offering both internal
guides to conduct and grounds for criticizing devia-
tions. To Hart, Austinian accounts of law also re-
duced too many phenomena to the criminal law
model, thus obfuscating the way law allows people
to vary their normative relations with one another—
as in the law of contracts, trusts, and estates. Hart
dubbed rules of the latter kind “power-conferring
rules.”

For Hart, law is distinctive in that it combines
primary rules of conduct with secondary, power-
conferring rules, including a “rule of recognition,”
which allows officials to identify the law. Law con-
sists in the complex social situation in which a group
of officials takes up the internal point of view toward
a rule of recognition, which in turn specifies primary
rules of conduct for citizens, who typically obey (for
any number of reasons).

Hart later clarified that he is an inclusive legal
positivist: Rules of recognition are social conven-
tions that can require employing moral criteria. This
clarification was meant to deflect Ronald Dworkin’s
modern natural law criticisms—namely, that inter-
preting the law often involves employing moral stan-
dards. The clarification nevertheless exposed Hart to
Joseph Raz’s exclusive legal positivist criticism that
any such reference to moral criteria would prevent
law from providing independent practical guidance,
as law purportedly claims. That such prominent legal
philosophers define their positions partly in response
to Hart’s testifies to Hart’s continuing centrality to
modern jurisprudence.

Robin Bradley Kar

Further Reading
Cane, Peter. Responsibility in Law and Morality.

Portland, Oreg.: Hart, 2002.
Hart, H. L. A. The Concept of Law. 2d ed. Oxford,

England: Oxford University Press, 1994.
_______. Punishment and Responsibility. Oxford,

England: Oxford University Press, 1968.

See also: Ayer, A. J.; Comte, Auguste; Emotivist
ethics; Language; Law; Negligence.

Hartshorne, Charles
Identification: American philosopher and theolo-

gian
Born: June 5, 1897, Kittanning, Pennsylvania
Died: October 9, 2000, Austin, Texas
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Credited with reviving interest in re-

ligious ethics among philosophers, Hartshorne
was a proponent of process theology—the theory
that God is not an absolute but constantly changes
in response to events affecting humanity. From
his theories of religion, Hartshorne argued for a
rational, relative view of ethics.

Despite his prolific publications, Charles Hartshorne
was a little-known philosopher of theology. He chal-
lenged the traditional view of God as being omnipo-
tent or omniscient while recognizing the existence of
God. In more than twenty books and one hundred ar-
ticles, Hartshorne argued that God suffered and cele-
brated with his creations as they traveled through life.
Hartshorne found the origins of his theories in the
work of Harvard philosopher Alfred North Whitehead
for whom he worked as an assistant during the 1920’s.

Hartshorne is credited with reviving interest in re-
ligious philosophy. As a first step, he applied mathe-
matics to develop sixteen proofs of the existence of
God. Arguing that God existed placed Hartshorne be-
yond the mainstream of philosophers. He then postu-
lated a dipolar view of God. At one pole, the abstract
God is unchanging and absolute. The concrete pole is
a God who perfectly suffers with his creations.

Late in his life, Hartshorne published many of the
writings he had completed but stored away. One of
these works was Omnipotence and Other Theologi-
cal Mistakes (1984), which he published when he
was more than eighty years old. Hartshorne also de-
veloped an expertise in ornithology, specializing in
natural selection among birds. In Born to Sing: An In-
terpretation and World Survey of Bird Song (1973),
he argued that some birds like to sing simply for the
joy of it, even when not in mating season or when
threatened.

Despite the volume of his writing, Hartshorne
was troubled that his theories did not attract the atten-
tion of his peers. However, by the time he died in
2000, he was able to see that his theories were being
debated in a reenergized discipline. His writings on
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ethical issues, such as abortion, attracted less atten-
tion. These arguments were marked by rational, less
emotional, views of ethical behavior.

John David Rausch, Jr.

See also: Derrida, Jacques; God; Niebuhr, H. Rich-
ard; Niebuhr, Reinhold; Religion; Tillich, Paul;
Whitehead, Alfred North.

Hasidism
Definition: Form of emotional Jewish mysticism

originating in eighteenth century Poland
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Hasidism rejects an intellectual, schol-

arly model of religious practice and instead insists
that true worship is simply the joyous recognition
of the immanence of God in all of creation.

Modern Hasidism is based on the teachings of the
eighteenth century Jewish leader Baal Shem Tov,
who was born Israel ben Eliezer. His relatively un-
complicated message of joyful worship appealed to
the predominantly uneducated peasant populations
of eastern Europe. Many Jews abandoned the rabbin-
ical, intellectual traditions of Talmudic study to em-
brace Hasidism’s emotionalism. Hasidism stressed
God’s mercy, the goodness inherent in human beings,
the universality of God leading to the spiritual unity
of God and humanity, and the joyfulness of religious
experience, which frequently found expression in
music and dance.

Despite the opposition of Talmudists who, in
1781, pronounced Hasidism heretical, the popularity
of the anti-intellectual movement peaked during the
early nineteenth century. While less numerous in the
twenty-first century, Hasidic communities remain an
active force in modern Judaism, and Hasidism has
broader influence in both the Jewish and gentile
worlds principally through Hasidic composers, artists,
and philosophers, including, notably, composer Er-
nest Bloch and Yiddish writer Isaac Bashevis Singer.
Through the works of philosopher Martin Buber,
Hasidism has also influenced twenty-first century
life, notably, through the adoption of Buber’s system
of collective farming known as the kibbutz.

Mary E. Virginia

See also: Buber, Martin; I and Thou; Jewish ethics;
Kabbala; Tzaddik; Wiesel, Elie.

Hate
Definition: Personal or social antipathy toward

others
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Hate is a primary cause of conflict be-

tween individuals, groups, and nations. Its moral
status varies wildly in different contexts, from the
Christian view that hatred is sinful to Friedrich
Nietzsche’s frank admiration of the great haters
who brought about the slave revolt in morality.

Most people understand hate, or hatred, as an emo-
tion felt by one individual for another that is character-
ized by animosity and sometimes is accompanied by
the desire to see the hated person suffer. This highly
personal understanding of hate is, however, relegated
almost entirely to laypersons; scholars have given it
not only moral but also metaphysical, sociological,
psychological, and criminological significance.

To the early Greek philosopher Empedocles, hate
was a metaphysical reality, one of two forces of
change in the universe, the other being love. Em-
pedocles explains all natural objects in terms of four
basic material elements—fire, earth, air, and water—
which combine and decombine in a cyclical process
of production and decomposition. Love is responsi-
ble for the attraction between elements and for what-
ever order and stability the universe possesses. Love
is in constant conflict with hate, its cosmic opposite.
As the cycle of change unfolds, love is superseded by
hate in its turn, and disorder and decay appear in di-
rect proportion to the hate unleashed by the progres-
sion of this cycle. The universe is the scene of con-
stant creation and destruction as the dyadic conflict
between love and hate proceeds.

Spinoza and Nietzsche
Baruch Spinoza gives hate a prominent place in

his Ethics as a fundamental emotion and determinant
of human behavior. People love what arouses joy in
them, while they hate what arouses sorrow; likewise,
one loves the person who “affects with joy a thing
which we love” but hates him if “we imagine that he
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affects it with sorrow.” Love and hate, the respective
responses to joy and sorrow, are psychological con-
stants in the deterministic natural order of which hu-
mans are a part, acting as the determinants of the na-
ture of all relationships with others, whether they be
individuals, classes of individuals, or entire nations.
So strong are these emotions that one may hate an en-
tire class or nation of people because one of its mem-
bers has done one an injury. Hatred induces “anger,”
the desire to injure those one hates; when one’s ha-
tred and anger toward others are mutual and result in
an injury being done to one, one develops the desire
for vengeance against those who have injured one.
Hatred also exists in other forms—“indignation,” ha-
tred of those who injure others, and “envy,” hatred of
another’s good fortune.

For Friedrich Nietzsche, hate exists primarily as
ressentiment (resentment), the vengeful, jealous ha-
tred that reveals the weakness of those who perceive
their own self-respect to be threatened by their supe-
riors. The early Christians resented the Romans be-
cause of their paganism and their power. Resentment
is what was directed by the “herd,” the masses of
nineteenth century Europeans, who were bound to
one another by mediocrity and conformity, against
the noble individual who dared to be different, who
determined for himself what his values would be,
and who used the life-giving energy provided by
his animal instincts to create a superior life charac-
terized by the mastery of those instincts. Conse-
quently, resentment of others, according to Nietz-
sche, is beneath the dignity of the noble man; if he
does experience hatred, it spends itself quickly and is
over before it “poisons” him. Hatred festers in the
souls of the weak and powerless, who spend what-
ever creative energies they possess cultivating plans
for revenge.

The Nietzschean view of hatred as a psychosocial
phenomenon is reflected in the attitudes of twentieth
century thinkers, who have made it the object of not
only philosophical reflection but also psychological,
sociological, and criminological research. Samuel
Tenenbaum, in Why Men Hate (1947), adopts a dis-
tinctly Nietzschean view of hatred: “Hate warps and
stultifies the soul. It consumes the individual and fills
him with suspicion and distrust. . . . The world be-
comes a giant conspiracy, where men and women, in-
stead of living normal lives, connive and plot.” The
twentieth century saw hatred erupt as animosity to-

ward various racial, ethnic, and religious groups, of-
ten culminating in open warfare.

Other Views
Jeffrie Murphy, in Forgiveness and Mercy (1988),

acknowledges several varieties of hatred: simple ha-
tred, which is dislike for someone for some “non-
moral objectionable quality,” such as being a bore;
moral hatred, which consists of hatred of someone
because of the person’s association with an immoral
cause, such as Nazism; and, finally, malicious hatred,
which consists of the desire to injure another for
the purpose of gaining some competitive advantage.
Only the last variety of hatred is morally objection-
able, but Murphy also argues for the existence of “re-
tributive hatred.”

Retributive hatred is hatred that is motivated by
justifiable anger over an unjustifiable wrong, for
which the wronged party rightfully expects and is en-
titled to some form of retribution. No matter how jus-
tifiable it is, however, Murphy does not favor acting
upon retributive hatred. Moral humility demands that
one recognize one’s own limitations of knowledge
and virtue, lest one’s hatred drive one to excessive
vengeance. In addition, retribution is often either im-
possible or too costly, and one’s own moral decency
imposes constraints upon one’s desire for revenge.
For these reasons, although retributive hatred is a
proper response to a genuine wrong, it can be danger-
ous and should be subjected to “reflective restraint.”

Barbara Forrest
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Hate crime and hate speech
Definition: Criminal acts and offensive speech di-

rected against individuals because of their race,
ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, or other
group affiliations

Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: The impact and control of hate crimes

and hate speech have become significant public
policy concerns and raise a variety of ethical
questions that may not be obvious.

Since the early 1980’s, nearly every U.S. state has
passed some type of hate-crime law, and many local
governments and other agencies (especially schools
and universities) have attempted to regulate hate
speech in some manner. These laws and regulations
have engendered several important ethical issues.
One issue that has arisen is the question of what kinds
of groups should be included within hate-crime and
hate-speech protections. Although categories such as
race, ethnicity, and religion are virtually always in-
cluded, there has been considerable debate over other
categories, such as those pertaining to sexual orienta-
tion and gender.

By 2003, approximately sixteen states had hate-
crime laws that did not include crimes committed on

the basis of sexual orientation. In addition, one of
the primary impediments to the enactment of fed-
eral hate-crime legislation has been the question of
whether to include sexual orientation. This is a
significant issue because research has shown that
sexual-orientation-based crimes are almost as com-
mon as those based on race and religion. Critics,
however, assert that including sexual orientation in
hate-crime laws will amount to an official govern-
ment endorsement of homosexuality, which they
oppose because they believe that homosexuality is
morally or spiritually wrong. On the other hand, pro-
ponents of inclusion claim that when laws address
other kinds of bigoted acts but not those motivated
by sexual orientation, they send the implicit mes-
sage that violence against gays and lesbians is ac-
ceptable.

By late 2003, gender was included in the hate-
crime statutes in nineteen states. Opponents of inclu-
sion have voiced several concerns. Among other
things, they claim that gender-based violence is sig-
nificantly different in character than crime based on
categories such as race and religion, and some fear
that if all cases of sexual assault and domestic vio-
lence eventually become hate crimes, that develop-
ment will obscure other kinds of bigotry. Conversely,
other critics claim that crimes against women will no
longer receive adequate attention if they are sub-
sumed under the rubric of hate crime. However, those
who wish to include gender claim that these concerns
are unwarranted, and that gender-based crimes are
very much like those based on more traditional hate-
crime categories.

Aside from questions about which groups to in-
clude in hate-crime and hate-speech protections, the
other major ethical dilemma that has arisen is how
to protect people from violent or offensive attacks,
while at the same time protecting the freedoms of ex-
pression and association. For example, should col-
lege students be permitted to hang Confederate or
Nazi flags in their dorm windows if other students
find such displays offensive? Should there be efforts
to regulate the content of Web sites created by white
supremacist and other extremist groups? Should peo-
ple be punished for burning crosses? Answers to such
questions are not obvious, and the questions have in-
spired both debate and legal controversies.

Phyllis B. Gerstenfeld
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Head Start
Identification: Comprehensive U.S. developmen-

tal program of educational, social, and health ser-
vices for disadvantaged children

Date: Founded in 1965
Type of ethics: Children’s rights
Significance: Head Start was designed to break the

cycle of poverty by enabling children from low-
income families, as well as their parents, to im-
prove their intellectual development, self-esteem,
and physical and mental health.

Created as a result of the Economic Opportunity Act
of 1964, Head Start emerged as a social-action pro-
gram at a time in history when social and political
forces, as well as intellectual traditions in the social
sciences, had begun to focus on the problem of pov-
erty. The program developed out of the civil rights era
and the War on Poverty, the revival of scientific inter-
est in the role of the environment in human develop-
ment, and the design of educational-intervention ef-
forts for economically disadvantaged children. The
lines of its development converged amid an alliance
of child-development experts and social policy mak-
ers, under whose auspices Head Start grew from an
idea to a proposal and finally to an active program.
Head Start provides a broad range of services to chil-
dren and their families. Play, group, and individual

activities with both direct and indirect instruction are
offered, as well as medical and dental care.

Genevieve Slomski

See also: Bilingual education; Child labor legisla-
tion; Children’s rights; Children’s television; God-
parents; Moral education; United Nations Declara-
tion of the Rights of the Child.

Health care allocation
Definition: Distribution of health care resources to

specific areas and to certain individuals in need of
particular procedures

Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Health care allocation raises ques-

tions of societal obligation and individual rights
to health care, as well as values inherent in spe-
cific treatment choices.

The allocation of scarce resources is an issue central
to every political party, every government, and every
organization and company. Whether to allocate 2
percent or 10 percent of the gross national product to
health care, rather than defense, or education, or
housing, or whatever other particular need is most
pressing, is a decision that is central to the type of
government and the values of those in power. Once a
health care budget is established, the choices become
progressively less global and more oriented to the in-
dividual recipient of health care. Although the values
inherent in the original budget decisions can still be
found, they are often less visible than the physician’s
personal opinions or the assessment of medical or so-
cial utility found in specific allocation decisions.
Certain salient issues include the need to balance eth-
ical concerns with economic realities, the need to al-
locate scarce health resources, the call for heightened
accountability, and the impact of various policies on
vulnerable populations.

Macro- vs. Microallocation
Are patients individuals or members of popula-

tions? Should health care be regulated as part of the
public good? Given a set amount of resources—
funding, personnel, equipment, and so forth—to dedi-
cate to health care, a particular system must then
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determine the allocation to different areas of health
care. Preventive medicine, health care promotion, re-
search, medical education, the physical establish-
ment of new facilities, and technological advance-
ment all compete for resources dealing with the
treatment of injured and ill patients. This system-
wide form of decision making, along with the initial
allotment of resources, is usually considered macro-
allocation. The macro level concerns the scope and
design of basic health care institutions: the delivery
and financing of personal medical services that
comprise acute care, including the system of high-
technology hospital and clinic, support staff, re-
search institutions, and public health programs in-
volved in prevention.

Macro decisions generally determine the kinds of
health care services that exist in society, who will re-
ceive them and on what bases, who will deliver them,
and the distribution of financial burdens. In contrast,
the individual determination of eligibility for a given
procedure or selection of patients for treatment is
called microallocation. Allocation in general is inex-
tricably linked with societal and individual percep-
tions of justice. A society that considers inequities in
health to be unjust, as opposed to unfortunate, will al-
locate a proportionately greater amount of its re-
sources to mitigate health differences. If a society
deems it a pity but not unjust that some people enjoy
better health care than others, it will not feel such a
societal obligation to correct these differences.

Theories of Justice
Distributive justice establishes principles for the

distribution of scarce resources in circumstances in
which demand outstrips supply and rationing must
occur. Needs are to be considered in terms of overall
needs and the dignity of members of society. Aside
from the biological and physiological elements, the
social context of health and disease may influence
a given problem and its severity. Individual preju-
dices and presuppositions may enlarge the nature and
scope of the disease, creating a demand for health
care that makes it even more difficult to distribute
scarce resources for all members of society. Princi-
ples of fair distribution in society often supersede and
become paramount to the concerns of the individual.
Questions about who shall receive what share of so-
ciety’s scarce resources generate controversies about
a national health policy, unequal distributions of

advantages to the disadvantaged, and rationing of
health care.

Similar problems recur with regard to access to
and distribution of health insurance, medical equip-
ment, and artificial organs. The lack of insurance as
well as the problem of underinsurance constitutes a
huge economic barrier to health care access in the
United States. Tom L. Beauchamp and James F.
Childress have pointed out that the acquired immu-
nodeficiency syndrome (AIDS) crisis has presented
dramatic instances of the problems of insurability
and underwriting practices, where insurers often ap-
peal to actuarial fairness in defending their decisions,
while neglecting social justice. Proposals to alleviate
the unfairness to those below the poverty line have
been based on charity, compassion, and benevolence
toward the sick rather than on claims of justice. The
ongoing debate over the entitlement to a minimum of
health care involves not only government entitlement
programs but also complex social, political, eco-
nomic, and cultural beliefs.

Decisions concerning the allocation of funds will
dictate the type of health care that can be provided for
which problems. Numerous resources, supplies, and
space in intensive care units have been allocated
forspecific patients or classes of patients. A life-
threatening illness, of course, complicates this deci-
sion. In the United States, health care has often been
allocated by one’s ability to pay rather than other cri-
teria; rationing has at times been based on ranking a
list of services or one’s age. There are several theo-
ries of justice with regard to health care, some of
which overlap, and others of which have different
possible methods of distribution applicable to the
overall concept. Three of the most general theories
are the egalitarian, the libertarian, and the utilitarian.

Egalitarian Theories
Egalitarian theories of distributive justice advo-

cate either the equal distribution of goods and re-
sources to all people or the provision of equality of
opportunity in obtaining care. Equal distribution has
the major drawback of ignoring differences in health
needs in a given population. For example, treatments
appropriate to reasonably healthy individuals would
certainly not be appropriate for people with diabetes
or epilepsy, much less kidney disease or cancer.

Equality of opportunity emphasizes distribution
of resources in accordance with what each individual
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person needs in order to function at a “normal” level.
“Normal” in this sense is usually taken to mean that
level that is species-typical. The assumption made is
that no one should be denied medical treatment on
the basis of undeserved disadvantaging properties
such as social class, ability to pay, or ill health. The
questions of what constitutes need and what consti-
tutes an undeserved disadvantage, however, make the
application of this theory very complicated. For ex-
ample, does a person with a disfiguring feature, such
as a birthmark or scar, need to have plastic surgery in
order to enjoy the same social benefits as others?

Problems also arise when a particular system does
not have enough resources to provide for all. At what
level is it necessary to provide these resources? The
range goes from the treatment of common diseases
and injuries to the provision (at least theoretically) of
heart and liver transplants to anyone who shows a
need.

Libertarian and Utilitarian Theories
Libertarian theories of justice, when applied to

health care, challenge the concept of health care as a
right. If something is a right, society has an obliga-
tion to provide it to all people. Libertarians contend
that justice results from allowing a society to partici-
pate in voluntary exchanges to obtain what they need;
in other words, a free-market economy. A person is
entitled to health care in proportion to his or her abil-
ity to exchange that which has been rightfully ac-
quired. Any redistribution of resources, such as tax-
ing the wealthy to fund health care for the poor, is
inherently unjust, because it denies the wealthy the
right to use that which they fairly gained. These theo-
ries tend to ignore the fact that extreme wealth can
give the rich the power to deny the poor the ability to
exercise their rights freely.

Utilitarian theories focus on the principle of the
greatest good for the greatest number. If x dollars
could provide food for fifty starving people or open-
heart surgery for one, that money should be devoted
to food. Utilitarians think that the government is re-
sponsible for enacting laws that promote the general
public’s happiness and that the legislature is respon-
sible for inducing people to act in socially desirable
ways through a system of incentives and disincen-
tives. They feel that the law should focus on equality
of opportunity for all people and that property rights
should be protected because the security of property

is crucial to attaining happiness. The problem with
utilitarian systems in general is that they tend to lose
sight of the individual in favor of the entire popula-
tion as a whole.

Two-Tiered Systems
Many modern health systems are the results of a

two-tiered philosophy. On the first level, a minimum
of health care is provided to every person in a society,
without regard to wealth or class. On the second
level, goods are obtained on the basis of individual
decisions and ability to pay. This is usually consid-
ered a fair compromise in the United States’ health
care system. Debate will always exist regarding
where the tiers separate, and what decent minimum
should be provided for all. There is a lack of consen-
sus on principles for allocating resources.

Margaret Hawthorne
Updated by Marcia J. Weiss

Further Reading
Beauchamp, Tom L., and James F. Childress. Princi-

ples of Biomedical Ethics. 5th ed. New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 2001.

Beauchamp, Tom L., and LeRoy Walters, eds. Con-
temporary Issues in Bioethics. 4th ed. Belmont,
Calif.: Wadsworth, 1994.

Danis, Marion, Carolyn Clancy, and Larry R. Chur-
chill, eds. Ethical Dimensions of Health Policy.
New York: Oxford University Press, 2002.

Garrett, Thomas M., Harold W. Baillie, and Rosellen
M. Garrett. Health Care Ethics: Principles and
Problems. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall,
1989.

Greenberg, Warren. Competition, Regulation, and
Rationing in Health Care. Ann Arbor, Mich.:
Health Administration Press, 1991.

Roemer, Milton I. National Health Systems of the
World. New York: Oxford University Press, 1991.

VanDeVeer, Donald, and Tom Regan, eds. Health
Care Ethics: An Introduction. Philadelphia: Tem-
ple University Press, 1987.

Veatch, Robert M., ed. Medical Ethics. Boston: Jones
& Bartlett, 1989.

See also: Acquired immunodeficiency syndrome
(AIDS); Ageism; Cost-benefit analysis; Distributive
justice; Holistic medicine; Illness; Medical bills of
rights; Medical ethics; Medical insurance.

627

Ethics Health care allocation



Hebrew Bible
Identification: Foundational scripture for Judaism

and the basis for the Christian Old Testament
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The ethics of the Hebrew Bible are

bound up in the sacred story of the ancient Israel-
ites, in which divine implications are at the heart
of social actions. Ancient Israelis saw themselves
as God’s family, a metaphor that forms the basis
for ethics in the three Abrahamic monotheisms, in
which human beings are socially responsible as
well as individually free. The primary ethics of
ancient Israel are social justice and mercy, which
are indivisible with the commandment to love
God unconditionally.

In the religion of the Hebrew Bible, human beings are
socially responsible and free to choose. In many reli-
gious traditions, the human drama is only part of the
vast cosmos. In biblical religion, however, human
history is the divine arena and human social action is
the center of meaning. At the heart of the concept of
monotheism is a god who is intimately related to the
acts and feelings of human beings; thus human ethics
comes to surpass the sacrificial model of worship.
The Hebrew Bible, or Tanakh, is the foundational
scripture for Judaism, which became the Old Testa-
ment for Christians, and which was also one of the
major influences on the formation of the Qur$3n, the
sacred text of Islam.

The three Abrahamic monotheisms—Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam—ground their ethical as-
sumptions and challenges in a familial relationship
between the biblical god and his people. The biblical
story is basically one of family, and from these family
dynamics, the central characteristics of biblical eth-
ics is formed.

The Hebrew Scriptures, treated devotionally as
a single text, constitute a collection, or library, that
extends over a millennium of events, ideas, and liter-
ary forms. Tanakh is an acronym for the three cate-
gories of books in the Bible: Torah, law; Nebiim,
prophets; and Kesubim, writings. Each of these cate-
gories—law, prophets, and writings—exemplifies a
key element of biblical ethics. They can be charac-
terized in these ways: Ethics in Torah is embedded
in the narratives of the patriarchs, in the covenantal
relationship that ensures devotion to god and to fam-

ily. Ethics in the Prophets is also twofold: devotion to
god and social responsibility as worship. Ethics in
the writings, in particular the wisdom writings, is
also grounded in devotion to god, but without the
emphasis on expectations for god’s intervention in
history, or divine meaning in family or ethnic histo-
ries.

Torah: The Ancient Stories
Torah is made up mostly of three cycles of stories:

tales of the origins of Earth and people; founding
tales of the patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob;
and the story of the Exodus, the return of the people
from slavery to the promised land of Israel. These
cosmogonic tales—or myths of origin—generate the
basis of biblical ethics, that worship is based in a cov-
enant, or contract, of loyalty toward god and enacted
in family or community. Throughout the stories runs
a deep thread of human frailty and God’s judgment
and forgiveness. Some of the ancient stories, particu-
larly in Genesis or Judges, would be difficult to com-
prehend ethically if they were not understood in the
context of the uncompromising devotion to the god
of Israel and human relationships as the echo of that
devotion to the divine. Otherwise, stories such as the
sacrifice of Jephthah’s daughter (Judges 11), or even
the testing of Abraham (Genesis 22), would make lit-
tle sense to modern readers.

Ritual and Ethical Law Codes
Attached to these sacred stories are law codes,

such as the pre-monarchial (before the tenth century
b.c.e.) Covenant Code (Exodus 20:22-23:33), per-
haps the oldest set of biblical laws, in which appears
the “eye for eye, tooth for tooth” sense of justice. It
has many parallels to the Code of Hammurabi of the
Babylonians. These are case laws (casuistic law), or
specific legal questions with an if/then form:

When a man seduces a virgin who is not en-
gaged to be married, and lies with her, he shall give
the bride-price for her and make her his wife. But if
her father refuses to give her to him, he shall pay an
amount equal to the bride-price for virgins (Exodus
22:16-17).

Although women had some protections under Is-
raelite law, the laws favored patriarchal values—
women were subject to the authority, or even owner-
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ship, of men. Nevertheless, the Covenant Code also
reveals compassion for widows, orphans, servants,
outsiders, and even beasts. The Deuteronomic Code
(Deuteronomy 12-26) is perhaps the “Book of the
Law” referred to as discovered in the temple during
the reign of Josiah (622 b.c.e.), setting off a reform
including centralized worship in Jerusalem. The Ho-
liness Code in Leviticus (17-26) is a priestly concern
that lists prohibitions on worship, on sex and daily
life for individuals to keep the people of Israel pure,
in order to set them apart from their neighbors, the
Canaanites. Thus, their purity is bound up also in
exclusivism.

Ten Commandments (Decalogue)
The law codes collected in Torah are attributed

traditionally to Moses, the deliverer of his people
from Egypt. The Decalogue in particular is tied to a
story of Moses ascending the Mountain of God and
receiving two tablets of law written by the finger of
God. According to the story, Moses descended the
mountain only to find his people worshiping a golden
calf. Enraged, he smashed the tablets, then ground
the golden calf to powder, mixed it with water, and
made the people drink it. He then ascended the
mountain again, and God again prepared two tablets
of law.

It is notable that the story emphasizes the viola-
tion of cultic regulations rather than social moral-
ity. These apodictic, or unconditional, laws of the
Decalogue cover the two crucial aspects of ancient
Israelite life: the way to worship God (religious ob-
ligations) and the way people should treat one an-
other. Often the Decalogue is emblematic for univer-
sally accepted moral behavior; however, the religious
obligations belong to a particular way of conceptual-
izing the divine, and the social obligations may have
left room for ownership of human beings in their an-
cient forms. Modern traditions have shifted their
ways of reading the laws or their understanding of
the ancient laws. For example, the commandment
against killing may have originally been a law forbid-
ding murder of a member of one’s own community,
but not forbidding the killing of outsiders, as in war-
fare. Not only is it difficult to determine what it may
have meant historically, modern communities are di-
vided about what the law means for moral behavior
today.

The Prophets
Ancient Israel conceived of ultimate reality as a

family relationship, of God as father or husband, and
the people as wayward sons or unfaithful wives.
Around 750 b.c.e., Amos went to the northern king-
dom of Israel to utter profound oracles spoken with
the authority of Yahweh (God). Amos claimed that
Yahweh had said, “I hate and despise your feast
days,” meaning that cultic regulations were not suffi-
cient for worship. Instead, he said, “Let justice roll
down like waters, and righteousness like a mighty
stream.”

Amos’s words became a touchstone for Martin
Luther King, Jr., as he cited them in his “Letter from
Birmingham Jail,” marking the Civil Rights move-
ment. Thus, beginning with Amos, the writing
prophets (Nebiim), insisted that worshipping God
was embedded in moral behavior toward one another.
Some of the prophets, notably Hosea, were equally
interested in cultic purity, the exclusive worship of
Yahweh, uncontaminated by the symbols and prac-
tices of the gods of the neighbors—including some
Israelites who practiced religion outside the parame-
ters of pure Yahwism.

Wisdom Literature and Stories
Two sorts of wisdom writings are represented in

the biblical canon: conventional wisdom (such as
found in Proverbs), which tends to be practical and
answers questions about human behavior, and specu-
lative wisdom (as found in Ecclesiastes), which
raises questions about human meaning. The Book of
Job is the masterpiece of speculative wisdom; it is an
ethical departure from the major thrust of biblical
moral principles, as wisdom in the Book of Job is not
concerned with Israel’s history or God’s intervention
in human affairs; rather, the wisdom writings of the
sages is concerned with a search for the moral order
of the natural world.

The concern with God’s justice, called theodicy,
asks, why is there suffering? Beginning with a folk-
tale form, God and Ha-satan (who is a servant of God
in this book) hold a contest over Job’s unswerving
loyalty to God. Everything is stripped from Job: his
riches, his animals, his children (who are marks of his
wealth, the blessings that had been heaped upon
him), even his health. His friends make the case that
Job must have caused the misfortune. However, Job
was a blameless and upright man.
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Job angrily accuses God, demanding an explana-
tion. God answers out of the whirlwind, with star-
tling, poetic grandeur. He does not justify his ways to
humanity, but rather the God of Job is beyond human
reason and justification. The poem places God as the
maker of nature rather than the maker of social jus-
tice. It is likely that the conclusion to Job, in which he
gets all his wealth restored and more, is a pious addi-
tion to a troubling wisdom writing suggesting the
mysteries of God are beyond the realm of the social
good.

Stories and rituals, which may seem on the sur-
face to have little to do with ethics and morality, are
the source and sustenance of a biblical worldview
that posits a god who acts in history for the moral
benefit of humans, and humans, whose historical
activities have metaphysical meaning. Ethics arise
from social order, ritual protections, and the deep sto-
ries (or myths) that illuminate those social and ritual
activities. Sacred story in the age of the patriarchs is
the basis of biblical ethics; social ethics in the age of
the prophets is a means to worship.

Lynda Sexson
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Hedonism
Definition: Philosophical belief that pleasure is the

highest good
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Classical hedonism and its descen-

dants are full-fledged philosophical systems that
argue that the rational pursuit of pleasure as the
greatest good is a positive moral virtue. Hedo-
nism can also name the rejection of rationality
and constraint and the unfettered license of de-
sire. This latter practice is commonly thought of
as either immoral or amoral.

From the Greek word htdont, meaning “pleasure,”
hedonism is the ethical theory that maintains that
pleasure is the highest good. The term is also some-
times used to refer to the psychological theory that all
human behavior is motivated by the desire for plea-
sure or the avoidance of pain. This second view is
properly designated “psychological hedonism” (a
theory about the way things are) in order to distin-
guish it from ethical hedonism (a theory about the
way things ought to be or about what things are
good). The English philosopher Jeremy Bentham, in
his Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Leg-
islation (1789), espoused both of these views when
he wrote, “Nature has placed mankind under the
guidance of two sovereign masters, pain and plea-
sure. It is for them alone to point out what we ought to
do, as well as to determine what we shall do.”

Psychological Hedonism
Many ethical hedonists point to the purported fact

of psychological hedonism in support of their ethical
position, but is it a fact? Only if an adherent admits
the possibility of a human action not being motivated
by the desire for pleasure can psychological hedo-
nism be a factual or empirical claim. Since the adher-
ent cannot admit an exception because he or she
equates motivation with desire for pleasure, however,
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then the claim is not a factual one; it provides no in-
formation.

Philosophers opposed to hedonism have noted that
persons who deliberately seek pleasure fail to find it,
while, paradoxically, they find pleasure when they
seek other things as their end and obtain those other
things. This has been called the “hedonistic paradox.”

Further, if psychological hedonism is true and all
human actions are motivated by a desire for pleasure,
then the ethical hedonist’s admonition that people
ought to seek pleasure is unnecessary.

Ethical hedonists also support their position in
other ways. One of these is by claiming that hedo-
nism is true by definition. Examples of this approach
can be seen in John Locke, who defined “good” as
that which “is apt to cause or increase pleasure,” and
in Baruch Spinoza, who defined it as “every kind of
pleasure.” John Stuart Mill has also been said to de-
fine “good” as the “desirable” and the “desirable” as
what is desired, which happens to be pleasure.

This definitional approach is criticized by those
who insist that there are things other than pleasure
that are intrinsically good and some pleasurable things
that are intrinsically bad. Further, G. E. Moore has ar-
gued that such attempts to define “good” commit the
naturalistic fallacy; that is, they purport to define the
indefinable, especially to define a moral entity in
terms of a natural one.

The Ancient Greeks
Aristippus founded an early school of hedonism

known as the Cyrenaics, so named for his birthplace,
Cyrene. This Greek philosopher, a follower of Socra-
tes, claimed that one’s way of life should be one of as
much pleasure as possible, even if followed by pain,
but that one should maintain control of the pleasures
as opposed to being a slave to them.

The Greek philosopher Epicurus on the contrary,
maintained that practical wisdom weighs pleasures
against pains, choosing pleasures that are accompa-
nied by the least pain and pains that are accompanied
by the most pleasure. Mental pains were especially to
be avoided. The Epicureans believed that the fear of
death or fear of the gods could be dispelled by the
study of atomistic philosophy.

Modern English Philosophers
Bentham supported his quantitative hedonism

(that is, one that claims that all pleasures are sensual

and hence comparable quantitatively) with a “hedo-
nistic calculus.” The calculus allows the computation
of specific values of pleasures in terms of their inten-
sity, duration, certainty (how likely to be realized),
propinquity (nearness or remoteness), fecundity (like-
lihood of being followed by more pleasures), purity
(chance of not being followed by pain), and extent
(number of persons affected by them). Bentham pro-
vided his students with a ditty to help them re-
member:

John Stuart Mill, Bentham’s young friend and
protégé, rejected Bentham’s quantitative hedonism
for a qualitative one, holding that pleasures differ in
kind as well as quantity. “Human beings have facul-
ties more elevated than the animal appetites, and
when once made conscious of them, do not regard
anything as happiness which does not include their
gratification.” “Better to be a human being dissatis-
fied than a pig satisfied; better to be a Socrates dissat-
isfied than a fool satisfied. And if the fool, or the pig,
are of a different opinion, it is because they only
know their own side of the question. The other party
to the comparison knows both sides.”

Mill, in his attempt to raise hedonism from the
level of a “pig philosophy,” may have espoused a
view that abandoned hedonism. If the amount of
pleasure ceases to be definitive, and if the only judges
qualified to make qualitative judgments must exer-
cise “higher-than-pig” judgments, it seems that Mill
is guilty of either circular reasoning (with respect to
his choice of judges) or of introducing criteria other
than pleasure as being intrinsically good (in his ap-
peal to qualitative differences).

Hedonism has had a long and continuing history
in varied forms. As long as philosophers and others
ask questions about what is intrinsically valuable or
good, hedonism will no doubt remain a popular an-
swer.

Ruth B. Heizer
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Hegel, Georg Wilhelm
Friedrich

Identification: German philosopher
Born: August 27, 1770, Stuttgart, Württemberg

(now in Germany)
Died: November 14, 1831, Berlin, Prussia (now in

Germany)
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: The author of The Phenomenology of

Spirit (Die Phänomenologie des Geistes, 1807)
and The Philosophy of Right (Grundlinien der
Philosophie des Rechts, 1821), Hegel was one of
the most influential philosophers of the nine-
teenth century. He put forward an idealist teleo-
logical model of history in which all of reality was
coming to know and understand itself, and history
would eventually end in a world of absolute knowl-
edge, perfect justice, and total social harmony.

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s central ethical be-
liefs include a moral requirement of each person to
recognize fully each other person’s unique dignity
and contribution to the social totality, and the insight
that freedom is a property of societies rather than in-
dividuals, so that until everyone is free, no one is

truly free. The political and ethical dimensions of his
philosophy grow out of his understanding of mind
and dialectic.

In Hegel’s philosophy, mind (Geist in the original
German) is defined as “absolute consciousness.” “Ab-
solute,” in this usage, means “absolved” of relations
to objects outside consciousness. As absolute con-
sciousness, mind is consciousness of consciousness
itself. The opposite concept, “relative conscious-
ness,” is so called because it relates to objects outside
itself.

Logic and Dialectic
Logic is traditionally understood to consist of un-

changing rules that govern thought. Hegel’s logic is
different. He sees the rules of thought in terms of
mind as absolute consciousness. Absolute conscious-
ness, as Hegel understands it, is a process in which
mind continuously realizes itself, moving from po-
tential to actual self-knowledge. The laws of thinking
that concern Hegel are the steps in this process. The
resulting “logic in motion” is called dialectic. It pro-
ceeds in a three-step pattern that repeats itself, in spi-
ral form, on ever-higher levels of consciousness.

Hegel’s philosophy is known for its difficulty, but
anyone who has entered a hall of mirrors can retrace
the basic steps of Hegelian dialectic:

Step 1: I become conscious of some object out-
side my consciousness, for example a stone.

Step 2: I become conscious of my consciousness
of the stone.

Step 3: I become conscious of self-consciousness
in my consciousness of my consciousness of the
stone.

Step 1 (repeated at higher level): The conscious-
ness of self-consciousness just realized becomes the
new object of my consciousness. What was con-
sciousness is now distanced from it, no longer con-
sciousness in immediacy, but its object.

Step 2 (repeated at higher level): I become con-
scious of my consciousness of this new object.

Step 3 (repeated at higher level): I become con-
scious of self-consciousness in my consciousness—
and so on.

The self-consciousness that keeps appearing in
this spiral of self-reflection is occasioned by an ob-
ject outside consciousness (the stone) but is not de-
pendent on it as a specific object. Any other object
would do as well. This self-consciousness is also oc-
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casioned by an individual “I” but is not dependent on
any specific person. Anyone will do. Consider the
hall of mirrors. Each individual sees his or her own
image reflected, but the pattern of reflection, deter-
mined by the mirrors and the unchanging laws of op-
tics, remains the same no matter who is reflected.
Consciousness of consciousness always has the same
form and content, regardless of which specific indi-
vidual happens to be “reflecting.”

The pure self-consciousness that appears in this
spiraling reflection is the phenomenon Hegel refers
to when he speaks of mind. The highest level of
consciousness occurs when the individual becomes
conscious of the universal aspect of this pure self-
consciousness, recognizes it as mind, and realizes
that this recognition is not so much an individual rec-
ognizing mind as it is mind recognizing itself. The in-
dividual is an instrument used by mind to come to it-
self.

The spiraling steps of Hegelian dialectic have
names. The first is called “thesis,” the second “antith-
esis,” and the third “synthesis.” The movement con-
tinues as the synthesis becomes the thesis of the next
dialectical round.

Thesis and antithesis oppose but do not destroy
each other. The synthesis conserves their opposition
at a higher level of awareness, in which the condition
that held thesis and antithesis together in opposition
is discovered to be their underlying unity.

This can be illustrated by reconsidering the stone
used above as an example of an object “outside con-
sciousness.” This object is not left behind in the dia-
lectical steps that follow, but is taken along. What
changes is the perception of its nature. At a higher
level—from the point of view of absolute conscious-
ness—it is seen that the stone did not enter con-
sciousness through the individual’s sense perception,
but was in the consciousness from the beginning.
What really happened—again, from the Hegelian po-
sition of absolute consciousness—is that mind con-
cealed or negated itself with respect to the stone so
that the individual consciousness could discover it
as an object outside its own consciousness, thus oc-
casioning the dialectical process of progressively
greater self-consciousness, in which mind comes to
itself.

Ultimately, for Hegel, nothing is truly outside ab-
solute consciousness: All that is, is mind. This is the
fundamental tenet of German idealism.

Philosophy of History and
Political Philosophy

The dialectical process in which mind realizes it-
self as absolute consciousness is, for Hegel, not an
abstract principle. It is the meaning of history. Hegel’s
concept of history is Eurocentric. He believed that
history realized itself more perfectly in Europe than
elsewhere. Western history begins, Hegel taught,
with the Judaic teaching of monotheism, the first
awakening of mind to its own oneness. The rest of
Western history is interpreted as a process in which
mind achieves progressively higher levels of self-
awareness, finally approaching full development in
Germanic civilization, Hegel believed, the first to
completely exclude slavery and conceive of univer-
sal freedom.

The bloody French Revolution and slavery in the
United States convinced Hegel that democracy
would not lead to freedom. History, as the increasing
self-realization of mind, must lead to ever-increasing
freedom—not for individuals to pursue happiness,
but for the state to institute laws integrating culture,
religion, and politics into a rational, harmoniously
functioning national unity.

Hegel’s philosophy influenced conservative and
revolutionary political theory. Hegel used it to justify
the Prussian State (a centralized monarchy, enlight-
ened, perhaps, in comparison to others, but an au-
thoritarian regime with police-state tactics all the
same). His philosophy also, however, provided the
background for the theory of socialistic democracy
developed by Karl Marx.

Ted William Dreier
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Heidegger, Martin
Identification: German philosopher
Born: September 26, 1889, Messkirch, Germany
Died: May 26, 1976, Messkirch, West Germany
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Heidegger’s philosophy, espoused in

his Being and Time (Sein und Zeit, 1927), sub-
sumed the discipline of ethics wholly within the
discipline of ontology, or the study of being.

Martin Heidegger studied at the University of Frei-
burg under Edmund Husserl, whom he succeeded as
professor of philosophy in 1928. For Heidegger, the
basic questions of ethics, such as “What is good?”
and “What is it that one ought to do?” are subsumed
in the prior ontological question “What is?” Hei-
degger found, however, that the traditional formula-
tion of the ontological question “What is being?”
failed to explicitly thematize the dimension of mean-
ing. The leading question in Heidegger’s thought, as
opposed to traditional ontology, became “What is the
meaning of being?” The Greek words used by Plato
and Aristotle that are commonly translated as “be-
ing” and “truth,” had meanings, Heidegger showed,

that had been neglected by the tradition. The Greek
words for being (einai, ousía) mean “presence”;
the central word for truth (aletheia) means “discov-
ered.”

Discovering these early meanings for being and
truth marked the beginning, not the end, of Hei-
degger’s search for the meaning of being. Why was
“presence” the first name for being in the Western
tradition? Had not this tradition always taught that
“presence” was a mode of time, and that being was
essentially timeless, outside the real of history? Is
time the original and necessary context for asking
about the meaning of “being?” This final question
was the question of Being and Time, Heidegger’s first
major publication.

Ted William Dreier

See also: Arendt, Hannah; Existentialism; Levinas,
Emmanuel; Personal relationships; Sartre, Jean-Paul;
Unamuno y Jugo, Miguel de.

Heroism
Definition: Overcoming of significant danger or

difficulty in order to help others or act for the
common good

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Heroism as a label is reserved for ac-

tions of extraordinary virtue or nobility. It con-
notes moral admirability of the highest order.

Anxiety is a primary human emotion and is existen-
tial; that is, it is a basic, normal part of existence.
Anxiety is a pervasive, unpleasant feeling of appre-
hension, menace, threat, or fear that is produced by a
dangerous or difficult situation. Thus, heroism in-
volves the consideration of the advantages and disad-
vantages of several alternative courses of action that
may present a danger or threat to the self and that
elicit anxiety and the subsequent choice of a course
of action that confronts that danger and anxiety, that
is indicated by practical reason, and that promotes
the general well-being and common good.

Heroism and Courage
Courage is widely listed as a synonym for hero-

ism. Courage is certainly a necessary component of
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heroism; heroism could not exist without courage.
Yet courage lacks a component that heroism pos-
sesses. Courage has been called a “self-regarding”
virtue because it may primarily serve the purpose of
the courageous individual. Heroism, in contrast, rep-
resents an “other-regarding” virtue because the wel-
fare of others and the common good are the central
considerations. Heroic acts are noble and virtuous in
that they are necessarily intended to promote the gen-
eral well-being of others or the common good. Be-
cause heroic individuals can be relied on when the

common good is threatened, heroism is a highly
prized commodity.

One can exhibit acts of courage without being he-
roic, however, if the act does not positively affect the
general well-being or the common good. A criminal
who executes a daring bank robbery, may be coura-
geous but certainly not heroic.

Cowardice is the opposite of heroism. The coward
is beset by excessive fears that prevent him or her
from acting on his or her practical reasoning in situa-
tions in which it would be reasonable to act. The cow-
ard therefore avoids actions that he or she might oth-
erwise perform and is thus incapacitated.

Heroism and Ethics
Heroism is an ethical act of the highest order.

Through it, the actor affirms the essence of his or her
being and serves humanity in the face of elements
that conflict with this affirmation of the self. Since
the beginning of the history of Western thought, her-
oism has been considered to be noble and virtuous.
In Plato’s Republic, it is the unreflective quest for
that which is noble. Aristotle believed that heroism
led a person to act for the sake of what was noble,
which was the purpose of virtue. Heroism is to be
praised because it allows one to achieve one’s poten-
tial.

Thomas Aquinas continued this thought. He of-
ten refers to courage, but it would seem that what he
says describes heroism rather than courage. For him,
courage/heroism was a strong mind that was able to
overcome whatever blocked the path to the highest
good. Courage/heroism, along with wisdom, temper-
ance, and justice, were the four cardinal virtues.

These themes carry through to modern times. A
noteworthy example is F. Scott Peck’s famous book
The Road Less Travelled (1978). To Peck, life is diffi-
cult because it continually presents problems that de-
mand confrontation and solution. This fact can make
life a painful process, but this is also where life
achieves meaning. Problems call forth and create the
resources that allow people to solve them. By solving
problems, people grow mentally and spiritually. In
order to foster the growth of the human spirit, it is
necessary to solve problems. When this process in-
corporates actions that serve the common good and
general welfare, human mental and spiritual growth
attain high levels.

Laurence Miller
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The Components of Heroism

• One particular act is performed rather than an-
other.

• That act is perceived as risky or dangerous to the
actor’s well-being. To perceive no peril in what
one does is not to act heroically. The peril may
involve injury or death, economic loss, loss of
prestige, ostracism, or censure. The act is likely
to be accompanied by feelings of fear or anxiety.
The danger involved in performing the act may
be formidable enough that most people in the
same situation would find it difficult to perform
the act.

• The actor believes that performing the act is
worth the risk that it entails.

• The decision to perform the act is reasoned and
rational, rather than foolish or reckless. A person
playing Russian roulette who backs down, afraid
to pull the pistol’s trigger, is acting wisely, not
cowardly.

• The actor is not coerced into performing the act
by threats of a punishment more feared than per-
forming the act itself. A soldier who destroys an
enemy tank after being ordered to do so or be
summarily executed is not acting heroically.

• The act has a purpose or goal that is believed to
be important and worthwhile. Heroism is a vir-
tue that is exhibited through goal-directed be-
havior that benefits the general well-being and
public good.
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Hindu ethics
Definition: Ethical systems derived from the Hindu

religion and Vedic texts
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Hindu ethics postulates that moral

virtue is ultimately rewarded by liberation from a
cycle of repeated reincarnations and the achieve-
ment of a paradise beyond the mundane world. It
sees personal and spiritual well-being as funda-
mentally interdependent.

Hindu ethics is based on the premise that ethical life
is the means to spiritual freedom. Hinduism has be-
hind it a philosophy that is not only a religious doc-
trine but also a complex web of moral principles. It
offers practical guidance, rites, prayers, festivals, and
social structures, all aimed at securing social harmony
and God realization (direct experience of God). Since
God is the embodiment of truth and justice, right ac-
tion is the means to experience God realization.

Hindu ethical philosophy has been evolving for
four thousand years. Its sources are the Vedas, the

oldest known literature in the world. Hindu ethics
differ from much of Western ethics in perceiving a di-
rect link between social and spiritual life. Greek phi-
losophy is a “pursuit of truth for its own sake,” based
on reason and the intellect, in which the wise, the
lawmakers, direct people to create a moral society.
Hindu ethics is primarily concerned with right action
as a means to religious fulfillment.

Vedic Literature
The Vedas are hymns and rites that glorify the Ve-

dic gods, who are representatives of the divine power
of the Supreme God. They deal with personal issues,
universal concerns, and theories of creation. Hindu-
ism teaches that reading or listening to the Vedas
enlivens the connection between the individual and
the Creator. Vedic writings are fundamental to Hin-
duism.

The Jg Veda and the Atharva Veda, the hymns of
the Vedas, are quite specific about actions that can
be seen as righteous and moral. Honesty, rectitude,
friendship, charity, nonviolence (Ahi[s3, a moral
principle that attracted considerable attention when it
was espoused by Mohandas K. Gandhi), truthful-
ness, modesty, celibacy, religious worship, and pu-
rity of heart are all listed as desirable and necessary
virtues. TheJg Veda also cites bad intentions, swear-
ing, falsehood, gambling, egoism, cruelty, adultery,
theft, and injury to life as sinful actions.

The Bhagavadgtt3, a central text of Hinduism,
gives very specific ethical advice. It consists of a dia-
logue between Lord Kj;]a, an incarnation of one of
the three major gods of Hinduism, and Arju\a, a no-
ble warrior. Arju\a is unable to go into battle because
his opponents are also his kinsmen. He appeals for
help. Lord Kj;]a states that the correctness of the ac-
tion should be the primary consideration when doing
something. He advises Arju\a always to act in accor-
dance with dharma (ethical living). Furthermore, he
says, if Arju\a could experience the divine, his ac-
tions would spontaneously reflect absolute wisdom
and purity, and therefore all dilemmas would evapo-
rate. In this instance, the right course of action is to
fight.

There are numerous stories in Hindu literature
about morality and how best to behave. Deities ad-
vise and guide. In the R3m3yana, the hero, R3m3, is
the embodiment of dharma, teaching the values of
obedience, respect, and duty. The later writings of the
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Pur3]as, specific to Kiva and Vi;]u, advocate wor-
ship and devotion as a means to liberation.

The Upani;ads embrace the concept of God as an
impersonal Supreme Being, Br3hmin. The verses
state that divinity is everywhere, that the individual is
indeed Br3hmin itself—“Ahum Brahmmasmi” (“I
am the totality”). The Upani;ads reaffirm that mok;a
(“liberation”) is the goal of life. To achieve libera-
tion, it is necessary to follow a strict code of ethical
and spiritual discipline. Austerity, chastity, silence,
and solitude lead the soul forward, while self-
restraint, self-sacrifice, and compassion free one
from greed and anger.

Social Life
Hinduism asserts that, just as there is order in the

universe, human life can be equally harmonious and
orderly. Human society should express the divine

purpose. All people belong to social castes deter-
mined by character, natural inclinations, and func-
tion in society. These castes consist of Br3hmins (the
wise), K;atriyas (warriors), Vaikyas (merchants), and
Kndras (laborers). Within each caste, the individual
can achieve perfection, and the whole system pro-
motes spiritual progress.

Hindu thought divides life into four twenty-five-
year stages, giving specific ethical advice for each.
The first stage is for learning, the second is the time
of the householder, the third is a time for meditation
and study of the scriptures, and the final stage is one
of renunciation of the outer life. This sequence should
ultimately end in liberation, the goal of life. Members
of a family should always follow their duty. Children
should respect and obey their parents’ wishes. Hus-
bands and wives ought to be loving and respectful,
advising their families and teaching moral values.
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On the first day of Hinduism’s Kumbh Mela festival, millions of Hindus bathe themselves at the confluence of the
Ganges, Jamuna, and Saraswati Rivers, near Allahabad in India. According to Hindu beliefs, the rivers’sacred
waters wash away sins. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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Many Hindu practices derive from the belief that
Br3hmin, the divine, is all-pervading. If divinity is
everywhere, then everything must be respected. Na-
ture is not separate from humanity; therefore, ani-
mals are revered, particularly cows. Gandhi de-
fended this as a “practical application of the belief of
oneness, and therefore the sacredness of life.”

The importance given to spiritual life in India cre-
ates the interdependence between the mystical and
the practical. Ethics is central to Hinduism, improv-
ing the present and ultimately freeing the individual
from the cycle of birth and death. Hinduism, with all
its complexity, has unity at the heart of its diversity.
Its goals are to raise the quality of life, ensure spiri-
tual awakening, and fulfill humanity’s destiny.

Catherine Francis
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Hippocrates
Identification: Greek physician
Born: c. 460 b.c.e., Greek island of Cos
Died: c. 377 b.c.e., Larissa, Thessaly (now in

Greece)
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Hippocrates is traditionally credited

with the authorship of a collection of about sixty
treatises on medicine and medical ethics, includ-
ing the Hippocratic oath. This body of writings
both created a standard of professional etiquette
for the physician and formed the basis of the
Western tradition of medical ethics.

Although Hippocrates has traditionally enjoyed the
reputation of being the father of Greek medicine, lit-
tle is known about him. Only a few references to him
by contemporary or near-contemporary authors ex-
ist. According to these references, he came from the
island of Cos, off the southwestern coast of Asia Mi-
nor, and was a teacher of medicine. He was a member
of the Asclepiads, a family or guild of physicians that
traced its origins to the god of healing, Asclepius. For
reasons that are not clear, Hippocrates came to be
idealized after his death, and he became the subject
of an extensive biographical tradition. Four short bi-
ographies exist, together with a collection of spuri-
ous epistles that are attributed to Hippocrates. They
assert that Hippocrates learned medicine from his fa-
ther, who was also a physician. He is supposed to
have taught medicine in Cos (which later boasted a
famous school of medicine) and to have traveled
throughout Greece, dying at an advanced age at
Larissa in Thessaly, in northern Greece. Many of the
biographical details recorded in these later works
must be regarded as legendary.

A large collection of about sixty medical treatises,
the Hippocratic Corpus, came to be attributed to Hip-
pocrates after his death. Most were written during the
late fifth or fourth centuries b.c.e., but some were
composed much later. The works are anonymous and
are marked by differences in style. Even in antiquity
it was recognized that not all of them were genuine,
and attempts were made to determine which were
written by Hippocrates. There is no reliable tradition
that attests the authenticity of any of the treatises, and
the internal evidence is inconclusive. Most modern
scholars believe that none of them can be attributed
with certainty to Hippocrates.

Hippocratic Medical Ethics
The ethical or deontological treatises of the Hip-

pocratic Corpus (The Physician, Precepts, and Deco-
rum, dates unknown) constitute the earliest writings
on medical etiquette. They define the professional
duties that should be expected of Greek physicians.
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Most of these principles of etiquette are the product
of common sense. They recognize that certain types
of conduct are inherently detrimental to the practice
of medicine. Physicians should behave in a manner
that will add dignity to their profession. Thus, they
should look healthy and not be overweight. They
should be gentlemen, cheerful and serene in their
dealings with patients, self-controlled, reserved, de-
cisive, and neither silly nor harsh. They should not
engage in sexual relations with patients or mem-
bers of their households. They are to be sensitive to
the fees they charge, should consider the patient’s
means, and should on occasion render free treatment.

Many of these precepts are meant to preserve the rep-
utation of the physician, which (in the absence of
medical licensure) was his most important asset in
building and maintaining a medical practice.

The Hippocratic Oath
The best-known, though most puzzling, of the

Hippocratic writings is the so-called Hippocratic
oath. The oath is characterized by a religious tenor. It
begins with an invocation of the healing gods Apollo
and Asclepius and includes a pledge to guard one’s
life and art “in purity and holiness.” It is divided into
two parts: the covenant, which is a contract between
the teacher and his pupil; and the precepts, which de-
fines the duty of the physician to his patients. The
oath prohibits, among other things, dispensing a
deadly drug, performing an abortion, and practicing
surgery (or at least lithotomy).

Several stipulations of the oath are not consonant
with ethical standards prevalent elsewhere in the
Hippocratic treatises, while some practices prohib-
ited by the oath (induced abortion, euthanasia, and
surgery) were routinely undertaken by Greek physi-
cians. It is difficult, moreover, to find a context in
which to place the oath. Although it was traditionally
attributed (like the other Hippocratic treatises) to
Hippocrates, it is anonymous. It has been dated as
early as the sixth century b.c.e. and as late as the first
century of the Christian era (when it is first men-
tioned). Most scholars assign it to the fifth or fourth
century b.c.e., making it roughly contemporaneous
with Hippocrates. It has been suggested that it was
administered to students who were undertaking a
medical apprenticeship, but there is no evidence that
it ever had universal application in the Greek world.
Greek and Roman physicians were not required to
swear an oath or to accept and abide by a formal code
of ethics. To be sure, ethical standards appear in the
Hippocratic Corpus, but no one knows how wide-
spread these standards were among medical practi-
tioners in antiquity. The oath appealed to Christian
physicians, however, who in late antiquity took over
its precepts and infused them with new meaning. It
was later adopted by Christian, Jewish, and Muslim
physicians as a covenant by which physicians could
govern their practices.

There have been a number of attempts to explain
away the problem passages of the oath or to attrib-
ute it to an author whose views represented those of
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The Hippocratic Oath

I will look upon him who shall have taught me this
Art even as one of my parents.

I will share my substance with him, and I will supply
his necessities, if he be in need.

I will regard his offspring even as my own brethren,
and I will teach them this Art, if they would learn it,
without fee or covenant.

I will impart this Art by precept, by lecture, and by
every mode of teaching, not only to my own sons but
to the sons of him who has taught me, and to disci-
ples bound by covenant and oath, according to the
Law of Medicine.

The regimen I adopt shall be for the benefit of my
patients according to my ability and judgment, and
not for their hurt or for any wrong.

I will give no deadly drug to any, though it be asked
of me, nor will I counsel such, and especially I will
not aid a woman to procure abortion.

Whatsoever house I enter, there will I go for the ben-
efit of the sick, refraining from all wrongdoing or
corruption, and especially from any act of seduc-
tion, of male or female, of bond or free.

Whatsoever things I see or hear concerning the life
of men, in my attendance on the sick or even apart
therefrom, which ought not to be noised abroad, I
will keep silence thereon, counting such things to be
as sacred secrets.



a group that lay outside the mainstream of medical
ethics as described in the Hippocratic Corpus. The
most notable is the attempt by Ludwig Edelstein
to demonstrate that the oath originated in the Pythag-
orean community. Parallels can be found outside
Pythagoreanism for even the most esoteric injunc-
tions of the oath, however, and its Pythagorean origin
cannot be said to have been conclusively proved.

The Influence of Hippocratic Ethics
The medical-ethical treatises of the Hippocratic

Corpus have exercised great influence on the formu-
lation and development of Western medical ethics. In
establishing not only guidelines for the physician’s
deportment but also standards of professional obliga-
tion, they created both the basis of Greek medical
ethics and an ideal of what the physician ought to be.
Even in the rapidly changing field of bioethics, their
influence continues to be felt to the present day.

Anne-Marie E. Ferngren
Gary B. Ferngren
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Hiring practices
Definition: Methods used by employers to hire new

personnel
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: The late twentieth century saw a sig-

nificant increase in government oversight of hir-
ing practices, pressure on employees by special
interest groups, and greater efforts to develop fair
hiring practices within private companies.

During the last two decades of the twentieth century,
hiring processes of private American entities came
under increasing supervision by the federal govern-
ment and various special interest or pressure groups
in society. In addition, the presence of human re-
source departments within companies and their role
in the hiring process became more evident and influ-
ential in the workforce. All signs pointed to greater
efforts by employers to bring ethics into their hiring
practices.

However, the task of incorporating ethical pro-
cesses into hiring is not easy for several reasons. One
of the biggest obstacles to ethical hiring practices is
the simple fact that different people are sometimes
not in agreement as to what constitutes an ethical de-
cision. However, the difficulties that employers face
in their attempts to bring ethical behavior to the hir-
ing process should not stop them from trying to bring
it about. Companies may not succeed to the extent
that they wish when it comes to bringing ethical
choices in the hiring process, but even a small amount
of success is better than no success at all.

In contemplating how to incorporate ethical be-
havior into the hiring process, several issues need to
be kept in mind. First, it has to be a major goal for em-
ployers. This means that its presence has to be fore-
most in the minds of employers as something they
desire to achieve. However, companies must also be
honest and demonstrate integrity in the hiring pro-
cess. This implies that they clearly indicate to future
employees what their reasons are for choosing one
candidate over others. Employers must also be aware
of their need to conform to the law when making
employment decisions. The federal government has
made it clear that it intends to provide equal employ-
ment opportunities to its citizens, and it is important
that there be compliance with all legal provisions re-
lating to hiring practices.
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Employers must also be careful not to be influ-
enced in the hiring process by subjective reasons and
avoid any projection of personal gain. Perhaps one of
the best ways to answer the question of whether em-
ployers have been successful at incorporating ethical
behavior into the hiring process is to ask what an out-
side committee reviewing the employer’s actions
might indicate about how it made its choice regard-
ing an employment position.

William E. Kelly
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Hiroshima and Nagasaki
bombings

The Events: U.S. dropping of atom bombs on two
Japanese cities during World War II

Dates: August 6 and 9, 1945
Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: The ethics of choosing to use a

weapon of mass destruction to attack the civilian
residents of two densely populated cities have
been debated ever since the close of World War II.
The philosophical issue revolves around whether
it was acceptable to kill tens of thousands of inno-

cents in order to prevent the deaths of hundreds of
thousands or even millions more by bringing the
war to a swift conclusion. A further practical issue
concerns whether it is in fact true that use of the
atom bomb ultimately saved so many lives.

The unleashing of atomic weapons on Hiroshima and
Nagasaki profoundly shaped the nature of interna-
tional relations in the post-World War II era. These
bombs, so lethal and used only twice in history, have
forced humankind to examine critically the nature of
modern warfare, especially within the context of
“just war theory.”

The development of the atom bomb by the U.S.
government during World War II is generally re-
garded as one of the greatest technological and engi-
neering achievements of modern times. What was
particularly noteworthy about the atom bomb was the
sheer scale of its ability to kill and devastate. Draw-
ing upon the insights and efforts of the most brilliant
physicists, mathematicians, and chemists of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, scientists and engi-
neers were able to liberate the cataclysmic power of
the atom, harnessed in a single bomb that had the de-
structive impact of almost twenty kilotons of conven-
tional explosives.

Ethical Context
Using a weapon of such magnitude raised serious

ethical issues, especially as they related to an idea
that can be traced back to the ancient Greeks: just-
war theory. Considered down through the centuries
by such thinkers as Aristotle, Cicero, and Saint Au-
gustine, just-war theory involves the essential notion
that war, though intrinsically evil, can be justified
morally if certain conditions exist. Although the the-
ory consists of several components, particularly rele-
vant to the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki are
the ideas of proportionality and discrimination.

Proportionality refers to the idea that a warring
power should not use any means over and above what
is necessary to achieve victory. By late July, 1945, ac-
cording to most military historians, Japan’s military
situation was desperate. From March onward, Japan
suffered almost daily bombings by American B-29
bombers armed with incendiary bombs. Such bomb-
ing runs resulted in almost 190,000 deaths from fires
and asphyxiation in six major Japanese cities. In ad-
dition, the U.S. Navy was taking steps to implement a
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full-scale blockade of Japan. After the war, the U.S.
Strategic Bombing Survey maintained that such tac-
tics would have eventuated in Japan’s surrender by
approximately November 1, 1945, without the use of
atom bombs.

Those who advocate that the dropping of atom
bombs was a proportional response in the war make
two points. First, while the bomb that fell on Hiro-
shima immediately killed 78,000 people and the one
that fell on Nagasaki killed 70,000 people, the use of
the bombs prevented a large-scale land invasion of
the Japanese mainland. While estimates vary, some
speculate that total American and Japanese casual-
ties would have approached one million because of
the determination of the Japanese people. Hence, the
atom bombings, while gruesome, actually prevented

more deaths in the immediate future. A second line of
argument holds that given the conduct of the Japa-
nese military during the war—for example, the sur-
prise attack on the U.S. fleet at Pearl Harbor, the
Bataan “Death March,” and the brutal treatment of
Allied prisoners-of-war—the dropping of the atom
bombs was a morally justifiable and proportional ac-
tion.

The concept of discrimination maintains that in
the conduct of war, every effort should be made to
prevent civilians from suffering the potentially brutal
fate of soldiers. The force unleashed by an atom
bomb is such that it devastates everything in its wake:
combatants, noncombatants, military outposts, hos-
pitals, crops, and so forth. It must be pointed out,
however, that the distinction between civilians and
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soldiers already had been blurred by more conven-
tional weapons in use during the war. The fires ig-
nited by incendiaries dropped from American planes
over Hamburg and Dresden resulted in tens of thou-
sands of civilian deaths. Moreover, Dresden was
bombed although it was primarily a cultural center,
not a significant military target. Similarly, toward
the end of the war, German V-1 and V-2 rockets fell
indiscriminately throughout England, resulting in
thousands of civilian casualties.

Also apropos of discrimination, some military
strategists argued that since many civilians were
engaged in supporting a nation’s capacity to wage
war through their jobs as farmers, machinists, seam-
stresses, and technicians, the distinction between
civilian and military no longer obtained. Indeed,
British pilots were explicitly ordered to bomb
working-class neighborhoods during their runs in or-
der to reduce both the Nazi war effort and civilian
morale. In the conduct of the war, “civilian” deaths
increasingly became a regrettable, but accepted,
component of modern warfare.

Ethics of Science
After the detonation of atom bombs, the avowed

neutrality of science was questioned. For example,
because something is theoretically and practically
possible (nuclear fission), especially something so
powerful as atomic energy, must it be developed? If
scientists develop something novel, can they guaran-
tee control of its use? After witnessing the awesome
energy released in the first explosion of a nuclear de-
vice in New Mexico in July, 1945, some of the scien-
tists working on the bomb’s development argued that
Japanese officials should be privy to a demonstra-
tion of the bomb’s power rather than experiencing an
actual bombing. Their views were summarily dis-
missed by the military as impractical.

A final aspect of the ethics of the atom bombing of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki concerns utilitarian logic.
This model of decision making argues that people
must rationally calculate the perceived costs and ben-
efits of pursuing certain actions. From this perspec-
tive, the investment of more than $1 billion and four
years of intense work by tens of thousands of workers
and scientists (the bomb’s costs) almost guaranteed
that the bomb would be used once it was developed
(its perceived benefit, shortening the war). No one
could have perceived, however, the immense eco-

nomic, political, and social costs associated with the
Cold War after “The Bomb,” and people still debate
whether the decision to drop atom bombs on Hiro-
shima and Nagasaki was a benefit at all.

Craig M. Eckert
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Hitler, Adolf
Identification: German political leader
Born: April 20, 1889, Braunau am Inn, Austro-

Hungarian Empire (now in Austria)
Died: April 30, 1945, Berlin, Germany
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Hitler initiated the Holocaust against

European Jewry, perhaps the single most trau-
matic event in modern history. As a result, he has
come to symbolize the ultimate evil for many, al-
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though others think of him as insane rather than
evil. Hitler was, moreover, an extremely charis-
matic figure in his heyday, and his theories of racial
and national destiny combined to form a power-
fully twisted ethic that continues to attract many
people.

It does little good to insist that Adolf Hitler and his
Nazi Party were without a system of ethics; to do so
demonizes Hitler and perpetuates the unfortunate
myth that the Nazi period may be explained by the
German nation having temporarily lost its collective
mind. The more difficult truth is that a great many
German people identified a system of morality in the
Nazi party that corresponded with their own.

Adolf Hitler’s system of ethics was based upon
the twin foundations of race and nationalism. His
combination of these traditions in German political
life was both of great help to him in his quest for

power and of inestimable force in the drive toward
the Holocaust. Believing that might made right, Hit-
ler promoted this ethic within his party—and later his
state—with a ruthless zealotry.

Origins
The variety of anti-Semitism that Hitler found in

Vienna in the period of 1907 to 1913 was both popu-
list and German nationalist—best described by the
German word volkisch. Hitler was greatly influenced
by the mayor of Vienna, Karl Lüger, who combined
vehement anti-Semitism and the political strength to
dominate Viennese politics to a degree that Hitler ad-
mired. In fact, Hitler, in an uncharacteristic display of
humility, described Lüger in his book Mein Kampf as
the last great German born in Austria.

Another great influence on Hitler’s intellectual
development in Vienna was the leader of the Pan-
German movement, Georg von Schönerer. Schön-
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erer’s movement appealed to Hitler on both a racial
and a national level. Like Hitler, Schönerer believed
that the unification of all German-speaking peoples
was an imperative and blamed Germans of Jewish
extraction for standing in the way of unification.

In German history, as well, there were many influ-
ences on Hitler’s thought. Figures as diverse as Mar-
tin Luther, Frederick the Great, Houston Stewart
Chamberlain, and, most famously, Richard Wagner
contributed to Hitler’s ideas of race and the destiny of
the German people. Their ideas about authority, na-
tionalism, race, and the romantic ideals of war, sacri-
fice, and destiny all influenced Hitler in ways that
many historians have identified as seminal.

Race
Essentially, Hitler believed that the German race

could only succeed if it were “pure.” Mein Kampf is
filled with statements such as “the originally creative
race died out from blood poisoning.” Hitler blamed
the Jews for the apparent dissipation of “pure Ger-
man stock,” particularly in Austria, where he first
was introduced to anti-Semitism. Hitler’s variety
of anti-Semitism differed from that of Lüger and
Shönerer, though, in that Hitler insisted that religion
had nothing to do with it; race, not religion, was what
made Jews different and dangerous in Hitler’s mind.

The implications of this idea are grim. If Jews are
considered dangerous because of their religion, they
can at least convert. This is what happened in a great
many cases previous to Hitler. If, as Hitler thought,
Jews are dangerous because of their race, there can be
no conversion. Extermination is the logical answer in
Hitler’s convoluted and hateful system of thought.
Because he believed that the “parasite” of European
Jewry was threatening the strength and virtue (Hitler
employed a great deal of sexual imagery in his dis-
cussions on this subject) of the German nation, Hitler
thought it justifiable to “eradicate the parasite.”

Nationalism
The second foundation for Hitler’s system of

thought was nationalism. Considering himself a stu-
dent of history, Hitler was influenced by a kind of
skewed Hegelianism, identifying cycles of world
leadership and seeing a sort of dialectical pattern
of struggle and destiny in assuming that leader-
ship. Further influenced by the Franco-Prussian War
(1870-1871) and the unification of Germany (1871),

and filled with a patriotism that only an envious
noncitizen can muster (Hitler was not a German citi-
zen), Hitler came to the conclusion that it was Ger-
many’s turn to act as leader of the world. There was
no room in the world for Jews, intellectuals, social-
ists, or liberals.

Much of the intolerance contained in Hitler’s na-
tionalism can be traced to the traditions of German
Romanticism. The romantic imagery found in Hit-
ler’s anti-Semitism was also present in his thought on
questions of nationalism (race and nationalism were
inexorably tied in his mind). Shunning Christianity
as “a religion for cowards,” he saw Germany’s true
heritage in the pagan spectacle of the operas of Rich-
ard Wagner. The antirationalism of the Romantic
period, as filtered through the German experience,
served to create a religion of nationality and race in
Hitler’s mind, with himself as messiah (Hitler spoke
at length about Providence’s intentions for him), that
was as compelling to the true believer as any other re-
ligion could be.

Zealotry
Hitler’s religion of blood and nation was compel-

ling to many Germans in large part because of the
power it promised. The hate that Hitler felt, his
dreams of dominion, could not be fulfilled without
both power and an ethic that sanctioned the use of
power in ways that most people would describe as
morally reprehensible. Hitler worshipped power, and
his system of thought relied on it heavily. On read-
ing Mein Kampf, one cannot help but be struck by
the number of times Hitler wrote the equivalent of
“might makes right.” Hitler admired the Marxists’
tactics of violence and intimidation, preferring to use
converted communists as street fighters because they
shared his zealotry. His greatest scorn for the liberal
parties of his day concentrated on “the weakness of
will inherent in parliamentary government.”

Implications
Hitler and his millions of followers believed that

his vision allowed, even compelled, them to shun
questions of everyday ethics. His vision established a
new system of ethics defined by race and the nation,
utterly devoid of moral restraint. The outcome of this
system of thought was, inevitably, the Holocaust.

Robert A. Willingham
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Hobbes, Thomas
Identification: English political philosopher
Born: April 5, 1588, Westport, Wiltshire, England
Died: December 4, 1679, Hardwick Hall,

Derbyshire, England
Type of ethics: Enlightenment history
Significance: Hobbes was the most prominent sev-

enteenth century English advocate of political ab-
solutism. Author of De Cive (1642), Leviathan:
Or, The Matter, Form, and Power of a Common-
wealth (1651), and De Homine (1658), he de-
duced his theories of morality, including his po-
litical ethics, from a mechanistic, materialist
understanding of reality.

Thomas Hobbes was a proponent of natural rights
and monarchical absolutism, although he was dis-

trusted by both Cromwellian republicans and sup-
porters of the Stuart monarchy. As a student at Mag-
dalen College, Oxford University, Hobbes rejected
the ethics and methodological perspectives of Aris-
totelianism, medieval Scholasticism, and Christian
philosophy. The moral political philosophy expressed
in Hobbes’s works was grounded in the methodology
of mathematical argumentation, empirical science,
and secularism. Hobbes’s mechanistic and material-
ist explanation of existence, including political eth-
ics, was sharply criticized by seventeenth century ec-
clesiastical leaders for having suggested an agnostic
or atheistic metaphysical foundation.

In Hobbes’s political philosophical works, moral
behavior was scientifically explained and logically
reduced to corporal matter in motion. Moral judg-
ments were made in reference to two types of human
movements or endeavors: appetites, or motions to-
ward material objects perceived to be desirable; and
aversions, or motions away from material objects
perceived to be harmful. Hobbes’s pessimistic inter-
pretation of human nature, in conjunction with his
“resolutive compositive” method, reduced political
morality to an individual’s most basic fears and pas-
sions (for example, fear of violent death and the de-
sire for possessions). In contrast to classical Greek
and medieval Christian moral political philosophy,
in Hobbes’s thought, reason was not the faculty
that guided and constrained the passions. Knowledge
(or “scientific reason”) and power were the pre-
scribed means to fulfill each individual’s subjective
desires.

Hobbes considered ethics to be an essential field
of philosophy and natural rights as the critical subject
of ethics. Hobbes’s political philosophical works,
particularly Leviathan, conveyed a moral theory that
was focused on the natural right of self-preservation
and governmental legitimacy linked to the protection
of human life. Although all people were in agreement
about the critical value of self-preservation, Hobbes’s
ethical relativism or nominalism articulated the po-
sition that there were no universal objective or abso-
lute moral, political, or spiritual truths. Individuals
named or evaluated the moral worth of particular acts
based upon the consequences of such acts to their
self-interests. Leviathan expressed the political the-
ory that sovereign political authority and governmen-
tal legitimacy were based on a social contract (govern-
ment by “institution”) or superior physical coercion
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(government by “acquisition”). The prescribed com-
monwealth was conceived as the highly centralized
rule of an absolute sovereign—preferably, an abso-
lute monarch.

Mitchel Gerber

See also: Leviathan; Locke, John; Machiavelli,
Niccolò; Social contract theory; Two Treatises of
Government.

Holistic medicine
Definition: Approach to medicine that treats the

whole person as a unity rather than isolating, at-
tending to, or diagnosing only parts of the whole

Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Holistic approaches to medicine usu-

ally emphasize noninvasive procedures, patient
education, and nontraditional or non-Western
practices such as acupuncture, homeopathy, and
yoga. Advocates of such an approach see it as eth-
ically admirable, because it humanizes the pa-
tient, whereas they believe mainstream medicine
often treats patients as mechanical systems or ob-
jects.

Holistic health practitioners regard patients as whole
persons, teaching health maintenance, offering a wide
choice of cures, and freely sharing expert knowledge.
Holistic practitioners accept as valid knowledge
from prescientific ages, as well as psychological and
spiritual knowledge that is accessible to everyone.
Therefore, for the holistic practitioner, the best possi-
ble health care makes use of ancient as well as mod-
ern healing arts from a variety of cultures. It treats
people as psychological and spiritual beings as well
as bodies and educates them in the care of their own
psychological and physical health. Therefore, holis-
tic health maintenance and disease curing typically
involve teaching the patient actively to change habits
of nutrition, exercise, and self-reflection.

In contrast, mainstream medicine is based on the
premise that physical science is the most authorita-
tive field of knowledge, though it can only be under-
stood by trained experts such as medical doctors.
Therefore, the mainstream physician offers the best
possible care by acting as an expert authority, dis-

pensing diagnoses and treatments of bodily diseases
with the help of new technologies that are the fruits of
science.

Laura Duhan Kaplan

See also: Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting; Faith
healers; Health care allocation; Illness; Medical eth-
ics; Medical research.

Holocaust
The Event: Systematic murder by the Nazi regime

of six million Jews, as well as Gypsies, homosex-
ual men, political and religious dissenters, the
mentally ill, and others

Date: 1933-1945
Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: The Holocaust stands as an evil of in-

comprehensible, unimaginable scope and horror.
Since it occurred, ethics has striven to compre-
hend how it could have happened and what mean-
ing it holds for systematic formulations of mor-
ality.

Referring to their regime as the Third Reich, Adolf
Hitler and his Nazi Party ruled Germany from 1933
to 1945. The Holocaust happened during those years.
It was Nazi Germany’s planned total destruction of
the Jewish people and the actual murder of nearly six
million of them. That genocidal campaign—the most
systematic, bureaucratic, and unrelenting the world
has seen—also destroyed millions of non-Jewish ci-
vilians. They included Gypsies (Roma and Sinti),
Slavs, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Freemasons, homosex-
uals, the mentally retarded, the physically handi-
capped, and the insane. The Nazis believed that their
threat to the Third Reich approached, though it could
never equal, the one posed by Jews.

In the German language, this unprecedented de-
struction process became known euphemistically as die
Endlösung—the “final solution.” The Hebrew word
Shoah, which means catastrophe, is also used to
name it, but the term “Holocaust” most commonly
signifies the event. That word has biblical roots. In
the Septuagint, a Greek translation of the Hebrew Bi-
ble, the Hebrew word olah is translated as holo-
kauston. In context, olah means that which is offered
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up. It refers to a sacrifice, often specifically to “an of-
fering made by fire unto the Lord.” Such connota-
tions make “Holocaust” a problematic term for the
devastation it names. The word’s religious implica-
tions seem inappropriate, even repulsive, to many
people, including many Jews. Still, Holocaust re-
mains the term that is most widely used.

Nazi Germany’s system of concentration camps,
ghettos, murder squadrons, and killing centers took
more than twelve million defenseless human lives.

Between five and six million of them were Jewish, in-
cluding approximately one million children under
the age of fifteen. Although not every Nazi victim
was Jewish, the Nazi intent was to rid Europe, if not
the world, of Jews. Hitler went far in meeting that
goal. Although Europe’s Jews resisted the onslaught
as best they could, by the end of World War II, two-
thirds of European Jews—and about one-third of
Jews worldwide—were dead. The vast majority of
the Jewish victims came from Eastern Europe. More
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Estimated Numbers of Jews Killed During the Holocaust

Jewish populations

Country
Pre-

Holocaust Deaths
Percent

who died

Poland 3,300,000 3,000,000 90

Baltic countries 253,000 228,000 90

Germany/Austria 240,000 210,000 90

Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia 90,000 80,000 89

Slovakia 90,000 75,000 83

Greece 70,000 54,000 77

Netherlands 140,000 105,000 75

Hungary 650,000 450,000 70

SSR White Russia 375,000 245,000 65

SSR Ukraine* 1,500,000 900,000 60

Belgium 65,000 40,000 60

Yugoslavia 43,000 26,000 60

Romania 600,000 300,000 50

Norway 1,800 900 50

France 350,000 90,000 26

Bulgaria 64,000 14,000 22

Italy 40,000 8,000 20

Luxembourg 5,000 1,000 20

Russia (RSFSR)* 975,000 107,000 11

Denmark 8,000 — —

Finland 2,000 — —

Totals 8,861,800 5,933,900 67

*Germany did not occupy the entire territories of these republics.



than half of them were from Poland; there, the Ger-
man annihilation effort was 90 percent successful. At
Auschwitz alone—located in Poland, it was the larg-
est of the Nazi killing centers—more than one mil-
lion Jews were gassed.

How did the Holocaust happen and why? Those
questions are both historical and ethical. Their impli-
cations are huge. As Elie Wiesel, Jewish survivor of
Auschwitz and winner of the 1986 Nobel Peace
Prize, has rightly said of Birkenau, the major killing
area at Auschwitz: “Traditional ideas and acquired
values, philosophical systems and social theories—
all must be revised in the shadow of Birkenau.”

History
Hitler became chancellor of Germany on January

30, 1933. He soon consolidated his power through
tyranny and terror. Within six months, the Nazis
stood as the only legal political power in Germany,

Hitler’s decrees were as good as law, basic civil rights
had been suspended, and thousands of the Third
Reich’s political opponents had been imprisoned.

Emphasizing the superiority of the German peo-
ple, Nazi ideology was anti-Semitic and racist to the
core. The Nazis affirmed that German racial purity
must be maintained. Building on precedents long-
established by Christianity’s animosity toward Jews,
the Nazis went further and vilified Jews as the most
dangerous threat to that goal. Here it is important to
underscore that Jews are not, in fact, a race but a peo-
ple unified by memory and history, culture, tradition,
and religious observances that are widely shared.
Any person of any race can become Jewish through
religious conversion. Nevertheless, Nazi ideology de-
fined Jewish identity in biological and racial terms.

German law established detailed conditions to de-
fine full and part-Jews. To cite three examples, if one
had three Jewish grandparents, that condition was
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Starved concentration camp prisoners who died while being moved by train from one camp to another in 1945.
(National Archives)



sufficient to make one fully Jewish. If one had only
two Jewish grandparents and neither practiced Juda-
ism nor had a Jewish spouse, however, then one was a
Mischlinge (mongrel) first-class. A person with only
a single Jewish grandparent would be a Mischlinge
second-class. The identity of one’s grandparents was

determined, paradoxically, not by blood but by
their membership in the Jewish religious com-
munity. Once these Nazi classifications were in
effect, the identity they conferred was irrevers-
ible.

Defining Jewish identity was crucial for iden-
tifying the population targeted by the Nazis’anti-
Semitic policies. Those policies focused first on
segregating Jews, making their lives intolera-
ble, and forcing them to leave Germany. Be-
tween 1933 and the outbreak of World War II in
September, 1939, hundreds of decrees, such as
the Nuremberg Laws of September, 1935, de-
prived the Third Reich’s Jews of basic civil
rights. When Jews tried to emigrate from Ger-
man territory, however, they found few havens.
In general, doors around the world, including
those in the United States, were opened reluc-
tantly, if at all, for Jewish refugees from Hitler’s
Germany.

World War II began with Germany’s inva-
sion of Poland on September 1, 1939. With the
notable exception of its failure to subdue En-
gland by air power, the German war machine
had things its own way until it experienced re-
versals at El Alamein and Stalingrad in 1942.
By the end of that year, 4 million Jews had al-
ready been murdered.

As Hitler’s forces had advanced on all
fronts, huge numbers of Jews, far exceeding the
600,000 who lived in Germany when Hitler
took control, came under Nazi domination. For
a year after the war began, Nazi planning had
still aimed to enforce massive Jewish resettle-
ment, but there were no satisfactory ways to ful-
fill that intention. Other tactics had to be found.
The Holocaust did not result from a detailed
master plan that timed and controlled every
move in advance. When one step reached an im-
passe, however, the next was always more dras-
tic, because the Nazis did not deviate from their
basic commitment: Somehow the Jews had to
be eliminated.

In the spring of 1941, as plans were laid for the in-
vasion of the Soviet Union, Hitler decided that spe-
cial mobile killing units–Einsatzgruppen—would
follow the German army, round up Jews, and kill
them. In the fateful months that followed, a second
prong of attack in Germany’s war against the Jews

650

Holocaust Ethics
G

E
R

M
A

N
Y

U
. S

. S
. R

.

C Z E C H O S L O VA K I A

Warsaw

Lodz

Lvov

TREBLINKA

Krakow

Bialystok

BELZEK

Stutthof

AUSCHWITZ-
BIRKENAU

CHELMNO

Kielce

SOBIBOR
Lublin
MAJDANEK

Concentration Camp

Boundary of Poland before 1939 partition

German-Soviet boundary
after 1939 Nazi-Soviet Pact

GhettoDeath Camp

R O M A N I AH U N G A R Y

L I T H U A N I A

B a l t i c

S e a

G E R M A N Y

Death Camps in Nazi-Occupied Territories
During the Holocaust

Source: Yitzhak Arad, ed., The Pictorial History of the Holocaust (New
York: Macmillan, 1990).



became operational as well. Instead of moving killers
toward their victims, it would bring victims to their
killers.

Utilizing a former Austrian military barracks near
the Polish town of Okwi-cim, the Germans made
their concentration camp of Auschwitz operational
in June, 1940, when 728 Polish prisoners were trans-
ferred there. By the summer of 1941, the original
camp (Auschwitz I) had been supplemented by a
much larger camp at nearby Birkenau (Auschwitz
II). Within the next year—along with five other sites
in occupied Poland (Chelmno, Belzec, Sobibor, Treb-
linka, and Majdanek)—Auschwitz-Birkenau became
a full-fledged killing center. Auschwitz “improved”
killing by employing fast-working hydrogen cyanide
gas, which suppliers offered in the form of a deodor-
ized pesticide known as Zyklon B. Efficiency at
Auschwitz-Birkenau was further improved in 1943
when new crematoria became available for corpse
disposal. Optimum “production” in this death factory
meant that thousands of Jews could be killed per day.
When Schutzstaffel (SS) leader Heinrich Himmler
ordered an end to the systematic killing at Auschwitz
in late 1944, his reasoning was not based entirely on
the fact that Soviet troops were nearby. For all practi-
cal purposes, he could argue, the “final solution” had
eliminated Europe’s “Jewish problem.”

With Hitler’s suicide on April 30, 1945, and the
subsequent surrender of Germany on May 7, a chap-
ter ended, but the history and the legacy of the “final
solution” continue. Everyone who lives after Ausch-
witz is affected by the Holocaust. Everyone, more-
over, ought to be affected particularly by the ethical
problems and moral challenges left in its wake.

Ethical Problems and Moral Challenges
Ethics clarifies what people should and should

not do. It explores differences between what is right,
just, and good and what is wrong, unjust, and evil.
What Nazi Germany did to the European Jews clearly
belongs in the latter categories. Thus, the most cru-
cial moral problem posed by the Holocaust is that no
moral, social, religious, or political constraints were
sufficient to stop Nazi Germany from unleashing the
“final solution.” Only when military force crushed
the Third Reich did the genocide end.

David Rousset, a French writer who endured Ger-
man concentration camps, understated the case, but
he was surely correct when he said simply, “The exis-

tence of the camps is a warning.” Two aspects of that
warning are especially challenging.

First, the Holocaust warns about the depth of rac-
ism’s evil. It shows that racism’s destructive “logic”
ultimately entails genocide. If one takes seriously the
idea that one race endangers the well-being of an-
other, the only way to remove that menace com-
pletely is to do away, once and for all, with everyone
and everything that embodies it. If most forms of rac-
ism shy away from such extreme measures, Nazi
Germany’s anti-Semitism did not. The Nazis saw
what they took to be a practical problem: the need
to eliminate “racially inferior” people. Then they
moved to solve it.

Consequently, the Holocaust did not result from
unplanned, random violence. It was instead a state-
sponsored program of population elimination made
possible by modern technology and political organi-
zation. As Nazi Germany became a genocidal state,
its anti-Semitic racism required a destruction process
that needed and got the cooperation of every sector of
German society. The killers and those who aided and
abetted them directly—or indirectly as bystanders—
were civilized people from a society that was sci-
entifically advanced, technologically competent,
culturally sophisticated, and efficiently organized.
These people were, as Holocaust scholar Michael
Berenbaum has noted, “both ordinary and extraordi-
nary, a cross section of the men and women of Ger-
many, its allies, and their collaborators as well as the
best and the brightest.”

Teachers and writers helped to till the soil in
which Hitler’s virulent anti-Semitism took root; their
students and readers reaped the wasteful harvest.
Lawyers drafted and judges enforced the laws that
isolated Jews and set them up for the kill. Govern-
ment and church personnel provided birth records to
document who was Jewish and who was not. Other
workers entered such information into state-of-the-
art data processing machines. University adminis-
trators curtailed admissions for Jewish students and
dismissed Jewish faculty members. Bureaucrats in
the Finance Ministry confiscated Jewish wealth and
property. Postal officials delivered mail about defini-
tion, expropriation, denaturalization, and deporta-
tion.

Driven by their biomedical visions, physicians
were among the first to experiment with the gassing
of lebensunwertes Leben (lives unworthy of life).
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Scientists performed research and tested their racial
theories on those branded subhuman or nonhuman
by German science. Business executives found that
Nazi concentration camps could provide cheap la-
bor; they worked people to death, turning the Nazi
motto, Arbeit macht frei (work makes one free), into
a mocking truth. Stockholders made profits from
firms that supplied Zyklon B to gas people and from
companies that built crematoria to burn the corpses.
Radio performers were joined by artists such as the
gifted film director Leni Riefenstahl to broadcast and
screen the polished propaganda that made Hitler’s
policies persuasive to so many. Engineers drove the
trains that transported Jews to death, while other of-
ficials took charge of the billing arrangements for
this service. Factory workers modified trucks so that
they became deadly gas vans; city policemen be-
came members of squadrons that made the murder of
Jews their specialty. As the list went on and on, so did
the racially motivated destruction of the European
Jews.

Hans Maier
Short of Germany’s military defeat by the Allies,

no other constraints—moral, social, religious, or
political—were sufficient to stop the “final solu-
tion.” Accordingly, a second Holocaust warning is
the challenge that no one should take human rights
for granted. To make that warning more personal,
consider Hans Maier. Born on October 31, 1912, the
only child of a Catholic mother and Jewish father, he
considered himself an Austrian, not least because his
father’s family had lived in Austria since the seven-
teenth century. Hans Maier, however, lived in the
twentieth century, and so it was that in the autumn of
1935 he studied a newspaper in a Viennese coffee-
house. The Nuremberg Laws had just been passed in
Nazi Germany. Maier’s reading made him see that,
even if he did not think of himself as Jewish, the Na-
zis’ definitions meant that in their view he was Jew-
ish. By identifying him as a Jew, Maier would write
later on, Nazi power made him “a dead man on leave,
someone to be murdered, who only by chance was
not yet where he properly belonged.”

When Nazi Germany occupied Austria in March,
1938, Maier drew his conclusions. He fled his native
land for Belgium and joined the Resistance after Bel-
gium was swept into the Third Reich in 1940. Ar-
rested by Nazi police in 1943, Maier was sent to

Auschwitz and then to Bergen-Belsen, where he was
liberated in 1945. Eventually taking the name Jean
Améry, by which he is remembered, this philoso-
pher waited twenty years before breaking his silence
about the Holocaust. When Améry did decide to
write, the result was a series of remarkable essays
about his experience. In English, they appear in a vol-
ume entitled At the Mind’s Limits: Contemplations
by a Survivor on Auschwitz and Its Realities. “Every
morning when I get up,” he tells his reader, “I can
read the Auschwitz number on my forearm. . . . Every
day anew I lose my trust in the world. . . . Declara-
tions of human rights, democratic constitutions, the
free world and the free press, nothing,” he went on to
say, “can lull me into the slumber of security from
which I awoke in 1935.”

In The Cunning of History: The Holocaust and
the American Future (1987), Richard L. Rubenstein
echoes Améry’s understanding. “Does not the Holo-
caust demonstrate,” he suggests, “that there are abso-
lutely no limits to the degradation and assault the
managers and technicians of violence can inflict
upon men and women who lack the power of effec-
tive resistance?” Rubenstein’s outlook may be debat-
able, but he believes that “the dreadful history of Eu-
rope’s Jews had demonstrated that rights do not
belong to men by nature.” If Rubenstein is correct,
then, practically speaking, people can expect to enjoy
basic rights such as those proclaimed by the Declara-
tion of Independence—life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness—only within a political community that
honors and defends those rights successfully.

John K. Roth

Further Reading
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Holy war
Definition: Presence, in a situation of war, of a

“sanctifying” principle that transfers religious
righteousness to the acts of participants in vio-
lence

Date: Concept developed during the medieval era
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Going beyond the broader secular

ethical question of justifying “morally just” wars
fought to defeat evil and injustice, the concept of
holy war relies on God as the highest authority
justifying war against a religious enemy.

Wars involving intense religious animosities have
been fought in almost every period of recorded his-
tory. However, when it comes to the ethical implica-
tions of the concept of “holy war,” important distinc-
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tions must be made. Political wars involving
enemies of different religions do not necessar-
ily involve levels of institutionalization of indi-
vidual “holy warriors’” committed to reli-
giously motivated warfare.

Although examples of holy war have oc-
curred in other civilizations, the most com-
monly cited phenomena come from the experi-
ences of Islam and Christianity. In both cases,
one can find, according to the specific junc-
tures of otherwise political warring actions,
forms of religiously institutionalized “sanctifi-
cation” bestowed on holy warriors. The ethical
content of such institutionalization, however,
varies between the two dominant prototypes.

Medieval Christianity and
the Crusades

Saint Augustine and other fathers of the
early Christian church held that God stood be-
hind certain wars, if their cause could be con-
sidered morally just and aimed at destroying
evil. Defense of what can be seen as morally
“right,” however, did not necessarily mean ser-
vice to a higher religious cause. These earliest
searches for a possible “ethical” justification
for some wars, therefore, fell short in a number
of ways of the technical phenomenon of holy
war. They did not, for example, imply an ac-
ceptance of warring in the name of religious
principles.

The Christian concept of “sanctification”
of warfare in the name of religion dates from
the eleventh century, when Pope Gregory VII,
adding to the less specific suggestions of the
ninth century pope Leo IV (in 853) and the
eleventh century pope Leo IX (in 1053), as-
sured Christians that death in war against a reli-
gious enemy freed the holy warrior from the
consequences of his past sins. From the begin-
ning in 1095 of the Christian Crusades to re-
gain the Holy Land of Palestine from Islam,
there was a linkage between the existing institution
of knighthood and formal military orders whose
fighting members were devoted to the Crusades as a
spiritual calling. Historically, various orders—such
as the Knights Templar and Knights Hospitaliers—
would continue even after the formal period of Cru-
sades to the Holy Land.

Another aspect of Church “sanctification” of vio-
lence in the name of religion that did not disappear
with the passing of a particular historical era was the
holy war against Christian heretics proclaimed by the
Third Lateran Council in the year 1179. Fighters in
what was to be known as the Albigensian Crusade,
launched by Pope Innocent III in 1208, would receive

654

Holy war Ethics

Holy Wars in History

Political-Religious Wars Approved by
Religious Authorities
1618-1648 Thirty Years’ War in Europe

1690 William II, Protestant king of Orange,
defeats England’s Roman Catholic king
James in Ireland

1880-1900 Mahdist Uprising in the Sudan

1947-1948 Muslim-Hindu strife in the wake of
Indian and Pakistani independence

Holy Wars Sanctified by Religious
Authorities
800-1000 Frankish Knights’ war to convert pagans

east of former Roman imperial borders

1095-1099 First Crusade to the Holy Lands

1147-1149 Second Crusade

1189-1192 Third Crusade, following Saladin’s
recapture of Jerusalem

1202-1204 Fourth Crusade

1208 Albigensian Crusade by Pope
Innocent II against Christian heretics

1212 Children’s Crusade

1217-1221 Fifth Crusade (in Egypt)

1228-1229 Sixth Crusade (a truce makes possible
partial Christian control in Jerusalem)

1248-1254 Seventh Crusade (Saint Louis—King
Louis IX—travels to Egypt)

1270 Eighth Crusade (Saint Louis dies in
Tunisia)

1271-1272 Ninth Crusade

1291 Fall of Acre, last Christian stronghold in
the Holy Lands



the same papal indulgences that were granted to
those who had served in the Crusades against the
Muslims of the Near East.

Holy War in Islamic Law
The Islamic religion, in its “classical” theological

origins, identifies two domains: the Dar al Islam (do-
main of Islam) and the Dar al Harb (domain of war).
This is a concept that has often been interpreted as a
necessarily continuous state of war between Islam
and any representative of non-Islamic belief. Along
with this general concept of the hostile separation of
the world between Islamic believers and nonbeliev-
ers, a more specific term emerged that would be rife
with presumptions of ethical obligations falling on
individual Muslim believers: jihad. Jihad is not one
of the five formal Pillars of the Faith, but an indi-
vidual conscience-binding obligation on believers
(fard).

Although it is not uncommon to see jihad trans-
lated as “holy war,” one comes closer to the ethical
core of this concept through examination of Islamic
legal discussions of the term. The first striking obser-
vation is that—in contrast to Christian equivalents to
holy war—jihad is taken to be a society-wide ethical
obligation. Its legal meaning—although clearly ex-
tending into the realm of physical struggle to extend
the “borders” of the Dar al Islam—includes a sense
of effort, in a variety of forms, to strengthen the bases
of the Islamic faith. Indeed, the broadest possible le-
gal and ethical sense of individual effort—ijtihad,
deductive effort to reach balanced decisions—
suggests not religious war per se but “individual ap-
plication” to protect the essential principles of the
faith.

This observation notwithstanding, there is con-
siderable evidence suggesting that, at almost every
stage of military conflict associated with Islamic ex-
pansionism, believers were exhorted to consider their
physical struggle to be service in holy war. Although
an oft-quoted speech attributed to the first caliph,
Abn Bakr, during the early seventh century probably
refers to the spirit of later ages, this meaning predom-
inates: “If any people holds back from fighting the
holy war for God, God strikes them with degrada-
tion.”

On the Islamic as well as the Christian side, it was
during the period of the Crusades that an individual
ethical dedication to holy war took on its most nota-

ble attributes. Much more modern, and even late-
twentieth and early twenty-first century phenomena
in both cultures, however, contain elements of dedi-
cation to holy war in varying degrees.

Modern Blends of Political and
Religious Ethics

The twentieth century saw many cases in which
individual dedication to what is essentially a political
cause brought about levels of religious ethical devo-
tion that were close to what has been defined as holy
war. Among Asian religions, for example, the con-
cept of kamikaze (divine wind) pushed Japanese mil-
itary pilots to undertake suicidal missions to serve the
emperor-god in World War II.

Other manifestations of the “mixed” application
of religious fervor and essentially political violence
approach, but do not fully correspond to, holy war in
the ethical sense of the term. Irish Roman Catholic
underground forces opposing Protestant domination
of Northern Ireland include—as do Protestant “fight-
ing brotherhoods”—a form of spiritual bonding in
their secret Irish Republican Army (IRA). Like mem-
bers of Islamic radical organizations declaring “war”
against the state of Israel or, increasingly, against the
effects of what they consider to be corrupt secular
governments in several Islamic countries, the Irish
Catholics have aimed more at the establishment of al-
ternative political regimes. Nevertheless, in some
cases, the religious “sanctification” of such struggles
(including Muslim-Hindu strife in parts of India be-
ginning during the 1990’s) brings them close to the
category of holy wars.

Escalating Islamic Interpretations
of Holy War

Various circumstances emerged in the late twenti-
eth century that gave rise to vigorous reinterpreta-
tions of the Islamic concept of Holy War. Deteriora-
tion of political and economic conditions in several
Islamic countries spawned a variety of movements
that began to use jihad as a rallying point against per-
ceived enemies of Islam. Some of these movements
aim at deposing what they see as corrupt secular gov-
ernments in their own modern nation states. Others
claim to defend the whole of the Islamic world
against a general enemy represented by the presumed
infidel Western world. Although the Islamic reform
movement that overthrew the shah of Iran in 1979 in-
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volved more than jihad as a motivating force, it did
contain both of these (internal and external) ele-
ments.

When “normal” political channels for represent-
ing religiously based movements fail, rising mili-
tancy in reaction can lead to the adoption by Islamic
warriors known as mujahiddeen of violent methods
presumably justified by religion. This happened in
Algeria in 1991, when elections that should have al-
lowed an Islamic party to join the government were
effectively canceled. Algeria’s subsequent experi-
ence of more than a decade of continuous violence—
mainly in the form of terrorist attacks against both
political targets and anonymous victims—tended to
cloud distinctions between fanatical opposition poli-
tics and calls for holy war.

Another example of what one could call inter-
nally directed holy war grew out of political and eco-
nomic grievances in Egypt during the 1970’s. When
Egypt’s secular regime arrested thousands of demon-
strators, organized militants under a number of
names, including Islamic jihad, carried out the 1981
assassination of President Anwar Sadat. Both violent
underground and overt activities involving religious
discontent continued to mount over the ensuing de-
cades. Some groups refer to continuation of the status
quo in Egypt and elsewhere as reverting to the pre-
Islamic “Age of Ignorance” and call for “flight”
(hijra) within Islamic territory to escape and regroup
for a concerted religious struggle.

In this case, which refers to the model provided by
traditional accounts of the Prophet Muwammad’s

flight to Medina to confront his enemies
in Mecca, many holy war polemists
draw on writings by famous spiritual
leaders, such as Sayyid Qutb, who was
martyred in Egypt during the 1960’s.
Whether Qutb’s intention was to incite
actual methods of holy war to achieve
the assumed pristine goals of Islam,
many of his revolutionary ideas were
appropriated by underground move-
ments, not only in Egypt, but beyond its
borders. Both the Islamic jihad move-
ment and Hamas (meaning “zeal,” or
“ardour”) in Israeli-occupied areas of
Palestine, for example, have used Qutb’s
ideas to justify terrorist attacks against
Israel, even though Qutb made few, if
any, references to the specific circum-
stances affecting the plight of Pales-
tinians. Like Algerian and Egyptian ex-
ponents of violence within particular
national settings in the name of religion,
the Hamas and Islamic jihad move-
ments claim that only a religiously
based mass movement can succeed in
overcoming perceived injustices that
have not been adequately addressed by
their secular political leaders.

Other religiously motivated move-
ments have also used the concept of
holy war to support forceful actions
against presumed threats, both political
and moral, coming from outside the Is-
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The al-Qaeda terrorists who flew hijacked airliners into the World
Trade Center and the Pentagon are believed to have seen them-
selves as heroes in a holy war against the United States. (AP/Wide
World Photos)
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lamic world. Until several terrorist attacks against
U.S. interests at home and abroad culminated in the
September 11, 2001, disasters attributed to Osama
bin Laden’s al-Qaeda organization, the most out-
standing model of mujahiddeen operations against a
foreign enemy of Islam appeared in the 1980’s in Af-
ghanistan. There religious militants bore arms against
the “infidel” Soviet presence in their lands. Ironi-
cally, the non-Muslim West, especially the United
States, supported what they perceived to be the anti-
Soviet focus of Afghanistan’s mujahiddeen forces.
Only later, when the extremist Islamic Taliban move-
ment took over in Afghanistan and not only harbored,
but encouraged, al-Qaeda in its operations against
what it considered as the “illegitimate” Saudi gov-
ernment as well as the “infidel” West, did the threat
of cross-border holy war become alarming.

Whether in real practical, or mainly theoretical,
terms, early twenty-first century linkages involving
Islamic religio-political causes in countries as far
apart as Indonesia (where the Jamaa Islamiyyah,
or Islamic Society, supported antigovernment and
anti-Western campaigns of violence), Palestine, and
Western-occupied Afghanistan and Iraq have given
new global meaning to the phenomenon of holy war.

Byron D. Cannon
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Homeland defense
Definition: Government preparations for the de-

fense of a nation against foreign enemies during
peacetime

Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: The September 11, 2001, attacks on

the United States underscored the vulnerability of
the nation’s territory to terrorism and lifted home-
land defense from an abstract concept to a subject
of public consciousness, while raising questions
about some of the methods used to implement
homeland defense.

During the twentieth century, the United States relied
primarily on its Navy and Air Force to defend its ter-
ritory against possible enemy attack during peace-
time. During the two World Wars, when the bulk of
American military troops served overseas, the coun-
try relied on a combination of state militia, civilian
law enforcement agencies, and some federal military
troops to defend the homeland from enemy raiders
and saboteurs.

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, viv-
idly demonstrated a threat against which traditional
military forces were ill-prepared. Instead of the kinds
of conventional military forces that were considered
threats, the most dangerous threats to the United
States came from a combination of terrorist and
criminal forces. Potential targets included civilian
populations, segments of the economic infrastruc-
ture, computer networks, and other vulnerable areas
not considered traditional military targets. After the
September 11 attacks were made using hijacked
commercial airliners, possible future weapons ap-
peared to include everything from toxic germs and
computer viruses to nuclear bombs. To counter such
threats, President George W. Bush created a new
cabinet-level Department of Homeland Security that
would combine federal, state, and local resources to
protect the United States from future terrorist attacks.

The concept of Homeland Defense raised few
new ethical questions. Defense of the homeland is
one of the primary purposes of government, and no
nation is expected to ignore homeland defense. How-
ever, the methods employed to implement homeland
defense can and do raise ethical problems, most of
which stem from preventive methods of battling ter-
rorism. For example, the racial profiling of possible
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terrorists and the detaining of suspects have raised
questions over racism, individuality, and the concept
that a person is innocent until proven guilty in a court
of law. After 2001, fear of terrorist attacks led to in-
creased use of government surveillance and intrusion
of privacy. Civil libertarians have raised concerns
over the erosion of what they see as fundamental
rights of privacy, whereas security specialists worry
about terrorists using the very openness and freedom
of the nation as a tool to attack it.

Barry M. Stentiford
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Homeless care
Definition: Public responsibility for the wel-

fare and care of homeless persons
Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: The question of the responsi-

bility that society takes for its homeless
members is an important part of the larger
ethical debate about society’s responsibili-
ties to the disadvantaged.

One of the most enduring and controversial is-
sues from Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal
policies of the 1930’s and 1940’s to George W.
Bush’s so-called Compassionate Conserva-

tism of the early twenty-first century has been about
what should be the level of government assistance to
homeless people. The issue has been rancorous be-
cause of a fundamental dichotomy in American soci-
ety. On one hand, the judicial system has historically
favored property rights over human rights, and both
laissez-faire economics and Calvinist religious tra-
ditions have emphasized individualism and self-
reliance. On the other hand, Americans have always
considered themselves generous and unselfish, with
a record of government aid to the poor dating back to
the early nineteenth century.

Social Darwinists have claimed that poverty is a
historical constant, and that therefore any govern-
ment assistance to the poor is a futile waste of re-
sources. Most modern Americans, however, ac-
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Members of the U.S. Marine Corps’ Chemical-Biological
Incident Response Force demonstrate anthrax cleanup tech-
niques in Washington, D.C., a few weeks after the Septem-
ber 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United States. (AP/
Wide World Photos)
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knowledge that society bears some responsibility for
those without homes.

The Ethical Issues
Does government have an ethical obligation to

provide for the needs of all its citizens from cradle to
grave? Is there a danger that massive federal expendi-
tures, such as free housing, will destroy the work
ethic? Will the higher taxes likely to be needed for
such spending increases aggravate the class animos-
ity between those who pay for benefits and those who
receive them? These are just some of the questions
connected to the issue of government responsibility
for the homeless, and each question leads to more.
Like most ethical concerns, there are a few consen-
sual answers or absolute truths so the debate will con-
tinue.

On one point there is nearly universal agreement:
The homeless lead a miserable existence. They are
likely to be found in dangerous and unsavory neigh-
borhoods, largely because the affluent refuse to allow
them to come near them. People without homes are
easily victimized. Many suffer physical, mental, and
emotional problems, which make it even more diffi-
cult for them to protect themselves. They enjoy no
safety, shelter, or security on an ongoing basis, and
many are reluctant to seek assistance from police.
Government statistics on hate crime indicate that
eighteen homeless people were murdered in the
United States in 2001. Some attackers killed home-
less people because they saw themselves as vigilan-
tes ridding the world of undesirable people, while
others committed the crimes for thrills.

Many would argue that the federal government
does have an ethical obligation to provide adequate
housing to all the nation’s citizens. The framers
of both the Declaration of Independence and the
U.S. Constitution believed in the concept of natural
rights. As espoused by Enlightenment era philoso-
phers John Locke and Jean Jacques Rousseau, and
echoed by Thomas Jefferson and James Madison,
natural rights theory held that God gave people cer-
tain rights, such as the right to life. Therefore, gov-
ernment has a moral requirement to provide, when
necessary, the basic means of life. The ethics em-
braced by the Judeo-Christian religious tradition
stressed charity and generosity toward others. So-
cialist and communist political ideology also em-
braced the idea of government-provided housing.

However, other people equally concerned with ethics
have held that there is no such government responsi-
bility.

Adam Smith and others supported laissez-faire
economics, which stressed minimalist government
and rugged individualism. Thomas Malthus and
other Social Darwinists taught that there would al-
ways be poor and homeless people and any form of
government assistance was both futile and counter-
productive. The United States has always held sacred
the concept of self-made and self-reliant persons, and
such persons would never dream of asking the gov-
ernment for housing or any other form of assistance.
Also, the judiciary has historically held in high es-
teem the property rights of all owners. Until the
1930’s, the judiciary was critical of federal welfare
programs. Many social commentators, such as for-
mer president Herbert Hoover, believed that feder-
ally provided housing would help not only to destroy
the work ethic but would be an unconstitutional in-
trusion of big government.

Other Issues
If there were a universal consensus that homeless-

ness is a problem not to be tolerated, other issues of
an ethical nature would arise. Once it is conceded that
is government’s job to house the poor, then the ques-
tion would arise of whether government is also re-
sponsible for providing food, medicine, utilities, and
transportation. How ethical would it be to heavily
tax hardworking and productive citizens to provide
benefits for idle, nonproductive citizens? Is the core
belief of the welfare state that by nature people are in-
competent to provide for their own needs? Are peo-
ple poor and homeless because of their own failures
and inadequacies. or are they victimized by capital-
ism and the wealthy? All these and many other ethi-
cal concerns would remain to be addressed.

Homelessness remains a paradoxical issue. De-
spite vast sums spent by various government entities
and substantial assistance from the private sector, the
numbers and problems of the homeless remained
staggering in the early twenty-first century. Govern-
ment aid has clearly alleviated the problem and as-
sisted millions who would otherwise be homeless.
However, it appeared that no amount of money would
totally redress the situation.

Thomas W. Buchanan
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Homicide
Definition: Killing of one human being by another
Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Legal systems generally treat homi-

cide as a particularly heinous crime, requiring the
most severe punishment, but they also allow for
justifications and mitigating factors such as self-
defense, lack of intent, or insanity.

All modern societies regard the premeditated murder
of another human as a crime; the research of various
ethologists working amongst a large number of spe-
cies suggests, however, that it is not uncommon for
an animal to play an active role in taking the life
of another member of its own species. For exam-
ple, black widow spiders are named for killing their
mates, and chimpanzees have been reported to kill
members of their own troops. Such observations may
suggest that members of the species Homo sapiens
have from time to time killed one another for as long
as humans have existed. Furthermore, no matter how
antisocial or repulsive such behavior may seem, it
would be inappropriate to label such action as crimi-

nal or homicidal, since such labels introduce the no-
tion of legality.

Additionally, while the origin of such actions may
prompt ethical and moral concerns, various social
and natural scientists have discussed the evolution-
ary advantage of such behavior while addressing kin
selection and the origin of altruism. A review of an-
thropological literature suggests that various human
societies have sanctioned the killing of humans in
certain specific situations, including suicide, infanti-
cide, war, and euthanasia. Although both activities
are legally acceptable, some in the United States have
called abortion murder, while others have said the
same thing about capital punishment.

Historical Background
Regarding human behavior and the origin and

evolution of society, an action did not become crimi-
nal until it was covered by a law prohibiting it that
prescribed a punishment for it. Crime is generally
considered to be an assault against the state or gov-
ernment because it disrupts public order and disturbs
social tranquillity. According to fragments of a clay
tablet recovered from what was Sumer, the earliest
legal prohibitions were prepared by approximately
2000 b.c.e.

The Code of Lipit-Ishtar was established during
the eighteenth century b.c.e. and represents the first
documented attempt to codify the laws governing hu-
man behavior. Specifically, the code outlined the
rights and privileges of all members of Sumerian so-
ciety. Similar codified laws representing a Babylo-
nian dynasty of 1200-1700 b.c.e. are referred to as
Hammurabi’s code, and like those that preceded
them, they outline the legal and social contract be-
tween members of society and society. These codes
established courts, fines, and penalties, as well as the
rights and obligations of each member of society. As
is true of present laws, the early laws reflected the
values of their time, and therefore, they incorporated
the notion of an “eye for an eye.” For example, a por-
tion of Hammurabi’s code states, “If a man destroys
the eye of another man, he shall have his destroyed.”
Elsewhere it states, “If a man breaks the bone of an-
other man, he shall have his like bone broken.” Cer-
tainly a notable homicide for some was that of Abel
by his brother Cain, which is discussed in the book of
Genesis in the Bible.

Throughout the Western world, criminal viola-

660

Homicide Ethics



tions are classified as those perpetrated against a per-
son (such as kidnapping and rape), those against
property (such as robbery), and those against the
state (such as treason). Furthermore, they are classi-
fied as felonies and misdemeanors based upon soci-
ety’s perception of the severity of each crime and thus
the penalty associated with it. In the United States,
felonies carry a sentence of at least one year in prison,
while misdemeanors are punishable by jail terms of
less than a year or by a fine, or both. In the West, tra-
ditionally, the three major felonies are murder, arson,
and sexual assault, although other crimes such as kid-
napping and bank robbery have been added in some
countries.

Homicide in the United States
In the United States, murder is practically the only

capital felony, or one that authorizes the death pen-
alty for its perpetration. Under special circum-
stances, however, a homicide may not be considered
a crime. Specifically, in cases involving self-defense,
or when a homicide is carried out to prevent the com-
mission of a further serious felony, the perpetrator
may not be prosecuted. Homicides are classified as
those that are premeditated, those involving man-
slaughter, and those caused by negligence.

The most serious type of homicide is that which is
planned in advance or is premeditated. The least seri-
ous homicide is one caused by carelessness or result-
ing from a negligent act. Manslaughter is defined as a
homicide resulting from recklessness or a violent
emotional outburst. By convention, homicide rates
are reported as the number per 100,000 population,
although not all countries distinguish among murder,
manslaughter, and negligent homicide.

The homicide rate for various countries from
1940 to 1970 are shown in the accompanying table in
five-year increments. Because of the effect of popu-
lation size, the number of such deaths is also re-
ported. For example, for Australia, the rate jumps
from 0.46 to 0.90 between 1940 and 1955, while the
increase in the number of deaths is only 50. This is
because of the relatively small population of Austra-
lia. This should be kept in mind while noting the
smallest five-year difference in the number of deaths
in the United States (147 between 1950 and 1955),
which is nearly three times the difference in number
for Australia between 1940 and 1955.

It is clearly demonstrated by the table that the

homicide rate for each country has remained rela-
tively stable (Australia’s shows the greatest rate of
change—from 0.46 in 1940 to 2.38 in 1970), while
there is a notable difference between countries (the
lowest thirty-year average is that of England, at 0.70,
while the highest is that of the United States, at 5.79).
Such intercountry differences may be attributed to
cultural differences and a society’s attitudes toward
the value of human life, the availability of weapons,
and accepted techniques for resolving interpersonal
conflict.

Turhon A. Murad
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Homophobia
Definition: Fear and hatred of nonheterosexual

people
Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: Homophobia may be seen as im-

moral in itself, and it also causes people to com-
mit immoral acts, from discrimination to hateful
speech to acts of violence including murder. Those
who subscribe to a moral system that labels ho-
mosexuality as wrong would object to the very
term homophobia on the ground that it path-
ologizes their beliefs.
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Derived from the Greek homos, meaning “same,”
and phobikos, meaning “having a fear of and/or aver-
sion for,” the term “homophobia” was popularized by
George Weinberg in 1972 in his book Society and the
Healthy Homosexual. Other terms that have been
used include: “homophilephobia,” “homoerotopho-
bia,” “homosexphobia,” “homosexophobia,” “homo-
sexism,” “homonegativism,” “lesbian-” and “gay-
hatred” or “-hating,” and “sexual orientationalism”
(giving a parallel structure with “racism,” “sexism,”
and “classism”). “Biphobia” is the fear and hatred of
those who love and sexually desire both males and fe-
males, and it can include prejudice and acts of dis-
crimination against bisexual people.

“Heterosexism” (a close ally to homophobia) is
the system of advantages bestowed on heterosexuals.
It is the institutional response to homophobia that as-
sumes that all people are or should be heterosexual
and therefore excludes the needs, concerns, and life
experiences of lesbians, gay males, and bisexuals.
At times subtle, heterosexism is a form of oppression
by neglect, omission, and/or distortion, whereas its
more active ally—homophobia—is oppression by
intent and design.

Heterosexism forces lesbians, gay males, and bi-
sexuals to struggle constantly against their own invis-
ibility and makes it much more difficult for them
to integrate a positive identity. This is not unlike the
situation of a Jew or a Muslim in a predominantly
Christian country, a wheelchair user in a town with
only stepped entrances to buildings, or a Spanish-
speaking visitor in a country in which Spanish is not
spoken.

Homophobia and heterosexism (like all forms of
oppression) operate on four distinct but interrelated
levels: the personal, the interpersonal, the institu-
tional, and the societal (or cultural).

The personal level refers to an individual’s belief
system (bias or prejudice). Forms of personal homo-
phobia include the beliefs that sexual minorities (gay
males, lesbians, and bisexuals) either deserve to be
pitied as unfortunate beings who are powerless to
control their desires or should be hated; that they are
psychologically disturbed or genetically defective;
that their existence contradicts the “laws” of nature;
that they are spiritually immoral, infected pariahs
who are disgusting—in short, that they are generally
inferior to heterosexuals.

Personal heterosexism, the belief that everyone is

or should be heterosexual, is in operation, for exam-
ple, when parents automatically assume that their
children are heterosexual and will eventually marry a
person of the other sex.

The interpersonal level is manifested when a per-
sonal bias affects relations among individuals, trans-
forming prejudice into its active component—
discrimination.

Interpersonal homophobia includes name calling
or joke telling intended to demean or defame sexual
minorities; verbal and physical harassment and in-
timidation as well as more extreme forms of vio-
lence; the withholding of support; rejection; aban-
donment by friends and other peers, coworkers, and
family members; and the refusal of landlords to rent
apartments, shop owners to provide services, insur-
ance companies to extend coverage, and employers
to hire on the basis of actual or perceived sexual iden-
tity.

Interpersonal heterosexism occurs, for example,
when teachers assume that all their students are het-
erosexual and teach only the contributions of hetero-
sexuals. This leaves sexual minorities without a leg-
acy and sense of history.

Institutional Homophobia
The institutional level refers to the ways in which

governmental agencies, businesses, and educational,
religious, and professional organizations systemati-
cally discriminate on the basis of sexual orientation.
Sometimes laws, codes, or policies actually enforce
such discrimination.

Institutional homophobia includes “sodomy laws”
that remain on the books in many states to punish
people engaging in same-sex sexual activity; “anti-
gay rights laws,” such as the prototype Colorado
Constitution Ballot Amendment 2 (approved by 53
percent of the voters on November 3, 1992) prohibit-
ing equal protection under the law on the basis of sex-
ual orientation; state and municipal policies restrict-
ing gay, lesbian, and bisexual people from serving as
foster and adoptive parents and making it more diffi-
cult for them to win custody of their own children in
the courts; military policy excluding gays, lesbians,
and bisexuals; the doctrines of some religious de-
nominations that oppose homosexuality; the classifi-
cation of homosexuality as a “disordered condition”
according to the American Psychiatric Association
until 1973 and the American Psychological Associa-
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tion until 1975; and school policies clearly stipulat-
ing that same-sex couples may not attend proms and
other social functions.

Institutional heterosexism includes religious and
governmental sanction of the marriages of only het-
erosexual couples; companies providing employee
benefits only to “legally” married spouses and chil-
dren; the heterosexual bias on government, busi-
ness, and community groups’ printed forms when
listing only the categories “single,” “married,” and
“divorced” in reference to relationship status; munic-
ipal, state, and national governments giving spe-
cial tax benefits to heterosexually married couples;
medical policy permitting only “blood relatives” or
spouses certain hospital visitation rights; and school

dances designed specifically to encourage the social-
ization of males with females, and vice versa.

The societal (or cultural) level refers to the social
norms or codes of behavior that, although not ex-
pressly written into law or policy, nevertheless work
within a society to legitimize oppression. Societal
homophobia includes the stereotypes of sexual mi-
norities that are taught in the culture, ranging from
their alleged predatory appetites, to their physical ap-
pearance, to the possible “causes” of their desires. It
also includes active attempts to falsify historical ac-
counts of same-sex love—through censorship, dele-
tion, half-truths, and the altering of pronouns sig-
nifying gender—making accurate reconstruction
extremely difficult.
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An example of societal heterosexism is evident
whenever the only positive and satisfying relation-
ships portrayed in the media are heterosexual. This is
not unlike media portrayals of white people, espe-
cially in the United States during the 1950’s and
1960’s, which excluded positive images of people of
color.

Gay, lesbian, and bisexual people are not immune
to the destructive effects of homophobia, biphobia,
and heterosexism. Internalized homophobia and bi-
phobia occur when gay, lesbian, and bisexual people
incorporate or “internalize” society’s negative no-
tions of homosexuality or bisexuality and of gay, les-
bian, and bisexual people, thus inhibiting their ability
to establish a positive self-identity or to form close
and intimate relationships. This internalization may
result in the denial of one’s sexual and emotional at-
tractions on the conscious or unconscious level to
oneself and others; overachievement as a bid for ac-
ceptance; contempt for the more open and “obvious”
members of the lesbian, gay, or bisexual community;
attempts to alter or change one’s sexual orientation;
projection of prejudice onto another minority group
(reinforced by society’s already existing prejudices);
delayed or retarded emotional or cognitive develop-
ment; attempts to “pass” as heterosexual, sometimes
marrying someone of the other sex to gain social ap-
proval; increased fear and withdrawal from friends
and relatives; conflicts with the law; unsafe sexual
practices and other destructive risk-taking behaviors,
including substance abuse; and suicidal ideation, at-
tempts, and completion.

Warren J. Blumenfeld
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Homosexuality
Definition: Disposition to feel romantic love for,

and to have sexual relations with, persons of one’s
own sex

Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: In modern Western societies, homo-

sexuality is often seen as both a set of practices
and a fundamental category of identity. As a re-
sult, both individual acts or behaviors and the
character of the person as a whole are made the
subject of moral judgments. The appropriate con-
tent of such judgments is a matter of ongoing con-
troversies that increasingly bring traditional reli-
gious values into conflict both with reformist
religious movements and with secular egalitarian
governmental and social values.

The human body, like the bodies of many animal spe-
cies, cannot perpetuate itself by itself. Human re-
production requires the union of sperm and egg cells.
When this union is initiated within the body of the fe-
male of the species, the involvement of the nervous
system, especially the brain, results in an awareness
of sensory pleasure. Social behavior is enhanced as a
result of sexual sensory input into the central nervous
system, especially if there is emotional input of care,
gentleness, esteem, trust, and increased well-being
associated with the outward physical actions. Some

664

Homosexuality Ethics



people perform heterosexual activities with their
own sex; this is the case with homosexuals. Various
disciplines such as psychology, psychiatry, theology,
philosophy, sociology, anthropology, and the biolog-
ical and medical sciences have attempted to gather
information in order to understand homosexuality
better.

History
The early legal codes of Mesopotamia do not

mention homosexual acts, except for the provision in
the code of Hammurabi (1726 b.c.e.) that concerns
sons adopted by palace eunuchs. David Greenberg,
in The Construction of Homosexuality (1988), com-
ments that while some scholars have claimed that the
second millennium b.c.e. Hittite law provided for
male homosexual marriages, this concept is now
found only in the writings of the nonspecialist. At
about the same time in Babylon, there was an Alma-
nac of Incantations, which contains prayers that bless
the love of a man for a man as well as that of a man for
a woman and a woman for a man. It is not easy to be
sure about homosexuality in very ancient papyri
from Egypt. Greenberg was unable to find any basis
for a claim that new pharaohs were masturbated and
sodomized by priests. It was believed, however, that
homosexual intercourse with a god would be a great
blessing.

Two fragmented manuscripts from the Sixth Dy-
nasty, about 2272-2178 b.c.e., describe a conspiracy
to obstruct a court hearing involving a homosexual
relationship between a top royal administrator and
his military general. In the Eighteenth Dynasty, a set
of religious and mortuary spells called the Book of
the Dead has the deceased proclaiming the absence
of homosexual activity in his life, and a copy of the
book prepared for women indicates the existence of
lesbianism. The Hebrews address homosexuality, but
there is much controversy over dating and interpreta-
tion. Homosexuality within Sodom and Gomorrah
seems to be implied, and the suggestion of inhospi-
tality as the chief sin of Sodom and Gomorrah could
easily include homosexual rape.

Overt homosexuality seems to have been a part of
life among the Greeks by the early part of the sixth
century b.c.e. Kenneth James Dover, in Greek Homo-
sexuality (1989), refers to homosexual expressions
that were included in graffiti on the rocks of a Spartan
colony, Thera; these graffiti may even be from the

seventh century b.c.e. There seem to be no elements
of homosexuality in the poetry from the seventh cen-
tury b.c.e., even though there are explicit heterosex-
ual references. By the sixth century b.c.e., lesbian
poetry from Sparta did exist, as did many indications
of male homosexuality. Images on many vases depict
every level of intimacy between males, including the
touching of genitals.

The period between 570 and 470 b.c.e. seems to
be the great age of erotic vase painting. Plays that
date from 425 to 388 b.c.e. used homosexuality as
material for humor, but this use seemed to decline af-
ter the mid-fourth century b.c.e. in Greece. Plato’s
philosophical writings extol homosexuality. There
exists, however, a copy of a trial that dates to 346
b.c.e. in which a citizen of Athens, a politician, was
prosecuted for prostituting himself to another man.

The Middle Ages and Later
During the Middle Ages, King Charles V promul-

gated the Constitutio Criminalis Carolina (1532)
which punished homosexuality with death by fire.
Jonathan Katz, in Gay American History (1976), re-
ports that approximately one percent of the erotic Pe-
ruvian pottery that dates from 100-1200 c.e. depicts
lesbianism. The writings of a Franciscan friar in 1565
refer to sodomy and lesbianism in Mexico. In writing
between 1742 and 1750, missionaries of the
Moravian church, a German Protestant denomina-
tion, describe the Native Americans of Pennsylvania,
New York, and North Carolina as decent in public,
yet committing unnatural sins in private. The term
“berdache” was used for the homosexual male in
some Native American tribes.

As early as 1924, prohomosexual organizations
existed in the United States. The Chicago Society for
Human Rights received its charter as a nonprofit or-
ganization on December 10 of that year. This group
published two issues of “Friendship and Freedom”
and, later, the monthly homosexual emancipation
magazine One. Various novels and plays appeared
that depicted homosexuals as a misjudged and mis-
understood minority. In England, Radclyffe Hall
wrote The Well of Loneliness (1928), which was pub-
lished in New York after it was banned in England.

In California in 1948, Henry Hay founded the
Mattachine Society, a homosexual emancipation or-
ganization for males. Two years after attending a
meeting of the one-year-old lesbian organization
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the Daughters of Bilitis in San Francisco in 1956,
Barbara Gittings founded the first East Coast chapter.
She was the first editor of its periodical, The Ladder,
which began publication in 1963. In 1961, Illinois led
the way for a number of states to decriminalize ho-
mosexual activity in private between two consenting
adults. In the summer of 1969, customers at the
Stonewall Inn, a homosexual bar on Christopher
Street in New York, rebelled against a police raid.
This event is considered to mark the beginning of
group rebellion, the beginning of the “Gay Rights”
movement.

Ethical Principles and Issues
It is basic that every person be free to make deci-

sions regarding sexual activity within the realm of
others’ rights. To make a free decision requires that
the person has attained maturity and an appropriate
level of knowledge. The acquisition of pertinent facts
regarding homosexual behavior and reasoned reflec-
tion on its outcomes should precede one’s decision at
all levels of sexual intimacy. One’s actions should
also, at all times, respect the dignity of life.

Ethical issues in the area of homosexuality fall
into one of two categories. They are either micro-
cosmic, related to the concerns and care of the indi-
vidual or a small unit of society, or they are macro-
cosmic, related to society on a large scale.

Allowing a person the freedom to make personal
choices is one of the highest forms of respect. Some
say that this microcosmic approach is the only sensi-
ble one. Each person may have programmed limits
of freedom that are the result of genes, early family
relationships, and cultural relationships. The unique-
ness of the human nervous system makes possible
an unusual awareness that seems to transcend the
physical.

At the macrocosmic level, a society’s treatment of
minority or marginalized segments of its population
is often a significant yardstick for measuring the jus-
tice or enlightenment of that society as a whole.
Homosexuals, often the object of extremely strong
opinions and feelings on the part of a heterosexual
majority, are at risk of persecution unless a society
takes explicit measures to prevent such treatment.

Health Care Allocation
In Europe and the United States, late-nineteenth

century physicians began to say that homosexuality

was a problem for them to treat rather than something
for judges, lawyers, and legislators to address. Karl
Heinrich Ulrichs, impressed with the discovery that
the early human embryo contained both male and fe-
male organs, then lost one set as development contin-
ued in the uterus, began using the term “third sex.”
Psychiatry, especially, began treating people who
wanted to be helped. Some states in the United States
adopted compulsory sterilization for homosexuals.
Some homosexuals during the early twentieth cen-
tury sought castration to stem unwanted homosexual
desires.

The rise of the acquired immunodeficiency syn-
drome (AIDS) during the 1980’s put the homosexual
issue firmly into the health care realm. The medical
world had not only the problem of dealing with the
human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) but also that
of treating the many health problems related to a sup-
pressed immune system in the human: pneumonia,
AIDS-related cancers such as Kaposi’s sarcoma, and
various types of brain involvement. Homosexual men
are at particularly great risk of contracting AIDS.

Research
Psychological studies show that environmental

influences, especially parental relationships before
age two, may irreversibly determine a person’s sex-
ual identity. Sigmund Freud suggested that people
who react negatively to homosexuals are exhibiting
“reaction formation”; there is a desire but the super-
ego forbids its expression. The transmission of this
prohibition happened at an early age, but this does
not explain the origin of the primary prohibition.
Even though research into homosexuality continues,
in 1975 the American Psychological Association de-
leted the word “homosexuality” from its Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders.

Many religions attest the perversity of homosex-
ual activities. To Jews, moral law and natural law are
products of the one God, and nature clearly seems to
intend that human males and females should engage
in sexual relations only with each other. Not only Ju-
daism and Christianity but also Islam and Zoroastri-
anism condemn homosexual actions. In the Hindu
civilization, the Laws of Manu impose only a mild
penance for homosexual conduct.

Sociological inquiry into homosexuality has at-
tempted to find out how the homosexual stigma has
produced dramatic consequences for these individu-
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als. A landmark paper by Mary McIntosh, “The
Homosexual Role,” which was published in Social
Problems in 1968, states that only when the homo-
sexual person sees himself or herself in terms of a so-
cial category does that person start to act in terms of
that role. The homosexual role is not universal, even
though homosexual experiences are. In 1978, Barry
Adam presented the results of his study in The Sur-
vival of Domination: Inferiorization and Daily Life.
He shows that gays have restricted opportunities,
their lives are dominated by unacceptance, and their
mental lives are devalued. Not all sociologists, how-
ever, consider homosexuality an issue of social con-
cern that is worth their research time and effort.

Anthropological studies on homosexuality are
sparse and do not give a clear picture. In most societ-
ies, however, sexual activity takes place in private. In
1976, Gwen Broude and Sarah Greene, in their arti-
cle “Cross-Cultural Codes on Twenty Sexual Atti-
tudes and Practices,” published in Ethnol-
ogy, suggested that little homosexuality is
reported because it is not customary to do
so. Information on the frequency of homo-
sexuality is given for only 70 of 186 societ-
ies in the Human Relations Area File’s
Standard Sample, and there are only 42 re-
ports on attitudes toward homosexuality.
Native reluctance to share such informa-
tion with Western, white anthropologists
has been reported. Many anthropologists
have been men, so questions on lesbian ac-
tivities have been prevented by norms of
propriety. If sex is a part of religious ritual,
that can be a further reason for secrecy.

Scientific research has shown that hor-
mones, chemicals circulating in the blood,
have a profound effect upon sexuality, but
human sexual activity is not totally con-
trolled by hormones and cycles, as it is
in many animals. In 1982, Christine de
LaCoste-Utamsing and Ralph Holloway
reported, in Science, the presence of sexual
dimorphism in the part of the brain called
the corpus callosum.

In 1985, a sexually dimorphic nucleus,
or area that consists of a collection of nerve
cell bodies (gray matter) surrounded by the
white matter of the brain, was reported in
the hypothalamus, a primitive part of the

brain that functions in eating as well as in reproduc-
tive activities. In 1991, Simon LeVay published in
Science the results of his study of forty-one human
brains. Six were from heterosexual women, sixteen
were from heterosexual men, one was from a bisex-
ual man, and eighteen were from homosexual men.
Four nuclei in the anterior part of the hypothalamus
(interstitial nuclei 1, 2, 3, and 4) were studied. Differ-
ences were found only in the interstitial nuclei 3 in
these postmortem brains. Nucleus 3 was twice the
size in the homosexual men compared to its size in
the heterosexual men. The size of this nucleus in the
homosexual men was about equal to that found in the
heterosexual women. The sample size used in this
study was small. Also, it is not known whether nu-
cleus 3 was larger at birth, became larger in early
childhood, or became larger as the result of homosex-
ual activity. The last possibility is important to con-
sider, because the projections, or dendrites, from
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Homosexuality in Broadway Dramas

Although often obliquely presented, homosexuality surfaced
on the American stage as early as the 1920’s. Gay elements per-
vaded such plays as Lillian Hellman’s The Children’s Hour
(1934) and plays by Tennessee Williams, including The Glass
Menagerie (1944), A Streetcar Named Desire (1947), Cat on a
Hot Tin Roof (1955), and Suddenly Last Summer (1958). How-
ever, it was not until the late 1960’s that gay themes became
more overt in dramatic productions. In 1967, New York State
officially lifted its edict banning homosexuality from the stage.
That edict had long violated the First Amendment rights of both
authors who wished to write about life’s realities and audiences
who wished to see such plays.

In 1968, one year after the New York ban was lifted, Mart
Crowley’s overtly homosexual play, Boys in the Band, opened
on Broadway. A quarter century later, Jonathan Tolins’s The
Twilight of the Golds (1993) presented audiences with the ethi-
cal dilemma of a homophobic family whose daughter’s unborn
fetus tests positive for the “gay gene,” raising thorny questions
about whether to abort the fetus. The play asked the question of
whether being gay is so horrible that it justifies killing an un-
born infant. Meanwhile, other thoughtful dramatic presenta-
tions on screen as well as on stage have posed complex ethical
questions and helped to cast homosexuality in a context related
to issues many families with homosexual members confront.



pyramidal cells in the cortex of young mammals in-
crease with sensory input.

Some studies of the sexual preferences of twins
have shown a high correlation between them. In one
study, 52 percent of identical twins were homosex-
ual, compared with 22 percent of fraternal twins and
11 percent of adopted brothers. Again, the sample
size is small (only 161 sets of twins).

Nature of Homosexuality
Science has not shed definitive light on the physi-

cal basis of homosexuality, although biologists tend
to look to genetics for an answer. History seems to in-
dicate that homosexuality was a part of ancient civili-
zations, but it was especially banned by the Hebrew
religious code, which separated homosexuals from
others who were called pagans. The Hebrew evalua-
tion of homosexuality was adopted by the Christian
community, and especially, by the Roman Catholic
Church, which holds that each person can be re-
spected even though the actions of the homosexual
person are difficult to judge and are not approved.
There have always been those who have been both
heterosexual and homosexual in their activities. The
members of the “gay movement” want homosexual-
ity to be a way of life that is accepted and considered
equal to heterosexuality in every way.

Ethical Decision Making
This activity involves both content and process.

For the individual, there needs to be a clear under-
standing of the preference to seek sexual pleasure
with the same sex and the performance of the action
at whatever level of intimacy it may be. One needs to
reflect upon the effect of sexual sensory input into the
central nervous system, and especially the human
brain, with its ability to remember, imagine, and af-
fect the entire person. The process might also include
answering some of the following questions. How do
my actions relate to the dignity of my personhood?
Do my actions show responsible stewardship of the
human species? Does this pleasure ensure my future
health and well-being? Do my actions promote the
common good?

Public Policy
Greenberg relates governmental laws regarding

homosexual activity to the rise of capitalism. The de-
velopment of the political power of the working class

resulted in the state’s assuming a greater role in civil
society. As the industrial revolution continued, edu-
cational requirements for jobs increased. The public
education of both male and female children caused
children to be considered asexual. By 1885, the law
put English children into a category that was out of
the sexual reach of adults. In the United States, statu-
tory penalties for homosexual activity were enacted.
For example, the 1881 Revised Statutes for the State
of Indiana, section 100 of chapter 32, states,

Whoever commits the abominable and detestable
crime against nature, by having carnal knowledge
of a man or a beast, or who, being male, carnally
knows any man or any woman through the anus,
and whoever entices, allures, instigates or aids any
person under the age of twenty-one years to commit
masturbation or self-pollution, is guilty of sodomy,
and, upon conviction thereof, shall be imprisoned
in the State prison not more than fourteen years nor
less than two years.

Between 1880 and 1890 the number of people in
prison in the United States for homosexual activity
increased 350 percent compared to a 25 percent in-
crease in population.

During the 1970’s, attempts were made to change
public policies on this matter in the United States. On
June 7, 1977, in Dade County, Florida, a referendum
to ban discrimination regarding housing, employ-
ment, and public accommodations based on a per-
son’s public statements regarding affectual or sexual
preference failed to pass. A similar bill in New York
City had been defeated in the city council by a vote of
twenty-two to nineteen on May 23, 1974. Many laws
that favor professed homosexuals did pass, how-
ever, especially in Washington, D.C., and San Fran-
cisco, California. In many situations, no questions
are asked regarding one’s sexual preference, and dur-
ing the early years of the twenty-first century, San
Francisco and other major cities were even openly
condoning gay marriages.

Rose Ann Bast
Updated by the editors
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Ball, Carlos A. The Morality of Gay Rights: An

Exploration in Political Philosophy. New York:
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bian Task Force; Stonewall Inn riots.

Honesty
Definition: Fair and truthful conduct, free from de-

ception or fraud
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Honesty is the one virtue most com-

monly subjected to situational ethics. While dis-
honest acts that cause harm are generally treated
as clear ethical violations, dishonest acts that pro-
tect the happiness of others may be condoned or
even recommended, and honesty itself is often
deemed embarrassing or even morally question-
able depending on its context.

As a virtue, honesty belongs to the ethical genus of
justice. Other concepts relative to honesty are dig-
nity, uprightness, fidelity to the truth, and chastity in
words and actions. Because they harm other people,
the opposites of honesty are generally condemned;
among those opposites are lying, dishonesty, sham,
covetousness, unscrupulousness, inaccuracy, treach-
ery, and infidelity in words and actions.

Dishonesty, Society, and Individuals
All groups, including the family, the clan, and the

larger society as a whole, must practice honesty, for
to do otherwise would undermine the group by de-
stroying mutual confidence. Subsequently, the group
would disintegrate. Treachery of any kind can flour-
ish between hostile groups but never within a group,
for it scatters people and breaks down groups.

Dishonesty is a type of war in disguise. Unless
honesty and truth are observed and practiced by peo-
ple, no one can trust anyone else and no one can know
what to expect from others. Society would then frag-
ment and—as Thomas Hobbes mentioned long ago—
revert to a “state of nature,” a war of one against all
and all against all. Life, Hobbes said, would become
“solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” Another
philosopher held that falsehood was the worst of
“evils” because its negative consequences—includ-
ing the end of society—would be so great.
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Many types of dishonesty exist. One type in-
volves lying in an attempt to deceive, and prevarica-
tion is probably the most effective form of lying. Pre-
varication is the attempt to leave a false impression
by using words that in some other sense might be
true. The best example of prevarication is the case of
the two diplomats who promise that their two coun-
tries will remain at peace so long as they stand upon
“this earth.” Immediately after such agreement, both
diplomats go to a private place to remove their shoes
and pour the sand out of them. Thus can a lie be told
with words that are technically “true” but are false in
context.

A lie can be told without words—by means of
gestures or silence. A forger lies with the pen, a medi-
cal quack with fraudulent prescriptions, a smuggler
by “expert” packing, and the pickpocket with his
hands. Robbers and thieves are also, in a sense, liars,
for they are dishonest when they take money or goods
that rightfully belong to someone else. Such lies and
dishonesty in effect break the implied promise that
civilized people make to one another to be truthful
and to cause no harm.

In addition to harming others, the dishonest one
also hurts himself or herself. The liar’s attacks on so-
ciety wear it down, and as society “loses,” so, too, do
its individuals. Furthermore, dishonesty tears away
at the character of the offender. Once the dishonest
one is caught in a crime or even a simple lie, society
damns him, and no one will ever believe him again,
not even when he speaks the truth. Additionally,
many dishonest people eventually start to believe
their own lies or justify their crimes, whatever those
crimes may be. Someone, for example, might steal
goods and “justify” it by saying, “The rich owe me
this much” or “Society owes me at least this much.”
When such thinking occurs, internal honesty is re-
placed by internal dishonesty and self-deceit. Since
inner truthfulness is a key to moral growth and per-
sonal vigor, the dishonest person throws away his or
her chances to achieve that growth and vigor.

Developing a Philosophy of Honesty
First, the question of relativism must be resolved,

and one type of relativism involves recognition that
different cultures have differing customs and mores.
Different cultures may also have different moral val-
ues. One need look no further than Eskimo society.
The men not only practice polygamy but also share

their wives with male guests, for such behavior is
considered the proper sign of hospitality. Further-
more, a dominant male might also have access to all
other men’s wives. Eskimos also practice infanticide,
with female newborns being most likely to be killed.
Eskimo society also approves of leaving old people,
who have ceased to be productive, out in the snow to
die. While American laypersons might be shocked
by such practices, relativists are not. They argue that
there is no standard “right” and “wrong” and that
moral rules vary from society to society. In other
words, cultural relativists challenge the view that
there are universal moral truths.

Despite the arguments described above, many
thinkers remain critical of relativism. First, critics
contend that relativists confuse what people simply
believe or want with objective truth. For example, if
nations make war to enslave other people, is that war
justified simply because the aggressive nation be-
lieves that it is? During the World War II era, Nazi
Germans had elaborate reasons to justify the murder
of millions of Jews. Were such exterminations jus-
tified simply because the Nazis thought that they
were? Similarly, in some societies of the past, people
believed that the world was flat, but does that mean
that there is no objective truth in geography? No.
Similarly, there are objective truths in moral philoso-
phy, and honesty is one of them.

Cultural relativism’s “big brother” is relativism in
general. Some thinkers hold that there should be no
fixed principles to guide human words and actions.
According to them, everything is relative and ethical
decisions must be rendered on a case-by-case basis.
The idea that all is relative is, however, a fixed princi-
ple. Everything is not relative, and certain ethics
should be obeyed by all. An ethical philosophy of
honesty, for example, allows but few examples
wherein it is “right” to be dishonest or to lie.

The case of the “inquiring murderer,” however,
does bedevil a thinker: Jane Doe sees a man running
down the street on a dark, rainy night. As the man
turns a corner and disappears, a second man rushes
up. Jane notices that the second man is carrying a gun
at just the moment when he asks Jane, “Which way
did he go?” Should Jane tell the truth? That course
might lead to the murder of another human being.
Here, one must conclude that no, in this case Jane
should lie because saving a human life outweighs
Jane’s responsibility to tell the truth to an armed man.
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Said another way, one duty that Jane owes humanity
is greater than another. Thus, there are times when
honesty and dishonesty are relative, but those cases
are few and far between. Only a person’s strongest
powers of reason can discern the rare occasions when
it is correct to be dishonest.

Philosophy of Immanuel Kant
Exceptions aside, honesty in most avenues of life

is still the best policy. One really needs to look no fur-
ther than the philosophy of Immanuel Kant to justify
that policy. Kant held that there were certain absolute
rules—called “categorical imperatives”—that were
not relative and that did not change no matter what
the circumstances. Basically, his imperatives called
for people to think, speak, and act only in ways that
would be acceptable if they were mandated as univer-
sal laws to be followed by all people everywhere; that
is, people should ask, before they decide on an action,
should my behavior become a universal law? Thus, is
it permissible for one to steal the money or goods of
another? No, because if everyone became a thief, civ-
ilized society would crumble. Is it permissible to lie
(except in a life-threatening emergency such as that
of the aforementioned Jane Doe)? No, because if ly-
ing became a universal law, the war of all against all
would start. Kant’s imperatives would also ban such
acts as armed robbery, murder, adultery, incest, and
so on. Except for certain moral dilemmas, Kant’s sys-
tem seems to work well as a general guide for deter-
mining honesty: Tell the truth, do not rob or steal, do
not kill others, do not physically or mentally assault
others, and so on.

Kant’s lines of reasoning are as follows: You
should take only those actions that conform to rules
that you are willing to adopt as universal laws. If you
are dishonest, you are announcing that universal dis-
honesty is permissible. The last point is absurd, how-
ever, because it is a self-defeating proposition. If all
people were liars, cheats, and thieves, people would
stop trying to believe one another, and it would do no
good to be a dishonest liar, because one would not be
believed. Therefore, it is best not to lie, cheat, or
steal.

Kant’s categorical imperatives seem even more
correct if one considers other philosophical doc-
trines. For example, some thinkers still hold that reli-
gion is the key to truthfulness, honesty, and right ac-
tion: Simply do what God commands. Such a view

does little, however, to guide atheists or agnostics.
Kant’s imperatives do.

The utilitarian philosophy is also unacceptable
as a replacement for Kant’s imperatives. The three
founders of utilitarian thought—David Hume, Jeremy
Bentham, and John Stuart Mill—and their followers
held that people should be guided by the principle of
happiness and the greatest good for the greatest num-
ber. To make people happy was the greatest good, and
questions about honesty and dishonesty would be-
come the servants of the greatest good; that is, dis-
honesty could be practiced if it made people happier.
To give Hume, Bentham, and Mill their due, all three
were reformers who were trying to make English law
and society more just, but their philosophy falters on
the issue of dishonesty. For example, consider the
person who breaks into a home and steals most of
the family’s treasures, including jewelry, televisions,
personal computers, microwave oven, and money.
The thief next distributes the goods to his many
friends. If one were a strict, no-exceptions-allowed
utilitarian, one would have to conclude that the theft
was acceptable because the thief made more people
happy than unhappy.

Utilitarianism in its extreme form is hedonism, a
philosophy that justifies behavior based on how peo-
ple “feel.” If what one “feels” is the criterion for ac-
tion, then all is allowed—even dishonesty. Addi-
tionally, other virtues might well disappear if they
conflict with hedonism, virtues including, but not
limited to, justice, the rights of other human beings,
and truthfulness.

Honesty and Dishonesty in Modern
American Society

Although many millions of Americans are most
likely honest in all their endeavors, if one looks at
public life, one must conclude that it is a rare public
official who tells the truth. Scandal has been the order
of the day for decades. In the Cold War era, for exam-
ple, some individuals in the state department, the mil-
itary, and the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)
were dishonest with the American people in striving
to make them terrified of the Soviet Union, which
was only a regional power at best. During the Viet-
nam War, the same agencies were regularly dishonest
in what they told the people. Then, when the Gulf
War was being fought during the 1990’s, generals
“managed” the news about the war, leaving an im-
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pression that the American victory was greater than it
really was. It was only later that investigators discov-
ered, for example, that “friendly fire” killed many
soldiers and that American missiles had not been as
accurate as the generals had said. As the turn of a new
century neared, many Americans became so jaded
that they took it for granted that the government
would be dishonest and would lie about most military
matters.

Dishonesty is also rampant in American internal
affairs and has been for decades. By 1952, despite his
own best efforts, President Harry Truman’s adminis-
tration became hopelessly corrupt; that fact helped
the Republicans retake the Oval Office, but the
Dwight D. Eisenhower administration had its scan-
dals, too. President John F. Kennedy contributed to
the trend of dishonesty among public figures. He re-
ceived the Pulitzer Prize for Profiles in Courage
(1955). The problem? He did not write it. His staff,
headed by Theodore Sorensen, did. Next, President
Lyndon B. Johnson did his best with the internal War
on Poverty, but he lied about the shooting war in Viet-
nam. One need say little about the Richard M. Nixon
administration except one word—Watergate. On and
on the trend goes. During the 1992 political cam-

paign, president-to-be Bill Clinton was less than can-
did about certain matters in his private life. His
immediate predecessors, Ronald Reagan and George
Bush, were no better; both became mired in the
“Irangate” arms-for-hostages scandal.

Dishonesty also flourished in Congress, espe-
cially during the 1980’s, as one scandal after another
occurred. For example, in their bank, members of
Congress regularly engaged in the practice of check
“kiting.” In their post office, other irregularities oc-
curred. In their restaurant, members of Congress
charged but refused to pay their bills—this while vot-
ing themselves such massive pay raises that they
could disengage themselves altogether from the con-
cerns of the lower and middle classes. Even though
some dishonest members of Congress were “retired”
after the scandals, many of the guilty returned to
Washington to continue their corrupt careers. Sex
scandals, racism, gender discrimination—all these
ills can also be laid at the feet of Congress, and all
such ills have an aspect of dishonesty about them.

In the modern United States, it is not only politi-
cians who are dishonest. Before he left office in 1961,
President Eisenhower warned about the development
of the “military-industrial” complex. Indeed, the alli-

ance between the military and big
business grew by leaps and bounds,
and dishonesty flourished as many de-
fense contractors defrauded the gov-
ernment. Worse, many businesspeople
seemed to lose whatever honesty they
might have had. During the 1980’s
and 1990’s, for example, Americans
had to watch the spectacle of the sav-
ings and loans scandals. For decades,
taxpayers will pay billions of dollars
and therefore be punished for the crim-
inal acts of a handful of dishonest
bankers.

Religionists are also numerous
among the dishonest. In front of a
television audience that numbered
millions of people, Protestant funda-
mentalist Jimmy Swaggert thundered
against sin and actually laughed heart-
ily about all the awful tortures that
sinners would receive when they all
went to Hell. He said that shortly be-
fore he was caught more than once be-
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U.S. marshals escort former televangelism superstar Jimmy Bakker
away from his attorney’s office after he was arrested for fraud in
1989. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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ing unfaithful to his wife by frequenting prostitutes.
Jim Bakker was a “man of God” who built a ministry
of millions of both people and dollars, only to be con-
victed later of fraud and sent to prison. Yet Protes-
tants were not the only guilty religionists. News-
papers reported one case after another of Roman
Catholic priests who molested children or adults,
while Jewish rabbis heading schools that received
federal and state money enrolled imaginary students
to receive more money.

In almost any field that one surveys, dishonesty
exists, and society is in danger of decline as trust is
increasingly lost. Worse, when the young see the dis-
honest behavior of preachers, lawyers, physicians,
politicians, and so on, they come to believe that dis-
honesty is acceptable. When those children grow into
young adults, they may become corrupted by tempt-
ing situations wherein they must choose between
honesty and dishonesty.

Conclusions
All people who wish to live ethically must under-

stand the consequences of dishonesty. First, it threat-
ens all of society. If dishonesty becomes widespread
enough, civilization itself will decline. Second, dis-
honesty also threatens the dishonest person by slowly
working to destroy that person’s character, integrity,
and honor. It may well be time to reembrace Kant and
to declare that of his categorical imperatives, the im-
perative that demands honesty is one with the great-
est reason on its side. Dishonesty can never become
universal or “natural” law, because it is self-defeating
in the end.

James Smallwood
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Honor
Definition: Consciousness of self-worth and corre-

sponding code of behavior thought particularly
appropriate to individuals whose self-esteem is
grounded in their ancestry and breeding

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: A worldly and exclusive ethic, honor

was particularly compatible with traditional, hier-
archical societies in which allegiance was di-
rected to individuals rather than to an impersonal
state governed by abstract law.

Honor is an elusive term whose meaning has under-
gone considerable change from antiquity to the pres-
ent. It refers to a personal sense of worth and dignity
as well as to a corresponding code of behavior or
standard of conduct expected by one’s peers. Honors
are marks of approbation or recognition bestowed by
virtue of one’s actions in accordance with such codes
and standards.

Some social scientists contend that honor is uni-
versal, found in virtually all societies. Some scholars
refer to “primal honor,” as evident in pagan and Indo-
European societies, signifying a code of behavior
that emphasized valor, the reputation of family and
group with which the individual identified, male vi-
rility and ferocity, and loyalty. Primal honor, as the
term suggests, was archetypal and universal, the
moral property of the whole community and conse-
quently neither class-based nor elite-based. Above
all, it valued the opinion of others as a gauge of self-
esteem and worth. It was, however, an exclusively
masculine property. Presumably, the more traditional
the society, the more visible would be the qualities of
primal honor.

Literary scholars and historians are more inclined
to confine honor to Western civilization, as an ethic
first evident in antiquity, altered in the Middle Ages,
and subsequently transformed during the Renais-
sance and later. Honor’s primal qualities were trans-
muted by the medieval Roman Catholic Church in
the cult of chivalry that elevated the lady. When ap-
plied to the lady, honor referred to purity or chas-
tity. Nevertheless, if a lady’s honor was impugned,
it remained a man’s responsibility to defend it. Re-
naissance humanists joined learning, manners, and
civility to the earlier code and produced, especially in
the Anglo-Saxon tradition, a more reified code of

honor. With its emphasis upon inner worth along
with external expressions of respect and esteem, this
more elevated variety of honor was exclusive, as op-
posed to primal honor’s alleged universality. The his-
torian Jacob Burckhardt referred to the Renaissance
concept of honor as “an enigmatic mixture of con-
science and egoism.”

In medieval England, an honor was originally a
large estate granted by the crown. It was a physical
property that was the outward sign of a man’s dignity
and was heritable. While honor’s meaning was subse-
quently translated from land to character, its heritabil-
ity was retained, as was its elitist associations. Honor
was a quality associated with the hereditary ruling
elite and was to be emulated. Thomas Hobbes referred
to honor as “the opinion of power.” Edmund Burke
considered honor a quality “to be found in the men the
best born, and the best bred, and in those posses’ed of
rank which raises them in their own esteem, and in the
esteem of others, and posses’ed of hereditary settle-
ment in the same place, which secures with a heredi-
tary wealth, a hereditary inspection.” Honor, then, was
a peculiarly aristocratic quality.

While some critics of the Scottish Enlightenment
professed that honor was universal, the examples
they provided of its operation were invariably drawn
from the world of privilege. Even such critics of
honor as William Paley, who saw it as an instrument
of social control, defined honor as an aristocratic
code that “regulates the duties betwixt equals.”

The “Man of Honor”
Insofar as a man of honor sought the rewards of

approbation, honor was a worldly ethic that was often
at odds with the ascetic or other-worldly aspirations
sometimes associated with a higher morality. The
man of honor subscribed to a code distinct from and
sometimes in conflict with the laws of God or the
laws of his country. A sensitivity to personal reputa-
tion was foremost, and, especially in early modern
European history, the “point of honor” became the
duel, despite condemnation of the practice by both
Church and state law.

Many theorists from the Renaissance to the En-
lightenment sought to reconcile honor with public
virtue, particularly in the form of benevolence. For
such theorists as Adam Smith, Baron de Monte-
squieu, and David Hume, aristocratic honor was nec-
essary for the preservation and transmission of lib-
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erty. Nevertheless, the association of honor with
traditional societies that valued privilege and patron-
age resulted in its attenuation and further transforma-
tion once those traditional societies were replaced by
the modern industrial state.

The French Revolution’s assault upon the old re-
gime’s world of privilege implied a rejection of the
code of aristocratic honor that had been linked with
monarchy, the king having been the “fount of honor.”
The quality that had once been personal, however,
having been associated with serving the monarch,
came to be associated with serving the impersonal
nation. Hence, in the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries, the concept of national honor became promi-
nent. It was not an altogether new concept, since vari-
eties of collective honor persisted when men of rank
identified with their families or clans. Moreover,
while honor as a personal ethic characteristic of elites
was being weakened, the collective honor associated
with those elites was strengthened.

When aristocracies controlled their nations, na-
tional honor was a projection of their personal honor.
In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the concept
of national honor acquired mass appeal, as the nation
displaced the individual as the object of loyalty. Nu-
merous statesmen appealed to national honor in the
diplomacy of the countries they represented, and the
phrase “peace with honor” was frequently used to
justify a particular policy or arrangement. It has been
invoked by such disparate figures as British prime
ministers Benjamin Disraeli, after the Congress of
Berlin in 1879, and Neville Chamberlain, when he
returned from his meeting with Adolf Hitler at Mu-
nich in 1938. In seeking to conclude the Vietnam
War, President Richard Nixon and Secretary of State
Henry Kissinger claimed to bring peace with honor.

Abraham D. Kriegel
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Honor systems and codes
Definition: Obligations that members of groups—

such as students—accept by taking oaths binding
them to follow group rules without external com-
pulsion

Date: First student honor code adopted at the
University of Virginia in 1842

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Honor codes establish principles of

behavior within certain social contexts, but such
principles may conflict with universal theories
of ethics based upon deontological or utilitarian
concepts of morality.

By pledging to follow a code of honor, members of a
group expect to be trusted on the basis of their oaths
to carry out certain obligations under any circum-
stances. For instance, the medieval code of chivalry
and the Bushido, the code of Samurai warriors, both
maintained that vassals should remain loyal to their
lords. Failure to live up to such fealty was considered
the highest form of disgrace. Similarly, the young
men of many North American Indian societies took
oaths never to retreat in the face of danger, and the
mafioso (men of honor) are sworn to a code of silence
about the criminal activities of their brethren.

Students sworn to college and university honor
codes accept responsibility for the academic integ-
rity of their classrooms. They pledge to uphold the
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codes by conducting themselves honestly in all grad-
ing activities and by reporting any violations of fel-
low students (under nontoleration clauses). Faculty
members recognize student honor codes by not proc-
toring exams and allowing students to adjudicate by
themselves any charges of cheating. Under some uni-
versity honor codes, students found guilty of aca-
demic dishonesty, no matter what the violation, are
punished by expulsion. Single sanctions for all de-
grees of cheating rest upon the idea that what is being
punished is not merely a particular violation of class-
room rules, but the breaking of one’s pledge to the
code itself.

Nontoleration clauses and single-sanction pun-
ishments are two ethically controversial features of
academic honor codes. Turning in classmates for vio-
lations may appear to be a kind of betrayal, while
single-sanctions punish both trivial and serious vio-
lations with the same severity. Around the turn of the
twenty-first century, extensive cheating scandals at
honor code schools and at the U.S. military acade-
mies raised questions about the effectiveness of strict
honor codes. In response, many universities have
adopted “modified” honor systems, which do not
necessarily require reporting violations and that offer
a variety of punishments.

Bland Addison

Further Reading
Gould, David B. L. A Handbook for Developing and

Sustaining Honor Codes. Atlanta, Ga.: Council
for Spiritual and Ethical Education, 1999.

McCabe, Donald L., L. K. Trevino, and K. D. Butter-
field. “Academic Integrity in Honor Code and
Non-Honor Code Environments.” Journal of
Higher Education 70 (1999): 211-234.

See also: Applied ethics; Character; Cheating; Chiv-
alry; College applications; Ethical codes of organiza-
tions; Honesty; Honor; Loyalty oaths; Perjury; Pro-
fessional ethics; Promises.

Huineng
Identification: Chinese Buddhist monk
Born: 638, Southwest Guangdong, China
Died: 713, Guangdong, China
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The sixth patriarch of Chinese Chan

(Japanese, Zen) Buddhism, Huineng taught that
liberation consisted not in overcoming desire but
in not producing it in the first place.

Both the life and thought of Huineng are recounted in
records that are legendary and polemical, so certainty
about either is impossible. It is likely, however, that
Huineng came from an impoverished family and
went to the East Mountain in 674 to study Chan with
Hongren, quickly gaining enlightenment. Huineng
succeeded his master at Hongren’s death, becoming
the sixth patriarch. He emphasized that enlighten-
ment came all at once. Subsequent to enlightenment,
one engaged in various exercises to develop what had
been born or discovered. Huineng was monistic but
did not care to elaborate that monism. Consequently,
he believed that good and evil, while contradictory,
are only temporal realities. Behind that dualism lay a
unity out of which the enlightened person acted. The
implication of this idea is that acts are not so much
right or wrong as measured by some standard as they
are in harmony or out of harmony with the unity of
things. Differently put, since there is no difference
between oneself and others, one harms oneself if one
harms others. If one realizes that there is no self, one
will produce no desire.

Paul L. Redditt

See also: Bodhidharma; Buddhist ethics; Dfgen;
Zen.
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Academic Honor Codes on the Web

The Web site of the Center for Academic Integrity
(www.academicintegrity.org) offers links to Web
sites of more than one hundred member colleges and
universities that have honor systems. Most of these
sites offer the complete texts of the institutions’
honor codes and explanations of their enforcement
policies. Among the types of information found on
these pages are detailed definitions of cheating, pla-
giarism, collusion, and other offenses, as well as de-
scriptions of the positive behaviors that students are
expected to exhibit.



Human Genome Project
Identification: International project launched by

the U.S. National Institutes of Health and Depart-
ment of Energy whose goal was to build a com-
plete sequence map of the entire human genome,
locating all the genes on their respective chromo-
somes

Date: Begun in 1990
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: While the potential for good held out

by the project is vast, it is recognized that firm le-
gal, ethical guidelines for the use of human ge-
netic information must be established and en-
forced.

The Human Genome Project began in 1990 with the
goal of better understanding the human genetic
makeup and providing a free database to be used for

the common good of everyone. The project released
its first draft of the human genome sequence in Feb-
ruary, 2001. The chemical structure of each gene se-
quence provides scientists with the necessary infor-
mation to identify which genes are associated with
specific human traits and with diseases such as can-
cer, diabetes, cardiovascular, arthritis, Alzheimer’s,
deafness, and blindness. Through ethical use of the
human genome information, the hope is that serious
diseases will be treated more effectively and eventu-
ally eliminated through the development of new
drugs and gene therapy.

Although the results of the Human Genome Proj-
ect are based on the principles of science and technol-
ogy, the project itself is permeated with complex
ramifications related to politics, public opinion, pub-
lic relations, economics, and ethics. Issues of genetic
privacy, genetic discrimination, and genetic deter-
minism arise. One fundamental question that has
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André Rosenthal of Germany’s Human Genome Project explains genome sequencing at a press conference in
June, 2000. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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arisen is who should be genetically tested to deter-
mine his or her risk for contracting a debilitating dis-
ease and what should be done to prevent the misuse
of such information. People undergoing genetic test-
ing might face significant risks by jeopardizing their
employment or insurance status. Since the process
involves genetic information, such risks could also
be easily extended to other family members. Confi-
dentiality and privacy of an individual’s genetic for-
mation must be protected.

Other ethical concerns raised by the project in-
clude human cloning and the possible manipulation
of genes to produce superior traits. Animal cloning
has proven to be inefficient and often produces ani-
mals with debilitating conditions. Many scientists
and physicians strongly believe that it would be un-
ethical to attempt human cloning.

Genetic information derived
from the Human Genome Pro-
ject is expected to help future
researchers gain a better under-
standing of the human system,
including particular organs, tis-
sues, and the complete chemis-
try of life. As this progress con-
tinues, scientists and ethicists
have pointed out that legal and
ethical guidelines must be es-
tablished, updated, and en-
forced to prevent the misuse of
human genetics from leading
to the abuse of human beings.
The U.S. Department of En-
ergy and the National Institutes
of Health have devoted about
5 percent of their annual Hu-
man Genome Project funding
toward studying and dealing
with the ethical, legal, and so-
cial issues associated with the
availability of human genetic
information. Positive benefits
of Human Genome research
must be maximized, while so-
cial, economic, and psycholog-
ical harm must be minimized.

Alvin K. Benson
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Human nature
Definition: General inherent character or innate

disposition of humankind
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: All ethical theories take a stance,

whether explicit or implicit, on human nature.
Some are based in a model of humanity’s inherent
virtues, which must be cultivated. Some are based
in a model of humanity’s inherent vices or sinful-
ness, which must be overcome or redeemed.
Some hold that there is no human nature, and any
attempt to assert one does violence to those whose
characters do not conform to the model of human-
ity being put forward.

The question of “human nature” figures prominently
in ethical theory. There is a broad consensus that, for
all practical purposes, ethics must take into account
the basic facts of human nature. Otherwise, it will be
inefficient and ineffective. Although moral philoso-
phers agree on the centrality of human nature to eth-
ics, they do not agree on its meaning.

Definitions
Some definitions of human nature seek to identify

the essential qualities and universal characteristics
that all people have in common. Here it is necessary
to distinguish between human nature and animal na-
ture. While all people, by nature, have physical needs
such as air, food, sleep, and an imperative to survive,
these exigencies are by no means uniquely human.
In addition, some distinctly human attributes or fea-
tures, such as art, culture, creativity, cruelty, and his-
torical consciousness, are by no means universal.
Plenty of people lack a disposition toward creativ-
ity, a personality capable of torture, or a historical
sense of themselves in relation to their ancestors and
progeny.

Further complicating the problem of definition is
the fact that human nature is a subject of study in nu-
merous academic disciplines, each of which has a
different approach. Philosophers must consider the
views of psychologists, anthropologists, economists,
criminologists, theologians, and sociobiologists, and
reconcile the ways in which they understand and use
the term “human nature.” Another problem is the
challenge posed by skeptics, such as Hannah Arendt,
Jean-Paul Sartre, and Richard Rorty, who deny, on

various grounds, that there is such a thing as human
nature. Skeptical claims rest on defining the term in a
way that emphasizes its universal aspects (for which
exceptions provide falsification) or emphasizing
the importance of environmental influences (which
serves to downplay the innate dimension of human
personality). The varieties of usage and the many ex-
isting definitions create a problem of ambiguity. A
useful working definition of human nature is “the
general inherent character or innate disposition of
humankind.”

Perennial Questions
Since ancient times, debates about human nature

have revolved around the most basic questions of
philosophy. Are humans essentially spiritual beings
or primarily physical and rational beings? Are people
basically good? Are human actions determined or
does free will exist? To what extent are humans influ-
enced by heredity and environment? Does human na-
ture change? Are women significantly different from
men? Although often posed as false dilemmas, these
questions help define the parameters of the debate.
Responses to these complex questions result in vary-
ing approaches to ethics.

Most controversial, perhaps, is the tension that
exists between spiritualism and secularism. For those
who regard humans as essentially spiritual creatures,
it follows that ethics should help bring out humans’
divine nature or promote their religious/spiritual wel-
fare. Those who hold such a view believe that it is ap-
propriate for ethical teachings to present people with
the highest ideals. Religions call upon their adherents
to master their natures. Moral responsibility implies
that through knowledge, self-discipline, and will,
people can control their desires, passions, and moods.
Unfortunately, the variety of religious beliefs gives
rise to conflicting prescriptions of right action. For
those who embrace a secular view, religious ethical
ideals lead to frustration and failure because they
seem more appropriate for angels than for humans.
Emphasizing spiritual values is illusory, often dis-
tracting people from the urgent problems of this
world. For those who believe that humans embody
souls, however, emphasizing the ephemeral, materi-
alistic aspects of life neglects that which is truly im-
portant.

A belief in the basic goodness of people generates
a moral outlook that is optimistic and trusts people to
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behave ethically. David Hume observed that humans
are distinguished by their capacity for benevolence.
People have sympathetic feelings that stem from the
consciousness that others experience pleasure and
pain. Social theorists Jean-Jacques Rousseau and
Karl Marx and humanistic psychologists Carl Rogers
and Abraham Maslow all believed that humans are
basically good, and they attributed human evil en-
tirely to societal influences.

Rousseau and Marx regarded people as commu-
nitarian, and they sought to re-create society in a way
that would bring out moral goodness. The humanist
psychologists held that to be human is to have virtu-
ally unlimited potential for growth, and they called
for freedom to promote self-actualization. Thomas
Hobbes and Jonathan Edwards, however, denied
the inherent goodness of people. Hobbes regarded
people as fundamentally selfish, and Edwards saw
people as morally depraved—deserving of hellfire
and damnation. To control evil human impulses,
both thinkers called for restraint to prevent human
negativity from manifesting immoral behavior.

The vast majority of ethicists believe in free will.
If actions are determined, people cannot be held
morally responsible. Nevertheless, many metaphysi-
cians, theologians, psychologists, and scientists argue
for determinism in ways that would have dramatic
ramifications for ethics as well as for education, law,
and criminal justice. Arguments for determinism
come in many forms: divine foreknowledge or fate,
Sigmund Freud’s claim that early childhood experi-
ence determines the basis of adult personality, B. F.
Skinner’s claim that human behavior is explainable
in terms of operant conditioning, and scientific claims
that “biology is destiny” and that “genes hold culture
on a leash.” If one accepts any of these theories, then
one must reexamine the ethical principles of hu-
man accountability, autonomy, and choice. More-
over, these determinist theories also have various
implications for the ongoing nature/nurture contro-
versy.

Gender also raises interesting questions. Influ-
enced by Stoic philosophy, some early Christian
theologians, such as Tertullian, Saint Augustine, and
John Chrysostom, based a belief in women’s moral
inferiority on Eve’s sin of tasting the forbidden fruit
in the Garden of Eden. Many feminists, such as Betty
Friedan, argue that aside from the obvious physio-
logical distinctions, the differences between men and

women are caused by cultural factors and that con-
ceptions of femininity are essentially social con-
structs. Motivated by an activist agenda for political
and social change, the feminist movement empha-
sizes the environmental factors in shaping sex roles.
Attributing gender differences to human nature makes
permanent change less likely, since it is far easier to
change society than it is to alter nature.

Carol Gilligan, showing that Lawrence Kohlberg’s
model of moral development has been misapplied to
females, argues that the sexes conceptualize moral
problems differently. Gilligan explains that the male-
dominated culture idealizes the moral values of au-
tonomy, independence, and impartial justice. Women,
who tend to stress such communitarian values as car-
ing, relationships, and responsibilities to others, are
unfairly held to a male standard. Hence, they are
judged to be less developed morally rather than ap-
preciated for communicating “in a different voice.” A
parallel view in traditional Judaism carries this idea
further in claiming that women are, by nature, more
gentle, caring, and refined than men, and that there-
fore they require fewer laws to regulate their be-
havior.

Leading Theories
Perceptions of human nature lie at the heart of

several important ethical theories. Ethical egoism as-
serts that only self-interest is intrinsically good and
that a person ought to do that which is in his or her
self-interest. This follows directly from psychologi-
cal egoism, which claims that human beings are so
constituted that they act only in ways that promote
their (perceived) interest. The operative principle
here is that “ought implies can.” If one accepts this
descriptive claim, then a practical moral system must
appeal to a person’s self-interest. An ethics based on
altruism would be contrary to human nature and
would therefore fail. Many cite the collapse of the
Soviet Union to illustrate this point.

The egoist view is shared by Thomas Hobbes and
Ayn Rand and is supported by capitalist economic
theory. Sophisticated versions of ethical egoism at-
tempt to create a moral order by channeling the natu-
ral motivative force toward self-interest in a way that
is beneficial for society as a whole. Those with an
“enlightened self-interest” recognize their personal
interest in the welfare of society. It is noteworthy that
although religions preach altruism, they all appeal to
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self-interest by promising rewards and threatening
punishments.

Hedonism is another moral theory that makes a
normative claim based on a descriptive claim. Ethical
hedonism asserts that happiness (that is, the presence
of pleasure and the absence of pain) is the sole intrin-
sic good, and thus one always ought to do that which
will promote the greatest happiness. This follows
from the claim of psychological hedonism that hu-
mans are constituted in such a way that they always
pursue pleasure and avoid pain. The fundamental
tenet of Epicurus’s moral teaching is that pleasure is
the standard by which every good and every right ac-
tion is evaluated.

Similarly, the British utilitarians Jeremy Bentham
and John Stuart Mill considered hedonism to be the
primary law of human nature, and their ethical writ-
ings stress the need to maximize pleasure and mini-
mize pain. In their theory, hedonism is distinguished
from egoism by its commitment to the universalist
value of taking everyone’s happiness into account.
Simply pursuing one’s own happiness is selfish and
unethical. Defending hedonism, Mill’s version of
utilitarianism emphasized the distinctly human ca-
pacity to develop and refine one’s tastes and prefer-
ences, and he underlined the importance of pursuing
the “higher pleasures.”

Ethical theories that regard humans as basically
rational creatures make appeals to reason to motivate
people to right action. Some major theories, such as
those of Aristotelian and Kantian ethics, objectivism,
and natural law, rely on humans’ power of reason to
lead them to universal moral truth. Theories such as
subjectivism and relativism, however, discount the
power of reason. They are also based on the belief
that humans are characterized by individuality and
diversity. This belief leads to a denial of absolute, ob-
jective, and universal values and points instead to the
importance of personal feelings, tolerance, and cul-
tural influences. Many proponents of these beliefs
deny that there is such a thing as universal human na-
ture.

Hume, an outspoken subjectivist, believed that
human reason is limited. He was a skeptic who recog-
nized the unlikelihood of uncovering the ultimate
qualities of human nature, yet he also thought that
careful observation of human behavior could lead to
some knowledge about human nature. His empirical
approach led him to emphasize passions or feelings

as the source of voluntary actions. In A Treatise of
Human Nature (1739) he wrote: “Reason is and
ought only to be the slave of the passions, and can
never pretend to any other office than to serve and
obey them.” Hume argued that feelings of benevo-
lence and sympathy are universal tendencies of hu-
man nature. People have a natural concern for the
welfare of others, just as they care about themselves.
He recognized self-love as a powerful principle of
human nature, but he rejected Hobbes’s sweeping
claims for psychological egoism.

Hume also incorporated hedonism into his theory.
He identified good with pleasure and evil with pain,
establishing happiness as the moral standard for
judging behavior. Moreover, he gave a central role to
utility (defined as “usefulness” or the “tendency to
ulterior good”) in assessing right and wrong. By
combining a number of motivating factors into his
theory, Hume avoided the trappings of reducing hu-
man nature to a single, dominant drive.

Another nonreductionist theory was developed
by the American philosopher John Dewey, who
sought to base morality on a scientific understanding
of the human being. For Dewey, morality involves
the relationship between human nature and the social
environment. He describes human nature as an un-
organized mass of reflexes and impulses that are
shaped by the social forces of habit, custom, and in-
stitutions. Because human nature is a part of nature,
morality is linked with the natural sciences. Like-
wise, because people interact with others in social
settings, morality is linked with the social sciences.
Dewey held that people live in a social world charac-
terized by change and that people have the ability
to restructure their social environment and change
human nature. Ethics entails making choices, and
Dewey advocated conscious, reflective conduct that
would lead to growth and improve the world. Through
education, it is possible to encourage those habits
that foster creative problem solving and intelligence.

An important, ambitious theory of human nature
that presents a challenge to moral philosophy is E. O.
Wilson’s sociobiology, which he defines as “the sys-
tematic study of the biological basis of all forms of
social behavior in all kinds of organisms, including
man.” Drawing upon genetics, population biology,
ethology, and entomology and interpreting them all
in terms of Darwinian evolutionary theory, Wilson
sees genetic survival as the overriding aim of life.
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Morality is subordinated to this goal, because the cul-
tural development of higher ethical values will not
overcome the power of genetic evolution.

Wilson incorporates such phenomena as love,
altruism, aggression, and religion into his theory and
insists that a practical system of ethics must conform
to that theory. For example, he considers altruism to
be “disguised genetic selfishness.” Sociobiology re-
mains highly controversial. It rocks the premises of
both religious and secular ethics by questioning the
view that humans are the only rational animal as well
as the claim that humans have a morally distinct sta-
tus. Moreover, sociobiology can be construed to jus-
tify the status quo or to offer a rationale for Social
Darwinism. Wilson’s own interpretation argues for
tolerance, cooperation, diversity, peace, and environ-
mentalism, but these lofty (and voguish) values do
not necessarily follow from his descriptive claims.

Conclusion
The many theories touched upon here have some-

thing to teach. While most of them identify some
aspect or truth about human nature, sweeping reduc-
tionist claims to validity generate exceptions or con-
tradictions that are not easily resolved. For example,
a stubborn proponent of egoism or sociobiology must
really stretch to redefine all acts of altruism as ulti-
mately selfish. The many competing theories and the
different approaches to ethics that follow from them
underscore the difficulty of reducing human nature to
a single factor or tracing it to some given set of
causes. This is because reality does not easily con-
form to theory or handy categorizations. People are
not uniform, and their priorities, interests, and values
are legitimately diverse. The numerous perceptions
in circulation lend credence to the conclusion that
there may be a variety of human natures, just as there
are a variety of personality types.

While it may contradict the claims of hedonism,
not everyone pursues a life of happiness. Some peo-
ple shun physical comfort or emotional and intellec-
tual pleasures and instead choose to endure suffering
and hardship. A soldier, artist, or religious devotee
may rationally pursue a lifestyle characterized by
sacrifice and pain, without any desire or hope for
happiness. Similarly, while many people live accord-
ing to the principles of sociobiology, many do not. It
is hardly unusual to encounter people who have no
interest in having children; or who are kinder to

strangers than they are to their own relatives; or who
consider cats, whales, or jewelry more important
than people.

The existence of diverse human natures is not
only evident among people or groups of people on a
macro level, it is also observable on a micro level. In-
dividuals, over time, demonstrate a combination of
drives that support several theories in a limited way
rather than inclusively. For example, a man may be
motivated by self-interest as a consumer; by aggres-
sion, self-sacrifice, and selfless devotion to strangers
as a soldier; by altruism and generosity as a father; by
piety when performing religious rituals; and by some
combination of these characteristics in his profes-
sional career. Moreover, the same man may act with
reckless disregard for his health, family, religious be-
liefs, and career while intoxicated or angry.

Human diversity and intricacy on both the indi-
vidual level and the group level make the task of ar-
ticulating universal generalizations about human na-
ture extremely problematic. Thus far, the complexity
of the human experience lends itself neither to a clear
and convincing theory of human nature nor to a moral
philosophy upon which most people agree. The ques-
tions surrounding human nature remain unresolved.
For this reason, the study of human nature continues
to be a fascinating and open field for speculation and
research.

Don A. Habibi
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Human Nature and Conduct
Identification: Book by John Dewey (1859-1952)
Date: Published in 1922
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Human Nature and Conduct fostered

a positive, liberal view of human nature, proposed
that philosophy should provide practical service
to humanity, and reemphasized the role of cre-
ative intelligence in controlling events.

The American philosopher John Dewey bared many
of his seminal ideas in Human Nature and Conduct.
Drawing on themes found in Charles Darwin’s On
the Origin of Species (1859), one of the modern
world’s most influential studies, Dewey defined hu-
man beings as creatures within the natural order who,
like members of other species, were obliged to adapt
continually to one another and to their environments
in order to survive. In this context, Dewey argued that
past philosophies had been too abstract and too con-
cerned with constructing intellectual systems to
serve humanity’s practical needs.

Much like his fellow American philosopher Wil-
liam James, Dewey also believed that truth was what
happened to an idea and therefore, that truth changed
over a period of time. For Dewey, life began and
ended in human experience; in other words, humans
who used appropriate methods could successfully
negotiate life’s confusing, obscure, and indetermi-
nate situations. The key to coping with such prob-
lems, Dewey insisted, was using insight to define
problems, establishing a set of possible solutions, de-
termining the likely consequences of each possibil-
ity, and then evaluating the best possibility through
observation and experiment.

These flexible steps, which produced what Dewey
called “warranted assertibilities,” were, he believed,
as relevant to social reform as they were to laboratory
science. The purpose of warranted assertibilities and
the inquiries of which they were a part was changing
specific situations. Ideas, in short, were instruments.
Humankind, like other species, had no fixed natural
end; therefore, events could be shaped by open-
ended, democratized inquiry and the freeing of hu-
man intelligence. The greater the number of human
alternatives, the freer humans could become.

In Human Nature and Conduct, Dewey cham-
pioned both naturalism and instrumentalism, upon
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which he elaborated later in his many writings. As a
reformer, he earned international esteem for the fresh
directions that he advocated in education and in the
democratization of social and political institutions—
a democratization that he regarded as essential to hu-
man adaptability and the problem-solving play of the
human intellect.

Clifton K. Yearley

See also: Bradley, F. H.; Darwin, Charles; Human
nature; James, William; Peirce, Charles Sanders;
Pragmatism; Relativism.

Human rights
Definition: Body of rights believed to belong fun-

damentally to all persons
Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: Advocates of human rights believe

that those rights exist independently of their rec-
ognition by any legal or political authority. In-
deed, the purpose of the concept of human rights
is to provide an apolitical moral principle that will
form the basis for efforts to protect those people
who are not protected, or who are harmed, by
their own sovereign governments.

The idea of human rights as a field of study and as a
body of legal rights and obligations is a relatively re-
cent phenomenon that has grown out of ancient roots
and faces two timeless problems. The fundamental
problems facing the enterprise are, first, what to rec-
ognize as a human right, and, second, and even more
troublesome, how to guarantee the protection of such
rights once they have been recognized. These prob-
lems have been part of the political and social life of
human beings for all time. How does one protect peo-
ple from the unjust and sometimes brutal treatment of
their fellows? Many governments throughout the
ages have devised legal systems to reduce, mitigate,
and relieve injustices committed by citizens or sub-
jects against one another, but how does one protect
the citizens or subjects of a country from their own
government? These timeless and fundamental prob-
lems continue to face governments in both their do-
mestic and their foreign affairs.

From the standpoint of ethics, human rights serve

as a statement of the aspirations of peoples and gov-
ernments toward ideals that are not always attained in
practice and that at times lead to contradiction and
conflict. Human rights represent an effort by govern-
ments, international agencies, and nongovernmental
(NGO) advocacy groups to overcome the harsher as-
pects of political life within and between countries.

Although considerable progress was made in rec-
ognizing human rights during the twentieth century,
the fact that they are referred to as human rights
rather than legal rights reminds one how far modern
practices are from stated ideals and aspirations.
Moreover, the pursuit of human rights objectives in-
volves hard choices about whether members of the
international community may, how they should, and
even whether they can punish the most egregious of-
fenders of human rights, which are often govern-
ments that can claim and defend traditional rights of
sovereignty against external scrutiny and encroach-
ment.

History
The notion of human rights is a relatively recent

innovation in the history of political thought, tracing
its roots to the social contract thinkers, such as
Thomas Hobbes and John Locke, who insisted dur-
ing the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that in-
dividuals possess certain natural rights that serve as
the very foundation of political order and that may
not be legitimately revoked by governments. This
revolutionary concept served as the foundation upon
which the great statements of individual rights and
liberties—the American Declaration of Indepen-
dence and the French Declaration on the Rights of
Man—were based.

If the concept of natural rights is relatively new,
the notions that individuals deserved dignity and re-
spect and that particular citizens of particular cities
were invested with certain rights were ancient. The
ancient Greek polis, for example, recognized that its
citizens had certain rights and privileges that were
denied to aliens, while also recognizing that the polis
and its individual members might have obligations to
aliens, but whatever rights or privileges a citizen or
subject enjoyed by custom, tradition, or statute were
potentially subject to revision. The rights, in other
words, were conventional in nature. They could be
granted or taken away. They did not inhere in individ-
ual persons. Indeed, whatever rights citizens or even
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aliens might have were ultimately overshadowed by
their duties to the state and to their fellow citizens or
subjects. So it was later in Rome. A Roman citizen
might have a right to suffrage and a means of politi-
cal participation through the tribunes in republican
Rome, but the empire’s constitutional shift to monar-
chy saw these rights substantially altered. Rights
came and went with the vagaries of politics and con-
stitutions.

In the ancient world, the emergence of the Stoic
and the Christian conceptions of human equality and
dignity foreshadowed a more universal and abiding
conception of rights. Both the Stoics and the Chris-
tians believed in the divine origin of creation. Both
believed that human beings were endowed by that
creator with a basic equality and that virtue rather
than vice, mercy rather than severity, and charity
rather than cruelty were the standards of upright liv-
ing, whether for the ruler or the ruled. Yet still
the concept of rights rested on convention and was
rooted in the tumultuous, changing, and unreliable
world of politics, where brutality was often respected
as greatly as clemency was admired.

In Europe, after the eclipse of Roman domination,
Christianity gradually gained ascendancy. The rulers
as well as the ruled operated within a system of duties
and responsibilities defined by Christianity itself.
Customary and canonical restraints helped to prevent
outrages against humanity, but the rough and tumble
of political competition was never really fully tamed,
and centuries of contention over the proper roles of
the church and state in moral and temporal affairs
culminated in the brutal wars of religion during the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, following the
Protestant Reformation. Roman Catholic and
Protestant monarchs and princes gradually recog-
nized that a new order resting on the sovereignty of
states would be necessary to quell the sectarian vio-
lence. States would create their own rules and regula-
tions without outside interference. They would treat
their citizens as they pleased, without regard to any
“higher law” that a church might assert. They would
be the ultimate sovereigns.

It was at this time, then, that Hobbes and Locke
asserted the conception of natural rights, offering to
ground the newfound virility of the independent and
sovereign state on a principle that would recognize
the rights of its people. Their notion did not find wide
support among the monarchs of their own time, who

were just then enjoying the unlimited powers associ-
ated with the rule of an absolute sovereign, but in
time the conception of natural rights took root. Mod-
ern experiments with democratic regimes founded on
the principle emerged, and with them came regimes
that were committed to a universal conception of hu-
man rights.

Rights and Constitutionalism
Realization of this broader conception of human

rights was hampered, however, by the very interna-
tional system that made it possible for certain gov-
ernments to develop constitutions that were rooted in
conceptions of natural and human rights. Democratic
regimes resting on such principles found themselves
in contention with authoritarian regimes that either
did not recognize such principles or only paid them
lip service. Even the democratic regimes often failed
to live up to their own standards. Nevertheless, dem-
ocratic states during the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries made the first international ef-
forts to protect human rights by pursuing the gradual
abolition of slavery and beginning to enforce anti-
slave-trading measures. Similarly, during the early
part of the twentieth century, governments in Europe
took interest in protecting minority populations and
promoting the development of humanitarian law, es-
pecially to protect vulnerable groups in time of war.

Human rights today, as in the past, can only be ef-
fectively guaranteed by individual governments that
agree to respect them. The international system is
still composed, even in the twenty-first century, of
sovereign states that have exclusive legal control over
their own territories and citizens. There is no world
government or authority higher than the govern-
ments of states that can impose human rights obliga-
tions, although some regional systems for protection
of human rights have developed, particularly in Eu-
rope. Rather, governments, at their sole discretion,
may agree voluntarily to develop domestic legisla-
tion guaranteeing human rights or to sign interna-
tional agreements promising to respect them.

Nevertheless, the twentieth century witnessed a
veritable explosion of human rights activity, much of
which was given impetus by the horrible atrocities
witnessed during two global wars. First, after World
War I, the League of Nations, gingerly and without
great success, and then, after World War II, the
United Nations (U.N.), with greater effectiveness,
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addressed the problems of collective insecurity, war,
and abuse of human rights. Governments determined
the pace of progress in these endeavors, since the
League of Nations and the United Nations lacked
sovereignty and possessed only those authorities and
mandates that had been granted to them by their
member states. Nevertheless, especially since World
War II, the world has witnessed a proliferation of
U.N.-related human rights agreements by which gov-
ernments sought to recognize, promote, and guaran-
tee the development of human rights. Most of the
guarantees, however, are very fragile, and continue to
call upon governments as the principal mechanisms
through which human rights are protected.

United Nations Activity in Human Rights
Article 1(3) of the U.N. Charter stipulates that one

of the purposes of the United Nations is “to achieve
international cooperation . . . in promoting and en-
couraging respect for human rights and for funda-
mental freedoms for all without distinction as to race,
sex, language, or religion.” Numerous additional ref-
erences to human rights are made in the Charter. The
Charter also stipulates in Article 2(1), however, that
“the Organization is based on the principle of the sov-
ereign equality of all its Members,” and in Article
2(&) that “Nothing contained in the present Charter
shall authorize the United Nations to intervene in
matters which are essentially within the domestic ju-
risdiction of any state.”

Protection of human rights may be a fundamental
purpose of the United Nations, but state sovereignty
serves as a fundamental organizing principle. States,
not the United Nations, would do the determining
about how human rights would be encouraged and
protected, although they agreed to pursue these ends
jointly and separately. To this end, U.N. member
states created a Human Rights Commission that
would report to the Economic and Social Council
(ECOSOC). In short, the U.N. Charter reflected the
still rather ambiguous status of human rights. They
became a priority for governmental attention, but
governments preferred to protect their sovereign pre-
rogatives. Hence, governments paradoxically re-
mained, as they had for centuries, the chief guaran-
tors, as well as the chief violators, of human rights.

Despite setbacks, much progress in recognizing,
if not in fully protecting, human rights has been
made. The U.N. General Assembly, on the recom-

mendation of the Human Rights Commission,
adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
in 1948. This declaration, though not legally binding,
did articulate the full range of human rights that
states proclaimed should be respected, including the
rights to life, liberty, security of person, nationality,
and equal protection under and nondiscrimination
before the law, and freedom from slavery and torture,
freedom of religion, of political preference, and of
movement, to name only a few of the most important
provisions. Subsequent human rights treaties sought
to provide legally binding protections, while many
governments incorporated the declaration in whole
or in part into their constitutions.

Not all governments that have taken these steps
are known for their scrupulous adherence to human
rights principles, while many others have not signed
the most important conventions—the Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights and the Covenant on Eco-
nomic and Social Rights—which were adopted by
the U.N. General Assembly in 1966 and entered into
force for the signatories in 1976. Numerous treaties
dealing with more specific issues have also been pro-
mulgated, including international agreements on ref-
ugees, stateless persons, elimination of racial dis-
crimination, the political rights of women, the rights
of children, and the rights of migrant workers. Added
to this are numerous regional treaties, the most im-
portant and effective of which is the European Con-
vention on Human Rights.

Like all past efforts at protecting individual rights
and liberties, U.N. activity has faced the question
of how to enforce human rights standards given the
prevailing standard of state sovereignty. In general,
formal international enforcement mechanisms re-
main rather weak, with states taking the leading role
through their domestic systems in protecting human
rights standards through domestic legal institutions.
Informal pressure through private diplomatic chan-
nels, NGO advocacy groups, and the public media
does, however, often lead to better state compliance
with human rights standards.

Ethical Considerations
To a large extent, human rights standards remain

guidelines for how governments should behave,
rather than legal descriptions about how they actually
do behave. Moreover, human rights often posit po-
tentially contradictory standards. Human rights obli-
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gations may require states to ensure that their people
receive adequate nutrition, security of person, and a
rudimentary education while at the same time calling
for popular political participation, free elections, and
freedom of speech. In a very poor country plagued
by civil war, however, achieving stability may be in-
compatible with modern democratic norms. Govern-
ments are concerned primarily with survival and only
secondarily with reform.

Human rights are most regularly and routinely vi-
olated in countries where meeting the most basic
needs of people is most difficult. These governments
may well subscribe to international human rights
treaties, but if domestic political circumstances are
not favorable, compliance with them is doubtful.
Some human rights treaties bow to this reality, grant-
ing states the right to derogate from certain human
rights obligations once due notice and explanations
are provided. The U.N. Covenant on Civil and Politi-
cal Rights, for example, allows governments, during
times of national emergency, to revoke or curtail
rights to privacy, liberty, security of person, peace-
able assembly, and political activities. Other rights,
however, such as freedoms of religion, thought, and
conscience, as well as prohibitions against slavery
and torture, remain obligatory at all times.

What should be done with those governments that
routinely shock the conscience of humanity by bru-
talizing their own citizens? An ethical dilemma is
created here, since the principle of sovereignty im-
poses a duty of nonintervention in the affairs of
states. A state may have a legal right to intervene to
protect its own citizens from human rights abuses at
the hands of other governments, but what right does it
have to do this on behalf of another state’s citizens?
Under current international mechanisms, such an in-
tervention would have to be conducted under U.N.
auspices and justified, not by recourse to human
rights, as such, but as a matter constituting a threat to
international peace and security.

These questions have been faced in several mod-
ern civil war situations, including Iraq’s treatment of
Kurds and Sht4ites, Serbian treatment of Muslims in
Bosnia, and in Somalia. In cases in which a country’s
population is facing genocide or disaster threatens
large numbers of people, strong and quick action is
required to save life. In all such situations, the prob-
lem that emerges is whether and how force should be
used to achieve human rights objectives.

One consideration that must be taken into account
is the circumstances surrounding the threat to life.
Does the threat exist because of the deliberate policy
of the government or because of the government’s in-
ability to cope with disaster? In Somalia, the situa-
tion involved anarchy produced by the lack of any ef-
fective government. Humanitarian intervention in
that case was relatively easy to justify and to accom-
plish. The issue is considerably more complicated
and dangerous when governments undertake deliber-
ate genocidal or persecutory policies. How much
killing should the international community resort to
in order to prevent killing? What severity of eco-
nomic pressure should be imposed to prevent perse-
cution or ensure nondiscrimination? What degree of
force will be effective? Is any degree of potential
force or pressure likely to succeed?

Enforcement of international law and human
rights in conflict situations sometimes presents very
painful ethical and prudential choices. This explains
in part the international indecision about how to deal
with ethnic cleansing in Bosnia, where the use of
force to achieve human rights objectives raises a se-
ries of thorny questions. In the case of Iraq, a more
determined U.N. response to Iraqi government perse-
cution of its own people was made possible by its
clearly illegal invasion of neighboring sovereign,
Kuwait, and by the cease-fire obligations it agreed to
in the aftermath of its expulsion from Kuwait by co-
alition forces.

There are relatively few cases in which the courses
of action open to governments, international agen-
cies, and private groups are so stark. In most instances,
the ethical questions for international human rights
policy turn on how to apply the right amounts of per-
suasion, diplomacy, and publicity to realize humani-
tarian objectives. The humane treatment of prisoners,
for example, is constantly monitored by the Interna-
tional Committee for the Red Cross and Amnesty In-
ternational. By pursuing quiet modes of diplomacy
or by publicizing human rights violations, such groups
can bring pressure to bear on governments to comply
with more acceptable human rights practices. These
informal efforts, together with ongoing attempts to
convince governments to ratify and comply with in-
ternational human rights agreements, hold out hope
that human rights will in fact one day become legal
rights widely protected by governments.

Robert F. Gorman
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Human Rights Watch
Identification: Independent, nonprofit human

rights advocacy organization
Date: Founded in 1978
Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: Human Rights Watch is one of the

largest and most influential advocacy organiza-
tions that documents abuses of political, social,
and economic rights around the world.

Human Rights Watch is an organization predicated
on the idea that human rights are universal, applying
equally to all individuals. The organization is con-
cerned with traditional political rights, as well as
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broader social and economic rights. The mission of
the organization is to document and publicize rights
violations, whether they are committed by state or
nonstate actors, in order to shame and hold the rights
violators publicly accountable.

Human Rights Watch was established in 1978 as
Helsinki Watch, an organization that focused nar-
rowly on tracking Soviet and Eastern European com-
pliance with human rights commitments made by
those regions’ governments in the 1975 Helsinki Ac-
cords. Over its first decade, the organization and its
mission steadily expanded. During the 1980’s, a se-
ries of regional “watch committees,” such as Amer-
ica’s Watch, arose. In 1988, these watch committees
were brought together and the overall organization
was renamed Human Rights Watch.

By the first years of the twenty-first century, Hu-
man Rights Watch was the largest human rights orga-
nization based in the United States, with nearly two
hundred full-time staff members and an annual bud-
get of approximately twenty million dollars. It ac-
cepted no public money and raised all its funds from
private donations. Headquartered in New York City,
Human Rights Watch also maintained permanent of-
fices in Washington, D.C., San Francisco, Los An-
geles, London, Moscow, Brussels, and Hong Kong.

Activities
Human Rights Watch is often compared to Am-

nesty International; however it deals with a broader
set of issues than the latter organization and carries
out its advocacy by different means. While Amnesty
International focuses mainly on physical abuses—
such as political imprisonment, torture, and killings—
Human Rights Watch addresses a much broader set
of rights. Human Rights Watch concerns itself with
such issues as press freedom, discrimination, the
conduct of war, the use of land mines, fair labor prac-
tices, and social and cultural rights.

Human Rights Watch also pursues a different
methodology than that of Amnesty International.
While the latter organization mobilizes its member-
ship to lobby directly on behalf of individual human
rights victims, Human Rights Watch seeks to docu-
ment and publicize patterns of abuses. The intent is
to shine a bright light on abuses, to shame and em-
barrass abusers, and, by extension, to deter potential
future abusers. In pursuit of this strategy, Human
Rights Watch conducts fact-finding missions, pub-

lishes extensive reports, and then works with govern-
ments and international organizations to build pres-
sure for change.

Beyond its publications and topical reports, Hu-
man Rights Watch has provided expert testimony in
international war crimes trials, played a lead role in a
coalition of organizations drafting a treaty to ban the
use of child soldiers, and, along with other organiza-
tions in the International Campaign to Ban Land-
mines, won the 1997 Nobel Peace Prize.

David Carleton
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Humane Society of the
United States

Identification: Advocacy group devoted to the al-
leviation of animal suffering

Date: Founded in 1954
Type of ethics: Animal rights
Significance: The Humane Society of the United

States was founded to counteract the conserva-
tism its founders believed was then inhibiting the
effectiveness of other animal welfare societies,
such as the American Humane Association and
the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Ani-
mals.

During the 1940’s, legislation was passed requiring
the provision of animals for research laboratories by
federally supported humane societies. Initially, the
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American Humane Association (AHA), led by presi-
dent Robert Sellar, vigorously opposed these “pound
seizure laws.” With Sellar’s death, however, a new
conservative leadership was elected to the AHA.
Frustrated by the ineffectiveness of their organiza-
tion, three key AHA personnel, all appointees of
Sellar, formed a new association, the Humane Soci-
ety of the United States (HSUS). Dedicated to the al-
leviation of suffering in domestic and wild animals,
the HSUS polices animal research centers, zoos, and
the entertainment industry. Furthermore, the HSUS
opposes all hunting sports and calls for a drastic re-
duction in the use of animals in biomedical experi-
ments.

The society also lobbies for the strengthening and
extension of legislation protecting animals. Public
education related to the inherent rights of animals
and human responsibility in securing those rights is

furthered through a division within the society, the
National Association for the Advancement of Hu-
mane Education.

Mary E. Virginia

See also: Animal research; Animal rights; Cruelty
to animals; Moral status of animals; Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals.

Humanism
Definition: Philosophy based on the freedom, re-

sponsibility, and rationality of human beings, and
the centrality of human values

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Humanism is embraced by those who

believe in human nature and who seek a secular,
nonsupernatural value system, or a universalist,
nonsectarian religion. It is attacked by those who
reject the idea that all humans have a common na-
ture or values and who are therefore suspicious of
the supposedly universal values put forward in the
name of Humanism. It is also rejected by sectar-
ian religious movements.

Although it has classical and Renaissance roots, mod-
ern Humanism is a child of the European Enlight-
enment. Elsewhere—for example, in India, Japan,
and China—it appears in some forms of Buddhism
(Therav3da Buddhism, Zen) and Confucianism.
Among Humanism’s modern antecedents were “nat-
ural religion,” Deism, “free thought” and “the reli-
gion of humanity” (proposed by the nineteenth cen-
tury French sociologist Auguste Comte).

The development of natural science, of liberal
democracy, and of secular society marked the institu-
tional context of Humanism. Nineteenth century so-
cial reform in the United States and democratic so-
cialism in England and Europe reinforced the move
toward a human-centered philosophy. Critical stud-
ies—for example, the “higher criticism” of scripture,
archeology, and comparative religious scholarship—
encouraged a skeptical view of transcendent and su-
pernatural bases for ethics and politics. With the ad-
vent of Darwinism and the development of modern
biology, sociology, and psychology, the stage was
set. Thus, during the early decades of the twentieth
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The Humane Society and
Elephant Ethics

By the turn of the twenty-first century, animal rights
organizations were focusing increasing attention
on zoos. Of particular concern was the welfare of
captive elephants, which require great amounts of
space and costly and difficult care. Many public
zoos acknowledged their inability to provide ade-
quate space and conditions to keep their elephants
physically and mentally healthy and were giving an-
imals with health problems to other zoos with better
facilities. In May, 2004, however, the directors of
the Detroit Zoo decided to give away its elephants
for another reason. One of largest public zoos in the
United States, the Detroit Zoo already provided a
spacious facility for its two Indian elephants. How-
ever, its directors concluded that Detroit’s cold cli-
mate was not good for elephants and that the ele-
phants would do better in a more spacious animal
sanctuary. Wayne Pacelle, the chief executive offi-
cer of the Humane Society of the United States, ap-
plauded the Detroit Zoo’s decision. He pointed out
that the zoo was the first with spacious grounds and
adequate care to give up its elephants for ethical rea-
sons and expressed the hope that other zoos would
follow Detroit’s example.



century, modern Humanism appeared as both a secu-
lar philosophy of living and a religious movement.

The term “Humanism” was not always used. For
example, American pragmatism and instrumentalism
were both naturalistic and humanistic. Explicit use of
the term in its modern form appeared with the emer-
gence of a “religion without god” in the thought of
three twentieth century Unitarian ministers: John H.
Dietrich, Curtis Reese, and Charles Francis Potter.
While they and a few of their colleagues in Unitarian-
ism and the Ethical Culture Societies were moving
toward a “religious” Humanism, a secular expression
of the same notion was appearing in the work of natu-
ralistic philosophers such as Roy Wood Sellars and
John Dewey. Both threads came together with the
publication of The Humanist Manifesto (1933).

A second Manifesto (1973) and A Secular Hu-
manist Declaration (1981) expanded but did not alter
the meaning of the 1933 document. Signed by some
thirty-five philosophers and religious leaders, The
Humanist Manifesto marked the entry of an indepen-
dent explicit Humanism into the Western world. Be-
fore that, Humanism had been attached to existing
movements, such as Christian Humanism and So-
cialist Humanism, or had other names, such as Ethi-
cal Culture and Free Religion. With the founding of
The American Humanist Association (1941) and The
North American Committee for Humanism (1982),
Humanism as a philosophy of living was formally es-
tablished. After World War II, similar developments
in Great Britain, Netherlands, Belgium, France, Ger-
many, and India led, in 1952, to the organization of
the International Humanist and Ethical Union, which
had its headquarters in Utrecht, Netherlands.

Philosophical Bases
Humanism rests, philosophically, on two classical

notions: the sophist Protagoras’s belief that “man is
the measure of all things” and the poet Lucretius’s nat-
uralistic interpretation of life and world. In these two
root ideas, the career of modern Humanism was fore-
shadowed. The human-centered feature of Humanism
appears in its commitment to human responsibility
and freedom. Denying the mistaken view that Human-
ism is merely the arrogant replacement of God by the
human person, freedom and responsibility require
human beings to acknowledge their obligation to
judge, choose, and act and their opportunity to make a
difference to themselves and the world around them.

Human beings, thus, are autonomous moral agents
(for example, see the ethics of Immanuel Kant).

From this view flows the commitment to democ-
racy as the social and political expression of agency,
to education as the method of developing compe-
tence as an agent, and to science as the outcome of or-
ganized intelligence. From this view, too, flows Hu-
manism’s skepticism about God and the gods, a
skepticism rooted in a rejection of authoritarianism
at least as much as in a theological argument about
the existence or nonexistence of an all-powerful and
all-knowing Being.

From classical Humanism comes modern Hu-
manism’s acknowledgment of the interdependence
of all beings as well as an appreciation of the beauties
and harmonies of the world. At the same time, a
tragic note is heard, since Humanists are sensitive to
the fact that the world is as precarious as it is depend-
able and that experience is as surprising (for good or
ill) as it is predictable. Thus, Humanist agency is ad-
mittedly finite as human insight, and human exis-
tence itself is finite. A stoic quality, therefore, atta-
ches to Humanism, a sense of acceptance of the
givenness of the world and of the uncontrollable in
nature and the individual. Admittedly, the Enlighten-
ment notion of “progress” interpreted the direction of
history as ultimately positive, and early twentieth
century Humanism interpreted “evolution” as con-
firming that direction. Post-World War II Humanist
thought, particularly because of its Existentialist in-
spiration, is likely to acknowledge the darker sides of
both the individual and the world.

Finally, agency and creativity evolve on the basis
of human rationality—the ability to make and under-
stand distinctions, to grasp connections and conse-
quences, and to draw sensible conclusions. Institu-
tionally, this appears as Humanism’s commitment to
science. It also appears in the celebration of human
powers, which it owes to Renaissance Humanism,
the move from naturalistic appreciation to Humanist
aesthetic sensibility. Overall, then, Humanism is a
philosophy of living that views the human person as a
rational agent living in a world that both supports and
limits him or her. Instead of bemoaning fate or escap-
ing to another and more secure world—a supernatu-
ral or transnatural world—the Humanist accepts, en-
joys, and works within the constraints that he or she
acknowledges as given with the givenness of being.

Howard B. Radest
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Hume, David
Identification: English philosopher
Born: May 7, 1711, Edinburgh, Scotland
Died: August 25, 1776, Edinburgh, Scotland
Type of ethics: Enlightenment history
Significance: The most famous and influential pro-

ponent of skepticism in the modern era, Hume
worked to free ethics from a metaphysical basis
rooted either in religion or in natural law. His
most important works include A Treatise of Hu-

man Nature (1739-1740), An Enquiry Concern-
ing Human Understanding (1748), and An En-
quiry Concerning the Principles of Morals
(1751).

In his philosophy and in his theory of ethics—or mor-
als, the term he preferred—David Hume was the
complete empiricist. That is, he denied the validity of
any knowledge that existed outside the realm of sen-
sory experience. His ideas and writings were diamet-
rically opposed to the teachings of the established
church, which maintained that a vast body of meta-
physical knowledge existed that could be revealed to
humankind only by the grace of God. This was the
basis for the formulation of Christian ethics, which
were considered eternal.

The philosophers of the Enlightenment had in
many ways created a similar metaphysical world of
science or nature and had charged humankind with
the task of discovering its secrets. For Hume, no
knowledge for which there was no antecedent sense
impression could claim any validity.

A Treatise of Human Nature
This seminal work has had a profound effect on

the development of Western philosophy in many ar-
eas: on the evolution of human institutions, on the
limitations of knowledge, and on changing moral
values. The book is, in a sense, Hume’s only work,
since all of his subsequent writings were either re-
lated to or were reworkings of parts of the original
work. Divided into three parts, “Of the Understand-
ing,” “Of the Passions,” and “Of Morals,” the book
consists essentially of two parts: one examining how
knowledge comes into being and another focusing on
the relationship of knowledge to the development of
ethics or morals.

An Enquiry Concerning Human
Understanding

The basic theme of the Enquiry, a reworking of
the first part of A Treatise of Human Nature, is that all
opinions, all theories, and all knowledge, in order to
be validated, must be submitted to the test of experi-
ence. The idea of unknowable substance has no em-
pirical justification in either the spiritual or the mate-
rial sense. Hume posited the validity of causality. A
given cause has always been followed by a given ef-
fect. Only custom, repeated experience, and familiar-
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ity, however, make it possible to ascertain the devel-
opment of the effect. Were the knowledge or theory
not in the mind, it would not exist. Hume anticipates
the relativity of the nineteenth century when he as-
serts that the opposite of every fact remains possible
and that no amount of deductive reasoning from first
principles can determine in advance what course na-
ture actually will follow.

An Enquiry Concerning the
Principles of Morals

To free ethics or morals of their religious bases,
Hume first had to attack the religious establishment,
which he did in a subtle but devastating manner. So
fearful were his supporters of the reaction to his work
that An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals
was published posthumously. In his Essay on Mira-
cles, published in 1748, Hume stated that a miracle in
the sense of a supernatural event as a sign of the di-
vinity cannot possibly be established. Rather than
constituting evidence of moral and spiritual value,
such events are characteristic of sorcery or wizardry.

Once he had stripped away the religious connec-
tion, Hume developed his theory of ethics or morals
on the basis of pleasure, pain, and utility. It was use-
less to reason that virtue was “natural” and vice was
“unnatural,” since both were “natural.” Reason is
equally useless. Perfectly inert, it can never be the
source of so active a principle as conscience or a sense
of morality. The solution devolves on the individual.
Inherent in all humans are basic feelings or instincts
toward family, neighbors, and society. Turning in-
ward, one tends to project oneself into another’s situ-
ation and to imagine how one would feel under cer-
tain circumstances. Happiness in others creates joy,
while misery generates sorrow. In other words, con-
duct is good in proportion to its capacity for produc-
ing happiness; conversely, conduct is evil in propor-
tion to its capacity to produce pain. The result of the
first is virtue; the result of the second is vice. The
greater the pleasure or joy, the greater its utility. It is
left to the cognitive and reasoning facilities of hu-
mankind to create from these myriad pleasure-pain-
utility experiences a coherent ethical code.

Limiting the hedonistic application of this system
of ethics and morals based on pain and pleasure was
Hume’s concept of justice. This was not arrived at by
nature but by human conventions. Of all the animals,
humans alone suffer a great disparity between their

wants and their means of satisfying them. Stability of
possession, transference by consent, and the perfor-
mance of promise are the three fundamental laws of
nature. Society is necessary for human existence, and
society in the name of justice doles out the rewards
that may seem capricious but upon which the peace
and security of human society depend.

Implications for Ethical Conduct
The implications of Hume’s thought are three-

fold. First, Hume broke the individual’s tie with God
and transferred it to society. Punishment and rewards
were immediate, not confined to the hereafter. Sec-
ond, Hume invited human society to create its own
system of ethics. Third, rather than being static,
based on values created by other societies in other
times, ethics and morality are organic and ever-
changing. Since ethics are subjective, it is society
that determines their applicability.

Nis Petersen
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Humility
Definition: Self-deprecation, modesty, or submis-

sion; lack of egoism or arrogance
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Humility may be based in a belief in

one’s inferiority or simply in one’s lack of superi-
ority rooted in the equality of all. Its ethical status
is very different in different value systems: Indi-
vidualist and nonegalitarian systems despise hu-
mility, while those for whom pride is a sin esteem
humility as one of the greatest goods.

Humility is a disposition of character that is usually
acquired through training. It consists of an inner atti-
tude of low self-esteem that motivates an outward
pattern of deferential behavior. Humble persons are
not self-assertive, since they do not pridefully sup-
pose that they possess much merit of their own. Their
sense of inferiority leads them to defer respectfully to
the wishes of those whom they regard as superior.

To be sure, the term “humility” sometimes is used
in other ways. For example, the feminist Sara

Ruddick (in her Maternal Thinking), after saying that
humility is an important virtue for mothers to have,
then reveals that she thinks it consists in recognizing
that one cannot control everything. Her usage is po-
tentially misleading because she is equating humility
with the mere absence of something contrary to it.

Every society regards at least some degree of hu-
mility as desirable in at least some of its members.
Parents often want their children to be humble toward
them, and many customers prefer to be served by
humble salespersons. Societies differ greatly, how-
ever, in the degree to which they think this trait of
character ought to pervade life. Some prize humility
highly and advocate it for everyone; others think that
inferior members of the community should be hum-
ble but that superior ones should recognize their own
merits proudly.

In the Judeo-Christian tradition, humility is as-
signed a prominent place among the qualities that all
human beings ought to cultivate in themselves. Al-
though Christianity does not classify humility as one
of the cardinal virtues, it nevertheless continually
commends humility, and Saint Thomas Aquinas de-
scribed humility as the foundation of all other human
virtues.

This stress on humility comes about because
one of the most distinctive features of the Judeo-
Christian tradition is the vast moral difference it sees
between God and human beings. God is described
not only as all-powerful and all-knowing but also
as supremely good. He is the one faultless being.
Moreover, he is quick to become angry at those who
fail to show him respect. To heighten the contrast be-
tween the human and the divine, human beings are
regarded as utterly contemptible in their sinful weak-
ness and moral corruption. They are seen as deserv-
ing no credit for any good qualities that they may pos-
sess, since these come entirely as gifts from God.
Pride is considered to be the fundamental vice, be-
cause it involves a declaration of self-worth apart
from God. Thus, the Judeo-Christian view is that hu-
man beings should recognize their lack of any inde-
pendent worth and should seek to walk humbly be-
fore God, desiring that in all things his will, not
theirs, be done.

Ancient Greek Philosophers
The ancient Greek outlook is substantially differ-

ent. Although believing that their gods were power-
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ful and that it was dangerous to fail to show them re-
spect, the Greeks did not consider their gods to be
morally superior. Indeed, according to the Greek
myths, every type of misbehavior of which mortals
are capable was engaged in by the gods. Far from re-
garding all human beings as corrupt and contempt-
ible, the Greeks thought that only some of them (es-
pecially the non-Greeks) were so. They believed that
humans of the better type sometimes can manage on
their own to be temperate, courageous, and wise, and
are entitled to be proud of such great deeds as they oc-
casionally succeed in performing.

In his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle lists many
moral virtues, each of which he interprets as an inter-
mediate (or “golden mean”) between two vices, one
of excess and the other of deficiency. With regard to
self-appraisal, he sees one extreme as overweening
pride, or boastfulness (the vice of having an exces-
sively favorable opinion of oneself), and at the other
extreme, he places humility (the vice of being defi-
cient in favorable opinion of oneself). For him, the
balanced, correct attitude is proper pride. Thus, he
sees constant groveling before the gods as a sign of
faulty character; people show excellence, he thinks,
who have merits of their own and do not hide this
from themselves or anyone else.

Aristotle seems to have supposed that the habit of
appraising one’s own merits accurately should al-
ways be cultivated. Some Judeo-Christian thinkers
might agree with this recommendation, but they em-
brace a view of human nature that is different from
Aristotle’s, and so they think that accuracy dictates
an abysmally low appraisal of all merely human
qualities. Yet surely accuracy is not quite what one
should be seeking here.

Consider someone whose humility is admirable;
someone, for example, who displays extraordinary
courage in a good cause or unusually energetic devo-
tion to helping the unfortunate, and who then brushes
aside praise, sincerely denying that what has been
done was in any way remarkable. In such a person,
this self-deprecation is inaccurate, since what was
done really was outstanding. Yet here this self-
deprecation makes the individual’s character more
admirable, for courage or devotion combined with
such humility is even better than courage or devotion
without it. An element of self-deception is thus to be
welcomed; it is admirable to have trained oneself to
underrate one’s own merits to some extent.

Why is it deemed to be admirable that people
should cultivate an inaccurate humility, rather than
strict accuracy in self-appraisal? Surely it is because
inflated self-estimates are so widespread and trou-
blesome that society needs to fight against them
very forcefully. To set up accuracy in self-appraisal
as one’s goal would not be sufficiently forceful.
Stronger than that as a defense against the pressing
dangers of overweening pride is the requirement that
one should underrate oneself. Inaccurate humility,
because of its social utility, thus rightly comes to be
valued above accurate self-appraisal.

Stephen F. Barker
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Hunger
Definition: Desire or need for food
Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: Hunger is one of the fundamental

physical needs of all people. On an individual
level, it can motivate crime and self-destructive
bouts of consumption. On a social or global level,
hunger stands for some as both symbol and conse-
quence of the unequal distribution of wealth and
resources and as a grounds for the moral condem-
nation of social and economic systems.

695

Ethics Hunger



Hunger is as old as history. More than 15 percent of
the world’s people are malnourished in even the best
of years, and this situation has existed throughout re-
corded history. In bad years, up to 67 percent of the
world’s people may suffer from malnutrition. Hun-
ger is an ordinary part of life for many people, even in
developed nations such as the United States. Millions
of people do not get either enough food or enough
nourishing food, and the results are disease and
death. Globally, 50 percent of malnourished children
in poor countries die before reaching the age of five.
Countless others become physically or mentally
handicapped for life because of malnutrition.

Hunger is deadly during famines. Throughout
history, famines have afflicted one area or another ev-
ery few years. The principal causes of famine are
drought, floods, plant disease, and war. Of these
causes, drought is the most frequent.

Droughts and Floods
In 3500 b.c.e., the Egyptians documented the first

famine to be recorded, which was caused by drought
and a plague of locusts. The death rate was extremely
high, but no accurate estimates of the number of lives
lost are available. The Romans documented the sec-
ond known drought in 436 b.c.e. Thousands of Ro-
man citizens threw themselves into the Tiber River so
that they would not have to face starvation. Many
early civilizations believed that famines were pun-
ishments sent by God.

Mohandas K. Gandhi once said, “If God should
appear to an Indian villager it would be as a loaf of
bread.” Five of the ten deadliest known famines have
occurred in India. Most were caused by the failure of
the monsoon rains, which caused drought and crop
failure. One of the worst famines in Indian history oc-
curred in 1865, when the monsoons failed to arrive.
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endemic problem throughout tropical Africa, hunger takes a particularly heavy toll on the continent’s millions of
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India was a British colony at the time, but Great Brit-
ain decided to export the extra food that was pro-
duced in India rather than send it to the areas that
were affected by the famine. The reason that the Brit-
ish gave was that the people in the affected areas
could not pay for the food, whereas hungry people in
other countries could. Ten million people ultimately
died. The monsoon rains failed again between 1876
and 1878, killing 5 million people. A three-year
drought that occurred in China between 1876 and
1879 killed more than 13 million people. Tragedy
struck again in the Calcutta region of India in 1943
and 1944, killing 1.5 million people.

During the early 1970’s and again in 1984,
drought plagued many African nations. The Sahel
nations lost more than a million people during the
1970’s, and eastern and Southern Africa lost more
than 1.5 million people throughout the 1980’s be-
cause of drought.

Archaeologists believe that droughts have caused
the collapse of whole civilizations. About 4,500
years ago, a great civilization arose in the Indus River
valley. Drought caused this civilization, whose major
cities were Harappa and Mohenjo-daro, to vanish by
1700 b.c.e. In the southwestern United States, the
civilization of the Cliff Dwellers may have ended as
a result of drought in approximately 1300.

Although the lack of rainfall is the major cause of
famine, too much rain can also be disastrous. China
has suffered hundreds of famines because of floods
of the Yellow River. These disasters are so common
that the Chinese have nicknamed the river “China’s
Sorrow.” In 1889, as many as 2 million people died in
floods, and between 1929 and 1930, the river claimed
another 2 million lives. People died in such large
numbers that they were buried in mass graves called
“ten-thousand-man holes.” Women and children were
sold to obtain food, and cannibalism spread rapidly.
Hurricanes also cause floods that cause famines in
many nations.

Plant Diseases
Plants suffer from diseases just as humans do.

Plant diseases can wipe out crops, causing famine
and starvation. Perhaps the most famous example
of such a famine occurred in Ireland during the
1840’s, when a fungus wiped out most of the crop of
potatoes, which were the staple food of the Irish. The
resulting famine claimed more than a million lives.

Ireland was a British colony at the time, but the Brit-
ish expended little effort to help Ireland. In fact, Irish
peasants who could not pay their rent were thrown
out into the cold and left to starve in ditches. Many
perished, and others tried to escape by migrating. The
emigrants were so weak when they boarded ships
leaving the country that these ships became known as
“coffin ships” because so many people died on board
of sickness and starvation before reaching America,
England, or Australia. More than a million Irish emi-
grated because of the “Great Hunger.”

War
Drought, flood, and plant diseases have caused

tremendous suffering, but the hunger and famine
caused by war are even more horrifying because they
are avoidable.

The people of Russia, the largest country in the
world, have suffered often because of famines caused
by humankind. One of the worst such famines oc-
curred between 1921 and 1922. World War I was the
cause of this tragedy. When many Russians went off
to war, beginning in 1914, agricultural production
dropped sharply, and by 1920, food was scarce. A
drought hit the Volga River valley in 1920. By 1921,
much farmland looked like desert land, and 30 mil-
lion Russians went hungry. People made bread out of
tree leaves, dirt, and water, and they ate cooked grass.
Civil war made it difficult to send donated food to the
affected areas, and ultimately 5 million people died
from hunger. More Russians were killed by the fam-
ine than were killed in World War I.

During the Biafra civil war in Nigeria between
1967 and 1970, more than a million people, mostly
women and children, died of starvation when federal
forces withheld food from rebels to force them to
stop trying to secede from Nigeria. It is not uncom-
mon for governments to use famine as a weapon of
war. The Ethiopian government used such tactics in
its war against Eritrea, and they have also been used
in Mozambique and Angola. The results were that
thousands of people died.

Effects of Hunger
People who lack food lose weight and grow weak.

Many become so weak that they die of diarrhea or
other simple ailments. This weakened condition is
called marasmus. Children who have some food but
not enough suffer from kwashiorkor, or malnutrition.
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One symptom of kwashiorkor is edema, which mani-
fests as a swollen stomach, puffy face, and swollen
arms and ankles. Hair and skin often take on an or-
ange or white color. Those who survive kwashiorkor
often suffer lifelong mental and physical handicaps.
In addition, when the human body is weakened by
hunger, it cannot fight off disease. During most fam-
ines, survivors crowd together into relief centers to
wait for food, creating the potential for epidemics of
influenza, measles, cholera, dysentery, typhus, pneu-
monia, and tuberculosis.

Worse yet are the effects of skyrocketing crimes
during droughts, floods, wars, and famines. Desper-
ate people loot, steal, and kill to secure goods that
are not otherwise available to them. They may sell
stolen goods to purchase food. Women may prosti-
tute themselves for food or sell their children for a
meal. Children may band together to obtain food by
looting. Violence may break out near food distribu-
tion centers, creating panic and anarchy, as occurred
in Somalia in 1992. Adaptation to hunger can lead to
desperate responses such as cannibalistic murder,
which would not be practiced under other circum-
stances.

Crops are not the only things to be destroyed; live-
stock often die in record numbers during prolonged
famines. Those that do not die may be killed for food.
In addition, seed reserved for planting may be eaten
to avoid starvation. This lowers agricultural produc-
tion levels and makes returning to a normal way of
life extremely difficult.

Conclusions
The English philosopher Thomas Hobbes noted

that people are inherently selfish, mean, and aggres-
sive. History demonstrates that, when they are hun-
gry, parents will take food from the mouths of their
own children. The Chinese have argued that if a child
dies, it is easy to make another, but an older person
who dies is more difficult to replace. During the Ital-
ian famine of 450, known as “Dufresnoy,” parents al-
legedly ate their children. Well-fed people are likely
to be content; are less likely than hungry people to be
angry, hostile, and aggressive; and are less inclined to
engage in desperate behavior that may cause harm to
others. Therefore, it is in the interest of humankind to
reduce or eliminate hunger. A world without hunger
would be a safer place for everyone.

Dallas L. Browne
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Wusayn
Identification: Grandson of the Prophet Mu-
wammad

Born: January, 626, Medina, Arabia (now in Saudi
Arabia)

Died: October 10, 680, Karbal3$, Iraq
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The death of Wusayn was one of the

formative events in Sht4a Islam, and its annual re-
membrance is the most important occasion in
Sht4a communal life.

Wusayn and Wasan were the sons of 4Alt ibn Abt
Z3lib, the cousin of Muwammad, and F3zima,
Muwammad’s daughter. Following Muwammad’s
death, leadership of the Islamic community passed
to, in order, Abn Bakr, 4Umar, 4Uthm3n, and 4Alt.
This succession was not without controversy: the
“party of 4Alt” (sht4at 4Alt; later, simply the Sht4a) had
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always held that 4Alt should be khaltf, or leader, of the
community. The assassination of 4Alt in 661 led to a
convulsive dispute.
4Altwas succeeded by Mu43wiyya, of the Umayya

family (whom many mistrusted as outwardly convert-
ing to Islam only for selfish gain). Although Wasan
relinquished his claims to the khalifate (and died
c. 670, some claim of poisoning), his younger brother
Wusayn gathered the sht4at 4Alt to challenge
Mu43wiyya.Wusayn and most of his party were killed
by Mu43wiyya’s troops at Karbala. Sht4a Muslims
recognize that as the martyrdom ofWusayn, and their
annual public remembrance serves as a visceral re-
minder that human lives belong only to God and are
to be surrendered to his service.

Thomas Gaskill

See also: Abn Bakr; F3zima; Muwammad; Sht4a.

Hussein, Saddam
Identification: Authoritarian president of Iraq from

1979 to 2003
Born: April 28, 1937, Tikrit, Iraq
Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: Hussein brutally suppressed internal

opposition in his own country and led it into three
devastating wars before international interven-
tion ended his regime.

Saddam Hussein liked images that portrayed him
with a sword in hand. A nominal Muslim, he appar-
ently viewed the Islamic religion as a list of rules
about external behaviors and demonstrated little con-
cern for humanistic values such as altruism or human
brotherhood. Indeed, he gave every indication of be-
ing proud of using violence to exact revenge and
maintain power. He even spoke favorably about the
methods of Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin.

Hussein experienced a harsh and deprived child-
hood. He was raised without a father in an inhos-
pitable part of Iraq where members of rival ethnic,
religious, and tribal groups constantly fought one an-
other. After moving to the capital city, Baghdad, in
1955, he joined the radical Baath Party, which en-
dorsed violent means to achieve socialism and Arab

nationalism. Rising rapidly within the party, he
participated in a failed attempt to assassinate the mil-
itary president of Iraq in 1959. After the Baath Party
took over the government in a coup d’état in 1968,
Hussein gained power by controlling Iraq’s infamous
security agencies. In 1979, he was installed as presi-
dent.

Supreme Leader
Hussein’s first act as president was to purge the

party of every person suspected of disloyalty to
him. During the twenty-four years of his rule, all anti-
government dissent—no matter how trivial—was
punished as treasonous. The regime commonly used
torture to exact confessions. Although a few elec-
tions were held for the national assembly, as presi-
dent, Hussein had the power to override the as-
sembly’s decisions. For reasons such as this, social
scientists classify his regime as totalitarian. Many
Iraqi citizens, nevertheless, supported Hussein be-
cause of his progressive social policies designed to
improve education and help the poor.

Hussein wanted to make Iraq the dominant mili-
tary and economic power in the Persian Gulf. In
1980, he ordered the invasion of Iran with the pur-
pose of annexing the oil-rich province of Khuzistan.
Lasting eight years and resulting in the deaths of per-
haps a million people, the war accomplished nothing.
During the conflict, Hussein brutally suppressed an
Iranian-backed Kurdish insurrection and gassed the
village of Halubjah, killing about five thousand civil-
ians. In 1990, Hussein ordered the invasion of Ku-
wait, giving him control over a fifth of the world’s
oil supplies. In 1991, a large international coalition,
led by the United States, ousted Iraqi troops from Ku-
wait, but left Hussein in power.

Between 1991 and 2003, the United Nations
passed several resolutions that prohibited Iraq from
acquiring weapons of mass destruction (WMD).
Hussein never fully complied with United Nations
demands for inspection, although the evidence sug-
gests that he probably stopped development of the
WMDs. In 2003, the United States, in coalition with
Great Britain and a few other countries, used his
noncooperation as a basis for invading Iraq and over-
throwing his regime. Scholars and philosophers dis-
agreed about whether this preemptive action could
be justified by just-war theory. In December, 2003,
Hussein was finally captured, and plans were made to
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put him on trial for crimes against human rights. In
April, 2004, it was announced that he would be tried
by an Iraqi court.

Thomas Tandy Lewis
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Hypnosis
Definition: State of consciousness, achieved through

techniques of induction, in which a person is un-
usually open to suggestion

Type of ethics: Psychological ethics
Significance: Because hypnosis gives the appear-

ance of yielding control of one’s behavior and
mind and conforming to the wishes of the hypno-
tist, a potential for abuse is perceived.

Although the eighteenth century Viennese physician
Franz Anton Mesmer no doubt hypnotized some of
his patients (“mesmerism”), the concept of hypnosis
was unknown before the work of the English physi-
cian James Braid. Braid invented the term “hyp-
nosis” and conducted the first scientific studies of
hypnotism. Braid devised numerous techniques for
inducing the hypnotic state and extensively studied
the psychological factors involved. Braid and the
British physicians John Elliotson and James Esdaile
made extensive use of hypnosis in their medical prac-
tices as an adjunct to surgery. Esdaile, for example,
reported more than three hundred cases in which he
performed major operations on unanesthetized but
hypnotized patients who apparently experienced no
pain.

The psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud found that
hypnosis could be used to relieve symptoms of neu-
rotic and abnormal behavior. Freud repudiated hyp-
nosis as a therapeutic tool, however, because it could
only relieve symptoms; it revealed nothing about the
causes of the behavior.

Modern interest in hypnosis has passed from the
physician and psychoanalyst to the experimental
psychologist. Psychology’s concern with hypnotism
involves understanding its nature and mechanisms.
Clark L. Hull’s 1933 book Hypnosis and Suggestibil-
ity was the first systematic attempt to apply modern
psychological methods to hypnosis, and Ernest R.
Hilgard (b. 1904) and others added significantly to
the understanding of this phenomenon.

Ethical Issues of Hypnosis
The aforementioned characteristics of the hyp-

notic state raise the question of whether the hypno-
tized person becomes unduly dependent upon, con-
trolled by, or influenced by the hypnotist. While in the
hypnotic state, could the person be persuaded by an
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Saddam Hussein shortly after his capture by U.S.
troops in December, 2003. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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unethical hypnotist to engage in behaviors that he or
she otherwise would not perform? Is it possible to in-
duce, for example, irrational, antisocial, criminal, un-
ethical, immoral, or self-destructive behaviors such as
impulsively buying a new car, robbing a bank, com-
mitting murder, injuring oneself, committing suicide,
or having sex with one’s hypnotherapist?

The consensus firmly states that hypnosis cannot

induce or persuade a person to do anything
that he or she would not otherwise do. The
belief otherwise undoubtedly arises from
the misconception that hypnosis is a condi-
tion induced in the person by the hypnotist.

In fact, the hypnotist acts simply as a fa-
cilitator, guiding and teaching the person
how to think and what to do to produce a
particular behavior within the person’s ca-
pabilities. The person is responsible for and
decides whether to perform that behavior.
Before a behavior can occur, the person
must be willing and able to produce it.

Therefore, the question of ethics is re-
ally a pseudoethical issue. The hypnotist is
not doing anything to which the person
does not consent and cannot compel a per-
son to commit an act that is repugnant to
that person or beyond his or her capabili-
ties. As Roy Udolf cogently observed, anti-
social and self-destructive behavior can and
has been obtained in hypnotized persons,
but the hypnotist cannot induce the hypno-
tized person to commit those acts. The per-
son had decided to do so already. An uneth-
ical hypnotist could, however, facilitate the
performance of that act. For example, a
hypnotist could make a criminal less ner-
vous and more self-assured during the com-
mission of a crime.

Laurence Miller
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Characteristics of the Hypnotized State

1. Planfulness ceases. Hypnotized subjects do not wish to
initiate activities; instead, they prefer to be given
suggestions by the hypnotist.

2. Attention becomes more than usually selective. Subjects
attend to what the hypnotists command and ignore other
events.

3. Enriched fantasy is readily produced. Unreal events, not
unlike dreams, can be experienced easily.

4. Reality testing is reduced and reality distortion is
accepted. Altered perceptions of the real world can be
produced and believed; for example, talking with an
imagined person believed to be sitting in a chair.

5. Suggestibility is increased. Subjects willingly agree to
cooperate with the induction technique in order to be
hypnotized. Some increase in suggestibility—but less
than is commonly assumed—also appears to follow.

6. Posthypnotic amnesia is often present. Some subjects, if
instructed to do so, will forget most of what occurs during
the hypnotic suggestion. When prearranged signals are
given, memories are restored. Also, a signal introduced
during hypnotic suggestion, when given posthypnotically,
may cause the previously hypnotized person to carry out
a prearranged action even though the person has no
memory of having been given the instruction.

7. Responsiveness to hypnotic induction varies. About 5 to
10 percent of people cannot be hypnotized at all, a similar
percentage are easily hypnotized, but most people fall in
between the two extremes. What appears to be the best
predictor of susceptibility to being hypnotized is the
degree to which a person enjoys daydreaming, can
produce vivid mental images, and has a rich imagination.

Source: Rita L. Atkinson et al. Introduction to Psychology (1993).
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See also: Behavior therapy; Biofeedback; Epistemo-
logical ethics; Freud, Sigmund; Pain; Psychology.

Hypocrisy
Definition: Feigning to be what one is not, assum-

ing a false appearance of virtue or religion, “pos-
turing”

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Acts of hypocrisy are generally thought

of as immoral in themselves, but they are also
taken to impugn the character of the hypocrite,
such that all of his or her other actions are ren-
dered suspect as well.

Hypocrisy—pretending to have more virtue than one
actually possesses—is, in one manner of speaking,
the exact opposite of a moral and ethical philosophy,
for its practitioners are liars, deceivers, and manipu-
lators. People living according to a just ethical stan-
dard must exercise care, for hypocrites can copy the
attitudes and behaviors of “good” people and will try
to control the good for their own self-centered gain.

Hypocritical behavior
The words “hypocrite” and “hypocrisy” connote

the very dispositions and characters of people who
are immoral or amoral but who hide their relative im-
morality with the appearance of morality. The hypo-
crite “undervalues” noble ideals and is ruled by infe-
rior passions; he or she is inclined to do “bad” things
rather than “good” things. He or she is totally corrupt
and is a willful liar yet always presents the image of a
virtuous person.

In their worship, religious people worldwide
pray, lament, and make promises to their gods. Too
often, they promptly forget those promises as they
scurry to make money, showing little love, little
mercy, little trust, little kindness, no brotherhood,
and no forgiveness. Many people who call them-
selves Christians, Muslims, Jews, and so forth are cu-
riously unmoved by the suffering of others.

To find religious hypocrites, one need not look be-

yond religious leaders. In the United States alone, the
1980’s and 1990’s witnessed many religious scan-
dals. The Christian televangelist Jimmy Swaggert, a
married parent, in preaching to his flock, often con-
demned sinners and showed much glee as he sadisti-
cally described their suffering in the “pits” of Hell for
all eternity. Later, he was photographed patronizing a
prostitute who later claimed that he was a “pervert.”
The televangelist then tearfully repented on his tele-
vision show. Later, Swaggert was again caught pa-
tronizing a prostitute, but he continued his television
show, the main purpose of which seemed to be to beg
for money; the same man had earlier ruined another
preacher by making references to the other’s bad
character.

Jimmy Bakker, another televangelist, famed for
the development of a religious theme park, was even-
tually imprisoned because he misappropriated con-
tributions from the faithful. Although several pente-
costal leaders appeared to have attracted the largest
news headlines, Roman Catholic priests have not
been immune to criticism. In recent years, many
priests have helped women commit adultery and
have engaged in various sex crimes, including the
molestation of children.

The world’s hypocrites come not only from the
realm of religion but from all “walks” of life. During
the 1970’s, as the United States faced the Watergate
scandal, President Richard Nixon, in a nationwide
television broadcast, righteously proclaimed that he
was not a “crook”; this event occurred shortly before
he resigned rather than face impeachment proceed-
ings. Later, during the 1980’s and l990’s, bankers all
across the land lied to cover up their part in the sav-
ings and loan scandals, with many still lying just be-
fore authorities indicted, convicted, and sentenced
them to very light terms in white collar prisons. Ad-
ditionally, during the 1990’s, many members of
Congress showed “self-righteous indignation” upon
learning that their “bank” was under investigation;
shortly thereafter, it was proved that many of them
were overdrawn and in arrears (check “kiting” is a
crime, and common folk most likely would have
been prosecuted).

Even the world of sports has its own kind of hy-
pocrisy. A former football star of the University of
Oklahoma’s Sooners made television appearances
on behalf of the “Just Say No” campaign against
drugs. Additionally, he spoke on many occasions to

702

Hypocrisy Ethics



youth groups—all this shortly before he was found
guilty and sent to prison for the illegal use of drugs.

Conclusion
The dangers that the hypocrite poses are largely

self-evident. The hypocritical politician “looks out
for number one.” While bespeaking the public inter-
est, he or she may “sell out” to special interest
groups and, if found out, will likely scream about
assaults on his or her good character. The hypocriti-
cal religious leader will use—for selfish purposes—
the very foundations of religious faith. Even the ac-
tion of the aforementioned hypocritical football star
had the negative effect of affecting young people’s
views of the adult world, in which leaders and
“stars” too often are consummate liars—to the det-
riment of society.

James Smallwood
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I
I and Thou

Identification: Book by Martin Buber (1878-
1965)

Date: Ich und Du, 1923 (English translation,
1937)

Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Buber’s work views reality as fun-

damentally social, consisting of interpersonal re-
lationships. These relationships are defined in
moral action and are expressed in the symbiotic
kinship of humankind and nature.

Buber’s central question of the meaning of human-
ness is expressed in his recurring word Wesen (es-

sence, being, nature), as understood in terms of two
primary word pairs: “I-You” and “I-It.” The I-You
relationship is total involvement of self and other in
intimacy, sharing, empathy, caring, openness, and
trust. The I-It relationship consists of self viewing
other in abstract terms, resulting in possession, ex-
ploitation, and distrust. The I-It pair permits the self
to objectify the other, creating a state of manipulative
dependency, and the I-You pair encourages an atmo-
sphere of interdependence, permitting growth and re-
spect. Only through genuine I-You encounters do
people discover their humanity and, by mutually af-
firming and confirming one another, come face to
face with the Eternal Thou.

Realistically, Buber recognized that every I-You
can become an encounter, and in his poetic Sprach-
denken (“thinking in terms of language”), he coun-
seled that one’s essential humanity is lost if one treats
every You (animate and inanimate) as an It (acts of
hate, killing, vandalism). “Without It man cannot
live; but he who lives with It alone, is not a man.” In
the area of religion, Buber insisted that any religious
form that is not in the category of I-You is illicit or at
least nonreligious. Thus, he was critical of Jewish
Halachah (religious orthopraxy) and Christian sacra-
ments; he believed that the nature and essence of God
are not restricted to doctrines and dogmas. Buber’s
classic statement on essentials is essentially existen-
tial.

Zev Garber

See also: Buber, Martin; Friendship; Hasidism; Per-
sonal relationships.

Ibn al-4Arabt
Identification: Arab philosopher
Born: July 28, 1165, Murcia, Valencia (now in

Spain)
Died: November 16, 1240, Damascus, Ayynbid

Empire (now in Syria)
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Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: In such works as Meccan Revelations

(thirteenth century) and Gems of Wisdom (1229),
Ibn al-4Arabt put forward a systematic philosoph-
ical account of Sufism. Still widely influential in
modern practice, his work is often seen as the cre-
ative zenith of Sufism.

Ibn al-4Arabt’s work captured the devotional spirit of
earlier Sufism, gave it sophisticated and original
philosophical expression, and, in so doing, both gave
it new force and made it more acceptable to more
conservative Muslims. His singular obsession was
with wawdat al-wujnd (perhaps, “the unity of Be-
ing”). He argued that God is the only true reality (al-
waqq) and the inner nature of all things; the phenome-
nal world is a manifestation or mirror of that reality.
God, considered as manifestation, is creation (al-
khalq)—a claim that has led to controversies about
whether Ibn al-4Arabt was a pantheist. Annihilation
or immersion of the soul (fan3$) in the real unity of
Being is, he argued, the ultimate human good.
Humans occupy a special position in the cosmos
because they are able to know God both in his phe-
nomenal nature through sense perception and in
his inner nature by achieving fan3$. One who has per-
fected all the potentials of the soul is the Perfect Man,
who, in Ibn al-4Arabt’s thought, is exemplified by
Muwammad.

Thomas Gaskill

See also: Maimonides, Moses; Muwammad; Sufism.

Ibn Gabirol
Identification: Arab philosopher and poet
Born: c. 1020, probably Málaga, Caliphate of

Córdoba (now in Spain)
Died: c. 1057, probably Valencia, Kingdom of

Valencia (now in Spain)
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Considered one of the greatest po-

ets of the “Golden Age” of Spanish Jewry (ninth
century through twelfth century), Ibn Gabirol
was also an important philosopher: He introduced

Neoplatonism into Europe and strongly influ-
enced the Christian Scholasticism of the Middle
Ages. He is author of The Source of Life (eleventh
century).

Orphaned early in life and raised in Saragossa, Ibn
Gabirol devoted much of his life to the pursuit of wis-
dom (philosophy), in which he found solace from his
serious physical ailments and his squabbles with
wealthy patrons and town elders, which caused him
great mental anguish. His The Source of Life (Fons vi-
tae) is more Neoplatonic than Aristotelian, more reli-
gious than theological. It holds that the purpose of
human life is for the soul to commune with the upper
world, and it emphasizes knowledge and contem-
plation rather than action. The subjects of The Source
of Life are three: God, or pure spiritual substance; di-
vine will, which is separate from the essence of God;
and universal matter and universal form, which, in
combination, produce universal reason. The universe
is a gradual series of emanations of substances, and
the farther a substance is from the source of all, the
more material and corporeal it becomes.

The gradation of substances is unified by the di-
vine will, which permeates the whole series of grada-
tions. In this point, Ibn Gabirol departs from classical
Neoplatonism, which teaches the system of emana-
tions in a mechanical way that is totally alien to the
Jewish idea of creation. The human soul, an emana-
tion of the world-soul, is eternal, but, in uniting with
the body in the corporeal world, it is lowered from its
pristine purity. The soul retains its desire to return to
its source, however, and this is accomplished in two
ways: through knowledge of the divine will as it ex-
tends into matter and form, and apart from matter and
form; and by reason, by means of which the soul
unites with world reason and ultimately attaches to
the “source of life.” Ibn Gabirol’s long philosophical
poem Keter Malkhut (The Kingly Crown, 1911) is ad-
dressed to the human intellectual aspiration to dis-
cover God (“I flee from You, to You”) and praises fig-
uratively the attributes of God. This classic poem is
included in the High Holiday services of Ashkenazic
and Sephardic Jews.

Zev Garber

See also: Jewish ethics; Kabbala.
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Ibn Khaldnn
Identification: Arab philosopher
Born: May 27, 1332, Tunis, Tunisia
Died: March 17, 1406, Cairo, Egypt
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Ibn Khaldnn was the first and one

of the greatest practitioners of the philosophy of
history. His mammoth work The Muqaddimah
(1375-1379) lays out a philosophical analysis
of, and foundation for, the methodology of histor-
ical research and writing, and it constitutes the
earliest known work in the theory of social and
cultural history. Ibn Khaldnn also developed a
system of political ethics that he hoped would
benefit society and aid in the development of civi-
lizations.

Born into a family of scholars and government offi-
cials, Ibn Khaldnn lost his family in 1349 to the bu-
bonic plague. After the completion of his formal
studies, he became a roving ambassador, serving a
series of rulers in North Africa and Moorish Spain.
At the same time, he began collecting material for his
Kit3b al-4ibar, or universal history, which he com-
pleted in 1382. The most important part of this work
was its “Prolegomena,” or introduction, which made
an attempt to establish a purpose for history.

Disturbed by the decline of the Muslim states and
Muslim civilization, Ibn Khaldnn sought to find rea-
sons for it, after which he set forth a series of ethical
principles that he believed must be followed to re-
verse the decline. Although he was a good Muslim,
Ibn Khaldnn introduced the concept of natural cau-
sality. He believed that society was the creation and
the responsibility of human beings. Ibn Khaldnn be-
lieved that social organization, and especially the
state, was the key to improved individual welfare and
the refinement of civilization. He held that rulers
should develop ethical political principles such as
placing the welfare of society before individual ag-
grandizement, ameliorating taxes, infusing the state
with a sense of purpose, and avoiding unnecessary
wars. Ibn Khaldnn spent the final years of his life
in Cairo, where he was a Muslim judge and a pro-
fessor.

Nis Petersen

Further Reading
Enan, Mohammad Abdullah. Ibn Khaldun: His Life

and Work. Lahore, India: Muhammad Ashraf,
1969.

Lacoste, Yves. Ibn Khaldun. London, England: Verso,
1984.

See also: Islamic ethics; Politics.

Ideal observer
Definition: Person or being who has an ideal degree

of nonmoral knowledge and the ability rationally
to comprehend and analyze that knowledge

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: The model of the ideal observer is

used by some rationalist ethical systems to think
about or define the nature of the good. It is anath-
ema to systems based on emotion or moral sen-
timent rather than reason, as well as to those epis-
temological models that hold prejudice or
perspective to be constitutive of knowledge.

The idea of an ideal observer emerged in the eigh-
teenth century in the work of British moralists such
as Francis Hutcheson, David Hume, and Adam
Smith. These writers emphasized the importance of
full information and impartiality in moral judgment,
and they considered the approval of an observer with
such characteristics to define moral truth. For the
British moralists, such approval depended on the ex-
istence of certain moral sentiments, such as benevo-
lence and sympathy.

By the twentieth century, the ideal observer, which
had come to be thought of as mainly self-interested,
was used to provide naturalistic theories of moral
judgment and moral truth. For example, Richard
Brandt has defined a person’s own good as what that
person would want if he or she had full information
and had reflected on it in the appropriate way. Some
philosophers, such as John Rawls, have also defined
moral rightness in terms of the idea of self-interested,
impartial observers.

Eric H. Gampel

See also: Good, the; Hume, David; Nussbaum, Mar-
tha; Smith, Adam.
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Idealist ethics
Definition: Ethical system, such as Plato’s, based

on the proposition that perfect forms and values
actually exist in the world, or an ethical system,
such as those of the German Romantics, based on
the proposition that the nature and structure of the
self’s experience constitutes the necessary begin-
ning and central object of all philosophical in-
quiry

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Platonic idealism counts moral con-

cepts among the universal, unchanging Forms
studied by philosophers: Under this type of ideal-
ism, one is ethically obligated to determine the
nature of those absolute and eternal values and
then to act in conformity with them. Kantian and
post-Kantian idealism are characterized by the
so-called “Copernican turn” inward, in which the
self is placed at the center of the philosophical
system: Under this type of idealism, moral princi-
ples are deduced transcendentally by examining
the properties of human subjectivity and draw-
ing conclusions based upon the nature of reason
and the structure of phenomenological experi-
ence.

Most proponents of idealist ethics view values as un-
changing, timeless realities. Values are real existents.
The efficacy of values is situated in an ongoing, vital
interrelationship between the uniqueness of a person’s
value experiences, on the one hand, and the harmoni-
ous totality of life, often termed the “Universal Self”
or “Absolute,” on the other hand. The ethics of human
behavior are governed by immutable universal moral
laws that are binding on all persons. These laws are
known through the exercise of human reason.

History
The early Greek originator of idealist ethics, Plato

posited a world of absolutes consisting of eternal
Ideas or Forms, on the basis of which to formulate
ethical concepts. These Forms include “goodness,”
“justice,” and “virtue,” which Plato discussed respec-
tively in Protagoras, Republic, and Meno. Plato’s as-
sumption that the ethical quality of human life is gov-
erned by the person’s obligation to form a rational
moral personality, succinctly stated in the maxim
“All virtue is knowledge,” is present in the views of

his disciples regarding ethical behavior. The Chris-
tian Platonist Saint Augustine viewed human behav-
ior as governed by a priori absolutes (that is, abso-
lutes that exist prior to experience and can therefore
be discovered by reason alone): the right direction of
love, for example.

During the Enlightenment, a new kind of idealism
was developed by Immanuel Kant. Kant’s German
Idealism influenced other German Romantic think-
ers, notably Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, as
well as American Transcendentalists such as Ralph
Waldo Emerson. Like Plato, Kant believed in an ob-
jective reality, which he referred to as the noumenal
realm, and he differentiated it from the reality experi-
enced by human beings, the phenomenal realm. Kant
argued, however, that the only way to know anything
about noumena was to examine the structure of one’s
experience of phenomena and to make rational de-
ductions based upon that structure. He referred to this
strategy as “transcendental deduction.”

Kantian ethics, as with all of Kant’s philosophical
system, was ultimately concerned with determining
the nature of human freedom, and Kant argued force-
fully that acting in accordance with a universal moral
law, a law that has noumenal and not mere phenome-
nal existence, is the only way to achieve freedom,
because it is the only way to act neither randomly,
based upon capricious internal desires, nor according
to purely external impositions. Hegel also employed
a strategy of transcendental philosophy, but instead
of examining the structure of experience from the
outside, he attempted to engage in a transcendental
philosophy from a first-person point of view. Hegel’s
species of idealism embraced absolute ideals, but not
immutable ideals, because he believed that philoso-
phy, society, and all of reality, exist fundamentally as
a process of historical evolution. So for Hegel values
do change over time, and their universality is as much
an aspect of those changes as it is contained within
their final form.

More modern idealists, such as Josiah Royce and
Alfred North Whitehead, continued the Platonic tra-
dition of founding ethical considerations on abso-
lute, presumed permanent ideals. Royce’s student
Herman Harrell Horne applied idealist ethics to edu-
cation in his This New Education (1931), which was
reminiscent of an earlier American idealist’s work:
that of William T. Harris, editor of The Journal of
Speculative Philosophy and post-Civil War spokes-
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person for the neo-Hegelians of the St. Louis, Mis-
souri, Philosophical Society. Of Plato’s impact on
the subsequent development of Western philosophy,
Whitehead wrote: “The safest general characteriza-
tion of the European philosophical tradition is that it
consists of a series of footnotes to Plato.”

Principles of Idealist Ethics
Platonic idealist ethics originates in human com-

prehension of and adherence to the Platonic ide-
ational forms of the “good”: justice, knowledge, and
virtue. Enunciated in the Republic by Plato’s allegory
of the metals, the just society is an idealized one in
which rulers, guardians (those who enforce rulers’
decisions), farmers, and crafts-people harmoniously
coexist by internalizing the four cardinal virtues of
wisdom, courage, temperance, and justice, the latter
defined as a state of human affairs in which each con-
tributes to society according to the predetermined
limits of his function.

Kantian idealist ethics originates in a dedication
to obeying a universal and universalizable law that
has the form of law as such, regardless of its content.
This is necessary both because only considerations
of formal structure can yield a truly objective law—
everyone will disagree about moral laws based on
their content—and because only universal laws dis-
covered and willed through pure practical reason are
constitutive of human freedom rather than constitut-
ing a form of constraint. The universal law exists as
much within the reasoned reflection of the self as it
does in the external noumenal world. Therefore, for
Kant, to act morally is to be free, and to be free is to
act morally. Any other course of action makes one ei-
ther a slave to one’s desires or a slave to external im-
positions.

Nineteenth century philosophy was largely post-
Kantian philosophy, in the sense that almost all ma-
jor philosophers saw themselves as either refuting
or completing Kant’s system, and sometimes doing
both at once. Hegel, in particular, took Kantian ideal-
ism and rendered it historical, teleological, and
collective. In his Phenomenology of Spirit (Die
Phänomenologie des Geistes, 1807), Hegel used dia-
lectical logic to perform a transcendental deduction,
much as Kant did. Hegel’s deduction, however, very
quickly broke with Kant, when it was discovered that
remaining focused on the level of the single individ-
ual would make it impossible to achieve objective

knowledge. Only when a self-conscious mind inter-
acts with another self-conscious mind, discovers and
confronts desire in itself and its counterpart, and goes
on to create social structures based on what it has
learned through its confrontations, Hegel argued, can
it discover an absolute moral law. If for Kant such a
law was a pure formal construct deduced through in-
dividual detached reason, for Hegel absolute moral-
ity existed only through collective, intersubjective,
historical practice in the world.

Idealist ethics accents the principle that human
self-realization occurs within a societal context pro-
viding development and nurture; morality or ethical
behavior is, however, often essentially ideational in
nature. Hence, for many idealists the ethics through
which human lives are lived results not from sensory
experience but from cognitive deliberation. For oth-
ers, though, the distinction between perception and
cognition is at best a problem and at worst a misun-
derstanding of the nature of the mind.

Idealist Ethics: An Appraisal
During the late nineteenth century and throughout

the twentieth century, principles of idealist ethics
were on the defensive. Realist Bertrand Russell saw
in idealist ethics a failure to distinguish between a
person’s perceptual act and the separately existing
content, or “sense datum,” of that act, a weakness at-
tributed to the British empiricist George Berkeley’s
statement esse est percipi (“to be is to be perceived”).
In Religion and Science (1936), Russell viewed ethi-
cal values as totally subjective and hence unknow-
able: “What science cannot discover, mankind cannot
know.” Positivists and pragmatists have disagreed
with the idealist accent on the pivotal place of the
ideal or the spiritual in determining the criteria for
ethical behavior. Linguistic philosophy finds ambi-
guities in the technical terms of idealist ethics; exis-
tentialists and phenomenologists take exception to
the Platonist assumption that there exists in the uni-
verse a normative, prescriptive, intelligible or spiri-
tual reality, independent of the sensory world, as the
source of ethics.

While idealist ethics are on the wane in Western
culture, support for the principles of idealist ethics—
indeed, advocacy of those principles—has not di-
minished. Claiming Plato’s Republic as “the book on
education,” Allan Bloom argues for a return to the
“essential being” of idealist ethics through a “com-
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mon concern for the good” in The Closing of the
American Mind (1987). Moreover, Kantian philoso-
phy still sets the agenda for much of the Western
canon. Philosophers must either agree or disagree
with elements of Kant’s system; ignoring it is all but
impossible. It is difficult, then, to view idealist ethi-
cal concerns and their underlying rich tradition as ab-
sent in the modern world.

Malcolm B. Campbell
Updated by the editors
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Identity theft
Definition: Appropriation of another person’s con-

fidential information for the purpose of commit-
ting theft or fraud

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Identity theft is a crime that not only

may rob victims of their possessions and access to
their own private accounts but also may damage
their reputations, credit ratings, and freedom by
causing them to be accused of unethical or crimi-
nal behavior.

Identity theft is a major violation of ethical norms. It
confronts its victims with the unenviable task of
proving negative truths: that they themselves are not
criminals and did not behave in an unethical manner.
Passage of the Identity Theft Deterrence Act in 1998
made it a federal crime to use another person’s means
of identification either to commit or to aid unlawful
activity.

Impersonation for profit is an age-old crime. The
book of Genesis in the Bible records how Jacob pre-
tended to be his brother Esau and tricked their father
into giving him his brother’s birthright. In sixteenth
century France, an imposter claiming to be Martin
Guerre persuaded Guerre’s wife to accept him. He
was exposed only after the true Martin Guerre re-
turned home after a long absence.The prizewinning
1990 play and 1993 film Six Degrees of Separation
fictionalized the adventures of a young man who de-
ceived wealthy New Yorkers into believing he was
the son of a famous actor.

Sources of Personal Data
With the advent of credit cards, computers, and

the Internet in the late twentieth century, theft of per-
sonal information became easier to perpetrate than it
had ever been in the past, and its consequences be-
came more serious. Thieves seeking identification
documents steal other people’s wallets and purses or
intercept mail containing financial data. By search-
ing through trash, a practice known as “dumpster div-
ing,” criminals may even find discarded preapproved
credit card applications. Some careless people throw
away documents containing such information as
their Social Security, bank account, and credit card
numbers.

Another technique that identity thieves use for ob-
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taining confidential information is pretext calls, a
technique colloquially termed “phishing.” They call
victims claiming that banks or credit card companies
need to confirm personal information, such as criti-
cal account numbers. An ingenious variation on
“phishing” uses e-mail, headed with the logo of an
established company, to request that updated identi-
fication data be sent to the thieves’ Internet ad-
dresses.

By posing as prospective employers or landlords,
thieves can acquire credit reports displaying vital
identification numbers. Corrupt employees with ac-
cess to credit records have been known to sell clients’
names and Social Security numbers for sums as low
as twenty dollars. A surprising amount of personal
material is available on the Internet, sometimes

placed there by the unsuspecting victims themselves.
Information brokers advertise their willingness to
provide confidential records for a fee; the service is
legal and valuable for creditors seeking absconding
debtors or wives tracking husbands who have aban-
doned them, but when identification data are sold to a
criminal, the result may be disastrous for the target.

Uses of Identifying Data
The impersonal nature of the Internet makes it

particularly attractive to identity thieves. Only a card
number and its expiration date are needed to order
easily resalable merchandise. Armed with another
person’s name and valid Social Security number, an
impersonator can change addresses on existing ac-
counts and ask credit companies to send new cards.

When addresses are thus changed, the vic-
tims may not discover the unauthorized
charges being made on their accounts for
months or years. If thieves alter the means
of verifying account holders’ identities—
such as by changing the maiden names of
the account holders’mothers—the victims
will not even be able to access their own
accounts to find out if fraud is occurring.

By using victims’ Social Security
numbers, identity thieves can open new
credit card accounts; take out loans; open
new bank accounts to issue bad checks;
and purchase automobiles, furniture, and
jewelry, without ever paying for anything
with their own money. People who al-
ways pay their bills on time, and thus
have clear credit reports, are particularly
desirable targets for identity theft. Older
persons with mortgage-free homes are
equally attractive to thieves, who may use
personal data to obtain mortgages on the
true owners’ homes and then abscond
with the money advanced on the loans.

Reactions to Identity Theft
Some identity theft victims first learn

of their problems when their checks
bounce, they are denied loans, or collec-
tion agencies call, demanding immediate
repayment of debts they never incurred.
First awareness of trouble for some may
even occur with police officers arriving to
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serve arrest warrants for crimes committed through
the false use of their names.

The discovery that a thief has misused one’s iden-
tity is always a major shock. Victims’ reactions may
include anger, rage, disbelief, denial, and feelings of
shame and embarrassment. Nearly 80 percent of peo-
ple who report identity theft to the Federal Trade
Commission (FTC) have no idea how the thieves ac-
quired their personal information. Many such per-
sons blame themselves for their misfortune.

Protestations of innocence are greeted with skep-
ticism by banks and merchants, who may suspect that
their customers are simply trying to evade paying
their legitimate debts. As one sufferer complained,

victims of identity theft are assumed guilty un-
til proven innocent, but criminals, when appre-
hended, are assumed innocent until proven
guilty. Criminals are entitled to a public de-
fender, while victims have to hire lawyers at
their own expense. Proving one’s innocence to
every creditor is an arduous and expensive pro-
cess that can take years to accomplish.

Despite passage of the Identity Theft Deter-
rence Act in 1998, the problem continued to in-
crease throughout in the United States. In 2002,
the Federal Trade Commission’s hot line for
fraud recorded 162,000 complaints of identity
theft in 2002—an 88 percent increase over the
previous year’s total of 86,000 complaints. In
September, 2003, the FTC reported that more
than 27 million people had suffered misuse of
personal information over the previous five
years. More than one-third of the victims, nearly
ten million people, had experienced such mis-
use in the preceding year alone. The cost to
banks and other businesses in that year ex-
ceeded $47 billion. Individual victims reported
spending thousands of dollars of their own
money to clear their names. Despite the magni-
tude of financial losses caused by identity theft,
victims have insisted that the worst aspects of
the crime are the shock, emotional stress, time
lost, damaged credit reputation, and feelings of
having been personally violated.

Milton Berman
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eBay and E-mail “Phishes”

By the year 2004, the online auction site eBay had ex-
panded to become one of the most popular and prosperous
e-businesses on the World Wide Web. With literally mil-
lions of dollars changing hands through auction sales every
day, the online site’s huge membership list presented a
tempting target to identity theft specialists. A popular scam
among such criminals was to send eBay members official-
looking e-mail containing messages similar to this one:

During our regular update and verification of the ac-

counts, we couldn’t verify your current information. Ei-

ther your information has changed or it is incomplete.

As a result, your access to bid or buy on eBay has been

restricted. To start using your eBay account fully, please

update and verify your information by clicking below.

Containing the familiar four-color eBay logo and com-
ing from what appeared to be authentic eBay e-mail ad-
dresses, such messages could be very persuasive, making
recipients who feared losing their eBay privileges very ner-
vous. Recipients who followed instructions by clicking on
the links provided were then taken to equally authentic-
looking Web pages. Most recipients would not know how
to tell that the ostensibly authentic eBay URL addresses to
which they were directed actually hid the identity thieves’
real URL addresses. However, savvy eBay members—
who knew that eBay itself pledged never to ask for confi-
dential information—knew something was wrong when
they were asked to reveal their user passwords, credit card
numbers, and sometimes even their ATM PIN numbers.



See also: Biometrics; Computer crime; Computer
databases; Computer misuse; Confidentiality; Fraud;
Information access; Resumés; Telemarketing; Vic-
tims’ rights.

Ideology
Definition: Any set of beliefs and values or a set of

false ideas used to conceal reality
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: If ideology is false consciousness, so-

cial critics believe there is an ethical imperative
on the part of those who see clearly to reveal the
truth to those caught within ideology. If all beliefs
are ideological, critics believe there is an ethical
imperative on the part of all people to understand
the way in which their particular beliefs relate to
current power structures and struggles. In either
case, the question of the extent to which ethics it-
self is ideological—the extent to which it is an in-
strument of political power and social control—is
a pressing one.

The French savant Antoine Destutt de Tracy can be
credited for coining the term “ideology” in 1795. For
Destutt de Tracy, ideology had a neutral value signi-
fying only ideas and ideals. In the history of its devel-
opment, ideology has acquired two distinct senses. In
a general sense, it applies to any set or system of
ideas, whether they are philosophical, political, theo-
logical, or ethical. In a more critical sense, ideology
refers to any false set of ideas used by the dominant
classes to control the subordinate classes.

Approaching ethics from an ideological point of
view means to inquire into the relationship between
ethics and social classes. Ideological critique presup-
poses a conflictual model of society in which domi-
nant social classes and subordinate or oppressed so-
cial classes struggle for power and autonomy.

The Marxist Tradition
The Marxist tradition has given more prominence

to ideology in its social and ethical analysis than to
any other theory. Karl Marx partly derived his con-
cept of ideology from his intellectual mentor, the
German philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich
Hegel, who, in his philosophy of history, set forth the

claim that human history moves forward by the
“Cunning of Reason,” independent of any individual
human awareness. From Ludwig Feuerbach, a critic
of Hegel, Marx appropriated the idea that theologi-
cal, moral, and metaphysical beliefs stem from the
wishful projections of human psychology. Marx,
however, deepened Feuerbach’s position and as-
serted the sociological roots of ideology.

In his 1859 preface to a Contribution to a Critique
of Political Economy, Marx summarized his histori-
cal method. He utilized a structural approach that di-
vided society into “structure” and “superstructure.”
By structure, he meant the economic and social rela-
tions generated by the productive sphere. By super-
structure, Marx referred to the state, its juridical-
legal system, and the cultural realm of morality,
religion, art, and philosophy—in short, ideology.

Marx believed that the form of the economic
foundation of the state determined the form and con-
tent of the state’s ideological superstructure. For ex-
ample, in a capitalist society, the laws protect private
property and moral norms justify the disparity be-
tween the rich and poor. In an earlier work called the
German Ideology, Marx criticized the ideological na-
ture of German philosophy for its justification of the
Prussian state. There also appears the metaphysical
claim that the material conditions of life determine
forms of social consciousness.

In Das Kapital, Marx claims that capitalism gen-
erates a form of illusory consciousness that Marx
names “commodity-fetishism.” By commodity-
fetishism, Marx means the false belief that commodi-
ties exchange on the basis of intrinsic value. In real-
ity, values are extrinsic to the commodities and are
based on ratios of social labor. In the Critique of the
Gotha Programme, Marx refers to morality as ideo-
logical nonsense and calls the modern liberal ideas
of equality and justice “bourgeois” and “ideologi-
cal.” Nevertheless, Marx was not beyond inveighing
moral dictums against the exploitative and alienating
features of capitalism like a Hebrew prophet.

Later Marxists followed the lines of thought
opened up by Marx. Antonio Gramsci, founder of the
Italian Communist Party, formulated the concept
of hegemony to express the ideological forces of
the modern bourgeois state. Hegemony refers to the
power and authority attained and maintained by the
ruling classes through the coercive apparatus of the
state and through the consent gained by the cultural
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institutions of civil society. Louis Althusser, a French
communist philosopher, developed the idea of ideo-
logical state apparatus. Briefly put, in order for soci-
ety to maintain the status quo, it must also reproduce
the fundamental economic social relations, that is,
reproduce workers who submit to the bourgeois so-
cial control. This submission is made possible by
ideological state apparatuses such as schools and
churches, which express the ideas of the ruling
classes. Jürgen Habermas stressed the notion of legit-
imation as the acceptance of a social system by the
members of that society.

Max Weber and Karl Mannheim
In the sociology of knowledge tradition, intellec-

tuals sensitive to the crisis of relativism and skeptical
of human rationality developed similar notions of
ideology critique parallel to those of the Marxists.
Max Weber linked certain religious tendencies to af-
finities with different social classes. He also set forth
the idea of a theodicy of legitimation for the privi-
leged and a theodicy of compensation for the op-
pressed. For Weber, ideology meant the conscious-
ness of an epoch. Thus, ideology entailed ethical
relativism.

Karl Mannheim showed how Christianity pro-
vided an ideology for the dominant classes and uto-
pias for the oppressed. He also believed that there
was a need for a class of individuals freed from
any social class loyalty. These he found among aca-
demic intellectuals, the so-called free-floating intel-
ligentsia. Sociology in general studies how social
structures coerce individual human behavior and mo-
rality.

Several questions are raised by an ideological ap-
proach. How do social classes develop forms of con-
sciousness containing particular ideologies? What
role do ideologies play in social change? Does not the
claim that ethics is ideological lead to ethical skepti-
cism and ethical relativism?

Michael R. Candelaria

Further Reading
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Illness
Definition: Lack of health; presence of disease
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: An accepted definition of illness de-

fines the parameters of the responsibilities of
medical professionals, patients, and society in the
treatment of both healthy and ill people.

During the twentieth century, particularly after
World War II, advances in medicine took place so
rapidly that the health care profession ballooned.
With this expansion has come consistently increas-
ing, often unattainable, expectations about what can
and should be treated by the medical profession.

It is impossible to focus on a particular definition
or viewpoint of illness without looking at its counter-
part, health. Some people hold that illness is simply
lack of health, but any definition of health is contro-
versial. The World Health Organization (WHO) in
1946 offered this definition: “Health is a state of
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complete physical, mental and social well-being.” It
is easy to see why this is controversial. This defini-
tion places in opposition to health such states as grief
as well as such social problems as racial oppression
and poverty. Simultaneously, by classifying these
things as health problems, it obligates the health care
profession to broaden its scope to include them.
Many people have taken issue with the WHO defini-
tion of health, but no one has yet been able to formu-
late one that is any more widely accepted.

Views of Health and Illness
There are three predominant views of the con-

cepts of health and illness. The first, the empirical
view, proposes that the health of any organism is de-
termined by whether that organism functions the way
it was designed by nature to function. Illness, then, is
any situation or entity that hinders the ability of the
organism to function in the way in which nature in-
tended. Proponents of this view point out that this
definition is equally applicable to plants, animals,
and humans. An organism is determined to be ill or
healthy without reference to symptoms subject to in-
terpretation by either the patient or the evaluator.

Another view of health and illness holds that
health is that which is statistically normal, and illness
is that which is statistically deviant. The problem
with this view is that it ends up classifying many
things society sees as positive traits, such as extreme
intelligence or strength, as illness. Proponents, how-
ever, point out that what nature intended for a spe-
cific organism is often determined by statistical evi-
dence.

The third view is that of normativism. Norma-
tivists believe that the concepts of health and illness
incorporate cultural and societal values, because
what is viewed as illness depends on what the partic-
ular culture considers desirable or undesirable. For
example, in seventeenth century America, there was
a “disease” called drapetomania, which caused oth-
erwise content slaves in the South to have the uncon-
trollable urge to escape. The designation of illness
also depends on the ability or willingness of a society
to recognize a situation as undesirable. A society
without writing would not be likely to consider dys-
lexia an impairment.

The normative view is especially prevalent (and
compelling) in the field of mental health. The desig-
nation of what is a disease is a product of the culture

of the time. For example, in the nineteenth century,
women who enjoyed sexual intercourse were consid-
ered mentally dysfunctional, while in the twentieth
century, the opposite is true. Certain factions, such as
advocates for alcoholics, have fought long and hard
to have their particular problems labeled as disease.
Others, such as homosexuals, have fought equally
hard to keep themselves from being so labeled.

Implications of Definitions
Why is the label of illness so desirable or undesir-

able? When a particular set of symptoms or problems
is labeled as an illness, its presence carries with it cer-
tain properties of the “sick role.” Behaviors that
would otherwise be seen as unacceptable or immoral
are excused. Responsibility is diminished, both for
actions and for inaction. The label of illness also car-
ries with it, however, a certain stigma, that of the ne-
cessity to strive for a cure. This is why groups such as
homosexuals have fought it so strenuously.

On a more general level, definitions of health and
illness define the boundaries and obligations of the
medical profession. It is reasonably clear that ideas
about health care needs follow the line of ideas about
health. The current conception of health care in West-
ern society, the medical model, tends to support the
paternalism of health care professionals as interven-
tionists who relieve patients of their responsibility
to care for themselves. A nonmedical model, how-
ever, tends to emphasize individual responsibility for
health.

Disease vs. Illness
Most people consider the terms “disease” and

“illness” to be synonymous. Some, however, sepa-
rate illness into a subcategory of disease. This sepa-
ration bridges the gap between the empirical and the
normative definitions of health. Disease is seen as
simply the impairment of natural function, as in the
empirical view. Illnesses are diseases that incorpo-
rate normative aspects in their evaluations. An illness
is a disease whose diagnosis confers upon its owner
the special treatment of the sick role. Not all diseases
are illnesses. Diseases such as sickle-cell anemia
may not impair the health of the individual, and thus
do not incur the sick role.

Generally accepted definitions of health, illness,
and disease are becoming more necessary as the
health care profession grows. Until society clarifies
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these concepts, health care will be called upon to mit-
igate every problem society has, not only the enor-
mous number it is traditionally expected to solve.

Margaret Hawthorne
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Immigration
Definition: Flow into countries of people seeking

to change their nationalities
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Governments regulate by force who

may leave their territories and especially who
may settle within their borders. Border controls
designed to exclude unwanted immigrants may
be viewed as legitimate forms of collective or

communal self-determination, but critics argue
that they often violate the individual right to free-
dom of movement and the ideal of equal eco-
nomic opportunity for all.

During the 1990’s, the U.S. government took unprec-
edented and costly measures to prevent migrants in
search of greater economic opportunities from ille-
gally crossing its long border with Mexico. The fed-
eral Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS)
almost tripled its budget, doubled the size of its Bor-
der Patrol, and created a border of fences, cameras,
and policing by helicopters. Concerns with security
eventually led to further steps to close the border. Na-
tions in the European Union have taken similar mea-
sures. However, it is unclear how effective various ef-
forts at border control have been.

Although millions of illegal migrants were ar-
rested throughout the world and returned to their
countries of origin, there were still at least six million
illegal immigrants in the United States and more than
three million in Western Europe at the beginning of
the twenty-first century. The cost in human suffering
is also high. Every year, hundreds of migrants die try-
ing to enter what critics of strict border controls call
“fortress Europe and America.” The moral question
raised is what justifies governments’effort to exclude
ordinary people who seek to improve their lives.

The Communal Right to Exclude
The communitarian philosopher Michael Walzer

argues that communities have a right to determine the
rules governing their cooperation and with whom to
exchange the goods of their cooperation, including
membership. He compares political communities to
clubs, noting that within clubs existing members
choose the new members and that no one has a right
to join a club. Another aspect of the analogy is that
people have the right to leave their clubs and so they
have a right to emigrate. Walzer adds that political
communities are also similar to families. The chil-
dren of citizens are automatically citizens, and states
typically give preference to would-be immigrants
who are genetically related to its existing citizens.
For Walzer, the right to exclude is not absolute: He ar-
gues that all states should take in some political refu-
gees since every person has the right to belong to
some political community.

There are many reasons that citizens may have for
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wishing to exclude other people from entering their
countries. Walzer stresses the danger of immigrants
undermining a national culture and a shared way
of life. Other grounds for exclusion are limiting pop-
ulation growth, protecting the environment and re-
sources, shielding native workers from wage depres-
sion and increased competition for scarce jobs, and
preventing an overburdening of welfare programs,
public education, and other social services.

Critics of restrictive border policies contest the
view that admitting many immigrants with different
cultural backgrounds threatens national unity. They
point out that cultural blending is common and that,
at any rate, a multicultural society enriches the lives
of its citizens. This latter view was challenged in the
United States after the terrorist attacks of September
11, 2001, heightened public fears of Muslims living
in the country.

On their account, national unity can be based on
respect for individual rights and need not include a

deep sharing of specific cultural values. They also ar-
gue that immigration contributes to economic growth
and that many immigrants take jobs that natives find
undesirable. A final perceived benefit of immigration
is that it counteracts the shrinking or graying of the
native populations of many Western nations.

Arguments for Open Borders
Proponents of open borders typically argue that

even if more immigration does not benefit the receiv-
ing country, this does not necessarily warrant exclu-
sion. Some utilitarian moral philosophers argue that
the state must impartially balance the interests of its
citizens against the interests of immigrants. Liberal
human rights theorists maintain that individuals have
a right to freedom of movement, arguing that just as
people should be able to move from one city in the
United States to another—whether or not their move-
ment benefits the communities—so they should be
able to move across borders. Egalitarian liberals hold
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that closing borders to immigrants from the develop-
ing world is unjust because mere location of birth
should not determine one’s chances for economic
success. As the liberal philosopher Joseph Carens
puts it, keeping economic immigrants out by force
makes citizenship in Western democracies a modern
variant of feudal privilege.

Immigration Policy Standards
During the late eighteenth and nineteenth centu-

ries, the United States placed few restrictions on im-
migration other than excluding the seriously ill, the
criminally convicted, and certain non-Western popu-
lations. National origin quotas were adopted in 1921
and the Border Patrol emerged in 1924. Congress
abolished this quota system in 1965 with the under-
standing that it was racist and replaced it by a system
of preferences for relatives of citizens and permanent
residents. Congress also reserved immigration slots

for professional workers, a preference that has
become more extensive in recent years.

The active recruitment of immigrants with
valuable professional skills has led to a “brain
drain” from some developing countries to West-
ern societies. Some countries of the developing
world have lost anywhere from 25 percent to
75 percent of their highly skilled workers, in-
cluding engineers, scientists, and physicians. It
is generally held that professionals from these
nations should not be denied the right to emi-
grate from their home countries; however, some
ethicists have also argued that it would be ap-
propriate to impose exit taxes to be paid by the
hiring agencies to compensate for the eco-
nomic loss to the sending countries and to re-
imburse them for their educational costs. In-
creasingly, professional immigrants view it as
their duty to establish networks with profes-
sionals in their countries of origin and to pro-
mote local businesses and educational devel-
opments.

Harry van der Linden
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Public Opinion on U.S. Immigration
Levels in 2004

In January, 2004, a CBS News/New York Times poll
asked a cross-section of Americans whether legal immi-
gration into the United States should be kept at its current
level, increased, or decreased.

Other
5%

Current level
34%

Increased
16%

Decreased
45%

Source: Roper Center for Public Opinion Research. Figures reflect re-
sponses of 1,022 adults surveyed in January, 2004.



Immigration Reform and
Control Act

Identification: Federal law designed to ease social
and economic problems caused by illegal immi-
gration

Date: Passed in 1986
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: With the Immigration Reform and

Control Act (IRCA), the U.S. government at-
tempted for the first time to punish the employers
of illegal immigrants, not only the illegals them-
selves, recognizing both as lawbreakers contrib-
uting to a national problem.

Authored by Senator Alan Simpson, the Immigration
Reform and Control Act was passed after emotional
debate in Congress. Nearly everyone recognized that
immigration policy needed to be overhauled, but
many opponents felt that the proposed law was de-
signed specifically to keep out Hispanics and other
people of color. The act had three main goals. Ille-
gal immigrants already in the United States lived in
fear of being found and deported; therefore, they
were easily exploited by unscrupulous employers
who paid unfair wages. Under the terms of the act,
illegal aliens who came forward to register were
granted amnesty and could eventually apply for citi-
zenship.

The act also further increased funding for Immi-
gration and Naturalization Service (INS) to turn back
illegals at the borders. Later years showed this at-
tempt to be very successful. Finally, the act made it
more difficult for illegals to be hired for work in the
United States; it was hoped that this would discour-
age them from attempting to come in the first place.
Employers were now required to document that new
employees were legally eligible for work in the
United States.

Cynthia A. Bily

See also: Citizenship; Immigration.

Immortality
Definition: Eternal life
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Many people believe that ethical

grounds such as the demand for moral perfection,
the justice of the universe, the value of the individ-
ual, and the goodness of God support or require
belief in the immortality of the human soul.

Immanuel Kant, in his Critique of Practical Reason
(1788), argued for the immortality of the soul along
the following lines.

We are morally obligated to achieve moral perfec-
tion, a complete correspondence between our inten-
tions and the moral law. Anything we are obligated
to do is something we can do. But we cannot
achieve moral perfection in this life. So given that
moral perfection is obligatory, an infinite life dur-
ing which moral perfection can be attained must be
postulated.

In effect, Kant claims that the moral law requires as a
corollary the immortality of the soul.

Kant’s argument has several questionable as-
pects. Some people, claiming that morality is solely a
matter of societal opinion or individual feeling, will
reject outright the idea of a moral law and therefore
will not be moved by Kant’s argument. Even objecti-
vists in ethics may claim that Kant’s argument does
not prove the existence of immortality, since it does
not prove an objective moral law. Optimists about hu-
man nature may say that if people can control them-
selves in any given case, they may also be able to con-
trol themselves in every case, and therefore moral
perfection in this life is possible even though it is dif-
ficult.

Others may question whether people are obli-
gated to be morally perfect. Does the moral law re-
quire people to be perfect as well as to do their duty?
If people are not obligated to achieve moral perfec-
tion but only to strive to achieve it, there is no need to
postulate immortality. Those who think that they
have independent grounds against the belief in im-
mortality may say that no one is obligated to be mor-
ally perfect, since it is not possible to achieve such
perfection in a single lifetime. Finally, it may be
asked why achieving moral perfection requires pos-
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tulating immortality rather than an extremely long af-
terlife.

Other moral arguments for immortality clearly
rest on religious assumptions. Some appeal to a di-
vine recompense, as follows: “In this life, the virtu-
ous are not always rewarded, and the vicious are not
always punished. Since God is just and powerful,
however, there is an eternal life in which each re-
ceives his or her just recompense.” No doubt, many
people are motivated by a desire to avoid Hell and
reach Heaven. Others worry that raising questions
about immortality will undermine the motivation to
act morally. They think that if there is no ultimate rec-
ompense, it is irrational for people to do what is right
when it conflicts with their self-interest.

It is a mistake, however, to assume that moral be-
havior cannot be rational unless it promotes one’s
own welfare. If rational behavior instead only pro-
motes one’s ends, then since one can have altruistic
ends, one can behave rationally without promoting
one’s own welfare. Thus, moral behavior that is not
rewarded in this life can be rational even if it is not re-
warded in a future life. A major motive for moral be-
havior is concern for other people, respect for their
value. This kind of motivation does not depend on
immortality, and this kind of concern is an impor-
tant part of a fully human life; therefore, it is not irra-
tional.

The Relevance of God
The recompense argument is based on the as-

sumption that God exists. To accept God’s existence
on faith is to accept immortality on faith. To the ex-
tent that God’s existence is not proved, the future life
based on it is not proved. Granting God’s existence,
would divine recompense take an eternity? Even if it
would, would God balance the scales of justice?
Some people maintain that God’s goodness would
require this, but that conclusion does not follow.
Even if a just God regards human mortality as bad,
that does not mean that God should or would end it.
To do so may require God to sacrifice something he
regards as more important. God’s overall best plan
for the universe may include this evil as well as oth-
ers. The evil of human mortality may be a necessary
part of a greater good.

Some claim that a good and powerful God would

guarantee human immortality because people are
such valuable beings, full of infinite potentialities, or
because God would not disappoint those in whom he
has instilled a desire for immortality. These reasons
are not convincing.

It is a mistake to think that humans cannot be
valuable if they are not permanent. Many things, such
as good health, are valuable even though they cannot
last forever. It also seems clear that Socrates and
Mohandas K. Gandhi were valuable individuals even
though they did not last forever. From the claim that
humans are worthy of being immortal, it does not fol-
low that humans are immortal.

The idea that a good God would not disappoint
those in whom he has inspired a natural desire for im-
mortality also does not stand scrutiny. Does this de-
sire come from God or from society? Many Hindus
and Buddhists do not desire immortality. They strive
to avoid being reborn, because they believe that
blessedness involves a complete extinction of the in-
dividual. Even assuming that the desire for personal
immortality were universal, it is clear that a good
God would not necessarily satisfy every human de-
sire.

Gregory P. Rich
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Impartiality
Definition: Absolute or relative freedom from prej-

udice or bias; fairness
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Impartiality is a central concept in

several ethical theories that otherwise differ sig-
nificantly. Many theorists assert that an ethics
without impartiality is impossible. Others assert
that to deny the fact of human partiality and assert
a commitment to radical impartiality is to falsify
the nature of the way people’s minds and moral
judgments actually work.

The concept of impartiality is suggested by various
early writings and is implied by the Golden Rule of
Jesus, which states that you should do unto others as
you would have others do unto you. The idea of free-
dom from prejudice, even from prejudice toward
oneself, however, occurs most often in ethical writ-
ing after 1700. David Hume claims that impartiality
prevails when making moral judgments. Socially
useful acts are approved. In “The Standard of Taste”
(1757), Hume asserts that people accept as their own
“the judgments of an impartial observer.” Immanuel
Kant, putting forward a very different theory from
that of Hume, also stresses impartiality. He claims
that duty is the same for all people. John Stuart Mill,
developing a utilitarian ethical theory, asserts that
utilitarianism requires one to be strictly impartial.

This concept of impartiality also occurs in writ-
ings of the twentieth century. In The Moral Point of
View (1958), Kurt Baier states that the same rules
should pertain to all. He asserts that we must adopt an
impartial viewpoint. John Rawls, in A Theory of Jus-
tice (1971), urges a “veil of ignorance” where the
rules of society are established by individuals who do
not know what their own position will be in the soci-
ety. In this approach, the rules that are developed will
be impartial and fair to all.

Rita C. Hinton

See also: Hume, David; Kant, Immanuel; Mill, John
Stuart; Rawls, John; Theory of Justice, A.

In vitro fertilization
Definition: Physiological union of sperm and ovum

outside the female’s body
Date: First human born through in vitro

fertilization on July 25, 1978
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: In vitro fertilization permits the sepa-

ration of the genetic from the gestational role of
motherhood. It makes technically possible a
range of practices that raise serious ethical ques-
tions, including surrogate motherhood, sex selec-
tion, and other types of genetic screening or ma-
nipulation.

The term’s origins are unknown, since the terms in vi-
tro (“in glass”) and “fertilization” have long been
used in science. Attempts at in vitro fertilization
(IVF) were reported as early as 1878 but were not
confirmed until M. C. Chang reported successful
pregnancies from rabbit ova that had been fertilized
externally and placed in foster wombs. After scien-
tists mastered the preliminary steps to human IVF,
Patrick C. Steptoe and Robert G. Edwards reported a
tubal pregnancy in 1976. In 1978, Steptoe and Ed-
wards conducted the first IVF procedure to lead to a
successful human birth.

In 1995, 2.1 million married couples in the United
States were infertile. IVF and related technologies
show promise for 10 to 15 percent of those who do
not respond to other treatments. The government re-
ported about five thousand births from IVF world-
wide by 1988.

Noncoital Parenthood
The Roman Catholic Church and some non-

Catholic theologians oppose all noncoital reproduc-
tive techniques, including artificial insemination, be-
cause they separate the marital and the reproductive
functions of love. Others see nothing problematic
about achieving human parenthood “artificially,”
since control over the environment intrinsically de-
fines human nature. A middle position admits that
IVF’s artificiality may harm marriage but holds that
the overall benefits provided by parenthood out-
weigh those harms for some couples.

Similar secular objections are that IVF’s artifici-
ality will affect society’s conception of humanness
and will lead to the objectification of all embryos and
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of women. Others worry about its psychological ef-
fects on the parents and children. Most consider the
reproductive technologies to be no more of an “inter-
ference with nature” than is any other medical proce-
dure.

Many IVF programs do not accept unmarried or
lesbian women. Although many would argue that
children should be raised in traditional families, this
screening singles out IVF and makes physicians the
moral arbiters for society. Some allege that IVF rein-
forces, without examination, societal views that
women must provide husbands with a genetically re-
lated child in order to achieve full womanhood.

The Embryo’s Status
When a single embryo is implanted to produce

a live birth, IVF closely resembles coital concep-
tion. For those who believe that human life and
personhood begin at implantation or later, the em-

bryo’s status presents few problems. For those who
believe that human life and personhood begin at con-
ception, however, IVF can be problematic, especially
when it is used to study embryonic development or
contraception. Does using embryos in research to
provide a cure for diabetes or Parkinson’s disease
constitute unauthorized experimentation on unborn
children? Even as a substitute for normal concep-
tion, IVF results in greater “wastage” of embryos be-
cause of more failures to implant and more miscar-
riages.

Because “harvesting” ova is expensive and inva-
sive, women are often hormonally induced to pro-
duce several ova. Often, physicians implant multiple
embryos to increase the chances of live births; this
procedure increases the possibility of multiple births
or selective abortion if too many embryos are im-
planted. Alternatively, because cryogenic preserva-
tion is possible after fertilization, some physicians
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The Process of In Vitro Fertilization

1 to 8 days: During the first eight
days of menstrual cycle, the woman
is given fertility drugs to stimulate
the ripening of several eggs.

9 to 13 days: The woman
undergoes ultrasound to
monitor ripening of the
eggs in her ovaries.

14 to 15 days (immediately
before ovulation): Ripe eggs
are removed by laparoscopy
or by ultrasound-guided needle
aspiration through the vagina
or abdomen. Eggs are mixed
with sperm in a dish, which is
then incubated.

16 to 17 days: Eggs
are examined to see
if they have been
fertilized and have
started to develop
into embryos. If so,
several two- or four-cell
embryos are placed
in the woman’s uterus.

(Hans & Cassidy, Inc.)



implant embryos one at a time. Should excess frozen
embryos be allowed to “die” or be donated to other
infertile couples? A wealthy couple’s 1983 death
raised the issue of whether their frozen embryos
should become their heirs. What happens if a couple
divorces? A judge facing the issue awarded “cus-
tody” to the mother who wanted the embryos im-
planted. In 1992, the Tennessee Supreme Court re-
versed that decision, declaring that the embryos were
neither property nor persons but an interim category
entitled to respect because of their potential for hu-
man life; it held that both parents had rights to decide
the embryos’fate prior to implantation but that the fa-
ther’s right not to be a genetic parent outweighed the
mother’s desire to donate the embryos.

All the government commissions examining the
embryo’s status adopted this interim category, rec-
ommending that experimentation be allowed until
the fourteenth day of development and that the em-
bryo be “treated with respect” but not accorded full
rights of personhood.

Experimental Technique
As soon as IVF live births demonstrated suc-

cess, “infertility centers” sprouted around the coun-
try. Since humans were only the fourth species that
demonstrated success with IVF, some people ac-
cused scientists of rushing to experiment on women
before properly studying IVF in animals. During the
1980’s, many infertility “specialists” were inade-
quately trained and promised overgenerous results.
Although there are no apparent problems, negative
effects on the children of IVF cannot, as the DES
tragedy demonstrated, be ruled out until the test
group is larger and reaches reproductive age. More-
over, the long-term effects of superovulating women
are unknown.

A de facto federal moratorium on funding IVF
has resulted in no regulatory research to demonstrate
the efficacy or safety of IVF and no development of
guidelines; most research is connected with commer-
cial interests. Moreover, IVF is expensive and has a
low rate of successful pregnancies (an average rate
of 10 to 15 percent per procedure during the late
1990’s); some question making these expenditures to
overcome infertility when resources are needed to
care for or adopt living children and for research into
avoiding the causes of infertility. Distributive justice
concerns are also raised; even if covered by health in-
surance, which often declares IVF too experimental,
IVF will not be affordable for most couples. At the
beginning of the twenty-first century, IVF proce-
dures alone could cost as much as nine thousand dol-
lars in the United States, and the costs of drugs and
donor eggs could easily raise the total cost to more
than fifty thousand dollars.

Possible Uses of IVF
As with artificial insemination, IVF makes the

donation of gametes possible; this possibility raises
questions of the advisability of separating the ge-
netic from the other roles of parenthood, including
the possibility of detrimental effects on the children’s
identities. In fact, through surrogacy, the gestational
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Birth of Louise Brown

On July 25, 1978, Louise Brown, the first baby con-
ceived outside a human mother’s body in a labora-
tory dish, was born to Gilbert and Lesley Brown.
The Browns were childless, because Lesley’s fallo-
pian tubes were blocked with adhesions and had to
be surgically removed. Consequently, eggs from her
ovaries could not migrate down the tubes, which
prevented their possible fertilization and uterine im-
plantation. To overcome this biological problem,
physicians Patrick Steptoe and R. G. Edwards used
in vitro technology. An egg surgically removed
from the mother was combined with ejaculated
sperm from the father in a laboratory dish to induce
conception, or fertilization. The fertilized egg was
then implanted into the mother’s uterus, where its
development culminated in the birth of Louise Joy
Brown.

Among the most widely publicized events of its
era, Louise’s birth helped to turn the tide of public
sentiment. The issue of in vitro fertilization (IVF)
had been publicly debated with increasing fervor in
the mid-1970’s. Many feared the technologization
of the reproductive process due to its potential mis-
carriages and abuses, and articles heralding a poten-
tial cure for infertility ran alongside articles decry-
ing IVF’s potential monstrosities. Louise Brown
and her parents put a human face on IVF, however,
and garnered popular support for the procedure.



mother need be neither the biological mother nor the
intended mother. IVF is used to treat both male and
female infertility. Some people question the reliance
on using surgery on the woman to overcome the hus-
band’s low sperm count, particularly in the light of
the dearth of research on the causes of and cures for
male infertility. Preimplantation genetic testing of
the embryo can be accomplished harmlessly, thus
raising the advisability of genetic screening, includ-
ing sex selection.

Ileana Dominguez-Urban
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Incest
Definition: Sexual intercourse or sexual activity

between close relatives
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: Incest is taboo in most societies.

Usually, incest between a child and an adult rela-
tive is considered especially heinous. Sibling in-
cest, while still taboo, is usually judged to be
more pathological than criminal.

Incest seems to be a growing problem. In the United
States, at least, reported cases of incest were on the
rise during the 1990’s. Prior to the 1970’s, incest
seemed to be kept hidden. Increasingly, however,
victims and their protectors began speaking out, and
the public and legal authorities became more aware
of the problem than ever before.

The “typical” offender in incest cases is the father
(in approximately 90 percent of the reported cases),
and the victim is usually his daughter. Fully 97 per-
cent of all reported cases of parent-offspring incest
involve father-daughter couplings or arousing sex
“play.” Only 3 percent of the perpetrators are female.
When incest involves the father and the son, as it does
in approximately 7 percent of reported cases, the
young male has a second issue to grapple with—that
of the father’s bisexuality or homosexuality. Men
who take sexual advantage of young relatives typi-
cally suffer from low self-esteem brought on by
physical, mental, and, sometimes, sexual abuse that
they suffered as children.

Many reasons for forbidding incest have been of-
fered. Society has been “told,” for example, that in-
cestuous relations are likely to produce mentally and
physically defective offspring. Although modern ge-
neticists have learned that that fear is unfounded,
laypersons still fear incest for this reason. Another
reason to forbid incest involves family stability: In-
cest could create chaos in the family by causing jeal-
ousies and the exchanging of, or confusion about,
roles, which could cause the family to become “orga-
nizationally dysfunctional.” Such a family would not
survive as a unit, and if enough families engaged in
the practice, society itself would break down. Hence,
a ban or taboo on the practice becomes a “functional
prerequisite” for society.

Another reason to avoid incest exists. Many au-
thorities emphasize the psychological harm done to
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victims. The “crime” is so heinous that victims are
often sworn to secrecy, becoming in a sense “respon-
sible” not only for the act but also for keeping the
family together by not talking. Fighting such strains,
victims emerge with poor self-esteem and related
psychological problems. As time passes, most vic-
tims cannot engage in “age-appropriate” play, and
they tend to develop few outside interests. Some cre-
ate discipline problems at home and at school. Fur-
thermore, incest teaches some victims that if they like
someone, they should act out their feelings sexually.

Apparent Exceptions
Some scholars have begun to question the “nega-

tive only” view of incest. One study, for example,
cited an investigator who studied twenty brother-
sister marriages that occurred in one state. The inves-
tigator reported that the couples, all of whom were
living in middle-class suburbia, led fruitful lives and
were happily raising their offspring as normal human
beings. Another case involved a twenty-eight-year-
old married middle-class woman who regularly vis-
ited her old widowed father to clean his house and
cook for him. The two regularly had sex because the
woman had promised her mother that she would
“take care of Dad.”

Another case involved a nineteen-year-old col-
lege coed. When she was preparing a research paper
for a class in abnormal psychology, she had a severe
anxiety attack that required hospitalization. She had
just read that incest was a taboo, a heinous crime; in
apparent innocence, she had been having sex with her
father and three brothers since she was thirteen. Her
analyst reported that she had had to take over the do-
mestic duties of the family upon the death of her
mother and that she had “assumed” that sex was part
of her “responsibility” because men “needed it.” Fur-
thermore, the analyst reported that the coed seemed
well adjusted, happy, and guilt-free—until she went
to the college library and read about the “horrors” of
incest.

Such cases led some experts to talk of “func-
tional” incest, which makes possible a shift in tradi-
tional family “roles” that enables the family to con-
tinue as a unit rather than to disintegrate. One scholar
analyzed 425 published case studies of incest from
America and Europe and identified 93 as “nonpatho-
logical” cases in which incest was a “functional” re-
sponse that allowed the families to stay together.

One researcher recounted the story of a family in
South America whose members had been shunned
by their community because some family members
engaged in prostitution and others engaged in boot-
legging. The ostracism eventually resulted in inces-
tuous relations among as many as forty family mem-
bers and created a monstrous problem for those
exploring the family genealogy. One man had rela-
tions with his mother, who bore his daughter. Years
later, he had relations with his daughter, who then
had a daughter. He thus became father, brother, and
mate to his first daughter and grandfather, father,
brother, and mate to his second daughter. In this case,
however, incest did not mean disintegration of the
family; in fact, the family members handled the
cross-generational and sibling incest quite well. The
family stayed together, and the individual members
seemed well adjusted and happy.

Such cases should be regarded as exceptions. In
most cases of incest, tragedy and suffering result; in-
cest usually tears a family asunder, partly because of
the behavior itself and partly because of the learned
aversion to incest.

James Smallwood
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See also: Child abuse; Family; Rape; Sexual abuse
and harassment; Sexuality and sexual ethics; Taboos;
Victims’ rights.

Income distribution
Definition: Distribution of various forms of income

among members of society and their families
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: The consumption opportunities and

senses of self-worth of individuals are strongly af-
fected by the individuals’incomes and their views
concerning the fairness of how society’s total
wealth is distributed.

The incomes of most Americans take the form of sal-
aries paid by employers, interest and dividends from
investments, rents on properties, and profits from
businesses. Most income revenue comes from the
private sector, but a significant share also comes from
government sources. Incomes are also distributed
and redistributed within individual family house-
holds, and unpaid household services performed
by family members constitute important nonmarket
forms of real income.

Business Income
Most incomes paid by business are wage pay-

ments for labor services. In addition, firms make in-
come payments for interest, rent, and dividends.
Business profits constitute income for business own-
ers, even if those profits are plowed back into the
businesses.

Businesses pay out money in order to obtain labor
and other productive services. They also make rental
payments to obtain productive land, buildings, and
equipment. Moreover, they pay interest and divi-
dends in order to obtain funds that finance capital in-
vestments. Firms attempt to maximize profits and
thus are motivated to pay as little as possible to ob-
tain needed services. However, in order to compete
with rival firms to obtain workers and other services,
they must pay competitive wages. The individual
worker’s freedom of job choice is the most effective
protection against workplace unfairness. Dissatisfied
workers can always quit and go elsewhere or even
start their own businesses. Employers experiencing

heavy turnovers in employees have an incentive to
pay higher salaries to make their jobs more attractive
to their workers.

Incomes from business are affected by taxation
and by the activities of labor unions. Unions tend to
display more concern for fairness than employers. A
common union policy is seniority, a system wherein
the workers who are employed the longest are given
special consideration in pay and promotion decisions
and protection against layoffs. However, seniority
systems may work against efficiency and unfairly
place younger workers at a disadvantage.

Productivity Ethics
The most widely accepted economic theory of in-

comes from business is that each supplier of produc-
tive services receives payment equal to the value of
its marginal product—in the simplest case, the value
of additional output that results from adding that in-
dividual’s services. To many economists, this seems
eminently fair: Each person takes from the economy
an amount of goods and services equivalent to the
value that person contributes. Furthermore, the sys-
tem promotes a high level of economic productivity.
Workers and wealth-owners shop around for op-
portunities that yield them the best incomes. In the
process, their services flow into highly productive
outlets. Workers have incentives to improve their
productivity through extra training and harder work.
Investors have incentives to obtain information about
the profitability of various firms. Firms look for em-
ployees whose work helps generate the highest possi-
ble profits. This process leads both workers and em-
ployers into efficient patterns of production.

Evidence that labor incomes reflect differences in
productivity comes from the higher pay that goes, on
average, to persons with more education, more expe-
rience, and greater on-the-job supervisory responsi-
bility. These variables account for much of the earn-
ings differentials involving women and members of
ethnic minorities. Young persons and others entering
the labor market for the first time usually have low
productivity and consequently receive low pay. Re-
cent immigrants to the United States are particularly
vulnerable to initially low incomes.

Income Distribution in the Family
To assess the morality of market income distribu-

tion, one must be aware of the second system of in-
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come distribution, which is the family. In 2001, about
135 million Americans were employed. Many of the
remaining 150 million people—particularly the 65
million people under sixteen years of age—were
household members with those employed. Their in-
comes depended partly on the incomes received by
other members of their households and partly on the
nonmarket ways in which incomes were divided
among members of the household. Families also pro-
vide other methods of rewarding virtues such as
kindness, loyalty, altruism, optimism, and creativity
that are not always rewarded in the business world.

Income from Government
The third principal source of income is govern-

ment. In the United States, about one sixth of em-
ployed persons work for some level of government.
Fairness is a more significant factor in government
employment. Workers qualify for government civil
service positions by taking examinations, and the
rules for pay and promotion are publicly known. In
the United States, government jobs have helped to
improve opportunities for women, members of mi-
norities, and persons with disabilities. However,
excessive concern with providing employment can
mean that efficiency is sacrificed and government of-
fices overstaffed.

Governments also pay large amounts of income in
the form of transfer payments: old-age pensions, un-
employment compensation, disability benefits, and
other income supplements for the poor. In 2000, one-
eighth of personal income received by Americans
came from transfer payments. In addition to cash in-
comes, government provides or subsidizes services
such as medical care, education, and housing. People
earn their government Social Security benefits by
paying wage taxes while they are employed. Others
earn interest from government bonds by lending
money to the government. However, need rather than
earning is the basis for government income programs
for poor persons.

Government payments combine concerns for
fairness with political expediency. For example, the
first generation of Social Security retirement benefi-
ciaries received far more than actuarial calculations
would have warranted during the brief time the pro-
gram had been in place. Conversely, working-age
adults in the twenty-first century were paying much
higher Social Security taxes than their parents had.

Medical benefits under Medicare and Medicaid have
been the causes of a chronic political battleground.
Before the federal welfare reforms of the 1990’s,
some opponents of government welfare programs ar-
gued that welfare benefits would subsidize irrespon-
sible child-bearing.

What Is Fair?
The productivity ethics position is that individu-

als should receive rewards equal to their contribu-
tions to national output. However, this approach has
led to wide disparities in income. In the year 2000,
the one-fifth of American families with the lowest in-
comes received only 4.3 percent of the nation’s ag-
gregate income, while the top one-fifth of the popula-
tion received 47.4 percent. The productivity standard
is most obviously inappropriate for children, the el-
derly, and persons with disabilities, who cannot be
expected to be very productive.
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Even in a free-market economy, incomes do not
always match productivity. In every sizable work-
place there are always some workers at who are ex-
tremely competent and reliable and others at the
same pay level who are lazy, careless, or trouble-
some. Employers often have only imperfect knowl-
edge of these differences among their employees. At
the same time, workers often have imperfect knowl-
edge of alternative job opportunities that might be
open to them. Imperfect matching between incomes
and productivity may arise from monopoly condi-
tions and from union activities that exclude people
from certain occupations.

The market standard for “productivity” equates
it with anything people are willing to pay for—even
illegal drug dealers, pimps, and pornographers.
Hence, the morality of income distribution depends
partly on the morality of the activities from which
people derive their incomes.

There is much potential injustice in property in-
comes. Some people accumulate wealth by hard
work and frugality and invest it wisely. However,
much wealth is transmitted from one generation to
another through inheritance or family gifts and re-
flects no particular merit on the part of the recipients.
At best, the recipients of such wealth are called on to
exercise skill and responsibility in the way their
wealth is managed. The belief that an egalitarian so-
ciety should not allow the accumulation of unearned
wealth across generations has been the chief argu-
ment in favor of the estate tax, which imposes a tax on
already taxed income prior to its inheritance.

Another possible standard of fairness is equality.
Because someone needs to do the work in every soci-
ety, and because there needs to be an incentive to do
it, a complete equality standard has never been very
practical. However, many people feel that income
distribution in a free-market economy is unduly un-
equal and is particularly unfair to children. In 2000,
American households below the poverty income line
accounted for nearly one-sixth of all children, and
nearly 30 percent of black and Hispanic children.

Children
The potential of individual people to achieve high-

paying jobs depends greatly on their family back-
grounds. Some children grow up in stable two-parent
households that provide well for their nutrition, med-
ical care, and education. Others live with parents who

have little education or job skills. Differences in in-
tellectual capacity, physical fitness, and attractive-
ness can also affect earning capacity.

Poverty among able-bodied working-age adults
often results from their life-style choices—drug and
alcohol abuse, dishonesty, irresponsible pregnancies,
violence, and neglect of their educations. However,
large numbers of children are innocent victims of
their parents’ poor choices. Marital status is a good
indicator of life-style choice. In 2000, married-
couple households had median incomes about dou-
ble those of female-headed households.

Concern for children leads inevitably to the idea
that fairness requires equality of opportunity. Gov-
ernment programs and charitable efforts to provide
for children’s basic needs have the support of a large
majority of the American people. In the early twenty-
first century, the enormous disparities in public
schools were a particular focal point for such con-
cern.

Government Measures
Much of what government does displays its con-

cern for changing income distribution. Income fair-
ness has been a major consideration in government
policies to end discrimination based on gender and
ethnic identity. In this regard, the armed forces have
set particularly high standards for fairness—for tak-
ing care of service members and in providing excel-
lent schooling for children of military families.

A modified version of the equality standard is that
each person has the same basic material needs—for
food, clothing, shelter, medical care—and the soci-
ety should provide for these.

Traditionally, many economists have favored pro-
gressive tax systems, which impose higher tax rates
on persons with higher incomes. In 2000, the top 25
percent of American income receivers—those with
incomes of $55,000 and higher—provided 84 per-
cent of total U.S. income tax revenues. However,
much government revenue comes from other types of
tax that are not progressive.

Several moral objections have been raised against
the principle of structuring taxes for the purpose of
income redistribution. Taxation, by its nature, in-
volves coercion. Taxation can impose heavy compli-
ance costs and other forms of excess burden. Like all
government actions, taxation reflects political expe-
diency. All government measures are bent to serve
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powerful special interests. Moreover, taxation does
not in itself raise the incomes of the poor.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, much
government redistribution came through transfer pay-
ments. Poverty among older Americans has been
greatly reduced by Social Security, Medicare and
Medicaid, and need-based supplements. Federal,
state, and local governments provide extensive safety-
net programs aimed at children. Their effectiveness is
often impaired, however, by parental delinquency or
indifference.

International Dimensions
A broader question involves the enormous differ-

ences in incomes across the regions of the world. Ef-
forts to remedy these by government foreign aid pro-
grams over the last half of the twentieth century
proved relatively unsuccessful. Low-income coun-
tries generally have low incomes because their pro-
ductivity is low. The reasons for low productivity of-
ten reflect defective legal and political environments
as well as purely economic considerations. Well-
meaning gestures from benefactor nations some-
times make matters worse. For example, donating
food to a low-income nation may depress its local ag-
ricultural prices and thereby weaken its domestic ag-
ricultural sector.

Paul B. Trescott
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Incommensurability
Definition: State that develops when it is impossi-

ble to measure competing choices against a com-
mon denominator

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: The difficulty of choosing rationally

between choices that cannot be evaluated on the
same scale can raise special ethical problems.

Situations involving incommensurability frequently
occur in everyday life. For example, parents must of-
ten choose between putting their careers on hold in
order to raise their children at home and sending their
children to day-care centers while continuing to
work. Faced with such decisions, individuals may try
to make their decisions on the basis of cost-benefit
analyses. Can people, however, place a value on rais-
ing their children at home and plug it into an equation
opposite the value of their working? Early nineteenth
century British philosopher Jeremy Bentham’s the-
ory of utility calculus requires similar quantifications
of all goods in order to determine how to maximize
utility.

By contrast, theories of incommensurability argue
that the values of some goods are not interchange-
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able. An economist might assign monetary val-
ues to a person’s career and the time the person
spends with a child and compare them accord-
ingly, but for many people such values cannot
be measured in financial terms. Incommensura-
bility can therefore be understood as a problem
of translation, conversion, or compensation, as
no amount of praise for the book that a mother
writes during a year that here child is in day
care might compensate her for the experiences
that she does not share with her child. Aristotle’s
claim that no amount of one virtue can com-
pensate for a lack of another challenged Plato’s
theory that all goods are ultimately instantia-
tions, or reflections, of one essential good.

Problems of incommensurability also arise
in political debates, typically when inherently
valuable goods are at stake. For example, when
considering whether a certain parcel of land is
more valuable as a wildlife reserve or as an oil
field, environmentalists are apt to object to
conceptualizing the value of nature in financial
terms.

Nick Smith

See also: Aristotle; Bentham, Jeremy; Choice;
Choiceless choices; Cost-benefit analysis;
Moral equivalence; Utilitarianism.

Index librorum prohibitorum
Identification: Now-defunct list of books

forbidden by the Roman Catholic Church
Dates: 1559-1966
Type of ethics: Arts and censorship
Significance: Members of the Roman Catho-

lic Church were forbidden, except in spe-
cial circumstances, from reading or even pos-
sessing books included in the Index librorum
prohibitorum, on the theory that such works were
harmful to the faith and morals of practicing
Catholics, and that it was the function of the
church to protect its members from such moral
harm.

The Index librorum prohibitorum was never intended
to be an exhaustive catalog of forbidden literature.

Rather, it represented those works condemned by the
Roman Catholic Church in response to specific re-
quests from people around the world. The majority of
works included in the Index were theological in na-
ture. During the first century (1559 to 1649) of its
four centuries of existence, 469 texts appeared in the
Index; in its second century, 1,585 were added; in its
third, 1,039 were added; and in its final century,
1,585 were added.

By the time the Index was suppressed in June,
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Index Librorum Prohibitorum
Time Line

1557 First Index librorum prohibitorum is drawn up
by the Congregation of the Inquisition, under
Pope Paul IV but never published.

1559 First Index is published, in larger and more
extensive format than that compiled in 1557.

1571 Pope Pius V establishes special “Congregation
of the Index” to oversee list and revise it as
necessary.

1664 Index begins to list books and authors
alphabetically.

1753 Pope Benedict XIV develops detailed rules to
be followed in future Index compilations.

1757 Under Benedict, Index is revised extensively
and cleared of previous errors.

1897 Pope Leo XII’s Officiorum ac munerum outlines
censorship duties for diocesan bishops that
include control of literature judged contrary to
faith or morals. Index begins growing less
prominent in hierarchical Church affairs.

1917 Pope Benedict XV transfers charge of the Index
to the Holy Office.

1948 Final edition of the Index, with 4,100 entries, is
published.

1966 Index is abolished after Vatican Council II and
becomes a historic document for Roman
Catholicism. However, Church officials retain
the authority to prohibit future books that
constitute a threat to the faith or morals of
Catholics.



1966, it contained 4,126 entries. Some entries de-
noted specific titles, whereas others designated au-
thors with Latin notations such as omnia opera
dramatica (“all dramatic works” [forbidden]) or, the
most severe censure, opera omnia (“all works” [for-
bidden]). Among those whose writings were forbid-
den were such notables as Émile Zola (all works),
Stendhal (all love stories), Samuel Richardson
(Pamela: Or, Virtue Rewarded, 1740), Laurence
Sterne (A Sentimental Journey Through France and
Italy,1768), Edward Gibbon (The History of the De-
cline and Fall of the Roman Empire, 1776-1788), and
the complete works of British philosophers Thomas
Hobbes and David Hume. Only four American au-
thors (whose writings were theological in nature)
were ever listed on the Index.

Robin G. Hanson

See also: Art; Art and public policy; Book banning;
Censorship; Christian ethics; Library Bill of Rights.

Individualism
Definition: Theory that individual human beings

are the fundamental units of reality and value
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: In Western culture, liberal individu-

alism is the dominant mode of understanding so-
ciety, history, and one’s role within society and
history. In ethics, individualist moral systems are
founded upon the values and subjective experi-
ences of the individual, and they valorize the
rights of the individual and autonomist virtues
above all else. Individualism opposes or margin-
alizes collective and communitarian theories of
history and ethics, as well as other-centered vir-
tues, such as nurturing, consensus-building, or re-
sponsibility to the community.

At the core of most debates about human nature, eth-
ics, and politics is the debate about the power and
value of the individual. In analyzing human nature,
individualists emphasize that individuals have the
power to control their own thoughts and actions
and therefore to form their own characters by their
choices. In ethics, individualists emphasize the value
and potential of each individual, and so they encour-

age self-reliance, independence, and the quest for
each person to realize his or her own unique self. In
politics, individualists encourage laissez-faire—that
is, leaving individuals free to pursue their own ends—
and therefore they encourage free enterprise and lim-
ited government. In each area, individualists oppose
the collectivist idea that individuals are molded by or
subordinate to larger social groups.

History
Individualist ideas predate the use of the term

“individualism.” Early in the modern era, Thomas
Hobbes and John Locke argued that political power
begins with individuals and is consequently trans-
ferred to governments. They opposed the traditional
idea that power naturally resides with an aristocracy
or monarchy and is imposed on individuals. Govern-
ment exists to serve its citizens, not vice versa. A
gradual decentralization of power followed the rise
of individualist ideas, giving rise to more democratic
political institutions and free market economic insti-
tutions.

A highlight year for individualism was 1776, for
in that year the United States of America was
founded explicitly on individualist political ideas and
Adam Smith published The Wealth of Nations, an in-
fluential description and defense of the free market
system of economic individualism.

Alexis de Tocqueville is usually credited with the
first use of the term “individualism,” in his Democ-
racy in America (1835-1839). He used “individual-
ism” to describe the American character to which he
had had mixed reactions; while he admired the en-
ergy and vitality of American individualism, he also
feared that it would eventually degenerate into
atomic selfishness.

F. A. Hayek has noted that the Saint-Simonians
(named for Claude Saint-Simon), the founders of
modern socialism, used “individualism” to describe
the free-market, competitive society they opposed.

Individualism and Egoism
Individualism in ethics is associated with egoism,

the theory that each individual’s life is his or her high-
est value. Individuals are ends in themselves, not ser-
vants or slaves to the needs or interests of others. In
order to survive and prosper, individuals need to
think and act independently; therefore, self-reliance,
initiative, pride, and courage in the face of disap-
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proval are encouraged as virtues. Individualism thus
is opposed to collectivism in ethics, the theory that
larger social groupings are more important than the
individuals who make them up and that individuals
have a duty to sacrifice for the benefit of the group,
whether the group be class, race, tribe, family, or na-
tion. Individuals recognize the great value of cooper-
ation but emphasize that cooperative social groups
exist solely for the benefit of the individuals that par-
ticipate in them; individuals do not exist to serve the
group.

Politics
Individualism has important implications for eco-

nomics and politics. Economically, valuing indepen-
dence of thought and action translates into encourag-
ing economic independence. Independence does not
mean that individuals live as hermits. Rather, in a so-
ciety based on the division of labor, it means providing
for one’s needs by producing the value-equivalent of
what one needs and trading with others for mutual
benefit.

Politically, valuing independence translates into
recognizing and protecting individual spheres of au-
tonomy. Individual autonomy can be violated in three
broad ways: killing, assault (including slavery and
kidnapping), and theft. Therefore, protecting indi-
vidual autonomy means protecting individuals’lives,
liberties, and property. The social institution estab-
lished for this purpose is government, and to prevent
abuses, political power will be decentralized as much
as possible and limited to protective functions.

Thus, individualism encourages the decentraliza-
tion of both political and economic power. The foun-
dation of political authority resides in the individual
citizens, and the power of government is limited to
serving individuals’ need for autonomy. Along with
political decentralization goes economic decentral-
ization: Economic power resides in individual own-
ership of property, and investment and consumption
decisions remain in individual hands. Individualism
is thus associated with limited government and free
enterprise.

Human Nature
All the above depends on an analysis of human

nature. To support individualism in ethics and poli-
tics, individuals must be both capable and worthy of
autonomy. This leads to the three most fundamental

debates about human nature between individualists
and collectivists:

1. Whether only individuals exist and groups are
only aggregates of individuals, or social groups are
organic wholes of which individuals are only depen-
dent fragments.

2. Whether individuals are born cognitively and
morally tabula rasa (“blank slate”) or are born with
the inherently destructive elements (for example,
with Christian Original Sin or a Freudian id) and
therefore require strict social constraints.

3. Supposing that individuals are born tabula
rasa, either they have the capacity to create their own
characters and destinies by controlling their own
thoughts and actions or they are formed and con-
trolled by the social groups to which they belong.

The second and third issues raise the complex of
nature versus nurture versus free will issues, and it is
in the resolution of these issues of human nature that
the fate of individuals lies.

Stephen R. C. Hicks
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Industrial research
Definition: Technical inquiry and experimentation

to develop new products, new manufacturing tech-
nologies, or more profitable and efficient tech-
niques for creating and distributing commodities

Type of ethics: Scientific ethics
Significance: Industrial research raises a host of

ethical issues involving fair employment prac-
tices, intellectual property rights, environmental
responsibility, industrial espionage, workplace
safety, and government oversight.

During the mid-twentieth century, the sociologist
Robert Merton stated the norms of the scientific re-
search community: communality, organized skepti-
cism, originality, universality, and disinterestedness.
To these should be added self-motivation, an open-
ness in sharing results, and a readiness to change
when objective evidence calls for it. To some degree,
all these ethical norms are challenged by the practice
of industrial research. The discussion that follows
identifies some of these challenges, both to the indi-
vidual and to the corporation.

The Individual Scientist
People with research degrees (usually doctorates)

in the sciences are accustomed from their university
experience to being their own bosses in choosing and
executing research projects. In industry, by contrast,
they are assigned a research problem and must report
regular progress to a boss who reports to a higher
boss, on up to the research director, with results ap-
pearing not in professional journals, but only in inter-
nal reports. The problem is less acute in very large,
research-oriented companies, where the projects are
correspondingly larger and more interesting. In com-
panies with very small research operations, the prob-
lems can be depressingly trivial (for example, it is
difficult to care how to lengthen the time it takes
cornflakes to become soggy in milk). It is also less
uncomfortable for graduates without university re-
search training to be trained in a particular com-
pany’s laboratory and absorb the company’s goals
with the training. Nevertheless, nearly all industrial
researchers occasionally feel that they are compro-
mising true science and must find their own way to be
comfortable with this.

Research Practices Within Corporations
Companies must make money to survive. The

problem for their research divisions, then, is to do
as wide-ranging and complete research as possible
within budgetary restraints. The urge to cut off re-
search projects that do not pay off quickly must be re-
sisted, as must the urge to stop a successful project
the instant a product becomes possible. A more per-
nicious ethical problem is that of actually doing the
research. Chemical procedures have sometimes been
made up out of whole cloth, because “we know that’s
how they’d come out anyhow,” and products have
been represented as research breakthroughs that
were nothing of the kind. Patent policy is worth men-
tioning: American firms customarily claim patent
protection not only for a specific invention, the pat-
ent’s subject, but also for any similar device or pro-
cess that can be related to it, thus closing out research
efforts by other firms. A topic that is too large to deal
with here is the ethical handling of animals in indus-
trial laboratories.

Relations with Other Corporations
All companies examine competitors’ products

with the idea of improving their own or claiming a
share of the market. So long as this practice does not
infringe patents, it is legitimate. What is not legiti-
mate is deliberate industrial espionage—hiring a
firm to place a person on the competitor’s payroll to
ferret out secrets of process or formulation that can
be obtained in no other way. Equally unethical is the
hiring away of key employees to exploit their privi-
leged knowledge. Some firms have explicit policies
that forbid this practice; many require professional
employees to sign contracts that forbid their working
for a competitor for a specified time after leaving the
company. A separate issue of marketing that touches
on the research side is that of firms that compete, not
by improving manufacturing and distribution pro-
cesses to reduce costs, but by blitzing competitors
with a steady flow of new products. A weak firm can
be driven out of business by such practices.

Responsibility to Customers
Customers need to know a great many things that

only the industrial research laboratories can tell them—
for example, about product safety. The Food and
Drug Act was passed in 1906 to ensure the purity of
foods and the safety and efficacy of drugs; even so,

732

Industrial research Ethics



many errors have been made that have stemmed from
careless, if not unethical, practices: the pediatric
syrup of sulfa drugs marketed during the late 1930’s
that used toxic ethylene glycol as solvent; the grossly
teratogenic drug thalidomide, which was withdrawn
from the market during the 1960’s; diethylstilbestrol
(DES), which is carcinogenic in women even to the
second generation; and a host of other drugs and food
additives, some quietly taken off the market when
studies that should have been done in the original re-
search showed unacceptable side effects. Environ-
mental effects should be investigated (although these
cannot always be anticipated): for example, pesticide
residue toxicity, chlorofluorocarbon depletion of the
ozone layer, and so forth. Finally, customers need to
know that new research products are genuine innova-
tions: Could the ingredients of a new two-drug pill
have been prescribed separately more cheaply? Will
this new research-hyped cosmetic really make one
sixteen years old again? Do automotive gimmicks
such as rectangular headlights or hideaway head-
lights make a car safer or mechanically superior? Al-
though some of these examples border on marketing
and salesmanship, many relate to the research labora-
tory.

Conclusion
As the foregoing discussion indicates, industrial

research deviates in many respects from pure re-
search. Nearly all these points of deviation call for
ethical decisions. No attempt has been made here to
say what decisions should be made; the purpose of
this article is descriptive rather than prescriptive.

Robert M. Hawthorne, Jr.
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Inequality
Definition: Absence of an ethical entitlement of all

people to the same legal, civil, economic, and so-
cial rights

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Although most people would agree

that some forms of inequality are immoral, there
is considerable ethical disagreement over how to
distinguish just and unjust forms of inequality.

Inequality is a subject of concern in many areas of
ethics, including politico-economic ethics, legal and
judicial ethics, and business and labor ethics. A num-
ber of widely affirmed ethical principles address the
issue of inequality. These include equality of oppor-
tunity, equality before the law, and the principle of
treating people with equal concern and respect. Each
principle represents an attempt to specify a kind of
inequality that is regarded as unjust. For example,
equality of opportunity is usually understood as pre-
cluding racial, religious, sexual, and ethnic discrimi-
nation for positions in business, government, and ed-
ucation.

Most ethicists argue that inequalities that arise
from differences in race, religion, sex, or ethnicity
are unjust inequalities. For example, people denied
jobs at a corporation because of their religious beliefs
are being treated unjustly: Religious beliefs are gen-
erally regarded as irrelevant to determining a per-
son’s qualifications as an employee in a secular orga-
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nization. Long-standing moral and legal practices
affirm the injustice of such forms of inequality.

Some argue that the best way to distinguish just
from unjust inequality is to focus on the link between
the forms of inequality and the choices that people
make. According to this view, inequalities that result
from unchosen differences, such as sexual inequality,
are unjustified. By contrast, if two employees have
equal opportunities for success on their jobs, the one
who works harder may be said to deserve more in-
come than the other. The fact that the other person
earns less money is not necessarily unjust. Such a
situation distinguishes inequalities that result from
choices made by persons who have equal opportuni-
ties from those who do not. On this view, the first type
of inequality is acceptable; the second is unjust.

There is much controversy about how to distin-
guish inequalities that reflect choice and inequalities
that are beyond a person’s control. The issue is com-
plicated if one considers the role of luck in a person’s
chances for success in life. For example, people do
not choose their own natural talents. Likewise, no
child chooses the economic status of his or her par-
ents. On the other hand, people can make choices
about whether and how to develop the natural talents
that they do have. However, there is little agreement
among ethicists on such matters as the point at which
ambition and effort matter more than luck for deter-
mining whether inequalities are just or unjust, whether
society has an obligation to compensate inequalities
that are not chosen, and whether affirmative action
policies are a just means of eliminating racial in-
equalities.

Jon Mahoney
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Infanticide
Definition: Intentional killing of human infants
Type of ethics: Children’s rights
Significance: Arguments over what constitutes hu-

man life permeate abortion debates and flow over
into the issue of infanticide. A key point in the de-
bate concerns when human beings become persons
with protected rights. Infanticide also has ethical
implications for the broader issue of euthanasia.

If the question is asked whether killing a neonate
(newborn) or infant human is equivalent to killing an
older child or adult, the answer is yes—according to
the law. However, in most past societies, and some
modern societies in certain parts of the world, the dis-
tinction is not as clear. Leading modern ethicists,
bioethicists, and sociobiologists continue seriously
to debate under what, if any circumstances, infanti-
cide may be justified.

Many sociobiologists point to the fact that killing
even normal infants in particular circumstances, such
as overpopulation, is common to most primates and
is part of the complexities of intergroup reactions or
reproductive strategies. Among prehistoric human
societies, infanticide was used to help ensure the
survival of older siblings. Infants with severe physi-
cal or mental handicaps rarely survived childhood.
Even in the modern world, there is a strong medical
and economics-driven argument that newborn babies
with severe disabilities pose intolerable burdens on
the scarce resources of both their families and society
at large. Moreover, it is also argued that because in-
fants with such disabilities may be doomed to short
and painful existences, it is inhumane not to perform
euthanasia (mercy killing).

Real People
In the debate over abortion, it is argued that the fe-

tus is not a real person with an independent identity.
Rationalizers of infanticide argue that a newborn is no
different, and life and death issues should be under the
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jurisdiction of the biological parents. Furthermore, it
is argued that a newborn human is a primitive creature
with no self-concept, lacking the self-sufficiency and
will to survive found in other mammals. In fact as the
well-known ethicist and animal-rights activist Peter
Singer pointed out, in his landmark study Animal Lib-
eration (1975), humans eat a wide variety of life-
forms that are much more advanced than human in-
fants. Therefore, to argue against infanticide as being
unethical is mere hypocrisy. Singer is joined by bio-
ethicist Michael Tooley, who defined fifteen charac-
teristics of personhood, all of which neonates lack.
Although infants are clearly human beings, Tooley ar-
gued that they do not begin to become persons until the
age of three months. Thus killing a baby younger than
three months old clearly does not equate to killing an
actual person.

Pro-Infanticide Philosophers
Neither Plato nor Aristotle, as is true of most an-

cient Greek philosophers, found anything wrong with
infanticide of defective and unwanted newborn ba-
bies. Much like modern bioethicists, some major phi-
losophers such as John Locke (who viewed human
infants as being born into the world as “blank tablets”
lacking personhood) and Immanuel Kant (who de-
fined persons as beings that are conscious of them-
selves and able to consider themselves as themselves)
approved of infanticide. In addition, the utilitarian-
ism of Jeremy Bentham stressed the principle of the
greatest good for the greatest number as well as the
principle of avoiding pain and seeking pleasure. Con-
sequently utilitarianism could be used to justify eu-
thanasia of infants with serious birth defects or kill-
ing of infants merely to benefit the larger social unit.

Arguments for and Against Infanticide
Some cultural historians have pointed to infanti-

cide as a concern primarily within the Judeo-Chris-
tian and Islamic world. Nevertheless, until the late
twentieth century, the fact that few questions were
asked when infants died is an indication that Western
societies tacitly accepted infanticide. Poverty and il-
legitimacy were major causative factors of infanti-
cide. Infants abandoned to foundling homes gener-
ally received death sentences through neglect. Many
unwanted infants in their parents’home fell victim to
neglect so severe that it amounted to passive infanti-
cide. Infanticide thus appears to have been an integral

part of the human experience throughout the ages and
not merely an aberration.

There are strong arguments for the notion that
people actually protect their own lives by valuing life
in general. In Abortion and the Ways We Value Hu-
man Life (1999), Jeffrey Reiman points to a natural
human love for infants produced by evolution—an
impulse exemplified by the attention and protective-
ness given to infants even by strangers. Such love is
necessary for human infants to survive precisely be-
cause human babies are the most helpless infants
among all mammals. Likewise, respect for the devel-
opment of humans from neonates to adults is needed
for human survival. An example of this value of life is
supported by the care devoted to the disposal of hu-
man corpses.

Crimes Against Humanity
Ethicists and historians point to euthanasia pro-

grams conducted by Nazi Germany under Adolf Hit-
ler to eliminate people with mental and physical dis-
abilities. Since such practices were condemned as
crimes against humanity at the Nuremberg trials, a
turn toward euthanasia would resurrect horrors of the
past. Because older persons suffering from severe de-
mentia or Alzheimer’s disease may also be said to
lack personhood and self-awareness, they too could
be included in euthanasia programs.

Another argument against infanticide is that it
victimizes the defenseless. Democratic societies pro-
vide individuals with rights precisely to protect the
weak from being harmed by the strong. Worldwide,
those suffering most from infanticide are female ba-
bies. Permitting infanticide is thus also contrary to
the goal of redressing gender inequalities. Moreover,
many historians would argue that the fact that infanti-
cide pervades human history does not justify the
practice. The institution of slavery also pervades hu-
man history, but few would argue that this fact justi-
fies the institution.

Irwin Halfond
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Infomercials
Definition: Paid commercials that mimic the lengths

and formats of conventional television programs
and are typically designed to sell specific prod-
ucts

Date: First broadcast during the mid-1980’s
Type of ethics: Media ethics
Significance: The dramatic rise in infomercial

broadcasting at the end of the twentieth century
posed ethical questions regarding truth in adver-
tising and the blurring of lines between commer-
cial and noncommercial television programming.

The two- to four-minute television commercials for
household gadgets that entrepreneur Ron Popeil be-
gan broadcasting during the mid-1950’s are often
considered precursors of modern infomercials,
which typically devote thirty minutes or more to pro-
moting a single product or line of products. In 1984,
the administration of President Ronald Reagan re-
laxed federal guidelines limiting the time that televi-
sion stations could devote to advertising, paving the
way for lengthier and more detailed on-air sales
pitches. Later that same year, the HerbaLife com-
pany aired a sixty-minute advertisement for its diet
products that is commonly regarded as the first true
infomercial. Infomercials then proliferated rapidly
throughout the rest of the decade and into the 1990’s,
fueled by budget cuts that forced local television sta-
tions to increase their advertising revenues.

Infomercials are frequently designed to mimic

news programs, talk shows, or public service an-
nouncements, creating the illusion that the informa-
tion they present meets journalistic standards of cred-
ibility and objectivity. Infomercial advertisers are
often accused of utilizing these formats to reinforce
outrageous claims and sell shoddy merchandise to
consumers who are sometimes emotionally or intel-
lectually vulnerable. Critics of this practice cite laws
against deceptive advertising as well as the ethical
tradition of the regulated market economies of West-
ern nations, which holds that businesses and adver-
tisers should not mislead consumers by lying or mis-
representing facts.

Defenders of infomercials argue that according to
the dictates of the free market, infomercial producers
and broadcasters have a fiduciary obligation to maxi-
mize profits that supersedes their obligation to con-
sumers, that the disclaimers commonly included in
these programs provide sufficient notification to
viewers as to their content, and that consumers must
assume at least partial responsibility for distinguish-
ing between news and advertising.

Michael H. Burchett

See also: Advertising; Children’s television; Con-
sumerism; Marketing.

Information access
Definition: Ability to obtain, utilize, and dissemi-

nate information, especially personal informa-
tion, stored on computers

Type of ethics: Media ethics
Significance: The advent of one integrated set of

technologies, the computer network, to both store
and transmit information, renders information
both less secure and more easily exploited or dis-
seminated once it has been accessed, by an order
of magnitude. As a result, new ethical principles
are required to arbitrate and safeguard the tradi-
tional right to privacy in the Information Age.

The ability to store and exchange computerized in-
formation about individuals raises ethical questions
about access to that information. Who should have
access to personal information? Does the right of the
government to know take precedence over an indi-
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vidual’s right to privacy? What kind of information
should not be kept or shared? Complicating these is-
sues is the tendency to accept information obtained
from a computer as totally accurate. Given autho-
rized access, how can the information be verified as
accurate? Do people have a right to examine informa-
tion pertaining to them?

Rise of Information Technology
Since World War II, computer and communica-

tions technologies have combined to produce a ma-
jor influence on Western society. The first generation
of electronic computers had thousands of vacuum
tubes, required huge amounts of electricity for power
and cooling, and cost so much that only governments
and very large corporations could afford them. The
development of the transistor, the integrated circuit,
and the microprocessor led to generations of ever-
more-affordable computers. By the 1980’s, com-
puter technology had reached virtually every level of
the economic infrastructure. Computers became re-
positories for criminal and tax records, health and
employment records, and credit and financial infor-
mation. The communications revolution parallels the
computer revolution. Satellites and fiber-optic lines
have made possible the almost instant transmission
of data between geographically distant computers.

The first two decades of computer technology
progressed without much public discussion of ethical
issues. By 1965, the Federal Bureau of Investigation
(FBI) had begun to develop the National Crime Infor-
mation Center as a central repository of criminal ar-
rest records. That same year, the proposed idea of
centralizing government records of individual citi-
zens in a National Data Center was met with strong
opposition in Congress. Debate over the National
Data Center focused national attention for the first
time on the issue of invasion of privacy as people be-
gan to fear the prospect of an Orwellian all-seeing,
all-knowing government becoming reality.

In Menard v. Mitchell, a landmark 1971 federal
case, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that a “compel-
ling public necessity” had to be proved before an
individual’s arrest record could be widely dissemi-
nated. Legislation by Congress followed. The Pri-
vacy Act of 1975 regulated the use of criminal jus-
tice information, and the Freedom of Information
Act of 1977 gave individuals the right to access non-
classified government records.

The Private Sector
The first attempt to regulate the retail credit indus-

try’s use of personal credit information had come
with the Fair Credit Reporting Act of 1969. By the
1980’s and 1990’s, however, personal information
had become a lucrative commodity driving a huge in-
dustry. The two largest credit bureaus maintained
separate databases of more than 150 million files,
which they made available to banks, credit card com-
panies, and virtually any other business willing to
pay for the service. Many people believed that the
protection of the Fair Credit Reporting Act was no
longer adequate. Reports by the news media and con-
sumer advocates documented cases of individuals
being victimized by false and ruinous credit informa-
tion. A 1991 Consumer Union study found inaccura-
cies in nearly half the records it sampled.

Smaller companies specialized in providing de-
mographic and consumer information to direct mar-
keting firms. For a small monthly fee, customers had
access to detailed information on millions of house-
holds, including address, telephone number, prop-
erty ownership, and legal records. Manufacturers of-
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Ethical Questions Posed by
Information Technology

What is the moral status and nature of ethics pre-
sented by artificial intelligence?

Are machines capable or being moral, or, should hu-
man beings be considered moral machines?

What is humanity’s moral relationship with high-
tech information technology, and what obligations
does each owe to the other?

What can be done about the “digital divide” be-
tween the haves and have nots in access to comput-
ers and the Internet?

What moral issues arise from the impact of comput-
ers on work, the family, church, and other social in-
stitutions?

Should “bad” information technology be prohib-
ited?

Is it possible for hackers and other “deviant” users of
information technology to be considered ethical?



ten routinely sold information taken from cards
returned by consumers for product warranty registra-
tion to direct marketers, who used it to target poten-
tial customers more accurately.

Prospects for Regulation
Because access to personal information has

reached virtually every level of modern society, regu-
lation by a single law or agency is impossible. Fed-
eral and state governments struggle to sort out the
questions of access versus privacy and enact appro-
priate legislation, while some critics question the
government’s ability to regulate itself. By 1982,
U.S. government computers contained more than 3.5
billion personal files. The FBI continues to build a
database of the arrest records of 25 million people,
whether or not their arrests resulted in convictions.

During the 1970’s, the National Security Agency
(NSA) and International Business Machines (IBM)
developed the Data Encryption Standard (DES) to
ensure secure transmission of classified information
over telephone and data lines. Data or conversations
that are transmitted between two points are en-
crypted with a mathematical key. In 1993, the intro-
duction of a DES integrated circuit chip, to be made
available in commercial products, led the Clinton ad-
ministration to support its widespread use. Privacy
advocates hailed the advent of the DES chip but wor-
ried that a new standard with government control of
the keys could trigger abuses of wiretapping and that
computer hackers might be able to duplicate the new
standard’s classified algorithm.

Meanwhile, groups such as the Consumer Union
and the American Civil Liberties Union, as well as
individual citizens, continued to press for protection
against abuses by both the government and the pri-
vate sector.

Summary
The ethics of information access began with the

issue of privacy versus the government’s right to ac-
quire knowledge for the public good but expanded as
businesses began to perceive their access to personal
information as part of their right to do business in a
free-market economy.

Some social analysts claim that the Information
Age has brought a change in values to modern soci-
ety, where the benefits and convenience of free ac-
cess to information outweigh the individual’s right to

privacy. It has even been proposed that since an indi-
vidual’s personal information is a commodity with
commercial value, that person should be compen-
sated with a royalty whenever the information is sold.

The Industrial Revolution was welcomed as an
unmixed blessing to humankind for many years be-
fore society began to consider such ethical issues as
child labor and pollution. The Information Age has
brought sweeping changes to society at a much faster
pace. Sorting out the ethics of information access and
creating systems for control is a slow process, with
much opportunity for abuse in the meantime, be-
cause the very concepts of information and privacy
are being redefined by this rapidly developing tech-
nology.

Charles E. Sutphen

Further Reading
Allen, Dennis. “Ethics of Electronic Information.”

Byte 17 (August, 1992): 10.
Begley, Sharon, et al. “Technology: The Code of the

Future.” Newsweek 121 (June 7, 1993): 70.
Hoerr, John, et al. “Privacy.” Business Week, March

28, 1988, 61-68.
Hunter, Richard. World Without Secrets: Business,
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Computing. New York: J. Wiley, 2002.

Lacayo, Richard. “Nowhere to Hide.” Time 138 (No-
vember 11, 1991): 34-40.

Marchand, Donald A. The Politics of Privacy, Com-
puters, and Criminal Justice Records: Controlling
the Social Costs of Technological Change. Arling-
ton, Va.: Information Resources Press, 1980.

Mossberger, Karen, Caroline J. Tolbert, and Mary
Stansbury, eds. Virtual Inequality: Beyond the
Digital Divide. Washington, D.C.: Georgetown
University Press, 2003.
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York: Pantheon Books, 1986.
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See also: American Civil Liberties Union; Arrest
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Confidentiality; Freedom of Information Act; Iden-
tity theft; Orwell, George; Privacy.
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Inside information
Definition: Confidential knowledge possessed or

obtained by people in positions of power or with
privileged access to information within a com-
pany, organization, or government

Type of ethics: Media ethics
Significance: Inside information can be put to many

uses with ethical implications. It can be used to
profit the person who possesses or obtains it, it
can be passed on to authorities or to a public
whose interest in such knowledge is arguably le-
gitimate, or it can be used to harm, or violate the
privacy of, individuals, companies, or organiza-
tions. All of these uses are the subject of ethical
codes and many are subject to legal regulation as
well.

Confidential information that derives from the ful-
fillment of professional or civic duties is a valuable
commodity. Misappropriation of such knowledge is
a common occurrence in the banking and securities
industry, where frequent opportunity exists to con-
vert one’s knowledge into a monetary profit through
the buying and selling of stocks about which one
has secret information. The Securities and Exchange
Commission explicitly prohibits such practices and
vigorously prosecutes violators.

Media professionals, too, have access to infor-
mation that is proprietary in nature and that has the
potential for misuse. The wide scope of the First
Amendment and the privileges guaranteed to the
press therein, however, preclude the existence of both
a regulatory body and legal restrictions designed to
control the use of information. Therefore, the press,
as with other questions of conduct, is obliged to ad-
dress the ethical issues on a situational basis, weigh-
ing circumstances along with values, loyalties, and
journalistic principles.

Two central issues exist regarding the issue of in-
side information: how the information is obtained
and how it is used. In regard to the securing of infor-
mation, journalists are morally obligated to remain
objective and uncompromised and to respect the
boundaries of legal as well as ethical codes. Because
a journalist’s primary obligation is to distribute infor-
mation, however, even these simple tenets must be
weighed in the light of a situation’s defining circum-
stances. The New York Times, for example, in the

publication of the Pentagon Papers (the documents
that exposed the illegal activities of the Nixon admin-
istration during the 1972-1973 Watergate Affair),
knowingly accepted stolen materials in the light of
what the editors reasoned was a greater moral good—
the exposition of a governmental effort to misrepre-
sent the realities of the Vietnam War.

The second question concerns how inside infor-
mation can be ethically used by media professionals.
The code of ethics of the Society of Professional
Journalists states that journalists who use their pro-
fessional status as representatives of the public for
selfish or other unworthy motives violate a high trust.
A vigorous and effective press relies on the public
trust, so it is incumbent upon journalists to use infor-
mation humanely, intelligently, and ethically. This
process involves questioning the motives of both the
reporter and the source of the information, any obli-
gation that may be created on the part of the journal-
ist in exchange for the information, and the nature of
the relationship in which the information became
known.

That the public interest is best served by making
known everything that is knowable is a journalis-
tic standard that justifies much of what is presented
as news. When journalists become the recipients
of confidential information, however, an ethical di-
lemma arises that challenges this utilitarian philoso-
phy and the accompanying assertion that an action is
just as long as it achieves the greatest good for the
greatest number. The debate lies in an opposing be-
lief that people are not to be treated as a means to a
journalistic end. A corollary to this principle is that
the journalist should not allow himself or herself
to be so treated, which may well be the case when
publishing information “leaked” from confidential
sources. Journalists, therefore, are morally obligated
to seek out competing perspectives and confirming
information and to question whether they are being
used by someone whose interest is counter to the
public interest, such as a campaign worker who
might provide information about an opponent’s sex-
ual history.

Journalists must also inquire about their own
motives for pursuing confidential information. Dur-
ing the 1970’s, Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein of
The Washington Post were guilty of unethical con-
duct when they sought to lure information from
grand jurors hearing evidence on the Watergate case
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who were sworn to secrecy. Even though a corrupt
administration was eventually driven from office
partly as a result of their investigation of the Water-
gate break-in, they did not foresee this event at the
time, and the means they employed to obtain infor-
mation violated ethical codes.

Obligations of Reporters
A second ethical question raised by the use of in-

side information relates to the obligation it estab-
lishes on the part of the reporter. Does the journalist
incur responsibility toward the informant when he or
she has taken risks to provide the information? If he
or she has broken the law to do so, does the reporter
assume culpability as well? Such concerns refer
again to the principle that people are to be treated
with respect and not as a means to an end, and also be-
gin to encroach into other ethical problems for jour-
nalists, those of source-reporter confidentiality and
the use of anonymous sources.

Finally, the issue of respecting the nature of the
relationship in which confidential information is
learned presents yet another ethical challenge. Re-
porters, as representatives of the public trust, fre-
quently find themselves privy to sensitive informa-
tion that they are obligated to preserve in respect to
their roles as journalists. Even seemingly insignifi-
cant violations of the public trust, such as providing
friends with advance notice of an upcoming sale to be
advertised in the local paper, are unethical by inten-
tion regardless of the consequences.

The press, by nature, is not governed by a concise,
explicit code of professional conduct. The ethics
codes that do exist offer guidelines for performance
and not absolute standards of behavior. Journalists
and other media professionals, therefore, are encour-
aged to weigh situational factors along with their
principles of duty in a thoughtful, critical effort to de-
termine the ethical use of inside information.

Regina Howard Yaroch

Further Reading
Bain, George. “The Subtleties of Inside Informa-
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Day, Louis A. Ethics in Media Communications:
Cases and Controversies. Belmont, Calif.: Wads-
worth, 1991.

Donaldson, Thomas, and Patricia Werhane. “Intro-
duction to Ethical Reasoning.” In Case Studies in
Business Ethics, edited by Thomas Donaldson
and A. R. Gini. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-
Hall, 1990.

See also: Confidentiality; Insider trading; Intellec-
tual property; Journalistic ethics; News sources; Pen-
tagon Papers; Privacy.

Insider trading
Definition: Use of information not available to the

public to guide decisions to buy or sell publicly
traded securities

Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Federal laws regulating insider trad-

ing in the United States are designed to create a
level playing field for all investors, on the theory
that for the stock market to be fair, it must in prin-
ciple be both equally accessible and equally un-
predictable to all participants.

Insider trading has been prohibited in the United
States since the passage of the Securities Exchange
Act of 1934, whose Section 10(b) laid down restric-
tions. The federal regulations on securities were de-
signed to prevent corporate executives, directors, at-
torneys, accountants, investment bankers, and other
“insiders” from using their positions to gain unfair
advantages in the market trading of their corpora-
tions’ securities. To buy or sell securities on the basis
of confidential information or to recommend trading
to others on that basis constitutes a violation of
federal securities regulations, potentially subjecting
violaters to both criminal prosecution by the Security
and Exchange Commission (SEC) and civil lawsuits
by injured investors.

Over the years, the SEC and the courts developed
a detailed description of insider trading in numerous
individual cases, most notably in the U.S. Supreme
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Court’s decisions in United States v. Chiarella (1980)
and Dirks v. Securities and Exchange Commission
(1983). Insider trading became widely publicized
during the 1980’s, when two prominent financiers,
Ivan Boesky and Michael Milken, were convicted of
numerous securities violations, sentenced to prison,
and fined more than $700 million.

No formal definition of insider trading was writ-
ten into federal law until 2002, when the U.S. Con-
gress passed the Sarbanes-Oxley Act. That law spelled
out the conditions constituting lawful and unlawful
insider trading and established ground rules for legal
insider trading. These rules required dealers to file
insider transactions, electronically, within two busi-
ness days to the SEC and to post the transactions on
their companies’ Web sites within one day of filing
the information with the SEC. Under previous legis-
lation, insider traders had at least forty-one days to
report their transactions, making it nearly impossible
to detect abuses until well after damage was done.
For example, executives of the failing Enron corpora-
tion did not report they had sold off most of their own
stock in the company in 2001 until after the com-
pany’s collapse was made public. By the end of the
calendar year, the value of the company’s stock fell
from more than eighty-one dollars per share to virtu-
ally nothing.

W. Jackson Parham, Jr.
Updated by the editors

Further Reading
Lu Shen-Shin. Insider Trading and the Twenty-Four

Hour Securities Market: A Case Study of Legal
Regulation in the Emerging Global Economy.
Hanover, Mass.: Christopher, 1999.

See also: Corporate scandal; Inside information;
Profit taking; Retirement funds; Stewart, Martha;
White-collar crime.

Institutionalization of patients
Definition: Involuntary confinement in mental

health facilities of mentally ill individuals
Type of ethics: Psychological ethics
Significance: The involuntary institutionalization

of people who are deemed to be mentally ill cre-

ates a conflict between the ethical values of per-
sonal autonomy on one hand and beneficence or
care on the other. The question is when it is appro-
priate to violate the wishes of individuals for their
own good. This question is made much more
complicated by the fact that what has counted as
mental illness and as legitimate grounds for insti-
tutionalization has changed significantly over
time, which can cause any given standard to seem
more arbitrary than it otherwise might.

Religions teach that the least among us deserve aid
and comfort. To apply this rule to the mentally ill of-
ten requires some degree of forced institutionali-
zation. To fulfill the ethical rule not to restrict liberty
without good cause means to allow people to live on
the streets and to conduct costly court hearings.
Many solutions to the problem of the seriously men-
tally ill have been tried, but all are flawed.

A History of Institutionalization
Various societies at various times have attempted

to find humane solutions to the problem of mentally
ill persons. Many homeless mentally ill persons wan-
dered the towns and roads of the American colonies.
In 1752, Benjamin Franklin influenced the Penn-
sylvania colony legislature to open the first mental
hospital in the thirteen colonies. During the mid-
nineteenth century, many people hailed Dorothea
Dix as a great reformer because her efforts on the be-
half of the homeless mentally ill resulted in the cre-
ation of thirty mental hospitals that soon were filled
with patients. Placing people in mental hospitals de-
prived them of liberty. Common law principles al-
lowed the taking of a person’s liberty only if that
person was dangerous to himself or herself or the
community, required due process, and maintained
that a defendant was innocent until proved guilty.
Application of the common law rules could have
stopped physicians from attempting to treat the men-
tally ill.

In 1849, the Association of Medical Superinten-
dents of American Institutions for the Insane (now
the American Psychiatric Association) appointed a
well-known expert, Isaac Ray, to draft a model law
for involuntary confinements. He proposed that the
involuntary confinement of the deranged for treat-
ment be treated as a medical decision without legal
formalities. After several years, most states accepted
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Ray’s idea. During the nineteenth century and the
first half of the twentieth century, the states con-
structed many large mental asylums. In the United
States in 1963, 679,000 persons were confined in
mental hospitals, whereas only 250,000 were con-
fined in state and federal prisons. From the medical
viewpoint, confinement in mental institutions repre-
sented an opportunity to “help” those suffering from
a disease.

The Deinstitutionalization Movement
By the 1950’s, many critics, including the well-

known psychiatrist Thomas Szasz, attacked the in-
voluntary confinement of the mentally ill unless
the patients were dangerous to themselves or others.
For Szasz, mental illness was a myth, a name for
problems in living rather than a medical condition
correctable by medical action. He proposed the
deinstitutionalization of mental patients and the dis-
mantling of community mental health centers. Szasz
pointed to misuses of psychiatry in the former So-
viet Union to institutionalize and “treat” political
prisoners.

Patients’ rights advocates who sued hospitals to
release patients and improve conditions joined forces
with fiscal conservatives who recommended the re-
lease of patients to more cost-effective community
care. Judges forced mental hospitals to use more
stringent criteria for involuntary admissions, to grant
extensive rights to patients, to stop exploiting pa-
tients economically, and to improve conditions. The
“need for treatment” criterion was rejected, and only
the mentally ill who were a danger to themselves or
others or were gravely disabled could be confined in-
voluntarily and then only by means of a judicial deci-
sion. By 1984, the mental hospital population had
dropped to roughly 125,000.

The courts also granted mental patients basic
rights. Mental patients were to be treated as normal
human beings, they were not to be embarrassed by
disclosure of their patient status, and they were to be
paid for work done in the institutions. They had a
right to refuse most extreme treatments, such as
shock therapy. Their rights included absolute access
to an attorney and qualified rights for free communi-
cation. The restrictions on commitment and the new
rights for mental patients made it more expensive and
difficult to commit patients and more expensive to
keep them. Mental hospitals had partially supported

themselves by the unpaid labor of the patients, but
this was now forbidden.

The theory behind deinstitutionalization was that
community mental health facilities such as halfway
houses would replace the large asylums, but legisla-
tures did not fund adequate numbers of the new cen-
ters and communities resisted having the facilities
in their midst. Outpatient care using chemotherapy
was initiated, but most patients did not use such ser-
vices. Deinstitutionalization freed patients but did
not improve their overall welfare. Many freed pa-
tients moved to the streets and endured terrible con-
ditions. Some had children on the streets. Citizens
complained about the activities of mental patients in
their neighborhoods. The argument that the mentally
ill should have the same legal protection as criminals
is flawed. The consequences of confinement and
freedom for each group of persons and for society are
different.

Today, state laws specify the procedures for invol-
untary confinement of the mentally ill. The normal
grounds for such confinement are that the patient is a
danger to self or others or is gravely disabled. As pa-
tients’ loss of liberty increases through longer con-
finements, the courts play a larger role and patients
have more due process rights. The state must provide
an appointed attorney if one is requested and must al-
low jury trials.

Treatment and a Clash of Values
A second factor that acted together with court rul-

ings to promote the deinstitutionalization of the men-
tally ill was the discovery of powerful antipsychotic
drugs during the 1950’s. Chemotherapy treated
symptoms but did not cure the mentally ill, and it of-
ten produced very unpleasant side effects. Because
most patients could function as long as they took
their medication, it made it possible to release many
of them. Many patients improved during confine-
ment because of therapy and drugs, won release,
stopped taking their medication, and then relapsed.

Ironically, once the patients’rights advocates won
the deinstitutionalization battle, they then attacked
forced chemotherapy. Psychotherapists argued that
chemotherapy liberated the mind from delusions. A
majority of state courts granted patients rights to re-
fuse chemotherapy, while the federal courts applied a
“need-for-treatment” analysis and left the decisions
in the hands of psychiatrists. As chemotherapy de-
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clined, hospital stays became longer and the use of
physical restraints increased.

The basic institutionalization issue involves de-
ciding which profession and which set of ethical val-
ues will control the treatment and confinement of the
mentally ill. The patients’ rights attorneys see them-
selves as being in conflict with arrogant physicians
who deprive patients of civil rights. In fact, most ther-
apists do tend to overdiagnose mental illness. The
idea that judging a sick person to be well is more to be
avoided than judging a well person to be sick is built
into the medical model. Therapists are wary of public
criticism and of lawsuits triggered by the violent acts
of a few dangerous released mental patients, and they
view involuntary confinement and treatment as being
ethically required to protect patients and the public.

Leland C. Swenson
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Integration
Definition: Incorporation as equals of the members

of different groups, especially races, within an or-
ganization, institution, or society

Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: The Civil Rights movement of the

1950’s and 1960’s in the United States helped
bring about both a federal policy and eventually a
general societal ethic of racial integration, replac-
ing and stigmatizing previous segregationist prac-
tices and policies. The appropriate parameters of
that ethic are still being debated, in relation to such
practices as affirmative action and school busing.

A racially integrated society would be one in which
African Americans can participate in all aspects of
national life without being handicapped by their
color. In such a society, there should be no neighbor-
hood where an African American could not reside
simply because of being black; no hotel, restaurant,
or other public facility that an African American
could not use on equal terms with whites; no school
that an African American child could not attend be-
cause of being black; no kind of vocational training,
university education, or line of work from which an
African American would be barred because of being
black; and no public office for which an African
American could not contend. In an integrated society,
whites would see African Americans not as pariahs
but as fellow Americans, fellow veterans, coworkers,
and neighbors. By the turn of the twenty-first cen-
tury, the goal of a racially integrated society, despite
much progress, was only half achieved; the role that
public policy should play in creating a more racially
integrated society was still a matter of lively debate.

Ethical and Legal Principles
Those who discuss the ethics of integration are

dealing with the ethics of public policy rather than (as
is the case, to some extent, with prejudice and rac-
ism) the morality of private behavior. The promotion
of racial integration has been seen by its proponents
as essential to the realization of an important value in
public policy ethics: that of equality under the law re-
gardless of race or color. This principle had first been
publicly recognized in the United States by the Four-
teenth Amendment to the Constitution (ratified in
1868), which mandated that every state guarantee its
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citizens the equal protection of the laws. Liberals
tend to be more optimistic about the possibilities for
achieving greater racial equality through government-
sponsored integration; conservatives tend to perceive
a conflict between government-mandated integration
and other cherished American values.

Signposts of progress during these years (which
witnessed the flowering of the Civil Rights move-
ment) included the gradual desegregation of the
American military, which began with President
Harry S. Truman’s executive order in 1948; the Su-
preme Court decision of 1954, which struck down
the constitutionality of segregated schools; the ad-
mission of African Americans into southern state
universities; the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which es-
tablished the right of equal access to public accom-
modations and banned discrimination in employ-
ment; the Voting Rights Act of 1965; the Supreme
Court decision of 1967 that overturned state laws
against black-white intermarriage; and the federal
fair housing law of 1968. By 1990, many of these
changes had achieved general acceptance; efforts to
integrate employment, schools, and housing, how-
ever, continued to arouse controversy.

Affirmative Action Controversy
By the late 1970’s, affirmative action, in which

the presence or absence of a fixed percentage of Afri-
can Americans in a business, government depart-
ment, or university is used to determine whether that
institution discriminates, had become the chief tool
by which the federal government tried to open up op-
portunities for African Americans. In 1975, in the
book Affirmative Discrimination, the white sociolo-
gist Nathan Glazer condemned the application of this
policy in both private businesses and government
employment. Glazer argued that affirmative action
undermines respect for merit and encourages ethnic
and racial divisiveness; unlike many liberals, he de-
nied that the underrepresentation of African Ameri-
cans in a particular job or profession is necessarily
evidence of discrimination. Some African American
conservatives believe that affirmative action stigma-
tizes as inferior those African Americans who do
gain entrance to prestigious universities or get good
jobs. Yet other thinkers—white as well as African
American—argue that many employers would hire
no African Americans at all if they were not prodded
to do so by the existence of a numerical goal.

School Integration and the
Supreme Court

In Brown v. Board of Education, in 1954, the Su-
preme Court declared that officially enforced school
segregation by race (then found mostly in the south-
ern states) violated the Fourteenth Amendment to the
Constitution. In a 1968 decision, the Supreme Court
exerted pressure on southern school boards to end
segregation more quickly; in a 1971 decision, Swann
v. Board of Education, the Court held that school
busing—the transportation of children out of their
neighborhoods for schooling—might be an appropri-
ate tool for achieving desegregation.

During the 1960’s, the question arose of what to
do about the de facto racial segregation of the schools,
based on neighborhood racial patterns rather than on
the law, found in many northern cities. In 1973, the
Supreme Court ordered, for the first time, a northern
school district (Denver, Colorado) to institute a de-
segregation plan. In 1974, however, the Court, in a
sudden shift, banned (in the decision Milliken v.
Bradley) busing for integration purposes across city-
suburban boundaries. In general, the Court has or-
dered steps toward ending de facto segregation only
when evidence exists that local authorities have de-
liberately rigged school district boundaries to keep
the races apart.

Integration of Elementary and
Secondary Schools

Ever since 1954, people have argued about how
necessary integration of the races in the classroom is
to providing equal educational opportunities for Af-
rican American children. During the 1980’s, even
some maverick conservative African American think-
ers, such as Thomas Sowell and Robert Woodson had
their doubts. Woodson argued that a neighborhood
school, even if it is exclusively African American,
can become a valuable focus of neighborhood pride
for low-income city dwellers; Sowell pointed nostal-
gically to a high-quality African American second-
ary school of the pre-1954 era of segregation, Dunbar
High School in Washington, D.C. (Critics stress how
atypical Dunbar was.)

Integrationist scholars, however, argue that forc-
ible exclusion from the company of white schoolchil-
dren stigmatizes and psychically wounds African
American children; the African American journalist
Carl Rowan thinks that such exclusion is psychically
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wounding even if it results from white flight to the
suburbs rather than government edict. White liberal
political scientist Gary Orfield suggests that racial in-
tegration of the schools is necessary if African Amer-
ican children are to have greater access to informa-
tion about jobs and other opportunities; white liberal
education writer Jonathan Kozol contends, like many
African American thinkers, that all-African Ameri-
can public schools are more likely than integrated
ones to be starved of money by legislatures that are
beholden to white-majority electorates.

Integration vs. Parental Rights
Although the compulsory busing of children into

schools predominantly of the other race may be nec-
essary to achieve racial integration in some cases, it
does severely limit the rights of parents, thereby
causing some resentment. The Supreme Court’s
1974 ban on busing across city-suburban boundaries
means that the most bitter white foes of school inte-
gration could often shield their children from it by
moving to the suburbs; even if this decision were
overturned, achieving complete racial integration of
the schools in defiance of segregated neighborhood
patterns would be both a herculean task and a politi-
cally controversial one.

The rights of parents over their children are, as the
African American philosopher Bernard R. Boxill
points out, by no means absolute. There is a societal
interest in promoting interracial harmony, Boxill sug-
gests, that perhaps should be allowed to prevail over
the wish of bigoted white parents to preserve their
children from all contact with African American
children. Rejecting the notion (found in the writings
of African American conservative Glenn Loury) of
an unresolvable tension between integrationist goals
and individual rights, Boxill also argues that govern-
ment can use inducements as well as penalties to pro-
mote integration, in education and in other areas.

To promote integration of the schools while keep-
ing busing to a minimum, some local school authori-
ties have instituted so-called magnet schools. By
placing elementary and secondary schools with
above-average endowment in facilities and curricula
in the middle of African American neighborhoods,
authorities hope to persuade, rather than force, white
parents to accept racial integration of the schools. Yet
because funds are limited, the number of magnet
schools that can be established is also limited; inevi-

tably, some African American schoolchildren re-
main in all-African American schools, and some
white parents cannot get their children into magnet
schools. The magnet school solution is not perfect.

Achieving Housing Integration
By 1990, neither the federal Fair Housing Act of

1968 nor the many state and local laws banning dis-
crimination in the sale or rental of housing had solved
the problem of racially segregated neighborhoods.
One troublesome issue that arises with respect to
housing integration is the tension between individual
rights and the goal of keeping a neighborhood inte-
grated over time. Many whites are reluctant to live in
a neighborhood or an apartment complex when the
percentage of African American residents exceeds a
certain number. To prevent wholesale evacuation by
whites, so-called benign quotas have been intro-
duced limiting the African American influx in the in-
terest of stable integration. Benign quotas have been
used by realtors in the Chicago suburb of Oak Park
and by the management of the Starrett City apartment
complex in New York City; in the latter case, the con-
stitutionality of benign quotas was challenged during
the 1980’s.

Another difficult question is whether poor as well
as middle- or upper-income African Americans
should be given the chance to live in the prosperous
and mostly white suburbs. White suburbanites who
might tolerate the occasional prosperous African
American homeowner as a neighbor would almost
certainly oppose the building of public housing
projects in suburbia; yet it is the poorer African
American who might benefit most from the greater
employment opportunities found in the suburbs. In
Chicago, the Gautreaux program attempted to cir-
cumvent the problem by settling small numbers of
carefully selected poor African American families in
prosperous white suburbs.

Nathan Glazer, in a 1993 magazine essay, argued
that only an extremely intrusive government could
make racially integrated neighborhoods remain ra-
cially integrated over time. Bernard Boxill contends,
however, that not every action that is beyond the pen-
alties of law is necessarily moral, and that govern-
ment, if it cannot force whites to stay in integrated
neighborhoods, can at least offer inducements for
them to do so.

Paul D. Mageli
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Integrity
Definition: Consistent adherence to moral, intel-

lectual, professional, or artistic principles despite
temptation to abandon them

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Integrity is an important personal

characteristic in ethical systems based on virtue
and moral character.

The etymology of the word “integrity” reveals its
relationship to the Latin integritas, meaning “sound-
ness, health, unimpaired condition,” and to the
English “integral,” meaning “necessary for com-
pleteness” and “made up of parts forming a whole.”
On the assumption that this etymological relation-
ship is relevant within a moral context, integrity as a
moral virtue may be identified as early as the fourth
century b.c.e. in Plato’s ethical theory. The Pla-
tonic soul is tripartite, consisting of reason (intel-
lect), spirit (feelings), and passion (desire). The har-
monious interaction of these three parts, with reason
dominant over the other two, is central to human vir-
tue. The virtues corresponding to the correct exercise
of each of these three parts are, respectively, wisdom,
courage, and self-control, which together constitute
the virtue of justice. A person in whom either spirit or
passion is out of control is both morally and psycho-
logically impaired, existing in a state of moral frag-
mentation. In such a case, the tripartite soul is splint-
ered, making the person less than morally whole or
complete. If justice is the harmonious interaction of
the three parts of the soul, then Platonic justice is Pla-
tonic integrity, and Plato’s understanding of integrity
simultaneously serves as the benchmark for subse-
quent Western ethical theory and presages the devel-
opment of modern moral psychology.

If integrity is defined as the willingness to abide
by and defend one’s principles, whether they are ar-
tistic, intellectual, professional, or moral, it is evident
that the first three kinds of integrity are rooted in a
more fundamental moral integrity, since without the
latter, one cannot be relied on to retain and to act on
whatever other principles one holds. The definition
of integrity entails that, because of deeply held be-
liefs and commitments, there are some things that
one is unwilling to do, an unwillingness that may per-
sist even under extreme circumstances.

The artist whose artistic identity and principles
are rooted in her originality might refuse to produce
tasteless but lucrative popular art, even if this refusal
means a life of relative poverty. A scholar, to preserve
his intellectual integrity, may refuse to publish any-
thing that will not make a genuine, worthwhile con-
tribution to his discipline, even if he might advance
professionally with more frequent but less qualitative
publication. The businessperson, faced with the temp-
tation to compromise important professional princi-
ples, declines to do so in the interest of both personal
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and corporate integrity. Moral integrity, which is at
once more fundamental and more comprehensive,
requires that an individual refuse to abandon impor-
tant moral principles even when it is advantageous
to do so and that the content of these principles be
such that reasonable people would recognize them as
moral. Moral steadfastness on behalf of manifestly
sound moral principles entitles one to the esteem of
others as an honorable person who maintains a high
degree of consistency between principle and behav-
ior when faced with the temptation to do otherwise.

In modern ethical theory, the discussion of integ-
rity has centered more on its importance than on its
definition. Emphasis on moral traits such as integrity
is a defining feature of ethical systems based on per-
sonal virtue, in which individual moral character as-
sumes primary importance and moral evaluation fo-
cuses on persons rather than (or in addition to) actions.
For consequentialist ethical systems such as utilitari-
anism, however, actions and consequences rather
than persons are the primary object of moral evalua-
tion. The latter system is more typical of modern eth-
ical theory, while the former is more traditional, dat-
ing back to the Greeks and Romans, and especially to
Stoicism, in which personal character assumes a cen-
trally important place. This difference reflects the
modern tendency to distinguish between an individ-
ual’s personal character and that individual’s actions
and to regard actions as being morally more impor-
tant than character, since they have direct or indirect
consequences for the well-being or harm of others.

Bernard Williams, in Utilitarianism: For and
Against (1987), underscores the traditional impor-
tance of integrity by making it a focal point in his crit-
icism of utilitarianism, according to which an action
that increases the totality of human well-being is
moral, regardless of the motives or character of the
agent. Williams argues that one of the chief flaws in
utilitarianism is that it constitutes an attack upon per-
sonal integrity by dismissing as unimportant the
deeply held commitments from which emanate a per-
son’s most significant actions. Utilitarianism, which
by its nature mandates taking into account only
the consequences of actions, requires that one disre-
gard personal convictions in favor of doing what en-
sures, on balance, an acceptable utilitarian outcome
of greater good than harm. How one feels about one’s
action is irrelevant. Integrity is a strong component of
moral conviction, however, and conviction is an im-

portant source of action. Williams argues that alien-
ating a person from strongly held convictions by re-
quiring that they be disregarded is unreasonable and
unfair, amounting to the destruction of much of what
constitutes the agent’s identity.

Alasdair MacIntyre, in After Virtue: A Study in
Moral Theory (1984), argues for a reintegration of
character and action, contending that since personal
virtue is an important determinant of actions, charac-
ter is therefore an essential component of any com-
plete moral context. To separate character and action
is to displace virtues such as integrity from this con-
text, making comprehensive moral judgments im-
possible. Such a separation destroys the “unity” or
wholeness—integrity in the Platonic sense—of an
individual life. A person’s life, to be of genuine moral
significance, must be one in which a set of virtues,
firmly held and consistently acted upon, unifies the
various roles that the individual occupies, and con-
fers upon that individual a corresponding set of obli-
gations. Such a life requires integrity (in both the an-
cient and modern senses), which is intelligible only
in relation to a more universal good.

Finally, integrity is a characteristic for which one
bears special individual responsibility, as enunciated
by Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn upon receiving the Nobel
Prize in Literature: “And the simple step of a simple
courageous man is not to take part in the lie, not to
support deceit. Let the lie come into the world, even
dominate the world, but not through me.”

Barbara Forrest
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Intellectual property
Definition: Ideas, devices, techniques, or represen-

tations whose ownership and control by their cre-
ators is recognized and enforced by law

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Accepted public policy thinking holds

that society has an interest in assigning ownership
of ideas or expression for a limited duration. The
initial right to profit from a creation motivates
people to create things, while eventual transfer-
ence of ownership to the public domain allows for
the expansion and development of the initial ideas
or expression in ways not envisioned by their cre-
ator, to society’s benefit.

Society has a vested interest in encouraging useful in-
ventions and artistic creations. Modern legal theory
treats the ideas, designs, texts, images, or musical
compositions of such persons as their private intangi-
ble property and allows them to restrict the use of this
intellectual property for a set time or until certain
events occur. Intellectual property law generally rec-
ognizes four forms of intellectual property: trade se-
crets, patents, copyrights, and trademarks. Inventors
are considered to have the right to keep their inven-
tion trade secrets if it is practicable for them to do so
but are encouraged to disclose fully their inventions
in return for the exclusive rights provided by the issu-
ance of a patent to practice their inventions for a fixed
period of time.

Authors, artists, and composers generally can

claim a copyright for their work, which will prevent
others from using their ideas or reproducing or per-
forming their creative work without permission, for
which they may then receive a fee or royalty. A trade-
mark is a word or symbol that a manufacturer can use
to distinguish its products from those of its competi-
tors. In effect, a trademark allows a firm to profit
from its (intangible) reputation for quality or reliabil-
ity. The owner of intellectual property is free to sell it
to another or to grant a license for its use. Unautho-
rized use of intellectual property is called infringe-
ment. Plagiarism, the intentional misrepresentation
of an idea or creation as one’s own, is considered a se-
rious breach of ethical behavior in almost every area
of creative endeavor.

History
In ancient times, no formal protection was given

to inventors, who had to resort to secrecy to prevent
others from using their inventions. In the absence
of printing presses and high-speed communication,
there was little point in forbidding others to copy a
work. In the Middle Ages, ideals of personal modesty
encouraged anonymous authorship. It is only with
the rise of capitalism and economic competition that
the notion of intellectual property entered into legal
and ethical thinking.

A monopoly is an individual or group that has
been awarded an exclusive right to conduct a busi-
ness or practice a profession. Since monopolies can
demand a higher price for goods and services than
can businesses that have competition, the existence
of monopolies is generally considered undesirable
unless required in a given area for the public good.
The development of patent and copyright law is usu-
ally considered to begin with the English Statute of
Monopolies of 1623, which in general was an at-
tempt to eliminate monopolies but excepted patents
on inventions and methods as necessary means of
encouraging the development of industry. The Con-
stitution of the United States expressly grants to the
federal government the right to issue patents and
copyrights “to promote the progress of science and
the useful arts.”

Ethical Principles
Underlying the general concept of intellectual

property is the notion that an individual is entitled to
compensation for the products of his or her labor. In
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the case of inventions, there is the additional question
of the inventor’s right to privacy. In most legal sys-
tems, someone who develops a new process or recipe
for, say, a long-lasting paint, is under no obligation to
share the process with the public. He and his heirs
may treat it as a trade secret forever. If anyone else,
however, were to discover the process by any legiti-
mate means, such as chemically analyzing a can of
paint that had been purchased, he or she would be
free to manufacture and sell the identical product at a
lower price. In applying for a patent on this process,
the inventor, in effect, enters into a contract with soci-
ety in which secrecy is abandoned in return for the
exclusive right to control the use of the process for a
fixed number of years. Very few individuals could af-
ford to be authors, composers, or filmmakers if any-
one who wished to could make multiple copies of
their works and sell them freely.

Ethical Problems
The question of where to draw the line between

individuals’ rights to their intellectual property and
the welfare of the public has not been fully resolved.
Some countries, including the United Kingdom, re-
fuse on humanitarian grounds to issue patents for
medicines. Many countries permit the suppliers of
military hardware to infringe the patent rights of in-
ventors, possibly with a provision for compensation
but without advance permission, when such an act
is justified by the requirements of national security.
Even the existence of public libraries in effect deprives
authors of the revenue they might otherwise gain
from the readers of their books. The development of
computer networks allows, in effect, many persons to
use the same copy of a copyrighted program.

There are also possible conflicts between the
rights of authors, artists, and composers and the
rights of subsequent owners of a copyright. Many
governments recognize as moral rights of creative in-
dividuals the rights of attribution, or recognition as
being the creator of one’s own work, and of integrity,
or having one’s work presented as a whole or in an ac-
ceptable abridgment, even though the work may have
been purchased or performed for pay. It can also, of
course, be argued that allowing the owners of intel-
lectual property greater control over the form in
which it is disseminated could increase their profits
and thus ultimately benefit the creators.

Donald R. Franceschetti
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Intelligence testing
Definition: Measurement of human intelligence
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Intelligence testing raises ethical con-

cerns involving potential cultural bias of tests as
well as the differential treatment of people based
on their test results.

Alfred Binet and his colleagues first devised tests to
assess the mental abilities of French children during
the 1890’s. A child’s “mental age,” divided by chro-
nological age, gave an “intelligence quotient” (IQ).
Binet thought that IQ scores could be improved
through education, but many British psychologists
insisted that intelligence was hereditary. Data on this
issue were gathered by Cyril Burt, but some of his
data were later shown to have been fabricated. Amer-
ican psychologists modernized Binet’s tests but ap-
plied them, with considerable bias, against African
Americans and immigrants.

Despite early claims that the tests measure “in-
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nate intelligence,” careful studies show that educa-
tional influences are strong and that most early stud-
ies were flawed. In particular, a fifteen-point average
difference between unselected whites and African
Americans disappears when comparison is made be-
tween samples matched by social status, family in-
come, and similar factors. African Americans who
have attended good schools and have had similar ad-
vantages achieve higher scores than do students from
disadvantaged backgrounds regardless of race.

Test bias occurs because the test is given in a par-
ticular language and because it assumes a middle-
class cultural environment; the results are therefore
biased against the poor and against those who speak a
different language. More subtle bias includes ques-
tions about activities that are common to middle-
class white males, thus discriminating against fe-
males and blacks. Bias-free exams are difficult to
write.

Proponents of eugenics have advocated favorable
treatment of high-IQ individuals and unfavorable
treatment (including sterilization) of low-IQ sub-

jects. Since test results can be modified by education
and are subject to bias, such proposals have lost much
favor since about 1940.

Eli C. Minkoff

See also: Eugenics; Genetic counseling; Genetic
testing; Psychology.

Intention
Definition: Purpose or aim of an action; that which

is intended
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Agents typically must intend to do

something or be directed toward a certain in-
tended state of affairs in order to be morally re-
sponsible for their actions.

The idea of the intentionality of action is commonly
atrributed to Aristotle’s On the Soul (335-323 b.c.e.).
Aristotle’s theory was transmitted through late medi-
eval to modern philosophy primarily by Thomas
Aquinas and William of Ockham. In the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, intentionalism was
associated with Franz Brentano’s 1874 work Psy-
chology from an Empirical Standpoint and his 1889
The Origin of Our Knowledge of Right and Wrong.
Modern moral philosophy in the intentionalist tradi-
tion includes the work of, among others, G. E. M.
Anscombe, Robert Audi, Roderick M. Chisholm,
Donald Davidson, Joseph Margolis, and Richard
Taylor.

An agent’s intention is what the agent intends to
do. It is the possibly nonexistent state of affairs that
the agent assumes as the purpose or goal of action, to-
ward which the action is directed. Some examples of
intentions are to help another person, to perfect one’s
abilities, to achieve a career objective, and to move a
finger.

It is standardly agreed that agents are not morally
responsible for their actions unless they intend to do
them. Behavior performed entirely without intention
is not action or doing in the philosophically correct
sense of the word, but something that a person suf-
fers or undergoes. Doing something unintentionally,
when there is no negligence or overriding obligation
to determine the likely effects of an action, is often
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considered to render a person morally blameless for
bad consequences. Agents are sometimes praised or
blamed even for their unrealized or failed intentions,
as a reflection of their moral attitudes and inclina-
tions.

The main division in moral philosophy between
deontological and consequentialist ethics can be
drawn in terms of the role that intention is thought to
play in moral evaluation. For the deontologist, hav-
ing a good or morally approved intention, usually one
that intends an action because it is prescribed by duty,
is the most important factor in ethical conduct, re-
gardless of the consequences. Consequentialists are
unconcerned with the state of mind with which an ac-
tion is undertaken, except insofar as it leads to good
consequences, which are often understood as what-
ever maximizes happiness. Although the concept of
intentionality does not resolve the dispute between
these two types of moral philosophy, the fact that
their disagreement can be characterized in terms of
intentions indicates the importance of the concept of
intentions to moral theory.

Dale Jacquette
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International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights

Identification: Legally binding promise by signa-
tory nations to ensure civil and political rights
within their sovereign territory

Date: Adopted on December 16, 1966; took effect
on March 23, 1976

Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: The covenant represents a practical

attempt to enforce the principles advocated in
theory by the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights.

For years after the 1948 Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights, the United Nations struggled to prepare
treaties that would oblige nations to guarantee the
rights and freedoms described in the declaration. In
1966, two covenants were presented: the Interna-
tional Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and the
International Covenant on Economic, Social, and
Cultural Rights.

Those nations who are party to the Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights have agreed to guarantee to
all individuals under their jurisdiction certain basic
rights. No distinctions are made because of race,
color, sex, language, national origin, and so on. The
rights and freedoms guaranteed under this covenant
include the right to life and liberty, freedom from
slavery, freedom from torture or inhuman punish-
ment, freedom from arbitrary detention, the right to
travel freely, and the freedom of thought and religion.
Furthermore, the covenant guarantees protection for
ethnic, religious, and linguistic minorities, and guar-
antees that no one may be forced to testify against
himself or herself. Signatory nations found to be in
violation of this covenant may be held accountable
by the United Nations.

Cynthia A. Bily

See also: Civil Rights movement; Commission on
Civil Rights, U.S.; International law; League of Na-
tions; UNESCO Declaration on the Human Genome
and Human Rights; United Nations; United Nations
Declaration of the Rights of the Child; United Na-
tions Declaration on the Rights of Disabled Persons;
Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
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International Criminal Court
Identification: Permanent court established in The

Hague, Netherlands, by the international commu-
nity

Date: Founded in 2002
Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: The International Criminal Court

(ICC) is the first standing international court de-
signed specifically to prosecute individuals for
war crimes and crimes against humanity. Its mis-
sion is to prosecute egregious criminals who en-
joy impunity in their home countries and further
to refine and articulate international laws of war
and laws promoting human rights.

Creation of the International Criminal Court culmi-
nated a century of developments in international
criminal law. While there has always been a belief
that certain crimes are of such a hideous nature that
their prosecution demands an international response,
the political will to develop a serious legal institu-
tion to confront these crimes was long lacking. Prior
to the establishment of the ICC, the only courts in
which war criminals and other politically power-
ful criminals could be prosecuted were domestic
courts or ad hoc tribunals—temporary courts con-
vened only to prosecute a particular individuals or
groups for crimes occurring at specific times and
places. While such courts have had some success,
their influence has been sharply limited by their in-
herently transitory nature. Other international courts,
such as the International Court of Justice and the in-
frequently used Permanent Court of Arbitration, deal
only with grievances among states and do not handle
claims regarding individuals.

To address this issue, a large number of states con-
vened in Rome to draw up plans for a court that
would fill this gap in international law. Founded by
the resulting Rome Statute of 2003, the ICC is de-
signed as a standing body that can prosecute certain
crimes almost anywhere in the world.

Controversy and Jurisdiction
The ICC is not without its critics. In particular, the

United States has been a strong opponent of the
court, fearing that its own citizens may become tar-
gets of politically motivated prosecutions and that it
may lose some of its independence to an unaccount-

able international power. In 2002, the U.S. govern-
ment took the unprecedented step of removing its
signature from the Rome Statute. In addition, it pres-
sured smaller nations to sign agreements that would
prevent them from sending Americans to the ICC,
should the court seek to prosecute them. This policy
has, in turn, met with stiff resistance from other coun-
tries throughout the world and from the European
powers in particular, who see the court as an impor-
tant first step in the creation of a more peaceful and
just world order.

The ICC cannot pursue cases against anyone it
wishes. For a prosecution to be authorized, the
crimes must either take place in states that are party
to the treaty or involve accused persons who are citi-
zens of one of those states. In a novel development in
international criminal law, domestic courts may first
elect to investigate and prosecute accused criminals
and then, if they are unable or unwilling to pursue the
case, the ICC’s own prosecutors may take over the
prosecutions—a process known as “complementary
jurisdiction.”

The ICC has special jurisdiction over several
types of crimes: war crimes, as defined by the Geneva
Conventions; genocide; crimes against humanity,
such as slavery, mass rape, ethnic cleansing, and
apartheid; and aggression. The last crime is notori-
ously vague, and the treaty delays any prosecutions
for aggression until the concept can be adequately
defined.

Ethical Issues
The ICC faces a great number of ethical issues. At

its founding, the hope was that an international judi-
cial body would be better able to provide justice for
many people who have been unable to find it in their
home countries. Some of the most egregious crimes
in history have been committed by powerful leaders,
such as Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin, whose power
placed them beyond traditional forms of legal ac-
countability.

However, according to some critics, it is unclear
whether it is practical to make political leaders sub-
jects of ICC prosecutions. Tyrant who face possible
international criminal trials are likely to hold onto
power much longer if abdication means that they
may face humiliating trials in The Hague and lengthy
imprisonments. By contrast, if such rulers were in-
stead offered immunity from prosecution and rela-
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tively comfortable retirements, they might be more
easily persuaded to give up power without commit-
ting additional crimes or causing further suffering.
Such a benefit, critics contend, is more concrete than
any abstract notions of “justice” that the ICC can pro-
vide.

Criticisms
Some critics have contended that the justice that

international courts apply will be biased in favor of
the interests of wealthy and powerful countries and
those countries’ provincial value systems. The lead-
ership of weaker states with difficult domestic prob-
lems and substantial civil strife may be unable to
meet the standards of stable Western democracies.
Some critics contend that it is unfair to hold such
states to standards that they cannot possibly meet.
Further, when the powerful states commit criminal
acts, their governments are likely to possess the polit-
ical clout to stop prosecution of their leaders. Thus,
the court is not likely to provide justice for all, but
rather will simply be another forum in which the
powerful bully the weak.

However, the court’s defenders have insisted that
without some legal accountability for international
criminals, victims will be forced to find justice out-
side of the law. They argue that resorting to vigi-
lante justice will only prolong and deepen the blood-
shed already caused. By providing a public record
of the atrocities committed by the powerful, the
ICC should provide the closure necessary for soci-
eties to move forward. Additionally, the court may
deter powerful would-be criminals by publicly re-
minding them that they are not beyond the reach of
the law.

Regardless of whether the ICC proves to be a suc-
cess, its creation marks a turning point in the moral
and ethical thinking of much of the world. For the
first time, the vast majority of the world’s nations
have accepted that large-scale human suffering is not
only a matter for local authorities but is always a con-
cern for all of humanity.

Aaron Fichtelberg
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International justice
Definition: System established by sovereign na-

tions to resolve disputes and punish offenders of
international law; or principles of just and equita-
ble treatment of nations and individuals applied to
geopolitical analysis and activism

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: The concept of international justice

transcends the parochial interests of individual
nations in the name of larger concerns such as hu-
man rights or simply stable international rela-
tions. As a result, it is often based in universal,
egalitarian or humanist moral systems, and it has
the potential to threaten the sovereignty of indi-
vidual nations.

The term “international justice” has three connota-
tions. First, it refers to the mechanisms by which gov-
ernments seek to fairly and legally resolve disputes
among themselves. Second, it refers to the formal
and informal systems by which governments are
punished for wrongdoing. Finally, and more broadly,
it has in recent years been used to call for a more fair
allocation of global resources among nations.

Ethical considerations surrounding all these con-
notations are conditioned by the lack of centralized
and completely effective mechanisms by means of
which international justice can be effected. The inter-
national system is built on the principle of national
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sovereignty, which requires coordination of state
policies to attain justice, rather than a system of sub-
ordination under which countries submit to a global
authority exercising ultimate and binding jurisdic-
tion over them. As sovereigns, nation-states are the
highest authorities and are beholden to no higher au-
thority unless they voluntarily concede by treaty to
limit their sovereignty. Conflict in such a system is an
ever-present threat. The achievement of order and
justice, then, is accomplished by mutual accom-
modation, negotiation, political maneuvering, and
sometimes through the use of collective force. Ethi-
cal constraints are not irrelevant in this system, but
they are typically subordinated to political interest.

Legal Resolution of Disputes
Assuming that governments prefer to resolve

disputes peacefully, rather than through conflict or
force, numerous options are available to them, in-
cluding political mechanisms such as direct bilateral
negotiation, third-party mediation and conciliation,
and legal mechanisms such as arbitration and adjudi-
cation. Political solutions are very common means of
resolving international disputes. Arbitration and ad-
judication are less common at the international level.
Disputes between citizens or business interests of
two countries are quite common, however, and these
are often resolved by the domestic courts of the in-
volved countries or by mixed claims commissions
that have been established by treaty.

When a legal dispute arises between two govern-
ments, they may choose to seek arbitration and adju-
dication to avoid conflict. When seeking arbitration,
governments agree to submit the legal issue to an ad
hoc panel of experts composed of members proposed
by each of the countries involved and whose final
judgment is accepted in advance as binding both par-
ties to the dispute. Arbitration has been practiced for
centuries by nations, and its roots go back at least as
far as the ancient Greeks in the fifth century b.c.e. In
modern times, states created the Permanent Court of
Arbitration, which was established by the Hague
Peace Conference of 1899 but has been resorted to
only infrequently since World War I.

In addition to arbitration, states may seek to adju-
dicate disputes through standing courts, such as the
International Court of Justice (ICJ) at the interna-
tional level, or through various regional courts, such
as the European Court of Justice. The sole interna-

tional court, the ICJ, lacks compulsory jurisdiction
over states, which means that no state is required, un-
less it consents to do so, to bring cases before the
court or to appear in court to defend itself from suits
brought against it by other states. Fewer than a third
of the members of the United Nations recognize the
ICJ’s jurisdiction as compulsory. Once governments
agree to the ICJ’s jurisdiction, however, they are
bound to abide by its decisions. Enforcement of court
decisions, however, has not been completely satis-
factory or effective. The ICJ operates, then, in a less
than perfect environment in which states are not re-
quired to submit disputes to it and, even in those rare
cases when they do, there is no guarantee that its
judgments will be honored.

Punishing Wrongdoers
Given its weak legal structures, international jus-

tice is often conducted either through collective pun-
ishment of offending states or by the self-help of indi-
vidual governments. Members of the United Nations
are required by the U.N. Charter to resolve disputes
peacefully. Aggressor states that violate this obliga-
tion may be punished by the United Nations through
the collective application of economic sanctions and
even force. If the United Nations cannot agree to pun-
ish an aggressor, however, the injured state is left to
defend itself. It may do so by recourse to the tradi-
tional laws of retaliation. Ultimately, the success of
all such collective and individual efforts depends on
the cooperation of powerful states. When powerful
states are on the side of justice, justice can be done. If
they are not, or if powerful states actively flout inter-
national law, the only prevailing justice is that of the
strongest.

Apart from the legal resolution of disputes and the
use of force to punish aggressor states, international
justice is increasingly used to refer to the fair distri-
bution of global resources. Significant inequities cur-
rently prevail among nations. This leads many poorer
countries to call for a fairer international economic
order. In many of the poorest countries, however,
wealth is equally badly distributed. The ethical claim
of the elite in such a country to an entitlement
to greater access to international wealth for their na-
tion rests on shaky ground. There exists no current le-
gal principle by which wealthy states must transfer
wealth to poorer ones, and even where ethical consid-
erations demand it, as in the case of famine or disas-
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ter, the claim of a wealthy elite in a poor country to
have absolute control over the internal allocation of
foreign aid lacks justification.

Conclusion
The achievement of international justice depends

to a very large extent on the voluntary cooperation of
governments and peoples. Governments often do co-
operate to mutual advantage. They often resolve dis-
putes peacefully and help each other in time of need,
but there is no world government to ensure that they
do so. They do so out of a sense of either political in-
terest or legal or ethical obligation. A government’s
first obligation is to its own people’s security and
prosperity. At the international level, its obligation to
the security and prosperity of other nations is gov-
erned by traditional friendships and ties, by volun-
tarily accepted treaty and legal norms, and by pru-
dence and expediency.

Robert F. Gorman
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International Labour
Organisation

Identification: Specialized agency of the League
of Nations, and later of the United Nations, that
attempts to improve global working conditions
and standards of living

Date: Founded in 1919
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Formation of the International La-

bour Organisation (ILO) served to recognize and
legitimize the ethical ideals of international labor
groups.

As a result of lobbying by international labor unions
and the governments of several countries, the Treaty
of Versailles, which ended World War I, recognized
the International Labour Organisation. Its declara-
tions and resolutions were not, however, made en-
forceable.

During the Great Depression, the ILO encour-
aged governments to plan for the reemployment of
workers and to develop relief and unemployment in-
surance schemes. The United States joined the ILO
in 1934. Other countries had delayed joining; some
also dropped their membership.

The ILO was the first specialized agency to be af-
filiated with the United Nations, which was created
in 1946. It took on a more proscribed role, with some
of its concerns delegated to other agencies. Its mem-
bership also changed, including many more develop-
ing rather than industrialized countries. The ILO
became more of a statistical and information center
that also provided technical assistance to developing
countries. It turned its attention more to problems of
poverty and social conditions rather than narrow la-
bor issues. The agency is concerned with interna-
tional disparities in the treatment of workers, and it
attempts to prevent exploitation. As part of that pro-
gram, it promotes relatively free immigration and
emigration of workers. The ILO is unique among in-
tergovernmental agencies in that member states send
representatives not only from their governments but
also from worker and employer groups.

A. J. Sobczak

See also: American Federation of Labor; Employee
safety and treatment; Fair Labor Standards Act;
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Globalization; Knights of Labor; League of Nations;
United Nations; Universal Declaration of Human
Rights.

International law
Definition: Body of obligatory customs, conven-

tions, rules, and principles by which governments
of nation-states order their interrelations

Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: International law seeks to minimize

international conflict, to promote cooperation
among nations, and to protect individuals victim-
ized by their own nations or caught in the middle
of hostilities between nations.

Unlike domestic systems of law, in which supreme
legislative, executive, and judicial organs make, en-
force, and interpret law, international law has devel-
oped between and among rather than above states in
international relations. Possessing sovereignty, these
states alone can make international law, and when
they do so, it is of their voluntary accord rather than
under the compulsion of any higher authority. This
lack of a higher authority above states leads poten-
tially to a system of anarchy in which evils of un-
speakable proportions can be committed. Govern-
ments have, since the earliest dawn of civilizations,
attempted to limit their sovereign prerogatives in an
effort to avoid anarchy, preserve harmony in their in-
terrelations, and promote the welfare of their respec-
tive populations. Even when cooperation broke down
and war occurred, governments recognized a need to
limit their behavior, protect innocent life, and curb
the excessive brutality associated with violent war.
They did so by devising systems of international law.

History
The roots of international law can be traced back

at least to the times of the ancient Greeks and Ro-
mans, who developed principles of interstate law to
govern diplomatic exchanges, treaties, the legal sta-
tus of aliens, usages in war, and principles of citizen-
ship and asylum. These ancient states saw the bene-
fits of reciprocity—that is, of treating citizens and
representatives of other nations with decorum and re-
spect so that similar treatment would be accorded

their own citizens and representatives by other states.
Much of this law was based in custom, but some was
established by statute and treaty.

The Roman conceptions of jus civile, jus gen-
tium, and jus naturalae established the foundation on
which international law is today based. The jus civile,
or law of cities, concerned the rules distinct to each
city of the Roman Empire based on its own cus-
toms and traditions. The jus gentium, or law among
nations, was the law that applied to citizens of all
states in their relations to one another. The jus
naturalae, or the natural law, comprised those over-
arching principles in nature that human reason could
discern regardless of national affiliation. The closer
the jus civile and jus gentium approximated the jus
naturalae, the more perfect they became.

The Middle Ages and Beyond
During the Middle Ages in Europe, Christian

moral principles served as a means of inhibiting the
excesses of governments against their subjects and
against other governments. Rules of war called for
the protection of civilians and noncombatants, hu-
mane and fair treatment of prisoners, and even pro-
scribed conflict during certain seasons and on certain
days. Laws of diplomatic immunity persisted and de-
veloped. Rules for acquiring and disposing of terri-
tory gradually developed.

With the onset of the Protestant Reformation and
the resulting religious wars in Europe, however, the
princes and monarchs of Europe ultimately found it
necessary to establish clear rules regarding state
rights and duties. At the Peace of Westphalia in 1648,
they determined that states were sovereign, equal,
and independent; the sovereign within a particular
territory had exclusive control over it and the right to
determine its laws and its religion. No sovereign was
obliged to abide by any treaty or rule that he or she
did not explicitly and voluntarily accept or recog-
nize. These principles continue to serve as the basis
of modern international law, although governments
in the intervening centuries have shed themselves of
monarchs and in many instances adopted republican
government.

As the Industrial Revolution, commercial expan-
sion, and colonial competition grew, governments
found the need to recognize both customary and
treaty principles in order to promote a degree of co-
operation and to curb excessive conflict. In the twen-
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tieth century, states agreed that force should not be
used to settle international disputes, unless used in
self-defense or under the aegis of a collective author-
ity such as the United Nations. In addition, govern-
ments increasingly developed rules to protect aliens
living, traveling, and working in foreign lands. States
undertook the responsibility to protect aliens at a
level commensurate to that enjoyed by their own citi-
zens. Should the host state fail in this responsibility,
an injured alien could, after exhausting available lo-
cal remedies, appeal to his or her country of national-
ity to file a claim against the host government to ob-
tain redress for the injury.

Twenty-first Century Ethical
Principles and Issues

As noted earlier, most international law is made
and observed by states out of reciprocal self-interest.
Once states make promises to one another in trea-
ties, they are obliged to honor them, and in the vast
majority of cases they do. If states should fail to
honor their treaty or customary legal obligations,
however, the injured parties may seek judicial reme-
dies, or failing this, they may seek to punish of-
fending states through sanctions or other retaliatory
measures. When engaging in such retaliation, gov-
ernments are obliged to observed the principle of
proportionality, which means that they can take ac-
tions of roughly similar kind and degree against a
state committing a prior wrong. Excessive retaliation
is itself considered wrong.

During the twentieth century, with the emergence
of guerrilla wars, total wars, and nuclear weaponry,
the old distinction between civilian and combatant
was blurred in practice. The customary laws of war,
in turn, have often been disregarded, and many inno-
cent lives have been lost. The Geneva Red Cross
Conventions and Protocols have been promulgated to
reassert the distinction between combatants and non-
combatants and to preserve the rights of prisoners of
war.

In addition, since World War II, governments
have increasingly adopted a wide range of human
rights declarations and treaties in order to define
more clearly the respective rights and responsibilities
of individuals and states under international law.
Such agreements include the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights, the Genocide Convention, and the

Conventions on Civil and Political and Economic
and Social Rights. Thus, although states remain the
principal subjects of international law, they increas-
ingly recognize the need to protect, usually through
domestic legal mechanisms, the human rights of their
respective citizens. In turn, individuals can be held
directly accountable for a variety of international
crimes, including war crimes, piracy, genocide, coun-
terfeiting, and slave trading.

International law represents one of the means by
which governments have countered the anarchic ten-
dencies of international relations and thereby re-
mained conscious of their legal and ethical obliga-
tions to one another and to their own citizens as well
as to aliens.

Robert F. Gorman
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International Monetary Fund
Identification: Organization that monitors the

health of the world economy by lending money to
countries facing balance-of-payment problems

Date: Founded in December, 1945
Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: Ethical debates have arisen over the

question of whether the International Monetary
Fund’s (IMF) free enterprise policies promote the
welfare of the global poor, enhance democratic
decision making, and protect the world’s natural
environment.

The International Monetary Fund, along with the
World Bank, was first conceived in 1944 at the
United Nations conference held in Bretton Woods,
New Hampshire. Conference delegates believed an
international agency was necessary to promote bal-
ance and growth in international trade. The IMF
makes temporary loans to nations facing economic or
financial crises. Since the Thatcher-Reagan era of the
1980’s, the IMF has increasingly insisted that debtor
nations adhere to free-market policies (known as “the
Washington consensus”). Nations receiving IMF
loans often must agree to structural adjustment pro-
grams (SAP), which may require eliminating tariffs
and restrictions to the flow of capital and implement-
ing policies of fiscal austerity and privatization.

Advocates of market liberalization such as the
IMF, as well as defenders of protectionist policies,
generally agree that ethical fairness means that the
rich have some degree of obligation to help the worst-
off, but they differ on the short- and long-term eco-
nomic measures that best guarantee such assistance.
Since IMF loans are made under stipulations that
may cause short-term hardships, IMF policies raise
ethical questions. The free market may improve eco-
nomic efficiency and undercut bureaucratic graft in
the developing world, but austerity policies may also
force declines in wages and increase unemployment.
While personal suffering may only be a short-term
consequence of market adjustments, critics argue
that it is morally unacceptable to force such hardship
upon those least able to bear it

Rich vs. Poor Nations
The power that rich industrialized nations exer-

cise over developing nations through the IMF raises

other ethical debates. The vast imbalance of power
between the IMF and client countries means that the
latter are sometimes pressured to accept loan condi-
tions in conflict with the will of the nation or its tradi-
tional values. Critics charge that such “conditional-
ity” in effect gives the IMF undue influence upon the
democratic determination of domestic policy. Fur-
thermore, IMF negotiations are often cloaked in se-
crecy out of legitimate concern that required loan
conditions might provoke domestic unrest, but this
lack of transparency subverts the citizen’s right to
know government plans. Similarly, the liberalization
of financial markets (removing barriers to the flow of
investment) may undermine the power of a nation to
control its own economic development. Defenders of
globalization and the IMF argue that greater global
equality and prosperity rests upon extending free
trade practices across the world.

Bland Addison

Further Reading
Blustein, Paul. The Chastening: Inside the Crisis

That Rocked the Global Financial System and
Humbled the IMF. New York: Public Affairs,
2001.

Singer, Peter. One World: The Ethics of Globaliza-
tion. New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press,
2002.

Stiglitz, Joseph E. Globalization and Its Discontents.
New York: W. W. Norton, 2002.

See also: Agribusiness; Business ethics; Developing
world; Ecology; Globalization; International law;
Outsourcing; World Trade Organization.

International Organization of
Consumers Unions

Identification: Global non-governmental organi-
zation that seeks to protect and expand the rights
of consumers

Date: Founded in 1960
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: The International Organization of

Consumers Unions (IOCU) is the main vehicle
through which national and regional consumers’
groups share information and coordinate action.
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Headquartered in The Hague, Netherlands,
the International Organization of Consumers
Unions is affiliated with 175 national and
local consumer organizations in sixty-eight
countries. Its purpose is to bring together
the efforts and results of these smaller orga-
nizations to increase the power of consum-
ers worldwide. Specifically, the IOCU has
worked on such issues as the safety and ef-
fectiveness of infant formulas, and the safe
distribution and use of pesticides.

The IOCU gathers and shares published
information from its affiliates; provides a
forum for further sharing of information and
problems; encourages nations to cooperate
with one another in testing product safety
and in sharing the results of these tests; and
studies and interprets local, national, and in-
ternational laws relating to consumers. Be-
cause it works closely with the United Na-
tions and other international bodies but not
with any individual national governments,
the IOCU can be an important advocate for
consumers in developing nations. These con-
sumers have sometimes been deceived or
coerced into buying products that have been
judged too dangerous or ineffective for sale
in the developed nations where they were
manufactured. Working with the United Na-
tions, the IOCU offers consumer education
and protection programs in developing na-
tions.

Cynthia A. Bily

See also: Consumerism; Globalization; Product
safety and liability; Public interest; United Nations;
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International Red Cross
Identification: Charitable organization created in

Switzerland to ameliorate the horrors of war by
providing relief to its victims

Date: Created in 1863
Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: Through the Geneva Conventions

with which it is closely associated, the Red Cross

has helped develop the concept of combatants ad-
hering to ethical standards of conduct during mili-
tary conflicts.

In 1859, the sight of wounded soldiers suffering on
the battlefield after the Battle of Solferino in Italy so
horrified a young Swiss businessman named Jean
Henri Dunant that he wrote an impassioned book, A
Memory of Solferino (1862), in which he called for
the creation of an army of volunteers to treat the
wounded and for the establishment of international
conventions under which such an army would func-
tion. In 1863, a committee of five prosperous citi-
zens of Geneva, Switzerland, took up Dunant’s ideas
and arranged an international conference that led to
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Red Cross workers cleaning buckets at a prison in northern
Afghanistan, where the organization fed starving prisoners
and greatly improved conditions in early 2002. In the Muslim
world, the Red Cross is known as the “Red Crescent.” (AP/
Wide World Photos)
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the first Geneva Convention on the treatment of
wounded soldiers. The committee, which became
known as the International Committee of the Red
Cross because of the badge it adopted for its volun-
teers, initiated further conferences that produced ad-
ditional conventions.

The Geneva Conventions established rules for the
humane conduct of war in an attempt to alleviate the
horrors of warfare. These rules included provisions fa-
cilitating the treatment of wounded soldiers by recog-
nizing both the wounded and the medical personnel
treating them as neutral. Later rules called for the hu-
mane treatment of prisoners of war, civilians affected
by war, victims of civil wars, and political prisoners.

Although the central purpose of the Red Cross
was to introduce ethical standards into military con-
flicts, some observers criticized its efforts on ethical
grounds, arguing that by making the conduct of war
more humane, the Red Cross was also making war
more acceptable and thus encouraging rather than
discouraging war. Some critics, including the noted
English nurse Florence Nightingale, also said that
providing a volunteer army of nurses and other medi-
cal personnel also made war easier for combatants by
relieving their military authorities of medical respon-
sibilities and freeing up their resources.

However, in the twentieth century, especially af-
ter World War I, there was general acceptance of the
importance of the relief work carried out by the Red
Cross under the Geneva Conventions. Ethical de-
bates did arise, however, over how best to enforce the
conventions, and the Red Cross, which generally pre-
ferred private communication to public denuncia-
tions, was criticized for not speaking out publicly
against the treatment of the Jews by Nazi Germany
during World War II.

Debates also arose over the political use of relief,
especially during the Nigerian civil war during the
late 1960’s, and over the treatment of combatants in
guerrilla wars. Historically, the approach of the Red
Cross has generally been one of neutrality. The Red
Cross does not judge the merits of conflicts; instead,
it encourages humane treatment of all those affected
by such conflicts.

Dunant, the founder of the International Red
Cross, shared the first Nobel Peace Prize in 1901, and
the organization itself received the award in 1917,
1944, and 1963.

Sheldon Goldfarb
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Internet chat rooms
Definition: Internet forums in which strangers en-

gage in live and usually unsupervised discussions
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: The anonymity and undisciplined na-

ture of online chat rooms exempts their partici-
pants from the responsibility to adhere to normal
social and legal mores, and makes gullible, imma-
ture, and inexperienced participants vulnerable to
deceptive and unethical practices.

Anonymous chat lacks ethical boundaries, a sense of
place, and social rules. Private individuals and public
authorities—sometimes even police officers—are
lured into public displays of immoral behavior and
such acts of deception as providing false identities
and setting up entrapment schemes. So many married
people have been known to flirt with strangers over
the Internet that growing numbers of divorces have
been fueled by online affairs.

Emotionally unstable people try to live out their
fantasies by exaggerating their personal attributes
and hiding their true selves from those they deceive
and seek to exploit. Neurotics play roles, criminals
try to recruit collaborators, and sexual exhibitionists
find ready audiences. Racist, sexist, and homophobic
speech is uncensored. Sexual predators and those en-
trapping predators offer pornographic images and
statements. The types of legal protections from gov-
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ernment intrusion that are ordinarily provided to
mail, telephone conversations, and face-to-face con-
versations are generally not extended to Internet chat
rooms, instant messaging, and e-mail, making online
communications ripe for official abuse.

Despite the possibilities for unethical behavior on
Internet chat rooms, the actual incidence of improper
activity may be less common than has been thought.
An AT&T WorldNet study conducted in 2004 found
that the online behavior of most people who use the
Internet online is the same as their behavior in every-
day life. Early twenty-first century studies of young
people who had been raised on the Internet found that
they question assumptions they are asked to accept
by those they meet online. The young people were
constructing their own rules for online behavior and
etiquette, making ethical judgments about message
content, critically evaluating and responding to im-
proper behaviors they encountered and dispensing
online discipline for those who behave improperly in
chat rooms.

Gordon Neal Diem

Further Reading
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See also: Child abuse; Computer misuse; Confiden-
tiality; Electronic mail; Electronic surveillance; Gos-
sip; Identity theft; Personal relationships; Pornogra-
phy; Sexual abuse and harassment.

Internet piracy
Definition: Unauthorized duplication and distribu-

tion of copyrighted materials taken from com-
puter networks, usually to avoid paying for the
use of commercially licensed materials such as
music, motion pictures, photographs, computer
software, and texts

Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Internet piracy is considered unethi-

cal because it prevents creators from being able to
profit fairly from their works or regulate their use
and distribution. The growing practice of Internet
piracy raises issues concerning the ethical as-
sumptions presupposed by intellectual property,
fair use, and copyright laws.

Perhaps no new technology has created a more
daunting challenge to traditional notions of intellec-
tual property rights and their relationship to personal
privacy than the popularity and ready availability of
file-sharing mechanisms on the Internet. Internet use
worldwide skyrocketed in the 1990’s, as did the use
of free and easily accessible computer software that
allows users to make and share digital copies of mu-
sic, video, and other media.

A significant portion of the material that was be-
ing exchanged in the early years of the twenty-first
century consisted of illegally pirated works, copies
of commercially recorded music, software, and simi-
lar materials originally created and distributed for
profit. Encryption technology that might prevent un-
authorized duplication of digitized materials was not
able to keep pace with the software allowing users to
“rip,” or digitally duplicate, copyrighted materials
via the Internet. Industry estimates in the late 1990’s
put the number of computer users exchanging pirated
music, not to mention other commercial electronic
media, in the tens of millions.

The Piracy Phenomenon
In 1997, a small group of college students devel-

oped and made available free of charge on the Inter-
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Surreptitious Advertising

Is it ethical for companies to promote their own
products by having their employees enter chat room
discussions to rave about their products, without re-
vealing their connections with the companies? This
very question was posed to Rabbi Asher Meier, the
author of the online column The Jewish Ethicist. He
answered by citing the Torah, which forbids putting
“a stumbling block before the blind.” Failing to re-
veal one’s true identity in a chat room discussion is,
in effect, leaving other participants “blind.” This
practice is not only unethical in Jewish law, but also
violates the American Marketing Association’s code
of ethics, which counsels against “sales promotions
that use deception or manipulation.”



net a software program that allowed its users to easily
“rip” copies of music from compact discs and upload
them to centralized storage servers. Other users
could then access the servers to download the ille-
gally copied music without charge. Initially used
only by a handful of music enthusiasts, word of
Napster’s capabilities spread rapidly, and by 1999,
Napster’s developers estimated that their program
had been downloaded about sixty million times. If
even only a small fraction of Napster’s users were
robbing the entertainment industry of potential reve-
nues, the courts viewed its existence as a potential di-
saster for the music industry. Consequently, Napster
was shut down by a U.S. federal court injunction in
2002.

However, by that time, similar renegade file-
sharing systems were proliferating the Internet.
Some of these systems allowed users to swap not
only music with ease but also a range of other types of
digitized files—computer software, games, and full
texts of books. In contrast to Napster, the new sys-
tems were decentralized, not requiring the use of cen-
tral servers for storage of pirated material. Conse-
quently, illegal piracy became more difficult to trace
back to its sources. Identifying and attempting to shut
down even a small fraction of the users of pirated files
proved impractical if not impossible. Despite gov-
ernment and entertainment industry campaigns to in-
form users of the unethical and illegal use of Internet
file-sharing systems, Web-based piracy continued to
grow even after Napster’s highly publicized court
battles.

Fair Use and Big Business
Many online file sharers have claimed that theirs

is a victimless crime, asserting that they are merely
sharing duplicated materials for their own personal
use. Some have even argued that online file sharing
actually leads to increased sales of music, games, and
video materials because it increases exposure for
commercial artists. However, representatives of the
entertainment industry vehemently disagree. The
Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA),
a music industry trade group, attributed to the popu-
larity of online piracy a significant plunge in music
sales in the years following the proliferation of Inter-
net file-sharing programs. In 2001, sales of compact
discs (CDs) in the United States dropped 6.4 percent,
and the following year, they plunged another 8.7 per-

cent. During the same period, the number of Internet
users who admitted downloading ever more music
while buying less of it outnumbered those who
claimed downloading led them to buy more music by
a two-to-one margin.

Both the entertainment and software industries
tend to regard virtually all unauthorized duplication
of their products as acts of piracy. However, certain
considerations complicate the issue. The copyright
laws of most countries, including the United States,
provide for the “fair use” of protected artistic and in-
tellectual materials. In other words, it is legal for
those who own copyrighted copies of music, movies,
and in some cases computer software, to duplicate
them for their own private use—provided they do not
share their “personal” copies with others. It is legal
for a person who has purchased a collection of com-
pact discs to make CD collections of their favorite
songs, provided they do not share the copies that they
make. The ethical and legal problem lies in what con-
stitutes “sharing” such copies. Surely, giving a friend
a copy of one’s “personal” CD would infringe on
copyright. Nonetheless, if one makes a “personal”
copy of a song and plays it in the presence of a visit-
ing friend, does this infringe on the rights of the copy-
right holder to profit from the friend’s hearing the
music?

Privacy advocates strongly oppose what they see
as the entertainment industry’s draconian efforts to
invade personal privacy by limiting “fair use.” They
also warn against allowing software companies to
have almost absolute control over their software’s
source code, pointing out that in many cases this lim-
its the individual’s rights to fair personal use and im-
pedes the natural course of technological progress.

A Happy Medium?
In 2003, the RIAA sued major Internet service

providers Verizon and Earthlink, demanding that
they turn over the names of their customers known
to download or exchange copyrighted media files.
However, in reality such lists only allowed the RIAA
to verify the names of Internet subscribers from
whose computers illegal file exchanges had oc-
curred. They could not verify which particular mem-
bers of these households had been sharing pirated
materials because no electronic mechanism exists
that can pinpoint exact violators. In one highly publi-
cized case, the RIAA sent a letter threatening a size-
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able lawsuit against a grandfather whose name ap-
peared on a list of Internet accounts from which
illegal downloads had allegedly been made. In truth
the computer owner’s grandson, who only visited his
home occasionally, was actually downloading pi-
rated music on the family computer. Privacy advo-
cates view the RIAA’s efforts at enforcing their rights
as copyright holders as displaying an unethical disre-
gard for personal privacy rights when taken to this ex-
treme. They place the responsibility for preventing
piracy on the entertainment companies themselves,
suggesting that they develop and market new ways of
copy-proofing their products rather than playing Big
Brother and haphazardly attempting to target indi-
vidual copyright violators. They maintain that al-
though copyright infringement takes place on a wide-
spread basis on the Internet, targeting individuals has
a serious cost—the potential sacrifice of personal pri-
vacy and the significant risk of punishing the unde-
serving.

Gregory D. Horn
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Intersubjectivity
Definition: Communicative interaction or struggle

between two or more conscious minds
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics; beliefs and

practices
Significance: Intersubjectivity is a key concept in

several influential theories of communication,
knowledge, and desire. Ethical theories that focus

on intersubjectivity emphasize the importance of
one’s ability to understand the points of view of
others, to recognize the validity of their projects,
and to negotiate conflicts between their desires
and one’s own.

Whereas subjectivism makes truth and knowledge
dependent upon an individual knower, and objec-
tivism holds that truth exists independently from any
subjective state of mind, intersubjectivity makes the
objective validity of truth depend upon the consen-
sus of a community of subjects. In so doing, inter-
subjectivity avoids the relativism of subjectivism
without granting to truth a status independent of the
human mind. Intersubjectivity has been used as a
heuristic concept to aid in the formulation of solu-
tions for two thorny issues. First, how is meaning de-
termined? Second, what is the foundation for the pos-
sibility and validity of ethics?

The Problem of Meaning
Charles Sanders Peirce established pragmatism

as a philosophical method for determining meaning
and truth. Two elements stand out in his pragmatic
theory. First, the conception of an object consists
of the conception of its effects. Second, truth is in-
definite. Truth is that upon which the ultimate com-
munity of investigators would agree. The ultimate
community of investigators constitutes the intersub-
jective preconditon for the possibility of meaning
and of science.

In addition to pragmatism, Peirce also developed
a theory of semiotics, the science of the interpretation
of signs. He rejected the traditional philosophy of
consciousness that interpreted knowledge in terms of
a two-place relationship—the object in the world and
its mental representation. Semiotic theory introduces
a third element; that is, a sign not only stands for
something in the world but is also addressed to an
interpreter. The three-place relationship is essen-
tially intersubjective. Signs have meaning only
within the intersubjective framework of an interpre-
tation community. The traditional role of the subject
of knowledge is replaced by the interpretative com-
munity. Subjectivity is replaced by intersubjectivity.
Signs can represent only if they are related to the
intersubjective world of interpreters, and only those
assertions are true that would be reaffirmed by an in-
definite community.
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Jürgen Habermas, influenced by the pragmatism
of Peirce and his semiotic theory, formulated dis-
course ethics. Discourse ethics emphasizes the use
theory of meaning. Meaning consists of a threefold
relationship—what is meant, what is said, and the
way it is used. Use theory builds on the third element
and focuses on the interactive contexts of communi-
cation in which expressions function. These contexts
were called “language games” by Ludwig Wittgen-
stein. Language games include the totality of lin-
guistic expressions and nonlinguistic activities. The
analysis of language games discloses the intersub-
jectively shared backgrounds of the forms of life and
lifeworlds that influence the meaning and function of
language.

Meanings of symbols, therefore, are never sub-
jective but always intersubjective. Symbolic mean-
ing does not derive validity from private interpreta-
tion but from intersubjective agreement.

Because of the interconnectedness of language
and lifeworld, intersubjectivity is fixed in ordinary
language. Interactive communication and agreement
between human beings make social life possible.

Habermas also rejects the traditional concept of
the subject understood as an ego. The subject is a
community of investigators. For Habermas, the moral
subject, as a subject of action, cannot even be con-
ceived apart from communicative interaction with
other human beings.

Karl-Otto Apel
Karl-Otto Apel, a German philosopher, insisted

that language and intersubjective agreement make
meaningful ethical judgments possible. Apel held
that the intersubjective community of investigators is
the precondition for the possibility and validity of ob-
jectively valid ethics. Apel maintained, along with
Immanuel Kant, the necessity for universal precondi-
tions for the possibility and validity of ethics. Unlike
Kant, however, he did not find these “transcendental”
conditions in the consciousness of the solitary indi-
vidual; following Peirce, Apel located them in the
discursive ethical community.

Apel conceptualized this idea by utilizing a syn-
thesis between transcendental idealism and historical
materialism. From idealism, he postulated the nor-
mative and ideal presupposition of the “ideal com-
munication community.” The ideal communication
community functions as an imaginary hypothetical

community free from inequality and unjust con-
straints. From materialism, he derived the “real com-
munication community” as a given historical society
in which real conflict and inequality exist. The dia-
lectical relationship existing between the ideal com-
munication community and the real communication
community is characterized as an antagonism be-
tween the ideal and the factual. Notwithstanding its
antagonistic character, this dialectical relationship
results in the conceptualization of the discursive
community as the precondition for both the ethical
community as a moral subject and, at the same time,
the discursive community as the object of ethical ac-
tion. In this manner, Apel avoids the extremes of sub-
jectivism and objectivism. In Apel’s thought, ethics
is made possible because of the search for mutual un-
derstanding that occurs intersubjectively between
persons in conversation.

The heuristic model of the communication com-
munity functions in the same way as Wittgenstein’s
concept of the language game. In either case, consen-
sus functions as a regulative principle. Truth and
knowledge arise from communicative action under
rule-governed institutions. It is this communicative
interaction that makes the objective validity of ethics
possible.

Michael R. Candelaria
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Intervention
Definition: Activity undertaken by a state that coer-

cively interferes in the domestic affairs of another
state

Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: Intervention may be motivated by na-

tional interest, humanitarian concern, or both. It is

often excused, or even mandated, when it seems
primarily to be in the interests of the human rights
of people being abused or neglected by their own
government. Less apparently altruistic instances
of intervention are often seen as examples of real-
politik and therefore of questionable moral status.

Theoretically, no state has the right to interfere in the
domestic affairs of another sovereign state. Such an
act is a contradiction of the principles of sovereignty
and therefore an attack on the very system on which
the freedom of nations rests. Intervention comes in
many forms: propaganda; espionage; discrimina-
tory economic policies; and support or denial of sup-
port to governments or subversive movements in do-
mestic crises, especially where such foreign support
might prove to be decisive. The most notorious form,
however, is military intervention.

It is not always easy to determine the morality of
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U.S. Navy admiral Leighton Smith, commander of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization military mission in
Bosnia in 1995, talks to reporters about the handover of power from United Nations to NATO forces. A map of
Bosnia is in the background. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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intervention, and where interventionist activities are
concerned, morality may not always be the highest
value. Instead, what matters most is the relationship
of morality, power, and knowledge, which, when
gainfully exploited, in its contemplative stage may be
called wisdom and in its active phase may be called
justice. Unfortunately, more often than not, this is not
the case. During most of the Cold War, for example,
intervention was undertaken on behalf of issues of
national power far more often than because of pov-
erty, tyranny, or exploitation. During that period, any
action against the communist or imperialist threat,
especially if it was successful, was considered by the
interventionist power to be moral by definition, or
else merely a problem of techniques.

Olusoji A. Akomolafe

See also: Covert action; Espionage; Iraq; Kosovo;
Peacekeeping missions; Realpolitik; Sovereignty;
Vietnam War.

Intrinsic good
Definition: Value that something has in itself, as

opposed to its value based on its usefulness or
what it can bring about

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Intrinsic good or intrinsic value is a

crucial component of many philosophical sys-
tems and theories of morality, which see it as the
very basis of value. Other, more skeptical, philos-
ophies see the concept of intrinsic good as an ob-
fuscation of the true (relational or historical) na-
ture of value and therefore believe they have an
ethical obligation to attack those systems that em-
ploy it.

The concept of intrinsic good goes back to Aristotle’s
notion of “the good” as that for the sake of which one
chooses all other things. The contrast is with extrin-
sic good, which is understood as something that is
good only because it brings about something else that
is intrinsically good. Standard candidates for intrin-
sic goods are pleasure and happiness; pluralist theo-
ries include such things as friendship and virtue.
G. E. Moore introduced a useful test for intrinsic
goodness and a theory about its nature. For example,

to see whether music is intrinsically good, Moore
would have one imagine a universe with only music
in it—and therefore with no listeners to enjoy the
music—and consider whether the universe seems a
better one than a universe without any music. If the
universe with music in it does seem better, music is
intrinsically valuable; if not, music is valuable only
because of its effects, such as its effects on listeners.
Moore also argued that intrinsic goodness is an ob-
jective, nonnatural property and that rightness can be
defined in terms of it.

Eric H. Gampel

See also: Aristotle; Derrida, Jacques; Good, the;
Intuitionist ethics; Moore, G. E.; Nietzsche, Fried-
rich; Utilitarianism; Value.

Intuitionist ethics
Definition: Any of several ethical systems based,

variously, in sensory perception, rational under-
standing, or considered judgment

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Intuitionist ethics seeks to justify or

ground moral beliefs by demonstrating that they
derive from a fundamental human faculty. The
precise nature of that faculty, different in different
versions of intuitionist ethics, will have profound
implications for the theory and practice of moral
judgment.

According to one version of intuitionist ethics, nor-
mal people can simply see the truth about at least
some moral matters. In this view, the intuition that
something is right or good is not just a hunch or a
feeling. Instead, it is an immediate awareness, some-
thing like the awareness that three-sided plane fig-
ures have three angles. Thinking carefully about a
particular act leads one simply to see that the act
would be right. In this view, the judgment that this act
would be right is self-evident—that is, knowable
without reliance on further evidence. In a similar
way, some intuitionists claim that some general
moral principles are self-evident in the same way that
mathematical axioms are self-evident.

The analogy with geometry and mathematics is,
however, problematic. “Any three-sided plane figure
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has three angles” is self-evident, but “Always tell the
truth” is not self-evident. General moral principles,
unlike geometric principles, have exceptions, and
therefore they cannot be self-evident in the same
way. In the case of particular moral judgments, one
cannot be sure that there is no hidden aspect of the sit-
uation that will make the judgment incorrect. Thus,
such particular moral judgments also lack the self-
evidence of geometric principles.

Some intuitionists think of “seeing” as looking in-
stead of as understanding. For them, moral intuitions
are like perceptions of colors as opposed to appre-
hensions of axioms. One objection to this approach is
that perceiving requires a sense organ, and it does not
seem that people have a moral sense organ. It seems
clear, however, that seeing moral qualities only re-
quires some means, not necessarily anything like “a
moral eye or a moral nose.”

Moral disagreement within societies, between so-
cieties, and across time periods presents a more seri-
ous problem for intuitionist ethics. How can one be
sure that one is perceiving right and wrong if there is
so much disagreement about them? Disagreement
about what is red would raise serious questions about
one’s power to detect color qualities, and the same
seems true about the power to detect moral qualities.

Intuitionists may respond that some people have a
faulty moral faculty. Such people may be biased or
lack relevant experiences, such as knowing what it is
like to be without enough food to eat. The idea is that,
just as some people suffer from color blindness,
some people suffer from moral blindness. Unlike the
case of color blindness, there is no agreed-upon test
for determining moral blindness. Intuitionists may
emphasize the “intuitions” of “normal moral observ-
ers” or “moral experts” and discount the “intuitions”
of everyone else. Then, however, the difficulty is to
say what a moral expert is, without making a moral
judgment that rests on intuition.

Also responding to the problem of moral dis-
agreement, other intuitionists claim that there is not
really that much disagreement. For example, one cul-
ture may leave older people to die in the cold while
another culture cares for older people. Yet both cul-
tures may be trying to do what they think is good for
older people and merely have different factual beliefs
about what that is. All the same, it seems that people
may agree on all “the facts” of abortion and still dis-
agree about whether the fetus has a right to life.

Obligations
Some intuitionists may try to lessen moral dis-

agreement by talking about prima facie obligations.
A prima facie obligation to keep promises, for exam-
ple, is an obligation to keep promises unless there is
an overriding moral reason not to keep them. This ap-
proach does away with some disagreement, but dis-
agreement remains, since different intuitionists have
different lists of prima facie obligations.

If having an intuition is supposed to guarantee
that one has determined the truth, then what are the
criteria for determining that one has actually had an
intuition? Disagreeing parties may be equally certain
that they are right. If intuition is a “seeming to see,”
something like a conviction, then how can it provide
a solid foundation for moral judgments?

This appeal to intuition is not an appeal to one’s
general beliefs, but instead an appeal to one’s consid-
ered beliefs, beliefs that one has arrived at after a pro-
cess of rationally considering alternatives. These be-
liefs are not supposed to be self-evident; one checks
them against one’s other beliefs and against the con-
sidered beliefs of others. Beliefs that pass this test be-
come part of the basis for testing other beliefs.

This approach makes justification largely a mat-
ter of “coherence” among beliefs. If this approach
can avoid a vitiating circularity, can it avoid a built-in
bias in favor of traditional beliefs? Might not tradi-
tional prejudices survive the process of testing be-
liefs? In any case, the problem of disagreement re-
mains, since two incompatible sets of beliefs may be
equally coherent.

Gregory P. Rich
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Invasion of privacy
Definition: Exposure of one’s personal life or infor-

mation, especially by the media
Type of ethics: Civil liberties
Significance: Charges of invasion of privacy repre-

sent a clash between two fundamental civil liber-
ties: the right to privacy and the right to freedom
of the press. Generally speaking, the press is
given more leeway to present the intimate details
of the lives of public figures than those of private
individuals, because the former are considered to
have ceded some portion of their privacy rights
voluntarily when they entered public life.

In 1890, two Boston lawyers, Samuel D. Warren and
Louis D. Brandeis, published an article on the right to
privacy in the Harvard Law Review. The article de-
plored the sensationalistic tactics used by the press at
that time, which violated the average person’s no-
tions of privacy. Gradually, during the next century,
such invasions of privacy were incorporated into an
articulated concept in tort law. The earliest kind of
privacy invasion was known as appropriation, the use
of another’s name or likeness for commercial pur-
poses without that person’s consent. Two other types
of invasion of privacy—intrusion upon another per-
son’s seclusion and placing a person in a false light—
developed later.

A last kind of invasion of privacy—the one to
which Warren and Brandeis referred—is the publica-
tion of private information about a person. Today, if
such information is newsworthy or is a matter of pub-
lic record, the media may publish it. Since opinions
differ regarding what is newsworthy, however, this
type of invasion of privacy remains most vexing for
citizens and media alike. Generally, though—super-
market tabloids notwithstanding—because the right

of privacy is now recognized by law, the media can no
longer publish whatever it wishes to without conse-
quence.

Jennifer Eastman

See also: Accuracy in Media; Biometrics; Drug
testing; Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting; Jour-
nalistic ethics; Libel; Photojournalism; Privacy; Tab-
loid journalism; Telemarketing.

Iraq
Identification: Predominantly Arab Middle East-

ern nation that has experienced an unusual
amount of conflict and suffering

Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: The modern history of Iraq has been

afflicted by tyrannical leaders, abuses of human
rights, religious and ethnic hostilities, power
struggles among rival clans, and disastrous wars.

Situated in the northwest of the Persian Gulf, Iraq
stands in the heart of western Asia. Except for a por-
tion of the Shatt al-Arab (River of the Arabs), its na-
tional boundaries are generally arbitrary. A lack of
common bonds for a national union has been one
of the great problems of the country. Early in the
twenty-first century, Iraq’s proven oil reserves were
surpassed only by those of Saudi Arabia. Until the di-
sastrous war over Kuwait in 1991, which was fol-
lowed by more than a decade of economic sanctions,
the Iraqi population enjoyed a moderately high living
standard.

Ethnic and Religious Conflict
Almost 80 percent of Iraq’s 22.6 million people

are Arabs—people who speak the Arabic language
and share a common Arab culture. The Kurds, the
other major ethnic group, constitute about 17 percent
of the population. The Kurds speak their own lan-
guage, which is related to Persian, and most of them
live in the mountainous regions of northern Iraq, next
to Kurdish regions of Turkey and Iran. Having a
strong sense of nationalist identity, they have long
desired a separate country, to be called Kurdistan, an
idea that the Iraqi government has long opposed. In

768

Invasion of privacy Ethics



1988, the Iraq government used poison gas against
Kurdish villages.

Small groups of other minorities are scattered
throughout the country. Turkmen make up about 2
percent, while Iranians, Assyrians, Lurs, and Arme-
nians each have less than 1 percent. Almost 3 percent
of the people belong to various Christian churches.
Before 1948, Iraq had about 150,000 Jews, but since
then, forced emigration has reduced their numbers to
about nine thousand. Except for Jews, small ethnic
minorities have generally been tolerated so long as
they have not opposed official government policies.

About 97 percent of Iraqis are Muslims—follow-
ers of the Islamic religion. Almost all Kurds and one
third of the Arabs are Sunnt Muslims, who accept
the orthodox Sunnt interpretations of the Qur$3n.
The government has traditionally been controlled by

Sunnt Muslims. Approximately two-thirds of the
Arabs are Shi4ites, who have different views of Islam
and look to Ali as Muwammad’s true successor. Lo-
cated primarily in the country’s south, they have sep-
aratist tendencies. Their 1991 rebellion against the
central government was brutally suppressed.

A Violent Political Culture
Conquered by the Ottoman Turks in 1515, Iraq

was part of the Ottoman Empire until 1917. Great
Britain then administered the country as a League of
Nations mandate until 1932. During the first year af-
ter independence, Iraq’s army massacred Assyrian
Christians. A bloody coup d’état of 1936 added to
political instability, and a series of eight military gov-
ernments ruled the country until 1941, when the Brit-
ish returned in force. With Iraqi self-rule in 1945,
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Iraqi Kurds who suffered under Saddam Hussein’s “Arabization” policies celebrate as they enter the city of
Khanaqin in Northern Iraq on April 10, 2003. Khanaqin was the first city in the region to fall to coalition forces
after Iraqi government forces retreated. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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chaotic conditions allowed the Kurds to form a short-
lived Kurdish Republic, which was brutally sup-
pressed by the national army.

In the post-World War II years, Prime Minister
Nuri al-Said shared power with the regent for the
young king Faisal II. Iraqis fought in the Arab-Israeli
War of 1948, which intensified anti-Zionist and anti-
Western attitudes among the population. During the
Suez Crisis of 1956, al-Said’s refusal to condemn
Great Britain and France infuriated Arab nationalists.
Two years later, a group of left-wing military officers,
led by General Abdul Karim Kassim, took over in a
coup, killing both al-Said and the young king. The
new regime executed scores of politicians and officers
who had been connected with the monarchy. Demo-
cratic institutions were abolished. In 1961, attempts
to suppress Kurdish nationalists led to a guerrilla war.

In 1963, a left-leaning group of military officers
seized power in a coup, executing Kassim and his
close associates. The new president, Colonel Abdul
Salam Arif made an alliance with the Baath Party, a
radical organization endorsing violence in pursuit of
socialism, Arab nationalism, and anti-Western poli-
cies. In November, 1963, President Arif staged a suc-
cessful anti-Baath coup. The next year, Baath mem-
bers failed in an attempt to assassinate Arif, but in
1968, Baathist officers seized power in a violent coup.

Iraq Since 1968
Between 1968 and 1979, Colonel Ahmad Hassan

al-Bakr was president of Iraq as well as chairman of
the Revolutionary Command Council. Real power,
however, was firmly in the hands of his assistant,
Saddam Hussein, who controlled the internal secu-
rity apparatus. When Bakr resigned in 1979, proba-
bly for health reasons, Hussein was quickly installed
as president. Hussein’s first act was to purge the
Baath Party of senior officers suspected of disloyalty,
making it clear that opposition would not be toler-
ated. Most historians agree that Hussein’s regime be-
came one of the most violent and repressive in the
modern history of the Middle East.

Hussein led his country into three destructive
wars. In 1980, he ordered the invasion of Iran, appar-
ently with the goal of annexing an oil-rich Iranian
province where Arabs were in the majority. The de-
structive conflict lasted eight years. Two years later,
Hussein’s army occupied the oil-rich kingdom of Ku-
wait. In the Gulf War of 1991, a massive U.S.-led co-

alition forced the Iraqis to leave the small country.
The United Nations passed numerous resolutions au-
thorizing inspectors to determine whether Iraq was
developing weapons of mass destruction (WMD).
When Hussein failed fully to comply, a coalition of
the United States, Britain, and a few other countries
invaded Iraq and ended Hussein’s regime. Observers
debated about whether the coalition’s preemptive
war met the usual criteria of a just war.

Following Hussein’s overthrow, coalition author-
ities appointed an Iraqi governing council, with rep-
resentatives from the major religious and ethnic com-
munities. The council was given the difficult task of
producing a democratic constitution by the summer
of 2004. Kurds wanted to gain independence, while
Shi4ites and Sunnts disagreed about how political
leaders should be chosen. Numerous Iraqis bitterly
resented the continued presence of foreign military
forces, and some expressed their discontent with
sniper attacks and terrorist bombings. Meanwhile,
coalition inspectors failed to find any WMDs, the
major reason given for intervention. Americans and
British citizens became increasingly dissatisfied
with the costs of the occupation.

Thomas Tandy Lewis
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Is/ought distinction
Definition: Distinction drawn in moral philosophy

between prescriptive (value) statements and de-
scriptive (empirical) statements in neither being
verifiable nor representing a definable body of
knowledge

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: The distinction between “is” state-

ments and “ought” statements is crucial to ethics,
since it differentiates between statements that can
be true or false on the one hand and articulations
of subjective unverifiable judgments on the other.

One of the oldest continuing debates in moral phi-
losophy concerns the relationship of “prescriptive”
statements (about what one ought to do) to “de-
scriptive” statements (about what one is doing). De-
scriptive statements are defined as statements of fact
that refer to events or properties that are obtained
through the experiences of the senses and therefore
are verifiable—that is, they can be categorized as true
or false.

Since descriptive statements are empirical in na-
ture, they are thought collectively to form a body of
“scientific” knowledge. An example of such a state-
ment is “The water is hot.” Both the subject and the
predicate in this sentence can be verified; the liquid in
question can be tested as to its composition, while its
temperature can be measured and compared to ac-
cepted conventions of hot and cold. Once the sen-
tence is analyzed, its truthfulness will either be af-
firmed or denied, but in either case, a concrete “fact”
will have been established.

Prescriptive statements, however, do not always
seem to proceed from the same empirical founda-
tions, and it is not always possible to verify their truth
or falsehood as one would verify that of a descriptive
statement. Again, consider an example: “One ought
never to cheat.” Here, no actual event is necessarily
referred to; thus, there is nothing concrete to verify as
either true or false. Instead, the statement seems to
express an attitude about a possible course of ac-
tion—in this case, to assert disapproval. The debate
in moral philosophy, however, is whether such state-
ments have any relation at all to empirical facts and
thus form a body of “knowledge” similar to that
of descriptive statements. About this there remains
much disagreement.

The Distinction’s Origins
The origin of the modern philosophical debate

about the nature of prescriptive statements is tradi-
tionally ascribed to the eighteenth century British
philosopher David Hume. In his Treatise of Human
Nature (1740), Hume criticized previous philoso-
phers who attempted to draw prescriptive conclu-
sions from descriptive premises. Since for Hume the
two types of statements have fundamentally different
natures, he considered it impossible to derive the for-
mer from the latter. Statements of value, in other
words, were not reducible to statements of fact.

Hume’s critique was challenged later in the eigh-
teenth century by Immanuel Kant, who, in his Fun-
damental Principles of the Metaphysics of Morals
(1785), attempted to avoid the trap of moral relativ-
ism that seemed to ensue from Hume’s position.
While Kant agreed that statements of value could not
be derived from statements of fact, prescriptive state-
ments could nevertheless be verified if they were de-
rived from a universal moral principle that could be
shown to be self-evidently true. Kant’s categorical
imperative (“I am never to act otherwise than so that I
could also will that my maxim should become a uni-
versal law”) represented one attempt to frame such a
universal moral principle and thus allow prescriptive
statements in general to form a body of knowledge.

Modern Debate
More recent attempts to either affirm or resolve

the is/ought distinction have led to the formation of a
number of schools of thought. In the main, those who
make such attempts fall into two major groups: the
cognitivists, who claim that prescriptive statements
do form a recognizable body of knowledge, and the
noncognitivists, who deny such a possibility. Cog-
nitivists further subdivide into two separate schools:
naturalists (such as Jeremy Bentham and R. B. Perry)
believe that prescriptive statements are simply differ-
ent forms of factual statements that are, like any sci-
entific fact, empirically verifiable. Such verification
may occur through analyzing those acts that happen
in accord with particular prescriptive principles (Are
such acts consistent with established ethical norms?)
or by observing the consequences of those acts (Have
they led to desirable results?). In either case, the natu-
ralist asserts that such observation takes place on the
level of the senses and thus value statements them-
selves are considered to be facts.
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The nonnaturalists (such as David Ross and G. E.
Moore) differ, seeing prescriptive statements as
unique forms in themselves, which cannot be re-
duced to the level of scientific fact. Values may be
considered to be true or false, but they must be veri-
fied not according to the observations of sense expe-
rience, but instead by direct appeal to moral intuition,
to a universal value-principle, or to a set of properties
that define intrinsic moral value. This appeal to uni-
versals has led to the nonnaturalist position’s also be-
ing defined as intuitionism.

In addition, G. E. Moore, in his monumental work
Principia Ethica (1903), framed a critique of the nat-
uralist position based on what he termed the natural-
istic fallacy. Moore claimed that naturalistic state-
ments attempt to equate value properties with
empirical properties as if statements about each con-
veyed the same kind of meaning. (“Gandhi is a good
man” as being no different from “The ball is green”).
Since it can be shown, said Moore, that such state-
ments are not the same, naturalistic statements are in-
herently fallacious.

Noncognitivists (such as Charles Stevenson and
A. J. Ayer) continued Moore’s critique of natural-
ism but extended it to include all cognitivist theories
in general. Both naturalism and nonnaturalism are
thought by this group to be incorrect in claiming that
prescriptive statements can in any way be proved to
be true or false. Rather, prescriptive statements com-
municate a person’s attitudes about a particular event,
property, or course of action and attempt to con-
vince others to agree. Since attitudes are not verifi-
able, they cannot be considered true or false, and,
since attitudes are not intrinsic value-properties (as
nonnaturalism asserts), there can be no such thing as
a body of moral knowledge.

More recently, noncognitivism itself has come
into question from a variety of directions. Philippa
Foote has claimed that when one examines how one
actually uses prescriptive statements, no “logical
gap” exists between one’s observation of facts and
one’s moral evaluation of them. Also, Mortimer Ad-
ler has proposed his own form of cognitivism by dis-
tinguishing between “natural desires” (which he calls
“needs”) and “acquired desires” (called “wants”).
Since what one needs is by definition good for one,
and since one cannot do the opposite and not desire
what one needs, one may thus construct an impera-
tive that is self-evidently true. Having done this, one

may then observe specific actions and measure them
empirically according to one’s established norm—a
process that allows prescriptive statements to be veri-
fiable and to form a body of knowledge after all.

Robert C. Davis
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Islamic ethics
Definition: Ethics of the monotheistic religion that

is the dominant faith in the Middle East and the re-
ligion of more than one billion adherents world-
wide

Date: Founded in seventh century c.e.
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Islam unites the spiritual and tempo-

ral, setting forth the ethical and moral principles
that have become the precepts by which the
world’s Muslims live.

The Islamic faith centers around the Qur$3n (also
spelled Koran), which Muslims consider the word of
Allah as revealed in the seventh century to Muwam-
mad, an affluent seventh century Arabian merchant
who become the religion’s founder and only prophet,
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through the archangel Gabriel. Muslims consider the
ethical and behavioral precepts set forth in the Qur$3n
to be the word of God (Allah) and, therefore, to be in-
fallible.

Muslims are also guided by the Sunna and the
Wadtth, collections of precepts and acts attributed to
the Prophet Muwammad and gathered after his death
in 632 c.e. Based on oral traditions, the Wadtth and
the Sunna provide temporal and spiritual guidance.
They differ from the Qur$3n in being attributed to the
Prophet, rather than to Allah, so they are not consid-
ered infallible and are subject to interpretation.

The Spiritual and the Temporal
Muslims view life as a mere moment along the

unimaginably long line of infinite time. Earthly exis-
tence is a prelude to life in the hereafter, the quality of
which will be determined by the believers’adherence
to the rules set forth in the Qur$3n and by their actions
as dictated by this holy work. When the world comes
to an end, a final judgment will occur. The obedient
will be rewarded and the disobedient punished in
grotesque ways. Those who die in defense of Islam
are promised particularly lustrous afterlives.

The Qur$3n, quite remarkably to most non-
Muslims, deals with such mundane matters as proper
methods of cooking, bathing, brushing one’s teeth,
and defecating. However, while details of the tempo-
ral and corporeal aspects of everyday life are of great
importance to Muslims, their importance never over-
shadows that of the spiritual.

The ethical codes of Islamic communities are
clearly articulated. Most acts of Muslims fall into
three categories: the morally acceptable, the morally
neutral, and the morally unacceptable. Acts specifi-
cally forbidden by the Qur$3n include murder, cheat-
ing, sexual offenses, gambling, drinking liquor, and
eating pork. All these prohibitions touch more on the
temporal than on the spiritual. Infractions of these
codes, such as theft, are severely punished on the sec-
ond offense. While thieves may be lashed or incar-
cerated for their first offenses, the penalty they face
for second offenses is having their right hands
chopped off. Such penalties are rarely imposed in the
most secular modern Islamic nations, such as Turkey,
but in more traditional nations, they are practiced.

Followers of Islam need not shun earthly plea-
sures. However, they are commanded not to violate
the moral and ethical codes necessary for their com-

munities to function smoothly. Polygamy is accepted
by Islam, but adultery and homosexuality are not.
Both offenses were still punishable by death in a
number of Islamic countries in the early twenty-first
century.

Five Pillars of Islam
Islam is based upon five underlying precepts

known as “pillars.” The first and most important pil-
lar is shahadah, accepting Allah as the one true god
and Muwammad as his Prophet. Indeed, the Arabic
word muslim means one who submits. Unquestion-
ing submission to the word of Allah and the precepts
of Muwammad are fundamental to accepting Islam.

The second pillar, salah, is closely tied to submis-
sion. It requires Muslims to pray five times at pre-
scribed hours every day, prostrating themselves on
prayer mats, with their heads bowed, and, facing to-
ward the holy city of Mecca while praying. After
praying, believers are to rise with their hands cupped
behind their ears so that they might better hear the
words of Allah. The washing of the head, forearms,
hands, and feet frequently accompanies salah when
it takes place within a mosque—a building devoted to
Islamic worship.

Westerners may question the ethics of requiring
such unquestioning adherence to any religious phi-
losophy, but Islam demands total submission. In
Muslim communities, a muezzin, or holy man, sum-
mons people to prayer, beginning in the early morn-
ing and continuing through the day until the final call
to prayer at bedtime.

The third pillar is zakah, the giving of alms, ini-
tially a tax determined by Muslim communities based
on specific assets. These alms were originally used to
aid the poor, to help travelers and converts to Islam,
and to buy freedom for slaves. In addition to zakah,
Muslims practice sadaqah, or voluntary contribution.
Islam has no moral strictures against the accumula-
tion of wealth, but it both encourages and mandates
sharing wealth with the less fortunate. The overlap
between religion and politics is evident in this pre-
cept. Muslims are expected ethically to care about
fellow human beings. The ethical question is not one
of whether accumulating wealth is acceptable but
how the wealth that is accumulated can best be used.

The fourth pillar of Islam is sawm, or fasting dur-
ing the daylight hours through the entire month of
Ramadan. Ritual fasting is viewed as an act of spiri-
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tual cleansing as well as an act of submission to the
will of Allah. Some Muslim countries punish and
even imprison people who do not observe salah and
sawm, although strict interpretations of these pre-
cepts are less vigorously enforced in modern Islamic
countries, largely because they pose ethical and legal
questions about the interrelationship between reli-
gion and government. In some Muslim contexts,
however, strict enforcement prevails.

Finally, there is the precept of the hajj, or the pil-
grimage of Muslims to Mecca, the city in which

Muwammad received his revelations
from Allah. All Muslims, with excep-
tion of those with severe disabilities,
are expected to visit Mecca at least
once during their lifetimes.

One might question the ethical va-
lidity of imposing these precepts and
the strict set of rules that characterize
Islam upon the diverse populations
that accept the faith. The justification
for this is the acceptance of the one
underlying precept that colors signifi-
cantly all the others: shahadah. After
accepting this precept, no Muslim has
a defensible justification for failing to
yield to the will of Allah and for ac-
cepting the faith unconditionally.

Economics and Usury
Muslims are not discouraged from

engaging in profitable enterprises and
from becoming rich. Muwammad, af-
ter all, was a rich merchant. Indeed,
the richer that individual Muslims be-
come, the more the Islamic commu-
nity benefits from their affluence, col-
lecting zakah to be put to fruitful uses.
Islam considers the desire to make
money a God-given desire, not unlike
sexual desire, which is also, in Islamic
eyes, God-given. However, Islam im-
poses implacable ethical codes upon
either form of desire. Just as sexual
desire must be controlled and not used
to the detriment or exploitation of any-
one, so is material desire expected to
result in ethical acts such as charitable
giving.

The one economic practice to which Islam is most
stalwartly opposed on ethical grounds is usury—the
lending of money at high rates of interest. The Qur$3n
and the other holy books of Islam strictly prohibit
usury. Before the rise of Islam in Arabia, it was not
uncommon for Arabs to lend money at exorbitant
rates of interest. If borrowers defaulted on loans, the
amount of money or goods owed was doubled. These
draconian lending practices led to the total economic
destruction of many borrowers. Such practices are
completely opposed to the ethical strictures of Islam.
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Women and Islam
When Islam was established, the status of women

in Arabia was low. Women were considered objects,
mere chattels whose main purpose, beyond child
bearing, was to serve the pleasure of men. Women
had few rights, little protection, and virtually no inde-
pendence. Under Islam, this situation changed. Mu-
wammad outlawed the casual, uncommitted relation-
ships that were common between men and women at
that time, replacing them with laws that articulated
rules for both the polygamous marriages that Islam
countenances and for divorce.

Although it may not seem so to modern West-
erners, Muwammad’s codification of male-female
relationships represented a major step forward for
seventh century Arabian women, whose unethical
treatment and vulnerability to moral violations such
as rape and incest was inimical to Islamic ethics.
Muwammad decreed that women could own prop-
erty and be able to inherit. These changes accorded
women a previously unheard-of legal status. Ethically,
women, who existed at the pleasure of men and who
had been inconsequential members of society, were
now accorded their rights as humans, even though
they did not share equal social status with men.

Muslim women were governed by stringent rules
of conduct and could be punished severely for trans-
gressions, especially for sexual indiscretions. Those
found guilty of adultery could be stoned to death, as
often happened. Even at the beginning of the twenty-
first century, women were still punished in this fash-
ion in parts of Africa and in Saudi Arabia.

TheWadtth require women to dress in loose cloth-
ing that masks their bodily contours. Muslim women
in many Islamic societies are required to wear a
burqu’, a floor-length head piece that covers the en-
tire female body, with only a slit left open for the
eyes. In Iran and other Islamic countries, women
have been severely punished for not wearing the
burqu’or for not covering their bodies sufficiently. Is-
lamic women in many countries, however, have be-
gun voicing serious objections to Islamic dress codes.

The prescriptions and proscriptions of the Qur$3n
are designed to assure morality in Islamic societies,
often by removing temptation. Men and women can-
not intermingle freely in public. Men worship in the
mosque, whereas women usually worship at home. If
women are occasionally admitted into the mosque,
they worship in rooms apart from those used by men.

In more developed Islamic countries, women are
encouraged to seek higher education and to enter the
professions. Coeducational facilities, however, do
not exist. Islamic women are encouraged to study
medicine because in most Islamic countries male
physicians are legally forbidden to treat female pa-
tients. One may question the ethics of withholding
from one gender the professional services of some-
one of another gender, but Muslims adhere strictly to
the separation of the sexes.

Jihad
After the terrorist attacks on the World Trade

Center and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001,
many Westerners became concerned with the Islamic
notion of jihad, which is usually translated “holy
war.” However, attacks such as those, which were
planned and executed by radical Islamic fundamen-
talists, have not been sanctioned by more centrist
groups of Muslims.

A literal translation of the Arabic term jihad actu-
ally means something similar to “making an effort on
the pathway of God.” Most Muslims regard jihad as
the efforts of individuals to act in ways that exemplify
the demands of holy laws as they are outlined in Is-
lam’s holy books. Muslims strive through jihad to
achieve ethical perfection on an individual basis. Ac-
cording to the precepts of Islam, an offensive jihad
can be led only by someone on a level with Muwam-
mad, and most Muslims deny that any such person ex-
ists, although the Saudi leader of al-Qaeda, Osama bin
Laden, apparently regarded himself as qualified to
meet that mandate. Lacking a leader of Muwammad’s
stature, Islam can engage only in a defensive jihad
without violating the ethical precepts of the religion.

From time to time, some Islamic rulers have
called their wars jihad, focusing their hostilities on
people they identify as nonbelievers. Such leaders
have generally represented the fringe elements of Is-
lam and have been shunned by the vast central core of
Muslims.

R. Baird Shuman
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Isolationism
Definition: Foreign policy or attitude toward for-

eign affairs designed to maximize a nation’s au-
tonomy and minimize obligations or entangle-
ments by abstaining as much as possible from
alliances and other international relations

Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: On a theoretical level, isolationism

raises the question of the extent to which the well-
being of people in other nations, including those
suffering from human rights abuses or unjust
wars, should be the concern of a given govern-
ment. On a practical level, it may be unclear
whether the effect of isolationism is to benefit or
to harm a nation’s own citizenry.

Taken together with such major concepts as neutral-
ity and the Monroe Doctrine and such lesser ones
as nonintervention, recognition of de facto govern-
ments, and equality of trade opportunity, isolation-
ism was one element of a larger policy of U.S. in-
dependence on the international stage. George
Washington’s declaration of as “little political con-
nections as possible” and Thomas Jefferson’s admo-
nition of “no entangling alliances” did not preclude a
different course from being adopted when the United

States reached maturity. George Washington’s Fare-
well Address constituted a foreign policy of indepen-
dence, not one of isolationism. His primary concern
was to keep the operations of the government im-
mune from foreign intrigue and the decisions of the
people free from alien domination.

Bill Manikas

See also: Jefferson, Thomas; Manifest destiny; Mon-
roe Doctrine; Sovereignty.

Israeli-Palestinian conflict
Identification: Long-standing dispute about the

right to occupy a small piece of land in the Middle
East

Date: First armed conflict began in 1948
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: After the founding of the state of Is-

rael in 1948, the Israelis fought against Palestin-
ians and neighboring Arab nations in five bloody
and destructive wars. During the early twenty-
first century, the ongoing conflict still presented a
major threat to international peace.

After Palestine’s Jewish people rebelled against Ro-
man imperial rule in 70 c.e., most of them were forc-
ibly expelled from their homes in the province of
Judea, which was part of Palestine. Throughout the
ensuring centuries, Jews dreamed of one day return-
ing to the original homeland of their ancestors, which
they called Zion. By the eighth century, however,
Arabic-speaking Muslims were firmly entrenched
throughout the entire region. In the late nineteenth
century, Jews of Central and Eastern Europe, faced
with growing European anti-Semitism, organized the
Zionist movement, which called on Jews everywhere
to return to Palestine. Most Zionists were idealists
who believed that the then sparsely settled region had
enough room for both Jews and Arabs to live together
in peace.

The Founding of Modern Israel
During the early decades of the twentieth century,

waves of Jewish immigrants flowed into Israel.
Arabs living in the area were alarmed to see them ar-
rive, and periodically members of the two groups
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fought each other. After World War II, revelations
about the Jewish Holocaust in Europe produced great
support for Zionism among Western Europeans and
Americans. In November, 1947, a special commis-
sion of the United Nations (U.N.) called for the cre-
ation of separate Jewish and Arab states and pro-
posed an international status for Jerusalem, with free
access to persons of all religions. Jewish settlers at
that time were willing to accept the borders proposed
by the commission, but virtually all the Arabs in the
Middle East adamantly opposed the notion of creat-
ing a Jewish state.

On May 14, 1948, Jewish leaders in Palestine de-
clared the establishment of the independent state of

Israel. The declaration referred to the spiritual con-
nection between the Jewish people and the land of
Israel and provided a framework for a democratic
system of government. It also promised religious
freedom for members of all minority groups, called
for peaceful relations with neighboring Arab coun-
tries, and recognized the right of all Jews to settle in
Israel. Both the United States and the Soviet Union
gave quick diplomatic recognition to the new state.

Meanwhile, Israel’s Arab neighbors—Jordan,
Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq—quickly declared
war and invaded Israel. The bitter fighting of this first
Arab-Israeli war resulted in many thousands of
deaths, including massacres such as one at Deir
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Yassin. However, Israel prevailed and annexed one-
third more land than had been provided for in the
original U.N. partition plan. Truce agreements were
finally signed in early 1949, but the Arab states still
refused to recognize Israel’s right to exist. Continued
animosities later led to the Suez War of 1956, the Six-
Day War of 1967, the Yom Kippur War of 1973, and
Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in 1982.

Moral Claims to the Land
Israelis have cited several arguments to justify

their right to live in Israel. Many conservative Jews
base their claims on the Bible, which explicitly says
that God has allocated the Promised Land to the He-
brew people, that is, the Jews. Liberal Jews, in con-
trast, have argued that they have purchased most of
Israel’s land, and that they will provide additional
compensation for land to displaced Palestinians once
a final settlement is made. Most Israelis further con-

tend that there are many Arab countries in which the
Palestinians might live, but only one place in the
world reserved for Jews.

Arab-speaking Palestinians believe that the state
of Israel is founded on unjust aggression. They argue
that their ancestors were living and working in Pales-
tine for more than a thousand years, until Jewish in-
vaders forcibly took over. They demand, moreover,
the return of their land and homes, not monetary
compensation. Many of them compare Zionists to the
Christian crusaders of the Middle Ages, who were
eventually expelled from Palestine.

One of the most controversial issues relates to
why more than a half-million Palestinians became
refugees in 1948-1949. The Israelis deny Palestinian
assertions that the refugees were forced out of Israel.
Rather, they argue that the refugees left of their own
accord in order to make it easier for Israel’s Arab ene-
mies to kill Jews within Israel. Regardless of which
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Masked Palestinians in the militant Islamic Jihad demonstrate in the Gaza Strip in early January, 2004, to pro-
test the Israeli government’s killing of their top commander a week earlier. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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claims are true, by the end of the twentieth century,
the number of Palestinian refugees had grown to
about four million. Large numbers of them have been
living in squalid camps, and many have joined ex-
tremist groups that advocate violence, including ter-
rorism against civilians, as a means of repossessing
their homeland.

The Difficult Quest for Peace
Scholars of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict gener-

ally agree that peace can be achieved only if both
sides make painful concessions. While seeking a so-
lution to the conflict in 1967, the U.N. Security
Council passed Resolution 242, which called for
Arab recognition of Israel’s right to exist in exchange
for Israel’s withdrawal from territories occupied dur-
ing the Six-Day War. The basic idea was described as
“land for peace.” The two antagonists, however, dis-
agreed about whether the resolution meant “all” or
“some” of the occupied land. Each side blamed the
other for intransigence

After 1967, moments of hopeful concessions
were typically followed by periods of intensified vio-
lence. In the Camp David Accords of 1979, Egypt
recognized Israel, while the latter promised eventu-
ally to accept limited autonomy for the Palestinians
in the West Bank and Gaza regions. However, the
Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) continued
to call for Israel’s destruction, and Israel constructed
increasing numbers of Jewish settlements in the West
Bank. Hope reappeared when the Israeli government
and the PLO in 1993 made secret agreements in Oslo,
Norway, that envisioned peaceful coexistence and a
gradual transition to an elected Palestinian govern-
ment with authority over most of the West Bank and
Gaza.

Extremists on both sides prevented full imple-
mentation of the Oslo agreements. Palestinian

groups, such as Hamas, began sponsoring a series of
suicide bombers, who blew up crowded buses and
stores. The Israeli government responded by destroy-
ing homes and assassinating radical leaders. In 2000,
Israelis elected as prime minister Ariel Sharon, a for-
mer military commander with strong Zionist convic-
tions. The Palestinian government demanded an end
to new settlements, while Sharon refused to make
any concessions until all acts of terrorism ended.
Meanwhile, growing unemployment and despair en-
couraged angry young Palestinians to volunteer for
suicide missions.

Thomas Tandy Lewis
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J
Jackson, Jesse

Identification: African American cleric and civil
rights leader

Born: October 8, 1941, Greenville, South Carolina
Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: A prominent civil rights spokesman

and director of an organization dedicated to creat-
ing job opportunities, Jackson ran for president of
the United States in 1984 and 1988, when he cre-
ated controversies over racial and religious re-
marks that he made.

Jesse Jackson grew up in South Carolina dur-
ing the era of rigid racial segregation. Be-
cause of his bitter experiences with racism
and discrimination, he joined the Civil Rights
movement and rose to become an assistant
to Martin Luther King, Jr., in the Southern
Christian Leadership Conference. The Civil
Rights movement had a moral and ethical ba-
sis because of the historical mistreatment of
southern blacks. After King’s assassination
in 1968, Jackson founded Operation PUSH, a
Chicago-based organization whose goal was
self-help and economic development. As a
Christian minister, Jackson stressed moral val-
ues and often advocated boycotting businesses
that engaged in discriminatory hiring and pro-
moting practices. He regarded these matters
as ethical issues, especially since employers
practiced racial discrimination but wanted Af-
rican American business.

In 1984 Jackson ran in the Democratic
primaries for president of the United States.
His appeal crossed racial lines and had a pop-
ulist ring to it, reaching out to farmers, union
workers, the working class, and the dispos-
sessed in addition to the middle class. How-
ever, he created controversy for himself with
remarks he made confidentially to a reporter,
when he alluded to Jews as “Hymies” and

New York City as “Hymietown.” The reporter pub-
lished the remarks in his newspaper the next day. As a
minister, Jackson came under severe criticism for
ethical misconduct in making the statements and his
failure to apologize immediately. His critics also
wanted him to renounce Nation of Islam leader Louis
Farrakhan, an ardent but controversial supporter of
Jackson’s presidential bid. Farrakhan himself called
Judaism a “gutter religion.” Jackson then faced an
ethical dilemma because Farrakhan had provided
personal protection for him during his 1984 political
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Jesse Jackson marches in a June, 2003, demonstration in-
tended to discourage the Federal Communications Commis-
sion from relaxing restrictions on media ownership. (AP/
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campaign. When Jackson ran for president again in
the 1988 Democratic primaries, he hired a Jew as his
campaign manager, blunting criticisms that he was
anti-Semitic.

In January, 2001, Jackson’s morals and ethics
were again tested after it was publicly revealed that
he had fathered a baby out of wedlock and outside his
marriage. This revelation appears to have done irrep-
arable damage to his reputation as a Christian minis-
ter. Nevertheless, he continued to lead Operation
PUSH after a vote of confidence from the board of di-
rectors, and he remained active in Chicago politics.

Mfanya D. Tryman
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Jain ethics
Definition: Religious tradition indigenous to India

focusing on mystical insight leading to spiritual
liberation and total nonviolence

Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The central Jain principle of ahi[s3,

or nonviolence, became important to a number of
later philosophies, among them Mohandas K.

Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolent political ac-
tion.

The Jains constitute less than 1 percent of the popula-
tion of modern India, but their modern and historical
importance in the country far exceeds their numbers.
The founder of the Jain faith, Vardham3naMah3vtra
(called the Jina, or “conqueror”) lived in what is now
Bihar in north central India. He was roughly contem-
poraneous with the Buddha (both lived in the sixth
century b.c.e.), and Jainism and Buddhism have
many similarities. Central to Jainism is the principle
of ahi[s3, or nonviolence, which might be consid-
ered its primary contribution to ethics.

History and Character of Jainism
It is probable that Jainism was a continuation of

ancient aboriginal traditions of north-central India
rather than a radical innovation of its “founder,”
Mah3vtra. The Jina himself is known as the twenty-
fourth ttrtha\kara, or “ford-maker” (that is, builder
of a bridge between the mundane world and the
world of the spirit). He was, however, responsible
for organizing the Jaina sa\gha (community), which
was notable for its inclusion of both men and women
and its refusal to accept caste distinctions. Although
Jainism was never a missionary religion per se, it
spread from its homeland in Bihar along the trade
routes and eventually acquired powerful converts
such as the emperor Chandragupta Maurya.

Like Buddhism, Jainism was in some measure a
populist response to the elite character of Vedic reli-
gion. It was preached not in Sanskrit, which few
could understand, but in prakrits, or local dialects.
Education, which was restricted to the few in Vedi-
cism, was encouraged as a key antidote to the suffer-
ing caused by ignorance. Jains were therefore from
the beginning a highly literate community, which
they remain today.

In 79 c.e., the Jaina community split into two
main sects, the Digambara (“sky-clad,” or naked)
and the kvet3mbara (“white-clad”). As well as differ-
ing in dress, the two groups differ in their definition
of the Jaina canon, which is, given this tradition’s em-
phasis on literacy, an extensive one. They also differ
in the disciplines and austerities that they recom-
mend; the Digambara is the more rigorous sect.

The Jaina conception of the universe basically
emphasizes change rather than stasis and rejects the
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personified deities of Vedicism (the system of faith
ancestral to modern Hinduism). The central theolog-
ical component of the Jaina system is the jtva, which
can be roughly translated as “soul.” Jtvas are immor-
tal, but they become entangled in worldly attach-
ments that must be shed in order for them to escape
the cycle of rebirth and attain mok;a (“liberation”).

The attainment of liberation is a difficult task that
is pursued most diligently by Jaina monks and nuns,
who strive to be nirgrantha, or “free from bonds.”
Abandonment of all property is the first prerequisite,
accompanied by the taking of vows. During parts
of the year, monks wander from place to place, beg-
ging for their food, meditating, and studying. Along
with abstaining from causing injury to any life-form,
monks and nuns commit to a life of chastity, hon-
esty, and service. These are also the ideals to which
laypersons of the Jaina community aspire.

Jainism as a Way of Life
All Jains try to cultivate the “three jewels” of

“right faith,” “right knowledge,” and “right conduct.”
Among the elements of Jainism most characteristic
of the Jaina lifestyle is the principle of ahi[s3 (nonvi-
olence). This is translated in everyday life into total
vegetarianism, a dietary habit shared by other com-
munities in India such as those of the high-caste Hin-
dus and Buddhists. In addition to vegetarianism,
however, the Jains’characteristic concern for the pro-
tection of all life-forms is expressed in their support
for veterinary hospitals, animal shelters, and means
of livelihood that do not injure life. The Jaina com-
munity in India, which is unequivocally pacifistic in
terms of military matters, influenced Mohandas K.
Gandhi to develop his famous methods of nonviolent
noncooperation.

Ahi[s3 as a principle stems from the notion that
all life-forms contain jtvas, or souls, which are striv-
ing for liberation in their own unique ways. The path
of an ant or a cow, for example, is different from the
path of a human but equally valuable. This basically
relativistic stance is expressed in such Jaina tradi-
tions as the use of brooms to sweep the path as one
walks (to avoid stepping on small life-forms) and
covering one’s mouth with a cloth (to avoid inhaling
insects). Because of ahi[s3, agricultural occupations
are essentially closed to Jains, involving as they do
turning the earth, which may kill worms and other
creatures dwelling in the soil. The ultimate aim of the

Jains is to live lightly on the earth, doing as little harm
as possible.

Jain communities are generally quite well-to-do
and support temples that are among the finest monu-
ments of the subcontinent. Their iconography con-
cerns key figures from the history of the Jaina tradi-
tion and various mystic symbols and designs. There
are no deities in the Hindu sense, but ritual offerings
are made at various Jaina sites.

Twenty-first century Jains are found primarily in
the states of Gujarat and Rajasthan in western India,
where they tend to live in urban environments. De-
spite their small numbers, they are prominent in edu-
cation, the media, business, and the professions.

Cynthia Keppley Mahmood
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James, William
Identification: American philosopher
Born: January 11, 1842, New York, New York
Died: August 26, 1910, Chocorua, New Hampshire
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The most famous American pragma-

tist, James put forward an ethics founded upon
humanity’s freedom of choice. His most impor-
tant works include The Principles of Psychology
(1890), The Varieties of Religious Experience: A
Study in Human Nature (1902), Pragmatism: A
New Name for Some Old Ways of Thinking
(1907), and A Pluralistic Universe (1909).

782

James, William Ethics



From 1873 to 1907, William James taught anatomy
and physiology, psychology, and then philosophy at
Harvard University. The first distinguished Ameri-
can psychologist, he won international recognition
for his philosophy of “pragmatism” and “pluralism.”
James believed that ethics rests on the free choice to
be moral; that is, to see life as better lived within a
moral framework. That conviction, of course, can
never be proved or refuted by factual evidence. Even
so, the choice empowers a person to make specific
ethical decisions, in defense of which a person may
gather reasons. Since each person is free to make
choices, a moral philosophy must be constructed
from the study of widespread ethical choices.

James thought that over the course of time, certain
ethical principles had taken precedence over others.
These principles could be used to construct a unified
moral system. Although not appealing directly to
Christian (or, more broadly, religious) teachings,
James nevertheless made room for explicitly reli-
gious systems. On an individual level, James thought
that ethics consisted of adjudicating the conflict be-
tween duty and inclination. His solution was that in-
dividuals should perform the duties that led to a more
becoming life or made life worth living.

Paul L. Redditt

See also: Conversion of one’s system of beliefs; De-
terminism and freedom; Duty; Human Nature and
Conduct; Morality; Peirce, Charles Sanders; Perry,
R. B.; Pluralism; Pragmatism; Royce, Josiah.

Japanese American internment
The Event: Involuntary relocation of Japanese

Americans and Japanese residents of the western
United States to internment camps during World
War II

Date: 1942-1946
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Japanese Americans were interned

en masse in concentration camp-style relocation
centers, based strictly on their national origin
without due process of law. Although upheld as
legal by the U.S. Supreme Court, this wartime
practice has since been the subject of extended
moral debate and national embarrassment.

On December 7, 1941, the Japanese Empire made a
surprise attack on the United States naval base at
Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. This action led to a declara-
tion of war by the United States against Japan the
next day.

Before 1941, an anti-Orientalist movement ex-
isted on the West Coast of the United States. The at-
tack on Pearl Harbor intensified this regional ani-
mosity and provided an opportunity to rid the region
of this unwanted race. Suspicion ran high against the
Japanese living in the United States. Many leaders
were arrested, and many others endured personal at-
tacks and violence. Both American-born (Nisei) and
Japanese-born (Issei) people of Japanese descent
were considered threats simply because of their na-
tional origin.

Executive Order 9066
The California Joint Immigration Committee; the

U.S. Army, represented by General John L. DeWitt;
the Pacific congressional delegation; and other anti-
Japanese organizations recommended that President
Franklin D. Roosevelt evacuate the Japanese popula-
tion. On February 19, 1942, Roosevelt responded
with Executive Order 9066, which authorized the
secretary of war, or any military commander desig-
nated by him, to establish military areas and exclude
therefrom any and all persons. DeWitt, commander
of the Western Defense Command, became the per-
son responsible for the evacuation under the execu-
tive order. This was unfortunate because he was ex-
tremely prejudiced against the Japanese.

On March 2, 1942, DeWitt issued Public Procla-
mation Number One, which defined the West Coast
exclusion zone. The western halves of Washington,
Oregon, and California became Military Area Num-
ber One. All persons of Japanese ancestry living in
that area would be relocated in the interest of military
necessity. This left opponents of mass evacuation de-
fenseless and brought no opposition from public or
civilian leaders, who were forced to accept military
authority. It also afforded those of Japanese ancestry a
brief period of voluntary relocation. Only a few thou-
sand took this opportunity to move, and they were
faced with anti-Japanese feelings wherever they went.

The Wartime Civilian Control Authority (WCCA),
a military organization, and the War Relocation Au-
thority (WRA), a civilian agency created by execu-
tive order on March 18, 1942, were established to aid
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in the movement of the evacuees. The WRA had the
authority to provide for the relocation of evacuees in
appropriate places and to provide for their needs and
activities. Milton S. Eisenhower was the WRA’s di-
rector for the first three months. Both he and his suc-
cessor, Dillon S. Myer, attempted to find a just way to
relocate the Japanese Americans, which won them
gratitude from that community. Millions of dollars in
property and belongings were lost, however, by the
Japanese Americans who were forced to relocate.

After the failure of the voluntary relocation, Ei-
senhower realized that some form of detention on
federally managed, army-guarded land was neces-
sary. In making the decision on internment, the WRA
faced the constitutional question of whether it had the
legal authority to detain American citizens without
bringing charges against them. The Fifth Amend-
ment to the Constitution guaranteed every citizen the
rights of life, liberty, and property with due process

of law. The WRA thought, however, that it was justi-
fied in forgoing this amendment during wartime as a
necessity for national security. The court system sup-
ported the relocation argument by virtue of the words
“war necessity.” Although the United States was at
war with Italy and Germany, only a few people of
these nationalities were detained.

By late May, 1942, almost 112,000 Japanese
Americans were in assembly centers. They were
forced from their homes with only what they could
carry with them. Assembly centers were hastily set
up at fairgrounds, racetracks, and stadiums with
barbed wire placed around them. The evacuees spent
between six weeks and six months at these temporary
centers, until the relocation camps were completed.

Relocation Centers
A total of 117,116 people were evacuated to as-

sembly or relocation centers or came under some
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Members of a Japanese American family sharing a barracks room at the Granada relocation center in southeast-
ern Colorado. (National Archives)



phase of the evacuation program between March 2
and October 31 of 1942. This included 151 persons
transferred from the Territory of Alaska to the cus-
tody of the WCCA and 504 babies who were born to
mothers in assembly areas. Another 1,875 persons
were sent from the Territory of Hawaii—1,118 to re-
location centers and 757 to Justice Department in-
ternment camps. More than 70,000 were American
citizens.

Life in the relocation centers was difficult at first.
Many families were crowded into hastily erected bar-
racks; living conditions were poor, and supplies were
short. After the relocation authorities finally had the
logistics worked out, conditions gradually improved.
During 1943 and 1944, violence broke out and dem-
onstrations were conducted in the camps to protest
the treatment of the internees.

Early in 1943, the situation regarding the Japa-
nese Americans lightened somewhat. Secretary of
War Henry L. Stimson announced plans to form a
Japanese American combat team made up of Nisei
volunteers from the mainland and Hawaii. This unit
served with distinction throughout the war. Director
Myer wrote a letter to Stimson asking for an immedi-
ate relaxation in the West Coast Exclusion Zone, but
Stimson rejected it. On March 20, 1943, Myer took
the first step in decentralizing the relocation program
by authorizing project directors to issue leave per-
mits in cases in which leave clearance had previously
been granted by the Washington office.

Finally, on December 17, 1944, the War Depart-
ment announced the revocation of the West Coast
mass exclusion orders of 1942, and the next day
Myer announced that all relocation centers would be
closed by June 30, 1946. On March 20, 1946, Tule
Lake Segregation Center, the last of the WRA cen-
ters, was officially closed.

After the war, the government permitted the in-
ternees to file claims for losses during internment.
The ceilings were low in relationship to the property
losses and certainly did not cover the personal humil-
iation and suffering endured by the internees. In Oc-
tober, 1990, after many years of debate, U.S. Attor-
ney General Dick Thornburgh presented the first
reparation checks of $20,000 to those interned during
World War II. The government finally admitted that it
had been wrong.

Larry N. Sypolt
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Jealousy
Definition: Hostility toward rivalry or unfaithful-

ness and the predisposition to suspect rivalry or
unfaithfulness; envy.

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Jealousy is often judged on aesthetic

rather than explicitly moral grounds: It is deemed
to be an unattractive emotion as much as or more
than a strictly sinful one.

Jealousy begins at about the age of two and develops
rapidly during the preschool years. An early form of
jealousy is sibling rivalry, which consists of feelings of
resentment toward a brother or sister. Sibling rivalry is
typical between brothers and sisters in a family.

Sibling rivalry is typically higher in cases of
same-sex siblings than in cases of opposite-sex sib-
lings. It is also typically higher in cases of smaller age
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differences; that is, sibling rivalry occurs more be-
tween siblings that are less than two years apart than
it does between siblings that are more than three
years apart. In the former case, the closeness in age
probably heightens competition; siblings may prefer
the same friends, the same toys, and the same activi-
ties. Sibling rivalry is also higher when the siblings
have the same interests, and lower when they have
different interests. In other words, sibling rivalry may
be greater when two sisters are strongly inclined to-
ward mathematics than when one is inclined toward
mathematics and the other toward literature. Some
sibling rivalry is typical in families, and it often is the
first type of jealousy the child experiences.

Jealous feelings are typically caused by insecu-
rity, such as when parents decrease the amount of
warmth and attention they give the child and increase
the number of prohibitions imposed on the child.
Toddlers may show evidence of jealousy by doing
such things as wedging themselves between mother
and father as they are hugging, hitting a brother
whom the mother just kissed, or asking “When are
we taking the new baby back to the hospital?” These
actions and comments reflect the small child’s jeal-
ousy.

Parents can minimize the sting of jealousy and
sibling rivalry by taking some specific steps. First,
they can introduce firstborns early to their new role as
“big sister” or “big brother.” Telling the child before-
hand that a new brother or sister is coming and in-
volving the child in the pregnancy will lessen the im-
pact of sibling rivalry. Second, parents can encourage
and reward firstborns for helping in the care of the
new baby. Although close supervision is necessary,
even young children can be involved in the care of an
infant. Third, parents can diminish jealousy and sib-
ling rivalry by discussing the new baby as a person.
Examples of helpful comments to a first child are,
“She likes her bath, doesn’t she?” and, “Look, he’s
calling you.” Fourth, parents can diminish sibling ri-
valry and jealousy, and foster better relationships be-
tween siblings, by refraining from comparing chil-
dren and, instead, recognizing and valuing each child
as an individual. Thus, though some sibling rivalry
may be inevitable, it can be increased or decreased by
how parents handle the situation.

A later form of jealousy is sexual jealousy, which
can occur in a marriage or a sexual relationship, chip-
ping away at the foundations of trust and love that

hold the two people together. In relationships in
which jealousy occurs, it is sometimes extremely dif-
ficult to resolve the problem, because explanations
are turned away as untrue and even exacerbate the
jealousy.

Monogamy and Jealousy
In the United States, the single greatest reason for

sexual jealousy is the commonly held standard of
sexual exclusivity in monogamous relationships.
Most jealousy centers on the belief that the other per-
son is sexually interested in or involved with another
person. Typically, one partner plays the role of the
jealous one and the other plays the role of the ac-
cused.

Other forms of jealousy are nonsexual. Generally,
when anything threatens to weaken the relationship
bond, jealousy can occur. The result is often posses-
siveness, which can be either reassuring or suffocat-
ing. Feelings of jealousy make a relationship less re-
warding and lower the individual’s self-esteem.

Jealousy in a relationship can result in several dif-
ferent scenarios. In some cases, the jealousy be-
comes pervasive, and adults wind up fighting in all
related and tangential areas. In other cases, the jeal-
ousy represents a more deeply embedded conflict:
The partners are in effect denying the deeper conflict
by emphasizing the jealousy. In still other cases, the
jealousy may play a positive role in the relationship,
serving to bring the partners closer together. The ben-
eficial effects, however, are often short-lived.

Adults sometimes act to maximize jealousy in a
relationship. They may play intentional games that
are aimed at increasing their partners’ jealousy. Their
hidden agenda in this situation may be to increase
their own feelings of security by causing their part-
ners to feel less secure. When surveyed, about 54 per-
cent of adults describe themselves as jealous. Highly
jealous people are frequently dependent. They may
also harbor feelings of inadequacy and be concerned
about sexual exclusiveness.

Jealousy has been successfully treated with sys-
tematic desensitization, a technique that involves
encouraging the person to relax deeply and then
introducing scenarios that are slightly jealousy-
provoking. Then, as the person becomes adept at re-
laxing in these situations, additional scenarios are in-
troduced that are slightly more jealousy-provoking.
This process continues until the person has no more
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feelings of jealousy. This counter-conditioning pro-
cess is based on the fact that it is impossible to be jeal-
ous and highly relaxed at the same time; the two feel-
ings are mutually exclusive.

Lillian M. Range
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Jefferson, Thomas
Identification: American philosopher and politi-

cian
Born: April 13, 1743, Shadwell, Goochland (now

Albemarle) County, Virginia
Died: July 4, 1826, Monticello, Albemarle County,

Virginia
Type of ethics: Enlightenment history
Significance: One of the Founders of the United

States, Jefferson served as the nation’s third pres-
ident, wrote the Declaration of Independence,
founded the University of Virginia, and worked
both publicly and privately to increase and ensure
civil rights, public education, religious liberty,
and democratic government.

The oldest son of Peter Jefferson and Jane Randolph,
Thomas Jefferson was born on the frontier of Vir-

ginia. He studied at the College of William and Mary
and was admitted to the Virginia Bar, but he chose not
to practice law. He inherited approximately 10,000
acres of land, which freed him from having to earn a
living. Jefferson served as a Virginia legislator, dele-
gate to the Continental Congress, author of the Dec-
laration of Independence, governor of Virginia, and
commissioner to France.

While governor, Jefferson championed freedom
of religion and conscience, state-supported public
education, and gradual emancipation. He suggested
the principles, including the subsidization of public
education and the prohibition of slavery, for the
Northwest Ordinance, which organized the North-
west Territory. Upon Jefferson’s return from France
in 1789, George Washington appointed him secre-
tary of state. Jefferson left the Washington adminis-
tration and formed the opposition Democratic Re-
publican Party during the administration of John
Adams. Jefferson was elected president of the United
States in 1800 and 1804. In 1803 he purchased the
Louisiana Territory. A principal problem of his ad-
ministrations was the defense of neutral rights on the
seas during the Napoleonic Wars. He used the policy
of economic coercion in that struggle.

Robert D. Talbott

See also: Church-state separation; Civil rights and
liberties; Declaration of Independence; Human rights;
Nature, rights of; Sedition Act of 1798.

Jesus Christ
Identification: Religious teacher
Born: c. 6 b.c.e., Bethlehem, Judaea (now in

Palestine)
Died: 30 c.e., Jerusalem (now in Israel)
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Jesus Christ was the originator of

Christianity, which regards him as the son of God.
He taught that love is the supreme value and that
sin may be redeemed through sincere repentance.

Jesus taught ethics in the context of first century Ju-
daism, which had both the (Old Testament) Scrip-
tures and a long tradition of interpretation. He based
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his teaching on Scripture and sometimes used basic
principles of reason to refute opposing interpreta-
tions.

Jesus’ method and message often clashed with
those of other Jewish scholars, as when he violated
the detailed commandments of their venerated tradi-
tion of scriptural interpretation in order to keep the
spirit of the original scriptural commandment. For
this he was condemned by many Pharisees, who were
teacher-scholars. In one incident, Jesus taught that
eliminating human suffering on the Sabbath did not
violate the spirit of the command that Israel rest on
that day (Matt. 12:10-13). He condemned those who
scrupulously donated one-tenth of their property to
the point of counting grains of spice yet overlooked
the “weightier” matters of the law, such as justice,
mercy, and faithfulness (Matt. 23:22). He also con-
demned as hypocritical teachers who allowed reli-
gious duty to cover violations of the spirit of the law,
such as those who taught that property “dedicated” to
God need not be used to care for one’s parents (Mark
7:11-13).

Jesus’ Moral Precepts
Jesus focused on attitudes as the sources of ac-

tion: From the heart come sins such as theft, murder,
and envy (Mark 7:21-22). Thus, murder is wrong, but
so are anger and contempt. Adultery is wrong, but so
is lust (Matt. 5:22, 28).

Jesus taught that love should dominate one’s in-
ward attitudes. Insofar as all morality can be summed
up, it can be reduced to the command to love God and
others. To Jesus, love was a commitment to the good
of another regardless of that person’s attitudes or ac-
tions toward one. It should extend even to one’s ene-
mies, since God loves even those who are evil. Doing
to others what one would want them to do to one
(Matt. 7:12), the “golden rule,” requires service to
others and excludes apathy and self-centeredness.
The conviction that God actively loves people in this
way can give believers courage and dispel anxiety
(Matt. 8:26; 6:26, 30).

Jesus showed that a leader should exemplify this
loving attitude by seeking to serve, not by trying to
dominate or to gain wealth or fame. More than once
he reproved the apostles who sought exalted posi-
tions, and he himself washed his disciples’ feet as an
example of humble service (John 13:5). He regarded
his very life as a sacrifice for human sin that would al-

low righteousness to be graciously attributed to those
who sought forgiveness from God. Humble confes-
sion and faith in God’s gracious forgiveness provide
access to divine mercy for moral failure.

A person who loves others and believes that God
is loving can be free from concern about personal
rights. The response to a slap on the cheek, a lawsuit,
or the compulsion to carry another’s load can be turn-
ing the other cheek, giving up more than the plaintiff
asked for, and voluntarily carrying a load an extra
distance (Matt. 5:38-42). After all, life is short, and
someday everyone will be confronted with the abso-
lute rule of God.

The rule of God creates paradoxes that defy con-
ventional moral wisdom. The meek, not the assertive,
will inherit the earth (Matt. 5:5). Those who try to ex-
alt themselves will be humbled, whereas those who
humble themselves will be exalted. Those who sacri-
fice for the good of others will find happiness them-
selves.

Jesus’ Way of Life
Jesus motivated people with rewards, but not al-

ways the sort that would appeal to a selfish person.
Those who do such things as love their enemies and
lend expecting nothing in return will receive a “great
reward” and will be true “sons of the Most High”
(Luke 6:35). Jesus also said that people will generally
give back what one gives them and more; “shaken
down, pressed together, and running over” (Luke
6:38). Although this should motivate people to do
good, they should be willing to “take up the cross,” a
symbol of complete renunciation of personal or
worldly gain. The mature person acts out of pure love
for others and a desire to emulate a morally pure and
altruistic God.

Jesus voluntarily lived in poverty, but he did not
condemn ownership. He advocated the compassion-
ate use of private wealth: Those with means should
be quick to share with those in need. Herein lies a
profound difference between Jesus’ teaching and
various types of communism, which seek to elimi-
nate private ownership as the solution to society’s
fundamental problems.

Jesus rejected insurrection as a means to effect
change and was a disappointment to those who
sought political or military deliverance for Israel. He
did not confront the Roman methods of taxation or
slavery, but in the ancient world he was radical re-
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garding the treatment of women, as Paul Jewett
shows in Man as Male and Female (1975). While liv-
ing in a society that treated women little better than
animals, he treated women with seriousness and dig-
nity. He allowed them to follow his itinerant band and
to serve tables, a function previously reserved for
men. Domestic chores provided material for a num-
ber of parables. He confronted the double standard
that allowed men but not women to divorce on a pre-
tense; furthermore, he affirmed marriage as a lifelong
commitment, breakable only in the case of serious
sexual sin.

Jesus’ ethics were moderate in that he advocated
neither asceticism nor indulgence, neither legalism
nor license. Yet he was passionate about righteous-
ness and even chased officially sanctioned profiteers
out of the Jerusalem temple with a hastily impro-
vised scourge (John 2:15). He lived and taught devo-
tion to God as expressed in a life of self-sacrificing
love.

Brian K. Morley
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Jewish ethics
Definition: Ethical traditions and systems of reli-

gious Judaism
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Jewish ethics was the first to define

morality in the context of a covenant or sacred
contract that is equally binding upon both humans
and God, and therefore to see God as not only the
source of morality but also as a subject of moral
obligation. It is founded upon an understanding of
moral law as something to be interpreted and de-
bated rather than univocally pronounced and au-
tomatically followed.

Jewish ethics is based on the premise that the Jewish
people are in a covenant relationship with God. This
covenant demands that society be organized and per-
sonal lives be conducted in accordance with God’s
revelation. As a result, Jewish ethics has generally
been understood to be a matter of imitatio Dei and to
have as its characteristic form legal discourse. Thus,
Jewish ethical literature moves between two poles.
On one hand, it stresses adherence to a certain life-
regimen as spelled out in Jewish law (halachah),
while on the other, it calls for the cultivation through
this lifestyle of character traits, attitudes, and inten-
tions that help the individual to be more godlike.

Although the earliest literature of Rabbinic Juda-
ism (from the first century through the seventh cen-
tury) is devoted almost exclusively to developing
Jewish law, the importance of proper attitude and in-
tention is not ignored. The late Mishnaic book Pirqe
Avot (“Chapters of the Fathers”), edited in the third
century, is a collection of moral aphorisms stressing
the importance of honesty and selflessness in dealing
with others and the need to act responsibly in the
world.

These attitudes are given more formal recognition
in the Talmuds (from the fifth century through the
seventh century). Made up largely of real and hypo-
thetical case law, the Talmudic literature not only il-
lustrates how the letter of the law is to be understood
and applied but also recognizes that there is a moral
duty that goes beyond what the law requires. This
extra-legal duty is referred to as lifnim mishurat
hadin (“beyond the edge of the law”). In some in-
stances (Baba Metzia 30b, for example), the Babylo-
nian Talmud seems to regard such going beyond the
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call of duty to be not merely supererogation but an
expectation that rests on all Jews.

Middle Ages
During the Middle Ages, Jewish ethics took three

different forms: the further development of Jewish
law, philosophical speculation on the nature of the
moral life, and the cultivation of humility and other
beneficial character traits. The first was largely a re-
sult of the practical application of received Jewish
law to new situations. In this connection, rabbis from
the eighth century on created a large literature de-
voted to identifying and understanding the princi-
ples and values that were to guide them in their le-
gal deliberations. Despite the diversity of situations,
certain common principles seem to emerge from
the practical application of Rabbinic law: the over-
riding imperative to protect human life; the impor-
tance of avoiding even the appearance of idolatry;

and the values of sexual modesty, education, and
child rearing.

Philosophical speculation on the nature of moral-
ity began in earnest among Jewish scholars with the
rise of philosophical schools in the Islamic world.
For the most part, Jewish philosophers from the ninth
century on adopted the major philosophical princi-
ples and conclusions of Islamic scholars and applied
them more or less directly to Judaism. Early writers
such as Saadia Gaon in his Book of Beliefs and Opin-
ions stressed that God’s word as given in the Hebrew
Scripture and interpreted by the rabbis is the only re-
liable source of truth.

Since God’s law is fully known and since people
have free will, Saadia argues, each individual bears
full responsibility for acting in accord with God’s
word. Subsequent Judeo-Arabic philosophers, influ-
enced by Arabic Neoplatonism, claimed that the true
reward of the soul lay in contemplating the divine.
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Adherence to Jewish law was the necessary first step
in directing the soul toward a fuller apprehension of
the divine. This line of thought reached its culmina-
tion in the Jewish neo-Aristotelians such as Moses
ben Maimon (also known as Maimonides). In his
Eight Chapters, Maimonides argues that actualizing
the potential of the rational soul depends on proper
discipline of the body and that such a discipline is
precisely what is spelled out in the halachah.

Finally, pietistic writings attempted to instill in
the readers moral sensitivity beyond mere obedience
to the halachah and the contemplation of its princi-
ples. In some cases, these writings take the form of
ethical wills, testimonies bequeathed to children by
dying parents or relatives. These wills usually stress
the importance of study, humility, and charity. In
other cases, whole sects appeared that encouraged
members to practice a life that was holier than that
lived by the majority of the Jewish population. The
Hasidai Ashkenaz of thirteenth century northern
Germany is such a group. Its view of the moral life is
spelled out in Sefer Hasidim. Similar ideas seemed
to have influenced the Hasidic movement that sprang
up in Eastern Europe during the mid-eighteenth cen-
tury. Many early Hasidic stories presume that true
virtue stems from the intention of the soul and at
times may even run counter to the formal demands of
halachah. The ethical writings of Hasidism have in-
fluenced such modern Jewish moral philosophers as
Martin Buber, Abraham Joshua Heschel, and Elie
Wiesel.

Modern Judaism
In modern times, Jewish ethical speculation has

again drawn heavily on the philosophical currents
of the day. Modern Jewish movements (Orthodoxy,
Conservative Judaism, and Reform Judaism), which
have their roots in nineteenth century Germany, have
been heavily influenced by the writings of Immanuel
Kant. Modern Jewish thought has argued that simply
following the letter of Jewish law out of habit is not
sufficient. Instead, one must choose to abide by the
halachah purely for its own sake or because it is
one’s duty to conform to God’s will. More recently,
Reform and Conservative rabbis in particular have
struggled to identify the rational and universal ideals
behind the halachah as a basis for approaching ethi-
cal dilemmas posed by new technologies.

Peter J. Haas
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Jihad
Definition: Arabic term for a holy war fought in be-

half of Islam as a religious duty
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: In the late twentieth century the jihad

began gaining increased international attention as
Muslim groups and individuals used arms to op-
pose Israel, the West, and even other Muslims.

Islam is an exclusivist religion, and its followers are
obligated to protect its principles against adversaries
and to broaden the religion’s boundaries. Such ef-
forts have drawn many communities into armed con-
flict. During the centuries of expansion after the
founding of Islam in the seventh century, the new re-
ligion spread across North Africa, into Spain, Yugo-
slavia, and eastern and central Asia, and as far east as
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Indonesia. While Islam’s spread into Mesopotamia
and Persia resulted in Muslim military control and
many willing converts to the religion, its spread into
India resulted in conflict. There Hinduism was put on
the defensive, and Buddhism was all but obliterated.

In 732 Charles Martel thwarted Islam’s drive into
Western Europe at the Battle of Tours. More impor-
tant, the Christian Crusades of the eleventh and
twelfth centuries pitted European Christians against
Muslims in Palestine, and resulted in continued Mus-
lim hegemony there. In that struggle jihad became an
ethical obligation, in effect, a sixth principle, or “pil-
lar” of Islam. During the fall of the Byzantine Empire
in 1453, the capital city, Constantinople, fell to Mus-
lims and became the seat of the Ottoman Empire until
that empire’s own fall after World War I. During
the subsequent spread of Western European colonial
rule into the Middle East, Muslim lands came under
the control of non-Muslim countries. Nevertheless,
Muslim scholars concluded that unless Islam was
prohibited jihad was not permissible.

In 1948, Middle Eastern Muslims opposed the
creation of the modern state of Israel in what was
then called Palestine. Their efforts to recapture Israel
in the so-called Six-Day War in 1967 ended in an
embarrassing defeat. Chief among their losses was
control over Jerusalem, the site of the third holiest
sanctuary in Islam. Muslim militants called faithful
Muslims to jihad to regain control over the city and
other land taken by Israel. Israel’s supporters were
then portrayed as suitable targets for jihad. Some
Muslims hailed the terrorist attacks on the Pentagon
and World Trade Center on September 11, 2001, as
appropriate recompense for American actions hostile
to Islam. The U.S.-led war in Iraq begun in 2003 sim-
ply fueled that fire for many Muslims.

Muslims have long warred against one another.
One Muslim reaction to European colonialism was
to attempt to copy Western powers by adopting tech-
nology and by establishing Western-type democratic
states that tolerate all religions. In Iran that attempt
met disaster in the overthrow of the government of
the shah and establishment of a strict Muslim state
governed according to the Qur$3n. The Taliban estab-
lished the same type of government in Afghanistan,
and many observers thought that similar develop-
ments could occur in other Muslim countries.

Paul L. Redditt
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Journalistic entrapment
Definition: Use of an undercover investigation to

lure subjects into compromising or illegal acts
they would not otherwise commit

Type of ethics: Media ethics
Significance: Reporters investigating wrongdoing

may inadvertently or intentionally corrupt inno-
cent people or cause the commission of crimes
that would not otherwise have occurred.

Investigative journalism was propelled into promi-
nence during the 1970’s as a result of the Watergate
scandal uncovered by The Washington Post, the leak-
ing of the Pentagon Papers to The New York Times,
and the general adversarial tone that characterized
the relationship between government and the media
throughout the Vietnam War. In subsequent years,
technological advancements and the proliferation of
broadcast shows that relied on videotape footage
to document undercover findings swelled both the
number and the scope of such investigations. Issues
subject to such treatments have included home and
commercial lending practices, nursing home care,
governmental corruption, abortion practices, and
military information confirmation.

The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and
other law enforcement agencies frequently use un-
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dercover operations to expose criminal wrongdoing.
Their activities, unlike those in journalism, are sub-
ject to explicit guidelines and legal restrictions that
help to establish the line between legitimate investi-
gative work and coercing or abetting in the commis-
sion of a crime. For journalists, however, that line is
largely one of interpretation because of the broad lat-
itude and significant freedoms offered by the First
Amendment. It is incumbent upon journalists, there-
fore, to wrestle with a number of ethical consider-
ations, such as the morality of devising an enticement
for illegal activity and the awareness that reporters
themselves may become, if even indirectly, agents of
wrongdoing.

Industry misgivings about the practice exist, as re-
vealed in the Pulitzer Prize committee’s reluctance to
recognize stories that rely on undercover investiga-
tions because of their deceptive nature. The usage
continues, however, because of the journalistic be-
lief that news organizations have an overriding obli-
gation to distribute information to a democratic soci-
ety and a moral responsibility to consider society’s
needs, thereby providing the greatest good for the
greatest number of people. This approach, with its
emphasis on consequences, accepts the belief that
the end justifies the means. Therefore, the media’s
“watchdog role” in preserving and protecting the
public interest—a good and moral end—is justified
in its aggressive pursuit of certain undercover investi-
gations. Because the journalism profession also pro-
fesses a strong commitment to accuracy and truthful-
ness, however, any use of deception must be carefully
weighed.

Integrity of the Press
Recognizing that integrity is its greatest asset, the

press is especially vigilant in upholding standards
that do not erode or detract from its credibility, in-
cluding the use of deception. Because codes of ethics
among the media are more advisory than mandatory,
however, much of the decision is left to interpretation
by individual journalists who adjudge the specifics of
individual situations. The long-standing reliance on
consequential reasoning has typically emphasized
the social benefit derived from an undercover in-
vestigation. For example, a series entitled “Abortion
Profiteers” by the Chicago Sun-Times in November,
1978, relied on information obtained by reporters
who, obscuring their identity as journalists, went to

work for several outpatient abortion clinics where
gross negligence as well as medical misconduct had
been reported. The articles resulted in a number of
new state laws regulating outpatient abortion clinics,
the closing of two of the four clinics under investiga-
tion (one of them permanently), and the imprison-
ment of one doctor. Several other doctors left the
state.

It was agreed by the editors and reporters involved
that the overwhelming benefit to the community
of such an investigation outweighed the price of the
deception. Another case involving a different publi-
cation, however, reveals that a positive outcome is
not the only measure in weighing the ethical con-
siderations of going undercover. In 1988, Newsday
conceived and planned—but did not execute—an un-
dercover investigation designed to confirm the sus-
pected practice of real estate “steering,” a method of
maintaining racially segregated neighborhoods by
directing potential buyers only to those areas already
populated by people of the same race. After a year of
preliminary work, management decided that the op-
eration was logistically untenable and that the same
information could be obtained through other meth-
ods, such as interviews with buyers and real estate
records. Anthony Marro, the editor at the time, also
questioned the existence of probable cause, wonder-
ing if the appropriate level of presumed bad conduct
merited the use of entrapment techniques.

The Society of Professional Journalists, whose
code of ethics is widely invoked by individual jour-
nalists and news organizations, in 1993 introduced a
new approach to ethical decision making that com-
bined the long-used consequential reasoning with an
effort to examine a number of other factors, such as
the characteristics of the situation, as well as journal-
istic values, loyalties, and professional principles. In
addition, the new code set forth a number of condi-
tions, all of which must be met to justify deceptive in-
formation-gathering strategies:

1. The information sought must be of profound
importance.

2. Other alternatives have been exhausted.
3. The reporter is willing to make public the de-

ception.
4. Excellence has been pursued through full allo-

cation of the news organization’s resources.
5. The harm prevented by the deception out-

weighs the harm of the deception.
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6. Conscious, thoughtful, moral, ethical, and pro-
fessional deliberations have been made.

In addition, the revised code outlined specific ra-
tionalizations that do not meet ethical standards and
may not be used to justify the use of deception. These
include

1. Winning a prize.
2. Beating the competition.
3. Saving costs or time.
4. Others have “already done it.”
5. The subjects, themselves, are unethical.
Out of concern for their role as protectors of the

public interest, journalists avoid concrete rules re-
garding the use of deception and undercover opera-
tions. They maintain the right to use such tactics ethi-
cally and morally on a situational basis when a
greater good is served and when other methods have
been exhausted.

Regina Howard Yaroch
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Journalistic ethics
Definition: Formal and informal professional codes

of conduct governing the practice of journalism
Type of ethics: Media ethics
Significance: Journalistic ethics seeks to balance

the public’s right to know with the moral respon-
sibility of individual journalists to be truthful, ob-
jective, and fair both in their reporting and in their
work to uncover and develop information. More-
over, because the First Amendment dictates that
the press be virtually unregulated by the govern-
ment and legal system, there is a greater than aver-
age need for journalists to regulate themselves.

Unlike doctors and lawyers, journalists do not con-
trol who may practice in their field or police their
own ranks; neither do they prescribe a body of knowl-
edge with which those entering the field must be fa-
miliar. In this sense, journalists do not fit within the
traditional definition of a “profession.” Nevertheless,
responsible journalists—like members of these other
professions—do adhere to a set of occupational prin-
ciples, many of which are addressed in the ethical
code (the “Code”) of Sigma Delta Chi, the Society of
Professional Journalists.

Responsibility and Freedom of the Press
The first three sections of the professional code

concern what many journalists regard as their occu-
pational imperative: to observe a constitutional man-
date to serve the public’s right to know. Such a right is
not, in fact, explicitly stated in the Constitution and
has been discounted by such eminent legal authori-
ties as former Chief Justice Warren Burger. Other
media critics point to abuses—such as invasion of
privacy and interference with the right to a fair trial—
stemming from overzealous pursuit of the journalis-
tic mission. Still, courts have consistently upheld the
media’s First Amendment rights, which are regarded
as so central to the nation’s democratic principles that
they can overcome—as they did during the 1971
“Pentagon Papers” case, United States v. New York
Times Company—a countervailing concern as com-
pelling as national security.

The Pentagon Papers case illustrates the code’s
precept that “[journalists] will make constant effort
to assure that the public’s business is conducted in
public and that public records are open to public in-
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spection.” Other, less august, journalistic exercises,
such as traffic reports and celebrity gossip, illustrate
not so much the public’s right to know as its need or
desire to know. In such contexts, there is perhaps less
justification for the kind of aggressive, sometimes in-
vasive techniques employed by journalists.

Accuracy, Fairness, and Objectivity
It would seem fundamental—and the professional

code takes it for granted—that one of a journalist’s
primary duties is to report truth rather than false-
hoods. Yet the news business has always been plagued
with so-called “yellow journalism,” which distorts or
exaggerates facts in order to create sensationalism
and attract consumers. In this sense, the blatant jingo-
ism of William Randolph Hearst’s papers during the
1890’s is not unrelated to attempts on the part of
modern television broadcasters to dramatize news
through fictionalized “reenactments.” Public skepti-
cism about television news rose to new levels during
the 2004 U.S. Presidential campaign, when CBS
News was accused of using falsified documents to
cast doubt on President Bush’s service record in the
National Guard during the 1970’s.

Another method by which journalists can take lib-
erties with the truth is through misattribution or mis-
quotation. Although the plaintiff in Westmoreland v.
Columbia Broadcasting System (1984), General Wil-
liam C. Westmoreland, commander of United States
troops in Vietnam during the late 1960’s, ultimately
lost his libel action against CBS, the defendant
clearly played fast and loose with the truth by delib-
erately misrepresenting a damaging cable regarding
the deadly Tet offensive as Westmoreland’s. In 1990,
however, the Supreme Court permitted psychoana-
lyst Jeffrey Masson to proceed with his lawsuit against
New Yorker magazine writer Janet Malcolm because
her allegedly purposeful misquotation of him (for ex-
ample, that he intended to turn the Freud Archives
into “a place of sex, women, fun”) could be libel.

Ironically, it was Malcolm herself, in her book
about the relationship between convicted murderer
Jeffrey MacDonald and his journalist/chronicler Joe
McGinniss, who pinpointed one of the primary rea-
sons that journalists sometimes violate the ethical
imperative of fairness emphasized in the code: “The
moral ambiguity of journalism lies not in its texts but
in the relationships out of which they arise—relation-
ships that are invariably and inescapably lopsided.”

Malcolm’s contention is that McGinniss insinuated
himself into MacDonald’s confidence in order to ob-
tain exclusive information and then betrayed him by
writing a damning portrait of him. Seen in this light,
MacDonald is just as culpable as the reporter who
fails to protect the confidentiality of his sources. If
this evaluation is accurate—and if Jeffrey Masson’s
allegations about Malcolm are accurate—then
clearly both McGinniss and Malcolm have violated
the code’s tenet that “Journalists at all times will
show respect for the dignity, privacy, rights and well-
being of people encountered in the course of gather-
ing and presenting the news.”

Just as MacDonald and Malcolm could be ac-
cused of not playing fair, they could also stand ac-
cused of bias, of failing to observe the journalistic
objectivity that the code requires. They could, alter-
natively, be seen to be overcompensating for the inti-
mate access they had to their respective subjects. The
code states that “Journalists must be free of obligation
to any interest other than the public’s right to know.”
The most obvious interpretation of this precept is that
journalists should not compromise their integrity by
accepting payoffs. It can also be seen, however, to ap-
ply to situations such as McGinniss’s and Malcolm’s
and to journalist-celebrities, who can themselves in-
fluence and even become the stories they cover.

Most ethical principles espoused in the code are
simply restatements of common sense and courtesy.
Because of the media’s ability to influence and shape
society, however, it is of particular importance that
purveyors of news take seriously not only their First
Amendment rights but also their moral obligations.

Carl Rollyson
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Judicial conduct code
Definition: Ethical rules adopted in most American

jurisdictions to govern the conduct of judges
Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: The Model Code of Judicial Conduct

seeks to preserve the integrity and independence
of judges by prohibiting them from being influ-

enced by family, social, political, or other rela-
tionships in the conduct of their official business.

Since the early twentieth century the American Bar
Association (ABA) has attempted to develop guide-
lines for judicial conduct. The ABA adopted the
Canons of Judicial Ethics in 1924 and the Model
Code of Judicial Conduct in 1972. The ABA substan-
tially amended this code in 1990, and a significant
number of states adopted the amended code to regu-
late the conduct of judges in their jurisdictions.

In some cases the code requires that judges dis-
qualify themselves from participation in cases in
which their impartiality might reasonably be ques-
tioned. In addition, the code prohibits conduct that
might otherwise be classified as private or personal
when such conduct risks undermining the integrity of
the judiciary. For example, judges are prohibited
from belonging to organizations that practice inap-
propriate discrimination on the basis of race, sex, re-
ligion, or national origin. In general, the code re-
quires that judges conduct their nonjudicial affairs in
such a way as to minimize conflicts with their judi-
cial obligations.

Timothy L. Hall

See also: Adversary system; American Inns of
Court; Attorney misconduct; Jurisprudence; Law;
Legal ethics; Professional ethics; Supreme Court,
U.S.

Jung, Carl
Identification: Swiss psychologist
Born: July 26, 1875, Kesswil, Switzerland
Died: June 6, 1961, Küsnacht, Switzerland
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: The founder of analytical psychol-

ogy, Jung approached ethical questions as medi-
cal problems concerning the mind. He believed
mental health could be cultivated by bringing dis-
turbing elements of the unconscious self to con-
sciousness.

Jung studied medicine in Basel and psychiatry in Zu-
rich. He collaborated for a time with Sigmund Freud
but founded his own school of analytical psychology
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The Ethics of Socializing

Questions about the ethical conduct of judges in the
United States reached the highest level in early
2003, when Supreme Court justice Antonin Scalia
drew criticism for spending too much time socializ-
ing with power brokers and other high-level govern-
ment officials. In the past, Supreme Court justices
commonly acted as legal advisers to presidents.
However, during the late twentieth century, greater
sensitivity to the need for maintaining the separation
of powers effectively ended that practice. Journal-
ists, legal experts, and members of special interest
groups all began questioning the propriety of jus-
tices becoming too friendly with people who might
have important interests in cases that reach the Su-
preme Court. Justice Scalia was criticized espe-
cially strongly for spending too much time social-
ized with Vice President Dick Cheney. The Sierra
Club was especially uneasy about Scalia’s going on
a hunting trip with Cheney only three weeks after
the Supreme Court agreed to hear a case concerning
Cheney’s energy task force. It was believed that the
negative attention that Scalia was drawing caused
judges at all levels throughout the United States to
review their own conduct.



in 1914. Jung’s theory of the conscious personality,
or ego, differentiates between the extroverted, or out-
going, personality, and the introverted, or inward-
turning type. Both types of conscious personality are
influenced by the unconscious self, which has two
levels: the personal and the collective.

The personal unconscious includes knowledge
that is too obvious to become conscious, together
with repressed ideas and emotions that are too pain-
ful for conscious thought. The personal unconscious
grows through individual experience, but the way it
grows, Jung believed, is conditioned by the collective
unconscious, which is common to all people.

The personal unconscious is found to include ele-
ments such as the old wise man and the earth mother,
which appear, with variations, in dreams and myths
all over the world. Jung called these elements arche-
types and considered them inherited structures of the
collective unconscious that condition the ways in
which experience enters consciousness.

See also: Freud, Sigmund; Psychology; Psycho-
pharmacology.

Jurisprudence
Definition: Philosophy of law
Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Jurisprudence is concerned with the

nature and derivation of legal principles. It seeks
both to understand why specific laws exist in spe-
cific forms, and to ascertain how they should be
changed to better conform with a given social sys-
tem or the requirements of justice.

Jurisprudence is the science of law; namely, that sci-
ence that seeks to ascertain the principles on which
legal rules are based, in order to not only classify
those rules in their proper order and to show their re-
lationships, but also to settle the manner in which
new or doubtful cases should be brought under the
appropriate rules. When a new or doubtful case arises
out of two or more equally applicable rules, it is the
function of jurisprudence to consider the ultimate ef-
fect if each rule were to be applied to an indefinite
number of similar cases and to choose the rule that,
when so applied, would produce the greatest advan-
tage to the community.

Jurisprudence forms the basis for precedents,
which provide the foundation for most judicial deci-
sion making, since most judges use the doctrine of
stare decisis (“let the decision stand”) to make future
decisions based on precedents formed from past de-
cisions. Jurisprudence, defined as the philosophy of
law, deals with the legal reasoning behind the making
of law and the decisions that judges make. Therefore,
it has an overwhelming impact on society.

According to the nineteenth century English phi-
losopher John Austin, there are two basic philoso-
phies of jurisprudential reasoning, or patterns of
jurisprudential thought. These philosophies of juris-
prudential reasoning are analytical jurisprudence
(known as positive law) and normative jurispru-
dence. Analytical jurisprudence studies the law as it
actually is. It seeks to interpret, clarify, classify, and
arrange in a legally systematic order actual legal con-
cepts and doctrines. According to the analytical the-
ory of jurisprudence, concepts of morality are totally
distinct from one another. To legal positivists, such as
Austin, the law is a matter of what is simply laid
down, or posited, by the legislature, regardless of its
moral status. A speed limit is an example of a positive
law.
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The other school, or pattern of jurisprudential
thought, is normative jurisprudence, which concerns
what the law should be. It subjects legal doctrines to
moral evaluation and criticism in the name of social
reform and justice. According to this theory, con-
cepts of law and justice are equally related. For ex-
ample, laws related to the constitutional principles
that ban the use of cruel and unusual punishment, un-
reasonable searches and seizures, and denial of equal
protection under the law, which cry out for moral in-
terpretation, are more likely to be solved under the
theory of normative jurisprudence than they are un-
der the theory of analytical jurisprudence. One exam-
ple of this can be found in Brown v. Board of Educa-
tion (1954), which overturned the 1896 Plessy v.
Ferguson decision.

The doctrine of stare decisis and the theory of an-
alytical jurisprudence would have upheld the deci-
sion that the separate-but-equal theory of segregation
was constitutional. Upon much criticism and ex-
amination of the moral and ethical issues involved in
segregation, however, the U.S. Supreme Court over-
turned precedent, declaring that the U.S. Constitu-
tion is color-blind and that all U.S. citizens are enti-
tled to equal protection before the law, regardless of
the color of their skin. Some legal philosophers will
say that moral, societal, and ethical evolution cried
out for the overturning of the antiabortion laws of
all fifty states, as was done in Roe v. Wade, an exam-
ple of normative jurisprudence that gave women
equal rights under the law. Normative jurisprudence
is much more activist than is analytical jurispru-
dence, and judges who practice it create more law ac-
cording to the needs of the particular case than do
judges who adhere to the analytical philosophy of ju-
risprudence.

There are several other schools of jurisprudential
thought that influence judges in their reasoning, from
U.S. Supreme Court justices to county court judges.
They are the natural law theory, the historical con-
ception theory of law, the sociological conception
school of jurisprudence, the realist conception theory
of law, the economic conception theory of law, and
the critical conception school of jurisprudence. The
natural law theory states that law is ordained by na-
ture. Higher principles exist independent of human
experience. Natural law exists as an ideal condition
that is either inherent in human nature or is derived
from a divine source. Just as ethical standards tran-

scend legal standards, natural law transcends human
notions of what is right and just.

The historical school of jurisprudence defines law
as an embodiment of society’s customs. Historical
jurisprudence asserts that customs are the chief man-
ifestation of the law and that law evolves with social
development. Sociological conception jurisprudence
defines law in terms of present human conduct. The
law, according to sociological jurisprudence, is the
sum of what the lawbooks permit and what human
nature provides. A realist conception of justice is that
the law is only what is actually enforced. For exam-
ple, if a speed limit is 55 miles per hour, that is techni-
cally the law. If the police do not pull people over un-
less they are driving 65 miles per hour, however, then,
to the legal realist, the law is not 55 miles per hour but
65 miles per hour.

The economic conception of law is that the U.S.
Constitution is merely an economic document that
was written to ensure citizens economic freedom
from the government. Therefore, every decision
must be looked at in the light of how a law or statute
or judicial decree will affect the economic freedom
of the citizens. The critical conception of jurispru-
dence is involved with literary criticism and is not as
publicized or as frequently used in jurisprudential
decision making as are the other types of jurispru-
dence.

All these forms of jurisprudential reasoning are
used by every judge, but most judges have a particu-
lar pattern or philosophy that guides their decision
making. The ethical dilemmas involved in jurispru-
dence involve determining which applications of
which concepts of jurisprudence allow that judge to
fulfill his or her moral and vocational responsibilities
to society while defining the standards that the soci-
ety’s members must meet when interacting with one
another.

Amy Bloom

Further Reading
Bodenheimer, Edgar. Jurisprudence: The Philoso-

phy and Method of the Law. Rev. ed. Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1974.

Cotterrell, Roger. The Politics of Jurisprudence: A
Critical Introduction to Legal Philosophy. 2d ed.
London: LexisNexis UK, 2003.

Dworkin, R. M. A Matter of Principle. Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1985.

798

Jurisprudence Ethics



Hart, H. L. Essays in Jurisprudence and Philosophy.
Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 1984.

Murphy, Jeffrie G. Philosophy of Law: An Introduc-
tion to Jurisprudence. Rev ed. Boulder, Colo.:
Westview Press, 1990.

See also: Brandeis, Louis D.; Constitutional gov-
ernment; Hart, H. L. A.; Law; Supreme Court, U.S.

Jury system
Definition: Legal institution in which criminal or

civil trials are decided by a group of citizens
rather than judges or other professional court offi-
cers

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: The modern American jury system is

founded in the notion that a person’s peers are the
best equipped to judge that person’s actions, and
that justice is best served when it is adjudicated by
fellow citizens rather than imposed from above by
an agent of the government.

Some hard historical data show how important a
well-functioning jury system is to the encouraging of
ethical behavior. The verdict in the famous Los An-
geles, California, police brutality case involving the
videotaped beating of black motorist Rodney King
sparked an explosion of riots that lasted five days and
set new records in terms of the number of casualties
and the amount of damage; there were 60 dead, 2,383
injured, at least $1 billion in damage to property, and
at least 20,000 residents lost jobs as a result of the
business closings that followed. Some people argue
that the riots were a rebellion that was akin to the
Boston Tea Party and that it was unethical neglect of
the problems of the underclass in Los Angeles that
provided the powder keg that was ignited by the
spark of the jury’s verdict. The tragic riots focused
much more attention on these problems.

Law is often complex and abstract. The jury sys-
tem serves to forestall the potential injustice of a
large or remote government. A jury of one’s peers, to
which U.S. citizens are constitutionally entitled, of-
ten prevents the law from running roughshod over
people in situations that could not have been foreseen

by the legislators who, often decades earlier, created
the law. At the point of application of law, the jury
can work justice in the particular case. Jury nullifica-
tion is the jury’s refusal to apply an unethical law. A
jury can see people in court and adjust its views based
on the equities it observes.

A major ethical issue surrounding the jury system
is how representative of the larger community a jury
should be. Many people believe that the verdict lead-
ing to the riots in the King case was the result of the
facts that no African Americans were on that jury and
that King was African American. During the voir
dire, lawyers for each side have a limited power to
prevent some people from serving on the jury with-
out even showing why they may not serve. Lawyers
have the right to remove any juror by showing cause
(for example, that a juror is related to the accused).
Lawyers use many psychological profiles involving
stereotypes to remove potential jurors without cause.
This may be unethical, because some discriminatory
stereotypes are used in this process.

Jurors
Jurors are drawn from ordinary life. Therefore,

the jury system is also a check and balance against
unethical elitism in a democracy. This is why some
states make jurors with extraordinary qualifications
(such as a law degree) ineligible for jury duty. The
jury system is used in both criminal prosecutions and
civil suits. Usually, a unanimous verdict is needed to
avoid a hung jury, but some states have allowed a
nearly unanimous verdict to be decisive in some civil
suits.

The jury system is part of an adversary system in
which two sides clash and thereby, according to the-
ory, provide the best picture of the whole truth by pre-
senting both sides of the issue. Some countries use an
inquisitorial system that uses judges or panels of au-
thorities as investigators. The adversary system is of-
ten emotional and messy, but it provides a powerful
incentive for each side to present its story. With this
greater incentive comes a greater chance for the jury
to hear the whole truth.

See also: Accused, rights of; Adversary system; Er-
roneous convictions; Judicial conduct code; Juris-
prudence; Law.
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Just war theory
Definition: Primarily Christian philosophy offer-

ing criteria for determining when it is just to wage
war and how wars should be fought

Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: Just war theory attempts to prevent

and limit wars by providing universal guidelines
for ethically correct ways to resolve conflicts be-
tween states.

Moral considerations in the conduct of war can be
found in the earliest records of warfare. The first sys-
tematic attempt to set forth universal rules of war-
fare—based on natural law—was proposed by the
Roman statesman Cicero during the first century
b.c.e. During the fourth century c.e. the North Afri-
can theologian St. Augustine agreed that morality
was “written in the heart” and synthesized rational
and biblical arguments for reconciling the evil of kill-
ing with the demands for peace and justice. The thir-
teenth century theologian St. Thomas Aquinas sum-
marized the classic rationale for declaring war and
articulated moral guidelines for conduct in war. Build-
ing upon this philosophical tradition, Hugo Grotius
published the first comprehensive exposition of in-
ternational law in 1625, providing the foundation for
subsequent international agreements to limit war-
fare, such as the modern Geneva Conventions. By the
early twenty-first century, the just war tradition had
evolved into a theory resting on a few core principles.

Thomas Aquinas identified three reasons for jus-
tifying going to war. First, and most important, there
must be a just cause. The principal idea here is that
there are times when certain injustices, such as un-
provoked attacks or human rights violations, are so
egregious that to not go to war would be a greater
evil. Second, only the proper authority—states, not
individuals—can declare war. Third, just wars are
waged only with right intentions, such as the desire
for just peace or promoting a greater good.

Three other bases for a just war have been added
to those articulated by Thomas Aquinas. First, in or-
der not to waste lives recklessly, a war should have a
reasonable chance of success. Second, the principle
of proportionality should apply; it states that the

harm caused by war should not exceed the harm that
provokes it. Finally, war should be a last resort, taken
only when nonviolent means fail.

Acceptable Conduct in War
The numerous guidelines for acceptable conduct

in war can be grouped into two basic categories. The
principle of discrimination specifies the legitimate
targets of war and provides guidelines for the proper
treatment of noncombatants and the defenseless.
Pertinent to this principle, the “doctrine of double ef-
fect” states that killing civilians is excusable if mili-
tary action against a genuine military target leads to
unavoidable civilian loss—so-called “collateral
damage”—and civilians themselves are not specifi-
cally targeted. The second major principle is a sec-
ond kind of proportionality. The general idea here is
to minimize destruction and suffering, especially by
limiting the types of weapons used.

Just war theory holds that only wars fought for
proper reasons and waged in the right way are just.
Satisfying these criteria, however, is rarely clear-cut.
Perhaps the best that just war theory can offer is to de-
termine the degree to which any given war is just.

Paul J. Chara, Jr.
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See also: Augustine, Saint; Conscientious objec-
tion; Grotius, Hugo; Holy war; Jihad; Limited war;
Military ethics; Peacekeeping missions; Realpolitik;
War.
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Justice
Definition: Fundamental moral principle or ideal

according to which each person should receive
the treatment he or she deserves

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: A concept of justice or moral desert is

arguably the foundation of ethical judgment, and
it underpins all legal and social systems in which a
punishment or reward is designed to fit the actions
or character of the person receiving it.

Such words as fairness, equality, honesty, equity, in-
tegrity, and lawfulness, which are sometimes used as
synonyms for justice, indicate the social order that is
connoted by the term. In common speech, justice in-
dicates both right relationships among people and a
correct social norm—that is, one that establishes a
course of expected conduct.

The roots of the modern Western view of justice
can be traced to the Hebrew Bible, on one hand, and
to Greek philosophy, on the other. Many social re-
formers, in particular, have been influenced by the
Hebrew prophets. Thus, for example, the Martin Lu-
ther King, Jr., memorial in Montgomery, Alabama, is
inscribed with the words of the eighth century b.c.e.
prophet Amos: “. . . until justice rolls down like wa-
ters, and righteousness like a mighty stream” (Amos
5:24). In the Hebrew Bible, justice (tsedaqah) is a
quality of God. God delights in it and wishes it for his
people. The laws of God make clear his nature and
his will. If the people do as he has commanded, then
they too will be just. Thus, tsedaqah indicates a right
relationship between the people and God. It indicates
proper balance or right order. The fruits of justice are
peace and abundance. The Hebrew prophets espe-
cially emphasized the social dimension of tsedaqah
by claiming that a right relationship with God is
possible only when people act justly toward one an-
other. According to the prophet Amos, this meant
that God would not revoke punishment from a soci-
ety that allowed the righteous to be sold for silver and
the poor to be trampled into the dust of the earth
(Amos 2:6-7).

Early Western Philosophers
The oldest surviving Western writings that exam-

ine the nature of justice are those of the Greek philoso-
pher Plato. Although Plato raised questions con-

cerning justice (dikaiosyne) in several dialogues, his
fullest treatment of the subject is found in the Repub-
lic. In that work, one of the characters, Thrasy-
machus, defines justice as the interest of the stron-
ger—namely the ruling class—as expressed in
society’s laws. As in the case of the Hebrew prophets,
justice in this context indicates correct relationships
among people. Since according to Thrasymachus the
activity of rulers is governed by self-interest, how-
ever, and the obedience of the subjects is dictated by
their weaker position, for him just subjects are those
who obey the rulers of the state. Thus, Thrasymachus
closely identifies justice with civil power, and since
the rulers formulate the laws of the state, he also
equates justice with civil lawfulness.

Socrates, the protagonist of the Republic, how-
ever, counters by claiming that justice is not only
good for rulers but is also good “for its own sake.” He
does this, first, by arguing that rulers do not always
act in their own self-interest. According to Socrates,
states exist precisely because people are not self-
sufficient. In an ideal state, the rulers would be those
who would act always for the good of the state, at all
times putting its interests ahead of their own. The
good unites the state, while the bad divides it. A good
state, like a good person, contains the four cardinal
virtues of wisdom, bravery, temperance, and justice.
Justice, for Socrates, means that each person in the
state performs his or her proper function. Thus, jus-
tice provides the right balance or harmony among the
parts. To Socrates, the unjust person is dominated by
the appetites and emotions, whereas the just person is
controlled by reason. The unjust state would be gov-
erned by a despot; the just state would be ruled by a
philosopher-king.

The views of justice advocated by Thrasymachus
and Socrates have been represented many times in
the history of Western philosophy. The positive law
theory of justice holds that justice depends on author-
ity, agreement, or convention. For example, the so-
cial contract advocated by Thomas Hobbes in Levia-
than (1651) closely connects justice with civil law.
Hobbes imagined life without laws to be akin to a war
in which each person seeks his or her own advantage,
“a war as if of every man against every man.” Out of
their fear of anarchy and in order to preserve them-
selves, then, people agree in common to hand power
over to the state, or Leviathan, which has coercive
power and can enforce its laws. A just person, ac-
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cording to Hobbes, is one who follows the laws of the
state.

Like Socrates, John Locke held to a natural rights
theory of justice. In Concerning the True Original
Extent and End of Civil Government, he wrote that
the law of nature taught that all people were equal and
independent, and that “no one ought to harm another
in his life, health, liberty or possessions.” It was the
duty of the state to protect people’s natural rights.
While Locke agreed with Hobbes in thinking that
people willfully entered into a compact and thus
formed the state, sovereignty, he thought, ultimately
remained with the people. The purpose of the laws
and the duty of rulers should be to represent and exe-
cute the will of the people. If the legislative or execu-
tive powers should betray their trust, they then should
be counted as unjust and should be deposed.

One of the characters of the Republic, Glaucon,
hints at but does not elaborate on a third view of jus-
tice; namely, that it is a social convention. According
to this view, as developed by advocates such as David
Hume and John Stuart Mill, justice is what promotes
the welfare of society. It depends upon society, and it
is a social product rather than a natural right. Justice
is the basis of rights and laws, which are either just or
unjust insofar as they promote the social good. Thus,
this view of justice is sometimes called the social
good theory of justice, and its proponents are perhaps
most concerned with questions of how to perceive
and identify the common good.

James M. Dawsey
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K
Kabbala

Definition: Tradition of esoteric Jewish mysticism
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The Kabbala, an occult formulation

of the doctrines of the Jewish religion, is intended
to supply a focus in contemplation, leading to a
state of mystical awareness.

The Kabbala, an occult body of mystical teachings in
the Jewish religion, focuses primarily on the notions
of creation, revelation, and redemption. These teach-
ings were usually surrounded by secrecy, and they
were transmitted orally or in a highly veiled literature
that proceeds by hints rather than by explicit declara-
tions. The secrecy surrounding the Kabbala stems
from the belief that its ideas were too subtle for the
average mind. The Kabbalists, moreover, believed
that their doctrines endowed certain individuals with
mystical powers by which they might control nature
itself. Those who sought to study the Kabbala were,
therefore, screened to be certain that they would not
invoke their powers too casually or for dishonorable
ends. Only a chosen few in each generation were
worthy of being the recipients of the wisdom of the
Kabbala.

Sources of the Kabbala have been traced not only
to the doctrines and literature of Judaism but also to a
wide variety of cultures with which the Jewish peo-
ple had come into contact in their dispersion. These
influences include Persian, Neoplatonic, and neo-
Pythagorean elements entering Judaism during the
Hellenistic period. Christian and Gnostic themes
were introduced somewhat later, as were borrowings
from Muslim sectarianism following the emergence
of Islam. This mixture of elements explains the diffi-
culty that scholars have found in elucidating the
Kabbala’s sources. The Kabbala itself became one of
the spiritual sources of the popular mysticism known
as Hasidism, which flourished in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, especially in eastern Europe.

The Doctrine of Creation
All Jewish mysticism has attempted to reinterpret

the literal account of creation rendered in the book of
Genesis. The mystics maintain that the account in
Genesis does not sufficiently emphasize the tran-
scendence of God. The reinterpretation has generally
taken form as a demiurgic theory. In such a theory,
God himself, who is boundless, infinite, and tran-
scendent, did not perform the material act of creat-
ing the world. This was the work of a lesser spirit,
or demiurge, who was brought into existence by
God for this particular purpose. As the conception
of God’s transcendence developed, one demiurge
seemed insufficient to express the sense of imposing
distance between divinity and the material world.
The remoteness of God from the world was intensi-
fied, therefore, by adding other intermediaries and
thus forming a chain from God to matter in links of
increasing materiality.

A second problem in the biblical account of cre-
ation, according to the Jewish mystics, concerns mat-
ter. If God is accepted as infinite, all must be con-
tained within God. The question then arises,
however, whether matter exists outside God. This
issue was finally resolved by a theory that God, prior
to creation, was actually infinite. To a make room
for creation, however, he voluntarily contracted or
limited himself. Some excess of spiritual substance
overflowed into the space from which God had re-
moved himself, and this excess, or emanation, pro-
vided both the demiurgic intermediaries and the mat-
ter out of which the world was created. Because all
substance is thus ultimately an overflowing of God’s
substance, Kabbala is a pantheistic doctrine (the doc-
trine or belief that God is not a personality, but that all
laws, forces, and manifestations of the self-existing
universe are God). The completed series of emana-
tions also served the purpose of providing the route
by which the human ascending spirit might reach the
heights of divinity.
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The Doctrine of Revelation
After the first destruction of the Temple at Jerusa-

lem, and particularly after its second destruction, the
scriptures served as a focus for the religious devotion
of the Jews. Their state no longer existed; their cul-
ture had been destroyed. All that remained was their
belief in God and his word. If the Jewish religion
were to endure, it seemed necessary that not only the
content of revelation but also even its physical form
should be considered inviolate and unchangeable.
The level on which mystics interpreted revelation to
serve their purpose was highly symbolical. To make
this interpretation possible, the Kabbalists developed
letter and number symbolism of great variety, com-
plexity, and obscurity.

The Doctrine of Redemption
The Kabbalists maintained and even intensified

the traditional Jewish view of redemption. In the
Kabbalistic view, salvation of the individual was of
little significance. It entered only as a means to the
greater end of the salvation of humankind. This
would come about through the agency of a messiah
and the Davidic line, who would lead the Jews in tri-
umph to the Holy Land and inaugurate a reign of
truth, justice, and mercy. The ideal of salvation is
thus the establishment of an earthly paradise of hu-
man life, raised to its highest humanity. Other ele-
ments clouded this doctrine at various times in the
history of mystical messianism. In general, however,
the Kabbalistic view of redemption was an extreme
form of traditional messianism. Attempts to calcu-
late the exact date of the coming of the messiah were
widespread. The coincidence of various calculations
in fixing on dates close to each other inspired a wave
of messianic movements.

Genevieve Slomski
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Kant, Immanuel
Identification: German philosopher
Born: April 22, 1724, Königsberg, Prussia (now

Kaliningrad, Russia)
Died: February 12, 1804, Königsberg, Prussia

(now Kaliningrad, Russia)
Type of ethics: Enlightenment history
Significance: In Foundations of the Metaphysics of

Morals (Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten,
1785), The Metaphysics of Morals (1797), and es-
pecially the Three Critiques (1781-1790), Kant
synthesized rationalism and empiricism into a
single philosophical system that stood as the cul-
mination of Enlightenment thought. He argued
for the existence of a universal and objective
moral law, the categorical imperative, which had
the form of law as such and therefore transcended
any individual human concern or value.

Late in his life, after his revolutionary work in epis-
temology, Kant first presented his mature moral phi-
losophy in Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals.
Here, Kant developed his influential idea that human
beings as rational agents are “autonomous,” or have
the capacity for moral self-government. For Kant,
autonomy means that, as rational beings, people set
their own standards of conduct, as distinct from the
demands made by their desires, and are able to decide
and act on these standards. On the basis of a complex
argument, Kant concluded that autonomy is possible
only if the will is guided by a supreme principle of
morality that he called the “categorical imperative.”
Kant viewed this imperative as the product of reason
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and as the basis for determining moral duties.
He expressed it in three basic formulations.

The Formula of Universal Law
“Act only according to that maxim by

which you can at the same time will that it
should become a universal law.” Kant defined
a maxim as a subjective principle on which a
person intends to act, and a universal law as a
principle that applies to everyone. Therefore,
his formula of universal law demands that one
act only on maxims that one can rationally will
that everyone adopt. Kant provided the fol-
lowing example of how to use the formula:
Suppose that a person must borrow money for
a personal need and knows that he is unable to
repay it. Is it morally permissible for him to act
on the maxim of falsely promising to pay back
a loan in order to get the loan? The formula
tells that the person may act on the maxim if he
can rationally will its universalization. The
person cannot rationally will this because it
would mean that people would no longer trust
promises to repay loans, including his own.
Kant added that the immorality of the maxim
is clear in that the person really wants people
to keep their promises so that he can be an ex-
ception to the rule for this one occasion.

The Formula of Humanity
“Act so that you treat humanity, whether in your

own person or in that of another, always as an end and
never as a means only.” For Kant, “humanity” refers
to people’s uniquely human characteristics, their ra-
tional characteristics, including autonomy and the
capacity to understand the world and to form and pur-
sue life-plans. Thus, his formula of humanity de-
mands that people always act so that they respect
themselves and others as beings with a rational na-
ture.

In Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals,
Kant used the formula of humanity to argue for a va-
riety of duties to oneself and others. According to
Kant, respect for rational nature in oneself implies
that one ought not to destroy or deny one’s intel-
lectual and moral capacities through suicide, drug
abuse, lying, self-deception, or servility. It also im-
plies that one must further one’s own rational nature
by developing one’s natural talents and striving to be-

come virtuous. Respect for rational nature in others
requires that one not harm them and that one uphold
their individual liberty, but Kant discussed these du-
ties as part of his legal and political philosophy. More
exclusive ethical duties to others include the duty to
contribute to the flourishing of rational nature in oth-
ers through beneficence and the duty to refrain from
arrogance, defamation, ridicule, and other activities
that deny people’s humanity.

The Formula of the Realm of Ends
“All maxims . . . ought to harmonize with a possi-

ble realm of ends.” This formula shows that the two
previous formulas are interconnected. (Kant held
them all to be equivalent, but this has not been widely
accepted.) Kant described the realm of ends as a har-
mony between human beings, resulting from each
acting only on maxims that can become universal
laws. It is a harmony of ends in that its members,
by acting only on universalizable maxims, act only
on maxims that can meet everyone’s consent; thus,
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they respect one another as rational self-determining
agents, or ends in themselves. It is also a harmony of
ends in that people will seek to further one another’s
individual ends.

Moral Vision
Kant held that people must mirror the realm of

ends in their moral choices and actions, and that it is
humanity’s duty to bring about this ideal. He viewed
the French Revolution and the Enlightenment as
steps in the right direction; argued for a worldwide
league of democratic states as a further step toward
the realm of ends; and claimed, moreover, that the re-
ligious institutions of his time must embrace the
ideal, setting aside their historically evolved differ-
ences. Kant maintained that moral philosophy must
not formulate new duties, but should only clarify the
moral principle operative in “common moral reason”
in order to help ordinary persons more adequately re-
sist immoral desires. Kant’s clarification went be-
yond these confines, however, and it ended with an
inspiring moral vision of the realm of ends as the pur-
pose of history, the kingdom of God on Earth, and the
ultimate individual and collective vocation.

Harry van der Linden
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Kantian ethics
Definition: Moral system put forward by, or mod-

eled after that of, Immanuel Kant
Type of ethics: Enlightenment history
Significance: Kantian ethics are concerned with the

determination of an absolute and universal moral
law and with the realization or modeling of an
ideal society characterized by the mutual respect
and harmonious coexistence of all moral agents.

The term “Kantian ethics” is commonly used to refer
to the ethics of Immanuel Kant, as set forth in his
Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals and other
moral writings of the 1780’s and 1790’s. The term is
also frequently used to refer to later moral theories
that are similar to Kant’s ethics but contain modifi-
cations in response to its perceived shortcomings.
Three important examples are the moral theories of
Hermann Cohen, John Rawls, and Jürgen Habermas.

Immanuel Kant
The ultimate purpose of moral rules, Kant argued,

is to make possible his ideal society, the “realm of
ends,” which has two main aspects: All its members
respect one another as self-determining agents who
pursue different individual ends, and they seek to
promote one another’s ends. Kant believed that this
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moral ideal would evolve if everyone followed the
fundamental principle of his ethics: the “categorical
imperative.” This imperative demands that one act
only on those personal policies of conduct (“max-
ims”) that one can rationally will to become universal
laws or principles that guide everyone’s conduct. Ac-
cording to Kant, obedience to the categorical impera-
tive implies respect for others as self-determining be-
ings with different individual ends; in acting only on
maxims that can become universal laws, one acts
only on principles to which others can rationally con-
sent, and thus one upholds their right to legislate their
own moral rules and pursue their own individual
ends.

Kant also argued that general obedience to the
categorical imperative would bring about universal
mutual promotion of individual ends (as the other as-
pect of the realm of ends) because the imperative pro-
hibits refusing to assist others. The reason for this
prohibition is that one cannot rationally will that ev-
eryone adopt a maxim of not assisting others in the
pursuit of their individual ends, for in such a world
one would lack the assistance of others as a means for
realizing one’s own happiness.

Attempts to overcome the shortcomings of Kant’s
ethics, while preserving its strengths, have led to
such influential examples of Kantian ethics as the
moral theories of Hermann Cohen, John Rawls, and
Jürgen Habermas. The most significant shortcom-
ings are the following: The categorical imperative
does not offer a sufficient criterion for determining
universal laws, Kant failed to provide an adequate
justification of the categorical imperative, he de-
scribed moral agents as isolated legislators of univer-
sal laws, and he failed to address satisfactorily how
the realm of ends can be institutionalized.

Hermann Cohen
During the later part of the nineteenth century,

Kant’s philosophy regained in Germany the great in-
fluence it had had during his own lifetime. This resur-
gence is known as neo-Kantianism, and one of its
most important representatives is Hermann Cohen,
who transformed Kant’s ideal of the realm of ends
into a democratic socialist ideal. Cohen held that hu-
man agents can only arrive at universal laws, or ap-
proximations thereof, if all people become decision
makers or colegislators in their institutions. Thus,
Cohen argued that the realm of ends requires for its

realization not only political democracy, as Kant
himself claimed, but also democracy in the work-
place. Moreover, Cohen held that workplace democ-
racy, in order to be effective, requires workers’ own-
ership of productive property. Cohen also maintained
that these democratic socialist proposals were neces-
sary for realizing the aspect of the realm of ends that
all of its members promote one another’s individual
ends.

John Rawls
A second main philosophical movement of re-

newed interest in Kant’s ethics and corresponding at-
tempts to improve his ethics occurred during the
1970’s and 1980’s. The American philosopher John
Rawls and the German philosopher Jürgen Habermas
are the two major figures of this movement. Rawls’s
primary concern is to argue for principles of justice
that create a political society in accord with the realm
of ends. More specifically, he argues for an extensive
liberal welfare state based on the principles of justice
that all persons must have equal political and civil
liberties and that social and economic inequalities
must be corrected to the greatest benefit of the least
advantaged. Rawls holds that rational agents will opt
for these principles of justice once their situation of
choice, the “original position,” is made impartial by a
“veil of ignorance” that makes them temporarily for-
get about all the specific facts concerning themselves
and their society. Whether this innovative transfor-
mation of the categorical imperative—the veil forces
one to opt for principles that are acceptable to all—
justifies Rawls’s two principles of justice, and
whether it can more generally be used to justify and
explicate Kantian moral rules, are questions that have
generated much debate.

Jürgen Habermas
The basic principle of the “discourse ethics” of

Jürgen Habermas is a clear modification of the cate-
gorical imperative. The principle is that for a norm to
be valid it must be accepted in a practical discussion
by all those who are affected by the norm. The partic-
ipants in the practical discourse must then also fore-
see the consequences of the general observance of
the norm for the realization of the particular interests
of each of them. This view that moral norms must be
constructed by communities engaged in free practi-
cal discourse implies that the good society must be
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fundamentally democratic; unlike Cohen and Rawls,
however, Habermas has been somewhat vague and
hesitant about the specific institutional ramifications
of his Kantian ethics.

Harry van der Linden
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Karma
Definition: Spiritual and ethical force generated by

a person’s actions
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: In Eastern religious traditions, karma

is the motive force determining the transmigra-
tion of souls in successive incarnations: One’s
next life will be better or worse depending on the

good or evil of one’s actions in this life. In modern
Western culture, the term is used in a more gen-
eral and secular sense to mean good luck or for-
tune earned through good deeds, or bad luck
which is deserved as a result of malfeasance.

The word karma is a Sanskrit term meaning “action,”
“deed,” or “work.” By extension, it also came to mean
the results of one’s deeds and the law of retribution
according to which one reaps what one sows.

The term karma does not appear in its extended
sense in the oldest hymns of the Hindu scriptures.
Nevertheless, the idea does appear that evil deeds
have consequences that one would want to avoid.
Furthermore, a person could obtain forgiveness from
the god Varu]a. The early hymns also taught contin-
ued personal existence beyond death, sometimes in
an undifferentiated state, but sometimes with good
men going to Heaven and others to a sort of hell.

In the Upani;ads (composed roughly between the
eighth and fifth centuries b.c.e.), Hindu speculation
arrived at the conclusion that if one did not reap all
that one had sown in this lifetime, one would inherit
those uncompensated aftereffects in a future life. The
cycle of rebirths came to be understood as the condi-
tion from which salvation was necessary. Further-
more, the law of karma was held to operate automati-
cally; it was independent of the efforts of any god.

In its fully developed form, the law of karma is
held to explain such phenomena as premature death
(the result of misdeeds committed earlier in one’s life
or in a previous life), child prodigies (the child con-
tinues to develop skills already learned in a previous
life), and differences in socioeconomic status (karma
determines the caste into which one is born). In a
moral universe, everything that happens to a person is
earned; nothing is accidental or in any other way un-
deserved. In short, one determines one’s own fate, in
this and future lives.

Over time, Hindus developed several paths by
which to escape the cycle of rebirth. The most impor-
tant were enlightenment, work, love and devotion,
and meditation, which also could be a method em-
ployed in other paths. The Bhagavadgtt3 (variously
dated between the fifth and first centuries b.c.e.)
dealt with the relationship between karma and one’s
caste duty. Simply put, it was the duty of each person
to fulfill his or her role, even if the person found that
role distasteful. Failure to do so would entangle one

808

Karma Ethics



more tightly in the cycle of rebirth. Actions under-
taken out of a desire for reward would also lead to re-
birth. Hence, the ideal was to perform one’s duties to
society without desiring to reap the benefits of one’s
actions. Such detached behavior would build up no
karma, particularly if it were combined with other
methods of salvation. Thus, one could escape from
the cycle of rebirth.

Karma in Buddhist Ethics
Buddhism retained from Hinduism the ideas of

karma and reincarnation but denied the existence of a
permanent soul that could be reincarnated. Instead,
Therav3da Buddhists argued that everything in the
phenomenal world was temporary, passing in and
out of existence every instant. Furthermore, nothing
originated from itself; rather, everything originated
from something that had existed previously. This
transitoriness was not random, however; discrete
streams of karma held one’s flashes of existence to-
gether in a continuum and separate from other streams
of karma. An analogy often used by Buddhists was
the passing of a flame from one candle to another. In
that process, the second flame is neither identical to
nor completely different from the first. Thus, a “per-
son” could commit good or bad deeds and experience
the rewards or punishments appropriate to each. Fur-
thermore, over time a person could “use up” all ac-
quired karma and pass into nirvana.

Buddhists were not oblivious to the logical diffi-
culties implicit in this view. On one hand, if things
passed completely out of existence before being re-
placed by others, it would appear that anything could
cause anything, a conclusion that Buddhists denied.
On the other hand, if something connected the
flashes of existence, that something would at least re-
semble a permanent soul. Various Buddhist schools
debated the nature of that resemblance, with several
Mah3y3nist thinkers returning to monistic thinking.

Buddhists generally hold that three factors regu-
late the acquiring of karma: the intention of the per-
son committing an act; physical actions, including
speech; and the abiding effects of the action. A per-
son’s karma may be changed by subsequent good
deeds performed by the person or (in popular Bud-
dhism) by someone else (for example, a monk or a
Buddha) acting on that person’s behalf.

Karma in Jain Ethics
Jainism held that the life force, or jtva, within a

person is pure and intelligent but can be clouded by
karma, which Jains (like some Hindu schools) under-
stood as a subtle form of matter that attaches itself to
the jtva. Virtuous acts color the jtva only slightly,
while vices darken and weigh it down. Even the unin-
tentional harming of a lower form of life results in the
accumulation of karma. Hence, Jains are strict vege-
tarians and make every effort to avoid stepping on or
breathing in even the tiniest insects. Release from re-
birth is possible only if one ceases to acquire new
karma and removes the karma already present by
means of physical austerity and meditative concen-
tration.

Paul L. Redditt

Further Reading
Bstan-dzin Rgya-mtsho [Fourteenth Dalai Lama].

The Meaning of Life: Buddhist Perspectives on
Cause and Effect. Edited and translated by Jeffrey
Hopkins. Rev. ed. Boston: Wisdom, 2000.

Chakraborty, Aparna. Karma, Freedom, and Re-
sponsibility. New Delhi: Kaveri Books, 1998.

Glasenapp, Helmuth von. The Doctrine of Karman in
Jain Philosophy. Edited by Hiralal R. Kapadia.
Translated by G. Barry Gifford. Rev. ed. Fremont,
Calif.: Asian Humanities Press, 2003.

Herman, A. L. An Introduction to Indian Thought.
Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1976.

Hume, Robert Ernest, trans. The Thirteen Principal
Upanishads. 2d rev. ed. New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1983.

King, Winston L. In the Hope of Nibbana: An Essay
on Theravada Buddhist Ethics. LaSalle, Ill.:
Open Court, 1964.

Saddhatissa, H. Buddhist Ethics. London: Allen &
Unwin, 1970.

Zimmer, Heinrich. Philosophies of India. Edited by
Joseph Campbell. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1967.

See also: Bhagavadgtt3; Bodhidharma; Buddha;
Buddhist ethics; Caste system, Hindu; Fatalism;
Hindu ethics; Jain ethics; Ka\kara; Ved3nta.
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Keller, Helen
Identification: American social activist
Born: June 27, 1880, Tuscumbia, Alabama
Died: June 1, 1968, Westport, Connecticut
Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: One of the most influential women of

the twentieth century, Keller published many
books and devoted her life to helping blind and
deaf people.

At the age of eighteen months, Helen Keller suffered
a severe illness that left her blind and deaf. She could
not communicate with other people. When Helen
was eight years old, her parents hired a teacher, Anne
Sullivan, from the Perkins Institution for the Blind.
Sullivan taught Helen a manual alphabet and finger-
spelled the names of various objects. Within two
years, Helen learned to read and write in braille. At
age ten, Helen learned to speak by feeling the vibra-
tions of Sullivan’s vocal cords.

In 1890, Anne Sullivan accompanied Helen
Keller to Radcliffe College. Four years later, Helen
graduated cum laude and began writing essays on the
rights of the disabled. She lectured worldwide and
gained the support of famous people on improving
the rights of people with disabilities. Her publica-
tions include The Story of My Life (1903), The World
I Live In (1908), Out of the Dark (1913), Helen
Keller’s Journal (1938), and Teacher: Anne Sullivan
Macy (1955). Helen Keller was an activist for the
rights of people with disabilities until her death in
1968.

Noreen A. Grice

See also: Americans with Disabilities Act; Disabil-
ity rights; United Nations Declaration on the Rights
of Disabled Persons.

Kevorkian, Jack
Identification: American pathologist
Born: May 26, 1928, Pontiac, Michigan
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: A medical doctor who has advocated

the creation of a medical specialty (“obitiatry”)
for suicide assistance, organ harvesting, and ex-
perimentation on the moribund, Kevorkian per-

sonally assisted in the suicide of scores of termi-
nally ill patients. Media coverage of his actions
and ideas galvanized public debate on the issue of
physician-assisted suicide.

Jack Kevorkian’s career-long focus on death—from
trying to ascertain its onset in patients’ eyes to trying
to salvage some benefit from it—has alienated him
from the medical establishment. Kevorkian advo-
cated cadaver blood transfusions and lobbied along
with death-row inmates for execution by lethal injec-
tion because it would be more merciful and would
permit organ donation and experimentation under ir-
reversible anesthesia. Kevorkian wrote various jour-
nal articles promoting his controversial ideas, but his
objectives were repeatedly frustrated, and he turned
his attention to patients who desired euthanasia.

In 1989, Kevorkian developed a saline drip by
means of which a severely disabled person could ac-
tivate a lethal drug, and he marketed this machine on
talk shows. Kevorkian later developed another “sui-
cide machine” that used carbon monoxide, which he
used after his medical license was revoked and he no
longer had access to prescription drugs. On Novem-
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No Regrets

In a telephone interview with a Pontiac, Michigan,
reporter in April, 2004, Dr. Jack Kevorkian said,
“There is no doubt that I expect to die in prison.” Al-
though he reaffirmed a promise that he had made
earlier in affidavits, that he would assist in no more
suicides if he were to be released, he expressed no
regrets for what he had done or what had happened
to him, saying, “I knew what I was doing.”

In response to a letter-writing campaign to se-
cure Kevorkian’s early release, prosecutor David
Gorcyca, who had led Oakland County’s success-
ful prosecution of Kevorkian in 1999, said that
Kevorkian should be treated no differently than any
other convicted prisoner. “He flouted the law and
baited, no, begged me, on national TV to prosecute
him. . . . Now he has to suffer the penalty.”

Source: Detroit Free Press, April 11, 2004.



ber 22, 1998, CBS’s 60 Minutes aired a video tape of
Kevorkian injecting a patient named Thomas Youk
with a lethal drug. The broadcast triggered renewed
debate not only about the legality and morality of as-
sisted suicide, but about journalistic ethics as well.
Three days later, Kevorkian was arrested and charged
with murder. He was convicted of second-degree
murder in 1999 and sentenced to ten to twenty-five
years in prison.

Kevorkian assisted in the deaths of at least 130
people. The media attention and controversy sur-
rounding him throughout the 1990’s made his name a
household word. Besides questioning the propriety
of assisted suicide, critics condemn Kevorkian’s lack
of medical experience with living patients; his brief
relationships with the suicides; and the fact that many
of the suicides were not terminally ill but merely in
pain or afraid of advancing physical or mental dis-
ability, and possibly depressed. The number of peo-
ple contacting him for assistance or openly endorsing
his actions, however, demonstrates substantial dis-

satisfaction with available options for the terminally
and chronically ill.

Ileana Dominguez-Urban
Updated by the editors

See also: Abortion; Bioethics; Death and dying; Di-
lemmas, moral; Euthanasia; Homicide; Right to die;
Suicide; Suicide assistance.

Kierkegaard, Søren
Identification: Danish philosopher and theologian
Born: May 5, 1813, Copenhagen, Denmark
Died: November 11, 1855, Copenhagen, Denmark
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Widely regarded as the founder of ex-

istentialism, Kierkegaard focused throughout his
writings on the situation of the concrete individ-
ual who must choose how to live without the ben-
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efit of objective criteria upon which to base that
choice. His most famous works include Either/
Or: A Fragment of Life (Enten-Eller, 1843), Fear
and Trembling (Frygt og Bæven, 1843), and Con-
cluding Unscientific Postscript (Afsluttende uvi-
denskabelig Efterskrift, 1846).

In a span of only thirteen years, from 1842 to 1855,
Søren Kierkegaard authored a richly varied, challeng-
ing, and copious body of works. These include philo-
sophical and theological treatises, novels, literary crit-
icism, psychological investigations, social analysis,
devotional literature, polemical pamphlets, and a liter-
ary autobiography. Despite the diverse character of his
writings, many of the same themes and concerns run
through all of them. In particular, Kierkegaard was
concerned by what he saw as the growing tendency to
discount the significance of the individual person’s
existence and to focus instead on large-scale social
and historical phenomena. He regarded this trend as
closely related to the tendency to overvalue knowl-
edge and undervalue ethical endeavor.

Pseudonymous Authorship
Most of the best-known of Kierkegaard’s writings

were published not under his own name but under
those of his fictional creations. These were not mere
pen names to keep secret Kierkegaard’s role as au-
thor. Instead, Kierkegaard presented the main op-
tions for human existence by creating ideally consis-
tent representatives of the “stages on life’s way” and
then letting them speak for themselves. That way, the
reader does not simply learn about the various forms
of existence as a removed observer. Rather, the reader
imaginatively enters into the worlds of the various
pseudonyms and gets a feel for what it is to exist as
they exist.

Kierkegaard identifies three main forms, or
stages, of existence: the aesthetic, the ethical, and the
religious. His classic presentation of the aesthetic
and ethical stages is his first major work, Either/Or.
The first volume of this monumental book contains a
variety of essays by an unknown aesthete who lives
for pleasure, amusement, stimulation, and, above all,
the avoidance of boredom. The volume ends on a
dark note, with the copied pages of another aesthete
describing the cynical seduction and abandonment of
a young woman. The second volume, depicting ethi-
cal existence, consists of two very lengthy letters

from a lower-court judge and family man, Judge Wil-
liam, to the aesthete of volume 1 encouraging the aes-
thete to change his ways and adopt an ethical form of
existence. By placing these two volumes before his
readers, Kierkegaard sought to force a choice: either
choose to live for pleasure, amusement, success, and
so forth, or choose to devote yourself to doing the
right thing and fulfilling your duties. The point is not
simply to learn about these forms of existence but to
choose which to live. By using pseudonyms and dis-
appearing from the scene, Kierkegaard refuses to tell
the reader which way he or she should choose.

Kierkegaard considerably complicates the issue
of existential choice in subsequent pseudonymous
works. In Fear and Trembling, the pseudonymous au-
thor, John of Silence, intensely examines the story of
Abraham and Isaac from the book of Genesis. Abra-
ham’s readiness to sacrifice his son at the command of
God shows the difference between ethical and reli-
gious existence, a difference that Judge William had
effectively denied. Subsequent pseudonymous works,
notably Philosophical Fragments (Philosophiske
Smuler, 1844) and Concluding Unscientific Postscript
by Johannes Climacus, distinguish between two types
of religious existence: the immanent, in which the di-
vine is believed to be within each person; and the tran-
scendent, which views fallen humans as radically
alienated from the divine and in need of divine assis-
tance to gain salvation. Climacus identifies this latter
form of religion as the Christian. While Climacus de-
nies that he himself is a Christian, he is fascinated by
Christianity and stresses the paradoxical nature of its
central claims. He sharply criticizes modern philo-
sophical and theological attempts to diminish that
paradoxicality so as to assimilate Christianity to com-
fortable ways of thinking and being.

Non-Pseudonymous Writings
At the last moment before its publication, Kier-

kegaard added a brief statement to the end of Con-
cluding Unscientific Postscript admitting responsi-
bility for the whole pseudonymous authorship and
explaining his unusual form of writing. He expected
at this point to stop writing and become a pastor, a
position for which he was already fully trained. In-
stead, he commenced a second and distinctive career
as an author. Most of the works in this “second au-
thorship” were written under his own name and from
an explicitly Christian point of view. In Works of
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Love, he develops a Christian ethic that is grounded
in Jesus’ command to love one’s neighbor.

By showing how radical this ethical demand is,
Kierkegaard set the stage for an increasingly acrimo-
nious confrontation with the Danish Lutheran
Church. In the writings from the last years of his life,
Kierkegaard asserted that the Danish church system-
atically diluted Christianity as part of an implicit deal
with the social status quo: In return for good pay and
high social status for pastors, “official Christianity”
(which Kierkegaard referred to as “Christendom”)
legitimates the social order and avoids causing the
sorts of disturbances occasioned by the radical de-
mands of genuine Christianity. While Kierkegaard
first stated these charges in books such as Practice in
Christianity, he eventually addressed a broader audi-
ence by writing letters to the editor of a major Copen-
hagen newspaper and then producing a publication of
his own, The Instant. Shortly after publishing the
ninth issue of The Instant and at the height of his bat-
tle with the Danish Lutheran Church, Kierkegaard
fell ill and was taken to a hospital, where he died
some weeks later.

George Connell

Further Reading
Davenport, John J., and Anthony Rudd, eds. Kier-

kegaard After MacIntyre: Essays on Freedom,
Narrative, and Virtue. Chicago: Open Court,
2001.

Dooley, Mark. The Politics of Exodus: Søren Kier-
kegaard’s Ethics of Responsibility. New York:
Fordham University Press, 2001.

Kirmmse, Bruce. Kierkegaard in Golden Age Den-
mark. Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1990.

Lowrie, Walter. A Short Life of Kierkegaard. Prince-
ton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1942.

Mackey, Louis. Kierkegaard: A Kind of Poet. Phila-
delphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1971.

Malantschuk, Gregor. Kierkegaard’s Thought.
Translated by Edna Hong and Howard Hong.
Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1971.

Rudd, Anthony. Kierkegaard and the Limits of the
Ethical. New York: Oxford University Press,
1993.

Taylor, Mark. Kierkegaard’s Pseudonymous Author-
ship. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press,
1975.

See also: Altruism; Communitarianism; Either/Or;
Existentialism; Love; Subjectivism; Unamuno y
Jugo, Miguel de; Value.

al-Kindt
Identification: Arab philosopher
Born: c. 800, Kufa, south of Karbala, Iraq
Died: 866, Baghdad, Iraq
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The first major Arab philosopher, Al-

Kindt provided the first systematic philosophical
expression of ethics and moral psychology in
Arabic, and he was influential in Islamic and me-
dieval European philosophy.

Al-Kindt, “the philosopher of the Arabs,” argued that
the soul is immaterial and is analogous to divine sub-
stance. The appetites and passions have their source
in the material body and can lead a person into exces-
sive love of physical pleasures. To avoid that devel-
opment, the soul must be purified through the quest
for truth and the rigorous study of philosophy. As the
soul is thus further actualized, it can come to rule ra-
tionally over the lower faculties. If the virtuous soul
has not been sufficiently purified here in the lower
world, it will require further purification in the sphere
of the moon and in those spheres beyond the moon
before it is sufficiently cleansed to be able to partake
in the intellectual apprehension of God (the bliss to-
ward which all people should aim).

Al-Kindt drew upon the work of Neoplatonic and
Pythagorean predecessors and, as is common for
later Islamicate thinkers such as al-F3r3bt, intermin-
gled the metaphysics and moral psychology of both
Plato and Aristotle. His work was important in medi-
eval European attempts to understand Aristotle’s De
Anima.

Thomas Gaskill

See also: F3r3bt, al-; Islamic ethics.
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King, Martin Luther, Jr.
Identification: American civil rights leader
Born: January 15, 1929, Atlanta, Georgia
Died: April 4, 1968, Memphis, Tennessee
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: As founding president of the South-

ern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), a
post he held from 1957 until he died in 1968, King
was the major American spokesperson for nonvi-
olent social change and racial equality. He was re-
cipient of the 1964 Nobel Peace Prize.

Influenced chiefly by the Indian liberator Mohandas
K. Gandhi and the southern black evangelical tradi-
tion, King combined nonviolent activism and Chris-
tian theology in his ethic of social change. He main-
tained throughout his public career that he was not
seeking to change only laws but also attitudes, so that
people of all races and classes could live in the Be-
loved Community, a concept borrowed from social
gospel advocate Walter Rauschenbusch.

Central to King’s philosophy was an ethic of love
drawn largely from traditional Christian morality
and combined with a strong reformist mission. King
openly challenged the acquiescence of both blacks
and whites. It was time for change, he believed, be-
cause the status quo was perpetuating wrong be-
havior that was harming all races, but meaningful
change would come only by ethical means. “Re-
turning hate for hate,” he affirmed, “multiplies hate,
adding deeper darkness to a night already devoid of
stars. Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only love
can do that.”

The Love Ethic and the Higher Law
By love, King meant more than a positive feeling.

Drawing upon the rich linguistic heritage of the
Greeks, he defined love not in terms of eros (roman-
tic love) or even philos (brotherly love), but agape, a
word used in the New Testament to mean unselfish,
redemptive love. Like Gandhi, King believed that
love is a potent force in human relations, capable of
effecting reform without crushing the opponent. The
real “enemy” in this view is not a group of people but
a system that exploits both the oppressor and the op-
pressed. People should love their enemies, he said,
because “love is the only force capable of transform-
ing an enemy into a friend.”

After years of studying the ideas of Rauschen-
busch, Reinhold Niebuhr, Karl Marx, Gandhi, Jean-
Paul Sartre, and others, King developed a synthesis
of Christianity and Gandhian nonviolence that satis-
fied his longing for a method “that would eliminate
social evil.” He found in Gandhi’s thought what he
could not find elsewhere, and the result was a synthe-
sis: “Christ furnished the spirit and the motivation
and Gandhi furnished the method.”

Ambiguities had to be resolved in real situations.
One that King often faced was the question of break-
ing segregationist laws without appearing to oppose
rule under law, a particularly frustrating issue in the
Birmingham campaign of 1963. Jailed for defying a
federal injunction, he was criticized by several local
clergymen who characterized him as an outside agi-
tator. Although he rarely responded to criticism, this
time he felt compelled to answer in what is called his
“Letter from a Birmingham Jail.” Of all people, he
felt, clergymen should most readily understand that
his actions were consistent with the prophetic tradi-
tion of leaving one’s home to carry God’s message.
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He could not be an outsider, because “injustice any-
where is a threat to justice everywhere”; he was vio-
lating the injunction on the same grounds used in the
thirteenth century by Saint Thomas Aquinas to de-
nounce laws that were contrary to God’s higher law.
“A just law is a man-made code that squares with the
moral law or the law of God.” Ethics and the legal
codes that enforce public morality were thus linked
to the moral order of creation.

Elements of Nonviolent Ethics
The higher moral law was one of the four main

components of King’s social ethics. The second, the
principle of reconciliation, went beyond law to the
level of community. To damage society permanently
was contradictory, in his view. Just as God in Chris-
tian theology is a reconciler, so the social reformer
must seek reconciliation. All sides in the confronta-
tion must emerge with dignity and confidence that
their interests will be protected in the new society.

Third, King believed that resistance by public of-
ficials or private citizens to social justice was only the
surface manifestation of deeper evil. Reforms could
not in themselves destroy that evil. For every pharaoh
lying dead on the seashore—in a popular analogy to
the Old Testament Exodus from Egypt—others will
arise. The final victory over evil lies in the eschato-
logical future. In that sense, King’s social ethic com-
bined a vision of the final victory of good with the ne-
cessity of confronting specific societal flaws with
confidence that even partial victories are important.

No ethical principle was more basic to King’s
nonviolent ethics than was the concept of redemptive
suffering. He knew that even the most limited gains
in the Civil Rights movement would come with diffi-
culty. Freedom would never be granted voluntarily. It
had to be taken, and suffering would often result.
Making frequent allusions in sermons and speeches
to Christ’s suffering on the cross, King compared the
nonviolent struggle against racism to the redemptive
suffering of the Judeo-Christian tradition. Suffering
in a righteous cause would expose evil to public con-
sciousness, as Gandhi had done with British oppres-
sion in India, and offer an alternative model of behav-
ior. “Recognizing the necessity for suffering,” wrote
King, “I have tried to make of it a virtue.” This did not

mean that King invited martyrdom, but it did suggest
an approach to morality that recognized the persis-
tence of evil despite dedicated opposition.

King’s ethics demanded adherence to nonvio-
lence based on the prophetic tradition. Although he
was not primarily an original thinker, King infused
nonviolent theory with a new intellectual integrity
and created an effective grassroots movement to ap-
ply and test its viability in social reform efforts, inter-
national relations, and personal living. The nonvio-
lent social ethics he articulated required discipline
and the willingness to suffer for a good higher than
that of one’s personal safety or comfort.

Thomas R. Peake

Further Reading
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versity Press of America, 1984.
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Movement: Black Communities Organizing for
Change. New York: Free Press, 1984.

Moses, Greg. Revolution of Conscience: Martin Lu-
ther King, Jr., and the Philosophy of Nonviolence.
Forward by Leonard Harris. New York: Guilford
Press, 1997.

Peake, Thomas R. Keeping the Dream Alive: A His-
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Knights of Labor
Identification: Universal national labor union

working to promote social reform
Date: Founded in December, 1869
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: The Knights of Labor was the first

national union to seek economic justice for un-
skilled labor by promoting a classless society in
which each worker would also be an entrepreneur.

Established originally as a secret league, the Knights
of Labor experienced tremendous growth when it be-
came an open organization during the 1880’s through
the efforts of Terence Powderly, its grand master
workman from 1879 to 1893. With the exception of
professional workers, the Knights melded all labor,
regardless of sex, race, creed, national origin, or skill
level, into a single disciplined army that would check
the power of concentrated wealth that, according to
the Knights, was degrading labor.

The Knights of Labor believed that labor could re-
gain its moral worth if it received a proper share of the
wealth that it created and adequate leisure time to en-
joy the blessings of a civilized society. The Knights
sought to check the power of corporations through
legislation to secure safe working conditions, equal
pay for the sexes, an eight-hour day, a national bank-
ing system, public lands for settlers, weekly pay
in full, the substitution of arbitration for strikes, and
the abolition of contract labor and child labor. The
Knights declined after 1886 when many skilled
workers who desired less utopian reform joined the
newly organized American Federation of Labor.

Stephen D. Livesay

See also: American Federation of Labor; Executive
Order 10988; International Labour Organisation;
National Labor Union.

Kohlberg, Lawrence
Identification: American psychologist
Born: October 25, 1927, Bronxville, New York
Died: c. January 17, 1987, Boston, Massachusetts
Type of ethics: Modern history

Significance: In Essays on Moral Development
(1981), Kohlberg put forward an influential the-
ory of moral development based on the premise
that morality is a cognitive ability that develops in
stages. Application of Kohlberg’s model has been
controversial, because it lends itself to categoriz-
ing specific individuals or entire classes of peo-
ple, such as women or the uneducated, as morally
inferior to others based on the stage of develop-
ment they are deemed to occupy.

While serving as professor of education and social
psychology at Harvard University, Kohlberg refined
his theory of moral development. He forced a re-
thinking of traditional ideas on moral development
by asserting that one’s maturity in moral decisions
develops as one thinks about moral issues and deci-
sions. With cognitive growth, moral reasoning ap-
pears, and moral reasoning allows children to gain
control over their moral decision-making process.
From approximately four years of age through adult-
hood, a person experiences six stages of development
that are divided into three levels.

Because it is a cognitive developmental process,
moral reasoning is taught using scenarios of moral
dilemmas, causing students to justify the morality of
their choices. Upon reaching cognitive maturity, a
person will use reason to fashion an ethic of justice
that is consistent with universal principles of jus-
tice and use it to satisfy the moral dilemma. For
Kohlberg, moral judgment is the key ingredient in
morality, taking precedence over other noncognitive
factors. Some critics, notably Carol Gilligan, have
challenged Kohlberg’s system on the grounds that it
seems to privilege values—such as detached, objec-
tive justice—more likely to be found in men, while it
denigrates the moral values—such as caring and a
desire to find solutions to moral problems that will
benefit all parties—more commonly found in women
in contemporary patriarchal society.

Stephen D. Livesay
Updated by the editors

See also: Dilemmas, moral; Feminist ethics; Is/
ought distinction; Justice; Moral education.
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Kosovo
Identification: Province in southwestern Serbia
Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: In 1999, the North Atlantic Treaty

Organization (NATO) conducted a massive bomb-
ing campaign against strategic targets throughout
Serbia in order to force the Serbian government to
stop its military operations against ethnic Alba-
nians living in Kosovo.

During the 1990’s, the province of Kosovo had a pop-
ulation of about two million people, of whom more
than 90 percent were ethnic Albanians. Ethnic con-
flict between Serbs and Albanians in the province
had roots deep in the past. After the Turkish Ottoman
Empire conquered Serbia in the fifteenth century, its
forces drove many Serbs out of the southwestern por-

tion of the country and allowed Albanians to settle
there. After Kosovo won its independence from the
Ottoman Empire early in the twentieth century, Ser-
bia, with the support of the European powers, an-
nexed it as a province. From 1918 into the twenty-
first century, Serbia remained part of the federation
of Yugoslavia.

With the fall of communism throughout Eastern
Europe during the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, na-
tionalistic Serbs demanded an end to Kosovo’s au-
tonomous status. Albanians, in contrast, called for ei-
ther full independence or annexation to neighboring
Albania. In 1989, the Serbian government, led by
strongman Slobodan Miloševi6 placed Kosovo under
military rule and abolished its parliament. The prov-
ince’s Albanian leaders then declared independence
and established an underground government. Mean-
while, the Yugoslav federation was breaking apart,
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and by 1992 only two republics, Serbia and Montene-
gro, remained in the federation.

Intervention to Stop Ethnic Violence
In 1995, thousands of Serb refugees from Croatia

moved into Kosovo. Militant Albanian separatists
formed the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) and
began conducting guerrilla operations against Serb
forces. In March, 1998, Miloševi6 ordered a mas-
sive crackdown against Albanian separatists. By De-
cember, Serbian troops were destroying Albanian
villages. During that year, more than 400,000 Alba-
nians became refugees, most of them fleeing to Al-
bania.

U.S. president Bill Clinton and many European
leaders accused the Serbian government of practic-
ing “ethnic cleansing.” In late 1998, Western leaders
threatened Miloševi6 with a campaign of air strikes
unless his government would agree to a peaceful set-
tlement. Miloševi6 refused to make adequate conces-
sions. On March 24, 1999, NATO forces began to

bomb bridges, roads, and additional targets of mili-
tary value. Miloševi6 responded with intensified at-
tacks on Albanian villages, which in turn led to more
bombings. On June 2, a special International Crimi-
nal Tribunal announced indictments of Miloševi6
and four other Serbian officials for war crimes.

On June 3, Miloševi6 finally agreed to negotiate
an end to the fighting, and six days later, the two sides
agreed to terms for a settlement. The next day, the
United Nations Security Council authorized a fifty-
thousand-man peacekeeping force to supervise the
return of an estimated 780,000 Albanian and Serb
refugees. However, ethnic fighting in Kosovo contin-
ued. Over the next several years, the KLA made re-
venge attacks against Serbs and other non-Albanians,
creating new refugees. Although the NATO operation
of 1999 had successfully stopped an instance of eth-
nic cleansing, it also demonstrated the inherent diffi-
culties and frustrations associated with attempts by
outsiders to end long-standing ethnic conflicts.

Thomas Tandy Lewis
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Orthodox Christians in Podgorica, Montenegro, march in March, 2004, to pay tribute to Serb victims of ethnic
violence in neighboring Kosovo. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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Ku Klux Klan
Identification: White supremacist organization

dedicated to racial segregation and the subjuga-
tion of people of color and other minorities

Date: Founded in 1866
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: Persistent conflicts over the Ku Klux

Klan highlight the tension between the competing
moral principles of freedom of speech and assem-
bly on one hand and racial tolerance on the other.

Few ethicists celebrate or condone the activities of
the Ku Klux Klan; there is, however, a legal debate
about how best to control these activities without un-
duly infringing on individual freedom.

The Klan initially appeared toward the end of
1865 as a social club for former Confederate soldiers,
who adopted the hooded sheet as their uniform. Mem-
bers of the Klan wore masks to disguise their identity.
The Klan gained notoriety during the Reconstruction
period (1865-1877) for harassing recently freed Afri-
can Americans who tried to exercise their newly won
privilege of voting. Cross-burning on the property of
the African Americans and their white Republican
political allies was one form of harassment that the
Klan practiced; whipping was another. By 1877,
when conservative white Democrats had wrested
control of southern state governments from the coali-
tion of African Americans and white Republicans,
Klan activity had subsided. By 1900, when African
Americans had been effectively deprived of the right
to vote in most southern states, the Klan had effec-
tively disappeared as an organization; it had lost its
reason for being.

The Second Klan
In 1915, a new national organization was formed,

which took the name and the distinctive costume of
the old Ku Klux Klan. The leadership of this new or-
ganization viewed Jews, Roman Catholics, and im-
migrants as posing a danger to America that was
equal to, if not greater than, that presented by African
Americans. Although the Klan in the South did take
part in outrages against African Americans in the im-
mediate post-World War I years, the principal targets
of the Klan in the North and the Midwest were the
Roman Catholic Church, Jews, and all immigrants
from southern and eastern Europe. It also claimed to
enforce the traditional small-town virtues of alco-
holic abstinence and Victorian sexual morality
against all deviants. During this time, the Klan re-
ceived much backing from Protestant ministers. It
spread rapidly for a while throughout the Midwest
and the Northwest but went into a sharp decline after
the leader of the Indiana Klan was convicted, in 1926,
of the rape of a young white woman. During the
Great Depression (1929-1941), what remained of the
Klan was eclipsed in importance by various other
hate groups.

The Third Klan and the Hate Speech vs.
Free Speech Debate

There was a revival of the Ku Klux Klan during
the 1950’s and 1960’s in the South. This revival was
sparked by the 1954 Supreme Court decision Brown
v. Board of Education, which mandated racial inte-
gration of the schools, and by the African American
drive for voting rights in Mississippi and Alabama
during the early 1960’s. Many police officials con-
doned or cooperated with the Klan. The Klan was im-
plicated in the deaths of three civil rights workers in
Mississippi in 1964, military officer Lemuel Penn in
1964, and white civil rights worker Viola Liuzzo in
1965. After 1954, three main Klan organizations
were formed: the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan; the
United Klans of America; and the Invisible Empire,
Knights of the Ku Klux Klan.

Toward the end of the 1960’s, Klan influence in
the South began to wane. Vigorous prosecution of
Klan crimes by the Federal Bureau of Investigation,
under federal civil rights statutes, reduced its power.
As African Americans, protected by federal regis-
trars after the passage of the Voting Rights Act of
1965, more and more came to exercise their right to
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vote, the once-common collusion between the Klan
and local police became somewhat less frequent.

The Ku Klux Klan spread to the North during the
1970’s and 1980’s, as racial tensions spread across
the country. The possibility that white males might
lose jobs or promotions as a result of affirmative ac-
tion policies was one Klan selling point. Klansmen
practiced violence and intimidation, not only against
African Americans but also, for a while, against post-
1975 Indochinese refugee fishermen who had settled
in the Gulf Coast states. Many Klansmen also op-
posed Mexican immigration; hostility to the Roman
Catholic Church, however, was no longer empha-
sized.

Fading Popularity of the Klan
During the 1980’s, the reputation of the Ku Klux

Klan was probably worse than it had ever been. The
association of the Klan with acts of violence was one
mark against it. Other elements that limited the
spread of Klan ideas were the adoption by the Klan of
anti-Semitism and the organization’s close associa-
tion with the neo-Nazi movement. Condemnation of
the Klan appeared even in the pages of the conserva-
tive religious magazine Christianity Today; the au-
thor of the article was appalled not only by the Klan’s
hatred of African Americans but also by its insistence
that Jesus Christ was not a Jew. The Klan and its ritu-
als seemed more and more limited to the South, al-
though hate groups with similar ideas did arise in the
North. When ex-Klansman David Duke ran for the
offices of Louisiana state legislator, senator from
Louisiana, and governor of Louisiana, in 1989, 1990,
and 1991, respectively, he soft-pedaled his past activ-
ity in the Klan; he won only the first election.

The Klan and the Issue of Free Speech
In June, 1990, two white youths in St. Paul, Min-

nesota, burned a cross at the home of an African
American family that had moved into a previously
all-white neighborhood; the city of St. Paul immedi-
ately passed a law banning cross-burning. In June,
1992, this law was overturned by the U.S. Supreme
Court. In Georgia, a law banning the wearing of
masks—a traditional practice among Klansmen—
was struck down by the courts in May, 1990, as a vio-
lation of the Klan’s right to free speech.

At that time, controversy erupted in the racially
tense town of Kansas City, Missouri, when the Mis-

souri Knights of the Ku Klux Klan tried to broadcast
a program on local cable television. Mayor Emman-
uel Cleaver, an African American man, opposed this
idea as likely to cause trouble; so did many other peo-
ple in Kansas City. In June, 1988, the city passed a
law that would have kept the Klan off cable televi-
sion. In May, 1989, however, a federal district court
ruled against the city. Despairing of a Supreme Court
victory, the city eventually allowed the Klan the right
to broadcast in Kansas City; the first episode of the
Klan cable program was broadcast on April 3, 1990.

Among white liberals, the issue of whether the
Klan should be allowed free speech proved to be divi-
sive during the 1980’s. Some urged that the white-
sheeted hate group’s right to propagate its views be
curbed. Other liberals, such as Nat Hentoff, while by
no means accepting Klan viewpoints, insisted that
the First Amendment to the Constitution guaranteed
the right to propagate even views that most people
consider to be evil.

When Klan activity led to violence and intimida-
tion, the courts during the 1980’s sometimes assessed
penalties against it. In Alabama, when an African
American woman’s young son was killed by Klans-
men during the early 1980’s, a white civil rights law-
yer, Morris Dees, successfully sued the Alabama
branch of the United Klans of America. The courts,
by holding the organization responsible for the mur-
der, effectively bankrupted the organization. In 1983,
a court decision ordered the Klan to cease its harass-
ment of Vietnamese refugee fishermen who plied
their trade off the Gulf Coast of Texas.

Paul D. Mageli
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Knkai
Identification: Japanese Buddhist monk
Born: Saeki Mao; July 27, 774, Byfbugaura,

Sanuki Province, Japan
Died: April 22, 835, Mt. Kfya, Japan
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Knkai founded the Shingon school of

Japanese Buddhism, teaching that there are ten

rungs on the ladder of spiritual development that
leads to true Buddhahood.

Knkai entered university studies in Confucian clas-
sics at age eighteen but converted to Buddhism and in
804 made a two-year trip to China to learn about eso-
teric Buddhism. Its “secrets,” which were transmit-
ted from master to pupil, were available to anyone
dedicated enough to master them. Knkai subsumed
all types of Buddhism under a ladder of ten spiri-
tual rungs: the physical rung of food and sex; moral-
ity typical of lay Buddhism; deliverance from under-
worlds; realization that there is no soul; attainment of
Therav3dist disinterest; sharing the secret of libera-
tion with others; meditation on the emptiness of
things; seeing the true way of salvation; perceiving
the Buddhahood of everything; and enlightenment.

Philosophically, Knkai’s system was monistic,
with the ultimate Buddha manifesting in the form of
Mah3vairochana (Japanese, Dainichi), the Great Sun.
Other Buddhas and bodhisattvas were emanations.
A person uncovers his or her innate Buddhahood
through meditating, repeating formulas, and per-
forming hand gestures. Despite the esoteric nature of
his rituals, Knkai’s Buddhism appealed to the laity.
Some Shingon adherents believe that he exists in the
Heaven of the Satisfied, from which he will return
with Maitreya, the future Buddha, and many people
make pilgrimages to his tomb. After Knkai’s death,
the Japanese bestowed on him the title Kfbf Daishi
(Great Teacher of Karma).

Paul L. Redditt

See also: Buddha; Buddhist ethics; Four noble truths.

821

Ethics KNkai



L
Labor-Management

Relations Act
Identification: Federal law that attempted to check

the power given to labor unions under the Na-
tional Labor Relations Act of 1935 by specifying
a set of unfair union practices

Date: Became law on August 22, 1947
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: The Labor-Management Relations

Act sought to limit the power of labor partly to
find a balance between labor interests and busi-
ness interests and partly out of political fears that
linked labor unions with communism.

After the passage of the National Labor Relations
Act (Wagner Act) in 1935, manufacturers began a
decade-long media blitz to convince the public and
Congress of the evils of the new state of industrial re-
lations. Manufacturers extolled the virtues of the free
enterprise system and blamed the Wagner Act for al-
lowing an unregulated growth of organized labor and
producing the social and industrial unrest of post-
World War II America. Probusiness Republicans
turned the Democrats out of office in 1946 and
promptly amended the Wagner Act, detailing six un-
fair labor practices and monitoring officials of labor
organizations.

Changes in the law included outlawing the closed
shop, prohibiting unions from participating in sec-
ondary strikes, allowing for an eighty-day injunction
for emergency disputes, and requiring union officials
to renounce any Communist Party affiliation or be-
lief. This legislation provided a necessary balance
between the interests of business and labor and
proved the viability of the American system of gov-
ernment to keep its traditional economic institutions
intact while meeting the current needs of all of its
people.

See also: American Federation of Labor; Executive
Order 10988; National Labor Relations Act.

Land mines
Definition: Antipersonnel and antivehicle weapons

buried below the surface of the ground that ex-
plode when disturbed

Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: Difficult to detect and disarm, unex-

ploded land mines can continue to pose threats to
humans and animals for decades after military
conflicts end.

During the twentieth century, victim-triggered land
mines became increasingly popular with military
strategists, partly because technological advances fa-
cilitated both the mass production and the ease of
delivery of the weapons. A single aircraft pilot, for
example, could create an extensive minefield by
dropping thousands of land mines in one overhead
pass, peppering fields, hills, and streambeds. Mili-
tary strategists used antipersonnel mines to defend
borders in regions where they lacked sufficient troops
to provide human defenses, or to channel enemy
troops into more strategic zones. In some cases, civil-
ians themselves mined the lands around their homes
to protect themselves from enemies intent on “ethnic
cleansing.”

Long after a military conflict ends, the land mines
that are laid down during the fighting retain the abil-
ity to detonate and kill. Local residents often do not
know the locations or boundaries of nearby mine-
fields. Sometimes, refugees returning to their homes
must travel along paths containing hidden mines. Be-
cause land mines cannot discriminate between com-
batants and civilians, they often kill or injure more
people engaged in ordinary pursuits—such as trek-
king home, farming, or foraging—than they have
killed or injured during the conflicts in which they
are deployed. Typically, an unwitting farmer or child
steps on a mine and is badly injured; if no one hears
the explosion, the victim may bleed to death before
help arrives. Even if a victim survives an initial blast,
a systemic infection from the mud and flesh driven
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into the victim’s body may prove fatal. Survivors
need surgeons trained to amputate limbs, medicine
to control their pain, prostheses to replace their miss-
ing limbs, and physical therapy to regain their physical
functions. Civilians—especially children—living
near minefields must be educated as to where it is un-
safe to work or play.

After the Vietnam War, a groundswell of moral
outrage against the use of land mines occurred, cul-
minating in the Ottawa Treaty of 1999. That treaty
prohibits the production, use, transfer, and stockpil-
ing of antipersonnel mines. However, at the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century, neither the United
States, Russia, nor China had signed the document.

The primary virtue of an international ban is that
antipersonnel land mines now belong to a category of
unacceptable weapons. The stigma associated with

deploying such weapons means that their use is much
less likely in the future. It also legitimizes requests
for support of programs for land-mine victims and
their families.

The loss of limbs and lives, the ruin of lands, and
the social and economic disruption of entire commu-
nities are global problems. Humanitarians argue that
military groups responsible for placement of the
mines should be held accountable, since the indis-
criminate, disproportionate, and persistent nature of
antipersonnel mines violates international conven-
tions regarding acceptable weapons. Accountability
implies that reparations for damages should be paid.
In general, governmental responses have been inade-
quate with respect to postconflict problems caused
by land mines, especially in developing countries.

Tanja Bekhuis
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Language
Definition: Any systematic means of com-

munication or representation employing
signs with conventionalized meanings

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: The relationship of language to

meaning and truth is a central concern for
many philosophers, and the need to ground
meaningful inquiry in a specific theory of
language is no less pressing in ethics than in
the other philosophical disciplines. More-
over, the rise of deconstruction and related
disciplines has led many thinkers to endow
the everyday use of language with a new and
unprecedented level of ethical significance.
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Mohammad Saber, an Afghan boy who lost both legs when
he stepped on a land mine while collecting scraps of fire-
wood for his family. According to a United Nations agency,
as many as ten million land mines remained buried in Af-
ghanistan during the late 1990’s. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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Since the modern division of ethics into normative
ethics and metaethics, the latter study has concen-
trated almost exclusively on the meaning of ethical
terminology, its nature, and the rules of its interrela-
tionships. The concern of ethics with language is
scarcely a modern phenomenon, and even in the dia-
logues of Plato, Socrates challenges his interlocutors
with demands for precision in their use of terms such
as good, just, right, piety, and virtue.

As modern metaethics analyzes contemporary
language, there are vital divisions in ethical thought
that depend entirely on particular approaches to ethi-
cal language. Moral (or ethical) realism maintains
that ethical statements make truth claims and that
ethical terms signify real properties and relation-
ships. In addition, ethical information is seen as en-
joying an objectivity that transcends culture, class,
gender, and other categories.

Realism has suffered, however, under the criteria
utilized by the school of logical positivism for
verifiability, confirmation, and so forth in the twen-
tieth century. In the wake of the decline of positivism,
a renewed interest in moral realism has appeared, but
serious problems remain regarding the relation of
the moral to the nonmoral and regarding the explan-
atory role that moral propositions have in under-
standing the world. In regard to the latter, it is clearly
the case that one can understand certain events and
individuals in history better by understanding their
morality, but it is not certain that one need know
more than the empirical fact that those individuals
simply believed in a particular moral code and acted
upon it.

Noncognitivism
Noncognitivism has arisen as a way around im-

puting facticity and truth-value to moral statements.
The three forms of noncognitivistic ethics are
emotivism, imperativism, and emoto-imperativism.

Emotivism constitutes a grouping of theories that
are metaevaluative in nature. Throughout the full
range of axiology (the study of values), those theo-
ries deny that moral, aesthetic, economic, or other
sorts of evaluations convey information or are sus-
ceptible of truth-value analysis.

Emotivism portrays ethical statements as mere
emotional utterances, in line with the attempt of logi-
cal positivism to eliminate truth claims from all
nonempirical statements. Early emotivists included

philosophers such as A. J. Ayer, Charles L. Stevenson,
John L. Austin, and, later, Paul Edwards and Marga-
ret MacDonald.

R. M. Hare’s theory of prescriptivism has been
claimed by many thinkers, including C. L. Stevenson,
to be a form of near-emotivism, although this analy-
sis is in dispute.

Imperativism espouses the position that all ethical
language is imperative in character. Obviously, much
ethical language is overtly and undeniably impera-
tive—for example, “Thou shalt not kill” or “Remem-
ber thou keep holy the Lord’s Day.” In imperativist
theory, however, even ethical statements that have the
outward form of factual claims are only disguised
commands: “Murder is evil” equates to “Do not com-
mit murder,” and “Theft is blameworthy” amounts to
“Don’t steal.” Furthermore, because they are com-
mands, they have no informational import and are not
susceptible of any truth-claims, since a command can
never be true or false.

Since there was no inherent contradiction between
the emotivistic and the imperativistic interpretations, a
third school evolved that combined both theories into
a single supertheory. Emoto-imperativism maintains
that any ethical utterance is actually an emotional re-
sponse, a command, or both simultaneously. Thus,
“murder is immoral” can be rendered as “Murder—
ugh!,” “Do not murder,” or “Murder—ugh!—do not
commit it.”

On the cognitive side of the debate, ethical natu-
ralism interpreted ethical language in terms of non-
moral empirical meanings. A clear example of ethi-
cal naturalism is Thomas Hobbes’s assertion that to
say that a thing is good has the simple meaning that
the speaker likes that thing. As one of several alterna-
tive theories, one might hold “good” to mean that
which would be desired for its own sake by any nor-
mal person with knowledge and experience of it, as
Jeremy Bentham asserted.

G. E. Moore’s discovery of the naturalistic fallacy
has been seen by many as fatally undermining ethical
naturalism, and that is certainly the case if there is
any attempt in the particular ethical theory to imply a
conjunction of the specific empirical content of the
good and the notion that the good is “that which one
ought to do.” Without this prescriptive linkage, how-
ever, the naturalistic fallacy leaves ethical naturalism
unscathed.
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Intuitionism
Intuitionism has a long history in ethics, dating

back at least to the moral philosophy of Lord Shaftes-
bury, but in modern ethical thought, it has especially
been viewed as a possible solution to the metaethical
enigmas surrounding ethical language.

The heart of intuitionism holds that ethical state-
ments can be justified without being derived from
other types of statements. This noninferential justifi-
cation of moral judgments has often led intuitionists
to call them “self-evident,” but in any case, the clear
import of modern intuitionism has been to avoid
many of the epistemological pitfalls that have beset
other theories of ethical language. Some intuitionists
have gone so far as to assert a faculty of moral intu-
ition as a source for all ethical judgments.

Despite the concern of ancient and medieval ethi-
cal philosophy with precision of language, it is mod-
ern philosophy that has made language one of the
central concerns of ethics. Undoubtedly, David
Hume’s is/ought problem has been the source of
much of this concern.

“Hume’s Law”—the rule that one cannot deduce a
prescriptive conclusion from descriptive premises—
had the necessary effect of radically cleaving the
empirical sphere of facts from the sphere of values.
This radical divorcement of is and ought forced a
search for new meanings in ethical language, to-
gether with the search for an epistemology of ethics
that confines ethical terminology within the parame-
ters of general philosophy of language, logic, and
truth theory.

Patrick M. O’Neil
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Laozi
Identification: Chinese philosopher
Born: 604 b.c.e., Quren, State of Chu, China
Died: Sixth century b.c.e., place unknown
Type of ethics: Classical history
Significance: One of the three principal teachers of

what later became known as Daoism, and sup-
posed author of the Dao De Jing, Laozi (“Old
Master Lao,” or Lao Tze in Wade-Giles) is com-
monly considered to be the founder of the Daoist
religion. Daoism calls on its adherents to achieve
order in society and harmony in personal life by
withdrawing from society, ceasing to strive, and
seeking contentment without worldly fame.

Basic facts about the life of Laozi are difficult to ver-
ify. Although he is traditionally believed to have lived
in the sixth century b.c.e., the earliest information re-
garding his life and work is found in the works of a
Chinese historian of the second century b.c.e. Accord-
ing to this source, Laozi was a native of a small village
in the south of China in a state then called Chu, which
corresponds roughly to the modern-day region of east-
ern Henan.

It is said that Laozi served as an official historian
to the royal house of Zhou and became well known
for his versatile learning. He has been associated
with the Li clan, a family whose existence is histori-
cal fact, but it seems that this connection was created
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during the Han Dynasty, several centuries after Laozi
supposedly lived. At this time, the Li clan decided to
adopt him as their ancestor, a practice that was com-
mon among noble families who wished to relate
themselves to heroes of China’s past. Some scholars
contend that Laozi is a wholly fictitious person, pos-
ited by later generations of his followers who wished
to ascribe various writings of Daoism to a single
source.

Dao De Jing
The document attributed to Laozi, the Dao De

Jing, or the Way and Its Power, is the oldest text of the
Chinese mystical tradition. Known also as the Laozi
after its alleged author, it is a short text of about five
thousand Chinese characters. The work is probably
not as old as tradition holds it to be. It was most likely
compiled from various aphorisms that emerged dur-
ing China’s Warring States period, around 250 b.c.e.
Scholars dispute whether it is the product of a single
mind or simply a collection of adages drawn from
several ancient sources. The Dao De Jing can be read
in various ways: as a philosophical handbook on how
to live prudently in the world, as a discourse on the
ways of politics, as a treatise on military strategy, and
as a religious tract. Chinese scholars have written
hundreds of commentaries on it. A body of popular
belief and religious ritual emerged from it that con-
tinues to be practiced as one of the major religions of
China today.

Laozi believed that genuine knowledge of and in-
sight into the nature of things could be obtained only
through mystic intuition. He maintained that all
things were composed of two opposite aspects, a
kind of unity of contradiction, and much of his teach-
ing inverted the generally assumed order of things.
He said, for example, that “the softest thing in the
universe overcomes the hardest” and that “seeing the
small is insight, yielding to force is strength.”

Popular Daoism
The debate about Laozi’s life derives from the

context in which Daoist thinking gained popularity.
The fourth and third centuries b.c.e., a period of anxi-
ety caused by social disturbance and upheaval in
China, fostered conditions that were particularly fa-
vorable to the development of philosophical and reli-
gious reflection. Some people saw Confucianism as
the answer to the chaos. This school of thought main-

tained that social harmony derived from the fulfill-
ment of mutual responsibilities in a clearly defined
hierarchical system. Others believed that Legalism,
which promoted meticulously enforced and stringent
laws, was the solution for disorder.

Both of these philosophies were rejected by the
Daoists. They argued that the salvation of both indi-
viduals and society could not be attained by rigorous
loyalty to social codes or laws, but rather by pursuing
retirement from the world as a means of mastering it.
The aim, they taught, was to preserve and increase
one’s vital energy by recourse to various disciplines,
including contemplation of the Way (Dao) as well as
proper diet, breathing, and exercise. This did not ex-
clude work, for the Dao De Jing assumes that work is
necessary. Rather, work was to be done without ri-
valry, so that desire, competition, and those motiva-
tions that produce conflict would be avoided.

Legacy of Laozi
Later Daoists ascribed a religious connotation to

the mystical aspects of the original doctrine of
Daoism. The impersonal and infinite force beneath
nature became transformed into individual finite hu-
man souls, which, after death, became powerful spir-
its. Many important Chinese gods (of rain, fire, medi-
cine, agriculture, and the kitchen) arose in the Daoist
school. The popular Daoism of later times increas-
ingly emphasized magical aspects that typically be-
came attractive when daily life seemed hopelessly
difficult. Particularly drawn to this form of Daoist
thinking were Chinese peasants who lived on a nar-
row economic margin where hard work and skill
were not always sufficient to guarantee even survival.
As a consequence, the average person began to asso-
ciate Daoism with the world of spirits who had to be
placated and appeased. Increasingly, Daoists were
expected to select lucky days for such important
events as funerals and weddings. A fear of death
emerged. This debasement of Daoism in its popular
form departs significantly from the teachings of such
early philosophical Daoists as Laozi.

Margaret B. Denning

Further Reading
Fung Yu-lan. A History of Chinese Philosophy. Vol. 1.

Translated by Derk Bodde. Princeton, N.J.: Prince-
ton University Press, 1983.

Hansen, Chad. A Daoist Theory of Chinese Thought:
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A Philosophical Interpretation. New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 2000.

Lao Tze. Treatise on Response and Retribution.
Translated by D. T. Suzuki and Paul Carus. Edited
by Paul Carus. LaSalle, Ill.: Open Court, 1973.

Lao Tzu. Tao Te Ching: A Book About the Way and
the Power of the Way. Translated by Ursula K. Le
Guin and J. P. Seaton. Boston: Shambhala, 1997.

Legge, James, trans. “The Tao Te Ching of Lao Tzu”
and “The Writings of Chuang Tzu, Books 1-17.”
Vol. 1 in The Sacred Books of China: The Texts of
Taoism. 1891. Reprint. New York: Dover, 1962.

Wang Pi. Commentary on the Lao Tzu. Translated
by Ariane Rump and Wing-tsit Chan. Honolulu:
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See also: Confucian ethics; Confucius; Daoist eth-
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Law
Definition: Body of rules enacted by a recognized

authority that governs the conduct of the mem-
bers of a given society, culture, or religion

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: There is no necessary or logical cor-

respondence between secular law and morality,
but most societies strive to a greater or lesser ex-
tent to craft their laws in such a way as to create
such a correspondence. The perception that a law
is unjust or immoral may be grounds to disobey
that law. The laws of a given religion are generally
speaking beyond question by adherents of that re-
ligion, although they may be open to interpreta-
tion.

Law is that which is laid down, ordained, or estab-
lished. It is a body of rules of action prescribed by a
controlling legal authority and having binding legal
force. It is a written code of rules that must be obeyed
by citizens, or those citizens will be subject to sanc-
tions or legal consequences. Law is a solemn expres-
sion of the will of the supreme power of the state.
Law is different from ethics. Ethics have been de-
fined by former Supreme Court Justice Potter Stew-
art as “knowing the difference between what you
have a right to do and what is the right thing to do.”

Ethics involve following not only the letter of the law
but also its spirit. Ethics are not codified in books.
They are that which is moral. Ethics deal not only
with conduct but also with motives and character.

Ethics constitute a higher standard than that of
law; law dictates the minimum standards of behavior
required of a person by society, whereas ethics go be-
yond what is required. Law comes from principles of
morality; morality does not descend from law. Mo-
rality is that which pertains to character; it governs
conduct not by legislative action or by force but by
conscience and a desire to adhere to general princi-
ples of right conduct. Morality is a strict belief or
conviction in the mind that is independent of legal
proof or positive law. Law is essential to preserve so-
ciety; ethics and morality are essential to sustain it at
a higher level.

Ethics, Law, and Morality
Ethics are concerned with human values. Often,

these values are reflected in jurisprudence and in
laws. Legal theory has always concerned itself with
morality. Two legal philosophers who wrote a great
deal concerning the relationship between law and
ethics were Saint Thomas Aquinas, who founded the
natural law theory of jurisprudence, and John Austin,
who helped establish legal positivism. Theirs are two
very different views of law, but both men stressed
that law is subject to criticism from a moral point of
view, and both believed that there are standards by
which it may be properly judged.

Thomas Aquinas, in his Treatise on Law, says that
“Law is nothing else than an ordinance of reason for
the common good, promulgated by him who has the
care of the community.” He views law as something
that is established for the good of all. Austin, how-
ever, sees the law as a social element that can be used
for good or bad, and that can be exploited as a power
tool by those in authority. Austin appears to be more
realistic in his assessment of the possibility of the use
of law by some to suppress others, since history has
demonstrated that law is capable of doing good but
has great capacity for evil. It can settle disputes and
provide security, and it can lead to and enforce slav-
ery. Law does not necessarily serve the common
good and is not necessarily designed to do so. Austin
recognizes that law can be good, if it is just and is de-
rived from the laws of nature, as opposed to the laws
that are framed by humankind. He says, “unjust hu-
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man laws are a perversion of the ideal of law, which is
given by right reason and the law of nature.”

Thomas Aquinas taught that human laws are just
when they serve the common good. Laws that distrib-
ute burdens fairly, show no disrespect for God, and
do not exceed the lawmaker’s authority are good
laws. When laws fail to satisfy these conditions, how-
ever, they are unjust. Then, according to Thomas
Aquinas, they do not “bind in conscience.” One is
morally bound to obey just laws but not unjust laws.
Unjust laws should be obeyed only when circum-
stances warrant it or “in order to avoid scandal or dis-
turbance.” Human law does not automatically merit
respect, and its legitimate claim to obedience de-
pends on moral and ethical considerations that are in-
dependent of human law.

The Moral Basis of Law
The role of law in enforcing morality is another

ethical dilemma in the relationship between law and
ethics. Conduct, the immorality of which involves se-
rious rights violations (such as rape and murder), is
obviously a proper object of state regulation and
laws. The real conflict between law and ethics, how-
ever, involves state regulation of conduct that is not
unjust or harmful in the sense of committing serious
rights violations, but instead is regarded as immoral
by the public, such as laws that prohibit sodomy be-
tween private consenting adults or laws criminalizing
cohabitation. Should the mere fact that the majority of
society’s members and their elected representatives
view such conduct as immoral serve as sufficient
ground for making such conduct against the law?

Democratic societies such as the United States are
supposed to allow the majority to have its way. Some-
times, however, liberty-maximizing societies will
not be pure democracies and will place severe limits
on the will of the majority in order to protect the
rights of the individual, as does the Bill of Rights of
the U.S. Constitution. Thus, a full moral discussion
of the legitimacy of using the law to regulate private
behavior that is judged to be immoral by a majority of
citizens will mandate, at the very least, a moral the-
ory of justified state coercion, and a moral theory of
basic rights will be accorded to citizens in a just soci-
ety. John Stuart Mill, in his treatise On Liberty,
claims that the only purpose that justifies a society
in coercing any of its members is to prevent harm to
others.

Law has an interaction with moral opinion. Laws
governing sexual conduct and drug usage confront
the ethical issues head-on. What are the rights of the
individual in relationship to society? What rights
may the collective social body claim to the individ-
ual? When people form a society, how are the respec-
tive rights of both the individual and society at large
to be structured? The general consensus is that both
the individual and the society at large have rights that
each must recognize, yet what those rights are and
what boundaries restrict their invocation are matters
of continuing struggle.

The struggle expresses itself in a number of ways,
the most significant of which is the conflict be-
tween the individual conscience and the law. Should
morality be legislated and enforced by law? When
law and conscience conflict, which one should be
obeyed? Laws seem to originate from moral convic-
tions. Since it is morally wrong to take someone
else’s life without justification, murder is illegal. It is
by no means clear, however, that all moral convic-
tions of a society, even those of a majority in a de-
mocracy, should be enforced by judicial sanctions.
Should moral opposition to prostitution and abor-
tion, for example, result in laws prohibiting such ac-
tivity?

Which moral convictions should be incorporated
into the legal code? Who decides which moral con-
victions are allowed to be incorporated into law:
judges, the people, or both? Should the law concern
itself with traditionally private immorality (such as
homosexual acts) unless the behavior is offensive to
public order and decency or exposes to the ordinary
citizen something that is offensive or injurious? Is an
established code of morality essential to preserving
social order, even at the expense of private acts?
Should individual liberty and personal choice be lim-
ited simply by the moral feelings and convictions of
others?

Principles of Law and Ethics
Many great legal philosophers have debated these

ideas. H. L. A. Hart, professor of jurisprudence at
Oxford University, in 1959 published a detailed view
of his theory of the relationship of law and morality
in his treatise Law, Liberty, and Morality, in which he
concluded that there was almost no legitimacy in
making certain conduct illegal or criminal unless the
conduct was harmful to others. The immorality of an
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action was not sufficient to make it illegal. Hart be-
lieved that “there must be a realm of private morality
and immorality which is not the law’s business.”

Several principles are often used in the legal en-
forcement of morality as justification for limiting the
freedom of individuals. There are the “harm” princi-
ples, which state, as did John Stuart Mill, that behav-
ior should be prohibited only if it harms someone.
There is the “offense” principle, which states that be-
havior should be coercively prohibited if it is publicly
offensive to others, and there is the “principle of legal
moralism,” which holds that behavior should be pun-
ished simply because it is immoral. This perception
that it is the responsibility of the law to enforce mo-
rality is used to justify the regulation of sexual and re-
productive conduct, such as homosexuality and abor-
tion. Joel Feinberg, in his essay “Hard Cases for the
Harm Principle” (1973), holds that in order to char-
acterize the kind of behavior that society is justified
in controlling, the harm principle must be supple-
mented with a carefully drafted version of the offense
principle.

There is a conflict between the individual con-
science and the law. If one person believes that abor-
tions are always morally wrong, but the law permits
abortions under any circumstance, should that person
attempt to prohibit women from obtaining legally
permissible abortions? When the conscience and the
law conflict, which takes priority? Conscience is an
individual’s convictions regarding what actions are
right and wrong, morally good or bad. When a per-
son’s moral convictions lead him or her to object to
abortion, or to a particular military position taken by
the country, that person is also opposed to legal sanc-
tions of abortion or that military position. A law is a
rule of conduct prescribed by a properly constituted
governing authority, enforced by sanctions, and justi-
fied by a mandate to legislate for the public benefit. A
law is a rule of conduct that is “on the books.”

Given these principles of conscience and law, a
fundamental question arises. When a person is mor-
ally convinced that he or she ought to do one thing,
yet a legally constituted authority directs otherwise,
what is that person to do when the two courses of ac-
tion are at odds with each other?

People faced with these choices can obey the law;
follow their consciences and suffer the legal conse-
quences because they conflict with the law; or follow
neither of the previous choices, thus choosing to obey

the law or follow personal conscience as the particu-
lar circumstances require. The third alternative
seems to require specifying principles in terms of
which the decision is made in any given instance to
obey the law or follow one’s conscience.

Another set of moral questions about the law is
derived from the realization that law is not only a set
of rules used to govern society but also a profession.
Lawyers, people trained in the law who give legal ad-
vice and assistance in legal matters, have certain re-
sponsibilities as advocates that may at least appear to
conflict with larger responsibilities as a whole. For
example, if a defense lawyer makes the best defense
for his client and obtains freedom for him, even when
he is both guilty and a danger to society, the ethical
question is whether this is morally justifiable. As the
defendant’s advocate, the lawyer must work for the
client’s best interests. As a citizen, however, does the
lawyer not owe the best interests of society concern
and attention as well? Some people would argue that
it is the job of the adversary system to aim at justice
and the common good, and that the lawyer’s job is
merely to play a part in the system, aiming not at jus-
tice but rather at vigorous advocacy of the side to
which the lawyer has been assigned. Is this a valid
moral defense or simply a retreat from social respon-
sibility?

Concepts of Jurisprudence
Several different philosophies guide the rule of

law as interpreted by the judiciary system, as op-
posed to the laws that are created by legislatures and
elected officials. These are the patterns of jurispru-
dence, or legal reasoning, which create legal stan-
dards of behavior that are as important as the statutes
themselves, because they set precedents for others to
follow in the enforcement of the law.

There are legal philosophers who are deeply skep-
tical of both doctrinal analysis and moral evaluation
of the law, who see those approaches to law as so in-
fected by prejudices in the status quo as to make them
little more than covert political activity. These writ-
ers often follow the lead of “legal realism,” which can
be defined as the idea that law is simply a prediction
of what the courts will decide, and suggest bringing
such advocacy into the open and accepting an overtly
political conception of the courts and the law, law be-
ing simply the exercise of power. The jurisprudential
movement known as the “economic analysis of law,”
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which encourages judges to decide cases in such a
way as to ensure that economic freedom and wealth
are protected and expanded, is a free-market version
of the realist philosophy.

“Critical legal study,” which advocates interpret-
ing the law in ways that will assist the disadvantaged
and exploited, is a socialist version of the same per-
spective. None of these versions, however, can exist
without moral values and moral theory, because it is
impossible to justify the importance of caring about
whether a person has been exploited or oppressed
unless moral values and moral theory have been im-
posed. After all, exploitation is simply a kind of un-
just treatment. Thus, it appears that normative juris-
prudence, the moral evaluation of law and the legal
profession, will have important tasks to perform as
long as human beings seek to regulate their conduct
through the use of law.

Normative jurisprudence deals with the appraisal
of law and the moral issues that law generates. Hu-
man law can be made and changed by deliberate de-
cisions. What direction should those decisions take?
Law claims the authority to lay down rules and en-
force them. Are its claims warranted? Can people le-
gitimately refuse to comply? Things are done in the
name of the law that are not normally justifiable; peo-
ple interfere in other people’s lives, depriving them
of goods, liberty, even life itself. How, if at all, can
these practices be defended?

“Analytical jurisprudence” is the form of juris-
prudence that questions the fundamental nature of
law. What is law? How is it part of a system? How can
a decision be made according to the law when the law
is unclear? How is the law like or unlike moral stan-
dards? Analytical and normative questions concern-
ing law are closely related.

Law and Morality
The law speaks of rights and responsibilities; du-

ties and obligations; fairness, justice, and justifica-
tion: Does this mean that the law inevitably contains
or satisfies moral standards? Ideas about the essential
nature of law have emphasized either its connections
with or its separation from morality: Which view is
right? Law is a social fact. Laws are commands. By
its very nature, however, law is connected with mo-
rality. There are legal obligations that are moral obli-
gations, but not all moral obligations are legal obliga-
tions, and the constant ethical struggle and changes

in the law represent attempts to determine which ob-
ligations should be legal obligations and should be
sanctioned by law enforcement and the courts. Are
there proper limits to the reach of the law? Are there
areas of human conduct that are, in principle, prop-
erly beyond legal sanction? Is there a point at which it
is correct to say that, notwithstanding the morality
and the social preferences and spiritual values and
the sensibilities of the public, the suppression of cer-
tain actions by law is not the business of the govern-
ment and must be left up to each individual to deter-
mine what is moral and ethical conduct?

From time to time, the facts of a particular legal
case raise issues that force people to go beyond pre-
cedent, beyond statute, and even beyond the task of
constitutional interpretation. The facts of a case may
take one to that area where law and philosophy inter-
sect, where one finds lawyers thinking like philoso-
phers and philosophers reasoning like lawyers. As
the ethical issues and underlying principles that form
American law and jurisprudence evolve, it becomes
ever clearer that these cases play a very important
role in what American society is to be and what val-
ues and standards of conduct it will set for its citizens.
In trying to answer such difficult questions, the pro-
fession of law and the discipline of philosophy have
much to offer each other as they combine to form and
reflect the ethical, legal, and economic standards of
American society.

Amy E. Bloom

Further Reading
Baird, Robert M., and Stuart E. Rosenbaum, eds. Mo-

rality and the Law. Buffalo, N.Y.: Prometheus
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Davis, Philip, ed. Moral Duty and Legal Responsibil-
ity. New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1966.
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the Model Penal Code.

See also: Adversary system; Conscience; Due pro-
cess; Hammurabi’s code; Hart, H. L. A.; Jurispru-
dence; Legal ethics; Morality; Punishment.

Lawyer for the situation
Definition: Lawyer representing multiple parties

engaged in a joint endeavor or seeking an amica-
ble settlement who is not partisan for any of those
parties

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Advocacy of a counsel for the situa-

tion, rather than a counsel for a given party thereto,
represents one side in an ongoing debate over the
scope of ethically proper relationships between
lawyers and clients.

During the 1916 confirmation hearings on Louis D.
Brandeis’s nomination to the Supreme Court, oppo-
nents alleged that Brandeis was an unscrupulous law-
yer who was unfit for the high court. Another Boston
lawyer, Sherman Whipple, testified about his 1907
conversation with Brandeis on a bankruptcy matter in

which the bankrupt party believed that Brandeis had
favored his creditors. Brandeis informed Whipple
that he had not represented the bankrupt party per-
sonally but had agreed to act fairly and equitably in
everyone’s interests. Asked whom he represented,
Brandeis had replied that he “was counsel for the sit-
uation.”

In contrast, the prevailing ethical model of a par-
tisan advocate acting zealously and with absolute
loyalty to a single client frowns upon a lawyer with
divided loyalties, since no one “may serve two mas-
ters.” Proponents, such as Yale law professor Geof-
frey C. Hazard, Jr., argue that a lawyer for the situation
can often act more efficiently, with less acrimony,
and with a greater insight than is possible with sepa-
rate representation. Lawyers often represent family
members and business associates with largely har-
monious interests when relations among them are co-
operative rather than adversarial. Although tensions
remain, the concept’s official recognition has in-
creased since it was publicized in 1916. The 1983
Model Rules of Professional Conduct recognize that
a lawyer may “act as intermediary between clients”
under strict limitations.

Ileana Dominguez-Urban

See also: Adversary system; Brandeis, Louis D.;
Law; Legal ethics.

Laziness
Definition: Disinclination toward physical or men-

tal exertion
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: The deadly sin of sloth is a species of

laziness connoting disinclination to do the will of
God or work toward salvation. Laziness more
generally may have moral consequences if it is
a persistent character trait, but it may also name
a passing mood, in which case it is generally
thought to be morally neutral.

Acedia (“sloth”) was one of the seven deadly sins of
medieval ethical tracts, which were termed deadly
not because they were necessarily mortal, or unfor-
givable, but because they were deemed singularly at-
tractive. Acedia is a lack of diligence in the love of
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God, which may in turn lead to a lack of diligence in
performing good works and an inclination toward in-
activity.

The idea that idleness is inherently sinful is a
post-Reformation one that is tied to the notion that
economic prosperity is a sign that a person is one of
God’s elect. The popular moral literature of the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries is exemplified by
William Hogarth’s industrious apprentice, who mar-
ries the boss’s daughter, and the idle apprentice, who
is hanged at Tyburn.

The concept of laziness as a character defect is al-
most absent from early twenty-first century ethical
thought; lazy behavior is viewed as the product of
physical or mental illness. Disinclination toward ex-
ertion frequently accompanies depression, a com-
plex of physiological and mental symptoms trig-
gered by the perception that the situation is hopeless
and effort will not change it. To the extent that it
avoids futile effort, such inactivity is biologically
adaptive.

Attitudes toward inactivity vary widely from cul-
ture to culture. The Western attitude that effort ex-
pended toward accumulating goods in excess of what
is needed for survival is virtuous is far from univer-
sal, and the contempt of nineteenth century Europe-
ans for “lazy, shiftless natives” reflects a narrow
moral outlook. Avoidance of effort within a social
context is damaging in a cooperative enterprise (such
as marriage), however, because it deprives others of
the fruits of their labors, and is generally censured.

Martha Sherwood-Pike

See also: Anger; Envy; Gluttony; Greed; Lust; Pride;
Sin.

Leadership
Definition: Responsibility for making decisions

that direct the actions of others
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Persons in positions of leadership

have special responsibilities to behave ethically,
both because their actions may have important
consequences for the lives of others, and because
they are expected to adhere to higher standards
than those whom they lead.

There has always been a concern in society regarding
leadership and ethics. Perhaps this is due to the rec-
ognition of the importance between the two concepts
if society is to improve and bring about a certain
amount of justice to individuals. Failure in an attempt
to develop ethical forms of leadership may have di-
sastrous consequences throughout the world. Indi-
viduals, countries, and future generations might suf-
fer immeasurably as a result of leaders who avoid
ethical issue. One need only look at the havoc
brought throughout the world as a result of authori-
tarian political leaders of the twentieth century who
showed little or no concern for the concept of ethical
behavior.

The early twenty-first century has seen many ex-
amples of unethical behavior within the American
business world that have contributed to public loss of
confidence in the national economic system. The neg-
ative ramifications of this loss of confidence were felt
by investors throughout the world. However, one can
also find examples of beneficial results of other lead-
ers who obviously were motivated by ethics. It is thus
evident that ethics plays an important role in society.
Attempting to practice ethical conduct obviously has
its rewards, but unethical conduct has its faults.

Importance of Leadership
The ties between leadership and ethics are impor-

tant for a number of reasons. For example leaders are
often evaluated on the basis of their perceived ethical
judgments. A simple lack of ethics therefore could
result in poor evaluations by the leaders’ followers.
Ethics are also important because of the expectations
that followers have of their leaders. Ethical behavior
is something that leaders must understand as an un-
written requirement for their positions of authority.
To enter into leadership positions without such an ex-
pectation contradicts an inherent requirement of the
position. A lack of ethical behavior on the part of
leaders may bring about negative effects on society,
such as mistrust in organizations or general mistrust
of a particular culture. This mistrust could also affect
other parts of the organization or other entities with
which it has contact over time.

Although it is generally hoped that all individuals
in American society behave ethically, society expects
higher standards of behavior from its leaders than it
does from their followers. This is true for several rea-
sons. For example, leaders within the public arena
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take oaths of office, pledging faithfully to obey and
execute the law. Also, the actions of leaders, both
public and private, typically affect larger numbers of
people than the actions of ordinary people. When
leaders engage in unethical conduct, they may hurt
much larger numbers of people than nonleaders can
hurt. Finally, leaders are usually expected to set ex-
amples for those who are led by them.

Laudatory though ethical behavior is, it does not
come without costs. There may be a political cost.
For example, judges who dismiss criminal cases be-
cause of the improper conduct of the police may not
be reelected when citizens in their communities next
have the opportunity to vote for judicial offices. There
also may be financial costs, including possible loss of
jobs. Such losses might negatively affect not only the
politician, but also the politician’s family. There may
also be personal costs in the form of social ostracism
by former friends as well as one’s neighbors.

Leaders are also often faced with moral dilemmas
when they face difficult public issues. This often
comes about when they realize that even though their
actions may be legal, they may be considered by
some to be unethical. For example, abortion or artifi-
cial birth control may be viewed as unethical by a cer-
tain prominent religious group in this country. Never-
theless, both types of activity are legal in the United
States. No matter what the political leader does about
these activities, some group will be opposed to the
particular public action.

A number of characteristics associated with lead-
ers may affect their image as ethical. For example, a
perception of honesty in a leader would tend to en-
hance that person’s favorable image. In addition, a
leader who works for the betterment of the majority,
yet adequately protects individual minority rights,
may also be perceived as ethical. Finally, leaders
whose efforts result in improved societies without
enriching the leaders might be considered ethical.

Potential future leaders may be made aware of
the importance of ethical issues by a number of
sources. For example, they should realize what hap-
pens to leaders who do not measure up to accepted
ethical codes. Any ethical failings that result in lead-
ers being dismissed from office should make other
leaders understand what might happen to them if they
behave similarly. Leaders can also be informed about
attitudes toward particular activities in terms of their
relationship to ethical conduct as a result of public

opinion surveys. How one’s behavior is projected in
the media may also serve a guide to better ethical be-
havior.

William E. Kelly

Further Reading
Covey, Stephen R. Principle-Centered Leadership.

New York: Simon & Schuster, 1992.
Militello, Frederick, and Michael Schwalberg. “Ethi-

cal Conduct: What Financial Executives Do to
Lead.” Financial Leadership 1911 (January-
February, 2003): 49.

Pareto, Vilfredo. The Rise and Fall of the Elites.
Totowa, N.J.: Bedminster Press, 1968.

Pina-Cabral, João de, and Antónia Pedroso de Lima,
eds. Elites: Choice, Leadership, and Succession.
New York: Berg, 2000.

See also: Corporate responsibility; Dictatorship;
Dilemmas, moral; Messianism; Milgram experiment;
Obedience; Paternalism; Power; Role models.

League of Nations
Identification: Council of world powers created to

promote international cooperation, peace, and se-
curity

Dates: Began formal operations January 10, 1920;
officially dissolved April 18, 1946

Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: The League of Nations was the first

organization of its kind in modern history. Its ef-
fort to prevent war failed, but the experience of the
league in the interwar period provided important
lessons for the world’s major governments in cre-
ating the United Nations as a successor organiza-
tion.

The idea of a league of nations gained currency dur-
ing World War I in large part because of the enor-
mous human losses caused by the war and the belief
of many leaders that only an international organiza-
tion could prevent the recurrence of such a terrible
cataclysm. Woodrow Wilson is credited with pro-
moting the idea of the league, because of the call
in his Fourteen Points for the creation of “a general
association of nations.” There were others, how-
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ever, whose influence generated support for an inter-
national association of peace-loving states, notably
President William H. Taft in the United States, Sir
Edward Grey and Lord Robert Cecil in Great Britain,
and Field Marshall J. C. Smuts in South Africa. In
several allied and neutral countries during World
War I, organizations were formed to enlist support
for a postwar world organization. Nevertheless, spe-
cial credit does belong to Wilson because of his lead-
ership at the Paris Peace Conference in 1919 in draft-
ing the Covenant of the League of Nations. The
League covenant was incorporated into the Treaty of
Versailles, which was adopted at Paris in 1919.

The central purpose of the league was to promote
international peace and security. It sought to achieve
this end by means of a variety of techniques, of which
the most notable was a system for the peaceful settle-
ment of disputes between states and for taking col-

lective action against those nations that committed
aggressive war. Other important objectives of the
league were economic and social cooperation, disar-
mament, and national self-determination.

Organization of the League
There were three principal organs of the league:

an assembly in which each member was represented;
a council that was to be composed of representatives
of the United States, Great Britain, France, Italy, and
Japan as permanent members plus four others elected
by the General Assembly; and a permanent Secretar-
iat headed by a Secretary General. The assembly met
annually beginning in September. Assembly deci-
sions required a unanimous vote, thus giving every
member a veto. In practice, members who disagreed
with the majority often abstained, permitting many
decisions to be taken by consensus. During the life of
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the league, sixty-three states were members, seven-
teen members withdrew from the assembly, and one,
the Soviet Union, was expelled.

Because the United States declined to join the
league, it never joined the council. The number of
elected members was increased first to six and later
to nine. The council generally met four times a year.
While the scope of discussion in the assembly en-
compassed any issue of international affairs, the
council confined its discussion to political problems.
Decisions in the council required a unanimous vote,
though if the subject was a dispute that was likely to
lead to conflict, the parties in contention could not
participate in the vote.

The principal purpose of the league was to resolve
disputes between states and keep the peace. This re-
sponsibility was spelled out in Articles 10 to 17 of the
covenant, which embodied what has become known
as the idea of collective security. According to Arti-
cle 10, each member undertook “to respect and pre-
serve as against external aggression the territorial
integrity and existing political independence of all
Members of the League.” Members were to settle
their disputes peacefully, and under the provision of
Article 16, league members were committed to join
in common action against any state that went to war
without observing the procedures for peaceful settle-
ment specified in the covenant. Economic sanctions
were to be the principal, though not necessarily ex-
clusive, form of sanctions used to bring an aggressor
state to heel.

Legacy of the League
Although the league is remembered primarily for

its political activities, it also made major contribu-
tions of a social, scientific, economic, and humani-
tarian nature. These include work in controlling drug
trafficking, protection of women, child welfare, abo-
lition of slavery, and support for refugees. In the po-
litical realm, the league is considered to have been a
failure, as indicated by the outbreak of World War II
less than two decades after World War I.

In fact, the political contributions of the league
were significant. Some of its major successes came
during the 1920’s: settlement of the Swedish-Finnish
dispute over the Aland Islands, settlement of the
Polish-German frontier dispute in Upper Silesia, and
prevention of war between Greece and Bulgaria in
1925. Germany’s entrance into the league in 1926

was an important step in the reconstruction of Eu-
rope. That step was linked to the signing of treaties
known as the Locarno Pact, which guaranteed the in-
violability of the Franco-German frontier and the de-
militarization of the Rhineland.

The league’s political accomplishments were,
however, outweighed by its failures, particularly dur-
ing the 1930’s. A major blow to the league’s prestige
resulted from its inability to act against Japan when
that country invaded Manchuria in September, 1931.
The Lytton Commission, created by the League Coun-
cil, determined that Japan was guilty of aggression.
The only consequence of the league’s investigation
was Japan’s withdrawal from the organization. The
league’s first major test of collective security was a
failure.

Even more fateful for the league were the half-
hearted economic sanctions imposed upon Italy to
stop Benito Mussolini’s invasion of Ethiopia in 1935.
Because oil was not included in the embargo, the sanc-
tions failed to stop the Italian dictator, and in July the
assembly abandoned the sanctions. This blow to
League prestige proved to be fatal. Within the next
three years, Nazi Germany embarked upon a cam-
paign of aggression that the league was powerless to
stop. The Rhineland was remilitarized in violation of
the Versailles Treaty (1936), Austria was annexed
(1938), Czechoslovakia was occupied (1938-1939),
and Poland was invaded (1939). The expulsion of the
Soviet Union for its war against Finland was the
league’s last action, but that action reflected the orga-
nization’s impotence rather than its efficacy.

Failure
Several explanations have been advanced to ac-

count for the political failure of the League of Na-
tions. The first was the absence of the United States
as a member. Without American involvement, eco-
nomic and military sanctions were very difficult to
institute. Second, the decision-making rules of the
league made it difficult for the organization to take
strong and decisive measures. Third, there were legal
loopholes in the covenant that permitted members to
evade their responsibilities. Fourth, the league lacked
teeth; that is, it did not have military forces at its dis-
posal to use against an aggressor. Fifth, the great
powers that dominated the league were unwilling to
subordinate their national interests to their commit-
ments under the covenant.
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Students of international organization are still di-
vided in their general evaluation of the league: Did it
fail because it was too weak or did it attempt to ac-
complish more than was possible in a world of sover-
eign states? Whatever the answer, there was enough
faith in the principles of the league to make a second
effort. The United Nations was organized in such a
way as to overcome what many believed to be the
flaws of the league. The Security Council of the
United Nations has enforcement power that the
League of Nations never possessed.

Joseph L. Nogee
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League of Women Voters
Identification: American voter education and ad-

vocacy organization
Date: Founded in 1920
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: The League of Women Voters was

founded on the principle that democratic govern-
ment requires political responsibility on the part
of its citizenry. It therefore encourages all mem-

bers of the public to become as informed and po-
litically active as possible.

The League of Women Voters is a direct descendant
of the women’s suffrage movement. At its jubilee
convention in 1919, the National American Women’s
Suffrage Association, which was the leading women’s
suffrage organization, voted to dissolve itself be-
cause of the final ratification of the Nineteenth
Amendment and to form a new body to be known as
the League of Women Voters. The amendment en-
franchised women in all federal elections. Ratifica-
tion was completed in 1920, and the league was for-
mally launched at a convention in Chicago.

Although many of the league’s organizational
principles and bylaws were not clear at that point, the
new organization was based on several principles
that have been maintained throughout its history. The
purpose of the league was to educate the public in
general and women in particular regarding public is-
sues by preparing and distributing information and
encouraging political participation. Until 1946, the
center of the league’s internal organization lay in
relatively autonomous state associations similar to
those that had been so successful during the struggle
for women’s suffrage. There was considerable dis-
unity. In 1946, the league reorganized itself into a
membership association of individuals rather than a
federation of state associations. By 1992, it had some
125,000 members in 1,350 chapters all over the
United States.

The major thrust of the league’s activities contin-
ues to be voter education. At the local level, league
chapters study issues, distribute information, and
sponsor “candidates’ nights” at which local political
candidates appear and discuss the issues and their
candidacies. At the national level, the League of
Women Voters has been very active in arranging
presidential campaign debates and in attempting to
establish debating rules that enhance the quality and
educational value of the discussion. The league, al-
though nonpartisan, has never shied away from tak-
ing positions on national issues; for example, the
league supported American foreign aid during the
1940’s and 1950’s, and the recognition of China dur-
ing the 1960’s. The league continues to be a force for
the rational study of public issues and for moderation
in politics.

Robert Jacobs
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See also: Campaign finance reform; Civil rights and
liberties; Democracy; Equal Rights Amendment; Suf-
frage; Welfare programs.

Legal ethics
Definition: Standards of moral and professional be-

havior governing members of the legal profes-
sions

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: American legal ethics evolved with

the growth of the country, resulting finally in the
American Bar Association’s 1983 Model Rules of
Professional Conduct.

Ethics are a mixture of honesty, decency, manners, and
etiquette. They are not rules or laws imposed by oth-
ers; rather, they are personal, internal mechanisms ar-
rived at through self-evaluation and self-knowledge.
Legal ethics are also internal individual beliefs. In the
narrowest sense, legal ethics concern professional
conduct. More broadly, they encompass the moral
lives of lawyers and their behavior toward clients,
courts, and colleagues. Legal ethics are fraught with
the potential for conflict, as members of the legal pro-
fession can find themselves with conflicting loyalties.

Lawyers are taught that loyalty to a client should
be foremost; personal interests and the interests of
others should be relegated to second place. Lawyers
should counsel their clients on the best way to use the
law to their advantage and, if necessary, how to es-
cape or mitigate its effect. Conflict often arises be-
tween the public trust a lawyer owes as an officer of
the court and the loyalty owed the client. A lawyer
may have to make a decision whether to report a cli-
ent’s improper behavior to the court and put public
trust first or to counsel the client to cease and put the
client first. In some cases, conscientiously and loy-
ally representing a client may lead to civil disobedi-
ence or to the public impression that a lawyer is un-
ethical and unprincipled.

Ethics and Common Law
In addition to being personal, legal ethics derive

from discussion and meeting with other members of
the legal profession and agreement as to what is ex-
pected and accepted behavior. This tradition is found

in English common law. King Edward I of England
decreed in 1292 that the Court of Common Pleas was
to choose lawyers and students to take part in court
business and that these individuals were to live to-
gether under the supervision of the court. Also in the
thirteenth century, the Inns of Court were established.
True inns, they became places for people studying
and practicing the law to live and work together un-
der the supervision of judges. From this community,
through discussion, came a set of professional mores
guiding those engaged in the law and setting certain
ethical behaviors and standards. American law and
ethics followed the English pattern for a time.

As the United States expanded westward, how-
ever, and as the nation’s commercial enterprises di-
versified, new types of knowledge and expertise were
needed. This knowledge had to come from experi-
ence rather than from books or from the court itself.
At the same time, the tradition of spending evenings
with colleagues at the end of a day in court—a time
for discussing mutually accepted rules and self-
government—was becoming a thing of the past. Be-
cause there was less internal pressure to be faithful to
established legal principles, ethical problems began
to arise more frequently, and there was a growing
movement urging the state to begin regulating the
practice of law. Yet the rapidly increasing complexity
of American law made it obvious to many observers
that those who knew the legal system best—the law-
yers themselves—would have to be the ones to de-
velop new ethical guidelines or rules of professional
conduct. In 1836, one of the first extensive consider-
ations of American legal ethics was published by
University of Maryland professor David Hoffman.
His Fifty Resolutions in Regard to Professional Eth-
ics dealt with etiquette and ethics and attempted to
discourage behavior that would reflect badly on the
legal profession.

Written Rules
Pennsylvania judge George Sharswood’s written

lectures on professional deportment, The Aims and
Duties of the Profession of the Law (1854), noted the
differences between professional and personal ethics
and served as the basis for the Code of Professional
Ethics, enacted by the Alabama state bar in 1887. Al-
abama’s was the first state bar to enact such a code.
The American Bar Association’s Canons of Profes-
sional Ethics, also drawing heavily on Sharswood,
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were promulgated in 1908. By 1920 the canons had
been adopted by all but thirteen of the state bar asso-
ciations, although not without modification.

The canons were detailed, dealing with the posi-
tive obligations of a lawyer, such as the duty to repre-
sent the poor and indigent. They were largely horta-
tory in nature, intended as professional rules rather
than public laws. By 1969 the original thirty-two can-
ons had grown to forty-seven, supported by more
than fourteen hundred interpreting opinions, often
lacking coherence and consistency.

The American Bar Association (ABA) recog-
nized the shortcomings of the canons. It sought rules
that would exhort lawyers to uphold the highest stan-
dards of justice upon which the country’s legal sys-
tem was based, that would weed out those whose
standards could damage the reputation of all, and
that would provide standards for new lawyers. The
Code of Professional Responsibility was therefore
adopted, amended as needed, by all state bar asso-
ciations except California, which adopted its own
similar rules. The code had three parts: canons, ex-
pressing standards of professional conduct; ethical
considerations, setting aspirational objectives toward
which all should strive; and disciplinary rules, setting
the minimum standards of conduct to avoid disciplin-
ary action. Supreme Court decisions in the 1970’s
that addressed legal advertising and fees, as well as
continuing problems with the ethical considerations,
necessitated a new document.

In 1983 the American Bar Association produced
the final version of the Model Rules of Professional
Conduct. By the early 1990’s most state bar associa-
tions had adopted the model rules, sometimes with
substantial revision. The model rules focus more on
mandatory guidelines for the legal profession than on
moral considerations.

Bar association grievance committees have the
ability to investigate complaints and, if necessary, re-
fer the complaint to the court for further action. Dis-
barment may be recommended if a lawyer is found
untrustworthy to advise and act for clients or if the
lawyer’s conduct reflects on the dignity and reputa-
tion of the court and the legal profession. Disciplin-
ary codes cannot replace ethics and personal ethical
behavior. They can only make it difficult for those
guilty of unethical behavior to continue in the prac-
tice of law.

Elizabeth Algren Shaw
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Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm
Identification: German philosopher
Born: July 1, 1646, Leipzig, Saxony (now in

Germany)
Died: November 14, 1716, Hanover (now in

Germany)
Type of ethics: Enlightenment history
Significance: A leading Protestant philosopher of

the Enlightenment, Leibniz attempted, in such
works as Theodicy: Essays on the Goodness of
God, the Freedom of Man, and the Origin of Evil
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(Essais de Théodicée sur la bonté de Dieu, la
liberté de l’homme et l’origine du mal, 1710) and
New Essays Concerning Human Understanding
(Nouveaux essais sur l’entendement humain, writ-
ten 1704; published 1765), to reconcile faith and
reason.

A “universal genius”—mathematician, scientist, dip-
lomat, historian, ecumenist, and philosopher—Leib-
niz was “the pathfinder of the German Enlighten-
ment.” For the last forty years of his life, he worked for
the House of Hanover, principally as the royal librar-
ian. A devout Lutheran, Leibniz, in an age of increas-
ing determinism and materialism, strove to envision a
worldview that was rational, hopeful, and spiritual.
Reality for Leibniz was composed of an infinite num-
ber of individual spiritual substances (“monads,” from
the Greek word meaning “one”), arranged in an as-
cending order of consciousness from nearly nothing to
God (“the Supreme Monad”). Created by God, this is
“the best of all possible worlds,” since in it an infinite
being chose to honor the limitations of finitude. So-
called evils (material, mental, or moral) contribute to
the ultimate good of the universe. This intelligent and
benevolent world is rational, and all things in it exhibit
a pre-established harmony, or “unity.” Such a universe
invites ethical action that is both personal and social,
both thoughtful and charitable.

C. George Fry

See also: Enlightenment ethics; Idealist ethics; Re-
ligion.

Lemkin, Raphael
Identification: Polish legal scholar and political

activist
Born: June 24, 1900, Bezwodne, Russian Empire

(now in Belarus)
Died: August 28, 1959, New York, New York
Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: Lemkin is credited with coining the

word “genocide”; his vigorous efforts to have
genocide recognized as a crime under interna-
tional law facilitated the passage of the United
Nations Convention on the Prevention and Pun-
ishment of the Crime of Genocide in 1948.

Raphael Lemkin began formulating his legal theories
about the annihilation of national, religious, and ra-
cial groups when he was a law student in post-World
War I Poland. Sensitized to organized mass persecu-
tion as a young Jewish child in Imperial Russia, he
developed an intellectual interest in government-
condoned killing as a university student, when he
learned that there was no legal basis for prosecuting
the perpetrators of the 1915 massacre of Armenians
in Turkey. Lemkin’s formal support for the codifica-
tion of laws against acts of mass killing began in 1933
when he unsuccessfully urged adoption of an interna-
tional treaty that was to punish acts of mass killing, at
a meeting of the Legal Council of the League of Na-
tions in Madrid, Spain.

Lemkin spent the ensuing years in private legal
practice and was forced to flee Poland in 1939, when
Germany invaded the country. After immigrating to
the United States, Lemkin taught at several universi-
ties and served as a legal expert for the U.S. War De-
partment. Profoundly influenced by the cruelty of the
Nazi wartime policies in occupied Europe, Lemkin
continued to write and solidify his ideas on the codi-
fication of punishment for crimes against humanity.
He also served as a legal consultant to the chief U.S.
prosecutor at the Nuremberg Trials.

Lemkin defined the word “genocide,” which
combines the Greek word genos (race) and the Latin
cide (killing), as a deliberate destruction of a racial,
ethnic, religious, or political group. He first used the
word in his 1944 book, Axis Rule in Occupied Eu-
rope.

Myrna L. Goodman

See also: Genocide, frustration-aggression theory
of; Genocide and democide; Holocaust; Rwanda
genocide; United Nations Convention on the Preven-
tion and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide;
Wiesel, Elie.

Lenin, Vladimir Ilich
Identification: Russian political leader
Born: Vladimir Ilich Ulyanov; April 22, 1870,

Simbirsk, Russia
Died: January 21, 1924, Gorki, Soviet Union
Type of ethics: Modern history
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Significance: One of the most influential political
figures of the twentieth century, Lenin founded
the Soviet Union, creating a national government
based on the theories of Karl Marx and setting an
example for others to do likewise.

V. I. Ulyanov Lenin was one of the most influential
political leaders of modern history. His significance
was both theoretical and practical. His two more sig-
nificant theoretical contributions revolved around his
theory of imperialism and his conception of the Com-
munist Party. His practical contribution was as the
maker and sustainer of one of the great revolutions of
modern history.

Leninism in Theory
Lenin’s theory of “imperialism, the highest stage

of capitalism,” attempted to address the principal
problem confronting Marxism during the last years
of the nineteenth century and the early years of the
twentieth century. Simply put, the advanced indus-
trial powers appeared to have avoided many of the
debilitating contradictions that Marx had predicted
would cause the final crisis in the fourth stage in his
theory of the historical process—capitalism. Marx
believed that the anticipated crisis of capitalism
would inevitably trigger a worker revolution, thereby
advancing history to its fifth and culminating stage
of history—socialism. Conversely, however, without
the crisis of capitalism, there could be no revolution.

Drawing upon the thought of several other Euro-
pean Marxist and English liberal theorists, Lenin
posited that the advanced industrial economies had
temporarily avoided the contradictions central to
Marxist theory by expanding their economies to en-
gulf the entire globe. In doing so, the capitalists had
been able to secure cheap labor and raw materials, as
well as markets for products and outlets for surplus
capital. This process had allowed the capitalists to
derive “superprofits,” which had, in turn, been partly
used to bribe the workers in the advanced industrial
countries and thereby postpone the inevitable crisis
and revolution. Lenin referred to this expansion of
the industrial economies to a global scale as “imperi-
alism.”

Lenin went on to maintain, however, that imperi-
alism could not last in perpetuity but would inevita-
bly be overcome by its own contradictions and give
way to socialism as Marx had originally predicted. In

the broadest sense, Lenin argued that once the indus-
trial economies had expanded to engulf the entire
world, the contradictions that Marx had anticipated
would eventually be activated. Monopolies and
states would violently compete for global domina-
tion, with weaker competitors being driven from the
field. Lenin further theorized that the imperial states
would fight wars for the distribution of colonies and
semicolonies, conflicts that would devastate both
winners and losers.

Ultimately, the decline in superprofits and the
costly international conflicts would force the capital-
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ists to withdraw first some, and eventually all, of the
material and political concessions made earlier to the
workers in the advanced industrial countries. This,
combined with the suffering caused by the imperial-
ist wars, would yield a dramatic increase in societal
tension. Thus, the final crisis of capitalism would
emerge, resulting in the eventual but inevitable over-
throw of capitalism by the workers of the industrial
states and the entry into history’s culminating stage
of socialism.

Lenin’s other principal theoretical contribution to
the Marxist movement was his conception of the
Communist Party and its role as an agent to advance
the historical process. Marx had expressed optimism
that the workers of the advanced industrial countries
would acquire both the impetus and organizational
skills necessary to make the proletariat revolution
merely by experiencing the deteriorating socioeco-
nomic conditions within mature capitalist systems.
Lenin, however, disagreed. He acknowledged that
the workers would be aware of their increasingly
miserable conditions and would, periodically and
spontaneously, rise in revolt against their oppressors.
Lenin maintained, however, that this nonrational im-
pulse to revolt was not, in itself, motivated or guided
by any understanding of the historical significance of
the action.

For Lenin, only the “conscious” individuals in so-
ciety, those who had studied the flow of history as in-
terpreted by Marx and his successors, could under-
stand where their particular society had been and
currently was in the flow of history. Only these con-
scious people were capable of understanding where
society was inevitably going and, perhaps most im-
portant, assessing the current revolutionary tasks
confronting their society as it traversed the road of
history. On this basis Lenin defined the Communist
Party as composed of those individuals who had
gained “consciousness” and were prepared to dedi-
cate their lives on a full-time basis to promoting the
revolution and advancing the historical process.

Lenin charged the party with the task of preparing
for the moment when the impulse for a spontaneous
outburst by the masses against local conditions fully
ripened. When that outburst finally occurred, the
party would seize the leadership of the revolt and
channel it into action that would meaningfully ad-
vance the historical process. In short, the party alone
was incapable of successfully making a revolution,

while the masses alone, without guidance from the
party, would similarly be incapable of taking his-
torically meaningful action. Together, however, the
masses, led by the party, would be the agents of his-
tory.

Planning Communism
Based upon these considerations, Lenin posited

two missions for the party. The long-range mission
was to educate the masses so that they might eventu-
ally acquire consciousness. Until that long-term goal
was achieved, the immediate task of the party was to
lead the masses. Since only the party knew what was
appropriate policy and proper action for the uncon-
scious masses, the party had a responsibility to guide
or, if necessary, coerce the masses into proper action.
Thus, although the means to move the masses along
lines determined to be appropriate by the party might
be manipulative, ruthless, or cruel, in Lenin’s eyes,
the party knew what was ultimately in the best inter-
ests of society. In short, for Lenin, the goal of future
societal fulfillment via entry into the stage of social-
ism justified whatever means were deemed neces-
sary to advance society in that direction.

Finally, since Lenin conceived of the party as be-
ing critical to historically significant action, he felt
that the party’s decision-making process must not be
paralyzed by internal division and indecisiveness. To
avoid that danger, Lenin argued that the party must em-
ploy the decision-making principle of “democratic-
centralism.” Lenin believed that all party members
shared a common commitment to advancing the his-
torical process under the leadership of the party. Thus,
Lenin maintained that, with respect to specific policy
questions confronting the party, the members of the
party should be free to exchange opinions frankly
prior to a decision having been made. Once a final de-
cision was made by the party leadership, however,
Lenin required all party members to defer to their
common commitment to the party as the instrument
of history, unreservedly accept that decision, and en-
thusiastically work toward its implementation. Any
further dissent regarding the announced decision
would constitute a breach of party discipline. Hence-
forth, discussion could center only on the manner in
which the decision would be implemented.

While Lenin hoped that the principle of democratic-
centralism would unite diversity of opinion and free-
dom of expression with resolute, united action, in
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fact, the principle was fraught with difficulties. In re-
ality, any decision and its manner of implementation
are much more closely intertwined than the principle
of democratic-centralism allowed. Moreover, while
in principle the party rules provided for the demo-
cratic election of its leadership, in reality leadership
recruitment into the party hierarchy soon came to be
based upon co-option by the incumbents. Overall,
in practice, the democratic element of democratic-
centralism yielded to the centralizing component.

Finally, connecting his conception of the party
with his theory of imperialism, Lenin came to believe
that it would be easier to start a revolution in the less
industrially developed countries than in the advanced
capitalist states, although he believed that the revolu-
tionary momentum would be more difficult to sustain
in these countries. This conclusion would shape Le-
nin’s views regarding the nature and timing of the
revolutionary process in Russia.

Leninism in Practice
Armed with these theoretical concepts, Lenin

made his practical contribution to history—as the
maker of the Bolshevik Revolution and the founder of
the Soviet Union. In Lenin’s eyes, World War I,
the first of the anticipated imperialist wars, offered a
unique opportunity to advance the historical pro-
cess internationally. He believed that if the Russian
proletariat could seize power, that act would have pro-
found consequences for the entire international sys-
tem. He argued that Russia was a semicolony, ex-
ploited by the advanced industrial powers. Thus, a
successful Russian proletariat takeover would disrupt
the entire global economy upon which imperialism
was based. Moreover, a successful revolution in Rus-
sia would signal the overthrow of what many in Eu-
rope regarded as the system’s most reactionary state.

Finally, in the largest sense, a successful takeover
by Russian workers would provide a heroic example
for the workers of the advanced industrial economies
to emulate. In short, a revolution in Russia, even a
democratic one, would serve as the “spark” that
would ignite the pyres of revolution in the advanced
industrial countries and yield a quantum leap in the
historical process. Based upon these considerations,
Lenin moved decisively to capitalize upon the revo-
lutionary situation in Russia in 1917; in the autumn,
he employed the party to seize power on behalf of the
Russian workers.

It soon became obvious that the proletariat of the
developed industrial countries would fail to advance
history by following the Russian example, over-
throwing the existing capitalist order, and resolutely
moving toward the final Marxist stage of socialism.
Prior to taking power, Lenin had suggested that under
these circumstances the Russian workers should
launch a revolutionary war designed to liberate the
European workers from their capitalist overlords. Af-
ter taking power, however, Lenin realistically recog-
nized that the new Soviet state lacked the resources to
launch such a war of liberation. Moreover, to do so
would jeopardize the revolutionary gains that had al-
ready been made. Therefore, Lenin decided that the
foremost priority for the new Soviet regime would be
to protect the revolutionary gains already made in
Russia; only insofar as those gains would not be jeop-
ardized would the Soviet Union attempt to spread
revolution abroad.

Within Russia itself, however, retaining power
was far from certain. The new Soviet regime was
immediately confronted by a series of challenges
emanating from both within and outside Soviet-
controlled territory. Externally, the Soviets were
threatened by counterrevolutionaries, national sepa-
ratists, and the troops of foreign powers. Internally, a
variety of noncommunist elements challenged the
authority of the Communist Party of the Soviet
Union (CPSU).

War Communism
To defeat these challenges, Lenin launched what

became known as the period of War Communism.
Between 1918 and 1921, he orchestrated a series of
campaigns at various levels that were designed to
suppress ruthlessly all internal challenges to the mo-
nopoly rule of the CPSU, while simultaneously in-
creasingly centralizing the party itself at the expense
of interparty democracy. Similarly, Lenin aggres-
sively mobilized Russia’s economic resources, al-
though at the expense of such early policies as worker
control over industry. Finally, Lenin oversaw the for-
mation of the Red Army and, under his overall lead-
ership, that instrument was used to crush the counter-
revolutionaries and national separatists. In the eyes
of many party members, however, many of the mea-
sures taken during the period of War Communism
constituted an abandonment of the ideals of the revo-
lution and were justifiable only as temporary expedi-
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ents necessary to retain communist control in Russia.
Finally, by late 1920, it appeared that the enemies of
the Soviet regime had been routed and that the CPSU
had successfully retained power.

Organized elements within the party now began
to emerge, calling themselves by such names as the
Workers Opposition and the Democratic Centralists,
arguing that with the passage of the initial period of
threat to the revolution, the party could now turn its
attention to realizing the ideals of the revolution, ide-
als that had been compromised during the period of
War Communism. Indeed, the issue of the future of
the party and the revolution came to a head at the
Tenth CPSU Congress in 1921. Here, Lenin not only
successfully defeated the platforms presented by the
party dissenters but also resolutely moved to drive
them from the party hierarchy and permanently ban
factionalism from the party.

Crushing Opposition
Fatefully for the future of the CPSU, Lenin opted

to sustain and intensify the bureaucratic, centralized,
and authoritarian character that the party had increas-
ingly assumed during the period of War Communism.
Moreover, he intensified the campaign to crush any
opposition to the CPSU monopoly rule over the Soviet
Union. Finally, under Lenin’s leadership, the party
continued its relentless campaign to penetrate and ex-
ercise control over all elements of Soviet society.
Thus, although with the inauguration of the New Eco-
nomic Policy in 1921 the regime retreated from some
of the extreme economic measures taken during the
period of War Communism, the foundations and char-
acter of the Soviet sociopolitical, totalitarian system
were firmly established by Lenin and his lieutenants.

Although, in his final months of life, Lenin may
have had some regrets concerning the direction that
the Soviet Union and the CPSU had taken under his
leadership, everything that Lenin did during these
formative years was consistent with the theoretical
approach that he had formulated prior to the takeover
in 1917. The ends—the advancement of the histori-
cal process—justified any means utilized in pursuit
of that goal. Lenin’s goal had been to make and con-
solidate a revolution in Russia led exclusively by the
Communist Party. With enormous determination and
ruthlessness, Lenin had succeeded in attaining his
objective.

Howard M. Hensel
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Leopold, Aldo
Identification: American scientist and writer
Born: January 11, 1887, Burlington, Iowa
Died: April 21, 1948, near Baraboo, Sauk County,

Wisconsin
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Leopold was responsible for the es-

tablishment of the first U.S. Wilderness Area.
His A Sand County Almanac (1949) put forward
the “Land Ethic,” which placed humanity within,
rather than in charge of, the ecosystem.

Aldo Leopold’s boyhood was dominated by sports
and natural history. After completing one year of
postgraduate work in forestry at Yale, Leopold spent
fifteen years with the U.S. Forest Service in Arizona
and New Mexico. There, he developed the idea of
preserving large, ecologically undisturbed areas for
ecological preservation; in 1924, he precipitated the
establishment of the first U.S. forest Wilderness Area
in the Gila National Forest of New Mexico. In 1933,
he became professor of wildlife management at the
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University of Wisconsin. In 1934 he became a mem-
ber of the federal Special Committee on Wildlife
Restoration. He was a founder of the Wilderness So-
ciety in 1935.

Leopold made a family project of restoring the
ecosystem to its original condition on an abandoned
farm he had purchased near Baraboo, Wisconsin. His
posthumous publication relating to this experience, A
Sand County Almanac, has become an environmen-
talist classic, and the farm has become a research cen-
ter, the Leopold Reserve. Four of Leopold’s five chil-
dren became prominent, environmentally oriented
scientists. Three of them, Starker, Luna, and Estella,
became members of the National Academy of Sci-
ences. His son Carl became an established research
scientist, and his daughter Nina became director of
the Leopold Reserve.

Ralph L. Langenheim, Jr.

See also: Conservation; Deep ecology; Ecology;
Environmental movement; Exploitation; Muir, John;
National Park System, U.S.; Nature, rights of; Wil-
derness Act of 1964.

Leviathan
Identification: Book by Thomas Hobbes (1588-

1679)
Date: Published in 1651
Type of ethics: Enlightenment history
Significance: Leviathan is a rational, systematic

study and justification of natural rights, sover-
eignty, and state absolutism. In it, Hobbes claimed
logically to deduce a theory of ethics and politics
from scientific and mathematically verifiable facts
about human nature.

The moral language utilized by Hobbes in his Levia-
than was expressed by the precise vocabulary of ge-
ometry, empirical science, and physics. The mathe-
matical and scientific study of politics adopted by
Hobbes did not incorporate a value-free or ethically
neutral perspective. Hobbes’s political ethical theory
was grounded in a causal-mechanical and materialis-
tic metaphysical theory. Hobbes’s mechanistic scien-
tific model was explanatory of all existence, since the
universe consisted of interconnected matter in mo-

tion. This complex political theory and set of ethical
arguments were deduced from Hobbes’s pessimistic
interpretation of human nature in the context of an
original, or primitive, condition.

It was in this highly unstable, anarchic, and vio-
lent state of nature that individuals competitively
pursued their self-interests. Hobbes depicted with
bleak realism “the life of man solitary, poor, nasty,
brutish, and short.” The political ethics in Leviathan
were justified primarily by the natural human egois-
tic motivation of fear of violent death, and second-
arily by the passions for power and material posses-
sions. Therefore, self-preservation was the most
fundamental natural right and was the central reason
for individuals to leave the state of nature and enter
into commonwealths.

Hobbes’s articulation of the normative egalitarian
principle of universal natural rights was expressed in
conjunction with his radical rejection of the principle
of the divine right of kings. Hobbes’s rejection of
moral objectivism was articulated in conjunction
with his moral relativism, which claimed that the di-
verse corporeal natures of individuals were explana-
tory of the multiplicity of value judgments. Moral
judgments were identified by a particular individ-
ual’s appetites and aversions, or mechanical move-
ments toward or away from material objects. There
was no summum bonum, or universal absolute com-
mon good, although the common evil to be avoided
was violent death.

Hobbes expressed a political theory of authority
that was justified by means of scientific, rational, and
logical arguments, in lieu of traditional theories of
political legitimacy based upon convention, theol-
ogy, or the divine right of kings. Citizens of Hobbes’s
prescribed commonwealth were bound by a social
contract or by the superior power of the sovereign to
obey all the government’s commands, regardless of
the moral content of such commands or the intention
of the sovereign. Hobbes’s core assumption of the
natural insecurity of human life was linked to his pre-
scription of an absolute monarchy or a highly central-
ized parliamentary body as the most desirable form
of government.

Mitchel Gerber

See also: Hobbes, Thomas; Locke, John; Machia-
velli, Niccolò; Social contract theory; Two Treatises
of Government.
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Levinas, Emmanuel
Identification: Philosopher and Jewish adult edu-

cator
Born: January 12, 1906, Kaunas, Lithuania
Died: December 25, 1995, Paris, France
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Levinas argued that ethics is the basis

of philosophy, and that responsibility to others is
the basis of ethics.

Emmanuel Levinas found most philosophers of his
day overly occupied with trying to articulate the ulti-
mate nature of “Being”—the reality that lies beyond
everyday life. In his view, philosophers should focus
instead on the most important concern of everyday
life: How people should relate to one another. He
himself asked such questions as how can a person re-
spond to the suffering of others, which other people
deserve one’s response, and how can one balance
one’s responses to different people in ways that
achieve justice.

For Levinas, ethics rests on the absolute responsi-
bility that each person has to respond to the face of
the Other. In Time and the Other (1987) Levinas ar-
gued that humans are social beings. They know
themselves through their responses to others, not
through their relationships with Being or with ulti-
mate reality. In Totality and Infinity: An Exercise on
Exteriority (1969), he argue that one does not need
to know who people “really” are in order to respond
to them. In fact, he wrote that it is impossible fully
to know another person, even one’s own spouse or
children. The best anyone can do is to reach out to-
ward others and grow as others continue to surprise
one.

Levinas’s ethical writings for educated Jewish
readers reflect his World War II experiences. In Diffi-
cult Freedom: Essays on Judaism (2d ed. 1976), he
describes a stray dog in the German camp in which he
was imprisoned. The dog was in a sense more human
than his guards, for it responded to the prisoners as if
they were human beings. Elsewhere, Levinas argued
that he was within his rights not to forgive philoso-
pher Martin Heidegger for his Nazi Party affiliation,
because of the great crimes perpetrated by the Nazi
party during the Holocaust.

Laura Duhan Kaplan
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Libel
Definition: Defamation of a person or group by

means of writing or visual images
Type of ethics: Media ethics
Significance: To be libelous, defamatory material

must generally be both malicious and untrue, and
it must be shown to cause actual harm. It must
therefore be deemed to be morally indefensible in
order to be legally prosecutable. In the United
States, libel is one of the few classes of speech not
protected by the First Amendment.

Libel is often confused with slander, which is oral
defamation rather than written or visual defamation.
One’s good reputation is usually among one’s most
valuable possessions. Since libel, by definition, dam-
ages the reputation of another, it does serious harm
and thus is clearly unethical.

Criminal libel is the malicious publishing of dura-
ble defamation. In common law and under most mod-
ern criminal statutes, criminal libel is a misdemeanor
(an infraction usually punishable by a year or less in
prison) rather than a felony (a more serious infraction
punishable by more than a year in prison). Libel is also
a tort, a noncontractual and noncriminal wrongdoing.
Libel is thus grounds for a civil lawsuit in which one
may seek to recover money to compensate for the
damage that the libel has caused to one’s reputation.
Truth, however, is a defense against libel, and even if
the damage is caused by a false claim, if the damaged
person is a public figure, then one must show malice
(intent to harm) or a reckless disregard for the truth in
order to prove libel. Honest mistakes do not consti-
tute libel against public figures. Civil lawsuits against
libel and punishment for criminal libel are both lim-
ited by the First Amendment of the Constitution.
This was the upshot of the landmark Supreme Court
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case New York Times Co. v. Sullivan (1964) and its
progeny. This landmark case was designed to pre-
serve the vigor and variety of public debate in a de-
mocracy, balancing democracy against serious harms
to reputations in order to avoid a chilling effect on the
exercise of the constitutional right of free speech.

Sterling Harwood

See also: Censorship; Freedom of expression; Jour-
nalistic ethics; Lying; New York Times Co. v. Sullivan.

Liberalism
Definition: Philosophy holding that human liberty

is of paramount importance and rejecting the no-
tion that set values should control the conduct of
one whose conduct affects no one else

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: The impact of liberalism on ethics

has been profound. According to this philosophy,
ethics is a means of resolving disputes created by
competing individual goals, protecting one’s abil-
ity to choose one’s own values, rather than serv-
ing as a standard that espouses one set of values
over another.

In 1869, the British political philosopher John Stuart
Mill wrote an essay entitled “On Liberty,” which
many have come to regard as one of the primary
sources of liberalistic thought. In that essay, Mill
wrote that the only freedom deserving of the name is
that of pursuing one’s own good in one’s own way, so
long as one does do not attempt to deprive others of
their pursuits. In the nineteenth century England in
which Mill lived, there was a struggle between in-
creasing religious strictness and the rebellion that ac-
companied that strictness. Mill believed that society
should not impose its values on anyone, because it is
in society’s best interest to preserve personal liberty.
This belief was based on the theory that individuals
who have the freedom to be spontaneous and follow
their own desires will naturally form a progressive
and happy society.

The Ideal of Individual Sovereignty
Liberalism seeks to protect the ability of individu-

als to live according to their own judgments. It is neu-

tral with regard to the content of those judgments,
resting on the notion that a self-governed life is good
in and of itself. Thus, normative ethics in a liberal
society are geared to improving the individual and
resolving the disputes caused by competing de-
sires, while at the same time maximizing individual
freedom.

Moral standards prescribing what is right and
wrong are inconsistent with liberalism in its purest
sense, as they interfere with the ability of individuals
to explore and develop their own beliefs. Accord-
ingly, the concept of normative ethics, those pre-
scribing good habits and duties, necessarily gives
way to a sort of situational ethics. Individuals must
have the freedom to decide when their conduct harms
others, or the very ideal of individual sovereignty is
compromised.

Classical vs. Modern Liberalism
In its early stages, liberalism was associated with

a laissez-faire approach to government. This was
largely because government was generally viewed as
an oppressor of the individual. The form of liberal-
ism promoting this pro-individualist theory of gov-
ernment is sometimes called classical liberalism.
In its modern form, however, liberalism is more
commonly associated with increased government in-
volvement in societal matters. It promotes the impo-
sition of societal mechanisms that foster both social
and economic equality, with the aim of giving the in-
dividual meaningful life choices. This change in lib-
eral philosophy is sometimes known as the Great
Switch.

Some philosophers have difficulty reconciling
modern liberalism with the premise of classical liber-
alism. For example, societal laws concerning equal
treatment, compulsory education, and publicly sup-
ported social welfare programs require an interven-
tionist state and thus interfere, to at least some extent,
with individual liberty. However, such laws are seen
by liberal thinkers as a necessary means to achieve
the end of individual sovereignty. In other words, un-
less individuals are given equal opportunities, only
the privileged can maximize the benefits of individ-
ual sovereignty.

Liberalism and Ethics
According to liberalistic thought, the overarching

ethical principle is that of individual freedom. Thus,
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the only ethical model that is consistent with this
principle is one that does not impose any particular
value system. Whereas traditional ethics often praise
selfless acts and condemn those motivated alone by
self-interest, liberal thinkers believe that the natural
selfish desires of human beings will ultimately lead
to progress and happiness for all of society’s mem-
bers. The question thus becomes whether any princi-
ples that do not presuppose any particular vision of
the good life can be found.

Philosopher Ayn Rand advocated what she called
“rational” self-interest. Under this approach, the in-
dividual must adopt certain character traits, or vir-
tues, that help one develop a rational approach to
making judgments about one’s own life. For exam-
ple, virtues such as integrity—consistently acting in
accordance with one’s beliefs—and honesty ensure a
rational approach to self-governance. Thus, ethics
that provide for development of the self ensure that
the principle of individual sovereignty has the de-
sired result on society as a whole. In other words, eth-
ical obligations are generally owed to the self rather
than to others. The major ethical dilemma posed by
liberalism is the development of a principle by which
conflicting individual conduct can be resolved.

Sharon K. O’Roke
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Libertarianism
Definition: Political movement advocating abso-

lute personal liberty and the severe limitation or
elimination of government

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Libertarianism treats individual au-

tonomy as the highest good. As a result, libertari-
ans are commonly on the left wing in terms of
civil rights and on the right wing in matters of eco-
nomics and public policy.

The libertarian movement consists of a diverse group
of individuals who are united in the view that any so-
cial or political institution is wrong if it interferes
with individuals’ control over their own lives. Liber-
tarians defend property rights, the free-market econ-
omy, and the full range of civil freedoms, including
the rights to abortion, freedom of speech and the press,
sexual freedom, and the use of drugs and alcohol.

Libertarianism should be placed on the political
spectrum in contrast to conservatism, modern liber-
alism, and totalitarianism. Conservatives are gener-
ally in favor of more economic freedoms but fewer
civil freedoms; conservatives typically favor anti-
abortion, antidrug, antisodomy, and some censor-
ship laws. Modern liberals are generally in favor of
more civil freedoms but fewer economic freedoms;
modern liberals typically favor compulsory wealth-
redistribution schemes and increased regulation of
business. Totalitarians reject liberty in the economic
and civil realms. In contrast to these three major po-
litical movements, libertarians claim to advocate both
civil and economic liberty consistently.

History
Libertarian theory has roots in the history of mod-

ern political and economic thought. It draws on ele-
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ments of the classical liberal tradition in politics,
as exemplified in such thinkers as John Locke.
Some libertarians emphasize classical liberalism’s
contractarian tradition, while others emphasize its
natural rights tradition. Modern philosophers Robert
Nozick and John Hospers are representative of these
positions. Libertarianism also draws upon the anar-
chist tradition of the nineteenth century. Murray Roth-
bard, usually acknowledged as the founder of mod-
ern libertarianism, is a major representative of this
tradition.

In economics, libertarianism has drawn inspira-
tion from the “Austrian” school of economics, most
notably from the work of Ludwig von Mises and No-
bel laureate F. A. Hayek, and from the “Chicago”
school of economics, most notably from the work of
Nobel laureates Milton Friedman and James Bu-
chanan.

Justifications for Liberty
Libertarians disagree among themselves about

how to justify the claim that liberty is the fundamen-
tal social value. Some believe that political liberty is
an axiom: The value of liberty is self-evident and
therefore not in need of justification. Most libertari-
ans, however, offer arguments for liberty.

The most common argument starts with the prem-
ise that values are subjective. No individual’s values
are more right than any other’s. The only universal
points that can be made about values is that individu-
als have them, and in order to pursue their values,
individuals need to be free of coercion by other indi-
viduals. Consequently, the only universal social prin-
ciple is that the initiation of the use of force by one in-
dividual against another is wrong.

Other libertarians justify liberty via social con-
tract arguments. Supposing a Hobbesian or Lockean
state of nature, contractarians argue that rational indi-
viduals with conflicting interests would agree upon a
set of legal constraints that would limit each individ-
ual’s liberties only to the extent necessary to leave all
other individuals at liberty. Therefore, rational indi-
viduals would voluntarily contract to institutionalize
in their society the broad principle that the initiation
of force is wrong.

A third group of libertarians justifies liberty by
first arguing for universal and objective moral princi-
ples. Appealing to Aristotelian self-realization tele-
ology, Lockean natural rights, or Kantian duties to

treat others as ends in themselves, such libertarians
derive the conclusions that using force against indi-
viduals is immoral and, accordingly, that only politi-
cal liberty is compatible with their broader moral
framework.

As much as these proposed justifications of lib-
erty differ, all libertarians reach the same conclusion:
Individuals must be left free to do what they wish
with their own lives and property.

Role of the State
Libertarians also disagree among themselves

about the extent of the role of the state in promoting
liberty. The state is a coercive institution, and states
have regularly used their coercive power to violate in-
dividuals’ liberties through arbitrary laws, the sanc-
tioning of various forms of slavery, compulsory taxa-
tion, compulsory military drafts, and so on. Reacting
to these facts, libertarians fall into two major groups.
One group, the anarchists, argues that the state is an
inherently evil institution that should be abolished.
The other major group, the “minarchists,” allows that
the state can play a limited role in promoting liberty.

Minarchist libertarians are divided into two sub-
groups. Some minarchists agree with the anarchists
that the state is an evil, but unlike the anarchists they
believe it to be a necessary evil: The state can be valu-
able in protecting the liberties of some individuals,
but this value must be balanced against the inevitable
abuses of the state’s coercive power to violate indi-
viduals’ liberties.

Other minarchists argue that the state is an inher-
ently good institution, as long as its coercive power
is constitutionally limited to defensive purposes and
these limits are enforced strictly. In either case,
minarchist libertarians agree that the state’s func-
tions should not extend beyond basic police, military,
and judicial functions, and that these functions should
be funded through voluntary mechanisms, not com-
pulsory taxation. Anarchist libertarians reject any
role for the state and argue that even the minarchist
state functions can and should be supplied by private,
voluntary protection agencies.

In the political realm, however, libertarians agree
that they can set aside foundational disputes about
the justification of liberty and the scope of the state in
order to work together for a goal on which they do
agree: the reduction of the current scope of the state.

Stephen R. C. Hicks
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Library Bill of Rights
Identification: Document of the American Library

Association that sets forth policies on intellectual
freedom meant to be followed by all U.S. libraries

Date: Adopted on June 18, 1948
Type of ethics: Arts and censorship
Significance: The Library Bill of Rights is de-

signed to protect the rights of all citizens to free
and equal access to information and creative ex-
pression. Some provisions of the document may
be controversial, especially the insistence (reaf-
firmed in 1996) that people of all ages should
have access to the same materials.

The original text of the Library Bill of Rights was
drawn up by Forrest Spaulding. It was adopted for the

American Library Association (ALA) at the ALA
Council in San Francisco. Subsequently, the ALA
Committee on Intellectual Freedom was established
to recommend any steps necessary to protect the
rights of library users in accordance with the Bill of
Rights of the United States and the Library Bill of
Rights. Through discussion and approved emenda-
tion by members of the ALA Committee on Intellec-
tual Freedom and by the membership of the ALA,
the document was adopted on June 18, 1948, and
amended in 1961 and 1980.

The six basic policies that make up the Library
Bill of Rights are summarized as follows: (1) library
materials should be chosen for the interest and en-
lightenment of all people in the community; (2) li-
braries should provide materials that represent all
points of view on issues and concerns; (3) censorship
should be challenged; (4) libraries should cooperate
with those concerned with resisting the abridgement
of free expression and free access to ideas; (5) rights
of individuals to use libraries should not be denied
based on “origin, age, background, or views”; and (6)
meeting rooms of libraries should be available to
community groups regardless of the beliefs and affil-
iations of their members.

Robin G. Hanson

See also: Book banning; Censorship; Computer
misuse; Freedom of expression; Index librorum pro-
hibitorum; Intellectual property; Pornography; Song
lyrics.

Life, meaning of
Definition: Notion that human experience as such

has a purpose, significance, or value which ex-
plains or grounds it, and which could provide
guidance as to how one ought to live one’s life

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: If life were determined either to have

or to lack a definite and comprehensible meaning,
that determination would have profound conse-
quences for all of ethical theory and practice.

Albert Camus’s The Myth of Sisyphus (1942) opens
with this claim: “There is but one truly serious philo-
sophical problem, and that is suicide.” According to
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Camus, judging whether life is worth living repre-
sents the most basic of all philosophical problems.
Questions about the meaning of one’s life are by no
means confined to philosophers. Indeed, wondering
why one is here and whether anything will come
from what one is doing are familiar and pervasive ac-
tivities. Ethicists offer a variety of responses ranging
from the religious (“God provides a meaning for life
and everything else”), to the existentialist (“I can give
my life meaning”), to the nihilist (“There is no ulti-
mate meaning to life or anything”).

Meaning of the Question
As with many philosophical inquiries, it is worth-

while to clarify the meaning of the question being
asked: “What is the meaning of life?” It is easy to
imagine such a question being asked by a severely
depressed individual seeking psychological counsel-
ing or guidance, but this is not the context for the phi-
losopher’s concern.

The philosopher (or any reflective individual)
comes to inquire about the meaning of life as a natu-
ral consequence of being self-conscious and rational.
As people mature, they learn to make observations,
generalize, offer explanations and predictions, and so
on. Being rational means looking for explanations in
terms of rules, principles, and theories, which are es-
tablished by reason and by empirical methodologies.
Being self-conscious involves awareness of one’s ra-
tionality. Once one becomes aware of one’s own ra-
tional nature and outlook, it is tempting to turn that
rational outlook inward and seek an answer to the
question “Why am I here?” in much the same way
that one seeks an answer to the question “Why is that
mountain here?” Another way of expressing the phi-
losopher’s question, then, is as follows: “Why am I
self-conscious? What is the purpose of my self-
awareness?”

This interpretation of the question about the mean-
ing of life can be represented as “What is the meaning
of my life?” Other questions about the meaning of
life could focus on all life, or all animal life, or se-
lected groups of human life, or all intelligent life, and
so on. The philosophical question about the meaning
of life, however, focuses on the meaning of an indi-
vidual human life.

The reflective inquirer recognizes this principle:
When one is wondering about the meaning of life, the
most one can legitimately wonder about is the mean-

ing of one’s own life. One is not in a position to know
the meaning of another person’s life or to place a
value on another’s life.

Transcendental Responses
There are two sorts of responses to the question

about the meaning of an individual’s life. One sort of
response seeks an answer in something transcenden-
tal, or beyond this world. By far the most prevalent
views of this sort are religious, and they are too nu-
merous and varied to review here. Some nonreli-
gious, mystical views about the meaning of life also
invoke a transcendental and nonrational reality.

Transcendental explanations are not satisfying to
skeptics, who ask for direct and obvious evidence of
nonevident realities. The transcendental view that
the meaning of an individual life (along with the
sense of the whole universe) must lie outside the uni-
verse is subject to Ludwig Wittgenstein’s criticism in
Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (1921) that things
that are claimed by their very nature to be beyond the
experiences of this world are among the things about
which we are incapable of clear and meaningful dis-
course: “What we cannot speak about we must pass
over in silence.”

There are responses to the question about the
meaning of life that do not ultimately rely on appeals
to transcendental realities. In addition, there are a va-
riety of types of nontranscendental responses. For
example, positivists argue that the meaning of life is a
question without an answer, because potential an-
swers are not subject to independent verification or
refutation; as a consequence, the meaning of life
must remain a permanent mystery. Hedonists argue
that the meaning of life is determined by the plea-
sures enjoyed in this life. Nihilists argue that there are
no enduring values of any kind, no sense to any-
thing, including one’s own life; they often cite the
prevalence of natural disasters, wars, and pettiness
as evidence supporting their own view. While these
responses differ widely, they share a common em-
phasis on the evidence of this world as that which de-
termines what, if any, meaning attaches to life.

The most prevalent philosophical view of this
type traces its history from Socrates in ancient Greece
to Jean-Paul Sartre and other modern existentialists.
What existentialists have in common is an emphasis
on the actions of an individual in this world as the pri-
mary determinant of the meaning of that individ-
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ual’s life. Existentialists generally believe that how
one lives one’s life shows what one thinks of oneself.
Because existentialists emphasize individual choices
and human actions, their views are categorized as
generally nontranscendental, although many exis-
tentialists accept the existence of transcendental real-
ities.

The Example of Socrates
The life of Socrates is often cited as an early ex-

ample of existentialism. Most of what is commonly
believed about the life and death of Socrates can be
traced to four Platonic dialogues: Euthyphro, Apol-
ogy, Crito, and Phaedo (for example, see Romano
Guardini’s The Death of Socrates, 1970). In the
Euthyphro, Socrates is shown inquiring into the na-
ture of piety. The situation is that the elder Socrates
meets the youth Euthyphro at the city courthouse.
Socrates is there to respond to charges of impiety and
corruption of youth. Euthyphro, who is there to file
questionable murder charges against his father,
claims to understand the true nature of piety. Socra-

tes’subsequent examination of Euthyphro’s exagger-
ated claim is filled with irony and can be viewed as il-
lustrating the character of Socrates as well as the
general nature of Socratic inquiry. Socrates shows
each of Euthyphro’s definitions of piety to be defi-
cient or confused, yet Euthyphro persists in his naïve
belief that whatever is pleasing to the gods is holy and
presumably proceeds to press charges against his fa-
ther.

The Apology recounts the trial of Socrates. More
of Socrates’ irony and sharp wit are revealed, as Soc-
rates mocks his politically powerful accusers while
offering carefully reasoned defenses against each of
the charges. Socrates is found guilty by a narrow ma-
jority of the 500 judges and is offered the opportunity
to suggest an alternative to the death penalty pro-
posed by the accusers. Socrates facetiously considers
a series of alternative penalties, ranging from public
support for his inquiries to a very minor fine, taking
the opportunity once again to ridicule accusers and
judges. Socrates is sentenced to death and takes the
opportunity to make a final speech in which he re-
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peats his faith in the divine voice that warns him of
exaggerations and other wrongs, imagines an after-
life filled with interrogations of ancient heroes, and
asks his friends to punish his sons if they claim to
know things that they do not know.

The Crito depicts Socrates’brief stay in jail await-
ing execution. Socrates refuses opportunities to es-
cape as inconsistent with his beliefs and continues to
make philosophical inquiries about the nature of jus-
tice and other issues. The death scene is depicted in
the Phaedo. On the day that Socrates is given the poi-
son hemlock, he is visited by a group of friends, and
they discuss the meaning of life and death. Socrates’
dying words to his friend Crito were: “I owe a debt to
Asclepius [the Greek god of healing]; do not forget to
pay it.”

The Socrates that emerges from these dialogues is
an individual entirely dedicated to a search for truth
(especially with regard to ethical matters), deter-
mined to expose popular views as exaggerated and
confused, capable of great irony and insight, and sub-
ject to the divine guidance of an inner voice. Socrates
clearly reflects the basic existentialist outlook in the
Crito: What one does shows what kind of person one
is. Socrates is not the kind of person who acts against
his beliefs and breaks the laws. The existentialist
credo found in Socrates can be stated as follows:
One’s life shows what one thinks of oneself. Socrates
urges people to think highly of themselves.

The Problem of Socrates
Socrates presents challenges to traditional views

about justice, piety, and goodness but offers no posi-
tive account of his own about these ethical concerns
other than the example of his own life. Yet Socrates’
life is essentially unique—Socrates hears and obeys a
divine inner voice. Socrates cannot say, “Be like me;
get an inner voice.” Socrates can give no account of
his divine voice, and even he regards the fact that he
hears this voice as mysterious.

In Friedrich Nietzsche’s Twilight of the Idols
(1889), another problem with Socrates is elaborated.
On most ethical matters Socrates remained an inquir-
ing skeptic, yet with regard to the value of life, Socra-
tes became dogmatic, as best reflected in his dying
judgment that life is worthless: “To live—that means
to be sick a long time; I owe a debt to Asclepius, the
savior.” Nietzsche argues that the value of life can be
estimated or judged neither by the living, for they

constitute an interested and biased party, nor by the
dead, because they are not talking. Therefore, Nietz-
sche argues, the problem of determining the meaning
of life is a problem of will, not one of reason.

The Existentialist View
The existentialist view is that each individual is

responsible for beliefs held and actions selected, in-
cluding whether to regard Socrates as a heroic seeker
of truth, an eccentric teacher, or a corrupter of youth.
Jean-Paul Sartre’s Existentialism (1946) presents a
clear explication of the fundamental tenets of exis-
tentialism, including the following: human existence
precedes essence; subjectivity must be the starting
point of any inquiry; some freedom of action exists;
and in choosing who one becomes as an individual,
one is choosing how to regard humanity. Part of the
human condition is the predicament of choice—
choosing one’s emerging character. Sartre’s existen-
tialism carries a two-sided message: One has free-
dom and a burden of choice with regard to the kind of
person one chooses to become. Sartre’s advice is not
unlike that of Socrates: Think highly of yourself. Of
course, the existentialist leaves the specific interpre-
tation of the word “highly” in the phrase “think
highly” to the individual.

A recurrent theme in existentialist writings is that
individuals can give meaning to their lives. While it is
not possible to state precisely the particular meaning
of an individual’s life, it is possible to suggest what
meaning an individual gave to life by an elaborate
tale or story, as found in novels, for example. Indeed,
the novels of Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus are
often cited as examples of existentialist literature, as
are the works of Fyodor Dostoevski and Leo Tolstoy.

This existentialist notion that certain things (such
as how one values life) show themselves or make
themselves manifest is consistent with the positiv-
ist critique of ethical language as meaningless. Lud-
wig Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus
makes this distinction explicit: there are things that
cannot be put into words, these things make them-
selves manifest, and an example of something that
makes itself manifest is “There are laws of nature”
(ironically put in words).

The results of positivist attacks on ethical lan-
guage include an eruption of all kinds of artistic en-
deavors meant to illustrate existentialist notions
about enduring the human condition, choosing in the
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face of an absurd existence, accepting the responsi-
bilities of choice, and so on. As a consequence, there
now exists a substantial body of existentialist litera-
ture, philosophy, and art, which makes this area of
philosophical inquiry unique in its multidisciplinary
approach to the question of what it means to be a per-
son. The appeal of an existentialist outlook is partly
the focus on one’s entire life rather than on a specific
aspect of life such as one’s physical attributes or in-
tellectual abilities.

Existentialists typically place great emphasis on
human choice and action, shifting the focus of the
question about the meaning of life from reason to
will. Existentialists would accept the usefulness of
high-sounding ethical pronouncements (such as
“The unexamined life is not worth living” or “To
thine own self be true”) but would argue that how one
chooses to live in accordance with those and other
maxims is the crucial issue—not the maxims them-
selves.

An existentialist ethical view might be encapsu-
lated in words such as these: Become a voice that
comforts and encourages, a hand that guides and as-
sists, an eye that sees and reflects, a face that does not
turn away, a person whose life shows what a person
can become. Ultimately, however, it is not the words
that matter. What matters is the comforting, encour-
aging, guiding, assisting, and so on.

In summary, there are two basic ways to under-
stand questions about the meaning of life. One can
think of the meaning of life in terms of what God can
make it or in terms of what one can make it oneself.

J. Michael Spector
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Life and death
Definition: Presence or withdrawal of the ineffable

motive force that differentiates animate from in-
animate matter

Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Decisions regarding life and death

are usually thought to be the most important and
most difficult of all ethical issues. Specific defini-
tions of life and death may determine the parame-
ters of one’s legal, ethical, economic, and per-
sonal obligations.

Since humans do the defining, all life is defined from
the standpoint of human life. Definitions of life re-
flect the complexity of human life and the various
cultural contexts within which the definitions are
sought. Definitions of life and death therefore sym-
bolize the concerns of the individuals seeking a defi-
nition as well as the culture that supports their search.

Definitions of life and death not only manifest the
values and concerns of individuals and society but
also determine who lives in that society. If a defini-
tion of death, for example, focuses on the irreversible
loss of consciousness, then those who have irrevers-
ibly lost consciousness are no longer part of that hu-
man society because they are no longer considered
human. If a definition of human life makes the pos-
session of human DNA equal to being human, then
every organism with human DNA is part of that hu-
man society.

Definitions also focus on one aspect of human ex-
istence rather than another. The word “death,” for ex-
ample, may refer to dying, the death event, or the
time after the moment of death. People who say, “I
am afraid of death” usually mean that they fear dying.
Others, who say they look forward to death, usually
mean an afterlife. Today, many people use “death”
as it is used in this article to refer to the point at which
a living entity changes from a living to a nonliving
state.

The focus of modern Western society is on the bi-
ological nature of life and death; therefore, its ethical
concern is with the biological aspects of life and
death. This concern will be the focus of this article.

Defining Life and Death
No society can exist without explicit or implicit

definitions of life and death. People must know when

someone is dead. Without such knowledge, wills
could not be probated, burial could not take place,
leadership positions in business and politics could
not be clearly defined, and life-support systems could
not be removed. Without clear definitions of human
life and death, one would consider a thing (a cadaver)
to be a human person. To treat things as human is not
only an intellectual error but also an ethical one.

Western society has had, and still has in many sit-
uations, both implicit and explicit definitions of life
and death. A person who steps off a curb and is run
over by a truck is alive when he or she steps off the
curb and dead afterward. One can point to a living
person before the event and a corpse after the event.
One “knows” both life and death in this situation.
Since people need official recognition of what they
know intuitively, common law developed a defini-
tion of death. In common law, death as the cessa-
tion of life is determined by “a total stoppage of the
circulation of the blood.” People’s intuitive judg-
ment and society’s legal definition were adequate un-
til modern technologies altered the ability to extend
life.

In modern industrial societies, acute death, such
as occurs in a truck accident, does not happen often.
Most people die slowly, die old, and balance on the
edge of death for a long time. The end of life today
more properly may be described as “living-dying,”
because it is an extensive period of time during which
individuals know that they will die and usually act
differently in the light of this knowledge. This
“living-dying” phase of life results in experiences
and relationships that never have been dealt with in
cultures that do not possess the technological ability
to produce such a phase of life. This phase is not pres-
ent when one is run over by a truck: one moment one
is alive, the next one is dead.

Things are different today not only for those in the
“living-dying” phase of their life but also for those
who are “patients”—those who are ill but will proba-
bly get better. A significant number of patients will
recover only if they receive a living human organ to
replace one of their dead ones. The ability to trans-
plant organs such as the heart, liver, and lungs leads
modern society to deal with life and death in a differ-
ent way. This ability produces a culture whose new
definitions of death challenge the human view of
life and ultimately determine who is human and who
is not.
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Redefining Life and Death
Since death is basically the cessation of life, a def-

inition of death is also a definition of life. If one ex-
amines the corpse of an individual run over by a
truck, one might notice that, although the person is
dead, some parts of her or him are still alive. The
heart may be beating and thus may be alive. The hair,
fingernails, and many cells are also alive. If someone
who was unaware of the person’s death examined
these human parts, that person would not know
whether they came from a live human or a dead hu-
man. It could be said, therefore, that human death is a
process in which it takes a long time for everything
human to die. Yet society treats human death as an
event. The laws and customs surrounding dying and
death seek to mark a point before which the person is
alive and after which the person is dead. Obviously,
something more than cellular death is needed to indi-
cate when a person is dead.

A medical doctor declares a person dead based on
certain criteria. Modern criteria are the result of cen-
turies of experience. A doctor who declares someone
dead is saying that experience has shown that when
certain criteria are fulfilled, this dead human will
never again be a living human.

Commonsense observations that the person was
dead in the truck accident are officially confirmed by
someone who has the authority to do so, and after that
confirmation has been made, people begin to then
treat the corpse in a different way.

For most of human history, commonsense obser-
vation was the only way to tell the difference between
life and death. Part of that observation involved de-
termining whether the person was breathing or not
and whether his or her blood was flowing. The breath
and the flow of blood were considered the criteria for
life and death. Blood and breath, or spirit, are still
central to many cultures’ views of life. Common-
sense observation told people that when their breath
was gone, their life was gone. Common sense also
demonstrated that if one lost a large quantity of
blood, one’s breathing stopped and one was dead.
Certainly, human life was not only blood and breath,
but without blood and breath one was not human.

The history of science has also been the history of
challenging commonsense observations. The discov-
ery of the human circulatory system and the inven-
tion of the stethoscope were challenges to common-
sense observation. The discovery of the way in which

the blood circulates demonstrated that when the heart
stops pumping, there is effectively no blood; when
the lungs stop functioning, there is no more breath.
Commonsense observations were augmented by new
scientific discoveries and inventions that showed that
the previous criteria were ways of knowing that cer-
tain essential organs were dead. These criteria now
were linked with certain places of death, such as the
heart and/or lungs. People now believed that once
these organs were dead, a corpse would never again
be human.

Commonsense observation might lead one to be-
lieve that the lungs and the heart are not moving,
whereas a stethoscope might indicate that they are.
One no longer had to use a mirror held to a person’s
nose to know whether breathing had stopped; one did
not have to see the loss of blood to know that the heart
had stopped. The heart could stop for other reasons
and still be dead. One could hear whether it was mak-
ing noise and was alive. One could listen to the lungs
to hear whether there was breath; if not, the person
was considered dead. With the advent of the stetho-
scope, technology began to augment, and sometimes
contradict, commonsense observations.

Death and Modern Technology
Modern technologies continue to augment and to

defy commonsense observations, but the sequence of
determining a death is the same: Certain criteria indi-
cate that part of the human is dead; experience has
shown that once these criteria are fulfilled, that per-
son will never be alive again.

Because humans developed the ability to keep the
heart and lungs alive, former commonsense observa-
tions about death were challenged. Many investiga-
tors were led to conclude that if the brain were dead,
the human would never again be alive. Since for most
of human history the life of the organs was identical
with the life of the human organism, the challenge of
developing new criteria included determining new
definitions of death, such as those that focused on the
brain.

The meaning and definition of life were always
concerns for philosophers and theologians. Scien-
tists usually viewed these definitions as too abstract
for scientific investigation because they could not
be quantified and subjected to experimentation. To
many biologists, it made no difference whether they
were operating on a human heart or a pig’s heart. A
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muscle was a muscle. A primary model for many sci-
entists working with human anatomy is that of the
machine. They speak of human parts in the same way
that a mechanic would speak of automobile parts.
The realization that these parts form a conscious,
willing, and loving machine is of little consequence
to scientists using this model. This model’s implicit
definition of life seems to be that human life is equal
to the efficient operation of the parts, which is indi-
cated by the flow of blood and breath. Death occurs
when there is an irreversible stopping of blood and
breath; that is, when one of the parts no longer func-
tions, the machine is dead.

When one views the human being from a perspec-
tive other than that of the machine model, one arrives
at different definitions. Robert Veatch, in Death, Dy-
ing, and the Biological Revolution (1989), provides
an excellent summary of two modern definitions.

Other Definitions
One definition is that death is the irreversible loss

of the capacity for bodily integration and social inter-
action. Death occurs when the entire brain is dead.
The criteria for determining that the brain is dead are
that there are no spontaneous movements, breathing,
or reflexes and that such unreceptivity and lack of re-
sponse are confirmed by a flat electroencephalo-
gram. These same criteria might be met by someone
who was suffering from hypothermia or who was tak-
ing a central nervous system depressant, so these
possibilities must be ruled out before death is deter-
mined. It could be that a person whose heart and
lungs were functioning with the aid of machines
would be declared dead using this definition. For
those accustomed to linking death with the circula-
tion of vital body fluids, to remove the person from
the machine would necessitate the ethical decisions
associated with euthanasia. For those who accept this
definition of death, however, to continue to treat the
person as if he or she were alive would be unethical.

Another definition of death is that death is the ir-
reversible loss of consciousness or the capacity for
social interaction. Notice that the capacity for bodily
integration does not have to be irreversible according
to this definition. If one’s neocortex is dead, one has
lost consciousness and cannot communicate with
others. The easiest way to determine whether this is
the case is with an electroencephalogram. Common
sense is certainly challenged here, because a person

in the living-dying phase of life could be breathing
without a machine and still be considered dead.

In both of these definitions, human life is under-
stood to be more than mere biological functions. The
first definition assumes that both the biological func-
tion of spontaneous blood and breath circulation are
necessary to be human, as is an ability to interact with
others. If these are not present, then human life is ab-
sent. The second definition goes further; it says that
consciousness and social function are uniquely hu-
man. If both are absent, then human life is absent.

The initial commonsense definition led to legal
definitions of death. The new definitions also led to
legal definitions. The common law definition was
gradually redefined with the advent of the new tech-
nologies and discoveries. The most famous defini-
tion for legal purposes was that of the President’s
Commission for the Study of Ethical Problems in
Medicine and Biomedical and Behavioral Research.
The commission rejected the vague general defini-
tions mentioned above for a more specific and bio-
logical definition, suggesting that the following defi-
nition be used in laws throughout the country: “An
individual who has sustained either (1) irreversible
cessation of circulatory and respiratory functions, or
(2) irreversible cessation of all functions of the entire
brain, including the brain’s stem, is dead.”

Refining Definitions of Life and Death
Definitions reflect the questions of persons and

societies. These modern definitions reflect the con-
cerns of the modern age: rational analysis and reduc-
tionism for the purpose of technological control.
Other cultures have defined human life and death in
terms of other concerns. Many times, the human life
known and analyzed by the five senses was seen as
limited in the face of something that transcended or-
dinary life. The sensual reality might be the spirit, or
breath, but this sensual reality was a manifestation of
a deeper reality that connected human beings with
their past, present, and future. It has been called soul
and atman. Many terms from many cultures attempt
to define life and death. Modern arguments about
definitions of life and death in Western culture are ar-
guments about who human beings are and what they
will become. Old views of life and death are no lon-
ger valid. Commonsense observation is insufficient.
New views are still to be discovered. Modern defini-
tions do not match human experience. Inevitably,
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there will be confusion as people search for defini-
tions that reflect their experience and improve the
quality of life in the face of its inevitable end.

Confusion as a Hopeful Sign
Modern popular literature uses four phrases that

reflect definitional confusion: brain death, heart
death, right to life, and right to death. The first two
phrases reflect the difficulty experienced by many
people who attempt to understand definitions of life
and death. The last two phrases reflect attempts to ar-
gue for definitions within the political arena. Most
people understand life and death not with the formal
definitions stated here but within the parameters of
“television-speak”; many decisions concerning so-
cial policy are made not by professionals but by the
political process. These two phrases reflect the two
major social constraints to definitions of life and
death: the demand for simplicity in a very complex
affair, and the unwillingness to change ideas about a
very personal reality.

Modern Western society communicates through
the media. The media need short and simple phrases
to describe something. Such phrases show how one
must think in using this technology.

To use the phrases “brain death” and “heart death”
as many reporters do is to suggest that there are two
different kinds of death. This is inaccurate. A person
is either dead or alive. To say that someone is “heart
dead” is to refer to common, primitive definitions of
death. To say that a person is “brain dead” indicates
that the brain comes into the judgment about death—
nothing more. The use of “heart death” and “brain
death” to refer to the death of the person also gives
the impression that a human being is identified with
the heart and/or brain. Such an identification implic-
itly supports a materialistic view of the person that is
not accepted by many philosophers.

The supporters of the “right to life” and those of
the “right to die” use modern “rights” language to ar-
gue about life and death. They know what they do not
want society to do. Right-to-life supporters do not
want human life maximized in such a way that large
groups of people who are defective, or perhaps lack
full consciousness, will find themselves defined out
of the human race. Right-to-die supporters do not
want human life minimized in such a way that if any
of a person’s organs is alive, society would be obliged
to sustain that person’s life. Rights mean obligations.

Right-to-life supporters say that society is obliged to
sustain human life under any circumstances. Right-
to-die supporters say that society is obliged to allow
an individual to choose a particular mode of death
rather than experience a slow death of various organs.
Most arguments about rights to life and death deal
with the issue of euthanasia rather than the issue of
definitions of death. The euthanasia issue concerns
whether one may ethically hasten the death of some-
one in the living-dying phase of life. Definitions of
death seek to determine whether a person is dead.
These are two different issues.

Confusion and argument about definitions of life
and death indicate that Western culture is undergoing
significant change. They indicate that people are
aware of the change that is taking place, thinking
about it, and offering arguments for one side or the
other. Being aware of these definitions means being
aware of what arguments are offered and taking one’s
place in the conversation, not the confusion.

Nathan R. Kollar
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Lifeboat ethics
Definition: Concept that likens the ethical princi-

ples of living on Earth with those of sharing an
overcrowded lifeboat

Date: Concept developed during the 1970’s
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Lifeboat ethics is a neo-Malthusian

response to human population growth, overpopu-
lation, and hunger that advocates the denial of
food aid to starving peoples.

Garrett Hardin, who first articulated the concept of
lifeboat ethics during the 1970’s, employed three
metaphors to explain the idea. First, he described he
relatively few truly affluent nations as living in well-
stocked lifeboats, while the much more numerous
poor nations’ populations continuously fall out of
their own overcrowded lifeboats, while hoping to
board affluent lifeboats. As in real overcrowded life-
boats, Hardin argues that it is suicidal to help the
poor, even if a lifeboat has extra room, as the affluent
have a primary obligation to provide for their own fu-
ture generations.

Hardin’s second metaphor is the tragedy of the
commons, a term used historically for shared pas-
turelands using for grazing livestock. Open to all
livestock raisers, commons lands invited overuse and
consequent destruction. Hardin sees modern immi-
gration—which moves poor people to food—and the
World Food Bank—which moves food to the poor—
as forms of commons lands. The former accelerates
environmental destruction in affluent countries,
while the latter leads to exhaustion of the environ-
ment.

Hardin’s third metaphor is what he calls the ratchet

effect. When population increases in poor countries
lead to crises, the humanitarian food aid that pours
into the countries spurs further population increases,
setting up vicious cycles. Food aid thus ultimately
contributes to enormous population crashes and un-
told suffering. Hardin’s conclusion challenges altru-
istic practices and employs a utilitarian approach:
Withholding food aid will prevent massive global
starvation and suffering in the future.

Assessment
Lifeboat ethics requires a careful assessment of

the premises and facts. Hardin assumes that Earth’s
human population is close to the planet’s biological
carrying capacity. However, no one actually knows
what that capacity really is. World population has
historically risen geometrically without the massive
starvation that Hardin’s theory should expect. More-
over, starvation may have political or economic
causes, as it is often occurs in countries involved in
wars or beset by irresponsible governments.

The degradation of arable land, overfishing, and
global climate change present real threats to the fu-
ture of the ability of the earth to feed its increasing
human population. Moreover, some argue that food
aid reinforces governmental irresponsibility in poor
nations. Among the countertheories is the cornu-
copian argument of Julian Simon, which suggests
that technological innovations will keep up with pop-
ulation increases, forestalling a crash. Sharing mod-
ern technology, and not merely giving food, could
become a moral obligation of the affluent.

Ethical responses to lifeboat ethics include the
problem of distributive justice, a much discussed dif-
ficulty with utilitarianism. While Hardin believes
that survival overrides justice, Peter Singer argues
that affluent nations have an obligation to ameliorate
world suffering. Singer and others also argue that eat-
ing meat—which is generally done mostly by the af-
fluent—is unethical, as well as inefficient, as the
food given to livestock could be better used to feed
the hungry poor. Others treat food aid as supereroga-
tory, an optional as opposed to an obligatory action.

Kristen L. Zacharias
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Lifestyles
Definition: Typical behavior patterns or modes of

living of specific individuals, groups, or cultures
Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: Lifestyle choices reflect the funda-

mental values of the people making them, but the
term “lifestyle” is most commonly applied only to
unusual or distinctive values and choices. The
lifestyle of the mainstream can become invisible
in its ubiquity.

Everyone, either consciously or unconsciously, sub-
scribes to some set of values and beliefs. A lifestyle is
a person’s active expression of his or her values and
beliefs. People tend to inherit the lifestyles of those
who are important to them and then individualize
those lifestyles. Lifestyles are learned by experience.

Lifestyles may be divided into two significant
sets. The first set consists of Eastern and Western
lifestyles, which are based on the beliefs and values
of two different parts of the world. The second set
consists of the modern, conservative, liberal, and
fundamentalist lifestyles, which are based on various
ways in which people respond to modern life. An un-
derstanding of these lifestyles allows one to under-
stand those values and beliefs that condition one’s
ethical choices. Many commentators would be quick
to add that the world is moving into a postmodern
age, which will generate significant change. Such
significant change is always accompanied by an in-
crease in the number of alternative lifestyles that are
available in a given area. Alternative lifestyles offer
people new ways of life and challenge the way of life
of the majority in a given area. Alternative lifestyles

should not be mistaken for fads, which last only for a
short time, such as a year or two. Alternative life-
styles usually exist for at least a generation before
they die out or become the lifestyle of the majority.

Eastern and Western Lifestyles
Eastern lifestyles are represented by the religions

or philosophies of Hinduism, Buddhism, Daoism,
Confucianism, and Shintfism. These lifestyles are
very much oriented toward nature and tend to view
time as a series of recurrent cycles. They also tend to
de-emphasize the will of the individual and the role
of choice. Western lifestyles are represented by the
related religions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.
Western lifestyles tend to emphasize history and
time, believing that the world began at a specific
point in time. Western thought is generally dualistic
(right or wrong, yes or no), whereas Eastern thought
is generally unified (right and wrong, yes and no).
Western thought also tends to emphasize choice and
the will of the individual.

In the middle of the seventeenth century, new
ideas initiated a new set of beliefs and values that can
be called “the modern.” In this case, modern does not
mean contemporary. The modern lifestyle affirms
most of the beliefs and values of the Western life-
style. It adds to the Western lifestyle, however, the
belief that the mind (reason) is the only instrument
that should be used to examine and evaluate the na-
ture of reality. This view constitutes a rejection of the
roles of the supernatural and of religious traditions in
providing models for behavior and belief. In the
modern view, one should analyze how other people
act and determine what nature requires. Only if ac-
tions are consistent with natural requirements should
they become behavioral norms. As the sciences that
grew out of modern thought developed, the impor-
tance of universal objective norms was minimized;
more emphasis was placed on the pluralism of norms
and, therefore, ways of living.

The liberal lifestyle accommodated itself to plu-
ralism. The ideas of progress and rationality were
central to this lifestyle. Life was viewed as an adven-
ture that, because of the sciences, would continually
improve. It was thought that the discoveries of the
sciences should be used to improve the quality of life
and to develop new behavioral norms.

The conservative lifestyle, however, did not wish
to operate on the basis of the ideas of progress, plural-
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ism, and scientific rationality. Instead, conservatism
reflected a lifestyle that emphasized hierarchy, order,
tradition, and religion. The old was held to be more
important than the new. The most important values
and beliefs were those that had been inherited from
religion.

The fundamentalist lifestyle is based upon the re-
ligion (Eastern or Western) within which it is prac-
ticed. The Christian fundamentalist lifestyle gener-
ally reflects many of the beliefs of the modern in its
belief in the literal truth of the Bible and the convic-
tion that the end of the world will come soon. Chris-
tian fundamentalism rejects the modern’s view of the
supernatural by holding to the belief that God regu-
larly intervenes in the world. Some other forms of
fundamentalism—Islamic fundamentalism, for ex-
ample—can be thought of more accurately as reflect-
ing a conservative lifestyle. Although many people
view fundamentalism in general as a violent life-
style that rejects democracy and seeks to reorganize
society on the basis of religion, that is not always the
case. Each form of fundamentalism must be exam-
ined in its own religious, cultural, and national con-
text.

Alternative Lifestyles
Alternative lifestyles are united in that they re-

spond to the lifestyles that dominate the cultures in
which they occur. Each alternative lifestyle rejects all
or part of these dominant lifestyles and promotes a
different set of beliefs and behavioral norms.

Nathan R. Kollar
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Limited war
Definition: Combat undertaken by a government

that deliberately limits the extent of its military
action against its enemy

Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: Limited war theory attempts to apply

ethical considerations of justice and fairness in
the political-military arena.

A government’s limitations in war may be expressed
in terms of the power and types of weapons it uses,
the geographical areas that it targets for attack, the
specific segments of the enemy’s military structure it
targets, the techniques that it employs to minimize
harm to noncombatants, its reluctance to seek help
from its allies, or how long it will pursue its objec-
tives. In addition to the traditional legitimizations of
war as a means of self-defense and a method of de-
fending the public good, many countries have come
to perceive a moral obligation to respond to blatant
violations of human rights, especially in the light of
the various genocidal events of the last century. How-
ever, such a “nobility of cause” makes it even more
morally pressing to avoid excessive destruction and
human casualties. This limitation is usually decided
out of ethical considerations such as the inequality of
the military capacity of the combatants.

The just war theory, which is closely allied to lim-
ited war theory, was designed to determine when
a war is morally justifiable (jus ad bellum) and
what limitations should be placed on the ways in
which wars are waged (jus in bello). The criterion
pertaining to jus in bello is commonly called propor-
tionality—the insistence that the estimated collateral
destruction inflicted and the costs (in lives and mate-
rials) must be proportional to the anticipated good
that will result from the military engagement. Many
ethicists and religious leaders have pointed out that in
the modern nuclear age, in which weapons of mass
destruction threaten to obliterate much of the planet,
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the limitation of proportionality is essential in any
military engagement.

Proportionality also includes the shielding of non-
combatants from harm, ensuring that they can never
be considered targets of attack. When the United
States began to invade Iraq in 2003, the American
leaders delineated eight specific objectives. In the
light of these objectives and the American assertion
that its military action was a war of liberation and
not one of conquest, great efforts were made to avoid
targeting the Iraqi infrastructure, since it would be vi-
tal in postwar rebuilding. The so-called American
“shock and awe” air campaign, unsurpassed in its fo-
cus and magnitude, was highly successful in keeping
the number of civilian casualties low and damage to
the Iraqi infrastructure minimal.

One of the clearest examples of limited war in
modern history was the Falkland Islands War of early
1982, in which Great Britain resisted Argentina’s
unilateral seizure of the islands. During that war,
which last only seventy-two days, Britain limited its
military response to the region immediately around
the islands themselves and never even hinted that it
might attack the Argentine mainland, although it had
the force to do so. The British thus limited the dura-
tion of the conflict, its geographical focus, and the
weapons that it used.

Mara Kelly Zukowski
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Lincoln, Abraham
Identification: President of the United States dur-

ing the Civil War
Born: February 12, 1809, near Hodgenville,

Kentucky
Died: April 15, 1865, Washington, D.C.
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Lincoln led the American people in

an effective political response to the ethical prob-
lems posed by slavery.

Slavery was the major moral issue affecting Ameri-
can politics in the early and mid-nineteenth century.
Although Lincoln grew up in areas of Indiana and Il-
linois in which most people were friendly to slavery
and hostile to African Americans, Lincoln himself
said that he always opposed the institution. He in-
sisted, however, that opponents of slavery had to ac-
cept the fact that the U.S. Constitution protected slav-
ery in states where it already existed. In 1837, as a
member of the Illinois legislature, Lincoln voted
against a motion condemning abolitionist societies
and placed on record his condemnation of slavery as
morally offensive. To preserve his political future in
abolitionist-hating Illinois, he also stated that he re-
jected demands for the immediate end of slavery be-
cause the institution was constitutionally protected.

Lincoln opposed expansion of slavery, hoping
that confining it to existing areas would eventually
lead to its extinction. When serving as a congressman
during the Mexican War, he voted for the Wilmot
Proviso that would exclude slavery from any territory
acquired from Mexico. The Kansas-Nebraska Act of
1850, which opened new areas to slavery, infuriated
Lincoln, who proceeded to lead antislavery Illinois
Whigs into the newly forming Republican Party.

While debating Stephen A. Douglas during his
campaign for an Illinois senatorial seat in 1858, Lin-
coln rejected leaving decisions on slavery to resi-
dents of the territories, arguing that doing so would
treat slavery and liberty as equally acceptable. He in-
sisted that slavery was morally wrong and that black
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people were human beings having the right not to be
enslaved. Citing the Declaration of Independence,
Lincoln mocked Douglas for interpreting it to read
that all men were created equal except Negroes.

As president, Lincoln showed continual growth in
his understanding of how an antislavery position
could be effective within the American political sys-
tem. During the months preceding his inauguration,
he reaffirmed his objection to slavery’s expansion,
rejecting the proposed Crittenden Compromise in
Congress that would have guaranteed Southerners
the right to export slavery to all land south of the Mis-
souri Compromise line. When the slave states that re-
mained with the Union during the Civil War rejected
his proposal to emancipate slaves and compensate
their owners, Lincoln strongly supported passage
of the Thirteenth Amendment abolishing slavery
throughout the country. Using his war powers, Presi-
dent Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation,
freeing slaves in territories rebelling against the
Union.

While he was growing up in racist Illinois, Lin-
coln originally doubted the ability of African Ameri-
cans to become fully functioning citizens, but in
1865, shortly before his death, he denounced the
Unionist legislature in Louisiana for refusing to ex-
tend the suffrage to black soldiers who had fought for
the Union.

Milton Berman
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Lobbying
Definition: Organized efforts by individuals and

members of groups to influence public officials—
particularly legislators—to pursue their own po-
litical agendas

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics

Significance: Lobbying is a fundamental and con-
stitutionally protected democratic political right
that may influence the content and direction of
public policy. It is ethically controversial because
of the inequalities in the resources that lobbying
forces bring to the process in their attempts to in-
fluence government decision making.

Found most predominantly in democratic societies,
lobbying is a political activity in which individuals or
groups make direct appeals to officials in the legisla-
tive and executive branches of government to support
legislation and regulations favoring their own inter-
ests. The process takes its name from the lobbies of
buildings, such as the federal government’s Capitol
rotunda, in which the “lobbyists” traditionally gather
in their attempts to get the attention of the legislators
passing through the buildings.

Constitutional Protection
Within the United States, lobbying is protected

under the First Amendment’s guarantee that citizens
have the right to “petition their government.” As a
constitutionally protected right, lobbying is difficult
to regulate and would be impossible to abolish with-
out a constitutional amendment directly and explic-
itly forbidding such activity.

Lobbying activity is also supported by such other
First Amendment guarantees as freedom of speech,
freedom of the press, and the right to assemble. Free-
dom of speech allows lobbyists to voice their opin-
ions on policy to politicians. Freedom of the press
allows lobbying organizations to produce printed
materials to distribute to the media, politicians, or the
general public. Freedom of assembly permits lobby-
ing organizations to gather their members in protest,
or support, of public policies.

Despite its constitutional protections and impor-
tance in democratic society, lobbying has not been
without controversy. Lobbying is about the pursuit
and exercise of political influence. Many people, es-
pecially those who see themselves as marginalized
within the system, have advocated regulating lobby-
ing in order to achieve a more equable balance of
power within the lobbying environment and to pre-
vent corruption.

At the national level, attempts to regulate lobby-
ing have never gone further than the Federal Regula-
tion of Lobbying Act of 1946. That simple piece of
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legislation stipulated that anyone paid to serve as a
lobbyist must register with the clerk of Congress.
The law itself is weak, however, because it requires
only those who call themselves “lobbyists” to regis-
ter. People who do the same things that lobbyists do
but call themselves something else—such as lawyers
or public relations specialists—do not need to regis-
ter under the law. Indeed, the great majority of people
engaged in lobbying do not register. However, for
legal regulation of lobbying to go any further would
invite constitutional challenges. In the early twenty-
first century, there was no indication that the Ameri-
can system of lobbying would change in the near fu-
ture, if ever.

Ethical Implications
As a form of political activity, lobbying is not, in

and of itself, unethical. In fact, one could argue that to
lobby is an important exercise of one’s constitutional
rights. However, ethical dimensions of lobbying may
enter into its practice in several ways.

The tools used by lobbyists can be ethical or un-
ethical. For example, money or other gifts may be of-
fered to influence politicians. During the nineteenth
century, lobbyists frequently offered scarcely con-
cealed bribes. Through the twentieth century and into
the twenty-first, otherwise legal campaign contribu-
tions used in tandem with lobbying efforts have been
seen by many to exert corrupting and unethical influ-
ences. “Buying votes” is the term often used when
connecting lobbying and campaign contributions.

In lobbying, the timely and persuasive dissemina-
tion of information is critical. Therefore, the use of
knowingly false or misleading information may be
unethical. Under the intense pressure of pursuing po-
litical goals, some of which may have extreme conse-
quences, lobbying organizations may be tempted to
disseminate information that inflates the merits of
their cases. This would clearly be unethical, and a
high price in loss of credibility may be paid by such
organizations. Credibility and a good reputation are
invaluable assets to lobbyists. With credibility comes
respect on the part of listener, as respected lobbyists
are more likely to be believed, trusted, and rewarded.

Some critics of lobbying are bothered by the
inherent social inequalities found in its practice.
Lobbying requires time, education, and money. Or-
ganizations that represent the poor, children, or other
marginalized groups can face severe disadvantages

against competing lobbying forces that may be much
better funded.

Finally, conflicts of interest may arise. Politicians
may be lobbied by organizations in which they have
vested interests. For example, a politician may own
stock in a lobbying corporation. That situation pres-
ents a conflict of interest that may lead to an inher-
ently unethical action on the politician’s part. Many
states have laws designed to reduce this problem, but
their effects have been mixed. In some states, such as
Texas, incumbent state senators are permitted to
serve outside clients as lobbyists and lobby their own
colleagues. Because of the possibilities for conflicts
of interest that such practices may create, similar be-
havior was outlawed at the national level during the
nineteenth century.

Steve Neiheisel
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Lobotomy
Definition: Destruction of tissue in the frontal lobes

of the brain, or severing of the connection be-
tween those lobes and the rest of the brain

Date: First performed on human patients in 1935
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: The use of lobotomy to treat mental

disorders raises ethical questions as to the relative
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cost and benefits of the procedure, the possibility
of destroying a personality, and the adequacy of
the evidence supporting the technique. In the pop-
ular imagination and judgment, lobotomy has
come to stand for all forms of psychosurgery.

The lobotomy is based on the biomedical model of
mental illness, which posits that mental disorders are
caused by abnormalities in brain structure. If this is
the case, surgically treating the brain should cure the
disorder. The field that does so is called psycho-
surgery.

The antecedent of the lobotomy was the pre-
frontal leukotomy, which was invented by the Portu-
guese neurosurgeon António Egas Moniz in 1935. In
this procedure, a surgical device called a leukotome
was inserted through a hole into the frontal lobe and
rotated, destroying whatever nerve tissue it contacted.
The prefrontal leukotomy was replaced by the pre-
frontal lobotomy, which was developed by the Amer-
ican neurosurgeons Walter Freeman and James Watts
in 1937. The limitation of the prefrontal leukotomy
was that it did not permit precise determination of the
area to be cut. In the prefrontal lobotomy, larger holes
were drilled into both sides of the skull, after which a
leukotome was inserted and precisely moved in a
sweeping motion through the frontal lobe.

The prefrontal lobotomy was in turn replaced
by the transorbital lobotomy, which was developed
by Freeman in 1948. A knife was inserted through
the top of the eye socket into the brain and then
swung back and forth. This procedure was quick and
efficient and could be performed as an office proce-
dure.

The inspiration for these surgical procedures
came from data presented by Carlyle Jacobsen that
showed a marked change in the level of emotionality
of a chimpanzee following destruction of a large part
of the frontal lobe of the cerebral cortex. Formerly,
the chimpanzee was highly emotional and obstinate.
After the operation, the animal appeared calm and
cooperative. Egas Moniz believed that this technique
could be used on humans to relieve anxiety and other
hyperemotional states. Egas Moniz claimed great
success in alleviating extreme states of emotionality,
and his work aroused worldwide interest, excite-
ment, and practice. Psychosurgical techniques were
seen as quick and effective methods for alleviating
certain common mental disorders that could not be

treated effectively and rapidly by other means, and as
providing a partial solution to the problem of over-
crowding in mental hospitals.

From 1936 to 1978, about 35,000 psychosurgical
operations were performed in America, with perhaps
double that number worldwide. Egas Moniz was
awarded the Nobel Prize for Physiology or Medicine
in 1949 in recognition of his work. The Nobel cita-
tion states: “Frontal leukotomy, despite certain limi-
tations of the operative method, must be considered
one of the most important discoveries ever made in
psychiatric therapy, because through its use a great
number of suffering people and total invalids have
been socially rehabilitated.”

Ethical Issues
Contrast Egas Moniz’s Nobel citation, however,

with David L. Rosenhan and Martin E. P. Seligman’s
assessment of the lobotomy in their 1989 text-
book Abnormal Psychology: “Moreover, there is the
danger that physicians and patients may become
overzealous in their search for a quick neurological
cure . . . the disastrous history of frontal lobotomies . . .
should serve as a warning.”

In fact, Rosenhan and Seligman were correct and
the Nobel Prize citation was wrong. The leukotomies
and lobotomies were a disaster. Their sorry history is
rife with ethical violations involving their rationale
and the evidence that was used to justify their use on
humans.

Within three months of hearing Jacobsen’s ac-
count, Egas Moniz performed leukotomies. He did so
despite the lack of clear evidence from animal exper-
imentation to justify the procedure. Egas Moniz con-
ducted no animal experimentation himself; in addi-
tion, his reading of the scientific literature to support
his beliefs was spotty and selective, and he ignored
contradictory evidence. Furthermore, there was a
large animal and human literature that clearly dem-
onstrated a range of serious side effects and defi-
cits produced by lesions to the frontal lobe, such as
apathy, retarded movement, loss of initiative, and
mutism. With no supporting evidence, Egas Moniz
insisted that these side effects were only temporary,
when in fact they could be permanent. Egas Moniz’s
initial report on twenty patients claimed a cure for
seven, lessening of symptoms in six, and no clear ef-
fect in the rest. An impartial review of these cases
concluded, however, that only one of the twenty
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cases provided enough information to make a judg-
ment.

There is also the question of whether it is ethical
to destroy brain tissue as a means of treating cogni-
tion and action. Proponents of psychosurgery argue
that newer techniques avoid the frontal lobes, the
procedure is based upon a good understanding of
how the nervous system functions, side effects are
minimal, its use is much more strictly monitored and
regulated, and it is undertaken only as a treatment of
last resort.

Opponents of psychosurgery, however, argue that
it is an ethically and morally unacceptable procedure
of dubious value for several reasons. First, there are
surprisingly few ethical or legal guidelines regulat-
ing psychosurgery. Second, psychosurgery has been
used to treat a wide variety of disorders, such as
schizophrenia, depression, obsessive-compulsive dis-
order, acute anxiety, anorexia nervosa, attention defi-
cit disorder, uncontrollable rage or aggression, sub-
stance abuse and addictions, homosexual pedophilia,
and intractable pain. Psychosurgery is performed
with the belief that the specific locations in the ner-
vous system that are associated with the above disor-
ders are known and that surgically altering them will
in turn alter the particular behavior. Opponents of
psychosurgery argue, first, that such knowledge does
not in fact exist and that the assumption that these be-
haviors are tied to specific locations in the brain has
not been proved. Second, opponents argue, careful
examination of the literature reveals psychosurgery
to be an unpredictable, hit-or-miss procedure. Third,
the destruction of brain tissue cannot be reversed, and
undesirable side effects, which also cannot be re-
versed, are unavoidable.

Laurence Miller

Further Reading
Kleinig, John. Ethical Issues in Psychosurgery. Lon-

don: Allen & Unwin, 1985.
Marsh, F. H., and Janet Katz, eds. Biology, Crime, and

Ethics: A Study of Biological Explanations for
Criminal Behavior. Cincinnati: Anderson, 1985.

Pressman, Jack D. Last Resort: Psychosurgery and
the Limits of Medicine. New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1998.

Rodgers, Joann E. Psychosurgery: Damaging the
Brain to Save the Mind. New York: HarperCollins,
1992.

Valenstein, E. S. Great and Desperate Cures. New
York: Basic Books, 1986.

_______, ed. The Psychosurgery Debate. San Fran-
cisco: W. H. Freeman, 1980.

See also: Bioethics; Institutionalization of patients;
Mental illness; Psychology.

Locke, John
Identification: English philosopher
Born: August 29, 1632, Wrington, Somerset,

England
Died: October 28, 1704, Oates, Essex, England
Type of ethics: Enlightenment history
Significance: The author of An Essay Concerning

Human Understanding (1690) and Two Treatises
of Government (1690), Locke was one of the most
influential of all Enlightenment political theo-
rists. He is credited with creating the fundamental
ideas which later formed the basis of the Ameri-
can Declaration of Independence and the U.S.
Constitution. In the realms of philosophy of mind
and ethics, Locke’s blending of empiricism and
theism was equally influential.

Locke is known for his political writings (the Two
Treatises of Government are the basis for the princi-
ples used in the American and British constitutions)
and for his epistemology, which is the central focus
of An Essay Concerning Human Understanding. He
never wrote a work devoted specifically to ethics, but
he did develop a fairly clear stand on the nature of
ethics. His An Essay Concerning Human Under-
standing is the most important of his works in terms
of his ethical views, but Two Treatises, Some Thoughts
Concerning Education (1693), and The Reasonable-
ness of Christianity (1695) also contain some of his
ideas on the subject.

Locke came from the non-Anglican Protestant
community in England, learning as a child the virtues
of Calvinist simplicity but little of the harsh, judg-
mental aspect of that sect. He was educated at Oxford
University, but he moved away from the then-fash-
ionable Scholasticism and, under the influence of
Robert Boyle, began to study practical science. He
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chose medicine as his specialty and worked with the
famous Thomas Sydenham. He never took his degree
or practiced medicine (the former was not required
for the latter at that time), but the influence of his
training would remain with him.

After completing a diplomatic mission in 1665,
Locke returned to Oxford and immersed himself in
the writings of René Descartes. Two years later, the
earl of Shaftesbury, a school friend, invited Locke to
become his personal physician and live with him.
Locke proved to be as much secretary as doctor, help-
ing his patron with such projects as the Constitution
for the Carolinas. He was also elected a fellow of the
Royal Society.

In 1675, Locke began a long visit to France both
for his health and to expand his study of Descartes.
He returned home in 1679 only to face political prob-
lems when his patron, Shaftesbury, was accused of
treason. Although he was acquitted, Shaftesbury fled
to Holland in 1681, and Locke, who had held some
minor government posts under Shaftesbury’s influ-
ence, found it best to follow his example. After

Monmouth’s Rebellion (1685), Locke was branded a
traitor, and the English government demanded his
extradition. The Dutch paid little attention to the mat-
ter, however, and Locke still lived quietly, continuing
work on what was to be An Essay Concerning Hu-
man Understanding. He returned home after the Glo-
rious Revolution of 1688 and increasingly divided
his time between London, where he served as a com-
missioner of appeals, and Oates, the Essex home of
his friends Sir Francis and Lady Masham. It was in
this comfortable, supportive home that Locke, during
the 1690’s, was at his most prolific, though his Essay
and Two Treatises had been in development for years.

Ethical Views
Like Thomas Hobbes and some other philoso-

phers, Locke defined good as that which gives, or is
conducive to, pleasure. His is a very individualistic
view, for it allows no room for altruistic pleasure. He
also asserted that there were no inborn attitudes, in-
cluding ethical principles. As an empiricist, Locke,
whom most students know for his assertion that the

mind is at birth a tabula rasa, or blank
slate, on which experience writes, logi-
cally concluded that ethical principles must
be learned. He also asserted that such ethi-
cal principles were as logical and scien-
tific as mathematics, but he was never able
to prove his case.

Unlike most strict empiricists, how-
ever, Locke was also a theist. The natural
laws of ethics, he asserted, could be learned
deductively and hence applied to all hu-
man beings. They also came to people as
revelation. Thus, natural law and divine
law were the same. The importance of the
former was that it was accessible to all, not
only to mystics and those who believed in
their pronouncements of God’s messages.
Theism also influenced Locke’s ethics in
another way. When he had to consider
why an individual would follow ethical
principles, especially when another course
of action might seem more conducive to
his or her pleasure, Locke fell back on the
fear of ultimate punishment. Whatever the
potential for short-term pleasure, failure
to observe the laws of ethics would result
in long-term suffering.
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Implications for Ethical Conduct
Despite the inconsistencies that other philoso-

phers have pointed out in his ethical views, Locke’s
ideas have been consistently popular. This seems to
be because, for most people, inconsistent beliefs are
common, and Locke’s positions are much like those
of a typical modern Western person. Modernism has
produced liberal Christianity, in which the believer is
encouraged to select those principles that seem to fit
his or her observations of life and produce happiness.
While not exactly Locke’s view, the view of liberal
Christianity is close enough to encourage a continu-
ing interest in his writings. Students are more likely
to start reading his work because of his importance in
political philosophy and epistemology than because
of his ethics, but as they discover his ethical views
and find them congenial, they will keep them in the
public view.

Fred R. van Hartesveldt
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Lotteries
Definition: Government-run operations involving

chance selections in which people buy numbered
tickets, and cash awards are granted based on
numbers being drawn by lot

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Once almost universally rejected as

ethically unacceptable, lotteries and other forms
of state-supported gambling have become major
sources of revenue for U.S. states reluctant to
raise taxes; they have also created new ethical
challenges for governments.

Until the late twentieth century, a widespread Ameri-
can ethos rejected state support for any form of gam-
bling. Objections were based mainly on Protestant
Christian beliefs, which held that gambling itself was
morally wrong. Political jurisdictions with majori-
ties or substantial minorities of Roman Catholic
voters tended to be more tolerant of some forms of
gambling. Forms of gambling based on contests de-
pending partly on skill—such as betting on horse
racing—generally had better chances of public accep-
tance. By contrast, lotteries and casino gambling—
which depend on pure luck—were slower to gain
acceptance. Even without an absolutist moral stance,
the dominant American attitude still rejected state-
supported gambling out of a fear that such support
would give a stamp of approval to an unwise or sa-
vory practice.

By the last third of the twentieth century, Ameri-
cans were becoming more tolerant of gambling.
While casino gambling had long been associated al-
most exclusively with the state of Nevada, other
states became willing to experiment with it to add
new sources of tax revenue. The state of New Hamp-
shire started its lottery in 1964. Lotteries then spread
slowly to other states, but the trend gained speed as
states found they were facing revenue losses as they
competed with states with lotteries.

Lotteries could be acceptable only when an abso-
lute moral standard condemning gambling was re-
placed by a standard closer to utilitarianism. Chal-
lenges to the utilitarian ethical arguments as a proper
moral mode of argument are well known, especially
for those who attack utilitarianism on absolutist
religious grounds, but they lead to only one kind of
ethical debate. Other debates occur even within utili-
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tarianism, particularly when state sponsorship is an
alternative to taxation.

Proponents of state-sponsored gambling argue
that the propensity to gamble is so widespread that it
will flourish without state sponsorship, as it has his-
torically, even in the face of rigorous state prohibi-
tion. Given this fact, proponents argue that the state
should at least cash in on a practice that will continue
in any event. Gambling may even be seen as a boon
providing funds for education or other welfare activi-
ties that cannot be provided given a public reluctance
to raise taxes. This argument is strengthened any time

a non-lottery state faces competition from
neighboring lottery states.

Arguments Against Lotteries
Opponents challenge state-sponsored

gambling on grounds of hidden social
costs as individuals, especially with low
incomes, gamble away money that should
properly be used to care for their depend-
ents. For those low-income individuals
succumbing to a gambling addiction, the
state may be encouraging the impoverish-
ment of families, especially poor families
with children. Gambling may even be as-
sociated with other social problems, such
as alcoholism and drug addiction. By sup-
porting gambling, the state may seem to
encourage other maladies. Above all, by
supporting gambling, the state may pro-
mote get-rich-quick attitudes that contrib-
ute to eroding the work and savings ethics
badly needed in any society. Opponents
clearly see state-sponsored gambling as
having deleterious social consequences.

Opponents bolster their arguments
with statistics tending to show that the
welfare cost of treating the victims may
outweigh the revenue gain. Such statistics
require complicated calculations and are
frequently challenged by gambling’s pro-
ponents, who have continued to argue that
the urge to gamble is so widespread that
gambling will occur whether the state
sponsors it or not.

These ethical arguments frequently
lead to another debate over the size of
government. Opponents of large govern-

ments tend to argue that governments are more likely
to be kept small if they must receive all their reve-
nue from taxes. Because lotteries provide additional,
nontax, revenue, they thus may encourage overly
large governments.

Lottery revenues are not guaranteed and may fall
after the novelty interest in lotteries wears off or if
excessive numbers of states begin to use lotteries. If
the enlarged government’s programs become seen as
entitlements, then those programs may be difficult to
eliminate—or even trim—after lottery revenues sub-
side. Taxes may then have to be raised to support the
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programs. Since states often rely on regressive taxes,
the tax burden on low-income individuals may be
even more severe as they are caught in a scissors-like
situation in which their taxes go up as their state ben-
efits go down.

For all these reasons, ethical debates over lotteries
and other forms of state-sponsored gambling are
likely to continue to dominate public discussion over
lotteries.

Richard L. Wilson
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Love
Definition: Attraction, attachment, or devotion to

another person; affection
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Love may be seen to raise issues of,

or even create, moral responsibilities between in-
dividuals. For some ethical systems, notably
Christianity, love in itself is a morally admirable
and possibly obligatory act.

Philosophers have treated a number of issues con-
nected with love: the nature and value of romantic
love, the distinction between agape and eros, the mo-
tivation of those who love, self-love, friendship, the
possibility of altruistic love, and the nature of caring,
compassion, benevolence, and sympathy.

Romantic Love
Most philosophers have been critical of romantic

love. Stendhal claims that in passion-love, lovers
“find” perfections in their beloved that are not really
there. José Ortega y Gasset believes that in love the
lover’s attention becomes fixed solely on the be-
loved. All else that formerly absorbed the lover is
eliminated from consciousness; therefore, the rest of
the world does not exist for the lover. Ernest Becker,
in The Denial of Death (1974), claims that roman-
tic love is but another example of the basic human
drive for heroism. Each person in a love relation en-
dows the other with godlike qualities so that each can
feel cosmically justified. In The Second Sex (1949),
Simone de Beauvoir criticizes “orthodox patriarchal
romantic ideology,” in which a woman is to find her
identity and value solely in her beloved’s superiority
and independence. Romantic love, she writes, makes
a woman servile and devoid of self-respect; the
woman is “pitiful, insecure, dependent, and power-
less through her loving.”

Not all philosophers, however, have been so nega-
tive about romantic love. Robert Solomon states that
love is an ordinary but spectacular emotion. Ethel
Spector Person argues that though romantic love can
be harmful, it can also be enriching. It can liberate
people from old habits, give them hope, move them
to enlarge their possibilities, and incite them to tran-
scend their self-centered concerns.

Agape and Eros
The classic description of eros-love is contained

in Plato’s dialogue Symposium. Plato characterizes
love as a desire for pure beauty. One does not love
others because of their beautiful qualities but because
they are instances of, and point to, “the Beautiful it-
self.” Moreover, those who love pure beauty do so in
order to satisfy a self-directed desire—the desire to
know beauty, not just for the moment, but forever.
The receiving character of this love, which it has in
common with sexual love, has been contrasted with
the giving character of agape love. Agape love is said
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to bestow worth on its object instead of being derived
from its object’s worth, and it is said to exclude self-
love, unlike eros, which is essentially self-love. From
this it is inferred by some that only divine love is
agapic, because only it is nonacquisitive and entirely
other-directed; others, however, assert that some hu-
man love is agapic.

A number of questions arise about these descrip-
tions of agape and eros. Are the two as mutually ex-
clusive as they are sometimes claimed to be? Is all
human love erotic? Is agape always a better love than
eros? Is the element of self-sacrifice in agape love
appropriate to women’s experience, which is said by
some twentieth century feminists to contain too little
self-regard; too much self-surrender, especially to-
ward men; and insufficient concern for self-develop-
ment?

Duty and Emotion
Should people love because they desire to be lov-

ing or because they believe that it is their duty to do
so? Immanuel Kant and Søren Kierkegaard side with
the latter alternative on the grounds that desire and
emotion are capricious—they change easily, and
people have little control over them. Moreover, Kant
said, for any action to have moral worth, including a
loving one, it must be motivated by a sense of duty.
Other philosophers, including many twentieth cen-
tury feminists, side with the first alternative. Desire
and emotion are not so capricious as Kant and Kier-
kegaard thought, and the feature of love that gives it
moral worth is its emotion—the acceptance felt by a
beloved or the sympathy felt by a sufferer. Some writ-
ers characterize the duty approach as masculine be-
cause it conceives love as rational and impersonal,
and the emotion approach as feminine because of its
appeal to feeling and connectedness.

Caring
There is a rich philosophical literature that de-

scribes the nature of caring and similar phenomena.
Caring is said to involve receptivity, which is de-
picted as “feeling with” the one who is cared for. The
carer is attentive to the other, absorbed in the other,
and aware of the other’s thoughts, feelings, and facial
expressions. Sensitivity to the cared for’s situation is
present; so also is a sense of “we-ness.” For some, the
essence of caring is the attitude of wanting to help the
cared-for grow. For others, the essence of caring is

the sense of being present with the other. Distinctions
are drawn between caring and other states with which
it is sometimes confused, such as being submerged in
the other without the awareness that the other is a sep-
arate person.

The Possibility of Altruistic Love
For psychological, social, and religious reasons,

some people have wondered whether other-directed
love is possible. Imagination may make one think
one loves when in fact one does not, emotionally dis-
tant parents may produce children who are unable to
connect, competitive capitalism may make people
feel alienated from one another, an emphasis on sex-
uality may make people strive for nothing but sexual
satisfaction, and sin may make people irremediably
self-centered. In Being and Nothingness (1943),
French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre asserts that sep-
arateness and opposition are at the core of human re-
lations, including love. Love is impossible, he says,
because both the one who loves and the one who is
loved are trying to get something from the other, and
neither is able to do so. Sartre graphically portrays
these ideas in his well-known play No Exit. Others
believe that separateness can be overcome by cer-
tain sorts of “interpersonal oneness,” such as Martin
Buber’s I-Thou relation, and that the obstacles to
love can be met with a social or religious transfor-
mation.

Clifford Williams
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Loyalty
Definition: Dedication or commitment to a person,

cause, country, or ideal
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Loyalty is generally seen as a virtue

regardless of its content, but it can also be judged
to be misplaced or misguided, in which case it can
be more ethically ambiguous.

In the Old Testament, God’s first commandment to
Moses on Mount Sinai requires the uncompromising
loyalty of the Israelites: “I am the Lord thy God,
which have brought thee out of the land of Egypt, out
of the house of bondage. Thou shalt have no other
gods before me.” Thus, loyalty to God becomes the
paramount duty of Judaism and, subsequently, Chris-
tianity, in which it is reaffirmed by Jesus: “Thou shalt
love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all
thy soul, and with all thy mind.” Jesus also acknowl-
edges earthly loyalties, however, requiring one to
“render therefore unto Caesar the things which are
Caesar’s” and to “love thy neighbor as thyself.”

Loyalty was the essence of the ancient Greek
eusebia, or “piety,” meaning devotion to the gods but
encompassing devotion to parents, friends, country,
and anything else worthy of respect and veneration.
Loyalty as such is specifically discussed by neither
Plato nor Aristotle, even though both philosophers
devote much attention to other virtues, defining them
and subjecting them to exacting philosophical scru-

tiny. Yet eusebia was important not only to them but
to all Greeks, constituting the heart of Greek citizen-
ship. The greatest example of Greek loyalty was Soc-
rates, who refused to repudiate his beloved Athens
even when its laws punished him unjustly, just as he
refused to repudiate philosophy, which he believed
was the only means of leading Athenians to the moral
truth that would restore the city’s integrity. Choosing
death at the hands of the state for refusing to give up
philosophy, he preserved his loyalty to both.

Aristotle likewise attests the importance of loy-
alty in the Nicomachean Ethics: “It is also true that
the virtuous man’s conduct is often guided by the in-
terests of his friends and of his country, and that he
will if necessary lay down his life in their behalf.”
He also considers the problem of conflicting loyal-
ties:

A . . . problem is set by such questions as,
whether one should in all things give the preference
to one’s father and obey him . . . and similarly
whether one should . . . show gratitude to a benefac-
tor or oblige a friend, if one cannot do both. . . . That
we should not make the same return to everyone,
nor give a father the preference in everything . . . is
plain enough; but since we ought to render different
things to parents, brothers, comrades, and benefac-
tors, we ought to render to each class what is appro-
priate and becoming.

For Aristotle, specific loyalties are rooted in one’s
relationships with others, and the obligations atten-
dant upon these loyalties are determined by the na-
ture of these relationships.

Loyalty as piety is preserved in the Roman pietas,
encompassing reverence for the gods and those to
whom natural relationships bind one—family, coun-
trymen, and all of humankind. “Natural” loyalties,
springing from kinship to fellow humans, entail “nat-
ural duties” that are consonant with these loyalties.
Since such kinships are part of the natural order, any
violation of these duties transgresses natural moral
law. Pietas reflects the Stoic belief in a cosmopolitan
loyalty to all people by virtue of natural human kin-
ship and obligation to God.

In the Middle Ages, loyalty was exemplified in
the “fealty” owed by a vassal to his lord and by the
lord to his king. Also included in the concept of fealty
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was the reciprocal obligation of the king to his sub-
jects. The desire to depose rulers who violated this
obligation led to the distinction between loyalty to
the office of the king and loyalty to the person of the
king. The Magna Carta constituted a statement that
loyalty to the office did not require loyalty to the per-
son; conversely, disloyalty to the person did not sig-
nify disloyalty to the office.

Modern Views
The transition to the modern world, which engen-

dered a new political entity, the “nation-state,” re-
sulted in loyalty’s becoming a predominantly politi-
cal virtue, from which sprang both the fanatical,
nationalistic loyalty of fascism and communism and
the pluralistic loyalties of democracy. Despite at-
tempts to transcend national loyalties through orga-
nizations such as the United Nations, loyalty in the
modern sense is associated with both benign patrio-
tism and radical nationalism, in which loyalty is of-
ten interpreted as a call to military aggression. Even
in democratic countries, national loyalty is often con-
sidered the highest political virtue. The Alien and Se-
dition Acts of 1798 and the Sedition Act of 1918
were attempts by the U.S. Congress to mandate loy-
alty by outlawing all publications that were consid-
ered defamatory or seditious. Uncertainty about the
national loyalty of some Americans led to the intern-
ment of Japanese Americans during World War II
and to the “blacklisting” of people suspected of sub-
versive activities during the McCarthy era, from
1950 to 1954.

Among philosophers, only Josiah Royce has given
loyalty sustained critical scrutiny. Royce’s dismay at
“that ancient and disastrous association” between
loyalty and war prompted him to write The Philoso-
phy of Loyalty (1908), in which he defines loyalty as
“the willing and practical and thoroughgoing devo-
tion of a person to a cause.” The cause to which one
declares loyalty becomes the plan for one’s life,
which, combined with the personal gratification of
serving this cause, makes life meaningful. Lest loy-
alty be construed as being consistent with devotion to
an evil cause, Royce stipulates that genuine loyalty
respects the loyalties of others and forbids actions
that destroy them or prevent their being acted upon.
Royce refers to respect for the loyalties of others as
“loyalty to loyalty.”
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Loyalty oaths
Definition: Formal and solemn pledges to support

and defend a country, government, or leader
Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: In the United States positive oaths (or

affirmations) of future loyalty are obligatory in
numerous situations, despite widespread beliefs
that such requirements infringe upon individual
freedom and contradict the principles of liberty
they are ostensibly designed to protect.

Throughout recorded history, governments and lead-
ers have utilized loyalty oaths as a means of consoli-
dating power and punishing nonconformists. In En-
gland, after the Protestant Reformation, such oaths
had the effect of restricting the legal rights of Roman
Catholics and other religious dissidents. In colonial
America, citizens were typically required to take
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oaths to support and defend the commonwealth.
Some oaths included the additional responsibility
pledge to report political dissidents to the govern-
ment. During the American Revolution, the Conti-
nental Congress and individual state legislatures
mandated that citizens pledge allegiance to the U.S.
government. Loyalists and Quakers refusing to make
this pledge were punished with exile and confisca-
tion of property.

The Idea of Loyalty
Unconditional loyalty to governments, regardless

of the morality of the governments’actions, has often
resulted in great evil. The most obvious example oc-
curred in Nazi Germany under Adolf Hitler. On the
other hand, democratic societies appear to benefit
from a patriotism that is checked by a critical spirit
and sound ethical convictions. In his classic work A
Philosophy of Loyalty (1908), Josiah Royce argued
that loyalty to good causes is the most basic of vir-
tues. Recognizing the evils of intolerance and fanati-
cism, however, Royce insisted that individuals
should have the freedom to choose their own objects
of loyalty without coercion. His philosophy envi-
sioned the desirability of a pluralistic society that
promotes reasonable patriotism while tolerating a
broad diversity of dissident voices.

In the Anglo-American tradition, loyalty oaths
were based on an invocation to God as a witness to
truth. In common law, therefore, the oaths of atheists
were considered invalid. However, as culture became
increasingly secular, individuals were given the op-
tion of making simple affirmations of loyalty without
reference to any religious beliefs. Only a small mi-
nority of citizens objects to making nonreligious
affirmations of general loyalty to their country. How-
ever, members of some law-abiding groups, includ-
ing the Jehovah’s Witnesses, refuse on religious
grounds to affirm allegiance to any secular govern-
ment.

Ethical Arguments
Critics of mandatory loyalty oaths, such as

Benjamin Franklin and Supreme Court justice Hugo
L. Black, commonly argue that such oaths are perni-
cious because of their chilling effect on the free ex-
pression of unorthodox ideas, their tendency to en-
gender divisions of opinion, and their susceptibility
to abuse. Almost everyone admits that the oaths

themselves do not restrain subversive actions be-
cause disloyal persons are apt to lie about their true
intentions. Moreover, to punish those guilty of trea-
sonable and other illegal behavior, it is not necessary
to require oaths.

Proponents nevertheless believe that loyalty oaths
have the positive function of encouraging a healthy
spirit of patriotism and national unity. They further
observe that loyalty oaths used in the United States
after the 1960’s have not included pledges to support
particular policies or political ideas. Proponents of
the oaths thus find it difficult to understand why good
citizens would not gladly proclaim loyalty to a demo-
cratic country that allows peaceful means to change
laws and policies.

Constitutionally Approved Mandates
The U.S. Constitution requires the president,

members of Congress and state legislatures, and all
executive and judicial officers to pledge by oath or
affirmation to support it. Following this model, Con-
gress has mandated that members of the armed
forces, naturalized citizens, and employees in sensi-
tive governmental positions must also pledge or af-
firm their allegiance to the United States. Most jurists
interpret these requirements to be consistent with the
First Amendment’s guarantees of freedom of reli-
gion, speech, and association.

In Cole v. Richardson (1972), the U.S. Supreme
Court upheld legislation requiring positive oaths or
affirmations of loyalty so long as they are not unduly
vague and do not infringe on constitutional free-
doms. The Court’s decision allowed oaths to include
a pledge to oppose the forceful overthrow of the gov-
ernment. However, a minority of the justices who
voted on that case argued that requiring such a pledge
was unconstitutional because it might be interpreted
in ways that restrict freedom of speech and associa-
tion. The majority, however, found the pledge accept-
able, because the Constitution does not guarantee
any right to advocate or endorse the overthrow of the
government by violence or other illegal means.

The Supreme Court does not permit public
schools to require children to pledge their allegiance
to flag and country. In contrast, Cole upheld the con-
stitutionality of requiring adults to pledge loyalty as a
condition of public employment. However, in 1994 a
federal appeals court ruled that these requirements
violated the Restoration of Religious Freedom Act of
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1993, because the government could not show that
loyalty oaths served a compelling objective. How-
ever, the decision was based on a federal statute that
later lapsed and became unenforceable, which means
that courts in the future may not utilize that decision
as a precedent.

Unconstitutional Mandates
Jurists distinguish between positive oaths to sup-

port one’s country and negative oaths to refrain from
particular acts and associations. One variant of nega-
tive oaths, called “test oaths,” makes reference to the
past rather than the future. After the Civil War, for in-
stance, Congress and state legislatures required pub-
lic officials and lawyers to swear oaths pledging that
they had never supported the Confederacy. Such
oaths were required for holding public office and for
working in certain professions. In the Test Oath
Cases (1867), the Supreme Court found that such ret-
roactive test oaths were unconstitutional because
they imposed legislative punishments for acts not il-
legal when performed.

Because of fears of communism after World
War II, most U.S. states required teachers and other
public employees to sign loyalty oaths that included
pledges of nonassociation with the Communist Party
or another subversive organization. In 1949, thirty-
one professors of the University of California were
fired for refusing to take one such oath. During the
1960’s, however, the Supreme Court held that almost
all requirements for negative oaths were unconstitu-
tional. In one of its most notable decisions, Keyishian
v. Board of Regents (1967), the Court recognized the
importance of academic freedom in higher education
and proscribed loyalty statutes that unduly restrict
teachers’ speech in their classrooms.

Thomas Tandy Lewis
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Luck and chance
Definition: Unpredictable and uncontrollable events

and forces that may shape events favorably or un-
favorably

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: If the unpredictable, uncontrollable

forces that shape events can affect the ethical sta-
tus of people who experience it, then this type of
luck is called moral luck.

Ordinary luck is a concept familiar to nearly every-
one. The role that luck plays within the realm of eth-
ics can best be illustrated by a hypothetical contrast:

Bert is normally a careful driver and rarely
backs his car out of his driveway without first look-
ing. One morning, however, he is distracted by
something that he hears on the radio and backs out
without looking. As a result, he fails to see a small
child running across his driveway, and his car
strikes and kills the child.

Carol is another a careful driver who rarely
backs out of her driveway without looking. One
morning she, too, is distracted by something she
hears on the radio, and she backs out without look-
ing. However, no child is running across her drive-
way, and nothing bad happens as a result of her mo-
mentary carelessness.

Those who believe moral luck is present in these
examples would affirm that, other things being equal,
Bert is more to blame morally for backing out of his
driveway without looking than is Carol for doing ex-
actly the same thing. Those who hold this position
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would appeal to the ways these facts would be treated
in a court of law. While there would be harsh penal-
ties for Bert, Carol’s penalties would be relatively
mild. To the extent that the law is based upon consid-
erations of ethics, moral luck seems defensible.

Not everyone is convinced that moral luck is pos-
sible. Some philosophers are convinced that unpre-
dictable forces can never affect a peron’s moral or
ethical status. An example is the great German phi-
losopher Immanuel Kant. One who shares Kant’s
point of view would react to the example by holding
that both Bert and Carol are to blame for backing out
without looking, as nothing about their states of mind
or actions is relevantly different. Carol may happen
to be lucky that no child runs across her driveway, but
opponents of moral luck would see nothing morally
significant in this fact. If Bert is to be judged harshly
for what he does, there is no reason to judge Carol
any less harshly. They both act in identical ways, and
their acts grew out of identical motives.

In many ways people’s lives are affected by
chance. Some philosophers have pointed out that a
person’s very existence is a matter of luck. The rea-
son is that many people die without producing off-
spring. However, every time a new human being
comes into existence, it means that not one of that
person’s thousands of ancestors died without produc-
ing offspring, a statistical fact that is incredibly im-
probable.

The ethical character of each human being has
been shaped by parents and other early influences.
The extent to which these have been positive moral
influences is likewise a matter of luck, as is the extent
to which people have been spared from temptations
to engage in wrongdoing.

Gregory F. Mellema
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Lust
Definition: Intense sexual desire, or, by extension,

a nonsexual desire that resembles sexual desire in
its intensity

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Lust may be defined as excessive de-

sire which is not held in check by reason, or which
otherwise defeats the sovereignty of the individ-
ual. By that definition, lust is, traditionally, one of
the seven deadly sins.

Injunctions against lust, in the sense of sexual activ-
ity outside marriage (also called “lechery” in the
Middle Ages), figure prominently in the Old and
New Testaments of the Bible. The Jewish tradition
emphasizes the harmfulness of lust in its disruption
of a family-centered social structure. It presents mar-
riage as being handed down to humankind from
the time of Adam and Eve, and being further rein-
forced by the Ten Commandments of Moses and
other divine revelation. The New Testament, while
suggesting that more individual freedom of choice
and forgiveness of repentant transgressors is permit-
ted, assumes that the sexual behavioral norms of Jew-
ish tradition are still very much in effect. The letters
of the apostle Paul set the stage for a Christian tradi-
tion that makes sexual abstinence a good in itself.
This finds parallels in the monastic movements of
many of the world’s religions.

From a societal standpoint, “lust” is a term of op-
probrium for sexual activity that disrupts the social
structure—above all, extramarital sex. For the indi-
vidual, however, sexual behavior may be perceived
as “lust” if it is performed without love and respect,
even within the confines of marriage. All such love-
less sex has been designated as a form of “lust”—
hence, one of the seven deadly sins—from the early
Middle Ages onward. In a modern context, “lust” in
this sense is replaced by such terms as “using” one’s
sexual partner and “sexual harassment.”

D. Gosselin Nakeeb

See also: Buddhist ethics; Christian ethics; Daoist
ethics; Desire; Jewish ethics; Promiscuity; Sexuality
and sexual ethics; Sin.
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Luther, Martin
Identification: German Protestant reformer
Born: November 10, 1483, Eisleben, Saxony (now

in Germany)
Died: February 18, 1546, Eisleben, Saxony (now in

Germany)
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Perhaps the most significant figure in

the second millennium of Christianity, Luther ini-
tiated the Protestant Reformation by criticizing
what he saw as corrupt and inappropriate prac-
tices of the Roman Catholic Church.

Only in modern Christian ethics is an artificial line
drawn between religious doctrine and its practical
application—Luther himself recognized no such
boundary. His career as a reformer was imbued with
the notion of ethics as an outgrowth of Christian
faith, as it was with the faith that made ethics both
possible and valid. Indeed, one could say that Lu-
ther’s reforming activity was first occasioned by ethi-
cal concerns, since it was corrupt practice on the part
of the Roman church that first led him to consider the
possibility of corrupt doctrine. The preaching of in-
dulgences in German churches in order to raise funds
for papal building projects and for the purchasing of
German bishoprics, along with traffic in relics and
hastily recited masses for the dead, seemed to Luther
to be symptoms of a larger spiritual decay—a decay
that he was convinced would swiftly be reversed if
those in authority knew of its existence. It was only
when the authorities refused to alter these practices
that Luther began to realize that a more fundamental
change was needed, after which his career as a re-
former started to take shape.

Justification by Faith
At the same time, Luther was undergoing a spiri-

tual crisis of his own that would have a profound ef-
fect on his ethical thought. The medieval Church
taught that, while salvation was to be obtained
through Christ, the individual Christian could assist
his or her own cause through participation in the sac-
raments of the church. Luther’s time as an Augustin-
ian monk was largely spent in such acts, but with no
sense of spiritual relief. It was only when he began a
study of the Scriptures—in particular, the Epistles to
the Romans and the Galatians—in preparation for his

teaching at the University of Wittenberg that he came
upon the doctrine that would free him from his spiri-
tual trials and start a theological revolution: “The just
shall live by faith” (Rom. 1:17). It became Luther’s
contention that salvation could not be gained by any
human effort but was solely a gift of God. All that
was required to be “justified” was faith, which was it-
self a gift of God. Nothing else mattered, since noth-
ing else was effective.

At the same time, Luther was not willing to give
up good works, but it was clear that his ethics would
have to occupy a new place in his system. This prob-
lem was worked out in several of his early works,
including “Treatise on Good Works” and “On Chris-
tian Liberty,” both written in 1520. The gist of Lu-
ther’s maturing ethic is best summarized in a sen-
tence from “On Christian Liberty”: “Good works do
not make a man good, but a good man does good
works.” Following the biblical writings of Paul and
James, Luther asserted that Christian faith had to be
enacted, both out of gratitude for what God had done
for the believer and so that God could continue His
perfecting work. It was Luther, anticipating John
Wesley, who first suggested a doctrine of “sanctifica-
tion.” Furthermore, Luther’s doctrine of the “priest-
hood of all believers” declared that all Christians
were responsible for doing good works, not only the
members of the clergy and the cloister, who were
called to lives of “higher righteousness.”

Living for Others
What works should the justified Christian do? Lu-

ther’s definition of ethical behavior was, like his doc-
trine, taken directly from biblical models. The re-
deemed believer was to give no thought to his or her
own needs, which had already been fulfilled through
faith, but was to give himself or herself up wholly for
the benefit of others, in the same way that Jesus
Christ himself took no thought of his own interests,
giving himself wholly for humankind. Although Lu-
ther’s ethic contained practical elements—he recom-
mended marriage and the public education of
youth—at bottom it was primarily existential: “I will
give myself as a Christ to my neighbor, just as Christ
offered himself to me.” The nature of ethical behav-
ior was to be seen in self-sacrifice, through which
Christ would be revealed in acts of service, as he had
been revealed in the ultimate service of the cross.
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Secular Authority
Luther did make specific ethical prescriptions

that had to do with the nature of secular authority. As
with everything else, Luther’s politics were based on
his doctrine: God has ordained two spheres of author-
ity, or two “kingdoms”—one internal and moral,
over which the Church was to have authority; and the
other external, to be ruled by the “sword.” Both were
divinely ordained, the latter on the basis of Paul’s dic-
tum that everyone was to be subject to secular author-
ity (Rom. 13:1).

With this belief as his starting point, Luther re-
monstrated with both rulers and their subjects. Rulers,
he said, were not to stray outside their ordained
boundaries into religious and moral legislation but
were to concentrate on restraining, convicting, and
punishing sinful behavior in their own sphere. That
this was necessary was occasioned, Luther believed,
by the fact that, although truly justified Christians
had no need of such authority, most Christians were
not yet in so spiritual a state but were still enslaved by
sin, and thus were prone to disobedience and chaos.
Rulers were needed to maintain order.

Subjects were to obey their rulers in all things.
(Luther included in this injunction justified Chris-
tians, who ought to remain obedient for the sake of
their weaker neighbors.) The difficulty arose when
rulers became corrupt: Was there any point at which
despotic rulers could be legally resisted? Luther’s an-
swer was a cautious and provisional yes, since the ul-
timate authority over both “kingdoms” was God, and
no ruler could compel his subjects to disobey God in
their obedience to the ruler. Again, Luther’s founda-
tion was biblical: “We must obey God rather than
men” (Acts 5:29). Luther’s insistence on the divine
foundation of secular rule, however, led him to coun-
sel obedience even to corrupt rulers so long as there
was any doubt about the proper response. It was on
this basis that Luther opposed the Peasants’Revolt of
1525, even though he affirmed the legitimacy of the
peasants’ grievances. Such opposition, while consis-
tent with his overall ethic, cost him much support
among his early followers.

One reason why Luther consistently opposed the
overthrow of secular authority by oppressed subjects
was that he was convinced that God himself would
end the rule of any authority that was mired in corrup-
tion, as he had in biblical times. Thus, Luther’s politi-
cal ethic, like the rest of his thought, was grounded in

his personal confidence that God would ultimately
set all things right, since nothing lay outside his
power.

Robert C. Davis
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Lying
Definition: Making a false statement with the in-

tention of misleading another person
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Lying is most often judged along a

spectrum, from bearing false witness against an-
other person, prohibited by the Ten Command-
ments, to telling “little white lies,” which is often
deemed to be harmless and therefore permissible.

Although there is little sustained philosophical or re-
ligious discussion of the issue of lying and its conse-
quences for society, there is some embryonic discus-
sion of the ethics of lying, particularly in connection
with the issues of truth and sin.

Influenced by Manichaean beliefs that pitted
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good against evil and truth against lies, Saint Augus-
tine provided Catholic orthodoxy with the judgment
that lying jeopardizes one’s relationship with God,
because God is truth and all lying is a form of blas-
phemy. Although Augustine holds that the teaching
of false doctrine is the worst type of lying, he was op-
posed to lying in all its forms.

A great scholar in the fields of law, the classics,
theology, and history, Hugo Grotius was arrested for
his anti-Calvinist views on tolerance and politics.
Sentenced to life in prison, he arranged a clever es-
cape and fled to France and Sweden, where he pro-
ceeded to write his most famous legal work, On the
Law of War and Peace (1625). His confrontation with
Dutch Protestant internecine battles and the ruse he
used in making his escape from jail may have led him
to modify his theological opinions about lying. He
argued eruditely that lying was permissible when di-
rected toward children, the insane, thieves, and un-
righteous persons, as well as when it was done for the
public good.

Immanuel Kant’s reliance on pure reason obvi-
ated any appeal to emotional or pragmatic reasons to
excuse lying. Kant argued that a lie always harms hu-
mankind because it “vitiates the source of law itself.”
This deontological view does not excuse any form of
lie even in a life-threatening situation.

Contemporary Views of Lying: Sissela Bok
The 1979 work Lying: Moral Choice in Public

and Private Life by Sissela Bok is the first major, sys-
tematic philosophical study of the ethics of lying.
Bok’s contribution to the debate is her superb, de-
tailed intellectual discussion of the taxonomy of ly-
ing. She analyzes “white lies,” false excuses, inau-
thentic justifications, lies in a crisis, lies to liars, lies
to enemies, lies for the public good, lies to protect
peers and clients, deceptive social science research,
lies to the sick and dying, and the effects of lying on
both the liar and the person who is deceived.

Reflecting the contemporary lack of any single
authority, Bok marshals new categories of lying and
analyzes them with an eclectic set of criticisms. She
defines lying not as a sin or as an untruth but as
“a false statement made to another person with the
intention to mislead.” Bok emphasizes the conse-
quences of lying: The deceived person becomes dis-
trustful of the liar and, by extension, the society that
allows lies to be disseminated without any barriers.

The liar loses both self-respect and a sense of reality
as he or she continues to become absorbed in a sys-
tem of transmitting lies to retain power or authority.
From this point of view, lying harms not only the in-
dividual but also the community.

Bok partially shifts the responsibility for expos-
ing and correcting the problems of lying from the in-
dividual to society. After all, she argues, how can an
individual change the whole structure of a medical,
legal, or business system that values sales, bottom-
line income, and success more than it does honesty?
How can an individual change misleading advertis-
ing, deceptive social science research, deceitful phar-
maceutical claims, and fallacious government re-
ports and regulations? These fraudulent activities
contribute to the destruction of moral values, the loss
of respect for authority, and the proliferation of indi-
vidual despair in the pursuit of justice.

Bok is not an absolutist: She finds that there may
be a need for certain types of lying. Like Grotius, she
believes that one may lie to a terrorist or a criminal, or
lie in other life-threatening circumstances. Lying to
protect the innocent is not Bok’s only exemption. She
also allows provisionally for certain white lies. Lying
to protect someone’s feelings or to avoid a painful sit-
uation can be justified, but only as a last resort. One
must always look at the overall context. Will one
white lie lead to many more, cumulatively creating
more distrust in and harm for the one who is de-
ceived?

Bok has extended the significance of lying to all
personal relations. She has also warned of the danger
of the pressure to lie that derives from such institu-
tions as the government and from such professions as
the law, medicine, and business. She has called for
the discussion of ethical standards in all institutions,
and especially in the field of medicine. To see the act
of lying as an authentic issue—separate from its rela-
tionship to sin or the individual’s responsibility—is
a major accomplishment. Bok concludes that with-
out the active support of society and its institutions
to correct the problem of lying, the individual will
not be able to overcome the need and the temptation
to lie.

Richard Kagan
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Lynching
Definition: Unlawful killing of a person by a mob,

usually by hanging
Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: Lynching became a common form of

racial violence in the American South, especially
in the wake of the U.S. Civil War. Defenders
claimed that lynching was used to protect the vir-
tue of white women. In reality, however, it was
used to keep African Americans in fear for their
lives.

The term “lynching” comes from Captain William
Lynch, a captain in the Virginia militia during the
American Revolution. Lynch and his men sought to
rid Pittsylvania County of Loyalists, Americans who
supported the British during the war, and subjected
them to trials before a hastily assembled court. Lynch
said that the tribunal was justified because no other
legal authority existed in the county, so citizens had
the right to create their own system of justice and
carry out its punishments. The court was said to prac-
tice “lynch law,” and by the 1830’s, that term was ap-
plied to instances in which mobs took the law into

their own hands without waiting for legal authoriza-
tion.

Lynching was common on America’s western
frontier during the nineteenth century, but no statis-
tics are available concerning how many people were
killed by this form of mob action. After the end of the
Civil War and the abolition of slavery in 1865, lynch-
ing was most common in the southern United States,
where it became a frequent occurrence, especially
between 1882 and 1930. During that period, a total
of 4,761 lynchings took place in the United States,
90 percent of them in the states of the Old Confeder-
acy. Of the victims, 3,386 (71 percent) were African
American and 1,375 (29 percent) were white. Half of
these killings were carried out with the help of local
police, and in 90 percent of the other cases, local legal
and judicial authorities gave their approval. No mem-
ber of any lynch mob was ever arrested or punished
for participating in these crimes.

Rationales for Lynching
Defenders of lynching—and these included most

southern white political, business, and community
leaders—argued that fear of such deadly violence
alone prevented African American men from raping
white women. Ben Tillman defended lynching and
announced that, although he was governor of South
Carolina, he would still “lead a mob to lynch a man
who had ravished a white woman. I justify lynch-
ing for rape, and before almighty God, I am not
ashamed of it.” Lynching from this perspective was
ethically justified because it protected the purity and
honor of a physically weak population, white women,
from the violent attacks of sex-crazed fiends, African
American men.

This rationale has come to be seen in recent years
as a cultural denial of a deeper truth. Fear of white
women being raped by African American men was
used to obscure or displace attention from the fact
that it was actually white men who had an estab-
lished, institutionally sanctioned history of raping
African American women in the South. Slave owners
had routinely raped their slaves. In only 23 percent of
southern lynchings was the victim even accused of
rape.

More lynchings, 28 percent, happened because of
minor infractions of social customs, such as a black
man’s simply talking to a white girl or whistling at
her from across the street, than because of violent
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sexual crimes attributed to the victim. Therefore, it
appears that lynch law was used more as a way of
maintaining white supremacy than as a way of pun-
ishing criminals. The real purpose of lynching was to
maintain white supremacy by making all African
Americans aware of the terrible penalty that could be
imposed upon them for breaking the southern code of
racial ethics.

Antilynching Legislative Efforts
A campaign to end lynching by declaring it a fed-

eral crime instead of a state crime began in 1930. Two
groups, both composed of white southerners—the
Association of Southern White Women for the Pre-
vention of Lynching and the Atlanta-based Commis-
sion on Interracial Cooperation—called upon the
Congress of the United States to pass an antilynching
bill. Both organizations believed that through educa-
tion and public pressure, a majority could be found to
give the Federal Bureau of Investigation jurisdiction
over cases in which local authorities had failed to
protect victims of mob violence. Thirty people had
been lynched that year, and a particularly brutal inci-
dent in Sherman, Texas, in which a retarded African
American youth was slowly burned to death changed
the hearts of enough congressmen and senators for
the bill to win passage. However, though the House
of Representatives approved the measure, the Senate
did not. Instead, Senator Thomas Heflin of Alabama
led a successful filibuster against the bill. Heflin
made his position quite clear: “Whenever a Negro
crosses this dead line between the white and Negro

races and lays his black hand on a white woman he
deserves to die.”

Southern white leaders raised the constitutional
issue of states’rights. States had always been respon-
sible for enforcing criminal laws, and these leaders
believed that that power should not be reduced.
Raising any crime to a federal level would only lead
to the creation of an all-powerful national police
force that could threaten the freedoms of Americans
everywhere. Arguments favoring local control helped
to defeat later attempts to outlaw lynching through
federal law, while masking the racially motivated in-
tentions of its defenders.

That race and not constitutional issues lay behind
opposition to antilynching legislation was demon-
strated by events that occurred during the debate on
lynching legislation in Congress in 1935. The horri-
ble lynching of Claude Neal in Florida, in which a
white mob cut off the victim’s fingers and toes and
forced him to eat his own flesh before mutilating his
body with a hot poker and hanging it from a tree, re-
ceived national attention. Still, the Senate did not act;
southerners killed the bill with a six-day filibuster.
One opponent denounced the legislation for promot-
ing federal interference in local affairs, while another
defended the lynchers because Neal had allegedly
raped his white girlfriend, though she denied it, and
“the virtue of white women must be defended, at any
cost.” Not even a separate bill calling for a national
committee to research the problem of lynching sur-
vived the Senate debate.

Lynchings were significantly reduced by the late
1930’s to an average of fifteen per year, and by the
1940’s, such mob-inspired murders had almost dis-
appeared. Yet during the 1950’s, two black men were
killed in Mississippi for violating the southern racial
code. Fourteen-year-old Emmett Till was brutally
killed apparently simply because he had talked to a
white woman. The last officially recognized lynch-
ing happened in Mississippi in 1959, when Mack
Charles Parker was hanged by a mob for allegedly
raping a white girl. Apparently, no recorded lynch-
ings have taken place since then, though a young Af-
rican American, chosen at random, was mutilated
and murdered by the Ku Klux Klan in Mobile, Ala-
bama, in 1981. The decline in lynching is attributed
to increased press coverage and public awareness of
the crime, plus progress in federal protection of civil
rights.
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Richard Wright on the Emotional
Impact of Lynching

Richard Wright, the author of Native Son (1940)
and Black Boy (1945), observed that lynch mobs
could strike anywhere, anytime, and for any reason.
Lynching was part of a reign of terror imposed by
the white majority to keep African Americans sub-
jugated. “The things that influenced my conduct as
a Negro,” Wright wrote about violence against Af-
rican Americans, “did not have to happen to me di-
rectly. I needed but to hear of them to feel their full
effects in the deepest layers of my consciousness.”



Ethical Principles
The ethics of lynching was summarized in a long

speech by Senator Allan J. Ellender of Louisiana in
January of 1938. Again a horrible incident—a case in
which two African Americans had been blowtorched
to death by a Texas mob—had led to the introduction
of an antilynching bill in Washington. Ellender led
the fight against the bill and celebrated the South’s
long battle to subjugate blacks in which “lynch law”
played a prominent part. “It was costly: it was bitter,
but oh, how sweet the victory.”

Leslie V. Tischauser
Updated by the editors
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M
McCarthy, Joseph R.

Identification: U.S. senator best remembered for
leading communist witch hunts during the 1950’s

Born: November 14, 1908, Grand Chute, near
Appleton, Wisconsin

Died: May 2, 1957, Bethesda, Maryland
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: While chairing a Senate committee

investigating alleged communist agents in the
federal government, McCarthy gained notoriety
for his tactics of attacking witnesses and making
unsubstantiated allegations; his name became
synonymous with unethical behavior.

Republican senator Joseph R. McCarthy of Wiscon-
sin sought to rid the nation of what he saw was com-
munist infiltration of the administrations of both
Harry S. Truman and Dwight D. Eisenhower. He also
sought to uncover what he saw was a communist
takeover of such major cultural institutions as the
motion picture industry. He saw the nation as being
threatened by sinister communist agitators quietly
seeking to undermine American values by secretly
gaining control of key national institutions.

McCarthy’s use of the phrase “card-carrying mem-
ber of the Communist Party” publicly raised ethical
concerns about both the objects of his attacks and the
nature of his tactics themselves. On one hand, Mc-
Carthy’s allegations made citizens worry about the
possibly unethical behavior of the leaders of key
American institutions. On the other hand, his failure
to substantiate any of his allegations ultimately ig-
nited charges that he was wantonly destroying the
lives and careers of innocent people in order to fur-
ther his political career.

McCarthy’s primary targets were initially many
of the architects of the New Deal who had been in
public service during the administrations of Franklin
D. Roosevelt and Harry S. Truman. He singled out for

criticism successive secretaries of state in those ad-
ministrations—George C. Marshall and Dean Ache-
son. Thanks, in part, to the publicity he gained from
making these charges, McCarthy won reelection to
the Senate in 1952.

McCarthy next launched attacks against officials
in the newly installed Eisenhower administration.
McCarthy’s notoriety crested in the fall of 1953 when
he began investigating alleged communist infiltra-
tion of the ranks of U.S. Army officers and civilian
leaders. During televised month-long hearings the
following spring, McCarthy appeared before the na-
tion primarily as a bullying interrogator of witnesses.
These investigations, which quickly became known
as the Army-McCarthy hearings, swayed public
opinion against him and led to a growing public dis-
trust of his numerous unproven allegations.

The following fall, possibly due in part to a voter
backlash against McCarthy and his tactics, the Re-
publicans did poorly in the off-year elections and lost
control of the Senate. With the change in party con-
trol of the Senate, McCarthy was forced to relinquish
chairmanship of his investigating committee. His
public career hit bottom on December 2, 1954, when
the Senate, by a 67-22 vote, censured him for behav-
ior “contrary to Senate traditions.”

McCarthy’s tactics of bullying interrogation cou-
pled with unsubstantiated allegations left a legacy of
unethical behavior in public life. Hence, for one to be
branded with the label “McCarthyism” or for using
“McCarthy tactics” is to be charged with engaging in
unethical persecution of another person.

Further Reading
Doherty, Thomas. Cold War, Cool Medium: Televi-

sion, McCarthyism, and American Culture. New
York: Columbia University Press, 2003.

Ranville, Michael. To Strike at a King: The Turning
Point in the McCarthy Witch-Hunts. Ann Arbor,
Mich.: Momentum Books, 1997.

882



Reeves, Thomas C. The Life and Times of Joe Mc-
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Schrecker, Ellen. Many Are the Crimes: McCarthyism
in America. New York: Little, Brown and Com-
pany, 1998.

Robert E. Dewhirst

See also: Academic freedom; Cold War; Commu-
nism; Loyalty; Loyalty oaths.

Machiavelli, Niccolò
Identification: Italian political theorist
Born: May 3, 1469, Florence (now in Italy)
Died: June 21, 1527, Florence (now in Italy)
Type of ethics: Renaissance and Restoration

history
Significance: One of the first early modern thinkers

to distinguish between private and public moral-
ity, Machiavelli sought in The Prince (Il principe,
1532) to provide rulers with guidelines for attain-
ing and maintaining authority. “Machiavel-
lianism” has come to mean the belief that power is
the ultimate good, or even the only good, and that
any method for obtaining it is justified.

The ideas of Niccolò Machiavelli have been associ-
ated with the darker side of politics. To be Machiavel-
lian has for centuries meant to be willing to do any-
thing in the quest for power. Machiavelli has been
viewed as a political devil, advising leaders to em-
brace the arts of treachery, force, and cruelty in order
to be successful. These notions derive almost wholly
from his work The Prince, and although they have
persisted, they are exaggerations of the substance of
Machiavelli’s ideas. Machiavelli also wrote plays,
poetry, and histories. His most expansive work was
Discourses on the First Ten Books of Titus Livius
(1636). In it, the breadth of Machiavelli’s political
thinking may be seen, and especially his high regard
for republican government.

History
For good or ill, it was The Prince that, as Count

Carlo Sforza said, “made Machiavelli famous and in-
famous.” Although it is unfair to say that Machiavelli

was a preacher of treachery and evil, there is some
truth in these perceptions of Machiavellian ethics.
Moreover, there is an inheritance from Machiavelli’s
ideas that has deeply influenced political thinking
into the modern era. Because of this influence of The
Prince, it must be the focus of any discussion of Ma-
chiavellian ethics.

Machiavelli grew up in the Florence of Lorenzo
de Medici. He was disheartened by his city’s decline
following the French invasion of 1494. During the
period of the Republic (1494-1512), Machiavelli, as
second chancellor, was intimately involved with dip-
lomatic relations involving France, Germany, the
papacy, and other Italian states. When the Medici
retook the city in 1512, Machiavelli was tried for
treason and exiled to San Casciano. While he was in
exile, he devoted his life to writing, yet he sought a re-
turn to public life. Around 1513, Machiavelli wrote
The Prince and dedicated it to Lorenzo di Medici.
Although they had been enemies in the past, Machia-
velli hoped that Lorenzo would be impressed by
the work and employ his skilled advice. Machia-
velli’s work went unnoticed in his lifetime, but the
succinct power of The Prince, a condensation of
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Machiavelli’s thought regarding rulership, outlasted
both its purpose and the Medici.

The Prince
If it has been unfair to say that The Prince and

its interpretations accurately portray the depth of
Machiavelli’s thinking, it is equally fair to say that he
meant every word of what he wrote. In The Prince,
Machiavelli states that he will not speak of republics,
for here he has a single purpose. The Prince discusses
how principalities are won, held, and lost. It is a
primer that tells how a single ruler may gain and
maintain power. Machiavelli emphasized how power
is garnered in a corrupt and dangerous political envi-
ronment such as the one that existed in Renaissance
Italy. In such treacherous times, a prince required
special skills to control the state. This, the purpose of
The Prince, accounts for the work’s narrow focus and
tone. The book stresses the need for rulers to develop
clear objectives and pursue them vigorously and
boldly. They must be willing to resort to illicit behav-
ior in the interest of self-survival. Although Machia-
velli does affirm certain principles (for example,
avoid dependence on others, establish a citizen mili-

tia), he advises princes to be flexible in carrying out
their policies.

Machiavelli’s Ideas
Machiavelli’s attention to the mechanics of gov-

ernment in The Prince made political and military af-
fairs paramount. He separated these from religious,
moral, or social considerations, except as these might
be politically expedient. The purpose of the state is
to preserve power, and the one criterion of evaluation
is success. Machiavelli was indifferent regarding
whether a policy was brutal or treacherous, but he
was aware that such qualities might affect the success
of policy. Hence, Machiavelli preferred that policy be
perceived as honorable and fair, but he emphasized
that one should never risk failure for moral consider-
ations.

In The Prince, Machiavelli openly discussed the
advantages of skillful immorality. He was not im-
moral; instead, he advised princes to embrace politi-
cal amorality, which encouraged virtuous behavior
among subjects but accepted a rulership that tran-
scended morality. This double standard for rulers and
subjects is a hallmark of Machiavellian ethics. Ma-
chiavelli never advised cruelty for its own sake, but
attempted political objectivity. This unabashed ob-
jectivity did not make him a devil, but he did exagger-
ate the quest for power and confuse the objectives of
politics with the game itself.

Principles
Machiavelli’s ideas were precursors to many mod-

ern political attitudes. He addressed human nature,
rulership, the character of the state, and the role of
popular government. His observations about skillful
policy were based on the assumption that the primary
human motivations are selfish and egoistic. Machia-
velli assumed that government derives from human
weakness and the need to control the conflict that
grows out of human self-interest. People are natu-
rally aggressive, and the role of the state is to provide
security.

This perspective on human nature led Machiavelli
to emphasize the role of lawgiver and ruler. He ar-
gued that moral and civic virtues grow out of law and
government; they are not inherent in human nature.
The ruler represents the law and implements morals
but is above morality. For this reason, the ruler must
be both a “lion and a fox.” When necessary, a ruler
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Excerpt from Machiavelli’s
The Prince

From this circumstance, an argument arises: Whether
it is better to be loved rather than feared, or the oppo-
site. The answer is that one would like to be both one
and the other; but since they are difficult to combine,
it is more secure to be feared than loved, when one of
the two must be surrendered. For it may be said of
men in general that they are ingrates, fickle, deceiv-
ers, evaders of danger, desirous of gain. So long as
you are doing good for any of them they are all
yours, offering you their blood, goods, lives, chil-
dren, when any real necessity for doing so is remote,
but turning away when such need draws near, as I
have remarked. The prince who relies wholly on
their words, and takes no other precautions, will
come to ruin. Friendships gained at a price and not
founded on greatness and nobility of soul, are in-
deed purchased but never possessed; and in times of
need cannot be drawn upon.



must disguise the real intent of policy by controlling
outward appearances. At other times, a ruler will
have no recourse but to use brute force. Force must be
used discreetly and effectively, but the ruler cannot
flinch when the preservation of the state is at stake.
Machiavelli argued that a ruler should be both loved
and feared but stated that it is difficult to have it both
ways. Thus, if one cannot be both loved and feared, it
is better to be feared that to be loved. The ruler must
have the virtues of strength and vision, and the flexi-
bility to adapt to the whims of fortune.

Machiavelli was a national patriot, and he defined
the state in terms of a personal identification of
the citizens with the state. This idea accounts for
Machiavelli’s preference for popular government,
whenever practical. He disliked noble classes be-
cause they were divisive and because noble class in-
terests often clashed with those of the state. Machia-
velli disdained the use of mercenary armies and
encouraged a standing army of citizens who were
willing to die for their country. Machiavelli believed
that the goal of the state was to preserve national in-
tegrity and property, and he suggested that no state
can survive without popular support.

Machiavelli was a realist, a skeptic, a patriot, a
populist, and an adviser to tyrants, and his vision pro-
foundly influenced political thinking. Even the
meaning of the state as a sovereign institution ap-
pears to have originated with him. Unfortunately,
Machiavellian ethics makes power the primary goal
of politics, while moral, economic, and social forces
are only factors to be controlled in the power game.

Anthony R. Brunello
Thomas Renna
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MacIntyre, Alasdair
Identification: Scottish moral philosopher
Born: January 12, 1929, Glasgow, Scotland
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: One of the most significant moral

philosophers of the second half of the twentieth
century, MacIntyre wrote After Virtue (1981) in
an attempt to summarize the history of Western
moral thinking to date, to explain the quandaries
of the modern moral landscape, and to synthesize
a new approach to ethical theory that will address
and resolve those quandaries.

In After Virtue, Alasdair MacIntyre analyzes theories
of morality with regard to culture and states that vir-
tue is found within the community, in its ethos, or
character, and not in the individual alone. He argues
that the Enlightenment abandoned the belief in a
divine origin of morality and overemphasized the in-
dividual. This leads, says MacIntyre, to a breakdown
of the triad of ethics: “man-as-he-happens-to-be,”
“man-as-he-would-be-if-he-realized-himself,” and a
divine system of rules to be followed. Such ground-
ing of morality in human nature can produce moral
relativism. MacIntyre is looking for a balance be-
tween the utilitarian concept of morality as useful-
ness and the relativism of different social norms. This
question of the individual and the society is ad-
dressed in MacIntyre’s book A Short History of Eth-
ics (1966), in which he asserts that morality emerges
out of human history rather than out of human nature.
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This conception places ethical decisions beyond the
limits of individuals. MacIntyre believes that valid
moral principles reflect what rational people would
accept collectively as good for the individual, regard-
less of the individual’s place in society.

James A. Baer

See also: Aristotle; Communitarianism; Compara-
tive ethics; Nietzsche, Friedrich; Relativism; Virtue;
Virtue ethics.

M3dhyamaka
Definition: School of thought in Buddhism based

on moderation
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: M3dhyamaka Buddhism teaches that

all worldly thought and beliefs are ultimately con-
tradictory, and that the true path to nirvana entails
recognition that the truth transcends anything that
can be thought rationally or put into words.

M3dhyamaka is a school of thought within Bud-
dhism that derives from the notion of “one who fol-
lows the middle way.” It was begun by the scholar
and theologian N3g3rjuna, who lived during the pe-
riod from 150 to 250 c.e. in India, and it is one of four
central Buddhist schools. M3dhyamaka Buddhism
spread throughout eastern Asia and is known by vari-
ous other names, including sanronshu in Japan,
sanlun zong in China, and dbu-ma-pa in Tibet.

History
Born in southern India in the second century,

N3g3rjuna was the author of several philosophical
treatises. His central contribution was the idea of
knnyat3, or “emptiness,” meaning the recognition
that everything in this world, including human be-
ings, is devoid of reality. His argument contradicted
other contemporary philosophies of India, which
looked on things as having substance in and of them-
selves. N3g3rjuna proposed that everything is de-
fined or given meaning in terms of everything else.
He called this contextualization of reality pratttya-
samutp3da, or “interdependent co-arising.” Recog-
nition of the illusoriness of human perceptions of re-
ality and the mutual dependency of things in the

world is a first step toward true understanding, wrote
N3g3rjuna and his major disciple #ryadeva.

In the so-called Middle Period of M3dhyamaka,
eight Indian scholars wrote commentaries on the
work of N3g3rjuna. During this period, M3dhya-
maka split into two schools, the Pr3sa\gika and the
Sv3tantrika. This distinction was primarily based on
different logical and rhetorical methods for estab-
lishing the truths of M3dhyamaka Buddhism.

During the Later Period, scholars integrated as-
pects of other schools of thought in Indian Buddhism
into M3dhyamaka. M3dhyamaka thought also spread
to Tibet, China, and Japan, and more commentaries
and treatises were written by scholars in those areas.

Philosophy
Although there are many complexities in the ar-

guments presented by various thinkers within
M3dhyamaka Buddhism, some general trends stand
out. Primary among these is the recognition that real-
ity is one and whole, and the human perception of
separable “things” in the world is based on artifi-
cially cutting up that single reality through rational-
ity and language. Nothing actually exists in and of it-
self, and attachment to the notion of the reality of self
and world is a basic source of human suffering.
Nonattachment to the illusory notions of self and
world is liberation, or nirvana.

The meditative techniques emphasized in the Chan
(Zen) tradition in China and Japan are focused on re-
leasing the individual from the suffering that comes
from attachment to atomized, hence false, concep-
tions of self and world. They seek to bring perception
beyond the constraining rationalism of language,
which is delusory in its fragmentation of reality.

Ethics
One might suppose that rejecting the reality of

perceived things and selves in the world and declar-
ing everything “empty” of meaning could lead to a
moral nihilism in which no action is any more mean-
ingful or better than any other action. This was not,
however, the interpretation of at least some of the key
thinkers in M3dhyamaka Buddhism. N3g3rjuna rec-
ognized that although everything was devoid of real-
ity on an ultimate or philosophical level, on a prag-
matic level people have no choice but to live fully
in the world, however faultily defined it may be.
N3g3rjuna believed the ideal to be that of the bodhi-
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sattva, or “enlightened being,” who lives in the world
and pursues a moral path but is aware of the ultimate
insubstantiality of mundane reality.

The “Middle Way” of M3dhyamaka is a path of
moderation between rejecting the world as illusion
and accepting the world as fully real and substantive.
One tentatively accepts reality as it is, creating mean-
ing through moral action, while realizing all the time
that there is no ultimate grounding behind the real-
ity in which one lives. The Japanese sage Dfgen,
founder of the Sftf school of Zen Buddhism, said,
“Before Enlightenment, carrying firewood. After En-
lightenment, carrying firewood.” The point is that
one pursues daily activities in the world, but one’s
perception of them, one’s mind, has changed. Al-
though Dfgen is not properly considered part of
M3dhyamaka Buddhism, this popular insight identi-
fies clearly the position of the M3dhyamaka Bud-
dhist with regard to action and philosophy.

Cynthia Keppley Mahmood
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Magna Carta
Identification: Grant of rights and privileges con-

ceded by King John to English barons
Date: Signed on June 15, 1215
Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: The Magna Carta dealt with the griev-

ances of feudal lords, but succeeding ages have
used its language as a guarantee of the rights of all
British citizens to freedom under the law and
judgment by peers.

The Magna Carta, or Great Charter, is an English
document that granted privileges and liberties that
were to become the cornerstones of English constitu-
tional government. It became a symbol of resistance
to oppression, and many future generations looked
upon it to formulate protection against their own
threatened liberties. Earlier kings of England had is-
sued charters and granted concessions to their bar-
ons. The difference between those charters and the
Magna Carta was that the former were granted by the
kings whereas the Magna Carta was demanded by the
barons under threat of civil war.

The English kings before John were Norman and
Angevin rulers who centralized the government, de-
manded increased taxation, and expanded feudal
and judicial systems as a means of political control.
Consequently, when John succeeded his brother
Richard I in 1199, he was able to exploit his subjects.
John was unskilled in waging war, and when he lost
all of his continental possessions except Aquitaine to
Philip II of France, his barons sought redress of their
wrongs.

John had demanded military service or large
amounts of money in lieu of it, sold offices, favored
friends, arbitrarily increased taxes, and shown little
respect for feudal law, breaking it when it suited him.
King John also took the Church’s possessions and
was excommunicated by Pope Innocent III in 1209. It
was 1213 when John finally sought peace with the
Church. In 1214, John returned from France in total
defeat. His barons met with him and refused to serve
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him or pay for not serving in the military. The barons
began to prepare for war against John, if he did not
confirm their liberties.

The Barons’ Revolt
In May of 1215, the barons formally renounced

their allegiance to the king. John made concessions
to the Church and granted London the freedom to
elect its own mayor, hoping to gain support. John of-
fered arbitration, but the barons refused. John finally
agreed to grant the laws and liberties that the barons
had demanded. They agreed to meet on June 15, at a
place called Runnymede.

The barons came with a prepared list of demands,
the Articles of the Barons. After the king had agreed
to the terms, they were reduced to the form of a char-
ter. King John finally affixed his royal seal to them on
June 15, 1215. It was the custom to affix a seal in-
stead of signature to royal documents.

The original charter was not carefully organized.
It was later divided into sixty-three parts. These
clauses can be divided into several groups, each deal-
ing with specific issues.

The first of these groups concerns the Church,
stating that it is to be free. The King must not inter-
fere in the matters and offices of the Church. Two
more groups deal with feudal law pertaining to those
holding land directly from the crown, tariff reliefs,
and those who are subtenants. A particularly large
group deals with law and justice. No man was to be
imprisoned without lawful judgment of his peers or
by the law of the land.

Another group of clauses relates to towns, trade,
and free movement for merchants. The conduct of
royal officials is the subject of other clauses, while
still others deal with the administration of the royal
forest. Immediate issues were also mentioned, such
as the recalling of foreign mercenaries, the returning
of lands that had been seized unlawfully, and King
John’s compliance with the charter. If he failed to live
up to his agreement, the council of twenty-five bar-
ons had the power to wage war against him.

Revisions and Additions
Although King John swore an oath to abide by the

terms of the Magna Carta, he had Pope Innocent III
annul it on August 24, 1215, on the ground that it had
been enacted by force. Civil war followed. King John
died in November, 1216, and was succeeded by his

nine-year-old son, Henry III. The advisers of young
Henry accepted the reforms of the Magna Carta in
good faith. Reissues of the charter were granted in
1216, 1217, and 1225. The charter had been accepted
by the government, to be used for guidance. Certain
provisions, however, were omitted from the reissues.
In 1216, the restraints and demands made against
King John did not need to be retained. John’s grant-
ing of freedom of elections in the Church was ig-
nored, even though the declaration that the Church
“should be free” remained. Also absent was the pro-
vision for a review of the king’s performance by the
twenty-five barons.

The 1217 Charter added provisions for suppress-
ing the anarchy that was still prevalent in several dis-
tricts, amended a few details of the original Charter
that had proved to be defective or objectionable, and
addressed new problems that had surfaced since the
first charter. The final revision of the Magna Carta,
which was made in 1225, contained only slight varia-
tions from the 1217 version.

The reissue of the Magna Carta in 1225 took the
place that it still retains among the fundamental laws
of England. It is this version that is always cited in
editions of the statutes, courts of law, Parliament, and
classical law books.

The Magna Carta is viewed as the cornerstone of
the English Constitution. Before the close of the Mid-
dle Ages, it had been confirmed thirty-eight times.
Edward I, with his confirmation in 1297, placed the
Magna Carta on the statute books, and it remains
there today. The declaration that statutes that are con-
trary to the Magna Carta are null and void carries a
similarity to the language of the U.S. Constitution.
The principle that no person shall be deprived of life,
liberty, or property without due process of law was
not merely a bargain between a king and barons. It
was meant for free people in every age.

Larry N. Sypolt

Further Reading
Danziger, Danny, and John Gillingham. 1215: The

Year of the Magna Carta. London: Hodder &
Stoughton, 2003.

Holt, James C., ed. Magna Carta and the Idea of Lib-
erty. New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1972.

_______. The Making of Magna Carta. Charlottes-
ville: University Press of Virginia, 1965.

Howard, A. E. Dick. Magna Carta: Text and Com-

888

Magna Carta Ethics



mentary. Rev. ed. Charlottesville: University Press
of Virginia, 1998.

McKechnie, William Sharp. Magna Carta: A Com-
mentary on the Great Charter of King John. Glas-
gow: James Maclehose & Sons, 1905.

Thorne, Samuel E., et al. The Great Charter. New
York: Pantheon Books, 1965.

See also: Bill of Rights, U.S.; Civil rights and liber-
ties; Due process; English Bill of Rights; Freedom
and liberty; Freedom of expression; Hammurabi’s
code; Loyalty; Tyranny.

Maimonides, Moses
Identification: Jewish philosopher
Born: Moses ben Maimon; March 30, 1135,

Córdoba (now in Spain)
Died: December 13, 1204, Cairo, Egypt
Type of ethics: Medieval history
Significance: The most influential Jewish thinker

of the Middle Ages, Maimonides wrote exten-
sively on philosophy, science, and medicine. Al-
though he wrote no works on ethics per se, ethical
issues permeate all of his philosophical writings,
notably Mishneh Torah (1185) and Guide of the
Perplexed (1190).

Maimonides, who was certainly the greatest intellec-
tual figure to arise from the Sephardic (Iberian) Jew-
ish tradition, was one of the most respected and influ-
ential Jewish thinkers in all of history. He is known
chiefly for his commentaries on Jewish law and the
origins of ethical behavior, but he also wrote works
on general philosophy, medicine, and astronomy. His
writings sparked controversy, but he came to be re-
garded as preeminent among Jewish philosophers
and (by some) as the spiritual descendant of the bibli-
cal lawgiver Moses.

His Life
Maimonides was born in 1135 in Córdoba, in Is-

lamic Spain. His family was wealthy, his father a no-
table intellectual and judge in a rabbinical court. Rec-
ognizing his son’s brilliance, Maimonides’ father
personally tutored him in Jewish law. Maimonides
was born at the end of the “golden age” of Jewish

Spain, a time of relative religious tolerance when the
richness of Islamic thought intersected with Jewish
and Christian traditions, drawing also on newly re-
discovered Greek and Latin texts.

When Maimonides was about thirteen, the rela-
tive peace and tolerance in Spain ended abruptly with
the ascendancy of the Almohad Islamic sect, whose
fanaticism included the forced conversion of Jews
to Islam. Maimonides’ family was forced to flee
Córdoba, settling in 1160 in the Moroccan city of
Fez—which, as the center of the Almohad move-
ment, was an odd choice.

In 1165, life in Fez became intolerable, so Mai-
monides’ family moved first to Palestine and finally
to Egypt. There, Maimonides’ father died and Moses
joined his brother David in the jewelry trade. When
his brother died in a shipwreck, Maimonides sup-
ported himself as a physician, quickly rising to prom-
inence as physician to the sultan, Saladin, and his
vizier, al-Afdal. Thereafter, he practiced medicine,
lectured to medical colleagues at a Cairo hospital,
served as spiritual adviser to the local Jewish com-
munity, and wrote extensively on medicine, astron-
omy, and philosophy. He married late in life; fathered
a son, Abraham (who also became a notable scholar);
and died in 1204. It is likely that his varied life of sur-
viving religious persecution, engaging in interna-
tional commerce, and practicing medicine added a
dimension of common sense and practicality to Mai-
monides’ philosophical writings, enhancing his abil-
ity to communicate with a wide audience.

Mishneh Torah
Maimonides did not write books on ethics, as

such, but wrote extensively on Jewish law, in which
the distinction between law and ethics is unimpor-
tant. Probably his most significant legal work was the
Mishneh Torah, which was completed in 1185 in
Egypt and was written in Hebrew, unlike his other
important writings, which were in Arabic. It consists
of fourteen books and is widely regarded as among
the most splendid and significant works of Jewish lit-
erature. The book attempts a systematic compilation
of all Jewish law; rather than dwelling on points of
contention or scholarly refinements, however, it tries
to go to the heart of the issues, presenting the law in a
clear and practical fashion.

Maimonides believed that the law was closely
connected to logic, a prejudice that produced clarity
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in his presentation. The influence of Aristotle, which
was very much a factor in Jewish intellectual activity
at that time, was everywhere apparent. Perhaps it
was the Greek influence that enabled Maimonides to
go beyond the conservativism of contemporary Tal-
mudic scholarship and to place his own distinctive
imprint on his work.

The section of the work dealing with “character
traits” deals explicitly with ethical matters and shows
the clearest Aristotelian focus. It is based on the no-
tion that right actions are congruent with good char-
acter and the idea of a God-like mean. Thus, in mat-
ters of ethics, the wise man emulates the deity in
following the mean course: that course of action that
avoids all extremes that might reflect humanity’s nat-
ural inclinations. The nobility of character that
makes such action possible also dictates a lack of in-
terference with others and renders an orderly society
possible. This general precept leads in a natural way
to a number of secondary conclusions, including the
importance of speaking kindly, of paying attention to
one’s own health, and even of suppressing truth to the
extent that it may inflict injury on others.

Guide of the Perplexed
Unquestionably the best-known of Maimonides’

writings, the Guide, completed in 1190, was also his
last important work. Written in Arabic, it was trans-
lated into Hebrew and Latin. It attempted a synthe-
sis of Hebrew religion and classical philosophy, an
attempt that evidently succeeded, judging from the
work’s enormous authority in subsequent Jewish
(and Christian) religious thought, and from the fact
that it was immediately assailed by some contempo-
raries as heretical. The perplexity in the title refers to
inconsistencies or tensions between the rabbinical
and the classical philosophical traditions. The in-
tended audience was, presumably, urbane Jewish in-
tellectuals (who were literate in Arabic). The purpose
of the work is clearly theoretical, but, interestingly,
the portions dealing with ethical matters can operate
on a distinctly practical level. Thus, the purpose of
the law is the health of both body and soul, the health
of the soul is a question of character, and good char-
acter is associated with right actions. Right actions,
as discussed earlier, proceed from adherence to the
mean and from the exercise of kindness.

John L. Howland

Further Reading
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nides. Translated by Raymond L. Weiss and
Charles E. Butterworth. New York: Dover, 1983.

_______. A Maimonides Reader. Edited by Isadore
Twersky. New York: Behrman House, 1972.

Weiss, Raymond L. Maimonides’ Ethics: The En-
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See also: Altruism; Ibn al-4Arabt; Jewish ethics;
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Malcolm X
Identification: American religious leader and so-

cial activist
Born: Malcolm Little; May 19, 1925, Omaha,

Nebraska
Died: February 21, 1965, New York, New York
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Malcolm X advocated employing

“any means necessary” to bring about a world of
human rights and universal brotherhood based on
truth, equality, righteousness, peace, justice, and
freedom. One of the most important figures of
the Civil Rights and Black Power movements,
Malcolm X inspired many militant activists and
helped to spark important debates over the rela-
tive merits of violent and nonviolent protest.

Appalled at the racial discrimination that was widely
practiced in predominantly Christian America, Mal-
colm X chastised Christianity as unethically enslav-
ing African Americans through its teaching that the
oppressed should focus on Heaven, where they will
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reap rewards and their wrongs will be righted, instead
of doing something about their deprivation here on
Earth. He taught that Islam could bring about true
brotherhood because of the “color-blindness” of Mus-
lims.

Distancing himself from the “turn-the-other-
cheek” philosophy of Christianity, Malcolm advo-
cated the “fair exchange” of an “eye for an eye, a
tooth for a tooth, a head for a head, and a life for a
life,” if that was what it took to obtain human rights
for African Americans and to create an egalitarian
society of true human brotherhood. Just as love should
be reciprocated, so should enmity. He believed that
violent confrontation was necessary to defend the
weak (women and children) against the strong (the
Ku Klux Klan) but saw it as ethically wrong to form
an African American Ku Klux Klan, since it “threat-
ens the brotherhood of man.” He was convinced that
confrontation based on moral tactics succeeds only
when the system one is dealing with is moral. In
1964, he formed Muslim Mosque, Incorporated, to
give a spiritual basis to the correcting of the vices that
destroy the moral fiber of society, and founded the

Organization of Afro-American Unity, a nonreli-
gious, nonsectarian group intended to unite African
Americans in the goal of attaining human rights.

I. Peter Ukpokodu

See also: Civil Rights movement; Discrimination;
Farrakhan, Louis; Human rights; King, Martin Lu-
ther, Jr.; Nation of Islam; Nonviolence; Violence.

Malthus, Thomas
Identification: English economist
Born: February 13, 1766, the Rookery, near

Dorking, Surrey, England
Died: December 23, 1834, Claverton, Bath,

England
Type of ethics: Enlightenment history
Significance: Responding to the demand for revi-

sion of England’s Poor Laws, Malthus advocated
limitations on human reproduction in An Essay on
the Principle of Population, as It Affects the Fu-
ture Improvement of Society (1798). His Princi-
ples of Political Economy (1820) encouraged pri-
vate and public spending as a palliative for a
lagging economy, thereby anticipating the 1930’s
economic system of John Maynard Keynes.

Contrary to the philosophers Jean-Jacques Rousseau
and William Godwin, who professed the inherent
goodness and perfectibility of humanity, Malthus ar-
gued that poverty could not be abolished, because of
the inevitability of population growth consistently
exceeding the food supply. While population grew
geometrically, according to Malthus, resources grew
arithmetically. Thus, population increases always
would be checked by famine, disease, and war. Prac-
tical application of Malthusian theory occurred in the
renovation of English Poor Laws. Believing that pov-
erty was encouraged by the old system, which al-
lowed people to live in their homes with community
aid, thereby encouraging them to have many chil-
dren, Malthus advocated workhouses in which
the poor would be forced to live and work in con-
ditions sufficiently bad to keep out all but the most
desperate. Because of steadily rising food production
rates brought about by increasingly sophisticated
agricultural techniques, Malthusian predictions of
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food shortages—on an international scale—have
failed to manifest. Yet mounting ecological devas-
tation—frequently caused by exploitative agricul-
tural practices—the poor distribution of food, and
unprecedented, unchecked population growth in the
twentieth century, as well as predicted population
growth in the twenty-first century, will undoubtedly
result in a Malthusian ceiling.

Mary E. Virginia

See also: Environmental ethics; Famine; Lifeboat
ethics; Pollution; Population control.

Mandela, Nelson
Identification: South African social activist and

statesman
Born: July 18, 1918, Mvezo,

Umtata district, Transkei,
South Africa

Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: After emerging with

dignity from nearly three decades
of political imprisonment, Mandela
helped end South Africa’s oppres-
sive apartheid system and became
the nation’s first fully democrati-
cally elected president.

Before Nelson Mandela was sentenced
to life imprisonment during the early
1960’s, his struggle for freedom for
black people in the Republic of South
Africa led him first as a member of the
African National Congress to advo-
cate nonviolent acts of civil disobedi-
ence. However, after the Sharpeville
massacre in 1960, in which South Af-
rican police killed 69 peaceful dem-
onstrators and wounded another 178,
Mandela persuaded the African Na-
tional Congress (ANC) to change its
tactics to include acts of violent sabo-
tage because peaceful protest had
proven ineffective against overwhelm-
ing governmental force. Following a
government raid on the headquarters

of Umkhonto We Sizewa (Spear of the People), the
military arm of the ANC that Mandela cofounded,
the five-year jail term he was serving for leaving the
country without permission and for inciting workers
to strike was changed to life imprisonment.

Imprisonment
During the years he was imprisoned, Mandela

spent many hours at hard labor. Nevertheless, he
managed to be of help to many of his fellow prison-
ers. However, his time in solitude was especially
valuable because it gave him opportunities to read,
meditate, and write. The hours he spent alone in his
cell deepened and clarified his thinking about his
cause and contributed to making him South Africa’s
most important African nationalist leader.

International concern for Mandela’s situation grew
steadily and was accompanied by pressure for his re-
lease and for an end to apartheid. Some countries
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Former U.S. president Bill Clinton (right) and South African presi-
dent Nelson Mandela look out of a window of Section B, Cell no. 5 at
the Robben Island prison in South Africa on March 27, 1998.
Mandela spent 18 of his 27 years in prison in the small cell. (AP/
Wide World Photos)
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imposed painful economic sanctions against
South Africa. The government responded sev-
eral times during the 1970’s and 1980’s by of-
fering Mandela his freedom—but only on the
condition that he renounce his principles and
tactics. He refused all such offers and told Pres-
ident P. W. Botha that only a truly free man
could agree to such an arrangement.

In view of the mounting economic conse-
quences of international sanctions against South
Africa, Botha’s successor, President Frederik
W. de Klerk, arranged a series of secret meet-
ings with Mandela to work out a mutually ac-
ceptable solution to the problem of making a
transition from apartheid to a free and demo-
cratic society. Success came in 1990, when
sanctions were lifted against the ANC, which
promised to avoid violence, and Mandela was
released from prison. For their achievement,
Mandela and de Klerk shared the Nobel Peace
Prize.

When South Africa held its first universal
free elections in 1994, the ANC won in a land-
slide and the new parliament elected Mandela
president of the country. Mandela’s prompt call
for reconciliation after taking office and his de-
termination to ensure fairness for all the na-
tion’s people helped make the radical transition
peaceful. However, the challenges that he faced
were enormous: to extend the benefits previously en-
joyed only by a minority of South Africa’s popula-
tion to its deprived majority. This meant great changes
in every aspect of South African life: provisions for
such basic necessities as housing, food, and water;
education of children and adults; amendments and
corrections in laws and methods of transferring land
ownership; transformations in health care; and ex-
panded electric power and telephone service. In addi-
tion, the growing acquired immunodeficiency syn-
drome (AIDS) epidemic, unemployment, waste and
corruption within the government, and the need to re-
construct South African business and industry re-
quired close attention.

Not all these problems were solved during Man-
dela’s four-year term as president. Nevertheless,
Mandela presided over a comparatively united coun-
try in which progress was made on all fronts. He con-
tinued his concern for peace and justice not just at
home but wherever in the world human rights were

threatened. He helped mediate Indonesia’s dispute
with its East Timor independence movement and
Libya’s resolution of its responsibility for the 1988
terrorist downing of a Pan Am jetliner over Lockerbie,
Scotland. He also helped Iran, Syria, Jordan, Israel,
Palestine, and the United States in several attempts to
make a durable peace in the Middle East.

Retirement
After Mandela retired from the presidency in

1999, he continued to work for children’s welfare
through two foundations he created. He also went on
missions to bring peace and reconciliation to various
parts of the world and spoke out on issues about
which he felt strongly. For example, in 2002 and
2003, he condemned American military intervention
in Iraq as a threat to world peace. In 2003 he also
sponsored a large-scale rock concert that featured
world-famous performers who donated their time to
raise money to combat AIDS in Africa.
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American Feelings Toward Mandela

After Nelson Mandela completed his term as president
of South Africa in 1998, the Chicago Council on Foreign
Relations asked a cross-section of Americans to express
their feelings about him on a thermometer scale.

Other
6%

76-100 degrees
“Warm”

26%

51-75 degrees
25%

50 degrees
“Neutral”

25%

31-49
degrees

5%

0-30 degrees
“Cool”

13%

Source: Roper Center for Public Opinion Research. Figures reflect re-
sponses of 1,507 adults surveyed in the fall of 1998.



Because of Mandela’s achievements as a revolu-
tionary, his courageous work in transforming South
Africa into a free and democratic country, and his
wisdom, integrity, and moral stature as a champion of
world peace and justice, many people have ranked
him among the most important statesmen of the
twentieth century.

Margaret Duggan

Further Reading
Mandela, Nelson. Long Walk to Freedom: The Auto-
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_______. Nelson Mandela Speaks: Forging a Demo-
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See also: African ethics; Apartheid; King, Martin
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Manhattan Project
Identification: Research and development program

established by the U.S. War Department to create
a superexplosive utilizing the process of nuclear
fission

Date: Established in June, 1942
Type of ethics: Scientific ethics
Significance: The Manhattan Project created the

first atom bombs and the only such bombs ever to
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Workers at the Trinity test site in New Mexico prepare to raise the first prototype atom bomb to the top of a one-
hundred-foot tower for detonation on July 16, 1945. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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be used against human targets. The morality both
of creating and of employing those weapons has
been a matter of debate ever since.

In 1939, physicists in the United States learned of
Nazi Germany’s attempts to develop a fission bomb
of unprecedented power and alerted President Frank-
lin D. Roosevelt to the situation in a letter written by
Albert Einstein. Given the brutality of the Nazis, the
ramifications of such a weapon were frightening. On
December 6, 1941, the president directed the Office
of Scientific Research and Development to investi-
gate the possibility of producing a nuclear weapon.
The head of the office, Vannevar Bush, reported back
in early 1942 that it probably would be possible to
produce sufficient fissionable uranium or plutonium
to power such a weapon. Accomplishing that task
was by far the greatest obstacle to building an atom
bomb.

In strict secrecy, in June of 1942, the Army Corps
of Engineers established the Manhattan Engineer
District, a unit devoted to building the bomb. On
September 17, then-colonel Leslie R. Groves was
appointed to head the entire effort (plan and organi-
zation), which by this time was called simply the
Manhattan Project. Groves was promoted to general
shortly thereafter. Physicist J. Robert Oppenheimer
directed the scientific group that was responsible for
actually designing the weapon.

By 1944, the Project was spending one billion
dollars per year—a situation that some people be-
lieved was out of control. Project scientists detonated
a prototype bomb in New Mexico on July 16, 1945,
producing an energy yield that was beyond their
expectations. Two more bombs were readied and
dropped in early August, and Japan surrendered soon
after. At the time, only some contributing scientists
protested the use of the atomb bomb against a live tar-
get. Qualms were dispelled by the thought that Ger-
many and Japan would have used it if they had devel-
oped it. As the effects of the new weapon became
more fully appreciated, however, many began to feel
remorse.

Andrew C. Skinner
Updated by the editors

See also: Atom bomb; Cold War; Hiroshima and
Nagasaki bombings; Union of Concerned Scientists;
Weapons research.

Manichaeanism
Definition: Proselytizing, gnostic, universal religion
Date: Founded around 240 c.e.
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Most famous as a species of absolute

dualism, Manichaeanism espoused a belief in the
ability of the human soul to redeem itself and
transcend the corruption of worldly matter.

Manichaeanism was founded and organized by the
Persian Mani, who was born on April 12, 216 c.e., in
the province of Babylon (modern Iraq). Drawing on
evidence such as the Turfan texts, discovered in Chi-
nese Turkestan in 1904 and 1905, which contain por-
tions of Mani’s “bible,” the Mani Codex, and on
Manichaean literature, scholars accept the tradition
that Mani’s mother was a noble and that Mani was ar-
tistic, well educated, and multilingual. His father
was an Elkesaite, a member of a Jewish-Christian
religious movement that practiced baptism, purifi-
cations, and food taboos, all of which the mature
Mani rejected. At the ages of twelve and twenty-four,
Mani reported visions of a heavenly twin that per-
suaded him to abandon the Elkesaites and to pro-
claim his own doctrine publicly.

The Spread of Manichaeanism
Expelled by the Elkesaites and persecuted by the

Persian regime, Mani fled for a time to India. In ei-
ther March, 242, or April, 243, however, the Persian
emperor Shapur I recalled Mani, sanctioned his reli-
gious views, and permitted him to preach throughout
Persia. Having gathered a handful of converts, in-
cluding his father, Mani thereafter rapidly won ad-
herents within Shapur’s realm before his rivals, in
cooperation with a new emperor, imprisoned and
martyred him in 277.

Manichaean missionaries, even before Mani’s
death, had begun spreading their religion into Egypt
and the Roman colonies of North Africa (where the
young Augustine of Hippo was a convert), as well as
across Central Asia. In Persia’s eastern provinces, in
fact, Manichaeans thrived until the tenth century,
when their enemies drove them eastward into Samar-
kand, Turkestan. There, when the Uighur Turks con-
quered eastern Turkestan, Manichaeanism became
the official religion until that area, in turn, was deci-
mated by the Mongols in the thirteenth century.
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Meanwhile, during the fourth century, Manichaean
influences in the West had reached their peak in Sic-
ily, southern Gaul (France), and Spain.

Manichaeans subsequently penetrated China in
696 and, despite persecutions during the ninth cen-
tury, their doctrines persisted there, clandestinely, for
another five hundred years. In medieval Europe, in
large part because of the hostile fifth century writings
of Augustine, “manichaean” was a pejorative term
applied by Christian theologians to heretical sects
such as the Paulicians, the Cathars, the Bogomils,
and the Albigensians, whose dualism or gnosticism
resembled Manichaeanism. In sum, for roughly a
thousand years and across much of the Northern
Hemisphere, Manichaean beliefs and ethical prac-
tices won many converts and were exposed to the
scrutiny of learned people and their governments.

Manichaean Beliefs and Ethics
Mani acknowledged that his religion was ecu-

menical, or all-encompassing, by design, and he
openly drew upon a variety of philosophical and re-
ligious beliefs, including Judaism, Zoroastrianism,
Greek philosophy, Chaldean astrology, Buddhism,
Daoism, and Christianity.

Mani’s primary objective was the salvation of
men’s souls (women were excluded as unredeemably
corrupt) through personal acquisition of deeply ex-
perienced special knowledge, or gnosis (Greek for
“wisdom”). For Manichees there were, at creation,
two separate worlds. One world was paradisaical,
suffused by the light of God, goodness, and beauty. In
the present, however, humans lived in another world,
a world of darkness, or evil, whose matter, although
containing some mixtures of light, was corrupted al-
most totally. Human beings themselves were corrupt
products of the mating of demons amid evil’s partial
triumph over light.

That some of God’s light remained mingled in the
battle between light and evil and that it could still be
discovered in man nevertheless offered Manichaeans
hope of salvation. An elite—the elect or perfecti—
therefore could be saved if they carefully, at times
painfully, lived their lives in search of the light within
them. Finding light, they also discerned the nature of
reality and of the past, present, and future of the uni-
verse. Their souls were destined for the kingdom of
light. Manichees whose vows were incomplete—
hearers—were destined for reincarnation.

Manichaeanism demonstrated an attractive toler-
ance for other faiths. Jesus, Buddha, Zarathustra, and
Laozi, for example, were important figures from
whom Manichees believed Mani was descended or
reincarnated. Their writings or sayings formed parts
of Manichaean liturgies and literature. Strict and be-
nevolent personal and social behavior were stressed,
particularly among the five classes of Manichaean
clergy. Prayer was expected four times a day. Taxes
were levied to support temples and clergymen. Mo-
nogamy was prescribed. Violence, including suicide,
was denounced. Fasting was expected once a week
and for thirty days at the spring equinox. Believing
that humans ate living entities, including plants and
fruits, for whom tears were in order, Manichees were
supposed to be strict vegetarians.

Ethical Implications
Manichaeanism, in a harsh world of savagely con-

flicting regimes and faiths, was a religion of hope and
redemption, the key to which was gaining inner wis-
dom. With a well-ordered clergy, temple observances,
rites, and strict rituals, it provided a culturally rich and
secure framework for hopeful, benign, and tolerant
living that deplored violence and avoided warfare.

Clifton K. Yearley
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Manifest destiny
Definition: Political doctrine holding that the en-

tire North American continent was intended by
God or Providence to become the territory of the
United States

Date: Term coined in 1845
Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: The doctrine of manifest destiny was

referred to most explicitly in congressional debates
of 1845 and 1846, but it shaped U.S. foreign and
domestic policy throughout the nineteenth century.

The notion of manifest destiny has come to be associ-
ated with the policy espoused by President James
Monroe in the Monroe Doctrine, but the phrase itself
was coined later, by John L. O’Sullivan in the July-
August 1845 issue of United States Magazine and
Democratic Review. During that year, the merits of
expansionist policies were the subject of debate, as
the United States attempted to lay claim to the territo-
ries of Oregon and Texas.

Proponents of manifest destiny such as O’Sullivan
held that the United States had a moral right, and in-
deed a religious obligation, to occupy and develop
these lands. Opponents saw this attitude not only
as heretical but also as potentially self-destructive,
since it was possible for the still young nation to an-
nex more territory than it could control and defend.
Later historians, aware of the full extent of the geno-
cide of Native Americans perpetrated in the name of
manifest destiny, have raised more direct questions
about the ethical effects of the doctrine.

Whatever its moral status, however, the convic-
tion that the United States was destined to possess
North America largely became reality during the
nineteenth century. French claims to North America
vanished with the Louisiana Purchase of 1803. Span-
ish claims received settlement in the Adams-Onis
Transcontinental Treaty of 1819, after which Spain’s
lands contiguous to the United States came under the
control of an independent Mexico. Russia’s claim to
Oregon Country was withdrawn as part of an 1824
Russian-American agreement. British claims to Ore-
gon Country disappeared in a treaty signed in 1846.
In addition, by 1848, Mexico’s claims to Texas, New
Mexico, and California were no more.

Bill Manikas
Updated by the editors

See also: International law; Isolationism; Monroe
Doctrine; Racism; Sovereignty.

Mapplethorpe, Robert
Identification: American photographer
Born: November 4, 1946, New York, New York
Died: March 9, 1989, Boston, Massachusetts
Type of ethics: Arts and censorship
Significance: Mapplethorpe was an important and

controversial artist whose work has been exhib-
ited in museums and galleries worldwide. He was
one of a small group of photographers and perfor-
mance artists at the center of battles in the United
States over censorship and public funding for the
arts during the late 1980’s and early 1990’s.

The work of the late photographer Robert Mapple-
thorpe, who frequently depicted homoerotic and sado-
masochistic subjects, excited controversy through-
out his career. With a slick and sophisticated style,
Mapplethorpe often juxtaposed underground, sub-
culture matter with classical composition. A 1989
exhibition of Mapplethorpe’s photographs in Wash-
ington, D.C., which was partly funded by a grant
from the National Endowment for the Arts, provoked
a conservative campaign to halt government subsidies
for what some considered to be “obscene” works.

After an emotional debate, Congress enacted re-
strictions on National Endowment for the Arts grants
that did not fully satisfy either side, although they
were milder than many in the art world had feared
they would be. Meanwhile, a Mapplethorpe exhibi-
tion at the Cincinnati Contemporary Art Center led to
the first trial of an art museum and its director on ob-
scenity charges. Against the odds, the defendants
were acquitted by a jury that decided that Mapple-
thorpe’s photographs were the work of a serious
artist.

Genevieve Slomski

See also: Art; Art and public policy; Censorship;
Freedom of expression.
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Marcus Aurelius
Identification: Roman emperor
Born: Marcus Annius Verus; April 26, 121, Rome
Died: March 17, 180, Sirmium, Pannonia (now in

Serbia) or Vindobona (now Vienna, Austria)
Type of ethics: Classical history
Significance: Marcus Aurelius is remembered as

much for his Stoic philosophy, recorded in the
Meditations (c. 171-180), as for his rule of the
Roman Empire. His personal honor and nobility
are perhaps best attested to by the fact that, in a
time and place notorious for utterly ruthless im-
perial politics, he insisted on honoring a per-
ceived commitment to his adoptive brother to
share the throne. The brothers became the first
fully equal joint emperors in the history of the em-
pire.

While ruling the Roman Empire during its greatest
period, Marcus Aurelius practiced a simple, even
austere personal lifestyle based on a sincere belief in
Stoic philosophy, which emphasized the overwhelm-
ing importance of spiritual and intellectual values
over physical or material pleasures. Noted publicly
for his restraint, modesty, and nobility, Marcus
Aurelius devoted many of his private hours to writing
his Meditations, which contained the essence of his
version of Stoic ethics. The core of his ethical beliefs
may be summed up in a few basic rules: forgive oth-
ers for their wrongs; be aware of the
harm done to people by their own
bad actions; avoid judging others;
be conscious of your own faults;
consider that you cannot know the
inner thoughts of others; avoid an-
ger, for life is brief; anger and grief
can be worse than actual physical
harm; and kindness and friendship
are best for all. Although these rules
are hardly revolutionary in theory,
they assumed and retain importance
because they were held by a Roman
emperor.

Michael Witkoski

See also: Augustine, Saint; Stoic
ethics.

Marketing
Definition: Promotion, sale, and distribution of

commodities
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Marketing in modern society entails

identifying potential consumers, persuading them
to purchase one’s products, and designing, modi-
fying, manufacturing, or providing those prod-
ucts with the target market in mind. All these
practices require ethical decisions to be made,
about everything from invasions of privacy to
honesty in advertising to fairness in pricing.

Various personal, societal, and environmental factors
have led to an increased awareness of ethics in busi-
ness practices. Frequently, this awareness is focused
on marketing activities. Continual publicity about
businesses involved with unethical marketing prac-
tices such as price fixing, unsafe products, and de-
ceptive advertising has led many people to believe
that marketing is the area of business in which most
ethical misconduct takes place.

Marketing and Ethics
Broadly speaking, “ethics” implies the establish-

ment of a system of conduct that is recognized as cor-
rect moral behavior; it concerns deciphering the pa-
rameters of right and wrong to assist in making a
decision to do what is morally right. “Marketing eth-
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Marketers’ Code of Ethics

The American Marketing Association’s code of ethics requires mem-
bers to accept responsibility for their actions by making sure that their
decisions, recommendations and actions serve their customers, orga-
nizations, and society. The professional conduct of marketers is to be
guided by the basic rule of ethics not knowingly to do harm, adherence
to relevant laws and regulations, accurate representation of their quali-
fications, and practice of the association’s code of ethics.

The code itself lays down specific guidelines under the headings of
honesty and fairness, rights and duties of parties in the marketing ex-
change process, product development and management; promotions;
distribution; pricing; and marketing research.

The full text of the code can be found at www.marketingpower
.com/live/content175.php



ics” is the application of ethical evaluation to market-
ing strategies and tactics. It involves making judg-
ments about what is morally right and wrong for
marketing organizations and their employees in their
roles as marketers.

The American Marketing Association (AMA) is
the major international association of marketers. It has
developed a code of ethics that provides guidelines for
ethical marketing practices. Marketers who violate
the tenets of the AMA code risk losing their member-
ship in this prestigious and influential association.

Marketing is involved with a variety of ethical ar-
eas. Although promotional matters are often in the
limelight, other ethical areas deserving attention re-
late to marketing research, product development and
management, distribution, and pricing.

The area of marketing that seems to receive most
scrutiny with respect to ethical issues is promotion.
Because advertising, personal selling, and other pro-
motional activities are the primary methods for com-
municating product and service information, promo-
tion has the greatest visibility and generally has the
reputation of being one of the most damaging areas
of marketing. Misleading and deceptive advertising,
false and questionable sales tactics, the bribing of
purchase agents with “gifts” in return for purchase
orders, and the creation of advertising messages that
exploit children or other vulnerable groups are some
examples of ethical abuses in promotional strategy.

Marketing Research, Development,
and Management

Marketing research can aid management in under-
standing customers, in competing, and in distribution
and pricing activities. At times, however, it has been
criticized on ethical grounds because of its question-
able intelligence-gathering techniques; its alleged in-
vasion of the personal privacy of consumers; and its
use of deception, misrepresentation, and coercion in
dealing with research participants and respondents.

Potential ethical problems in the product area that
marketing professionals can face involve product
quality, product design and safety, packaging, brand-
ing, environmental impact of product and packaging,
and planned obsolescence. Some marketers have uti-
lized misleading, deceptive, and unethical practices
in their production or packaging practices by mak-
ing unsubstantiated and misleading claims about
their products or by packaging in a way that appeals

to health-conscious or environmentally concerned
shoppers. Ethical behavior involves using safe and
ethical product development techniques, providing a
product quality that meets customers’ product speci-
fications, using brand names that honestly communi-
cate about the product, and using packaging that real-
istically portrays product sizes and contents.

Planned obsolescence represents an ongoing ethi-
cal question for marketers. Consumers are critical of
it for contributing to material wear, style changes,
and functional product changes. They believe that it
increases resource shortages, waste, and environ-
mental pollution. Marketers, on the other hand, say
that planned obsolescence is responsive to consumer
demand and is necessary to maintain sales and em-
ployment.

Distribution and Pricing
Many of the potential ethical problems in distri-

bution are covered by laws such as those contained in
the Robinson-Patman Act. Nevertheless, distribution
involves some ethical issues that merit scrutiny. De-
ciding the appropriate degree of control and exclu-
sivity between manufacturers and franchised dealers,
weighing the impact of serving unsatisfied market
segments where the profit potential is slight (for ex-
ample, opening retail stores in low-income areas),
and establishing lower standards in export markets
than are allowed in domestic markets are examples of
some distribution cases that have significant ethical
implications.

Since pricing is probably the most regulated as-
pect of a firm’s marketing strategy, virtually anything
that is unethical in pricing is also illegal. Some of
the primary ethical issues of pricing are price dis-
crimination, horizontal/vertical price fixing, preda-
tory pricing, price gouging, and various mislead-
ing price tactics such as “bait-and-switch” pricing,
nonunit pricing, and inflating prices to allow for sale
markdowns.

Social Responsibility
It seems tenable to suggest that the areas of mar-

keting ethics and social responsibility should be seen
as concomitant. If marketing is authentically con-
cerned with meeting consumer needs and concerns, it
should also entail carefully evaluating how decisions
impact and affect consumer expectations and quality
of life.
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Marketing activities can have significant societal
and environmental ramifications. The rise of ecologi-
cal consciousness among consumers gives social re-
sponsibility increasing stature. Consumers now are
very concerned about whether the products or ser-
vices they buy cause air or water pollution, landfill
expansion, or depletion of natural resources. Recog-
nizing this increased ecological concern of consum-
ers, many companies are reevaluating the ways in
which they produce and package their products and
are considering the alteration of other areas of their
marketing mix.

John E. Richardson

Further Reading
Boone, Louis E., and David L. Kurtz. Contemporary

Marketing, 1999. Rev. 9th ed. Fort Worth, Tex.:
Dryden Press, 1999.
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New York: McGraw-Hill, 1992.
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New York: Macmillan, 1992.

Laczniak, Gene R., and Patrick E. Murphy. Ethical
Marketing Decisions: The Higher Road. Boston:
Allyn & Bacon, 1993.

Milne, George R., and Maria-Eugenia Boza. A Busi-
ness Perspective on Database Marketing and
Consumer Privacy Practices. Cambridge, Mass.:
Marketing Science Institute, 1998.

Richardson, John E., ed. Annual Editions: Business
Ethics. 5th ed. Guilford, Conn.: Dushkin, 1993.
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See also: Advertising; Boycotts; Business ethics;
Industrial research; Information access; Multinational
corporations; Resumes; Sales ethics; Telemarketing.

Marriage
Definition: Formalized union, traditionally of mem-

bers of the opposite sex, governed by the customs
of a specific society

Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: Marriage is commonly both a reli-

gious sacrament and a social institution with eco-
nomic, educational, and other functions crucial
to the maintenance of modern societies. Thus,
the institution and anyone entering into it are en-
meshed in an extensive network of moral func-
tions, rights, and obligations.

In Western societies steeped in the Judeo-Christian
tradition, marriages are monogamous, conjoining
one member of each sex, but there are also polyga-
mous cultures in which one male marries more than
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Bait-and-Switch Techniques

Bait-and-switch advertising is the practice of adver-
tising a product or service that the seller knows will
not be reasonably available when consumers re-
spond to the ad. When a consumer expresses a desire
to buy the advertised product, the seller explains that
it is not available for some reason—perhaps it has
sold out—then apologizes and offers another prod-
uct, one that has a higher price or a higher profit mar-
gin. After going to the trouble of seeking out adver-
tised products, customers are often willing to accept
alternatives, even if they are more expensive, partic-
ularly if the sellers are good at making the alterna-
tives appear to be good deals.

Used car dealers are notorious for bait-and-switch
techniques. A common ploy for a dealer is advertis-
ing a single vehicle at a bargain price that brings in
many potential buyers. If the advertised vehicle ac-
tually exists, it is likely to be sold quickly, allowing
the dealer to say, in all honesty, that the lot has sold
all its advertised vehicles and then turn the custom-
ers’ attention to more expensive vehicles. If the ad-
vertised vehicle does not exist, the dealer may say
exactly the same thing, with the same results. In ei-
ther case, the practice is unethical and may even be
illegal.



one wife (polygyny) or one female marries more than
one husband (polyandry). Whatever its form, mar-
riage provides a sanctioned context for mating and
initializes the basic family unit.

Patriarchal Heritage
In Western societies, there is a strong patristic

heritage that still influences marital laws and cus-
toms. Even in ancient cultures with no roots in Juda-
ism there was a deeply ingrained, patriarchal bias.
For example, in pre-Christian Rome, fathers had su-
preme authority, including the right to dispose of the
property and even the lives of their wives and chil-
dren.

In many ancient societies, including that of Rome,
marriage involved tradition rather than law per se.
Marriages were arranged by family patriarchs, par-
ticularly in cultures with stratified classes based on
birthright and inheritance. Marriages of convenience
were prevalent and often involved the endogamous
union of close relatives to preserve social rank and
family property. The emphasis in such marriages was
on the bride’s social rank, dowry, childbearing poten-
tial, and domestic management skills. As a result,
male infidelity, even when officially condemned,
was widely practiced; under an infamous double
standard, however, no such sexual freedom was
granted to wives. Moreover, vestiges of Roman law
and custom geared to male primacy have remained in
Western law, going unchallenged until the twentieth
century.

Religious and Civil Sanctions
During the Middle Ages, the Roman Catholic

Church became the principal agent of change in those
geographic areas formerly under Roman domina-
tion. Basing its arguments on scriptural prohibitions
against sex outside marriage, the Church sought to
modify the rules of courtship and marriage and vigor-
ously condemned both fornication and adultery. The
Church gave marriage a sacramental status and, tech-
nically, made it binding for life.

The Church also kept records of marriages, births,
baptisms, and deaths until civil records were insti-
tuted, making all but baptismal and confirmation re-
cords redundant. Strongly influenced by the Church,
criminal and civil law reflected both Christian ideol-
ogy and its collateral Roman legacy. Civil codes
made it extremely difficult to obtain divorces in secu-

lar courts, while criminal laws exacted harsh penal-
ties for adultery.

In most Western countries, it has become possible
to marry outside the purview of any church, in a civil
ceremony that is legally binding but precludes any re-
ligious sanctions. Those who marry in a religious
ceremony must obtain civil authorization, however,
and the service itself must conform to law. In the
United States, marriage is treated as a legal contract,
but it differs from normal contractual agreements in
that it cannot be dissolved without judicial arbitra-
tion. Although laws have gradually been liberalized
to make divorce easier to obtain, the legal right to di-
vorce may be inhibited by conflicting religious doc-
trines that, for many people, take precedence over le-
gal rights.

Relationship to the Family
Because marriage was traditionally undertaken to

provide generational continuity in name, blood, and
property, it cannot be separated from the concept
of family. Prior to the modern industrial and techno-
logical revolutions, in a more sparsely populated,
less mobile world, many families took the form of
extended families, in which the family patriarch
held both dominion and roof over not only his chil-
dren but also his grandchildren and even his great-
grandchildren. The nuclear family, consisting only of
parents and their immediate children, eventually dis-
placed the extended family as the norm in the more
industrialized areas of the world.

The concept of marriage has also undergone mod-
ification. Beginning with the suffrage movement,
women sought to achieve many rights and preroga-
tives that both tradition and law granted exclusively
to men. Vigorously advanced was the idea of mar-
riage as an equal partnership, with all rights equitably
shared by husband and wife. Most laws governing
such matters as property and the custody of children
now reflect the principle of joint ownership and re-
sponsibility.

Modern Problems
The emancipation of women has raised new

moral and legal issues that are yet to be resolved. An
example is the notion of conjugal rape, an idea that is
alien to much conventional thinking about marriage.
Legal redress in cases of spouse abuse has been dif-
ficult because law enforcement agencies still tend
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to view marriage problems as private matters. The
battered wife, though not exclusively a new phenom-
enon, is relatively new to public awareness.

Closely linked to the concept of procreation, mar-
riage has traditionally sanctioned only heterosexual
unions, but even that principle has been challenged
by gays who wish to benefit from some of the legal
guarantees extended to married couples and fami-
lies. They have worked to redefine marriage legally
to include the contractual mating of couples of the
same sex with all the rights of heterosexual couples,
including child adoption. Opposition to this goal,
based on religious and moral grounds, remains
strong.

John W. Fiero

Further Reading
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ily values; Gay rights; Personal relationships; Pre-
marital sex; Sexual revolution.

Marshall Plan
Identification: Program that transferred economic

resources from the United States to Europe in or-
der to restore European economies to prosperity

Dates: Proposed 1947; in effect 1948-1951
Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: The best-known example of foreign

aid, the Marshall Plan advanced the principle that
relieving economic distress promotes a peaceful
world order.

The Marshall Plan, proposed in the spring of 1947 by
General George C. Marshall, the American secretary
of state, was intended to provide substantial eco-
nomic aid to war-ravaged Europe. In order to prevent
widespread economic collapse, the plan proposed to
restore European economies to their prewar levels of
production. Enacted by the Congress under the Tru-
man administration, the plan provided more than $12
billion in economic aid to eleven Western European
nations from 1948 to 1951. The amount equaled ap-
proximately 1.2 percent of the U.S. gross national
product during each year of aid.

Essentially designed as government-to-govern-
ment aid, the plan required each nation to formulate a
list of needs and prescriptions for addressing them.
Nations within the Soviet sphere of influence, un-
willing to divulge their economic needs, quickly
withdrew from consideration. After national pro-
grams had been approved, American aid, in the form
of manufactured goods, machines, and raw materi-
als, began to flow into the nations of Europe. Ameri-
can advisers supervised the program throughout to
ensure that inflation did not destroy the gains. By
1951, the plan had succeeded in its goal of raising
levels of productivity to prewar levels. The Marshall
Plan brought benefits to both Europe and America by
improving the economies on both sides of the Atlan-
tic. It also laid the groundwork for future interna-
tional cooperation in both commercial and military
affairs.

Stanley Archer

See also: Cold War; Economics; International Mon-
etary Fund; Social justice and responsibility; Truman
Doctrine.
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Marx, Karl
Identification: German political philosopher
Born: May 5, 1818, Trier, Prussia (now in

Germany)
Died: March 14, 1883, London, England
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: The author of Capital: A Critique

of Political Economy (Das Kapital, 3 volumes,
1867, 1885, 1894) and coauthor, with Friedrich
Engels, of The Communist Manifesto (Manifest
der Kommunistischen Partei, 1848), Karl Marx
was perhaps the single most influential thinker of
the nineteenth century. His theories of economics
and of history formed the basis for revolutionary
movements and socialist and communist govern-
ments during that century and the next. It has been
said that, with the dissolution of the Soviet Union
in 1989, historians were divided into two camps:
those who believe that Marx’s model of govern-
ment failed, and those who believe that it was
never attempted.

Karl Marx occupies a pivotal place in the history of
the international socialist movement. A passionately
committed revolutionary theorist and activist, he
worked tirelessly to bring about the overthrow of
capitalism and believed that he had discovered the
historical laws that would inevitably produce its col-
lapse. As an integral part of his philosophical system,
he developed a materialistically based theory of eth-
ics in which the prevailing moral principles of any
historical period were seen as reflections of the un-
derlying economic process and the interests and aspi-
rations of the dominant social class. In presenting
this view, he posed the question of capitalism’s moral
legitimacy more sharply than did any other philoso-
pher of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and he
offered a powerful alternative vision of a socialist so-
ciety in which social classes would be abolished and
all poverty and suffering would end.

Historical Materialism
At the center of Marx’s system lies his philosophy

of dialectical materialism. His views on historical
evolution, economics, society, and the theory of eth-
ics all grow directly out of his materialist conception
of the world. For Marx, it was not ideas that were
the primary determinants of history, but material—

particularly economic—facts. In the social world, in
particular, the consciousness of human beings was
determined by the conditions of their material exis-
tence and by the values and norms associated with
the prevailing mode of economic production of the
time.

All of history, Marx believed, moved through six
distinct historical stages: primitive communism, the
ancient slave state, feudalism, capitalism, socialism,
and, ultimately, communism. At each stage in the
process of historical development, the economic sys-
tem created within it two antagonistic social classes,
whose struggle for control of the productive property
of the society was continuous and was reflected
in their political and ethical ideas. In this struggle,
the views of the dominant class—under feudalism,
the landowning aristocracy, and under capitalism, the
industrial bourgeoisie—tended to predominate. As
Marx put it in German Ideology (1846): “The ideas
of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas,
i.e., the class which is the ruling material force of so-
ciety is at the same time its ruling intellectual force.”

Thus, for Marx, all ethical ideals—no matter how
cleverly disguised—were class based and had their

903

Ethics Marx, Karl

Karl Marx. (Library of Congress)



origin in the conflicts generated by the underlying so-
cial and economic system. They were, in a real sense,
ideological weapons used by the dominant and con-
tending classes in their struggle for political hegem-
ony, and thus were an ineluctable part of the class
struggle itself. That struggle, Marx believed, was al-
ways resolved by revolution, and it unfolded natu-
rally according to historical laws that were indepen-
dent of the individual’s will.

Rejection of Moral Absolutism
The materialist foundations of Marx’s philosophy

led logically to a categorical rejection of abstract
moral idealism. To Marx, universal ethical principles
such as those proposed by Immanuel Kant or by the
Christian church were pure historical fictions. All
ethical perspectives, he contended, were influenced
by material interests and rooted in the economic con-
ditions of a specific time and place. Abstract moral
concepts such as “liberty,” “equality,” and “justice”
were, in his view, illusions. Each social class tended
to define such concepts in terms of its own historical
experience, seeking to shape them in order to satisfy
its ongoing material needs.

During the capitalist stage of development, for
example, the bourgeoisie, the primary purchaser of
labor in the society, and the working class, the seller
of labor, naturally came to see such concepts as “lib-
erty” and “equality” differently. This difference in
perspective was based not on abstract moral reason-
ing but on contrasting positions of the classes in the
productive process and the underlying economic re-
lations of the age. In presenting their material de-
mands, both classes made claims to absolute moral
authority. No common moral ground in the class
struggle existed, and the ultimate arbiter was always
physical force.

Marx’s belief that all morality was class morality
took on a particular poignancy with regard to reli-
gion. The Church, he argued, like the state, was an in-
stitution that was dominated by the ruling class of
any historical period. Therefore, it tended to espouse
moral values that strengthened that class’s political
and social position. Specifically, the Church’s pro-
motion of the ideal of personal humility, scriptures
against violence, and concentration on the afterlife
were designed to teach the worker to be submissive to
authority and to look to the next world for the ulti-
mate reward. Religion, as Marx put it acidly, was “the

opiate of the masses,” and its destruction was an im-
portant step toward freeing the working class from
the intellectual domination of the bourgeoisie.

Working-Class Morality
The vehemence with which Marx rejected the

idea of universal ethical principles was accompanied
by an equally disdainful attitude toward the more ex-
treme forms of moral relativism. Since history, he ar-
gued, inevitably moved to materially “higher” and
thus more potentially liberating stages, the ethical
values of the ruling class of any historical period were
inherently superior—in a developmental sense—to
those of the ruling group that preceded it. Thus, the
ethics of the bourgeoisie were “objectively” more
progressive than those of the aristocracy and the
slave-owning class before it, and those of the work-
ing class were the most liberating of all. Indeed, of all
the classes that had appeared throughout history, the
working class alone possessed a truly revolutionary
morality. This was because its demands for human
equality, an equitable distribution of property, and
economic as well as political democracy grew di-
rectly out of its own material needs. It was this pro-
foundly moral vision of the working class as a social
carrier for a genuinely liberated society—even more
than the purportedly scientific character of his his-
torical analysis—that would account for much of
Marx’s influence after his death.

John Santore
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Marxism
Definition: Set of theories and practices espoused

by, or associated with, Karl Marx, including his-
torical materialism, the elimination of private
property, and a commitment to bringing about a
classless society

Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Classical Marxism was a revolution-

ary philosophy founded in a commitment to uni-
versal equality and justice. The actual govern-
ments that have come into being espousing
Marxist principles, however, have often deviated
from those ideals to such an extreme that the very
meaning of the term has become a subject of sig-
nificant controversy.

Implicit in Marxism is a unique variety of ethics that
combines traditional theories of “might makes right”
with the belief that under communism the wrongs of
past injustices will be righted. Marxism as a theory
has two distinct parts: Marx’s interpretation of soci-
ety as he perceived it and his image of society in the
future. Marx can also be understood on two levels: as
an economic theorist and as a moral theorist. He is
more widely regarded, however, as an economic the-
orist with little regard for anything but economic
justice. Some scholars of the last century have ana-
lyzed Marx as a moral theorist whose earlier writings
in particular reflect values that are moral and perhaps

even religious, although not in a traditional sense.
These values were implicit in his theories of history
and the revolutionary process.

Marx, in his early works, often spoke of the
worker’s alienation from society because of the divi-
sion of labor and private property, which left the
worker with little to show for his endeavors. Marx did
not think that the situation could be corrected by in-
voking abstract theories of ethics and justice, since
he believed that in every era ethics and values are im-
posed by the “ruling class.” For example, Marx ar-
gued that in the Middle Ages, the feudal landowners
who controlled the livelihood of others also set the
norms of society. He believed that in the nineteenth
century, capitalists (the bourgeoisie) controlled the
means of production and therefore the political and
social system. As part of their power, they set the
standards of right and wrong. Although Marx criti-
cized the ethical standards of his era, he accepted that
the bourgeoisie had the right to set those standards.

Economic Forces in History
Marx believed that it was important to understand

the economic forces that propel the evolution of his-
tory. His theory of historical materialism rejected tra-
ditional idealism and substituted for it a materialist
interpretation, which defined the progression of his-
tory as the history of class struggle. Marx also pre-
dicted a fundamental revolution that would end class
struggle and alienation in society.

Marx described a class struggle between the capi-
talists (the ruling class) and the proletariat (the work-
ers) in his own era. The former controlled the means
of production and therefore dominated society. The
proletariat worked for the bourgeoisie in conditions
of exploitation and hardship and were alienated from
the products of their labor. Marx was concerned
about the long hours the proletariat worked and low
wages they received, about child labor, and about
other social problems that were prevalent during the
early stages of European capitalism, but he did not
believe that those problems could be remedied.

Marx predicted that societal conditions would
gradually worsen, as fewer and fewer people re-
mained in the ruling class and more and more people
joined the ranks of the proletariat. Eventually, Marx
predicted, the proletariat would be so large and their
conditions so terrible that they would rise up in spon-
taneous rebellion against the bourgeoisie. This revo-
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lution, born out of the dialectic and contradictions of
history, would eventually provide the keys to ending
exploitation. In the short run, the victorious proletar-
iat would organize the dictatorship of the proletariat
and begin to right the wrongs of history by removing
privileges from the bourgeoisie—foremost among
them, private property.

In the transitional era of the dictatorship of the
proletariat, however, bourgeois values would still
prevail. There would be a transitional period of unde-
termined length. Only in mature postcapitalist soci-
ety, which Marx called communism, would people
embrace new values and ethics, shed traditional ac-
quisitiveness, and work for the good of society. Even-
tually, classes would disappear and a classless soci-
ety would emerge in which people would work
according to their abilities and receive compensation
according to their needs. In the new society, people
would no longer be alienated from their work and
from society.

Marx’s Ethics
Marx’s theories of ethics were closely tied to his

economic theories. He did not develop theories of
ethics that were separate from his perception of eco-
nomic reality. At the same time, the idea of tran-
scending alienation and establishing new norms for
society revealed an underlying idealism that was in-
consistent with his conceptions of materialism.

Marx worked closely with Friedrich Engels from
1845 until his death. Their most famous publication,
The Communist Manifesto (1848), contains guide-
lines for social norms and values that were to be fol-
lowed after the proletarian revolution. Engels contin-
ued their work after Marx’s death (1883). Engels’s
later writings on social issues, such as the family, and
personal relations contain ethical overtones. In par-
ticular, Engels’s writings on the family give evidence
of the applications of the division of labor and “class
struggle” within the family itself.

Although Marx would have bristled at the sugges-
tion that he was an ethical thinker, an ethical under-
tone to his theory of history can be seen in his predic-
tion that the injustices of the class struggle would be
corrected on Earth, not in a distant heaven, when the
revolutionary process led to the eventual emergence
of communism.

Norma Corigliano Noonan
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Maximal vs. minimal ethics
Definition: Distinction between the least one must

do to avoid transgression and the most one can do
to accomplish good

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Minimal ethics are generally passive,

since they involve one’s obligations to refrain
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from evil acts, while maximal ethics require posi-
tive action to make either oneself or the world
better conform with one’s values and ideals.

The tension between maximal and minimal ethics
arises in the attempt to relate what people can do to
what they ought to do. How far and in what way
should what is possible govern what is required?

Who Is My Neighbor?
When ethical theories examine duties to others,

tensions quickly emerge between consideration of
what is owed to others and consideration of the effect
upon one’s own interests or well-being. The Chris-
tian scriptures highlight these tensions in such stories
as that of Jesus’ telling the young man to sell every-
thing and give it to the poor (Mark 10) or telling the
lawyer to imitate the Good Samaritan who risked
everything to help a man who fell among thieves
(Luke 10).

In the field of medical ethics, Tom L. Beauchamp
and James F. Childress argue in Principles of Bio-
medical Ethics that a physician is “not morally obli-
gated to emulate the Good Samaritan but rather to be
what Judith Thomson calls ‘a minimally decent Sa-
maritan.’” They characterize the tension between
maximal and minimal ethics in their discussion of the
distinction between the duty of nonmaleficence (“do
no harm”) and the duty of beneficence (“do good”).
“[T]he importance of the distinction is evident. The
obligation of nonmaleficence is more independent of
roles and relations, allows less discretion, and, in
general, requires a higher level of risk assumption
than the obligation of beneficence, which requires
positive actions.”

Some ethical theories simply make “do no harm”
the duty and leave “doing good” to individual deci-
sion making. Other theories attempt to determine
how far a person might be required to venture into do-
ing good. Philosophers usually appeal to what it is
“reasonable” to require, but no satisfactory agree-
ment has been reached concerning how to define re-
sponsibilities that go beyond the minimum. Peter
Singer, for example, in discussing duties to victims of
famine, has argued that “if it is in our power to pre-
vent something bad from happening, without thereby
sacrificing anything of comparable moral impor-
tance, we ought, morally, to do it.” Many people,
however, believe that his principle is unreasonably

demanding. Michael Slote argues against Singer that
it is not morally wrong to fail to prevent something
bad from happening to someone else if preventing
the evil “would seriously interfere with one’s basic
life style or with the fulfillment of one’s basic life
plans—as long as the life style or plans themselves
involve no wrongs of commission.”

In Christian Faith, Health, and Medical Practice,
Hessel Bouma and others have provided a survey,
from a religious perspective, of reasons that attempt
to locate the source and motivation of a whole range
of duties from the minimal to the maximal:

[Picture ethical duties] on a spectrum, with min-
imal, legally enforceable ones at one end of the
spectrum and, at the other end, those requiring he-
roic sacrifice for the sake of another’s well-being.
In the middle will be responsibilities such as truth-
fulness and civility that are morally mandated but
not legally enforceable. . . . [A]t one end the state’s
sword power (its right and duty to use coercion, in-
cluding its power to tax) provides added motiva-
tion, whereas at the other end the power of gratitude
and the inspiring stories of good Samaritans and
shepherds who lay down their lives for their sheep
must be sufficient incentives.

Be All You Can Be
Maximal vs. minimal ethics concerns more than

the tension between duties to others and care for
one’s own interests. The tension between the mini-
mal and the maximal can arise in the attempt to delin-
eate the excellences that characterize a well-lived
life. Immanuel Kant, for example, argued that people
have a duty to develop their talents. How far does that
duty extend? Is a modest cultivation of a particular
talent sufficient? How much is enough? In Beyond
Good and Evil, Nietzsche urges a maximal standard
of human development in the application of purify-
ing discipline to the “creature” in humanity in order
to bring the “creator” element to greater perfection:
“The discipline of suffering, of great suffering—do
you not know that only this discipline has created all
enhancements of man so far?”

Classifying the Maximal
Many ethical theories classify acts as forbidden,

required, or simply permissible. In “Saints and
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Heroes,” J. Urmson argued that a further class of
acts should be identified and that the old Christian
concept of supererogation should be employed for
this classification. Supererogatory acts, according to
Urmson, are those that are not required by duty but go
beyond duty in a way that merely permissible acts
do not.

Urmson’s arguments have led many people to
agree that ethical theories should have a place for
maximal expectations that are recommended but not
required. His critics, however, question whether ethi-
cal theories can or should try to define a point at
which one says, “We have done enough; everything
else is beyond duty.” They worry that the attempt to
make a precise definition of what is strictly required
leads theories to be narrow and legalistic in their ac-
count of human duties. They prefer an approach in
which a “reasonable” account of how maximal duties
are required can be given.

James V. Bachman
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Mean/ends distinction
Definition: Ethical distinction drawn between the

goal being achieved and the method employed to
achieve it

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: The distinction between means and

ends is the basis for hypothetical imperatives,
which have the form “You should do x in order to
accomplish y.” Categorical imperatives presup-
pose that means and ends are one and the same:
“You should always do x.”

Theories of ethics vary widely in their philosophical
perspectives. Nowhere is this chasm more broad than
between the strict legalistic rules set forth by Kantian
ethicists and the subjective interpretations favored by
situationists. Immanuel Kant, as the father of the cat-
egorical imperative, believed that moral actions must
hold up universally and unconditionally. Situational
ethics, however, as developed by the consequential
school, maintains that circumstances alter cases. Ac-
tions have no meaning or value in and of themselves;
they become meaningful only in the light of the pur-
pose they serve.

Situationists believe that any act—in fact, the
same act—can be right or wrong, according to the sit-
uation. Such flexibility in moral reasoning lays the
foundation for the popular maxim that the end jus-
tifies the means. Although unstated, the essential
meaning of this philosophy is better represented by
the clarification that a good end justifies a bad means.
A good end achieved through good means needs no
justification; a bad end, regardless of the quality of
the means, deserves none.

The emphasis, then, is on the outcome, making
the means/end distinction a favorite of consequential
ethicists who argue that the moral act is the one that
achieves the greatest good for the greatest number.
With this reasoning, it is easy to extend the principle
that an immoral act is justified if it is the vehicle by
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which a greater good is accomplished—telling a lie,
for example, in order to save a life. Another school of
thought, however, that of the situationists, places the
rationale for this maxim not on the relative merits of
the means and the end, but on the circumstances that
define each individual situation.

Situationists believe that good and evil are not in-
trinsic properties belonging to a given act but are in-
stead attributes that develop their character within
the context in which the act occurs. The man who de-
nies his financial problems as he provides comforting
reassurance to his dying mother, for example, is act-
ing in a compassionate and commendable way, not
an immoral and deceitful one. The same subjectivity
can be applied to other acts, too, including those con-
ventionally considered good, such as self-sacrifice
and philanthropy, and evil, such as thievery and mur-
der. That the unscrupulous exploits of Robin Hood
are hailed as heroic deeds by all but his villainous
victims demonstrates the popularity of this notion. If
acts are not intrinsically good or bad, then they must
derive their merits from some other source. That
source is the purpose that they serve or the intended
outcome toward which they have been employed.
Therefore, it is the end, and only the end, that justifies
the means.

Deontological Views
Although strict deontologists believe that such

a subjective philosophy foreshadows nothing short
of moral anarchy, the means/end distinction has
long been employed. Indeed, even the Bible contains
numerous instances in which valued outcomes are
achieved through violent or destructive means, such
as the flooding of the earth in order to restore good-
ness, an action that is inconsistent with modern
Judeo-Christian moral prescriptions. Despite the
fears of legalistic ethicists, however, the means/end
argument, when properly applied, is a stiff and rigor-
ous test of ethical principles, demanding a careful ex-
amination of four individual elements: the end, the
motive for desiring this end, the means by which the
end will be accomplished, and, in true consequential
fashion, the foreseeable consequences.

It is important to note that all consequences must
be weighed, not only the intended ones. For example,
the parent who successfully funds the family vaca-
tion by trimming household expenses must consider
not only the financial effects of a debt-free summer

sojourn but also the physical and psychological ef-
fects of lowered nutritional standards and clothing
stretched beyond its normal wearability. In addition,
responsible implementation of the means/end dis-
tinction recognizes that because means are seen not
only as benign tools used to negotiate an outcome but
also as ingredients that lend their attributes and char-
acteristics to the creation of the outcome, they must
be carefully selected, fitting, and appropriate to
the hoped-for end. The following list offers specific
questions to help address these issues.

1. Is the end really good? Does it simply appear to
be good because of its desirability? Real good is
commonly recognized as that which contributes to
the achievement of full human potential.

2. Is it probable that the means will achieve the
end? Utilitarian ethicists refer to this concept as max-
imizing expected utility.

3. Is the same good possible to achieve using other
means? Is the bad means simply the easiest? Com-
bined with the question above, the lower the expecta-
tion that the means will achieve the expected result,
the greater is the obligation to seek alternative means.

4. Is the good end clearly and overwhelmingly
greater than the bad means that will be used to at-
tain it?

5. Will the use of a bad means in order to achieve a
good end withstand the test of publicity? Will others
agree with the decision reached in the question
above?

Although the means/end distinction provides a
useful tool as well as a popular philosophy for weigh-
ing ethical choices, it is not without its handicaps. A
primary shortcoming, consistent with all consequen-
tial theories, is the lack of precision with which out-
comes can be predicted. Therefore, the distinction is
a more accurate measure of moral correctness in
hindsight rather than in the development of situa-
tions. Despite this weakness, however, the means/
end argument remains a strong and practical one. Its
simple and obvious logic offers an understandable
formula by which to weigh and resolve challenging
ethical questions.

Regina Howard Yaroch
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Media ownership
Identification: Owners and executive officers of

print and broadcast media, such as newspapers,
magazines, radio and television stations, and
broadcast networks

Type of ethics: Media ethics
Significance: Ownership of multiple media outlets

by single individuals or companies raises serious
ethical concerns about the availability and fair-
ness of news.

Media ownership raises a number of interesting ethi-
cal questions. Of particular important are questions re-
lating to whether owners of the media conduct their
operations in a fashion that is objective, comprehen-
sive, and ultimately in the best interest of the general
public. When large numbers of media outlets are con-
centrated in the hands of a few owners, especially
when the outlets are of various kinds of media, then
these ethical questions become particularly acute.
Such situations periodically occur in Western society.

During the late nineteenth century, sizable num-
bers of newspapers in both the United States and
Great Britain became concentrated in the hands of a
few individuals, known in the United States as “press
magnates” and in Britain as “press barons.” By the
1880’s, the American publisher Joseph Pulitzer—af-
ter whom Pulitzer Prizes are named—had assembled
a number of newspapers under his control; these in-
cluded the New York World. Meanwhile, his great ri-

val, William Randolph Hearst, took over the San
Francisco Examiner from his father in 1887 and in
1895 bought the New York Morning Journal. The fol-
lowing year, Hearst established the New York Eve-
ning Journal.

Low priced, easy to read, and filled with eye-
catching sensational stories, the Pulitzer and Hearst
papers soon had large circulations and enormous in-
fluence on public affairs—influence that Pulitzer and
Hearst, in particular, were not shy about using. Per-
haps the most striking example of their influence oc-
curred during the Spanish-American War of 1898,
which was actively pushed by the two newspaper
chains, especially by the Hearst papers. At one point,
before war had been declared, the famous artist Fred-
eric Remington asked if he could return from his as-
signment as a war illustrator in Havana, since war be-
tween Spain and the United States appeared to be
unlikely. Hearst is reported to have responded, “You
provide the pictures and I’ll furnish the war.”
Whether that story is literally true or not, Hearst’s fa-
mous riposte accurately symbolized the considerable
powers of media ownership and its ethical dilemmas.

At the same time that Pulitzer and Hearst were
battling for media dominance in the United States,
two brothers named Harmsworth were gathering a
media empire in Great Britain. Better known as
Lords Northcliffe and Rothermere, the brothers came
to own a sizable portion of the British press, includ-
ing the famous Times of London as well as such high-
circulation papers as the Daily Mail, Daily Mirror,
Weekly/Sunday Dispatch, London Evening News,
and Glasgow Evening News. They also owned the
magazine group Amalgamated Press. Although such
acquisitions, the Harmsworths became the dominant
media power in the United Kingdom, and Lord
Northcliffe in particular was recognized as highly in-
fluential. In 1917, during the crisis of World War I,
another press baron, Lord Beaverbook, was ap-
pointed minister of information by the British gov-
ernment, thus making him officially responsible for
wartime propaganda both at home and, increasingly
important, in neutral countries such as the United
States. After this, there could be little doubt about the
power of media ownership and control.

Modern Media Consolidation
The question of media consolidation in the hands

of a relatively few individuals or corporations arose
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again toward the end of the twentieth century, as a
handful of key players came to dominate the interna-
tional media market. In addition to owning tradi-
tional newspapers, these new press barons also
owned varieties of other media, most notably book
publishing companies; film, radio, and television
outlets; and new media channels, such as sites on the
World Wide Web. They also introduced new forms of
media, such as twenty-four-hour all-news networks,
which operated in cooperation with their other hold-
ings. Never before in history had such a variety of
media been collected and controlled by so relatively
few persons or companies.

Chief among these players were giant media cor-
porations such as AOL-Time Warner, which was cre-
ated by a merger early in 2000 and which operated
Cable News Network, or CNN; Rupert Murdoch’s

News Corporation, which started in Australia and
spread throughout the world and which started Fox
Television as a challenge to CNN and the existing big
three networks; and Finivest, an Italian multimedia
group owned by Silvio Berlusconi, who went on
to become prime minister of that nation. Of these
groups, News Corporation and Finivest were known
for espousing and spreading the conservative, some-
times extreme right-wing thoughts of their owners.
Not since the days of Hearst and Colonel Robert
McCormick, reactionary owner of the Chicago Tri-
bune, had media owners been so blatant in allowing
their personal viewpoints to shape the reporting of
their organizations. The ethical problems created by
such a situation, while obvious to many media ob-
servers and members of the general public, did not
seem to trouble Murdoch and others.
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At the same time, non-news corporations were
purchasing media outlets, chief among them the ma-
jor television networks in the United States. During
the 1980’s, the American Broadcasting Corporation
(ABC) was bought by Capital Cities Communica-
tions, the National Broadcasting Corporation (NBC)
by General Electric, and the Columbia Broadcasting
System (CBS) by Loews Corporation. In addition to
cutbacks in their news budgets, with possible nega-
tive impacts on coverage, diversity, and objectivity,
the networks also faced the delicate situation of re-
porting potentially negative stories about their corpo-
rate owners that could lead to possible loss of value in
the stock of the parent company. Such situations were
clearly filled with potential ethical dilemmas, most
of which could be traced back to the problem of me-
dia ownership that influences not only what stories
are covered, but how and to what purpose as well.

Michael Witkoski
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Medical bills of rights
Definition: Documents that explicitly list the rights

of patients with regard to access to care, control
over their care, privacy, or any other issues rele-
vant to medical treatment

Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Rights language shifts the focus of

moral attention from the duty-bound caregiver to
the patient to whom there is a duty—to the claims
of the right holder.

Although the express use of rights language in medi-
cine is an artifact of the late twentieth century, deon-
tological (duty-based) conceptions of medical ethics
trace back to the Hippocratic oath, which explicitly
obligates physicians to “abstain from all intentional
wrong-doing and harm”—particularly “from [sexual]
abus[e]”—and from “divulging [information about
patients] holding such things to be holy secrets.” Cor-
relative to these obligations (although unstatable at
the time, since the language of rights had yet to be in-
vented), patients have the right not to be intentionally
harmed, not to be sexually abused, and not to have
confidential information divulged.

Duty-based conceptions of the physician-patient
relationship were dominated by the Hippocratic oath
until three eighteenth century British writers—the
Reverend Thomas Gisborne, Doctor John Gregory,
and Thomas Percival—developed theories of obliga-
tion deriving from physicians’ social responsibilities
and from their sympathy with patients. In 1803,
Percival published a syncretic version of all three the-
ories in the form of a code of ethics; that code, in turn,
became the basis of codes of medical ethics issued
by nineteenth century regional and national medical
associations throughout the world. Although these
writers were familiar with rights language, their pri-
mary focus was stating the duties of physicians. Con-
sequently, even though their theories on physicians’
duties generate correlative rights, they eschew the
language of rights—as do the codes of medical ethics
they inspired.

The first document to focus primarily on patients’
moral claims is the 1947 Nuremberg Code, a set
of ten principles issued by the Nuremberg Tribunal
to justify its finding that the medical experiments
conducted by twelve German physicians and their
assistants were “crimes against humanity.” The first
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Historical Table of Patients’ Rights

Document Date Author Rights

Hippocratic oath 400 b.c.e. Unknown Not to be harmed; not to be sexually abused; confiden-
tiality.

Lecture on the
Duties of
Physicians

1772 John Gregory Sympathetic and humane care.

On the Duties
of Physicians

1794 Thomas Gisborne Diligent attention; confidentiality; honesty; punctual-
ity; steadiness and sympathy.

Medical Ethics 1803 Thomas Percival Attention and steadiness; humanity; confidentiality;
authority and condescension (to be treated as equals).

Code of Ethics 1847-
1957*

AMA Skill, attention, fidelity. Tenderness and firmness; au-
thority and condescension (equal treatment); human-
ness and steadiness; confidentiality; not to be aban-
doned; treatment during epidemics (even if physician
jeopardized).

Nuremberg Code 1947 Nuremberg Tribunal To consent to, and to refuse to, be experimented upon;
to be informed of experiments; to terminate experi-
ments unilaterally.

Patient’s Bill of
Rights

Current American Hospital
Association

To considerate and respectful care; to know the name
of one’s physician; to be informed of diagnosis, prog-
nosis, treatment plans, and alternatives; to consent to,
and to refuse, treatment; to privacy and confidentiality;
to be informed of conflicts of interest; to be informed
of, and to refuse to participate in, research; to have
continuity of care and appointments; to examine bills
and have them explained; to be informed of hospital
rules.

Accreditation
Manual

Current Joint Commission
on Accreditation
of Health Care
Organization

Impartial access to treatment, regardless of race,
creed, sex, or national origin, or sources of payment;
to considerate and respectful care; to privacy and to
wear personal clothing; to request a change of room;
to know who is providing treatment; to refuse to be
treated by trainees. to be clearly informed of diagno-
sis. to visitors, phone calls, and letters; to informed
participation in health care decisions; to consent to,
and to refuse, treatment; to be informed of, and to re-
fuse to participate in, experiments; to consult with a
specialist and to continuity of care; to receive itemized
explanations of bills; to be informed of a hospital’s
rules and complaint procedures

* Most contemporary statements of medical and nursing ethics are formulated as standards or principles rather than duties
or obligations, and thus do not generate correlative rights. In 1957, for example, the AMA replaced its Code of Ethics with
Principles of Medical Ethics, the principles state standards of conduct rather than duties, but Principle IV of the current
AMA Principles stipulates that a “physician shall respect the rights of patients.”



Nuremberg principle opens by stating that for “moral,
ethical, and legal [experimentation] . . . the voluntary
consent of the human subject is essential.” It closes
by stating that “the duty . . . for ascertaining consent
rests on each individual who initiates, directs, or
engages in the experiment.” The Nuremberg Code
never uses the language of rights, yet most commen-
tators treat it as the progenitor of patients’ rights the-
ory because its focus (exemplified in these quota-
tions) is on the moral claims—the rights—of the
subjects of research.

Rights language was first expressly used in major
medical documents during the 1970’s, when it sur-
faced in the American Hospital Association’s 1972 A
Patient’s Bill of Rights and, concurrently, in the sec-
tion “Rights and Responsibilities of Patients,” in the
Accreditation Manual of the JCAH(O), the Joint
Commission on the Accreditation of Hospitals (later,
Health Care Organizations)—the organization that
accredits American medical hospitals, psychiatric
hospitals, and nursing homes.

Robert Baker

Further Reading
Annas, George. The Rights of Patients: The Basic

ACLU Guide to Patients Rights. 2d ed. Carbon-
dale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1989.

Annas, George, and Michael Grodin, eds. The Nazi
Doctors and the Nuremberg Code: Human Rights
in Human Experimentation. New York: Oxford
University Press, 1992.

Baker, Robert, Dorothy Porter, and Roy Porter, eds.
The Codification of Medical Morality: Historical
and Philosophical Studies of the Formalization
of Western Medical Morality in the Eighteenth
and Nineteenth Centuries. Dordrecht, Nether-
lands: Kluwer, 1993.

Edelstein, Ludwig. Ancient Medicine: Selected Pa-
pers of Ludwig Edelstein. Edited by Owsei
Temkin and C. Lilian Temkin. Translated by C.
Lilian Temkin. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity Press, 1967.

Wood, Marie Robey. “Patients’ Bill of Rights.” The
National Voter 49, no. 4 (June/July, 2000): 16-19.

See also: American Medical Association; Health
care allocation; Hippocrates; Medical ethics; Medi-
cal insurance; Medical research; Physician-patient
relationship; Principles of Medical Ethics.

Medical ethics
Definition: Formal, informal, institutional, and per-

sonal codes of conduct for health care profes-
sionals

Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Because medical workers deal with

matters of life and death, as well as the most inti-
mate details of their patients’ lives, the ethics gov-
erning their actions are both especially important
and especially complex.

Health care professionals are faced with many situa-
tions that have moral significance. These situations
are characterized by such questions as whether or
when to proceed with treatment, which therapy to ad-
minister, which patient to see first, how to conduct re-
search using human subjects, where to assign re-
sources that are in short supply, and how to establish
an equitable health care system. The discipline of
medical ethics seeks to engage in a systematic and
objective examination of these questions.

History
An ethical code of behavior is central to the writ-

ings collected in the Corpus Hippocraticum, attrib-
uted to an ancient physician known as Hippocrates
and other writers of the fifth through third centuries
b.c.e. Medicine, according to these writings, should
relieve suffering, reduce the severity of an illness, and
abstain from treating that which is beyond the prac-
tice of medicine; the physician is defined as a good
person, skilled at healing. The notion of a morally
good dimension inherent in the medical practitioner
has survived to this day. The Hippocratic texts were
expanded upon by medieval physicians in the West
so that, by the fifteenth century, rules of conduct had
been established in the medical schools of the time.

Eighteenth century physicians such as Benjamin
Rush, Samuel Bard, John Gregory, and Thomas
Percival stressed the need for primary moral rules of
medical practice and began to wrestle with questions
of truth-telling in the physician-patient relationship.
Percival’s writings would become the basis for the
first American Medical Association Code of Ethics,
issued in 1847.

Nineteenth century physicians such as Worthing-
ton Hooker, Austin Flint, Sr., and Sir William Osler
continued to refine a primarily beneficence-based
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understanding of medical ethics (that is, a code based
on taking action only for the patient’s good). Osler ar-
gued that physicians should be broadly educated in
the liberal arts so as to be able to practice medicine
properly.

The enormous growth of medical research in the
twentieth century led to remarkable advances in
health care but also raised troubling ethical ques-
tions. In 1947, the Nuremberg Code established the
first basic ethical requirements for the conduct of
medical research. This document was a direct result
of the Nuremberg Trials of Nazi war criminals who
had engaged in human experimentation considered
far outside the grounds of decency. The code was
later expanded and revised to become the Declara-
tion of Helsinki of the World Medical Association,
originally issued in 1964.

During the 1950’s, medical ethics began to move
away from being primarily a set of internally gener-
ated rules of professional behavior. The writings of
such nonphysicians as Joseph Fletcher and Paul
Ramsey (both originally trained in theology) began
to examine the impact of medicine and medical tech-
nology on the moral fabric of society.

The 1960’s and 1970’s brought an emphasis on
patient autonomy to the consideration of biomedical
ethics in the United States: Reverence for the wisdom
of the medical doctor’s decisions, which had been the
rule during previous decades, was tempered by a
growing respect for the patient’s need to contribute to
decisions affecting his or her future well-being. The
ascendancy of autonomy parallels a rise in the tech-
nological capabilities of modern medicine, a time of
unusually pronounced affluence in the West, and the
appearance of what have since become paradigmatic
legal challenges to the notion of the physician or
medical institution as the sole participant in medical
decision making.

Concurrent with these developments was the ap-
pearance of new institutions dedicated to the study of
biomedical ethics, such as the Kennedy Institute of
Ethics at Georgetown University and the Hastings
Center in New York. At the same time, ethical theo-
ries developed by nineteenth century philosophers
such as John Stuart Mill and Immanuel Kant began to
be applied to situations arising out of medical prac-
tice by a number of individuals whose primary train-
ing was in philosophy and theology rather than clini-
cal medicine.

With the 1980’s and 1990’s, the prospect of scar-
city came to dominate ethical discussion in the
United States, raising concern about such questions
as health care rationing and public access to medical
care. An emphasis on distributive justice began to
temper the preceding two decades’ concern with ob-
ligations of social justice to the individual.

Ethical Principles
Ethical analysis consists of the application of pri-

mary principles to concrete clinical situations. It also
employs comparative reasoning, whereby a particu-
lar problem is compared to other situations about
which a moral consensus exists. Principled reasoning
rests on four fundamental principles of biomedical
ethics.

The principle of respect for autonomy requires
that every person be free to take whatever autono-
mous action or make whatever autonomous decision
he or she wishes, without constraint by other individ-
uals. An example of respect for autonomy is the doc-
trine of informed consent, which requires that pa-
tients or research subjects be provided with adequate
information that they clearly understand before vol-
untarily submitting to therapy or participating in a re-
search trial.

The principle of nonmaleficence states that health
care providers should not inflict evil or harm on a pa-
tient. Although straightforward in its enunciation,
this principle may come into conflict with the princi-
ple of respect for autonomy in cases where a re-
quest for withdrawal of therapy is made. Similarly,
the principle may come into conflict with obligations
to promote the good of the patient, because many
medical decisions involve the use of therapies or di-
agnostic procedures that have undesirable side ef-
fects.

The principle of double effect in the Roman Cath-
olic moral tradition has attempted to resolve this lat-
ter conflict by stating that if the intent of an action
is to effect an overriding good, the action is defensi-
ble even if unintended but foreseen harmful conse-
quences ensue. Some commentators suggest, how-
ever, that intent is an artificial distinction, because all
the consequences, both good and bad, are foreseen.
As a result, the potential for harm should be weighed
against the potential for benefit in deciding the best
course of action. A formal evaluation of this kind
is commonly referred to as a risk-benefit analysis.
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Individual interpretation of the principle of non-
maleficence lies at the heart of debates over abortion,
euthanasia, and treatment withdrawal.

The principle of beneficence expresses an obliga-
tion to promote the patient’s good. This can be con-
strued as any action that prevents harm, supplants
harm, or does active good to a person. As such, this
principle provides the basis for all medical prac-
tice, be it preventive, epidemiologic, acute care, or
chronic care. Not all actions can be considered uni-
formly beneficial. Certain kinds of therapy which
may prove to be life-saving can leave a patient with
what he or she finds to be an unacceptable quality of
life. An examination of the positive and negative con-
sequences of successful medical treatment is com-
monly called a benefit-burden analysis. In this con-
text, the principle of beneficence most frequently
comes into conflict with the principle of respect for
autonomy. In such situations, the physician’s appeal
to beneficence is often considered paternalistic.

The principle of justice applies primarily to the
distribution of health care resources in what can be
considered a just and fair fashion. Because there are
many competing theories of justice, there is no sin-
gle, clear statement of this principle capable of being
succinctly applied to all situations. However, the
principle does require careful consideration of the
means by which health care is allocated under condi-
tions of scarcity. Scarce resources in the United
States, for example, include transplantable organs,
intensive care beds, expensive medical technologies
in general, and in some circumstances basic medical
care itself. Under conditions of scarcity, one’s under-
standing of justice can easily come into conflict with
the obligations to each of the three preceding princi-
ples. In general, the scarcer the resource, the more
concerns about distributive justice influence the de-
ployment of that resource.

Ethical Issues
Questions of medical ethics generally fall into

two categories. A quandary is a moral question about
which detailed ethical analysis yields a single undis-
puted answer. A dilemma, on the other hand, is a
moral question to which there are at least two ethi-
cally defensible responses, with neither one taking
clear precedence over the other.

Ethical issues in medicine can also be divided into
macrocosmic (large-scale, societal) and microcos-

mic (small-scale, often individual) concerns. Macro-
cosmic issues are those that apply to a broad social
constituency and therefore often involve both statu-
tory and common law. Microcosmic concerns, on the
other hand, are those that arise in the day-to-day
practice of medicine, the discussion and resolution of
which generally have less impact on society as a
whole.

Primary among the macrocosmic ethical debates
is the question of health care allocation, which cen-
ters largely on the development of health care deliv-
ery systems and health care financing. Proposals for
reform of the U.S. health care system range from the
creation of a single-payer national health insurance
program, which would insure every citizen, to a se-
ries of proposals that would establish multiple re-
quirements for private health insurance, often linking
these requirements to employment. A problem com-
mon to all proposals for health care reform is the defi-
nition of what constitutes a basic minimum of health
care to which each citizen is entitled. Even if consen-
sus can be reached regarding a basic minimum, how
and to whom scarce resources will be allocated re-
mains to be determined. In both cases, solutions re-
quire an assessment of mechanisms for increasing
supply and fairly distributing the resource in an ethi-
cally acceptable fashion.

Privacy
In medical ethics, respect for privacy stems both

from the Hippocratic tradition and from the principle
of respect for autonomy. Privacy also has been ar-
gued as a fundamental right of persons. All rights-
based theories imply a correlative obligation on the
part of others to respect these rights. Debate, there-
fore, centers on when an individual’s unbridled right
to privacy begins to abrogate the public good. For ex-
ample, does an individual’s right to choose privately
to have an abortion or to request euthanasia place an
unacceptable burden on society to comply with these
requests? If a physician considers a patient to be a
public menace, what levels of justification are re-
quired before confidentially obtained personal infor-
mation is divulged? To whom is it appropriate to re-
lease this information? Concerns of this nature lie at
the center of public discussions surrounding the
rights of persons infected with the human immuno-
deficiency virus (HIV).
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Medical Research
Research ethics, as it applies to human subjects,

deals primarily with two questions. First, does the
proposed research appear to provide important infor-
mation of substantial value to society at minimal risk
to the research subject? Second, is the research sub-
ject completely aware of the personal risks and bene-
fits of participation in the project so that consent is
fully informed? In order to answer these questions,
research involving human subjects must undergo
ethical review at both the macrocosmic and the
microcosmic levels. Nationally, it is regulated by
agencies such as the U.S. Food and Drug Administra-
tion (FDA). At the microcosmic level, the FDA man-
dates and supervises the administration of institu-
tional review boards (IRBs), which are charged with
the responsibility of ensuring that human subjects are
involved in creditable research, are treated in a hu-
mane manner, are not subjected to undue risks, and
are fully cognizant both of the nature of the project in
which they are participating and of any potential
risks and benefits associated with it.

A third concern in biomedical research ethics,
which does not directly apply to human subjects, is
the question of what constitutes a conflict of interest
on the part of the principal investigator or research in-
stitution. This becomes an increasing problem as
more research is funded by private rather than public
sources.

The Nature of Life and Ethical
Decision Making

This is perhaps the thorniest of all issues in that it
revolves around definitional questions about which
no consensus exists. Is human life consistently of
greater value than all other forms of life? Is the value
of human life defined primarily by consciousness? Is
human life defined by genetic information, and if so,
is alteration of this information a moral enterprise? If
genetic engineering is in principle morally accept-
able, are there circumstances under which it becomes
unacceptable? When precisely does life begin and
end? Each of these questions has a profound effect on
an individual’s opinion of issues such as abortion, the
appropriate circumstances for treatment withdrawal,
brain death, organ transplantation, euthanasia, ani-
mal research, and allocation of health care.

Although some commentators tend to assign pri-
macy to one of the four principles of medical ethics—

autonomy, nonmaleficence, beneficence, or justice—
relegating others to subordinate roles, the prevailing
approach to principled reasoning interprets each prin-
ciple as being prima facie binding; that is, each prin-
ciple confers a binding obligation upon the medical
professional to the extent that it does not conflict with
another, equally binding principle. When two prima
facie principles require actions that are diametrically
opposed, there is an appeal to proportionality that al-
lows the requirements of each principle to be evalu-
ated in the light of circumstances at hand. On a case-
by-case basis, one principle may be judged to be
more binding than another, depending on the context
of the problem.

An alternative form of ethical analysis employs
the technique of casuistry, or case-based analysis.
Using this method, the circumstances of a particular
ethical quandary or dilemma (the “reference case”)
are compared to those of a case about which it is
abundantly clear what the correct moral decision
should be (the “paradigm case”). The degree to which
the reference case resembles or differs from the para-
digm case provides guidance as to what the ethically
appropriate course of action might be. This method
of analysis has the advantage of being similar to the
way in which conclusions are reached both in com-
mon law and in clinical medicine. Clinical decisions
are regularly made in medical practice by comparing
the facts of a particular case about which the treat-
ment may be in question with those of similar cases
in which the correct treatment is known.

A problem for those who favor casuistic analysis
is the wedge argument, sometimes known as the
“slippery slope.” Detractors suggest that the use of a
particular logical argument, such as the defense for
withholding or withdrawing certain kinds of therapy,
will drive a wedge further and further into the fabric
of society until an undesirable consequence (for ex-
ample, active nonvoluntary euthanasia) ensues. Pro-
ponents of casuistry respond that the undesirable
consequence is far enough removed from the para-
digm case to no longer resemble it.

Most clinical ethicists combine principle-based
analysis with case-based reasoning to answer the
specific ethical questions that arise in the practice of
medicine. In addition, clinical ethicists benefit from
training in law, sociology, and psychology, as well
as the primary studies of medical science and philos-
ophy.
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Public Policy
Macrocosmic, public issues are addressed pub-

licly by a number of mechanisms. Blue-ribbon pan-
els, such as the New York State Task Force on Life
and the Law, can study a problem in depth, after
which a consensus report with policy recommenda-
tions is issued. Such panels have the advantage of
bringing together people who represent a wide range
of opinion. Another avenue is the formation of grass-
roots organizations, such as Oregon Health Deci-
sions, that attempt to generate a public consensus on
ethically sensitive issues.

In one fashion or another, issues of public concern
often are argued on the floors of both federal and state
legislatures. Numerous state laws regulate the with-
holding and withdrawing of therapy; federal legisla-
tion, such as the Patient Self-Determination Act, also
governs the disclosure of patients’ rights to deter-
mine the course of their care when they cannot make
decisions.

Even with legislative guidance, individual institu-
tions often find themselves beset by microcosmic
ethical questions such as when to terminate life-
sustaining therapy or who should be admitted to in-
tensive care units. Other common microcosmic di-
lemmas involve maternal-fetal conflict, wherein the
autonomous requests or medical best interests of the
mother do not coincide with the presumed best inter-
ests of her unborn child. In such situations, health
care facilities often solicit the assistance of institu-
tional ethics committees. Such committees are char-
acteristically composed of individuals representing a
broad spectrum of professional disciplines as well as
community members not directly employed by the
facility. In situations that require an institutional re-
sponse, these committees will often assist in policy
development. Ethics committees also serve as pri-
mary educational resources for both the institutional
staff and members of the surrounding community.

Many committees have established mechanisms
for case consultation or case review for patients
whose care raises ethical questions. Consultations
of this type involve review of the patient’s clinical
condition as well as pertinent social, religious, psy-
chological, and family circumstances. Consultants
investigate the ethical arguments that support alter-
native courses of action before issuing a final recom-
mendation. In most cases, the recommendations are
not binding; however, certain models do require that

consultative recommendations determine the out-
come in specific settings.

Although intervention by an ethics committee of-
ten allows for the resolution of ethical disputes
within the walls of an institution, sometimes irrecon-
cilable differences require judicial review by a court
of law. Under these circumstances, the court’s deci-
sion becomes a matter of public record, providing
precedent for similar cases in the future. Microcos-
mic cases can thereby generate a body of common
law that has profound effects at the macrocosmic
level.

John A. McClung

Further Reading
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Jonsen, Albert R., and Stephen Toulmin. The Abuse of
Casuistry: A History of Moral Reasoning. Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 1988. A well-
constructed history of the technique of case-based
analysis that concludes with a practical descrip-
tion of how this approach can be used as an alter-
native to principle-based analysis in clinical situ-
ations.
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ics of Medicine. New York: Oxford University
Press, 2004. A work of history and ethics; pro-
vides cultural analysis of the original meaning
and context of the Hippocratic Oath and demon-
strates its relevance and application to contempo-
rary medical practice.

Post, Steven G., ed. Encyclopedia of Bioethics. 3d ed.
5 vols. New York: Macmillan Reference USA,
2004. A broad look at the entire field of bioethics
and one of the most comprehensive collections of
readings available under one title.

Veatch, Robert M. Case Studies in Medical Eth-
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tion; Hippocrates; Holistic medicine; Medical insur-
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ship; Principles of Medical Ethics; Therapist-patient
relationship.

Medical insurance
Definition: Provision of or payment of costs in-

curred by health care services when needed, given
to a particular group whose membership is lim-
ited by factors such as payment of premiums, em-
ployment, income, or citizenship

Type of ethics: Bioethics

Significance: Inequities in health insurance cover-
age are both indicative of, and contribute to, un-
just and inequitable policies and practices for the
poor.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, health
insurance was possibly the greatest cause of the rap-
idly escalating cost of medical care in the United
States. The lack of regulation, the control of the in-
dustry by those who profit from it rather than those
who purchase services, and the openness to abuse by
both the insured and the providers of care combine
to charge the insurance industry with helping have
caused one of the most unfair aspects of modern
American society: lack of access to needed care by a
large portion of the population.

Access to health care has two major components:
the patient’s ability to pay and the availability of ac-
cessible and culturally acceptable facilities capable
of providing appropriate care in a timely manner.
Lack of health insurance is the greatest barrier to
health care accessibility. In the absence of insurance
coverage, people often postpone or forgo treatment.
In 1980, 25 million Americans were uninsured; by
1999, over 42 million, or nearly one in six, people
were uninsured according to the 2000 U.S. census. In
2002 the figure jumped to 43.6 million.

Generally employment-related and -financed,
health insurance is a relatively recent development in
the medical field. Only within the twentieth century
did access to health care become of general concern,
primarily because earlier systems of health care were
for, the most part, ineffectual. Historically, the care
of the sick was the responsibility of families and
churches, and the costs of such care consisted mainly
of lost wages, rather than payments to outside pro-
viders.

Skyrocketing costs and a shift in the workforce
from the highly paid, largely unionized full-time
manufacturing sector with employer-sponsored health
insurance to a low-wage, increasingly part-time non-
unionized service and clerical workforce whose em-
ployers are less likely to provide insurance account
for the widespread lack of insurance. Many people
who are not provided with employer-sponsored in-
surance plans choose not to seek health insurance.
The recessionary cycles in the mid-1970’s to mid-
1990’s resulting in massive layoffs also accounted
for lack of insurance coverage or underinsurance
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(lack of insurance for catastrophic illness, preexist-
ing illness, gaps in Medicare, lack of coverage for
long-term care, deductibles, and co-payments).

In a survey conducted by the Commonwealth
Fund, a private foundation supporting independent re-
search in health and social issues, 26 percent of Amer-
ican adults aged nineteen to sixty-four (or an esti-
mated 45.4 million people) experienced a period of
time when they were uninsured in 2003. In addition to
instability in insurance coverage, the survey found ev-
idence of a decline in the quality of coverage among
those who were insured. Premiums increased as cuts
or new limits in benefits emerged. Instability in insur-
ance coverage and declines in the quality of private
health benefits appear to impede Americans’ability to
obtain necessary health care. Health insurance premi-
ums increased 13.9 percent in 2003, faster than the 8.5
percent growth in health care costs. Health care expen-
ditures in 2002 were $1.6 trillion, or 14.9 percent of
the nation’s gross domestic product.

The United States has the highest health care
spending of any country, yet it is the only major in-
dustrialized nation not to provide health insurance
coverage for everyone. The uninsured generally have
higher mortality rates. They are also three times more
likely than the insured to experience adverse health
outcomes and four times more likely to require avoid-
able hospitalizations and emergency hospital care.

History
In 1883, Germany enacted laws providing com-

pulsory national health insurance to all workers. This
was done to produce a more productive labor force
and to enhance national defense rather than out of
concern for the individual. Other countries in West-
ern Europe quickly followed suit. In the United States,
commercially provided insurance policies were avail-
able from the turn of the twentieth century, but it was
not until the Great Depression that health insurance
became a major industry. At that time, since few peo-
ple had money to spend on anything but necessities,
all but the most crucial medical treatments were ne-
glected. Hospitals, finding themselves in increas-
ingly difficult financial situations, banded together to
form Blue Cross, an organization designed to elicit
prepayment of hospital costs to insure against future
need. Soon afterward, a similar organization was
formed by local and state medical associations in or-
der to collect funds to reimburse physicians for ex-

penses incurred in service. This organization was
known as Blue Shield.

The commercial insurance industry (as opposed
to the “nonprofit” nature of Blue Cross and Blue
Shield) expanded after World War II, with the in-
creasing demands of labor unions to provide health
insurance for all workers. The federal government
got involved in 1965, when the plans for Medicare,
which provides coverage for people over the age of
sixty-five, and Medicaid, designed to give access to
health care to the poor, were enacted as amendments
to the Social Security Act. During the early 1990’s
Medicaid coverage expanded to include children and
pregnant women.

Health Care in the Twenty-first Century
During the first years of the twenty-first century,

the United States was the only industrialized nation
to provide total health care protection for less than 25
percent of its population. Only two other industrial-
ized nations, Libya and Cyprus, provide for less than
90 percent of their populations. The majority of com-
pletely uninsured people in the United States are
young people working at low-income jobs. Most are
employed but work at jobs that do not provide group
health coverage.

In most states, Medicaid does not provide care for
employed persons, and the cutoff income for cover-
age is lower than the national poverty level; there-
fore, many people who are living in poverty do not
have any form of medical insurance. Low-income
Hispanic adults are particularly affected: 37 percent
of this group were never insured with private cover-
age. As many as 80 percent of low-income Hispanics
were uninsured sometime during 1996 through 1999
compared with 66 percent of low-income African
Americans and 63 percent of low-income whites.
Unstable work patterns and part-time employment
increase the risk that families will experience gaps in
coverage or periods of time without insurance. Gaps
in coverage impede people’s ability to obtain needed
care and increase the risk of burdensome medical
bills. The U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services has said that closing the health gap for mi-
norities is a key public policy priority.

Benefits of Insurance
The greatest benefit derived from health insur-

ance is security from financial risk in case of illness,
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security that health care will be available if needed.
The other, more global benefit is ethical. Health in-
surance provides some equity by spreading the costs
of undeserved illness between the sick and the
healthy. While this does not compensate the ill per-
son for the loss of health, it does allay some of the fi-
nancial burden. Insurance also allows people the im-
mediate gratification of providing for the possibility
of bad times by spending a little less during the good.
Health insurance is considered among life’s most im-
portant commodities. In fact, significant numbers
of employed individuals were reluctant to change
jobs because they feared loss of health insurance.
The Health Insurance Portability and Accountability
Act (HIPAA) of 1996—which became effective on
April 14, 2003—guaranteed “portability,” or the
ability of people with preexisting conditions to retain
their insurance coverage when changing jobs.

Costs of Insurance
Aside from the actual premiums for insurance,

there are several hidden costs. There are the adminis-
trative costs and risk of liability to the insurer. More
ethically significant are the consequences of insur-
ance. Insurance companies, as third-party payers, set
limits as to the types of treatments or procedures that
they will cover for a particular illness or condition.
The medical community is obligated to respect the
limits set forth by insurance companies, although the
latter are not trained in medicine. Managed care is a
system that strives to provide the cheapest option
available for care, without regard to efficiency, qual-
ity, or cost-effectiveness. Financial incentives exist
to undertreat, although the underlying framework of
managed care is improving the health of the popula-
tion, instead of focusing on an individual patient.
Cost is the major concern.

In response to this decreased incentive, insurers
have instituted cost-sharing plans including deduct-
ibles, coinsurance (in which the patient pays a certain
percentage), and copayment (in which a flat fee is
paid at the time of service). These cost-sharing means
are much harder on the poor, because they take a
larger portion of their income.

Medical insurance can be said to be an inherently
unfair means of providing health care. If health care
is considered to be a right, it cannot depend on indi-
vidual ability to pay. Medical treatment for the unin-
sured is often more expensive than preventive, acute,

and chronic care of the insured, because the unin-
sured are more likely to receive medical care in the
emergency department than in a physician’s office.
Those higher costs are passed on to the insured by
cost shifting and higher premiums or to taxpayers
through higher taxes to finance public hospitals and
public insurance programs.

Improved access to health care is a vital and polit-
ically divisive issue. Presidential candidates, federal
and state legislators, and health care industry leaders
have all proposed ways to increase health insurance
coverage, ranging from incremental expansions to
various approaches that promise near-universal cov-
erage.

Margaret Hawthorne
Updated by Marcia J. Weiss
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See also: American Association of Retired Persons;
Cost-benefit analysis; Employee safety and treat-
ment; Health care allocation; Holistic medicine; Ill-
ness; Medical bills of rights; Medical ethics; “Playing
god” in medical decision making; Product safety and
liability; Tobacco industry.

Medical research
Definition: The application of bioethical princi-

ples to investigations whose goal is generalizable
knowledge rather than individualized treatment

Date: Fifth century b.c.e. to present
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Ethical medical research attempts to

ensure that human subjects understand risks,
while minimizing harm to them and distributing
the benefits of research equitably within the con-
text of social morality; it also promotes the hu-
mane treatment of animals.

Medical research, like other types of scientific in-
quiry, seeks either to discover patterns or to test pro-
posed solutions (hypotheses) to problems. Broadly,
the research entails observation and experimentation
in accordance with the scientific method. Observa-
tion may be entirely passive—for example, an epide-
miological study that tracks the spread of a disease
through a population. Experiments depend upon in-
tervention, that is, introducing some variable, such as
a new drug or surgical procedure, in order to define
that variable’s effect on a disease.

Whether involving animal or human subjects, re-
search poses complex ethical problems. In the case of
human subjects, both the individual subject and the
physician-researcher may face dilemmas if the social
benefit of increased knowledge comes at the expense
of the subject’s health or societal moral principles.
The trend in contemporary medicine has been to limit
or eliminate ethical conflicts through defined princi-
ples, governmental regulation, and oversight panels.

The Need for Research
Every time physicians treat patients, some experi-

mentation is involved, since however well tested a
medicine or procedure may be, its use on the unique
physiology of an individual patient amounts to a new

test and carries some risk. In daily practice, however,
physicians intend treatments to improve only the in-
dividual patient’s health. By contrast, researchers
hope to acquire generalized knowledge either to in-
crease the basic understanding of the human psyche
and soma or to treat all people who have a given dis-
ease. Accordingly, research has even broader social
and scientific implications than does treatment.

The social implications of medical research be-
come particularly important when such research con-
travenes a basic moral conviction held by the public
in general or by a particular group. Beginning in the
1990’s, advances in genetic engineering, stem cell re-
search, and mammalian cloning provoked objections
from diverse religious and humanitarian groups in
the United States and prompted legislation by state
and federal governments. To receive government
funding and to protect their research from political
pressures, scientists increasingly must accommodate
research to extra-scientific moral issues.

History
In Western medicine, the Epidemics, traditionally

attributed to the fourth century b.c.e. Greek philoso-
pher Hippocrates, presented the first preserved gen-
eral guidelines for physicians; its dictum to help pa-
tients or at least not harm them acquired pervasive
moral authority. (Similar strictures appear in early
Hindu and Chinese medical treatises.) The Hippo-
cratic method stressed that physicians should ob-
serve patients and their surroundings and assist na-
ture in restoring their health. The method was not
innately experimental in the scientific sense.

Although Hippocrates’ prestige was great, many
early physicians approved of experimental proce-
dures, and so the conflict between research and pre-
serving patients from harm began early. The third
century b.c.e. Alexandrian physicians Herophilus
and Erasistratus believed that understanding the
body’s structures must precede effective treatment of
diseases. Accordingly, they practiced vivisection on
condemned prisoners to study anatomy, reasoning
that the pain inflicted on them could lead to knowl-
edge that would benefit humanity in general, which
to them justified the vivisection. Later classical writ-
ers often disagreed. Celsus and the Christian philoso-
pher Tertullian, for example, considered vivisection
to be murder.

During the European Middle Ages, the teachings
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of the second century Greek physician Galen domi-
nated medicine. Galen taught that nature does noth-
ing without a purpose and that the physician simply
must discover that purpose. Medicine was primarily
the application of the four-humors theory to specific
cases, a method that was congenial to medieval Chris-
tian philosophy. Empirical experimentation was con-
sidered unnecessary and immoral.

After the Renaissance, when physicians began to
abandon the humors theory and investigated the pa-
thology of disease, biochemistry, and anatomy, the
impetus to experiment grew. Little research was rig-
orous, and most of it involved experiments on pa-
tients, sometimes resulting in a public outcry. Such
was the case in Boston during the smallpox epidemic
of 1721-1722. Learning from England that small
amounts of infected material stimulated immunity to
the disease, Cotton Mather and Zebdeil Boylston in-
oculated 250 healthy Bostonians; 2 percent died,
while 15 percent of plague victims died among the
general population. However, the immunization ex-
periment was decried. Not only did the procedure
meddle with the workings of God, opponents claimed,
but the 2 percent who died might not have contracted
smallpox otherwise.

Modern Developments
The debate over the welfare of patients and the

need for validated medical knowledge began to as-
sume its modern shape during the second half of
the nineteenth century. In 1865 Claude Bernard,
a French physician, published his Introduction to
Experimental Medicine, a fundamentally influential
treatise. In it he argued that researchers must force
nature to reveal itself; since experimental trials and
procedures, including vivisection, are the surest
means to produce verifiable knowledge, the physi-
cian has a duty to employ them. He added, however,
that all research must benefit the test subjects. Those
experiments that do only harm must be forbidden.

Bernard’s book appeared as an antivivisection
movement was spreading, intent upon exposing the
cruelty of medical experiments on both animals and
humans. Antivivisectionists criticized researchers
for looking upon research subjects as objects rather
than living, individual beings and for using subjects
for the researchers’ own ambitions with careless dis-
regard of the pain and injury they may inflict. Such
attitudes, according to the argument, are immoral be-

cause they conflict with the Christian principle of
benevolence and the physicians’ Hippocratic oath.

Efforts to codify ethical principles increased fol-
lowing World War II, mainly in reaction to grisly ex-
periments performed in concentration camps by Nazi
doctors. The post-World War II Nuremberg Code
sought to prohibit experiments upon humans against
their will or when death is the likely outcome; most
subsequent codes were modeled upon it. The World
Medical Association’s Declaration of Helsinki (1964;
revised 1975) suggested methods of protecting hu-
man subjects and urged researchers to respect ani-
mals’ welfare and be cautious about the effect of ex-
periments on the environment. In the United States,
various federal agencies published regulations for
experiments financed by public funds, especially the
Food and Drug Administration (FDA) (1981) and the
Department of Health and Human Services (1983),
which required that institutional review boards (IRBs)
approve research proposals before projects begin and
monitor their execution.

In 1978, the National Commission for the Protec-
tion of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behav-
ioral Research released The Belmont Report, which
proposed broad ethical principles to guide research-
ers in designing ethical studies. While widely influ-
ential, this brief document provided only a frame-
work. Upon researchers and IRBs falls the task of
interpreting and applying the principles to resolve
ethical problems, sometimes in unprecedented con-
texts. For example, subsequent epidemics, such as
acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS), chal-
lenged the ethics of clinical trials and research fund-
ing and raised concerns about public safety.

By 2000, IRBs in their traditional form were in-
creasingly considered inadequate to handle ethical
problems. With an estimated two million to twenty
million people enrolled in clinical research projects,
sometimes tens of thousands in a single drug trial, the
case load for monitoring experiments threatened to
be overwhelming. Additionally, the complexity of
modern experiments and the potential effects on test
subjects require understanding a broad range of re-
search protocols and extensive scientific and techni-
cal expertise, difficult requirements for many local
review boards to meet. At the same time, there was a
trend for researchers or their academic institutions to
seek profits in the research outcome, especially in
patenting and licensing the applications of thera-
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peutic innovations produced by genetic engineering.
For these reasons, the Institute of Medicine recom-
mended that IRBs be reconstituted to enhance pro-
tection of subjects, rigorously to exclude potential
conflicts of interest, and to increase training in the
ethics of human studies for board members and re-
searchers.

Furthermore, although some government agen-
cies regulate animal experiments, animal rights ad-
vocates condemn tests that harm animals for the ben-
efit of humans, and groups such as the People for the
Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) have sought
legislative and judicial intervention to restrict the
practice.

Ethical Principles
The Belmont Report draws from assumptions

about equity and autonomy that are common in mod-
ern cultures: Each human is to be treated as an indi-
vidual, rather than as a component of a group; no in-
dividual is inherently superior; and no individual can
be used primarily as the means to an end. The report’s
three prima facie principles—respect for persons,
beneficence, and justice—assert these values’ pri-
macy when they conflict with the central value of sci-
entific research, the acquisition of knowledge.

Respect for persons, also called autonomy, rests
upon ensuring the self-determination of research sub-
jects. Prospective subjects must not be enrolled in a
study through coercion or deceit. Investigators must
explain the nature of their study and its potential to
harm subjects; then the subjects’formal, written con-
sent must be obtained. For those subjects incapable
of informed consent, such as children, the mentally
impaired, and the brain dead, responsible guardians
must consent to the enrollment. During the course of
a study, researchers must protect the well-being and
rights of subjects and permit them to end their partici-
pation at any time. In effect, researchers are to treat
subjects as partners and collaborators, not as objects.

Beneficence obligates researchers to design a
study protocol (the plans and rules for a study) so that
the risk of harm to subjects is minimized and the po-
tentiality for benefits is maximized. (Some ethicists
divide this principle into beneficence, which assures
the well-being of subjects, and nonmaleficence,
which requires avoidance of harm. The division, they
argue, reduces confusion and emphasizes the tenet in
the Hippocratic oath against harming patients.) The

Department of Health and Human Services has de-
fined minimal risk as the risk one runs in daily life or
during routine physical or psychological tests. Be-
neficence entails a dual perspective: Not only should
each subject expect benefits to health to be greater
than harms, but there should also be a reasonable ex-
pectation that the study’s findings will benefit so-
ciety.

Because research risks the health of a few sub-
jects, even if volunteers, in order to improve medi-
cine for everyone, an innate inequity exists. The prin-
ciple of justice seeks to moderate this inequity. No
class of people, as defined by poverty, race, national-
ity, mentality, or condition of health, is to be ex-
ploited as research subjects so that they assume a dis-
proportionate burden. The subjects are to be treated
fairly; that is, their general human rights must be
guarded. The benefits of research must be distributed
equally among all groups in the society.

Ethical Norms
Six norms, or standards, are widely used to verify

that a study adheres to the principles of respect for
persons, beneficence, and justice.

First, the design of the study should be rigorously
defined and based upon the null hypothesis (also
called equipoise). The null hypothesis assumes that
none of the treatments involved in a study is known to
be superior when the study begins; likewise, if a pla-
cebo (inert drug or innocuous procedure) is used,
there must be no persuasive evidence beforehand that
the treatment is superior to the placebo. This norm
protects subjects, especially those with disease, from
receiving treatments known to be inferior, and it
helps physician-researchers overcome their central
dilemma in medical research: withholding the best
available treatment in order to test new treatments.
Thereby, good research design supports respect for
persons and beneficence.

Second, researchers must be competent, possess-
ing adequate scientific knowledge and skill to con-
duct the study and to give subjects proper medical
care. This norm also supports respect for persons and
beneficence.

Third, the study should either balance possible
benefits with harms or expect more benefits. Further-
more, if in the course of the study one treatment
proves to be superior to another or to the placebo, re-
searchers must terminate or modify the study so that
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all its subjects receive the better treatment. This norm
incorporates all three ethical principles.

Fourth, researchers must obtain documented in-
formed consent from each subject before a study be-
gins, which assures respect for persons.

Fifth, to affirm the justice of a study, the selection
of subjects must be equitable, drawing at random
from the eligible population.

Sixth, again for the sake of justice, researchers
should compensate subjects for any injuries incurred
because of a study.

Ethical Issues
The most common form of medical research is the

three-phase clinical trial, which usually tests new
drugs. To eliminate possible biases toward the data
and to provide equal treatment of subjects, research-
ers may incorporate one or more of the following
four techniques. First, randomization assigns sub-
jects by a lottery system, rather than on the basis of
health, group affiliation, or economic condition. Sec-
ond, one group of subjects receives the treatment un-
der study, while a second, the control group, receives
a placebo. When the first group reacts favorably to
the treatment and there is no change to the control
group, the researchers can conclude that the treat-
ment causes the reaction, and it is not just an acci-
dent. Third, studies are blinded, which means that
either the researchers, the subjects, or both (double-
blinded) do not have access to documents recording
which subjects are receiving treatment and which pla-
cebos. Fourth, the groups can exchange roles (cross-
over); that is, the first group changes from treatment
to placebo and the second group from placebo to
treatment. A study employing all these techniques
is usually called a randomized, double-blinded,
placebo-controlled clinical trial with crossover.

Phase I and Phase II
Ethical issues trouble every step of such studies.

For example, government regulation requires that a
new drug be tested on animals before humans try it,
and animal rights advocates have long denounced
this procedure as cruel and exploitative. A phase I
study determines the toxicity, side effects, and safe
dosage of a drug on a small group of people in good
health. Since an experimental drug can confer no
health benefit on these “normals,” the study lacks be-
neficence; however, the trend has been to conduct

phase I tests on subjects who have a disease for which
a drug or procedure is a potential treatment, which
obviates the ethical objection.

Phase II studies are controlled clinical trials on a
small number of patients to determine whether a drug
has a beneficial effect and is safe. Phase III trials, ei-
ther with or without a control group, compare the ef-
fect of the new treatment with that of the standard
treatment on a large group of subjects, while defining
the medicinal properties and adverse effects as pre-
cisely as possible. When patients in a clinical trial are
desperately ill, they may grasp at any new treatment
with hope, so the use of randomization, blinded dis-
pensation of treatment, and placebos can seem a de-
privation of well-being.

Such was the case in the 1980’s when azidothy-
midine (AZT) was tested on subjects carrying the hu-
man immunodeficiency virus (HIV) associated with
AIDS; the phase I trial showed clinical improve-
ments in some patients. Federal regulations called for
a placebo-controlled phase II follow-up, yet scien-
tists were sharply divided over the morality of with-
holding AZT from HIV-infected persons, because
AIDS, once fully developed, was then thought to be
universally fatal. A controlled study would be selec-
tive and would involve rationing of the drug, which
they argued was unjust. Other scientists contended
that only a thorough, controlled study could deter-
mine whether AZT had side effects more debilitating
than the disease itself, and therefore the beneficence
of the experimental treatment would remain in doubt.

When federal regulations made AZT the control
drug for all further studies, concerns about confiden-
tiality were raised. By selecting subjects for AIDS-
related trials, researchers exposed the fact that these
subjects were infected, and many subjects worried
that they would face discrimination. Furthermore,
the large amount of public funds devoted to AIDS re-
search in the late 1980’s brought complaints from
scientists that other projects were left underfunded as
a consequence. Some of these issues apply to studies
of other widespread, deadly diseases, such as cancer
and heart disease.

Ethical issues literally arise before subjects’
births and continue after their deaths. For example,
using the bodies of the brain-dead persons, even if le-
gal wills explicitly grant permission, is potentially
unethical if the family members object. Some right-
to-life advocates, whose convictions demand that all
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human life is sacred, object to the use of fetuses or fe-
tal tissue in research. Their beliefs come into direct
conflict with stem cell research, one of the most
promising lines of investigation at the beginning of
the twenty-first century. Stem cells possess the ca-
pacity to self-renew and to differentiate into more
than one type of cell. There are differing types of
stems cells with disparate capacities, but the best for
research and therapy are those human stem cells with
the ability to become all types of cells, called pluripo-
tent stem cells. They are harvested only from the em-
bryo in an early stage of development. Such cells can
be cultured indefinitely and hold great promise in
testing pharmaceutical products, regenerating dam-
aged organs, treating cancer, and investigating birth
defects and fertility problems.

Genetic Research
Because many religions accord full human status

to embryos, harvesting embryonic cells following
abortion is judged abhorrent, and the abortion itself is
regarded as murder. Even the use of excess embryos
from in vitro fertilization raises troubling questions
about the moral and legal status of the human embryo
to many observers. In 2001 President George W.
Bush ordered that federal funding be restricted to em-
bryonic stem cell research involving the cells lines al-
ready developed from sixty-four embryos.

Research into transgenic organ transplantation,
genetic engineering, and the possibility of cloning
humans raise even more basic ethical and moral
questions than does embryonic stem cell research.
By altering a basic natural process in some way, each
challenges the nature of human identity and unique-
ness. For example, scientists succeeded in introduc-
ing specially designed fragments of DNA into patients
to treat genetic disorders. Transplanting a baboon’s
heart into a human baby can keep the child alive until
a human organ can be found. Thus, cloning—making
copies of embryos—promises to help elucidate basic
cellular processes, simplify the testing of pharma-
ceuticals, create rejuvenation therapy, and provide
treatments for infertility, genetic syndromes, and
cancer.

Few dispute the potential benefits of such modern
technologies. However, theologians, ethicists, and
some scientists object to them for three basic reasons.
The first is often characterized as the “playing god”
accusation. Some religions find that the genetic engi-

neering of novel DNA and cloning (should it occur)
are impious human attempts to replace the natural
processes created by God and accordingly efface the
complicated natural chain of events that makes each
human unique. Scientists similarly worry that manu-
factured novelties, untested by the slow process of
evolution through natural selection, may introduce
counterproductive, even deadly, features into the hu-
man genome and accidentally eliminate some that
are needed. The second objection comes from a gen-
eral unease concerning the misuses of technology.
The therapeutic effects, the argument runs, are admi-
rable, but the power to intervene could escalate little
by little into the power to dominate and change, a
form of “technotyranny.” So, genetic engineering
and cloning, critics contend, might eventual produce
designer children, eliminate politically unpopular
traits, end diversity, and even create a new subspecies
of Homo sapiens. This argument is sometimes called
the “slippery slope” thesis. The third objection con-
cerns matters of choice and justice. If it is possible to
eliminate or replace human traits, who should decide
which traits and on what basis? Moreover, since the
technology involved is very expensive, there is the
risk it will remain available only to a limited number
of privileged persons. Although transgenic trans-
plantation and genetic engineering weathered such
critics for the most part, cloning research did not. By
2003, the United States, Great Britain, and many
other countries considered partial or outright bans on
human cloning.
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A Biotechnological Conundrum

If a woman named Alice were to give birth to a
daughter named Barbara, who was cloned from her,
Alice might assume the role of Barbara’s mother.
However, Alice would, in fact, be Barbara’s identi-
cal twin.

Relationship ambiguities such as this one raise
difficult questions about human identity. For exam-
ple, is the cloned person self and/or other? Are
changes in these identities and roles beneficial or
harmful? to what extent and to whom? Who should
decide and on what basis should decisions about
these changes be made?



Purely observational research may also be unethi-
cal when it withholds treatment and allows a disease
to progress. For example, the Tuskegee Syphilis
Study (1932-1972), designed to define the natural
history of syphilis, illustrates harm by omission. The
study followed four hundred black men with syphilis
and about two hundred without it to determine the oc-
currence of untreated symptoms and mortality. The
study continued even after penicillin, an effective
treatment, became available during the late 1940’s.

Regulation
Scientists applying for public funding and phar-

maceutical companies seeking FDA approval of a
new drug must comply with federal regulations, many
of which are designed to satisfy the ethical principles
enunciated in The Belmont Report. The initial re-
sponsibility for compliance belongs to IRBs, which
act on behalf of their parent institutions (mainly hos-
pitals and universities), not as agents of the govern-
ment. Composition of IRBs varies, but all must have
doctors and scientists capable of reviewing the scien-
tific merit of a proposed study; clergy, nurses, admin-
istrators, ethicists, and members of the public may
also participate to safeguard the rights, well-being,
and privacy of subjects. Even institutions that do not
rely on public funds routinely convene IRBs to re-
view research proposals.

Since federal agencies lack the resources to scru-
tinize every research project, medical research is
largely self-regulated from a project’s beginning,
through IRBs, to its final product: publication. Medi-
cal journal standards call for editors to reject articles
written by researchers who have not adhered to The
Belmont Report’s principles, although some editors
do publish such articles but follow them with editori-
als calling attention to ethical problems.

In the United States, the courts have also begun to
provide ad hoc review of medical research as a result
of litigation. Both individual and class-action civil
suits seek redress, usually monetary awards, for in-
jury sustained in research, but there have also been
allegations of fraud or deception, which can involve
punitive judgments as well. Researchers, institu-
tions, and IRBs have been named as plaintiffs. As a
result, research designers and IRBs must anticipate
possible legal liabilities as part of their analysis of
ethical issues.

Roger Smith
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Mencius
Identification: Ancient Chinese philosopher
Born: Meng Ke; c. 372 b.c.e., Zou, China
Died: c. 289 b.c.e., China
Type of ethics: Classical history
Significance: A Confucian sage second only to

Confucius, Mencius articulated, defended, and
developed Confucianism; he held that human na-
ture is inherently good and that the force of moral
goodness is indefeatable.

In China, “Confucianism” is often referred to as “the
way of Confucius and Mencius.” Mencius (Chinese
name, Mengzi) accepted Confucius’s teachings with-
out reservation, and his own teachings are largely
elaborations of those of Confucius. He articulated
Confucianism in an ingenious way, he defended Con-
fucianism against rival ideologies such as Mohism
and Yangism, and he combined Confucianism with
his own theory of human nature. The book of Mencius
is therefore regarded as one of the four central Confu-
cian classics (the other three are the Great Learning,

the Doctrine of the Mean, and the Analects of Confu-
cius). Mencius’s moral courage and adherence to the
practice of Confucianism exemplified the ideal per-
sonality of Confucianism.

Ren and Yi
In Mencius’s theory, as in that of Confucius, ren

(benevolence, human-heartedness) and yi (righ-
teousness) are central concepts. To be ren and to do
whatever is in accordance with yi are essential to hav-
ing a good life and a good society. According to
Mencius, “ren is man’s peaceful abode and yi his
proper path.” In other words, ren is the standing posi-
tion of a moral agent, and yi is the character of moral
acts. Ren is moral perfection that results in wisdom,
courage, honor, and yi. Although ren and yi do not de-
rive their justification from beneficial consequences,
the power of ren and yi is so great that nothing can
stop it. The “kingly way” defined by ren and yi can
render ba dao (hegemonic force, the way of a despot)
totally ineffective.

Yangism and Mohism
To defend Confucianism against rival ideologies,

Mencius focused his criticism on Yangism and
Mohism. Yangzi advocated egoism. “He would not
even pull out one hair to benefit the entire empire,”
because a hair is part of one’s body, which is given by
Heaven. This attitude is in direct opposition to Con-
fucius’s teaching that one has moral obligations to
society; it is also, as Mencius put it, “a denial of one’s
ruler.” Mozi, at the other extreme, advocated love
without discrimination, which is not only unnatural
but also amounts to a denial of one’s father, for loving
without discrimination will cause one’s father to be
treated in the same way as a stranger. “To deny one’s
ruler and one’s father is to be no different from the
beasts.”

Theory of Human Nature
A fuller rejection of Yangism and Mohism re-

quires a theory of human nature, a theory that an-
swers the question, What is the decree of Heaven?
According to Mencius, humans differ from other ani-
mals in that they have four hearts or incipient tenden-
cies: The hearts of compassion (the germ of ren), of
shame (of yi), of courtesy and modesty (of li, or rites),
and of right and wrong (of wisdom). Their existence
is indicated by the immediate impulses that one feels
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in certain situations. For example, when one sud-
denly sees a child on the verge of falling into a well,
one would have an instantaneous feeling of compas-
sion, although the feeling does not necessarily lead to
an action. Since the feeling is spontaneous, it is the
result of one’s nature, which is given by Heaven;
since it is disinterested, it is purely good; and since
everyone has the feeling, no matter how faint and mo-
mentary, it is universal. Evil is a result of human fail-
ure to care for those tendencies and guard them
against bad external influences.

“Man has these four tendencies just as he has his
four limbs. When, having these four tendencies, he
says of himself that he is incapable (of developing
them), he is injuring himself,” Mencius wrote. “Ev-
eryone is capable of becoming a Yao or a Shun” (an-
cient sage-kings of China). Since human nature is
initially good, the way to be moral is to “retain the
heart of a new-born babe.”

Hao Ran Zhi Qi
One can nourish one’s good nature by accumulat-

ing righteous deeds. As one performs acts of righ-
teousness, one will obtain and develop a hao ran zhi
qi, a floodlike, vital, and refined energy. “As power, it
is exceedingly great and strong”; “nourish it with in-
tegrity and place no obstacle in its path and it will fill
the space between heaven and earth.” This qi is both
ontological (it actually exists) and moral. One cannot
have the qi without being morally right. “If on self-
examination I find that I am not right, I would trem-
ble before a common fellow coarsely clad. But if on
self-examination I find that I am right, I can go for-
ward even against men in the thousands.”

Mencius’s theory gives clear answers to the fol-
lowing important questions that any adequate theory
of ethics needs to answer: Why be moral? Who de-
cides what is moral? How can one be moral? One
should be moral because it is one’s nature to be so. One
need only look deep inside one’s heart to find the an-
swer about what is moral. To protect one’s good nature
from bad influences and to develop it by doing good
deeds is the way to become a morally good person.

Peimin Ni

Further Reading
Chan, Wing-tsit. A Source Book in Chinese Philoso-

phy. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press,
1963.

Chang, Carsun. “The Significance of Mencius.” Phi-
losophy East and West 8 (1958): 37-48.

Fung Yu-lan. A History of Chinese Philosophy. Vol.
1. Translated by Derk Bodde. Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 1983.

_______. A Short History of Chinese Philosophy.
Edited by Derk Bodde. New York: Macmillan,
1958.

Graham, Angus C. Disputers of the Tao. La Salle, Ill.:
Open Court, 1989.

Ivanhoe, Philip J. Confucian Moral Self Cultivation.
2d ed. Indianapolis: Hackett, 2000.

_______. Ethics in the Confucian Tradition: The
Thought of Mengzi and Wang Yangming. 2d ed.
Indianapolis: Hackett, 2002.

Liu Xiusheng. Mencius, Hume, and the Foundations
of Ethics. Burlington, Vt.: Ashgate, 2003.

Mencius. Mencius. Translated by David Hinton.
Washington, D.C.: Counterpoint, 1998.

See also: Confucian ethics; Confucius; Xunzi;
Zhu Xi.

Men’s movement
Definition: Multifaceted, generally decentralized

movement responding to changing conceptions
of gender identity and gender politics from a mas-
culine or a masculinist perspective

Date: Late twentieth century
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: The men’s movement was largely

prompted by the second wave of feminism during
the late 1960’s and 1970’s, but that prompting
came in two different forms with very different
consequences. For some members, feminism
was perceived as accurately diagnosing problems
with the construction of gender in patriarchy, and
their response was to attempt to create a similar
movement that would analyze and react to the pa-
triarchal construction of masculinity. For others,
the political and social activism of women was
perceived as a threat which either victimized men
or unfairly monopolized cultural attention with
women’s issues. This branch of the movement re-
sponded by creating advocacy groups to counter-
act what they saw as reverse or antimale sexism.
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There actually have been several men’s movements
in North America, Europe, and other Westernized ar-
eas of the world. What is often taken to be a mono-
lithic phenomenon is in fact composed of numerous
groups that are sometimes in conflict with one an-
other. Among these groups are profeminists, men’s
rights activists, spiritual revisionists, socialists, and
African American and gay rights activists.

Profeminism
Profeminism, as the name implies, is a positive

male response to feminism. In the United States,
profeminism is institutionally centered in the National
Organization of Men Against Sexism (NOMAS),
formerly the National Organization of Changing
Men (NOCM) and the National Organization of Men
(NOM). Similar groups exist in Europe and Australia
(in Great Britain, for example, Men Against Sexism).

Profeminism developed during the late 1960’s
and early 1970’s as groups of men began to take seri-
ously the emerging body of feminist theory and be-
gan to consider ways to dismantle the male role in the
maintenance of patriarchy, the institutionalization of
male dominance. Drawing on the insights of feminist
theory, profeminist men conducted critiques of male
socialization and gender roles with an eye toward as-
sisting women to gain political and economic parity
with men; reducing male violence against women,
children, and other men; and eliminating other ex-
pressions of sexism against females. The theoretical
and critical work of profeminists is embodied in po-
litical activism directed at ending specific manifesta-
tions of sexism such as rape, pornography, and ho-
mophobia.

The men’s rights movement is also politically ac-
tive, but the focus of its activism is decidedly differ-
ent from that of profeminism. Men’s rights groups
are concerned that modern constructions of the male
gender unfairly limit men legally, socially, emotion-
ally, and psychologically. Activists in this sector of
the men’s movement have called attention to numer-
ous legal and social realities that place the male at a
disadvantage, such as gender-based military con-
scription, the tendency of courts to favor mothers in
child custody suits, and the much higher rates of sui-
cide and violent crime (both perpetration and victim-
ization) among men.

While not intrinsically antifeminist, men’s rights
groups often have been represented (and sometimes

misrepresented) as such. To be sure, extremists within
this group have reacted to what they regard as the ex-
cesses of feminism. In contrast to profeminists, some
men’s rights activists have argued that institutions
and belief systems already overvalue the female.
Principally, however, this movement is less a back-
lash against feminism than a utilization of feminist
methods in the analysis of gender from the male point
of view.

Spiritual revisionists share with men’s rights ac-
tivists a general dissatisfaction with traditional male
roles, a ferment that may be rooted in countercultural
tendencies of the 1950’s, thus antedating the second
wave of feminism. If this is true, the feminist move-
ment that resurged during the late 1960’s essentially
provided a catalyst for the expression of a male dis-
content that was theretofore largely subterranean.
Spiritual revisionism—or, as it is more commonly
known, the mythopoetic men’s movement—focuses
primarily on the psychological and spiritual transfor-
mation of men. While there are certainly significant
elements of political analysis and social activism in
mythopoesis, spiritual revisionists usually focus at-
tention on the individual self, maintaining that male
malaise is fundamentally based on disorders of the
soul.

Proponents believe that men need to overcome
alienation from their bodies, their emotions, their
work, other men, women, and the earth by recovering
or creating myths and rituals, especially those that
originate outside the industrialized Western world.
This dimension of the men’s movement has little or
no organizational core; it is structured instead around
small local support groups (akin to women’s con-
sciousness-raising groups), weekend retreats, and
workshops. The mythopoetic movement has been in-
fluenced by the Jungian tradition in depth psychol-
ogy and by recovery (twelve-step) programs. Many
credit poet Robert Bly and psychologist James Hill-
man with inspiring this movement.

Related Movements
Socialist, African American, and gay rights move-

ments represent areas of overlap between the men’s
movement and other movements. Socialism has a
broad political and philosophical perspective that in-
volves more than gender analysis. Socialists in the
men’s movement view the construction of masculini-
ties as part of larger economic conflicts, and hence
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they tend to be sensitive to the class differences be-
tween men. Profeminism, in particular, has ideologi-
cal affinities with socialism.

The African American men’s movement is espe-
cially concerned with the plight of the black male,
who is faced both with the limitations and problems
of the male sex role and with the injustices of racism.
Many African American men have been comfortable
in alliance with the spiritual revisionists, but others
have criticized the men’s movement for not making
race a more prominent issue.

The gay rights movement intends to end social
and political discrimination against homosexuals
through political activity. Men who are involved in
this movement are often allied with lesbians, pro-
feminist men, and spiritual revisionists. Gay rights
activists have called attention to the destructive ef-
fects of homophobia on all men, since the fear of ho-
mosexuality often leads to alienation between men
and to insidious forms of self-hatred.

While the analyses and programs of these various
groups differ considerably, they are all united in the
conviction that traditional forms of masculinity re-
quire serious reevaluation and transformation for the
greater well-being of both males and females.

Mark William Muesse
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Mental illness
Definition: Nondevelopmental psychological or be-

havioral disorders
Type of ethics: Psychological ethics
Significance: Responses to mental illness by medi-

cal professionals, criminal justice systems, public
policy experts, and society at large engage issues
of paternalism, confidentiality, the right to pri-
vacy, individual autonomy, informed consent, the
right to treatment, the right to refuse treatment,
and the limits of criminal responsibility.

By conceptualizing mental disorders as illness, phy-
sicians are awarded primacy in regard to treatment
decisions. Persons who suffer from mental illness
may be viewed as requiring treatment, even when
they do not desire such care. Under certain circum-
stances, persons who are mentally ill may be de-
clared not responsible for their actions.

History
Historically, persons with mental disorders have

been beaten, driven from their homes, subjected to
inhumane treatments, and put to death. Early views
of mental disorders were founded on a mixture of de-
monology and theories of organic causality. Demon-
ology is founded on the idea that evil spirits or an an-
gry god can dwell within or directly influence a
person. Organic theories attribute the development
of mental disorders to physical causes—injuries,
imbalances in body fluids, or abnormal body struc-
tures.

Skulls dating back as far as 500,000 years show
evidence of trephining, a technique using stone in-
struments to scrape away portions of skulls. It is as-
sumed that these operations were performed to allow
evil spirits to escape from the bodies of the people
whose skulls were found. A modified form of tre-
phining was revived in Europe in the Middle Ages.
As late as the sixteenth century, some patients were
subjected to surgical procedures in which a physician
would bore holes in a patient’s skull and an attending
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priest would remove stones that were assumed to be a
cause of insanity.

An Egyptian papyrus of 3000 b.c.e. describes rec-
ommended treatments for war wounds and shows
that the Egyptians recognized the relationship be-
tween organic injury and subsequent mental dys-
function. Another papyrus, of the sixteenth century
b.c.e., shows that in regard to diseases not caused by
obvious physical injuries, the Egyptians were likely
to rely on magic for their explanations and incanta-
tions for their cures. Still, superstition was tempered
with humane care—dream interpretation, quiet
walks, and barge rides down the Nile.

The Hebrews viewed insanity as resulting from
God’s wrath or the withdrawal of his protection.
Without God’s protection, a person was subject to in-
vasion by evil spirits, which could cause madness.

For the Hebrews, mental disease was a consequence
of not living according to God’s word.

Prior to the fifth century b.c.e. Greek beliefs con-
cerning mental illness were founded on a mixture of
religion and superstition. While the most typical re-
sponses to persons with mental abnormalities were
banishment and stoning, some individuals received
humane and supportive care. As did the Egyptians,
the Greeks built temples devoted to healing and med-
icine. Baths, changes in diet, moderate exercise, and
dream interpretation were aspects of the early Greek
treatment regimen.

Subsequent to the fifth century b.c.e., Greek
thought concerning diseases came under the influ-
ence of the physician Hippocrates. Hippocrates re-
jected the prevailing belief that attributed disease to
possession. The writings of Hippocrates, nearly all of

which were authored by his followers, are very
clear in attributing diseases to natural pro-
cesses. While many healthful remedies fol-
lowed the Hippocratic idea that mental disor-
ders could be traced to imbalances in body
fluids, this same theory also led to many im-
proper and inhumane interventions, such as
bloodletting and the forced consumption of
foul potions.

In addition to the deductions of Greek phy-
sicians, Greek philosophers also speculated
concerning mental disturbances. The Greek
philosopher Plato addressed the need to treat
persons afflicted with mental disorders with
compassion and argued that persons who com-
mit a crime as a result of madness or disease
should pay a fine but otherwise should be ex-
empt from punishment.

The early Romans expanded upon and re-
fined Greek ideas in regard to mental diseases.
After the death in c. 199 c.e. of the Greek phy-
sician Galen, who practiced in Rome for most
his lifetime, Roman medicine stagnated.

While Europeans abandoned scientific ex-
planations for mental disorders, Islamic coun-
tries continued the inquiries initiated by the
Greeks. In 792, the first hospital devoted ex-
clusively to the care of mentally ill persons
was opened in Baghdad. Humane treatment
and a concern for the dignity of disturbed per-
sons were key aspects of treatments recom-
mended by Islamic physicians.
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European Traditions
In contrast to the Islamic tradition, Europeans

routinely expelled, tortured, abused, and murdered
the mentally disturbed. With the rise of Christianity,
insanity was variously ascribed to demonic posses-
sion, hormonal imbalances, and folk superstitions.
While some monasteries offered healing rituals based
on incantations and prayer, it was far more common
to view the mentally disturbed as abandoned by God
or in league with Satan and in need of redemption
rather than assistance.

During the mid-thirteenth century, the Church fo-
cused on the need to search out and identify witches
and warlocks. Mentally ill persons were perfect tar-
gets for the papal inquisitors, although it is believed
that many more sane than insane persons died as a re-
sult of the Inquisition. Commonly, the accused were
tortured until they confessed, after which they were
burned to death.

The fifteenth century also saw a major movement
that was directed toward the confinement of the men-
tally ill. The institutions for the mentally disturbed
were administered by physicians, and as a result,
doctors assumed primacy in the care of the mentally
disturbed. While the care of persons with mental dis-
orders was transferred from the clergy to physicians,
the quality of the patients’lives showed little improve-
ment. Bloodletting, emetic potions, straitjackets,
chains, dunking chairs, spinning devices, and terror
were the most frequently prescribed treatments.

It was not until the late eighteenth century that
positive changes occurred in regard to the treatment
of the mentally ill. In 1793 a French physician,
Philippe Pinel, was put in charge of a Paris asylum.
Dismayed by the treatment that was provided the in-
mates, Pinel initiated a series of reforms that became
the foundation for what was later called the Moral
Treatment Revolution. The Moral Treatment Revo-
lution was founded on the principles that mental pa-
tients should be treated with compassion, provided
with supportive counseling, housed in comfortable
surroundings, and given purposeful work.

While a number of existent asylums adopted the
Moral Treatment approach and new hospitals were
dedicated to its principles, it did not take long for eco-
nomics and neglect to make a mockery of the stated
principles. Over time, mental hospitals became little
more than warehouses where the mentally ill were
admitted, diagnosed, and forgotten.

The Modern Era
While the late nineteenth century saw the devel-

opment of new theories and techniques for the treat-
ment of mental disorders that were based on free as-
sociation and catharsis, only a few affluent persons
with mental disorders received these treatments.
Still, by the early twentieth century, bloodletting,
purging, terror, and treatments designed to cause dis-
orientation were being abandoned. These treatments
were replaced by somatic therapies and pharmaco-
logical interventions. Major problems existed, how-
ever, in that the somatic therapies caused brain dam-
age, and the drugs that were available prior to the
1950’s were sedatives that caused extreme lethargy
and sometimes death.

By the early 1930’s, psychiatrists began experi-
menting with various types of somatic therapy. Insu-
lin coma therapy involved administrations of toxic
doses of insulin to nondiabetic patients. Electro-
convulsive therapy (ECT) involved passing an elec-
tric current through a patient’s brain, causing a sei-
zure. Between the late 1930’s and the 1960’s, several
hundred thousand mental patients were involuntarily
treated with ECT.

During the mid-1930’s, the Portuguese physician
António Egas Moniz introduced a surgical procedure
that evolved into the prefrontal lobotomy. Between
1935 and 1955, more than fifty thousand mental pa-
tients were subjected to lobotomies, in which healthy
brain tissue was destroyed in a misdirected effort to
treat mental illness.

By the mid-1950’s, new pharmacological agents
became available. The first of the drugs to be used
was reserpine. Although the effects of reserpine on
the behavior of psychotic patients were profound, the
drug had dangerous side effects. Reserpine was soon
replaced by the drug Thorazine. Over the next several
years, hundreds of thousands of patients, some volun-
tarily and many involuntarily, were given Thorazine
and other major tranquilizers. One side effect of
Thorazine and other drugs of its class is tardive
dyskinesia, a disfiguring disturbance that manifests
as facial grimacing, palsy, and a staggering gait. For
most patients, the tardive dyskinesia disappears when
the drug is discontinued, but for some the symptoms
are irreversible.

Partially as a result of the availability of psycho-
tropic medications and as a result of changes in social
policy, the 1960’s saw the beginnings of the commu-
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nity mental health movement. The community men-
tal health movement promoted the concepts of de-
institutionalization, treatment in the least restrictive
environment, and treatment as close to the person’s
home community as possible. Deinstitutionalization
involved discharging as many patients as possible
from state hospitals and discouraging new admis-
sions. As a result of deinstitutionalization, state hos-
pital populations went from a peak of more than
500,000 during the mid-1950’s to fewer than 130,000
during the late 1980’s.

Clarification of Terms
Throughout the preceding narrative the terms

“mental illness,” “mental disease,” “insanity,” “mad-
ness,” “mental abnormality,” “mental disturbance,”
“mental dysfunction,” and “mental disorder” have
been used interchangeably. While this is a common
practice, it can lead to misunderstandings.

While medical practitioners, legal documents,
and the general public frequently refer to aberrant be-
havior and mental disorders as mental illness, this is a
misuse of the term “illness.” Illness implies that some
underlying disease process exists. The American
psychiatrist Thomas Szasz has argued that the com-
plaints that are called symptoms of mental illness
are simply communications concerning beliefs, dis-
comfort, or desires that an individual experiences in
regard to self or others. Labeling such communica-
tions as symptoms of mental illness is a sociopoliti-
cal process that vests authority in physicians to con-
trol and abuse persons whose communications make
others uncomfortable or who are presumed to be dan-
gerous.

While “insanity” is used interchangeably with
“mental illness,” it would be best if the term “insan-
ity” were reserved to describe a mental state pertinent
to legal proceedings. Most countries mitigate punish-
ment if it is determined that a person was insane at the
time of committing an illegal act. In fact, most states
in the United States allow a finding of not guilty by
reason of insanity. This means that a person who
commits an illegal act while insane should be found
not guilty of any criminal offense.

The terms “madness,” “mental abnormality,”
“mental disturbance,” and “mental dysfunction” are
simply descriptive in nature. They have no particular
standing in regard to the legal system or the medical
establishment.

The term “mental disorder” is the official term
adopted by the American Psychiatric Association
and the American Psychological Association to de-
scribe abnormal behavioral or psychological states
that cause personal distress, impaired functioning, or
conflict with society. The Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders catalogs the symptoms
and behaviors of the various types of mental disor-
ders. Only a minority of the several hundred disor-
ders listed fit the criteria for identification as dis-
eases. That is, it is not possible to identify infectious
processes, biochemical imbalances, organ malfunc-
tions, or physical trauma as causes of most disorders.
Therefore, it is questionable to refer to them as ill-
nesses.

Ethical Issues
The treatment of persons with mental disorders

brings into consideration a number of ethical issues.
Among the ethical issues that are of importance in re-
gard to the treatment of persons identified as men-
tally ill are the following: paternalism, confidential-
ity, right to privacy, autonomy, informed consent,
right to treatment, right to refuse treatment, and crim-
inal responsibility.

In the United States, persons may be involuntarily
confined in mental hospitals if they are “mentally ill”
and a danger to self or others. Additionally, many
states allow the commitment of “mentally ill” per-
sons who are likely to deteriorate mentally or physi-
cally if they do not receive care. While at one time
simply having a mental disorder could serve as
grounds for loss of freedom, states now require an ad-
ditional finding of dangerousness or probability of
deterioration. The right of the state to confine se-
lected citizens involuntarily is based on the concepts
of paternalism and police power. Paternalism, or
parens patriae, allows the state to protect citizens
from themselves.

Confidentiality
Confidentiality is central to the practice of psy-

chotherapy. Professional codes and legal procedures
require that certain communications be held in confi-
dence. Still, all states provide exceptions to confiden-
tiality, which include the following: when criminal
charges have been filed, in child custody cases, when
a criminal offense is planned, when the client is a
danger to self or others, and when the client has been
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informed that certain communications are not privi-
leged.

While the right to privacy is a fundamental right
that most citizens enjoy, it is frequently denied per-
sons who have been diagnosed as mentally ill. If the
mentally ill person does not cooperate with treat-
ment, divulge personal secrets, and participate in
routine hospital activities, he or she will be identified
as an uncooperative patient and will find it very diffi-
cult to obtain his or her freedom.

Autonomy is the right to act in a manner that is
consistent with one’s personally held beliefs and to
make decisions that affect one’s fate and destiny.
This is a right that is refused many mentally ill per-
sons. Through involuntary commitment and forced
treatment, persons deemed to be suffering from men-
tal diseases are denied the right to make key decisions
that affect their quality of life and their personal sur-
vival. Concerning personal survival, only two states
have laws making suicide illegal. Furthermore, all
states allow a competent adult to make decisions
regarding the continuation of life-support devices.
Most states either allow or are mute on the right of
a competent person to terminate his or her life. Still,
all states allow the forced incarceration of a mentally
ill person who attempts suicide.

Patient Rights
Informed consent requires that persons under-

stand the nature of the procedures they are to experi-
ence, that their participation be voluntary, and that
possible consequences be explained. Involuntary
commitment, forced treatment, and failure to discuss
side effects of psychotropic medications are exam-
ples of violations of informed consent in regard to
mentally ill persons.

Right to treatment refers to the concept that per-
sons involuntarily confined in mental institutions
have a right to humane care and therapeutic treat-
ment. During the 1971 Alabama case Wyatt v.
Stickney, Judge Frank Johnson stated, “to deprive
any citizen of his or her liberty upon an altruistic the-
ory that the confinement is for humane and thera-
peutic reasons and then fail to provide adequate
treatment violates the very fundamentals of due pro-
cess.”

During the 1975 case O’Connor v. Donaldson,
the Supreme Court ruled that Donald Donaldson,
who had been confined to a mental hospital in Florida

for fourteen years, deserved a periodic review of his
mental status and could not be indefinitely confined
if he was capable of caring for himself and was not a
danger to himself or others. While not directly ruling
on the issue of right to treatment, the court let stand
an earlier decision that if Donaldson was not pro-
vided treatment, he should have been discharged
from the hospital.

The right to refuse treatment is an issue that
causes a great deal of controversy. Prior to the 1960’s,
it was common practice to force patients to undergo
dangerous and disabling treatments. Involuntary
sterilizations, electroconvulsive therapy, and psy-
chosurgery were frequently prescribed for recalci-
trant or difficult patients. While patients now have
specific rights in regard to certain invasive treat-
ments, their right to refuse unwanted medications
was undefined as late as the early 1990’s. During the
1979 case Rogers v. Okin, a patient who had been
committed to the Boston State Hospital complained
that he should not be required to take psychotropic
medications against his will. While the initial court
finding was that Rogers should have had a right to re-
fuse medication, the case was appealed, and no clear
precedent emerged from the case.

The issue of criminal responsibility is bound up
with the concept of insanity. If a person, because of
mental defect or state of mind, is unable to distin-
guish right from wrong, then most states would find
the person exempt from criminal punishment. Begin-
ning in 1975, however, Michigan adopted an alter-
nate verdict of “guilty but mentally ill.” As of 2000,
twenty states had followed the Michigan example.
The option of finding a person guilty but mentally ill
increases the probability that incarceration will fol-
low a crime committed by a person who previously
would have been declared insane. Additionally, it al-
lows for mitigation of the length of sentencing and
provides for specialized treatment in a prison hos-
pital.

Bruce E. Bailey

Further Reading
Bednar, Richard L., et al. Psychotherapy with High-

Risk Clients: Legal and Professional Standards.
Pacific Grove, Calif.: Brooks/Cole, 1991. Dis-
cusses legal and ethical issues related to the prac-
tice of psychotherapy. Topics related to client
rights and therapist responsibilities are reviewed.
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See also: Child psychology; Confidentiality; Elec-
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Mentoring
Definition: Teaching or training relationship be-

tween a person acting as a counselor, or guide, to a
person in a subordinate position

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Relationships between mentors and

their charges, or mentees, must be founded on
trust and devoted to increasing the skills, knowl-
edge, and abilities of the mentees.

Mentors may be peers, colleagues, or friends and are
usually persons with more experience than those
whom they instruct. Mentoring may occur as the re-
sult of a planned, systematic process that is designed
and supported by an organization or may develop as an
unplanned process in which two parties naturally form
a relationship and realize mutual benefits. Within or-
ganizations, mentors are usually selected because
they exhibit positive character values, professional
integrity, and high ethical standards in addition to
their specialized knowledge, abilities, and skills.

In planned mentoring, mentors and their charges,
known as mentees, are matched based on the charges’
needs and what the mentors can provide to them. Re-
gardless of the settings and the individuals involved
in mentoring, however, there is an implicit under-
standing that mentoring is a special relationship
whose success depends upon maintaining several
ethical parameters.

The first parameter is confidentiality. Both the
mentors and their charges must agree as to what issues
are bound by limits of confidentiality and which are
not. For example, in a situation within an organization
in which a mentee expresses difficulty in resolving an
issue that might negatively impact the organization,
it must be clear to all parties whether or not the men-
tor is required to disclose that fact to someone else
within the organization. Likewise, if the mentor dis-
closes an issue as a teaching tool, the mentee must not
betray trust by discussing the issue with anyone else.
With that said, the limits of confidentiality should be
discussed early in the relationship.

A second ethical issue involves maintaining the
integrity of the relationship by not using it as a vehi-
cle for self-promotion. That is, mentors should be
never use information provided by their charges to
advance their own interests. A third ethical issue in-
volves not violating the trust of the relationship by
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making inappropriate advances, contact, or innu-
endo. Because of the frequent contact and close na-
ture of mentor relationships, it is not unusual for one
or both parties to feel a degree of emotional intimacy.
Such intimacy must be confined to the professional
relationships and not be allowed to drift into more
personal intimacies.

A fourth ethical issue also deals with trust and in-
tegrity. Mentors must provide safe and supportive en-
vironments in which their charges can openly discuss
and explore their concerns, weaknesses, and anxi-
eties without fear of adverse occupational conse-
quences or diminution of personal standing. A final
ethical issue is that both mentors and their charges
should be sensitive to the impact of cultural differ-
ences on each others’ values, ideas, and viewpoints.

T. Steuart Watson
Tonya S. Butler

See also: Confidentiality; Godparents; Moral edu-
cation; Platonic ethics; Role models; Trustworthi-
ness; Values clarification.

Mercenary soldiers
Definition: Soldiers who serve in government or

private military forces for money or adventure,
rather than for reasons of patriotism or idealism

Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: By the end of the twentieth century,

the use of mercenaries was rising throughout the
world as the collapse of the Soviet Union made
available large numbers of trained soldiers while
at the same time the end of the Cold War led to in-
creased instability that bred the kinds of small
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One of the late twentieth century’s most notorious mercenary leaders, Bob Denard (right) hands a surrender
note to a Comorian policeman in October, 1995, one week after toppling the legal government of the Comoro Is-
lands. Denard’s short-lived coup was overturned by French forces invited in by the prime minister. Denard was
later tried in France for the 1989 murder of an earlier Comorian prime minister. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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wars that employ mercenaries. Additionally, the
United States increasingly employed civilian
contractors for duties traditionally performed by
soldiers.

While the rise of nationalism in the nineteenth cen-
tury seemed to doom large-scale use of mercenaries,
such soldiers continued to be employed throughout
the twentieth century, mostly in colonial and post-
colonial regions. During the 1970’s, the rebel gov-
ernment of Rhodesia, for example, depended heavily
on mercenaries from North America and Europe in
its attempt to remain in power. During the 1990’s
mercenaries were used by several factions in the con-
flicts that followed the collapse of Yugoslavia.

By its nature, mercenary service is generally seen
as unethical behavior. To most military profession-
als, the very term “mercenary” is an insult. However,
there exists among mercenaries themselves at least a
theoretical code of conduct. Soldiers of fortune, as
they often call themselves, are expected to provide
professional and competent service to whomever or
whatever pays for their services. However, those who
employ mercenaries are aware that while mercenar-
ies might form tight bonds with their fellow soldiers,
their loyalty to the causes for which they fight de-
pends largely on the amount of their pay, and the mer-
cenaries might switch sides if the opposition offers
them more money. Moreover, while mercenaries are
usually willing to kill other people, they seldom are
willing to die for the causes for which they fight.

Blurring of Roles
Within the United States military, the line be-

tween mercenary and contractor blurred during the
1990’s and into the twenty-first century as growing
numbers of civilian employees—both U.S. nationals
and local hires in foreign countries—performed many
functions traditionally performed by soldiers. Dur-
ing the 1991 Persian Gulf War, for example, U.S.
Army units in the Middle East theater of war con-
tained about one civilian contractor for each one hun-
dred soldiers. During the 2003 war against Iraq, the
U.S. military had about one contractor for every ten
soldiers. The tasks these civilians performed ranged
from erecting tents to calibrating weapons systems.
Their status under international law was uncertain.
Although none of the civilian contractors served as
riflemen, civilian technicians were involved in activi-

ties such as targeting and even firing land-based and
sea-based missiles. Performing such activities makes
them combatants, but they are not entitled to pro-
tections afforded soldiers under international laws.
Although few contractors consider themselves to be
mercenaries, the distinction was unclear.

Barry M. Stentiford

Further Reading
Baylor, Paul. Manual of the Mercenary Soldier:

Guide to Mercenary Warfare, Money, and Adven-
ture. Boulder, Colo.: Paladin Books, 1998.

David, James R., and James Davis. Fortune’s War-
riors: Private Armies and the New World Order.
Toronto: Douglas and McIntyre, 2003.

Singer, P. W. Corporate Warriors: The Rise of the
Privatized Military Industries. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cor-
nell University Press, 2003.

See also: Child soldiers; Geneva conventions; Land
mines; Limited war; Military ethics; Patriotism;
Prostitution; Utopia; War; War crimes trials.

Mercy
Definition: Compassion and leniency toward some-

one over whom one has power
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Mercy is generally thought of as a

virtue on an individual level. On a social level it
can be much more controversial, however, since
by definition it entails either forgoing or lessening
a punishment dictated by impersonal standards of
justice.

Mercy originated as a theological term. Although it
came into the English through the French and Latin,
its meaning goes back to an ancient Israelite concept
of how God acted toward people and how he ex-
pected people to act toward one another. Mercy most
often is used to translate the word hesed in the He-
brew Bible, a word that is also often translated as
“kindness,” “loving kindness,” and “steadfast love.”
In Jewish scripture, hesed denotes God’s attitude to-
ward people as pledged in a covenant relationship. If
the people of Israel would be loyal to their agreement
with God, then God’s attitude would be one of mercy.
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Hesed more often describes an activity than it
does a disposition. Thus, after crossing the Red Sea
and escaping from Egypt, Moses and the Israelites
sang a song in which they called God’s saving act
hesed: “In your steadfast love [hesed] you led the
people whom you redeemed; you guided them by
your strength to your holy abode” (Exodus 15:13).
Hesed is not used in the Hebrew Bible only to de-
scribe God’s activity. It also denotes the mutual, right
attitude that God expects of people in a covenant rela-
tionship. Thus, the trust and faithfulness that should
characterize relations between relatives, friends, and
other societal groups is hesed, and without hesed, so-
ciety would be characterized by disorder. For exam-
ple, the prophet Hosea (Hosea 4:1-3) claims that
since the Israelites are living without hesed,

Swearing, lying, and murder, and stealing and
adultery break out; bloodshed follows bloodshed.
Therefore the land mourns, and all who live in it
languish; together with the wild animals and the
birds of the air, even the fish of the sea are perishing.

In the Septuagint, which is the oldest surviving
Greek version of the Old Testament, hesed was most
often translated as eleos. Eleos also carried the con-
notations of the Hebrew hesed into the Christian New
Testament. For example, Matthew’s Gospel twice
cites the announcement in Hosea that God desires
mercy (eleos) rather than sacrifice (Hosea 6:6; Matt.
9:13, 12:7).

Eleos also carried with it other meanings, how-
ever, and it is from this Greek heritage that “mercy”
received connotations of a sentiment. In prebiblical
Greek literature, eleos denoted that feeling or emo-
tion that occurs when witnessing suffering that is un-
deserved. Aristotle defined it “as a feeling of pain
caused by the sight of some evil, destructive or pain-
ful, which befalls one who does not deserve it, and
which we might expect to befall ourselves or some
friend of ours, and moreover to befall us soon.” The
sentiment described here resembles pity more than
mercy. Indeed, for Aristotle, eleos was not a virtue; it
was an impediment, along with fear (phobo), to liv-
ing a productive life. The importance of tragic art, ac-
cording to Aristotle, lay in its ability to purge its audi-
ence of both pity and fear so that they could leave the
theater and return to their lives free of such emotional
baggage.

Christian Views
In the Christian New Testament, mercy is some-

times an activity and sometimes a sentiment. As in
later Judaism, the merciful activity of God in the
Christian scripture is sometimes connected to God’s
judgment at the end of time. In fact, the old French
merces signified a payment or reward, and thus indi-
cated the heavenly reward awaiting the compassion-
ate person. Also, Christianity reinterpreted eleos in
light of Jesus’ death on the cross. Thus, there is more
of a tendency in Christian literature than in the He-
brew Bible to think of God’s mercy as preceding peo-
ple’s mercy and to relate mercy to suffering activity.
For example, in the very influential parable of the
Good Samaritan (Luke 10:29-37), the merciful Sa-
maritan, following the model of Jesus, pays a price
on behalf of the one who was assaulted. He is a good
neighbor because he goes out of his way to care for
another person who needs help.

In Jerome’s Vulgate, the Hebrew hesed and the
Greek eleos were often translated by misericordia,
which combines the meanings of pity, compassion,
kindness, and leniency. The Latin root emphasizes
wretchedness and sorrow. Thomas Aquinas defines a
merciful person as being sorrowful at heart (miserum
cor); that is, as being affected with the sorrow or mis-
ery of another as if it were one’s own. God’s work of
dispelling misery is the effect of his mercy. God’s
mercy, then, especially in medieval theology, con-
notes God’s unmerited grace as he reaches down to
wretched humans. Thus, Augustine can love and
thank God “because Thou has forgiven me these so
great and heinous deeds of mine. To thy grace I as-
cribe it, and to Thy mercy, that Thou hast melted
away my sins as it were ice.”

In modern usage, mercy retains elements of its
earlier meanings, but it always connotes some form
of leniency or restraint, whether from physical pun-
ishment or merely in the way one person judges an-
other person’s actions. Mercy always exists, then,
within the context of an unequal power relationship.
One could easily imagine, for example, that a subject
would feel compassion for the troubles of a monarch,
but that feeling would not under most circumstances
be considered merciful. Normally, only compassion
of the monarch for the subject could result in a show
of mercy.

Although William Shakespeare claimed in Titus
Andronicus that “Sweet Mercy is nobility’s true
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badge” and wrote in the Merchant of Venice that “It
[mercy] blesseth him that gives, and him that takes,”
mercy has not always been thought of as something
good. For example, it was not included among Plato’s
cardinal virtues (justice, temperance, prudence, and
fortitude), and because the Stoic philosophers thought
that mercy was an emotion that might sway reason and
misdirect justice, they did not trust it.

The tendency of mercy to resist justice was a trait
that nineteenth century philosopher Friedrich Nietz-
sche found admirable. Nietzsche thought of mercy as
one of the noblest of all virtues. He saw two things to
admire in mercy. First, because of the power relation-
ship within which it took place, the exercise of mercy
was always the exercise of strength. For Nietzsche,
this meant that mercy was a virtue based on the posi-
tive values one possessed, making it preferable to vir-
tues like meekness that were based upon the negative
values one lacked. Second, and more important, an
act of mercy according to Nietzsche was based in the
personal value system of the actor, and was per-
formed solely for the actor’s benefit. It was not based
in supposedly universal values like justice which
were meant to apply to everyone and which were
meant to benefit society as a whole. For Nietzsche,
this rendered mercy superior to justice, because he
endorsed the development of distinctive, appropriate
moral values for each individual and attacked univer-
sal systems of morality which expect everyone to
share the same values. Mercy, Nietzsche said, is a vir-
tue for the individual precisely because it is destruc-
tive to the general interests of society.

Likewise, the proponents of “lifeboat ethics” tend
to think that the sentiment of mercy masks and makes
it difficult for society to deal with the moral dilemma
posed by a world population that is outstripping the
available resources. Finally, from a different per-
spective, mercy’s close association with power has
led liberation theologians to associate human mercy
with paternalism and imperialism. They call for soli-
darity with the poor rather than for mercy upon the
poor.

James M. Dawsey
Updated by the editors
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Merit
Definition: Character, performance, or skill that de-

serves or is worthy of recognition or reward
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Merit is the basis for systems of so-

cial justice that are based primarily on desert
rather than on need.

As Wolfgang von Goethe said, “It never occurs to
fools that merit and good fortune are closely united.”
Thus, types of justice can clash. Two main types of
justice are meritocratic justice and distributive jus-
tice. Meritocratic justice requires that only the most
qualified and worthy person be chosen for any posi-
tion in question. Distributive justice requires people
to minimize serious inequalities in well-being; for
example, those arising from good or bad fortune.

Robert K. Fullinwider gives an example that un-
dermines the decisiveness of meritocratic justice. He
says that meritocracy is “too rigid and specific” and
would condemn acts that “seem unobjectionable.”

Suppose . . . an employer had two well-qualified
applicants for a position, the slightly better quali-
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fied applicant already having a good, secure job, the
other being unemployed. If the employer hired the
unemployed applicant, would he have violated a . . .
moral principle? To suggest [so] is . . . strongly
counter-intuitive.

The distributive justice of hiring the unemployed
seems to outweigh the problem with meritocratic jus-
tice. Moreover, Norman Daniels tries to show that the
argument from meritocracy is not an argument from
justice. Daniels considers the following example:

Jack and Jill both want jobs A and B and each
much prefers A to B. Jill can do either A or B better
than Jack. But the situation S in which Jill performs
B and Jack A is more productive than Jack doing B
and Jill A (S´ ), even when we include the effects on
productivity of Jill’s lesser satisfaction. [Meritoc-
racy] selects S, not S´, because it is attuned to
macroproductivity, not microproductivity. . . . It
says, “Select people for jobs so that overall job per-
formance is maximized.”

Daniels anticipates the objection that meritocracy
would select S´ , not S, because meritocracy implies
that “a person should get a job if he or she is the best
available person for that job.” He admits that this ob-
jection appears to be based on the point of justice
“that it seems unfair to Jill that she gets the job she
wants less even though she can do the job Jack gets
better than he can.” Daniels, however, thinks that the
seeming unfairness derives from “inessential fea-
tures of our economic system”; namely, that promot-
ing microproductivity happens to be “the best rule
of thumb” to follow to achieve macroproductivity.
He says that favoring microproductivity (S´ ) over
macroproductivity (S) because S seems unfair is rely-
ing on an intuition that is “just a by-product of our ex-
isting institutions” rather than based on justice. The
happenstance that there is a mere rule of thumb in ex-
isting institutions is too superficial and arbitrary to
be a fundamental consideration of justice. Once it
is realized that the basis of meritocracy is macro-
productivity, meritocracy will not support the intu-
ition that Jill, in justice, deserves her favorite job A or
the claim that justice requires S´ . That the “inessen-
tial features of our economic system” are irrelevant
to justice undermines that standing of meritocracy—

when conceived of as microproductivity—as a prin-
ciple of justice. Meritocracy as macroproductivity
survives.

Ronald Dworkin adds the following argument,
which supports Daniels’s claim that there is no merit
abstracted from macroproductivity. Dworkin says,

There is no combination of abilities and skill
and traits that constitutes “merit” in the abstract; if
quick hands count as “merit” in the case of a pro-
spective surgeon, this is because quick hands will
enable him to serve the public better and for no
other reason. If a black skin will, as a matter of re-
grettable fact [e.g., the need for black role models],
enable another doctor to do a different medical job
better, then that black skin is by the same token
“merit” as well. That argument may strike some as
dangerous; but only because they confuse its con-
clusion—that black skin may be a socially useful
trait in particular circumstances—with the very dif-
ferent and despicable idea that one race may be in-
herently more worthy than another.

One may object that black skin cannot count as
merit, since pigmentation is an inherited accident of
birth rather than a matter of choice and achievement.
As Dworkin argues, however,

it is also true that those who score low in aptitude or
admissions tests do not choose their levels of intelli-
gence. Nor do those denied admission because they
are too old, or because they do not come from a part
of the country underrepresented in the school, or
because they cannot play basketball well, choose
not to have the qualities that made the difference.

Tests allegedly measuring merit are often biased.
Furthermore, a lower score under inferior conditions
often indicates more ability than does a higher score
under superior conditions. African Americans tend
to take the tests under conditions (poverty, reduced
parental supervision, reduced incentives, bleaker
prospects caused by racism, and so forth) that are
dramatically inferior to the conditions under which
whites take such tests. For example, consider the dra-
matic differences between the best group and the
worst group of American public high schools. The
best group will generally give its students at least the
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following advantages over the students in the worst
group: better teachers, better equipment, more pro-
grams (for example, extracurricular activities), better
atmospheres in which to learn (atmospheres with less
crime, noise, and disorder), better role models, and
more peer pressure to achieve.

For example, Peter Singer notes, affirmative ac-
tion programs “taking into account a student’s race
would merely be a way of correcting for the failure of
standard tests to allow for the disadvantages that face
blacks in competing with whites on such tests.” Such
disadvantages include less ability to afford prepara-
tion courses, which whites commonly take and
which the free market has specifically designed to
boost scores on standard tests (such as the SAT).

Similarly, Richard Wasserstrom argues,

Most of what are regarded as the decisive char-
acteristics for higher education have a great deal to
do with things over which the individual has neither
control nor responsibility: such things as home en-
vironment, socioeconomic class of parents, and of
course, the quality of the primary and secondary
schools attended. Since individuals do not deserve
having had any of these things vis-à-vis other indi-
viduals, they do not, for the most part, deserve their
qualifications.

In contrast, George Sher argues that society’s con-
ventions establish merit. He takes his view to ex-
tremes when he says, “We could even flog or torture
in direct proportion to merit. . . . If the convention ex-
isted, our suggestion would imply that the meritori-
ous deserved their beatings and abuse.” Sher seems to
be mistaken, since recognizing merit for what it is
(good) implies that merit should be rewarded. If the
convention were to punish merit, then the society
would make the mistake of failing to recognize the
value of merit, since its actions (punishment) speak
louder than words (calling something merit).

Sterling Harwood
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Messianism
Definition: Belief in a messiah, that is, a religious

savior who will someday appear and lead human-
kind, or the followers of a particular religion, into
an age of perfect justice, peace, and spiritual tran-
scendence

Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Messianism provides believers with

two models of moral perfection by which to judge
reality: the messiah, who represents the ideal per-
son, and the utopian social order the messiah will
bring about. Messianism also often entails belief
in an apocalyptic event that will precipitate the
messianic age, and this may strongly affect be-
lievers’ attitudes toward warfare, famine, and
other similar events in the present.

Although the term “messiah” is rarely used in the Old
Testament, the concept of an ideal ruler was ex-
pressed as early as the eighth century b.c.e. Isaiah 9
expressed hopes for a king who would give wonder-
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ful counsel (Isaiah 11 spoke of his wisdom), be god-
like in battle, be continuous in fatherly care, and
establish peace. Jeremiah 33:14-22 and Ezekiel 34:
23-24 spoke of a future David who would administer
the future golden age that God would usher in. The
idea of a permanent Davidic dynasty (2 Samuel 7) de-
veloped the royal ideology of ancient Israel (see
Psalms 2, 72, and 110). Other passages (for example,
Isaiah 24:23 and Zechariah 14:9) looked toward a
messianic age with God ruling directly.

The Dead Sea Scrolls, the Talmud, and subse-
quent Jewish sources reveal an ongoing, though not
universal, hope among Jews for a messiah. In debates
with Jews, early Christians claimed that Jesus was
the messiah; indeed, the title “christ” is the Greek
translation of the Hebrew title “messiah.” Christians
modified Jewish belief by identifying the messiah
with the suffering servant (see Isaiah 52:13-53:12),
claiming that he was divine, and looking forward
to his return at the end of time. Certain rules of behav-
ior (see, for example, Matthew 5:19, 6:1-6, 10:42,
16:27) tied gaining rewards to following the teach-
ings of Jesus.

Paul L. Redditt

See also: Christian ethics; Jesus Christ; Jewish
ethics; Kabbala; Leadership; Nationalism; Religion;
Talmud.

Metaethics
Definition: Specialization within moral philosophy

that is concerned with fundamental conceptual
and epistemological questions in ethics

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Essentially the theory of the theory of

ethics, metaethics attempts to ground moral phi-
losophy by specifying what counts as a legitimate
question for moral philosophers to answer and
what counts as a legitimate method for answering
that question.

First and foremost, metaethics seeks to answer the
question What is the subject matter of ethics? Moral
philosophy may be divided into three sets of con-
cerns: metaethical theory, normative ethical theory,

and applied ethics. In applied ethics, philosophers re-
flect upon the significance of some general moral
point of view for a particular problem of moral deci-
sion making. For example, a philosopher might con-
sider whether, according to rule utilitarianism, the
practice of euthanasia is morally permissible. Fur-
ther distinctions (such as the distinction between ac-
tive and passive euthanasia) might be made to help
clarify the difficulty. In contrast to applied ethics,
normative ethical theory focuses upon a comparative
study of such general ethical theories as utilitarian-
ism, egoism, Kantian formalism, virtue ethics, and so
forth. The fundamental question in normative ethics
is What makes an action, any action whatsoever, right
or wrong?

It can be seen from these brief descriptions of nor-
mative ethical theory and applied ethics that both
are interested in deciding what is right and what is
wrong. Normative ethical theory attempts to develop
a completely general account of what is right and
what is wrong. Applied ethics investigates the moral
quality of agents and their actions in specific moral
contexts, usually by appealing to some normative
ethical theory.

Metaethics differs from both normative and ap-
plied ethics in that it explores conceptual and epis-
temological questions that arise for those who use
moral discourse and who devise and apply normative
theories of right and wrong. Conceptual questions
are posed for moral terms and statements; epis-
temological questions are raised about the possibility
and character of moral reasoning.

Conceptual Questions
Metaethics did not emerge as a major preoccupa-

tion in philosophy until early in the twentieth cen-
tury, when the problems of metaethics became insu-
lated from the rest of moral philosophy primarily
through the influence of Anglo-American linguistic
philosophy. The change in path that led to the emer-
gence of contemporary analytic philosophy has been
called “the linguistic turn.” In ethics, this change
meant refined analysis of the terms used in moral dis-
course and of the structure and meaning of moral ut-
terances. Thus, terms such as “good,” “evil,” “right,”
or “wrong” (called moral predicates) are examined
directly. This sort of analysis is supposed to clarify
what it means to use a moral predicate within a sen-
tence of the form “X is right” or “X is wrong.”
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Locutions of the form “X is right” or “X is wrong”
have the grammatical appearance of being simple
judgments of fact. Many modern ethicists have sug-
gested, however, that their grammatical appearance
may be misleading. It is not obvious what facts one
could point to to determine the truth value of a state-
ment such as “Unrestricted abortion is morally
wrong.” Perhaps, then, such forms of discourse have
no truth value at all; that is, perhaps they are neither
true nor false. Perhaps they have a very different sort
of meaning. Metaethicists who reach this conclusion
about the general significance of moral utterances are
called noncognitivists. They hold that normative eth-
ics is impossible.

The cognitivists, those who believe that moral ut-
terances are genuine statements with truth values,
differ as to what sort of fact a moral fact is. Many
have tried to analyze the good in terms of some more
basic natural fact (such as pleasure or personal sur-
vival). They are called naturalists. G. E. Moore ob-
jected that all such attempts to define “good” commit
the naturalistic fallacy. One cannot define “good” in
terms of some natural property, since one can always
ask without redundancy whether that property itself
is good. Instead, he argued, the good should be re-
garded as a basic, indefinable, nonnatural property.

Epistemological Questions
If one adopts the cognitivist view that moral ex-

pressions are genuine judgments with truth values, a
further question arises: How does one go about deter-
mining which moral judgments are true and which
are false? Clearly, the possibility of genuine moral
disagreement presupposes that moral utterances of
the form “X is right” are either true or false, but how
does one know which statements of that form are
true? What sorts of reasons are relevant for adjudicat-
ing between conflicting moral judgments and be-
tween systems of normative ethics?

A related but even more fundamental question in-
trudes as well: Why adopt the moral point of view
at all? This question demands the presentation of
nonmoral reasons why one ought to be moral. Some
have suggested that no nonmoral reasons can be
given and that it is therefore not rational to adopt the
moral point of view. Others agree that there are no
nonmoral reasons for being moral but that this is un-
important since the question itself is mistaken. For
them, moral philosophy begins with the observation

that people do care about being moral. Still others
have attempted to provide nonmoral reasons to jus-
tify taking the moral point of view.

Significance of Metaethics
It is commonplace to assume that the questions of

metaethics are logically prior to those of normative
and applied ethics, and that there is no use proceed-
ing with either normative or applied moral philoso-
phy without coming to certain definite conclusions
about matters of metaethical concern, but this as-
sumption has also been disputed. For one may be
right in regarding moral statements as cognitive and
moral argument as possible without having any sort
of elaborate metaethical theory to justify this view.

R. Douglass Geivett
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Milgram experiment
The Event: Series of studies designed to determine

the degree to which subjects would be willing to
obey an authority’s instructions to harm another
person

Date: Conducted in 1961-1962
Type of ethics: Scientific ethics
Significance: The Milgram investigations produced

unexpected data regarding the willingness of peo-
ple to violate their own moral values when in-
structed to do so by an authority figure. They also
created extreme stress for their participants, lead-
ing to a reconsideration of the ethical guidelines
governing such research.

Psychologist Stanley Milgram, horrified by the
atrocities that had been committed by the Nazis dur-
ing the Holocaust, conducted a program of research
designed to explore the process of obedience to au-
thority. The disturbing nature of his results and the
ethical issues raised by his methods make this some
of the most controversial and widely discussed re-
search in the history of social science.

Recruited through a newspaper advertisement, a
diverse group of adult subjects reported (individu-
ally) to Milgram’s laboratory at Yale University ex-
pecting to participate in a study of memory and learn-
ing. Each participant was greeted by an experimenter
dressed in a lab coat. Also present was a middle-aged
gentleman, an accomplice who was ostensibly an-
other participant in the session. The experimenter
then described the research, which would investigate
the effect of punishment on learning. Then, through a
rigged drawing, the accomplice was assigned the role
of “learner,” while the actual subject became the
“teacher.”

The Experiment
Next, the three went to an adjacent room, where

the learner was strapped into an “electric chair” as the
experimenter explained that shock would be used as
punishment. The teacher was then escorted back to
the first room and seated in front of a shock generator,
the front panel of which consisted of a series of thirty
switches that could be used to administer shock.
Each was labeled with a voltage level, starting with
15 volts and increasing by 15-volt increments to 450
volts; several verbal labels below the switches also

indicated the severity of the shock. After receiving
instructions and a demonstration from the experi-
menter, the teacher presented a sequence of simple
memory tests to the learner through an intercom. The
learner made “errors” according to a script, and the
teacher was instructed to respond to each error by
pushing a switch, thus delivering a shock to the
learner. The teacher started with 15 volts and was di-
rected to use the next higher switch with each succes-
sive error.

The goal of this procedure was simply to deter-
mine how long the subject/teacher would continue to
obey the order to administer shock. (The accomplice/
learner never actually received any shock.) As the
shocks grew stronger, the learner began protesting—
eventually pleading to be let out, then screaming, and
finally ceasing to respond at all. When the teacher
balked, the experimenter provided one of several
firm verbal “prods” to continue (for example, “you
must go on”). The procedure was discontinued if the
teacher refused to obey after four such prods for a
given shock level.

Milgram and other experts felt that few if any par-
ticipants would demonstrate obedience under these
circumstances, particularly after the learner began
protesting. Nearly two-thirds of them, however,
obeyed the experimenter’s orders all the way to the
highest level of shock (450 volts). This result oc-
curred with both men and women, even in a version
of the study in which the learner was portrayed as
having a heart condition.

The typical subject in these studies showed clear
signs of distress over the plight of the learner. Sub-
jects often perspired or trembled, and some exhibited
nervous laughter or other indications of tension. In-
deed, it is this aspect of the research that has been
cited most frequently by those who consider the stud-
ies unethical. Critics argue that Milgram compro-
mised the welfare of the participants in this research
by subjecting them to inappropriately high levels of
stress. Many of these same critics have also sug-
gested that Milgram failed to provide his subjects
with enough advance information to enable them to
make a fully informed decision about whether to par-
ticipate.

In his defense, Milgram points out that his proce-
dure was not intended to cause stress for the partici-
pants. Furthermore, he and other experts did not an-
ticipate the stress that did occur because they
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expected that subjects would be reluctant to obey
these orders. It is also important to note that Milgram
did take care to protect these subjects and their dig-
nity, as indicated by the activities that followed the
experimental sessions. These measures included a
discussion of the experiment and its rationale, a
meeting with the learner involving an explanation
that he had not really been shocked, and reassurances
that the subject’s behavior (obedient or not) was en-
tirely normal given the circumstances. Some three-
fourths of all the participants indicated that they had
learned something personally important as a result of
being in the study, and additional follow-up by a psy-
chiatrist a year later found no evidence of lasting psy-
chological harm in any of those examined.

The Ethical Dilemma
More generally, this research illustrates a basic

ethical dilemma faced frequently by experimental
social psychologists. These researchers often need to
create and manipulate powerful situations if they are
to generate enough impact to observe something
meaningful about social behavior, but doing so
sometimes risks causing undue stress to subjects.
This ethical issue is sometimes complicated still fur-
ther by the need to deceive participants in order to
preserve the authenticity of their behavior.

Few will deny that Milgram’s research yielded
significant insights into how obedience to an author-
ity can prevent a subordinate from taking responsi-
bility for inflicting harm on another person, but does
the end justify the means employed to gain this
knowledge? Ultimately, decisions of this sort must
be made by carefully weighing the costs and benefits
involved. Regardless of one’s position on the ethics
of the obedience studies, Milgram’s work has done
much to heighten sensitivity to ethical considerations
in social research. Since Milgram’s investigations
were conducted, psychologists have adopted a more
conservative set of principles governing research
with people—guidelines that today would probably
not allow the procedures he used.

Steve A. Nida
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Military ethics
Definition: Codes of acceptable behavior in mili-

tary situations, particularly those related to the
conduct of war, that are unique to military cul-
tures

Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: In most modern cultures, military

ethics combine professional standards of conduct
with more specific codes of conduct designed to
regulate the behavior of military personnel in
their dealings with their services, governments,
enemies, and one another.

In Western culture, military ethics first arose as a
field of ethics in ancient Greece. While other earlier
cultures certainly had military subcultures that held
values different from those of civil society, Greek
philosophers began to explore more precisely the re-
lationships between ethical conduct and war dur-
ing and immediately after the Peloponnesian Wars of
the early fifth century b.c.e. Greek conceptions of
military ethics held sway, with some modification,
through much of the Hellenistic and later Roman pe-
riods.

Military ethics underwent a profound shift by the
fourth century c.e. The rise of Christianity in the
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Mediterranean world replaced earlier concepts of
ethical conduct in war with a philosophy based on
forgiveness, brotherly love, and pacifism. With the
triumph of Christianity over paganism as the official
Roman religion, Christianity moved from its earlier
position as a sometimes despised and persecuted sect
to become the dominant cultural and political force
of the Mediterranean world. Military ethics reap-
peared in the fifth century c.e. with St. Augustine’s
concept of just war. Augustine attempted to reconcile
Christian notions of passivism with the need of soci-
eties to defend themselves. Although Augustine’s
complex work is often oversimplified, it provides
much of the underlying moral justification for wag-
ing war in modern Western societies, for nations as
well as for individual soldiers.

Uniqueness of Military Ethics
Military ethics must of necessity differ from civil-

ian ethics in that militaries at root use violence and
threats of violence to achieve national aims. That vio-
lence can be against counterforce targets, which are
the means of an enemy to wage war. These can be en-
emy soldiers as well as the economic infrastructures,
such as factories, roads, and communication sys-
tems, that support them. Both types of targets are nor-
mally accepted as ethical targets in war. Less accept-
able are so-called countervalue targets, such as large
population centers, whose losses enemy nations can-
not bear. Within that broad framework a varied con-
cept of military ethics exists.

Most militaries around the world hold to codes of
ethical military behavior, at least in theory. These
codes typically set standards for differentiating be-
tween combatants and noncombatants in selecting
targets for armed attack. Killing enemy soldiers in
combat situations is universally seen as legitimate in
military cultures. However, killing civilians and cap-
tured or wounded enemy soldiers is not considered
ethical behavior in most modern militaries. Like-
wise, the destruction of factories producing military
equipment, or military training centers, would be
seen as ethical, whereas the destruction of schools,
hospitals, and museums would not be.

Alternatives to Western Thought
Western military ethics have come to dominate

most of the militaries of the world to some extent,
mainly as a result of Western military supremacy,

which began to assert itself around the beginning of
the sixteenth century. However, other value systems
have also had lasting impacts on what is considered
ethical or moral in war. The most important of these
in the Eastern world has been Confucianism.

Confucian philosophy was mostly concerned
with maintaining stable order in society and saw war
as the opposite of an orderly society. The unavoid-
able existence of war forced Confucianists to grapple
with the ethical implications of their philosophy on
war. In general, most Confucian concepts saw the
necessity of separating combatants from noncom-
batants and the need for soldiers to obey their com-
manders. In these views, Confucian ethics were simi-
lar to later Western military ethics. The main
difference came in the status of soldiers in Chinese
society. Whereas soldiers in modern Western societ-
ies—especially officers—hold privileged positions,
soldiers under Confucianism held much lower places
in society—even lower than that of peasants.

The other philosophy to challenge Western domi-
nation of military ethics came from Marxism in the
late nineteenth century. Fundamentally a political
and economic philosophy of revolution, Marxism
holds that traditional Western military ethics are un-
ethical because they allow military and economic
elites to maintain their control of society. Moreover,
the societies that they control have perpetuated injus-
tice and misery. Marxists have seen themselves as the
vanguard of the final revolution to end human in-
equality and suffering. Thus any efforts to lessen the
impact of wars have only prolonged the suffering of
the masses. For these reasons, Marxist armies have
tended to feel less restrained by more traditional
Western military ethics.

The Military and Civilian Government
The militaries of most modern liberal democra-

cies hold a firm ethos for civilian control of the mili-
tary. In this view, the military exists to fight foreign
wars under the orders of civilian authorities. In some
nations, however, soldiers have seen their military or-
ganizations as the repositories of virtue and thus felt
justified in seizing political power when their nations
drift too far from what the military regards as govern-
ment’s proper values.

In nations whose militaries hold this value, typi-
cally those of developing nations, a central purpose
of the military is typically to keep governments in
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power, with the fighting of foreign wars a secondary
purpose. In such military systems, the involvement
of the military in politics, including the seizure of
power from civilian control, is not seen as unethical
conduct for soldiers. Indeed, it is often seen as highly
moral and patriotic.

International Law
Most general modern military ethics, including

special protections for wounded and surrendered
enemy soldiers, avoidance of civilian casualties, and
respect for cultural and historical artifacts in the area
of military operations, became codified in interna-
tional law during the twentieth century. However,
only when the internal culture of the military organi-
zation of a given nation shares the same ethical stan-
dards do international laws of war have much impact.

By the early twenty-first century, wealthy indus-
trialized nations were finding themselves fighting in-
creasing numbers of wars against smaller and weaker
nations or against nonstate military forces. Such
nonstate forces often see international military eth-
ics as a luxury they cannot afford. The established
military sees itself fighting savages, while their op-
ponents see themselves fighting for their very sur-
vival.

Barry M. Stentiford
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Mill, John Stuart
Identification: English philosopher and economist
Born: May 20, 1806, London, England
Died: May 7, 1873, Avignon, France
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: The most famous modern proponent

of utilitarianism, Mill revised and enhanced that
philosophy by incorporating a discussion of in-
tangible “spiritual” values. His most important
works include On Liberty (1859), Utilitarianism
(1863), and The Subjection of Women (1869).

Maintaining that a science of society was feasible,
Mill focused his philosophic writings on four major
issues: the methodology of the social sciences, the
principle of utility, individual freedom, and the struc-
ture of government. While Mill supported Jeremy
Bentham’s corollary that moral problems could
never be resolved through sentimental appeals to
righteousness, he emphasized the importance of de-
veloping the spiritual aspects of humanity. Mill de-
veloped an “ethology” that consisted of the elements
that were essential in the development of “charac-
ter”—individual, societal, and national; he argued
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that secular society must define and expand its ethi-
cal base so that happiness—freedom from pain—
may be attained. Unlike Bentham, Mill maintained
that an educated elite was necessary to guide society;
Mill agreed with Alexis de Tocqueville’s concern
that democratic sentiments may lead to the “tyranny
of the majority.” Mill’s fullest statement on ethics
was advanced in Utilitarianism.

William T. Walker

See also: Bentham, Jeremy; Freedom and liberty;
Liberalism; On Liberty; Political liberty; Social con-
tract theory; Utilitarianism.

Minimum-wage laws
Definition: Laws requiring that workers’ salaries

fall no lower than specified hourly rates
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: The central ethical issue raised by

minimum-wage laws is whether government has
a duty to require employers to raise the wages of
low-paid workers above what free market forces
would dictate. In the background is the deeper
problem of whether it is unjust for there to be un-
equal distribution of wealth.

In medieval Europe, local governments often fixed
wages at customary levels for various kinds of work.
However, they typically imposed maximum wage
levels, rather than minimum levels. During the nine-
teenth century, classical economists strongly op-
posed the fixing of wages by government, and com-
paratively little such wage-fixing occurred. During
that period, however, workers, especially those in
factories, often labored for low pay under bad con-
ditions. As public concern for their well-being gradu-
ally increased, laws setting minimum wages were
proposed as one way to help workers. Such laws were
enacted first in Australia and New Zealand during the
1890’s. Many other countries soon followed suit.

Massachusetts was the first U.S. state to set a min-
imum wage, in 1912. Afterward, other states enacted
laws setting minimum wages for women and chil-
dren; however, these laws had little effect. Finally,
the federal Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938, one
component of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, es-

tablished a uniform minimum wage for all workers
who were directly or indirectly engaged in interstate
commerce. Later, Congress repeatedly raised mini-
mum wage levels and extended them to cover ever
more types of employment. Democrats usually have
been eager to raise the minimum wage, while Repub-
licans have been less eager to do so. In 2003 the U.S.
federal minimum wage stood at $5.15 per hour.

Arguments for Minimum-Wage Laws
Advocates of minimum-wage laws hold that with-

out this form of government intervention the lowest-
paid workers would be paid less than they need to live
on, and this would be unfair, when others are living
well. Setting minimum wages is thus seen as a move
toward greater justice in the distribution of wealth.

Those who think this way tend to presuppose the
view that society is more just when its wealth is more
evenly distributed. Historically, one inspiration for
this egalitarian view was the Judeo-Christian tradi-
tion that stressed the duty of the well-to-do to share
with the poor. Another was criticism of the capitalis-
tic system that came from socialists and communists;
greedy employers, they said, exploited workers by
taking, as profits, revenue that should rightly have
belonged to the workers.

A modified version of egalitarianism, not based
on religion or on communism, was formulated by the
American philosopher John Rawls. He held that if a
society is to be just, wealth and other advantages
must be distributed equally, except when inequalities
serve to raise the level of well-being of the least well-
off group in the society. For example, paying physi-
cians high salaries could be just, if that were the only
way to ensure that health needs are met. Rawls’s the-
ory offers a rationale for minimum-wage laws, and
for much else in the New Deal’s program.

Advocates have often proposed as a guideline that
minimum wage levels must be high enough to enable
each worker to support a family of four.

Arguments Against Minimum-Wage Laws
Opponents of the minimum wage argue that it has

bad economic consequences for others in society, es-
pecially in that it increases unemployment. Those
who fail to notice this are wrongly overlooking the
fact that in a free market economy, wage levels affect
how many job openings there will be. If minimum
wage levels are high enough to have any effect, they
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must increase unemployment, because the labor of
some would-be workers will have a market value less
than the minimum wage, so employers will not hire
them. The higher the minimum wage level, the more
would-be workers will be excluded in this way.

If there were no minimum-wage law, these
would-be workers could find jobs at wages propor-
tionate to the market value of what they can do. Such
workers probably would not earn enough to support
families of four, but most of them do not have fami-
lies, as many are adolescents. Those who work but
earn too little to avoid poverty could be offered gov-
ernment welfare payments to supplement their low
wages. This arrangement would be more efficient
than having a minimum wage, since support would
go only to those who need it, and the total cost to soci-
ety of helping the least-well-off would decrease.

Opponents of the minimum wage generally agree
with Adam Smith and later classical economists who
argued that free market capitalism, functioning with-
out government control over such economic vari-
ables as wages and prices, can unleash individual en-
terprise and make society much richer. Government
intervention to set wages will introduce distortions in
the allocation of resources, thereby reducing the na-
tional income. Instead of emphasizing equality, this
way of thinking recommends that members of soci-
ety tolerate inequality in the distribution of income,
in order that total national income will be maxi-
mized. Here the idea is that a society is just in which
owners who have acquired their property in noncrim-
inal ways are protected in their possession of it, and
wages that have been set through free market bar-
gaining will not be altered by government edict. Rob-
ert Nozick was an American philosopher who de-
fended this conception of justice.

Stephen F. Barker
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Miranda v. Arizona
The Event: U.S. Supreme Court decision mandat-

ing that all criminal suspects taken into police
custody be informed of their constitutional rights
prior to any questioning

Date: Ruling made on June 13, 1966
Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: The Miranda decision fundamentally

altered basic police procedure and sought to en-
sure that accused citizens were aware of their
rights under the Fifth and Sixth Amendments.

The manner in which Ernesto Miranda’s rape confes-
sion was obtained—without coercion but without
benefit of counsel—aroused the conscience of the
nation. Despite the fact that he had not been informed
of his right to an attorney prior to signing it, Miranda’s
written confession was admitted as evidence at his
first trial, resulting in his conviction and imprison-
ment. His conviction was appealed to the Supreme
Court, however, where Chief Justice Earl Warren,
speaking for a divided Court, established guidelines
for police interrogations: “Prior to any questioning,
the person must be warned that he has a right to re-
main silent, that any statement he does make may be
used as evidence against him, and that he has a right
to the presence of an attorney, either retained or ap-
pointed.”

This decision, denounced by presidents from
Richard M. Nixon to Ronald Reagan, has served to
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protect the ignorant and the indigent and has resulted
in a profound change in police procedure, popular-
ized in the media as the so-called Miranda Warning.

Lisa Paddock

See also: Accused, rights of; Arrest records; Bill of
Rights, U.S.; Civil rights and liberties; Due process;
Police brutality; Supreme Court, U.S.

Monopoly
Definition: Exclusive ownership or control of a

good or service in a particular market
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Monopolies are illegal in the major

modern industrialized capitalist nations because

they are perceived as unfairly interfering with
competition. They are thus said to infringe on
the rights of companies to compete equitably
in the marketplace, and on the rights of con-
sumers to benefit from that competition.

In 1340, an English listing of the “evils of
trade” included such things as forestalling (the
physical obstruction of goods coming to mar-
ket, or cornering the supply of goods, which
deprived the owner of the market stall his
rental), regrating (buying most or all the avail-
able goods at a fair for resale at a higher
price), and engrossing (contracting for control
of goods while they are still being grown or
produced). These are all attempts at monopoli-
zation of a market, and such actions have been
thought wrong since they began. The United
States has had laws against monopoly since its
founding, based on these terms taken from En-
glish common law and justified by reference to
an abiding public interest in the maintenance
of competition. Competition by ethical individ-
uals results in the completion of mutually ben-
eficial transactions, protects consumers from
unreasonable price increases, and, according
to Adam Smith (An Inquiry Into the Nature and
Causes of the Wealth of Nations, 1776), leads
to the greatest wealth for the nation.

Sandra L. Christensen

See also: Antitrust legislation; Capitalism; Con-
sumerism; Fairness; Price fixing; Profit economy;
Smith, Adam.

Monroe Doctrine
Identification: American foreign policy conceived

to confine the political spheres of influence of Eu-
rope and the United States to their respective
hemispheres

Date: Promulgated on December 2, 1823
Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: The Monroe Doctrine required the

United States to refrain from interfering in the in-
ternal affairs of European powers or in ther intra-
European wars. It also declared that any attempt
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Miranda Warnings

Minimal warning, as outlined in the Miranda v Arizona
case:

You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say
can and will be used against you in a court of law. You
have the right to be speak to an attorney, and to have an
attorney present during any questioning. If you cannot
afford a lawyer, one will be provided for you at govern-
ment expense.

Full warning:

You have the right to remain silent and refuse to answer
questions. Do you understand?
Anything you do say may be used against you in a court
of law. Do you understand?
You have the right to consult an attorney before speaking
to the police and to have an attorney present during ques-
tioning now or in the future. Do you understand?
If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed
for you before any questioning if you wish. Do you un-
derstand?
If you decide to answer questions now without an attor-
ney present you will still have the right to stop answering
at any time until you talk to an attorney. Do you under-
stand?
Knowing and understanding your rights as I have ex-
plained them to you, are you willing to answer my ques-
tions without an attorney present?



to interfere with the governance of a nation any-
where in the Western Hemisphere would be treated
as a hostile act against the sovereignty of the
United States. The Roosevelt Corollary of 1904
later made explicit an always implicit aspect of
the Doctrine: that the U.S. was asserting its own
rights to intervene in the Americas in whatever
fashion it deemed appropriate.

After the defeat of Napoleon Bonaparte in 1815, the
continental European leaders, led by Prince Klemens
von Metternich of Austria, were concerned with
keeping a lid on revolutionary disturbances. During
the Napoleonic years, the New World colonies of
Spain successfully gained their independence through
revolution. Between 1815 and 1823, the European
leaders discussed the idea of returning the colonies to
Spain. These discussions inspired the Monroe Doc-
trine, put forward by president James Monroe in his
annual address to Congress.

In essence, the Doctrine declared that the United
States would keep out of the territories, wars, alli-
ances, spheres of influence, and politics of the world
outside the Western Hemisphere, and in return non-
American powers would be expected to stay out of
the political affairs of the Americas. Non-American
countries with colonies in the Western Hemisphere
could keep them, but they were to acquire no more
colonies.

Bill Manikas

See also: International law; Intervention; Isolation-
ism; Manifest destiny; National security and sover-
eignty; Sovereignty.

Montesquieu
Identification: French political philosopher
Born: January 18, 1689, La Brède, near Bordeaux,

France
Died: February 10, 1755, Paris, France
Type of ethics: Enlightenment history
Significance: As the leading philosophe during the

early French Enlightenment, Montesquieu stimu-
lated discussion on the nature of government,
laws, and society with works such as The Persian

Letters (1721) and The Spirit of the Laws (De
l’ésprit des loix, 1748).

Born Charles-Louis de Secondat, Montesquieu grew
up in and around Bordeaux, where he studied law and
sat in the French parliament. He disliked the tyranni-
cal and warlike tendencies of the governments of
Louis XIV and the Regency. Montesquieu became
the most popular critic of the French government,
Church, and social customs with his satirical Persian
Letters. After being admitted to the French Academy,
he traveled throughout Europe. He idealized England
as a model of liberty, independent judiciary, and
commerce.

Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws, which influ-
enced both the French and American revolutions,
considers various types of constitutions and laws. He
examined societies in terms of their customs and his-
tory, not as abstract types. The work’s critical tone
marks it as the foundation of modern political sci-
ence. In addition to providing a detached analysis,
the Spirit argues for personal freedom, toleration of
opposing views, separation of church and state, inter-
mediate bodies (particularly a hereditary aristocracy)
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to prevent royal despotism, sensible and equitable
laws, a more rational and just criminal law system,
and the separation of powers.

Thomas Renna

See also: Democracy; Enlightenment ethics; Free-
dom and liberty; Justice; Voltaire.

Moore, G. E.
Identification: English philosopher
Born: November 4, 1873, London, England
Died: October 24, 1958, Cambridge, England
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: In Principia Ethica (1903) and Ethics

(1912), Moore propounded the view that “good-
ness” is an unanalyzable, indefinable property
which is nevertheless discoverable through hu-
man intuition.

Moore was professor of mental philosophy and logic
at Cambridge (1925-1939) and editor of the philo-
sophical journal Mind (1921-1947). In ethics, he
thought it quite important to distinguish two ques-
tions: “What ought to be?” (or “What is good in it-
self?”) and “What ought we to do?” The first question
can be subdivided: “What is the nature of goodness?”
and “What things possess the property of goodness?”
Regarding the nature of goodness, Moore was a
nonnaturalist. He maintained that the term “good”
stands for a basic or ultimate property that could not
be defined in terms of anything else. Every attempt
to define the good in terms of something else com-
mits what Moore called “the naturalistic fallacy.”
Indeed, even to assume that “good” “must denote
some real property of things” is to make this same
mistake.

With regard to the question “What things are
good?” Moore was an intuitionist. The answer to this
question is self-evident, but only in some defeasible
sense. Finally, the question of morally obligatory
conduct “can only be answered by considering what
effects our actions will have.” Thus, Moore was a
consequentialist, though not of the egoistic or hedo-
nistic utilitarian variety. For him, an action is right if
it is, among all alternative actions, most productive of
the nonnatural property “goodness.” Moore was a se-

vere critic of all forms of ethical subjectivism, in-
cluding emotivism.

R. Douglas Geivett

See also: Consequentialism; Emotivist ethics; Good,
the; Hare, R. M.; Intuitionist ethics; Metaethics; Nat-
uralistic fallacy; Perry, R. B.; Utilitarianism.

Moral education
Definition: Inculcation of children with moral

values
Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: Moral education is a key component

of the process whereby individuals come to un-
derstand themselves as citizens of a given society,
members of a given religion, and so on. It is in large
part the source of shared moral systems and com-
mon languages for talking about moral issues.

Instruction in morality has traditionally been consid-
ered to be the province of the home or of the church.
Parents are the child’s first teachers and are obligated
to communicate to their young what behaviors and
attitudes are socially acceptable and what behaviors
and attitudes will not be tolerated. “Listen, my son, to
your father’s instruction and do not forsake your
mother’s teaching” (Prov. 1:8), wrote King Solomon
thousands of years ago. “Then you will understand
what is right and just and fair—every good path”
(Prov. 2:9). The approach used was didactic, unilat-
eral, and passed down from generation to generation.
Directly telling the child what is right and what is
wrong has long been the most popular way of incul-
cating morality.

Indoctrination is also used by religious groups.
The minister or rabbi or priest, being ordained of
God, interprets the sacred writings of the faith in or-
der to convey to the people what is good and what is
evil. This interpretation is put in the context of what
is pleasing to God. A moral person loves and fears the
Lord, obeys God’s commandments, and treats others
in a way that makes for harmonious living. The ques-
tion of whether a person can be morally educated
without having religious faith has long been debated.
The question “Why be moral?” has both philosophic
and religious implications.
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Moral Education in Schools
Provision must be made for those children who

are not taught in the home or do not attend a place of
worship where ethical instruction is given. The logi-
cal answer is the school. A few have argued that the
school is even preferable because it introduces the
child to a larger, more democratic community. Émile
Durkheim, a French sociologist, maintained that the
school frees the child from excessive dependency,
from being a slavish copy of the family.

Jean Piaget, a Swiss philosopher, believed that the
morality of cooperation (autonomy) encouraged by
the school was more mature than the morality of
unilateral constraint (heteronomy) taught in the
home. Durkheim and Piaget differed, however, on
the method to be used. Durkheim favored the direct
teaching of moral values as essential for the child to
become a fully functioning social being. Piaget opted
for the use of moral dilemma stories to encourage the
child’s natural propensity to understand the good as a
consequent of a maturing intellect.

During the last quarter of the twentieth century,
moral education programs became part of the regular
school day in many public and private institutions.
This was done in one of two ways. Either the teacher
would set aside a special period for a moral lesson or
a discussion of an ethical problem would be incorpo-
rated into the regular academic curriculum. Which
method is better has long been debated, and it is not
expected that an agreement will be reached.

In England, the best-known program was de-
signed by British philosopher of education John Wil-
son, who combined universally accepted principles
with individual personal ideals. Wilson believed that
the morally educated person has incorporated within
the self the principles of a concern for others based
on an understanding of the concept of “person,” a
sense of feeling for others as well as for oneself, ba-
sic knowledge and skill in knowing how to deal
with moral situations, and acting upon that knowl-
edge in real-life situations. There are sixteen subcate-
gories within these four major areas, each one con-
tributing to the formation of a rational, autonomous,
morally educated person. Curricular materials have
been developed but are not in a form that makes for
ease in implementation in some educational set-
tings. Wilson’s desire to have in place a carefully
developed philosophy of moral education before it
was practiced in the classroom has contributed to the

slow and deliberate pace with which it has been used.
In the United States, the two major programs are

Lawrence Kohlberg’s moral reasoning and Sidney
Simon’s values clarification. Both Kohlberg and Si-
mon believe that indoctrination is unacceptable, that
a person is not morally educated unless he or she has
developed within the self an understanding of what is
good and right. Morality by definition must come
from within; it is never imposed by an outside source.
This stance came in part from research that shows
that only a minor portion of moral education occurs
at the “facts” level. Simply knowing what society ex-
pects does not ensure that one will act in accordance
with that knowledge. This idea of self-developed mo-
rality also came about because in a pluralistic society
there is not always agreement among the groups that
constitute a community regarding what is right and
what is wrong.

Other Approaches
Borrowing from Piaget, Kohlberg made use of the

moral dilemma story. Each child in the classroom
states a position on the dilemma. Responses fall into
one of six stages of moral understanding with two
stages at each of three levels. At the first level (pre-
conventional), the child makes statements that show
an egocentric orientation: “It is good if it’s good for
me.” At the second (conventional) level, the young
person is concerned with pleasing others and win-
ning their approval. Obeying the law and doing one’s
duty are also important: “A good person does what
society expects of its members.” At the third level,
the adult wants justice for everyone alike: “Do unto
others as you would have them do unto you.” As stu-
dents discuss the stories, they advance in moral un-
derstanding by listening to the reasoning of others
within the classroom who are one stage or one level
higher than their own.

The values-clarification approach used by Simon
begins by asking students questions about the way
they look at such topics as money, friendship, reli-
gion, prejudice, or love. The student must be able to
state a position freely, consider alternatives as given
by other students, make a choice after considering
the possible consequences of each alternative, be
happy with the choice made, tell others about the
choice, act upon it, and incorporate the choice into
his or her lifestyle. Curricular materials abound and
are available for use not only in the school but also in
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the home and the church. According to Simon, the
morally educated person is one who is given the free-
dom to choose, to affirm, and to act upon those values
that make him or her a fully functioning individual.

Bonnidell Clouse

Further Reading
Chazan, Barry. Contemporary Approaches to Moral

Education: Analyzing Alternative Theories. New
York: Teachers College Press, 1985.

Durkheim, Émile. Moral Education: A Study in the
Theory and Application of the Sociology of Edu-
cation. Translated by Everett K. Wilson and Her-
man Schnurer. Edited by Everett K. Wilson. New
York: Free Press, 1961.

Gilligan, Carol. In a Different Voice: Psychological
Theory and Women’s Development. Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982.

Kohlberg, Lawrence. The Psychology of Moral De-
velopment. San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1984.

Macedo, Stephen, and Yael Tamir, eds. Moral and
Political Education. New York: New York Uni-
versity Press, 2002.

Noddings, Nel. Caring: A Feminine Approach to
Ethics and Moral Education. 2d ed. Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2003.

_______. Happiness and Education. New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2003.

Simon, Sidney B., and Sally W. Olds. Helping Your
Child Learn Right from Wrong: A Guide to Values
Clarification. New York: McGraw-Hill, 1977.

Wilson, John. A New Introduction to Moral Educa-
tion. London: Cassell, 1990.

See also: Aristotelian ethics; Children; Dilemmas,
moral; Durkheim, Émile; Head Start; Kohlberg, Law-
rence; Mentoring; Values clarification.

Moral equivalence
Definition: Term commonly used to equate the mo-

rality and ethics of two entities that are not usually
seen as comparable

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: The term “moral equivalence” is typ-

ically employed to justify proposed courses of ac-
tion that are controversial.

Social commentators, politicians, and other public
officials often evoke the term “moral equivalence” in
their pubic discourses. There are several reasons they
do so. Whenever the word “morality” is used in refer-
ence to public policy, people tend to pay closer atten-
tion, and intellectual curiosity is aroused. The term
is thus used as a means of gaining an audience. Also,
its usage often refers back to events about which
people feel strongly and for which they hold nearly
consensual feelings, thus evoking a strong sense of
emotional nostalgia. Using the expression is a way of
trying to build popular and political support for new
ideas, developments, or proposals by likening them
to known and accepted past events.

The phrase seems first to have emerged during the
mid-1960’s in reference to American participation in
the Vietnam War. Some commentators on the war
saw the communist Viet Cong as “morally equiva-
lent” to the American patriots of the Revolutionary
War era. During the 1970’s and 1980’s, the term was
used to stress the severity of the economic problems
in the United States, by comparing them to the mag-
nitude and severity of wartime conditions.

Critics might assert that evoking moral equiva-
lence is senseless, worthless, and immaterial, argu-
ing that it runs counter to the old adage that history
does not repeat itself, and adding that any such com-
parisons are inherently futile. The claim of moral
equivalence equates apples and oranges, doing credit
to neither. Another ethical issue is that these compar-
isons are by nature subjective, as are the responses to
them, and often are made only for political or parti-
san reasons, advancing no worthy goals.

Thomas W. Buchanan

See also: Accountability; Beyond Good and Evil;
Conscience; Ethics/morality distinction; Incommen-
surability; Moral-sense theories; Morality; Narrative
ethics; Nussbaum, Martha; Vietnam War.

Moral luck
Definition: Chance occurrences, beyond the con-

trol of an individual, which nevertheless affect the
ethical character or culpability of that individual

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: The concept of moral luck has been
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used by some ethicists to refute several tradition-
ally held views about morality. The most signifi-
cant of these are the idea that people can be held
morally responsible for all of their morally signif-
icant features and the assumption that morality is
a trump value (that is, that given a choice between
two alternatives, moral considerations are more
important than all other considerations in deter-
mining which alternative to choose).

Before considering the possibility of moral luck and
its implications for ways of thinking about people, it
is important to explain the notion of moral luck in
some detail.

First, consider the notion of a morally significant
feature. People have many features, but only some of
them are morally significant. For example, the fol-
lowing features are clearly not morally significant:
being six feet tall, being born on a Monday, and hav-
ing brown eyes. By contrast, the following features
are morally significant: being cruel, having mur-
dered someone, being loving, and having saved
someone’s life. These examples also illustrate the
different kinds of morally significant features: some
involve character traits, including beliefs and emo-
tions, whereas others concern specific actions from
one’s personal history.

The notion of having control over a feature is also
important for explaining the notion of moral luck.
Roughly speaking, people have control over a feature
only if there is something that they can do to acquire
it or something that they can do to get rid of it. For ex-
ample, it seems clear that nobody has control over the
following features: having been born during the night,
having a body that is mostly water, and being unable
to run faster than the speed of sound. By contrast, it is
typically believed that most people have control over
the following features: being excessively selfish, be-
ing very generous, being rude to a stranger on a par-
ticular occasion, and being patient with a child in a
specific instance. Given these notions, it is possible
to explain the concept of moral luck with some preci-
sion: Moral luck involves people possessing morally
significant features over which they have no control.

Is moral luck possible? Are there any actual cases
of moral luck? These questions are controversial. Be-
fore considering an apparent case of moral luck, it
will be helpful to explore the significance of moral
luck for ways of thinking about people.

One often holds people responsible for the mor-
ally significant features that they possess. For exam-
ple, if one learns that certain people are greedy and
have been caught stealing, typically one thinks of
them (rather automatically) as being blameworthy
for having these features. Similarly, upon discover-
ing that people are generous and regularly help less
fortunate people, typically one thinks of them (rather
automatically) as being praiseworthy for having
these features. (Besides evaluating other people, one
often evaluates oneself in these same ways.)

These nearly automatic reactions to the morally
significant features that people possess are called
into question by the possibility of moral luck. If
moral luck is possible, then it could turn out that
some people possess morally significant features
over which they have no control; therefore, it would
be completely inappropriate to hold them morally re-
sponsible for those features. (After all, typically, one
does not hold people morally responsible for features
over which they have no control, such as the fact that
they are unable to jump over the moon.) Therefore,
the possibility of moral luck suggests that people’s
relatively automatic practices of evaluating others
may be hasty and superficial.

Luck and Character
Furthermore, the possibility of moral luck also

seems to threaten people’s conception of them-
selves as people who have control over their moral
characters and actions. Although it is not surpris-
ing that there are some features over which one
has no control, one’s individual autonomy and self-
determination seem to be undercut if one possesses
morally significant features over which one has no
control.

Given the significant implications of the possibil-
ity of moral luck, it is not surprising that questions
concerning moral luck generate a great deal of con-
troversy. Many people argue that moral luck is possi-
ble by appealing to the following kind of case: Imag-
ine a truck driver who fails to stop at a stop sign and
passes through an intersection without incident. Now
imagine a second truck driver who does exactly what
the first one does in similar circumstances but who
also runs over and kills a small child who has darted
into the street suddenly. This seems to be a case of
moral luck, since it is a matter of luck that the second
truck driver has a morally significant feature that the
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first truck driver lacks (namely, the feature of having
killed a child).

Many people think that cases such as this demon-
strate the possibility of moral luck. Some of them in-
sist further that people’s ways of evaluating others
and their concepts of themselves as self-determining
agents should be revised. Others simply deny the
claim that a person must have control over a feature
in order to be held morally responsible for possessing
it. Still others, who are not persuaded by cases such
as the one described above, reject the claim that
moral luck is possible by restricting the notion of a
morally significant feature in some way (for exam-
ple, so that all such features are features over which
persons have control). It is hard to say which ap-
proach to the question of the possibility of moral luck
is best; reflective persons must decide themselves
what to think.

Scott A. Davison

Further Reading
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Wolf, Susan. “The Moral of Moral Luck.” In Setting
the Moral Compass: Essays by Women Philoso-
phers, edited by Cheshire Calhoun. New York:
Oxford University Press, 2004.

Zimmerman, Michael J. “Luck and Moral Responsi-
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See also: Accountability; Autonomy; Determinism
and freedom; Equality; Fairness; Guilt and shame;
Impartiality; Luck and chance; Merit; Moral respon-
sibility; Ought/can implication.

Moral principles, rules,
and imperatives

Definition: Comprehensive, absolute, universal-
izable rules governing the judgment of right and
wrong and the actions of those who desire to do
right

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: The principles, rules, and imperatives

which together make up morality are taken by defi-
nition to apply universally to everyone and to be
the proper basis for all human action. Moral phi-
losophers who subscribe to this model of morality
take the enumeration of these imperatives, rules,
and principles to be their primary task. Exponents
of systems such as pluralism which deny the exis-
tence of universal values eschew morality in favor
of more modest or situated types of ethics.

All people have notions of right and wrong. These
notions manifest themselves in a variety of ways.
Some of these beliefs pertain to simple matters such
as manners or taste, others pertain to more general
matters such as customs and laws, and others guide
the most fundamental aspects of human life: These
are the beliefs that shape one’s character and deter-
mine what others think about one as a human being.
One’s moral beliefs say more about one as an individ-
ual than does any other aspect of existence. Whether
one is rich or poor, old or young, one’s moral beliefs
do more to define one’s life than anything else.

The terms “morality” and “ethics” are often used
interchangeably, but the distinction between the two
is important to any serious study of ethical matters.
The clearest distinction can be revealed by noting
that there is a school of ethics called “situational eth-
ics”; there is not, however, a moral school of thought
that could be described as “situational.” Morality can
never be relative. What distinguishes morality from
ethics is that morality is always universal and pre-
scriptive. For this reason, the notions cited above
about manners, taste, customs, and even laws may be
considered ethical beliefs, but they are not part of a
moral code. When ethical views and moral beliefs
come into conflict, morality must prevail, because
moral beliefs are universal and fundamental.

Looking at the negative connotations of these two
terms is a helpful way to highlight their differences.
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A person who cheats at cards may be considered un-
ethical, but that does not necessarily mean that the
person is immoral. Being immoral is a much graver
character flaw than is being unethical. A person may
behave unethically on occasions and in certain cir-
cumstances, but to be immoral is to possess funda-
mental—if not permanent—character flaws that ren-
der one untrustworthy in most situations.

It must be noted that some people are amoral.
They have no broad system of beliefs that guide their
behavior. This does not mean that they have no notion
of dos and don’ts in life, only that their beliefs are not
guided by a universal system that provides justifica-
tion for human actions.

Moral principles
The best example of moral principles continues

to be the one articulated by Aristotle in his Nico-
machean Ethics. Aristotle’s moral principles were
guided by a teleological concern. The teleological
concern central to Aristotle was happiness. For Aris-
totle, morality meant doing what would provide a
happy life as opposed to doing simply what one de-
sired at the moment. Happiness, in this sense, has
more to do with one’s total lifestyle than it does with
a few activities. It would be fair to say that Aristotle’s
understanding of happiness is more closely related to
satisfaction or contentment than it is to simple plea-
sures. This is why reason plays such a large role in
Aristotle’s moral teachings.

Moral principles generally depend on reason.
One must first understand the principle and then
be able to apply it to different situations as they oc-
cur. Utilitarianism provides another good example of
moral principles. The principle that guides utilitari-
anism is “the greatest good for the greatest number.”
One must understand this principle in order to exer-
cise the judgment necessary to apply the principle.

The moral principles developed by Aristotle lead
to a broad discussion of character. To him, morality is
what determines who as well as what one is. Morality
does much more than merely determine one’s ac-
tions; it also determines one’s thoughts and shapes
one’s soul.

Moral Rules
The Ten Commandments listed in the Old Testa-

ment of the Bible represent a clear set of moral rules.

The prescribed and prohibited forms of behavior
cited in the Ten Commandments provide more spe-
cific guides to human actions than do abstract princi-
ples. Moral rules place less emphasis on reason and
more on authority or obedience. The “thou shalts”
and “thou shalt nots” of the Ten Commandments do
not leave as much room for judgment as one usually
finds in moral principles.

It is much easier to provide children with moral
rules than it is to describe moral principles. Children
are often told to share their toys or not to hit one an-
other. These are good rules, and children are often ex-
pected to follow these rules because they have been
told by their parents or other adults to behave that
way. People often assume that any further explana-
tion would be beyond the reach of very small chil-
dren.

In a similar manner, religious rules are often pre-
sented as rules that should be accepted as an article of
faith. While this is true to some extent of all moral
guides, rules tend to provide fewer opportunities for
individual judgment than do principles. Rules tend to
be more rigidly prescriptive than principles. Like the
parental rules cited above, they rely on the authority
of the rule givers—authority that the rule receiver is
in no position to question or challenge.

Moral rules function in much the same way as
laws: They spell out, in the most direct and detailed
manner, what one should or should not do, and those
who fall under their jurisdiction are expected to be
obedient. When Moses came down from the moun-
tain with the Ten Commandments, he appeared in the
capacity of a lawgiver, not that of a seminar leader.
He appeared as a messenger from God with a strict
set of specific orders that were intended to shape and
guide the lives of the people. The only choice given to
the people was obedience and salvation or disobedi-
ence and eternal damnation.

Moral rules are the simplest and most direct form
of moral guide, but as people become more inquisi-
tive about moral issues, certain moral rules may
prove less clear and simple. Most often, moral rules
are an effort to apply less tangible moral principles.
When this occurs, the justification for the moral rules
is found in the moral principles that guide them.
When this is the justification for moral rules, it is im-
portant to remember that the rules are guided by the
principles.
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Moral Imperatives
Immanuel Kant established the most basic set of

imperatives found in moral literature. Imperatives
are commands or orders, so moral imperatives should
be viewed as basic moral commandments or orders.
Kant defines two distinct types of imperatives: hypo-
thetical and categorical. Kant’s hypothetical impera-
tive is a means to some other end. If one desires a cer-
tain end, it is imperative that one employ a particular
means. In contrast, a categorical imperative is an end
with no reference to something beyond itself. Most
ethical rules are hypothetical imperatives; morality,
in contrast, consists of categorical imperatives. In the
simplest terms, categorical imperatives are obeyed
for their own sake.

Moral references to imperatives are generally
considered to be references to what Kant defined as
categorical imperatives, but it is important to keep the
other alternative in mind when the general topic of
moral imperatives arises. Kant further considered
obligations and duties that accompany imperatives to
be limited to rational creatures, for only rational be-
ings can abide by such universal laws. If this is true,
one might add that only rational beings are capable of
moral considerations of any kind.

Moral Tensions
Alexis de Tocqueville, the nineteenth century

French philosopher and social historian, once made
a distinction between what he called “instinctive pa-
triotism” and “reflective patriotism.” While either
might produce the same behavior in a person, the for-
mer was akin to a reflex reaction that required little or
no thought; the latter was the result of careful consid-
eration and extensive reflection.

Morality would seem to have a similar distinc-
tion. There is the morality that is so deeply ingrained
in one from an early age that it guides one’s actions
without one’s ever giving it a moment’s thought.
There is also morality that is the result of extensive
study and careful analysis. Generally, there is a link
between the two, but not everyone is curious enough
to want to examine the basic moral assumptions.
Some people feel that a careful examination or ques-
tioning of their moral beliefs is heresy. For this rea-
son, certain moral beliefs are caught in a tug-of-war
between reason and revelation.

The conflict between reason and revelation can be
explained in the light of the realization that some

moral beliefs are the result of factors that claim to be
beyond human comprehension, while others are con-
sidered the result of human comprehension. Faith in
a superior being who reveals moral laws through a
person, persons, writings, or acts provides the clear-
est example of rules that must be accepted yet might
never be understood.

The quest to understand moral matters encom-
passes a wide range of competing notions about how
one comes to such an understanding. Ancient philos-
ophers considered understanding to be a matter of
discovery. The laws that should guide human behav-
ior were determined by nature and preceded human
existence. The task of understanding is one of using
intellectual ability to learn the truths over which one
has no control. Many modern philosophers believe
that people can understand only what they them-
selves create. Existentialism is the philosophical
school most often associated with this belief.

How People Acquire Moral Beliefs
In A Question of Values, Hunter Lewis describes

six ways of acquiring moral beliefs: authority, logic,
sense experience, emotion, intuition, and science.
This is a good representative sample of the different
ways in which people develop moral beliefs. If one is
taught to obey parental authority in one’s early years,
one will generally find it easier to accept other au-
thorities in later years. For most people, parental au-
thority is their first exposure to subordinating bodily
desires to some other influence. If one learns to con-
trol one’s desires, one can then substitute other influ-
ences for parental authority in later years. One’s abil-
ity to respond to any kind of moral guidance is
dependent upon one’s ability to control one’s own ac-
tions.

The factors that influence beliefs usually change
as people mature emotionally and intellectually. For
this reason, simple rules provide people’s first expo-
sure to moral codes. As people grow older, these
rules become more complex, and as people develop
greater intellectual abilities, they become more likely
to look to broader principles for moral guidance.
Eventually, an individual should reach the point at
which he or she can understand the most compelling
and imperative moral guides. This moral maturation
should lead from acceptance of authority or emo-
tional considerations to more sophisticated guidance
via logic or science.
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Moral development need not, however, be linear
in nature. David Hume argued that there is a moral
sentiment that directs human moral behavior; reason
does not have the authority to do so. Moral philoso-
phers have never agreed on the main source of moral-
ity or on its final justification; they agree only that
moral theories and moral actions are a necessary part
of being human.

Conclusion
Since the days of Socrates, morality has played a

central role in the battle between passion and reason.
How people temper their most basic desires and be-
have in a moral manner has been one of the truly great
questions of moral philosophy. This concern has pro-
duced many competing theories over justification.
How can one convince an individual or a community
of individuals to behave in ways that appear to con-
tradict the most basic instincts?

Reason, salvation, and self-interest have all been
used to explain why one might choose to combat
these most basic and primitive drives. A society’s
ability to convince its population to adhere to a set of
moral rules, principles, or imperatives is what has de-
termined whether that society is judged to be civi-
lized or barbaric. The United Nation’s Universal
Declaration of Human Rights has become the global
barometer that is used to determine which nations are
civilized and which are not. In fact, it refers to viola-
tions of its moral code as “barbarous acts.” The as-
sumption behind this declaration is there are some
common and universal moral principles that should
guide the activities of any nation or state.

To use the terminology of the United States of
America’s Declaration of Independence, there are
certain “unalienable rights” that human beings natu-
rally possess. These “unalienable rights” constitute
the moral imperative that should guide all civilized
nations. The general principles called “human
rights” are a direct result of this moral imperative.

Donald V. Weatherman
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Moral realism
Definition: Theory that moral facts have an objec-

tive existence, independent of the individuals who
may or may not come to know and recognize them

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Moral realism holds that morality ex-

ists as a set of objective facts in the world, rather
than residing in the judgments of moral agents.
Thus, a properly trained or intuitive person may
be capable of determining moral truth, but some-
one lacking such training or sensitivity may spend
his or her entire life transgressing moral law with-
out ever knowing it.

Moral realism is a philosophical position that views
moral facts such as good, right, and wrong in the
same way that scientific realism views natural facts:
that is, these facts are independent of and exist prior
to their being thought, understood, and believed
by individuals. G. E. Moore, in his book Principia
Ethica (1903), was the first to formulate this position.
Moore argues that beauty, goodness, right, wrong,
and so forth are features of the world and actions that
are true whether anyone recognizes them or not.
When one claims that someone has done something
good, for example, this does not reflect simply what
one thinks of the action (as subjectivists argue), but
reflects the intuition of a property that this action re-
ally has: goodness.

Moral properties, however, are not natural proper-
ties, or properties that one can recognize with one’s
natural faculties (senses). Moral properties are what
Moore refers to instead as simple, unanalyzable,
nonnatural properties. To clarify this idea, Moore
compares the intuition of moral nonnatural proper-
ties to the intuition of mathematical axioms and
proofs. One does not use one’s senses to see that one
step in a mathematical proof follows from another;
likewise, one does not use one’s senses to see that an
act is good, but it is nevertheless seen to be good.

Problems with Moore’s Position
There are some problems with Moore’s position,

however, and much of the work in moral realism
since Moore has been an effort to resolve these diffi-
culties. For example, since moral properties are non-
natural and are not perceived by the senses, Moore
must account for people’s intuition of these proper-

ties by claiming that people have a moral intuition, a
moral sense. The notion of a moral intuition or sense,
however, is itself a rather mysterious notion that is
left unexplained. Some proponents of moral realism,
agreeing with Moore’s claim that there are moral
facts, have simply accepted this mystery. Philoso-
phers such as William D. Ross, in The Right and the
Good (1930), accept the notion of moral intuition as a
commonsense given. Just as many people would ac-
cept the use of intuition in mathematics as a given, so
do Moore and those who follow him accept the use of
moral intuition in making moral claims.

A more troubling problem with moral realism in-
volves explaining the ontological status of moral
facts. If, as moral realists argue, moral facts have a re-
ality that is independent of thinking, desiring sub-
jects, and if these facts can give direction to and place
constraints on actions, then the question of what this
independent reality is arises. The reality of moral
facts is not the same as that of natural facts, yet they
have the power to motivate individuals to place con-
straints upon themselves. How do they do this?
Critics argue that in answering this question, moral
realists must argue for an extravagant and unneces-
sary ontology. In short, they must unjustifiably attrib-
ute rather strange attributes to an equally strange en-
tity called a moral fact if these facts are to do what the
moral realist says they do.

There have been many attempts to resolve this ap-
parent problem, but two are of particular note. Rich-
ard Boyd, in “How to Be a Moral Realist” (1988), ar-
gues that moral properties can indeed be identified
with physical properties, though in a sophisticated
and peculiar way, and hence a moral realist need not
be committed to the view that moral properties are
nonnatural. The difficulty with Boyd’s position lies
in explaining this peculiar identification of moral
properties with physical properties while avoiding
what Moore calls the “naturalistic fallacy”—the fal-
lacy of identifying simple, unanalyzable moral prop-
erties with identifiable natural properties. Boyd’s re-
sponse is to state that a moral realist can claim that
moral properties are in some sense physical proper-
ties and also claim that these moral properties remain
undefinable or unanalyzable. Precisely because
moral properties are undefinable, the way in which
the property of goodness is to be understood as physi-
cal will also always remain undefinable.

John McDowell, in “Values and Secondary Qual-
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ities” (1985), argues that moral properties are to be
identified with physical properties (he avoids non-
naturalism in this way) but are to be identified in the
same way that secondary qualities such as color are
identified with physical things. Thus, in the same
way that red, a secondary quality, emanates from a
physical object (which is a primary quality) by means
of this object’s reflection of light at a certain wave-
length, so too are moral properties to be understood
as an emanation from a primary quality such as a
physical action or an event. Secondary qualities are
inseparable from primary qualities, and therefore
moral properties are inseparable from physical prop-
erties, but they are not strictly identical to primary
qualities. For example, one can turn off the light in
one’s room at night and the objects (primary quali-
ties) in the room will still be there, but the colors (sec-
ondary qualities) will not. Secondary qualities and
moral properties are real, but they are not real in the
same sense, or in the same way, that primary qualities
and physical properties are real.

There are many variations among those who ar-
gue for moral realism, but they are all agreed, follow-
ing Moore, that moral facts are independent, real, and
distinct from the individuals who know and are moti-
vated to act on the basis of such facts.

Jeff Bell
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Moral responsibility
Definition: Quality that renders one subject to ethi-

cal judgment, blame, or praise; accountability
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: To determine the conditions under

which one is morally responsible for a given ac-
tion, ethicists must first determine the nature of
the connection between people and their actions.
Thus, theories of moral responsibility necessarily
engage theories of mind and of free will versus
determinism.

Many philosophers claim that determinism and
moral responsibility are compatible. Austin Duncan-
Jones claims that the statement, “He deserves blame
for doing that wrong” simply means, “Blaming him
for doing that wrong will favorably influence him
and others.” In that case, even if the man was causally
determined to act as he did, blaming him could favor-
ably influence him and others, and therefore deter-
minism and moral responsibility are compatible.

Duncan-Jones’s account cannot make good
sense, however, of one person’s being more blame-
worthy than another person. One person’s deserving
more blame than another person is not simply a mat-
ter of his being more favorably influenceable by
blame. The person who is least blameworthy may
be the person who is most favorably influenceable.
Moreover, deserving blame and being overtly blamed
to a good effect do not amount to the same thing. A
wicked king on his deathbed may deserve blame for
some wrong even if overtly blaming him for it will
not favorably influence him or very many others.

P. H. Nowell-Smith defends the compatibility
of determinism and desert as follows. “Finding the
cause of a thing does not necessarily affect our eval-
uation of that thing. For example, finding that Wolf-
gang Amadeus Mozart’s musical ability was due to
his education, practice, and heredity would not di-
minish our admiration for his ability. Similarly, no
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matter how a person came to have his moral princi-
ples, they are his and he is judged for them. Ex-
plaining how one came to be as he is does not save the
bad pianist who reveals his incompetence; nor does it
save the bad man who reveals his wickedness.”

Typically, people do ignore determinism when
making judgments of praiseworthiness and blame-
worthiness. Yet if one cannot help being the way one
is, can one really deserve credit or blame? This chal-
lenge to the typical approach is not adequately an-
swered by merely redescribing that approach. Deter-
minism would not rule out excellent qualities or the
appreciation of them, but in spite of Nowell-Smith’s
argument, determinism might rule out the deserving
of credit for such qualities.

In Freedom and Resentment (1977), P. F. Straw-
son argues as follows that determinism would not
rule out the rationality of blame. “Because of our hu-
man nature and our membership in society, we have a
certain way of looking at human relationships. For
example, whether we feel grateful or resentful de-
pends on what we think of other people’s attitudes
and behavior toward us. And we connect blame with
wrongdoing. This way of looking at human relation-
ships is part and parcel of being human and living in
society. It is not something we choose or something
that we can give up. It needs no further justification.
But if we could give it up, our choice in this matter
would not depend on whether determinism is true,
but instead on whether giving up these attitudes
would lead to an improved life in society. Therefore,
whether we can give up blame or not, determinism
would not rule out the rationality of blame.”

Even if one cannot give up blame, however, that
does not mean that blame is justified. If one cannot
help feeling regret over something, it does not fol-
low that one is adequately justified in having this
feeling. If one had absolutely no control over what
one did, it would make no sense to regret. It also
might be possible to give up blame, since a society in
which wrongs are viewed as illnesses beyond one’s
control is conceivable. If it is possible to give up
blame, the question of whether it would be in the in-
terests of society to do so is important. The main
question at issue, however, is whether determinism
would provide the kind of excuse that would rule out
blame. It may be in the interests of society not to re-
gard determinism as an excuse, even if, in all fairness,
it is one.

Objections to Determinism
In contrast to Strawson, Nowell-Smith, and

Duncan-Jones, C. A. Campbell maintains that deter-
minism is incompatible with moral responsibility. To
support his position, Campbell cites the testimony of
those he regards as being at an advanced stage of
moral reflection. Such individuals are aware that ev-
erything may be causally determined and have won-
dered whether people really have a choice about what
they do. They agree that one must have a choice in or-
der to be morally responsible. For them, a person is
blameworthy only if he or she could have chosen oth-
erwise without being caused to do so. Campbell is
making an appeal to moral authority. For it to suc-
ceed, there must be a consensus among the authori-
ties. The problem for his argument is that such a con-
sensus is lacking.

Even if the moral authorities agreed with Camp-
bell, there would still be the following basis for main-
taining the compatibility of determinism and moral
responsibility. Making choices without being caused
to do so would seem to be a matter of chance. If such
choices are matters of chance, they seem to be things
that simply happen to turn out well or ill and there-
fore are not things for which people deserve praise or
blame. Thus, making choices without being caused
to make them would seem to rule out moral responsi-
bility. Also, if not being causally determined rules
out being morally responsible, then being morally re-
sponsible requires being causally determined, in the
same way that if being nonperfect rules out being
God, then being God requires being perfect. Thus, it
seems that moral responsibility is compatible with
causal determination. A major question for this argu-
ment is, “Can making a choice without being caused
to make it be plausibly construed as something be-
sides a matter of chance?”

Gregory P. Rich
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Moral-sense theories
Definition: Set of theories locating morality within

a human sense or faculty
Date: Developed during the eighteenth century
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Moral-sense theories assert that hu-

mans are innately moral and that morality is a
function of this innate faculty or capacity. They
oppose attempts to locate moral codes in trans-
human sources such as objective moral facts or di-
vine revelation.

The best summary of moral-sense theory as a philo-
sophical movement can be found in the Preface to
James Bonar’s book Moral Sense (1930):

The subject [of this book] is the rise, progress,
and decline of a theory of moral philosophy which
prevailed in this country [England] for the greater
part of the eighteenth century.

Founded by Shaftesbury, and built up by
Hutcheson, it derived our moral perceptions from a
special Moral Sense, interpreted on the analogy of
the Five Bodily Senses.

The book attempts an account of these two lead-
ers, and of their principal followers and critics. The
followers include the doubtful supporter David
Hume [and] the critics Adam Smith and Immanuel
Kant.

The movement had its origin in reaction, its
growth in the positive statements of its principals,
and its decline as much in changing fashions of ex-
planation as in actual criticism.

Origins
By the end of the seventeenth century in England,

conventional religious morality, with its imposed
standards of behavior, had come into serious ques-
tion for a number of reasons. First, the rise of Protes-
tantism had introduced an antiauthoritarian note into
much of the discussion of the subject. The rationalist-
materialist philosopher Thomas Hobbes argued that
the human organism was a mechanical object whose
principal motivation was avoidance of pain and
death, and that what passed for social morality was
the calculating surrender of certain rights to avoid
these unpleasantnesses; no positive source of moral-
ity existed. Second, Isaac Newton’s mathematical
demonstrations loosened God’s hold on the physical
universe, so to speak, as the motions of stars and
planets and of microscopic particles were explained
without recourse to divine intervention.

The bodies of animals and humans had been
found by Stephen Hales and William Harvey, among
others, to be governed by mechanical principles; per-
haps human spirit and morality might find a similar
explanation. Finally, John Locke’s relentless ques-
tioning of sources of knowledge—how can one truly
know anything when the connection between the
senses and brain impressions is so tenuous (a prob-
lem that continues to exist even in the present state of
knowledge: Does translation of diverse stimuli into
chemical-electrical impulses mean that one knows
the world about one?)—suggested that new explana-
tions were in order for morality and much else.

The Moral-Sense Answer
The man who proposed and named the “moral-

sense” was Anthony Ashley Cooper, the third earl of
Shaftesbury. Principally in reaction to Hobbes’s idea
of the innate selfishness of man, Shaftesbury pointed
out that, far from being selfish, humankind must nec-
essarily possess a capacity for moral cooperation,
or a successful society could not exist. Moral behav-
ior, therefore, is that which works for the public inter-
est, an argument later expanded by Hume. Francis
Hutcheson developed the idea of the moral sense as a
sense, explaining that good and bad actions arouse in
people feelings of pleasure or revulsion, and feelings
are the results of a sense like any other. The moral
sense mediates between moral knowledge and moral
behavior, and it is the motivation for the latter. It is
also innate, not the result of moral education. One
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could not, in fact, be morally educated if one’s moral
sense were not present to identify virtuous and be-
nevolent actions.

Criticism and Decline
Moral-sense theory was not without its critics

even as it was being developed. At the lowest level,
equating it with sight, hearing, and so forth was de-
rided because there was no moral sense organ com-
parable with the eyes or ears. Hume answered this
objection by sidestepping it: People know their
senses through their characteristic perceptions, and
it is clear that people perceive the morality of behav-
ior. Other objections had to do with the nonuniver-
sality of moral standards and the lack of symmetry
between pleasure and virtuous action—that is, one
recognizes a virtuous action by one’s feeling of plea-
sure at it, but a feeling of pleasure by itself does not
imply a virtuous action. In these matters Hume, as al-
ready noted, strengthened the argument that human
morality is largely societal and the greatest good for
the greatest number is therefore a primary moral
principle.

Other moral faculties were proposed: Samuel
Clarke and others held that moral perception is the
province of reason or understanding, not feeling.
Adam Smith argued for “sympathy,” which today
people tend to call “empathy,” the recognition of the
passions or affections of others that leads to benevo-
lent consideration of their welfare. The cleric Joseph
Butler chose conscience as his implement of moral
discrimination. Finally, Kant, in his monumental
summation of the philosophy of reason at the end of
the eighteenth century, rendered the question moot
by stating that no logical or scientific demonstration
was possible for God, freedom, or immortality, but
that these were nevertheless logical necessities in a
system that contained morality. Thus, a special moral
sense or faculty was not necessary and efforts to dem-
onstrate one gradually fell off.

Aftermath
Although identification of a moral faculty or

sense is no longer considered a valid philosophical
preoccupation, a number of the concerns of the
moral-sense thinkers have persisted. Among these
are the identification of morality as social in nature
and the positions that feeling has a legitimate place in
a system of morals, that there must be general rules

for judging conduct, and that one of these rules
should be the greatest good for the greatest number.

Robert M. Hawthorne, Jr.
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Moral status of animals
Definition: Presence or absence of innate moral

worth in animals
Type of ethics: Animal rights
Significance: One’s moral obligations to other peo-

ple may be seen as arising from people’s innate
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moral worth. If animals possess a moral status
similar to that of human beings, then one may
have similar obligations to them.

In many respects, nonhuman animals are treated as
morally irrelevant. Humans eat them, conduct pain-
ful experiments on them, and use them for entertain-
ment and sport; animals are seen as a part of the mate-
rial world to be manipulated for the benefit of
humankind. This attitude has its roots deep in West-
ern culture. In Genesis 1:28, God says: “Be fruitful,
multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it; and
have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the
fowl of the air, and over every living thing that
moveth upon the earth,” and philosophers including
Saint Thomas Aquinas and Immanuel Kant have ech-
oed this attitude. John Locke, whose ideas helped to
shape capitalist democracies, regarded the dominion
over nature given to humankind by God as the source
of human rights to property.

A number of arguments have been put forward
against this “dominion position.” The indirect-value
argument holds that, although humans are the only
morally relevant beings, other animals are essential
for human well-being and are valuable as means to
that end. A sophisticated version of this argument
merges the need for human well-being with a recog-
nition of the need for biodiversity. This view, how-
ever, gives animals only the most tenuous grip on
moral relevance. If people found that the eradication
of crocodiles had no effect on the integration and sta-
bility of the ecosystem, then crocodiles would sud-
denly become morally irrelevant. Furthermore, the
worth of the animal in question still depends on its
contribution to human welfare, and this misses an im-
portant part of what it means to have moral worth. No
one wishes to be regarded merely as a means to an
end, and any morality that regarded people as such
would be fundamentally impoverished.

The second counterargument to the dominion po-
sition is utilitarian. Utilitarianism holds that the only
morally relevant feature in any situation is the pres-
ence or absence of pain and pleasure, and that in
moral calculations everyone’s pain or pleasure
counts for one and no one’s for more than one. Con-
cerning animals, Jeremy Bentham argued: “The
question is not ‘Can they reason?’ nor ‘Can they
talk?’ but ‘Can they suffer?’” (Principles of Morals
and Legislation, 1789).

The Utilitarian Argument
The utilitarian argument is powerful and for many

people has proved decisive. Trips to a slaughter-
house, factory farm, or cosmetics testing laboratory,
the utilitarian’s visual aids, have often proved more
powerful than a thousand academic discussions.

The third common route out of the dominion posi-
tion is via a consideration of moral rights. A strong
case for this approach is made by Tom Regan in The
Case for Animal Rights (1983). Regan argues that,
contrary to utilitarianism, in which value is attached
simply to the pains and pleasures that people experi-
ence, individuals, as agents, have inherent value.
This value is independent of gender, race, age, birth-
place, or abilities and is founded on the fact that all
people are “experiencing subjects of life.” Each per-
son is “a conscious creature having an individual
welfare that has importance to us whatever our use-
fulness to others.”

Regan then sets out to show that animals are just
as much experiencing subjects of life as are humans
and therefore also have inherent value, by showing
that the differences postulated between humans and
other animals are not significant. The primary sup-
posed difference is reason—people are said to be the
only rational animals. Regan argues that many ani-
mals have reasoning capacity and that although some
humans don’t have that capacity (infants, the coma-
tose, and so forth), it is not assumed that they are less
morally valuable than other humans.

In response to the utilitarian or rights argument,
some people have tried to argue that animals do not
feel pain or have interests. This argument is clearly
vacuous. The question is really whether that pain and
those interests count in the moral calculus in the same
way that human pain and interests count. Someone
who accepts that animals feel pain and have interests
but claims that these features do not count in the same
way that they do for humans may be immune to both
the utilitarian and rights arguments. To argue that one
should accept the moral significance of the pain of
the animal on grounds of the pain of the animal, or the
moral significance of its being an experiencing sub-
ject of life on the grounds of its being an experiencing
subject of life, is clearly circular. Simply to argue on
grounds of consistency and relevant similarity will
not work, since the idea that those similarities are rel-
evant in this case has already been rejected. This dif-
ficulty is experienced by all those who try to expand
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the circle of moral concern. It faced those who tried
to abolish slavery and to extend full consideration to
women and minorities.

Despite their difficulties, these three arguments
have proved to be powerful and persuasive. Interna-
tional concern for the welfare of animals has led to
the founding of groups campaigning for the ethical
treatment of animals. The latter part of the twentieth
century, in particular, has seen an intense focus on
human attitudes toward animals and other elements
of the natural world.

Robert Halliday
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Morality
Definition: Set of personal and social values, rules,

beliefs, laws, emotions, and ideologies collec-
tively governing and arbitrating the rightness and
wrongness of human actions

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: The nature, basis, and meaning of

morality, and even assertions that morality has a
nature, a basis, or a meaning, are all the subjects
of enduring controversy.

Although less inclusive than ethics, morality encom-
passes a wide variety of areas related to the field
of ethics. Many but not all ethical theories come

within the sphere of morality. Theories that lack a pri-
mary notion of obligation or duty, concern for the
noninstrumental good of other persons, the demand
for responsibility, and the recognition of the distinc-
tion between moral and nonmoral reasons cannot be
accounted moral theories.

Morality includes within its scope far more than
ethical theories, however, for it accounts for (or at-
tempts to account for) the human mechanisms for the
choice between good and evil. In addition, since
there is a social aspect to human moral adherence, the
structures of religion, law, and society are often ex-
amined from the perspective of the roles they play in
promoting morality.

Varieties of Morality
Personal codes of morality and societal structures

supportive of morality are an obvious reality in the
world, but the theory of ethical nihilism (amoralism)
holds that morality is based upon illusions and that
moral enforcement by, and the supportive structures
of, society serve other purposes.

Friedrich Nietzsche denied the legitimacy of any
objective or totalizing theories of morality, claiming
instead that different values were appropriate for dif-
ferent people. Whether familiar with the original or
not, Nietzsche seemed to have divined the truth of
Hume’s is/ought dichotomy and its implications for
objective morality. Nietzsche claimed that the ques-
tion left unanswered by all systems of morality was
“Why be moral?”

Additionally, Nietzsche’s hard determinism led
him to the same conclusions about the impossibility
of any objective moral order, with its necessary de-
pendence upon moral responsibility. Interestingly,
Nietzsche ascribed the institution of a singular uni-
fied morality to the attempt of the weak and inferior
members of the herd to restrain the strong and supe-
rior members. In doing so, the German philosopher
was only elaborating and making more sophisticated
the arguments put forward by Thrasymachus in
Plato’s Republic.

Immanuel Kant’s critical philosophy was, in
Nietzsche’s view, an attempt of the class of the cler-
isy to retain its influence and power by mystification
and mysticism, and this was especially true of the
moral philosophy surrounding the doctrines of the
categorical imperative. Nietzsche may be credited
with further developing the sociological critique of
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morality, but Karl Marx, the father of communism,
competed with him in that enterprise. The Marxian
socioeconomic analysis of morality may be seen as
the mirror image of the Nietzschean.

Karl Marx interpreted all history as the history of
class conflict; particular forms of morality repre-
sented reflections of the economic orders out of
which they arose. Thus, in the Marxian view, mo-
rality in general, along with religion, arose from the
interests of the upper classes in controlling the prole-
tariat—impeding both general uprisings and lesser
depredation against property.

Religion and Morality
For many people, religion is inextricably associ-

ated with morality, and the taboo systems of primi-
tive mythic religions bear a distant but discernible re-
lationship to the more elaborate and sophisticated
systems of philosophy-based morality. Fear of ven-
geance by gods, demons, or animistic spirits for tres-
passes against sacred taboos may seem to be a long
way from the Kantian categorical imperative or John
Stuart Mill’s act utilitarianism, but many moral sys-
tems—including many of great complexity—rely at
least in part upon the fear of supernatural reprisals for
violations against the moral law.

In Christian natural law ethics, acts done for the
love of God, without fear of punishment and without
desire for reward, are the most meritorious—the very
embodiment of pure caritas. Despite this judgment,
Saint Thomas Aquinas enthusiastically endorsed the
biblical maxim that “Fear of God is the beginning of
wisdom.” Indeed, even Immanuel Kant declared
posthumous rewards and punishments to be neces-
sary so that the virtuous person not be proved a fool.

Historically, the notion of after-death rewards and
punishments seems to have developed slowly. Taboo
violations were usually punished here and now, as in
Greek mythology, where various wrongdoers were
cursed and punished in this life by the gods and
Furies. Hades—the underworld abode of the dead—
was a place of universal assignment of the shades of
the departed, where the good and bad alike enjoyed a
fleshless, tepid existence, as portrayed in the elev-
enth book of Homer’s Odyssey. Tartarus was a place
of special torture for those who, like Tantalus and
Sisyphus, had directly offended the gods, while cer-
tain heroes, such as Hercules, underwent apotheosis,
becoming divine. Such extraordinary positive and

negative sanctions were rare, however, and the ordi-
nary mortal could expect neither.

In like manner, the divine justice recorded in the
early books of the Old Testament seemed to stop at
the grave. In both the Hebrew and the classical tradi-
tions, this incomplete vision of justice may finally
have culminated in the supreme artistry of the Greek
tragedy and the Hebrew Book of Job. The unique ten-
sion in both forms arose from the development of full
moral codes in the absence of a full theodic system at
those times in those cultures.

In the Republic and elsewhere in the Platonic dia-
logues, Socrates spoke of souls that went before the
lords of the underworld to be judged and suitably re-
warded or punished for moral decisions made during
their lives. Likewise, in Vergil’s Aeneid (reflective of
the ideas of the late Roman Republic and the early
Roman Empire), the afterworld has become much
more a place of reward, punishment, and purgation,
and in Christianity, of course, the dogmas of Heaven,
Hell, and purgatory combined with the doctrine of an
all-loving, all-just God to provide a more thorough-
going theodic system that served to reinforce the
laws of morality.

Conscience and Morality
In addition to promoting the idea of external rein-

forcement of the moral law, Christianity gave great
prominence to the notion of conscientia (“con-
science”), an interior faculty of the soul that aided the
intellect in the recognition of the good. Medieval
commentators attempted to relate the ancient Greek
notion of synderesis to conscience, but although
there were similarities between the two concepts,
they were scarcely synonymous.

With the concept of conscience, late Judaism and
early Christianity made the moral law an intimate
and essential part of the individual person rather than
a purely external constraint only. Natural law philos-
ophers had to face the fact that many cultures did not
conform to their moral teachings. If conscience were
a natural faculty of soul, how could it be possible for
diverse cultures to take such remarkably divergent
positions regarding moral law? One society con-
demns cannibalism, while another condones it. In
one nation, sexual libertinage is a punishable offense,
while in another it is an unsanctioned common prac-
tice. In one land, slavery is an accepted practice; in
another, it is the gravest of evils.
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Natural law ethicians traditionally answered this
problem by maintaining the position that although
the conscience was a natural faculty of the soul that
was not a social construct by one’s culture, one’s con-
science could be perverted so that it would endorse
evil. Such a perversion of conscience could be one of
two kinds: Persons attracted to an evil action often in-
dulge in elaborate self-deception in order to pervert
conscience in a culpable manner. The most common
form of nonculpable perversion of conscience is by
an invincible ignorance of the good that blinds a per-
son to certain moral truths, often because of the train-
ing, education, and orientation provided by the per-
son’s culture.

Morality is often enforced by the external con-
straints of society as well as the influences of con-
science and reason. The training and instruction of
society—in the family, in the church, in formal edu-
cation, and in the structuring of life experiences—
reinforces or undermines the official moral codes
promulgated by society.

Morality and Law
In regard to the legal codes of society, as viewed

by natural law analysis, a distinction may be made
between two types of relations to the moral law. First,
not all moral law needs to be enforced by positive
law. Even the most theocratic of societies usually
leaves a space between moral law and positive law—
not every vice is punishable by the state. Few societ-
ies, for example, punish gluttony or private drunken-
ness (if they permit the drinking of alcohol) or simple
lying (as opposed to fraud, perjury, or libel).

Within the law, however, another distinction ap-
plies—that between intrinsic and extrinsic morality.
Acts forbidden or commanded by intrinsic morality
are held to be obligatory or, alternatively, morally
wrong in themselves (malum in se). When positive
law commands or forbids acts under intrinsic moral-
ity, it is merely recapitulating and sanctioning the
moral law. Divine law, ecclesiastical law, and civil
law all have aspects of intrinsic morality. God com-
mands humankind not to steal, but in the natural law
view, stealing is wrong in itself, apart from being for-
bidden in the Decalogue. In Roman Catholic ecclesi-
astic law, priests are forbidden to perform the sacra-
ment of matrimony in order to link a brother and a
sister in marriage, but incest is wrong apart from this
rule of canon law, and the positive law only recog-

nizes and articulates this inherent evil. Finally, the
laws of New York State outlaw murder, but the will-
ful killing of the innocent is a moral wrong that is in-
dependent of any statute law against it.

Extrinsic Morality
In the case of extrinsic morality, the act com-

manded or proscribed by the positive law is morally
neutral in itself but is made morally wrong or morally
obligatory by being commanded by just authority. In
divine law, God commands the observance of the
sabbath, but a day of rest, let alone a particular day of
rest, is scarcely obligatory by virtue of the moral law
written in human nature. It is obligatory only because
it is commanded by just authority. In Catholic eccle-
siastical law, priests in the Latin Rite are forbidden to
marry. This is simply a rule of the Church that could
be altered at any time. A priest who violates this rule
does wrong not in the act itself, but because the
Church is presumed to have the right to make that mor-
ally neutral act impermissible (malum prohibitum).
Finally, residents of the United Kingdom are in-
structed to drive on the left-hand side of roadways. A
British subject who drives to the right is not directly
violating a moral law but is doing wrong because he
is defying the Queen-in-Parliament.

Extrinsic morality, furthermore, is held to have
three clear relations to intrinsic morality. First, ex-
trinsic morality can never contradict intrinsic moral-
ity but may only supplement it. Second, the purposes
served by extrinsic moral commands are ones that ul-
timately would be endorsed by values inherent in in-
trinsic morality. To take an example, most traffic reg-
ulations are in the sphere of extrinsic morality, but
saving innocent persons from death and injury and
facilitating commerce relate to values of the intrinsic
moral order. Finally, obedience to just authority is it-
self a principle of intrinsic morality.

Many of the particular moral rules and structures
of society are of the extrinsic moral order, although
tradition and long usage may lend them sacrosanctity
in the eyes of the people.

Morality and Psychology
The psychological mechanisms of moral choice

have also been a central concern of morality from the
earliest days of ethical theory. In less-complex theo-
ries, such as hedonism, the mechanism of choice
could be described simply. An individual instinctually
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pursues pleasure, and when he or she makes a choice
that results in pain rather than pleasure, or in less plea-
sure than that which an alternative choice would have
produced, that can be explained by ignorance. Even
in the theory of the Cyrenaic (or irrationalist) school
of hedonism, which clearly maintained the subjectiv-
ity of values, errors about consequences of actions or
about one’s own anticipated reaction to those conse-
quences were still the source of “evil” actions.

In Immanuel Kant’s deontology, there was, to a
great extent, the assumption that freedom of the will,
which itself was made central by the principle that
“‘Ought’ implies ‘can,’” explained the selection
of evil. In the Groundwork for the Metaphysics of
Morals and the Critique of Practical Reason, Kant
spoke as if there could be such a thing as freely cho-
sen evil, but by the time of his last work, Religion
Within the Limits of Reason Alone, he had clearly
abandoned that position as untenable. He took the
Judeo-Christian story of the Fall in Eden and applied
his own analysis. Did the tempter’s wiles, or weak-
ness of will, or the promptings of the first parents’
lower natures cause the choice of evil? From the
Kantian perspective, the problem in each of these ex-
planations was that if they forced the will, then the
will would not seem to be free. If the tempter’s temp-
tation was irresistible, then how could the Fall have
been the moral fault of Adam and Eve, since they
could not have acted otherwise, but if the serpent’s
seduction was resistible, why was it not resisted?

Given the full implications of Kant’s moral psy-
chology, there could be no such thing as freely cho-
sen evil, and Kant ended by denying the possibility
of “devilish minds”—that is, minds that freely and
knowingly select evil over the good.

Thomistic Ethics
It is, perhaps, in Thomistic ethics that the most de-

tailed and complex explanation of the agathokako-
logical (containing good and evil) paradox appears.
Thomas Aquinas explained that all human action
arises from a desire (appetitus) in the subject. This
desire aims at obtaining a good (bonum) that the sub-
ject lacks, as a state of being (ens). All action, there-
fore, seeks self-perfection (perfectio), which is only
completely achieved in the state of blessedness in
Heaven (beatitudo). For Thomism, problems arise
because every good can be a personally held value
(bonum proprium), but such personally held values

may be truly good (verum bonum) or may be only an
apparent good (apparens bonum). For Thomism, evil
consists in the pursuit of a relative, apparent good in
place of a true, absolute good.

Despite the sophistication of the Thomistic analy-
sis of moral choice, serious questions remain unan-
swered: Why would the subject select an apparent
good over a true good? If that choice had been made
deliberately, how could the decision to pursue the ap-
parent good over the true good have been made? If
such a pursuit had not been deliberately chosen, how
could the subject be morally responsible for that pur-
suit?

Another aspect of morality concerns the relation-
ship of interior intentionality to exterior moral ac-
tion. The subjective and objective elements in moral
and immoral actions are necessarily related in all se-
rious theories of moral philosophy. In the primitive
taboo ethic, the simple act alone was sufficient.
Speak the words, eat the substance, touch the object,
and divine retribution followed, no matter what the
motivation for the act, no matter what the subject’s
knowledge of the nature of the act.

Among libertarians and determinists alike, there
is a recognition of the need for an interior disposition
to the objective moral or immoral act for that act to
make its perpetrator culpable. Habituation of vicious
or virtuous actions eliminates the direct intention-
ality before particular acts of vice or virtue, but it is
generally held to meet the standards for moral re-
sponsibility because the general intention in the
course of habituating the action is held to replace the
specific intention that would normally be present be-
fore each particular act.

Morality and Law
Although much of the relationship between inte-

rior disposition and external act has been explored in
moral philosophy, it has not all been sufficiently ex-
plained. Why do moral philosophy and the law alike
regard the actual accomplishment of external, objec-
tive acts of evil as crucial to the degree of immorality
or of criminality in the intention? It is clear that with-
out the intention, killing is not murder, but the justifi-
cation of the greater immorality and the greater crim-
inality in murder over attempted murder is not so
easily justified. If one clearly intended to kill an inno-
cent person without justification and carried out the
attempt, but the attempt failed through some techni-
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cal flaw, how might one be said to be less blamewor-
thy than if one had succeeded?

From the point of view of human positive law
alone, the sharp distinction between the criminal act
that has been completed and that which has been
merely attempted may, in fact, rest upon no more
than accident or chance. One attempted to shoot a
man, but one’s aim proved faulty, and the bullet
missed. One’s intention has been precisely the same
as that of a successful murderer, and it is only a matter
of moral luck that one is not guilty of murder, but
only of attempted murder. Why should the fact that
one is a bad shot excuse a degree of guilt for what one
has both intended and attempted?

Since the civil law deals with the needs of society
as well as the moral values of its citizens and since the
law can only very imperfectly scan the intentions of
the human heart, it may well be understandable that
the law of the state differentiates between crimes at-
tempted and crimes completed, but why should the
moral order make such a distinction? Intuitively,
such a distinction seems to be reasonable, but no
carefully articulated justification of such a distinc-
tion has been successfully made.

Morality is at the core of the ethical sciences, and
the most interesting problems in ethics are concen-
trated in the sphere of morality. The nature of obliga-
tion, the logic and mechanism of moral choice, and
the relationship of intentionality to the objective fac-
tor in the blameworthiness and praiseworthiness of
moral actions are among the most challenging areas
for further intellectual investigation.

Patrick M. O’Neil
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Moses
Identification: Ancient Hebrew leader
Born c. 1300 b.c.e., near Memphis, Egypt
Died: c. 1200 b.c.e., place unknown
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Moses delivered the Hebrews from

Egyptian slavery, introduced the concept of ethi-
cal monotheism, and created or transmitted the
first legal code to be based on the idea of a divine
covenant. He is traditionally regarded as the au-
thor of the Torah.

Moses is best remembered for delivering the Hebrew
people from Egyptian slavery and subsequently pro-
viding them with a legal code that he claimed he re-

971

Ethics Moses



ceived from God. Questions of authenticity, dates,
and other issues raised by critical scholarship are be-
yond this article’s scope. Rather, it is assumed here
that the books of Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Num-
bers, and Deuteronomy, sometimes referred to as
“The Laws of Moses,” or simply the Torah (or Penta-
teuch), constitute a distinct body of literature. The
latter four volumes contain specific directives that
the ancient Hebrews believed to be a divinely sanc-
tioned basis for their legal, political, religious, and
social systems.

Divisions Within the Law
There are three primary divisions within the He-

brew law. The first division is the Decalogue, or Ten
Commandments (Exod. 20:1-17; Deut. 5:1-21). The
first four commandments define the proper attitude
that one should exhibit toward God. Commandments
five and ten establish the sanctity of the family, while
commandments six through nine establish individual
rights. Each commandment is a moral injunction
aimed at establishing a code of right conduct.

Civil legislation marks the second division in Mo-
ses’ law. These laws focus mainly on Hebrew inter-
personal relationships. For example, between Exo-
dus 20:18 and Exodus 23:33 there are more than
seventy specific statements delineating between ac-
cidental and premeditated acts. Hebrew civil law
usually determined the appropriate compensation
that one should receive in the event of property loss.

The third division in Moses’ law involved cere-
mony (Exod. 24-34; Lev.). This was perhaps the most
far-reaching element of the Hebrew legal code.
Whereas the civil law concerned individual relation-
ships, the ceremonial law focused on the relationship
between God and humanity. These laws outlined ev-
ery facet of Hebrew worship, ranging from the con-
struction of a suitable place of worship to the role
that priests played both in religious ritual and soci-
ety in general. The ceremonial law also outlined an
elaborate system of offerings that Hebrews were
commanded to offer to God. In some cases, these of-
ferings were animal sacrifices; in others, grain offer-
ings. In any event, the ceremonial law was designed
to keep the Hebrews’ religion pure and free from pa-
gan influence. Moreover, since Moses described God
both as holy and as expecting the Hebrews also to be
holy, the ceremonial law provided a means whereby
they could express a wide variety of spiritual needs,

ranging from ceremonial cleansing from sin to joy
and thanksgiving.

Old Testament Ethics
Ancient legal codes, most notably the Babylonian

Code of Hammurabi, addressed legal issues on a
case-by-case basis and emphasized retribution—“an
eye for an eye.” Certain features of the Mosaic code
also called for retribution, but Moses’ Law was more
far-reaching. In Toward Old Testament Ethics, Wal-
ter C. Kaiser, Jr., enumerated characteristics of Old
Testament ethics. First, they were personal. Since
God used himself as the standard of absolute righ-
teousness, he expected his people to obey the law.
Second, Old Testament ethics were theistic. In addi-
tion to believing that God had given the law to Moses
personally, the Hebrews also believed that the law re-
flected God’s character. Third, Old Testament ethics
were internal. Moses indicated that God’s law was
not merely an external checklist. Rather, God was
concerned about the Hebrew’s internal spiritual con-
dition. Additionally, these ethics were future ori-
ented.

Throughout the Old Testament, biblical writers
indicate that a Messiah will ultimately fulfill the law
perfectly. Hence, Old Testament ethics are rooted in
hope. Jesus claimed to fulfill all requirements of the
law (Matt. 5:17-18). Other New Testament writers
likewise claimed that Jesus was the fulfillment of the
law (Rom. 10:4; Gal. 3:24). Finally, Old Testament
ethics are universal. Even though Moses delivered
the law to the Hebrews, it is understood that God’s
standard of holiness was applicable to all nations (see
Gen. 13:13, 18:25).

Significance
Moses’significance to ethics is that he introduced

ethical monotheism. If the Hebrews were to be God’s
people, Moses explained, they were obligated to
obey God’s commandments. Yet the Hebrews were
not to keep Moses’ law simply to win God’s favor.
Rather, Moses said that God was infinitely holy and,
hence, the law was a standard of personal rectitude.
Moreover, since the Hebrews saw God as infinitely
good, the law was good because God himself had
given it. Moses, therefore, revealed God as an ethi-
cist. Additionally, Moses’ law revealed a God who
was genuinely interested in humanity. True, he could
be offended, but he also provided forgiveness. He
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likewise promised to bless the Hebrews and go with
them wherever they went. This concept of a holy God
who placed just expectations upon people and cared
about them personally laid the foundation for the eth-
ics of the Western world.

Keith Harper
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Motion picture ratings systems
Definition: Formal systems for classifying films

based on content which may be deemed inappro-
priate for children, detrimental to society, or ob-
jectionable on moral or religious grounds

Type of ethics: Arts and censorship
Significance: Ratings systems may be created by

third-party organizations independently of film
studios, or they may be self-regulatory systems
instituted by the studios themselves. In the latter
case, they raise issues regarding the boundaries
between voluntary self-regulation and institution-
ally imposed censorship.

The motion picture industry of the United States of
America has long attempted to forestall government
controls by observing self-imposed regulations. Ori-
ginally, those regulations were proscriptive, intended
to make a preponderance of exhibited films palatable
to general audiences, but subsequent policy, using
ratings to influence public exposure, enabled a wider
range of material to appear in major releases. Regula-
tory systems have been established elsewhere, but
the varying U.S. approaches provide excellent stud-
ies in the application of standards.

State and local government attempts to censor
film date back to a 1907 Chicago ordinance that was
upheld by Illinois’s supreme court in 1909. The po-
tential impact of such rulings was evident in the pro-
liferation of state and local censor boards as well as a
1915 U.S. Supreme Court determination that cinema
was not protected under the First Amendment. With
the goal of curtailing widespread government cen-
sorship, from 1909 to 1921 the National Board of
Censorship assumed some responsibility for the pre-
release evaluation of film content. This citizens’
group, supported by the film industry, was the na-
tion’s first voluntary censorship body.

In 1922, the major Hollywood studios appointed
Will Hays the head of their newly formed associa-
tion, the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors
of America (MPPDA). Created to maintain indus-
try sovereignty, the MPPDA in 1934 enacted a code
of ethics known as the Production Code, or “Hays
Code.” Arising out of the Mae West era, the code
combined lofty statements of principle (“No picture
shall be produced which will lower the moral stan-
dards of those who see it”) with a battery of specific
regulations (for example, “Methods of Crime should
not be explicitly presented” and “The treatment of
bedrooms must be governed by good taste and deli-
cacy”).

The Ratings
Two major ratings systems originated during this

period. In 1933, the Film Board of National Organi-
zations formulated the MPPDA-supported Green
Sheet, which used age and educational criteria to
classify films as A (Adult), MY (Mature Young Peo-
ple), Y (Young People), GA (General Audience), C
(Children, unaccompanied), or a combination of those
ratings. The following year, a committee of bishops
formed the influential Legion of Decency, which
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rated movies on a scale from A-I (morally unobjec-
tionable for general audiences) to C (condemned).

Movies without the Production Code Seal were
effectively banned from theaters. Code stipulations
were, however, periodically amended and perenni-
ally subject to administrative give and take (intense
lobbying won a place for Rhett Butler’s “forbidden”
last word in 1939’s Gone with the Wind). The Code
remained in place during the 1940’s, as Eric Johnston
replaced Hays, the MPPDA became the Motion Pic-
ture Association of America (MPAA), and antitrust
decisions forced studios to sell their theaters.

After the Supreme Court overturned its 1915 rul-
ing in 1952, the newly opened theater market exhib-
ited not only unapproved foreign features but also do-
mestic productions such as The Moon Is Blue (1953),

which had been denied the Seal for its treatment of
virginity. The commercial viability of such films, to-
gether with the precedent-setting releases of Son of
Sinbad (1955) and Baby Doll (1956)—the first C
films to receive the Seal—heralded further shifts in
standard application. Additional Court decisions and
jolting thrillers such as Psycho (1960) and Cape Fear
(1962) built momentum for extensive Code revision
in 1966, when Jack Valenti became the third MPAA
president. Early frustrations with language in Who’s
Afraid of Virginia Woolf (1966) and nudity in Blow-
Up (1966) influenced his replacement of proscrip-
tion with a voluntary film rating system in 1968.

Officially intended to place responsibility for
children’s moviegoing with parents and guardians,
the new system reflected contemporaneous rulings

on children and obscenity. Overseen by the
MPAA, the National Association of Theatre
Owners (NATO), and the International Film
Importers and Distributors of America, it clas-
sified submitted films according to their appro-
priateness for one of four possible audience
groups. G for General Audiences, M for Ma-
ture Audiences (parental guidance suggested),
and R for Restricted Audiences were trade-
marked; X (no one under 17 admitted), adopted
at the urging of NATO, was not. M, which par-
ents misinterpreted as being sterner than R,
was initially replaced with GP (implying a
“General Audience” film for which “Parental
Guidance” was suggested) and later with PG.
In 1984, the young audience categories were
expanded to include PG-13.

Adult Films
Adult film classification also changed. At

first, some X features won significant main-
stream interest. Soon, however, the rating be-
came identified with pornography, to which it
was frequently self-applied. Excluding the
young audience market by definition, the rat-
ing also precluded advertising in most outlets,
leading many major producers to edit movies
from X to R. (Some features, such as Midnight
Cowboy, 1969, eventually made that transition
without cutting.) Ongoing debate over film tai-
loring and the need for another “adults only”
category sparked the creation of the MPAA’s
federally registered certification mark, NC-17,
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Dustin Hoffman (left) and Jon Voight in Midnight Cowboy,
the first major motion picture to receive an X rating. (Mu-
seum of Modern Art, Film Stills Archive)
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first assigned to Henry and June (1990). During the
early 1990’s, the MPAA also began issuing explana-
tions of specific ratings to theaters and critics.

Although criticized for representing an abandon-
ment of moral and ethical responsibility, the shift
from proscription to ratings has been praised for en-
abling major producers to exercise greater freedom
of expression. Despite such increased license, the
questions of the ratings system constituting a form of
self-censorship remained.

Because ratings greatly influence a project’s via-
bility, films are not simply rated after completion;
throughout the creative process there may be ratings-
oriented interplay involving filmmakers, the Rating
Board, and occasionally (after the code has been as-
signed) the Appeals Board. This process may receive
wide public attention, often dwelling on potentially
offensive material and sometimes leading to the cre-
ation of alternate versions aimed at different markets.
Naturally, content not recognized as potentially of-
fensive may be perceived as implicitly approved. The
MPAA uses regular polling to establish that its stan-
dards represent the views of a majority of citizens.

Besides advising parents and guardians about
film content, the ratings system, which encompasses
trailers and film advertising, requires the cooperation
of theater owners. At the box office, administrators
discriminate according to age and appearance (some-
times requiring potential consumers to identify
themselves by birth date), as well as geographic loca-
tion. This approach reinforces and establishes taboos
and hierarchies related to age, appearance, maturity,
and media.

The ratings system has been endorsed by the
Video Software Dealers Association. Similar sys-
tems of self-regulation have been adopted or pro-
posed for recording, video games, and television pro-
gramming.

David Marc Fischer
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Motivation
Definition: Purpose behind an action
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Motivation is important to virtue-

based ethics and other systems that judge actions
according to their intent. It is irrelevant to con-
sequentialist theories, which attend only to the ef-
fects of one’s actions. Some models of behavior
hold that human action is overdetermined, that is,
that there are so many separate motives behind an
action that it is impossible to know or evaluate
them all.

Ethics deals with determining what is good and bad
and with moral principles and values. These are all
aspects of behavior. In order for behavior to occur, a
person must be motivated. Without motivation, the
person would do virtually nothing. Driven to action
by a motive, however, the person engages in behavior
that persists until the motive is satisfied. The word
“motive” derives from the Latin movere, meaning “to
move.”

One of the prevailing issues of motivation is the
nature of human motives and thus the nature of hu-
man nature. As Charles N. Cofer and Mortimer H.
Apley have stated the issue in Motivation: Theory
and Research (1964):

Is man—unfettered and untarnished by the ex-
periences and constraints of society—essentially
good, altruistic, brotherly, creative, peace loving?
Or, alternatively, is he essentially evil, egocentric,
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aggressive, competitive, warlike, requiring the con-
straints of society in order to keep him from de-
stroying his fellows and himself?

Early Conceptions
In Aristotelian ethics, as in ethics generally, the

issue concerned the appropriate direction of desire
and action (that is, motivation). Good or right action
was a product of reason and a strong will. Practicing
performing good or just acts caused those acts to be-
come pleasurable and habitual, and the will then
chose freely that which knowledge determined to be
good. Through the ensuing centuries, this belief that
the will controlled the animal side of humanity and
guided it toward right virtue and salvation persisted.
The philosopher Immanuel Kant believed that good
actions originated from a sense of duty or moral law.
The will is motivated to choose a course of good ac-
tion in the light of moral law.

A different view was elaborated during the mid-
nineteenth century by the philosopher Arthur Scho-
penhauer. Will was viewed as a basic force or striving
and was evil. The impulses of the will brought no
pleasure, only pain. Gratification of the will’s im-
pulses did not produce happiness, only satiety.

These philosophical views have been carried into
modern times by psychology. “Will” has been re-
placed by “motivation.” The issue of whether human
motivation is good or evil is addressed by three major
theoretical systems, each of which provides a differ-
ent answer: behavioral theory, psychodynamic the-
ory, and humanistic theory.

Behavioral Theory
Behaviorism was founded by John B. Watson in

1913. Behaviorists viewed motives as internal stim-
uli that persist and dominate behavior until the per-
son reacts to satisfy the motive. Human motives are,
however, neither good nor evil. Good and evil depend
on conditioning provided by the environment. One of
Watson’s most famous (and outrageous) statements
says: “Give me a dozen healthy infants, well formed,
and my own specified world to bring them up in and
I’ll guarantee to take any one at random and train
him to become any type of specialist I might select—
doctor, lawyer, artist, merchant-chief and, yes, even
beggar-man and thief, regardless of his talents, pen-
chants, tendencies, abilities, vocations, and race of
his ancestors.” Although modern behaviorists are

no longer such extreme environmental determinists,
they would agree with Watson that ethics is primarily
a matter of environmental conditioning.

Psychodynamic Theory
To Sigmund Freud, the true purpose of life lay in

the satisfaction of its innate motives. These motives
derive from bodily needs, produce tension, and cause
all activity. The two classes of motives are the life-
sustaining motives (sex, hunger, and so forth) and the
death or destructive motives (cruelty, sadism, vio-
lence, destruction, and murder).

The life and death motives arise from the oldest
and most primitive part of the mutual apparatus: the
id. The id is not conscious of reality; it is illogical and
irrational, has no values and no concept of good or
evil, has no morality, and continually seeks instant
discharge and pleasure. In part, the functions of the
other two divisions of the mental apparatus, the ego
and the superego, are to control, regulate, and contain
the id in a manner consistent with the demands of ex-
ternal reality. Acts of destruction and aggression,
such as war, represent a failure to regulate and control
the expression of the death motive.

The idea that the id knows no values and has no
sense of good, evil, or morality is similar to the be-
havioral view of neutrality about the nature of human
nature. Psychodynamic theory, however, is essen-
tially a pessimistic view of human nature. The true
purpose of life is not some lofty or idealistic state, but
the satisfaction of the motives of the id in a manner
consistent with maintaining civilized society. World
War I and other widespread acts of death and destruc-
tion convinced Freud of the primacy of aggression
and that the ego and superego often lose the battle to
effectively control and regulate it.

Humanistic Theory
According to the clinical psychologist Carl Rog-

ers, “The basic nature of human beings when func-
tioning fully is constructive, trustworthy, forward-
looking, good and capable of perfection.” In 1956,
John Adelson stated: “Man is born without sin, aspir-
ing to goodness, and capable of perfection; human
evil is exogenous, the betrayal of man’s nature by
cruel circumstance.” This motive of full functioning
or self-actualization is part of an inherent process
called syntropy, a movement toward growth, expan-
sion, and realization of the self.
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That self-actualization is difficult to achieve is a
result of societal constraints and the false goals set by
society. Society often rejects, punishes, ridicules, or
threatens nonactualized individuals, rather than help-
ing them.

Evidence
The nature of human nature has been debated

since antiquity. Since humans are capable of both
good and evil behaviors and amply exhibit both
types, and since it is conceptually and ethically im-
possible to conduct an appropriate experiment to re-
solve the issue, the nature of human motivation will
no doubt continue to be debated for many more cen-
turies.

Laurence Miller
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Mozi
Identification: Ancient Chinese philosopher
Born: c. 470 b.c.e., China
Died: c. 391 b.c.e., China
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The founder of the Mohist school of

philosophy, Mozi (Mo Tzu in Wade-Giles spell-
ing) maintained that wars, social disasters, and
similar forms of chaos resulted because people
did not love one another. He was alone among the
Chinese philosophers of his day in not only con-
demning acts that were harmful to others but also
calling on people to care for others as they cared
for themselves and their own families.

Mozi lived during the fifth and fourth centuries b.c.e.,
an era of Chinese history known as the period of the
“hundred philosophers” for its flowering of philo-
sophical and religious thought. According to tradition,
Mozi came from a declined noble family, served as an
official of the kingdom of Sung, and studied the Chi-
nese classics, including the writings of Confucius.
Confucian thought maintained that social order could
only be achieved if mutual responsibilities were ful-
filled in a clearly defined hierarchical system.

Some sources say that although Mozi was born
into a clan of the kingdom of Song, his family later
emigrated to the kingdom of Lu, home of Confucius.
It is said that here Mozi grew increasingly hostile to
the Confucian classism and political conflicts of his
day and abandoned Confucian thinking to establish
the Mohist school, a system of thought based on prin-
ciples described in the Book of Mozi. In this work,
Mozi calls for a new, egalitarian society based on a
sense of mutual aid and commitment to the common
good.

The Book of Mozi
The collection of philosophical essays bearing

Mozi’s name was probably compiled by his disciples
in the generations after his death. In this document,
Mozi condemned the desires for profit, luxury, and
wealth as the societal ills of his day. He also con-
demned the corresponding manifestations of these
desires, including the practice of offensive warfare,
the development of military power, the use of rituals,
the pursuit of entertainment, and the cultivation of
music. He considered offensive warfare to be mere
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thievery and supported strong defensive preparations
only to prevent it. He deemed music, entertainment,
and rituals to be costly activities of the wealthy that
detracted from the material well-being of the poorer
classes. As remedies for these desires and the con-
flicts they produced, Mozi championed frugality,
strict respect for laws, advancement of people based
on performance instead of class, and fear of the gods
and spirits. The coordinating mechanism for these
was the principle of universal love, of loving all oth-
ers equally.

The religious characteristic of Mozi’s thinking
derived from his admonitions concerning the Will of
Heaven and a belief in spirits. Mozi maintained that
Heaven rewarded those who conducted themselves
in a manner consistent with universal love—loving
others as themselves and engaging in activities that
benefited everyone. He believed that Heaven pun-
ished the evildoers—especially those who had been
charged with the job of ruling others. He opposed fa-
talism, insisting that through work and honorable
hardship, order could be achieved.

Mozi held that knowledge came through the ex-
periences of the senses. In judging the validity of
knowledge, he applied three criteria: the basis of the
knowledge itself, its potential for verification, and its
utility.

The Mohists
During the last two hundred years before the uni-

fication of China (221 b.c.e.) Mohism attracted nu-
merous converts. Its philosophy of defensive war-
fare, coupled with the belief that promotion should
be based on merit rather than social status, led to
the growth of a sect whose behavior was character-
ized by a soldierly discipline. Probably recruited
from among the knights for hire or petty aristocrats,
Mohists sold their services as specialists in defensive
warfare. When a leader planned to invade or annex
another territory, Mohists argued eloquently and pas-
sionately against it. If the leader could not be dis-
suaded, they joined the opposite side, defending the
attacked kingdom. Hence, Mohists became known as
both noteworthy orators and skillful defensive sol-
diers. Their obedience to the law and unswerving
loyalty were also legendary, for they would even kill
their own sons if they had committed crimes requir-
ing the death penalty.

Legacy of Mohism
The philosophy of Mozi lost ground after the on-

set of China’s imperial period in the third century
b.c.e. Mohism maintained that wars were unjust
because they interfered with the survival of the ag-
ricultural classes by interrupting planting and har-
vesting as well as by destroying fields. Although the
assessment of the impact of war on farmers was accu-
rate, the conclusion that war was to be avoided was
incompatible with the objectives of early imperial
Chinese leaders, who saw territorial expansion as a
means of obtaining more power and resources. Mozi’s
admonition against preferential treatment based on
status was also distasteful to the increasingly hierar-
chical society that attended imperial rule. Conse-
quently, the Mohist sect declined after the third cen-
tury b.c.e. Its unique contribution to Chinese ethical
thought lies in advocating universal love as the oper-
ative method for ordering society and avoiding chaos
and harm.

Margaret B. Denning
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Muwammad
Identification: Founder and Prophet of Islam and

author of the Qur$3n
Born: c. 570, Mecca, Arabia (now in Saudi

Arabia)
Died: June 8, 632, Medina, Arabia (now in Saudi

Arabia)
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Muslims believe that Muwammad re-

ceived the visions from Allah that constitute the
Qur$3n, the scripture of Islam, and that his life
served as a model for proper living.

Born in Mecca, Muwammad was orphaned at age six.
After being reared by his grandfather and an uncle, he
became a caravan driver. At twenty-five he married
Khadtja, a wealthy widow who bore him two sons
who died in infancy and four daughters. Around the
age of forty, Muwammad received the first of the

many revelations that would become the Qur$3n. The
monotheism of Muwammad’s new religion created
friction with the polytheistic Meccans, leading to his
famous flight, or hijra, to Medina in 622.

Medina’s citizens pledged to follow Muwammad
both politically and religiously, a connection be-
tween religion and the state that became the norm for
traditional Muslims. Military conflicts between Me-
dina and Mecca were fought from 624 to 630, ending
in victory for Muwammad. After becoming Mecca’s
political ruler, he cleansed Mecca of its idols to vari-
ous gods and resumed his annual pilgrimages, mak-
ing his final trip in 632.

The basic principles taught Muwammad are largely
contained in the Five Pillars, one of which directly
concerns ethical behavior. Muwammad taught that
his followers should give alms of two types: obliga-
tory assistance to the poor and charity beyond that.
Such almsgiving was based on idea that the more one
owns, the more one should give.

Muwammad has occasionally been criticized,
by Westerners especially, for taking several
wives after the death of Khadtja, and allowing
his followers to take as many as four. During his
time, however, when women outnumbered men
and had few rights, polygamy may have been the
best way to ensure the care of widows and oth-
ers who might otherwise have gone unmarried.

Accountability for ethical decisions may pre-
suppose freedom to choose among more or less
equal alternatives. Muslims have nevertheless
often been deterministic and fatalistic. Muwam-
mad was less so, or not consistently so. He
spoke on determinism in at least three different
ways in the Qur$3n. Sura 18:28 says that God al-
lows people to believe or disbelieve as they
wish. By contrast, Sura 35:9 says that God
leads astray or guides correctly whomever God
wishes. Sura 2: 24-25, however, may mediate
between these two views by saying that God
leads astray only those who would go wrong
anyway.

Much of Muwammad’s ethical teachings
seems to have the pragmatic end of preserving
and expanding his community and defending it
from attack. Consequently, he permitted plun-
der, revenge, and war at the collective level and
expected obedience to authority.

Paul L. Redditt
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Muwammad’s Place in Islam

It is incorrect to say that Muwammad is “worshipped” in
Islam: Muslims worship only God (Allah). Muwammad
and his family are, however, deeply revered. Pilgrimage to
Muwammad’s mausoleum in Medina is common, and the
image of Muwammad as merciful intercessor on behalf of
the faithful emerged early in the history of Islam. Popular
songs and poetry celebrate Muwammad’s life, and numer-
ous stories of miracles have grown up around his biogra-
phy. Intellectuals who are skeptical of many of the popular
tales nevertheless have profound respect for the Prophet
and his guidance of the Muslim community.

Muwammad’s life often has been interpreted in Sufism
as having mystical and allegorical meaning. The Isr3’and
Mi4r3j (the traditions of Muwammad’s nocturnal tours
through Hell and through Paradise, respectively), in par-
ticular, have been fecund sources of Sufi literature, in
which those journeys are seen as allegories representing
the journey of the soul from worldly attachments, along
the path of spiritual development, to the state of final mys-
tical bliss. The Prophet is also seen by some philosophers,
as having an eternal essence that exemplifies Divine Rea-
son and is manifested in the Prophet’s temporal life and
teachings.
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Muir, John
Identification: Scottish American naturalist
Born: April 21, 1838, Dunbar, Scotland
Died: December 24, 1914, Los Angeles, California
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Muir lobbied for the establishment of

Yosemite, Sequoia, and General Grant National
Parks; was a founder of the Sierra Club; and
increased general public interest in preserva-
tionism.

John Muir moved to a Wisconsin homestead when
he was eleven and attended the University of Wiscon-
sin from 1858 to 1863. After a year of farming while
waiting for a draft call, he decamped to stay in
Canada from 1863 to 1864. In 1867, he began a full-
time career in nature study, starting with a projected
thousand-mile walk to the Gulf of Mexico on his way
to South America. Frustrated by serious illness, he
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went to California and lived in the Yosemite Valley
for five years. In 1873, he began a full-time career as
a nature writer and preservationist, spending sum-
mers hiking and observing natural phenomena in the
mountains.

In 1889, Muir began writing and lobbying to pre-
serve Yosemite Valley as a National Park. In 1896, as
one of its founders, he became the first president of
the Sierra Club; he remained in that position until
1914. He was preeminent in publicity and lobby-
ing (1905-1913) against San Francisco’s Hetch
Hetchy water project. Although unsuccessful, this ef-
fort broadcast the preservationist ethic nationwide.
Muir’s contributions to glaciology and geomorphol-
ogy give him minor scientific status. He published
more than 500 articles and essays, many of which
were based on his mountaineering journals. His
books include Mountains of California (1894), My
First Summer in the Sierra (1911), and The Yosemite
(1912).

Ralph L. Langenheim, Jr.
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Multiculturalism
Definition: Position that education should reflect

various cultures, ethnic backgrounds, and tradi-
tions, not merely the culture and traditions of the
dominant segment of society

Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: For educational traditionalists, multi-

culturalism represented an attack on the ethical
core of modern society, because education was
improperly politicized and universities were
teaching ideology instead of timeless truths and
core ethical values. Proponents of multicultural-
ism, on the other hand, asserted that education
had always been political and that the truths and
ethical values which traditionalists called “time-
less” were merely the ones which embodied their
own, dominant politics and ideologies.

Although the concept of multiculturalism is as old as
the ancient Greeks and Hebrews, its advent as a ma-

jor issue in American education during the 1980’s
brought it into the mainstream of public debate.
Questions about multiculturalism and the related
“political correctness” movement were among the
most widely discussed and divisive in the United
States during the late 1980’s and early 1990’s. Partic-
ularly on college and university campuses, clashes
over alleged sexism, racism, and insensitivity at-
tracted extensive media attention. In public schools,
where ethnic and racial diversity was a fact of life,
parents, students, and public officials struggled with
the complicated question of how to balance the
broader community’s interests with those of Native
American, Mexican American, African American,
and other minority groups.

The rights and dignity of women, homosexuals,
and others not adequately represented, in the multi-
culturalist perspective, in American education or in
the use of resources were basic concerns of the move-
ment. Advocates of multiculturalism argued that tra-
ditional education ignored, and even distorted, the
contributions of people outside the European Ameri-
can mainstream.

Conflicting Ethical Views
Both advocates and critics of multiculturalism

have appealed to ethical principles to justify their
perspectives. Supporters have generally emphasized
the need to correct the alleged harmful effects of tra-
ditional policies on the grounds that these policies
have distorted the truth and have encouraged isola-
tion and self-doubt. Growing evidence that many eth-
nic minority children were losing self-confidence
and falling behind in their education seemed to sub-
stantiate the claims of multiculturalists that some-
thing was seriously wrong with the American educa-
tional process. As the proportion of minority children
in American schools climbed from 21 percent in
1970 to more than 26 percent in 1984, public aware-
ness of cultural diversity and related problems sig-
nificantly increased. To many multiculturalists, it
seemed obvious that inherent bias, especially in
schools and colleges, was a major cause of inequality
and its many socially harmful effects.

Critics, however, argued that the real causes of
inequities lay elsewhere—in social history rather
than the educational system and its support mecha-
nisms—and that multiculturalism actually made
matters worse by heightening tensions and group
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identity at the expense of community. Historian Ar-
thur M. Schlesinger, Jr., wrote that multiculturalism
encouraged the fragmentation of American society
into “a quarrelsome spatter of enclaves, ghettos,
tribes.” Former secretary of education William J.
Bennett dismissed multiculturalism as a symptom of
the “disuniting of America.”

Political Correctness and Cultural
Pluralism

Complicating the quest for an ethical consensus
on multiculturalism during the early 1990’s was
the “political correctness,” or PC, movement, which
sought to eradicate racist, sexist, and ethnocentric
language from the classroom and public forums.
When political correctness first appeared in public
discussion around the turn of the twentieth century,
it was a slogan among Marxists and certain other
ideology-intensive groups indicating adherence to
accepted party principles and interpretations. In the
later environment of the multiculturalist movement,
it was applied to the treatment of minorities, women,
and ethnic groups. This added to the task of defining
common ethical and political ground by subtly trans-
forming the issue of community into one of words
about community and symbolic behavior that might
offend or discourage a particular group or individual
within it.

Supporters of multiculturalism insisted that sen-
sitivity to the feelings and positions of all people is
not only ethically compelling but also politically and
economically essential for the effective functioning
of a democratic society. Without it, larger numbers of
people drop out in one sense or another, to the detri-
ment of the entire society. The art, historical contri-
butions, and personal worth of all people, it is argued,
augment the traditional culture with creative new ele-
ments that benefit all. If they are ignored, a potential
enrichment of the culture is lost, and tragic conse-
quences can result in regard to the ability of those left
out to find a productive place in society.

Implications for Ethics
In his Civilization and Ethics (1923), Albert

Schweitzer observed that “ordinary ethics” seek ac-
commodation and compromise. That is, “they try to
dictate how much of my existence and of my happi-
ness I must sacrifice, and how much I may preserve
at the cost of the existence and happiness of other

lives.” In essence, that is the pivotal issue in current
multiculturalist theory. Its ethical norms are centered
in the need to balance the individual’s interests with
those of the larger community.

For Schweitzer, the solution lay in envisioning a
higher ethic that he called “reverence for life”; that is,
an absolute regard for all life in a broadly inclusive
ethic. The ethical challenge of multiculturalism is to
find ways to avoid violating basic individual rights
such as freedom of speech and conscience while pro-
tecting the rights of all segments of society and incor-
porating their identity and contributions into the
whole. This thrusts it inevitably into the realm of pol-
itics, where moral vision is often blurred by consider-
ations of resources, the need for competent personnel
to lead multicultural educational programs in schools
and elsewhere, and the development of cooperative
undertakings that give substance to theory. In that
sense, multiculturalism, to be meaningful, must defy
the image that it is merely a buzzword or a new kind
of oppression and ground itself in its most basic ethi-
cal principles of responsibility and cooperation to en-
sure both justice and respect for all.

Thomas R. Peake
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Multinational corporations
Definition: Large commercial organizations that

conduct business in more than a single nation
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Ethical issues arise due to the very

existence of multinational corporations in for-
eign countries, especially with respect to funda-
mental human rights and the problem of ethical
relativism.

The single most important objective of any business
enterprise is to create a monetary surplus, which, in
turn, allows the business to reinvest in itself in order
to continue to pursue the same fundamental objec-
tive. Should the business be a corporation with pub-
licly held shares, its financial profits are also used to
pay dividends to its shareholders. Should the corpo-
ration engage in any business activity with people in
any country other than the one in which it is legally
incorporated, it achieves the status of a multinational
corporation. Such activities include, but are not lim-
ited to, the advertising and marketing of the corpora-
tion’s products or services to people in other coun-
tries, the establishment of manufacturing plants in
other countries, and the hiring of employees in other
countries to work in such plants.

A variety of special ethical issues arises in the
context of the normal business practices of any cor-
poration. They concern workplace conditions, in-
cluding health and safety issues; employee financial
compensation issues; employee privacy issues; race,
gender, and age discrimination issues; issues of due
process when it comes to hiring and firing and the
promotion and demotion of employees; product safety

issues; issues concerning the environment; and many
others. In addition to all these issues is the problem of
ethical relativism.

Ethical Relativism
Every culture has, to varying degrees, unique

standards of morality that might conflict with those
of other cultures; this is an empirical fact and is usu-
ally referred to as cultural relativism. Some people
assume that, because cultural relativism is a fact, so
too is ethical relativism. “Ethical relativism” is the
belief that because people in various and different
cultures do, in fact, adhere to different and some-
times conflicting standards of morality, there is (and
can be) no objective standard of morality that applies
equally to all people in every culture and throughout
all of human history. In addition to the fact that the
belief in the accuracy of ethical relativism does not
logically follow from the empirical fact of cultural
relativism, there are numerous beliefs that do logi-
cally follow from the belief in ethical relativism but
that, typically, are found to be unacceptable even by
proponents of ethical relativism. For example, to take
seriously the belief in ethical relativism is to obligate
one to accept the belief that there neither exists nor
should exist any absolute moral prohibition of any
type of human behavior, including murder.

Effects of Ethical Relativism
Through the last four decades of the twentieth

century, numerous Western-based multinational cor-
porations attempting to start up business activities in
foreign countries such as Indonesia, Nigeria, and
Malaysia immediately faced threats of being prohib-
ited from conducting any such business unless they
paid what were, in effect, bribes to foreign officials.
Despite the fact that most Western multinational cor-
porate executives find such ultimatums to be morally
offensive, they tend to attempt to justify compliance
with such requirements on grounds of ethical rela-
tivism.

One of the most significant cultural distinctions to
be found among various nations is the host of differ-
ent positions of their respective governments on the
question of fundamental human rights and the extent
to which such rights are, and/or are allowed to be,
abused. Historically, relationships between multina-
tional corporations of industrialized Western nations
and developing countries in South America, Africa,
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the Middle East, and the Far East are such that any of
a variety of fundamental human rights are routinely
neglected, if not abused outright. Again, executives
of multinational corporations in such situations typi-
cally attempt to justify human rights abuses of for-
eign citizens on grounds of ethical relativism.

It is not uncommon for Western multinational
corporations operating in poor foreign countries to
hire children to work in unsafe and unhealthy condi-
tions for long hours each day for the equivalent of
only a few dollars per day. Despite the fact that such
working conditions might be consistent with what is
normally expected in the host countries and the fact
that the wages that are paid might actually compare
favorably to standard local wages, employing chil-
dren raises serious ethical questions.

One might reasonably argue that children, in any
country, have the right to at least a modicum of a for-
mal education as well as the complementary right to
not be coerced to work. Moreover, one could argue
that employees (typically, as adults) have the right to
reasonably safe and healthy workplace conditions as
well as the right to financial compensation that is
commensurate with work performance that is both of
good quality and of whatever duration. Such rights
are consistent with the Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights that was adopted by the United Nations
in 1948. It was designed to be an objective standard
by which to measure the extent to which any nation
on Earth either respects or abuses the fundamental
human rights of its citizens.

Abuse of the Profit Motive
Sometimes, attempts to justify, on grounds of eth-

ical relativism, the business practices in each of the
two types of examples as set out above, specifically,
the bribery of government officials and the use of
child labor (both in poor foreign countries), are really
only veiled attempts to justify what is, arguably, the
abuse of the profit motive. For multinational corpora-
tions, as for any businesses, the more that the execu-
tive decision makers are committed to the fundamen-
tal objective of creating profits, the more they are
tempted to venture into business practices that may
be morally suspect.

If bribing government officials is not the normal
business practice within a foreign country, then such
a practice cannot be justified on grounds of cultural,
much less ethical, relativism. In such cases, the most
reasonable explanation for bribes is greed on the part
of the foreign government officials and abuse of the
profit motive on the part of the multinational corpora-
tion’s executives.

It is arguable that in the vast majority of cases of
morally questionable business practices, from work-
place conditions to issues concerning the environ-
ment, abuse of the profit motive is the most reason-
able explanation.

Stephen C. Taylor
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Mutually assured destruction
Definition: Cold War doctrine in which nuclear

powers are deterred from attacking each other by
the fact that any resulting conflict would utterly
destroy both nations

Date: Term coined during the 1960’s
Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: Mutually assured destruction (MAD)

was, in retrospect, a successful doctrine, but it
also created a pervasive, semiconscious fear that
arguably colored the lives hundreds of millions of
people for the duration of the Cold War. More-
over, the post-Cold War nuclear landscape con-
tains new threats, such as nuclear terrorism,
against which MAD is no longer a practical de-
fense, and the nations which once relied upon
MAD have been faced with the challenge of de-
veloping effective alternative strategies.

To protect and preserve values is the only justifying
cause for the use of force that is admitted in civilized
moral tradition. The defense and protection of the in-
nocent is one of the cardinal points of those values.
Counterpopulation destruction deterrence—that is,
the threat to destroy civilian population as retaliation
against a nuclear strike—is thus immoral, even when
this threat is part of a strategy to prevent war. MAD
defies one of the most fundamental traditional ethics
of warfare, the principle of noncombatant immunity,
which has been in operation since World War II and
which requires that deliberate physical harm be lim-
ited to military targets. Others will argue, however,
that even if it is morally wrong under any circum-
stances to deliberately kill innocent civilians, it is not
necessarily wrong to threaten (or intend to risk) such
killings, provided that such threats are necessary to
deter greater evils. Nevertheless, it is virtually im-
possible to untangle the good and the evil elements in
this concept; the good is an aspect of the evil, and the
evil is both the source and the possible outcome of the
good it seeks to achieve.

Olusoji A. Akomolafe

See also: Atom bomb; Cold War; Deterrence; Hiro-
shima and Nagasaki bombings; National security
and sovereignty; Nuclear arms race; Nuclear energy;
SALT treaties; Unconditional surrender; Union of
Concerned Scientists; War.

Mysticism
Definition: Belief that there is a single objective re-

ality beyond or in excess of the tangible world,
and that this reality may be accessed or known
through subjective experience

Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Controversy exists about the relation-

ship of mysticism and ethics. Some claim that
mystical experience supports ethical behavior,
while others claim that it can lead to indifference
to ethical issues.

Some religious thinkers and philosophers condemn
mysticism because they view it as an attempt to
escape from the duties and responsibilities of life.
Ethical behavior presupposes a concern for self and
others. Mystical experience occurs when a person di-
rectly perceives an undifferentiated unity that is be-
yond the deepest center of the individual self. While
in the grip of mystical experience, one forgets every-
thing else, including oneself and the world. Apolo-
gists for mysticism assert that although mystical ex-
perience involves a temporary withdrawal from the
world and its problems, it is not intrinsically escapist.
Mystical experience supports better ethical choices
by expanding and sharpening awareness, making the
person who has such an experience better able to as-
sess the ethical ramifications of conduct.

Definition of Mystical Experience
Mystical experience is best defined first in terms

of what it is not. Mysticism does not seek experience
of the occult, such as that of ghosts or disembodied
spirits. It does not include parapsychological phe-
nomena, such as telepathy (communication at a dis-
tance), clairvoyance (perception beyond natural range
of the senses), or precognition (knowledge of an
event in advance of its occurrence). Mystical experi-
ence does not necessarily involve seeing visions or
hearing voices. Individuals who are not mystics may
possess supernormal powers or experience visions.
Mystical experience is not necessarily associated
with religion, although it is often sought for religious
reasons and described in religious language.

The core of mystical experience involves an ap-
prehension of an ultimate nonsensuous unity beyond
all created things. Extrovertive mysticism finds the
fundamental Unity manifesting itself in the diversity

985

Ethics Mysticism



of the world, while introvertive mysticism finds the
One beyond the deepest center of the individual self.
The Upani;ads of India, spiritual treatises that date
from 800 to 400 b.c.e. and provide some of the old-
est descriptions of mystical experience in the world,
record experiences of both extrovertive and intro-
vertive mysticism. The Upani;ads claim that the Ul-
timate Reality is both inside and outside creation.
The person who beholds all beings in the Ultimate
Reality and the Ultimate Reality in all beings is truly
wise and free.

The extrovertive mystic perceives the One by
looking outward. While appreciating the diversity of
the created world, the extrovertive mystic perceives
the objects of perception in such a way that the One
shines through them. The medieval German mystic
Johann Eckhart described an experience in which he
found the grass, wood, and stone that he observed to
be distinct and yet One. The extrovertive mystic per-
ceives the One in all things. It is a type of experience
that tends toward pantheism, the view that God and
creation are identical.

Extrovertive mysticism is not the predominant
way of experiencing the Unity beyond the multiplic-
ity of the created universe. Introvertive mysticism is
the most common kind of mystical experience. The
introvertive mystic finds the One beyond the deepest
center of the self in an experience of pure conscious-
ness. Conscious but not conscious of anything, the
mystic is absorbed in a state of alertness that does not
contain any concept, thought, or sensation. The mys-
tic’s individuality seems to melt away into infinity.
This oneness, encountered beyond the deepest level
of the self, is often identified with God because it is
experienced as being eternal and infinite, beyond
space and time. Saint John of the Cross, the sixteenth
century Spanish poet and mystic, described pure con-
sciousness as a state in which the person is so united
to the simplicity and purity of God that the awareness
is pure and simple, devoid of all objects of percep-
tion.

The actual experience of undifferentiated unity is
said to be independent of the interpretation given to
it. Religious people associate the experience with
God. The Jewish tradition identifies pure conscious-
ness with the apprehension of divine glory, not with
God’s being; while the Christian and Islamic tradi-
tions identify it as an experience of union with God.
Other philosophies and religious traditions, such as

Hinduism, tend to view pure consciousness as an ex-
perience of the impersonal Absolute in which the in-
dividual self merges with the Ultimate Reality.

Evidence of mystical experience is found in reli-
gious and philosophical traditions all over the world
and in all periods of history. Mystical experience is
usually incorporated into a religious or philosophical
tradition the purpose of which is to secure full knowl-
edge, salvation, or liberation for the people who par-
ticipate in it. Each tradition recommends ascetical
practices to prepare a person for mystical experience.
These include the practice of virtue and right action,
the removal of sin and inclinations toward evil, and
the renunciation of personal desires. Ascetical disci-
plines are practiced to remove obstacles between self
and the Ultimate Reality and to prepare the person to
enjoy direct contact with the One beyond all created
things.

Objections to Mysticism on
Moral Grounds

Although virtuous behavior is usually considered
to be a prerequisite for mystical experience, some
philosophers and religious thinkers have objected to
mysticism on the basis of their belief that it under-
mines the basis for ethical decision making. The ex-
perience of a fundamental undifferentiated unity be-
yond perception causes the experiencer’s awareness
to transcend all distinctions, including the duality of
good and evil. Mystical experience implies that the
separation of the individual self, the created world,
and the Absolute are illusions and that the eternal
One is the only reality. All these ideas about the na-
ture of mystical experience and the Ultimate Reality
have implications for the mystic’s approach to ethical
issues.

The twentieth century theologian Paul Tillich ob-
jects on moral grounds to the experience of pure con-
sciousness because individual identity seems to dis-
appear when the mystic’s awareness transcends all
objects of perception. The experiencing individual,
who is involved in relationships with self, others, and
the wider environment, is necessary for morality. If
all contents of consciousness disappear in mystical
experience, the mystic steps outside both the positive
and the negative elements of concrete experience.
Those who transcend experience altogether allow
themselves to forget about the existence of evil and
problems in themselves and in the world. A truly
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moral person cannot withdraw from life, from rela-
tionships with others, or from involvement with the
community. By retreating into oneself in search of a
private experience of union with Ultimate Reality,
the mystic neglects ethics and social obligations.

Another twentieth century theologian, Martin
Buber, objects to mysticism because the loss of
awareness of individuality in pure consciousness
leaves open to doubt the reality of each individual
self and each thing in the world of ordinary experi-
ence. Ethical values and obligations can be applied
only to real selves and real things. In addition, a rela-
tionship between real selves and real things is a pre-
requisite for moral and ethical activity.

Mysticism is also attacked on the ground that mo-
rality has no basis if the phenomenal world is consid-
ered to be an expression of the infinite and eternal
One beyond space and time. If individuals are not re-
ally separate beings, then the mystic might conclude
that the wrong perpetrated by one person against an-
other is an illusion. There is no reason to intervene to
stop injustice if the person who is being wronged and
the offender are two aspects of one reality. In tran-
scending all differentiation in pure consciousness,
the mystic also transcends the distinction between
good and evil. A person who considers evil to be an
illusion may be apathetic in the face of it, choosing to
accept it rather than change it or fight it. Since the
mystic makes no moral distinctions while united
with the Ultimate Reality, one might conclude that
mysticism is amoral at best.

In early Christianity contemplation of the divine
essence was valued more highly than action. Since
the ultimate goal of moral action in the world is sal-
vation or the contemplation of God in Heaven,
life’s highest aspiration is to gain pure conscious-
ness, which prefigures life in Heaven. When the
would-be mystic is advised to reject all love and at-
traction for created things in order to direct all love
toward God, he or she is encouraged to neglect social
and moral obligations. The pursuit of mystical expe-
rience seems to undercut morality when it is consid-
ered to be superior to ethical action. Work in the
world is downgraded to second-class status.

Hinduism and Buddhism are especially criticized
on moral grounds for emphasizing contemplation
of the Ultimate Reality over action. Both traditions
define salvation as mok;a, or liberation from igno-
rance about the true nature of the self. Enlightenment

or salvation means the direct experiential knowl-
edge that the individual self is in reality the Cosmic
Self, the Ultimate Reality. The pursuit of moksha in-
volves efforts to transform one’s own state of con-
sciousness and thereby change the quality of one’s
experience. The person is not primarily concerned
with changing the world or fulfilling personal and so-
cial duties.

Mysticism’s Contribution to Ethics
While apparently selfish reasons, such as the de-

sire to escape personal suffering or gain eternal hap-
piness, do inspire people to seek mystical experi-
ence; most mystics come to realize that mystical
experience is not an end in itself. Supporters of mys-
ticism on ethical grounds point out that the mystic
prepares for mystical experience by concentrating on
growing in virtue, developing self-discipline, and
acting in accord with moral principles. In turn, mysti-
cal experience accelerates the growth of virtue and
brings greater ethical effectiveness to the mystic’s
activity. Direct contact with the Ultimate Reality in
pure consciousness has very direct and beneficial
ethical consequences. Rather than a selfish and self-
centered withdrawal from the world of action, the ex-
perience of pure consciousness is considered to be a
most effective means of fostering right action.

The arguments against mysticism on moral
grounds take the description of pure consciousness
out of context. They disregard the ethical frameworks
surrounding mystical experience, which demand
moral conduct to prepare for it and consider moral
conduct to be its fruition. They conclude that the ex-
perience of pure consciousness can have negative
consequences for morality only in the sense that all
distinctions are transcended within it. Although pure
consciousness is an experience of undifferentiated
unity, it does not necessarily lead the mystic to con-
clude that multiplicity and distinction are inconse-
quential. It does not make the mystic apathetic in the
face of suffering and evil in the world. Mystics do
not abandon ethical action because their enlightened
state allows their awareness to go beyond distinctions
between good and evil.

Such conclusions reflect a one-sided judgment of
the impact of the experience of pure consciousness
on the lives of the people who experience it. Advo-
cates of mystical experience counter the objections to
mystical experience on moral grounds by pointing to
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the descriptions of enlightened individuals found in
different traditions and the testimony of the lives of
great mystics. It is a paradox that the experience
of pure consciousness in which individual identity
seems to dissolve into absolute nothingness can im-
prove the quality of the person’s action. Critics of
mysticism fail to recognize that the experience of
unity can provide a basis for ethical decision making
and conduct that is as good as or better than that pro-
vided by the experience of the separateness.

Mystics are described as friends of God whose ex-
traordinary virtues follow from the powerful inti-
macy with God that union with God in pure con-
sciousness creates. They are held up as models for
others to emulate. In the Christian tradition, a per-
son’s spiritual attainment is found lacking if that per-
son claims to enjoy mystical experience but does not
lead a life of exemplary virtue. The Christian tradi-
tion considers charity or love of self and others be-
cause of God to be the most important virtue. Charity
requires the mystic to tend to the needs of others and
not only focus on mystical experience.

Gregory the Great, a sixth century pope and theo-
logian, maintained that mystical experience rein-
forces morality. He advocated a lifestyle that com-
bined the cultivation of mystical experience (the
contemplative life) with active service to others. Ac-
cording to Richard of St. Victor, a twelfth century
Scottish mystic, after enjoying the heights of mysti-
cal experience, the contemplative goes out on God’s
behalf in compassion to others.

The Advaita Ved3nta tradition, founded by the
ninth century Indian philosopher Kankara, maintains
that Br3hmin, the Ultimate Reality, is all that exists.
The person who views Br3hmin as the only Reality
does not engage in immoral acts. The enlightened
person works for the benefit of others.

Buddhist Mysticism
According to Buddhism, the goal of mystical ex-

perience is nirvana, the annihilation of desire in pure
consciousness. Four virtues grace the person who ex-
periences nirvana: friendliness toward all creatures,
compassion for all sentient beings and the desire to
remove their suffering, joy in the happiness of all
creatures, and impartiality toward them all. Since an
enlightened person is no longer governed by egocen-
tric considerations, he or she acts for the benefit of
others. The bodhisattva exemplifies the highest ex-

ample of virtue and enlightenment in the Buddhist
tradition. Just as the Buddha worked in compassion
to relieve the suffering in the world by making known
the experience of nirvana, the bodhisattva renounces
nirvana out of compassion for all created things,
vowing not to step out of time into eternity until all
other created things have entered nirvana first.

In Buddhism the emptiness of nirvana is said to
manifest as infinite compassion toward all created
beings. The goal of the bodhisattva is to lose all ego-
consciousness through expanding in boundless giv-
ing to others. Separateness of individual persons and
things from each other and from the Ultimate Reality
is not necessary to motivate virtuous behavior. The
compassionate conduct of the bodhisattva exempli-
fies this fact. Oneness can also serve as the basis for
ethical conduct.

Christian Mysticism
Christian mystics especially emphasize that mys-

tical experience overflows into love for others and ac-
tion for the benefit of others. Pure consciousness in
the form of the secret infusion of God’s love into the
soul is the source of moral activity. When the person
loses the awareness of the boundaries of the individ-
ual self in pure consciousness, the once-separate self
is aligned with the Ultimate Reality. The love that
flows out of mystical experience has its basis in the
realization of the One, which eliminates the separa-
tion between one’s neighbor and oneself. All selfish-
ness, cruelty, and evil originate in alienation from
self and others.

The relationship between mystical experience and
ethics is also explained by the paradoxical asser-
tion that absolute fullness and virtue is located in
unmanifest form in the apparent nothingness of pure
consciousness. Saint John of the Cross, a sixteenth
century Spanish poet and perhaps the most important
European mystic, describes pure consciousness
as the nothingness (nada) that contains everything
(todo). Every experience of pure consciousness in-
fuses absolute divine attributes into its recipient.

The process of personal development through
mystical experience involves the progressive infu-
sion of these divine qualities. The infusion of divine
attributes implies a corresponding process of puri-
fication, the removal of personal limitations that dis-
allow that infusion to be complete. The Upani;ads
call the Ultimate Reality the source of all virtue and
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the destroyer of sin. The mystic’s transformation
through this dual process of illumination and purifi-
cation improves his or her activity. The mystic per-
forms action with a more finely tuned appreciation of
right and virtue because contact with pure conscious-
ness results in greater alertness and freedom from
personal limitation.

Although initially a person might shun worldly
concerns in order to concentrate on acquiring mystical
experience, at some point, the mystic becomes con-
cerned about moral issues. The life of Thomas Mer-
ton, the twentieth century writer and mystic, unfolded
in this way. After seeking refuge from worldly life by
entering a Trappist monastery near Louisville, Ken-
tucky, he became increasingly concerned with the
world he thought he had left behind. He called himself
a guilty bystander who was implicated along with the
rest of humanity in the crises and problems of society.
His physical withdrawal from the world outside the
monastery walls did not prevent him from trying to
change the world. He attacked racism, the existence of
nuclear weapons, and U.S. participation in the war in
Vietnam. Merton exemplifies the contemplative who,
by withdrawing from the world and devoting time
to cultivating mystical experience, creates a cer-
tain distance between himself and the rest of the world
that allows him to perceive evil more clearly. Merton
became the prophet whose voice was heard in the wil-
derness, demanding the end to the madness of the nu-
clear threat and the injustice of racial discrimination.
As prophet, the contemplative becomes involved and
tries to communicate a vision of what God wants for
society and for the world.

Personal limitations in the would-be mystic might
initially motivate the person to seek mystical experi-
ences in order to avoid problems or find personal sal-
vation. Since mystical experience fosters increased
awareness and removes personal limitations, how-
ever, at some point the mystic renounces such selfish-
ness. The mystic’s personal growth eventually trans-
lates itself into love and concern for others, two virtues
that are fundamental for ethical decision making.

Mysticism does support ethics. The personal de-
velopment that results from mystical experience pro-
vides the mystic with the means to reflect and to act
in greater harmony with ethical and moral principles.
Those who attack mysticism on moral grounds seem
to disregard the evidence of the experience of the
great mystics, who inspire others to emulate such
high levels of personal integration and moral conduct
that their admirers are tempted to proclaim them to be
nothing less than perfect reflections of the divine on
Earth.

Evelyn Toft

Further Reading
Barnard, G. William, and Jeffrey J. Kripal, eds.

Crossing Boundaries: Essays on the Ethical Sta-
tus of Mysticism. New York: Seven Bridges Press,
2002. Anthology of essays examining the rela-
tionship between mysticism and ethics in various
Western and Eastern mystical traditions.

Horne, James R. The Moral Mystic. Waterloo, Ont.:
Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1983. A thor-
ough exploration for the nonspecialist of the rela-
tionship among mysticism, religion, and morality.

Huxley, Aldous. The Perennial Philosophy. London:
Triad Grafton, 1985. An anthology with com-
mentary organized by topic that identifies the fea-
tures common to mystical philosophy and ex-
perience in the world’s major philosophical and
religious traditions.

Wainwright, William J. Mysticism: A Study of Its Na-
ture, Cognitive Value, and Moral Implications.
Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1981.
A philosophical critique of the various defini-
tions and theoretical frameworks for understand-
ing mystical experience. Includes an analysis of
the relationship of mysticism and morality.

See also: Asceticism; Bergson, Henri; Christian eth-
ics; Existentialism; Wall3j, al-; Jain ethics; Kabbala;
R3bi4ah al-4Adawtyah; Scientology; Sufism; Upani-
;ads.
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N
Nader, Ralph

Identification: Pioneer crusader for consumer
rights

Born: February 27, 1934, Winsted, Connecticut
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Noted for his advocacy of consumer

rights, Ralph Nader merged his socioeconomic
interests with a political agenda by running for
president of the United States in four elections.
Although his campaigns did not win, they suc-
ceeded in focusing debate on violation of citizen
and consumer rights.

Born to Lebanese immigrants to the United States,
Ralph Nader graduated from Princeton University
and the Harvard Law School. While working in the
federal Department of Labor dur-
ing the Kennedy administration in
the early 1960’s, he began his cru-
sade as a consumer advocate and
published a scorching exposure of
safety abuses in the auto industry,
Unsafe at Any Speed, in 1965. By
the end of the 1960’s, Nader and his
“Nader’s Raiders” had effectively
pressured Congress to pass legisla-
tion to improve the safety of auto-
mobiles, the quality of meat and air,
and open access to government in-
formation. Founding organizations
for responsive law and public inter-
ests, Nader argued that producers
had responsibilities to paying con-
sumers and that government offi-
cials had legal and ethical duties to
monitor the producers’ fidelity to
these responsibilities.

Throughout his reform cam-
paigns, Nader found a common po-
litical problem. Corporations and
business interests protected them-

selves from regulatory legislation by financing the
election of politicians and by funding lobbyists to
mold the legislation and regulations. As such funding
mushroomed during the 1980’s, Nader decided that
he had to enter the national political arena in order to
address that threat directly.

Nader’s first presidential campaign, as a write-in
candidate in 1992, was weakly organized and over-
shadowed by the antilobbyist rhetoric and fortune of
Reform Party candidate H. Ross Perot. At that time
Nader published The Concord Principles, his state-
ment of ethical conduct in government. The docu-
ment suggested ten procedures and practices citizens
and their elected representatives could pursue in or-
der to regain and maintain control of government
against a minority of corrupted political and eco-
nomic power brokers. Nader’s 1996 bid for the presi-
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dency attracted support from the Green Party, a polit-
ical entity dedicated to protecting the environment
from industry.

Nader’s 2000 presidential campaign, again
waged with Green Party support, proved controver-
sial among his supporters. Many thought that he
pulled away votes from the ecology-minded Demo-
cratic Party candidate, Al Gore. Nader divided the
environmentalist vote against the Republican Party
candidate, George W. Bush, allowing the latter’s vic-
tory. To Nader the key issue was the financial corrup-
tion of the electoral system, in which he thought that
both major parties were hopelessly mired. The Green
Party needed to win 5 percent of the national vote to
qualify for federal funding in the 2004 election and
thereby obtain a sustaining political status to combat
both political corruption and environmental pollu-
tion. Nader failed to obtain enough votes to achieve
future federal campaign funds but nevertheless ran
for president again in 2004.

In 2001 Nader founded Democracy Rising, a non-
profit organization, to continue the objectives of his
campaign. Through its “People Have the Power” ral-
lies in cities throughout the country, it alerted citizens
to the need to combat public apathy and wrest civic
interests from corporate manipulation.

Crucial to the support of Nader’s efforts for con-
sumer rights and responsible government has been
the uniform recognition of his ethical integrity. Sup-
porters and even foes of his efforts have repeatedly
acknowledged the upright dedication of his work.

Edward A. Riedinger

Further Reading
Martin, Justin. Nader: Crusader, Spoiler, Icon. Cam-

bridge, Mass.: Perseus, 2002.
Nader, Ralph. Crashing the Party: Taking on the Cor-

porate Government in an Age of Surrender. New
York: Thomas Dunne Books/St. Martin’s Press,
2002.

_______. The Ralph Nader Reader. New York:
Seven Stories Press, 2000

See also: Business ethics; Consumerism; Green
parties; Lobbying; Product safety and liability; Profit
economy; Voting fraud; World Trade Organization.

N3g3rjuna
Identification: Indian Buddhist philosopher
Born: c. 150, India
Died: c. 250, India
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: N3g3rjuna founded the M3dhyamaka

school of Mah3y3na Buddhism and developed the
philosophy of knnyat3, or “emptiness.”

N3g3rjuna was an Indian Buddhist thinker central to
the M3dhyamaka school of Mah3y3na Buddhism. He
lived from approximately 150 to 250 and continued
the classic Buddhist approach to liberation from suf-
fering through mental discipline.

N3g3rjuna’s innovation was the concept of “emp-
tiness,” or knnyat3. This is a recognition that things
have no meaning in themselves; instead, they derive
significance from their relationship to other things.
(For example, “day” has no meaning apart from
“night.”) This contextual understanding of meaning is
called pratttya-samutp3da, or “dependent co-arising.”

Despite the essential emptiness of the categories
that people employ to understand the world, on a
pragmatic level people have to use those categories in
order to live. In terms of ethics, N3g3rjuna’s contri-
bution was to separate ultimate from conventional
truths, because although people should live fully
aware of the basic illusoriness of reality, they should
also uphold a moral path in their daily lives. Rather
than release from this world (nirv3]a), N3g3rjuna be-
lieved the ideal to be that of the bodhisattva, or “en-
lightened being”: living in the world but being aware
of its insubstantiality and working for the benefit of
all beings.

N3g3rjuna’s thought has influenced Buddhism in
Tibet, China, Korea, and Japan for the nearly two
millennia since his death, particularly in the Zen tra-
dition.

Cynthia Keppley Mahmood

See also: Bodhisattva ideal; Buddha; Buddhist eth-
ics; Zen.
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Nagel, Thomas
Identification: American philosopher
Born: July 4, 1937, Belgrade, Yugoslavia
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Best known for his books The Possi-

bility of Altruism (1970) and The View from No-
where (1986), Nagel formulates a version of ethi-
cal realism that recognizes the existence of both
objective and subjective reasons for action.

In his first book, The Possibility of Altruism, Thomas
Nagel defends an extreme form of objectivism in eth-
ics. He argues that objective reasons are the only le-
gitimate kinds of reason. Thus, if someone has a rea-
son to act in a way that will bring about some end,
then everyone has a reason to bring about that end.
Nagel’s early view, then, was that there are only
“agent-neutral” reasons, and thus there are no rea-
sons that are simply “agent-relative.”

Subjective and Objective Perspectives
Nagel modified his view in The View from Nowhere

by allowing for the possibility of agent-relative reasons.
This change was, in part, due to his analysis of philo-
sophical problems resulting from the human capacity
to occupy increasingly objective perspectives. Nagel
points out that transcending one’s own subjective per-
spective is important in both science and ethics since
new facts and values are revealed from the objective
standpoint. However, it is a mistake to conclude from
this that subjective perspectives are unreal or reduc-
ible to something more objective.

The recognition of irreducible subjective per-
spectives thus provides a metaphysical framework
for acknowledging the reality of agent-relative rea-
sons. These reasons stem from an agent’s own de-
sires and projects, deontological obligations not to
mistreat others in certain ways, and special obliga-
tions to family members. However, such reasons can-
not be explained in neutral terms making no refer-
ence to the agent, or in terms of the impersonal good.

Ethical Realism
Nagel also employs the distinction between sub-

jective and objective perspectives in his formulation
of realism about values. The central claim of his ver-
sion of ethical realism is that ethical propositions can
be true or false independently of human judgment.

While Nagel’s realism about science is based on the
fact that there are mind-independent facts, his real-
ism about ethics does not rest on an analogous view
regarding the metaphysical status of values.

Many ethical realists are Platonists and thus be-
lieve that values are nonnatural entities or intrinsic
properties of states of affairs. In contrast to this more
metaphysical conception of ethical objectivity,
Nagel’s view is that people can transcend their own
subjective perspectives and evaluate their reasons
and motives from more objective standpoints. This
process can lead them to reorder their motives in or-
der to make them more acceptable from an external
standpoint. Thus, they can discover motives and rea-
sons for action that they did not have before. Nagel’s
later view thus endorses realism for both objective
reasons that hold for everyone, independently of their
individual perspectives, and subjective reasons that
do depend on the specific standpoint of an agent.

David Haugen

Further Reading
Brink, David. Moral Realism and the Foundations of

Ethics. Cambridge, England: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1989.

Elster, Jon. “Selfishness and Altruism.” In Econom-
ics, Ethics, and Public Policy, edited by Charles
K. Wilber. Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield,
1998.

Post, Stephen G., et al., eds. Altruism and Altruistic
Love: Science, Philosophy, and Religion in Dia-
logue. New York: Oxford University Press, 2002.

Rorty, Richard. Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth.
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991.

See also: Epistemological ethics; Luck and chance;
Moral luck; Moral realism; Plato; Practical reason;
Reason and rationality; Values clarification.

N3nak
Identification: Indian religious leader
Born: April 15, 1469, R3i Bhoi dt Talva]8t,

Punjab (now Nankana Sahib, Pakistan)
Died: 1539, Kart3rpur, Punjab, Mughal Empire

(now in Pakistan)
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
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Significance: The founder of the Sikh faith, N3nak
put forward a religious code of ethics that empha-
sized the equality of all people.

N3nak, who was born in Punjab, in what is now Paki-
stan, founded the faith known as Sikhism. N3nak was
called guru, or spiritual teacher, and his followers
were called Sikhs,or disciples. The religious system
established by Guru N3nak was firmly monotheistic,
rejecting idolatry and ritualism of all kinds. The Sikh
community, called the Panth, was egalitarian in its
social life, emphasizing rejection of the Hindu caste
system through its tradition of eating at community
kitchens. Charity toward the poor and defense of the
weak characterized the Sikhs.

After Guru N3nak’s death, there were nine suc-
cessor gurus who led the Sikh Panth in turn. Various
innovations were introduced, most notably involving
greater militancy in the face of persecution, but all of
them continued to build on the ideals established by
Guru N3nak. After the death of the last guru, Guru

Gobind Singh, leadership passed to the holy book of
the Sikhs, the Guru Granth Sahib. It is housed in
gurdwaras, Sikh shrines where people gather to wor-
ship, eat together, and discuss community events. By
the end of the twentieth century, there were about 16
million Sikhs in the world who claimed the heritage
of Guru N3nak, most of them in the state of Punjab in
India.

Cynthia Keppley Mahmood

See also: Golden rule; Hindu ethics; Sikh ethics.

Napster
Identification: Site on the World Wide Web through

which computer users share digital recordings of
music

Date: Began operation in early 1991
Type of ethics: Arts and censorship
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Rapper Ludacris studies his song listings on the Napster Web site after the music-downloading site began offer-
ing downloads for fees in October, 2003. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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Significance: Napster’s song-sharing software and
Web site allowed Internet users to download
songs to their own computers for free, prompting
lawsuits from artists for copyright infringement,
launching a major fight between the newest in-
formation technology and established copyright
protections. Napster’s eventual agreement not to
violate copyright law saw the Internet partially
brought under the control of the legal system.

The Napster Web site, with its song-sharing technol-
ogy, prompted one of the earliest clashes between the
Internet and some of the oldest laws in the United
States. Users of Napster downloaded digital files of
songs from the site and shared those songs with other
users. Most of the songs distributed through Napster
were protected under federal copyright law, which
required the Web site to pay for their use and distribu-
tion. When Napster was sued by the copyright own-
ers, ethical questions were raised about artistic free-
dom and property rights.

Copyrights are issued by the federal government,
providing artists, writers and composers monopoly
power over their creations for limited periods of time.
Copyrights are given to provide incentives to creative
persons, who earn money by selling access to their
work. Eventually, all copyrighted works fall into the
public domain and can be used by anyone without a
fee. The Napster case presented a clash between
those competing interests: artists wanting to protect
their property and the public seeking to use technol-
ogy to gain access to popular songs.

Public sharing of copyrighted songs raises ethical
concerns about property rights and the right of artists
to be rewarded for their efforts by selling their works,
rather than having them traded freely. However, an-
other ethical question arose when the artists sued for
copyright infringement. Copyrights are intended to
advance the creative arts by providing monetary in-
centives for artists to produce works. However, the
protections granted to artists are to advance a gen-
eral good—the furtherance of knowledge. Using
copyright laws to restrict use of the Internet—one
of the greatest tool for advancing knowledge ever
developed—seems to defeat the purpose intended for
issuing copyrights.

Internet users using Napster to download music
were violating the copyright laws protecting artists.

However, the reaction of the copyright owners, thou-
sands of dollars of fines for people sharing music,
was at times seemingly out of proportion to the dam-
age being inflicted. Napster and its song sharing
brought another technology under the partial con-
trol of government regulation. Napster’s agreement
to pay copyright owners and charge Internet users
downloading songs may have marked a shift in the
Internet from a freewheeling new technology to one
that could become a center of profit-making activity.

Douglas Clouatre

Further Reading
Alderman, John. Sonic Boom: Napster, MP3, and the

New Pioneers of Music. New York: Perseus Pub-
lishing, 2001.

Menn, Joseph. All the Rave: The Rise and Fall of
Shawn Fanning’s Napster. New York: Crown
Business Publishing, 2003.

Merriden, Trevor. Irresistible Forces: The Business
Legacy of Napster and the Growth of the Under-
ground Internet. New York: Capstone, 2002.

See also: Computer crime; Computer databases;
Computer misuse; Computer technology; Copyright;
Intellectual property; Internet piracy; Song lyrics.
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Pious Pirates

When the Gospel Music Association conducted an
online marketing study in early 2004, people within
the Gospel music industry were dismayed to learn
that avowedly Christian teenagers were pirating re-
ligious music from the Web at almost the same rate
that other teenagers were pirating secular music.
The study showed that many of the young Chris-
tian music pirates rationalized their illegal down-
loading of Christian music as an ethical way to help
spread the Gospel. However, people in the industry
thought that the practice violated the command-
ment, “Thou shalt not steal.” Shawn C. Ames, a
member of the Christian band Diligence agreed
that downloading Christian songs was stealing, but
called it “like stealing a Bible—why would some-
one have a problem with that?”



Narcissism
Definition: Excessive self-interest or self-love
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: The primary hallmark of narcissism

is understanding everyone else in terms of one-
self. Narcissists thus violate the ethical principle
that one should treat others as ends in themselves
rather than as means for one’s own ends.

Narcissism is a complex vice and a neurotic complex.
The narcissus complex, identified by Havelock Ellis
and by Sigmund Freud, involves an inordinate fasci-
nation with one’s self—one’s body, one’s mind,
one’s actions.

Narcissism was named for Narcissus, a beautiful
youth in Greek mythology who spurned all lovers.
Nemesis, the avenger of hubris (inordinate pride),
punished Narcissus by causing him to fall in love
with his own reflection in the water, rendering him
unable to move away. He was transformed into a
flower by the gods.

Selfishness and immoderate self-love may be a
part of the effects of narcissism, but there is a core that
is unique to the vice. In some ethical systems, only
the effects of narcissism could be judged culpable,
but in natural-law analysis, at least, narcissism would
itself be blameworthy as an “occasion of sin” and as
an orientation of will and intellect whereby one de-
nies the appropriate concern owed to one’s fellow hu-
mans and the appropriate worship owed to God.

The neurotic complex might seem to be outside
the considerations of ethics, but to the extent to which
the complex developed as the result of freely chosen
actions and freely entertained dispositions, it is
blameworthy. To the extent that the proclivities of the
complex could be resisted but are not, the complex is
subject to ethical analysis.

Finally, narcissism must be viewed not only as an
endangerment to one’s relationship to God and to fel-
low humans but also as a warping of the proper devel-
opment of the self. Narcissism causes the aesthetic
judgment, the intellectual faculty, and the power of
the will to be perverted from their proper outward
orientation, stunted, and turned inward.

Patrick M. O’Neil

See also: Egoism; Egotist; Golden rule; Humility;
Individualism; Love; Pride; Selfishness; Self-love.

Narrative ethics
Definition: Ethics involving the use of literature to

engage in ethical inquiry
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Literature can illuminate realms of

human experience that may be otherwise inacces-
sible to abstract philosophical prose and thus can
enrich ethical reflection.

Several genres of literature may be seen to have di-
dactic potential in that they can teach moral virtue.
For example, moral fables are often edifying in this
way, providing moral instruction by illustrating the
rewards of virtuous action and the ill consequences
resulting from immoral deeds. Epic stories of moral
heroism may also instruct by example.

There are also ways in which good literature can
go beyond moral instruction and stimulate ethical re-
flection. Certain ethicists turn to literature—ranging
from the ancient tragedies to the modern novel—as
moral philosophy because, they argue, narratives of-
fer a philosophical view that is unavailable in conven-
tional philosophical discourse. Philosopher Martha
Nussbaum has argued that literary narratives illumine
the contexts in which moral deliberation and action
take place in ways that abstract rational principles do
not. She suggests that literature is attentive to particu-
larity, to the complexities and ambiguities in human
life that are often flattened or omitted in abstract ethi-
cal reasoning. Moreover, moral philosophy can and
should be concerned with particulars, since human
life, like literary experience, cannot be reduced en-
tirely to abstract generalizations. In addition to phi-
losophers, some novelists see in literature the poten-
tial for posing important moral inquiry. For example,
South African writer J. M. Coetzee’s Elizabeth Costello
(2003) and The Lives of Animals (1999) explore the
borders of literary aesthetics and moral philosophy.

Reading literature may itself be a moral practice;
this can occur because reading literature requires the
reader to take another person’s point of view, to step
outside of one’s own world and imaginatively enter
into another’s, which is a crucial skill in developing
a moral sense. Literature can expand one’s horizons
by cultivating empathy and sympathy toward those
quite different from oneself, a capacity vital for
moral agency.

Maria Heim
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See also: Bhagavadgtt3; Heroism; Moral equiva-
lence; Nussbaum, Martha; Personal relationships;
Role models; Tragedy; Uncle Tom’s Cabin.

Nation of Islam
Identification: African American religious and so-

cial movement that proclaims adherence to the Is-
lamic faith and practices as the way to achieve
equality, justice, and freedom in all spheres of life

Date: Founded in 1931
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: The Nation of Islam’s use of Islam to

proclaim a millennium in which white racist su-
premacy would be supplanted by black suprem-
acy was unprecedented. The group’s advocacy of
separatism has placed it at the center of continu-
ing controversies over the ethics of segregation in
the name of activism.

Variously referred to as Black Muslims, the Black Mus-
lim Movement, the World Community of Al-Islam in
the West, and the American Muslim Movement, the
Nation of Islam is heir to the separatist and self-
improvement ethics of Marcus Garvey’s Universal
Negro Improvement Association and the each-race-
for-each-religion philosophy and strict ethical be-
havior of Noble Drew Ali’s Moorish Science Tem-
ple. It is both a religious movement and a social
movement. As part of the worldwide Islamic religion
and as an African American expression of Islam, the
Nation of Islam has evolved some uniquely radical
ethics vis-à-vis the American racial problem.

History
The Great Depression of the 1930’s was particu-

larly difficult for African Americans. Living in over-
crowded slums, laid off and displaced by white work-
ers as jobs became scarce, culturally marginalized
and insulted by welfare officials, most African Ameri-
can workers and their dependents resented the power
and control wielded by white Americans. Noble Drew
Ali had died and Marcus Garvey had been deported
in 1927. A leadership vacuum among African Amer-
icans was thus created as the Great Depression ar-
rived.

It was the destiny of Wallace D. Fard to fill this

leadership role by shaping the frustrations, anger,
and energy of marginalized African Americans into
an Islamic redemptionist religious movement that
taught Afro-Asiatic history in house-to-house meet-
ings and fiercely proclaimed a divinely ordained fu-
ture era in which black supremacy would replace
white supremacy and blacks would rule the earth.
Such was the beginning of the Nation of Islam in De-
troit, where it built its first temple as African Ameri-
cans became members in large numbers. Fard was
succeeded by Elijah Muhammad, and under the latter
the Nation of Islam moved its headquarters to Chi-
cago and spread to other states, building temples,
schools, farms, apartment complexes, restaurants,
and grocery stores. It developed a security force
called the Fruit of Islam (FOI) and began its own pub-
lications. As it grew, the movement experienced some
internal problems, and in the course of its years has
had prominent leaders such as Malcolm X, Warith
Deen Muhammad, and Louis Farrakhan.

Polarities
Although changing social circumstances have re-

sulted in its changing or modifying its views and be-
liefs, especially as it moves toward orthodox Islam,
the Nation of Islam has tended to see things in racial
polarities to counteract what it sees as the racist ide-
ology of the dominant American culture. In place of
the Magnolia myth (the stereotype of music-making
servile African Americans “lounging peacefully
under the sweet-scented magnolias behind the big
house—happy and contented in their station” as loyal
servants to the generous master), which is the foun-
dation of the idea that the African American is natu-
rally docile, inherently imbecilic, and instinctively
servile, the Nation of Islam created the myth of
Yakub, which states that the “original man” to whom
Allah (God) gave the earth to rule was the black man
and his race, and that a rebellious scientist named
Yakub performed a genetic experiment from which
an inferior white race emerged. White supremacy is
thus counteracted by black supremacy, and in this po-
larity it is the unnaturally white devils versus natu-
rally divine blacks, and the white religion (Christian-
ity) versus the black religion (Islam). The black Zion
is where the white man is absent. Thus, there seems
to be a strong determination by the Nation of Islam to
belie white myths and beliefs.
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Ethics
The Nation of Islam adheres to strict moral be-

havior in private and social life. Its religious practices
include praying five times a day, facing east toward
Mecca and making proper ablutions (for the Muslim
must be clean inwardly and outwardly) before pray-
ing. It is morally binding on members to attend tem-
ple activities; defaulters are suspended. The religion
forbids certain foods, such as pork, both for religious
reasons and to denigrate white supremacy (because
the hog is “dirty, brutal, quarrelsome, greedy, ugly, a
scavenger which thrives on filth . . . [and] has all the
characteristics of a white man!”); in addition, black-
eyed peas, cornbread, and chitlins must be avoided
because they are not easily digestible and are a “slave
diet”—and there are “no slaves in Islam.” Fresh
lamb, chicken, fish, and beef are approved. Modera-
tion in eating is encouraged. Members are also for-
bidden to gamble, use drugs, smoke, or consume al-
cohol.

Members of the Nation of Islam are encouraged
to marry within the movement; those who marry out-
side the movement are pressured to bring their
spouses to join it. Interracial marriages and liaisons
may bring severe punishment, if not expulsion, and
male members are expected constantly to watch and
protect their women against the white man’s alleged
degrading sexual obsession. Divorce is discouraged,
though not prohibited. Sexual morality is strictly en-
forced under the puritanical vigilance of FOI. The
use of cosmetics and the wearing of revealing and
provocative clothes are forbidden. It is unethical for a
married woman to be alone in a room with a man
other than her husband.

Long before social and governmental agencies in
America took seriously the relationship between
crime and drugs, the Nation of Islam had developed a
method for ferreting out and rehabilitating drug ad-
dicts so that they could remain themselves and stay
away from crimes. It introduced a six-point drug
therapy: making the patient admit his drug addiction;
making him realize why he is an addict; telling him
how to overcome this by joining the Nation of Islam;
exposing him to the religious and social habits of the
clean and proud members of the movement; making
him voluntarily initiate a break from drug addiction
with the full support and charity of the Muslim frater-
nity during the agony of the withdrawal period; and,
finally, sending him out, when cured, to seek out

other drug addicts for rehabilitation. Under the
watchful and caring eyes of the Nation of Islam, an
ex-drug addict also becomes an ex-criminal, since
the drug habit that requires stealing, killing, or en-
gaging in prostitution to support it is eliminated.

The Nation of Islam believes that territorial, polit-
ical, and economic separation of blacks and whites is
necessary to the mutual progress, peace, and respect
of the two races in North America; the alternative is
for them to leave America—the blacks to Africa and
the whites to Europe. It urges peace among brothers,
including whites, but points out that peace with
whites is impossible because the white man “can
only be a brother to himself.” Members should be
willing to die for dignity and justice if that becomes
necessary, and should never hesitate to defend them-
selves and retaliate when attacked. The movement
warns that “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth”
is the most effective manner to resolve racism, and
that members should “fight with those who fight
against [them].”

While respecting the “original” Bible, the Nation
of Islam teaches that the Bible dedicated to the white
man called King James has been corrupted and used
by the Christian religion to enslave African Ameri-
cans. Christianity thus becomes a “slave religion”
teaching the oppressed to love and pray for the op-
pressor and the enemy; it further teaches the op-
pressed to offer both cheeks to be repeatedly slapped
by the oppressor without retaliation, even offering
the oppressor the cloak after the oppressor has taken
away the coat of the oppressed. Christianity in this
view is a “religion organized and backed by the dev-
ils for the purpose of making slaves of black man-
kind.”

The Nation of Islam encourages thrift and dis-
courages buying on credit because “debt is slavery.”
Members are discouraged from living beyond their
means and wasting money. Hard work is extolled,
and honesty, competence, cleanliness, and respect
for authority, self, and others are expected of all
members. The movement operates numerous busi-
nesses and encourages members to buy goods made
by African Americans.

Conclusion
The dynamism of the Nation of Islam is in its abil-

ity to modify some of its views to changing circum-
stances. Although it asks for a separate nation, it
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did not hesitate to support Jesse Jackson’s attempt
to run for the presidency of the Untied States in
1984. Keeping ethical behavior in perspective, Louis
Farrakhan challenged Ronald Reagan’s 1986 order
that banned American citizens from visiting Libya
and rebuked popsinger Michael Jackson for corrupt-
ing American youths by means of his effeminate be-
havior. Members of the movement have also casti-
gated Michael Jackson for unethically disclaiming
his blackness by bleaching his skin to a “leprous”
color that is neither white nor black nor brown, and
for destroying, through plastic surgery, the face that
Allah gave him. The Nation of Islam makes strong
demands on its adherents and draws attention to race
relations in America.

I. Peter Ukpokodu

Further Reading
DeCaro, Louis A., Jr. Malcolm and the Cross: The
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New York: New York University Press, 1998.
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1997.
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Mellen Press, 1988.

Lincoln, C. Eric. The Black Muslims in America. 3d
ed. Grand Rapids, Mich.: W. B. Eerdmans, 1994.

Malcolm X. The Autobiography of Malcolm X. New
York: Ballantine Books, 1992.

_______. By Any Means Necessary: Speeches, Inter-
views, and a Letter by Malcolm X. Edited by
George Breitman. New York: Pathfinder, 1970.

_______. Malcolm X: The Last Speeches. Edited by
Bruce Perry. New York: Pathfinder, 1989.

Marsh, Clifton E. From Black Muslims to Muslims:
The Transition from Separatism to Islam, 1930-
1980. Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 1984.

See also: Civil Rights movement; Discrimination;
Farrakhan, Louis; Islamic ethics; Malcolm X; Racial
prejudice; Segregation.

National Anti-
Vivisection Society

Identification: Organization established to abolish
surgical experimentation on live animals

Date: Founded in 1929
Type of ethics: Animal rights
Significance: The National Anti-Vivisection Soci-

ety (NAVS) questions the validity of human dom-
ination over animals, believing in the fundamen-
tal equality of animals and humans.

As one of several national and international humani-
tarian organizations dedicated to the elimination of
biomedical research using animals, The National
Anti-Vivisection Society was formed as a reaction
against more conservative animal welfare organiza-
tions such as the Humane Society of the United
States and the American Society for the Prevention
of Cruelty to Animals.

While these societies are dedicated to the preven-
tion of cruelty and improvement of conditions for all
animals, unlike the NAVS, they are not officially
committed to the total elimination of animal experi-
mentation for human gain. While vivisection nar-
rowly refers to the surgical cutting of animals, with or
without anesthesia, the term has been broadened to
include any experimentation on animals. The anti-
vivisection movement challenges the utilitarian no-
tion that the sacrifice of animals for the greater good
of humanity is acceptable and desirable, thereby con-
demning speciesism—the belief that humans have
the right of domination over nature and are superior
to animals. On a pragmatic level, the organization
also challenges the usefulness and applicability of
animal experimentation to human medical science.

Mary E. Virginia

See also: Animal research; Animal rights; Domin-
ion over nature, human; Moral status of animals;
People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals; Sen-
tience; Vivisection.

998

National Anti-Vivisection Society Ethics



National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People
Identification: Organization established to fight

for legal rights for members of minority groups in
the United States

Date: Founded on February 12, 1909
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: The National Association for the Ad-

vancement of Colored People (NAACP) was the
first major organization to seek legislation at the
national, state, and local levels banning racial dis-
crimination.

With more than 500,000 members and 1,600 local
chapters at the turn of the twenty-first century, the

NAACP promotes equality of rights for all Ameri-
cans and continues to fight against racial discrimina-
tion in employment and education. It is an interracial
organization seeking, through “litigation, legislation
and education,” a complete end to racial prejudice
and discrimination. Its most important victory came
in Brown v. Board of Education (1954), when Thur-
good Marshall, chief counsel for the NAACP and a
future Supreme Court justice, successfully argued
that the “separate but equal” doctrine established by
the Court in 1896 was unconstitutional. Segregation
by law was declared illegal, and school districts that
separated students by race would have to begin to de-
segregate “with all deliberate speed.”

The National Negro Committee, out of which
came the NAACP, was organized in 1909 in response
to a bloody race riot in Springfield, Illinois, in 1908.
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Roy Wilkins (second from right), who led the NAACP during the 1960’s, confers with U.S. attorney general Rob-
ert F. Kennedy (left), Martin Luther King, Jr., and union leader A. Philip Randolph (right). (National Archives)



Two African Americans were murdered by a white
mob and seventy more were injured. The state militia
eventually restored order, but only after many homes
in the black community were burned by a white mob
and two thousand African Americans were forced to
flee the city. No white rioters were punished.

William English Walling, a white southern jour-
nalist, was appalled by the death and destruction and
called for “a large and powerful body of citizens” to
come to the assistance of the African Americans in
Springfield. At a national conference, the committee
called for an end to “caste and race prejudice” and for
“complete equality before the law.” W. E. B. Du Bois,
the famous black scholar and future editor of the
NAACP’s magazine The Crisis, along with Jane
Addams, founder of Hull House in Chicago and a
leading white advocate of equality, were among the
early members.

Lawyers for the NAACP first appeared before the
U.S. Supreme Court in 1915 and decided to seek out
cases that violated the Constitution, especially the
Fourteenth Amendment’s protection of equal rights
for all citizens of the United States. In their first suc-
cessful case in 1927, NAACP lawyers convinced the
court that a state law denying people the right to vote
unless their grandfathers had been registered to vote
was unconstitutional. Without the NAACP’s litiga-
tion and successful pursuit of justice for all, equality
of rights would have continued to be denied and seg-
regation might still be the law of many states.

In 1915, the NAACP established a prize, the
Spingarn Medal, to be given annually to the African
American who had “reached the highest achievement
in his field of activity.” Named for Joel E. Spingarn, a
white professor of literature at Columbia Univer-
sity and longtime chairman of the board of directors
of the National Association, the medal became the
group’s highest tribute. Among the winners of the
Spingarn Medal were Thurgood Marshall; W. E. B.
Du Bois; George Washington Carver, the famous
scientist; James Weldon Johnson, the poet; Carter
Woodson, the historian; educator Mary McLeod
Bethune; soprano Marian Anderson; novelist Rich-
ard Wright; labor leader A. Philip Randolph; chemist
Percy Julian; U.N. diplomat Ralph J. Bunche; Jackie
Robinson, the baseball player; poet Langston Hughes;
and social scientist Kenneth Clark, for his work on
the Brown decision.

Leslie V. Tischauser

See also: Brown v. Board of Education; Civil Rights
movement; Congress of Racial Equality; Discrimi-
nation; Du Bois, W. E. B.; Evers, Medgar; Segrega-
tion.

National Commission for the
Protection of Human Subjects
of Biomedical and Behavioral

Research
Identification: Interdisciplinary body that formu-

lated ethical guidelines governing the treatment
of human subjects in federally funded research

Date: Established in July, 1974
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: The commission was the earliest and

most successful government effort to establish a
basic code of ethical conduct regulating scientific
inquiry.

From 1966 through 1972, several revelations that rep-
utable scientists had routinely risked the health and
well-being of subjects without their knowledge
eroded public confidence in science. Many inci-
dents involved poor, institutionalized, old, military, or
prison populations. Most notorious were the 1972
Tuskegee Syphilis Study revelations. For forty years,
Public Health Service researchers had studied the nat-
ural course of syphilis in poor African American men
from Tuskegee, Alabama; the researchers kept the
men unaware of the study’s purpose, failed to treat
them, even when penicillin became available, and ac-
tively prevented outside treatment. In 1974, Congress
established the commission and provided that its rec-
ommendations were to be accepted by the U.S. De-
partment of Health, Education, and Welfare unless the
reasons for rejecting them were made public.

The commission issued several reports, including
the Belmont Report: Ethical Principles and Guide-
lines for the Protection of Human Subjects of Re-
search (1978), which led to the establishment of
comprehensive regulations. The basic regulations re-
quire that most federally funded researchers obtain
informed consent, protect confidentiality, and mini-
mize risks to subjects. Additional safeguards were
implemented from other reports to govern research
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on children, pregnant women, prisoners, and other
special populations. The commission’s impact ex-
tends beyond directly funded research. Since insti-
tutions receiving federal funds must ensure that all
research is conducted ethically, most institutions re-
view all research under the same guidelines, which
have become the accepted standard for ethical re-
search.

Ileana Dominguez-Urban

See also: Bioethics; Experimentation; Medical re-
search.

National Gay and Lesbian
Task Force

Identification: Organization established to fight
for full equality for gay, lesbian, bisexual, and
transgender people

Date: Founded in 1973
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: The National Gay and Lesbian Task

Force (NGLTF) was the first national activist or-
ganization established on behalf of gay and les-
bian rights. Its adjunct, the NGLTF Policy Insti-
tute, is the most significant national information
clearinghouse and resource center dedicated to
educating and organizing around gay and lesbian
issues throughout the world.

The National Gay and Lesbian Task Force represents
the estimated twenty-five million homosexual Amer-
icans and fights to secure full civil rights and equality
for these citizens. Its activities involve strengthening
and supporting grassroots groups; promoting re-
search, education, and outreach; and providing activ-
ist leadership training to foster public policies to ad-
vance gay rights and end discrimination based on
sexual orientation.

The NGLTF also compiles and publishes statis-
tics on hate crimes (which increased 172 percent be-
tween 1988 and 1992), discrimination (the NGLTF
has been working since 1975 to ensure passage of a
federal civil rights bill that would end discrimina-
tion for reasons of sexual orientation in the areas
of housing, employment, public accommodations,
credit, and federally assisted programs), health care

(including AIDS-HIV concerns), and family issues
(including domestic partnerships, foster and adop-
tive parenting, and child custody and visitation ques-
tions) and the impact of these problems on the gay
community. The NGLTF lobby helped to secure the
passage of the Federal Hate Crimes Statistics Act, the
Americans with Disabilities Act, and AIDS emer-
gency relief funding.

Mary Johnson

See also: Acquired immunodeficiency syndrome
(AIDS); Bigotry; Civil Rights movement; Gay rights;
Homophobia; Homosexuality; Sexual stereotypes.

National Labor Relations Act
Identification: Labor law outlawing unfair prac-

tices by employers and legalizing important labor
practices, including collective bargaining and the
closed shop

Date: Enacted on July 5, 1935
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: The National Labor Relations Act

represented at attempt by the federal government
to promote harmony between labor and manage-
ment and to avoid costly strikes in the midst of an
already devastating Depression.

Within months of the U.S. Supreme Court’s invalida-
tion of the National Industrial Recovery Act of 1933,
Congress, led by Senator Robert Wagner of New
York, passed legislation to assist employees and at
the same time attempt to cure industrial strife by
eliminating its chief cause: strikes. The law (known
as the Magna Carta of labor) would eradicate the un-
derlying cause of strikes, unfair employer practices,
by encouraging collective bargaining, thereby grant-
ing employees equal bargaining power with their em-
ployers. Using the National Labor Relations Board to
administer its provisions, the act, which applies to
all employers engaged in interstate commerce, pro-
vides governmental processes for the selection of
employee bargaining representatives. The act pro-
hibits employers from interfering with union forma-
tion, establishing a “company” union, discriminating
against union workers, refusing collective bargain-
ing, or retaliating against workers who file charges
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under this act. Congress amended the act in 1947 to
forbid the closed shop and again in 1959 to monitor
union officials’ activities.

See also: Arbitration; Congress; Executive Order
10988; Fair Labor Standards Act; Labor-Manage-
ment Relations Act; National Labor Union; Work.

National Labor Union
Identification: National federation of trade unions

organized to secure workers’ rights
Date: 1866-1873
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: The National Labor Union (NLU)

represented an attempt to create a movement for
economic equality which would parallel earlier
national movements toward political and reli-
gious equality.

Fearing the widening economic gap between em-
ployer and worker, William H. Sylvis led the Molders’
Union and other national labor (craft) unions to join
forces to organize the NLU to lobby for the rights of
labor. The platform of the highly political NLU pro-
vided a plan to maintain its laborers’ freedom, equal-
ity, and stature in American life. The NLU advocated
higher wages, an eight-hour day, cooperative stores,
and government action to assist labor. Women and
African Americans were encouraged to organize and
participate in the NLU. Upon President Sylvis’s
death in 1869, the NLU split over such ethical issues
as women’s rights, labor party involvement, and mon-
etary expansion. By 1872, the NLU had become es-
sentially a labor party, and after its lack of success in
the election of 1872, both the NLU and the labor
party collapsed. The NLU established the first truly
national association of labor unions and succeeded in
lobbying Congress in 1868 to establish an eight-hour
day for federal laborers and artisans.

Stephen D. Livesay

See also: American Federation of Labor; Executive
Order 10988; Fair Labor Standards Act; Knights of
Labor; Labor-Management Relations Act.

National Organization
for Women

Identification: Organization established to lobby
for women’s rights

Date: Founded in 1966
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: The National Organization for Women

(NOW) has become an organization of significant
power in U.S. politics. It seeks statutory protec-
tion for what it believes to be fundamental moral
rights.

NOW’s activities are based on the assumption that
women have been denied the opportunity for profes-
sional achievement because practices that discrimi-
nate against them are not illegal. Since the United
States is committed to equality, NOW believes, its
laws should prohibit practices that impede women’s
climb to success. The years of NOW’s existence
have been marked by controversy over what sorts of
rights require legal protection if women are to ad-
vance. For example, most members of NOW believe
that reproductive rights, including the right to abor-
tion, must be protected by law if women are to be free
to make career choices. Many antiabortionists sup-
port women’s rights but criticize NOW for condon-
ing killing.

Some members of NOW have argued that NOW
should lobby to protect the rights of homosexuals and
minorities if it is to help the advancement of women
in those categories. Other members have responded
that the organization can best serve the majority of
women if it maintains a narrow focus on employment
rights, as it did in its early years when it was headed
by its founder, Betty Freidan, author of The Feminine
Mystique.

Laura Duhan Kaplan

See also: Equal pay for equal work; Equal Rights
Amendment; Feminine Mystique, The; Feminist eth-
ics; Lobbying; Wage discrimination.
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National Park System, U.S.
Identification: Group of over 360 parcels of land

owned, administered, and protected by the federal
government

Date: First park established in 1872
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: The National Park System seeks to

preserve environmental resources from industrial
development, unregulated tourism, hunting, and
other encroachments, on the theory that the na-
tion’s populace has an interest in, or benefits
from, the conservation of wilderness. The cre-
ation of new parks may raise ethical issues regard-
ing federal seizure of private or state land.

In 1870, members of the Washburn survey decided,
around a campfire, to recommend public ownership
and preservation of scenic features in the Yellow-
stone region rather than claim them for themselves.

This led Ferdinand Vandiveer Hayden, director of the
U.S. Geographical and Geological Survey of the Ter-
ritories, to lobby Congress, which established Yel-
lowstone National Park in 1872. In 1886, the park
was organized under the Army. In 1916, the National
Park Service was established in the Department of
the Interior, with Stephen Mather as its first director.

Mather organized the system, emphasizing pres-
ervation and display. During the mid-1960’s, Con-
gress responded to the land ethic by directing the
establishment of wilderness areas within existing
parks. The park system also has broadened its scope
from preserving spectacular scenic areas such as the
Grand Canyon to include significant historical sites,
outstanding recreational areas, and areas designed to
preserve practical examples of important ecosys-
tems, such as the Florida Everglades. National Parks
are established by acts of Congress that define their
areas and control their operation. Some national mon-
uments, such as Death Valley National Monument,
are of the same character as national parks but are es-
tablished and controlled by Executive Order, a power
granted to the president under the Antiquities Act of
1906.

Ralph L. Langenheim, Jr.

See also: Conservation; Leopold, Aldo; Muir, John;
Sierra Club; Wilderness Act of 1964.

National security and
sovereignty

Definition: Political concept concerned with pre-
serving the identity of a state as such and with pro-
tecting its citizens from armed attack by other
states or groups

Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: National security presents ethical

challenges for liberal democracies seeking appro-
priate balances between security and freedom.

Because liberal democracies are fundamentally open
societies, ensuring national security poses special
problems for those governments. Unregulated gov-
ernment surveillance of citizens and other such tools
of more repressive regimes are generally considered

1003

Ethics National security and sovereignty

The First U.S. National Parks

Date Park Location

1872 Yellowstone Wyoming,
Montana, and
Idaho

1890 Kings Canyon California

1890 Sequoia California

1890 Yosemite California

1899 Mount Ranier Washington

1902 Crater Lake Oregon

1903 Wind Cave South Dakota

1906 Mesa Verde Colorado

1914 Everglades Florida

1915 Rocky Mountain Colorado

1916 Hawaii Volcanoes Hawaii

1916 Lassen Volcanic California

1919 Acadia Maine

1919 Grand Canyon Arizona

1919 Zion Utah



unacceptable within open societies. However, the
September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks in New York
and Washington, D.C., left Americans in shock from
the devastation and carnage and predictably led to a
rush of government actions aimed at increasing na-
tional security. These actions ranged from internal
measures such as the passage of the Patriot Act of
2001 to external measures such as the NATO- and
United Nations-sanctioned military attack against
the Taliban government in Afghanistan, as well as the
U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in 2003.

Although the U.S. Constitution places limits on
government action, those limits are legal, not ethi-
cal, and in times of crises may be illusory. For exam-
ple, during World War II, the federal government
rounded up tens of thousands of American citizens of
Japanese descent, confiscating their property and de-
taining them in “internment camps.” The U.S. Su-
preme Court upheld the detainment as constitutional
in the time of war in its 1943 Korematsu v. United
States ruling.

The ethical challenge for a liberal democracy in
the face of severe threats to national security is to re-
sist the temptation to abandon traditional ideals in fa-
vor of short-term measures that trade away too much
freedom for not enough security, particularly in situ-
ations in which costs are concentrated on discrete
groups. An especially dangerous temptation is to use
a consequentialist approach, or strict cost-benefit
analysis, to resolve all national security concerns.

Racial Profiling
Because all nineteen terrorists implicated in the

September 11 hijackings were young men from Mid-
dle Eastern countries—primarily Saudi Arabia—the
federal government engaged in a dragnet that snared
hundreds of young Middle Easterners residing in the
United States. Some were quickly released, others
were prosecuted in Detroit, Michigan, and in Port-
land, Oregon, and many others were held on charges
of immigration violations. In addition, in complying
with Federal Aviation Administration directives to
conduct “secondary screening” of passengers and
carry-on luggage, commercial airlines were accused
of engaging in “racial profiling”; that is, select-
ing men of supposed Middle Eastern appearance for
disproportionate numbers of such searches. In one
notable incident, American Airlines kicked a United
States Secret Service agent named Walied Shater off

a flight on Christmas Day in 2001 because of “incon-
sistencies in his paperwork.”

Racial profiling was controversial even before the
terrorist attacks. For example, a number of academic
writers have long argued that the Drug Enforcement
Agency’s “drug courier profile” contains a racial com-
ponent. At least one federal judge reached the same
conclusion in 1992, labeling it “a racist practice . . .
that openly targets African-Americans” in United
States v. Taylor.

Torture and Other Extreme Measures
The threat that terrorism, particularly after the

September 11 attacks, poses to society also poses a
challenge to ethical conduct in law enforcement and
antiterrorism actions. With terrorist groups such as
al-Qaeda seeking weapons of mass destruction, in-
cluding nuclear weapons, a successful terrorist attack
could result in the deaths of hundreds of thousands, if
not millions, of people.

1004

National security and sovereignty Ethics

The Mathematics of
Racial Profiling

The seductive appeal of a racial profile lies in the
belief that if members of group X are dispropor-
tionately more likely to commit a particular crime
than other people, it makes sense to focus attention
on group X. However, if only a tiny percentage of
group X members commit the crime, then such a
focus may be ethically questionable, as it would
burden the overwhelming majority of law-abiding
members of group X. It is instructive to consider
the mathematics of profiling.

If a particular crime that is committed by only
0.1 percent of the general population is committed
by 1.0 percent of the members of group X, then any
individual member of group X is ten times more
likely to commit the crime than a member of the
general population. However, 99 percent of the
members of group X are law-abiding with respect
to this crime. Moreover, if all the members of
group X constitute less than 10 percent of the total
population, then fewer than half of the people who
commit the crime in question are actually members
of group X.



Given such potentially catastrophic dangers, it is
not easy to remain wedded to the principle that the
ends do not justify the means. Indeed, the problem has
been well known to philosophers and law professors
as the “ticking time bomb” scenario, in which author-
ities capture a suspect who knows the location of a
time bomb due to detonate at any time. Can the author-
ities torture the suspect in order to determine the loca-
tion of the bomb, thereby saving hundreds of lives?

One familiar line of thought on this scenario is
the consequentialist approach, a simple cost-benefit
analysis: the harm of torturing one person is pre-
sumably outweighed significantly by the gain of sav-
ing hundreds of people. The problem with the con-
sequentialist approach from an ethical perspective is
that it has no readily apparent limits and might jus-
tify, for example, the killing of a healthy person to
harvest that person’s organs if doing so would save a
large enough number of other sick persons.

Moreover, the ticking time bomb scenario offers
comfort in the certainty that the suspect to be tortured
is in fact the perpetrator, the bomb is real, and the
only way to determine the bomb’s location in time to
stop it is to employ torture. In real life, it is doubtful
that law enforcement authorities will have the luxury
of such perfect information, making decisions to em-
ploy torture even more ethically difficult.

Implications for Ethical Conduct
Consequentialism is a seductively attractive prin-

ciple in implementing national security, particularly
during times of crises when the potential casualty toll
from a terrorist attack or an armed attack by a foreign
nation can be staggering. Because consequentialism
knows no limits, however, it is not an attractive ethi-
cal guideline, even in the name of national security.
This is not to say that one should not consider the po-
tential consequences of failing to take a step in the
name of national security; but rather that the ethics of
ensuring national security require more than just bal-
ancing of numbers.

Tung Yin

Further Reading
Abrams, Norman. Anti-Terrorism and Criminal En-

forcement. St. Paul: Thomson, 2003.
Cole, David. Terrorism and the Constitution: Sacri-

ficing Civil Liberties in the Name of National Se-
curity. 2d ed. New York: New Press, 2002.

Dershowitz, Alan M. Why Terrorism Works. New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2002.

Koh, Harold Hongju. The National Security Consti-
tution: Sharing Power After the Iran-Contra Af-
fair. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990.

See also: Homeland defense; International justice;
Intervention; Monroe Doctrine; Mutually Assured
Destruction; Patriotism; Peacekeeping missions;
Refugees and stateless people; Sovereignty; United
Nations Convention on the Prevention and Punish-
ment of the Crime of Genocide; Zionism.

Nationalism
Definition: Loyalty to a nation and devotion to that

nation’s interests over those of all other nations
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Nationalism is based, either con-

sciously or unconsciously, upon the premise that
one’s nationality is the most important aspect of
one’s identity, overriding concerns of class, sex,
race, religion, and so on. It may be seen as a vice,
motivating unethical conduct, but it may also be
seen as a virtue, in which case it is often called pa-
triotism.

Nationalism is usually manifested in two forms: as a
sentiment and as a movement. Nationalist sentiment
is the feeling of anger aroused by the violation of the
nationalist principle or the feeling of satisfaction
aroused by its fulfillment. A nationalist movement is
one that is actuated by a sentiment of this kind. There
are various ways in which the nationalist principle
can be violated. The political boundary of the state
can fail to include all members of the nation or it can
include them all but also be host to a substantial num-
ber of foreigners.

A nation may even exist in a multiplicity of states
with no distinct political boundary, as in the case of
the Jews before the creation of Israel in 1948. An-
other violation of the nationalist principle to which
the nationalist sentiment is very sensitive and often
hostile occurs when the political rulers of the nation
belong to a nation other than that of the majority of
people over whom they rule, a fact that explains the
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violent resistance encountered by some imperialist
and colonial regimes.

Historical Origin
The roots of modern nationalism have been traced

to what was for perhaps a hundred thousand years the
basic social institution of humankind: the tribe. Out
of this institution grew a sentiment of union that was
nurtured and reinforced by common traditions and
customs, by legends and myths, and, most important,
by a common language. Prior to the sixteenth cen-
tury, military conquests, commercial activities, and
certain religions overflowed tribal barriers and im-
posed “international” loyalty in place of tribal loyal-
ties. Tribal nationalism was thus systematically re-
placed by a form of internationalism, which meant
the subjection of local group feeling to the claims of a
great empire or the demands of an inclusive church.

During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
this traditional internationalism would also crumble
as the Roman Catholic Church was disrupted by the
rise of the Protestant Reformation and empires fell
one after the other. Out of the ruins of the empires and
the wreckage of the church emerged a new system
for Europe. This system involved an agglomeration
of peoples with diverse languages, dialects, and tra-
ditions, whose purpose was more to increase the
wealth, prestige, and power of reigning families than
to build up homogeneous nationalities. In France and
England, and later in Spain, Germany, Italy, and Rus-
sia, the strongest noble families won the territory
and, with their supporters, created monarchical gov-
ernments that by the early eighteenth century had
started evolving steadily into modern-day national
states.

Evolution to Nation States
The evolution from monarchical governments to

national states was catalyzed in the eighteenth cen-
tury by the advent of the philosophers of the Enlight-
enment, who did more than anybody else to convert
people’s loyalty from the royal families and the church
to the service of the nation. Prior to the eighteenth
century, wars were usually dynastic and religious in
origin and had nothing to do with individual rights.
European peoples were bartered from one reigning
family to another, sometimes as a marriage dowry,
sometimes as the booty of conquest. In the same
manner, overseas peoples were exploited by rival sets

of European tradesmen and soldiers, and there were
great commercial wars to determine whether natives
of America, Asia, and Africa should belong to Spain,
France, Belgium, Holland, Germany, or England.
The so-called national frontiers, which were referred
to then as “natural,” had been acquired by any means
other than natural: force, guile, marriage, inheritance,
purchase, diplomacy, and illegal confiscation, for ex-
ample. Individuals (or subjects) could not choose to
whom they wanted to give their loyalty.

Through the efforts of the Enlightenment philoso-
phers, this status quo was challenged. Religion, which
had hitherto been untouchable, was substantially de-
mystified. The natural was substituted for the super-
natural, and science for religion. The philosophers
held that Christianity, be it Catholic or Protestant,
was a tissue of myths and superstitions. In place of re-
ligion and the church, human reason was exalted and
almost deified.

Perhaps the greatest contribution of the Enlight-
enment philosophers to modern nationalism was
their insistence on the natural rights of the individual,
and in particular the right of national self-determina-
tion, which allows the individual to choose the sover-
eign state to which to belong and the form of govern-
ment under which to serve. Furthermore, they
insisted that all governments should be for the good
of the governed and that the prince should be the ser-
vant of the people. The first outbursts of modern na-
tionalism (the French Revolution of 1789) were di-
rectly inspired and fanned by these principles.

The Spread of Nationalism
After the French Revolution, believing themselves

to be the benefactors of the human race, the French
were eager to impose their newly found liberty and
their superior national institutions upon all of Europe
and perhaps the world. That most of Europe and the
world were not ready or willing to accept liberty à
la française made little difference. French expan-
sionism took precedence over its revolutionary
messianism; what had been supposed to be a support
for national liberation became a pretext for territorial
expansion. Reacting to this turn of events, the rest of
Europe became animated by the desire to resist the
French. The name of France became not only feared
but also hated. That fear and hate would later become
fundamental in spreading the sentiment of modern
nationalism, for it was in a bid to stop French expan-
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sionist aggression that the rest of Europe started ap-
pealing to national sentiment.

From that point on, nationalism was well on its
way to becoming the dominant force. For many peo-
ple, the nation became the chief object of allegiance.
The loyalty and devotion once given to old dynasties
and the church were now given to the fatherland. The
defense of the fatherland had become the end of most
people’s endeavors and almost the sole object, other
than immediate family, for which they would will-
ingly die.

Ethics vs. Realpolitik
In the same way that the realization of a common

culture and destiny as well as the instinct to survive
induced a group to believe itself a nation, so they also
made that group aware of the differences that set it
apart from other groups. As these differences sharp-
ened, so did feelings of national exclusiveness and
the national dislike of others.

Friedrich Hertz’s Nationality in History and Poli-
tics (1957) identifies two aspects of the spirit of na-
tionalism: its positive and constructive side, which
promotes national solidarity and freedom; and its
negative and destructive side, which promotes the
mental seclusion of the nation, leading to mutual dis-
trust and prejudice, and culminating in a striving for
superiority and domination. In the latter case, nation-
alist sentiment is often accompanied by a show of na-
tional aggressiveness, in which, more often than not,
the primary aim is the quest for national honor, which
in turn is expressed in terms of power, superiority, a
higher rank among nations, prestige, and domina-
tion. In other words (to echo the thoughts of Niccolò
Machiavelli), the aims of politics in the national in-
terest became ultimately centered on the acquisition
of land, human energy and resources, and the relative
weakening of other powers.

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, real-
politik nationalism had become the new religion of
the people. Boyd C. Shafer, in Nationalism: Myth
and Reality (1955), finds a number of parallels be-
tween the “new faith” and many of the distinguishing
marks of the “old religions.” According to him, like
the traditional religions, nationalism developed a
morality that had its own rewards and punishments,
virtues and sins, and missionary zeal. There were
many similarities, even in the fanaticism with which
those of contrary opinions were persecuted in the

name of the new “divinities”: liberty and fatherland.
The similarity with religion did not end there.

Like the Christians, “good” nationalists were
zealous in spreading their gospel, as indicated by the
national imperialistic and colonial ventures of the
nineteenth century, although behind the new national
will for expansion, the motives were mixed and
sometimes contradictory. Bourgeois entrepreneurs
coveted trade and profit, politicians sought popular-
ity, military men wanted glory, some hoped to propa-
gate liberty and the Christian faith, and others were
simply looking for adventure. That this might mean a
denial of other people’s right to a fatherland made no
difference.

Nationalism became more and more violent and
exclusive as people began to show an absolute faith in
their superiority over other nationalities. National
egoism, becoming more and more intensified, came
to be accepted as moral and therefore desirable.
Thus, most Western European powers, particularly
France and Britain, acquired huge colonial empires
to serve their national interests and bolster their na-
tional power. Germany, Italy, and Japan, all in the
name of the nation, embarked on a series of expan-
sionist aggressions that later culminated in World
War II. After the war, in order to consolidate its na-
tional power, the Soviet Union pushed westward in
Europe to absorb the Baltic states, making Poland,
Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania, and Bulgaria
into satellite nations. Finally, the United States, in an
effort to propagate its own form of democracy abroad
and thereby ensure its national security, “fought” the
Cold War.

Nationalism also comes in other forms besides
that of aggression against other nations. In some
cases, it is manifested in the form of intolerance and
aggression against internal opposition (totalitarian
regimes), minorities (such as the Iraqi Kurds), or a ra-
cial segment of the population (as in apartheid-era
South Africa). When this happens, more often than
not, nationalism becomes a disruptive force, tending
to destabilize rather than enhance social order. It may
even come in a form of economic egotism, such
as protectionism. During the early stages, political
considerations dominated nationalism, but over the
years, a tendency developed to regard the state as an
economic as well as a political unit. Economic na-
tionalism merged with imperialism to become one of
the driving forces of modern history.
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Thus, over time, nationalism had evolved from its
original phase of liberalism as conceived by the En-
lightenment philosophers, when reason, tolerance,
and humanitarianism were the watchwords, and had
become inevitably tied to the realpolitik that had be-
gun with the rivalries of earlier tribal groups. In its
process of transformation from a positive to nega-
tive force, liberal nationalism gradually deteriorated
until it lost most, if not all, of its earlier moral charac-
ter. Just as Machiavelli excluded morality from poli-
tics, so did Georg W. F. Hegel during the early nine-
teenth century place the nation-state above morality,
a legacy that continued well into the twentieth cen-
tury.

The Imperialist/Colonial Legacy
In Macro-Nationalisms: A History of the Pan-

Movements (1984), Louis L. Snyder identifies two
lesser-known but important satellite movements run-
ning concurrently with established modern nation-
alisms.

The first movement involves the many mini-
nationalisms that are seeking to break away from the
established nation-states. The disadvantage of mod-
ern nationalism as it emerged from the European
model in the eighteenth century is that it presupposes
a common language and a reasonably homogeneous
society. By the middle of the twentieth century, how-
ever, few states could claim to be “pure” nations
witha completely homogeneous ethnic composition.
Thus emerged the problem of minorities, their rights,
their dubious loyalties, and their mistreatment by the
majorities.

Expansionism, which was begun in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries and which hitherto had been
an attribute of national power, eventually became a
Pandora’s box for the imperialist powers, as prob-
lems of homogeneity and self-determination forced
issues of nationalism into the forefront of global poli-
tics. This is particularly true of some Western Euro-
pean states, in which many mini-nationalisms inside
the established nation-states seek to break away from
larger units; for example, France (Corsica), Spain
(Basque), and Britain (Catholic Ireland). Mean-
while, in the East, for similar reasons, the Soviet
Union completely disintegrated, giving way to a mul-
tiplicity of new nations; Czechoslovakia gave birth to
two autonomous states, while the former Yugoslavia,
which is terribly divided along ethnic lines, engaged

in a bitter civil war to determine the fate of the newly
created “nations.”

The second movement involves the many macro-
nationalisms that seek to expand the established
nation-state to a supranational form. According to
Snyder, macro-nationalisms, or pan-movements, seek
to promote the solidarity of peoples united by com-
mon or kindred languages, group identification, tra-
ditions, or characteristics such as geographical prox-
imity. Like established nationalisms, they reveal
an aggressive impulse that seeks to control contigu-
ous or noncontiguous territory. In addition to this
power syndrome, they are also animated by specific
elements: for Pan-Slavism, it was messianic zeal;
for Pan-Germanism, territorial expansion; for Pan-
Arabism, religious zeal; for Pan-Africanism, racial
unity; for Pan-Asianism, anticolonialism; for Pan-
Americanism hemispheric solidarity; and, finally,
for Pan-Europeanism, economic unity.

The moral issues involved in the nationalism of
Europe are different from those that operate in other
parts of the world—especially in Asia and Africa—
principally because, from the onset, the liberal values
of the Enlightenment were not applied to the colonial
possessions. Anticolonial nationalism was an intel-
lectual response to this contradiction. Most of the
peoples in these two continents were initially united
in their struggle to gain national independence and to
secure better standards of living for their people. Al-
most everywhere in the Third World, the ideology of
nationalism was firmly linked to the ideology of de-
velopment. Unfortunately, in some of these cases,
nationalism and self-determination have had to be
settled not by votes but by armed conflicts.

In Africa, the situation became particularly deli-
cate when colonialism bestowed on the new states
administrative structures that were anything but eth-
nically homogeneous. To preserve or attain national
independence, African people have had to resort to
civil wars (Belgian Congo, Nigeria, Sudan, Ethio-
pia), terrorism and guerrilla warfare (South Africa);
or even full-scale war (Morocco).

The Moral Legacy
In conclusion, it could be said that during the

course of the twentieth century, the nationalist pro-
cess matured into a real cult of superiority in which
nationalism assumes the role of a “political religion,”
with prestige and power as its “supreme gods,” as
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was the case in Nazi Germany and Benito Musso-
lini’s Italy. Governments acted as they pleased, in
their own national interest, and were limited only by
superior strength, although in almost all cases elabo-
rate efforts were made to cloak all acts of nationalism
in moralism. Even the superpowers had to resort to
the moral crusade to identify their own standards
with general humanitarian principles to legitimize
nationalistic endeavors. Thus, in the Cold War, the
United States and the Soviet Union not only chal-
lenged each other along political and economic lines
but also presented themselves as bearers of universal
moral systems, proclaiming standards that they rec-
ommended for all nations.

Olusoji A. Akomolafe
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Native American casinos
Definition: Legal gambling establishments owned

and operated by officially recognized Native Amer-
ican tribes

Date: 1979 to the present
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: By taking advantage of their special

legal status as sovereign nations, many Native
American tribes have opened highly profitable
gambling centers that have raised a number of
ethical questions about the fairness of their tax
exemptions, the unequal distribution of benefits
among impoverished tribes, and the morality of
profiting from gambling, which many people re-
gard as an inherently sinful activity.

Is gambling the answer to Native American impover-
ishment—the “new buffalo,” as some Native Ameri-
cans have called it? In some places, such as the
Pequots’ Foxwoods Resort Casino, in Connecticut,
legalized gambling has been an economic boon, as
members of small tribes have been enriched. For oth-
ers, such as the New York Oneidas in upstate New
York, gambling has provided an enriched upper class
with the means to hire police to force dissident anti-
gambling traditionalists from their homes.
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Although many Native American cultures tradi-
tionally practiced forms of gambling as a form of
sport—such as the Iroquois Peachstone game—there
is no traditional Native American precedent for large-
scale experience with gambling as a commercial en-
terprise. The history of reservation-based commer-
cial gambling began during 1979, when the Seminole
of Florida became the first Native nation to enter the
bingo industry.

By the year 2000, Native American gaming reve-
nue had grown to $10.6 billion—a figure represent-
ing 16 percent of the $64.9 billion generated by gam-
ing in the United States as a whole. According to the
National Indian Gaming Association, Indian gaming
was contributing approximately $120 million in state
and local tax receipts annually by 2002. Moreover,
gaming patrons spent an estimated $237 million in
local communities around Indian casinos.
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The Foxwoods Money Machine

The Mashantucket Pequots’ Foxwoods Resort Casino
complex in Connecticut began as a small bingo parlor
after roughly forty banks refused to lend the tribe
money for a larger project. The bingo parlor began op-
erating in 1986 and became wildly successful, draw-
ing its clientele mainly from the urban corridor that
stretches from Boston to New York City. With the prof-
its from the bingo parlor, the Pequots opened a full-
scale casino in 1992. By the year 2000, the resulting
Foxwoods complex was drawing about fifty thousand
gamblers on an average day. The surrounding complex
included five casinos containing more than 300,000
square feet of gaming space, 5,842 slot machines, 370
gaming tables, a 3,000-seat high-stakes bingo parlor
with $1,000,000 jackpots, a 200-seat Sportsbook, and a

keno lounge. The Foxwoods casino complex also in-
cluded four hotels, twenty-three shopping areas, twenty-
four food services, and a movie-theater complex, as
well as a museum.

Foxwoods quickly became a financial success for its
sponsors, as well as the state government of Connecti-
cut, to which the casino’s management pledged a quar-
ter of its profits. During the fiscal year spanning 1999
and 2000, Foxwoods’ gross revenues on its slot and
video machines alone totaled more than $9 billion.
Foxwoods and a second casino, the Mohegan Sun, with
thirteen thousand employees, paid the state of Connect-
icut more than $318 million in taxes during the 1999-
2000 fiscal year.

Foxwoods Resort Casino. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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Of the 562 federally recognized Native American
governmental entities in the United States at that
time, 201 participated in class II or class III gaming
by 2001. Class II includes such games as bingo, pull-
tabs, lotto, punch boards and certain card games per-
missible under individual state laws. Class III in-
cludes everything else, including casino-style table
games, such as roulette and craps, and card games,
such as poker and blackjack. Indian casinos operated
in twenty-nine states under a total of 249 separate
gaming compacts.

The Oneida Example
By the 1960’s, the landholdings of New York’s

Oneida tribe had been reduced to a mere thirty-two
acres, east of Syracuse, with almost no economic
infrastructure. Three decades later, the New York
Oneidas owned a large casino, the Turning Stone,
which had incubated a number of other business ven-
tures. Many of the roughly one thousand Oneida peo-
ple who resided in the area were receiving substantial
material benefits.

Despite the economic benefits, a substantial dissi-
dent movement arose among Oneidas who assert that
Ray Halbritter, the “nation representative” of the
New York Oneidas, had never been voted into his
office. The dissident group was centered in the
Shenandoah family, whose members include the no-
table singer Joanne Shenandoah and her husband, ac-
tivist Doug George-Kanentiio. The dissidents argued
that the New York Oneidas under Halbritter had
merely established a commercial business, called it a
“nation,” and then acquired the requisite approvals
from New York State and the federal governments to
use their status to open the Turning Stone.

Under Halbritter’s direction, the New York Onei-
das appointed a “men’s council”—an unheard-of
body in traditional matrilineal Iroquois law or tradi-
tion—which issued a zoning code to “beautify” the
Oneida Nation. That code enabled Halbritter’s fifty-
four-member police force to evict from their reserva-
tion homes Oneidas who opposed his role as leader of
the tribe. Halbritter’s control also was supported by
the acquisition of Indian Country Today, a national
Native American newspaper.

The experience of the Oneidas raised several ethi-

cal questions, among them the question of whether
the Oneida model might be a key to defining the fu-
ture of Native American sovereignty. Critics won-
dered if the Oneidas’economic gains had been offset
by an atmosphere of authoritarian rule and a devas-
tating loss of traditional bearings, as many Oneida
dissidents believe.

Cultural Integrity
Writing in Modern Tribal Development in 2000,

Dean Howard Smith erected a theoretical context in
which he sought a model for Indian reservation de-
velopment that would be consistent with “the cultural
integrity and sovereignty of the Native American na-
tions . . . leading to cultural integrity, self-determina-
tion, and self-sufficiency.” Instead of being assimi-
lated into an industrial capitalistic system, Smith
believes that Native American traditions can be used
to design “a new type of system that incorporates
competitive behavior, social compatibility and adap-
tation, and environmental concerns.”

Bruce E. Johansen

Further Reading
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Press, 2000.

See also: Betting on sports; Lotteries; Native Amer-
ican ethics; Taxes.
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Native American ethics
Definition: Diverse set of ethical systems and moral

codes of North America’s tribal peoples
Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: Many Native American cultural tra-

ditions and worldviews differ significantly from
those of Western traditions. The history of the in-
teractions between Western colonizers and Na-
tive Americans, moreover, has imparted a unique
status to the ethical systems of the latter group,
which have been appropriated by many political
dissidents and used as the basis for critiques of
modern environmental and capitalist practices.

Several problems attend to any overview of Native
American ethics. First, students of Native American
cultural traditions have rarely focused on the topic of
ethics, and therefore the amount of material available
is minimal. Introductory texts on Native American
religions typically fail to consider the topic. For ex-
ample, Åke Hultkrantz’s The Study of American In-
dian Religions (1983) and Native Religions of North
America (1987), Sam D. Gill’s Native American Re-
ligions: An Introduction (1982), and Lawrence E.
Sullivan’s Native American Religions: North Amer-
ica (1989) have no entries for “ethics” or “morality.”

Second, the few scholars who did give some con-
sideration to the manners, customs, and moral codes
of Native American peoples generally had no formal
training in ethics. Those who did tended to assume
that the moral categories defined by the Western
philosophic and religious traditions could be trans-
ferred to Native American cultures without any fear
of misrepresentation. Thus, these scholars were pre-
occupied with questions of sexuality and general so-
cial structures, whether or not these were considered
of prime importance by the natives.

Finally, the phrase “Native American ethics” sug-
gests historical fiction. Only in the last four decades
of the twentieth century did any pan-Indian identity
emerge for Native Americans. The reality is that each
tribal tradition considers itself to be a unique entity
with a specific identity and cultural web.

Travelers and Missionaries
Historically, Western discussions of the moral

condition of Native American peoples date from the
fifteenth century. For the next four centuries, materi-

als relating to the ethics of Native American peoples
primarily were recorded in the accounts of early trav-
elers and missionaries. Typically, the debate centered
on the question of the status of Native Americans as
moral beings.

The earliest example dates from 1550, when
Charles V of Spain summoned Juan Gines de Sepúl-
veda and Bartolomé de Las Casas to Valladolid
to hear arguments on the nature of the beings dis-
covered in the New World. Sepúlveda argued that
the “Indians” were natural slaves. His evaluation
provided justification for the Spanish system of
encomiendaro. Las Casas, having spent four decades
in the New World, provided broad evidence for a con-
trary view that the natives were highly developed and
possessed natural virtues. New England Calvinists
and romantics in the tradition of Jean-Jacques Rous-
seau carried forth the ignoble-noble savage debate
into the twentieth century.

Anthropological and Ethnological
Studies

During the mid-nineteenth century, Max Müller,
Edward Tylor, Herbert Spencer, and other evolution-
ary positivists used the existing materials on Native
American cultures to serve their universal theories
of human development. Spencer, for example, con-
cluded that “savages” lacked the necessary mental
capacities to make moral distinctions, while Tylor ar-
gued that primitive peoples had not risen to the stage
of ethical development that is characteristic of higher
religions. These ethnocentric appraisals of “primi-
tive” peoples in general, and Native Americans spe-
cifically, continued to inform the study of Native
American peoples through the first half of the twenti-
eth century.

Led by Franz Boas and Clark Wissler, twentieth
century anthropological and ethnological studies of
Native American cultures tended to ignore religious
topics except as they contributed to cultural or
diffusionist theories. Discussions of social relations
focused on kinship patterns and formal social organi-
zation. Boas’s Kwakiutl Ethnography (1966), for ex-
ample, contains no references to ethics, moral codes,
or values. Paul Radin’s The Winnebago Tribe (1923)
and The Trickster (1956), Ruth Benedict’s Patterns
of Culture (1934), and Gladys Reichard’s Navaho
Religion (1950) use psychological approaches that
reduce moral values to the satisfaction of human
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needs. Religion, when considered, focuses on topics
such as the supernatural, sorcery, and witchcraft
to the exclusion of ethical matters. Ruth Landes’s
Ojibwa Religion and the Midéwiwin (1968), for ex-
ample, limits the term “ethics” to a distinction be-
tween “good” and “evil” in the context of sorcery and
witchcraft, with no discussion of the ethical princi-
ples that might inform those evaluations.

Philosophical and Emic Studies
Richard Brandt’s Hopi Ethics (1954) and John

Ladd’s The Structure of a Moral Code (1957) provide
the only published formal theoretical studies of Na-
tive American ethics. Brandt and Ladd conclude that
pragmatism best characterized Hopi and Navaho eth-
ics. Brandt’s methodology uses native interviews
about ethical issues defined by Brandt rather than by
the Hopi. Ladd’s methodology is aimed at hypo-
thetical reconstruction of Navaho ethics from the na-
tive point of view. Both Brandt and Ladd assume that
ethics is concerned exclusively with social relations
and therefore give little consideration to religious is-
sues.

A. Irving Hallowell’s Ojib-wa Ontology, Behav-
ior, and World View (1960) marks a turning point in
the study of the ethics of Native American peoples.
Hallowell concluded that the key to Ojibwa behavior
and worldview is found in a distinctive ontology that,
on one hand, expands the category of person to in-
clude “other-than-human persons,” and, on the other
hand, defines moral behavior relationally. N. Scott
Momaday’s “The Man Made of Words” (1970) sug-
gests that the idea of appropriation and the related
concepts of appropriateness and propriety guide
Native American relationships. Dorothy Lee’s Free-
dom and Culture (1959), Howard Harrod’s Renewing
the World (1987), and Fritz Detwiler’s “All My Rela-
tives” (1992) further argue for the relational na-
ture of the ethics of Native American peoples based
on the expanded notion of “person.” Harrod’s work,
in particular, grounds ethics in ritual experience.
Through ritual, the ethical bonds that sustain a re-
lational worldview are renewed and enhanced. If a
relational ontology is fundamental to Native Ameri-
can worldviews, then further investigation of Native
American ethics from a relational perspective is re-
quired.

Fritz Detwiler
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Native American genocide
Definition: Long, slow destruction of the indige-

nous peoples of the Americas and their ways of
life

Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: European Americans justified the ex-

termination of millions of Native Americans by
judging them to be less than human.

The European discovery of the New World had dev-
astating consequences for the native population.
Within a century of Christopher Columbus’s landing
in 1492, the number of people living in the Americas
had declined from more than twenty-five million to a
few million. Whole societies in Mexico and South
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America died within weeks of initial contact with
Spanish explorers and adventurers. The major cause
of the devastation was disease. Native Americans had
lived in total isolation from the rest of the world since
first arriving in the New World from Central Asia
around 20,000 b.c.e.; hence, they had escaped the
devastating epidemics and diseases, such as small-
pox and the plague, that had afflicted the rest of hu-
mankind for generations. Such diseases normally re-
quired human carriers to pass them on to others, and
such conditions did not exist in the New World until
after 1492.

Columbus and his crew made four separate voy-
ages to the New World between 1492 and 1510, and
on each of those voyages sailors brought new dis-
eases with them. Even the common flu had devastat-
ing consequences for defenseless Native American
babies and children. Other people of the world had
built up immunities to these killers, but Native Amer-
icans had none, so they died in massive numbers.
During the sixteenth century, most of the dying took
place from Mexico south, since the Spanish appeared
to be uninterested in colonizing North America. Only
after the English settled Jamestown in 1607-1608
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and Plymouth in Massachusetts in 1620 did the epi-
demics affect Native Americans in that region.

The first major tribe to be exterminated in North
America was the Massachusetts of New England,
whose population died out completely between 1619
and 1633 from a smallpox epidemic. Yet other things
besides disease were killing Native Americans. Most
Europeans believed that the people they came across
in their explorations were not truly human at all, but
instead savage, inferior beings who had no law and
order, no cities, no wealth, and no idea of God or
progress. When they died from “white man’s dis-
eases,” this offered further proof of the weakness and
helplessness of the population. They could not even
make good slaves because they died so quickly from
“minor” illnesses. That is why the Europeans turned
to Africa for their supply of slave laborers; Africans,
who had had a much longer history of contact with
other peoples of the world, had built up immunities to
the killing diseases. Native Americans were not so
lucky.

U.S. Government Policies
As time passed, immunities were built up by na-

tive peoples, and fewer tribes were extinguished by
diseases. Warfare, however, continued to take its toll.
Thousands of Native Americans died defending their
homelands from American settlers in the aftermath
of the War for Independence. Native Americans

were not made citizens by the Constitution of 1787
but were legally defined as residents of foreign na-
tions living in the United States. Wars and conflicts
over territory had devastated many tribes by 1830. In
that year, President Andrew Jackson and Congress
adopted a program, the Indian Removal Act, that they
hoped would put an end to wars with the Native
Americans. Under this new act, the American gov-
ernment would trade land west of the Mississippi
River for land owned by the tribes in the east. Land
in the west, acquired from France in 1803 as part of
the Louisiana Purchase, was deemed unsuitable for
farming by Europeans. Native Americans, on the
other hand, would be able to survive on the Great
Plains, called the “Great American Desert” by most
whites, by hunting buffalo and other game.

Congress authorized the president to exchange
land beginning in 1831. Three years later, a perma-
nent Indian Country was created in the West and set-
tlement by whites was declared illegal. By 1840, In-
dian Removal was complete, though it took the Black
Hawk War in Illinois, the Seminole War in Florida,
and the terrible march forcing the Cherokee from
Georgia to the Indian Territory, to complete the pro-
cess. At least three thousand Native American women
and children died at the hands of the U.S. Army on
the Cherokee “Trail of Tears.” Indian Removal meant
death and disaster for many eastern tribes.

Conflict was reduced by the program only until
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Examples of Native American Tribes That Were Exterminated

Date Tribe Region Inhabited Cause

1513-1530 Calusa Florida Spanish warfare

1617-1633 Massachusetts New England Smallpox

1637-1638 Pequot New England English warfare

1637-1705 Powhatan Virginia English warfare

1675-1676 Narraganset Rhode Island English warfare

1675-1763 Susquehannock New York Disease and wars

1706-1717 Chitimacha Louisiana French warfare

1716-1731 Natchez Mississippi French warfare

1782-1853 Chinook Columbia River region Smallpox

1873-1905 Yavapai Arizona Tuberculosis



whites began moving into the West during the
1860’s. During the U.S. Civil War (1861-1865), sev-
eral Indian Wars were fought in Minnesota and Iowa,
and the infamous Chivington Massacre took place in
Colorado in 1864. In this incident, 450 Native Amer-
icans were slaughtered without warning in a predawn
raid by the Colorado militia. To prevent massacres in
the West, Congress enacted a “reservation policy,”
setting aside several million acres of western lands
for “permanent” Indian settlement. The Army had
the job of keeping the tribes on their reservations.
Frequent wars resulted as Great Plains tribes at-
tempted to leave their reservations to hunt buffalo
and the army drove them back.

Problems increased with the coming of railroads.
The first transcontinental railroad began carrying
passengers in 1869. Huge buffalo herds presented the
railroads with a major problem, however, because
they took hours and sometimes days to cross the
tracks. To keep trains running on time, railroads hired
hunters to kill the buffalo. By the late 1880’s, they
nearly accomplished their goal of killing off all the
herds. Buffalo had once numbered 100 million, but
by 1888, there were fewer than 1,000. With the de-
struction of the buffalo came the end of the Native
American way of life.

The final war was fought in 1890 in the Black
Hills of South Dakota on the Pine Ridge Reservation.
An Indian holy man claimed that the whites would
disappear and the buffalo would return if Native
Americans danced a Ghost Dance. Magical shirts
were given to the dancers that were supposed to pro-
tect them from white men’s bullets. When the white
Indian agent asked Washington for help to put down
the Ghost Dancers, the Army responded by killing
hundreds of the Native Americans, whose magical
shirts did not work.

Native Americans did not become American citi-
zens until 1924 and were required to live on reserva-
tions. Not until 1934 was self-government granted to
the tribes, and by that time the reservations had be-
come the poorest communities in the entire United
States. The reservations continue to have the highest
levels of unemployment, alcoholism, crime, and
drug addiction found in U.S. communities. These
signals of social disintegration and disruption are the
final results of a policy of extermination that began in
1492.

Leslie V. Tischauser
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Natural law
Definition: Moral law existing in, or deriving from,

nature rather than culture
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: The many contradictory permutations

of natural law theory share the notion of a univer-
sal law common to all humanity and derived in
some fashion from nature or from the natural
(pre-social) state of humanity. This notion is
broad enough to have supported religious, secu-
lar, optimistic, pessimistic, human-centered, and
non-human-centered versions of the theory.

The natural law theory of morality has its roots in
classical Greek and Roman philosophy. Greek think-
ers such as Aristotle emphasized the teleological na-
ture of humanity. In other words, each human being
has a fixed human nature and a certain “function”;
namely, the capacity for rational thought. It is im-
plied in Aristotle’s philosophy that moral actions are
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those that fulfill one’s nature as a rational human be-
ing. Furthermore, in the Rhetoric (c. 335 b.c.e.) Aris-
totle differentiates between positive or “particular”
laws and laws “according to nature.” Aristotle de-
scribed the latter as a “common” law; that is, one that
was common or natural to all humanity.

The notion of natural law is even more explicit in
the writings of the ancient Roman philosopher and
statesman Cicero, who is usually associated with the
Stoic school of philosophy. Cicero argued in his es-
says for an eternal and immutable law that prevailed
for all people at all times. Moreover, this law is
grounded in human nature. According to Cicero,
“Law is the highest reason, implanted in Nature,
which commands what ought to be done and forbids
the opposite.” In general, this notion of a natural law
(ius naturale) permeated the Stoic philosophy, which
emphasized the equality of all persons according to
the law of nature. Moreover, this idea of a natural law
was not foreign to Roman jurists; hence, it affected
the development and application of actual laws in
Roman society.

One finds intimations of the presence of this natu-
ral law in several other classical writers, such as Saint
Augustine and Boethius. Augustine, for example,
contended that the only valid temporal laws were
those that were consonant with the eternal and immu-
table law of God. Other laws were simply unjust and
hence lacked any authority. Even Saint Paul con-
cludes in one of his epistles that we find a morality
that conscience discerns naturally inscribed in our
hearts (Romans 2:14-16).

Saint Thomas Aquinas
The philosopher who is most closely associated

with the natural law ethic is Saint Thomas Aquinas.
He developed an elaborate philosophical system
based in large part on the philosophy of Aristotle. His
most famous work is known as the Summa Theologica
(1266-1273). The Summa is a lengthy treatise in
which Thomas Aquinas presents and defends his
complete philosophical system. In a major section of
this work known as “The Treatise on Law,” he articu-
lated his conception of natural law morality. This
brief work has been extremely influential in the his-
tory of moral and political philosophy.

Thomas Aquinas begins from what he calls the
“eternal law,” which is the law of God’s creative work
by which he directs everything to the fulfillment he

has in mind. All true laws are derived from and re-
lated to this eternal, unchanging law of God. Accord-
ing to Thomas Aquinas, the natural law that governs
the lives of human beings is a participation in this
eternal law. God created humans and gave them a
definite nature that is subject to certain laws; specifi-
cally, the laws of its own development. Moreover,
each nature is oriented intrinsically toward the goal
of developing and realizing all of its vast potential.
Hence, the primary obligation placed on humans by
God is simply self-fulfillment. In other words, a hu-
man being’s fundamental moral obligation is to ful-
fill his or her nature, to actualize his or her potentials,
to develop in a fully human way. This obligation
comes from God the creator but it is also written or
inscribed ontologically into each human nature and
clearly manifests itself to any intelligence that dis-
cerns this nature.

Given that human nature is oriented toward its
own fulfillment, the first principle of morality is sim-
ple to deduce: “Good is to be done and promoted and
evil is to be avoided.” All other precepts of the natural
law are based on this principle. It is important to note
that the word “good” here refers to the final end of
self-realization or self-fulfillment. Thus, the first pre-
cept of the natural law could be expressed as follows:
“Fulfill your true nature as a person,” or simply “Fol-
low nature.”

How exactly can one fulfill one’s nature and actu-
alize one’s potential in order to become more fully
human? In Thomas Aquinas’s view, one must merely
follow one’s natural inclinations. These inclinations
are a deep-seated and innate part of human nature,
and they provide the general specifications of the first
precept, “do good,” as applied to human nature. The
natural inclinations derive from three levels. As be-
ings (or substances), humans are naturally inclined
toward self-preservation; hence, whatever is a means
of preserving life and avoiding death belongs to the
natural law. As animals, humans are naturally in-
clined to take in food, to reproduce through sexual in-
tercourse, and so forth. As rational human beings,
humans are naturally inclined toward a life of reason
(that is, the acquisition of knowledge), toward friend-
ship and a social life, and toward a life of virtue and
the love of God. Unfortunately, Thomas Aquinas
does not provide a very extensive list of these inclina-
tions, he lists only a few primary precepts of the natu-
ral law.
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The main point, however, is clear: If one follows
these natural inclinations, one will attain genuine
self-fulfillment and happiness. Indeed, one is obliged
to follow these inclinations and not to oppose one’s
own nature. The natural inclinations are not known
by means of conceptual reasoning or logical analysis.
Instead, they are known intuitively and naturally by
anyone possessing a properly functioning practical
reason. Hence, one’s practical reason both knows
these natural inclinations and directs their implemen-
tation in particular circumstances. In this sense then,
reason—or what Thomas Aquinas calls “right rea-
son” (recta ratio)—is indisputably the ultimate norm
of morality.

Since, as Thomas Aquinas points out, people
grasp as goods the fulfillments to which they are nat-
urally inclined, it follows that there is a basic precept
of the natural law that corresponds to each natural in-
clination. In other words, the natural inclinations as
intuited or known by reason become the natural laws
that bind one from within. They become the basic
principles of morality—the so-called primary pre-
cepts of the natural law. These principles are immuta-
ble because they emanate from the fixed human na-
ture. Also, these laws are universal, since all humans
share a common nature. It becomes clear, therefore,
that these primary precepts of the natural law, which
are universal and immutable, serve as a fixed and un-
shakable basis for all morality and law.

Thomas Aquinas stresses that there are also sec-
ondary precepts of the natural law. These are derived
from applying the primary precepts to more particu-
lar kinds of situations. Unlike the primary precepts,
the secondary ones are not infallibly or intuitively
known, may be disputed at times, and often hold only
as a general rule or “for the most part.” Many civil
laws and other moral mandates fall into this category.
Thomas Aquinas’s treatment of these secondary pre-
cepts reveals that he does allow for some flexibility in
the development of law and morality.

The final issue considered in Thomas Aquinas’s
discussion of natural law is the relationship between
human law and the natural law. Human law, accord-
ing to Thomas Aquinas, is a further application of the
natural law in a particular community and historical
epoch. The necessity of such laws emanates from the
unwillingness of some people to follow their own
natural aptitude for virtue. Thomas Aquinas insists
that every genuine human law must be derived from

and based on the natural law. He argues that the force
of law depends on its justice and rightness, which in
turn depends on the rule of reason.

Since the first rule of reason is the law of nature,
every law must be based on this law of nature. Many
laws will be established by tyrannical or inept rulers
and legislators that will depart from the natural law
and will be neither right nor just. When such laws de-
viate from the natural law, they are a corruption of
law and have no binding force. Thomas Aquinas
maintains that laws can be unjust or illegitimate in
two ways: They are opposed to either the human
good or the divine good. Clearly, then, any law that
violates the common good, that is not just and does
not participate in the natural law, is no law at all. All
human law must, therefore, yield to the higher law of
nature. It should be pointed out that even laws passed
by good and upright rulers, laws perhaps good in
themselves, might be poorly adapted to a particular
situation. Hence, one might be justified in not follow-
ing such a law under such circumstances.

Thus, there is an explicit hierarchy in Thomas
Aquinas’s philosophy of law. The natural law partici-
pates in and derives from the eternal law, and human
law is subservient to the natural law. Whenever it
conflicts with that law, it is null and void. The natural
law, then, should be the ultimate guide and moral
compass for all legislators and leaders.

Natural Law and Natural Rights Theory
A related but conceptually different approach to

morality is the natural rights theory, which was de-
veloped by English philosophers such as Thomas
Hobbes and John Locke. Locke, for example, argues
for various natural rights such as the right to life, lib-
erty, and property. According to Locke, these natural
rights should be the basis for the laws and rules of
civil society. The similarity between this viewpoint
and the natural law ethic of Thomas Aquinas is the
grounding of morality in rights that emanate from the
nature of human beings. Locke, however, detaches
his limited natural law theory from the metaphysical
and theological underpinnings used by Thomas
Aquinas. He also rejects the idea of natural hierar-
chies. Like Thomas Aquinas and other natural law
philosophers, however, he claims that there is some-
thing higher than civil laws. In other words, the ulti-
mate standards of law and morality are the natural
human rights of life, liberty, and property. Moreover,
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the state exists to secure and guarantee those funda-
mental rights. Thus, strictly speaking, Locke did not
adopt a traditional view of morality based on natural
law, but he did infer certain natural rights in the same
manner as natural law philosophers such as Thomas
Aquinas. Also, like traditional natural law theories,
Locke’s philosophy argues from the facts of human
nature to the values that ground morality and law.

The School of Natural Law
During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,

there were many further developments in the evolu-
tion of natural law theory. What came to be known as
the school of natural law was dominated by thinkers
such as Hugo Grotius and Samuel von Pufendorf,
along with Johann Gottlieb Fichte and Immanuel
Kant. These philosophers discussed natural law in
purely secular terms; hence, they too disassociated
natural law from its metaphysical and theological sup-
positions. They regarded the law of nature as manifest
to anyone through the natural light of human reason.
This school also focused on different types of associa-
tions that form in society—particularly those regu-
lated by law. They developed theories of the state, so-
ciety at large, and associations and their relation to the
state. Grotius, for example, developed a natural law
conception of the state. Beyond any doubt, even these
obscure works have had a notable impact on the evolu-
tion of legal and political theory.

Modern Versions of the Natural
Law Philosophy

There are several insightful modern versions of
natural law morality that for the most part have been
inspired by the philosophy of Saint Thomas Aquinas.
For example, legal philosophers such as John Finnis
have attempted to build on and advance the work of
Thomas Aquinas. In Finnis’s version of natural law
morality, there is a fuller and more elaborate articula-
tion of human goods. Like Thomas Aquinas, Finnis
contends that the end of each human being is self-
fulfillment, or what he calls “human flourishing.” In
his seminal work Natural Law and Natural Rights
(1980), Finnis argues for seven basic goods, or as-
pects of human well-being that contribute to this
flourishing: life, knowledge, play, aesthetic experi-
ence, sociability and friendships, practicable reason-
ableness, and religion.

Human flourishing is realized by actualizing

these basic goods. Finnis also contends that practical
reasonableness directs and guides the way in which
people actualize the other goods. It is a critical in-
termediate principle that guides the transition from
human goods to judgments about right and wrong ac-
tions. According to Finnis, one is practically reason-
able when one participates in all human goods well.
Thus, the bedrock moral principle for Finnis can be
summed up as follows: “Make one’s choices open to
human fulfillment; that is, avoid unnecessary limita-
tions of human potentialities.” In other words, the
moral law holds that one should promote human
flourishing by respecting these basic human goods in
one’s own actions and in the actions of others.

Finally, it is worth noting that the notion of a natu-
ral law grounded in human nature is implicit in the
writings of many other modern thinkers. Consider, for
example, the writings of Martin Luther King, Jr.; spe-
cifically, his famous “Letter from Birmingham Jail,”
which was written in 1963. In this letter, he explains
his rationale for disobeying the law by claiming that an
unjust law is not really a law at all. Citing Saint Augus-
tine, King invoked a higher “natural” law as a standard
for judging the unjust discriminatory laws that could
be found in some states during the early 1960’s. King’s
writings raise the question of how one is to judge the
laws of civil society if one does not have this higher
standard cited by Aristotle, Cicero, Augustine,
Thomas Aquinas, and many others.

Criticisms
Critics have identified many problems associated

with the natural law approach to morality. Some
of the strongest criticism has been directed against
Saint Thomas Aquinas, since he is regarded as the
most noted systematizer of natural law theory. To
begin with, the critics argue that Thomas Aquinas’s
discussion is seriously deficient in that he does not
enumerate more primary precepts of natural law.
Thomas Aquinas mentions only a few such precepts
and should have given much more attention to the ac-
tual content of the natural law. Thus, the famous
question 94 of the Summa in which these precepts are
articulated under the form of natural inclinations is
one of the most disappointing sections in the whole
“Treatise on Law.” It is difficult, then, to arrive at a
comprehensive list of specific and definable duties
that should be followed in the light of the natural law.

In addition, Thomas Aquinas and other natural
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law advocates perhaps place too much emphasis
on the immutability of human nature, which in turn
accounts for the remarkable stability of the law. A
more adequate moral theory must focus more explic-
itly on possible and future human fulfillment. In
other words, more attention must be given to human-
ity’s continual evolution and to possible forms of hu-
man fulfillment that have not yet been defined.

Still another criticism that is directed against
Thomas Aquinas and his followers is the dependence
of his natural law theory on the metaphysical as-
sumptions of his philosophy. One such assumption is
that the universe is organized in a teleological fashion
and that all beings are ordained a certain end. With-
out this assumption, Thomas Aquinas’s version of
natural law becomes somewhat problematic, since it
is predicated on the notion that human nature is ori-
ented intrinsically toward self-realization. Science,
however, specifically physics and biology, has re-
jected this teleological view of nature. For example,
the biologist would argue that the development and
growth of organisms is not caused by some inner tele-
ology, but by the presence of genetic information that
controls the process of growth. Thus, modern science
and reason do not support the teleological assump-
tions of Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas. It is possible,
of course, to revise the natural law framework so that
it is not dependent on a foundation of teleology. In
other words, the absence of a teleological assumption
does not preclude a coherent natural law ethic.

Relevance of Natural Law
The natural law tradition has had a significant in-

fluence on the development of law and political the-
ory in Western civilization. First of all, it represents
the viewpoint that there are objective moral princi-
ples that can be discerned by reason. It has also influ-
enced the emphasis on natural rights that is expressed
in constitutional laws. Natural law theory seeks to
justify these rights and other moral requirements that
should serve as the basis of any legal system. Unless a
system adheres to this natural law, it cannot be con-
sidered legitimate or justified. Thus, the rules of any
society are not valid if they come into conflict with
the demands of the natural law. In short, a valid law
must be a moral law; that is, one that is consistent
with the natural law.

The natural law tradition stands in unequivocal
opposition to the tradition of positivism that distin-

guishes between law and morality. In addition, legal
positivists stress that an unjust law is still a law. They
hold that natural law theory confuses what law is
with what it ought to be. Obviously, the debate be-
tween positivists and natural law proponents is a spir-
ited one that will not be resolved easily. It is also
clear, however, that the framework of natural law, de-
spite its flaws, has many merits, since it accounts for
the authority of law and provides a general guideline
for judging the worth and quality of diverse legal
rules.

Richard A. Spinello
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Natural rights
Definition: Inalienable rights of all people which

exist in nature, prior to the institution of a social
order, and which may be protected by govern-
ments but do not derive from governments

Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: An influential doctrine during the

Enlightenment, natural rights theory was used to
justify the American and French revolutions of
the eighteenth century. Moreover, a version of
natural rights divorced from its original depen-
dence on natural law became the basis in the
twentieth century for discussions of universal hu-
man rights.

After World War II, the member nations of the United
Nations were aghast at the systematic violations of
human rights that had been committed during the
war. Aware of the lack of enforcement mechanisms
to hold persons accountable for such behavior, they
initiated the process of developing legally binding in-
ternational standards of conduct.

In 1948, the United Nations General Assembly
adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(UDHR), marking the introduction of a basic canon

of civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights
into the international forum.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights con-
sists of thirty articles that declare, among others, the
rights to life, liberty, property, nationality, education,
thought, and religion, and freedom from torture, arbi-
trary arrest, and detention. Because of its ties with
natural law, the UDHR has been criticized for being
Eurocentric, giving rise to claims that its standards
are not applicable to non-Western nations. Indeed,
several pillars of the UDHR and subsequent interna-
tional human rights instruments (the Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights, the Covenant on Eco-
nomic, Social and Cultural Rights, the Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimi-
nation, and the Convention Against Torture) are
rooted in the early ideas of justice that derive from
Western civilization.

Ideas of Justice in Ancient Greece
The Greek idea of justice was one that both guided

individual behavior and served as a blueprint for
the organization of society. The ethical beliefs of
prominent Greek thinkers—Sophocles and Aristotle,
in particular—were grounded in the belief that the
higher laws of the gods transcended the obligations
and duties dictated by the rulers of society. Like Plato
and Socrates, Aristotle believed that adherence to
ethics creates an ideal society, one in which heredi-
tary class status does not determine one’s social rank.

Roman and Catholic Doctrine of the
Middle Ages

Influenced by classical Greek philosophy, the
Roman emperor Justinian (502-565) distinguished
among Roman natural law (jus civile), the common
law of all nations (jus gentium), and natural law (jus
naturale). The Romans emphasized the necessity for
a proper trial, the presentation of evidence and proof,
and the illegality of bribery in judicial proceedings.

The ideas proposed by the Roman Marcus Tullius
Cicero further cultivated a theory of natural law.
Cicero’s Brotherhood of Man made no distinction
between what is legally right and morally right, and
he promoted the idea that Roman law should be filled
with “natural reason” (fair, equitable solutions) in-
stead of reliance upon positive legal provisions. Nat-
ural law was God-given, eternal, and immutable, and
it could be applied to all people at all times.
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The emphasis on natural reason as the foundation
of law continues with the Roman Catholic doctrine of
the Middle Ages and the writings of Saint Thomas
Aquinas. Hugo Grotius clearly breaks from the older
doctrine of natural rights by maintaining that natural
law originates in pure reason, not the scriptures. For
Grotius, even nature and mathematics are unchange-
able by God.

The Enlightenment
The basis of the Enlightenment was a belief in

the perfectibility and decency of humankind. John
Locke’s essay on civil government (1689) contends
that in the original state of nature all persons have
the same rights and obligations and are entitled to de-

fend their rights to life, freedom, and property. Jean-
Jacques Rousseau’s Social Contract (1712-1778) ar-
gued that the presence of evil cannot be blamed on
humankind’s natural tendencies, but must be as-
cribed to social injustice and inequality; like Locke,
Rousseau believed in a natural state of existence in
which all are equal. Voltaire, another eighteenth cen-
tury natural law theoretician, advocated for the rights
still demanded today, including the freedoms of per-
son, press, and religion.

The basic documents of the American Revolu-
tion, which reveal the evolution of natural law the-
ory during the Enlightenment, influenced the French
struggle for freedom. The rights of man, the social
contract, popular sovereignty, separation of govern-

ment powers, right to property, reli-
gious freedom, and freedom of
thought all are contained in the Dec-
laration of Independence and the
U.S. Bill of Rights.

Parallel to constitutional develop-
ments in America, the French Decla-
ration of the Rights of Man and the
Citizen (1789) recognized the rights
to liberty, property, equality before
the law, repudiation of all hereditary
privilege, national sovereignty, ac-
countability of public officials, free-
dom of speech and press, separation
of government powers, personal
safety, and the right to resist oppres-
sion. Subsequently, in 1793, a new
French constitution was developed
that went beyond the document of
1789 in providing for the rights to
work, to mass education, and to rise
in insurrection.

Generations of Human Rights
France’s development of the 1793

constitution is a historical example in
which the dichotomy between civil,
political rights, and economic, so-
cial, and cultural rights is visible.
Just as the 1793 French document
linked economic status and opportu-
nity to the attainment of basic human
rights, elements of current human
rights discourse maintain that human
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Human Rights That Evolved out of
Natural Rights Concepts

Natural Rights Concept Human Rights

Freedom Self-determination: rights to food,
shelter, education, medical care,
and social security

Liberty: freedoms of
expression and religion

Liberty: freedoms of assembly,
expression, religion, thought,
culture, nationality, and movement;
right to asylum

Equality Equality: equality before the law,
equal education, equal employment

Property Property: right to employment,
equal pay

Self-government Representative government: fair
elections, participatory
government, equal suffrage, equal
access to public service.

Freedom from arbitrary
arrest

Due process: presumption of
innocence, right to fair trial;
freedoms from torture, detention,
and exile

Personal privacy Right to privacy: domestic privacy,
privacy of correspondence; rights to
family, marriage, honor, reputation,
and leisure



rights are indivisible. Poor nonwestern countries as-
sert that civil and political rights (referred to as first-
generation rights because they are readily attainable)
cannot be given priority over economic, social, and
cultural rights (second generation rights, inclusive of
the rights to education, housing, employment, and
social security). Amid diverse global conditions, the
development of an international code of ethics,
which began in ancient times, has been broadened by
the demand for economic, social, and cultural justice.

Natural Law and Applicability of
Human Rights

The natural-law origins of the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights fuel the conflict over the global
application of human rights. Countries not rooted in
the Western tradition of natural law agree that al-
though human beings are born free and equal in dig-
nity, the source of this higher order is dependent upon
cultural protocol. Adherence to tradition and desire
for its maintenance have given rise to the develop-
ment of human rights documents that reflect differ-
ing social, cultural, and religious realities. Examples
of such documents are the African (Banjul) Charter
on Human and Peoples’ Rights and the Islamic Dec-
laration of Human Rights.

Conclusion
Since 1948, an extensive register of international

human rights has been developed. For example, fem-
inism has extended human rights arguments to the
defense of women and their protection against male-
biased social, religious, and legal norms. The contin-
uous articulation of human rights is both an extension
of natural-law doctrine and an effort to respond to
varying cultural perceptions of human rights and
differing global economies, religions, and political
conditions. The 1948 Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights, with its mixture of first- and second-
generation rights—civil and political rights with eco-
nomic, social, and cultural rights—is testimony to
the merging of tradition and modernity in the effort to
develop an international collection of ethics. While
the first twenty articles of the UDHR cover the rights
to life, liberty, property, equality, and justice, subse-
quent articles proclaim the rights to education, equal
pay, an adequate standard of living, nationality, and
the cultural life of one’s community.

The loss of natural rights as the major authority

for human rights has led to two problematic results.
The creation of seemingly unlimited and unattain-
able economic, social, and environmental rights, as
well as the justification for the proliferation of many
other rights; and the relativism of rights when each
culture claims its own unique rights for itself and op-
poses any universal (natural rights) claim for human
rights.

Richard C. Kagan
Kerrie Workman
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Naturalistic fallacy
Definition: Mistaken attempt to define a moral en-

tity such as good in terms of a natural one such as
pleasure

Date: Term coined in 1903
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: The argument against the naturalistic

fallacy is meant to establish that the good is an ir-
reducible quality, one which cannot be under-
stood as a function of anything else. It therefore
opposes any ethics that defines the good in terms
of happiness, pleasure, enlightenment, or any-
thing other than simple goodness.

G. E. Moore, a Cambridge philosopher, argued in his
Principia Ethica (1903) that ethical naturalism
should be rejected because it commits the naturalistic
fallacy. Moore said that the naturalistic fallacy “con-
sists in the contention that good means nothing but
some simple or complex notion, that can be defined
in terms of natural qualities.” To the contrary, Moore
maintained that good is simple and indefinable in any
terms, natural or otherwise. Thus, he sometimes
seemed to apply the “naturalistic fallacy” designa-
tion to any attempt to define good.

Moore did not object to saying that pleasure is
good. In fact, it is the business of ethics to determine
what things are good. His objection was against those
who would claim that pleasure means good, that good
and pleasure are the same thing. He would claim that
people rightly say that a lemon is yellow, but they do
not mean by that that lemon and yellow are the same.

“Open Question Argument”
To support his claims about a fallacy, Moore of-

fered what has been called the “open question argu-
ment.” For any definition that might be proposed for
“good,” it can always be meaningfully asked whether
that thing really is good; whereas, with a legitimate
definition, such a question would not be meaning-
ful. For example, if “mother” means “female par-
ent,” then these terms are interchangeable. It would
make no sense to inquire whether your mother were
really your female parent, since this would be asking
whether your mother were really your mother. Moore
maintained, however, that it will always make sense
to ask whether pleasure (or any other proposed defi-
nition) is really good.

John Stuart Mill and the Fallacy
Moore stated that John Stuart “Mill has made as

naive and artless a use of the naturalistic fallacy as
anybody could desire.” According to Moore, Mill
claimed that good meant desirable and that what was
desirable was to be discovered by looking at what
was desired. Since pleasure is what is desired, it is the
good. Moore accused Mill of slipping fallaciously
from what is desired to what ought to be desired,
from the fact of desired to the value of desirable.

In a summary of what he had said about Mill,
Moore said, “if his contention that ‘I ought to desire’
means nothing but ‘I do desire’ were true, then he is
only entitled to say, ‘we do desire so and so because
we do desire it’; and that is not an ethical proposition
at all; it is a mere tautology.” Thus, it can be seen that
Moore was concerned not only with the naturalistic
element of Mill’s definition but also with his attempt
at any sort of definition.

Criticism of Moore
There have been numerous critiques of Moore’s

fallacy claims. Some have pointed out that it is a mis-
nomer, since the objection is to all definitions, not
only naturalistic ones, and that it should perhaps be
called the “definition fallacy.” These critics have
gone on to propose answers to the “open question ar-
gument.” Some have suggested that perhaps “good”
has several meanings and thus an examination of any
one of these might seem to leave an open question.
Perhaps, alternatively, the term is extremely difficult
to define, as Socrates found with moral terms, but
this difficulty does not prove that no definition is pos-
sible.

Other critics have denied that Mill and other natu-
ralists were making any attempt at definition. In re-
sponse to these critics, however, it has been argued
that whether the naturalist appeals to a definition or
to a principle, one always turns out to be grounded in
the other, and in neither case can the moral element
be logically deduced from the nature of things.

In further support of Moore, it has been said that if
indeed a definition of “good” in some natural (or
even metaphysical) term could be established, then
this would rob moral judgments of their prescrip-
tive force. That is, a judgment of “X is good” would
become purely descriptive and would elicit a “so
what?” response, just as might a judgment of “That
apple is red.” Put another way, although Moore’s dis-
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cussion of the naturalistic fallacy may be confusingly
presented, it nevertheless testifies to the special char-
acter of moral terms as evaluative and action-guiding
elements that cannot be captured by any descriptive
substitution.

Ruth B. Heizer
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Nature, rights of
Definition: Rights which may be said to inhere in

the natural world, including both organic life and
inorganic aspects of the landscape

Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Theories which ascribe rights to na-

ture are generally attempts to construct a moral
framework within which to reconcile the human
ability to damage and manipulate the environ-
ment with the needs of other species and with the
sense that lands and waters may themselves have
qualitative worth. Such theories are anthropocen-
tric, however, in the sense that they tend to ascribe
moral worth to the environment by investing it
with human moral characteristics.

Western thought, being greatly influenced by Chris-
tianity, has historically assumed the dominance of
humans over all plant and animal species. The ability
to destroy, domesticate, and alter other species has
been seen as an inherent argument for human domi-
nance of the natural world. Until the latter part of the
twentieth century, little regard was given to the rights
of nature to exist within a framework beneficial to
species other than humans. The development of envi-
ronmental crises such as global warming, extinc-
tions, and the depletion of natural resources has led
philosophers to consider the rights of nature.

When Thomas Jefferson wrote the Declaration of
Independence, he declared that all men were created
with unalienable rights that allowed them to be
treated with equality. Jefferson’s ideal, while ex-
tended to all humans, was not at the time the reality
for all humans.

Darwinism
Approximately one hundred years after Jefferson

wrote the Declaration of Independence, Charles Dar-
win presented the idea of the evolution of species.
Darwin’s idea suggested that those species that cur-
rently exist do so because they were best able to adapt
to the changing environment in which they live. It is
important to note that Darwin did not put forth the
idea that the strongest species survived, but rather
that the most adaptable species survived. Darwin’s
theory was slightly distorted and generally believed
to be survival of the fittest or strongest. This distor-
tion of Darwin’s theory, coupled with Jefferson’s em-
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phasis on the unalienable rights of humankind, led to
a popular belief that humans had the right to regard
nature as simply a resource to use and dominate with-
out regard for any rights that nature might possess.

As a result of the idea of dispensable natural re-
sources, be they inanimate or animate, human tech-
nological development and industrialization led to
several ecological problems during the latter half of
the twentieth century. Global warming, depletion of
the earth’s protective ozone layer, increases in harm-
ful gases in the atmosphere, and the extinctions of
plant and animal species are a few of these problems.
The burgeoning ecological crisis began to illustrate
the intricate and dependent relationship of humans
with the natural world. As a result, philosophers and
other thinkers began to reevaluate the rights of nature
and the role of humans. It became clear that all spe-
cies on the planet were interconnected and that the
environment had forced all species into a subtle com-
pact for survival.

Initially, nature was not viewed as possessing in-
alienable rights. Instead, the argument was made to
protect nature for the benefit of human existence. Na-
ture was important only insofar as it provided what
was needful for human existence; if a human activity
infringed upon nature in a way that was not viewed as
destructive to human existence, then the activity was
morally acceptable. Indeed, this view is still held;
however, a deeper view of nature began to develop
from this perspective. This deeper view argued that
humans are only a percentage of an ecological whole,
and that each part of this whole is dependent upon the
other parts. The interdependence of the parts means
that the rights of any one part are not greater than the
rights of other parts of the ecological whole. Each
species acts upon the society of other species and is
acted upon by this society. This fact is commonly il-
lustrated by such concepts as the food chain. In fact,
all species, as a result of their existence in the envi-
ronment, are involved in a social contract with one
another. Those who argue from this perspective point
out that humans as well as other animals perceive and
react to the environment; therefore, humans and
other animals have equal value in an environmental
context.

Interdependence of Species
The interdependence of species is the cornerstone

for the rights-of-nature argument. The theory of evo-

lution supports the idea that all species are created
equal because all species have evolved from com-
mon ancestors. The species currently residing on the
planet are not historically the strongest or most fit but
the descendants of the most adaptable species. It is an
error to use one species’ ability to manipulate the en-
vironment as a sanction to disregard the rights of
other species. Furthermore, the fact that humans are
able to know many of the details about how nature
works as a result of biological science does not mean
that humans have the right to disregard the rights of
nature. Jefferson’s unalienable rights for men do not
discriminate upon the basis of intelligence; thus, the
argument is applied to nature and humans. Humans
are capable of knowing the workings of other spe-
cies, but this should not justify disregard for these
species’ rights.

If it is held that nature has rights and that human
rights are rights that should be accorded to the entire
community of species, then how should actions be
judged to be right or wrong? Perhaps the best defini-
tion is that of Aldo Leopold, who defines an action as
being right when it preserves the integrity, stability,
and beauty of the biotic community. If nature is ac-
corded an ethical status that is equal to human ethical
status, a benchmark such as Leopold’s will be needed
to make judgments about the actions that humans
take.

Tod Murphy
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Nature Conservancy Council
Identification: British agency established to pro-

mote the conservation of natural environments
Date: Chartered as Nature Conservancy in 1949;

Council established 1973 by an act of
Parliament; dissolved December 21, 1991

Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: The Nature Conservancy Council

(NCC) established national nature reserves and
conducted research within them, simultaneously
preserving wildlife and increasing the scientific
community’s understanding of the importance of
such preservation.

The Nature Conservancy Council was established
“to provide scientific advice on the conservation and
control of the natural flora and fauna of Great Britain;
to establish, maintain and manage nature reserves in
Great Britain; and to organize and develop the re-
search and scientific services related thereto.” While
the NCC was not the only conservation organization
in the United Kingdom, its mission of scientific re-
search combined with conservation was unique.
Some national nature reserves were owned by the
conservancy; others were privately or publicly
owned lands that were subject to reserve agreements.

The conservancy was given the power to acquire
land compulsorily when necessary. Through its land
acquisition activities, it provided an alternative to de-
velopment and played an important role in habitat
preservation. The NCC worked with voluntary orga-
nizations, universities, and other government organi-
zations in its conservation and scientific efforts. It in-
creased public awareness of ecological processes and
support for conservation. The British Nature Conser-

vancy provided a model for the United States organi-
zation of the same name, established in 1951. The lat-
ter is a private nonprofit organization that conserves
critical habitats by acquiring land through purchases
or gifts, manages the sanctuaries, and supports re-
search. In 1991, the NCC was divided into three
smaller entities: English Nature, Scottish Natural
Heritage, and the Countryside Council for Wales.

Marguerite McKnight
Updated by the editors

See also: Biodiversity; Conservation; Endangered
species.

Nazi science
Definition: Experiments conducted by the German

scientific establishment during the period when
Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party dominated Ger-
many

Date: 1933-1945
Type of ethics: Scientific ethics
Significance: The experiments conducted on Jews

and other unwilling subjects by Nazi scientists
have been used to symbolize the convergence of
logic and moral atrocity in the Holocaust and the
rationalist, dispassionate evil of the “final solu-
tion.”

For more than twelve years (January 31, 1933-May 2,
1945), Germany was dominated by a political move-
ment called the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche
Arbeiterpartei (NSDAP or Nazis, for short). Upon
becoming the chancellor of Germany, Nazi leader
Adolf Hitler launched the twin programs of Machter-
greifung and Gleichschaltung (the former term
meaning “seizure of power” and the latter meaning
“coordination”). The Nazis first installed members
of their own party or party sympathizers into posi-
tions of authority in every government organization
in Germany—schools and universities, scientific re-
search institutes, medical facilities, youth groups,
women’s organizations, museums, philharmonic or-
chestras, art galleries, and virtually everything else in
Germany.

Nazis or Nazi sympathizers in those organiza-
tions then “coordinated” the activities of the people
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they controlled with Hitler’s view of what all Ger-
mans should do and think. German scientists also had
to coordinate their experiments with Hitler’s own pe-
culiar view of the universe and humanity’s place in it.
The ultimate result was the destruction of human
lives on a scale so massive as to defy understanding.

Eugenics Theories
Hitler’s understanding of human society repre-

sented a vulgarized form of ideas that evolved from
scientific experiments and theories in Western Eu-
rope and the United States during the nineteenth cen-
tury. Evolutionists, geneticists, and eugenicists from
the so-called “hard” sciences, along with psycholo-
gists and Social Darwinists from the “soft” sciences,
contributed to the construction in the minds of Hitler
and many other people of an essentially racial
interpretation of human history.

Evolutionists taught that all members of a
species of living organisms are involved in a
constant struggle for survival. Those organ-
isms that have inherited characteristics from
their ancestors that are best suited for survival
will outcompete their less genetically blessed
rivals and thus pass along those beneficial
traits to their offspring. When scientists re-
discovered Mendelian genetics immediately
after 1900, many of them began to realize that
breeding a superior stock of human beings
poses no more of a scientific problem than
does the selective breeding of plants and ani-
mals. A program of selective human breeding
would assure that only desirable characteris-
tics would pass from one generation to the
next.

Social Darwinists argued that human races
(or nations) are engaged in a struggle for sur-
vival, as are the members of individual species.
If a nation or race does not possess or adopt the
physical and intellectual qualities necessary to
allow it to outcompete its rivals, it will be
swept into the dustbin of history and become
extinct or its members will become subservi-
ent to superior nations or races. Social Dar-
winists combined with advocates of selective
human breeding to form the international eu-
genics movement.

Eugenicists included scientists from every
discipline, but especially anthropology, medi-

cine, and psychology. They argued that governments
should adopt regulations to assure that future genera-
tions would enjoy the best physical and intellectual
constitutions that their gene pools could supply. Eu-
genicists advocated that individuals with congenital
diseases of the mind or body should undergo manda-
tory sterilization to prevent their disabilities from be-
ing passed along to future generations. During the
1920’s and 1930’s, governments in many Western
European countries and several state legislatures in
the United States adopted laws mandating steriliza-
tion for persons with inheritable infirmities.

Some of the eugenicists advocated that enlight-
ened governments should adopt euthanasia programs
to eliminate persons with mental or physical disabili-
ties that were of a terminal nature or that rendered
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Examples of Nazi Science

Field Research and Experiments

Physics Research program to produce a nuclear
bomb

Optics Research program to establish a giant
mirror in low earth orbit that would
focus the Sun’s energy on enemy targets
on Earth and incinerate them

Chemistry Experiments that succeeded in producing
synthetic rubber and synthetic gasoline;
development of several new types of
poison gases, including nerve gas

Aeronautics Development of aircraft powered by jet
and rocket engines; development of
ballistic missiles

Medicine Experiments on unwilling human
subjects, including mass sterilization
utilizing X rays, experiments in reviving
persons subjected to extremely low
temperatures, and experiments in the
medical killing of terminally ill and
incurably insane patients

Biology Selective breeding of human beings (the
Lebensborn program); biological warfare
experiments



them incapable of enjoying an ill-defined “quality of
life” acceptable to the euthanasists. The euthanasists
tried to convince governments that the inmates of
medical clinics, hospitals, and insane asylums should
be screened by qualified physicians who would de-
termine whether their lives were of any further value
to themselves or to society. Those inmates deemed by
screening physicians to be incurably ill (mentally or
physically) or as “useless eaters” should, according
to the euthanasists, be granted “mercy deaths.” Only
in Nazi Germany did the government adopt euthana-
sia. The German euthanasia program led directly to
mass murders in Nazi concentration camps.

Weapons
The Nazi government also coopted all the other

sciences in Germany to advance its own view of how
Germany and the world should be organized. The sci-
ences of aeronautical engineering, chemistry, and
physics in particular became integral parts of a huge
military-industrial complex designed to make ad-
vanced weapons of war. In Hitler’s Social Darwinistic
worldview, war was a natural and necessary condi-
tion of human evolution. In his semiautobiographical
Mein Kampf (1926), Hitler clearly expressed his in-
tent to conquer territory in the Soviet Union into
which the German race could expand. As one of his
earliest actions after attaining dictatorial power in
Germany, Hitler began a massive expansion of the
German armed forces. German scientists from every
discipline began to devote their research to areas that
would further Hitler’s military intentions.

Some German scientists began programs that led
to the development of the world’s first operational
jet fighter aircraft. Others began developing experi-
ments in rocketry that culminated in the V-2, a ballis-
tic missile that wreaked great havoc among civilians
in Britain. German chemists developed toxic gases
(never used) that were more deadly than any that had
been used in World War I. Chemists also discovered
how to make synthetic rubber as well as synthetic
gasoline derived from coal, in an effort to assure that
the German war machine could continue to function
even if it were cut off from supplies of petroleum and
rubber by an enemy blockade. German physicists be-
gan research designed to produce revolutionary new
weapons of war, including a program that almost
produced a nuclear bomb. Other exotic weapons-

systems research included plans for a giant mirror
that, when placed in low Earth orbit, could focus the
sun’s rays on any spot on Earth with devastating re-
sults.

Medical Research
Perhaps the most flagrant violations of accepted

scientific ethical principles in Germany during the
Nazi era occurred in medical science. Medical re-
searchers in some concentration camps routinely
used unwilling human subjects in macabre experi-
ments that often resulted in the death or disfigure-
ment of the subjects. Physicians in concentration
camps, medical clinics, and insane asylums willingly
participated in “selections” (determining whether in-
dividuals were fit for work or should be summarily
executed). In the case of some of the concentration
camps, physicians made these selections without
conducting even cursory medical examinations. The
physicians also extracted organs from the cadavers of
those who had been killed and sent them to medical
research institutes throughout Germany for experi-
mentation. Physicians perpetrated this dismember-
ment without the knowledge or approval of the vic-
tims or the victims’ families.

Many scientists presently condemn the atrocities
that were committed in the name of science in Ger-
many during the Nazi era. They believe that German
scientists of the period abandoned all accepted ethi-
cal principles while they were caught up in a national
madness brought on by extraordinary circumstances.
A number of the German scientists involved, how-
ever, maintained that their actions were entirely ethi-
cal, because they were all intended to serve the high-
est good—the improvement of the human condition.
In the long view of history, they maintained, the hu-
man race will benefit enormously from their ac-
tions—materially, physically, and intellectually. The
Nazi scientists adopted the position that, in science,
the end justifies the means. Many scientists in all
countries today accept that position, at least to some
degree. Perhaps more than any other event in history,
the Nazi era underscores the absolute necessity of a
universally accepted code of scientific ethics if any
semblance of humanity is to be maintained in the
wake of an increasingly technological and scientific
society.

Paul Madden
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Nazism
Definition: German political movement that advo-

cated racial nationalism, including anti-Semitism,
dictatorial government, and expansion into east-
ern Europe by means of war

Date: Party organized in 1919, dissolved in 1945
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: By far the most famous example of a

fascist movement in modern history, the rise of
Nazism in Germany began with the suppression
of democracy and civil rights and led ultimately to
World War II and the Holocaust.

Nazism, a contraction of the term “National Social-
ism,” was a German political movement that emerged
in the aftermath of World War I with Adolf Hitler as
its leader. From the very start, it espoused ideas that

rejected Western values of humanitarianism, ratio-
nalism, liberalism, democracy, and socialism in favor
of extreme nationalism, racism, and a political sys-
tem of single-party dictatorship. Nazi policies and
practices violated human and civil rights, first in Ger-
many and later in conquered Europe, and resorted to
violent power politics in international affairs.

The forerunner of Nazism as a political party was
the German Workers’ Party, which was organized in
Munich early in 1919. Adolf Hitler, a lower-middle-
class Austrian by birth and a corporal in the German
army during World War I, joined the German
Workers’ Party later in the year. It soon was renamed
the National Socialist German Workers’ Party, and
Hitler, showing oratorical and organizational talent,
became its undisputed leader in 1921.

The main tenets of Nazism were drawn from the
party program of 1920, Hitler’s speeches and writ-
ings (especially his ponderous two-volume Mein
Kampf [My Struggle], published in 1925 and 1926),
and other Nazi publications. They attacked liberal-
ism and parliamentarianism, including democracy,
as inherently weak political systems and branded the
early leaders of the Weimar Republic, liberals, so-
cialists, and Jews as “November criminals” of 1918,
who had overthrown the imperial government. In
place of the failed parliamentary democracy, Nazism
offered authoritarian rule rooted in a solid hierarchi-
cal system of leaders and followers. At the head
would be a Führer, or “leader,” who, with the support
of the Nazi Party, would exercise total control over
the society and mobilize it for the achievement of the
political and social goals that he postulated.

Nazism, above all, extolled racial nationalism,
which was derived from the nineteenth century ra-
cial theories of the Frenchman Joseph-Arthur de
Gobineau, the Germanized Englishman Houston
Chamberlain, and the German Paul de Lagarde. Pro-
ponents of Nazism contended that human races were
divided into culture-creating and culture-destroying
groups, which were engaged in a Social Darwinian
struggle of survival of the fittest. At the top of the
culture-creating races stood the Nordic-Aryan-
Germanic group, the “master race,” which was des-
tined to dominate inferior races.

At Hitler’s instigation, Nazism singled out the
Jews as the greatest threat to the pure Aryans because
the Jews, the leading culture-destroying race, were
conspiring to gain domination over the world. In

1030

Nazism Ethics



Nazi foreign policy, the idea of the primacy of the
Aryan race was combined with a Great German na-
tionalism or imperialism, whose aim it was to create a
Great German empire far beyond the borders of the
German nation. Such an expansion was to give the
German people the Lebensraum, or “living space,”
that it needed to ensure its security and economic in-
dependence.

Exercise of Power
The Nazis did not conceal that they would attain

power legally, but once in office they would destroy
the constitutional system. Within one month after
Hitler was appointed chancellor early in 1933, he had
communists and many socialists confined to quickly
established concentration camps and suspended civil
rights. Through cajolery, pressure, and terror, he pre-
vailed upon the Reichstag (parliament) to give him
dictatorial powers, which he used to eliminate trade
unions and all political parties except the Nazi Party.
In 1934, he murdered the top leadership of the Storm
Troopers, or S.A., and some non-Nazis, when he felt
threatened by a rival from within his own ranks. He
justified these acts of criminality by declaring: “I was

responsible for the fate of the German people and
thereby I became the Supreme Judge of the German
people.”

The Nazi practices of eliminating opponents by
sending them to concentration camps or murdering
them, persecuting Jews purely on racial grounds,
maintaining a police state, and pursuing an aggres-
sive foreign policy left no room for the observance of
ethical principles in politics. It is important to realize,
however, that liberal democratic governments also
generally do not feel bound by ethical constraints if
the national interest is at stake. Although idealists
among philosophers and scholars argue that, for ex-
ample, foreign policy must be based on prudence and
ethical principle, realists on the order of George
Kennan (and they are a majority) maintain that in
world politics moral or ethical concerns must be sub-
ordinated to national interest. Given the absence of
accepted international standards of morality and ef-
fective bodies of enforcement when violations occur,
each government, being concerned with military se-
curity, the integrity of its political life, and the well-
being of its citizens, must act on its own to protect its
national interests. Implied in this stance, however, is
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a sense of moderation and responsibility when pursu-
ing the national interest in international relations.

Expansionism
The Nazi regime under Hitler’s direction defined

national interest in the most expansive terms. Hitler
once characterized Germany’s foreign policy by de-
claring: “Germany will become a world power or it
will not exist at all.” During the early years of Nazi
dictatorship, he and his associates constantly pro-
claimed the German Reich’s “sincere desire for
peace,” while unilaterally abrogating the restrictions
of the Treaty of Versailles, rearming Germany, and
then, in 1938, annexing Austria and the German-
speaking Sudetenland of Czechoslovakia. In 1939,
Nazi Germany unleashed World War II through ag-
gression against Poland, followed by campaigns into
France and other European countries in 1940. One
year later, Hitler attacked the Soviet Union, waging
an unparalleled brutal ideological war in the quest for
Lebensraum in the East.

While worldwide violence was raging as a result
of war, the Nazi regime also prepared for the elimina-
tion of “racially inferior” populaces and “those of
lesser value” in society. The persecution of German
Jews culminated in the violence against Jewish prop-
erty and people of the Kristallnacht of 1938. With the
outbreak of the war in 1939, a euthanasia program
was begun, resulting in the killing by injection or by
gassing of almost 100,000 mentally and physically
disabled persons, most of whom were German.
Finally, the plan to liquidate all European Jews in
Nazi hands—the Final Solution—was implemented
by Hitler and some of his immediate associates in
1941. It claimed the lives of almost six million peo-
ple. In addition, Nazi actions led to the murder of
millions of Gypsies, Slavs, homosexuals, and other
racial and political “enemies.” This unprecedented
mechanized genocide was only stopped by the defeat
of Nazi Germany and the suicide of Adolf Hitler in
1945.

Collapse of Hitler’s Regime
After the total defeat of Germany and the inglori-

ous death of Hitler, Nazism never revived as a sig-
nificant force. Following the establishment of the
Federal Republic of Germany in 1949, its Federal
Constitutional Court outlawed the noisy but unim-

portant Socialist Reich Party in 1952 as a neo-Nazi
organization. During the 1960’s and 1980’s, two
right-wing parties were formed: the National Demo-
cratic Party and the Republicans. Both have shown
some neo-Nazi features but have achieved little influ-
ence. More noteworthy have been a number of small
neo-Nazi groups formed since the 1970’s, whose rac-
ist hate propaganda and violence, directed not pri-
marily against Jews but against foreigners, especially
Turks, have aroused consternation since the unifica-
tion of Germany in 1990. These groups cannot, how-
ever, be viewed as the forerunners of an organized
neo-Nazi movement.

George P. Blum
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Needs and wants
Definition: Needs are generally understood to be

whatever is necessary to enable human beings to
continue to be human, and not merely what is nec-
essary for survival; wants are things that enhance
human life but are not necessary to it.

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: A principal challenge in any theory

and practice of distributive justice is the construc-
tion of a system of claims and desert related to a
defensible index of human needs and wants.

An index of human needs is never completely ex-
hausted by speaking of food, clothing, and shelter.
Nobody dies from a lack of music or good books, but
this does not mean that such things do not constitute
human needs. Indeed, needs may even arguably in-
clude such basic liberties as freedom of speech,
movement, thought, and choice.

The distribution of what one needs is related to
questions of fairness, equality, and justice. However,
to distribute goods in proportion to basic needs is
equivalent to neither equality nor justice, because
there must first be some grounds for saying whether
distribution should be independent of the question of
desert.

One may ask whether it is the case that to say that
S needs X is to say that if S does not have X, he or she
will be harmed. If X’s absence is a crucial or funda-
mental harm to S, then a moral ought arises apart
from desert. This is different from saying that the fact
that S needs X means that without X that person can-
not achieve some goal or purpose he or she wants to
achieve.

A person wants a certain thing if when a certain
desire occurs, there is an increase in one’s inclination
to perform an act to satisfy it. Wants are thus related
to desire, and among desires the ethicist may ask
which are rational and which are not, and whether
some are derivative and some final. After all, there
may be no limit to what human beings can want, but
there are limits on what can be done or provided. For
example, men cannot give birth to babies, no matter
how much they may want to do so.

If an index of needs and wants can be established,
one may still wonder whether these are natural, or
whether they vary according to human condition and
technological achievement. Generally speaking, the

more abundant a society’s material goods, the more
previously thought of wants become seen as needs.
This means that if needs are determined by nature
and wants are circumstantial, then an ethicist’s task is
of one sort. Whereas, if both are circumstantial, cul-
turally and technologically contingent, then the work
of ethics is different because the line between need
and want is fixed by human decision.

Further Reading
Pojman, Louis, and Robert Westmoreland, eds.

Equality: Selected Readings. Oxford, England:
Oxford University Press, 1997.

Rescher, Nicholas. Fairness: Theory and Practice of
Distributive Justice. New Brunswick, N.J.: Trans-
action Publishers, 2002.

Sen, Amartya. Inequality Reexamined. Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1995.

Ronnie Littlejohn

See also: Desire; Greed; Incommensurability; In-
equality; Justice; Poverty; Profit economy; Walden.

Negligence
Definition: Failure to maintain due standards of

care in one’s actions, thereby causing or poten-
tially causing harm to another

Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Negligence raises interesting and

unique questions about the relationship of inten-
tionality to guilt. Virtually all moral relations
have a potential for negligence.

Negligence has long been an important concept in
both ethics and law. In ethics, the notion of negligence
arises out of the conception that one owes a duty of a
degree of care toward one’s fellow humans in all
one’s activities and that under given circumstances,
one may owe even greater degrees of care arising out
of special duties that one takes upon oneself in virtue
of the public office or profession one has assumed.

Law and morality both recognize a distinction be-
tween advertent negligence, which involves the
wrongdoer’s proceeding with acts after recognizing
the dangerous nature of those actions or omissions,
and inadvertent negligence, which involves the
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wrongdoer’s undertaking dangerous acts (or omis-
sions) without having recognized the risk that they
impose upon others. The former, which is often
called recklessness, is generally regarded as the more
culpable form, while the latter raises complex theo-
retical difficulties for ethicians and legal scholars.

The primary problem with inadvertent negligence
both in ethics and in law arises from the seeming con-
tradiction between the nature of such negligence and
the deliberate intentionality requisite for an act to be
culpable. In moral theory, the problem is easily re-
solved by linking the inadvertent negligence to the
idea of culpable ignorance.

The wrongdoer behaved unsafely because he did
not know the potential consequences of his actions,
but this ignorance does not exculpate him because he
should have known. At some time in his past, he
failed to acquire the knowledge necessary to recog-
nize the character of his acts. If this failure resulted
from deliberate neglect on the part of the wrong-
doer—for example, skipping sessions of his job
training—then this was culpable ignorance and the
wrongs which flowed from it were blameworthy.

In the case of legal negligence, both civil and
criminal, more difficult problems seem to present
themselves. Criminal guilt usually involves both an
actus reus, or guilty act, and a mens rea, or guilty
mind (criminal intention). H. L. A. Hart, the noted
British legal philosopher, wrestled with this problem
without reaching a conclusive solution: How can in-
advertent negligence have a mens rea? If one were to
recognize the nature and potential consequences of
one’s act(s), would one not be guilty of advertent
negligence, or worse?

The answer to this puzzle may lie in a non-
proximate mens rea that the law may be seen as as-
suming to exist in the absence of plausible proof to
the contrary. Take, for example, the case of a roofer
who has been carefully dropping waste materials
from a roof into a dumpster several floors below.
Suddenly, after such care, he hurls a bucket off the
roof without checking its trajectory and injures a pe-
destrian below.

The roofer testifies at his trial that he does not
know why he threw the bucket as he did and that he
gave no thought to the dangers involved in such an
act. If he is believed, he will be convicted of an of-
fense connected with inadvertent negligence. If the
roofer could provide a plausible explanation of his

action that could trace its origins to a cause ultimately
outside the roofer’s control, however, he might ex-
pect acquittal.

Assume that the roofer produces proof that the tar
he employed—a new variety on the market—emitted
hallucinogenic fumes and that he was working with
that tar just before the allegedly negligent incident. If
his proofs were accepted, he would doubtlessly be
exonerated, because he had indicated a cause for his
actions that lay outside his control.

In the absence of such proof, however, the un-
stated assumption of the law must be that at some ear-
lier time—perhaps even years before—the defendant
developed (by omission or commission) habits of
mind that were likely ultimately to lead to negligent
actions in the future and that in the acquisition of
these habits lay the culpability.

The acceptance of those habits of mind consti-
tutes a nonproximate mens rea for any negligent acts
that might later be done as a result. This interpreta-
tion demonstrates that the law of negligence is not a
strict liability statute—that is, one enforced without
regard to intentionality—as some have maintained.

Other Difficulties
Another difficulty that has perplexed legal theo-

rists involves whether the standard of negligence
should be objective or subjective. H. L. A. Hart stated
that the objective standard attributes fault to an agent
who failed “to take those precautions which any rea-
sonable man with normal capacities would in the
circumstances have taken.” A subjective standard
would give greater weight to the particular circum-
stances and capacities of the subject.

Finally, there is the question of the relationship of
the degree of blameworthiness in negligent acts to the
actual results that flow from them. A negligent driver
(for example, one using excessive speed) might in-
jure somebody or might not. Under one theory, his or
her blameworthiness remains the same despite the
external circumstances, but others have asserted that
effects in the extramental world are a factor in guilt,
as a result of so-called “moral luck.”

Patrick M. O’Neil

Further Reading
Cane, Peter, and Jane Stapelton, eds. The Law of Ob-

ligations: Essays in Celebration of John Fleming.
New York: Oxford University Press, 1998.
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New York Times Co. v. Sullivan
The Event: U.S. Supreme Court decision that lim-

ited states’ authority to award libel damages and
established “actual malice” as the standard for
cases involving public officials, later expanded to
include “public figures”

Date: Ruling made on March 9, 1964
Type of ethics: Media ethics
Significance: The Supreme Court’s opinion in

Sullivan significantly expanded the First Amend-
ment protection of the press’s right to engage in
social criticism and political commentary by
specifying that nothing printed about a public of-
ficial could be deemed libelous unless it was the
specific intent of the author to defame the official.
Thus, even untrue stories are protected in the ab-
sence of malicious intent to do harm.

New York Times Co. v. Sullivan was sparked by an ad-
vertisement placed in The New York Times in 1960 by
the Committee to Defend Martin Luther King and the
Struggle for Freedom in the South. The advertise-
ment, which was meant to raise support for King’s
Civil Rights movement, criticized several southern
jurisdictions, including Montgomery, Alabama, al-
though it did not name any individuals. In response,
Montgomery city commissioner L. B. Sullivan sued
the Times for libel in circuit court, which found the
newspaper guilty under Alabama law. After the Ala-

bama Supreme Court affirmed this judgment, the
Times appealed to the Supreme Court, claiming vio-
lations of its rights of free speech and due process un-
der the First and Fourteenth Amendments to the Con-
stitution. The Court held unanimously that Alabama
law failed to protect adequately freedom of speech
and of the press, and that “actual malice” would
henceforth be the national standard for determining
libel actions involving public officials.

Lisa Paddock

See also: Due process; First Amendment; Libel; Su-
preme Court, U.S.

News sources
Definition: Individuals who provide information to

reporters for mass media dissemination
Type of ethics: Media ethics
Significance: Journalistic codes of ethics require

reporters objectively to evaluate information pro-
vided by sources, to verify important information
with multiple independent sources, and to protect
the privacy of confidential sources by withhold-
ing their names and other identifying details from
the public.

The information conveyed through the mass media
is of fundamental importance to American society.
On the basis of this information, public opinion is
formed, votes are cast, and democracy is enacted.
Media professionals, therefore, are obligated to seek
out and make use of information sources that are reli-
able, credible, and well-intentioned. Too often, how-
ever, such exemplary sources do not exist, and jour-
nalists are left to struggle with questions of conduct
and concerns about the ethical treatment of their
sources.

Journalistic Ethics
The National Society of Professional Journalists

attempts to address the issue by assessing both the
journalist’s principles and the consequences of his or
her actions. Truth-telling is a fundamental governor
in a free society and becomes, therefore, an activity
that journalists are both morally and socially obli-
gated to pursue. Developing and maintaining reliable
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news sources is an essential part of this journalistic
mission, for without credible sources, reporters may
never gain access to the type of information that their
“watchdog” role requires.

The U.S. Constitution, through the broad pro-
tections offered by the First Amendment, recognizes
the unique nature of the press’s responsibilities and
grants generous latitude in the cultivation and protec-
tion of source-reporter relationships. Strict, absolute
rules of conduct are incompatible with this intention-
ally unrestricted domain, leaving questions of ethics
up for examination on a case-by-case basis.

The three main ethical considerations regarding
sources of information are anonymity, confidential-
ity, and the source-reporter relationship. The use of
anonymous sources is a fairly common media prac-
tice despite industry concerns about both its practical
and ethical value. Practically, media professionals
agree that the custom detracts from the press’s integ-
rity and engenders suspicion about the veracity of the
report. Ethically, related considerations range from
the erosion of the public trust to the publication of
stolen or purchased information and the potential for
furthering someone else’s purpose by disseminating
information that is politically or financially expedi-
ent to the source.

Anonymity
Anonymity undermines the journalistic mission

of truth-telling because the source is an important
part of the story. Failure to disclose the name of the
source results in an incomplete or distorted version of
truth. Once an anonymous source has been used, the
issue of confidentiality arises. Various ethical ques-
tions surround this issue. How far is a news organiza-
tion obligated to go in order to protect the identity of
its source? How binding is a reporter’s promise of an-
onymity?

A 1991 Supreme Court decision ruled that the
Minneapolis Star Tribune violated an implied con-
tract created by the promise of anonymity when the
paper publicly revealed a source’s identity. The deci-
sion reinforced the mutually dependent nature of the
source-reporter relationship, one that has long been
the subject of controversy. While general opinion
agrees that the relationship is frequently character-
ized by betrayal and manipulation, industry mem-
bers differ regarding whether it is the reporter or the
source who is guilty of malevolence. The debate

sparks the question of intention and the ethical impli-
cations of using people as a means to further an indi-
vidual’s purpose, journalistic or otherwise.

In general, a liberalized deontological approach is
employed to resolve these ethical quandaries. That is,
media professionals are expected to adhere to general
industry guidelines unless there is a compelling rea-
son not to do so. For example, most news organiza-
tions have policies that reflect a cautionary stance re-
garding the granting of anonymity. Reporters are
encouraged to try to get the source to agree to attribu-
tion and/or to find alternative ways to verify the in-
formation. Many news organizations require that
journalists receive authorization from a superior be-
fore quoting from anonymous sources. Typically, ed-
itorial approval for anonymity is granted when that
anonymity is supported by duty-based principles:
when the information is of vital public interest and
consistent with the truth-telling ethic; when the jus-
tification of minimizing grievous harm is clearly
served, such as in the protection of a whistleblower or
the victim of abuse; or when a concern for social jus-
tice is at stake, as in governmental corruption cases.
In addition, industry guidelines seek to mitigate fur-
ther the negative effects of anonymous sources by re-
quiring identification as fully as possible, such as by
position or title, and by explaining the reason for the
use of anonymity.

Because anonymity is zealously guarded, once
granted, the promise of confidentiality becomes su-
preme. The reputation of the press rests on the integ-
rity with which sources are protected, and even the
threat of legal action is not justification for exposing
a confidential source. Confidentiality may be broken,
however, if the news organization discovers that the
source has provided false or misleading information.
Malicious intent by a source, as was the case in
the Minneapolis Star Tribune case, is not an accept-
able reason to breach the confidential relationship.
Rather, the responsibility lies with journalists not
only to examine their own motives for publishing
certain information but also to explore the possible
motives of their sources. These actions act as safe-
guards against the likelihood that media profession-
als will fall prey to sources who are using the press in
an effort to damage another’s reputation, and rein-
force a basic Judeo-Christian principle: Reporters
should not treat others or allow themselves to be
treated, as a means to someone else’s end.
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The use of anonymous sources raises a number of
ethical considerations in itself, as well as the poten-
tial for confidentiality and source-reporter relation-
ship abuses. Therefore, journalists should pursue
such a course of action only after thoughtful and de-
liberate consideration.

Regina Howard Yaroch
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Nicomachean Ethics
Identification: Book based on Aristotle’s lectures,

recorded by his son Nicomachus
Date: Ethica Nicomachea, wr. c. 335-323 b.c.e.

(English translation, 1797)
Type of ethics: Classical history
Significance: The Nicomachean Ethics is arguably

the first text in Western philosophy to treat ethics
as a coherent philosophical system. It defines a
virtuous person as one who desires the good that
the intellect discerns. Such a good is usually a

mean between the extremes of too much and too
little.

Aristotle assumes that all things, human beings in-
cluded, have a good, a purpose or end, which it is
their nature to fulfill. To understand the virtue of hu-
man nature, one must discover the specific good that
is its purpose. Human nature, in Aristotle’s analysis,
has two levels: the nonrational and the rational. Each
level has its good and corresponding virtue.

The virtue of the rational level is to recognize and
contemplate truth. This purely intellectual virtue has
value in itself but is not sufficient for morality. Mo-
rality is only possible when both levels of human na-
ture work together.

The nonrational level of human nature includes
vegetative functions, such as biological growth, over
which reason has no control, and appetitive func-
tions, such as hunger and sexual desire, which can be
guided by reason. The virtue of this level of human
nature occurs when the “appetite” comes to desire the
good that the intellect discerns. This is moral virtue.
It requires not only insight but also practice that culti-
vates moral behavior into habit.

In most cases, Aristotle says, the good is a mean
between two extremes. Courage, for example, is the
good that lies between rashness (too much) and cow-
ardice (too little).

Ted William Dreier

See also: Aristotelian ethics; Aristotle; Golden
mean; Good, the; Teleological ethics.

Niebuhr, H. Richard
Identification: American theologian
Born: September 3, 1894, Wright City, Missouri
Died: July 5, 1962, Greenfield, Massachusetts
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: In works such as The Meaning of

Revelation (1941) and Christ and Culture (1951),
Niebuhr used insights from history, sociology,
psychology, and philosophy to explore ways in
which the Christian faith could help to transform
and redeem the world. He became one of the lead-
ing Christian ethicists of the twentieth century.
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H. Richard Niebuhr taught and wrote in the heyday of
Christian theology in the twentieth century. Karl
Barth, Paul Tillich, and his own brother Reinhold
were his contemporaries. Niebuhr’s ethics empha-
sized perpetual reformation. His evaluation of Chris-
tianity in the United States convinced him that Chris-
tian faith everywhere had to keep attuned to the God
who could free it from cultural enslavement. To the
degree that Christian communities made the “fitting
response,” they could spark a transformation that
would bring the world closer to the kingdom of God.

Niebuhr’s greatest contribution may be his way of
engaging in ethical reflection. His thought moved
back and forth between society and human encoun-
ters with the ultimate. His ethics aimed at turning ri-
gidity into openness, misplaced absoluteness into
creative relativity, and the difficulties of history into
movements of responsible faith. Thus, if adjectives
such as existential, relativistic, and cultural are nec-
essary to describe Niebuhr’s ethics, no less accurate
are terms such as theocentric, communal, and univer-
salistic.

See also: Christian ethics; Hartshorne, Charles;
Niebuhr, Reinhold; Tillich, Paul.

Niebuhr, Reinhold
Identification: American theologian
Born: June 21, 1892, Wright City, Missouri
Died: June 1, 1971, Stockbridge, Massachusetts
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: An important leader in, and critic of,

the social gospel movement of the early twentieth
century, Niebuhr worked to demonstrate that his
brand of Christianity was relevant to the practical
issues of his day.

Reinhold Niebuhr, the son of an immigrant minister,
was born in Wright City, Missouri, in 1892. After
studying at Eden Theological Seminary and Yale Di-
vinity School, he became in 1915 the pastor of the
Bethel Evangelical Church in Detroit, where he took
an active role combating racial prejudice and sup-
porting labor’s right to strike. In 1928, Henry Sloane
Coffin offered Niebuhr a teaching position at Union

Theological Seminary in New York; Niebuhr re-
mained there until his retirement in 1960.

Although Niebuhr continued his social activism
while at Union, he also became famous as a writer
and as a professor of Applied Christianity. He wrote
more than twenty books and 1,500 articles, reviews,
and editorials. Among his important topics were lib-
eralism and fundamentalism, and the nature of faith
in the light of history and science. Perhaps his most
significant contribution to American social ethics
was in his rethinking of the social gospel, a religious
movement prevalent in early twentieth century Ameri-
can theology that optimistically held that people,
through their efforts to reform society, could help
God bring his kingdom to Earth in the near future.

Niebuhr did not think that the problems of society
could be easily solved, for to him, social decisions
presented themselves as choices between relative
evils. In his writings, he focused on the limitations
imposed by evil. Niebuhr argued that, although indi-
viduals were capable of moral behavior and develop-
ment, nations, corporations, labor unions, and other
such collective entities were not, because pride more
easily manifested itself in groups.

James M. Dawsey

See also: Christian ethics; Niebuhr, H. Richard.

Nietzsche, Friedrich
Identification: German philosopher
Born: October 15, 1844, Röcken, Saxony, Prussia

(now in Germany)
Died: August 25, 1900, Weimar, Germany
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: One of the most influential thinkers

of the nineteenth century, Nietzsche created a cri-
tique of traditional ethics in Beyond Good and
Evil (Jenseits von Gut und Böse: Vorspiel einer
Philosophie der Zukunft, 1886), and On the Gene-
alogy of Morals (Zur Genealogie der Moral, 1887)
profoundly impacted the intellectual landscape of
the twentieth century. The precise nature of his
critique remains a subject of controversy, how-
ever, as there is little or no consensus as to the “au-
thentic” meaning of his texts.
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Nietzsche attacked traditional ethical theories, espe-
cially those rooted in religion. He did so because he
believed that human life has no moral purpose except
for the meaning that human beings give it. His out-
look encouraged moral perspectivism or pluralism,
but he also advocated a demanding personal ethical
perspective of his own. It emphasized the individual
will, excellence, and discipline. In both its critical
and its affirmative dimensions, Nietzsche’s philoso-
phy continues to have profound effects on moral the-
ory and practice.

The Will to Power
“We are unknown to ourselves, we men of knowl-

edge—and with good reason.” Thus begins Nietz-
sche’s On the Genealogy of Morals. His theme was
that even though people may regard themselves as
well informed, sophisticated, and knowledgeable,
their lack of courage keeps them from uncovering
what is happening in human existence and morality.
Nietzsche tried to check this plague of self-delusion.

Nietzsche contended that it is self-deception not
to admit honestly that “life simply is will to power.”
He was no advocate of the democratic ideal of human
equality. Such a doctrine, he thought, only levels the
quality of life toward mediocrity. Individuals vary
greatly in their talents and abilities, and there are ba-
sic qualitative differences that leave us unequal as
persons. Nevertheless, each individual, according to
Nietzsche, will do what he or she can do to assert
power.

As Nietzsche interpreted the course of human his-
tory, Western culture had been dominated by an un-
fortunate distinction between “good” and “evil,” a
distinction that the Christian religion in particular
has done much to encourage. Spurred by a deep ha-
tred of aristocratic ways they could not emulate, the
masses of humanity, often supported by religious
leaders, indulged in a revenge-motivated negation of
the qualities of an aristocratic life. As Nietzsche saw
things, the “good” of the good-evil distinction had
emphasized equality, selflessness, meekness, humil-
ity, sympathy, pity, and other qualities of weakness.
It had castigated the noble, aristocratic qualities—
self-assertion, daring creativity, passion, and desire
for conquest—by calling them evil. The prevalence
of this concept of evil, Nietzsche contended, is re-
sponsible for weakness and mediocrity among those
in dominant positions. It has annihilated the qualities
that are essential for excellence in life.

Human existence, however, need not end on this
dismal note. If Nietzsche sometimes regarded him-
self as a voice crying in the wilderness, he also
thought human life could redeem itself by going “be-
yond good and evil”: “Must not the ancient fire some
day flare up much more terribly, after much longer
preparation?” he wrote. “More: must one not desire it
with all one’s might? even will it? even promote it?”
The spirit of nobility—affirmation of life, struggle,
conquest, and a passionate desire to excel—these
characteristics need to be uplifted. Nietzsche’s aim,
however, was not to duplicate the past but to put these
essential qualities back into modern life.

God Is Dead
Nietzsche’s proclamation of the death of God

was a fundamental ingredient in the revaluation of
all values Nietzsche advocated. This proclamation
emerged from his conviction that the morality of
mediocrity and affirmations of God’s existence, es-
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pecially as the latter are understood in Christian-
ity, stand inextricably tied together. Nothing, argued
Nietzsche, has done more than Christianity to en-
trench the morality of mediocrity in human con-
sciousness. In Nietzsche’s view, for example, the
Christian emphasis on love extols qualities of weak-
ness. Christianity urges that it is our responsibility to
cultivate those attributes, not because of an abstract
concept of duty but because it is God’s will that we do
so. As this conception developed, Nietzsche argued,
it bound people in debilitating guilt. It also led them
to an escapist tendency to seek for fulfillment beyond
this world.

Arguably one-sided, Nietzsche’s critique was
loud and clear: Christianity, with its conception of a
transcendent, omnipotent, omniscient, just, and lov-
ing God, denies and negates too much that is valuable
in this world. Nietzsche did not deny that the long
dominance of the Christian faith is a real manifesta-
tion of the will to power and that certain individuals
have revealed unusual qualities of strength in estab-
lishing Christianity’s authority. He was convinced,
however, that the result has been to place an inferior
breed in control of life. Nietzsche believed that, by
proclaiming that God is dead, he would eliminate the
underpinning of Christian morality, thus making it
less difficult to move beyond the conventional under-
standing of good and evil.

The issue of God’s existence, believed Nietzsche,
is more psychological than metaphysical. That is,
Nietzsche thought that belief in God is an additional
tool used to distort the facts of life and to attack and to
bring to submission individuals of noble character.
His aim was not so much to prove or disprove the ex-
istence of God as to show that belief in God can cre-
ate a sickness. He wanted to convince people that the
highest achievements in human life depend on the
elimination of this belief.

Implications for Ethical Conduct
Nietzsche’s philosophy places strong demands on

those who would live by it. He urged such people to
consider that life is an eternal recurrence. Therefore,
one ought to choose so there is no need for regret. The
goal is to act so that, if confronted by an identical sit-
uation an infinite number of times, one could hon-
estly say that one would do nothing differently.

John K. Roth
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Nihilism
Definition: Doctrine holding that there is no ratio-

nal foundation for truth and that existence is with-
out meaning

Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Nihilism may refer to the ultimate

lack of conviction, that is, an inability to believe
in anything at all. It may also refer to the active
embrace of nothingness—either through ascetic
self-denial or through antisocial violence, de-
struction, or anarchy—as a positive goal. The dis-
tinction is elucidated in Nietzsche’s famous diag-
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nosis: “Man would rather will nothingness than
have nothing to will.”

Nihilism in general refers to the view that the world is
without meaning. It is often used as a term of criti-
cism, for if a philosophical position can be shown to
result in nihilism, its assumptions may warrant reex-
amination. Other thinkers maintain that nihilism is a
tenable position to hold.

Friedrich Jacobi
The term “nihilism” was first used by the German

philosopher Friedrich Jacobi. Jacobi criticized mod-
ern philosophy’s faith in reason as the foundation of
all knowledge. The rationalist doubts everything but
what the mind can discover by itself. For Jacobi, this
skeptical approach must culminate in the belief that
nothing exists, for there is no rational foundation
for belief in anything outside one’s own mind. For
Jacobi, reason affirmed nothing, and he called the be-
lief in nothing “nihilism,” from the Latin word nihil,
meaning “nothing.”

In his David Hume on Belief: Or, Idealism and
Realism (1787), Jacobi argues that the radical skepti-
cism of Hume is in fact nihilism. The nihilist, as epit-
omized for Jacobi by Hume, sees no justification for
belief in the existence of the external world, other
people, God, or even a self.

Nihilism, then, is primarily a problem with the
theory of knowledge for Jacobi. The reliance of mod-
ern philosophy on reason as the source of all knowl-
edge leads to an unacceptable outcome, and therefore
the reliance on reason alone must be misguided.

Nihilism also has unacceptable ethical implica-
tions, according to Jacobi. If nothing exists outside
one’s own mind, there can be no ethical obligations to
other beings. The nihilist is free to decide what is
right or wrong. Whatever the nihilist wills is good,
because there is no standard for goodness other than
what the mind itself wills.

Russian Nihilism
Nihilism first came into popular use in Russia

during the mid-nineteenth century, as both a literary
and a political term. In Ivan Turgenev’s novel Fathers
and Sons (1862), the character Bazarov proudly de-
clares himself a nihilist. For Turgenev, nihilism en-
tails rejecting tradition in favor of scientific rational-
ism and materialism.

As a political movement in Russia, nihilism was
associated with belief in radical freedom, a question-
ing of all social conventions and authority. The nihil-
ists saw themselves as the vanguard of social change,
exposing tyranny and hypocrisy in the name of rea-
son. Factions of the movement degenerated into ad-
vocating anarchism and terrorism.

For Fyodor Dostoevski, nihilism is associated
with atheism. In The Brothers Karamazov (1880),
Ivan Karamazov declares, “If God does not exist,
then everything is permitted,” exemplifying the de-
structive ethical consequences of nihilism. There is
no basis on which to call any act right or wrong. The
individual has complete freedom to follow all desires
and impulses and to declare these desires good.

Friedrich Nietzsche
The figure in philosophy with whom nihilism is

most closely associated is the German philosopher
Friedrich Nietzsche. He uses the term in both a nega-
tive and positive sense. As a term of criticism, he uses
it to describe the result of Western culture’s search
for truth. In Nietzsche’s view, this search began with
Socrates’dialectic method as seen in the dialogues of
Plato. He sees the reliance on rational inquiry as un-
dermining the healthy, noble, and artistic instincts
typified by the ancient Greek tragedians.

In The Will to Power (1887), Nietzsche asks:
“What does nihilism mean? That the highest values
devaluate themselves.” Western culture values truth
most highly, but the very search for truth is destined
for failure at the outset because, according to Nietz-
sche, there is in fact no truth to be discovered. He sees
himself as the first person to fully grasp this insight,
but he believes that the history of modern thought has
increasingly moved toward the same realization and
thus toward nihilism. The entire enterprise of truth-
seeking is in fact nihilistic because it avoids the real-
ity that there is no truth.

In Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1884), Nietzsche
prophesies that Western civilization will culminate in
the “last men,” who are aware that there is no founda-
tion for values or truth, but who are indifferent to this
lack. The last men will live a life of pleasure, relieved
of the burden of seeking truth and of any moral duties
that an objective right or wrong might require. Nietz-
sche calls this attitude “passive nihilism.”

Out of the last men will emerge an “overman,”
one who fully recognizes that there is no independent
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meaning or value in the world. The overman in this
sense is a nihilist also. In contrast to the last men,
however, he sees that the lack of independent mean-
ing gives him the power to create his own truth. This
realization enables him to create a world of signifi-
cance in his own image, breaking free of the passive
nihilism of the last men. Nietzsche calls the over-
man’s creative response to nihilism “active nihilism,”
and sees this creation of meaning out of nothing as
the highest, noblest task for humans.

The Twentieth Century
A number of twentieth century philosophers ar-

gue that it is impossible to justify moral judgments
rationally. Nihilism is sometimes used as a criti-
cal term to describe these views. For example, the
emotivist Charles Stevenson argues that moral judg-
ments are merely aesthetic expressions of approval
or disapproval and cannot be proved or disproved.
Similarly, the existentialism of Jean-Paul Sartre and
Albert Camus asserts that moral judgments are al-
ways simply the arbitrary decisions of individuals.

Paul Gallagher
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Nirvana
Definition: Eastern concept of the final transcen-

dent state of being achieved by the virtuous and
enlightened when they extinguish desire and indi-
vidual consciousness, enabling them to end the
cycle of reincarnation

Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Most closely associated with Bud-

dhism, nirvana provides an ethical teleology sim-
ilar in some respects to the Christian heaven.
Rather than simply representing a reward for vir-
tue, however, nirvana also provides Buddhists
with a model of virtue.

The term “nirvana” (Sanskrit, nirv3]a) is used to des-
ignate the ultimate reality in Buddhist traditions.
While the Hindu and Jain traditions also employ this
concept, nirvana has received its most distinctive for-
mulations in the many varieties of Buddhism.

Early Interpretations
According to Buddhist tradition, Siddh3rtha

Gautama, the Buddha, achieved enlightenment more
than 2,500 years ago and came to see the true nature
of existence. The Pali scriptures relate that in that
moment Gautama, now referred to as the Buddha, or
awakened one, realized both the fundamental prob-
lem of existence and its solution. The Buddha’s mes-
sage, based on this moment of insight, was that the
basic quality of existence is duwkha, which connotes
suffering, illness, emptiness, unsatisfactoriness, and
insubstantiality. In his analysis of this situation, the
Buddha stated that the pervasive reality of duwkha is
predicated on a false understanding of the nature of
the self. People suffer anguish because they believe
in a permanent, substantial self or soul, a belief that
generates obsessive craving (tj;]a) for objects, expe-
riences, ideals, or persons that will provide comfort,
security, and enrichment for the “self.” Transient re-
ality, however, is unable to fulfill human desires.
Those things that people expect to satisfy their crav-
ings for permanence and happiness are unable to do
so because they are insubstantial and evanescent. The
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more people grasp, the more they suffer and, accord-
ing to Buddhist teaching, the more they are reborn
into the world of saps3ra. (The Buddhist traditions
accept many of the Hindu assumptions about the na-
ture of reincarnation.)

The Buddha then offered a practical solution to
the problem of duwkha. If the cause of anguish is a
mistaken belief, then its resolution lies in gaining
wisdom, or enlightenment. Enlightenment reveals
the insubstantiality of the self (an3tman) and shows
that what is called “self ” (Buddhists often use the
term “ego” to designate this construction) is merely a
constantly changing constellation of energies (aggre-
gates of being). The deep existential appropriation of
this insight has profound behavioral and moral con-
sequences, beginning with the cessation of craving.
The arhat (one who has achieved enlightenment) has
realized nirvana, the absolute state of perfect wisdom
and release from the cycle of rebirth.

Nirvana is most often described in negative terms,
not because it designates a negative state, but because
it names a reality that is beyond ordinary experience
and hence beyond the limitations of language. Nir-
vana is “the eradication of ignorance,” “the elimina-
tion of suffering,” and the “end of desire.” Translated
literally, nirvana is “extinction.” Unfortunately, this
meaning has often conveyed to the Western mind the
misleading impression that Buddhism is a nihilistic
religious tradition. Nirvana does not mean extinction
of the self—since in Buddhism there is no real self—
but rather the extinction of the illusion of self. Re-
ferred to in more positive terms, nirvana is bliss, ab-
solute happiness, and unconditioned tranquillity.

Tradition distinguishes between two modes of
nirvana: nirvana with substrate (sopadhike;a nirv3]a)
and nirvana without substrate (nirupadhike;a nirv3]a).
The distinction names the difference between the
arhat who lives and the one who is dead, or the differ-
ence between nirvana and final nirvana (parinirv3]a).
As a living person, the arhat may still experience
physical pain and other forms of karmic fruition (the
consequences of previous actions). At parinirv3]a,
however, all karmic energies are dissipated and the
arhat is released from rebirth. The Buddha refused to
answer his disciples’questions about the nature of fi-
nal nirvana. At most, he would say that final nirvana
is neither nothingness nor not-nothingness, a para-
doxical way of stating that the unconditional is be-
yond ordinary comprehension.

Nirvana is intrinsically related to the ethical out-
look of Buddhism. The path to nirvana is in great
measure an ethical one. The Buddha prescribed for
his followers a regimen that included study, medita-
tion practice, and moral behavior (the eightfold noble
path). He encouraged his followers to live by specific
precepts, which were to be accepted not as com-
mandments but as principles for striving to live a
compassionate and egoless existence. Among these
precepts were abstaining from false speech, not harm-
ing sentient beings (ahips3), not taking that which is
not offered, abstaining from sexual misconduct, not
consuming alcohol or other drugs, and earning one’s
living in a way that helps rather than harms other be-
ings. The Buddha also counseled the cultivation of
wholesome characteristics such as friendliness, pa-
tience, and compassion. Each aspect of the Buddhist
path is intended to enable the individual to overcome
the ego’s tendency to become attached (or addicted)
to things, persons, and ideas. The path fosters non-
attachment and egolessness, which advances one’s
progress toward enlightenment. Wisdom and moral-
ity therefore are inextricably connected. To behave in
a purely selfless way, one must grasp the truth about
the nature of existence, especially the nonexistence
of the self; and to realize this truth, one must follow
the precepts that help remove the obstacles that hin-
der awareness.

Later Interpretations
In subsequent development of the Buddhist tradi-

tions (particularly in the Mah3y3na and Vajray3na),
greater emphasis was placed on the element of com-
passion, and nirvana came to be interpreted in more
corporate terms. Because of his compassionate and
selfless nature, the Buddha, it was believed, would
not abandon those who had not yet attained nirvana.
Spurred by his conviction, the Mah3y3na Buddhist
communities began to venerate the ideal of the bo-
dhisattva. The bodhisattva was regarded as a great
being who postponed final nirvana to assist all be-
ings in the alleviation of suffering and the realization
of nirvana. Since Buddhahood was now considered
an ontological reality attainable in principle by any-
one, the Buddhist universe came to be populated by
countless bodhisattvas, all working to bring about the
simultaneous nirvana of all beings.

Mark William Muesse
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Nobel Peace Prizes
Definition: Annual prizes awarded to individuals

or organizations that have done the most to pro-
mote world peace during the previous year

Date: First award made in 1901
Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: By honoring those people who have

furthered the causes of human rights and world
peace, the Nobel Peace Prize has served to publi-
cize and promote good works.

Alfred Bernhard Nobel, a Swedish chemist and in-
dustrialist, was initially noted for his invention of dy-
namite, for which he received a patent in 1867. Al-
though the explosive properties of his invention were
later associated with military weapons, the only ap-
plications that Nobel had in mind were for peaceful
purposes such as the construction of railroad systems
and highways. His industrial research also contrib-
uted toward the production of a variety of materials,
including artificial textiles and rubber. As a conse-
quence, Nobel had amassed a considerable fortune
by the time of his death in 1896.

Establishment of the Nobel awards was based on
Nobel’s will, which was written in November, 1895.

Nobel directed that the major portion of his fortune—
which was then worth the equivalent of nine million
U.S. dollars, should be set aside for a fund, invested
in safe securities, whose interest would be distributed
in the form of annual prizes to people who had done
the most for humanity during the previous year. The
awards were initially to be given in the fields of
chemistry, literature, physics, physiology or medi-
cine, and peace. Economics was added later. The
Peace Prize was to be administered by a committee of
five persons elected by the Norwegian parliament.
The Nobel Foundation, which was to supervise the
investments, was established and approved by King
Oscar II of Sweden, in June, 1900.

Nobel’s attitude toward peace evolved from his
interest in literature. In 1887, he began conducting a
regular correspondence with the Austrian writer Ber-
tha von Suttner. The wife of an Austrian baron, von
Suttner was among the first notable women writers to
establish a pacifist view. Her 1889 novel Die Waffen
nieder! (1889; Lay Down Your Arms, 1892) was a de-
nunciation of war and its consequences, and its title
became the slogan for the peace movement. In 1905
von Suttner herself became the seventh recipient of
the Nobel Peace Prize.

Although the extent to which Nobel was directly
influenced by the baroness is in dispute, there is no
question that Nobel admired both her writings and her
work on behalf of pacifism. Nobel had few illusions
about the attitude of the peace movements toward im-
mediate disarmament and compulsory arbitration. It
was his view that movement toward those worthy
goals could only proceed gradually. For example, he
believed that governments should develop agree-
ments for the peaceful settlement of disputes but that
those agreements should be limited to a single year.

Supporting Peace
During the early 1890’s, Nobel evolved the idea of

an economic support for peace. Several concepts con-
tributed to this idea. In a letter that he wrote to von
Suttner in 1892, he argued that if nations would estab-
lish mutual military agreements, the “atmosphere of
security” would ease the transition to disarmament. In
addition, the very horror of war itself, particularly in
the light of the development of new and more destruc-
tive weapons, would cause “all civilized nations . . . to
recoil from war and discharge their troops.”

It remains unclear why Nobel rejected Swedish
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academies for the Peace Prize Committee in favor of
the Norwegian parliament. The Swedish press were,
in fact, indignant when Nobel’s “rejection” became
known. Several theories for Nobel’s decision have
been proposed. The explanation that seems most
credible reflects on the Norwegian parliament’s strong
support for international cooperation and arbitration.
In addition, during the period in which Nobel was
clarifying his will, the Norwegian poet Bjørnstjerne
Bjørnson was playing a major role in the peace move-
ment. Another explanation that seems equally likely
is that Nobel had hoped the rivalry between Norway
and Sweden would be eased if the final prize were
presented in Oslo, rather than in Sweden.

Nobel’s original idea was that each year’s prize
should be awarded to persons who have done the

most to promote the concept of peace during the pre-
vious year. However, by the end of the twentieth cen-
tury most of the awards were going to organizations.
The most obvious example is that of the United Na-
tions. Controversy has also been associated with cer-
tain choices, though this in itself is nothing new. For
example, the 1973 awards made to Henry Kissinger
of the United States and Le Duc Tho of Vietnam for
their efforts to end the Vietnam War achieved little.
Much the same might be said about the 1994 awards
to Palestinian spokesman Yasir Arafat and Israeli
representatives Shimon Peres and Yitzhak Rabin,
and their futile efforts to end the Middle East conflict.

Despite such controversies, the award has brought
recognition to organizations and issues about which
the international public is often unaware. For exam-
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ple, the 1997 award on behalf of attempts to eliminate
land mines raised hopes that their use in the future
might at least be limited. Likewise, the 1999 award to
Médecins Sans Frontières (Doctors Without Bor-
ders) brought attention to an apolitical organization
that had been largely unknown throughout the world.

Selection Procedures
The procedure for selecting recipients of the No-

bel Peace Prize is similar to that established for
awarding the other prizes. Nominations are requested
in September of the year preceding the award, and the
deadline is the end of January in the year of the
award. Individuals eligible to tender nominations in-
clude both current and former members of Norway’s
parliament, their advisers, members of international
committees relevant to the peace process.

Final decisions on recipients are made by the Nor-
wegian Nobel Committee. Committee members are
picked by the Norwegian parliament and are chosen
on the basis of their expertise in at least one of three
areas: international law, political history, and politi-
cal economy. The field of nominees is narrowed be-
tween February and September, and the final deci-
sion is usually announced in early October.

The first recipients of the award in 1901 were Jean
Henri Dunant and Frédéric Passy. Dunant had spent
his life in the pursuit of morality and peace; it was his
vision that led to the establishment of the International
Red Cross in 1863. During the Franco-Prussian War in
the 1870’s, Dunant pushed for an international court
of arbitration through his association with Alliance
Universelle de l’Ordre et de la Civilisation. Among the
speakers before the alliance was Passy. Dunant also
worked for more humane treatment for prisoners of
war, views that eventually came to a measure of fru-
ition. Passy, too, was a strong advocate for peace soci-
eties. As a member of the French Chamber of Dep-
uties, he was instrumental in creating a variety of
treaties of arbitration.

During the more than one hundred years since the
first awards were made, a wide variety of both indi-
viduals and institutions have been honored with the
prize. Winners have been international, from the
Americas and Europe, but also from Asia and Africa.
During the first five decades of the award, the basis
for the honor was generally international in scope.
For example, beginning in 1902, individuals associ-
ated with the International Peace Bureau were hon-

ored several times. After World War II, however,
honorees tended to be more parochial, in that awards
were based on initiatives for changes in more local-
ized areas. In 1952, for example, Albert Schweitzer
was honored for his humanitarian work in Africa. In
1960, Albert Lutuli received the prize for his peace-
ful campaign to end apartheid in South Africa.
Lutuli’s award represented a watershed for the prize
committee in that it was the first time a black African
was so honored. Other Africans later honored in-
cluded Desmond Tutu (1984) and Nelson Mandela
(1993), also of South Africa, and Kofi Annan (2001),
the Ghanaian secretary-general of the United Na-
tions. In 2004, Wangari Muta Maathai of Kenya be-
came the first African woman to receive the award.
She was honored primarily for her environmental
work—a reflection of the Nobel Committee’s broad-
ening interpretation of Alfred Nobel’s intent.

Richard Adler
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Nonviolence
Definition: Refusal to use violence to resolve con-

flict and/or the use of nonviolent forms of power
to resist oppression or promote social change

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Although based for some practition-

ers in a belief that nonviolent resistance is in fact
more effective than violent resistance in attaining
social justice, nonviolence is often an anticonse-
quentialist practice based in the belief that even
just ends cannot justify violent means.

Nonviolence, as Robert L. Holmes has documented,
has roots in a variety of cultures and historical docu-
ments, including the Bible, the Talmud, the Bhaga-
vadgtt3, Laozi, and Sophocles’ Antigone (c. 441
b.c.e.). In certain periods and traditions, such as early
Christianity (pre-fourth century) and Jainism (a reli-
gion related to Hinduism), the prohibition against vi-
olence takes an absolute form. Based on the recogni-
tion of the sacredness of all human life, nonviolence
stands as a continuing protest to the wanton destruc-
tion of life evidenced in the collective histories of
warfare, crime and punishment, and economic and
political oppression.

History
Throughout most of its history, nonviolence has

been expressed as nonresistance, the refusal to use
violence to combat evil even for purposes of self-
defense. In the nineteenth century, in the work of
persons such as Henry David Thoreau and Leo Tol-
stoy, strategies of passive resistance were developed
whose purpose was to point out social injustice with
the hope of generating a consensus for positive so-
cial change. Such theorists advocated noncompli-
ance with unjust laws and resistance against unjust
social policies.

The practice of nonviolence was further devel-
oped in the twentieth century, particularly in the
work of Mohandas K. Gandhi in freeing India from
British rule and that of Martin Luther King, Jr., in
struggling to end racial inequality in the United
States. Both developed strategies of nonviolent resis-
tance that emphasized the active confrontation of in-
justice for purposes of social transformation. Both
emphasized that true nonviolence is not passivity in
the face of evil, but the active confrontation of evil

and injustice wherever they exist. Central to these re-
ligious philosophies is the belief in personal as well
as social transformation. The practitioner of nonvio-
lence must, as Gandhi notes, renounce the “internal
violence of the spirit” and truly love the opponent.
Also central is the recognition of the ineffectiveness
of violence, which only creates more hatred and
more violence in a never-ending spiral. Only nonvio-
lent suffering acting as witness to truth and justice
can break the spiral. Nonviolentists must, then, ac-
cording to Gandhi, learn “the art of dying” just as
violentists have learned the “art of killing.”

Following the partial success of Gandhi’s and
King’s movements, political theorists began to ana-
lyze nonviolence as a political rather than a religious
strategy. Here the emphasis is placed on organizing
nonviolent forms of power as a means of forcing so-
cial change rather than upon personal transformation
and the use of the power of love. As analysts recog-
nized, the exercise of power requires the consent of
the governed. Organized withdrawal of that consent
on a large scale can lead to the collapse or transfor-
mation of social systems (such as the collapse of
communism in Eastern Europe). Such theorists ex-
plore the use of various forms of nonviolent power in
such areas as labor (strikes and slowdowns), buying
(boycotts), noncompliance with laws, and moral sua-
sion. Much analysis has focused on situations in
which nonviolent strategies have been employed.

Theorists have unearthed a rich tradition of histor-
ical applications of nonviolence. Although nonvio-
lence is often viewed as a tool for oppressed, power-
less groups, advocates have developed plans for the
total nonviolent civilian defense of nations against
external aggression. Confronted with nuclear weap-
ons, against which military defense may mean self-
annihilation, nonviolent civilian defense is presented
as the only sane alternative.

As a theory and a practice, nonviolence continues
to develop and be refined. Important developments
include an expansion of the concept of violence that
is to be transformed by nonviolent means to include
psychological violence (for example, racism, sex-
ism, terrorism), institutional violence, the violence
caused by the structure of existing social institutions
(such as hunger, poverty, political oppression), and
violence against the natural environment. Feminists
have developed connections between feminist theory
and nonviolence pertaining to women’s issues and
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the development of nonhierarchical social structures.
Nonviolence continues as an important strategy in a
variety of Third World settings in which the resort to
violence by oppressed groups is regarded as futile.

Ethical Arguments Employed
(1) All human life is sacred and all persons have

equal worth. People do not have the right to take a
life, not even in self-defense. (2) The recognition of
the sacredness of persons requires people to inter-
vene nonviolently wherever people suffer from war,
political oppression, poverty, or discrimination. (3)
Violence breeds more violence and does not provide
lasting solutions to conflicts. One must, then, love
one’s opponent, accept the opponent’s violence, and
return love. Love, however, requires that one recog-
nize truth and injustice, demanding change. Only
such love can break the cycle of violence and create
just social structures and renewed relationships. (4)
There are many nonviolent means that may be em-
ployed. Moral action requires the development of an
effective strategy for social change. (5) Although the
practice of nonviolence may lead to suffering and
death for its practitioners and will sometimes fail, the
suffering caused will be much less than it would have
been if violent means had been employed. In addi-
tion, the likelihood of lasting success is much greater.

Charles L. Kammer III
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Normative vs. descriptive ethics
Definition: Distinction between moral philoso-

phies that tell people what they should do (norma-
tive ethics) and moral philosophies that merely
describe what people already believe they should
do (descriptive ethics).

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Descriptive ethical statements are

generally taken to be judgments of fact which
may be shown to be true or false. Normative ethi-
cal statements are much more difficult to prove,
and for some moral philosophers, are statements
of value which are neither true nor false.

Normative ethics deals with the formulation of ethi-
cal codes of behavior and moral models of evaluative
decision making. Normative ethics prescribes moral
principles defining the good, the right, duty, obliga-
tion, law, and justice. A normative approach assumes
the universality of its ethical principles and attempts
to justify them on a rational basis.

Christian ethics is a classic example of normative
ethics. The following are normative moral utter-
ances: “All promises ought to be kept.” “Killing an-
other human being is wrong.” “Capital punishment is
just because it deters crime.” “A father has a duty to
provide physical support for his children.” In all these
examples, the common element is the prescription of
a certain course of action or its evaluation. The most
famous example of normative ethics is found in the
Ten Commandments.

Descriptive Ethics
Descriptive ethics is ethics shorn free of prescrip-

tive or evaluative elements. Descriptive ethics deals
with the meanings of moral utterances, the relation-
ships between them and moral actors, and the nature
of moral argumentation. Descriptive ethics may take a
sociological, psychological, ethnographic, or philo-
sophic approach. A sociological analysis of ethics
may concern itself with the relationship between
moral behavior and social coercion. Psychology may
deal with the relationships between moral behavior
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and the different stages of human growth and devel-
opment. Ethnography may study the relationships
between ethical beliefs and culture and tradition.
Philosophical analysis will tend to concern itself
with the semantic meaning of moral utterances, their
sense and pragmatic context.

Thomas Hobbes treated ethics as a descriptive
science of the aversions and appetites of the human
organism. The good, according to Hobbes, is any ob-
ject of human desire and appetite. Human behavior,
in this view, is motivated by aversion to fear and want
and appetites for security and gain. Hobbes’s de-
scriptive approach is made possible by his mechanis-
tic view of the universe and human nature.

Naturalism
The descriptive approach that finds a natural cause

for moral behavior is known as naturalism. One fa-
mous advocate of naturalism was David Hume, who,
more than any other philosopher, thoroughly mod-
ernized and secularized ethics and philosophy. In A
Treatise of Human Nature and An Enquiry Concern-
ing the Principles of Morals, Hume attempts to an-
swer the metaethical questions of the meanings of
ethical terms such as “good,” “right,” “justice,” “vir-
tue,” and “vice.” Hume concludes that ethical terms
are not qualities of a special moral sense or predicates
of ethical objects. Instead, they only convey senti-
ments of approbation or approval; therefore, ethical
judgments are entirely subjective. Whenever an ob-
ject is judged to be good, it means that it is either
pleasant or useful. Thus, moral judgments are really
judgments of taste.

Naturalistic analysis claims that the good and the
right are determined by human appetites. Naturalism
holds that an object is valued as good because it is de-
sirable. The proposition “X is good” means “I desire
X.” One form of naturalism is emotivism, which
holds that ethical judgments are only expressions of
personal feelings of approval or distaste. This could
lead to subjectivism and ethical relativism. In fact,
there can be no real ethical disagreements. Ethical
judgments only express the attitudes of speakers.

Hedonism is another form of naturalism. Hedo-
nism equates good and evil with pleasure and pain.
Whatever produces pleasure is equivalent to the good.
Utilitarianism in the hands of Jeremy Bentham main-
tained a vulgar view that overvalued the quantitative
aspects of pleasure. John Stuart Mill, in Utilitarian-

ism, distinguished between good and bad pleasures.
Intellectual and cultural pleasures are superior to mere
physical pleasures. As Mill put it, “I would rather be
Socrates dissatisfied than a pig satisfied.” One of the
most formidable challenges to naturalism came from
G. E. Moore. Moore’s critique of naturalism is known
as the naturalistic fallacy. This fallacy involves defin-
ing good in terms of something else, such as pleasure.
For Moore, good was an indefinable quality.

As Karl-Otto Apel points out, normative ethics
seems to have been made obsolete by Hume’s dis-
tinction—norms cannot be derived from facts; an
“ought” statement cannot be derived from an “is”
statement. The scientific grounding of ethics is im-
possible. Science deals only with facts. In effect,
Hume relegated moral norms to the subjective do-
main. As a result, modern science will accept objectiv-
ity only in the mathematical and empirical sciences—
not in morality. Morality is purely subjective, from
the point of view of modern science. Since Hume and
Max Weber, science has claimed to be value free,
only positing technological goals, but one can only
ask with Apel: What about the criteria for and desir-
ability of technological goals? Can science really
free itself from ethics?

As Apel claims, scientific claims involve argu-
ments. Arguments occur in speech situations, in
contexts of communication in which certain ethical
norms are, in fact, presupposed. Other persons are
recognized as genuine subjects of communication.
Involvement in argumentation implies ethical claims
such as truthfulness and sincerity. Thus, if Apel is
correct, science is not value free and there cannot
ever be a purely descriptive ethics.

Michael R. Candelaria
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John Stuart; Moore, G. E.; Naturalistic fallacy.

North Atlantic Treaty
Organization

Identification: International alliance initially formed
to provide security to Western European nations
against a perceived Soviet threat

Date: Founded on April 4, 1949
Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: During the Cold War, North Atlantic

Treaty Organization’s (NATO) status as a true al-
liance of equals, rather than a mere instrument of
the United States, was sometimes questioned,
raising issues about imperialism and the self-
determination of European members. In the post-
Cold War era, NATO remains one of the most im-
portant organs of military power on the world
stage, albeit one with a less coherent sense of pur-
pose.

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization is a defen-
sive and political alliance among twenty-six nations.
The alliance was created when twelve nations (Bel-
gium, Canada, Denmark, France, Iceland, Italy, Lux-
embourg, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, the United
Kingdom, and the United States) signed the North
Atlantic Treaty in Washington, D.C., on April 4,
1949. It was later joined by Greece and Turkey (Feb-
ruary, 1952), West Germany (later Germany; May,
1955), Spain (May, 1982), the Czech Republic, Hun-
gary, and Poland (March, 1999), and Bulgaria, Esto-
nia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Slovakia, and Slo-
venia (March, 2004). The treaty is a military alliance
designed to prevent aggression or to repel it should it
occur. It also provides for continuous consultation
and cooperation among member nations in political
and economic matters.

The United States was instrumental in creating
NATO and has enjoyed hegemonic status within the
alliance; the alliance’s commitments consume about
50 percent of the U.S. defense budget each year.
American commitment to NATO marked a funda-
mental transformation of the guiding principles of

U.S. foreign policy; it caused the United States to de-
part from its traditional policy against entanglement
in permanent alliances and from its isolationist for-
eign policy.

Historical Background
NATO has provided the basic framework for the

political and military structure of the West during the
postwar period. The idea of a permanent peacetime
alliance among North Atlantic nations was con-
ceived when “Cold War” conflict was developing
between the United States and the Soviet Union.
The Truman Doctrine of March, 1947, for example,
acknowledged the disharmony of interests with the
Soviet Union and underlined the need to contain
the expansion of Soviet communism. The events
of 1948—the communist coup in Prague in the spring
of 1948 and the Soviet blockade of Berlin in June,
1948—further convinced the United States and its al-
lies that the Soviet Union was an expansionist power
and that it was willing to use force and subversion to
become involved in the affairs of Western Europe.

NATO, which was a response to the perceived So-
viet threat to Western Europe, became the keystone
of American security commitments. NATO had two
main goals. Its short-term goal was to rehabilitate the
war-shattered economies of Western European na-
tions and to maintain their political stability by coun-
tering communist-inspired subversions in Europe.
NATO’s long-term goal was to re-create a European
balance of power against the Soviet Union by making
Europe strong militarily as well as politically and
economically. NATO has succeeded in accomplish-
ing both goals.

Structure of NATO
The North Atlantic Council, which is composed

of ministerial representatives of member countries, is
the chief policy-making body of NATO; it meets at
least twice a year. The Council is assisted by several
committees. The Military Committee is the highest
military authority in NATO. It is composed of the
chiefs of staff of all member countries except France
(Iceland, having no military forces, is represented by
a civilian), and it makes recommendations to the
Council and to the Defense Planning Committee on
military matters. NATO forces are divided into three
commands: Allied Command Europe, the Atlantic
Ocean Command, and the Channel Command.
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NATO’s First Half Century
Although the alliance has survived for more than

a generation, NATO’s solidarity has varied over time.
During the early 1950’s, West Germany’s participa-
tion in NATO became an issue and was settled in the
Paris Agreements of 1954; West Germany joined the
alliance in 1955. The withdrawal of the French forces
from the integrated military command structure of
NATO in 1966 weakened the alliance (France re-
mains a member of the North Atlantic alliance). As a
result of the French action, NATO headquarters had
to be moved from Paris to Brussels. In 1974, Greece
withdrew (until 1980) from the NATO military com-
mand because of Turkish military actions in Cyprus.
Yet the political cohesion of NATO has been quite re-
markable.

NATO members agreed from the beginning that
the primary purpose of the alliance was to be pre-
pared militarily to counter Soviet attack. Their strat-
egy rested in credible deterrence of threats to West-
ern security. For protection against possible Soviet
attack on Europe, NATO has relied on the U.S. nu-
clear umbrella. American nuclear weapons have
been deployed in Western Europe, though they have
always remained under U.S. command. The deploy-
ment of intermediate-range nuclear weapons (Cruise
and Pershing II missiles) in 1983 and 1984, however,
brought strong opposition from intellectuals, politi-
cal leaders, and peace activists who feared that the
presence of the intermediate-range nuclear weapons
in Europe would increase the likelihood of a nuclear
confrontation with the Soviet Union.

NATO’s strategy of deterrence has also been
questioned on moral and ethical grounds, since it
uses civilian populations as potential nuclear tar-
gets. Yet, the developments of the late 1980’s—the
1987 Soviet-American INF treaty (supported by all
NATO members) on the elimination of a class of
intermediate- and short-range nuclear missiles based
in Europe, the breaking down of the Berlin Wall
in 1989 followed by the reunification of two Ger-
manys in 1990, and the disintegration of the Soviet
Union and of the Warsaw Pact (NATO’s communist
counterpart)—have radically transformed the politi-
cal and strategical environment in which NATO op-
erates.

Sunil K. Sahu
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“Not in my backyard”
Definition: Popular objection to the establishment

of socially necessary but unattractive or trouble-
some facilities, such as landfills, prisons, and
group homes

Date: Term first used during the 1980’s
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Both proponents and opponents of

unpopular projects utilize moral arguments to
support their positions.
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“Not-in-my-backyard” (often represented by the ac-
ronym NIMBY) objections are often raised to the
introduction of an unwanted facility to an area, par-
ticularly one in or near a residential area. Almost all
members of the society may recognize the need for
the facility and support it in principle, while at the
same time not wanting it in their own neighborhoods
or communities. Citizen groups may form and nois-
ily oppose projects such as prisons, nuclear waste
sites, and low-income housing projects. In acrimoni-
ous NIMBY debates among project developers and
members of the public, all sides may raise ethical ar-
guments. As in other aspects of life, multiple ethical
principles often apply and create conflict of moral
rules.

Ethical Arguments in Favor of Projects
The first argument in favor of an unpopular proj-

ect is that it will serve the common good of society.
The project’s utilitarian consequences, it may be ar-
gued, will bring health, happiness, and general well-
being to the greatest number. Indeed, a community
would have a difficult time surviving without facili-
ties to dispose of its wastes, create its energy, and pro-
vide its human services. The question is: Where are
the facilities necessary to perform these functions to
be located?

Abhorrent consequences may follow if NIMBY
advocates succeed. The blocked project will simply
be relocated elsewhere, to the detriment of another
community. Furthermore, there is a possibility that
the alternative site may not be as safe or effective as
the site initially selected by scientific planners.

Human beings are ethically required not to cause
real harm to others. However, they also are not obli-
gated to abstain from conduct that is erroneously per-
ceived as harmful. Protesters are often ill-informed
about plans they oppose. For example, many people
do not distinguish between hazardous and nonhaz-
ardous types of waste, or they may believe false ste-
reotypes about the dangers of people with mental dis-
abilities. The fact that members of a community are
psychologically uncomfortable with a plan does not
constitute a morally relevant reason for disallowing it.

Ethical Rules in Opposition
In an ideal society, the costs imposed by essential

services should be shared equally by all. Unpopular
projects, such as waste dumps and prisons, unfairly

burden their closest neighbors. While the community
as a whole may be served by having such facilities,
the facilities’ nearest neighbors receive no compen-
sation for the extra noise, unpleasant odors, extra
dangers, inconvenient traffic, and fall in the value of
their properties. Furthermore, a basic rule of fairness
requires that all members of a community should
clean up their own messes. NIMBY neighbors are
blameless; they are not any more responsible for
community problems such as nuclear wastes, energy
shortages, highway congestion, or prison popula-
tions that the unpopular facilities are designed to fix.

In a fair contest, the better competitor should win
without cheating. Some NIMBY opposition argu-
ments focus on unethical project planning and mar-
keting. Public land uses should be determined in con-
sultation with the public, as community members
should have a say in events affecting their own neigh-
borhoods. However, in NIMBY situations, proposals
are typically imposed and implemented by outside
bodies. Such bodies may promote projects unethi-
cally, break their promises, conceal the truth, and in-
timidate opponents.

Two Types of NIMBY Projects
One class of NIMBY projects poses some type of

environmental threat, while at the same time provid-
ing a needed service. A large subclass is disposal site
proposals, including facilities for nuclear wastes and
regular landfills. There are also environment-altering
NIMBY proposals that do not deal with waste, such
as airports, oil refineries, windmill farms, cellular
phone towers, and ballparks.

A second major class of projects provides needed
human services such as new prisons, group homes
for people with drug or alcohol problems or mental
disabilities, and nursing homes that admit AIDS pa-
tients. Babies and children are not exempt from
NIMBY opposition. Even small day-care facilities
have been opposed in some residential neighbor-
hoods. The ethical issues raised about these two pro-
ject types include the points already discussed, as
well as variants for each type of project.

Environmental Projects
When waste disposal sites and polluting farms or

factories are planned, the neighbors who are affected
are typically poor and nonwhite. The concept of “en-
vironmental racism” critiques burdening society’s
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least powerful groups, unable to defend themselves,
with exposure to unsafe and unpleasant substances.
To add insult to injury, the employment opportunities
promised to the poor in return for acceptance of the
new facilities often do not materialize.

Some ardent environmental activists contend that
all the world’s neighborhoods deserve protection
from exposure. They argue that it is immoral to ex-
port toxins to developing countries. Rich nations
should not dump their trash on the world’s poor. This
viewpoint has been nicknamed NOPE, an acronym
for “Not on Planet Earth.” Activists urge fundamen-
tal changes in materialistic societies such as the
United States. They argue that Americans need fewer
landfills, not more, and suggest that recycling and
less wasteful lifestyles are the answers. According to
this view, landfills are the evil products of pollution
and materialism.

Proponents of new waste sites contend that they
will improve public health and safety, especially in
communities whose existing dumps are overburdened
and leaky. Without larger, leakproof facilities, a town’s
dumps may remain, and dangerous practices such as
late-night dumping of wastes by unscrupulous haulers
will continue. Furthermore, it is argued, it is morally
unfair to put off permanent solutions to waste prob-
lems, leaving them for future generations to solve.

Human Service Projects
A moral community is responsive to the needs of

all its members. It is compassionate toward its weak-
est and most needy. All people should be treated
humanely, and in ways that allow them to thrive and
develop their abilities. Additionally, both law and
morality require that people be treated equally un-
less there are valid reasons for doing otherwise.
There is no morally relevant reason to exclude people
with mental disabilities from middle-class neighbor-
hoods. Similar arguments are made by advocates for
placing small, moderate-income housing within such
neighborhoods. Research has shown that both sub-
groups are harmed by being segregated off by them-
selves. Moreover, society as a whole can benefit in
that intergroup contact often leads to decreases in in-
tergroup prejudices.

Nancy Conn Terjesen
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Nozick, Robert
Identification: American philosopher
Born: November 16, 1938, Brooklyn, New York
Died: January 23, 2002, Cambridge, Massachusetts
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Robert Nozick made significant con-

tributions to political ethics, epistemology, ratio-
nal choice theory, and other areas of philosophy.
He also provided philosophical justifications for
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Examples of NIMBY Projects

Airports
Day-care facilities
Drug rehab centers
Garbage dumps and landfills
Group homes for troubled youths
Halfway houses for alcoholics
Low-income housing
Mental hospitals
Nursing homes
Oil refineries
Power plants
Prisons and jails
Recycling centers
Schools
Sports arenas and other venues that draw crowds
Windmill farms



questioning redistribution of wealth and income
in the modern welfare state.

Robert Nozick is best known for his book Anarchy,
State, and Utopia (1974), which he wrote partly in re-
sponse to A Theory of Justice (1971) by his fellow
Harvard professor, John Rawls. Rawls’s book had
provided a philosophical justification for the welfare
state by asking what kind of society rational persons
would want if they did not know what their own posi-
tions in that society would be. Rawls maintained that
this would be a society that provided the most possi-
ble resources to its least fortunate members. The ethi-
cal implication of this argument was that inequality
among people could be accepted as just only to the
extent that it was in the interest of those at the bottom.

Nozick responded to Rawls’s thesis by arguing
that justice requires recognition of the rights of indi-
viduals to self-ownership and to ownership of the
products of their own labor. Resources, he argued,
are created by the things that individuals do, and they
are exchanged among individuals. So long as people
acquire their possessions through their own work and
exchange, they have just and ethical claims to their
own property. Redistribution involves taking from
some individuals and giving to others. Unless it is re-
distribution of goods acquired unjustly, through
force, this is equivalent to making some people work
unwillingly for other people, taking away the right to
self-ownership.

The ethical positions of both Rawls and Nozick
rejected utilitarianism, the argument that social eth-
ics should be based on the greatest good of the largest
number of people. Both philosophers founded ethi-
cal principles on individuals. For Rawls, however,
this entailed creating the kind of society that would
maximize the well-being of an abstract and hypothet-
ical individual who might be placed at the bottom.
For Nozick, it entailed as little interference as possi-
ble in the lives of individuals.

After publishing Anarchy, State, and Utopia,
Nozick wrote several books that explored other
philosophical questions. His last book, Invariances:
The Structure of the Objective World (2001), exam-
ined issues of the nature of objective truth. While his
first book relied on traditional philosophical reason-
ing, his final book attempted to take into consider-
ation scientific evidence from economics, evolution-
ary biology, and cognitive neuroscience. Among

other considerations, Nozick attempted to root ethics
in the evolution of human consciousness. Arguing
that ethics stem from cooperation for the sake of mu-
tual benefit, he described a series of levels of ethics,
from the most minimal sorts needed for cooperation,
to aid and caring for other people. However, he did
not entirely desert his earlier libertarianism, since he
argued that the highest levels of ethics must be volun-
tary and cannot be created by the force of a govern-
ment or other social agency.

Carl L. Bankston III

Further Reading
Schmidtz, David, ed. Robert Nozick. New York: Cam-

bridge University Press, 2002.
Wolff, Jonathan. Robert Nozick: Property, Justice

and the Minimal State. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford
University Press, 1991.

See also: Consent; Corporate compensation; Dis-
tributive justice; Entitlements; Income distribution;
Libertarianism; Poverty; Rawls, John; Theory of Jus-
tice, A; Utilitarianism.

Nuclear arms race
Definition: Rapid competitive expansion of nuclear

weapons among rival nations in order to gain mil-
itary and political superiority

Date: Began in August, 1949
Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: The increasing numbers of progres-

sively more destructive nuclear weapons in the
world has intensified the possibility for human
misery and threatens the very existence of the
planet.

Arms races have been a major factor in prompting war
in modern times, especially since World War I (1914-
1918). Demobilization immediately after the end of
World War II was quickly followed by rearmament as
the Cold War era unfolded. The nuclear arms race be-
gan on August 29, 1949, when the Soviet Union tested
its first atom bomb, and it intensified when the United
States and the Soviet Union first tested hydrogen
bombs in November, 1952, and August, 1953, respec-
tively. This led to the strengthening of military alli-
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ances (the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, or
NATO, and the Warsaw Pact) and the escalation of
threats. In January, 1954, the United States warned
that it would meet communist aggression with “mas-
sive retaliation” using nuclear weapons.

During the late 1950’s, the Soviet Union im-
proved its ability to produce and deliver nuclear
weapons, thus causing the Western bloc to fear a
“missile gap” and motivating the Western nations to
produce more missiles. Questions regarding the mo-
rality of pursuing such a course have received widely
varying answers over time, ranging from the right-
ness of attempting to deter aggression to the position
that the arms race is inherently wrong because it pro-
tects the power and wealth of the privileged. Nuclear
tests aroused worldwide concern about radioactive
fallout, but test bans were ignored by France and
China, which acquired hydrogen bombs by 1968.

After this occurrence, the nuclear arms race be-
tween the United States and the Soviet Union surged
ahead. American officials announced in 1974 that the
United States was capable of dropping thirty-six
bombs on each of the 218 Soviet cities with popula-
tions of 100,000 or more.

The arms race between the United States and the
Soviet Union slowed somewhat during the 1970’s
and 1980’s as a result of arms limitation and reduc-
tion treaties. It ended altogether when the Cold War
came to an end in 1989. The conclusion of the arms
race between super powers did not end the danger
posed by nuclear build-up and proliferation, how-
ever. When the Soviet Union fragmented, the fate of
the weapons which had been under its centralized
control was uncertain. Several newly formed states
found themselves with nuclear arms they were ill-
equipped to maintain or even secure. Moreover, after
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the 1980’s, the focus of nuclear proliferation shifted
to the smaller, sometimes less-industrialized coun-
tries that regarded nuclear weapons as simply an-
other tool in the struggle for power and survival.
North Korea admitted in 2003 that it possessed a lim-
ited cache of nuclear weapons, but it subsequently
withdrew that admission. India, which had had nu-
clear capabilities since 1974, officially declared it-
self to be a nuclear state in 1998 following the under-
ground detonation of five atomic devices. Pakistan
responded with its own nuclear tests less than a
month later.

These developments pose two separate problems.
First, India and Pakistan were still bitter enemies dur-
ing the early twenty-first century with religious dif-
ferences at least as deep-seated as the political and
economic differences that drove the Cold War. As a
result, the brinksmanship between them was poten-
tially even more volatile than that between the United

States and the Soviet Union had been. Additionally,
the breakup of the Soviet Union and the develop-
ment of nuclear technology by Pakistan and possibly
North Korea have led to a new and unprecedented
concern: that a nuclear power might sell devastating
weapons to terrorists or other private individuals. Be-
cause such individuals do not necessarily represent,
or even reside in, any particular nation, they are un-
likely to be concerned about retaliation. Since the
threat of retaliation has been the primary deterrent to
the use of nuclear weapons since their creation, nu-
clear combatants who do not fear retaliation are a
matter of grave concern.

Andrew C. Skinner
Updated by the editors

See also: Atom bomb; Cold War; Military ethics;
Mutually Assured Destruction; SALT treaties;
Weapons research.
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Pakistanis demonstrating in support of their nation’s successful nuclear weapons tests in 1998. (AP/Wide World
Photos)
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Nuclear energy
Definition: Production of energy via processes that

affect the nucleus of the atom
Date: Developed during the mid-twentieth century
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: The use of nuclear science to gener-

ate power raises ethical issues, because it is un-
clear whether the significant benefits of atomic
power outweigh the actual and potential damage
to humans and the environment caused by radio-
active materials and nuclear accidents.

The invention and utilization of devices to convert
energy from natural forms into readily accessible
forms has accompanied the technological progress of
humans. Humans are continuously searching for
methods that efficiently meet their rapidly increasing
energy demands.

The “nuclear age” began in 1938 with the discov-
ery by Otto Hahn and Fritz Strassmann that substan-
tial amounts of energy are released when heavy at-
oms such as uranium are broken into smaller atomic
fragments. This process of nuclear fission is one of
three types of nuclear reaction that release substan-
tial amounts of energy. The fission of one gram of
uranium 235 can keep a 100-watt light bulb continu-
ously lit for twenty-three years, whereas only eight
minutes of light can be generated by burning one
gram of gasoline. When controlled, the fission pro-
cess can be used to generate electric power; uncon-
trolled, it becomes the destructive power of atom
bombs.

Peaceful vs. Military Uses
Although the peaceful uses of nuclear power can-

not be morally equated with the military uses, events
such as the accidents at Three Mile Island and Cher-
nobyl demonstrate the conflict between basic eco-
logical priorities and technological accomplishments.
Ethical considerations in the past have focused
mainly on human beings. People tend to regard them-
selves as the only beings of inherent value, with the
remainder of the natural world being a resource val-
ued only for its usefulness to humans. While the limi-
tations of past technologies have allowed the survival
of the natural biosphere, modern technology, with its
potential for impact on future generations, requires
an ethics of long-range responsibility.

When Hiroshima was bombed, little was known
about radioactive fallout. During the 1950’s, it was
discovered that the above-ground testing of nuclear
weapons introduced radioactive materials into the
upper atmosphere to be transported by the winds for
deposition in distant places. The strontium 90 pro-
duced in these explosions became a concern in 1954.
Chemically, it behaves like calcium and is incorpo-
rated into the food chain via plants, cows, and milk,
ultimately ending up in children’s bones. Another ra-
dioactive by-product, iodine 131, incorporates itself
into the thyroid gland. The radioactive emissions
from these incorporated elements can lead to the de-
velopment of cancer.

Humans can thrive only in the particular environ-
mental niche to which they are adapted. The fact that
human bodies cannot discriminate between species
such as radioactive iodine and safe iodine shows that
damaging the environment jeopardizes the survival
of the human race. Radioactive pollutants are partic-
ularly insidious because they remain in the environ-
ment for long periods of time—it takes almost four
hundred years for the radioactivity of a sample of
strontium 90 to degrade to a negligible level. These
problems led the United States and the Soviet Union
to prohibit the atmospheric testing of nuclear weap-
ons in 1963.

On December 2, 1942, a team of scientists at the
University of Chicago produced the first controlled
nuclear chain reaction, the experiment that led to the
harnessing of the atom for peaceful purposes. Nu-
clear reactors have since been used to generate elec-
tricity, to power ships and rockets, and to power
water desalination plants.

Safety Issues
Although a modern nuclear reactor is not a bomb,

because its concentration of radioactive fuel is too
low, environmental safety is still an issue. Major ac-
cidents, such as the 1957 Windscale, England, disas-
ter in which the reactor core overheated and a signif-
icant amount of radiation was released into the
atmosphere and the 1986 Chernobyl catastrophe in
which ninety thousand people had to be evacuated
from a nineteen-mile danger zone and a large amount
of radioactive material was ejected into the atmo-
sphere, are examples of the destructive potential of
nuclear energy production. Although absolute safety
at nuclear reactors cannot be guaranteed, modern
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safeguards have decreased the likelihood of such di-
sasters.

Little attention was paid to the disposal of nuclear
wastes during the early days of nuclear power gener-
ation. Nuclear waste includes all by-products gener-
ated in either routine operations or accidents at any
point along the nuclear fuel trail (uranium mining,
enrichment, fuel fabrication, spent fuel, and so
forth). Since these wastes cannot be detoxified, they
must be completely isolated from human contact un-
til they have decayed to negligible levels. For pluto-
nium, the most dangerous species in nuclear waste,
this time period is at least 240,000 years.

Is it possible to store such materials in isolation
for thousands of centuries? Historically, nuclear waste
has not been adequately contained. While scientists
predicted that the plutonium stored at Maxey Flats,
Kentucky, the world’s largest plutonium waste facil-
ity, would migrate only one-half inch on-site over a
24,000-year period, it actually migrated two miles

off-site within ten years. More than 500,000 gallons
of waste stored at Hanford, Washington, leaked into
the soil, introducing radioactive pollutants into the
Columbia River and the Pacific Ocean. The worst
example of breached storage occurred in the Ural
Mountains of the Soviet Union during the late 1950’s,
when an unexpected and uncontrolled nuclear reac-
tion occurred in stored waste, rendering more than
twenty square miles uninhabitable to humans and
other species. Thus, the ethics of using nuclear en-
ergy until the technology exists for safe storage re-
positories must be questioned.

Even if safe storage technology can be developed,
storing waste for thousands of centuries remains a
gamble. Disposal sites must remain undisturbed by
acts of war, terrorism, and natural processes such as
ice sheets and geological folding, while storage con-
ditions must not allow the waste to become reactive.
History discounts the ability of humans to protect
their “treasures” for extended periods of time; for ex-
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ample, the tombs of Egypt were left undisturbed for
less than four thousand years.

How humanity generates the energy needed by its
technology is a complex issue. The elimination of
nuclear energy generation without a concomitant re-
duction in humanity’s energy requirements would
only result in the burning of more fossil fuel. Al-
though this occurrence would avoid future nuclear
disasters and end the accumulation of radioactive
waste, it would also exacerbate the “greenhouse ef-
fect” and the resultant global warming, which also
puts the biosphere at risk for future generations. Ulti-
mately, the chance of disaster in the present and the
legacy of toxic waste that humans neither have the
knowledge to make safe nor the ability to contain
must be compared to the risks posed by alternative
methods of energy production to present and future
generations.

Arlene R. Courtney

Further Reading
Barlett, Donald L., and James B. Steele. Forever-

more: Nuclear Waste in America. New York: W.
W. Norton, 1985.

Cohen, Bernard L. Nuclear Science and Society. Gar-
den City, N.Y.: Anchor Press, 1974.

Irwin, Michael. Nuclear Energy: Good or Bad? New
York: Public Affairs Committee, 1984.

Medvedev, Zhores A. Nuclear Disaster in the Urals.
New York: W. W. Norton, 1979.

Nye, Joseph S. Nuclear Ethics. New York: Free
Press, 1986.

Welsh, Ian. Mobilising Modernity: The Nuclear Mo-
ment. New York: Routledge, 2000.

Williams, David R. What Is Safe? The Risks of Living
in a Nuclear Age. Cambridge, England: Royal So-
ciety of Chemistry, Information Services, 1998.

See also: Atomic Energy Commission; Global
warming; Greenhouse effect; “Not in my backyard”;
Nuclear arms race; Nuclear Regulatory Commis-
sion; Science; Toxic waste; Union of Concerned Sci-
entists.

Nuclear Regulatory
Commission

Identification: Independent agency of the U.S.
government that licenses and regulates the civil-
ian uses of nuclear energy and materials

Date: Established on October 11, 1974
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: The Nuclear Regulatory Commis-

sion (NRC) is responsible for protecting the en-
vironment from damage caused by nuclear mate-
rials.

The Energy Reorganization Act of 1974 established
the Energy Research and Development Adminis-
tration (ERDA) and the Nuclear Regulatory Com-
mission (NRC) and abolished the Atomic Energy
Commission (AEC). One purpose of the act was “to
enhance the goals of restoring, protecting, and en-
hancing environmental quality.” The act separated
the licensing and regulation of civilian nuclear en-
ergy and materials from their development and pro-
motion. These functions had been joined under the
AEC. The act directed the NRC to identify possible
nuclear-energy sites and to evaluate potential envi-
ronmental impacts from their construction and oper-
ation. In 1977, the ERDA was abolished and its re-
sponsibilities were transferred to the Department of
Energy.

The NRC regulates the processing, transport,
handling, and disposal of nuclear materials and is re-
sponsible for protecting public health and safety and
the environment. It licenses and oversees the con-
struction and operation of nuclear reactors that gen-
erate electricity. Before licensing reactors, the NRC
holds hearings to enable public participation in the
process. It also inspects facilities for violations of
safety standards and investigates nuclear accidents.

Marguerite McKnight

See also: Atomic Energy Commission; Nuclear en-
ergy; Toxic waste; Union of Concerned Scientists.
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Nuremberg Trials
The Event: Series of trials in which Nazi officials

were prosecuted for war crimes
Date: 1945 to 1949
Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: The Nuremberg Trials were a signifi-

cant milestone in the development of interna-
tional laws capable of enforcing human rights.
They were based upon the principle that a sol-
dier’s duty to the state is superceded by the sol-
dier’s duty to humanity and to moral laws, even in
times of war.

Following the end of World War II, twenty-four Nazi
leaders were brought before the International Mili-
tary Tribunal as war criminals on charges of conspir-
acy; crimes against peace—planning or waging a war

of aggression; war crimes—“violations of the laws or
customs of war,” including murder or ill-treatment of
civilians and prisoners of war, killing hostages, plun-
dering property, wanton destruction of cities, and
“devastation not justified by military necessity”; and
crimes against humanity—“murder, extermination,
enslavement, deportation, and other inhumane acts
committed against any civilian population, before or
during the war, or persecutions on political, racial, or
religious grounds in execution of or in connection
with any crime within the jurisdiction of the tribunal,
whether or not in violation of domestic law of the
country where perpetrated.”

The Defendants
The tribunal tried twenty-two of the indicted.

Hermann Göring, first the head of the Gestapo and
later the commander-in-chief of the Luftwaffe, was
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Former high-ranking Nazi officials listen to testimony at Nuremberg. The most prominent of the defendants,
Hermann Göring (in left front corner of the box) committed suicide before his ordered execution could be car-
ried out. Seated next to him is Rudolf Hess, who became the last convicted Nazi leader to die in prison, in 1987.
(National Archives)



considered the major defendant. Rudolf Hess
had been deputy leader; in 1941, he flew to
Scotland and was imprisoned. Joachim von
Ribbentrop served as foreign minister. Wil-
helm Keitel took over as the chief of staff of
the High Command of the Armed Forces af-
ter Adolf Hitler abolished the War Ministry
in 1938. Ernst Kaltenbrunner headed the
Reich Security Police, including the Ge-
stapo and the security service of the SS. Al-
fred Rosenberg was the minister for the Oc-
cupied Eastern Territories.

Hans Frank, a Nazi Party lawyer, was the
governor-general of occupied Poland. Wil-
helm Frick was the minister of the interior.
Julius Streicher was the leading anti-Semite
propagandist. Walter Funk was president of
the Reichbank. Hjalmar Schacht headed the
Reichbank prior to Funk and the Ministry
of Economics prior to the war, where he pi-
loted the financing of war production. Karl
Doenitz, as admiral, directed the U-boat
battle in the Atlantic and succeeded Erich
Raeder as commander-in-chief of the Navy.
Raeder was commander-in-chief of the
Navy until 1943, when he resigned in a dis-
agreement with Hitler.

Baldur von Schirach built the Hitler Youth
organization and later was made governor
of Vienna. Fritz Sauckel headed the forced-
labor mobilization. Alfred Jodl was chief of
the Operations Staff of the Armed Forces.
Franz van Papen served as vice chancellor after Hit-
ler came to power. Arthur Seyss-Inquart, an Austrian
who assisted in the Nazi takeover of Austria, was
Reich governor of Austria, assisted in the Nazi take-
over of Czechoslovakia and Poland, and was Reich
commissioner for the Netherlands. Albert Speer was
Hitler’s architect and minister of armaments. Con-
stantin von Neurath, a diplomat, was made the Reich
protector of occupied Czechoslovakia. Hans Fritzsche
headed the radio division of the Propaganda Minis-
try. Martin Bormann, Hitler’s secretary and head of
the party chancellery after Hess fled, had not been
captured but was tried in absentia. Robert Ley, leader
of the Labor Front, committed suicide before the trial
began, and industrialist Gustav Krupp was found to
be too senile to stand trial.

The charter (articles 9, 10, and 11) provided that

the tribunal could declare organizations criminal and
that individuals could be tried before national, mili-
tary, or occupation courts of the four Allied powers
for membership in such organizations. The indict-
ment charged that the following organizations were
criminal in character: the Reich cabinet, the leader-
ship corps of the Nazi Party, the SS (Schutzstaffeln, or
Black Shirts), the SD (Sicherheitsdienst), the SA
(Sturmabteilungen, or Stormtroopers), the Gestapo
(secret state police), and the General Staff and High
Command of the Armed Forces.

The Trials
Each of the four Allied powers named a judge and

an alternate judge to the International Military Tribu-
nal: Lord Justice Geoffrey Lawrence and Justice
Norman Birkett (Great Britain); Attorney General
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Summary of Nuremberg Verdicts

Defendant Verdicts

Hermann Göring Guilty on all four counts
Alfred Jodl Guilty on all four counts
Wilhelm Keitel Guilty on all four counts
Constantin von Neurath Guilty on all four counts
Joachim von Ribbentrop Guilty on all four counts
Alfred Rosenberg Guilty on all four counts

Wilhelm Frick Guilty on three of four counts
Walter Funk Guilty on three of four counts
Erich Raeder Guilty on all three counts
Arthur Seyss-Inquart Guilty on three of four counts

Martin Bormann
(in absentia)

Guilty on two of three counts

Karl Doenitz Guilty on two of three counts
Hans Frank Guilty on two of three counts
Rudolf Hess Guilty on two of four counts
Ernst Kaltenbrunner Guilty on two of three counts
Fritz Sauckel Guilty on two of four counts
Albert Speer Guilty on two of four counts

Baldur von Schirach Guilty on one of two counts
Julius Streicher Guilty on one of two counts

Hans Fritzsche Not Guilty on three counts
Franz von Papen Not Guilty on two counts
Hjalmar Schacht Not Guilty on two counts



Francis Biddle and Judge John J. Parker (United
States); Professor Henri Donnedieu de Vabres and
Conseiller Robert Falco (France); and Major Gen-
eral I. T. Nikitchenko and Lieutenant Colonel A. F.
Volchkov (Soviet Union).

The trial began on November 20, 1945, and, after
216 trial days, concluded on October 1, 1946, when
the tribunal delivered its judgment. Justice Robert
Jackson of the Supreme Court led the prosecution
counsel for the United States; Attorney General Hart-
ley Shawcross and David Maxwell-Fyfe for Great
Britain; François del Menthon, Auguste Champetier
de Ribes, Charles Dubost, and Edgar Fauré for
France; and General R. A. Rudenko and Colonel
Y. V. Pokrovsky for the Soviet Union. Each defen-
dant was represented by the counsel of his choice.

The tribunal acquitted three defendants (Schacht,
von Papen, and Fritzsche). Twelve were sentenced to
death by hanging (Göring, von Ribbentrop, Keitel,
Kaltenbrunner, Rosenberg, Frank, Frick, Streicher,
Sauckel, Jodl, Bormann, and Seyss-Inquart) and were
hanged on October 16, 1946. Three were sentenced
to life imprisonment (Hess, Funk, and Raeder); two
to twenty-year terms (von Schirach and Speer), one
to fifteen years (von Neurath), and one to ten years
(Doenitz). Göring committed suicide the evening be-
fore the scheduled executions. Four Nazi organiza-
tions were declared criminal: the leadership corps of
the Nazi Party, the SS, the SD, and the Gestapo.

Between October, 1946, and April, 1949, twelve
subsequent trials, conducted by American judges
primarily from state supreme courts, were held at
Nuremberg. In the Doctors’ Trial, twenty-three phy-
sicians were tried; all but seven were found guilty of
experiments on human subjects. Other trials involved
judges who were SS members, SS officers who oper-
ated concentration camps and committed mass mur-
ders, industrialists—including Alfred Krupp (son of
Gustav) and the directors of I. G. Farben—who used
slave labor, and army leaders who took hostages, de-
stroyed villages, and shot prisoners.

Ron Christenson

Further Reading
Conot, Robert E. Justice at Nuremberg. New York:

Harper & Row, 1983.
Lifton, Robert Jay. The Nazi Doctors: Medical Kill-

ing and the Psychology of Genocide. New York:
Basic Books, 1986.

Smith, Bradley F. Reaching Judgment at Nuremberg.
New York: Basic Books, 1977.

Sprecher, Drexel A. Inside the Nuremberg Trial: A
Prosecutor’s Comprehensive Account. 2 vols.
Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, 1999.

Taylor, Telford. The Anatomy of the Nuremberg Trials.
New York: Knopf, 1992.

Tusa, Ann, and John Tusa. The Nuremberg Trial.
London: Macmillan, 1983.

See also: Concentration camps; Geneva conven-
tions; Genocide and democide; Holocaust; Interna-
tional Criminal Court; International justice; Interna-
tional law; Nazi science; Nazism; War crimes trials.

Nussbaum, Martha
Definition: American legal scholar
Born: May 6, 1947, New York, New York
Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: Nussbaum believes in a universal

world morality among nations that controls and
binds their actions and argues that a shared sense
of ethics should be the driving force behind inter-
national dealings, not expediency or force.

International affairs, the evolving nature of educa-
tion, and the conflict between national culture and
world morality are among the subjects that Martha
Nussbaum has addressed in voluminous writings and
speeches. She has been inspired by the philosophers
and political scientists of the late Renaissance and
Enlightenment eras, such as John Locke and Jean-
Jacques Rousseau. Hugo Grotius, in particular, has
powerfully influenced her views. Locke’s view that
individuals possess inalienable, basic rights (life, lib-
erty, and property, as he defined them) is one of
Nussbaum’s core beliefs, as is Rousseau’s contention
that a truly functioning democracy is possible and
pragmatic. Grotius, who is Nussbaum’s most impor-
tant philosophical influence, is widely considered to
be the first author to deal persuasively with issues
such as human rights, the ethical conduct of war, and
world peace. Nussbaum has embraced all of these
ideas while adding her own thoughts and findings in
support of an anticipated rebirth of international
moralism.
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While fully embracing the right of people to be
free and make free choices, Nussbaum accepts the
necessity of the sovereign state and its primacy in for-
eign affairs. This support of state power exists only to
the degree that the state governs its citizens justly in
accordance with natural rights and conducts itself in
a proper, ethical fashion in its dealings with other na-
tions. She further postulates that all nations are im-
mutably tied to one another by a set of moral respon-
sibilities, and these ethical and moral concerns are
what should always determine the course of interna-
tional relationships. Moreover, nation states have the
ethical obligation to protect the natural rights of their
citizens and to provide them with the basic necessi-
ties of life, and the international community has the
responsibility of aiding each state in achieving these
goals.

Nussbaum firmly opposes cultural relativism, be-
lieving that many traditional group beliefs—such
as those inspired by religion, race, ethnicity, and
class—oppress women. Moreover, such oppression
is downplayed or ignored by liberal cultural relativ-
ists and supporters of situational ethics. Nussbaum
argues that many progressives are quick to point out
the injustices inflicted by governments, and rightly

so, but far fewer speak out against the wrongs in-
flicted by tradition and culture. In Nussbaum’s view,
the degradation of women leads to a new demand for
international morality to establish and protect the
natural rights of all. International relations based on
consensus building, and not unilateralism, will help
create a more just world.

Thomas W. Buchanan

Further Reading
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University Press, 1990.

_______. Sex and Social Justice. New York: Oxford
University Press, 1999.
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_______. Upheavals of Thought: The Intelligence
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O
Obedience

Definition: Submission to or compliance with the
will of someone in authority

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: The ethical import of obedience is

generally judged by the values of the authority
figure to whom one is obedient. It is a virtue when
the authority, or the ideals represented by the au-
thority, seem virtuous; it is a serious moral trans-
gression when the authority’s commands are
deemed immoral.

Obedience is not necessarily bad or good. A sinister
example of obedience occurred in World War II,
when more than six million innocent people were tor-
tured and killed by Nazis who claimed that they were
only following the orders of their superiors. A posi-
tive example of obedience is a three-year-old who
obeys her parents’ commands to play in the yard
rather than the road. A sinister example of disobedi-
ence is a criminal who disobeys laws. A positive ex-
ample of disobedience is Rosa Parks, who was ar-
rested in 1955 for disobeying laws that segregated
seats on public buses in Montgomery, Alabama. Her
disobedience of the law was a landmark in the civil
rights revolution in the United States. Whether obe-
dience is right or wrong is determined by the individ-
ual, the situation, and others’ or history’s evaluation
of the obedience or disobedience.

Some obedience is necessary. Social groups of
any size depend on a reasonable amount of obedience
to function smoothly. Society would be chaotic if or-
ders from police, parents, physicians, bosses, gener-
als, and presidents were routinely ignored or dis-
obeyed. The division of labor in a society requires
that individuals have the capacity to subordinate and
coordinate their own independent actions to serve the
goals and purposes of the larger social organization.

Obedience results because people do not feel re-
sponsible for the actions they perform under orders

from an authority figure. They believe that the person
giving the orders has the responsibility for the results
of the actions. At the Nuremberg Trials after World
War II, many of the Nazi war criminals stated that
they believed their actions were wrong but did not
feel personally responsible for them, because they
were merely following orders.

The feeling of not being responsible, however, is
insufficient to explain why people so readily follow
orders, especially in cases in which the behavior
far exceeds the scope of the order. For example, the
cruelty and savagery of some of the soldiers in the
infamous My Lai incident (in which U.S. soldiers
killed innocent Vietnamese villagers) was not neces-
sarily demanded in their orders to “pacify the vil-
lage.”

A personal factor that may underlie the willing-
ness to follow orders is ideological zeal, the belief
that the required actions are right or in support of a
good cause. Another personal factor is gratification;
people feel powerful and free upon carrying out the
orders. Furthermore, individuals sometimes believe
that they will reap material gain or personal advance-
ment by following the specified orders. Another per-
sonal factor that influences whether people obey is
the role that they are filling. Roles often include rules
that people obey the orders of certain others.

Situational Factors
Situational factors that influence obedience are

prestige, proximity, the presence of others who dis-
obey, and reminders of personal responsibility. Pres-
tige means that it is easier to obey the commands of a
high-ranking (prestigious) officer than those of a
low-ranking officer. Proximity has to do with both
the person giving the orders and the victim. Thus, it is
easier for soldiers to follow orders given in person
rather than over the phone, and it is easier to follow
orders to kill others by high-altitude bombing than to
follow orders to kill others by stabbing. Also, it is
easier to disobey when others present are disobeying
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than it is if others are obeying. Finally, obedience di-
minishes when a person is reminded that he or she
will be held personally responsible for any harm that
results from his or her actions.

Several other factors may affect disobedience.
First, embarrassment hinders disobedience. Many
people do not want to rock the boat, make a scene, or
be rude. Second, lacking a language of protest hin-
ders disobedience. Many people literally have no
words with which to disobey. Third, people may be
entrapped into obedience. The first steps of entrap-
ment pose no difficult choices. One step leads to an-
other, however, and the person is ultimately commit-
ted to a course of obedience.

Obedience can result from five types of power
that individuals and groups can exercise over others.
First, coercive power arises from the potential to de-
liver punishment to force another to change his or her
behavior. For example, parents who punish their chil-
dren for putting their hands into cookie jars are exer-
cising coercive power to induce their children to obey
their directives to stay out of the cookie jar. Second,
reward power arises from the potential to deliver pos-
itive reinforcement to induce another to change his or
her behavior. For example, parents who give their
children cookies for doing their homework are exer-
cising reward power to induce their children to obey
their directives to do their homework. Third, legiti-
mate power arises from being in a particular role
or position. Generals, for example, have the authority
to give orders to underlings because of their rank.
Fourth, expert power arises because others see the
person as particularly knowledgeable. Physicians,
for example, induce others to obey their directives to
quit smoking because they are seen as health care ex-
perts. Fifth, reverent power arises because others ad-
mire the person giving the orders. For example,
Mother Teresa could probably get others to obey her
commands because she was greatly admired.

Lillian M. Range
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blowing.

Objectivism
Definition: Philosophical system developed by Ayn

Rand that claims that there are objective facts
about the world and human beings that should be
the basis for philosophical speculations

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Randian objectivism posits that each

individual human being has intrinsic value and in-
comparable worth, and is therefore obligated to
act only in his or her own interest. It rejects al-
truism, communitarianism, and socialism in the
name of liberal individualism and egoism.

There is an initial problem with explaining objecti-
vism. Its major developer and proponent, Ayn Rand,
did not write a well-reasoned philosophical treatise
on her worldview, but used objectivism as a backdrop
for the characters in her novels and offered glimpses
of it in her frequent lectures. One must be a bit of a de-
tective to piece together her position. Compounding
the problem is the fact that a significant segment of
the philosophical community does not take her work
seriously, because she was not a professional philos-
opher. It should be said at the outset that objectivism
is not only an ethical theory but also an overarch-
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ing integrated worldview with ethical, metaphysical,
epistemological, political, social, and aesthetic ele-
ments. What follows is an account of the ethical com-
ponent of her thought.

Rejection of Altruism
Ayn Rand begins by rejecting traditional ethical

theory, which she labels “the ethics of altruism.”
Whether utilitarian or deontological in nature, the
ethics of altruism requires a moral agent sometimes
to set her or his interests aside and act for the interests
of others. It is even possible, in this view, to be obli-
gated to give up one’s life for the sake of others. To
put it another way, the ethics of altruism may require
a moral agent to think of herself or himself as without
value as compared to others. Individuals can become
merely means to others’ ends. Rand finds this result
absolutely abhorrent. At the core of her theory is the
fact of the absolute moral worth of the individual.
Each human being has intrinsic value, and any theory
that requires someone to negate that value is wrong.

Egoism, on the other hand, embraces the intrinsic
worth of the individual and places the individual’s in-

terests at the heart of the ethical theory. Because it
claims that a right action is one that is in the best in-
terest of the individual who is acting, it will never re-
quire that an agent sacrifice her or his interests for the
interests of others. The worth of the individual is in-
tact.

Rand’s Version of Egoism
Egoism as an ethical theory has been around at

least since the time of Plato. Rand takes the basic
framework of the egoistic principle and reworks it in
the light of certain moral facts about human beings
that she takes as fundamental. These facts can be as-
certained by reflecting on the answers to the follow-
ing questions. What is the end for which a human
should live? On what principle shall a human act to
achieve this end? Who should benefit from the ac-
tions? In other words, what is the ultimate value?
What is the ultimate virtue? Who is the primary bene-
ficiary?

According to Rand, life itself is the goal of life.
People live in order to live. This is why she says that
human life has intrinsic value. A human life is always
an end in itself. The principle on which to act is ratio-
nality. It is that aspect of human nature that distin-
guishes humans from other living things. Therefore,
it must be the primary virtue. One lives life to the full-
est by being rational. Finally, the only beneficiary of
an agent’s actions that would meet the criterion of ra-
tionality would be the agent. It is this last condition
that permits the marriage of these moral facts with
egoism. It follows, then, that for a human being to
achieve an end, she or he must live according to the
ethical principle of rational self-interest. Human be-
ings are under an ethical obligation to do whatever
would promote the interests of that individual.

Reaction
Needless to say, objectivism caused a stir. Critics

were quick to point out that Rand’s ethical claims
were tantamount to selfishness and, since selfishness
is not a desirable character trait, ought to be dis-
missed summarily. Rand did little to dispel this asso-
ciation with selfishness and, in fact, tried to exploit
this identification (and controversy) for her own
gain. Witness the title of her 1964 book: The Virtue of
Selfishness.

In point of fact, however, though Rand did use the
word “selfishness” often, her theory is much more
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sophisticated than her critics allow. She gives selfish-
ness a precise definition, which turns out to be noth-
ing like the imprecise understanding of the term in
common usage. For Rand, selfishness is merely the
rational pursuit of self-interest. Certainly, it would be
in one’s rational self-interest to take into consider-
ation, sometimes, the interests of others. The com-
mon understanding of selfishness embodies the idea
of pursuit of one’s interests exclusively without re-
gard to the interests of others. Therefore, Rand’s use
of the term is different from the common usage. Rand
admits that she chose the term “selfishness” deliber-
ately for its shock value and uses the above equivoca-
tion for the twofold purpose of undermining the eth-
ics of altruism and championing her brand of ethical
egoism.

This ethical component of objectivism, then,
stands or falls with ethical egoism. There is nothing
inherently wrong with Rand’s version. The other
components of objectivism, however, do not stand up
well to philosophical criticism, and this is another
reason objectivism is held in low regard.

John H. Serembus
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On Liberty
Identification: Book by John Stuart Mill (1806-

1873)
Date: Published in 1859
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: On Liberty has been a central focus of

liberal ethics and philosophy for well over a cen-
tury, and it continues to be a major work for those
interested in questions of individual freedom.

In On Liberty, John Stuart Mill provided a powerful
defense of individual freedom of thought and action.
Mill’s ideas have been a source of inspiration for
those concerned with civil liberty and individual
freedom for more than one hundred years, but his as-
sertions in this volume were not in accord with the
rest of his substantial body of work. The popularity of
On Liberty was the result of a combination of Mill’s
substantial reputation and the work’s contents,
which, while popular with the general reader, have
been frequently criticized by professional scholars
and reviewers.

Mill’s Background
John Stuart Mill was the son of Scottish philoso-

pher James Mill, who, under the influence of Jeremy
Bentham, reared the boy to be a prodigy. At the age
of three, the young Mill was studying Greek, and
throughout his youth, childish pleasures were denied
him in favor of intellectual activities. At twenty, he
fell into clinical depression, apparently caused by the
lack of emotional support in his upbringing, but he
recovered and ultimately had a successful career as a
bureaucrat in the India Office and as a philosopher.
Among his important works are System of Logic
(1843), Principles of Political Economy (1848), and
The Subjection of Women (1869). In 1830 he met
Harriet Taylor. They conducted an intense though,
according to themselves, chaste courtship until 1851,
when, Taylor’s husband being two years dead, they
married. Harriet Taylor proved to be an important in-
fluence on Mill’s thought. It was thanks to his wife
that Mill came to regard “the woman question”—that
is, women’s social, political, and economic equal-
ity—as one of the most important issues of the mid-
nineteenth century. This attitude appears to have
been decisive in the development of On Liberty
(1859), Mill’s most popular work.
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On Liberty
Mill opened his consideration of the question of

liberty by asserting that he was making one simple,
straightforward proposition: Society had no warrant
by legal sanction or moral suasion to limit the indi-
vidual’s freedom of thought or action for any reason
except to prevent harm to another person or property.
Even should an action be clearly shown to be harmful
to the individual, Mill insisted, any restriction other
than fair warning was wrong.

In the realm of ideas, Mill believed that free dis-
cussion was necessary if the truth was to be deter-
mined. To deny any idea currency was to deny the
possibility, however faint, that it might be true and to
deny it the opportunity of challenging other ideas to
test their truthfulness. To set standards of logic or
taste or scholarship or of any kind was to set up a cen-
sor. Who was to set the standard and enforce it? One
of Mill’s great fears was that the community might
attempt to do so, thus establishing a tyranny of the
majority.

While certainly extreme, Mill’s position concern-
ing freedom of expression was far from unprece-
dented, though he did not take the case so far in any
of his other writings. His argument that action too
should be unfettered as long as it posed no threat to
anyone but the actor, however, was quite unusual. In
On Liberty, it is clear, though not really explicit, that
Mill was concerned much more with physical and
material harm than with moral or spiritual harm when
he asserted that society might restrain the individual
from harming others. As truth emerged from the fo-
rum of free debate, the development of truly individ-
ualistic character in a person arose from the process
of choosing types of conduct. For many of Mill’s
contemporaries, this was little more than advocacy of
anarchy. Within the liberal tradition, freedom of ac-
tion was regarded as good but not without limits. Free
speech would lead to changes in those limits (laws,
custom, and so forth) so that acceptable behaviors
might be enlarged. Mill’s emphasis on diversity and
individual, unfettered, development was one of his
significant contributions to liberalism.

The absolute nature of Mill’s view of liberty left
him with a number of difficult questions to confront.
For example, what about indirect harm such as that
caused by drunks to their dependents? Does experi-
ence ever establish a moral truth so clearly that soci-
ety should insist that it be observed? Mill insisted that

beyond teaching rationality to children (the principle
of liberty did not apply until an individual reached
maturity), society had no right to require a standard
of conduct. When society tried to do so, it usually
simply insisted on the standard of the majority. Un-
fortunately, the examples provided in On Liberty
tend to be issues such as religious beliefs, which had
already been largely agreed upon as inappropriate for
society to impose.

Another problem for Mill was the source of indi-
vidual morality. He had long since rejected the possi-
bility that humankind’s moral sense was intuitive or
innate. In the end, he asserted that moral sense was
“natural” in that it was a “natural outgrowth” of hu-
man nature. Although this conclusion was not very
satisfactory, Mill went further with the question.

Not only did the ideas in On Liberty not coincide
with those contained in Mill’s other work, but there
were two issues that Mill was unwilling to leave to
the workings of the principle of liberty: education
and population control. He was willing to insist that
parents be required to educate their children and that
the growth of population be restrained. These matters
were too critical for the welfare of humankind to be
left to be developed, like truth, from debate; there-
fore, the state should intervene. This lack of consis-
tency within his complete oeuvre and even within On
Liberty itself seems to have been a result of the influ-
ence of Harriet Taylor Mill. Not only was she more
inclined toward single-issue, simplistic thought than
was Mill, but she also pressed Mill to pursue the issue
of women’s equality ever more vigorously. On Lib-
erty reads as if it came from an extremely repressive
society, but aside from what was called the “woman
question,” nineteenth century England was not such a
society. Part of the purpose of On Liberty seems to
have been to universalize the issue of feminine equal-
ity so that men had a stake in it and would take it seri-
ously. This purpose apparently led Mill into a posi-
tion more extreme than the one that he generally
took.

Implications for Ethical Conduct
Mill’s established reputation meant that On Lib-

erty had an immediate and large audience. Although
many reviewers and scholars took issue with some of
its ideas, the book was enormously popular with un-
dergraduates and the general reading public. Not
only did it broaden the liberal attitude about freedom
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of speech, but it also led to a much greater support for
freedom of action. Its influence continued to be
strong during the early twenty-first century.

Fred R. van Hartesveldt
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On War
Identification: Book by Carl von Clausewitz (1780-

1831)
Date: Vom Kriege, 1832-1834 (English translation,

1873)
Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: In On War, Carl von Clausewitz ar-

gued that war is not an end in itself but always a
means to the achievement of a political end, and it
must therefore be understood through the lens of
politics and conducted by political rather than
solely military leaders. He also advocated a pol-
icy of total war, in which all available resources
are used to attack and destroy all resources avail-
able to the enemy. Only total war, von Clausewitz
argued, can achieve total victory.

Carl von Clausewitz’s purpose in analyzing war is
purely theoretical and not prescriptive. To the ques-

tion “What is war?” he answers: “War is an act of vio-
lence to compel our opponent to fulfill our will.” War
is not an isolated act; it is an extension of Politik—a
blatant instrument of such policy. The decision to go
to war and the proposed goal beyond victory are po-
litical, not military. Theory must, however, be ana-
lyzed in the context of real events. A paper war is not
a real war; a real war is subject to influence by chance
and circumstance. Real war is dangerous for its par-
ticipants and is a test of their exertion.

War is not only “an elaborate duel” (“ein erweiterter
Zweikampf ”), a vast drama—a comedy for the vic-
tor, a tragedy for the loser. From another point of
view, war is a game (“ein Spiel”) and a “gamble”
(“ein Glücksspiel”), both objectively and subjec-
tively. A theory of war must be an analytical investi-
gation that later might prove beneficial to reason and
judgment. It must consider the ends and means of
warfare, which consist of strategy and tactics. Tactics
are the uses to which the army is put to achieve vic-
tory. Strategy has to do with the plan for achieving
victory. The real activity of war lies in the tactical as-
pect of battle, since tactics govern fighting. The im-
mediate object of battle is to destroy or overcome the
enemy, but the ultimate object is to subject the enemy
to one’s will in a political sense. Toward this end a
combatant may desire to enforce whatever peace it
pleases; it may occupy the enemy’s frontier districts
and use them to make satisfactory bargains at the
peace settlements.

Richard P. Benton

See also: Art of War, The; Geneva conventions; Just
war theory; Military ethics; War.

Oppression
Definition: Systematic subjugation or domination

of a relatively disempowered social group by a
group with more access to social power

Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: Oppression is a function of collec-

tive, social, and structural configurations of power.
Therefore, those who seek to resist perceived pat-
terns of oppression often have trouble communi-
cating about it effectively within the context of a
liberal individualist society which insists that in-
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dividual actions and individual choices are the
only proper objects of moral judgment.

Within a given society or subculture, groups are often
either accorded or denied access to rights and privi-
leges, relative to other groups, based on specific so-
cially constructed categories. This system is based on
a belief in the inherent superiority of one group over
all others and its right to dominate. While it is true
that one individual can harass, intimidate, violate,
molest, and brutalize another, in the broadest sense,
“oppression” as a concept is generally discussed
within a larger historical, social, and political con-
text.

Oppression is composed of two key elements:
prejudice and social power. “Prejudice”—from the
Latin praejudicium (“previous judgment”)—involves
holding an adverse opinion or belief without just
ground or before acquiring sufficient valid informa-
tion. “Social power” can be defined as the ability to
get what one wants and to influence others. “Target
group” is the term given to those oppressed groups
that are denied access to the rights and privileges
enjoyed by other groups. Group members are op-
pressed simply on the basis of their target group sta-
tus. (Synonyms for “target group” include “minority
group,” “oppressed group,” “disenfranchised group,”
“subordinate group,” and “stigmatized group,” among
others.)

Examples of target groups in the United States are
people of color—African Americans, Asian Ameri-
cans, Latinos, Native Americans or “Indians” (race);
immigrants (ethnicity or national origin); Jews, Mus-
lims, atheists (religion); women (biological sex);
gay, lesbian, and bisexual people (sexual orientation
or identity); transgenderists (gender identity); work-
ing class and poor people (class); the very old and the
very young (age); people with mental and physical
disabilities (ability); and fat people (appearance).
“Dominant group” is the term given to groups with
access to rights and privileges that are denied to tar-
get groups. (Synonyms for “dominant group” in-
clude “majority group” and “oppressor group.”)

Examples of dominant groups in the United States
are white people or “Caucasians” (race); people of
European, especially Anglo-Saxon, ancestry (race,
ethnicity, national origin); Christians, and especially
Protestant sects (religion); males (biological sex);
heterosexuals (sexual orientation or identity); middle

and “owning” class (class); people generally be-
tween the ages of twenty-one and fifty (age); and
people considered “able bodied” physically and men-
tally (ability, appearance).

Most people find themselves both in groups tar-
geted for oppression and in those dominant groups
that are granted relatively higher degrees of power
and prestige. Some examples of such situations are a
white middle-class woman, a Jewish man, an African
American Christian man, a white lesbian, and a blind
thirty-five-year-old white man.

Forms of Oppression
There are as many names for the varieties of op-

pression as there are for the categories of target and
dominant groups based, for example, on race (rac-
ism), ethnicity or patriotism (ethnocentrism, chau-
vinism, imperialism, xenophobia), religious affilia-
tion (religious prejudice, anti-Semitism), biological
sex (sexism, misogyny), sexual orientation or iden-
tity (homophobia, biphobia, heterosexism), eco-
nomic status (classism), age (ageism), and mental
and physical ability (ableism).

This does not mean that all groups experience
forms of oppression similarly. The experiences of
victims of racism, for example, are not identical to
those of the victims of homophobia. The forms of op-
pression, however, run parallel and at points inter-
sect. All involve negative prejudgments whose pur-
pose is to maintain control or power over others.
Oppression can be the result of a deliberate, con-
scious act, or it may be unconscious and uninten-
tional yet still have oppressive consequences.

Oppression involves negative beliefs (that may or
may not be expressed), exclusion, denial of civil and
legal protections, and, in some cases, overt acts of
violence directed against target groups. The many
forms of oppression can be said to operate on four
distinct but interrelated levels: the personal, the inter-
personal, the institutional, and the societal (or cul-
tural). The personal level refers to an individual’s be-
lief (bias or prejudice) that members of target groups
are inferior psychologically or physically.

The interpersonal level is manifested when a bias
affects relations among individuals, transforming
prejudice into its active component—discrimination.
The institutional level refers to the ways in which
governmental agencies; businesses; and educational,
religious, and professional organizations systemati-
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cally discriminate against target groups. Sometimes
laws, codes, or policies actually enforce discrimina-
tion. The societal (or cultural) level refers to social
norms or codes of behavior that, although not ex-
pressly written into law or policy, nevertheless work
within a society to legitimize prejudice and discrimi-
nation. This often involves epithets and stereotypes
directed against target groups. Oppression is said to
be “internalized” when target group members take on
the shame that is associated with their target group
status.

Functions of Oppression
Dominant groups maintain oppression over target

groups for a number of reasons: to gain or enhance
economic, political, or personal rewards or to avoid
the potential loss of such; to protect self-esteem
against psychological doubts or conflicts; to promote
and enhance dominant group value systems; to better
comprehend a complex world by categorizing or ste-
reotyping others.

Although oppression clearly serves many func-
tions, it can also be said to hurt members of the domi-
nant group. Frederick Douglass, a former slave and
an abolitionist, said at a civil rights meeting in Wash-
ington, D.C., on October 22, 1883, that no person
“can put a chain about the ankle of [another person]
without at last finding the other end fastened about
his neck.” His words remain relevant, for everyone is
diminished when anyone is demeaned.

Warren J. Blumenfeld
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Organ transplants
Definition: Replacement of worn-out, diseased, or

injured organs and tissues with healthy substi-
tutes

Date: Begun in early twentieth century
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Organ transplantation and substitu-

tion raises ethical issues regarding the definition
of death, the equitable distribution of scarce re-
sources (including the ethics of selling body parts),
and the quality of life of the transplant patient.

For centuries, humans have longed to be able to re-
place the diseased or injured parts of the body with
healthy organs. Stories abound from ancient civiliza-
tions of attempts at organ and tissue transplantation,
but until recently these seem to have been mostly
dreams. Finally, during the early nineteenth century,
there were successful skin grafts. These were auto-
grafts in which a patient’s own tissue was used, and
thus there was little danger of rejection. When mate-
rial was taken from one member of a species and
placed in another (an allograft), however, it was re-
jected by the recipient.

This was not the only problem faced by these
early medical pioneers. Before organ transplantation
could be done on a routine basis, it was necessary to
develop better methods of tying up weakened arter-
ies, aseptic surgery, anesthesia, and tissue typing.
By 1913, the French physician Alexis Carrel trans-
planted a kidney from one cat to another and later de-
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veloped a profusion machine that drenched a re-
moved organ in blood, thus sustaining its life.

However, a major obstacle remained; namely, the
rejection of the transplanted organ. The mechanics of
this little-understood process were discovered by Pe-
ter Medawar at Oxford University during the 1940’s.
He found that this process was caused by the immune
system’s rejection of the body’s lymphoid organs.
Thus, the recipient’s system recognized the donor tis-
sue as foreign and responded by destroying the trans-
plant. The amount of genetic disparity of the two in-
dividuals determines the degree and speed of this
rejection. Attempts to limit the activity of the immune
system eventually led to the use of a combination of a

corticosteroid (prednisone) with the antileukemia
drug (azathioprine). A third medicine, cyclosporine,
discovered in 1972, was particularly important be-
cause it took less of a scattergun approach than the
others. Rather than suppressing the entire immune
response, cyclosporine targets the T cells, the partic-
ular parts of the system that attack alien tissues. The
most effective treatment of transplant patients in-
cludes daily doses of these three drugs.

Types of Organ Transplants
The human body contains twenty-one different

transplantable organs and tissues, including the
heart, liver, kidneys, lungs, pancreas, cornea, bone

marrow, and blood vessels. In 1954, a
team of Boston physicians led by Joseph
E. Murray successfully transplanted a
kidney from one twin brother to an-
other. Cardiac transplantation began in
1967, when Christiaan Barnard per-
formed a human-to-human operation,
but the first fully successful heart trans-
plant was done by Norman Shumway in
the United States. Although lung trans-
plants were attempted as early as 1964,
because of problems with infection that
are peculiar to this organ it was not until
the 1980’s that John D. Cooper of To-
ronto made the process feasible. The
work of Thomas E. Starzl led in 1967
to successful transplanting of the liver.
Also during the decade of the 1960’s,
the pancreas, bone marrow, cornea, and
blood vessels were transplanted with in-
creasing frequency.

By the turn of the twenty-first cen-
tury, more than 16,000 kidney, liver,
pancreas, heart, heart-lung, and lung
transplants were being performed each
year in the United States alone. These
operations seem to be the only treat-
ment that can transform individuals from
a near-death condition to a relatively
normal life in a matter of days.

Ethical Concerns
Such procedures raise a number of

ethical and moral problems. Those that
concern organ donation often result from
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worry that individuals will not receive adequate treat-
ment if they sign donor agreements.

An understanding of the modern definition of
death can deal with much of this confusion. Until the
1960’s, cessation of brain function inevitably fol-
lowed cessation of cardiopulmonary function. Indi-
viduals did not live for extended periods with the
heart and other organs functioning after the brain ac-
tivity ceased. New medical techniques such as the
use of respirators made this condition possible. Ma-
chines could maintain blood and oxygen circulation
even when the body could never again operate on its
own.

The notion of “brain death” was therefore pro-
posed. In 1966, Pope Pius XII defined death as the
departure of the spirit from the body through the ces-
sation of brain function rather than the loss of pump-
ing action of the heart. The United States and other
countries have passed laws that have given legal
sanction to this definition. Patients who are brain
dead may be kept alive for a few days, but not perma-
nently. A physician can confirm this situation beyond
a doubt through neurological examination. Public
support for this position has gained wide acceptance,
and currently very few people oppose organ dona-
tion.

More difficult problems remain that involve the
recipient. Some of these concern the selection of
those who are to receive transplants. Despite the
thousands of operations performed in 1991, there
were still more than 30,000 individuals listed by the
United Network for Organ Sharing (UNOS) who
needed one or more of the major organs. In an at-
tempt to alleviate this shortage, UNOS, an organiza-
tion of transplant centers, was founded. It has estab-
lished a national waiting list to ensure equitable
organ allocation according to policies that forbid fa-
voritism based on race, sex, financial status, or politi-
cal influence. The only considerations are the medi-
cally determined conditions of the patients. This
organization has been quite successful in raising
awareness of the need for donor organs.

Even if a person receives a transplant, there is a
continuing need for a more healthy lifestyle and the
constant cost and bother of daily medication. Finally,
the entire situation of the expense and availability of
transplants is a microcosm of the macrocosm of
health care for everyone. How can scarce resources
be allocated? Who is wise or caring enough to decide

who will die and who will have a chance at a new life?
Such questions must be addressed by the general
field of medical ethics.

Robert G. Clouse
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Ortega y Gasset, José
Identification: Spanish philosopher
Born: May 9, 1883, Madrid, Spain
Died: October 18, 1955, Madrid, Spain
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: A metaphysics professor and existen-

tialist, Ortega y Gasset helped to bring Spain into
contact with the thought and culture of the rest of
Europe. He was the author of The Revolt of the
Masses (1929).

José Ortega y Gasset was a professor of metaphysics
at the University of Madrid from 1910 until 1936. He
had traveled and studied in Europe, especially in Ger-
many, and when he returned, he brought European
philosophy and political thought that had been ig-
nored in Spain for centuries. An excellent and pro-
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lific writer, he wrote scores of newspaper and maga-
zine essays and articles on philosophy and on general
cultural topics. He studied and taught metaphysics,
because he was interested in questions about the fun-
damental nature of reality.

Ortega y Gasset’s quest for an ultimate reality led
him to questions about the nature of knowledge and
the nature of society. Ortega y Gasset’s social theo-
ries made him an international figure. In The Revolt
of the Masses, he argued that society is always ready
to topple and that humankind is always ready to slip
back into barbarism. Only by bowing to an elite class
can people keep their societies going. This small,
elite group thinks and plans and holds the power—it
gets things done. So long as everyone else is willing
to accept this leadership, human societies can stand
firm.

Cynthia A. Bily

See also: Elitism; Existentialism; Unamuno y Jugo,
Miguel de.

Orwell, George
Identification: British novelist and essayist
Born: Eric Blair; June 25, 1903, Motihari, Bengal,

India
Died: January 21, 1950, London, England
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Despite his belief that states could

never be restrained from tyranny by ethical or re-
ligious codes, Orwell remained committed to the
belief in an essentially socialist state, based on
democratic principles, under which individuals
enjoyed equality and justice under the law.

Best known for the political fable Animal Farm
(1945), a satirical examination of the Russian Revo-
lution, and the dystopian novel Nineteen Eighty-Four
(1949), which provides a broader indictment of total-
itarianism, George Orwell infused all of his writing
with a keen moral sense. Spurning the traditional mo-
rality of religious institutions, he championed hu-
manistic values rooted in the fundamental decency of
human beings.

Orwell’s essay “Reflections on Gandhi” (1949)
evaluates the Indian nationalist leader Mohandas K.

Gandhi’s appeal to Western leftist movements, despite
what Orwell calls the “otherworldly, antihumanist
tendency of his doctrines.” He argues that groups as
varied as anarchists and pacifists fail to recognize
that “Gandhi’s teachings cannot be squared with the
belief that Man is the measure of all things, and that
our job is to make life worth living on this earth,
which is the only earth we have.” It is the power of the
average person, working toward a common good
with honesty and integrity, that Orwell identified as
the principal hope of humanity.

Orwell’s abhorrence of totalitarianism, expressed
in varying degrees in all of his major works of fiction,
nonfiction, and journalism, stemmed chiefly from
the tendencies of governments to suppress individual
liberties. In “Literature and Totalitarianism” (1941),
Orwell wrote, “We live in an age in which the autono-
mous individual is ceasing to exist—or perhaps one
ought to say, in which the individual is ceasing to
have the illusion of being autonomous.” The physical
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suppression of individual liberty is no less dangerous
in Orwell’s view than the suppression of personal
opinion or will. Totalitarianism seeks the submission
of the individual to the state. Troublesome people
could be removed, as Winston Smith discovers in
Nineteen Eighty-Four; but more dangerous still, trou-
blesome ideas or facts could also disappear by revis-
ing or simply erasing them. In such a world, the na-
ture of truth becomes subservient to the state, the
power of individuals to effect change is eliminated,
and the equality of all people becomes impossible.

Perhaps the closest thing to an ethical or religious
maxim in Orwell’s thought is the concept of decency.
In “The English People” (1944), Orwell tries to pro-
vide a sense of the typical morality of the English.
“They have the virtues and the vices of an old-
fashioned people. To twentieth-century political the-
ories they oppose not another theory of their own, but
a moral quality which must be vaguely described as
decency.” Orwell’s idea of decency covers a multi-
tude of social and political qualities, from a strict
code of honesty in words and actions to the preserva-
tion of basic human freedoms by the state. It is this
old-fashioned idea of decency that embodies Or-
well’s love of all things English, from a simple cup of
tea to the beauty of the common toad, and that sus-
tains his belief in the ability of common individuals
to make life worth living.

Philip Bader
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The Other
Definition: Term used to signify a negative object

for the sake of positive identification
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: In its function as negative object used

for positive identification, the concept of the other
serves as a conceptual placeholder to elicit ethical
responsibility.

Using the “other” as a term to orient discourses on
ethics is a relatively recent development. However, as
an ethical issue, the general concept of the “other”
has been in play as long as humans have tried to ac-
count for the strangeness of existing in the world and
as a way to control their particular environments.

Specifically, in assigning orientations for individ-
uals’ ethical relations, the issue of the other has
evolved from signifying relationships of negative
identification to that of ordering relationships of sup-
porting the continued existence of the other, as other.
In the former mode, human beings have traditionally
taught themselves to identify all that is other as that
which does not belong to the same kind, group, or set
grounded on the propositional claims made by au-
thoritative (or authoring) subjects. The result has his-
torically been politically and socially to attempt to
eliminate each other, indeed all others, in efforts to
substantiate one’s own identity claims or to secure
material possessions for the sake of survival.

To judge the prevalence of this need to control or
destroy the other to secure and maintain individual
and group self-identity, one can find evidence in so-
cial narratives. People create grand narratives to jus-
tify the accounting methods they use to educate their
young into forms of society that replicate earlier pat-
terns of survival over others. Accordingly, modernity
can be understood as chronicling the emergence of
humans from the dark ages of authoritarian control,
maintained by the exercise of violent force by some
beings over others, to a process of rediscovering the
other and reassessing institutional patterns based on
structural relationships of dominance and subjection.

This new relationship with other beings of the
world resulted in hundreds of years of progressive
enlightenment and liberation, marked by revolution-
ary upheavals and forms of transforming social and
environmental relationships. However, such trans-
formations were accompanied by the application of
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historical patterns of hegemonic control with newly
developed instruments of industrialization that also
resulted in the highly efficient and logically ordered
business of efficiently eliminating other human be-
ings. This trend culminated in the Holocaust of
World War II, in which tens of millions of “other” hu-
man beings were killed.

Three modern French intellectuals whose writings
have explored this phenomenon are Albert Camus,
Simone de Beauvoir, and Emmanuel Levinas.
Camus wrote popular stories about modern alien-
ation. Beauvoir defied the historical “othering” of
women as inferior by men in her famous book, The
Second Sex (1953), and Levinas reversed ideas about
the other, claiming that “the other is that one for
whom I am most responsible.”

Julius Simon
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Ought/can implication
Definition: Philosophical principle which states

that anything one is morally obligated to do, one
is necessarily capable of doing

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: If the ought/can implication is valid,

then one’s inability to do something stands as
proof that one was not required to do it, or that one
is not morally accountable for failing to do it. The
principle presupposes that the world makes sense,
and it arguably contradicts the Christian doctrine
of Original Sin.

The “ought-implies-can” principle has practical and
theoretical importance in ethics. In particular cases,
it provides a defense against the charge of wrongdo-
ing, not by providing an excuse for the wrong, but by
denying that any wrong was committed. Assuming
the principle to be true, if one can never act other-
wise, then any time one thinks that one did not act in
such a way as to fulfill an obligation is really a time
when one did not have that obligation. In other
words, assuming the truth of the principle and that
one can never act otherwise, one can never do wrong.

The root idea of the moral “ought” seems to be
that something is morally necessary or morally owed.
“Ought” is supposed to imply “can” in the sense that
if it is not true that one can do x, then it is not true that
one is obligated to do it. Some people think that the
principle is, like the statement “Bachelors are males,”
true simply because of the meanings of the words. It
is self-contradictory, however, to say “Bachelors are
not males,” and it is not self-contradictory to say “I
know what I ought to do, but I cannot do it.” There-
fore, the principle does not seem to be a conceptual
truth.

R. M. Hare, in chapter 4 of his Freedom and Rea-
son (1963), claims that people use “ought” in moral
contexts to prescribe or advise, and that it makes no
sense to advise one to do something that is impossi-
ble. Even if such advice is pointless, however, it does
not follow that the principle is true. One does not
show that “believing X ” implies that “X is true” by
pointing out that in certain contexts it makes no sense
to advise one to believe something that is false.

A defender of the principle may say that people
do not blame a person for failing to do something
once they realize that it was impossible for that per-
son to do it. The suggestion is that people do not
blame in such cases because the person’s inability to
do something meant that the person was not, after all,
obligated to do it. It seems, however, that people
might not blame in such a case because they accept
the person’s inability as an excuse for failing to fulfill
the obligation, not because they accept the inability
as a reason for saying that the person was not obli-
gated.

Culpable Powerlessness
A person may have inappropriate feelings and be

unable to control them. Even then, it may be reason-
able to say that that person ought to feel ashamed,
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grateful, disturbed, or remorseful, and that there is
something wrong with anyone who cannot have
these feelings. One may say that the “ought” in such
cases expresses an ideal, as does the “ought” in the
statement “Everyone ought to be able to live like a
king.” An “ought” that expresses an ideal does not
imply “can,” but not every case in which “ought”
does not imply “can” seems to involve an ideal
“ought.”

Consider, for example, cases of culpable power-
lessness. Imagine that Smith promises to meet Jones
in two hours, then changes his mind and takes a pow-
erful sedative. At the time of the promised meeting,
Smith cannot be there, but it still seems that he ought
to be there. Defenders of the principle may say that
Smith’s obligation to be there ceased once he could
not be there, but that he did wrong in making it im-
possible for himself to be there. If people should be
blamed for failing to fulfill an obligation, however,
then Smith was obligated to be there, since one would
blame him for not being there as well as for making it
impossible for himself to be there. To hold to the
principle in cases of culpable powerlessness seems to
make it too easy for people to cancel their obliga-
tions.

Alvin I. Goldman, in chapter 7 of his A Theory of
Human Action (1970), considers rewriting the princi-
ple as follows to avoid such cases: If a person ought to
do x at time t, then there is some time, at or before t, at
which he or she is able to do x at t. In that case, there is
no reason to say that Smith is not obligated to keep
his appointment, since before he took the sedative he
was able to keep the appointment he had made for
time t.

Now, however, cases of powerlessness that should
rule out obligation will not do so. For example, if be-
fore Smith could take the sedative he was struck with
complete paralysis while alone in his apartment, his
obligation should terminate. It will not terminate
given the revised principle, however, since according
to it, he can still keep his appointment.

There is, however, the following basis for believ-
ing that at least one interpretation of the principle is
true. If a person ought to do x, he is properly subject
to moral judgment if he fails to do it. If he is properly
subject to moral judgment if he fails to do x, then it is
physically possible for him to do it. (Something is
physically possible if it is consistent with the laws of
nature. Being able to fly is inconsistent with those

laws, and that is why not being able to fly is not prop-
erly subject to moral judgment.) Therefore, if a per-
son ought to do x, it is physically possible for him to
do it. If “ought” also implies a sense of “can” that
rules out causal determination, the principle provides
some reason for believing that determinism is incom-
patible with freedom and moral responsibility.

Gregory P. Rich
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Outsourcing
Definition: Business practice of having important

company services performed by other companies
or individual persons outside the firm

Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Changing conceptions of corporate

efficiency have reconfigured divisions between
in-house functions and those that are subcon-
tracted to external agencies, raising new ethical
questions about the treatment of employees.

Corporations were once largely self-contained and
comprehensive collections of functions, some of
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which might be outsourced, that is, subcontracted to
other companies or to individual freelance workers.
Keeping functions in-house removed the need to
generate profits, and therefore generally saved
money; however, costs could easily outweigh sav-
ings. Moreover, units of a company that are not ex-
pected to generate profits have less reason to use re-
sources effectively. Thus, the same considerations
supporting competition in the marketplace would
seem to favor competition within the corporation.

In effect, extensive outsourcing brings the com-
petitiveness of the marketplace inside individual cor-
porations, as functions are contracted out to more
specialized companies or individual workers. The
decade of the 1990’s witnessed dramatic develop-
ments in this direction, as corporations downsized
and otherwise re-engineered their way to being more
cost-effective and thus more profitable. Automobile
manufacturers do not need to do their own landscap-
ing or package delivery, so one might legitimately
ask what other functions such companies could
outsource—design, production, sales, accounting,
perhaps even management.

One logical result of this line of thought is a dis-
tributed, or networked, organization, which has been
called the “virtual” corporation. The enterprise be-
comes a kind of dormant network that can be brought
to full life when the need arises, much as a Holly-
wood film-production company expands its activi-
ties when it launches a new film.

Globalization and Its Discontents
Increasingly easy, cheap, and reliable communi-

cations and transportation systems make a distrib-
uted approach to business possible for corporations.

In the government sphere, the same approach is
known as privatization. As American manufacturing
jobs have moved overseas in search of cheaper labor,
other functions, such as software design and finan-
cial services, can be imported as needed. An ethically
positive consequence of this new globalized flexibil-
ity is increased possibilities of productive, synergis-
tic linkages among people, resources, and opportuni-
ties. This can mean a constant stream of better and
cheaper products and services. Ethically negative
consequences include destabilization of companies,
greater insecurity for employees whose jobs are be-
ing reconfigured or eliminated, and the domination
of everyday life by the ceaseless scramble for contin-
uous quality improvement in a world in which every-
thing is new and improved, but nothing is ever good
enough.

Edward Johnson
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P
Pacifism

Definition: Moral opposition to war or to violence
in general

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Pacifism is often seen as a virtue, es-

pecially in discussions of famous pacifists such as
Jesus Christ or Mohandas K. Gandhi. It may also
be judged immoral, however, when it involves the
refusal to take up arms against evil or terror.

One of the most ethically troubling aspects of human
existence is the problem of war, because of its con-
nection with killing. Given the moral aversion to kill-
ing found in most ethical theories, war has been the
subject of much ethical reflection and analysis in an
attempt to provide either a justification for or a cri-
tique of war. Pacifism results from the belief that war
can never be justified and is always immoral. Al-
though pacifism may take different forms, moral op-
position to war is a common theme. One of the ques-
tions that pacifists have tried to answer is whether
pacifism also implies opposition to all forms of vio-
lence in addition to war.

History and Sources
While pacifism has a philosophical grounding, its

main source is religion. The Jain tradition in India
practices pacifism by avoiding killing even insects.
Buddhism also has a pacifist dimension. The domi-
nant source for pacifism in Western culture, however,
has been the Christian tradition.

Employing elements of the Hebrew scriptures,
such as peace, righteousness, and compassion, along
with an image of Jesus as nonviolent, early Christians
began to raise ethical questions about war and partic-
ipation in the military. The basis for these concerns
centered on two factors. First, the Roman army had
its own gods and religious rituals that contradicted
both the Christian emphasis on one God and Chris-

tian forms of worship. Participation in the Roman
army for a Christian would therefore be equivalent to
idolatry or false worship. The second factor was
based on more explicit ethical concerns about the
morality of killing. Using the statements of Jesus, es-
pecially those taken from the Sermon on the Mount,
some early Christians developed a moral framework
that opposed the shedding of blood and, by exten-
sion, participation in war. Warfare was seen as a de-
nial of the message of Jesus regarding love of ene-
mies as well as a rejection of the kind of life that Jesus
demanded of his disciples. The question thus arose
whether a person could be both a Christian and a war-
rior.

This ethical issue of Christian participation in war
increased as Christianity came more and more to be
the established religion of the state following the
proclamation of toleration by Constantine in the year
313 c.e.. Christians faced the dual changes of subsid-
ing persecution and more direct involvement in the
affairs of state, including war.

The ethical concern over war turned on the con-
flict between two principles: not harming others and
protecting the innocent. Sometimes protecting the
innocent might entail harming others, even killing
them. War also became a matter of loyalty to the
state. Moral qualms about killing were often resolved
by means of a separation between public and private
ethics. Christians could kill and participate in war as
a consequence of the public duty of being soldiers,
but not as private individuals. In addition, the devel-
opment of the just war theory began to be the domi-
nant ethical perspective on war in Christianity. There
was still a strong pacifist element within the Chris-
tian tradition, however, and it surfaced most dramati-
cally in the Protestant Reformation during the six-
teenth century.

The Radical Reformation, or the Anabaptists,
viewed war as directly antithetical to the Christian
message. The Anabaptists sought a return to what
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was described as the New Testament Church, which
they understood to be completely opposed to war and
violence. One of the major documents of the Ana-
baptist movement, the Schleitheim Confession of
1527, holds that the use of the sword is outside the
perfection of Christ. The Anabaptists thus rejected
the distinction between public and private ethics and
the justification that it provided for war. As a conse-
quence, they also sought to limit the demands of the
state and to call into question the claims of value
made on behalf of the state. The Anabaptists are the
ancestors of the Historic Peace Churches, such as
those of the Mennonites, Quakers, and Amish. Paci-
fism is a central component of their views of Chris-
tian ethics.

Pacifism was also defended on humanistic and
philosophical grounds. Desiderius Erasmus, the six-
teenth century Christian humanist, argued that war
was wasteful and impractical. It offered nothing from
which humanity could benefit and only revealed
the horrors that human beings could visit upon one
another. The eighteenth century philosopher Imman-
uel Kant emphasized the impracticality and irratio-
nality of war. His famous dictum to treat people as
ends and never as means also created a strong argu-
ment against the morality of war, since it seemed
that war did treat people as a means. These religious
and philosophical views have combined to give paci-
fism its focus and variety. John Howard Yoder lists
eighteen types of pacifism in his book Nevertheless
(1976).

Moral Foundations
The moral basis of pacifism usually has several

dimensions: a view of God, a normative understand-
ing of humanity, and the importance of love. A philo-
sophically based pacifism may not fully develop a
view of God. If God is part of the pacifist ethic, God is
seen as underlying creation, which imparts a moral
structure to the world in the direction of sustaining
creation. War, which is destructive, denies the divine
relationship to creation and becomes immoral. Hu-
manity is characterized by a fundamental unity.

Beneath the differences that qualify human exis-
tence is an explicit humanness that extends beyond
differences such as race, religion, or ethnic origin.
Pacifism seeks to uphold the basic unity by refusing

to allow the differences to become justifications for
war and killing. As a result, love is often the central
moral feature of pacifism in a practical sense. A paci-
fist would claim that love, as the basis for human ac-
tions, entails the rejection of war and possibly even
all forms of violence. For this reason, the goals of
pacifism are more than simple opposition to war;
they involve finding alternatives to the use of vio-
lence to resolve conflicts and an emphasis on peace
research and education.

Ron Large
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Pain
Definition: Fundamentally unpleasant physical or

emotional sensation; suffering
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Pain names the broad class of experi-

ence which all sentient beings are conditioned to
avoid. It is the most primal negative influence on
behavior, as pleasure is the most primal positive
influence. In many ethical systems, to intention-
ally cause pain in another is among the most seri-
ous moral transgressions, and to alleviate the pain
of another is among the most morally admirable
acts.

The treatment and relief of pain is often considered to
be a central goal of the medical profession, at least by
those who seek care. People usually think of pain as a
warning sign that something has gone wrong in the
body’s systems; however, not all pain serves this
function, and not all pain is indicative of physical
malfunction.

Physiology
Pain is usually separated (somewhat arbitrarily)

into two diagnoses: acute and chronic. While chronic
pain is often defined clinically as acute pain persist-
ing longer than six months, there are differences in
perception and meaning that go beyond merely tem-
poral distinctions.

Acute pain is also of two types, classified by the
speed with which the actual nerve impulses reach the
brain. When an event, such as a burn, triggers signals
to be sent to the brain, one set of signals travels much
faster. These are the initial impulses, “fast” pain, that
travel on myelinated (sheathed in a protein-lipid
layer) A delta fibers. These impulses reach the brain
in a fraction of a second, while the “slow” pain,
which travels on unmyelinated C fibers, takes up to a
couple of seconds to register in a person’s conscious-
ness. The further the site of stimulus is from the
brain, the greater the difference in the times these sig-
nals register. Fast pain is sharp and bright. Slow pain
is dull and aching, and ultimately more unpleasant.

In addition to the nerve impulses sent to the brain,
for which the chemical neurotransmitter seems to be
substance P (for pain), chemicals are released at the
site of stimulus. Prostaglandins draw blood to the
area to gain the healing and infection-fighting power

of white blood cells. Prostaglandins also increase the
sensitivity of the nerves in the immediate vicinity of
the injury, as do bradykinins and leukotrienes, which
are also released.

Psychological Components of Pain
Pain cannot, however, be relegated to mere physi-

cal perception. The knowledge of the consequences
of pain is inextricably entwined with the feeling and
assessment of pain. In a now-famous study published
in 1946, Henry K. Beecher found that men who were
severely wounded in battle reported far less pain
(and some no pain at all) than did civilian patients
with comparable wounds caused by surgery. The rea-
son for this seems clear: For men in battle, severe
wounds are the ticket home. Pain cannot be separated
from the personal and social consequences of its
presence.

Many people take pain and suffering to be synon-
ymous, yet they are different and distinct. Pain can
occur without causing suffering, as does the pain that
athletes endure during competition. There can cer-
tainly be suffering without pain, either physical, such
as severe itching, or mental, as in grief. (Some au-
thorities do not distinguish between physical and
mental suffering, believing them to be so linked as to
be inseparable.) Pain is usually taken to be a physical
perception, while suffering is psychological distress.
Intrinsic to suffering is a threat to the integrity of a
person as a whole. The anticipation of pain and loss
can cause as much suffering as the actuality thereof.

Meanings of Pain
Pain has had different interpretations in different

cultures and periods of history. While today Western
culture ostensibly reaches toward the eradication of
pain, this has by no means always been the case.
Aside from medical inability to eliminate pain in the
past, pain and suffering have themselves been con-
sidered valuable in many cultures. The Christian reli-
gion, in particular, has traditionally deemed experi-
encing pain, in some circumstances, a virtue.

Suffering, especially suffering for others, is con-
sidered one of the highest forms of sanctity, as can be
seen from the litany of saints by martyrdom through-
out the ages. In other religious traditions, pain and
suffering are, or can be, due punishment for sins or
wrong actions committed either in this life, as in Ju-
daism and Islam, or in past lives, as in Hinduism and
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Buddhism. The word “pain” in English is derived
from the Latin word poena, meaning “punishment.”
The English word for one who seeks medical care,
“patient,” also comes from the Latin. Its root, pati,
means “the one who suffers.” Underlying these deri-
vations, and extending beyond the words themselves,
is the cultural acceptance that pain and suffering are
an inevitable part of life and as such are not intrinsi-
cally evil. This attitude is the basis for medical hesi-
tancy to consider pain a problem to be treated in and
of itself, rather than simply as a symptom of other
disease or injury.

Treatment of Pain
Because of these deep-rooted cultural attitudes

toward pain and those who suffer, only recently has
aggressive treatment of pain become an issue in med-
ical ethics. Studies have shown surprising underutili-
zation of pain-relieving medication for sufferers of
severe pain, especially among terminal cancer pa-
tients. This seems to be because of fears of addiction
to narcotics and a lack of knowledge of proper use.
The use of heroin for terminal patients has long been
accepted in Great Britain but continues to be prohib-
ited in the United States.

Alternative forms of treatment are becoming
more acceptable, although the efficacy of some re-
mains to be substantiated. Biofeedback techniques,
chiropractic, hypnosis, and TENS (transcutaneous
electrical nerve stimulation) are generally accepted
to be of value for many patients. Acupuncture is gain-
ing ground in the United States. For millions of peo-
ple, however, effective pain relief still lies in the fu-
ture.

Margaret Hawthorne
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Pan-Africanism
Definition: Global nationalist movement aimed at

uniting peoples of African descent
Date: Term coined in 1900
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: Pan-Africanism seeks through racial

unity to find solutions to the problems of flagrant
injustice, economic deprivation, and discrimina-
tion based on skin color. Despite operating across
existing political boundaries, it raises many of the
ethical issues raised by nationalism generally, and
it has been both celebrated and vilified as a spe-
cies of nationalism.

The European discovery and partitioning of Africa
was a classic story of gold, glory, and God, com-
pounded by greed, adventure, and missionary zeal. In
the process, imperialist invaders squeezed the conti-
nent of its wealth, while announcing to the world that
they were bringing the benefits of civilization to
backward peoples. Pan-Africanism awakened a new
spirit that rejected patience and the acceptance of
suffering and inferiority. The emotional impetus for
its concepts flowed from the experience of a widely
dispersed people—those of African descent—who
believed themselves either physically, through dis-
possession or slavery, or socially, economically, po-
litically, and mentally, through colonialism, to have
lost their homeland. With this loss came enslave-
ment, persecution, inferiority, discrimination, and
dependency. It involved a loss of freedom and dig-
nity. This realization, bolstered by an awareness of
their common heritage, led to a desire among black
people for some link with their African origins. It
became a vehicle for the struggle of black people to
regain their wealth, pride, strength, and indepen-
dence as emotions were converted into ideas and
ideas into slogans. Above all, however, the ideals of
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Pan-Africanism grew from the desire to regain dig-
nity and equality for all black people.

Growth in Diaspora
Originally, Pan-Africanism was dominated by the

leadership of black people residing in the United
States and the West Indies. During the late 1870’s,
following the era of Reconstruction, African Ameri-
cans in the United States were alienated by growing
racism and economic depression. Some among them
began to think in terms of returning to Africa. Marcus
Garvey, who was of Jamaican origin, would later ex-

ploit this discontent by preaching a back-to-Africa
message to the black people of the New World during
the early 1920’s. His idea of exodus to Africa was
embedded in the prospective creation of an exclu-
sively black race, an idea that earned him the en-
dorsement and eventually the open support of the Ku
Klux Klan, who, although for different reasons, wel-
comed his desire to expatriate all blacks to Africa.

Another pioneer spokesman for Pan-Africanism
in the diaspora was W. E. B. Du Bois. His main con-
cern was achieving absolute equality for the entire
black race, an idea that had been born out of his con-
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Pan-Africanism Time Line

Date Place Event

1900 London Henry Sylvester Williams calls first Pan-African Conference.

1920 New York Declaration of the Rights of the Negro Peoples of the World is
read at a conference held in New York. During the conference,
Marcus Garvey is elected provisional president of Africa.

1919-1927 Europe and the
United States

W. E. B. Du Bois calls four Pan-African Congresses.

1945 Manchester, England Fifth Pan-African Congress is the first organized by Africans.

1958 Accra, Ghana First conference of Independent African States is held.

1959 Ghana Ghana-Guinea Union is declared by its signatories to be the
beginning of a Union of Independent African States.

1960 Addis Ababa, Ethiopia At Second conference of Independent African States, Pan-
African movement splits into two factions over ideological rifts.

1960 Brazzaville, Congo Brazzaville Group (also known as the Union of African States
and Madagascar) convenes and makes public its moderate views
on African unity and related issues.

January 3-7,
1961

Casablanca, Morocco Casablanca Conference announces that it favors a political union
that will eventually lead to a “United States of Africa.”

May 8-12,
1961

Monrovia, Liberia Taking its cue from the Brazzaville Group, the Monrovia
Conference announces that it favors a form of unity that allows
for the preservation of national sovereignty.

July 1, 1961 Accra, Ghana In response to the Brazzaville Group, Ghana, Guinea, and Mali
issue the Charter for the Union of African States.

May 25, 1963 Addis Ababa, Ethiopia Organization for African Unity, which unites the two camps, is
founded.



viction that the “favored few” had no moral right to
prosper at the expense of the toil of the “tortured
many.”

The Nationalist Dimension
The second stage of Pan-Africanism began with

the gradual decolonization of Africa after World
War II, when the character and leadership of the
movement became more Africanized. Educated Af-
ricans who had come to study in universities in Eu-
rope and America had come to know firsthand about
racial intolerance and the economic subjugation of
blacks. Three of those students, Kwame Nkrumah of
the Gold Coast (later Ghana), Nnamdi Azikiwe of
Nigeria, and Hastings Banda of Nyasaland (Malawi),
all of whom had been exposed to the Pan-Africanist
movement of the diaspora, would later become presi-
dents of their respective countries at independence.

The African nationalist leaders gave a new mean-
ing to Pan-Africanism—African solidarity and
unity—for it was believed then (and now) that the
process of political and economic emancipation that
had begun during the nationalist days could be con-
solidated only through a cohesive and united conti-
nental Africa. The dreams of African unity that they
had so nurtured and cherished would run into all
kinds of problems, however, and by 1960, ideologi-
cal differences had sharply divided the newly in-
dependent nations into rival camps, a division that
was further aggravated by superpower rivalry. While
some insisted on a political union that would require
giving up some sovereignty, others favored a simple
association of states. This proved to be harmful for
the continent’s much-needed economic development
and political stability, and it was not until 1963 that
they finally found a common ground with the es-
tablishment of the Organization of African Unity
(OAU).

The OAU’s charter sought to “promote unity and
solidarity of African states” through “political, eco-
nomic and scientific cooperation.” Ever since, the
continent has been plagued by a series of problems
ranging from political instability to outright eco-
nomic disasters. Allegations of human rights abuse
are widespread, and in many cases, the prospects for
majority rule have been dampened by the installation
of military regimes, which usually are corrupt and
morally bankrupt. Civil wars and cases of mass star-
vation are rampant, while the whole continent con-

tinues to be haunted by the discriminatory policies of
South Africa. Many of these problems have been
blamed on, among other things, the lack of a sound
guiding philosophy for development as well as the
absence of a leadership code of ethics.

Olusoji Akomolafe
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Panentheism
Definition: Belief that all reality is a subset of the

being of God
Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: Panentheism attempts to reconcile

the belief that God is everything and the belief
that God transcends reality by positing that both
statements are true.

To understand panentheism, one must also become
familiar with pantheism, for both philosophies con-
sider God, this world, and the universe, and both try
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to explain how the three are related. The older of the
two is pantheism, which posits that God and the uni-
verse are one and the same. Despite apparent diver-
sity and disorder in the cosmos, the universe is or-
dered and unified, and that order and that unification
are expressions of God. Because pantheists give no
place to the transcendence of God, however, that
philosophical position eventually gave rise to panen-
theism, whose advocates hold that all reality is part of
the being of God and that God transcends all reality.
God is the universe, but he is also much more. Al-
though the philosopher who first coined and defined
the term “panentheism” was the German Karl Chris-
tian Friederich Krause, various early Greek philoso-
phers (such as Thales, Xenophanes, and Parmenides)
held many views that were consistent with panen-
theism.

Panentheism
In developing their philosophical “system,” mod-

ern panentheists usually follow Krause, who at-
tempted to mediate between theism and pantheism.
Panentheists believe that God (absolute being) is pri-
mordial, a being without contrariety who is one with
the universe but is not exhausted by it (God is bigger
than the universe). All individuals are part of a spiri-
tual whole, a league of humanity. For the human be-
ing, self-consciousness provides the starting point of
panentheism, for it allowed, Krause held, the ego to
learn that it was both mind and body and also to learn
that it was part of God.

Because God is good, humankind should share in
the goodness, and humankind’s inner union with God
becomes the foundation of ethics, with ethics becom-
ing the heart of religion. Just as a living cell has cer-
tain freedom within a living body, however, so, too,
do humans have a degree of freedom. Krause viewed
all individuals as part of the divine, and he became a
crusading reformer who, for example, argued against
capital punishment; he also believed that republican
government was the only political system that was
worthy of the divine. Regarding all “organized” reli-
gion as oppressive, he criticized theocracy, religious
censorship, and religionists’ disdain for the world.

Closely related to both pantheism and panen-
theism is the doctrine of “emanation,” which asserts
that an overflowing superabundance of the divine
God resulted in the production of the universe. All re-
ality, then, flows from a perfect and transcendent

principle. The first gift of the divine overflow was
intelligence, which allowed humans to understand
their world, their reality. Opposed to evolutionism,
emanationism is timeless, and its source (God) re-
mains undiminished.

Panentheism: Its Critics and
Its Supporters

Most critics hold that both pantheism and panen-
theism fail to account for the individuality, the per-
sonality, and the freedom of each human being. Like-
wise, both beliefs fail to account for evil, ignorance,
and error on the part of some people. Thus, negatives
exist in the world and the universe—negatives that
could not emanate from a perfectly good God. Using
acquired knowledge and the powers of observation,
critics also deny that the universe contains total unity.
Indeed, the idea of a unified universe is actually de-
void of content, because diversity obviously exists.
Likewise, modern scientific progress is not in accord
with a unity theory. Charles Darwin’s evolutionary
theory, for example, stands opposed to both panthe-
ism and panentheism. Organized religion also re-
mained most critical of both pantheism and panen-
theism; one religionist called both beliefs “worms”
of heretical “perversity” and inventions of the devil.

Some critics of panentheism attack the philo-
sophic reputation of Krause, who gave the doctrine
its most complete explanation. During his lifetime,
for example, his ideas were so suspect that he was de-
nied professorships at such prestigious universities
as Göttingen and Munich. Furthermore, he coined
many words that had meaning only for him (and that
confused later scholars). Likewise, he also produced
bizarre neologisms that were too much for the Ger-
man language, as well as being untranslatable.

Over time, supporters of panentheism—such as
Krause’s disciples Julian Sanz del Rio of Spain,
Heinrich Ahrens of Belgium, and Hermann von
Leohardi of Germany—attempted to answer the crit-
ics, but in doing so they raised more questions. For
example, while grappling with the problem of evil,
some supporters argued that evil resulted only when
an individual organism—because of ego—tried to
tear itself away from the harmony of the whole
(which is part of God). Yet such a defense actually
raises the question about the goodness of God. Why
would God create organisms that ultimately try to
tear away?
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Although panentheism has shown a remarkable
ability to survive, such survival is no indication
that—especially in view of the criticisms—it has any
basis in fact.

James Smallwood
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Pantheism
Definition: Belief that God and reality are coexten-

sive
Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: Pantheism holds that God is every-

thing and everything is God. Its effects upon eth-
ics are paradoxical and potentially controversial,
since it would seem to require respect for all life
and nature, but it also raises difficult questions
about how suffering, evil, and injustice can be
part, not merely of God’s plan, but of God him-
self.

Pantheism is older than civilization. Some see its ori-
gins in animism, the primal religious conviction that

everything has a soul or spirit. Popularized during the
Enlightenment, the English word “pantheism” is
from two Greek roots, pan (“all”) and theos (“god”),
meaning that “God is everything.” This term suggests
that God is the totality of all things—real and imag-
ined, actual or potential. As a being “apart” or “sepa-
rate” from nature, God does not “exist.” Within the
Western tradition, Pantheism was a powerful moral
force for the Stoics, the Neoplatonists, and such mod-
ern thinkers as Baruch Spinoza. Within the Eastern
traditions, Pantheism is evident in Islamic mysticism
(Sufism), certain types of Daoism (urging confor-
mity to the Dao, or “rhythm of the world”), and Hin-
duism.

C. George Fry

See also: Daoist ethics; Ethical monotheism; Eth-
ics; God; Marcus Aurelius; Mysticism; Panen-
theism; Spinoza, Baruch; Stoic ethics; Sufism.

Paradoxes in ethics
Definition: Formal arguments that prove the truth

of contradictory propositions
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: The existence of paradoxes in ethics

may demonstrate that reason and rationality alone
are insufficient tools for making ethical decisions.

Ethical questions deal with the correct values one
should use in making individual and collective deci-
sions. The dilemma for recent ethical thinkers has
been to agree upon a set of values that may form the
basis for collective decisions, given the increasing
pluralism of many societies and the global environ-
ment. A common response has been that even though
all individuals may not agree on value issues, if all in-
dividuals agree to behave rationally—that is, to act in
a consistent manner in pursuing their individual self-
interests—then collective goals can be reached and
collective decisions can be made. Unfortunately, two
problems show that ethical paradoxes arise even
when the only assumption one makes about individ-
ual motivations is that all individuals are acting to
maximize their own utilities. These paradoxes cast
doubt on the idea that rationality is a sufficient means
of reaching collective decisions or goals.
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Logic of Collective Action
Two political theorists, Brian Barry and Russell

Hardin, define a paradox as a set of conflicting or
contradictory conclusions to which one is led by
apparently sound arguments. The first paradox of
rationality to be discussed is the problem of collec-
tive action. This problem states that a self-interested
individual may not be able to work with others to-
ward a collective good even when all individuals
involved realize that their individual interests would
be served if all cooperated in the venture. A “collec-
tive good” is defined as a benefit in which all in a
group may share, even if all do not contribute to
its creation or maintenance. Examples of collective
goods include clean air, which all may breathe even
if all individuals did not help clean up the environ-
ment, or public television, which all may watch even
if all did not send in contributions during a pledge
drive.

It has been generally assumed in the social sci-
ences that self-interested individuals will contribute
to collective goods if they feel that they receive more
in benefits than the cost of contribution; hence, the
common appeal from public television that “if you
feel the entertainment on PBS is worth more than
$100 a year, please pledge this amount to the station.”
The logic of collective action, however, disputes this
claim.

Assume that one individual does believe that the
benefits received will outweigh the costs of contrib-
uting. If the individual contributes to the goal and the
goal is reached, that individual’s profit is the worth of
a share of the collective good minus the cost of con-
tribution. If the individual does not contribute to the
goal, however, and the goal is reached, that individ-
ual’s profit is the worth of his share of the collective
good with no deductions. Under these circum-
stances, the self-interested individual should “free-
ride” on the work of others and not contribute. If the
individual contributes to the goal and the goal is not
reached, the individual’s profit is negative and is
equal to the cost of contribution, since there is no col-
lective good to share. If the individual does not con-
tribute to the goal and the goal is not reached, the in-
dividual’s profit is zero.

Under these circumstances, the self-interested in-
dividual should once again not contribute. Hence,
the individual should not contribute regardless of
whether the goal is reached; the only exception to this

rule occurs when one individual’s contribution will
make the difference between success or failure in the
venture. Given that the chances of such a situation are
very small in large groups, no large-scale collective
action should be possible. One may ask, of course,
“what if all persons acted that way?” The sting of the
problem is that all self-interested persons should be
expected to act this way, so that goods such as clean
air, public television, and others should not be cre-
ated by voluntary contributions.

Altruism
Some people have argued that a sense of altruism

might lead individuals to contribute to a collective
good. There are two problems with this argument.
First, even if one is motivated by humanitarian con-
cerns, it still might not be reasonable to contribute to
a large-scale collective effort if that effort might not
succeed because of the logic of collective action; one
would be better off giving the money to a homeless
person. Second, there remains a great deal of behav-
ior that humanitarian motives cannot explain. Indi-
viduals do not join interest groups such as the Na-
tional Organization for Women or the National Rifle
Association out of altruism; they join out of self-
interest. It is there that the paradox of collective ac-
tion arises: An individual’s self-interest may prevent
him or her from participating in collective action that
would serve his or her self-interest if all individuals
participated in it. Furthermore, all persons involved
may realize that this situation exists and still be un-
able to do anything about it.

Cyclical Voting Patterns
The second paradox involves cyclical voting pat-

terns. It shows how three individuals, ranking three
alternative choices, may not be able to assemble a
transitive ranking for the whole group. Consider
three individuals, A, B, and C, and three policy
choices, X, Y, and Z. Assume that the three individu-
als rank these choices in the following manner.
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A B C

First preference x y z

Second preference y z x

Third preference z x y



Note that all individuals’preference orderings are
transitive—that is, if X is preferred to Y, and Y is pre-
ferred to Z, then X is preferred to Z. How does the
group rank these preferences, using majority rule?
Since A and C prefer X to Y, the group prefers X to Y
by majority rule. Since A and B prefer Y to Z, the
group prefers Y to Z by majority rule. Since the group
prefers X to Y and Y to Z, one would assume that the
group prefers X to Z. B and C prefer Z to X, however,
so by majority rule, the group prefers Z to X. One ar-
rives at two results, one in which the group prefers X
to Z, and another in which the group prefers Z to X.

Proposed Solutions
Several solutions to this problem have been ad-

vanced, but none is entirely satisfactory. One answer
states that all three choices are equally preferred by
the group, but that is not true; in fact, any given
choice may be beaten by another choice as the top
preference. Another answer suggests changing the
voting rules so that more than a majority is needed to
reach a group preference. Kenneth Arrow has shown
in a general proof, however, that any decision rule
based upon individual choices may fall victim to this
problem, if three or more choices and three or more
individuals are involved. Another answer suggests
that one should merely use the first result derived, but
this solution leaves the result dependent upon the or-
der in which alternatives are considered. For exam-
ple, if the group considers X and Y first, X is preferred
to Y; if the group then considers Y and Z, Y is pre-
ferred to Z, and hence, the group prefers X to Y and Y
to Z. If the group considers Z and X first, however, Z is
preferred to X; if the group then considers X and Y, X
is preferred to Y, and hence, the group prefers Z to X
and X to Y.

The ordering of these alternatives has been
changed entirely simply by changing the sequence in
which the alternatives were considered. For those
who value majority rule as an ethical means of reach-
ing decisions, this problem gives dictatorial power
over voting results to the individuals who decide the
sequence for voting on alternatives.

Finally, one may simply say that it is impossible
to reach a decision. One may then, however, define
this as alternative W and rank it as the least preferred
alternative for all three members. Hence, all three
persons would wind up with gridlock, their last
choice. Majority rule thus may prevent individuals

from reaching a majority decision; indeed, if one
goes back to the original three-person problem, any
given ordering of X, Y, and Z would mean that one of
the three individuals (A, B, or C) will get his or her
way despite the disapproval of a majority of the other
group members.

Problems as “Paradoxes”
The paradox in both of these problems is evident.

In the first case, self-interested action prevents the
creation of collective goods that would serve all indi-
viduals’ self-interests. In the second case, majority
rule may result in decisions that violate the majority
will or in gridlock, which is the alternative least pre-
ferred by all. By pursuing self-interest or majority
rule, one arrives at conclusions in both cases that
contradict one’s original rules. The ethical problem
here is evident: In both cases, individuals follow the
rational pursuit of their own self-interests and dis-
cover that rationality alone is insufficient grounds for
taking group action or reaching a group decision.
These paradoxes illustrate that rationality alone can-
not bear the burden of generating an ethical consen-
sus about the correct forms of action or decisions in a
society.

Frank Louis Rusciano
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Parenting
Definition: Legal and moral obligations that par-

ents have with respect to their own children
Type of ethics: Children’s rights
Significance: Several important ethical issues con-

cern the moral dimensions of parent-child rela-
tionships, including the amount of control parents
should exercise over their children, the amount of
state and social intervention into the parent-child
relationship that is permissible, and what special
rights and obligations parents possess.

Explorations of the moral dimensions of parent-child
relationships are motivated, in part, by the wide-
spread physical and emotional abuse of children.
Some philosophers, such as Jan Narveson, hold the
view that children are the property of their parents.
This sort of view has an affinity with the belief that
parents should be able do nearly anything to their
children, free from the intervention of others.

Some of the modern philosophical interest in ex-
ploring the parent-child relationship is also moti-
vated by the value of parenthood for those adults who
are or who want to become parents. At the beginning
of the twenty-first century, several debates were go-
ing on among philosophers and other professionals
involved with children and family life concerning the
justification of the paternalistic treatment of chil-
dren, the level of permissible intrusions into parent-
child relationships, and what it is that makes for good
parents.

Paternalism
The most prevalent view on parenting, voiced by

philosophers such as John Locke and John Stuart

Mill, is that parents must treat their children in pater-
nalistic ways. That is, parents must often make
choices on behalf of their children that go against
their children’s wishes or limit their freedom, but
which are intended to benefit them. Paternalistic
treatment of children is said to be justified by the
children’s lack of knowledge, experience, and moral
development.

In contrast, some authorities, such as Richard
Farson, believe that children should be granted the
same legal and moral status that adults possess. That
is, children should have the same freedoms and re-
sponsibilities as adults.

Privacy and Family Life
Family relationships are like other relationships,

insofar as part of what makes them valuable is that
they are intimate interpersonal relationships in which
individuals share themselves with those who are
close to them. Parents and children can greatly bene-
fit from the goods that arise within family life. In or-
der to secure these goods, some level of freedom
from outside interference may be required. Some
amount of privacy may be necessary so that families
can enjoy the intimacy and meaning that family rela-
tionships are able to provide.

The state may have an interest in allowing for di-
verse parenting styles and creating a social system in
which families can flourish. Difficulties arise, how-
ever, when respect for family privacy allows parents
to engage in physical and emotional abuse or neglect,
leaving many children at risk of being harmed, often
in very serious ways. Much controversy surrounds
the issue of how best to respect the privacy of families
while also minimizing possible risks to children.
Some, such as Narveson, argue that the state should
generally refrain from intervening in the lives of fam-
ilies. In contrast to this view, William Irvine argues
that parents should be required to obtain parenting li-
censes before being allowed to raise children. David
Archard argues that closer monitoring of families by
state and local agencies is desirable.

The Rights and Obligations of Parents
Most parents believe that they have obligations to

protect and provide for their children by giving them
basic care and providing for their basic needs. Par-
ents who abuse or neglect their children arguably fail
to fulfill their obligations as parents. Irvine is repre-
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sentative of many philosophers in his belief that par-
ents should see themselves as stewards of their chil-
dren, and that parents who see themselves this way
are altruistic with respect to their children, as they
place their children’s interests before their own. They
thus tend to see themselves as having many parental
duties but few parental rights.

According to Irvine, parents are morally obliged
to help their children develop their talents, skills, and
abilities; to prevent harm from coming to them; to ed-
ucate them; to help them develop into autonomous
beings; and to provide them with as much freedom as
possible regarding their future lives.

Many psychologists say that parents who love
their children should pursue intimate and honest rela-
tionships with them and seek to impart to them some
vision of a good life. Children, at least at a young age,
need this sort of care and guidance. It may include en-
couraging children to understand and adopt the polit-
ical, moral, and religious beliefs of their parents. One
limit that is often imposed on this aspect of the parent-
child relationship is that parents must not indoctrinate
their children. That is, it is wrong for parents to force
their beliefs on their children. Instead, parents will
ideally explain and perhaps even advocate their own
political, moral, and religious views, while at the
same time respecting the rights of their children to
choose different paths. This is generally thought to
be important because parents must respect the auton-
omy of their children, accepting the possibility that
their children may adopt and pursue a different view
of the good life. However, when this occurs, the gen-
eral view of psychologists is that parents should con-
tinue to pursue loving relationships with their chil-
dren, given the fact that most children need such a
relationship with their parents.

Michael W. Austin
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Parole of convicted prisoners
Definition: Conditional release of prisoners who

are serving indeterminate or unexpired sentences,
usually based upon their good behavior during
their incarceration

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: The early release of convicted crimi-

nals back into society presents a variety of ethical
problems relating to the rights of both members of
society and the parolees themselves.

Convicts who are let out of prison before serving
their full sentences may pose dangers to society, and
they themselves may believe that they will not be
held fully accountable for their actions because of
their early release. Moreover, the victims of their
crimes and their relatives may feel that justice is not
being served when the convicts are released early and
may also feel endangered by the convicts’ freedom.

Public concerns about dangers posed by paroled
convicts are not without foundation. Studies of for-
mer convicts indicate that parolees released from
prison have a high probability of ending up in prison
again. Recidivism rates toward the end of the twenti-
eth century were close to 80 percent—in other words,
four out of every five prisoners released from prison
either violate the terms of their paroles or commit
new crimes and are returned to prison.

At least three factors contribute to the high rates
of recidivism. First, prisons are mislabeled as correc-
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tional institutes, when in fact they are often breeding
grounds for crime. New prisoners learn more about
crime from veteran convicts inside prison walls. Sec-
ondly, parolees often cannot find satisfactory em-
ployment after they are released from prison. As a re-
sult, they tend to return to criminal activity, which in
turn returns them to prison. Finally, some parolees
simply cannot adapt to society, in which they are stig-
matized and stereotyped.

Toughened Laws
As a result of growing public weariness with in-

creasing crime rates during the last decades of the
twentieth century, a number of states took tougher
stances against crime. Some states adopted “three-
strikes” laws, which impose mandatory twenty-five-
year-to-life sentences on persons convicted of their
third felony offense. Other states have adopted “truth
in sentencing” laws that require convicts to serve
most of their full sentences, regardless of whether
they are model prisoners or not.

These tougher laws have led to significant in-
creases in U.S. prison populations, which totaled
more than one million inmates in 2003. In the midst
of the “get tough” climate, a number of federal courts
have begun ordering early-release programs because
of prison overcrowding. These court interventions
have combined with economic downturns in state
economies to lead to early-release programs.

The growing numbers of parolees have focused
increasing attention on the question of whether it is
ethical to release prisoners who have not served their
full terms, especially when their victims and their rel-
atives believe that justice is not being fully carried
out. At the same time, equally valid questions may be
asked as to whether it is ethical to keep convicts in
prison indefinitely when they have been model pris-
oners and might become productive members of so-
ciety outside prison.

Mfanya D. Tryman
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Pascal, Blaise
Identification: French philosopher
Born: June 19, 1623, Clermont-Ferrand, France
Died: August 19, 1662, Paris, France
Type of ethics: Renaissance and Restoration

history
Significance: The author of The Provincial Letters

(Lettres provinciales, 1656-1657) and Pensées
(1670), Pascal developed persuasive arguments
against compromising one’s moral values in order
to attain political or social influence.

Although Blaise Pascal was an important mathemati-
cian and physicist, he has remained famous above all
for his eloquent writings on the moral obligations
that accompany a commitment to Christianity. Pascal
believed that an acceptance of divine authority en-
ables people to develop an objective foundation for
moral values. The problem of ethical subjectivity dis-
appears once one accepts the revealed and liberating
truths to be found in the Bible and in the exegetical
works of respected church fathers such as Saint
Jerome and Saint Augustine. Because of the clarity
and the depth of his analysis of ethical questions,
Pascal has remained one of the most influential and
controversial French writers, even several centuries
after his death in 1662.

The Provincial Letters
Beginning in 1646, Pascal and his sister Jacque-

line Périer became very interested in the Catholic re-
ligious movement associated with the monastery,
convent, and school at Port-Royal. The priests and
nuns at Port-Royal were referred to as Jansenists be-
cause a major influence on their view of Christian
spirituality had been a 1640 book on Saint Augustine
by a Dutch theologian named Cornelius Jansen. The
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Jansenists encouraged personal spiritual develop-
ment and denounced all attempts to allow worldly
values to interfere with the purity of a total commit-
ment to Christian values.

Books by such important Jansenist theologians as
Antoine Arnauld and Pierre Nicole provoked an in-
tense controversy with French Jesuits, who were then
very influential at the court of King Louis XIV and
with French bishops and priests. The basic disagree-
ments between the Jesuits and the Jansenists dealt
with the theological concept of grace and the use of
casuistry, which is the practice by which a priest ap-
plies general moral standards to individual cases in
order to determine if a specific action was sinful or if
a repentance was sincere.

Between January, 1656, and March, 1657, Pascal
published eighteen anonymous letters that were ad-
dressed “to a Jesuit provincial by one of his friends.”
Ever since its creation during the 1540’s by Saint
Ignatius Loyola, the Jesuit order has been adminis-
tratively divided into broad geographical areas called
provinces whose spiritual leaders are called pro-
vincials. The eighteen Provincial Letters are master-
pieces of polemic rhetoric. Pascal sought to diminish
the growing influence of French Jesuits by attribut-

ing to the entire order rather extreme positions taken
by certain Jesuit theologians such as Antonio
Escobar y Mendoza and Luis de Molina, who had ar-
gued that specific actions that most Christians would
consider to be patently wrong would not be consid-
ered sinful if the motivations of the people who did
those things were taken into account.

Pascal believed that such an approach to ethics
was very dangerous because it could lead people to
justify actions that were clearly incompatible with
God’s teachings. In his seventh Provincial Letter, for
example, Pascal denounced efforts by Escobar y
Mendoza and Molina to justify dueling. A duelist
might well claim that his intention was not to kill his
adversary but to defend his own honor, but Pascal rid-
iculed such convenient and insincere excuses de-
signed to disregard God’s straightforward command-
ment: “Thou shalt not kill.” Although Pascal was
clearly unfair in associating all Jesuits with the radi-
cal positions of such theologians, his Provincial Let-
ters did denounce very effectively the danger of
moral laxism and the pernicious belief that “the end
justifies the means.”

Thoughts
During the last few years of his life, Pascal was

writing “an apology for the Christian religion,” but
extremely poor health required him to rest frequently
and this prevented him from writing for extended pe-
riods of time. He was, however, able to compose
eight hundred fragments that were discovered and
edited after his death by his nephew Étienne Périer,
who called these fragments Thoughts (Pensées). De-
spite the uncompleted nature of Thoughts, it contains
profound insights into the myriad relationships be-
tween ethical and religious problems. Unlike his fel-
low mathematician and philosopher René Descartes,
who had argued in his 1637 book Discourse on
Method that logic alone sufficed to explore moral
problems, Pascal was convinced that only an accep-
tance of the revealed truths of Christianity could en-
able him to recognize the moral foundation for a just
society.

Pascal stated that there were basically two ways
of dealing with moral problems. By means of “the
spirit of geometry” (“l’esprit de géométrie”) one ex-
amines in a purely logical manner the many steps that
are involved in resolving ethical questions. “The
spirit of insight” (“l’esprit de finesse”) helps one to
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recognize intuitively that certain actions are morally
wrong whereas others are morally correct. Although
he did not deny the importance of logical reasoning
for discussions of ethical problems, Pascal sensed
that most moral decisions are inspired by intuitive
feelings that are formed by one’s religious training
and by the diversity of one’s experiences. In
Thoughts, Pascal appealed to the deep emotional and
psychological reactions of his readers in order to per-
suade them that an acceptance of “the grandeur of
man with God” and “the misery of man without God”
will lead people to embrace those religious and ethi-
cal values that are presented in the Bible.

Edmund J. Campion
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Passions and emotions
Definition: Irrational, subjective, deeply felt, partly

mental, and partly physical sentiments or sensa-
tions; feelings

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: The passions and emotions are often

contrasted with reason and rationality as the two

forces influencing moral decisions. Their ethical
import is a matter of controversy: For some, the
emotions are deceptive, and dispassionate reason-
ing is the only way to discern moral truth. For oth-
ers, passion constitutes moral truth and the denial
of emotion in the name of reason is a dehumaniz-
ing and immoral act.

Emotions add color to the world of experience. They
motivate people to approach or avoid something,
generally in an energetic way. They are made up
of four components: conscious or subjective ex-
perience, bodily or physiological arousal, character-
istics or overt behavior, and changes in thoughts or
cognitions.

On the feeling or subjective level, emotions have
elements of pleasure (or displeasure), intensity, and
complexity. Pleasant or positive emotions tend to
enhance an individual’s sense of well-being and
promote constructive relationships with others. Un-
pleasant or negative emotions, in contrast, tend to de-
crease an individual’s sense of well-being and create
disturbed relationships with others. Intensity is often
reflected in the words used to describe emotions; for
example, uneasy, fretful, tense, apprehensive, tremu-
lous, agitated, panicky, and terrified. The complexity
of emotions means that one person’s sense of joy is
different from another’s. Thus, emotions have a pri-
vate, personal, and unique component. They are
complex subjective feelings.

On the physiological level, emotions are accom-
panied by bodily sensations or physiological arousal.
The physiological arousal occurs mainly through the
actions of the autonomic nervous system, which reg-
ulates the activity of glands, smooth muscles, and
blood vessels. The autonomic responses that accom-
pany emotions are ultimately controlled in the brain
by the hypothalamus, the amygdala, and the adjacent
structures in the limbic system.

Physiological and Behavioral Changes
There are several different types of physiological

changes that accompany emotions. One change is in
galvanic skin response, the electrical conductivity of
the skin that occurs when sweat glands increase their
activity. A second change is in the pulse rate. When a
person is very angry or afraid, for example, his or her
heart may accelerate from about 72 beats per minute
to as many as 180 beats per minute. A third change is
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in the blood pressure, which may rise alarmingly
when a person is angry or afraid. A fourth change is
in the breathing rate, which typically becomes rapid
and uneven when a person is experiencing strong
emotion. A fifth change is in muscular tension, which
is particularly prominent when the emotion is intense
fear or anger.

Other changes that accompany emotions include
inhibition of salivation, pupil dilation, and inhibition
of digestive processes. The physiological changes
that accompany love, joy, or other emotions may be
smaller and more subtle than those accompanying
anger and fear.

On the behavioral level, people reveal their emo-
tions through characteristic overt expressions, such
as smiles, frowns, furrowed brows, clenched fists,
slumped shoulders, and changes in posture and tone
of voice. When people are sad, for example, they tend
to slouch and to speak in a lower, less variable pitch
than the one they use when they are angry or afraid.
People reveal their emotions in their body language,
or nonverbal behavior. Some researchers argue that
no body movement is accidental or meaningless.
Rather, one communicates something in the slightest
movement, even though one may be unaware of it.

On the cognitive level, emotions are accompanied
by changes in thoughts, beliefs, and expectations.
When happy, people become more optimistic; when
sad, they are likely to see the negative sides of situa-
tions. In general, people’s thoughts are guided by and
consistent with their emotions.

The Basic Emotions
Like colors, emotions cover a wide spectrum.

There are six basic emotions: love, joy, surprise, an-
ger, sadness, and fear. Three dimensions on which
these basic emotions vary are evaluation (positive or
negative), potency (strong or weak), and activity (rel-
atively high or low in arousal). Some theorists in-
clude disgust and contempt as primary emotions.
Others add shame, contempt, interest, guilt, anticipa-
tion, acceptance, and distress as primary emotions.
Still other theorists reject the concept of basic emo-
tions altogether. People experience many different
emotions. Some theorists propose that many emo-
tions are produced by blends and variations in inten-
sity of primary emotions, like colors on a color
wheel.

What causes emotions? Several theories have been

developed to answer this question. One theory is that
they result from specific physiological changes, with
each emotion having a different physiological basis.
Proposed independently during the late nineteenth
century by William James and Carl Lange, this the-
ory stood common sense on its head. Everyday logic
suggests that when a person stumbles onto a rattle-
snake in the woods, the conscious experience of fear
leads to visceral arousal (the fight-or-flight response).
This theory, in contrast, asserts the opposite: The per-
ception of visceral arousal leads to the conscious
experience of fear. Thus, this theory asserts that the
person becomes afraid because the sight of the rattle-
snake causes muscles, skin, and internal organs to
undergo changes. Fear is simply the awareness of
these changes. The James-Lange theory of emotions
emphasizes the physiological determinants of emo-
tion.

The James-Lange theory of emotions has two
overall criticisms. First, anger, fear, and sadness seem
to share similar physiological patterns of arousal, al-
though recent research has detected some subtle dif-
ferences in the patterns of visceral arousal that ac-
company basic emotions. Second, people with severe
spinal cord injuries are deprived of most feedback
from their autonomic nervous systems, yet they still
experience emotions. Physiologists generally agree
that physiological arousal influences the intensity of
emotions, but not the emotions themselves.

A second theory of emotions asserts that when a
person is emotional, two areas of the brain, the
thalamus and the cerebral cortex, are stimulated si-
multaneously. Stimulation of the cortex produces the
emotional component of the experience, whereas
stimulation of the thalamus produces physiological
changes in the sympathetic nervous system. Accord-
ingly, emotional feelings accompany physiological
changes; they do not produce them. This theory of
emotions holds that they are physiologically similar
to, and occur sooner than, changes in the internal or-
gans.

Proposed by physiologists Walter Cannon and
Philip Bard during the 1920’s, this theory has two
criticisms. First, physiological changes in the brain
do not happen exactly simultaneously. Second, peo-
ple often report that they have an experience and then
later have physiological and emotional reactions to it.
For example, they have a near-accident in a car, and
only later become very frightened.
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Facial Feedback
A third theory of emotions is that they are caused

by facial feedback. The idea is that sensations from
the movement of facial muscles and skin are inter-
preted by the brain and result in emotion. According
to this somatic view, smiles, frowns, and furrowed
brows help to create the subjective experience of var-
ious emotions. Consistent with this view, research
shows that if people are induced to frown, they tend
to report that they feel angry. Furthermore, people
who have been blind since birth smile and frown
much like everyone else, even though they have
never seen a smile or frown. Also, infants only a few
hours old show distinct expressions of emotions that
closely match those of adults, and infants recognize
facial expressions in others at a very young age.
Thus, infant and cross-cultural similarities in emo-
tional expression support the facial feedback or evo-
lutionary theory of emotions.

Originally proposed by Charles Darwin, this the-
ory asserts that emotions developed because they
have adaptive value. They signal an intent to act and
prepare the individual to act. Fear, for example,
would help an organism avoid danger and thus would
aid in survival. This view of emotions is that they are
a product of the evolution of facial expressions,
which were our ancestors’ primary mode of commu-
nication before language developed.

This facial feedback theory of emotions suffers
from the criticism that there is little evidence that
specific facial feedback initiates specific emotions.
Researchers generally agree that facial feedback and
physiological arousal influence the intensity of emo-
tions, but not the emotions themselves.

Other Theories
A fourth theory of emotions is that interpreting or

appraising a situation as having a positive or negative
impact on one’s life results in a subjective feeling that
is called emotion. The idea is that a stimulus causes
physiological arousal. The arousal creates a need for
an explanation of some kind, which the person makes
from the situational cues available and from his or her
cognitive processes, such as thoughts, interpreta-
tions, and appraisals. This explanation results in
emotion. This theory of emotion stresses that there
are two components to emotions: a cognitive compo-
nent and a situational component.

This theory of emotion, which can be traced to

psychologists Stanley Schachter and Jerome Singer
during the early 1960’s, was revised by Arnold Laza-
rus in 1991 to recognize the fact that emotions may
initially occur without physiological arousal. Laza-
rus also believed that each emotion has its own spe-
cific relational theme, or person-environment rela-
tion, which involves benefit in the case of positive
emotions and harm in the case of negative ones.

To test this theory of emotion, Schachter and
Singer conducted an experiment in which they told
volunteers that they were testing the effects of a vita-
min supplement. Instead, these volunteers were in-
jected with epinephrine, a powerful stimulant that
increases physiological arousal. The volunteer stu-
dents were unaware of the typical bodily effects of
the adrenaline. To see if the setting in which the vol-
unteers experienced their arousal influenced how
they interpreted their emotions, Schachter and Singer
hired undergraduates and paid them to act either
happy and relaxed or sad, depressed, and angry.
These hired students, called stooges, pretended that
they were volunteers in the same drug study. Instead,
they were given injections of saltwater, not epineph-
rine. Their emotional behavior was strictly an act.

The happy stooges shot wads of paper into a
wastepaper basket and flew airplanes around the
room. The unhappy stooges complained about the
questionnaire they had to fill out and voiced their dis-
satisfaction with the experiment. All the volunteers
showed increased physiological arousal. Those with
happy stooges reported that the drug made them feel
good; those with the sad, angry stooges reported that
the drug made them feel anger. Schachter and Singer
concluded that the physiological feelings that ac-
companied both joy and anger were the same, but the
label attached to the emotion depended on the per-
son’s situation.

These theories of emotions may all be partly right,
but no one theory fits all the data. Physiological and
cognitive influences interact in complex ways to pro-
duce emotional experiences.

Functions of Emotions
Emotions have three main functions. One func-

tion of emotions is that they help people adapt and
survive. For example, crying alerts others that one is
in pain or discomfort, and being in love fosters social
interactions. A second function of emotions is that
they signal that something important is happening
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and rouse one to action. In an evolutionary sense,
some emotions are part of an emergency arousal sys-
tem that increases the chances of survival by energiz-
ing, directing, and sustaining adaptive behaviors. For
example, being afraid may motivate one to run away
from a dangerous bear that is running toward one,
and being angry may cause one to work harder to
reach one’s goals. Other emotions, such as sadness,
relief, and contentment, may involve an integrated
pattern that includes a decrease in arousal and behav-
ioral intensity.

Although rousing people to action may be posi-
tive, it may also be negative, so that emotions may
disrupt behavior. The relationship between physio-
logical arousal that accompanies an emotion and task
performance is known as the Yerkes-Dodson law,
which states that performance on a task depends on
the amount of physiological arousal and the diffi-
culty of the task. In general, for many tasks, moderate
arousal helps performance. For new or difficult tasks,
low arousal facilitates performance; for easy or well-
learned tasks, high arousal facilitates performance.
For example, high arousal would interfere with per-
formance on a difficult test, but it facilitates signing
one’s own name legibly. In contrast, low to medium
arousal would result in better performance on a diffi-
cult test, but it might lead one to sign one’s name il-
legibly.

Emotions rouse people to action in another sense
as well: The expectation of pleasant emotions serves
as an incentive. Many purposeful, motivated behav-
iors are designed to induce feelings of happiness, joy,
excitement, or pride.

A third function of emotions is to help people
communicate by sending social signals. They inform
others about one’s internal state and intentions. Many
facial expressions, such as happiness, anger, sad-
ness, fear, disgust, and surprise, are recognized as
emotional expressions by people in widely varying
cultures. In fact, emotional facial expressions are
strikingly similar in different cultures. Yet different
cultures encourage or discourage the expression of
some emotions more than others. Adults in all socie-
ties learn to suppress some of their emotional re-
sponses or to mask them with voluntary control of fa-
cial muscles. This masking is never perfect, and other
facial muscles can give away true feelings.

Influences on Emotions
Different factors influence emotion. Personality

and motivational factors affect emotion by influenc-
ing what situations people expose themselves to and
how they think about those situations, as well as
physiological and behavioral responses. Therefore,
personality variables can predispose people to expe-
rience certain kinds of emotions. For example, extro-
verted people are likely to experience strong positive
emotions in response to positive events but less-
intense reactions to negative events. In contrast, peo-
ple who are high in neuroticism experience weak
positive emotional responses to positive events but
strong negative responses to negative events.

Learning also influences emotion. Cultures have
different standards for defining the good, the bad,
and the ugly. For example, physical features that pro-
voke sexual arousal and feelings of infatuation in one
culture (such as scars) may elicit feelings of disgust
in another culture.

Biological factors also influence emotion. The
concept of preparedness suggests that people may be
biologically primed to experience fear in response to
certain stimuli, such as heights or snakes.

Intrapsychic factors may also predispose people
to certain emotions. For example, anger that has been
stored up since childhood may be released if a situa-
tion reminds one of that internal conflict. Also, psy-
chological defenses sometimes predispose people to
transform one emotional response into another, more
acceptable one. Thus, anger may be transformed into
sadness, or sexual feelings into fear.

Emotions do not occur in a vacuum. Rather, they
always have objects. People are not simply angry,
afraid, proud, or in love. They are angry at something
or someone, afraid of something or someone, and so
forth. Furthermore, the stimuli that trigger emotional
responses are not always external. Sometimes they
are internal, occurring in the form of images and
memories. Usually, people can identify the eliciting
stimuli, but not always.

Emotions are shaped by one’s biological and psy-
chological predispositions, by what one learns in
one’s environment, and by one’s personality and mo-
tivations. One experiences them in response to inter-
nal or external objects. They give life color.

Lillian M. Range
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Emotion. Fort Worth, Tex.: Harcourt Brace Jo-
vanovich, 1992. This text is an outstanding sum-
mary of theory and research on emotion. It has a
readable and informative description of the biol-
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Ekman, P. Telling Lies: Clues to Deceit in the Mar-
ketplace, Politics, and Marriage. New York:
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complex nonverbal patterns that reveal emotions
that are different from what people may be say-
ing. Attempts to explain how to accomplish the
very difficult task of detecting deceit in business
and in life.

Izard, C. E. “The Structure and Functions of Emo-
tions: Implications for Cognition, Motivation, and
Personality.” In The G. Stanley Hall Lecture Series,
edited by I. S. Cohen. Washington, D.C.: Ameri-
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tions, including Izard’s theory, facial feedback the-
ory, and the development of emotions in children.

Lazarus, R. S. Emotion and Adaptation. New York:
Oxford University Press, 1991. This monumental
work contains reviews and distillations of Laza-
rus’s work and that of others. It arrives at a new
statement of cognitive appraisal theory.

McNaughton, N. Biology and Emotion. Cambridge,
England: Cambridge University Press, 1989. A
thoughtful, highly readable, up-to-date integra-
tion of evolutionary and physiological ap-
proaches to the understanding of emotion.

Nussbaum, Martha C. Upheavals of Thought: The
Intelligence of Emotions. New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2001. An extensive and meticu-

lously argued work by one of the most important
modern philosophers of law, emotion, and ethics.
Nussbaum argues that emotion rather than rea-
son is the most important register through which
we understand and engage with the world, and
through which we make ethical decisions.

Plutchik, R., and H. Kellerman, eds. Emotion: The-
ory, Research, and Experience. Vol. 1. San Diego,
Calif.: Academic Press, 1990. Offers up-to-date
and comprehensive reviews of the scientific liter-
ature for the field of emotion.

Prokhovnik, Raia. Rational Woman: A Feminist Cri-
tique of Dichotomy. New York: Routledge, 1999.
An attack upon the classical mind/body dualism,
and upon the traditional mapping of reason onto
mind and emotion onto body. Demonstrates the
ways in which gender hierarchies have been per-
petuated by assigning the body to woman and the
mind to man. Argues for a unification of these cat-
egories, rather than seeing them in terms of hier-
archy.

Strongman, K. T. The Psychology of Emotion: The-
ories of Emotion in Perspective. 4th ed. New
York: John Wiley & Sons, 1996. Offers a histori-
cal overview of theories of emotion, written at a
level appropriate for advanced undergraduates.
Also includes information on the role of cognition
in emotion.

See also: Anger; Compassion; Desire; Intuitionist
ethics; James, William; Love; Moral-sense theories;
Psychology; Reason and rationality; Self-control.

Paternalism
Definition: Use of coercion or deception to inter-

fere with or frustrate the choices and actions of
underlings for their own good

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Although aimed at protecting or pro-

moting someone else’s own good, acting paterna-
listically may compromise the individual’s moral
autonomy.

The word “paternalism” connotes attitudes that are
fatherly or parental, combining the element of look-
ing out for the interests of a child with the further
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element of doing so over the wishes of the child. Pa-
ternalism is the extension of such paternal concern to-
ward children to other relationships, usually involving
those in some position of authority. Paternalism may
appear in the relation of government officials to citi-
zens but can also extend to employer-employee and
doctor-patient relationships.

John Stuart Mill provided the classic discussion
of the issue of paternalism between society and the
individual in On Liberty (1859). Mill argued that the
only sound reason for society to coerce an adult to do
or refrain from some action is to prevent harm to oth-
ers. The person’s own good is not a good reason to
justify societal interference with a person’s liberty of
action. Mill stated that individuals should be “sover-
eign” over their own bodies and minds.

Mill was ready to accept the implications of his
antipaternalist position. He thought that adults should
be free to engage in conduct that endangered them-
selves, such as drunkenness or using addictive drugs
such as opium. Society may warn individuals of the
harm and even seek to persuade them to refrain from
such dangerous activities, but should never resort to
force. By extension, a strict opponent of paternalism
would oppose such safety measures as laws requiring
people to wear seat belts while riding in automobiles
or safety helmets while riding motorcycles.

Opponents of paternalism use a variety of argu-
ments. Mill thought that a free society that left indi-
viduals to decide matters relating to their own good
would lead to greater social progress and individual
well-being. Some have argued that human freedom
and autonomy are importantly valuable in them-
selves, and that undue interference involves a kind of
disrespect to human dignity, similar to treating adults
as children. Most defenders of paternalism counter
that at least limited forms of paternalistic interfer-
ence are both reasonable and beneficial. It is difficult
to confine the costs of dangerous and self-harmful
behavior to the individuals involved. Also, even
adults can use guidance and pressure from society in
order to avoid the sometimes serious and irreversible
harms that may follow lapses in judgment and the
taking of foolish risks.

Although most discussion of paternalism takes
place within the context of interference with liberty,
it can be an important issue in other contexts as well.
In medical practice, for example, a dominant model
for the physician-patient relationship was histori-

cally paternalistic, with the implication that doctors
might withhold information or even deceive patients
for their own good. The paternalistic model in medi-
cine, in the workplace, and in colleges and universi-
ties has waned due to increased autonomy concerns
on the part of patients, employees, and students.

Mario Morelli

Further Reading
Kleinig, John. Paternalism. Totowa, N.J.: Rowman

& Allanheld, 1984.
Mill, John Stuart. On Liberty, and Other Essays.

Edited by John Gray. New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1998.

Sartorius, Rolf, ed. Paternalism. Minneapolis: Uni-
versity of Minnesota Press, 1983.

See also: Elitism; Libertarianism; Mill, John Stuart;
Parenting; Physician-patient relationship.

Patriotism
Definition: Love of, or loyalty to, one’s own country
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Patriotism’s moral status is a matter

of controversy on two levels. First, its traditional
theoretical status as a virtue has been questioned
by modern philosophers. Second, there is signifi-
cant debate over what genuine or authentic patrio-
tism actually entails in practice.

The moral significance of patriotism may be ap-
proached in the first instance by asking this question:
Is patriotism the positive form of an emotion or ideol-
ogy whose negative form is nationalism? Or is patrio-
tism simply a euphemism for nationalism? If patrio-
tism is merely a polite term for nationalism, then it is
difficult to defend as anything other than an unrea-
soning prejudice. If, on the other hand, nationalism is
actually the corrupted form of the properly noble
emotion of genuine patriotism, then it may be appro-
priate to think of patriotism not only as a virtue, but as
a socially vital value.

What, then, would constitute a noble and virtuous
form of nationalism? Patriotism is most often defined
as love of country. Such a definition is deceptively
simple, however. Indeed, it is quite ambiguous. What
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kind of love should one feel for a nation? Is it the
same sort of love that one feels for a sports team one
supports, or a food one likes to eat? Is it the sort of
love that one feels for a friend? A family member?
Whatever explicit answer one may give to this ques-
tion upon considered reflection, it is too often the
case that the implicit and unconsidered answer evi-
dent in the behavior of professed patriots is that a
country is like a sports team. Sports fans know the
faults of their teams better than anyone, and they are
perfectly happy to list them in private, among like-
minded fans. If confronted by external criticism,
however, everything changes. Suddenly, the team
can do no wrong, and even minor criticisms, however
accurate, become unjustified attacks upon the honor
and dignity of the team and all its true supporters.
Loyalty to a team is measured by the loudness of
one’s cheering and the staunchness with which one
refutes the team’s critics, whatever the merits of their
criticism.

Now consider the sort of love one feels for a
friend. It is intimate, based on a genuine interaction
between both participants in the relationship, and be-
cause of that, it comes over time to be quite nuanced.
Interpersonal love and loyalty are difficult values to
negotiate. They do not admit of the simple formulas
of fandom. One might say of an errant friend, as a pa-
triot would of a nation, “He’s my friend, right or
wrong.” That statement, however, would be the be-
ginning of a conversation, not the end of one. It
would be an expression of reassurance to prepare the
way for the hard work of friendship, for the rigors of
determining and then fulfilling the specific and com-
plex obligations imposed by one’s loyalty.

It is unclear whether patriotism can ever be ac-
counted a virtue. It certainly seems necessarily to en-
tail treating one’s fellow citizens as superior to other
people. It seems, moreover, almost always to involve
the foreclosure of at least some avenues of national
reform and improvement, such as just distribution
of resources in a capitalist nation, or separation of
church and state in a theocracy. If there is moral value
in patriotism, however, it is to be found in the analogy
to friendship. If one could take one’s patriotism as an
impetus to explore one’s relationship to one’s nation,
rather than as itself constituting a given and immuta-
ble relationship, patriotism could provide a basis for
moral practice, thereby acquiring moral worth.

Andy Perry

Further Reading
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Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995.
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Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 1993.

Nussbaum, Martha C. For Love of Country? De-
bating the Limits of Patriotism. Edited by Joshua
Cohen. Reprint. Boston: Beacon Press, 2002.

Primoratz, Igor, ed. Patriotism. Amherst, N.Y.: Hu-
manity Books, 2002.

Vincent, Andrew. Nationalism and Particularity.
New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002.

Viroli, Maruizio. For Love of Country: An Essay on
Patriotism and Nationalism. New York: Claren-
don Press, 1995.

See also: Citizenship; Fascism; Loyalty; Loyalty
oaths; Moral principles, rules, and imperatives; Na-
tional security and sovereignty.

Peace Corps
Identification: Independent federal agency that

promotes international friendship by supplying
trained personnel to other countries

Date: Founded in 1961
Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: While the theory behind the Peace

Corps seems morally unobjectionable, and even
laudatory, the organization’s practical actions in
the service of its goals have at times been contro-
versial.

The Peace Corps of the United States is an indepen-
dent agency of the federal government that sends vol-
unteers to countries throughout the world to help
staff schools and hospitals, and to share agricul-
tural and technical knowledge. The Peace Corps was
founded in 1961 while John F. Kennedy was presi-
dent. He asked young people to volunteer for two-
year terms, and many recent college graduates seek-
ing adventure and a chance to serve accepted the
offer. At first, anyone who was willing to volunteer
was accepted and given something to do.
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By the 1980’s, Peace Corps volunteers tended to
be older and more highly trained in technical areas.
In the wake of the Vietnam War and Watergate, a
growing cynicism about the government caused fewer
volunteers to join. In 1983, the Ronald Reagan admin-
istration revived the program, hoping to use the volun-
teers to spread conservative ideas worldwide. By the
1990’s, opinion about the Peace Corps was divided.
Many people believed that the Peace Corps was pri-
marily a means for a wealthy nation to share its pros-
perity, and to promote world harmony. Others saw an
insidious form of interventionism in the program.

Nevertheless, in 2004, more than seventy nations
were hosting more than 7,500 Peace Corps volun-
teers. These nations included nine former Soviet re-
publics and four other Eastern European nations. Be-
tween 1993 and 2004, even the People’s Republic of
China hosted more than 230 Peace Corps volunteers.

Cynthia A. Bily

See also: Altruism; Developing world; Idealist eth-
ics; Intervention; Poverty and wealth; Service to
others.

Peace studies
Definition: Interdisciplinary course of academic

study that explores alternatives to war while pro-
moting a progressive agenda including national
and international social justice, human rights,
conflict resolution, and activism

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Frankly and unapologetically politi-

cal in orientation, peace studies attempt to edu-
cate future thinkers, activists, and leaders to cre-
ate a more just and less violent world.
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Peace studies is an emerging discipline that affirms
that peace is more than the absence of war; peace is
harmony among people and countries based on re-
spect for oneself and others. The study of peace
weaves together three major threads. Peace studies
as an academic discipline examines war, relations
among nations, conflicts and their resolution, and
proposals for peace; peace education identifies effec-
tive methods used to teach peace in a family, a class-
room, or a community setting in order to develop
civic and global citizenship and world peace; and
peacemaking focuses on the values by which one
lives one’s life and cares for others in the family, for
the community, and for the planet. Unless these three
threads are woven together in theory and practice, the
goal and meaning of peace studies are lost.

Desire for peace and the elimination of war can be
traced to the ancient oral and written histories and lit-
erature of diverse peoples from all continents. A
modern study of peace can be traced to the establish-
ment of the World Peace Foundation in 1910. The ad-
vent of atomic warfare in World War II increased the
demand for the study of foreign policy, development,
international conflict, and alternatives to war. Early
in U.S. history, George Washington called for the es-
tablishment of a United States Academy for Peace, a
proposal that was reconsidered by every Congress
until 1986, when the United States Institute for Peace
was established.

Academic Programs
Peace studies emerged slowly as an academic dis-

cipline. During the 1960’s, there were few courses in
higher education that addressed peace issues, al-
though peace studies formed the basis of education in
several colleges run by the historic Peace Churches,
notably the Brethren, Quaker, and Mennonite
churches. Peace studies received an impetus during
the Vietnam War, when growing numbers of war pro-
testers raised issues of war and alternatives to war in
classrooms and institutions of higher learning around
the world.

The Institute for World Order (now the World
Policy Institute) was among the first organizations
(1966) to link and address issues of war, develop-
ment, gender and racial inequality, human rights, and
ecological balance with issues of world peace. As
terrorist activities and the nuclear threat escalated
during the late 1970’s, the leaders of most of the

world’s religions added their voices to the call for the
study of peace and justice issues. By 1983, at the
peak of the International Nuclear Freeze Campaign,
public and private campuses worldwide began in-
cluding one or more courses related to the study of
war, the nuclear threat, conflict management, global
cooperation, and world peace in their curriculums.
Ten years later, hundreds of campuses worldwide of-
fered peace studies programs. Students can now re-
ceive a minor or major at the undergraduate level, a
master’s degree, and, at several universities, a doc-
toral degree in peace studies.

Academic programs in higher education, which
often focus on the historical or theoretical, hold an
important place in peace studies, for it is in the acad-
emy that the various disciplines provide for the ex-
amination of diverse topics that are related to war and
peace. Two acknowledged dangers in the academy
include the failure to study issues of peace from a
cross-cultural or interdisciplinary perspective and the
failure to link the theoretical and historical perspec-
tives of peace with personal, family, and community
lifestyle choices. A growing number of scholars have
suggested that peace studies must move beyond the-
ory; it must be values based, address domestic and
global issues, be relevant to all age groups, and lead
to education for responsible global citizenship.

Peace education programs at the elementary and
secondary levels, developed during the Vietnam era,
do promote values, as well as attitudes and skills re-
lated to affirmation, communication, cooperation,
respect for diversity, nonviolent resolution of con-
flict, and skills for critical thinking and decision
making. Three of the most notable in the United
States are the Children and Non-Violence, Children’s
Creative Response to Conflict, and Peacemaking for
Children: Alternatives to Violence programs. The
Nuclear Freeze Campaign of 1982 expanded interna-
tional awareness of the nuclear threat and generated
new calls for peace education. Milwaukee’s public
schools became the first major school system in the
United States to respond to this call, implementing a
K-12 peace education curriculum in 1985.

Peacemaking
Peacemaking for Families educational programs,

developed in 1976 by Jacqueline Haessly, evolved
from a belief that the values, attitudes, and skills of
peacemaking are first shaped in the home. Five years
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later, the National Parenting for Peace and Justice
Education Network was established by James and
Kathleen McGinnis. Family Life Education for
Peace, initiated by Nona and Carroll Cannon, is an
emerging field in the academy. All three programs
link peace with values education.

Peacemaking as a way of life occurs when indi-
viduals and societies make the link between the per-
sonal and the political. Julia Sweig and Sharon Boggs
are among those who remind peace educators that is-
sues of domestic and community violence must be
addressed and skills for community building must be
taught if peace is to be achieved in a community and
the world.

Organizations that promote peace studies in the
United States include Children’s Creative Responses
to Conflict; Council for Peace and Conflict Studies;
Consortium for Peace Education, Research, and
Development; Educators for Social Responsibility;
Fellowship of Reconciliation; Global Education As-
sociates; Jane Addams Peace Association; the Mil-
waukee Peace Education Resource Center; Parenting
for Peace and Justice Network; the United Nations
University for Peace—San Diego; the United States
Institute for Peace; and the World Policy Institute
(formerly the Institute for World Order). Many of
these organizations also have international affilia-
tions.

Jacqueline Haessly
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Peacekeeping missions
Definition: International military interventions, usu-

ally authorized by the United Nations
Date: First mission launched in 1956
Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: Increasingly utilized tools of preven-

tive diplomacy aimed at managing conflict and
preventing wars from starting or spreading, peace-
keeping missions are typically justified on hu-
manitarian grounds, even when they are at odds
with the deeply entrenched principle of state sov-
ereignty.

Although individual countries have historically in-
tervened in the affairs of others, unilateral military
intervention became a highly dangerous means of ad-
dressing conflicts in the bipolar world that emerged
after World War II. With each alliance headed by a
superpower armed with a growing nuclear capabil-
ity, the avoidance of both war and superpower con-
frontation became ever more important. Alterna-
tive means of managing international hot spots were
needed.

United Nations (U.N.) peacekeeping missions be-
came one of the more effective alternatives devel-
oped to prevent conflicts from escalating during the
Cold War years (1947-1992). Simultaneously a code
of conduct developed to ensure the neutrality of these
operations and improve their effectiveness. After the
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collapse of communism in the Soviet Union and
Eastern Europe, peacekeeping missions became a
more common means of managing communal vio-
lence, defusing civil wars, and containing other forms
of conflict in an increasingly turbulent world.

The first United Nations peacekeeping mission
was launched in 1956 to defuse an awkward military
and diplomatic situation. Without consulting Wash-
ington, France and Great Britain had joined Israel
in a military operation that left them in control of
Egypt’s Suez Canal but on the receiving end of criti-
cism from the United States and the Soviet Union for
their invasion of Egypt. Although it initially pitted
both superpowers against two of the closest allies of
the United States, it also threatened to expand into a
broader Arab-Israeli conflict that would have placed
the United States and the Soviet Union on opposite
sides.

Into this morass stepped U.N. secretary-general
Dag Hammarskjöld with a proposal designed to let
every faction down gently. In return for Egypt’s
agreeing to guarantee international access to the
Suez Canal, its occupiers agreed to withdraw. To pre-
vent a recurrence of hostilities, Egypt also agreed to
allow the deployment of a U.N. peacekeeping contin-
gent in the Sinai Peninsula, between Israel and
Egypt’s army. The force soon became the model for
the deployment of peacekeeping missions elsewhere
during the Cold War years—a human shield placed
between potential combatants to prevent conflicts
from occurring, expanding, or rekindling where
cease-fires have been achieved.

Ensuring Neutrality
For peacekeeping missions to succeed, it is im-

perative that the peacekeepers be perceived as neutral
by the parties involved in the conflicts. During the
Cold War, it was also important to keep the super-
powers out of the conflicts as far as possible. The
rules of deployment that evolved out of U.N. peace-
keeping missions prior to the end of the Cold War
were intended to do both. They emphasized the mul-
tilateral nature of peacekeeping, the inclusion of
forces from Third World states, and the exclusion
of troops from either superpower or their military al-
lies. Also, peacekeeping troops themselves were to
engage in combat only to defend themselves when
fired upon. Finally, mindful of the admonition in
the U.N. Charter against interfering in the domestic

affairs of any member state, U.N. troops were to be
deployed only with the consent of the host govern-
ments.

Post-Cold War Conflicts
Within this framework U.N. peacekeeping mis-

sions were highly successful during the Cold War
years. Out of the approximately twenty missions
launched between 1956 and 1990, the United Na-
tions failed only once to maintain order—during the
civil war that erupted in the Congo in 1960-1961.
That failure was due largely to superpower involve-
ment and the fact that there was no peace to keep
when the mission began.

Beginning in the 1990’s, however, internal civil
wars became a greater source of instability in the in-
ternational system than international conflicts, such
as the Arab-Israeli conflict. Clan warfare in Somalia,
genocide in Rwanda, and wars in the former Yugosla-
via, with their atrocities, high casualty figures, and
discharges of numerous of refugees into adjacent
states, far more resembled the challenges faced by
U.N. peacekeepers in the Congo than in those arenas
where the U.N. peacekeepers successfully deployed
during the Cold War. The existing U.N. peacekeep-
ing model had to be modified in two important ways
to adapt to this changing world setting.

First, because in the more recent conflicts it was
often necessary to establish a peace for the peace-
keepers to keep, peacekeeping missions came to de-
pend on the exercise of substantial military assets. In
the post-Cold War world, that has meant assigning a
major role to the United States or the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO) in the peace-making
and peacekeeping process, and using military forces
to end ongoing conflicts. These departures from
the original model have frequently made it difficult
for peacekeeping missions to retain the image of neu-
trality.

Second, in many conflicts there has been either
no government in sufficient control of a country to
request peacekeeping assistance or no government
willing to do so. Politicians opposed to peacekeeping
missions have normally cited the concept of state
sovereignty and the internal nature of their civil wars
as placing them beyond U.N. jurisdiction. Hence, the
legal basis for peacekeeping operations has had to be
found elsewhere.
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Peacekeeping Missions and “Just Wars”
That justification has been found in the concept of

the just war, largely as articulated by Michael Walzer
in his Just and Unjust Wars (1977). According to his
thesis, in order to maintain a secure environment in
which human rights can be guarded and people pro-
tected, it may become necessary to intervene in a
state’s affairs, especially when the action of the
state’s leaders violates prevailing international law or
when the conflict sends so many refugees into neigh-
boring states that it loses its domestic nature. In such
instances, intervention becomes an ethical impera-
tive, so long as it conforms to the rules designed to
ensure its neutrality in establishing and keeping the
peace and focuses on the humanitarian goals of the
mission rather than on having an impact on the distri-
bution of power in the area to which the forces are
dispatched.

Joseph R. Rudolph, Jr.

Further Reading
Carnegie Commission on Preventing Deadly Con-
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See also: Bosnia; Cold War; Dallaire, Roméo; Inter-
vention; Just war theory; Kosovo; Limited war; Mil-
itary ethics; North Atlantic Treaty Organization;
Rwanda genocide; United Nations.

Peirce, Charles Sanders
Identification: American philosopher
Born: September 10, 1839, Cambridge,

Massachusetts
Died: April 19, 1914, near Milford, Pennsylvania
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: One of the founders of pragmatism

and one of the most original philosophers of the
nineteenth century, Peirce attacked traditional
conceptions of truth and knowledge and made
significant contributions to the fields of logic,
semiotics, and epistemology.

From 1864 to 1907, Peirce served as an occasional
lecturer at Harvard and Johns Hopkins University on
the topics of logic and pragmatism. His genius and
potential on pragmatic theory were never fully real-
ized or publicly appreciated, however, because of his
personal difficulties, eccentricity, and opposition to
traditional philosophical thought. Peirce believed that
it was a mistake to accept a priori reasoning, or abso-
lute truth, without first examining its results.

In an article published in Popular Science Monthly
in 1878, Peirce attempted to answer the question
“How to Make Our Ideas Clear” by stating that an
idea’s utility and results or effects give it meaning,
not some inherent absolute truth or a priori reason-
ing. One’s conception of these effects becomes one’s
conception of the object. Peirce interpreted every
subject, including philosophy, almost entirely from a
logical (pragmatic) perspective. Peirce emphasized
that pragmatism is a principle of method—not of
metaphysics. Using this principle, he claimed that
scientific laws were statements of probabilities only
and subject to evolutionary change. Unlike his disci-
ple and benefactor William James, however, Peirce
never discarded his beliefs in an Absolute or in
universals. Scholars consider Peirce’s work an im-
portant intellectual foundation for twentieth century
progressivism.

Stephen D. Livesay

See also: Dewey, John; Intersubjectivity; James,
William; Pragmatism; Progressivism.
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Peltier conviction
The Event: Criminal conviction of Leonard Peltier

(1944- ) during the 1975 shooting deaths of
two Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) agents

Date: Convicted April 18, 1977; sentenced June 1,
1977

Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity; legal and
judicial ethics

Significance: Peltier’s conviction is a source of bit-
ter disagreement between law enforcement advo-
cates and agents—who see Peltier as nothing
more than a common murderer—and Peltier’s
followers and sympathizers—who see him as
nothing less than a political prisoner punished for
his beliefs by a tyrannical and unjust government.

On June 26, 1975, two FBI agents were killed in a
shoot-out on the Lakota Indian Reservation in Pine

Ridge, South Dakota. Leonard Peltier, a member of
the American Indian Movement (AIM), was found
guilty of the killings. Peltier declared himself inno-
cent and appealed his conviction many times. During
the appeals, the court found that the government had
acted improperly in arresting and trying him. Federal
authorities admitted to falsifying affidavits used to
extradite Peltier from Canada. Witnesses in the origi-
nal trial had been coerced, and evidence supporting
Peltier’s claims was suppressed.

In spite of the irregularities, the courts refused to
overturn Peltier’s conviction. Peltier’s case became
known throughout the world. Many people believed
that, even if he were guilty, he had not been granted a
fair trial. Amnesty International declared him a polit-
ical prisoner, and important religious leaders spoke
out on his behalf. A book and three films were made
about the case.

In 1992, a “Mr. X” confessed to the killings.
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Marchers use the occasion of Thanksgiving Day in 2001 to proclaim a “National Day of Mourning” and call
for the release of Leonard Peltier in a demonstration in Plymouth, Massachusetts—a place of special symbolic
significance as the site of the first Thanksgiving celebrated by settlers and Native Americans. (AP/Wide World
Photos)
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Peltier’s supporters continued to hope that they could
win him a new trial, or at the very least a parole hear-
ing. The United States Parole Commission, however,
repeatedly refused to grant Peltier such a hearing un-
til December, 2008, at the earliest. Peltier’s support-
ers claimed that he was being required to wait twice
as long as the average convict in his situation before
being considered for parole.

Cynthia A. Bily
Updated by the editors

See also: Amnesty International; Arrest records;
Due process; Erroneous convictions; Native Ameri-
can ethics.

Pentagon Papers
Identification: Classified documents at issue in

United States v. New York Times Company, which
the U.S. Supreme Court held the federal govern-
ment could not restrain The New York Times from
publishing

Date: Court ruling made on June 30, 1971
Type of ethics: Media ethics
Significance: The Pentagon Papers case dealt with

the issue of prior restraint, that is, censorship be-
fore the fact which prevents the censored material
from ever seeing the light of day. Prior restraint is
the most extreme form of censorship, and the Su-
preme Court ruled that the government must meet
a heavy burden of justification before it can pre-
vent the press from publishing even top secret in-
formation.

Popular sentiment against the Vietnam War was on
the rise in the spring of 1971, when Daniel Ellsberg,
a former U.S. Department of Defense employee, and
his friend, Anthony Russo, Jr., stole copies of two
massive volumes that have come to be known as
the Pentagon Papers. These volumes, “History of
U.S. Decision-Making Process on Vietnam Policy”
and “Command and Control Study of the Gulf
of Tonkin Incident”—which were classified “Top
Secret-Sensitive” and “Top Secret,” respectively—
together constituted a history of American involve-
ment in Vietnam since World War II.

Ellsberg and Russo passed the filched documents
on to The New York Times and The Washington Post.
In its June 13, 1971, edition, the Times began publish-
ing a series of excerpts from the government studies.

Government Attempts Prior Restraint
After the Times had published two more excerpts

on June 14 and 15, 1971, the federal government filed
a motion in the U.S. District Court for the Southern
District of New York requesting that the court re-
strain the Times from publishing more passages from
the Pentagon Papers. Although the court refused to
issue an injunction against the paper, it did grant the
government a temporary restraining order, which
prevented the Times from publishing portions of the
Pentagon Papers while the government prepared its
case. On June 18, The Washington Post also began
publishing excerpts from the Pentagon Papers, and
the government moved to restrain it, too, in federal
court in the District of Columbia. The legal action in
the case, however, remained focused on New York
City.

On June 18, the district court in New York heard
the case, in which the government claimed that the
publication of the documents in question would com-
promise the nation’s war effort. Nevertheless, the
government’s request for an injunction was denied,
although the temporary restraining order was ex-
tended until the government’s appeal to a higher
court could be heard. This appeal also was rejected,
and on June 24, the government filed a petition with
the Supreme Court.

Supreme Court Rejects Government Case
The parties appeared before the Court on June 26,

1971, and the Court delivered its opinion on June 30:
The entire litigation had lasted slightly longer than
two weeks. Like the lower courts, the Supreme Court
rejected the government’s attempts to rationalize
prior restraint of the press by appealing to national
security, dismissing the cases against both the Times
and the Post. The Court was not unanimous in its de-
cision, voting six to three, but writing for the major-
ity, Justice Hugo L. Black delivered a stinging rebuke
to the administration of President Richard M. Nixon:
“the Solicitor General argues . . . that the general
powers of the Government adopted in the original
Constitution should be interpreted to limit and re-
strict the specific and emphatic guarantees of the Bill
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of Rights. . . . I can imagine no greater perversion of
history.”

Although the dissenters, Chief Justice Warren E.
Burger, Justice Harry A. Blackmun, and Justice
John M. Harlan II, argued that the Court should
defer to the executive branch’s concerns, Justice
Black’s opinion reaffirmed the Court’s role as inter-
preter of the Constitution and guardian of individual
rights: “Madison and the other Framers of the First
Amendment . . . wrote in language they earnestly
believed could never be misunderstood: ‘Congress
shall make no law . . . abridging the freedom . . . of the
press. . . .’”

Continued Prosecution
The government continued, nevertheless, to pros-

ecute Ellsberg and Russo, gaining indictments against
them for theft of federal property and violations of
the federal Espionage Act. The two defendants were
tried in the U.S. District Court for the Central District
of California, where the Pentagon Papers were alleg-
edly stolen. Unlike the original Pentagon Papers liti-
gation, the Ellsberg and Russo prosecution dragged
on for many months. Although the government had
first obtained a preliminary indictment against
Ellsberg in June, 1971, the trial of the two defendants
did not commence until more than a year later.

The trial was halted almost immediately after it
began, however, when it was revealed that the gov-
ernment had been secretly taping the defendants’
confidential communications. After the parties had
gone through the process of selecting a new jury, the
trial recommenced in January, 1973. Shortly there-
after, however, the entire Pentagon Papers case
was colored by news of the Watergate imbroglio,
which began with the September, 1971, government-
sponsored burglary of the offices of Lewis Fielding,
Ellsberg’s psychoanalyst, committed in an effort to
uncover other Ellsberg accomplices. When fur-
ther revelations of the government’s continuing ille-
gal wiretaps of Ellsberg’s conversations reached the
court, the entire criminal prosecution of Ellsberg and
Russo was dismissed. The Nixon administration
had not only undermined its reputation and its case
against the defendants but had also ensured that fu-
ture administrative attempts to restrain the press from
exercising its First Amendment rights would be more
difficult.

Lisa Paddock
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People for the Ethical
Treatment of Animals

Identification: Animal rights organization
Date: Founded in 1980
Type of ethics: Animal rights
Significance: Known for using controversial tactics

to draw attention to the view that animals do not
exist to serve humans, People for the Ethical
Treatment of Animals (PETA) is an aggressive or-
ganization that follows the principle that animals
are not for humans to eat, wear, experiment on, or
use for entertainment.

PETA was founded in 1980 by Ingrid Newkirk, an
animal-control officer in the District of Columbia,
and Alex Pacheco, a student at George Washington
University. Both men were influenced by Peter
Singer’s book Animal Liberation (1975), which ar-
gued that animals should have the same basic rights
as humans. In 1981, Pacheco recorded an incident of

1107

Ethics People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals



cruelty to animals in a Silver Springs, Maryland, re-
search laboratory. PETA’s investigation led to the
first police raid, the first arrest, and the first convic-
tion of a researcher for animal cruelty. The incident
afterward became known as the Silver Springs Mon-
keys case. PETA also documented cases of animal
cruelty in university laboratories and publicized the
harsh living conditions of ducks that were being
raised to make liver pâté and chinchillas that were be-
ing electrocuted to harvest their fur.

In addition to documenting and publicizing cases
of animal cruelty, PETA is well known for publicity
campaigns involving celebrities who have posed for
advertisements in its “I’d Rather Go Naked than
Wear Fur” campaign. In 1994, three PETA members
dressed in rabbit suits and chained themselves to a
flagpole in front of the Gillette headquarters in Bos-
ton, Massachusetts, to protest the company’s use of
testing of animals.

Many PETA actions have been designed to win
publicity by attracting controversy. For example, the

organization targeted college students in “Got
Beer?” advertisements in college newspapers that
were modeled on the milk industry’s “Got Milk?” ad-
vertising slogan. PETA took the position that beer
was healthier for humans to drink than milk and that
cows should not be imprisoned in order to benefit hu-
man beings. Critics of PETA have charged that the
organization has ties with more violent animal rights
groups, such as the Animal Liberation Front. That
charge has gained apparent credence when self-
described PETA members have poured red paint,
symbolizing blood, on women wearing animal furs.

John David Rausch, Jr.

See also: Advertising; Animal research; Animal
rights; Cruelty to animals; Endangered species; Hu-
mane Society of the United States; Moral status of
animals; National Anti-Vivisection Society; Singer,
Peter; Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Ani-
mals; Vegetarianism; Vivisection.
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PETA members demonstrating against leather goods near the White House in Washington, D.C., in late 2001.
(AP/Wide World Photos)
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Perfectionism
Definition: Tendency to set unrealistically high

standards for oneself or others
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Perfectionism may affect the way in

which one views and responds to one’s own moral
transgressions, as well as the transgressions of
others. To the extent that it can cause emotional
pain, or result in the achievement of excellence,
perfectionism may itself become the object of
ethical judgments.

Although originally believed to be a unidimensional
concept involving only the self, perfectionism is now
thought to be a multidimensional construct that has
three components: self-oriented perfectionism, other-
oriented perfectionism, and socially prescribed per-
fectionism. Self-oriented perfectionism is intraper-
sonal (within the self) and involves being strongly
motivated to be perfect, setting and holding unrealis-
tically high goals for oneself, striving compulsively,
thinking in an all-or-nothing manner in which only
total success or total failure exist as outcomes, focus-
ing on flaws and past failures, and generalizing unre-
alistic self-standards across behavioral domains. For
example, self-oriented perfectionism is expecting
oneself to be Atlas and hold up the world without
dropping anything, and thinking of oneself as a fail-
ure if one errs in any way.

Other-oriented perfectionism is interpersonal and
involves beliefs and expectations about significant
others. It entails setting unrealistically high standards
for others, placing great importance on whether they
attain these standards, and rewarding them only if
they meet these standards. For example, other-
oriented perfectionism is expecting a significant
other to be Atlas and hold up the world and giving no
positive reinforcement if anything at all is dropped.

Socially prescribed perfectionism is also inter-
personal and involves the need to meet the standards
and expectations that are perceived by significant
others. Its essence is the belief that significant others
have unrealistic standards and perfectionistic mo-
tives for their behaviors, and that they will be satis-
fied only when these standards are met. For exam-
ple, socially prescribed perfectionism is thinking
that significant others expect one to be Atlas and hold
up the world and believing that they will be utterly

disappointed if one fails in any way. Self-oriented,
other-oriented, and socially prescribed perfection-
ism are three separate but related aspects of perfec-
tionism.

Positive and Negative Aspects
Perfectionism may be positive or negative. On the

positive side, most employers would rather have em-
ployees who take pride in their work, who consis-
tently work to the best of their ability, and who try to
make their results as perfect as possible. Likewise,
most teachers would rather have students who are ex-
act and precise in their work, who do all their assign-
ments as instructed, and who consistently operate at
their maximum capacity. In other life situations as
well, perfectionism can be a very positive quality. On
the negative side, there are intrapersonal and inter-
personal costs associated with perfectionism.

Intrapersonally, perfectionists are never satisfied
with their efforts, no matter how hard they try. They
consistently fail to meet their goals, so their lives can
be quite frustrating and their self-esteem quite low.
They can fail to produce a whole picture of the forest
because they are so thoroughly examining the trees.
They fail to understand that there are times when an
adequate job is all that is required. Interpersonally,
perfectionists can be difficult persons with whom
to live, work, and interact. Their exacting standards
can lead to rigidity and make interpersonal relation-
ships fraught with disappointments and recrimina-
tions. Therefore, perfectionism may be a positive or
negative personal characteristic.

The Perfectionism Scale
During the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, Paul

Hewitt and Gordon Flett and colleagues in Winnipeg,
Canada, developed the Multidimensional Perfection-
ism Scale (MPS), a forty-five-item measure of self-
oriented, other-oriented, and socially prescribed per-
fectionism. Respondents rate such statements as
“When I am working on something, I cannot relax
until it is perfect” (self-oriented perfectionism), “I
have high expectations for the people who are im-
portant to me” (other-oriented perfectionism), and
“People expect nothing less than perfection from
me” (socially prescribed perfectionism) on a seven-
point Likert scale from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 =
Strongly Agree. Respondents receive scores for all
three dimensions of perfectionism.
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The MPS is a strong instrument. In terms of reli-
ability, the MPS is internally consistent as well as
consistent over time. In terms of validity, the MPS is
correlated with related concepts such as high self-
standards, self-criticism, fear of negative evaluation,
and social importance goals. In terms of multidi-
mensionality, factor analysis has produced results
that are consistent with the three dimensions of the
MPS. Furthermore, it is not substantially influenced
by response biases. Thus, the MPS is an experimen-
tally sound instrument.

Using the MPS, researchers have shown that per-
fectionism is correlated with anxiety, suicide, alco-
holism, eating disorders, and personality disorders. It
is also correlated with feelings of failure, guilt, in-
decisiveness, procrastination, shame, and low self-
esteem. Thus, perfectionism is associated with psy-
chopathology. General research on perfectionism
has adopted a diathesis-stress approach that high-
lights the role of mediators between perfectionism
and adjustment. According to this approach, prob-
lems of adjustment are elevated considerably when
self-oriented perfectionism is combined with such
mediating variables as negative life stressors, an in-
ternal attributional style, emotion-focused coping,
and ego-involving conditions.

Lillian M. Range
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Perjury
Definition: Crime of testifying falsely while under

oath
Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Perjury interferes with the ability of

judicial systems to ascertain the truth and mete
out justice. It is therefore commonly thought to be
a violation of the general interests of a given soci-
ety. Perjury, rather than lying in general, is a vio-
lation of the Ninth Commandment.

The essence of the crime of perjury is giving false tes-
timony under oath regarding a matter that is being
considered by a court or other tribunal. “False” does
not mean mistaken, however great the error; it means
that the witness believes his or her own testimony to
be false and makes false statements willfully in spite
of taking an oath to tell the truth.

Perjury is a serious crime. It was punishable by
death in England in ancient times; later, the punish-
ment became banishment or mutilation of the tongue.
Penalties are still severe; in the United States during
the 1990’s, perjury was still punishable by life im-
prisonment in a few states and by a long term of years
in all the others. However, there are few perjury pros-
ecutions. It is a difficult crime to prove, because the
prosecution has to show that the witness knew the
testimony to be false. In the United States a person
who has been acquitted of a criminal offense is now
protected by the double-jeopardy clause from being
charged with perjury for testimony given in his or her
own defense.

Robert Jacobs

See also: Accused, rights of; Adversary system;
Clinton, Bill; Jury system; Lying; Morality; Profes-
sional ethics.
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Permissible acts
Definition: Actions whose performance does not

constitute a moral transgression
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: One way to conceive of the goal of

ethics is as dividing all human actions into per-
missible and impermissible acts. Such a concep-
tion leads to the portrayal of duty as a negative
rather than a positive concept.

The concept of a permissible act is one that is typi-
cally learned very early in life. One learns that there
are certain requirements that are binding upon one’s
behavior, and permissible acts are recognized as
those acts that do not violate any of these require-
ments. Because most of these requirements are actu-
ally requirements to refrain from certain types of
acts, one quickly identifies certain courses of action
as being impermissible. Permissible acts, then, are
acts one knows one can perform without violating
these requirements.

More precisely, the relation between permissi-
bility and duty is the following: If one has a moral
duty to perform a particular act, then it is permissible
for one to perform the act but not permissible for one
to refrain from performing the act. If one has a moral
duty to refrain from a particular act, then it is permis-
sible for one to refrain from the act but not permissi-
ble for one to perform the act. If one does not have a
moral duty either to perform or refrain from a partic-
ular act, then it is permissible for one to perform the
act and permissible for one to refrain from the act.

Ethicists have distinguished four different catego-
ries of morally permissible acts. First, some morally
permissible acts are neither morally praiseworthy nor
morally blameworthy. These acts tend to be some-
what inconsequential as far as morality is concerned.
For example, raising one’s hand in the air or clearing
one’s throat is a morally neutral act (under most cir-
cumstances). It is neither praiseworthy nor blame-
worthy, and hence it cannot be the violation of duty.

Second, there are morally permissible acts that
one has a moral duty to perform. Indeed, all instances
of carrying out one’s moral duty are permissible; it
can never be impermissible to carry out one’s duty.

Third, some morally permissible acts are morally
praiseworthy but not the fulfillment of duty. That is, it
is sometimes possible to act in a way that goes be-

yond moral duty, and it is always permissible to per-
form such acts. This category includes so-called acts
of supererogation, acts whose performance is praise-
worthy but not obligatory and whose omission is not
blameworthy.

Fourth, some morally permissible acts are mor-
ally blameworthy. These acts, known as acts of of-
fense, are blameworthy without constituting a viola-
tion of duty. They are bad enough to warrant blame
but not bad enough to be classified as forbidden. Of
all the acts that are permissible, these are the only
ones whose performance has a negative ethical sta-
tus. A significant number of moralists are skeptical as
to whether acts of this type are possible.

Absolutism vs. Relativism
There is considerable disagreement in ethics be-

tween those who defend an absolutist approach and
those who defend a relativist approach. The concept
of permissibility is thought of quite differently by the
defenders of these two approaches.

Defenders of an absolutist approach follow Plato
in thinking that there are standards of morality that
are eternal, absolute, and unchanging. They are the
same for everyone and are discovered, not made.
From this it follows that what is morally permissible
is also the same for everyone in relevantly similar cir-
cumstances. What is permissible does not depend
upon one’s culture or the period of history in which
one lives.

Defenders of a relativist approach believe that
people draw up standards of morality to govern their
lives; before there were any people, there were no
standards of morality. Different cultures have differ-
ent conceptions of what is permissible, and that is ex-
actly what one should expect. Someone from one
culture might become quite alarmed at discovering
that adultery, for example, is considered permissible
in a different culture. That is not to say, however, that
one culture is right and another is wrong, for in this
view there are no moral absolutes. All that one can
say is that different things are permissible in different
cultures, and there is no question of one culture’s be-
ing better or more correct than another.

Some ethical traditions place such emphasis upon
duty as to virtually eliminate the possibility of per-
missible acts other than those that consist in doing
one’s duty. For example, in certain theological tradi-
tions, the demands of God or of other deities are so
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all-encompassing as to leave few occasions in which,
with respect to the same act, it is both permissible to
perform it and permissible to omit it. One is virtually
always in a position of having a duty either to per-
form an act or to refrain from performing it, depend-
ing upon the will of God.

Another example is act utilitarianism. Roughly
speaking, act utilitarianism is the view that one ought
always act in such a way as to bring about the greatest
benefits for the greatest number of persons. Thus, at
any given time, one has a duty to choose the act that
maximizes benefits and a corresponding duty not to
choose any act that does not. In this view, it is hard to
see how there can ever be an act that is both permissi-
ble to perform and permissible to omit.

Other ethical traditions place a high premium on
the possibility of permissible acts and of the impor-
tance of learning how to choose between two or more
permissible acts. Learning to make such choices is
not possible within the confines of act utilitarianism.
There is good reason to believe, however, that people
attain moral maturity in situations in which decision
making is more than following the stark demands of
duty. Sooner or later, people must learn how to make
wise decisions regarding courses of action that are
permissible but not uniformly prudent from a moral
point of view. This is especially true with respect to
acts that are blameworthy but permissible; moral ma-
turity will teach one to avoid these when possible,
even though they violate no moral duties.

Gregory F. Mellema

Further Reading
Baier, Kurt. The Moral Point of View. Ithaca, N.Y.:

Cornell University Press, 1958.
Donagan, Alan. The Theory of Morality. Chicago:

University of Chicago Press, 1977.
Kovesi, Julius. Moral Notions. London: Routledge &

Kegan Paul, 1967.
Singer, Marcus. Generalization in Ethics. New York:

Russell & Russell, 1971.
Stob, Henry. Ethical Reflections. Grand Rapids,

Mich.: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1978.
Williams, Gerald J. A Short Introduction to Ethics.

Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, 1999.

See also: Absolutism; Cannibalism; Consistency;
Drug abuse; Duty; Professional ethics; Relativism;
War.

Perry, R. B.
Identification: American philosopher
Born: July 3, 1876, Poultney, Vermont
Died: January 22, 1957, Cambridge, Massachusetts
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: The author of General Theory of

Value (1926) and Realms of Value (1954), Perry
developed a general, systematic theory of value.

Ralph Barton Perry enjoyed a distinguished career as
a professor of philosophy at Harvard from 1902 to
1946. He was the leading authority of his time on
psychologist-philosopher William James, and his
book The Thought and Character of William James
(1935) earned him the 1936 Pulitzer Prize. Perry is
best known, however, for his value theory, which
he saw as an extension of modern science to human
life.

Perry’s definition of value was “any object of any
interest.” The word “interest” captured that aspect of
human psychology of being for some things and
against others and included desire, feeling, and will.
Thus, objects acquire value when someone seeks or
favors them. Perry notes his affinity with the Dutch
philosopher Baruch Spinoza, who had said in his
book Ethics (1677) that human beings never strive
for anything because they deem it to be good but
deem something to be good because they strive for it.
This view contrasts with that of the Greek philoso-
pher Aristotle, that because something is good it is an
object of rational desire.

For Perry, the central aim of morality is the har-
monizing and integration of interests. A morally
good object is one the interest of which meets the re-
quirement of harmony, by aiming at another person’s
interest or at harmony itself. Perry’s theory about
right action is consequentialist; namely, an action is
right if it is conducive to moral good.

Perry’s theory is a type of ethical naturalism and
cognitivism. He analyzes value and moral terms into
naturalistic ones, employing the psychological con-
cept of interest. He thereby rejects the nonnatural-
ism of English philosopher G. E. Moore. For Perry,
moral judgments are empirical and cognitive, con-
trasting with the emotivism of English philosopher
A. J. Ayer and the American philosopher Charles L.
Stevenson.

Mario Morelli
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See also: Ayer, A. J.; Emotivist ethics; Is/ought dis-
tinction; Journalistic ethics; Moore, G. E.; Spinoza,
Baruch; Value; Values clarification.

Personal injury attorneys
Definition: Lawyers who specialize in representing

persons who have been injured against those re-
sponsible for the injuries

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Considered outlaws within the legal

profession, personal injury attorneys contribute
to negative public perceptions of the ethics of at-
torneys generally.

Among the least flattering images of unscrupulous
lawyers is that of the ambulance chaser, the lawyer
who arrives shortly after an accident to find among
the injured and bleeding a new client. In fact, ambu-
lance chasers are outlaws among attorneys, subject to
disbarment for their unethical solicitation of clients.
However, people who have been injured in some way
nevertheless frequently need legal representation,
and personal injury attorneys specialize in such
cases. Personal injury lawyers may handle cases as
varied as those involving relatively minor traffic ac-
cidents and those involving the injuries and deaths
produced by an airliner crash.

Personal injury lawyers usually rely on a particu-
lar kind of fee arrangement, called a contingency fee
agreement. This agreement provides that the per-
sonal injury attorney will not recover a fee in a case
unless the attorney obtains some recovery for the cli-
ent. In addition, personal injury attorneys generally
pay the expenses needed to prepare a case for trial
and deduct these from any ultimate recovery. These
expenses, which include the fees of expert witnesses
and the cost of pretrial discovery of facts about the
case, can be very substantial and would be beyond
the means of most individuals. However, by setting
aside money from prior successful cases, personal in-
jury attorneys are able to keep a reserve of cash for
use on the expenses of subsequent cases. Conse-
quently, by using the contingency fee agreement and
by paying litigation expenses up front, personal in-
jury attorneys are able to provide representation to
individuals regardless of their financial standing.

But these financial aspects of personal injury
practice are also controversial. The first and perhaps
most important element of a successful personal in-
jury practice is obtaining cases involving personal in-
jury plaintiffs. This need to find clients causes some
personal injury lawyers to engage in television or ra-
dio advertising, which is viewed as demeaning to the
profession by more conservative lawyers. Further-
more, the need to find clients also tempts some per-
sonal injury lawyers to violate established rules
against soliciting clients: in short, to engage in ambu-
lance chasing.

Even after personal injury attorneys find their cli-
ents, they may be tempted to provide funds to these
clients to cover medical and living expenses prior to
trial or settlement. Personal injury clients are some-
times lured into accepting artificially low settlements
for their injuries because they lack the financial re-
sources to survive the lengthy period of time it nor-
mally takes to win a verdict at trial and sustain it on
appeal. However, the law has long disfavored allow-
ing persons to encourage litigation by offering sup-
port or other encouragements to litigating parties.
The legal doctrines of champerty and maintenance,
for example, make it a crime in many jurisdictions for
persons to offer such support. Furthermore, rules of
legal ethics prohibit attorneys from providing medi-
cal or living expenses to their clients.

Timothy L. Hall

See also: Advertising; Attorney-client privilege;
Exploitation; Law; Legal ethics; Medical insurance;
Professional ethics.

Personal relationships
Definition: Intimate associations or bonds among

two or more persons
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Philosophers since antiquity have

posited that humans are fundamentally social be-
ings and that without interpersonal relationships
they cannot be considered fully human. Close
personal relationships, moreover, are often con-
sidered to create ethical obligations between peo-
ple, but they may also enable one person to coerce
another into committing immoral acts.
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The Old Testament tale of Adam and Eve’s expulsion
from the Garden of Eden opens the theme of a per-
sonal relationship that leads to disaster for both par-
ties. Philosophy, religion, law, and social institutions
have sought to structure personal relationships in
marriage and the family to bring the conduct of indi-
viduals in line with the good of others and social sta-
bility. Monogamous marriage and a nuclear family
are believed to have conferred an evolutionary ad-
vantage on the human race by increasing the proba-
bility of survival for children born and reared in such
unions.

The family is not only a biological survival unit, a
haven, and a refuge. It is also a school for moral senti-
ments: Parents experience moral growth and social-
ize children according to community norms, and nat-
ural affection among family members generates
altruistic emotions. The traditional duties of a hus-
band and father were to furnish security and eco-
nomic support and to exercise moral authority within
the family. The wife and mother managed the house-
hold, nurtured children, and owed her husband fidel-
ity. Children were to obey and respect parents and el-
ders, and to help and be loyal to one another.

Ancient Greece and Christianity
Plato questioned the ethical value of marriage and

the family and championed other forms of personal
relationships. Athenian women were often unedu-
cated and did not move in society, even in the com-
pany of their husbands. Wealthy aristocrats enjoyed
the company of cultivated women prostitutes, and
some courted male adolescents as protégés. In the
Symposium, Plato maintains that an erotic relation-
ship between a mature and a younger man, when in-
spired by philosophy, enables each to progress to the
highest levels of human moral and intellectual devel-
opment and creativity. Since the first step in moral
progress is to admire another for qualities of mind
and character, rather than physical attractiveness,
“Platonic love” has come to mean nonsexual friend-
ship between any two persons with shared ideals of
beauty, truth, and goodness. This nonsexual Platonic
ideal enriches many teacher-student relationships
and associations between those who dedicate them-
selves to science, art, and philanthropic activities.

In Republic, Plato’s ideal state abolishes marriage
and the family because they constitute “exclusive
centers of private joys and sorrows” that distract citi-

zens from the common good and prevent women
from developing their talents and serving the whole
community. Plato proposes eugenic matches be-
tween men and women of reproductive age and the
communal rearing of children, so that neither par-
ents nor children know their biological relationships.
By law, all children call one another brother or sister
and all adults father or mother; adults call each child
son or daughter. In this way, Plato theorized, each
person would develop for others in the community
the bonds of affection and loyalty ordinarily limited
to a few.

Aristotle (fourth century b.c.e.) claimed that Re-
public’s personal ties would be “watery” and morally
ineffectual. He insisted that the friendly relationships
of private life should promote both individual happi-
ness and communal harmony. There is friendship
when two persons mutually desire the good of the
other for the other’s own sake and each does some
kind of good for the other. He distinguishes more
transient “imperfect” friendships, in which the good
achieved is pleasure or utility, from permanent “per-
fect” friendships based on appreciation of each other’s
character, in which the two join in pursuing noble
goals, as in Platonic love. By maintaining that perfect
friendship may exist between husband and wife, Ar-
istotle defended the moral potential of marriage,
whose family life combines daily virtuous activities,
pleasure, and utility.

Christianity introduced new moral elements into
personal relationships: It demanded love for those
without attractive or useful qualities and love for
those who do wrong or offend one. Being modeled on
divine love, Christian love is generous, compassion-
ate, and forgiving; it chastises but does not abandon a
wrongdoer, seeking instead the person’s moral re-
generation.

Viewing sexual appetite as a source of evil, Chris-
tian ethics required fidelity of both husband and wife
and prohibited both premarital and extramarital sex.
The relationship of Dante Alighieri to Beatrice in
Dante’s Divine Comedy reflects the medieval ideal of
noble love, a model for the Christian relationship of
man and woman. Dante’s vision of the beautiful
young Beatrice draws him heavenward: She personi-
fies divine, loving concern for his weakness and in-
spires him to transcend carnal desires in order to
achieve a loving union with her.
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Romantic Love and the Sexual Revolution
The plays of William Shakespeare portray the

popular modern ideal of romantic love. In them, a
man and a woman feel erotic passion for each other
and believe that they are perfectly suited for life to-
gether. Shakespeare is realistic in depicting the am-
bivalent potential of romantic love for happiness or
misery: In the comedies, the lovers’ ingenuity and
constancy enable them to overcome obstacles, in-
cluding the objections of kin, and they end in socially
approved marriages. Impulsiveness, jealousy, or im-
prudence, however, lead to tragedy for the naïve ado-
lescent lovers of Romeo and Juliet (pr. c. 1595-1596),
the military hero of Othello (pr. 1604) and his bride
Desdemona, and the sophisticated older lovers of An-
tony and Cleopatra (pr. c. 1606-1607).

The romantic ideal of marriage based on mutual
attraction prevails in American society. When ro-
mance fails or attends a third party, divorce is a resort.
In the case of a couple with young children, remar-
riage and custody arrangements alter the tenor of
family life and complicate parent-child and sibling
relationships. The sexual revolution of the 1960’s
and 1970’s liberalized sexual morality and legiti-
mated various consensual forms of personal relation-
ships.

Premarital and extramarital sex, children born out
of wedlock, homosexuality, lesbianism, and abortion
no longer have the social stigma that once was at-
tached to them. In common speech, a “relationship”
connotes two unmarried persons who engage in con-
sensual sex and are constant companions. The social
norms of “recreational sex” are mutual consent and
avoidance of pregnancy and sexually transmitted dis-
eases. These limited norms do not address romantic
feelings, which may exist on one side but not the
other, and the consequent dangers of misunderstand-
ing, deception, and exploitation of one by the other.

Male Bonding
Films such as The Deer Hunter (1978) celebrate

the phenomenon of “male bonding.” Men who come
together in often arduous activities of war, sports,
work, leisure, or even crime develop comradeship
that leads them to undertake dangerous tasks for the
sake of one or more of their number. Male bonding is
a source of strength and mutual support; it is enno-
bling and useful to society when it inspires men to be-
have courageously and selflessly. In the absence of

moralizing influences such as the family, however,
male bonding in urban gangs incites violent behavior
and often is destructive to the individuals themselves.
Gang members rely on money, power, and intimida-
tion in relationships with outsiders and sometimes
with intimates as well.

Some feminists consider male bonding, marriage,
the family, and romantic love stratagems as elements
of a patriarchal social organization that is designed
to keep men in positions of power and women in sub-
ordination. Feminism has profoundly affected all
forms of personal relationships by attacking the ideal
of feminine submissiveness: Instead, feminism pro-
motes self-assertion and independence for women
both within and outside marriage and the family; it
has opposed male domination in sexual harassment
and employment practices. Some feminists condemn
pornography on the grounds that it leads men to view
and treat women as sex objects.

Modern Ethics
Modern “justice” ethics, represented by John

Rawls’s Justice and Fairness (1971), confers on con-
sensual personal relationships equal legitimacy with
marriage and family ties. Rawls does not accord mar-
riage and family their traditional status of objective
values to be endorsed by the moral principles of a just
society; he categorizes them as subjective prefer-
ences, optional elements in an individual’s life plan.
Family partiality for the economic security of its
members impedes a more egalitarian distribution of
wealth. The assignment of special moral weight to
the needs and well-being of family members is im-
proper, for the moral attitude in justice ethics is one
of rational impartiality toward individuals.

The morality of personal relationships in justice
ethics is rights-based and contractual: Since auton-
omy, the power of the individual to act in accordance
with his or her life plan without interference from
others, is an objective value, intimates may not in-
trude upon it. One is obliged to respect the autonomy
of all others and not to violate their basic human
rights; other ideals or duties are matters of mutual
agreement or subjective preference. Impartiality re-
quires one to translate legal bans against racial, eth-
nic, and sexist discrimination into personal conduct
by not showing bias in personal relationships with
others.

Psychologist Carol Gilligan, in In a Different
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Voice (1977), theorizes that justice ethics embodies a
masculine ethical perspective: Men value autonomy
for the freedom it affords them to pursue power and
prestige in the social organization without the burden
of personal relationships. Women articulate a differ-
ent ethical voice that reflects the nurturing functions
that they fulfill in human life and that values “related-
ness.” In ethical dilemmas, men apply universal moral
principles impartially in order to secure justice in so-
ciety; women seek a detailed narrative of the situa-
tion in order to resolve it without impairing valued re-
lationships.

Critics of Justice Ethics
Other philosophical critics of justice ethics say

that it overlooks the moral power of friendship and
family ties. They formulate a “care” ethic in which
the well-being of particular persons has independent
moral weight. Their ethical attitude is one of attentive
solicitude to particular persons. A person’s moral re-
sponsibility is to be sensitive to the needs of intimates
and anticipate threats to their well-being, to be recep-
tive to their interpretation of a situation, and through
dialogue to seek resolutions that respect each per-
son’s integrity. Some feminists hear the feminine eth-
ical voice as calling them to lives of self-abnegation
and devotion to others, threatening the gains of
women’s liberation.

Existentialist philosophers Martin Heidegger and
Jean-Paul Sartre see personal relationships as being
inextricably connected with personal identity and so-
cial structure. One’s personal identity depends on
what one is to others and what they are to one; these
interpretations of self and other in turn are deter-
mined by how each plays his or her social role, which
is defined by the social organization.

According to Heidegger’s Being and Time (1927),
one’s everyday mentality is so task-oriented that one
tends to lose sight of the particular human beings for
whose sake one does the work. Individuals relate to
others in three different ways: The prevalent way is to
distance oneself from others, hiding oneself or put-
ting on a disguise in order to get along smoothly with
them and get on with one’s work. When another’s af-
fairs demand attention, one steps into the other’s life,
managing matters for the other so as to “remove” the
other’s own care. This way makes one dominant and
the other dependent; both lose their freedom. In au-
thentic solicitude, one stands by the other, looks to

what the future has in store for both, and helps the
other to understand the shared situation and to be res-
olute in making his or her own place in the world. In
this way, each gains authentic selfhood without los-
ing freedom.

According to Sartre’s Being and Nothingness
(1943), sexual relationships model all personal rela-
tionships in a capitalist society, which values power
and promotes competition among individuals. The
“battle of the sexes” reflects the battle of egos in all
forms of personal relationships. One seeks to invei-
gle or force the other to surrender freedom and ac-
knowledge one’s own superiority. This incessant
struggle for domination is self-defeating and turns
into masochism and sadism. Personal relationships
cannot be self-affirming, Sartre suggests, until a re-
structuring of society enables each to will the free-
dom of all others.

Heidegger’s and Sartre’s theories point out unde-
sirable ways of caring for others, which render per-
sonal relationships mutually self-destructive. Personal
sexual relationships involve power, not only pleasure.
Evils in personal relationships are the short-sighted,
callous, or cruel exercise of power and authority, and
the manipulation and exploitation of another for per-
sonal advantage. Modern ethics stresses the evils of
sexual harassment and the violation of another’s
rights, autonomy, and dignity.

It is agreed that each person in a relationship
should be honest, sincere, and compassionate toward
the other, respecting the other’s individuality and in-
tegrity. Although a relationship should foster moral
development, there is debate regarding whether one
should be “the conscience of others,” in Heidegger’s
phrase, or withhold forgiveness from an intimate on
moral grounds. Most controversial is the primacy of
autonomy, especially in close personal relationships.
Joint decision making by spouses, for example, on
matters of common interest is desirable yet may com-
promise autonomy; on occasion, one’s own good, the
good of another, or the preservation of the relation-
ship itself may involve some yielding of autonomy.
Because autonomy honors commitments based on
rational choice and can change according to circum-
stances, it does not support biological family ties, and
every personal loyalty, including marriage, is revoca-
ble. Yet constancy amid changing circumstances is
the ethical and emotional heart of enduring personal
relationships.
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Unfinished Business
Anglo-American ethics, with its emphasis on in-

dividual rights and autonomy, has largely neglected
the philosophy of personal relationships. Social
changes since World War I—such as the entry of
women of childbearing age into the work force, the
liberalization of sexual relationships, divorce and re-
marriage of those with young children, increase in
life span, and government social programs—have al-
tered traditional forms of personal relationships and
created new ones. The dynamics of intimacy and per-
sonal moral character for traditional relationships in
these changed social conditions and for newer forms
of relationships require further study.

A major issue is the reevaluation of the social im-
portance of the family. The disintegration of the fam-
ily contributes to, or makes intractable, social prob-
lems of drug addiction, child abuse and neglect,
learning and educational deficiencies, juvenile
crime, and homelessness. It is estimated that 40 per-
cent of violent crimes take place between persons
who know each other—often, between family mem-
bers or persons with consensual relationships.
Training and support in family life help an individual
to deal with anger and frustration toward intimates
and to develop the self-discipline needed to succeed
in education and employment.

A second issue is the reexamination of ideals and
standards of conduct in marriage, the family, and
consensual relationships. Family life needs not only
to embody justice but also to be fulfilling to adults
and attentive to the well-being and moral develop-
ment of children. Although fear of AIDS has led to
more circumspection in sexual relationships and neg-
ative features of the “single-parent” family prompt
measures to prevent pregnancy among teenagers, at-
tention should go beyond health to the impact of con-
sensual personal relationships on the characters and
overall well-being of the individuals concerned and
others caught in their relationships.

Gender differences in personal relationships make
a difference. Whether women and men have diver-
gent ethical perspectives is still being debated, but
there is agreement that the goals and expectations of
men and women differ in heterosexual relationships:
Women usually look for trust, security, and compan-
ionship, while men more often seek immediate plea-
sure and are content with less emotional involve-
ment. Gender differences also operate in problems

of sexual harassment in and out of the workplace.
Finally, there are ethical differences between par-

ity and nonparity personal relationships. In relation-
ships between friends, spouses, coworkers, and sib-
lings, there is rough parity between two persons in
terms of power, knowledge, talents, and moral au-
thority. In contrast, parent-child, employer-employee,
doctor-patient, and teacher-student relationships in-
volve an imbalance so that the obligations, ideals,
and goals of one are in some respects not the same or
commensurate with those of the other. Achieving the
ideals of the relationship and the avoidance of manip-
ulation and destructive dependency may take differ-
ent forms in parity and nonparity relationships.

The physician-patient relationship provides a
model of how modern ethics has changed ideals in in-
terpersonal relationships. In traditional medical pa-
ternalism, a doctor made decisions about how to treat
and what to tell a patient and often withheld from a
patient knowledge of the seriousness of his or her
medical condition. Biomedical ethics has modified
this nonparity relationship: A physician is now re-
quired by law to obtain informed consent for treat-
ment from a competent patient; a patient has the
moral obligation to participate in decision making
and to take into account interests of his or her inti-
mates. A patient needs to know the truth about his or
her future prospects, in part because they affect the
lives of his or her intimates. By extending and apply-
ing the insights and ideals of justice and care ethics,
the philosophy of personal relationships may analyze
and reform more intimate one-on-one intercourse.

Evelyn M. Barker

Further Reading
Badinter, Elisabeth. The Unopposite Sex: The End of

the Gender Battle. Translated by Barbara Wright.
New York: Harper & Row, 1989. A lively anthro-
pological account of heterosexual relationships
from prehistory onward, with speculation on the
impact of new reproductive technologies.

Blum, Lawrence A. Friendship, Altruism, and Mo-
rality. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1980.
Argues the reliability of altruistic emotions for
moral motivation and the consistency of friend-
ship with ethical impartiality.

Gilligan, Carol. The Birth of Pleasure. New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 2002. At once a critique of the
negative effects of patriarchy upon loving rela-
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tionships and a hopeful manifesto for a better way
of life, this book examines children’s play, adult
couples’ therapy, and literary representations to
reach conclusions about the way we can, should,
and do interact with one another.

_______. In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory
and Women’s Development. Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1982. An eloquent de-
scription of psychological studies supporting the
theory of two different courses of moral develop-
ment in men and women.

Murphy, Jeffrie G., and Jean Hampton. Forgiveness
and Mercy. New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1988. A revealing debate on the justice
ethics proposition that forgiveness is sometimes
morally wrong.

Noddings, Nel. Caring: A Feminine Approach to
Ethics and Moral Education. Berkeley: Univer-
sity of California Press, 1984. A readable exposi-
tion of an ethics based on caring rather than on
principles, showing how ethical care develops
from natural care experienced in childhood.

Thomas, Laurence. Living Morally: A Psychology of
Moral Character. Philadelphia: Temple Univer-
sity Press, 1989. An insightful analysis of paren-
tal love that compares it to friendship and roman-
tic love.

See also: Being and Nothingness; Family; Family
values; Friendship; Heidegger, Martin; I and Thou;
Internet chat rooms; Marriage.

Pessimism and optimism
Definition: Pessimism: tendency to expect the worst

or to favor the grimmest possible interpretation of
events; optimism: tendency to expect the best or
to favor the most positive possible interpretation
of events

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: To outside observers, both pessimism

and optimism may seem to pervert a person’s
ability to see the world clearly. To the pessimist or
optimist, failure to see the world as they do may
constitute a failure to see the world clearly. In ei-
ther case, pessimism and optimism may have sig-
nificant ethical consequences, since they either

represent or interfere with the ability to under-
stand the true ethical significance of a given state
of affairs.

Pessimism and optimism are cognitive explanatory
styles (stable tendencies to make particular kinds
of attributions concerning positive and negative
events). A pessimistic explanatory style looks at un-
controllable events as internal (“It is my fault”), sta-
ble (“I will always be this way”), and global (“This is
an overall characteristic of mine”). An optimistic ex-
planatory style looks at uncontrollable events as ex-
ternal (“It is someone else’s fault”), unstable (“It will
be different in the future”), and specific (“Other as-
pects of myself are different”). When confronted
with stressful situations, pessimists believe that they
can never gain control, whereas optimists believe
that they can maintain control.

Pessimism and optimism are typically measured
by means of either self-report scales or content analy-
sis of written or verbal materials. Scales that measure
pessimism and optimism are the Life Orientation
Test and the Coping Orientations to Problems Expe-
rienced (COPE). The COPE has thirteen subscales in
three general categories: problem-focused (active
coping, planning, suppressing competing activities,
restraint, and seeking instrumental social support),
emotion-focused (seeking emotional social support,
positive reinterpretation and growth, acceptance,
turning to religion, and denial), and maladaptive (fo-
cusing and venting emotions, behavioral disengage-
ment, and mental disengagement).

Human Nature
Pessimism and optimism carry differing views of

basic human nature. Pessimists view humans as basi-
cally selfish, aggressive, and cruel. They believe
that people are governed by aggressive, even death-
seeking instincts. Optimists view humans as basi-
cally good, helpful, and cooperative. They believe
that people are basically decent and life-affirming.
Pessimists assume that nothing will work out, be-
cause people cannot be trusted; optimists assume that
everything will work out, because people will ulti-
mately behave well.

Pessimism and optimism are related to psycho-
pathology. Pessimism is associated with depression,
suicidal ideas and actions, hopelessness about the fu-
ture, helplessness about the present, feelings of alien-
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ation, anxiety, neuroticism, irrational beliefs, and
hostility. In contrast, optimism is related to high self-
esteem, achievement, and internal locus of control.
Thus, pessimism is linked to psychological illness
and optimism is linked to psychological health.

Pessimism and optimism are associated with dif-
ferent coping strategies. Pessimists are more likely to
cope with stress by focusing on and venting emotion,
giving up, disengaging, or denying the stress. Fur-
thermore, pessimists are at relatively greater risk
for helplessness and depression when they confront
stressful events.

Optimists are more likely to cope with stress by
acting, focusing on problems, and seeking social
support. Furthermore, optimists are more likely to
emphasize the positive in their appraisals of stressful
events. For example, when faced with a problem such
as a risky operation or a serious continuing struggle
with a competitor, they focus on what they can do
rather than on how they feel. They have a relatively
higher expectation of being successful, so they do not
give up at the first sign of setback. They keep their
sense of humor, plan for the future, and reinterpret
the situation in a positive light. They acknowledge
their problems and illnesses but have confidence that
they will overcome them.

Practical Implications
These coping differences have practical implica-

tions. For example, optimistic beginning insurance
agents sold 37 percent more insurance than did pessi-
mistic agents in their first two years on the job and
were more likely to persist through the difficulties of
the job and stay with the company.

Pessimists are at increased risk for illness, suicide
attempts and completions, and other types of death.
For example, in one 1987 study by Christopher Peter-
son and Martin Seligman, pessimists had twice as
many illnesses and made about twice as many visits
to doctors as did optimists. In another study of recent
heart bypass surgery patients, optimists employed
more adaptive coping strategies, recovered faster, re-
turned to normal activities sooner, and attained a
higher quality of life than pessimists did. Longitudi-
nal studies suggest that pessimists may suffer more
illnesses over their lifetimes and die younger than op-
timists.

Optimists are relatively more likely to be physi-
cally healthy and to live longer. For example, in one

study by Sandra Levy and colleagues, women who
came to the National Cancer Institute for treatment of
breast cancer were followed for five years. On the av-
erage, optimists died later than pessimists did, even
when the physical severity of the disease was the
same at the beginning of the five-year period. In an-
other study, baseball Hall-of-Famers who had played
between 1900 and 1950 were rated on their cognitive
explanatory style. Optimists were significantly more
likely to have lived well into old age than were pessi-
mists. Perhaps pessimists are more likely to become
ill because they stir up negative emotions rather than
acting constructively, they have passive rather than
active coping efforts, and they have relatively poor
health habits.

Optimism and pessimism are learned or devel-
oped early in life. In one study it was found that third-
graders had already developed a habitual explanatory
style. Furthermore, third-graders with a more pessi-
mistic explanatory style were more prone to depres-
sion and performed more poorly on achievement
tests compared with those with a more optimistic
style.

Pessimistic explanatory styles may be altered—at
least optimists think so. Cognitive therapy has been
successful in teaching depressed, pessimistic people
new explanatory styles. This therapeutic approach
involves teaching people to replace pessimistic
thoughts with more realistic ones. Following this
kind of therapy, Aaron Beck and colleagues found
that changes in explanatory style were still evident
after one year. Thus, a pessimistic explanatory style
may be learned at an early age but can be changed
with long-lasting results.

Lillian M. Range
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Phenomenology of Spirit
Identification: Book by Georg Wilhelm Friedrich

Hegel (1770-1831)
Date: Die Phänomenologie des Geistes, 1807 (The

Phenomenology of Spirit, 1868; also known as
The Phenomenology of Mind, 1910)

Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Hegel’s Phenomenology represented

his attempt to complete what he saw as Immanuel
Kant’s incomplete philosophical system. It por-
trayed the teleological development of conscious-
ness into self-consciousness, self-consciousness
into social consciousness, social consciousness’s
incarnation in a social and ethical community, the
historical evolution of different forms of commu-
nity, and finally, the perfection of consciousness,
society, and reality and the realization of the ideal
ethical community at the end of history. The
structure of Hegel’s argument and his philosophy
of history were crucial influences upon Karl Marx
and the development of Marxism.

Phenomenology of Spirit occupies a crucial place in
the development of Hegel’s thought. It marks his
maturation as a philosopher of the highest rank and
anticipates within its own unique format every aspect
of his later work. Hence, it is important to understand

the overarching themes of the book before turning to
its examination of ethics.

A major aim of Hegel in Phenomenology is to re-
new classical Platonic and Aristotelian philosophy
from within the modern philosophical tradition. It
was only through examination and critique of every-
thing that had been thought since the Greeks that a
worldview modeled on theirs could become a practi-
cal framework from within which modern people
could think and act. In striving to fulfill that aim,
Hegel developed a view of the subject who experi-
ences, knows, and acts, which was in conscious op-
position to any and all views of subjectivity that were
empirical (for example, John Locke), naturalistic (for
example, much of the thought of the Enlightenment),
or transcendental (for example, Immanuel Kant). His
view was that the acting and experiencing subject is
both self-transforming over time (hence, historical)
and fundamentally social (in opposition to any and
all individualist models).

Thus, in the book’s first major section, “Con-
sciousness,” Hegel demonstrates that consideration
of even the apparently most basic forms of knowing,
such as sense perception, produces in the knowing
subject an awareness of both itself as knowing and of
other knowing subjects. Out of these experiences
arises self-consciousness. In Hegel’s famous exami-
nation of the master-servant relationship in the sec-
tion “Self-Consciousness,” he graphically describes
the social yet divided character of human experience.

In the remainder of Phenomenology, Hegel de-
picts the experiences of this divided human self. In
doing so, he examines what are for him the key move-
ments in the development of consciousness in West-
ern culture from the Greeks to Hegel’s own time.
Stoicism, skepticism, the unhappy consciousness
of religion, the development of modern philosophy
from René Descartes to Kant, the opportunities and
perils of freedom in the era of the French Revolution,
the phases of religious development in human his-
tory—all these are subsumed into Hegel’s story of
the development of Geist, or “spirit.” Geist is the
larger rational plan of which all phases of the devel-
opment of human consciousness are instances. Each
phase is therefore a partial revelation of Geist.

Relevance to Ethics
Chapter 6 of Phenomenology, in which Hegel ex-

amines the development of Geist from the Greeks
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down to his own time, is the section of the book that
is germane to ethics. It is structured around a distinc-
tion crucial to Hegel’s thought, that between moral-
ity (Moralität) and ethical community (Sittlichkeit).
Morality is that arena of human life in which the indi-
vidual is thought of as a subject who is responsible
for his or her actions. For Hegel, however, moral life
attains its highest realization only within the larger
life of a society; this is the realm of ethical commu-
nity. To be truly morally free therefore requires a so-
ciety within which that freedom can be expressed.

Here, Hegel’s historical reconstruction of West-
ern consciousness becomes crucial. Once there was a
historically existing ethical community—that of the
ancient Greeks—in which the city-state provided for
its citizens the essential meaning of their lives. This
primal Sittlichkeit was lost forever in its original
form, however, because of developments within
Greek culture itself. Hegel’s profound discussion of
the tensions between divine law and human law in
Sophocles’ play Antigone (c. 441 b.c.e.) exemplifies
his view that the Greek ethical world had within it the
seeds of its own destruction.

Such a natural ethical system, arising spontane-
ously out of the early developments of Greek cultural
life, was inevitably going to be destroyed, Hegel
thought, because the ongoing development of Geist
toward greater self-consciousness would show such
a system to be restricted. Socrates’ inquiries initiate
the transformation of this first natural Sittlichkeit: its
original unity was shattered by developments within
it as Greek thinkers restlessly searched for universal
standards of reason and morality—that is, standards
greater than the framework of polis life.

Hegel then went on to describe the standpoint of
morality as characteristic of the modern spirit. It is
crucial to emphasize that the moral standpoint is, for
Hegel, an individualist model of human action. Even
when this modern individualist morality is developed
to its highest point, at which the individual moral self
is seen as identical with the universal law of reason,
as in the philosophy of Kant, it is still partial or one-
sided in Hegel’s view.

Thus, Phenomenology contains a tension in
Hegel’s ethical thought as it had developed to this
point: From a historical point of view, modern moral-
ity was superior to Greek ethical community because
it was a later, higher stage of Geist’s ongoing self-
revelation; if modern morality is an advance, how-

ever, it is nevertheless a one-sided and partial one,
doing scant justice to the social aspects of human
communal life. What Hegel would later attempt in
Philosophy of Right (Grundlinien der Philosophie
des Rechts, 1821) was the construction of a modern
notion of ethical community that would be histori-
cally as well as philosophically superior to both
Greek ethical life and modern individualist morali-
ties. The reader of Phenomenology of Spirit thus
catches the development of Hegel’s ethical thought
in process and will be led to turn to Philosophy of
Right to encounter his resolution of the tension that
so provocatively animates the discussion of ethics in
Phenomenology.

Michael W. Messmer
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Philo of Alexandria
Identification: Early Egyptian philosopher
Born: c. 20 b.c.e., Alexandria (now in Egypt)
Died: c. 45 c.e., Alexandria (now in Egypt)
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The author of The Creation of the

World, That God Is Immutable, and On the Ten
Commandments (all early first century c.e.),
Philo combined Old Testament theology with
Greek philosophy, especially that of Plato and the
Stoics.

Philo of Alexandria, also known as Philo Judaeus, is
best remembered as an allegorist who attempted to
bridge the gap between Greek philosophy and He-
brew Scripture. For example, he harmonized Plato’s
Timaeus with the scriptural account of creation by ar-
ticulating a view that the Logos, or the world of intel-
ligible ideas, existed first as God’s thoughts and then
as the way in which God leads creatures to know him.
Philo wished to reconcile natural knowledge and pro-
phetic knowledge, laws of nature and miracles, and
causality and free will.

Philo’s attempt to blend Greek and Jewish ideas
affected his moral philosophy. On one hand, his writ-
ings are filled with expressions of Jewish piety. In his
personal life, he practiced renunciation of the self
and sought immediate communion with God through
the Logos. On the other hand, much of Philo’s teach-
ing shows clear signs of Stoic origins; for example, in
the attention that he gives to virtue.

Philo differed from the Stoics in that he did not
believe that emotions needed to be rooted out. Again
harmonizing Greek philosophy with Hebrew Scrip-
ture, Philo held that most people were neither com-
pletely virtuous nor completely wicked. God’s grace
led people to improve. Also, based upon his reading
of Scripture, Philo included faith; philanthropia, or
giving help to those in need; and repentance in his list
of virtues. Moreover, he held that God would reward
virtuous acts in the spiritual hereafter.

James M. Dawsey

See also: Jewish ethics; Plato; Platonic ethics; Stoic
ethics; Torah.

Photojournalism
Definition: Profession of news photographers
Type of ethics: Media ethics
Significance: As the tellers of visual stories in the

news, photojournalists have special ethical and
legal responsibilities to create pictures that are
honest reflections of reality.

Photojournalism is the journalistic side of photogra-
phy that visually captures and documents moments
in time. Photographers create still-life documenta-
ries that tell stories about politics, sports, disasters,
wars, crime, and other situations that involve human
emotions, and supplement the written stories of the
news. The profession dates back to the mid-1800’s,
when photographs began being used as the bases for
engraved illustrations in news publications. By the
end of the century, the halftone process, a technique
that enabled printing something closer to true photo-
graphs, alongside text, was used worldwide. During
the 1930’s, candid photography was brought to the
masses and photojournalism, as it later became
known, was born. During that decade, many picture
magazines flourished, most notably Life, which then
set the world standard for photojournalism. As the
profession grew, so did the need for ethical standards.

The Right of Privacy
During the mid-nineteenth century, the journal-

ism profession underwent a major change after two
lawyers, Samuel D. Warren and Louis D. Brandeis,
argued for the right for privacy in an article published
in the Harvard Law Review. Their article stemmed
from the insensitive coverage by Boston newspapers
of a woman’s private social life. As a result of the law
review article, privacy doctrines were established in
journalism that set standards for both writers and
photojournalists.

The first principle, called appropriation, forbade
the unauthorized commercial use of private individu-
als’ names or identities. This principle protected the
property interests people have in their own names
and images. Examples of forbidden behavior in-
cluded photographing formally staged creative per-
formances without permission, photographing im-
ages for editorial purposes and then using them for
advertising without obtaining written permission,
and manipulating and deliberately distorting photo-
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graphic images without labeling them as “photo il-
lustrations.”

The second principle, intrusion and trespass, per-
tains to the offensive physical, electronic, or mechan-
ical invasion of other people’s solitude or seclusion.
Historically, this principle has been frequently vio-
lated by aggressive photojournalists, who trespass on
private property to get their pictures, and photogra-
phers of celebrities known as “paparazzi,” who are
notorious for their intrusiveness and disrespect for
the privacy of their subjects.

The second principle is closely related to the
third, the prohibition against public disclosure of pri-
vate information that is offensive or that is of not le-
gitimate concern to the public. Examples include
photographing undressed celebrities sunbathing on
their private yachts, eavesdropping with telephoto
lenses, and shooting pictures with hidden cameras.
Another prohibition is falsely portraying, distorting,
or fictionalizing a subject’s characteristics, conduct,
or beliefs, in reckless disregard of the subject’s pri-
vacy and reputation.

Although all persons are protected under these
principles, violations by photojournalists have been
common. The subjects of photojournalists who re-
ceive the least respect for their privacy are criminals,
followed by public officials (both elected and ap-
pointed), other public figures, celebrities, short-term
heroes in news stories, innocent victims of tragedies,
and relatives of prominent people. Photojournalists
who adhere to their profession’s ethical standards re-
spect the principles of privacy and try to get signed
releases from subjects not considered public figures
before publishing their pictures.

Professional Code of Ethics
The National Press Photographers Association, a

professional society of photojournalists, has created
a code of ethics for its members. The foundation of
the ethical code is built on truthfulness, honesty, and
objectivity. The code also calls for photojournalists
to maintain sympathy for humanity and to remember
their duty to society. The code advises photojournal-
ists to use common sense and good judgment in situa-
tions not covered in the code.

A policy on handling electronic images issued by
the Associated Press in 1990 states that photographs
should not be manipulated or changed in any way, so
that journalistic pictures always tell the truth. The

photojournalists’ code of ethics does not answer all
the questions faced by photojournalists. For example,
some of the most frequently occurring issues, includ-
ing publication of graphic images of nudity, obscene
behavior, severe injuries, dead people, and other forms
of human suffering, are the focus of many newsroom
debates. Even ostensibly innocent photographs of
children playing under sprinklers on hot summer
days might result in ethical and legal problems.

Betty Attaway-Fink
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Doctored Photos

In 1994, Time magazine used a manipulated police
mug shot of murder suspect O. J. Simpson on its
cover. The fact that the photograph had been altered
was immediately evident to anyone who compared
it to the cover of Newsweek magazine, which used
an unaltered version of the same shot. Time had al-
tered its cover photograph to such a degree that it
made Simpson’s face look darker, blurry, and un-
shaven, thus making him appear to be more sinister.
The person who altered the photograph justified his
manipulation, saying that he had wanted to make the
picture “more artful, more compelling.”

O. J. Simpson’s unretouched police mug
shot. (AP/Wide World Photos)

Image not available 
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Physician-patient relationship
Definition: Association between a doctor and client
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Ethical aspects of the physician-

patient relationship are governed both by codes of
professional conduct and by statutory law. The re-
lationship raises issues involving paternalism, au-
tonomy, confidentiality, and informed consent.

The two parties to any physician-patient relationship
are polarized in numerous respects, which normally
include (but are not limited to) educational status,
economic status, social status, and health status. The
presence of any combination of these differences in
status, and the extent to which they prevail, in any
particular physician-patient relationship has a de-
cided effect on the relationship itself. This is so be-

cause it is precisely these kinds of differences in sta-
tus that translate into differences in the interests,
goals, values, and expectations of the patient and of
the physician. Ultimately, these latter differences
all too often serve to undermine the success of the
physician-patient relationship.

While physician-patient relationships can involve
anything from preventive medical examinations of
patients whose health status is not noticeably dimin-
ished to the treatment of terminally ill patients who
are suffering from a significantly diminished health
status, Western medical orthodoxy has evolved in
such a way as to treat disease and illness after the fact
rather than to promote measures and practices that
might prevent the onset of disease or illness. Conse-
quently, the vast majority of people in Western cul-
tures who find themselves in a physician-patient rela-
tionship as the patient do so only after recognition of
their own diminished health status. This, too, has a
decided effect on the relationship in question. This is
true because the severity of the symptoms of the pa-
tient’s disease, illness, or injury determines the extent
to which the patient has also fallen victim to physio-
logical and/or emotional pain, impairment of the
cognitive and reasoning abilities, fear of the un-
known, and a perceived loss of control over oneself,
one’s body, and one’s world as one knows it.

For all these reasons, it is not atypical for the
physician-patient relationship to engender a very
one-sided imbalance of power, and it is precisely
this imbalance of power that raises the following
fundamental ethical issues that are inherent in the
physician-patient relationship: paternalism, auton-
omy, and informed consent.

Patient’s Right to Choose
Whenever a physician restricts or otherwise im-

pedes a patient’s freedom to determine what is done
by way of therapeutic measures to herself or himself
and attempts to justify such an intrusion by reasons
exclusively related to the welfare or needs of the pa-
tient, the physician can be construed to have acted pa-
ternalistically. To the extent that a physician engages
in such paternalistic practices with respect to a pa-
tient, the physician is failing to respect that patient’s
autonomy; that is, the patient’s moral right to self-
determination.

In spite of the fact that the primary goal of both the
physician and the patient should be the restoration of

1124

Physician-patient relationship Ethics



the patient’s optimal health status, any differences
between the interests, other goals, values, and expec-
tations of the patient as compared to those of the phy-
sician within the context of the very same therapeutic
relationship set the stage for paternalistic practices
on the part of the physician at the expense of the pa-
tient’s autonomy. Furthermore, the very presence of
any or all of the aforementioned by-products of the
symptoms of disease, illness, or injury serve only to
exacerbate the problem.

For example, an old patient with several major
medical problems, the combined effects of which in-
dicate that she has only a couple of weeks to live, de-
cides that she wants her kidney dialysis (which is her
lifeline because of chronic renal failure) discontin-
ued. Any additional week or so of her life that may be
gained by continuing the dialysis is, in her mind, far
outweighed both by her own poor quality of life and
by the emotional trauma being caused to her loved
ones. The attending physician, however, who is com-
mitted to a profession that is dedicated to healing and
to the sustaining of life, believes firmly that any
means of prolonging the life of this patient is justified
and should be pursued.

In this case, there would appear to be a conflict of
values, if not of expectations and interests, between
the physician and the patient, the result of which is
paternalistic practices on the part of the physician at
the expense of the patient’s autonomy. When asked to
justify his position, the physician might argue that
the patient’s cognitive and reasoning abilities have
been impaired by the combined symptoms of her
many and varied medical problems to the extent that
her capacity for effective deliberation concerning her
own medical treatment is significantly compromised
and that, consequently, the patient is no longer capa-
ble of autonomous decision making.

The central question in such a case is whether
the patient’s decision is consistent with the types of
values, interests, and goals that she has expressed
throughout her life, or, failing that, whether the pa-
tient’s decision is the reasonable outcome of a pru-
dent reassessment of her own values, interests, and
goals in the light of her present circumstances. The
answer to this question should determine whether the
patient is any longer capable of autonomous decision
making, and consequently, whether questions con-
cerning the transgression of the patient’s autonomy
should even arise.

Informed consent is intended to be both a moral
and a legal safeguard to respect the patient’s auton-
omy and to promote the welfare of the patient. In the
medical context, “informed consent” refers to a pa-
tient’s agreement to and approval of, upon obtaining
an understanding of all relevant information, a rec-
ommended treatment or procedure that is intended to
be of therapeutic value to the patient. The very con-
cept of informed consent raises the following ethical
questions.

Given the previously mentioned by-products of
the symptoms of disease, illness, or injury (up to and
including the impairment of cognitive and reasoning
abilities), what percentage of patients, either in the
physician’s office or in the medical institution, are
truly competent to provide their informed consent?
Given the various respects, already mentioned, in
which physicians and their patients are polarized,
what constitutes the proper quantity and quality of in-
formation necessary for a patient’s consent to be truly
informed? Given the imbalance of power that nor-
mally exists in the physician-patient relationship and
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When Physicians May Breach
Patient Confidentiality

Whether physicians or genetic counselors should
breach patient confidentiality in order to inform at-
risk relatives of their risks of developing genetic
diseases is an area of great controversy. The Amer-
ican Society of Human Genetics has argued that
professional disclosure of familial genetic infor-
mation to at-risk relatives, against a patient’s ex-
pressed wishes, is permitted when all these criteria
are met:

• the physicians cannot persuade the patients to
disclose the information

• the harm of not disclosing the information is se-
rious and foreseeable

• the patients’ at-risk relatives are known

• the diseases are preventable or treatable, or
early monitoring will reduce genetic risks

• the harm of not disclosing the genetic informa-
tion is greater than the harm of disclosure



the extreme authority status typically afforded physi-
cians, which together pose a serious threat of manip-
ulation of the patient, when, if ever, is a patient’s in-
formed consent truly voluntary?

In response to these and other ethical questions
that arise within the context of the physician-patient
relationship, various models of the relationship have
been proposed; however, each of these models has
been shown to be flawed (some more than others).
Suffice it to say that any model that is proposed for
any personal relationship, including that of physician
and patient, will fail to the extent that it does not ade-
quately appreciate the singular importance of the in-
dividual character of both parties to the relationship.
In the final analysis, any attempt to legislate morality
is doomed to fail.

Stephen C. Taylor
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Plagiarism
Definition: Unauthorized and unacknowledged ap-

propriation of other persons’ work in work that
one presents as one’s own; usually takes the form
of writing but may also occur in such other forms
as music, art, computer programming, and even
data collection

Type of ethics: Media ethics
Significance: Plagiarism can call into question the

unspoken contract between writer and reader, rob
original producers of the credit they deserve, and
fundamentally disrupt academic integrity and the
learning processes. Nonetheless, because defini-
tions of, and reactions to, plagiarism vary across
time and cultures and even among academics
themselves, its ethical ramifications are often dis-
puted.

The word “plagiarism” derives from plagiarius, a
Latin word for kidnapper. Despite plagiarism’s vio-
lent etymology and the fact that plagiarism itself is
often regarded as theft, plagiarism is a practice that
robs its victims of nothing material. It is related to
copyright violation and fraud but should not be con-
fused with those practices, which differ from plagia-
rism in being offenses that are punishable under legal
statutes. For professional writers, journalists, and
scholars found guilty of plagiarism, however, the
practice can be grounds for dismissal and public dis-
grace. Most universities have policies warning stu-
dents that if they plagiarize in their course work, they
will fail their courses. Repeat plagiarism violations
usually result in expulsion from universities.

Around the turn of the twenty-first century, pla-
giarism was receiving considerable attention, both in
the mainstream media and among educators. Fa-
mous—and sometimes controversial—cases in-
cluded accusations of plagiarism against Martin Lu-
ther King, Jr., historian and scholar Doris Kearns
Goodwin, and New York Times reporter Jayson Blair.

Plagiarism was becoming increasingly recog-
nized as a widespread and growing problem, made
easier by such new information technologies as the
Internet, that allow for both easy research and source
retrieval and easy ways to cut and paste without attri-
bution.
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Problems with Defining Plagiarism
Statistics about the pervasiveness of plagiarism

have revealed certain contradictions. For example,
some reports have suggested that anywhere from 45
percent to 80 percent of high school students have ad-
mitted to “cheating,” while some 15 percent to 54
percent say that have plagiarized from sites on the
Internet’s World Wide Web. These wide variations
in statistics, and the evident discrepancies between
cheating and plagiarism rates, may suggest
that some students do not consider plagiarism
to be “cheating” or that they do not consider
what they do to be plagiarism. Indeed, in a
2003 survey conducted by Rutgers University
professor Donald L. McCabe, approximately
half the students surveyed declared that they
did not think it was cheating to copy up to an
entire paragraph of text from the Web.

Most of those students’ teachers would dis-
agree, although they, too, vary in how they de-
fine this problem. Any sort of blatant fraud—
such as downloading or purchasing entire term
papers or articles and presenting them as one’s
own work—is generally reviled as an extreme
form of dishonesty. It is also usually consid-
ered plagiarism to include in one’s paper literal
word-for-word copies of substantial portions
of others’ work when the original sources are
not acknowledged.

Plagiaristic practices can also include the
failure to credit sources when presenting other
writers’ ideas, even when they are merely para-
phrased or summarized. However, this view is
complicated by the fact that what people con-
sider to be “common knowledge”—which
usually does not need to be cited—varies from
discipline to discipline and among student lev-
els within a discipline. Sometimes, using quo-
tation marks but not citations, or listing sources
only at the end of a paper, without providing
appropriate footnotes within the text, may be
considered plagiarism, though this might more
accurately be called improper citation.

Importance of Citation
Because plagiarism involves a failure to

provide acknowledgment, it is useful to under-
stand why academics consider citation impor-
tant. As with the definition of plagiarism, there

are multiple rationales. Many people focus on the
moral issues, believing that citing is the fair or ethical
thing to do because it gives recognition to others
whose ideas are important to one’s own work. They
believe that to deny credit is tantamount to stealing
another person’s ideas.

Other people focus on the social ethics involved,
explaining that citations work to build a community
of scholars. They believe that all knowledge is ulti-

1127

Ethics Plagiarism

After it was revealed that the New York Times’ rising star
reporter Jayson Blair had filled his news stories with pla-
giarized material and pure fiction, he was fired, and there
was a shakeup in the newspaper’s top editorial staff. After-
ward, Blair published a memoir, Burning Down My Mas-
ter’s House: My Life at “The New York Times” (2004), that
was filled with revelations about shoddy practices at the
newspaper but which failed to justify his own actions. (AP/
Wide World Photos)
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mately collaborative and want all persons involved in
its creation to be recognized as contributors to the
process. Such a rationale, like the first, relies on no-
tions of fairness to earlier producers.

Citations also serve an intellectual purpose,
showing the history of ideas and how they have de-
veloped over time. At the same time, they also help
ensure the accuracy of one’s work, as the listed
sources can be tracked, traced, and corroborated. Of
little ethical significance, though important rhetori-
cally, citations help bolster a writer’s authority.
Through citation, writers exhibit knowledge of the
field on which they are writing and show the support-
ing evidence for their ideas, thus giving their work as
a whole more credibility and legitimacy in the eyes of
their readers.

Finally, there is what may be called the amoral ra-
tionale, which considers citations one of many social
and genre-specific conventions that writers must em-
ulate in order to demonstrate proficiency in their
particular realm of writing. For example, while aca-
demic essays demand extensive attribution, a maga-
zine article may rely on paraphrasing or summariz-
ing with few or no references listed. Some workplace
writing, especially anonymous or bureaucratic
forms, use no citations at all, and even the direct tran-
scription of sources may be acceptable.

Even among educators, however, the understand-
ing of the ethical issues surrounding plagiarism may
vary according to one’s academic, theoretical, or
methodological framework.

Approaches to Plagiarism
The traditional approach calls on universal moral

standards in casting all sorts of plagiarism as cheat-
ing. It decries plagiarism as fundamentally immoral,
equivalent to theft or lying, because it violates tenets
of authorial originality. It may place the blame for
plagiarism on permissive social values or moral rela-
tivism. There are concerns that this sort of cheating is
becoming an acceptable part of the student culture of
high schools and colleges. Illustrated in most univer-
sity policies, this approach fails to distinguish be-
tween types of plagiarism or the differing conven-
tions governing writing tasks. It also may not factor
in intentionality—whether or not writers purposely
set out to deceive their teachers—or deficiencies in
understanding the norms of citation use.

In the historical approach, those studying the his-

tory of plagiarism view the concept—and its ethical
ramifications—as developing in specific and dispa-
rate cultural contexts. They assert that plagiarism is
not a universally despised example of “theft” or “dis-
honesty.” Instead, they see it as a set of practices that
carries diverse moral inflections and receives vari-
ous ethical treatments. Unacknowledged copying, in
other words, may be normative in one era and decried
in another. For example, Renaissance writers es-
teemed imitation, seeing it as a way of exhibiting
one’s learning and expressing one’s debt to earlier
writers. Knowledge was believed to be shared, and
inspiration was seen as a gift from God.

With the rise of the print marketplace in the eigh-
teenth century, however, the financial stakes were
raised. The first copyright law was passed in 1709 at
the urging of booksellers; the notion of individual ar-
tistic originality developed over the next half century.
With a vested interested in seeing their writing as
property, a new class of professional writers begin
representing plagiarism as a pressing moral and artis-
tic concern.

Literary historians are thus careful, when discuss-
ing plagiarism, not to present it as a concept that is
“naturally” or “normally” understood as a timeless
social ill, but one that bears the imprint of the cultural
expectations of specific times and places. Practition-
ers of this approach have been charged with convey-
ing a dangerous moral relativism, though most do not
condone cheating, copying, or fraudulent authorship
in an academic environment.

Impact of Technology
As the World Wide Web has increasingly become

many students’ primary research tool, new technol-
ogy-based forms of plagiarism have proliferated. Not
only can students easily download or cut and paste
from a variety of legitimate information sites, but
digital “paper mills”—online businesses that sell
completed student papers—make the most egregious
forms of plagiarism easier than ever. Some observers
believe that the only way to combat the increased op-
portunities for “cyber-plagiarism” provided by these
new opportunities is to turn to technology itself.
Web-based search engines such as Google can often
track down, in seconds, the Web sources copied into
student papers.

Furthermore, services have been created that pro-
vide online plagiarism-detection software; Turnitin
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.com is one of the most widely used. Many universi-
ties or their individual departments subscribe to such
services, knowing that their doing so deters student
cheating, even when individual teachers do not use
these services themselves. Nonetheless, ethical ques-
tions have been raised about possible violations of
student privacy—every paper submitted becomes
part of the business’s database—and the propriety of
responding to all student work with suspicion.

Another way of understanding Internet-specific
plagiarism, however, suggests that these may be fu-
tile—or even reactionary—responses. They see the
ease with which students can copy from the Internet
not as a temptation, but a new way of thinking about
creating texts. Much information on the Web, after
all, is collective or anonymous. Web pages often
contain chunks of other pages, and graphics freely
circulate—mostly without attribution. The Web’s
ephemeral nature is thought to be fundamentally in-
compatible with the fixity of text required for “real”
plagiarism. Supporters of these ideas draw on his-
torical studies to highlight the different practices of
writing supported by modern communication tech-
nologies in contrast to those based in market- and
property-driven print forms. They believe that new
media bring with them a new ethos, and that popular
notions of the morality of plagiarism are outdated.
Others, however, decry what has been termed the
“Napsterization of knowledge” and urge a continua-
tion of print-based ways of understanding and regu-
lating the copying of texts.

Pedagogical Approach
Many of those concerned about student plagia-

rism—whether they draw on conservative, historical,
or technological approaches to understand it—assert
that a large part of the ethical responsibility for the
problem lies with educators themselves. Many com-
position instructors, for example, believe that while
academic dishonesty should be condemned, proper
research methodology, source use, and citation prac-
tices should be more rigorously taught to students.
Indeed, many believe that “patchwriting,” as
Rebecca Howard terms the linking together of sev-
eral paraphrases from unacknowledged sources, is an
important stage in the evolution of student knowl-
edge and rhetorical skill.

Such critics may also view plagiarism as a prob-
lem in the development of “voice,” a reflection of a

student’s lack of confidence in his or her own opin-
ions and authority, or a misunderstanding of the very
purposes of academic writing. Because they see pla-
giarism as a complex learning issue, these educators
question the morality of “prosecuting” students for
their ignorance or lack of ability, and they resent the
negative effects that the “policing” of plagiarism has
on teacher-student relations. Many policy statements
written by this camp thus classify plagiarism into two
tiers, distinguishing purposeful fraud from acciden-
tal source misuse.

The pedagogical approach goes beyond the teach-
ing of writing skills, however. It also focuses on ways
instructors can structure classrooms actively to pre-
vent plagiarism. Some insist that academic integrity
itself not be taken for granted, but should be routinely
explained to, and discussed with, students. Others
suggest that teachers should develop more assign-
ments that are difficult to plagiarize because of their
specificity, their reliance on course materials, or their
relevance to student lives and individual opinions.

Ethical Implications
Clearly, plagiarism is a complex issue with a rich

history. There are a variety of ways to define and re-
spond to it. Perhaps the most urgent ethical responsi-
bility of students and educators alike, then, is that
they continue to explore together the complicated
questions engendered by these multiple approaches.

Lisa Maruca
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Plato
Identification: Ancient Greek philosopher
Born: Aristocles; c. 427 b.c.e., Athens, Greece
Died: 347 b.c.e., Athens, Greece
Type of ethics: Classical history
Significance: One of the most significant figures in

the history of philosophy, Plato wrote numerous
dialogues which either preserved the words of
Socrates or employed Socrates as a fictional char-

acter. In Republic (Politeia, 388-368 b.c.e.) and
other writings, Plato developed a theory of justice
based upon a division of the soul in which each
part performs a distinctive function.

Plato’s writings are in a dialogue format. He dis-
cusses philosophical topics through question-and-
answer sessions conducted by Socrates. The Socra-
tes of the Platonic dialogues is very closely modeled
after the historical Socrates, whose life and death had
a tremendous influence upon Plato. The Socrates of
the dialogues is, however, at least in part, a fictional
character used to impart Platonic themes.

Plato’s dialogues are divided into three groups:
the early, or Socratic, dialogues; the dialogues of
middle age; and the dialogues of old age. The early
dialogues employ a particularly rigorous dialectic
form. These dialogues frequently deal with ethical
topics. In Protagoras (399-390 b.c.e.) and Meno
(388-368 b.c.e.), Plato asks whether virtue can be
taught. In Protagoras and Euthydemus (388-368
b.c.e.), he argues both for and against the supposed
Socratic doctrine that virtue and knowledge are iden-
tical. In Gorgias (399-390 b.c.e.), Plato considers
whether it is better to do a wrong than to suffer one. In
Protagoras, he accepts the hedonistic position that
one ought to seek pleasure, but in Gorgias, he argues
against it. Plato also considers definitions of major
ethical terms. He questions the nature of courage,
justice, temperance, and piety.

Theory of Forms and Importance of
Knowledge for Ethics

Plato is perhaps best known for the theory that
true reality belongs to eternal, immutable forms. All
other things are poor copies of these realities. Ac-
cording to Plato, there are two “worlds”: the world of
being and that of becoming. Physical objects and
copies of these objects (for example, a horse and the
shadow of a horse) belong to the two levels of the
world of becoming. These things change, come into
being, and perish. Forms (such as beauty and justice)
and mathematical concepts belong to the world of be-
ing. These entities are eternal and possess more real-
ity than do mutable objects. Everything is made pos-
sible by the form of the good.

The theory that more knowledge can be had at
higher levels is central to Plato’s epistemology and
ethics. One important aspect of Platonic ethical the-
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ory is that the moral individual strives to obtain more
knowledge and thus to come closer to the good.

Two important points are illuminated through this
discussion of the moral individual’s movement to-
ward the good. The first of these is the Platonic/
Socratic doctrine that “to know the good is to do the
good.” Plato argues that a failure to do good is simply
a lack of knowledge. Ignorance causes one to behave
wrongly.

Plato also argues that reason is more important for
ethics than is pleasure. Reason is primary because
one must determine which things bring more or less
pleasure. Again, the moral individual is the knowl-
edgeable individual.

Definition of Justice
In Republic, Plato puts forward his conception of

the ideal state. In book 1, Socrates is concerned with
the definition of justice. He believes that justice is
preferable to injustice but needs support for this con-
viction. He moves the discussion to a different level.
If one can discern justice in the larger context of a
state, then one should be able to understand the
meaning of justice at the level of the individual. Plato
thus develops a political model for his theory of jus-
tice.

In the same way that the just state is the state in
which each individual is doing what he or she does
best, so the just soul is the soul in which each “part” is
performing its unique function. The soul, according
to Plato, has three parts: reason, spirit, and appetites.
It is, as he explains in Phaedrus (388-368 b.c.e.), like
a charioteer (reason) trying to control two horses, a
wayward one (the appetites) and one that can take or-
ders (the spirited one). The charioteer can reach his
goal only when the horses are in control. Likewise,
the soul is in harmony only when reason controls and
sets the goals, the spirited element moves toward the
goals, and the appetites are in control.

Plato explains that there is a virtue that corre-
sponds to each division of the soul. Properly func-
tioning reason has wisdom. The spirit that moves in
accordance with reason has courage. The appetites,
which are under the control of reason, have temper-
ance. All three parts of the soul working in harmony
exhibit the virtue of justice. These four cardinal vir-
tues are an important part of Plato’s ethical theory.
His concern is more with what kind of person one

should be than with what kinds of things one should
do. Again, to be wise is to do good.

Place in History
Plato develops an absolutist ethical theory. There

is a “right” and a “good” toward which to aspire. He
develops this theory to respond to the skepticism and
the relativism of the Sophists. One person may be
more or less just than another, but each is just in that
he or she copies or participates in the form of jus-
tice. This form is eternal and unchanging—an abso-
lute.

Alfred North Whitehead claimed that all philoso-
phy after Plato is a series of footnotes to Plato. This is
especially true with regard to ethics. Aristotle (384-
322 b.c.e.) developed a virtue-based theory of ethics
similar to that described above and yet with its own
peculiarly Aristotelian slant. Other ethical theories
are patterned after that of Aristotle and, thus, that of
Plato. Furthermore, any ethical theory insisting upon
absolutes is Platonic.

Rita C. Hinton
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Platonic ethics
Definition: Moral system put forward by, or mod-

eled on that of, Plato, primarily concerned with
ideal ethical forms and with the most ethically
beneficial form of government

Type of ethics: Classical history; theory of ethics
Significance: Plato’s ethics have influenced moral

philosophy for millennia by framing the questions
that have occupied ethicists and by securing the
place of reason in the resolution of ethical issues.

The key ethical topics of Plato’s dialogues may be
listed as follows: the definition of the virtues, most
prominently justice, moderation, courage, wisdom,
and piety; the so-called Socratic paradoxes (first, that
no one sins knowingly, and second, that virtue is
knowledge); the inseparability of virtue and happi-
ness (eudaimonia); the relation of the virtues to polit-
ical life; the virtues as subspecies of the idea of the
good; and the denunciation of hedonism—that is, the
rejection of the popular notion that pleasure is that
which produces happiness.

Beyond these topics, which are explicitly identi-
fied by Plato, the dialogues address numerous areas
of ethical import. These include the existence of the
soul, immortality, and life after death (in the dialogue
Phaedo); rewards and punishments; education; the
value of the fine arts; men’s duties to the gods, to
other men, to their cities, to their families, and to
themselves; the rights and duties of women; and in
the story of Gyges and his invisibility ring (Repub-
lic), the question of whether the moral status of one’s
conduct should depend on the consequences of that
conduct.

History
The event that more than any other turned Plato

from politics to philosophy was the trial and condem-
nation of his teacher, Socrates, in the year 399 b.c.e.
In his Phaedo, written while he was still in his twen-
ties and poignantly close to the memory of Socrates,
Plato described Socrates as the best, most intelligent,
and most moral man of his time. After that, Plato de-
termined to take no active part in the radically demo-
cratic Athenian judicial or governmental system,
which he came to define as the government of those
least qualified by temperament and intelligence to
rule.

Plato’s antidote to what he felt to be the rule of the
mob was his concept of government by philosopher-
kings, people prepared by lifelong education to be
good rulers. In his most famous dialogue, Republic,
he stated that “Unless philosophers become kings of
states or else those who are now kings and rulers be-
come real and adequate philosophers . . . there can be
no respite from evil for states or, I believe, for the hu-
man race.”

This idea antedated by many years the appearance
of Republic. According to Plato’s “Seventh Letter,”
the search for a king whom he might train in philoso-
phy led him in about 389 b.c.e. to Syracuse, Sicily.
Having failed in this attempt to turn the Syracusan
tyrant Dionysius I into a philosopher-king, Plato
returned to Athens in 387 and in the latter 380’s
founded his Academy, which J. E. Raven called “a
training ground for future statesmen.” Republic was
most likely produced soon afterward, during the
early 370’s.

Any study of Plato’s ethical thought must begin
with Socrates’ attempts to refute the moral relativism
of the sophists. Plato’s ethics seems to have evolved
beyond his master’s, for Plato continued to explore
the field in his mature and in his latest dialogues, in-
cluding Republic, Philebos, and Laws.

The sophists had said that the only ethical stan-
dards that were morally binding on an individual’s
behavior were those that all people agreed to or that
followed the laws of nature (physis). Most of the
rules people live by are, they said, really only local
norms or customs (nomos) that hold little or no moral
force. In most cases, therefore, each person is the
judge of what is good for himself or herself, and eth-
ics (the ethical measure of physis) does not really
come into play. Where it is simply a matter of nomos,
the operative rule was “man is the measure”; that is,
what seemed to each individual to be good was, for
him, good.

A prime example of a natural law (physis) preva-
lent universally in the world and thus binding on hu-
manity was that of the sophist Thrasymachus, who in
Republic argued that “might makes right.” In the
Gorgias, Plato makes Callicles of Acharnae articu-
late the corollary sophist view that local laws were ar-
tificial and conventional (mere nomos) and framed
by the many weak men as a means of keeping the
strong under their control.
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Definition of the Virtues
Socrates responded (as is known from Plato’s ear-

lier, or Socratic, dialogues) that individual virtues
such as courage (discussed in Laches), moderation
(Charmides), piety (Euthyphro), and justice (Repub-
lic) could be defined for all to understand, so as to
place most or all ethical activity under the umbrella
of universally accepted standards. The realm in
which each person was to be judge of the ethical
quality of his own actions was much reduced; sophist
ethics was defeated.

The Socratic contribution to ethical thought—
essential in Plato’s system—was identified by Aris-
totle, who credited Socrates with laying down the
principles of “universal definition and inductive rea-
soning”; that is, arriving at the universal definition of
each virtue by means of a discussion and analysis of
particular actions (inductive reasoning).

The Socratic Paradoxes
In developing his own ethical program, Plato

took his point of departure from the so-called So-
cratic paradoxes. The first paradox argues that all
men naturally seek to do good but often act wrongly
because they mistake evil for good. Men thus commit
sin involuntarily and out of ignorance (Protagoras).
This paradox allows Plato, with Socrates, to define
all sin or evil as ignorance and, conversely, to assert
that all virtue is knowledge or wisdom: the second
paradox.

This knowledge is available to men in general, but
ordinary men occasionally err. It thus behooves the
best men to acquire knowledge about the virtues, un-
derstand their nature, and act on a foundation of
knowledge. This is no easy matter and requires a life-
long pursuit of wisdom (Republic). Thus, philoso-
phers (seekers of wisdom) will be the wisest and,
seeking the good (as all men do), will be less likely
to err.

John Gould, in The Development of Plato’s Eth-
ics (1955), strongly asserts that the goal of Plato’s
ethical system (virtue, or areté) was always to lead
to virtuous activity or behavior—for example, jus-
tice in the soul will express itself in just action—
not merely to arrive at a valid ethical theory. This
too was inspired by Socrates, as Plato dramatically
demonstrated in the Crito, in which his teacher put
his ethics into action by accepting the sentence of
death as legally binding, refusing to escape from

prison when he had the opportunity to do so, and re-
fusing to disobey the state’s command that he take
poison.

The Teachability of Virtue
Since virtue is knowledge and all men possess an

innate capacity for knowledge, then virtue can be
taught, and teaching and guidance may direct an indi-
vidual toward good. On this point Plato seems ini-
tially to have wavered, for in the Meno Plato has Soc-
rates say that virtue comes rather by chance, while in
the Protagoras he suggests its teachability. Thus, the
moral and political education of youths depends on
the identity of virtue with knowledge and therefore
on the teachability of virtue.

Plato’s Theory of Ideas or Forms as
Related to Ethics

When one comes really to know the virtues, it is
the immutable, stable, and abiding idea, form, or uni-
versal definition of the virtue that one comes to
know. In the Gorgias, Plato has Socrates make the
point that belief or opinion (which Gorgias, as a
sophist, teaches) is not a sufficient standard for guid-
ing moral and political life. The idea (or definition) of
a virtue is learned by induction from particular case
studies of the virtue in action.

In Republic, Plato lays out the course of lifelong
study whose goal is the attainment of knowledge of
the ideas and of the highest of the ideas, which Plato
variously calls the idea of beauty, truth, or the good.
Intimate knowledge of the ideas of the different vir-
tues allows the guardians of the state to recognize the
virtues and their opposites in every action in which
they are present.

After a primary education (to age eighteen), the
citizens, especially those who will emerge as guard-
ians of the republic, are made to dwell in beauti-
ful surroundings so as to attain a love of the idea of
the beautiful-in-itself. They next serve two years of
military service. This is followed by the citizens’
higher education, which consists of ten years in “pro-
paedeutic” (preparatory) studies for those who will
become the guardians or philosopher-kings of the
state. The subjects studied in this phase are arithme-
tic, geometry, astronomy, and harmonics (music).
The purpose of this scientific quadrivium is to lead
the mind away from material and changing objects
of the realm of opinion (for example, two apples,
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two cubes) to immaterial and immutable realities (for
example, the concept of “two” and “cubeness”).

Plato had derived from Pythagoras a respect for
abstract numbers as unchanging realities. Numbers
are akin to the unchanging ideas of the virtues, and
this training in correct thinking about numbers, Plato
thought, prepared the mind to recognize virtue and
vice in action. Many aspiring guardians would be left
behind during this phase of education.

The final level of higher education consisted of
five years of training in dialectic, also known as the
Socratic elenchos. Dialectic is the process of repeat-
edly proposing hypotheses and drawing out conse-
quences, used by Socrates in his conversations with
his pupils. By this means of interlocution, the pupils
were drawn ever closer to the irrefutable and true hy-
pothesis that it had always been the purpose of the
session to achieve. Thus, the pupils, future guardians,
were trained to brainstorm, together or privately, in
the quest for the form or idea that defined and pro-
duced knowledge about the virtue in question. This
knowledge enabled the guardians to know which hu-
man actions claiming to share in the virtue in ques-
tion were virtuous and which were not. No doubt,
other citizens would, at this final plateau, fail to qual-
ify for the ranks of the guardians. Completion of
training in dialectic brought the guardians to age
thirty-five.

The Overriding Idea of the Good
Some Plato scholars are troubled that in the minor

dialogues (Laches, among others), the definitions of
the virtues sometimes break down when Socrates
tests them for their production of happiness in an in-
dividual or city. That Plato may have done this delib-
erately in these early dialogues is indicated by the
hints of dramatic purpose as opposed to an air of ten-
tative inquiry in their structure and logic.

In Republic, Plato himself warns that these early
definitions of virtues are not final. The utility of vir-
tue must be related to an ultimate standard or ideal of
the good. He devotes much of Republic and Sympo-
sium to achieving this.

For Plato, the forms of the virtues are themselves
subcategories of the idea of the good. In reality, mod-
eration, justice, and all the other virtues, including
knowledge, are virtues because they participate in
goodness. Plato is clear about this in Republic, where
he calls the good the ultimate aim of life, the final ob-

ject of desire, and the sustaining cause of everything
else. The virtues, whether severally or united under
the paradox that all virtue is knowledge, themselves
aim at the good.

It is the guardians’vision of the good that enables
them to inculcate right opinion, teach virtue, and
mold character and institutions in the light of a rea-
soned concept of goodness in private and public life.

The Symposium and other dialogues provide par-
allels to the idea of the good as final cause by looking,
for example, at a hierarchy of friendship, passion,
and love culminating in the apprehension of the idea
of beauty, which is depicted by Plato as practically
identical to the good.

The Relationship of Utility and
Pleasure to Ethics

Plato is clear in rejecting Protagoras’s dictum that
pleasure is to be identified with the good. He denies
as well the notion that utility is the source and goal of
morality. In Lysis and Symposium, Plato rejects the
theory that the good is desired as a remedy against
evil because that would make the good merely a
means to an end. For the same reason, he explic-
itly rejects the hope of immortality as the origin of
and reasons for people’s morality. In Republic, he
strenuously opposes the view of Thrasymachus and
Callicles that justice is an artificial convention de-
vised by the weak in their conspiracy to neutralize the
strong.

In his article “Plato’s Ethics,” Paul Shorey be-
lieves Plato’s whole ethical thrust to be a polemic
against hedonism: “This doctrine of the negativity of
what men call pleasure is the fundamental basis of
Plato’s ethics.” On this basis, Shorey continues, rests
Plato’s demonstration that virtue and happiness are
one. Moreover, pleasures are never pure but always
mixed with desire or pain. Finally, Shorey adds,
“Pleasure and pain, like confidence and fear, are fool-
ish counselors.”

The dialogues devote much space to analyzing
the concept of pleasure, which arises in some form
in more dialogues than does any other issue. The
Gorgias and Philebos directly oppose the sophist
doctrine that defines the good as pleasure and that as-
serts that true happiness comes from gratifying the
sensual appetites. This repudiation of hedonism also
appears in Phaedo and Republic. In Republic, where
Plato presents the idea of man’s tripartite soul, plea-
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sures are ranked as intellectual, energetic, and sen-
sual. Plato allowed the thesis of the Protagoras that a
surplus of pleasure is good, but only when the plea-
sure is kept in perspective and is free from all evil
consequences. Only in the sense that it suited his eth-
ical system to argue that the virtuous life is the most
pleasurable did Plato make Socrates identify plea-
sure and the good at the end of Protagoras. Rather, it
is wisdom (sophia) that delivers happiness, for wis-
dom always achieves its object, wisdom never acts in
error, and absence of error entails happiness.

Final Developments in Plato’s Ethics
In Plato’s last years, his ethical approach under-

went a change little noticed in discussions of main-
stream Platonism. John Gould remarks that in his last
work, Laws, “Plato the aristocrat, Plato the construc-
tor of systems, Plato the lover of the aesthetic are all
represented in their final and most convincing forms,
while the ghost of Socrates . . . is no longer present
even in the dramatis personae.”

In Laws, the thrust is still the perfection of the in-
dividual, but now no longer through the personal ac-
quisition of virtue. Instead, the individual is to be im-
proved by means of ideal legislation whose explicit
goal is the control and obliteration of nonvirtuous be-
havior in the interest of the perfection of society. In
this last dialogue of Plato’s corpus, the primary virtues
are given their own separate existence as sfphrosynt
(moderation or temperance), dikaiosyne (justice),
phronesis (wisdom), and andreia (courage), and pos-
session of only one of them is not sufficient.

Plato’s thinking has, in fact, undergone a change
from that of his Socratic period. In his new ideal state,
the legislator will guide his people to virtue by ma-
nipulating the distribution of honor and dishonor and
by using the pleasures, desires, and passions that mo-
tivate people: a kind of nascent behaviorist theory.
By using a system of repetitive propaganda to work
on popular emotions, he will steer them to virtue
(areté). Plato’s goal was ever the same. What changed
in his latter years was his attitude toward human na-
ture, which became more pessimistic. The mistakes
of Athenian democracy, rule by the masses, had con-
vinced him that a more thoroughgoing system of con-
trols had to prevail, and this he intended to provide in
his new “second-best” state, governed not by philos-
ophers but by law.

Daniel C. Scavone
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“Playing god” in medical
decision making

Definition: Concept based on the idea that in mak-
ing decisions—particularly those relating to mat-
ters of life and death—medical practitioners and
researchers exercise godlike powers

Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: The idea of “playing god” may arouse

opposition from some individuals and groups
who do not believe that human beings should in-
tervene in what they see as a divine plan—either
to save life, to allow death, or to engage in re-
search that violates what is perceived as the natu-
ral order of things, thus making such activities un-
ethical.

In 1982, theological representatives of three major
religions advised the President’s Commission for the
Study of Ethical Problems in Medicine and Biomedi-
cal and Behavioral Research. They concluded that
the abilities to carry out treatment and research and to
make related decisions raise issues of responsibility,
rather than simple prohibition based on purely moral
grounds. In fact, they asserted that human beings
may actually have a responsibility to pursue that
which can improve and benefit human life, and to re-
fuse to do so may be unethical in itself.

Theologically, human beings, having God-given
powers, can be seen as co-creators with the Supreme
Creator. Many religions therefore respect and sup-
port the acquisition of knowledge about nature that
has great potential both for improving human life or
endangering it and thus stresses responsibility for its
use. The ability to “play God” may then reflect not an

objection to action, but an expression of awe and con-
cern not only from religious institutions, but from
secular institutions as well.

Martha O. Loustaunau

See also: Brain death; Experimentation; Infanti-
cide; Life and death; Medical ethics; Medical re-
search; Nazi science; Physician-patient relationship;
“Slippery-slope” arguments; Stem cell research;
Triage.

Plessy v. Ferguson
The Event: U.S. Supreme Court decision that gave

legal sanction to racial segregation in the United
States by affirming that separate-but-equal ac-
commodations for blacks and whites were consti-
tutional

Date: Ruling made on May 18, 1896
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: The Court’s decision in Plessy ren-

dered racial segregation legal in the United States
for almost sixty years, until it was overturned by a
much more progressive Court.

Plessy v. Ferguson was provoked by an African
American challenge that argued that an act of Louisi-
ana’s legislature was unconstitutional because it vio-
lated the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments to
the U.S. Constitution. The act in question required all
railroads to provide “equal but separate” accommo-
dations for blacks and whites and also forbade inter-
mingling between the two groups.

The Supreme Court’s majority opinion concen-
trated on the Fourteenth Amendment. The Court ac-
knowledged that “the object of the amendment was
undoubtedly to enforce the absolute equality of the
two races before the law,” but the majority opinion
also underscored that “in the nature of things, it could
not have been intended to abolish distinctions based
upon color, or to enforce social, as distinguished
from political equality.” The effect of this decision
was to give legal sanction to segregation in the United
States.

Significantly, the Court’s decision was not unani-
mous. There was a lone dissenter, Justice John M.
Harlan, whose minority opinion argued that the U.S.
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Constitution is “color-blind, and neither knows nor
tolerates classes among citizens. In respect of civil
rights, all citizens are equal before the law.” Justice
Harlan’s opinion later became the unanimous opin-
ion of the Court in Brown v. Board of Education,
which overturned the separate-but-equal principle.

See also: Brown v. Board of Education; Civil Rights
movement; Racial prejudice; Racism; Segregation;
Supreme Court, U.S.

Pluralism
Definition: Theory that there is not only one valid

set of values and principles, but rather a plurality
of such sets

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics; beliefs and
practices

Significance: Pluralism takes a middle path be-
tween moral relativism on one hand and moral ab-
solutism on the other. Absolutism holds that there
is a single, universal moral law that applies to
everyone in all situations, and all other moral val-
ues are invalid. Relativism holds that all moral
systems are equally valid and no set of values is
better than any other set of values. Pluralism, or
perspectivism, holds that some value systems are
indeed superior to other value systems, but there
will always be at least two different, mutually ex-
clusive systems which are equally valid.

Pluralism as it is associated with ethics has had a long
history. One can find a precedent in Aristotle for the
view that there is no master principle, no moral prin-
ciple that applies unequivocally to all concrete situa-
tions and circumstances. A rule that might apply in
one situation might not apply in another. For exam-
ple, although it may ordinarily be wrong to lie, it
could be right to lie if doing so will save someone’s
life. The moral principle that determines the right
thing to do, therefore, is dependent upon the circum-
stances, and since there are many concrete situations
and circumstances, there is a plurality of ways of do-
ing the right thing. As Aristotle would put this, there
is a plurality of ways to achieve the good life, and
each of these ways entails the actualization of differ-
ent values and moral principles.

Pluralism is to be distinguished from both mo-
nism and relativism. A monist argues that there is an
overarching moral principle that unambiguously pre-
scribes what to do in any and every circumstance. An
example of such a principle is the utilitarian greatest-
happiness principle, which holds that, in every ac-
tion, one ought to act so as to create the greatest
amount of happiness for the greatest number of peo-
ple. The relativist, however, although agreeing with
the pluralist that values depend upon circumstances,
claims that there is no objective reason for what is
right or wrong other than simply what the people in a
given culture or circumstance do.

The pluralist believes that there is such an objec-
tive reason; thus, even though there is a plurality of
ways to achieve the good life, Aristotle nevertheless
argues that each way is objectively right precisely be-
cause it does achieve the good life. The pluralist,
therefore, agrees with the monist that there is to be an
objective criterion whereby moral values are to be
judged but disagrees with the monist in that the plu-
ralist argues that there is no unique set or system of
values that is the only one that satisfies the criteria.
Likewise, the pluralist agrees with the relativist that
there is a plurality of values but disagrees with the
relativist’s claim that such values are not legitimated
by an objective criterion.

Amélie Rorty, in her essay “The Advantages of
Moral Diversity” (1992), argues for a version of Ar-
istotelian pluralism. Like Aristotle, she claims that
there is no unique and single conception of what ev-
eryone ought to do to achieve the good life. Further-
more, Rorty argues that learning to live and cooper-
ate with others who have different values from our
own is beneficial to achieving the good life. A
deontologist, who argues that the consequences of an
action are not to be considered when determining the
moral worth of an action, and a utilitarian, who
claims that the consequences are to be considered,
will, Rorty believes, when living and cooperating to-
gether, keep each other in line; and this keeping each
other in line is precisely what Rorty believes to be
beneficial for the attainment of the good life.

John Kekes, in his book The Morality of Plural-
ism (1993), holds a position similar to those of Rorty
and Aristotle. He also argues that there is a plurality
of ways to achieve the good life and that each way
requires the realization of often radically different
types of values. He also claims that having radically
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different values present in a society is, as Rorty ar-
gued, beneficial both to society and to individuals.

Variations
Pluralism is not, however, without its variations.

Peter Wenz, for example, in “Minimal, Moderate, and
Extreme Moral Pluralism” (1993), accuses the plu-
ralist who argues for the advantages of having radi-
cally different, if not contradictory, values coexisting
together of promoting incoherence and inconsistency
in ethics. This brand of pluralism he labels “extreme
pluralism.” Rorty and Kekes, however, although call-
ing for the coexistence of radically different values in
society, do not call for an individual to hold contra-
dictory values. An individual, they maintain, should
sustain a consistent and coherent system of values,
whereas society ought to maintain a plurality of val-
ues. For this reason, Rorty and Kekes are not to be
seen as pluralists of the type that Wenz criticizes.

Christopher Stone, an environmental ethicist who
argues for moral pluralism, does hold that an individ-
ual ought to maintain radically different values. A fa-
ther, for example, could be a utilitarian at work but a
Kantian deontologist at home with his family. It is
this view that, referring explicitly to Stone, Wenz
criticizes in his article. Stone’s pluralism does pro-
mote inconsistency and incoherence and is, by
Wenz’s definition, “extreme pluralism.”

A less-extreme pluralism, or moderate pluralism,
as Wenz defines it, is roughly the view that Aristotle,
Rorty, and Kekes hold; that is, there is a plurality of
ways of achieving the good life, yet each way is in
itself consistent and coherent. Minimal pluralism,
Wenz believes, is true of every ethical theory. In other
words, there is no true monistic theory, for monistic
theories (such as utilitarianism) do not give a uniquely
correct and unambiguous answer in every situation to
the question of what one ought to do. There is always
a plurality of possible answers, and hence these theo-
ries are minimally pluralistic. All ethical theories,
Wenz concludes, are to some degree pluralistic.

There are other important philosophers with
whom pluralism is associated—most notably, the
pragmatists. William James, in A Pluralistic Uni-
verse (1909), and Richard Rorty, in Philosophy and
the Mirror of Nature (1979), argue, for example, that
what is considered true is simply what is necessary to
survive. Truth does not express a relationship of cor-
respondence to reality; instead, truth is determined

by the particular goals and needs associated with sur-
vival, and because there is a plurality of ways to sat-
isfy these needs, there is a plurality of truths. Truth,
like morality, is not one; it is plural.

Jeff Bell
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Pogroms
Definition: Organized massacres of Jews and de-

struction of their property by Russian mobs, act-
ing with the tacit approval of political authorities

Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: The Russian pogroms represented an

example of racial violence bordering on ethnic
cleansing. While elimination of Jews from Rus-
sian soil was not their primary purpose, they did
result in the emigration of many thousands of
Russian Jews around the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury.
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In modern Russian history, pogrom-like attacks were
initially leveled against the Armenians, Tatars, and
the Russian intelligentsia. As it is employed in many
languages specifically to describe the pillage, mur-
der, and rape of Russian Jews, however, the term “po-
grom” denotes three large-scale waves of devastation
between 1881 and 1921. Each of these pogroms sur-
passed the preceding one in scope and savagery and
occurred during periods of severe social and political
upheaval in Russia. For example, the first pogroms of
the 1880’s followed the assassination of Czar Alex-
ander II as a result of false rumors about widespread
Jewish involvement in the assassination plot. Mobs
from more than two hundred towns, inspired by local
leaders acting with official support, took part.

Pogroms greatly influenced Russian Jewry and
history. In their wake, the Russian government
adopted systematic policies of discrimination, ha-
rassment, and persecution of the Jews. The murder of
innocent individuals and whole families was com-
monplace. This led numerous European anti-Semites
to conclude that violence was legitimate and thus
helped to pave the way for pogroms to be carried out
later in Poland and Germany.

Andrew C. Skinner

See also: Anti-Semitism; Genocide and democide;
Hitler, Adolf; Nazism; Oppression; Racism; Rape
and political domination; Religion and violence.

Police brutality
Definition: Police misconduct involving the unnec-

essary use of force or the excessive use of force,
up to and including fatal force

Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: Consistent patterns of police brutality

tend to cause fear and distrust of the police among
the very segments of the population most in need
of police protection. Thus, beyond representing
individual instances of injustice, they can lead to
the spread of injustice in society as crimes go un-
reported and potential victims go unprotected.

From the beginning, Americans have never fully
trusted their government or its officials, even though
they must rely upon both. The Fifty-first Federalist
Paper argued, “If men were angels no government

would be necessary.” Human beings are definitely
not angels, and they succumb to both good and bad
activities. Although checks and balances were writ-
ten into the U.S. Constitution to limit the “abuse of
power” by distributing it between competing
branches of government and among federal, state,
and local authorities, no comparable safeguards exist
to protect citizens against police misconduct. Per-
haps this is because the first official U.S. police force
was formed in New York in 1844, long after the gov-
ernment was established.

A national police force that would prevent local
police misconduct has never been established, be-
cause of the fear that a U.S. president could use it as a
private army or to spy on citizens. Almost all of the
twelve thousand police forces in the United States are
local. Their power is virtually absolute and often
goes unchallenged. This situation creates a police
culture that believes that it is above the law, an atti-
tude that fosters abuse. Therefore, although citizens
rely upon the police, they also mistrust them in the
belief that informed criticism is the best way to cor-
rect misconduct, incompetence, and arbitrariness as
well as to encourage a healthy police culture to do its
job fairly.

Nietzsche, the Will to Power,
and the Police

Friedrich Nietzsche argued that the human “will
to power” makes people seek power and control over
others. Those who succeed in this struggle become
the master class. They value courage, strength, pride,
risk-taking, directness, and sports. Morality, or what
is correct in their opinion, becomes associated with
the traits possessed by the ruling elite. Morality, for
the master class, is not a set of abstract principles.

There is also a slave morality that is based upon
values such as humility, justice, self-denial, prudence,
and altruism. The slave’s morality is reactive; that is,
whatever the master class values as good the slave de-
fines as bad. Slaves reject the morality of the master
class because they associate it with oppression, evil,
and injustice, and they resent the power of the master
class. From the slave morality comes not only the con-
cept of justice but also those of guilt and conscience.

Police Culture and Brutality
Police have a unique culture that has its own inter-

nal values. When young officers go through training

1139

Ethics Police brutality



at a police academy, they typically have every inten-
tion of becoming exemplary officers. Seasoned offi-
cers consider such young officers naïve. They are rit-
ually introduced to “real police work” by their field
training officer. By custom, the training officer’s first
words to the rookie must be, “Forget everything they
taught you at the Academy. This is the real world.”

Police culture glorifies the visible symbol of po-
lice power: the gun. Target practice becomes a fetish
for many officers. Citizens are dehumanized and may
become viewed as targets or potential targets rather
than human beings. Peer pressure encourages police
to socialize together. This isolates them from average
civilians and creates an insulated mentality. Most of-
ficers ride in patrol cars and ride from one distress
call to another over a large area. This gives them a
jaundiced view of citizens, because for eight hours a
day many of the citizens with whom they interact
are either criminals or suspected criminals. In time,
some officers begin to view most citizens as either
criminals or suspects. They see themselves as be-
sieged, beleaguered, and misunderstood.

Out of this view develops the idea that it is “us”
against “them.” Some sadistic officers use this atti-

tude to divert attention away from their misconduct
and to increase group morale. A sense of common
identity forms that is based on the degrading of out-
siders. Police especially devalue outsiders whom
they consider hostile. These people are considered
more “them” than others. When stress develops be-
tween insiders and outsiders, violence is more likely
to occur.

The police believe, understandably, that they are
abused and called names often yet receive little money
or status from society, despite the danger of their job.
This resentment can lead to feelings of anger and
powerlessness. One way to regain a sense of power is
by exercising elemental power over other human be-
ings. When making arrests, the desire for power may
lead police to force suspects to restrict their move-
ment or to stand where they are told to stand. Failure
to obey may be swiftly met with violence in an effort
to gain power and control. Once such violence starts,
it can easily escalate out of control.

Some police view themselves as a tight-knit, elite
“thin blue line” that protects society from criminal
chaos and lawlessness. Such police fear that they are
losing the battle against crime and that a nationwide

breakdown of ethical standards
and morals forces them to close
ranks with fellow officers by de-
veloping a cult of secrecy that
they call the “code of silence.”
Confrontational attitudes de-
velop, they claim, in self-defense.
Whistle-blowers are rare in this
culture. Virtually everyone tries
to be a “stand-up cop.” In addi-
tion, in some departments, if an
officer reports witnessing brutal-
ity carried out by a fellow officer,
both officers are suspended with-
out pay. This practice discour-
ages officers from informing the
department of misconduct and
strengthens the code of silence.

Police chiefs who make it
clear that they respect the code of
silence and ignore charges of bru-
tality leveled against police, so
long as there is peace and order
on the street, reinforce this cul-
ture and invite brutality. Officers
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are reluctant to arrest or even fine fellow police. For
many police officers, “good” is whatever makes their
jobs less dangerous and easier, even if it involves the
unjust violation of others’ rights.

The Rodney King Case
Thousands of cases of police brutality are filed

annually, but the King case is unique because some of
the events were captured on videotape. On March 3,
1991, the Los Angeles police stopped a twenty-four-
year-old black male motorist named Rodney Glen
King after a difficult and dangerous high speed (115
m.p.h.) car chase. Police ordered King to get out of
his car, then several officers brutally assaulted King.
Four officers in particular took turns clubbing, kick-
ing, and shocking the unarmed King with Taser stun
guns, while other officers watched. The officers
clubbed King at least fifty-six times, breaking his
skull in nine places, breaking his leg, and inflicting
many other injuries. Any one of the officers who
stood by and watched this beating could have stepped
in and stopped it, but none did. Each conformed to
group norms and police culture by observing the
code of silence.

In such a situation, normal judgment, reasoning,
and critical thinking are abandoned. This is made
possible by the anonymity of the individual in the
crowd. The notion of individual responsibility that
normally restrains behavior is gone. Members of the
group act rapidly on impulse. In a crowd, behavior
gravitates to the lowest common level. Members fo-
cus upon what is different—“them.” Nothing else
matters, and the members attack the outsider. By-
standers who observe such violence and do nothing
are in pain but often deny it and cover it up by justify-
ing the violent behavior.

Each act such as the King beating changes all who
participate in it or witness it. Those who do the beating
tend to grow more aggressive. The officers appear to
have become prisoners of the master mentality.

In most cases, an officer’s word carries more
weight than does a civilian’s, as is indicated by the
fact that in 1990 the Los Angeles Police Department
received more than 2,500 complaints of police bru-
tality, but fewer than fifty cases—less than one-half
of one percent—went before a grand jury. In 1987,
more than eight thousand complaints of police bru-
tality were filed, yet not one officer broke the code of
silence by offering incriminating evidence about an-

other officer. In almost all cases, the victims of police
brutality have previously violated some law that has
brought them to the attention of the police. There-
fore, their credibility is not easy to establish. King
was a convicted felon, even though that should not
have mattered in the beating case. In reality, police
who engage in misconduct have little to fear under
the current system. Police can cover up misconduct
by alleging that a suspect was “resisting arrest.” King
did not plan to press charges, for fear that it would be
difficult to prove his case.

Little did either side know that George Holliday
had captured more than seven minutes of the savage
beating on videotape from his balcony. He sold the
tape to television stations, and the beating was seen in
millions of homes worldwide. There was definite ev-
idence of police misconduct in this case. Because the
arresting officers were white and King was African
American, the case became very volatile, and attor-
ney Warren Christopher was asked to head a commis-
sion that was established to investigate this case.

The Christopher Commission listened to comput-
erized tapes of police transmissions on the night that
King was beaten and discovered that the officers
were so confident that police culture would protect
them that they recorded messages saying, “Capture
him, beat him, and treat him like dirt,” and “What, did
you beat another guy?” Christopher was troubled by
the officers’ flagrant confidence that “nothing would
be done” and that such brutality would be tolerated.

Other messages recorded by the commission be-
trayed open contempt for racial and ethnic minorities
and homosexuals. One message recorded during the
King incident made reference to “gorillas in the
mist,” an obvious racial slur. Hospital nurses who
treated King stated that the officers who beat him fol-
lowed him to the hospital to threaten and tease him.

In the face of irrefutable evidence of police mis-
conduct and brutality, the Christopher Commission
sided with the slave morality and called for justice. It
noted that, although the problem of police brutality is
widespread, a handful of “problem officers” create
most incidents. To settle police brutality claims
against the city of Los Angeles between 1970 and
1980, the city paid more than $65 million in dam-
ages, and the tension created within communities by
these cases caused even greater damage. Riots
erupted following the trials of the officers who beat
Rodney King. These riots destroyed billions of dol-
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lars worth of property and cost dozens of people their
lives.

Immanuel Kant would have appreciated this ap-
peal to principle, even though Nietzsche would have
been appalled. Unless or until the values cherished
by police culture and those embraced by civilian cul-
ture are more closely aligned by establishing civilian
review boards for police departments and rewarding
police for preventing crimes through community ser-
vice programs, then these two value systems will
clash, and the result may too often be police brutality.

Dallas L. Browne

Further Reading
Barker, Thomas, and David L. Carter. Police Devi-

ance. 2d ed. Cincinnati, Ohio: Anderson, 1991.
Brenner, Robert N., and Marjorie Kravitz, eds. A

Community Concern: Police Use of Deadly Force.
Washington, D.C.: United States Department of
Justice, 1979.

Burns, Ronald G., and Charles E. Crawford. Policing
and Violence. Upper Saddle River, N.J.: Prentice
Hall, 2002.

Donner, Frank. Protectors of Privilege: Red Squads
and Police Repression in Urban America. Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 1990.

Dudley, William, ed. Police Brutality. San Diego,
Calif.: D. L. Bender, 1991.

Elliston, Frederick, and Michael Feldberg, eds. Moral
Issues in Police Work. Totowa, N.J.: Rowman &
Allen, 1985.

Lawrence, Regina G. The Politics of Force: Media
and the Construction of Police Brutality. Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 2000.

Lundman, Richard J., ed. Police Behavior: A Socio-
logical Perspective. New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1980.

Skolnick, Jerome H., and James J. Fyfe. Above the
Law: Police and the Excessive Use of Force. New
York: Free Press, 1993.

Stratton, John G. Police Passages. Manhattan Beach,
Calif.: Glennon, 1984.

See also: Abuse; Arrest records; Beyond Good and
Evil; Bystanders; Criminal punishment; Justice;
Miranda v. Arizona; Professional ethics; Stonewall
Inn riots; Violence.

Political correctness
Definition: Attitude that language and ideas that of-

fend political sensibilities should be avoided
Date: Term coined during the late 1980’s
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Initially a self-deprecating term used

by the Left to poke fun at its own orthodoxies, po-
litical correctness became a label employed by
the Right to vilify an informal set of attitudes
about what sorts of language and ideas are appro-
priate—particularly in an academic setting.

During the early 1990’s, colleges and universities be-
came politically polarized places. Multiculturalism,
identity politics, feminism, and other progressive
movements seeking academic reform brought about
significant changes in curricula and in academic life
generally. These changes were met with dismay and
anger by conservatives, and many institutions of
higher learning became intellectual battlegrounds.
Discussions of race, class, gender, sexuality, and
other categories of identity took place frequently,
and the divergent values of participants in those dis-
cussions formed barriers to effective communica-
tion.

Often, both progressives and conservatives dem-
onstrated utter contempt for those whose viewpoints
differed from their own. As a result, each side devel-
oped key words that it would use to dismiss speakers
from opposing camps as wrongheaded and unworthy
of attention, thus bringing discussions to abrupt con-
clusions. For example, a progressive wishing to si-
lence a conservative might call the conservative a
“racist,” and a conservative wishing to silence a pro-
gressive might call that person “politically correct.”
Each term indicated that the person in question was
hopelessly blind to his or her own prejudices and was
simply beyond the reach of rational argument.

The Left vs. the Right
The term “political correctness” first developed

as a result of intolerant attitudes on the part of the
Left toward perceived insensitivity on the part of the
Right. Members of the Right often spoke of political
correctness, or “PC,” as though it were a formal code
of conduct. However, with rare exceptions, no such
codes existed on any college campuses. Rather, it was
often the case that people whose speech was per-
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ceived to be racially insensitive or homophobic, for
example, would be harshly criticized by their inter-
locutors. Because the values dominant on college
campuses were often radically different from the val-
ues dominant in public life as a whole, such strong
negative reactions greatly surprised those who ex-
pressed traditional, mainstream ideas. Conservative
students who were criticized by progressive students
would often respond by censoring themselves in the
future to avoid further criticism. They would then
claim that they had been censored by others. Thus the
myth of political correctness as a formal orthodoxy
rather than the de facto result of informal attitudes
began to emerge. Peer pressure was thus interpreted
as policy.

The ethical import of a value system as controver-
sial as political correctness is obviously very much
in dispute. Those who support political correctness
tend to favor self-determination, arguing, for exam-
ple, that members of minorities should have the right
to choose their own labels, rather than having names
imposed upon them by others. They also argue that
speech is a form of power that should be respected

and perhaps even regulated, just as are physical
forms of power.

Those who oppose political correctness argue that
names and other forms of speech are, in themselves,
harmless, do not admit of ethical evaluation, and
therefore should not be regulated. They advocate
free speech and claim the right to say whatever they
want, free from any negative consequences that
would inhibit the open exchange of ideas. Ortho-
doxies of judgment, they say, whether formal, or in-
formal, amount to nothing less than censorship.

Their opponents respond that anti-PC people are
allowed to say whatever they want but must accept
the fact that their utterances will be judged morally
by those who hear them. Speech should be free, pro-
gressives argue, but that does not mean that it should
be free from consequences. It is unrealistic to de-
mand, in effect, the right to express controversial
ideas and yet to remain free from controversy. In-
deed, no matter what one believes, it will always be
dangerous to speak one’s mind, because anything
worth saying is going to be controversial to some-
one—a fact about which people on both sides of the
PC issue can agree.

Andy Perry
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Examples of Politically
Incorrect Terms

Politically Incorrect Politically Correct

Negro, black African American

Indian Native American,
American Indian

Oriental Asian American

Mexican American Chicano/Chicana,
Latino/Latina

colored people people of color

homosexual gay or lesbian

disabled differently abled

handicapped physically challenged

reverse racism ethnocentric
revitalization

reverse discrimination affirmative action



Weissberg, Robert. Political Tolerance: Balancing
Community and Diversity. Thousand Oaks, Calif.:
Sage, 1998.

See also: Academic freedom; Affirmative action;
Censorship; Communitarianism; Conservatism; Di-
versity; Hate crime and hate speech; Multicultural-
ism; Progressivism.

Political liberty
Definition: Freedom from coercion or constraint by

government or its agents
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: In liberal democracies, political lib-

erty is generally understood to include civil rights
and liberties such as freedom of expression, as
well as the right to vote and otherwise participate
in representative government.

As defined above, “political liberty” is to be con-
ceived of as a negative freedom—that is, a freedom
from external coercion or constraint. It is this concep-
tion of political liberty that has been fundamental to
the tradition of such Western ideas as individualism
and liberalism in both political philosophy and politi-
cal theory. The classic expression of this conception
of political liberty is John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty
(1859).

In practice, however, political liberty almost al-
ways refers to a positive freedom—that is, a freedom
of some specific kind of good or some specific type of
activity. Examples of the latter include some of the
basic democratic liberties: freedom of thought, free-
dom of expression, freedom of assembly, freedom of
religious pursuits, freedom of political participation,
and so forth; freedom of property acquisition and dis-
posal is an example of the former. Although this sec-
ond conception of political liberty is dependent on
the initial one, every particular freedom that can be
associated with this positive conception involves
some form of individual or social activity with re-
spect to which the right to choose on one’s own is ac-
knowledged as both socially and morally significant.

It is important not to confuse the two very differ-
ent ideas of human abilities and political liberties. To
conflate what one can do with what one is at liberty

to do makes little or no sense. The fact that a member
of a particular society is unable to vote on election
day because of, for example, major medical surgery
is irrelevant to whether that same individual, as a
member of that society who satisfies all voting eligi-
bility requirements, is at liberty to vote. In other
words, just because this individual was unable to vote
and, in fact, did not vote does not in any way mean
that this individual was not free to vote.

This same irrelevancy between what one can do
and what one is at liberty to do also holds true for a
member of a particular society who is, in fact, able to
vote, but who is not allowed to vote merely because
this individual happens to be a member of a particular
segment of the society each of the members of which
is systematically prohibited from voting. That is, just
because this individual was not at liberty to vote—
that is, not allowed to vote—does not in any way
mean that this individual was not able to vote. In nei-
ther of these cases does one’s ability (or lack thereof)
to vote have anything to do with one’s freedom (or
lack thereof) to vote.

Liberty vs. Authority
Fundamentally, political liberty must be con-

strued as a balance between the exercise of authority
of the society over its members, on one hand, and the
liberty of choice and of effectual action that individ-
ual members of the society are allowed to exercise,
on the other. That is, individual liberty and govern-
mental authority are the two sides of the same politi-
cal coin; the more there is of either one, the less there
must be of the other. Within this framework, ques-
tions of conflict concerning the political liberties of
the individual, justice, and the well-being of the soci-
ety as a whole naturally arise.

In political theory, both the kinds of particular po-
litical liberties and the degree to which each ought to
be acknowledged by the government to be granted to
individuals depend upon a whole host of factors, such
as one’s conception of both human nature and human
rationality, one’s conception of the relationship be-
tween an individual’s right to autonomy and a sense
of the appropriate degree of latitude to be granted
to governmental authority, and one’s conception of
what ought to be the purpose of both the government
itself and its social and political institutions (for ex-
ample, whether the fundamental reason for the very
existence of government and its social and political
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institutions is to promote human happiness or satis-
faction; to provide for the peace, security, and any or
all associated rights of each member of the society; or
to provide for the development in each member of the
society of some particular conception of human ex-
cellence).

In practice, too, both the kinds of particular politi-
cal liberties and the degree of which each ought to be
acknowledged by the government to be granted to in-
dividuals depend upon a vast array of circumstances,
not the least of which is the form of government that
has been established. For example, the differences be-
tween both the number and the extent of political lib-
erties granted to individuals under a totalitarian re-
gime as compared to a democracy are usually obvious.

Political Liberty in the Real World
Even in representative democracies according to

which individual members of the society are allowed
a wide latitude of autonomy, however, it is possible
for political leaders to engage in a more insidious
type of political coercion than that typically found in
totalitarian societies. In order for a democracy to be
effective, its individuals need access to more, rather
than less, and accurate, rather than inaccurate, infor-
mation relevant to political decision making.

To the extent that those in positions of political
power, presumably for reasons of self-interest, deny
to members of the society the quantity and quality of
information necessary to well-informed political de-
cision making (for example, through manipulation of
the media of communication and distortion or denial
of relevant information), however, to precisely that
extent is that democracy being undermined and to
precisely that extent are the members of such a soci-
ety being denied their political liberties. In the final
analysis, political liberty means liberty of choice and
of effectual action; consequently, to the extent that
this insidious type of political coercion is perpetrated
against the members of such a society, the menu of
practical options available to them is artificially di-
minished, which, in turn, diminishes their freedom
both of choice and of effectual action, and ultimately
denies them at least some of their political liberties.

Stephen C. Taylor
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Political realism
Definition: View that leaders of nations should dis-

regard considerations of morality and should in-
stead act in their own best interests in order to gain
and maintain power

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Political realism rests upon the as-

sumption that there is a contradiction between re-
ality and ethics. In other words, it implies that it is
unrealistic to expect those in positions of power to
behave morally, that reality and morality are in
some sense mutually exclusive. It therefore por-
trays ethical conduct as a luxury which political
leaders simply cannot afford.

Critics of political realism say that a leader who is a
political realist is likely to be a tyrant who is uninter-
ested in the welfare of the citizens of her or his own
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nation and other nations. Such a leader is also likely
to gain support by using political rhetoric to trick oth-
ers into believing that her or his actions do serve their
interests. Such a leader abdicates the responsibilities
of considering the interests of others and telling them
the truth. Defenders of political realism say that a
realistic reading of history shows that practicality
rather than ethics is the principle guiding the behav-
ior of governments and leaders. For example, leaders
have always used cruelty in order to make people fear
and obey them. Some defenders of political realism
say that ethics are simply not relevant to government
and that behaving ethically would hamper a leader’s
ability to get things done. Other defenders say that
political realists follow a competitive ethic, wherein
those who are best at the games of power are the most
successful leaders.

Laura Duhan Kaplan

See also: Machiavelli, Niccolò; Politics; Power;
Realpolitik.

Politics
Definition: Art of governing
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Politics is the practical attainment

and exercise of power over other people. As such,
it may be seen theoretically as the realm of human
behavior most in need of ethical regulation, and it
appears to many people empirically to be the
realm least subject to actual moral constraint.

The standard view of politics’ relation to ethics is
captured in H. B. Acton’s famous aphorism: “Power
tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts abso-
lutely.” The first part of Lord Acton’s aphorism iden-
tifies a danger inherent in the political process. Since
political ends can be achieved only by the exercise of
power, power is concentrated in the hands of politi-
cians. Unfortunately, as much of history illustrates,
politicians have often diverted power away from its
proper use, despite the institution of checks and bal-
ances to prevent abuses.

The second part of Acton’s aphorism makes the
more cynical claim that the political process is inher-
ently immoral. Since power is the ability to do work,

however, it follows from that claim that the ability to
do work is immoral. From this conclusion follows the
odd conclusion that only the completely impotent are
moral. The conclusion is odd because it creates a par-
adox: While most people think that governments do
perform valuable functions, Acton’s aphorism would
lead one to believe that governments are immoral to
the extent they are able to perform those functions.

This paradox indicates that the relationship be-
tween ethics and the political process involves more
than simply the existence or nonexistence of power.
Power is central to government, but the questions of
exactly how much and what types of power govern-
ments should have and to what ends that power
should be put have generated a number of political
theories. Many of those theories have been put into
practice, and although the political arena contains
many instances of hypocrisy, lying, disloyalty, and
thievery, there is evidence that in both theory and
practice politics has been and continues to be influ-
enced greatly by ethics.

The Influence of Ethics
Aside from the amount of corruption that exists in

governments, part of the difficulty in seeing the influ-
ence of ethics is the diversity of opinions about what
in fact is ethical. Debates exist about whether mo-
rality is essentially religious or secular, relative or
universal, altruistic or egoistic. Such differences of
opinion make it easy for those on one side of a debate
to see those on the other as immoral. Another part of
the difficulty is that even those who agree about what
is ethical may disagree about the proper methods to
be used to achieve it. Some may believe that the end
justifies the means—that is, that it is justifiable to lie
about a political rival if doing so achieves a good
goal—while other advocates of the same end may re-
ject that premise.

The complex relationship between ethics and pol-
itics can be captured in three pairs of related ques-
tions: questions of ends (What is good? What does
this politician think is good?), questions of means
(Does the end justify the means? Does this politician
think the end justifies the means?), and questions of
integrity (Is this politician or system practicing what
is good? Is this politician or system practicing what
he, she, or it thinks is good?). A judgment about the
influence of ethics on politics is a result of answers to
these questions.
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Ethics and Government
Government is a social institution that formulates

and enforces rules. In both the content of its rules and
its method of enforcing them, government is unique.
Other social institutions formulate rules, but the rules
that they formulate apply only to those who partic-
ipate in that institution. For example, a baseball
league is a social institution that formulates rules, but
its rules apply only to those who play in the baseball
league. A government’s rules, by contrast, apply to
all members of the society. Other social institutions
also enforce their rules, but the maximum penalty for
violating a rule is to be disassociated from the institu-
tion. If, for example, one violates the rules of base-
ball, one may be kicked off the team. A government,
by contrast, is the only social institution that enforces
its rule by the use of physical force. If one violates a
government’s rules, it may confiscate one’s property,
restrict one’s liberty, or even kill one.

Since government is the only social institution
that makes universal rules that are backed up by the
use of physical force, the content of those rules is of
special importance. What rules are so important that
everyone should follow them? What rules are so im-
portant that if they are violated the drastic resort of
physical force is appropriate?

The only way to answer these questions is by ap-
pealing to ethics. Politics, accordingly, is an insti-
tutionalization of an ethics. This fact is easier to rec-
ognize in political theories: Plato, Thomas Hobbes,
and John Locke, for example, appeal to (conflicting)
ethical principles and moral evaluations of human
nature in defending their political theories. Despite
corruption, however, most political practice also il-
lustrates the application of ethics.

Three Historical Examples
The influence of ethics on political practice can

be seen in the three systems that dominated the twen-
tieth century: Marxism (or international socialism),
fascism (or National Socialism), and capitalism (or
constitutional democracy). Each system has had
enormous practical influence on political theory and
practice, and each puts into practice a set of explicit
principles that its advocates believe to be moral.

Collectivism
Marxism and fascism are versions of collectiv-

ism. Collectivism defines morality socially, holding

that the welfare of the group is primary and, accord-
ingly, that individual interests are subordinate to
those of the group. Collectivists admonish individu-
als not to be self-interested; that is, not to put their
personal interests above group interests but to sacri-
fice their interests for the welfare of the group.

Depending on how the group is defined, versions
of collectivism arise. Some versions hold that the
family is the proper group and that individuals should
devote their lives to serving their families. Other ver-
sions hold that the group to which individuals should
sacrifice is the tribe, the nation, the race, the working
class, or the ecosystem. The common denominator in
all these versions of collectivism is that individuals
are not ends in themselves.

Largely through the influence of Georg Wilhelm
Friedrich Hegel, collectivism dominated nineteenth
century German philosophy. The two most promi-
nent versions of collectivism to arise after Hegel
were Marxism and fascism.

Marxism
“From each according to his ability, to each ac-

cording to his need.” Karl Marx’s slogan, from his
Critique of the Gotha Program (written 1875; pub-
lished 1891), is the clearest statement of the funda-
mental ethical principle of his version of collectiv-
ism. According to the principle, individuals are not
ends in themselves. They should see themselves as
servants of the needs of others, and they should de-
vote their lives to serving others’ needs to the best of
their ability. As long as someone has an unfulfilled
need and I, for example, have the ability to fill it, I
have a duty to sacrifice my personal interests and de-
vote myself to fulfilling that need. To the extent that I
shirk my duty, I am acting unethically. To the extent
that the society I live in allows me to shirk my duty,
the society is unethical.

Marx noted that Western societies often pay lip
service to altruistic principles; in practice, however,
they encourage the pursuit of self-interest, the profit
motive, and capitalism. What is needed to make soci-
ety ethical, Marx argued, is a radical shift away from
the individual to the collective, from the private to the
social.

In defining “social,” Marx takes the broadest pos-
sible view. Society, he argued, should not be con-
ceived along familial, racial, religious, or ethnic
lines. If, for example, I define the moral society ra-
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cially, then I will see myself as a servant of my race; if
service to my race is of the highest moral signifi-
cance, then I will view members of other races as
having less moral significance. Such attitudes can
only foster racial conflict. If I define myself as an in-
dividual, then I will hold my own interests to be of the
highest significance, but this will lead me into con-
flict with other individuals and will lead to a competi-
tive society. To prevent these conflicts, Marx argued,
individuals must learn not only to define themselves
primarily as social, not individual, beings but also to
conceive of society as including the entire human
race. Only then, Marx believed, would socialism be
realized. Marxism, accordingly, defends socialism
by appealing to collectivist ethical principles, which
it hopes to apply internationally.

Fascism
During the twentieth century, “fascism” was the

name adopted by a group of Italians to designate their
new version of socialism. The leader of this group,
Benito Mussolini, had for many years been a Marxist
socialist before deciding that substituting “the Italian
people” for “the working class” would give socialist
ideas a better chance of success in Italy, for then they
would be able to draw upon the nationalistic loyalty
of most Italians. “Fascism” also labels the political
system of Germany during the 1930’s and 1940’s,
under Adolf Hitler’s National Socialism. In both
countries, fascists applied collectivist ethical princi-
ples to politics.

The core doctrine was expressed clearly by Alfred
Rocco, a leading Italian fascist. Fascism stresses, he
said, “the necessity, for which the older doctrines
make little allowance, of sacrifice, even up to the total
immolation of individuals, in behalf of society. . . .
For Liberalism [i.e., individualism], the individual is
the end and society the means; nor is it conceivable
that the individual, considered in the dignity of an ul-
timate finality, be lowered to mere instrumentality.
For Fascism, society is the end, individuals the
means, and its whole life consists in using individu-
als as instruments for its social ends.”

In their insistence upon the morality of collectiv-
ism, the fascists agreed with the Marxists. “There is
more that binds us to Bolshevism [the dominant Rus-
sian version of Marxism] than separates us from it,”
declared Hitler. Like the Marxists, the Italian and
German fascists believed that capitalism was evil be-

cause of its individualism, its tolerance of the profit
motive, and its emphasis on pursuing private inter-
ests. Hitler defined National Socialism as “idealism,”
as the system in which each individual “willingly
subordinates his own ego to the life of the community
and, if the hour demands it, even sacrifices it.”

The fascists disagreed with the Marxists about
some important points. While the Marxists defined
the moral community internationally and economi-
cally, the fascists defined it nationally and racially.
While the Marxists attacked all religions, the fascists
focused their attacks almost exclusively on Judaism.
Despite these differences, the fundamental thesis of
Marxism and fascism is the same: Both have the
same collectivist view of the relationship between
the individual and the society. Both Marxists and fas-
cists could accept the following statement from Mein
Kampf: “each activity and each need of the individual
will be regulated by the party as the representative of
the general good.”
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National Socialism
By the mid-1930’s, years before the beginning of

World War II, the National Socialists had put into
practice many standard socialist economic policies.
Medicine was socialized, a modern welfare system
was instituted, and the goal of complete equality
of income was being sought. German industrial pro-
duction was regulated and directed by the central
government; while owners maintained legal posses-
sion of their enterprises, government bureaucrats set
production goals and controlled wages, prices, and
interest rates. Additionally, since private interests
were not to be trusted to serve the public good, the
Reichskulturkammer instituted a sweeping censor-
ship covering what was taught in schools, what books
were published, and what appeared on radio and
in films, plays, and newspapers. The important point
is that all these policies were instituted by appeal-
ing to collectivist ethical principles: Gemeinnutz
vor Eigennutz! (“The common interest before self-
interest”) was the standard slogan justifying Nazi
policies.

Since socialism requires that individuals subordi-
nate their private interests to the good of the group,
and since under Hitler the designated group was the
German nation, “National Socialism” was an appro-
priate name for Hitler’s political program.

It is sometimes argued that dictators such as V. I.
Lenin and Joseph Stalin in the Soviet Union and Hit-
ler and Mussolini in Germany and Italy were simply
cynical power seekers who mouthed collectivist and
socialist slogans without really believing them, but
this idea is not plausible. If one is young, cynical, and
seeking power, the most likely route to power is by
infiltrating the established, already-powerful politi-
cal parties (or the military). The least likely route to
power is to join a fringe political group, since fringe
groups rarely have any influence. Fringe groups at-
tract only people who are committed to the causes for
which the group stands. Yet the Communist and Na-
tional Socialist Parties were, when Lenin, Stalin, and
Hitler joined them, tiny and far from power. There-
fore, it is likely that these men believed in the princi-
ples that they preached.

While collectivist ideas were most influential in
eastern Europe, in Italy, and later in Asia, they also
had an impact in the West. During the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, it was common for in-
telligent American and English students to spend

some time studying in Germany, which was at the
time the world’s leading intellectual nation. While in
Germany, the students were naturally exposed to the
latest collectivist theories. As Friedrich Hayek noted,
“Many a university teacher during the 1930’s has
seen English and American students return from the
Continent uncertain whether they were communists
or Nazis and certain only that they hated Western lib-
eral civilization.”

Individualism and Capitalism
In the West, however, classical liberal ideas had

retained a strong hold. Classical liberalism empha-
sizes the importance of the individual and tends to
see social institutions as valuable to the extent that
they leave individuals free to pursue their values. In-
dividuals are ends in themselves, according to this
view, and not means to the ends of other individuals
or to groups.

By deemphasizing or rejecting collectivism, indi-
vidualists tend to reject or at least be suspicious of any
claims upon the individual to sacrifice life, liberty, or
well-being. In politics, this individualist ethic leads to
the view that the role of the government is not to exact
sacrifices from individuals to serve a collective good,
but to protect the lives and liberties of individuals as
they pursue their personal conceptions of the good
life. In economics, individualists tend to advocate a
free market, since a free market decentralizes political
power, leaving investment, buying, and selling deci-
sions in the hands of private individuals. In this way,
advocates of capitalism’s limited government and free
markets have tended to appeal to individualist ethical
principles in support of their political policies.

Conclusion
Ethics has had a broad influence in the history of

modern and contemporary politics. Many conflicting
ethical theories have contributed to that influence,
but in terms of their influence on modern and contem-
porary political affairs those ethical theories fall into
two major categories: individualist and collectivist.
The moral slogan of individualism, “Every individ-
ual is an end in himself,” stands in contrast to the
moral slogan of collectivism, “From each according
to his ability, to each according to his need.” The prin-
ciple of individualism provides moral support for
capitalism; the principle of collectivism provides
moral support for socialism.
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Historically, it can be seen that to the extent that
the politicians in power were committed to an ethic
that holds individual interests to be immoral or at
least subordinate to collective interests, they believed
it to be improper to leave economic and political
power in private hands. Accordingly, their ethics dic-
tated that power must be concentrated in public
hands, and therefore a centralization of political and
economic power resulted.

By contrast, to the extent that the politicians in
power were committed to an ethic that holds indi-
viduals’ pursuits of their own interests to be moral,
then the politicians believed it to be proper to leave
power in hands of those private individuals and to see
their role as politicians as secondary and supportive.
Accordingly, their ethics dictated that power must
not be concentrated in public hands, and therefore a
decentralization of political and economic power re-
sulted.

Stephen R. C. Hicks
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Encyclopedic treatment of ethical issues relat-
ing to misconduct throughout the full history of
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cal Reconciliation of Alternative Conceptions of
Justice. Totowa, N.J.: Rowman & Littlefield, 1988.
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Poll taxes
Definition: Form of capitation, or head tax, which

people must pay before being allowed to vote
Date: Abolished in the United States in 1964
Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: Poll taxes raise the ethical questions

of whether it is proper to make people pay for the
right of voting and whether such taxes disfran-
chise the poor.

Poll taxes existed in the United States from the earli-
est colonial times. They were usually quite small and
did not act to discourage many people from voting.
In the years following the U.S. Civil War, the poll
tax system was refined in the southern states for the
purpose of disfranchising black voters. The tax re-
mained small, but it had to be paid for every election
in which the potential voter might have voted. This
tax effectively disfranchised nearly all black voters.
Because the election laws in the United States are
made by state governments, a constitutional amend-
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ment was needed to do away with poll taxes. In 1964,
the Twenty-fourth Amendment abolished the pay-
ment of such taxes as a condition for voting in federal
elections.

Robert Jacobs

See also: Constitution, U.S.; Discrimination; Suf-
frage; Voting fraud.

Pollution
Definition: Environmental contamination with hu-

man-made waste
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Pollution has effects on many dif-

ferent levels, from causing people minor incon-
venience and aesthetic displeasure up to and in-
cluding mass human illness and death, and the
extinctions of other species.

Pollution must be viewed in the light of natural ver-
sus human-based events. A natural event is part of the
fundamental cycle of Earth processes that maintain a
balance of building up and wearing down, of destruc-
tion and recovery. A volcano may spew tons of ash
into the atmosphere and darken the sky so much that
weather patterns are changed. Mudflows precipitated
by loose debris and rapidly melting glaciers clog wa-
terways on which nearby ecosystems rely. Lava kills
everything in its path. Despite these drastic, destruc-
tive changes, natural processes will clear the air to
reestablish customary weather patterns, will create
more glaciers whose runoff will establish new river
ecosystems, and will produce fertile soils to support
life in areas where it was destroyed.

Pollution is the introduction of agents by humans
into the environment in quantities that disrupt the
balance of natural processes. Its possible detrimental
effect on human life is not part of pollution’s defini-
tion. Neither are human ignorance or lack of fore-
sight, which may greatly influence the course and se-
verity of pollution.

Ethics is a dimension specific to pollution that is
not characteristic of natural processes. Humankind
has the intellectual capacity to affect its course, and is
itself affected morally by pollution’s existence.

Pollution started when humans began manipulat-

ing the environment. Although pollution is usually
characterized as chemicals or by-products of syn-
thetic processes, this characterization is not entirely
accurate. Waste from herds of domestic animals, for
example, is a natural product, but it causes many en-
vironmental problems. Introducing aggressive non-
native species into an established ecosystem is also
pollution, since such species frequently overwhelm
the natural system’s balance and displace native spe-
cies. It has even been asserted that the human species
itself is a pollutant, since it is both an aggressive spe-
cies and nonnative to many habitats that it occupies
and exploits.

In considering pollution created by manufactur-
ing and daily human activities, there is no uncontam-
inated ecosystem. Even beyond Earth’s known bio-
sphere, humankind sends objects into outer space,
and those that become defunct or were never in-
tended to return are dubbed “space junk.” Invisible
pollutants cannot be overlooked. Various types of
synthesized and concentrated radiation—from ultra-
low-frequency sound waves to sonic booms; from ar-
tificial lighting in classrooms, offices, and along
highways to nuclear radioactivity—bombard and vi-
brate the molecules of the land, the air, and the inhab-
itants. As a result of all these different contaminants,
plant and animal species suffer from aborted em-
bryos, deformed offspring, poor health, shortened
lives, and death. Among those suffering is the human
species.

History
Since pollution has an ethical dimension, why has

humanity not exercised its moral strength in prevent-
ing or halting it? Part of the answer is ignorance. It
is not until environmental damage is recognized—
usually by detecting injury to some species of plant
or animal—that humankind realizes that pollution
has occurred.

When gasoline-powered cars were introduced, it
never occurred to proponents of modern transporta-
tion that the admittedly malodorous exhaust could
possibly place large numbers of people in dire respi-
ratory straits, let alone cause Earth to face global
warming. Even when auto exhaust was recognized as
a major contributor to the unsightly haze of smog,
scientists had not yet developed sensing and testing
equipment that would give them knowledge of the
scope of the air pollution problem.
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Another reason that humankind’s moral capacity
has not been a force in preventing pollution is lack of
foresight. This issue illustrates two kinds of human-
ity’s arrogance. Many people assume that human-
kind has the power and intelligence to solve every
problem it recognizes. Many people also have the un-
realistic, erroneous belief that there are segments of
society that cannot be affected by the dangers that ev-
eryone else faces.

When nuclear power plants were developed, the
designers were aware that lethal by-products would
be generated, and planners incorporated holding
ponds and other storage areas in the building com-
plexes. They had not yet developed any means for the
safe disposal of nuclear waste, assuming that they
would be able to do so as necessary at some future
date. Since these designers recognized most of the
possible problems of such facilities, did they assume
that they were invulnerable to those problems?

Another factor in the pollution situation is the
human population’s exponential growth. The rela-
tionship between technological development and in-
creased human survival has so far been linked in an
endless circle. If the human population was only one
percent of what it is now, with a corresponding ratio
of contaminants in the environment, pollution would
be no less real, though it might not seem as serious.

Discussion
The ethics of the survival of life on Earth are

shaped by the immediate danger presented by envi-
ronmental pollution. Most people presume that the
survival of the human species is the most important
issue. Some reject this conclusion as blatant homo-
centric speciesism and argue that the survival of hu-
man life is inherently no more urgent or legitimate
than the survival of any other species. Many people
realize, without making claims for the necessity of
human survival, that it is dependent on uncountable
plant and animal species surviving and upon an envi-
ronment unsullied enough to support them. All these
considerations are based on human acceptance of re-
sponsibility for the future. Is humankind responsible
for the future? Should humankind assume any re-
sponsibility for it?

Perhaps human arrogance causes humankind to
presume that such a responsibility exists. Could it be
that human history is merely a natural part of evolu-
tion on Earth? Are humankind’s effects on the envi-

ronment part of the natural scheme of things to which
the environment will eventually adapt? Will that ad-
aptation include mass extinctions and the subsequent
development of other life-forms capable of tolerating
the changes that humankind has wrought?

Is humankind responsible for all future genera-
tions of life? Is humankind morally liable for the fu-
ture of Earth itself? If humankind does accept any of
these responsibilities, what are the exigent consider-
ations?

Given the history of discovering pollution by
hindsight, it would seem logical that humankind
should not introduce any further agents, unknown or
known, into the environment. If additional contami-
nation by known pollutants is to be stopped, it cannot
be done without accepting the moral consequences
of the human misery and death that will follow as a
result of the loss of jobs and the decreased availabil-
ity and less efficient distribution of food and other
human necessities.

As with most moral issues, the pollution dilemma
has no easy answers. Yet if humankind is to persist,
there can be no avoiding the ethical considerations
involved in a possible solution to the problems of pol-
lution.

Marcella T. Joy
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See also: Clean Air Act; Clean Water Act; Earth and
humanity; Environmental ethics; Environmental Pro-
tection Agency; Gaia hypothesis; Pollution permits;
Silent Spring; Sociobiology; Technology; Toxic
waste.

Pollution permits
Definition: Governmental exemptions that grant

industries the right to release defined amounts of
pollution into the environment

Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Although pollution permits have

proven to be an effective means of controlling and
reducing pollution, thus benefiting society, their
critics argue that it is ethically wrong to give any
industry the right to cause pollution.

Pollution is a problem of the common resources that
are used by all members of society. Such “commons”
include air, water, and the oceans. The problem in
protecting these resources is how to deal with the ex-
ternal costs, including environmental degradation
and injury to human health. The external costs of pol-
lution are borne by those using the common re-
sources and not by the polluters.

Early proposals to control pollution included tax-
ation, which was favored by economists, and com-
mand and control, which was favored by politicians.
In the latter method, regulatory agencies determine
acceptable levels of pollution and impose the imple-
mentation of new technologies to reduce it. Both so-
lutions have difficulties, however. Another mecha-
nism for reducing pollution has been the issuance of
marketable or tradable pollution permits, a system that
relies on free market forces and economic efficiency.
The use of pollution permits has resulted in the elimi-
nation of lead additives in petroleum refining, in ma-
jor reductions of sulfur dioxide (which are responsible
for acid rain) and particulate emissions, and in lesser
reductions of chlorofluorocarbons and nitrogen ox-
ides. The U.S. Congress incorporated pollution per-
mits in the provisions of its 1990 Clean Air Act.

How Pollution Permits Work
Employing cost-benefit analysis, a regulatory

agency determines a permissible level of pollution
and allocates permits to the industries producing the

pollution. Those able to reduce emissions inexpen-
sively may then sell their unused permits to those less
able to afford reductions of their emissions. Unlike
the command-and-control approach, the pollution
permits system allows polluters to determine how
best to reduce pollution.

Many economists prefer the pollution permit sys-
tem because it allows free market forces to act, while
environmentalists like it because it does reduce pol-
lution. However, the system presents ethical difficul-
ties. First, the common resources, such as air and
water, belong to all members of society but appear to
be treated as private property under the pollution per-
mit system. Defenders respond that the permits only
authorize use of the commons, not ownership of
some part of it.

Critics also argue that polluting is morally wrong
and that the pollution permit systems allows favor-
ites—the permit holders—to do something that no
one should be permitted to do. Sellers transfer the
right to pollute and thus cause harm, something no
one should have the right to sell. Others assert that
holders of permits should have no right to sell them,
as permits should be given away. Defenders of the
system responding to these criticisms argue that the
goal of the permits is the benefit of humanity, and that
studies of health and the environment determine per-
missible levels of pollution. In addition, the permissi-
ble levels should gradually be lowered until pollut-
ants such as leaded gasoline are eliminated or further
reductions in pollution cost more than the benefits
accrued from the total elimination of the pollution.

Finally, critics argue that pollution permit prac-
tices that produce “hot spots”—areas where higher
concentrations of pollution develop—often in eco-
nomically poorer neighborhoods, must be banned.

Kristen L. Zacharias

Further Reading
Girdner, Eddie J., and Jack Smith. Killing Me Softly:
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Tietenberg, T. H. “Ethical Influences on the Evo-
lution of the U.S. Tradable Permit Approach to
Pollution Control.” Ecological Economics 24
(1998): 241-257.
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See also: Bioethics; Clean Air Act; Clean Water
Act; Cost-benefit analysis; Environmental Protec-
tion Agency; Pollution; Silent Spring; Sustainability
of resources; Toxic waste.

Poona Pact
Identification: Agreement guaranteeing members

of the casteless untouchables joint legal repre-
sentation with the general population of colonial
India

Date: Announced on September 25, 1932
Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: The Poona Pact drew attention to the

plight of the untouchables, whose lives were se-
verely circumscribed by the strictures of the
Hindu caste system.

The independence movement in India accelerated
when Mohandas K. Gandhi returned from South Af-
rica to India in 1915 and brought with him the
weapon of satyagraha, or “truth force.” He had de-
veloped satyagraha to protest nonviolently the Boers’
refusal to recognize the validity of traditional Indian
marriages. He also used moral force to attempt to end
the oppression of East Indians by the South African
white minority government.

Gandhi joined the Indian National Congress, a
Hindu-dominated independence movement, and per-
suaded others in that organization to join forces with
Mohammed Ali Jinnah, whose Muslim League also
wanted independence for all of India under a policy
that Jinnah labeled khilafat. Gandhi persuaded both
groups to boycott British-made products, to strike,
and to engage in a general policy of noncooperation
with Britain. The British initially responded with
force to suppress this movement. In 1932, when this
response failed, British prime minister Ramsay Mac-
Donald announced constitutional proposals known
as the Communal Award, which were viewed as con-
ciliatory measures.

The Communal Award provided for separate
electorates for Muslims, Europeans, Anglo-Indians,
Sikhs, Christians, upper-caste Hindu Indians, and
untouchables. For several thousand years Hindus
have been divided into four major castes. Each caste
performs specific jobs that its members monopolize.

Members of a caste tend to marry within their caste.
The Br3hmins, who are considered the highest caste,
tend to be priests, rulers, landowners, and intellectu-
als. At the very bottom of this social hierarchy are the
untouchables. They are outcastes who are considered
so low and vile that to touch them pollutes a person.
They are stigmatized, held in contempt, discrimi-
nated against, and assigned the least desirable work,
housing, and food.

Gandhi believed that the British were using the
classic strategy of “divide and rule,” viewing the at-
tempt to segregate untouchable voters in the Com-
munal Award as a bid to divide the Hindu community
and to grant power to either the Muslim or the Euro-
pean minority. Either scenario would have fragmented
the independence movement and delayed indepen-
dence. Gandhi believed that communal separatism
could be avoided if a secular government were cre-
ated. Gandhi vowed to fast until he died unless the
Communal Award’s establishment of separate elec-
torates for various classes of Indian society was re-
scinded.

Gandhi’s Challenge
Gandhi was a Vaikya (a member of the merchant

caste); therefore, his vow to resist, with his life if nec-
essary, segregating untouchables on a separate elec-
tion roll was revolutionary. No member of a privi-
leged caste had ever proposed such an act. Gandhi’s
action threatened the caste-based system of segre-
gation, discrimination, and exclusive privilege. He
fasted until separate representation for untouchables
was rescinded. The key to the victory was Indian
unity, which Gandhi forged through the Poona Pact.
By means of this pact, the entire Hindu community
voted on each candidate. As a result, untouchables
were also guaranteed their fair share of seats in
schools and representation throughout Indian so-
ciety.

For decades, Britain had denied colonial subjects
the right of self-determination on the grounds that
they were racially and mentally inferior, and thus in-
capable of enlightened self-rule. Gandhi’s Poona
Pact, coupled with his noncompliance campaign,
constituted a direct challenge to the colonial order.
Both assumed that all people had certain basic rights,
and that assumption defied the British notion of na-
tive inferiority. Gandhi was able to unite Muslims
and Hindus by appealing to the Hindu doctrine that
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each individual must find his or her own path to God.
Gandhi also effectively utilized the Muslim tradition
of tolerance for neighbors who practiced different re-
ligions, as long as peace was maintained. This ap-
pealed to Jinnah and the Muslim community, who
wanted Pan-Indian unity. Although Gandhi did not
wish to abolish the caste system entirely, because it
had so thoroughly permeated Indian society, his ef-
forts on behalf of the untouchables pointed out the
unfairness of the concept of untouchability.

Dallas L. Browne

See also: Bigotry; Caste system, Hindu; Colonial-
ism and imperialism; Gandhi, Mohandas K.; Hindu
ethics; Human rights.

Population Connection
Identification: Organization established to fight

for social and economic stability by advocating
that population growth be limited to accord with
available resources

Date: Founded in 1968; renamed on May 1, 2002
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Population Connection not only fo-

cuses on encouraging individuals to do their part
to improve living conditions for all peoples of the
world but also mounts political campaigns in-
tended to change national policy in order to limit
population growth and destruction of the environ-
ment.

With a membership during the 1990’s of more than
forty thousand and an annual budget of more than
two million dollars, Population Connection (origi-
nally known as Zero Population Growth) promotes
protection of the environment through reduction of
population growth. Because 1990 figures reflect an
increase of 95 million people per year worldwide,
scientists fear that the ability of the earth’s resources
to support the population will be seriously under-
mined. Population Connection works in several
ways, both within the United States and internation-
ally, to educate legislators, organizations, teachers,
and individuals regarding the massive negative im-
pact of the burgeoning population and its consequent
demands upon the earth’s resources because of in-

creasing food and energy demands, as well as life-
style choices that result in the wasting of resources
and pollution. Among the organization’s activities
are political action to ensure reproductive rights, in-
cluding making available safe, reliable family plan-
ning information and services and legal abortion
when contraception fails; enhancing the economic
and social status of women worldwide through both
governmental and private efforts; and, most impor-
tant, educating people regarding the crucial link be-
tween continued population growth and environmen-
tal degradation, pollution, poverty, and political and
social unrest.

Mary Johnson

See also: Abortion; Birth control; Conservation;
Ecology; Population control.

Population control
Definition: Attempt to limit human population by

various means
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Population control is generally driven

by ethical concerns about the effects of human
overpopulation upon both the environment and
the quality of life of individual members of the
human race. Some methods of population con-
trol raise ethical concerns of their own, however,
about paternalism, the right to privacy, and basic
human rights.

The human population, like that of other creatures, is
limited in growth by its biotic potential, the maxi-
mum rate at which a species can produce offspring
given unlimited resources and ideal environmental
conditions. At this rate of growth, the population
would at first grow slowly only to increase rapidly to
produce an exponential curve. Neither humans nor
any other species in a given ecosystem can indefi-
nitely grow at their biotic potential, since one or more
factors always act as limiting agents. The maximum
population size an ecosystem can support indefi-
nitely under a given set of environmental conditions
is called that ecosystem’s carrying capacity.
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Growth Potential
Human population has continued to grow as

Earth’s carrying capacity for humans has been ex-
tended as a result of human cleverness, technological
and social adaptations, and other forms of cultural
evolution. People have altered their ecological niche
by increasing food production, controlling disease,
and using large amounts of energy and material re-
sources to make habitable those parts of the world
that are normally not so.

Observers believe a wide range of populations is
possible. Some observers believe that people have al-
ready gone beyond the carrying capacity point at
which all the earth’s inhabitants can be fed, sheltered,
and supported. Estimates on the low end of popula-
tion are that only 1.2 billion people can be supported
to U.S. dietary standards and only 600 million at the

U.S. rate of energy consumption. These numbers are
likely low, since the U.S. rate of food and energy use
is high. The higher estimate for human carrying ca-
pacity is 45 billion people on a diet similar to U.S. di-
etary standards, made possible by cultivating all
available land, using nuclear power for energy, and
mining much of the earth’s crust to a depth of 1.6 ki-
lometers for resources. An even higher estimate for
human carrying capacity is 157 billion if diets are
based solely on grains.

The human population continues to grow, regard-
less of what the carrying capacity may be. The world
population doubles every thirty-five years at growth
rates of the 1970’s and 1980’s. If the population were
controlled to zero population growth, the world pop-
ulation would continue to grow for several genera-
tions because of decreasing death rates.
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Ethical Concerns
Ethically, most nations favor stabilized or low

population growth, because problems of peace, pov-
erty, racism, disease, pollution, urbanization, ecosys-
tem simplification, and resource depletion become
harder to solve as the population increases. At the
same time, many less-developed nations feel that
population control, coupled with the continued status
quo of international economic order, poses a dire
threat to already oppressed people. These nations in-
sist that for population control to become accepted,
there must be a reorganization of economic and polit-
ical power. These nations argue that people are the
most vital of the world’s resources and that problems
of resource depletion and pollution can be solved by
human ingenuity and technology. It is argued that the
more people there are, the more likely it is that these
problems will be solved. Economic growth would be
stimulated because with more people there would be
more production.

In contrast, others argue that, ethically, the world
population should be limited because most people
would be added to the least-developed countries,
where education, health, and nutrition levels are so
low that continued rapid population growth would
condemn millions to an early death. Although tech-
nological advances do not come only from people
who are well educated or well paid, nations that fa-
vor limited population growth feel that encouraging
rapid birth rates in the hope that someone may be
born to solve the world’s pollution and resource
problems is an inhumane way to preserve the lives of
people who already exist. Nations that encourage
better education, nutrition, health care, and work op-
portunities for a smaller population feel that, ethi-
cally, that approach has a greater chance of making
needed technological breakthroughs without adding
to human suffering.

Methods of Population Control
Most nations favor limiting population growth by

controlling birth rates. Two approaches to controlling
birth rates are economic development and family
planning. It is argued that economic development may
not be able to help the least-developed countries lower
their birth rates, since economic development for
these nations is more difficult than it is for those na-
tions that developed in the nineteenth century. In these
least-developed countries, expanded family planning

programs may bring a more rapid decrease in the
birth rate than can economic development alone.

Family planning is a purely voluntary approach
whereby information and contraceptives are pro-
vided to help couples have the number of children
they want when they want to have them. Between
1965 and 1985, family planning was claimed to be a
major factor in reducing the birth rates of China,
Mexico, and Indonesia. In the same period, moderate
to poor results of family planning occurred in the
least-developed countries, such as India, Brazil, Ban-
gladesh, and many countries in Africa and Latin
America. India started the world’s first national fam-
ily planning program in 1952. Its population then
was 400 million; by 1985, it had grown to 765 mil-
lion, and it topped 1 billion during 2000.

Many people believe that effective population
control must include a combination of economic de-
velopment and the use of methods that go beyond
voluntary family planning. Among these methods
are voluntary abortion and increased rights, educa-
tion, and work opportunities for women.

David R. Teske
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Pornography
Definition: Explicit representations of sexuality in-

tended to cause arousal
Type of ethics: Arts and censorship
Significance: The moral status of pornography is a

source of considerable controversy not only be-
tween ideological movements, but also within
them. Some feminists, for example, attack por-
nography as a tool of women’s oppression, while
other feminists embrace it, or even produce it, as
a celebration of female sexuality. In the legal
arena, U.S. law distinguishes between indecent
material—which may be regulated, but is still
protected by the First Amendment—and obscene
material, which has no constitutional protection
and may be banned altogether.

Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart made the
comment in Jacobellis v. Ohio (1964) about ob-
scenity that “I know it when I see it.” While many
scholars and laypersons have made light of the state-
ment, his famous words encapsulate the problem-
atic nature of the debate about pornography. Since
pornography eludes common definition, its impact
on society and individuals is also passionately de-
bated.

Conflicting perspectives on pornography from
conservative, libertarian, and feminist standpoints
reflect in condensed form broader societal, political,
and legal debates on modern-day issues relating to
morality, censorship, and women’s rights.

In the United States, where the First Amendment
to the U.S. Constitution assumes preeminent status to
expression as a “preferred freedom,” the pornogra-
phy debate is strongly tied to jurisprudential argu-
ments about the limits of free expression. Jurispru-
dence in this area raises questions about the correct
“balance” between freedom and equality and the ap-
propriate emphasis on individual rights versus com-
munity values and morality.

The terms “pornography” and “obscenity” are
sometimes used interchangeably. Some scholars,
however, distinguish between obscenity, which is the
legal term, and pornography, which is a broader term.
Obscenity refers to nonwholesome sexually explicit
materials that contradict societal norms. Pornogra-
phy may include both socially unacceptable, lewd
material and sexually explicit erotica consisting of

materials that are sexually explicit but not necessar-
ily “offensive” to societal values.

History of Regulation
Excavations of ancient Greek artifacts reveal art

depicting sexually explicit and even violent sexual
acts. In Greek and Roman times and in England until
the seventeenth century, censorship was practiced
primarily to control objectionable religious (blas-
phemous) and political (heretical) writings. While
norms in most societies have shunned open displays
of sexuality, written materials of any kind have been
largely unavailable to the masses except in the last
several centuries.

The English case King v. Sedley (1663) is often
cited as a precursor of modern obscenity law. While
the case did not deal directly with the distribution of
obscene materials, it provided the legal and theo-
retical basis for modern obscenity law. Sir Charles
Sedley was penalized by the court for standing nude
and drunk on a tavern balcony. He spoke to a crowd
below, using profane language, and poured urine on
the bystanders beneath him. For offending public
morality, he was fined and jailed.

Obscenity regulation was rare until the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century, when government
regulation of sexual morality became more common.
By one estimate, there were approximately three
obscenity prosecutions yearly in England between
1802 and 1857. By the mid-1850’s, urbanization, ex-
pansion of the market for popular books, and Victo-
rian moral standards combined to explain increased
interest in and dissemination of sexually explicit ma-
terials. The regulation of such materials likewise in-
creased. In 1857, for example, Lord Campbell’s Act,
which banned the dissemination of obscene works,
was enacted.

Defining “Obscenity”
In the English case of Regina v. Hicklin (1868),

the court provided a definition of obscenity that
shaped English, Canadian, and American law in this
area well into the 1950’s. The obscene publication
The Confessional Unmasked was invidiously anti-
Roman Catholic, purporting to describe the sexual
depravity of Catholic priests. Chief Justice Alexan-
der Cockburn’s obscenity test in this case struck at
any materials, including those devoid of religious or
political assault, that “deprave and corrupt those
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whose minds are open to such immoral influences,
and into whose hands a publication of this sort may
fall.” This test is generally viewed as extremely re-
strictive, since it regulates materials that “corrupt”
even the most susceptible members of society, as op-
posed to restricting materials that corrupt the mythi-
cal “average” person used in later tests.

An 1815 Pennsylvania case was the first obscen-
ity case decided in the United States. Generally, very
little obscenity regulation occurred in the United
States until passage of the Comstock Act in 1868 by
the New York legislature, which prohibited the dis-
semination of obscene literature. A federal law regu-
lating mailing of obscene works was passed in 1873,
and most states passed antidissemination laws during
the late nineteenth century.

Judges applied the Hicklin test until about 1933,
when most U.S. jurisdictions relied upon a modified
test devised by federal court judges in the case of
United States v. One Book called Ulysses. Judges in
the Ulysses case, which did not reach the Supreme
Court level, declared obscene only those sexually ex-
plicit works that, on the whole, had a prurient effect
on average readers. This less-restrictive definition
protected some sexually explicit works with literary
merit.

Landmark Court Cases
Two major Supreme Court decisions have shaped

obscenity law. In 1957, the landmark case of Roth v.
United States established that obscene materials are
outside of limits of First Amendment protection.
Since the First Amendment holds that “Congress
shall make no law . . . abridging freedom of speech or
of the press,” Roth constituted an important ruling on
the issue, suggesting the limits of protected content.
The decision defined obscenity in terms of “whether
to the average person, applying modern community
standards, the dominant theme of the material taken
as a whole appeals to the prurient interest.”

In 1973, the Supreme Court refined its definition
in Miller v. California. Regulation of hard-core por-
nography was the primary aim of the decision, which
specified “patently offensive representations or de-
scriptions of ultimate sexual acts, normal or perverted,
actual or simulated,” and “patently offensive repre-
sentations or descriptions of masturbation, excretory
functions, and lewd exhibition of the genitals.”

The Court’s guidelines for judging obscene work,

set down in Miller, are: “(a) whether ‘the average per-
son, applying modern community standards’ would
find that the work, taken as a whole, appeals to the
prurient interest (Roth), (b) whether the work depicts
or describes, in a patently offensive way, sexual con-
duct specifically defined by the applicable state law,
and (c) whether the work, taken as a whole, lacks se-
rious literary, artistic, political or scientific value.”

The Miller case raised questions about why gov-
ernment should be able to decide which material has
value. Some scholars argue that such decisions about
value should be left to the marketplace and to individ-
ual consumers. Critics, including dissenting justices,
also expressed concern about Miller’s definition of
obscenity, which they viewed as insufficiently pre-
cise and clear.

In contradistinction, the regulation of child por-
nography is almost universally accepted. Because of
the special vulnerability of children, the legal system
has allowed greater protection for children from the
harms of pornography. In New York v. Ferber (1982),
the Supreme Court upheld a statute banning pornog-
raphy in which children are used as models or actors.
The Court accepted broader regulation of child por-
nography in comparison with other forms, permitting
government prohibition of works that only in inci-
dental part (not as a whole) are graphic as well as ma-
terials that may possess “serious artistic, literary, sci-
entific or educational value,” and works that may not
arouse “prurient” thoughts in average individuals.

Conservative Views on Pornography
Clear justifications for allowing government reg-

ulation of obscenity are often lacking in Supreme
Court decisions on the subject. Stated definitions and
rationales for obscenity regulation, however, suggest
underpinnings in conservative thought.

Conservatives, who support strong regulation and
enforcement of obscenity law, seek to preserve soci-
etal values and morals in the interest of the gen-
eral welfare. From the 1960’s through the 1980’s,
support by conservatives for obscenity regulation
was grounded in a commitment to traditional family
roles and values. From the conservative standpoint,
pornography threatens those values, since it depicts,
and may arguably promote, sexual relationships out-
side of marriage as well as unusual and societally con-
demned sexual practices depicted in pornography.

For example, the 1986 Final Report of the At-
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torney General’s Commission on Pornography sug-
gested that “it is far from implausible to hypothe-
size that materials depicting sexual activity without
marriage, love, commitment, or affection bear some
causal relationship to sexual activity without mar-
riage, love, commitment or affection.”

Thus, obscenity, in the conservative view, com-
promises the integrity of the community by precipi-
tating a decline in religious and moral values among
its members.

Support for pornography regulation by conserva-
tives also rests on the assertion that pornography de-
grades human relationships and depreciates the indi-
viduals depicted by the pornography. Sexual acts in
pornography are reduced to their purely physical di-
mensions; they are depicted as animalistic rather than
presented in the context of consensual and loving hu-
man relationships.

Pornography regulation is also justifiable when
expression harms individuals, according to the con-
servative view. The 1986 Attorney General’s Report,
for example, documents many cases in which indi-
viduals, usually women, were adversely affected by
pornography—as participants in its production or
victims of its effects. Possible links between pornog-
raphy and violence against women and children have
been investigated by social scientists, who have
reached mixed conclusions in experimental studies.

Liberals’ Support for Free Expression
Conservatives’ support for obscenity regulation

in the interests of society and community often con-
flicts with liberals’ support for individual freedom of
consenting adults to self-expression and choice in
what they read or see.

Generous free speech rights are also defined within
the framework of the “marketplace of ideas” wherein
ideas compete for acceptance. Theoretically, weak or
harmful ideas will falter within the marketplace and
lose acceptance. The theory places faith in individual
citizens to judge astutely the merits of the ideas pre-
sented.

Free speech rights may also be justified by demo-
cratic aims. Free speech and expression are particu-
larly valued in democratic societies, such as the
United States, in order to promote effective citizen-
ship and participation in government. Confidence in
the ability of individuals to make wise choices is an
essential part of democratic society.

Some scholars also support maximum expression
rights as a function of the need for tolerance in a de-
mocracy, particularly one with a diverse, pluralistic,
and multicultural population. Unusual, unpopular,
and abhorrent ideas should be tolerated with the ex-
pectation that tolerance will be reciprocated. Thus,
from this perspective, citizens must tolerate some ob-
noxious, even harmful, expression.

Obscenity regulation is sometimes defended on
the basis that, unlike vilified, objectionable speech
with political significance, obscenity is “low value”
expression, outside the ambit of the political and in-
tellectual expression intended to be protected by the
First Amendment.

Others justify pornography on the basis of over-
looked positive functions that it might provide, includ-
ing a possible sexually therapeutic effect for inhibited
or sexually dysfunctional individuals or couples. Por-
nography may also provide informational benefits.
The norm of sexual privacy impedes dissemination
of information about sexuality, which may hamper
self-expression and understanding of sexuality.

While mindful of the potential harms of pornogra-
phy, liberals contend that the harms must reach a high
threshold to justify regulation. Liberals are, there-
fore, skeptical of social scientific evidence suggesting
harms of pornography. They support regulation only
when nearly definitive proof of harm can be mustered.

The National Commission on Obscenity and Por-
nography (1970) embraced libertarian views that
pornography’s harms are relatively limited. At that
time, available social scientific evidence suggested
the absence of a connection between pornography
usage and violence. This finding has been modified
by subsequent studies.

Anti-Pornography Feminist Position
While in virtual agreement that pornography de-

grades women, feminists are divided in their views
about the regulation of pornography.

During the 1980’s, feminist scholars reconcep-
tualized pornography as a civil rights issue, thus jux-
taposing the values of equality for women against
the free expression rights of individuals. Feminists
such as Catharine MacKinnon, who, with Andrea
Dworkin, wrote a civil rights ordinance that ad-
dressed the pornography issue, contend that liberals’
preoccupation with free speech rights is myopic in
that it underestimates the harms of such expression to
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women. In 1986, the MacKinnon-Dworkin ordinance
was declared unconstitutional in federal courts.

Defining pornography in terms of its harms to
women, feminists, such as MacKinnon, have also
pointed out that while the analogy of the marketplace
of ideas with regard to free expression might be ap-
propriate if all citizens had equal access to and voice
in the marketplace, the analogy fails when the distri-
bution of power in society is unequal. Socially, politi-
cally, legally, and economically, according to this ar-
gument, women have less power and voice than do
men within a patriarchy, and therefore their argu-
ments are less likely to be viewed as credible.

In feminist “dominance” theory, MacKinnon ar-
gues that because men have defined social reality and
legal theory, issues such as pornography, sexual as-
sault, and sexual harassment may be defined and
viewed differently by women and men, yet the male
perspective on these issues is more frequently the
preferred one.

Furthermore, concepts such as neutrality and ob-
jectivity, which are integral tools in legal interpreta-
tion, have been characterized in feminist and post-
modern theory as, in practice, upholding the views of
the socially powerful. For example, the “contempo-
rary community standards” guideline in Miller is
rejected by MacKinnon as irrelevant to feminist
concerns because women are pervasively devalued
and dehumanized as sex objects, making such subor-
dination of women an accepted part of the culture—
befitting “contemporary community standards.”

Specific harms attributable to pornography are
cited in the civil rights ordinance as well as in feminist
literature. The cited harms primarily affect women.
For example, the ordinance recognizes the potential
for women and children to be coerced into perform-
ing in pornography productions as well as abused,
beaten, threatened, and tortured. Linda Marchiano,
who appeared in the pornographic film Deep Throat,
contends that she performed in the film under duress
and that she was severely beaten and abused while
making the film.

The 1986 Attorney General’s Report also con-
tains numerous examples of victim testimony citing
the use of coercive and misleading tactics to force
women and children to perform in the production of
pornographic materials.

Feminists have also rekindled the argument that
pornography use is linked with sexual assault. Such

causal connections are supported by anecdotal evi-
dence that some assailants model their crimes on
ideas found in pornographic materials. In addition,
certain findings by social scientists suggest that por-
nography exposure can affect attitudes toward women
and that, in laboratory settings, exposure to sexually
violent pornography is correlated with increased ag-
gression toward women.

The most pervasive harm of pornography to
women, as presented in feminist theory, is that it rein-
forces the subordination of women by men. In pornog-
raphy, women are depicted as sexual objects whose
purpose is to provide pleasure to men. MacKinnon
and Dworkin argue that pornography asserts that
women desire to be battered, humiliated, and beaten.
It eroticizes male domination of women, including
violence against women. A common theme of por-
nography involves a woman who is raped and at first
resists, but later enjoys it. Social science research
cited in the 1986 Attorney General’s Report shows
that nonoffender college males, who were not gener-
ally aroused by sexually aggressive pornography,
were aroused by rapes in which the victim appeared to
enjoy the assault. Furthermore, such arousal was shown
to be correlated with acceptance of rape myths.

The objectification of women in pornography
mirrors societal attitudes about women, whose im-
portance is judged on the basis of sexual attractive-
ness and availability. From this standpoint, pornogra-
phy is symptomatic of women’s situation, limiting
women’s opportunities and making it difficult for
women’s full capabilities to be equally recognized.

Summary
Divergent perspectives on pornography derive

from different emphases on the values of community,
individual freedom, and equality. The conservative
perspective places primary emphasis on morality and
the general welfare, while increasingly demonstrat-
ing additional concern for the harms to individuals
correlated with exposure to pornography or its users.
The concern over harm is shared by feminists, who
place strong emphasis upon the need for equality
and women’s rights. Liberals stress the value of indi-
vidual free expression rights, which are central to a
democratic society, suggesting that these rights be
cautiously balanced against the claims of harms to in-
dividuals or the general welfare.

Mary A. Hendrickson
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Post-Enlightenment ethics
Definition: Ethics influenced by or following in the

tradition of the Enlightenment of the eighteenth
century

Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: In a very real sense, all formal schol-

arly ethics written in Europe and the United States
after 1800 could be said to be post-Enlightenment
ethics. The terms and methods created by En-
lightenment philosophers, especially by Imman-
uel Kant, have constituted the basic parameters of
the field ever since, and any contemporary work
of moral philosophy must either accept those
terms and methods, or argue directly and explic-
itly against them.

The term “Enlightenment” took its place in the En-
glish language in the seventeenth century. Its fre-
quent employment did not occur, however, until the
twilight of the movement to which it is applied. Im-
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manuel Kant’s 1784 essay What Is Enlightenment?
made the term applicable to the philosophical move-
ment that was centered in France and Germany from
the middle of the seventeenth century to the dawn of
the nineteenth century.

The Enlightenment has bequeathed to succeeding
ages the methodical study of human relations. The
social sciences became the offspring of the Enlight-
enment. Although these disciplines were not a part
of the movement proper, they were spawned by the
Enlightenment philosophes’ struggle to improve so-
ciety.

The Enlightenment was a sharp break with the
dominant view of life that was prevalent during the
Middle Ages. In medieval society, belief was the
chief means by which humanity operated. Thus, both
the church and superstition held unquestioned au-
thority in most circles. The Enlightenment, however,
introduced a rejection of traditional doctrines, whose
validity largely rested upon their longevity. The En-
lightenment’s questioning and probing method was
conducive to the growth of science and its application
to the political and social realms.

Generally, the Enlightenment tended to reject the
restraints that had been placed on medieval thinking.
The movement’s free thinking not only expanded be-
yond metaphysical constraints but also dismissed
them as being irrelevant and incomprehensible in de-
termining what is ethical. The narrow focus of medi-
eval Scholasticism was replaced by an interdisciplin-
ary pursuit of knowledge. Philosophy became the
medium through which Enlightenment thinkers ex-
amined history, politics, science, and other fields.

Chief Tenets
The Enlightenment set forth the employment of

free reason, which involved the analysis and evalua-
tion of existing institutions and doctrines. This move-
ment subjected traditional authority to examination
and interrogation. The motive behind the probing
was a belief in progress. Unlike the thinkers of the
ancien régime, thinkers of the post-Enlightenment
era believed that human effort was the chief contribu-
tion to progress. Some philosophes believed in it so
fervently that they conceived of a heaven on Earth
that was a product of humanity’s designs.

Immanuel Kant called the statement sapere aude
(“dare to know”) the Enlightenment’s motto. In-
deed, a chief objective of the movement was self-

knowledge. The way to knowledge, according to the
philosophes, was through experience. Since human-
ity was a part of nature, experience through that me-
dium was possible. Hence, for Enlightenment think-
ers, nature became the great teacher. This belief in
experiential knowledge became known as empiri-
cism.

The focus on the knowledge of humankind put a
new emphasis on humankind’s motivation and na-
ture. Instead of taking the medieval view of human-
kind’s preoccupation with otherworldly rewards, the
philosophes conceived of humanity as being moti-
vated by such temporal concerns as appetite, fear,
and pride. This view ushered in the era of rational sci-
entific materialism.

Thus, post-Enlightenment ethics have sought to
reform society. It is believed that societal redemption
will improve individuals who are influenced by the
social environment in which they live. Hence, the En-
lightenment and its following generations have fo-
cused their attention on life in the present rather than
a life to come.

There is a temptation to dismiss the Enlighten-
ment as being atheistic, but to do so would be inaccu-
rate. Only in a few extreme cases were attempts made
by Enlightenment thinkers to disprove the existence
of a Supreme Being.

Instead, the philosophes were areligious. Al-
though religion did not hold sway over them as it had
over the medievalists, most of the Enlightenment’s
leaders did ascribe to various elements of religious
teachings in their personal faith. For example, many
of them were Deists and therefore believed in God as
creator but not in divine immanence in history.

Influence on Religion
Many post-Enlightenment Protestant theologians

have synthesized this movement with orthodoxy to
form a theology that is at odds with John Calvin’s
doctrine of predestination and Martin Luther’s bond-
age of the will. Modern Protestantism accentuates
personal accountability. The individual is believed to
be able to exercise choice regarding his or her eternal
destiny. Such a view was readily accepted by Puritan
New England. The American colonists were rebel-
ling against the authority of the Church of England.
Their belief in the freedom of conscience was confir-
mation of a crucial link with an important tenet of the
Enlightenment.
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New England continued to abide by Calvinism’s
belief in hard work and thrift. The region also, how-
ever, came to incorporate the Enlightenment’s teach-
ings. As a result, American Protestantism, so far
as salvation was concerned, moved toward an Armi-
nian theology in which human individual freedom of
choice was stressed.

The Enlightenment’s view of humanity called for
something other than a metaphysical solution to the
problem of bringing into being a moral society. The
philosophes devised a system that emphasized hu-
man choice. Providing a quasi-link with the rigidity
of medieval theology, however, the Enlightenment
did believe that laws could be found in nature. They
believed that the laws that brought order to the physi-
cal environment could be studied and used in the so-
cial arena to form a moral society.

Thus, although the Enlightenment did emphasize
individual freedom, it did not advocate anarchy. Nat-
ural law was believed to contain principles that would
ensure societal advantages that included the recogni-
tion of the equality of human beings and the right to
pursue happiness. While it was individualistic in its
accentuation of freedoms, it was at the same time a
submission to natural laws that called for order and
continuity in both the physical and the social envi-
ronment.

The philosophes believed that it was possible and
even desirable that society should exist without reli-
gious supervision. They did not, however, advocate
the abolition of religion as a necessity. Instead, they
called for religious tolerance. Arguments in favor of
this position particularly were characteristic of the
English Protestants. Consequently, the post-Enlight-
enment United States (a former English colony) has
adopted an official stance of separation of state and
church. By not having a state religion, the country at-
tempts to tolerate all faiths and to ensure personal
freedom of religion.

Influence on Science
With its probing nature, the Enlightenment was

conducive to scientific investigations. Its rejection
of unquestioned authority created a climate for sci-
entific explorations, experiments, and resulting dis-
coveries and inventions. This ushered in the Indus-
trial Revolution, which has not only transformed
but also expanded the world’s economies. Out of
this technological growth came the belief that human

beings were capable of shaping life’s conditions.
The optimistic view of progress swayed the post-
Enlightenment world away from a reliance upon
fate.

The post-Enlightenment world has come to de-
pend more on human ingenuity to explain the causes
of phenomena, including explanations for destruc-
tive storms, floods, and other natural disasters. The
modern world is not inclined to attribute such events
to acts of divine justice or the inevitable. Instead, it
looks for causative factors and preventive measures
that will deter or minimize future damages. Thus, the
post-Enlightenment world depends on human effort
rather than on religion or superstition to explain the
unknown.

Unfortunately, post-Enlightenment manipulators
have applied some of the philosophes’scientific cata-
loging to justify classism, racism, and ethnocen-
trism. By classifying humanity into various seg-
ments, these individuals have used the philosophes’
efforts to bring about order to create disunity among
human beings. By going beyond the species of Homo
sapiens and classifying humans into races and classes,
the post-Enlightenment manipulation introduced a
stratified chain of being for humanity. This doctrine
subverted the Enlightenment’s attempt to recognize
the equality that nature had decreed. Hence, scien-
tific racism became a perverted use of the Enlighten-
ment’s doctrines.

Influence on Philosophy
During the Middle Ages, philosophy and theol-

ogy were one. Because of the Church’s domination, it
was considered sacrilegious to conduct speculative
thinking that was independent of religious dogma.
The few medievalists, such as Peter Abelard, who ex-
ercised some degree of free thought were ostracized
and persecuted. The Enlightenment’s philosophy,
however, exemplified human reason as the avenue to
truth. In fact, the Enlightenment’s philosophes were
also scientists; that is, they studied nature in the belief
that it contained laws that brought order to the uni-
verse. This concept led them to classify and organize
information into a system. As a result, the philo-
sophes’ most important form of publication was the
encyclopedia, in which they cataloged scientific and
philosophical knowledge. Natural law was perceived
as governing not only the physical environment but
also society.
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This was a clear divorcement from medieval
thinking. The philosophes did not believe that ethics
could be mastered by studying metaphysics or reli-
gion. Thus, for ethics to be comprehended, it was be-
lieved that the student had to abandon metaphysics
and religion. The Enlightenment viewed these disci-
plines as explanations for the imponderable.

The philosophes, again unlike the medievalists,
did not concern themselves with otherworldly re-
wards and punishments. Instead, their focus was hu-
manity’s present situation. Thus, they attempted to
discover natural laws that spoke to human behavior,
government, and individual freedoms.

Because of this emphasis, the post-Enlighten-
ment world has turned its attention toward the im-
provement of society. Disciplines such as sociology
and psychology came of age because of the Enlight-
enment’s scrutiny of humanity’s problematic situa-
tion. The systematic study of these problems was a
fundamental component of the development of the
social sciences. The post-Enlightenment world has
been much more understanding and helpful in treat-
ing mental disease. While the medievalist was prone
simply to dismiss a disturbed person as one pos-
sessed by a demon, modern science has searched for
the physical and psychological causes of mental dis-
turbance. The net result of the advent of such social
sciences has been the emergence of a more humane
way of dealing with such patients.

The philosophes’ views were widely dispersed.
Their philosophy reached far beyond western Eu-
rope. The United States was particularly receptive to
the positions expostulated by Montesquieu, Voltaire,
Locke, and others. These Enlightenment thinkers
came to have a basic and profound impact upon the
American Revolution and the democratic govern-
ment that was formed in the aftermath.

Influence on Politics
The Enlightenment had a tremendous impact in

the governmental sphere. Its philosophy of natural
law became the basic argument for individual free-
dom, including the pursuit of happiness. Thus, the
Enlightenment declared that the governed did not
exist for the benefit of the governor. Jean-Jacques
Rousseau espoused the view that government was re-
ally a contract between the governed and the gover-
nor, who had reciprocal responsibilities. Opposing
arbitrary authority and the divine right doctrine, the

philosophes held that a citizen had rights that in-
cluded expectations of the government.

Furthermore, the Enlightenment gave credence
to the doctrine of the right to revolt. Whenever the
government infringed upon citizens’ individual free-
doms, the citizens were justified in overthrowing that
government.

While this doctrine legitimated the American and
French revolutions in the eighteenth century, it was
paradoxical to its contemporary practices of slavery
and colonialism. Thus, while the Enlightenment ush-
ered in a new era that was characterized by emphasis
upon individual freedoms, it did not provide a clean
break with the despotic past. Many of the violations
that subverted the human being’s pursuit of happi-
ness would continue for many years, even in lands
where the Enlightenment’s principles had been for-
mally adopted as the basis for government. These
continued violations illustrated that many of the
philosophes were overoptimistic. Their hope for an
earthly utopia has continued to elude humanity even
though reforms and democratic ideals have become
diffused throughout the post-Enlightenment world.

Influence on Social Stratification
Among the doctrines set forth by the Enlighten-

ment was the equality of human beings. This idea
was a radical departure from the medieval practice of
feudalism. Under the ancien régime, a vassal would
swear his fealty to a nobleman. The vassal was sub-
servient to the nobleman in every way imaginable.
His major assignment was to render service and obei-
sance unto his lord (the nobleman). In no way did the
serf consider himself to be on an equal basis with his
master.

The Enlightenment was an integral part of the
modernization of the Western world. As the growth
of the middle class occurred, feudalism’s structure of
nobility and serfdom was challenged. Thus, the En-
lightenment challenged this archaic stratification and
at the same time served as an apologetic mechanism
for the emerging middle class. In this way, the En-
lightenment helped to pave the way for the spread
of both democracy and capitalism. The Enlighten-
ment’s teachings regarding natural law and equality
undermined the feudal structure. Thus, socially, post-
Enlightenment society tended to be fluid. In modern
democratic society it is reasonable to expect social
and economic mobility. American optimism espe-
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cially made the modern citizen believe that economic
and social improvement is a reasonable expectation
and perhaps even a right.

Yet despite the post-Enlightenment world’s opti-
mistic expectations, social stratification continues.
Certainly, modern stratification in the industrialized
countries is not as drastic as the plight of the medieval
serf as contrasted with the comfortable life of the
aristocratic nobility. Yet the dream of a classless soci-
ety has proved to be an unrealistic aspiration. Even
communism’s imposition of a uniform dress code (as
in the case of China) has not proved to be successful
in producing a totally egalitarian society. Thus, the
unattainable goal of a utopia free of classism again
demonstrates the unrealistic expectations of some of
the philosophes.

In fact, the post-Enlightenment world has not com-
pletely obliterated feudalism. The remains of this
medieval institution can certainly still be found in the
military and in the business world’s corporate culture.
Despite this structure, however, the Enlightenment has
influenced these modern organizations. There are
rules that the rulers are expected to follow, and if they
do not, they can be replaced. Thus, despite the mili-
tary and corporate hierarchy, the post-Enlightenment
world does demand personal accountability from all.

Contribution
Post-Enlightenment ethics are characterized by

an appreciation for individual freedoms, democratic
government, and an optimistic belief in human prog-
ress. As a result, society has become less staid and
evasive of human accountability. Post-Enlightenment
ethics do not ascribe blame for accidents and disas-
ters to God or fate. Instead, human ingenuity and
negligence are cited as factors in bringing about ei-
ther success or failure. Such thinking has given birth
to two opposing positions. Fatalists have used as-
pects of the Enlightenment to classify humanity into
groups that range from the primitive to the most ad-
vanced. By doing so, they have maintained the ineq-
uities that were part of the ancien régime. Such mis-
use of the Enlightenment has subverted its aspiration
for a totally reformed society. Yet the Enlightenment
has also helped to inspire democratic ideals and uni-
versal fraternity. Since these noble ideals are not fully
attained, it might be said that the Enlightenment is
still in progress.

Randolph Meade Walker
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collecting both important source texts by Enlight-
enment thinkers and contemporary criticism on
the subject. The source texts are organized by
topic; sections include “Moral Principles and
Punishments,” “Political Rights and Responsibil-
ities,” and “The Development of Civil Society.”

Koch, Adrienne, ed. The American Enlightenment:
The Shaping of the American Experiment and a
Free Society. New York: George Braziller, 1965.
Complete with an introduction that gives a com-
prehensive interpretation of the American En-
lightenment, this work is a collection of primary
sources. It includes letters, autobiographies, and
other writings of some of America’s key Enlight-
enment figures, such as Benjamin Franklin and
Thomas Jefferson.

Palmer, R. R. The Age of the Democratic Revolution:
A Political History of Europe and America, 1760-
1800. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press,
1959-1964. This volume offers a synthesis of po-
litical history on both sides of the Atlantic. It pro-
vides an important connective understanding of
the various movements for democratic reform
that were staged in Europe as well as America,
demonstrating that the birth of democracy was
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See also: Enlightenment ethics; Kantian ethics; Nat-
ural rights; Postmodernism.

Postmodernism
Definition: Group of aesthetic and theoretical re-

sponses to late twentieth century political, eco-
nomic, and social life

Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Postmodernism is a largely celebra-

tory movement, advocating and enjoying the chaos,
fragmentation, and commodification endemic to
contemporary capitalist society. Its embrace of
ethical ambiguity has been criticized both by
those who advocate a return to traditional ethical
values and by those who see it as inappropriately
upholding traditional capitalist values such as in-
dividual choice and personal preference.

In 1907, Pope Pius X wrote an official letter con-
demning what he called “modernism.” His letter

charged that modernists were denying the Church’s
ancient traditions. In fact, modernism often implies
the sense of an antitradition, and the pope feared that
modernist ideas would necessitate a devaluation of
papal authority and historical legitimacy.

Modernity, that is, the era beginning with the In-
dustrial Revolution and ending some time in the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century, was a time of rapid
scientific, technological, and economic development
in much of the world. The values both of tradition and
of progress were constantly at issue and constantly
questioned. There were two responses to this move-
ment, one positive and one negative. On the positive
side, during the modern period, there was a general
feeling of impatience with the past and a popular op-
timism toward the future. There was a sense that per-
fection is possible for human society. Science, tech-
nology, and human reason could create a utopia for
the world in which people would live good lives in
peace and harmony. Ancient traditions no longer pro-
vided the means of future progress and advancement,
and so had to be left behind.

On the negative side, however, many writers, art-
ists, and intellectuals responded to this conception of
technology and reason with skepticism. Their work
decried the mechanization and rationalization of hu-
man society. They saw humans being replaced by
machines and, even worse, a tendency to see the hu-
man as a type of machine. These “modernists” be-
lieved that the problem with modernity lay in the in-
vention of a new sort of culture, mass culture, which
produced artworks, as well as electronic, automotive,
and other products, on a mass scale. Mass culture was
seen as a culture of technology and the rational mar-
ketplace, rather than a culture beauty and artistic
value. Modernism was a largely pessimistic reaction
against modern mass culture, an attempt to “rescue”
the category of high art from the “degradations” of
the masses.

Postmodern Skepticism
The modernist skepticism toward traditional mod-

els of progress that had led to the creation of mecha-
nized, mass culture was amplified in the late twenti-
eth century. As capitalism developed and became
global, modernity developed into postmodernity. The
general public began to believe that their earlier opti-
mism had been unwarranted. Science and technology
did have good effects, but there was a dark side for
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every advance. With new technology came pollution,
for example, and more advanced means for conduct-
ing war.

At the same time, the globalization of mass cul-
ture brought radically different value systems into in-
timate contact with one another. The result was a
heightened awareness that not all races and nationali-
ties thought the same way. Knowledge which once
had seemed objective and universal was revealed to
be the perspective of one particular group. Post-
modernity, then, brought about a popular acceptance
of the skepticism that had been expressed only by in-
dividual intellectuals in modernity. The notion of a
universal ethics that would apply to all people came
to seem implausible.

Ironically, some creators of art and literature in
postmodernity began to celebrate the very fragmen-
tation of traditions and values that had seemed so
foreboding to the modernists. New kinds of aesthetic
movements developed which, far from “rescuing” art
from mass degradation, celebrated mass culture and
denied that there was any difference between high art
and popular culture. These movements were identi-
fied as examples of “postmodernism.” Modernism
and postmodernism thus tended to agree as to the
nature of reality, identity, and values—but where
modernism resisted the death of tradition, postmod-
ernism reveled in it.

Examples of Postmodern Ethics
Postmodernism views ethics as something which

has to be decided by the individual or group. Various
races and cultures, for example, have diverse ways of
living and speaking, thus making it difficult to state
uniformly what is right and wrong. In postmodernity,
there is an explosion of diversity in all aspects of
life, and postmodernism celebrates that diversity.
From one point of view, heterosexuality is normal,
whereas from another, homosexuality seems right.
The American desire to bring democracy to the world
seems to some to be a lofty and honest goal. But a
postmodernist view states that this is merely one
story that can be told about the role of the United
States in the world, and others may be equally valid.

Changing roles for men and women provide an-
other example of diversity. In modernity, women
were the housekeepers and men were the breadwin-
ners. Role reversals have brought about confusion
and disorientation as to what vocational choices to

make. In postmodernity, it is not possible to state, in
principles that hold for all people, what is right and
wrong, ethical or unethical.

Winifred Whelan
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Potsdam Conference
The Event: Final meeting of the Allied leaders of

Great Britain, the Soviet Union, and the United
States during World War II

Date: July 17 to August 2, 1945
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Over the course of the Potsdam Con-

ference, long-standing ideological and ethical dif-
ferences between the United States and the Soviet
Union emerged to solidify the territorial and eco-
nomic dismantling of Germany and lay the foun-
dations of the Cold War.

In the Berlin suburb of Potsdam, the Allied powers
met from July 17 to August 2, 1945, to strengthen
their resolve to defeat Japan and to decide how to put
the world back together after the shattering experi-
ence of World War II had ended. Joseph Stalin, who
had been cunning and brutal in securing control at
home, was bent on exploiting the Soviet Union’s vic-
tory after the war. President Harry S. Truman, the

naïve idealist who believed im-
plicitly in his country’s innate
goodness, had faith in the prin-
ciple of international coopera-
tion. Great Britain sided with
Truman, who demanded that
free elections be held in eastern
European countries that, it was
charged, had unfairly been made
satellites of the Soviet orbit of
control. Stalin refused.

War damages, or reparations,
were another crucial issue. The
Soviets wanted to rebuild their
war-torn economy with Ger-
man industry; the United States
feared that it would be saddled
with the entire cost of caring for
defeated Germans. Each side
ended up taking reparations
from its zone of occupation, and
Germany was divided in two
without input. The growing an-
tagonism between the United
States and the Soviet Union re-
sulted in the Cold War.

Andrew C. Skinner

See also: Cold War; Stalin, Joseph; Truman Doc-
trine.

Poverty
Definition: Condition of having insufficient re-

sources or income to meet such basic human
needs as nutrition, clothing, shelter, and health
care

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Political philosophers and social ac-

tivists often appeal to competing moral bases to
ground their arguments about alleviating pov-
erty. Arguments and rationales include individual
rights to life and property, mutual and intergen-
erational obligations of citizens, legitimacy of
the state, and obligations of affluent nations to
poverty-stricken nations.

Winston S. Churchill (left), Harry S. Truman (center), and Joseph Stalin at
Potsdam. (National Archives)



Welfare provision as a matter of charity is based on
the notion that individuals have no moral right to
what they receive because no one has a right to an-
other’s charity. People have a right to acquire and re-
tain goods and resources by initial acquisition or by
voluntary agreement. Welfare provision as a strict
obligation for those with resources implies that those
in need have moral claim on more affluent persons.
One’s right to life means more than the right not to be
killed unjustly. It implies a moral claim compelling
more affluent persons to relinquish part of their sur-
plus wealth on behalf of poor persons. However, the
principle generally assumes that poor persons do all
they legitimately can to meet basic needs.

In the absence of strict moral claims, poor persons
are dependent on others’ beneficence, which may or
may not be forthcoming. A duty to be benevolent,
based on welfare as charity, obligates those with re-
sources only to assist people whom they choose to as-
sist. It cannot be enforced under equal rules for all,
and it favors private, nonstate forms of provision. The
role of the state is residual. Government acts as a
safety net when private sector welfare is inadequate.
Conversely, the strict obligation view of welfare im-
plies that individuals have a right to such provisions.
The state not only must ensure that such rights are pro-
tected and applied equally, but it also should be instru-
mental in welfare provision. The state’s legitimacy in
part derives from its welfare providing functions.

Ethics of Relief
The ethics of relief obligate charitable organiza-

tions and governments to assist those who cannot
meet their own basic needs. Political philosopher
James Sterba argues that poor persons have a moral
claim on the surplus resources of the more affluent.
Sterba’s argument that the needs of the poor take pri-
ority over the liberty of the affluent persons to meet
luxury needs conflicts with the views of libertarian
and liberal political philosophers. For example, Rob-
ert Nozick maintains that the only claims to welfare
help that can be justified are from those whose pov-
erty has resulted from some form of social injustice,
such as discrimination.

Ethics of Prevention
The ethics of prevention concern what must be

done to reduce future poverty. Economist Gordon
Tullock has suggested that if income were redistrib-

uted to alleviate poverty in the United States, one of
the effects would be to slow the rate of economic
growth by approximately 2 percent annually. After
about fifteen years, the consequent reduced eco-
nomic growth would leave people at the lower end of
the income scale worse off than if no transfer of in-
come had taken place. Likewise, if affluent countries
were to redistribute wealth to the poorest counties,
the consequent reduction in the rate of economic
growth in the United States would reduce the rate of
growth in the recipient countries because the United
States would be consuming less of the world’s goods.
Over time the cumulative effects would worsen pov-
erty in the poor countries.

The ethics of relief and of prevention are affected
by the closeness of the relationship between provid-
ers and receivers. There is much less moral ambigu-
ity around alleviating poverty among more immedi-
ate family members, other relatives, or close friends.
More distant family members, acquaintances, or
strangers are more ethically problematic. As Sterba
notes, however, no one is morally required to do ei-
ther what is beyond their power to do or what would
entail too great a sacrifice. Setting limits on efforts to
alleviate poverty is permissible to the extent such ef-
forts result in immense personal or social sacrifice on
those who are not poor.

Richard K. Caputo
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See also: Developing world; Entitlements; Home-
less care; Income distribution; Malthus, Thomas;
Nozick, Robert; Population Connection; Poverty and
wealth; Rawls, John; Welfare rights.

Poverty and wealth
Definition: Poverty: lack of sufficient material re-

sources to sustain oneself, or of extraneous or lux-
ury possessions; wealth: abundance of material
resources and riches

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: The extreme disparity of wealth lev-

els between industrialized and developing nations
may raise significant ethical issues relating to so-
cial and distributive justice, especially since the
wealth of industrialized nations is largely main-
tained and increased at the direct expense of de-
veloping nations. Many members of the industri-
alized world, however, would disagree with this
statement, arguing that the poverty of others cre-
ates no obligation on the part of the wealthy and
that global free markets are in the long-term inter-
ests of all people.

Nonindustrialized, or developing, nations cover 60
percent of the world’s land surface and include 70
percent of the world’s population. They form a much
less homogeneous group than do the major industri-
alized nations, since they represent a wide variety of
social, economic, cultural, political, and geograph-
ical environments. Unfortunately, what developing
nations do have in common is a marked socioeco-
nomic disadvantage that manifests itself in weak
economies, overpopulation, and widespread poverty.

In developing nations, poverty is pervasive both
relative to industrialized nations and on an abso-
lute level. State welfare systems are either inadequate
or nonexistent, and for that reason millions of peo-
ple are malnourished and die in periodic famines.
Housing and shelter are often inadequate.

Developing nations are characterized by weak
economic systems; low agricultural productivity;
an undeveloped industrial base; limited technology;
limited purchasing power; overreliance on a small
number of export products, making their economies
particularly vulnerable to fluctuations in supply and

demand; and reliance on foreign investments and the
importation of industrial equipment.

Developing nations also have demographic defi-
ciencies, such as low life expectancy at birth, high
rates of infant mortality, large families, rampant dis-
ease, and high rates of infection. These countries also
tend to have incompetent governments that are char-
acterized by poor administration, widespread cor-
ruption, lack of opportunity and high unemployment,
glaring inequities between social classes, a dispro-
portionate concentration of wealth and power in the
hands of a ruling elite, and insufficient resources de-
voted to social programs and education (impover-
ished sub-Saharan countries continue to spend two
to three times as much on armaments as on educa-
tion). Because of such inequities, the best-educated
segment of the population may leave; for example,
during the 1980’s, one-third of Africans with a post-
secondary education emigrated to Europe.

It is obvious that there is an enormous disparity
between the developed and the underdeveloped world
in terms of the distribution of wealth and power, and
this disparity appears to be growing according to re-
ports of the United Nations Development Program.
Income disparities between the richest and the poor-
est 20 percent of countries more than doubled be-
tween 1960 and 1990. As of 1992, the average in-
come gap was more than 140 to 1 ($22,808 to $163).
In terms of control over economic activity, in 1989,
the richest 20 percent of nations controlled between
80 and 95 percent of total gross national product,
world trade, commercial lending, domestic savings,
and domestic investment. The poorest 20 percent of
countries controlled between 0.2 and 1.4 percent of
economic activity.

Ethics and the Wealth of Nations
Most developing nations are in a relationship of

unequal exchange with the countries of the devel-
oped world. One theory maintains that the way to
decrease this inequality is to redistribute wealth.
Central to this strategy is the belief that economic in-
teraction is a zero-sum game; that is, that as one na-
tion acquires more wealth and becomes richer, an-
other nation loses wealth and becomes poorer. As
Marjorie Kelly put it: “Wealth is made on the backs
of the poor.” Therefore, if the developed countries are
hoarding all the wealth and this wealth is generating
poverty in the undeveloped nations, poverty can be
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wiped out by redistributing the wealth from devel-
oped to undeveloped nations. Examples of this the-
ory being put into practice include the Peace Corps,
foreign aid, and low-interest loans or grants that are
provided by the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund.

The concept of redistribution may be ethically
laudable, but it has not worked in practice, as is indi-
cated by the growing disparity between developed
and undeveloped nations. The zero-sum theory says
that significant improvement in the well-being of
nonindustrialized countries can occur only if a sig-
nificant decline in the well-being of industrialized
countries occurs simultaneously. A similar rationale
works on a smaller scale for the powerful interest and
economic groups within nonindustrialized countries
that have monopolized the wealth of those countries.
Clearly, these nations and groups have not been will-
ing to undertake such a level of redistribution. In
fact, the data suggest that they are accumulating an
even greater share of the wealth. According to Jacob
Needleman, “The outward expenditure of mankind’s
energy now takes place in and through money.” Mar-
jorie Kelly observed that one of the consequences of
this single-minded accumulation of money is that
“we have come to lack a sense of financial obesity: a
cultural consensus that enough is enough and too
much is grotesque . . . we lack any . . . revulsion to vast
sums of money.”

Kelly argues that a solution to this problem may
be to recognize that equality of wealth is impossible
to achieve. Kelly suggests that one solution might be
to encourage the creation of wealth that does not
cause poverty, creating a win-win situation, an ethi-
cally earned prosperity that also makes others pros-
perous. For example, a product is sold by a company
to customers who become prosperous by using the
product. Kelly’s idea is interesting, but it is not clear
on what scale a win-win situation could operate glob-
ally. In addition, the success of such a strategy hinges
on—as Kelly noted—a duty on the part of the wealthy
to care for those who do not have wealth. The fact that
affluent nations are becoming wealthier while devel-
oping nations sink deeper into poverty suggests that
Kelly’s sense of duty has not yet achieved recogni-
tion or high priority.

Laurence Miller
Updated by the editors

Further Reading
Bello, Walden, Shea Cunningham, and Bill Rau.

Dark Victory: The United States, Structural Ad-
justment, and Global Poverty. London: Pluto
Press, 1994.

Berberoglu, Berch. The Political Economy of Devel-
opment. Albany: State University of New York
Press, 1992.

Kelly, Marjorie, et al. “Are You Too Rich if Others
Are Too Poor?” The Utne Reader, no. 53 (Septem-
ber-October, 1992): 67-70.

Little, Daniel. The Paradox of Wealth and Poverty:
Mapping the Ethical Dilemmas of Global Devel-
opment. Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 2003.

Osterfield, David. Prosperity Versus Planning. New
York: Oxford University Press, 1992.

Pacione, Michael, ed. The Geography of the Third
World: Progress and Prospect. New York: Rout-
ledge, 1988.

Pogge, Thomas W., ed. Global Justice. Malden,
Mass.: Blackwell, 2001.

Smeeding, Timothy M., Michael O’Higgins, and Lee
Rainwater, eds. Poverty, Inequality, and Income
Distribution in Comparative Perspective. Wash-
ington, D.C.: Urban Institute Press, 1990.

See also: Capitalism; Class struggle; Communism;
Distributive justice; Economic analysis; Famine; In-
come distribution; Poverty; Profit economy; World
Trade Organization.

Power
Definition: Ability to produce effects
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Power is arguably the thing which eth-

ics is designed to regulate: One’s actions and even
one’s existence are morally significant only to
the extent that one has recognizable effects upon
oneself and others. For philosophers like Michel
Foucault and Friedrich Nietzsche, power—that
is, the sum total of one’s effects—is synonymous
with existence.

Power is often confused with authority, but power is
distinct from authority. In general, power implies an
ability or capacity of some sort. More particularly,
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power implies an ability or capacity to exercise influ-
ence, control, or dominion over others. Authority is
the legitimate right to use power. Not everyone, how-
ever, believes in the separation between power and
authority. Despots, tyrants, and dictators eschew le-
gitimacy and wield authority like a sword. Vladimir
Ilich Lenin viewed the rule of the Communist Party,
the dictatorship of the proletariat, as being based on
brutal force, unlimited by any laws or rules. Mao
Zedong identified power with authority. One has au-
thority because one has power to rule. “Political
power grows out of the barrel of a gun,” said Mao.
This article will focus on the sources and nature of
power.

Power as Knowledge
Power has been identified with knowledge, free-

dom, justice, and political authority. In Plato’s alle-
gory of the cave, knowledge is likened to the power
that emancipates slaves of sensory perception from
the darkness of ignorance to the bright light of in-
tellectual knowledge. Francis Bacon claimed that
knowledge is power. In the Advancement of Learning
(1605), he wrote, “For there is no power on Earth
which setteth up a throne or chair of estate in the spir-
its and souls of men, and in their cogitations, opin-
ions, and beliefs, but knowledge and learning.”

Power as Freedom
Thomas Hobbes, Baruch Spinoza, Immanuel

Kant, and Jean-Paul Sartre understood freedom to be
the source of power. Hobbes argued that the social
contract came about by means of the surrender or
alienation of natural freedom to society. Hobbes
wanted to place all power in the hands of the sover-
eign. Spinoza identified freedom as power—power
to act, power for self-preservation. Spinoza defined
power as conatus, the special propensity or capacity
of a thing to perform; in short, the freedom of self-
preservation. Kant postulated that human beings
have free will to impose laws upon themselves; that
is, human beings have moral autonomy or freedom,
which is the source of power. Sartre believed that
freedom was the power of self-determination.

Power as Political Authority
The Greek Sophist Cratylus, a skeptic and relativ-

ist, claimed that the law of right is the law of the
strongest; in other words, power is right, power is jus-

tice. This ethic was taken over by the argumentative
Sophist Thrasymachus. Plato’s Republic opens with
a discussion between Socrates and the aged Cephalus
over the meaning of life, which leads to the question
of the just life. Having asked for a definition of jus-
tice, Socrates receives a reply from Polemarchus, son
of Cephalus, who argues on the authority of the
Greek poet Simonides that justice is to give to each
what is owed. In the course of the discussion, a frus-
trated and impatient Thrasymachus charges into the
debate. Justice, he argues, is whatever brings advan-
tage to the stronger or to established rule. At the end
of the argument, Thrasymachus winds up defending
injustice as being more valuable than justice, because
injustice can be used to the advantage of the stronger.
In effect, Thrasymachus defines justice as power.

John Locke and Karl Marx
John Locke identified political power with legiti-

mate authority. In the Second Treatise of Govern-
ment (1690), Locke differentiated political power
and despotical power. The difference consisted in
the fact that political power is legitimate authority,
whereas despotical power is arbitrary. Political power
is founded on the social contract, in which self-rule is
willfully handed over to society for the common
good and for protection. Despotical power is simply
arbitrary power over other persons.

Karl Marx claimed that political power can be ex-
plained in terms of economic relations of property
ownership; therefore, he viewed power in capitalist
society as exploitation. For Marx, private property is
the source of social power. Marx believed that private
property ownership patterns created asymmetrical
relations of power resulting in the development of
two classes: the exploiting class and the exploited
class. The property-owning classes are the exploiting
classes because they exploit the labor power of the
non-owning classes. Workers must enjoy freedom
from servitude and must be propertyless. The reason
that capitalist power is exploitative is that capitalist
society must constantly renew its conditions of exis-
tence by ensuring that a sizable percentage of the
population remains propertyless and therefore subor-
dinate to the dominant class. The worker has no
choice, if he or she wants to survive, but to appear on
the labor market as a commodity to be bought and
sold. Power over others, therefore, grows out of un-
equal property relations.
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Max Weber, unlike Marx, found sources of power
outside the economic realm. Power may flow from
the possession of economic or political resources.
High positions may also confer power.

Machiavelli
Niccolò Machiavelli wrote The Prince (1513) and

dedicated it to Lorenzo de Medici, hoping to attract
the attention of the Medicis. The Prince has been
called a grammar of power, and for good reasons.
The book was written about the acquisition of abso-
lute power. The Prince was taken from the Dis-
courses, which set forth several principles: the supe-
riority of the democratic republic, reliance upon mass
consent, organic unity, the role of leadership in achiev-
ing cohesiveness, the imperative of military power,
the use of national religion to unify the masses and to
cement morale, the will to survive and ruthless mea-
sures, and the cyclical rise and fall caused by the dec-
adence of the old and reinvigoration of the new. Al-
though The Prince can be studied in the context of the
Mirror of Princes Literature, a genre that flourished
during the Middle Ages and depicted princely vir-
tues, it signified a revolutionary turn in political
thinking by rejecting ethics and metaphysics and es-
pousing political realism.

Machiavelli refused to imagine human beings as
they ought to be; instead, he employed as his starting
point the realistic acknowledgment of human beings
as they are. Machiavelli believed that ideals and eth-
ics were ineffective in government. Chapters 15
through 19 of The Prince are the most radical. These
chapters deal with the qualities that a prince ought to
possess. The prince is advised to disregard the ques-
tion of whether his actions should be called virtuous
or vicious. The choice of action, Machiavelli claims,
depends not upon ethics but upon circumstances.
Machiavelli was not concerned with good or evil, but
with effective government; not with virtues, but with
virtù, or vitality. Chapter 14 stresses the primacy and
necessity of brute power being employed for strate-
gic ends—in other words, war. For Machiavelli, the
prince has no other aim but war. The prince is coun-
seled to learn war through action and study and to
know and defend even in peacetime.

Thomas Hobbes
Thomas Hobbes defined the nature of political

power in Leviathan (1651), which contains a power-

ful argument on behalf of strong government. Hobbes
wrote Leviathan while exiled in Paris from the En-
glish Civil wars. Hobbes’s aim was to unite Church
and state into one powerful structure. Holding to a
mechanical view of the universe, he naturally con-
structed his theory of human nature on the basis of
mechanistic principles. For example, he depicted the
human mind as a function of the nervous system.
Chapter 13 contains the famous passage called the
“Naturall Condition of Mankind.” Hobbes claimed
that the state of nature is a state of war because of hu-
man equality (for example, a small man could kill a
big man with a rock). Human life in this natural state
is “solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and short.” Power is
socially and equitably distributed. In order to gain
mutual protection, and because human beings en-
joyed a natural rational propensity to seek peace, a
commonwealth was in order. Such a commonwealth
would be formed by a compact in which each individ-
ual agreed to allow as much liberty to others as he or
she would expect to enjoy. By forming a compact and
mutually renouncing individual freedom and power,
the members of society would grant absolute power
to the sovereign. Only the government, then, could
assign rights and determine justice.

Friedrich Nietzsche
Friedrich Nietzsche, in The Dawn (1881), The

Gay Science (1882), Beyond Good and Evil (1886),
The Will to Power (1901), and Thus Spoke Zarathustra
(1883), made power an interpretative principle of hu-
man behavior and morality. The will to power is at the
heart of his philosophy. He pointed out a dualistic
morality—a slave morality, or herd morality, versus a
master morality. The slave morality was guided by
resentment against the successful, wealthy, and pow-
erful. The superman (Übermensch) appears as the
Nietzschean hero who affirms life and recalls Wolf-
gang von Goethe’s Faust, who symbolized the ever-
striving, never satisfied power of the human spirit.
“Dead are all gods; now we will that superman live.”
Superman is the goal of history. In The Antichrist
(1895), Nietzsche defined the good as power. “What
is good? Everything that heightens the feeling of
power in man, the will to power, power itself.”

Michel Foucault
Foucault was one of the brightest luminaries to

grace the French firmament of intellectual thought in
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the twentieth century, and his influence can be felt
throughout the academic world of the West. His ma-
jor contribution to social thought was the stimulation
of new thinking about power. This concept is central
to his social and political critique. In it, he thinks he
has found the Archimedean point with which to un-
derstand the systems and structures of rationality, po-
litical authority, and science. However one may con-
ceive of Foucault’s use of the concept of power, there
is no way to interpret his project of contemporary his-
torical analysis without tackling the ineluctable idea
of power.

Power for Foucault is not some kind of substance.
It is neither an essence composed of definable quali-
ties nor an ontological category representing some
real entity. Instead, power is an abstract configura-
tion, an abstract possibility of relations of force.
Foucault conceives of power in essentially nominal-
istic terms. “Power in the substantive sense, le pouvoir,
doesn’t exist. . . . In reality power means relations,
a more-or-less organized, hierarchical coordinated
cluster of relations.” Relations within the social body
make the presence of power ubiquitous. This is the
case because Foucault views power coterminously
with the conditions of social relations. What is revo-
lutionary about Foucault is his localization of the
mechanisms of power in the apparatuses outside the
state. He locates power, or “micro-powers,” on the
mundane, quotidian level of familial relationships,
kinship systems, local administrations, and so forth.
He cautions, therefore, that unless the mechanisms of
power that function outside the state are changed,
nothing in society will be changed. Foucault then lo-
cates power at every point of society. In fact, he con-
tends that the functioning of the state depends on
concrete power relations diffused throughout the so-
cial body. Power functions at myriad points of social
contact and has myriad effects.

Foucault thinks of power as having “capillary”
forms of existence—the capillaries being the points
at which power enters and invests itself in individu-
als. It is at this level that power becomes productive
of social knowledge.

The functioning of power creates new bodies of
knowledge. Power and knowledge are inexorably
connected. One cannot exist without the other. Power
is constrained to produce knowledge, and knowledge
cannot escape engendering more power. Foucault
does not mean the same thing by power/knowledge

that members of the Frankfurt School meant by rea-
son/domination. Foucault is not trying to unmask the
oppressive systems of the dominant classes. Instead,
he is attempting to locate the points of intersection of
power and knowledge as they are dispersed strategi-
cally throughout the social body.

The Individual in Society
What part does the individual play in the process

of the determination of power within the social body?
Foucault seems rather ambiguous concerning the in-
dividual subject and the problem of subjectivity. On
one hand, he says that it is the position of the subject
that exercises power, not the individual; on the other,
he says that power is exercised in the very bodies of
individuals. The effects of power invest themselves
in the bodies of individuals. Biopower (also called
political technology) and biopolitics refer to the con-
trol of species and the control of the body. Political
technology leads to the categorization of human spe-
cies and converts the human body into an object to be
manipulated (disciplinary power). The aim is to cre-
ate a docile and productive body. Biopolitics depicts
the individual as an object of political concern for the
purpose of normalization.

In Discipline and Punish (1979), Foucault pre-
sents power as the force of normalization and the for-
mation of knowledge. Normalization and knowledge
invest the body, the individual, the masses, and the
body politic. “The soul is the effect and the instru-
ment of a political anatomy; the soul is the prison of
the body.” Through knowledge, power moves to a
new level. Knowledge is power over people that ends
up normalizing people and standardizing them in the
factory, school, prison, hospital, or military.

Power is not built up of individual wills. Individ-
uals and subjects are not particular powers, they do
not possess power, and power does not emanate from
them. Yet all individuals are subjects in a universal
struggle in which everyone fights everyone else.
There is, for Foucault, no such thing as an oppressor/
oppressed polarity such as the Marxist class struggle
between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. Forms of
rationality other than the economic enmesh them-
selves in the institutions and domains of society, en-
gendering effects such as sexism and racism.

At his inaugural address at the Collège de France,
France’s most distinguished academic institution,
Foucault presented a discourse about discourse enti-
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tled “L’Ordre du discours.” In it, Foucault argues that
the production of discourse is controlled by proce-
dures of exclusion, sexual and political prohibition,
taboo, ritual, and the right to speak. The will to
knowledge leads to a system of exclusion that relies
on institutional support. Procedures arise for the con-
trol of discourse, systems of restriction, conditions,
and rules of access. The number of those allowed to
participate is small. Ritual defines qualifications,
gestures, behavior, and circumstances. Societies of
discourse preserve discourse within a restricted
group.

For Foucault, then, power is a heuristic principle,
or explanatory rule, for understanding social prac-
tices. He corrected the too-long-held view that power
is exclusively repressive or constraining. In fact,
what Foucault demonstrated was the insidious way in
which power produces conformity, legitimizes polit-
ical power, and creates exclusionary forms of knowl-
edge.

Michael Candelaria
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Practical reason
Definition: Justification for taking action
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Theories of practical reason try to an-

swer such questions as why one should be moral,
whether it is always rational to act on moral re-
quirements, and if human beings are inherently
selfish.

The difference between practical and theoretical rea-
son rests on a distinction between two types of rea-
sons. A practical reason—such as the need to help
people in trouble—gives one a reason for doing
something. A theoretical reason—such as “7 + 5 =
12”—gives one a reason for believing something.
Some argue that by nature people act only for selfish
reasons. Thomas Hobbes, the founder of modern
egoism, is the most influential defender of this view.
Most theories of practical reason attempt to refute
egoism by proposing standards for moral decision
making. These standards are supposed to show that
human beings have reasons to be moral that are not
based exclusively on self-interest.

Each of the three dominant theories of practical
reason defends a conception of practical reason that
can be traced back to its founder. The ancient Greek
philosopher Aristotle argued that a virtuous person is
someone who knows how to act in ways that promote
the virtuous life. A benevolent person, for example,
knows that it is good to help others in need. The prac-
tical reasoning of a benevolent person is motivated
by the desire for beneficence and the knowledge that
beneficence is a virtue. Practical reasoning thus in-
volves putting moral knowledge into practice by act-
ing morally.

The eighteenth century English philosopher Da-
vid Hume argued that practical reason is always mo-
tivated by desire. For example, having a desire to re-
lieve someone’s suffering counts as a reason for
acting. Moreover, unless a desire is present a person
cannot have a reason for action. Hume and his fol-
lowers believe that the reasons people have for acting
morally are usually not selfish reasons. Because peo-
ple are generally believed to have a natural sympathy
for the plights of others, they have a natural desire to
act morally.

The late eighteenth century German philosopher
Immanuel Kant claimed that it is possible to act from

a reason even if one has no desire to do so. According
to his view, a moral reason is a requirement of ratio-
nality; a moral reason is also a practical reason be-
cause it specifies an action that a person should per-
form. Rational people, so far as they are rational at
the moments of action, will know that they have a
duty to assist those in need. Kant therefore rejects the
claim that a reason for action presupposes a desire.
For Kant and his followers, sometimes morality re-
quires acting on reasons that conflict with human de-
sires. Contemporary ethicists usually defend a ver-
sion of one of these positions.

Jon Mahoney

Further Reading
Kant, Immanuel. Critique of Practical Reason. 1788.

Translated and edited by Mary Gregor. Cam-
bridge, England: Cambridge University Press,
1997.

Millgram, Elijah, ed. Varieties of Practical Rea-
soning. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2001.

See also: Aristotelian ethics; Golden mean; Good,
the; Hobbes, Thomas; Idealist ethics; Kant, Imman-
uel; Morality; Nagel, Thomas; Natural law; Pru-
dence.

Pragmatism
Definition: School of philosophy which asserts that

ideas should be understood as practical entities
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Pragmatism holds that thought is es-

sentially a guide for action. Therefore, ideas ac-
quire their meanings from their practical conse-
quences, and truth is defined as whatever it is
useful to believe. Pragmatist ethics tends to be sit-
uational and consequentialist, since it focuses on
the useful effects of moral values in particular
contexts.

Pragmatism was initiated by Charles Sanders Peirce
and William James and developed by John Dewey
and George Herbert Mead; it has been revived since
the 1970’s. Responding to Darwinism, Peirce and
James viewed thought as a process within the whole
context of life-activity. In his foundational essays
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“The Fixation of Belief ” (1877) and “How to Make
Our Ideas Clear” (1878), Peirce argued that thinking
arises from a disturbance in action and aims at pro-
ducing a belief that more successfully guides future
action. Beliefs are not mental states but organic dis-
positions or habits. James popularized the term
“pragmatism” first in 1898 and then in the famous
lectures published as Pragmatism (1907).

For Peirce, pragmatism was a general theory of
meaning, while James stressed the view that “truth”
means “workability.” Mead explored the implica-
tions for social psychology. John Dewey developed it
into a rich theory of human existence and conduct, in-
cluding ethical, social, and political philosophy, of-
ten known as “instrumentalism” but more correctly
called “Cultural naturalism.” (Instrumentalism, the
theory of intelligent inquiry, is part of Dewey’s gen-
eral theory of experience, ranging from prereflective
feelings to refined aesthetic and religious meanings.)

Dewey begins by seeing humans as living organ-
isms acting within and responding to their environ-
ments. People are neither predetermined mecha-
nisms nor purely independent. Action is a feedback
process of learning, operating within certain con-
straints but capable of a variety of developments. As
cultural beings, people also live in a social environ-
ment in which the experience of others shapes their
own conduct. The process of learning, then, offers a
third alternative for moral theory. “Morals means
growth of conduct in meaning,” says Dewey. “It is
learning the meaning of what we are about and em-
ploying that meaning in action.”

For Dewey, ethics deals with all human action. It
legitimately involves obtaining reliable information;
broad experience; skills in communication, coopera-
tion, and deliberation; educational and political orga-
nization; and the creation of new values and ideals.
Ethics, in short, is the art of rendering human exis-
tence as meaningful and intrinsically fulfilling as
possible.

Realizing Aims
Like any art, ethics is concerned with the tech-

niques whereby its aims may be realized. In this
sense, it is experimental and gains insight from the
success of the scientific method. Dewey denied that
ethical problems should be handed over to the so-
cial sciences or some managerial elite, but he hoped
that the cooperative, experimental attitude of science

could be widely inculcated for framing tentative so-
lutions to social problems that leave many human
lives devoid of hope or meaning. By seeing the moral
life as capable of being guided by a variety of intelli-
gently undertaken experiments instead of as the sub-
ject matter for formal principles of ethical judgment,
Dewey thought, it might be possible to improve the
human condition.

Out of native impulses, desires arise, leading to
actions that form habits. Habits “constitute the self,”
becoming one’s character. They lead to certain kinds
of further action that may cause reevaluation of past
desires, a transformation or enlargement of them
with respect to their objects, or a deepening of their
meaning with broadened experience. Although
Dewey agrees with Aristotle that action and habit are
the basis of character, he finds no one fixed and defin-
ing virtue. The self is a process, Dewey states: It “is
impossible for the self to stand still, it is becoming
and becoming for better or worse. It is in the quality
of becoming that virtue resides. We set up this and
that end to be reached, but the end is growth itself.”
Although he rejects absolute values, Dewey is no
subjective relativist; instead, he is a contextual plu-
ralist. The good self is one that is informed about its
world, grasps the tendencies of situations, and delib-
erates well about possible ends and the means re-
quired to realize them.

Deliberation includes the imaginative search for
ideals of conduct and the discovery of new values.
Only in a derivative sense is it understood as the mere
search for means to preselected ends. Two children
fighting over a ball may discover the game of catch,
discovering the new value of cooperative play and
friendship, transforming the old values of posses-
siveness and dominance. Deliberation is not primar-
ily a private affair; one deliberates alone because one
has deliberated aloud with others. Ethical reasoning,
then, is no calculative or rule-bound procedure but is
fraught with imagination, dialogue, and dramatic in-
terpretation. It aims to understand the meaning of a
present situation by determining its tendencies and
the possible values that they realize. An event gains
meaning within an overall process. By seeing the ac-
tual in the light of the possible, one can make intelli-
gent choices and critically evaluate one’s conduct.
One can grow intelligently. This is Dewey’s under-
standing of freedom.

A society incorporating such behavior would pro-
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vide the most secure basis for democracy as a way
of life. Civilization would be no abstract ideal but
would concretely aim at every means possible to real-
ize conditions whereby human beings could lead in-
herently significant lives.

Thomas Alexander

Further Reading
Dewey, John. The Collected Works: The Early Works,

the Middle Works, the Later Works. 37 vols. Edited
by Jo Ann Boydston. Carbondale: Southern Illi-
nois University Press, 1967-1992.

Fesmire, Stephen. John Dewey and Moral Imagina-
tion: Pragmatism in Ethics. Bloomington: Indi-
ana University Press, 2003.

Gouinlock, James. John Dewey’s Philosophy of
Value. New York: Humanities Press, 1972.

James, William. Pragmatism, and Other Writings.
Edited by Giles Gunn. New York: Penguin
Books, 2000.

Nietzsche, Friedrich. Beyond Good and Evil. Trans-
lated by Walter Kaufmann. New York: Vintage,
1989.

Peirce, Charles. The Essential Peirce: Selected Philo-
sophical Writings. Edited by Nathan Houser and
Christian Kloesel. 2 vols. Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1992-1998.

See also: Dewey, John; Intersubjectivity; James,
William; Mean/ends distinction; Peirce, Charles
Sanders; Theory and practice; Utilitarianism.

Premarital sex
Definition: Sexual contacts between unmarried

partners
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: Premarital sex is a subject of signifi-

cant moral controversy; sexual ethics are used to
assess the morality of sexual practices in terms of
how they affect human welfare.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, premari-
tal sex remained one of the most controversial sub-
jects in most cultures. Most guidelines for acceptable
sexual behavior in the Western world are derived
from religious teachings and cultural traditions. In

most cases, the official viewpoint is that sex outside
committed married relationships is discouraged if
not prohibited. Despite this doctrine, the vast major-
ity of people have sexual experiences prior to mar-
riage.

Sexual ethics revolve around concerns about hu-
man welfare. Sexual behavior is deemed moral when
it is determined that it does not harm the partners who
are involved. To that end, it is essential that sexual re-
lationships be based on mutual consent, equality, and
reciprocity. Herein lies one of the challenges of sex-
ual ethics. In cultures such as that of the United
States, in which a double standard for sexual conduct
prevails, mutual consent is sometimes difficult to as-
sess. Because of taboos and religious proscriptions,
some people may choose to enter sexual relation-
ships with reservations. If one partner in a sexual en-
counter between two people participates with some
reluctance, does that qualify as mutual consent?

Two broad ethical perspectives on premarital sex
are evident in most Western cultures. The conserva-
tive ethical viewpoint is influenced by traditional re-
ligious teachings. The liberal ethical viewpoint is a
secular perspective prevalent in the media.

Conservative and Liberal Viewpoints
The conservative stance advocates a conventional

morality that is congruent with most Judeo-Christian
teachings. From this perspective, individuals are ex-
pected to conform to explicit rules. The conservative
stance is viewed as absolutist and legalistic. Moral
precepts should guide all sexual practices, and no
person is exempt. This perspective is also viewed as
restrictive in that its intent is to limit the range of ac-
ceptable sexual practices. For example, one view-
point, consistent with traditional Christian doctrine,
considers heterosexual intercourse in marriage to be
the only morally acceptable form of sexual behavior.

The liberal viewpoint is less cohesive than the
conservative viewpoint. In general, though, this ap-
proach is sometimes referred to as the new morality
and situational ethics. From this perspective, the mo-
rality of sexual choices can only be gauged according
to the situations or contexts. For example, one possi-
ble context for acceptable premarital sex is a caring
committed relationship. In most Western cultures,
mutually consenting sexual behavior between two
adults in a committed relationship is viewed as ac-
ceptable by the majority of people.
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The liberal perspective is often described as toler-
ant and permissive because its proponents often ar-
gue that people should be free to choose their own
sexual practices rather than rely on traditional or
rigid guidelines. As long as nobody is being hurt or
deceived, people should feel free to engage in sexual
relationships.

Sexual Ethics
Kenneth A. Strike and Pamela A. Moss have sum-

marized five principles that are useful for evaluating
moral dilemmas. The greatest good principle evalu-
ates personal choices based on their outcomes. This
principle favors choices that yield the most positive
outcomes for the greatest number of people, a philos-
ophy also known as utilitarianism. The equal respect
principle is akin to the golden rule in arguing that
each person merits being treated with dignity and re-
spect. The relationship principle evaluates the moral-
ity of an action by its impact on people’s relation-
ships. Choices that promote positive relationships
are viewed as morally desirable. The community
principle evaluates the value of personal choices
based on how these affect the community at large,
which would include social groups, organizations,
and other social structures. Finally, the character
growth principle evaluates behavior based on how it
contributes to making individuals the kinds of per-
sons they aspire to become.

These principles can be readily adapted to some
sexual situations, such as sexual infidelity. Being un-
faithful to one’s partner clearly violates the greatest
good and the equal respect principles. Deceiving
someone is likely to have an unfavorable outcome for
all parties, and it suggests a lack of respect for one’s
partner. Deceit does not promote positive relation-
ships, thereby violating that principle. It may also
harm other relationships within a larger context.
Finally, the majority of people do not aspire to be-
come dishonest or deceitful.

Other situations are more ambiguous, and the ap-
plicability of these principles is less obvious in such
cases. Premarital sex generally occurs within mutu-
ally consenting relationships between individuals of
equal status, and deceit is therefore not an issue. Such
relationships would conform to the equal respect
principle. The extent to which such relationships pro-
mote the greatest good, character growth, and the re-

lationship itself is debatable and is at the heart of the
controversy surrounding premarital sex.

From the conservative ethical perspective, any
sex outside marriage is immoral and is harmful to the
parties involved and their community. According to
the liberal ethical viewpoint, sexual relationships be-
tween unmarried persons are not invariably harmful.
They can be morally acceptable if the partners are
deeply attached and committed to each other, which
would be consistent with most of the principles dis-
cussed. Premarital sex could even be morally justi-
fied, from this viewpoint, in uncommitted or casual
relationships whose encounters are completely open,
reciprocal, and consensual. It might be argued that it
conforms to the greatest good principle because it is
enjoyable for both persons. It might promote charac-
ter growth by facilitating self-discovery. It could
feasibly create a positive bond between the parties.
Finally, in an environment free of taboos and repres-
sive views toward sexuality, premarital sex would not
have a negative impact on the community or on per-
sonal growth. Whether such an environment can ever
be achieved is also the subject of controversy.

Richard D. McAnulty

Further Reading
Gallagher, Maggie. The Abolition of Marriage: How

We Destroy Lasting Love. Washington, D.C.:
Regnery, 1996.

McAnulty, Richard D., and M. Michele Burnette. Ex-
ploring Human Sexuality: Making Healthy Deci-
sions. Boston: Allyn & Bacon, 2004.

Monti, Joseph. Arguing About Sex: The Rhetoric of
Christian Sexual Morality. Albany: State Univer-
sity of New York Press, 1995.

Roleff, Tamera L. Teenage Sexuality: Opposing
Viewpoints. Chicago: Greenhaven Press, 2001.

Seidman, Steven. Embattled Eros: Sexual Politics
and Ethics in Contemporary America. New York:
Routledge, 1992.

Strike, Kenneth A., and Pamela A. Moss. Ethics and
College Student Life: A Case Study Approach.
Upper Saddle River, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 2003.

See also: Adultery; Consent; Lust; Marriage; Pro-
miscuity; Prostitution; Sex therapy; Sexual revolu-
tion; Sexuality and sexual ethics; Sexually transmit-
ted diseases.
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Prescriptivism
Definition: Theory developed by by R. M. Hare

holding that the main purpose of moral language
is to prescribe or command

Date: Term coined in 1952
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Prescriptivism implies that ethical

knowledge as such does not exist, because moral
language affects action rather than containing
meaning or truth.

British philosopher R. M. Hare’s view has received at
least five important criticisms. First, his view that
morality consists only of commands implies that eth-
ical knowledge is impossible, since a command, un-
like an indicative statement, cannot be true. Second,
his view that anyone who accepts a moral statement
and can act on it will obey the command has counter-
examples in apathetic and evil people who know-
ingly refuse to do what they admit is ethically re-
quired. Third, the great variety of uses of moral
claims makes it unlikely that they can all be reduced
to imperatives. Fourth, F. E. Sparshott believes that
Hare neglects the fact that any morality must incor-
porate “those rules of conduct that seem necessary
for communal living.” Fifth, P. H. Nowell-Smith re-
duces Hare’s theory to the absurd by exposing its im-
plication that “Nothing that we discover about the na-
ture of moral judgments entails that it is wrong to put
all Jews in gas-chambers.”

In ethics and religion, prescriptivism sometimes
refers not to Hare’s theory but to the theory that the
only justifications for moral claims are the com-
mands of some authority (such as God). Socrates
criticized this view in Plato’s Euthyphro (399-390
b.c.e.), where he suggested that an act was not good
only because God commanded it but that God com-
manded the act because it was independently good.

Sterling Harwood

See also: Cognitivism; Emotivist ethics; Hare, R. M.;
Is/ought distinction; Language; Leviathan; Relativ-
ism.

Price fixing
Definition: Agreement by competing sellers of

products or services to charge the same prices
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Price fixing is thought of as creating

an “artificially” high price for a commodity by
circumventing the “natural” deflationary effects
of competition. Consumer advocates assert that it
is an unfair practice because it takes advantage of
consumers’ lack of bargaining power.

Concepts associated with price fixing go back at least
to ancient Greece. Philosophers argued about how a
“just price,” one that was fair to both consumers and
producers, could be identified. Debates concerning
the ethical issues involved in setting prices concerned
the relative power of consumers and producers in the
marketplace and behavior that constituted fair play.
Opponents of price fixing argued that producers are
likely, if allowed, to set prices that give them high
levels of profit that are not justified by costs or risks
taken in business.

The Sherman Antitrust Act, signed into law on
July 2, 1890, forbade contracts, combinations of
business, or conspiracies in restraint of trade. Exactly
what constituted a restraint of trade remained to be
decided by the courts, but price fixing was soon de-
clared illegal under the act. The price fixing laws of
the United States are more stringent than are those of
other countries. Many countries do not forbid the
practice, and some well-known trade organizations,
such as the Organization of Petroleum Exporting
Countries, exist primarily to fix prices. Even the
United States allows some forms of price fixing, such
as guaranteed minimum prices for farm products and
minimum wages. These exceptions are seen as bene-
fiting sellers of products or services that society has
an interest in protecting.

A. J. Sobczak

See also: Antitrust legislation; Consumerism; Mini-
mum-wage laws; Monopoly; Profit economy; Sales
ethics.
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Pride
Definition: Reasonable or unreasonable self-

esteem; dignity or conceit
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Justifiable pride is often accounted to

be a virtue, but in ethical systems which value
self-effacement, there is no such thing as justifi-
able pride. In traditional Christianity, pride is the
worst of all the “seven deadly sins.”

John Stuart Mill noted that pride is “a name which is
given indiscriminately to some of the most and to
some of the least estimable feelings of which man-
kind is capable.” Pride has been identified as a proper
reward for moral achievement and as a key element in
a healthy psyche, and it has been blasted as a destruc-
tive emotion and as one of the “seven deadly sins.”

The core of pride is a high sense of one’s own
moral value. One dimension of this is moral ambi-
tiousness—a desire to achieve excellence of charac-
ter. People speak, for example, of taking pride in their
work; that is, of being committed to the achievement
of quality. This forward-looking dimension of pride
complements its backward-looking dimension as a
sense of self-satisfaction for what one has achieved.
People speak, for example, of feeling proud of hav-
ing done a good job, of having succeeded at a chal-
lenging task.

History
Aristotle held pride, or “greatness of soul,” to be

the “crown” of the virtues. Pride, he argued, follows
from the achievement of virtue. Anyone who has
worked hard to achieve excellence of character will
feel a justified sense of self-worth. Excellence of
character and the pride that goes with it also translate
into a certain style of action: The proud person not
only does excellent things but also does them with
grace and dignity. Magnificence characterizes the
great-souled person in both character and action.

Aristotle’s was a highly optimistic account of
what was possible for human beings. Later thinkers
often accepted a more pessimistic view of human
nature, and therefore deemphasized pride or even
condemned it as a sin. The Christian tradition has
many prominent representatives of this view. Em-
phasizing human helplessness in the face of Original
Sin, Christians argued that pride is unjustified. Since

humankind is sinful and weak, humility is proper.
Pride was condemned as rebellion against God, be-
cause it involves a sense of self-worth and compe-
tence, and those who feel self-worth and competence
will not feel dependent upon God to save them from
sin.

The modern era has been an heir to the Greek and
Christian traditions, and many modern thinkers seek
a middle way between them. Between the extremes
of pride and humility lies modesty—thinking oneself
neither great nor worthless. Such middle ways can
be found in David Hume’s advocacy of a “well-
regulated pride” and Adam Smith’s advocacy of
magnanimity tempered with self-denial and a ready
sympathy for the woes of others.

Criticisms
Pride requires that one (a) achieve excellence of

character, (b) evaluate one’s character accurately,
and (c) act in accordance with one’s evaluation. Op-
ponents of pride argue that one or more of these con-
ditions cannot or should not be satisfied. As noted
above, Christians argue that since humans cannot
achieve moral goodness by their own efforts, (a) is
impossible. Others argue that humans chronically
overestimate their achievements, so (b) is wishful
thinking, and a dose of modesty or humility is a use-
ful corrective. Still others argue that one ought to be
self-deprecating about oneself so as not to hurt the
feelings of others, or so as not to appear to be vain or a
braggart.

Defenders of pride reject these arguments. Hu-
mans have free will, so they can regulate their thoughts
and actions. Accordingly, they can act consistently in
a way that allows them to achieve excellence of char-
acter and a fulfilled life, and this is what one should
do: Happiness depends on excellence of character,
and excellence of character is acquired by one’s
own efforts. This process of forming one’s character
means objectively evaluating one’s thoughts and ac-
tions throughout one’s life, reaffirming those that are
good and changing those that are not. Once one has
achieved excellence of character, simple justice re-
quires that one reap the reward for one’s achieve-
ment: pride.

False Pride, Vanity, and Hubris
True pride should be distinguished from false

pride, vanity, and hubris. Everyone knows people who
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never miss an opportunity to brag about some achieve-
ment, whether real or imagined. A braggart may ap-
pear to be proud, but chronic bragging indicates a lack
of pride: The braggart feels a desperate need for the
approval of others, feeling self-worth only when that
approval is received. Therefore, the braggart pub-
licizes his or her accomplishments or, failing that,
exaggerates or invents some. Clearly, there is a huge
difference between self-evaluation based on actual ac-
complishment and self-evaluation based on deluded
praise or praise extorted from others.

Vain people depend for their feeling of self-worth
upon superficial or secondary characteristics, such as
having a glorious family history, a slim figure, or a
wonderful head of hair. While such things can be
pleasant or desirable, vain people place them at the
core of their self-evaluation and therefore expect in-
appropriate amounts of admiration from others.

Hubris is presented in classical Greek mythology
and drama as the flaw of wanton activity flowing
from an overestimation of one’s worth. The man of
hubris acts as though he has power and worth beyond
his station, and because of his flaw he inevitably
meets a tragic end. Hubris is distinguished from pride
by reference to the accuracy of one’s self-evaluation.
The man of hubris misjudges his power and worth,
and since he cannot live up to or control the outcomes
of his deeds, he ends in disaster. The proud woman,
by contrast, judges her considerable powers accu-
rately and has the excellence of character necessary
to use her powers confidently, gracefully, and suc-
cessfully.

Stephen R. C. Hicks

Further Reading
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and Jealousy. New York: Routledge, 2002.

Rand, Ayn. “The Objectivist Ethics.” In The Virtue
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York: New American Library, 1964.
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See also: Character; Christian ethics; Egoism; Ego-
tist; Humility; Individualism; Narcissism; Selfish-
ness; Self-respect; Self-righteousness; Sin; Virtue.

Principles of Medical Ethics
Identification: American Medical Association’s

official guidelines on professional conduct
Date: Adopted in 1957; revised in 1980 and 2001
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Principles of Medical Ethics formally

codifies professional standards of conduct that
are applicable to all physicians practicing in the
United States.

In 1957, the AMA replaced its Code of Ethics—
which had, since the organization’s founding in
1847, stated the duties that American physicians
owed to their patients, to their society, and to one an-
other—with a statement of moral principles, supple-
mented by commentary. The reform was consonant
with the appeal to basic moral principles by the 1948
Nuremberg Tribunal and the World Medical Associ-
ation. It also lessened physicians’ malpractice liabil-
ity under the explicit obligations stipulated by the
code and, at the same time, provided a more flexible
format for advising physicians on conduct.

The Principles require physicians to provide
competent, compassionate medical service, respect-
ful of human dignity; to deal honestly with patients
and colleagues; to expose fraud and deception; to re-
spect the law; to respect the rights of patients and to
safeguard their confidences; to respect the rights of
colleagues and other health care professionals; to ad-
vance scientific knowledge; to share information
with patients, colleagues, and the public; and to rec-
ognize a responsibility to contribute to the commu-
nity. Revised in 1980 and again in 2001, the Princi-
ples are largely unchanged but have shifted in subtle
ways. They have tended toward a slightly more ex-
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plicit enumeration of physicians’ rights as well as
their responsibilities, and they have expunged certain
financial rules (for example, a prohibition against re-
ferral fees).

Robert Baker

See also: American Medical Association; Medical
bills of rights; Medical ethics; Physician-patient rela-
tionship; Principles of Medical Ethics with Annota-
tions Especially Applicable to Psychiatry.

Principles of Medical Ethics
with Annotations Especially

Applicable to Psychiatry
Identification: Addendum to Principles of Medi-

cal Ethics published by the American Psychiatric
Association to address unique ethical issues con-
fronting psychiatrists

Date: First published in September, 1973; revised
in 1981, 1986, 2001, 2003, and 2004

Type of ethics: Psychological ethics
Significance: The Principles sets out the issues par-

ticular to practitioners in the mental health field
and codifies standards of ethical conduct in mat-
ters not covered by the American Medical Associ-
ation’s code.

The 1973 statement of Principles recognized that, al-
though psychiatrists have the same goals as all physi-
cians in adhering to the American Medical Associa-
tion’s code of ethics, psychiatrists also face particular
ethical questions that differ in kind and degree from
those of other medical specialties. The annotations
given in the Principles were viewed as being open to
revision from time to time to reflect current issues
and problems. An extensive revision was published
in 1986. The most relevant sections of the 1973 docu-
ment dealt with contractual relationships with other
mental health professionals and physicians, the
waiving of confidentiality, and speaking out on social
issues not related to psychiatry.

The thrust of the document was that psychiatrists
must maintain the trust of their patients and other
medical and nonmedical professionals. The 1986
revision maintains this basic thrust, but its seven sec-
tions contain much more lengthy, detailed, and spe-
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Ethical Principles of the American
Medical Association

1. A physician shall be dedicated to providing com-
petent medical care, with compassion and re-
spect for human dignity and rights.

2. A physician shall uphold the standards of profes-
sionalism, be honest in all professional interac-
tions, and strive to report physicians deficient in
character or competence, or engaging in fraud or
deception, to appropriate entities.

3. A physician shall respect the law and also recog-
nize a responsibility to seek changes in those re-
quirements which are contrary to the best inter-
ests of the patient.

4. A physician shall respect the rights of patients,
colleagues, and other health professionals, and
shall safeguard patient confidences and privacy
within the constraints of the law.

5. A physician shall continue to study, apply, and
advance scientific knowledge, maintain a com-
mitment to medical education, make relevant in-
formation available to patients, colleagues, and
the public, obtain consultation, and use the tal-
ents of other health professionals when indi-
cated.

6. A physician shall, in the provision of appropriate
patient care, except in emergencies, be free to
choose whom to serve, with whom to associate,
and the environment in which to provide medical
care.

7. A physician shall recognize a responsibility to
participate in activities contributing to the im-
provement of the community and the betterment
of public health.

8. A physician shall, while caring for a patient, re-
gard responsibility to the patient as paramount.

9. A physician shall support access to medical care
for all people.

Note: Adopted June 17, 2001.
Source: American Medical Association (http://www.ama-assn.org/

ama/pub/category/2512.html).



cific annotations and focus in particular on the vari-
ous aspects of the psychiatrist-patient relationship,
such as confidentiality, consultation with other psy-
chiatrists, and honesty. In 2001, the AMA adopted a
revised version of its Principles. The APA followed
suit and added a series of amendments in November,
2003.

Laurence Miller

See also: Ethical Principles of Psychologists; Medi-
cal ethics; Principles of Medical Ethics; Psychology;
Therapist-patient relationship.

Prisoner’s dilemma
Definition: Thought experiment designed to illus-

trate issues raised when individuals are expected
to cooperate to achieve collective goals

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: The prisoner’s dilemma demonstrates

that lack of communication breeds distrust, and
that without trust mutual cooperation is difficult.
It may also demonstrate the pitfalls of treating hu-
mans as rational, rather than irrational, decision
makers.

The prisoner’s dilemma was originally developed as
a thought experiment in 1950. It has since become
synonymous with a whole class of ethical and social
problems involving the conflict between individual
rationality and collective action aimed toward serv-
ing common goals.

Structure: Two-Person Problem
The problem begins with two prisoners, A and B,

who are arrested for a crime. A clever district attor-
ney, not having enough evidence to convict either de-
fendant, offers each of them a deal separately. If both
individuals confess to the crime, then both will re-
ceive a lesser sentence of three years. If neither con-
fesses to the crime, they will be convicted of a lesser
charge, which carries a five-year sentence. If one
confesses and the other does not, however, then the
prisoner who confesses will receive a sentence of ten
years and the other prisoner will go free. It would ap-
pear that both prisoners would be well-advised to
confess to the crime and receive a three-year sen-

tence; certainly, both would prefer this result to the
one in which neither confesses and both receive a
five-year sentence. Yet each prisoner’s protection of
his or her own self-interest will lead to the less pre-
ferred result.

Consider prisoner A’s position. If prisoner B does
not confess, prisoner A receives a sentence of ten
years if he confesses and five years if he does not con-
fess; hence, prisoner A should not confess under
these circumstances. If prisoner B does confess, then
prisoner A receives a sentence of five years if he con-
fesses but goes free if he does not confess; hence,
prisoner A should not confess under these circum-
stances either. Since prisoner B has only these two
choices, prisoner A’s individual rationality compels
him to avoid confessing, regardless of what prisoner
B does.

Similarly, prisoner B should avoid confessing, re-
gardless of what prisoner A does. Both prisoners
therefore receive five-year sentences for not confess-
ing, even though both would prefer the three-year
sentence they would receive if both confessed. Note
that communication between the two prisoners will
not help this problem. Even if the two could speak to
each other, each would find it in his interest to try to
convince the other to confess and to avoid confessing
himself.

The ethical dimensions of this problem arise be-
cause both prisoners know they would be better off if
they would coordinate their efforts and cooperate in
their strategy, but their individual self-interest leads
them to a less optimal result. One of the first applica-
tions of this problem to a real-life situation concerned
the control of nuclear weapons. Consider two na-
tions, A and B, in a nuclear arms race. Each nation
knows that these weapons are horribly expensive to
build and maintain; each nation also has sufficient
firepower to destroy the other nation.

However, if one nation gains a significant edge in
building nuclear weapons, it will be able to destroy
the other nation’s weapons in a first strike and dictate
terms for peace by threatening the now-defenseless
nation with a second destructive strike. Both nations
may agree that to build new nuclear weapons is
senseless, since the opposing nation will simply
build more weapons to match the increase; as a result,
they will have the same strategic balance but will be
much poorer and will not be able to use their re-
sources for other important domestic priorities such
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as social welfare and job creation.
It would seem that the two nations should agree to

stop building arms. Yet consider nation A’s interests.
If nation B does not stop building arms, nation A can
stop and risk conquest or can keep building and
maintain the status quo. Under these circumstances,
nation A will continue building arms. If nation B
does stop building arms, nation A can stop and main-
tain the status quo or can keep building arms and con-
quer nation B. Under these circumstances, nation A
will continue building arms. Since nation B must be
expected to think in the same way, the arms race will
escalate and both nations will waste resources to
maintain the status quo, even though both sides real-
ize they would be better off with fewer weapons (and,
therefore, lower costs for the creation and mainte-
nance of arms).

Structure: Multiperson Problem
A second ethical application of the general pris-

oner’s dilemma, discussed by Mancur Olson and
Russell Hardin, among others, extends the problem
to more than two parties and discusses individual ef-
forts toward collective action approved by all mem-
bers of a group. In this scenario, an individual is
asked to contribute to a group effort. A common ex-
ample used is the placement of catalytic converters
on cars to reduce pollution. Assuming that it costs
$400 to add a converter to a car and that each individ-
ual believes that it is worth paying the money to clean
up the air, it seems reasonable to believe that all indi-
viduals would order converters for their cars.

However, the individual contemplating this ac-
tion considers two circumstances. If everyone else
does not add a converter, then the individual can pay
$400 to add a converter without making the air signif-
icantly cleaner (since one car produces very little pol-
lution) or can choose not to add the converter and
avoid paying the price. Under these circumstances,
the individual should not order the converter. If ev-
eryone else does add a converter, then the individual
can pay $400 to add a converter without adding ap-
preciably to cleaner air (since one car produces insig-
nificant amounts of pollution) or he can not add the
converter and enjoy cleaner air without paying the
price. Once again, the individual should not order the
converter under these circumstances.

The one difference between the two-party situa-
tion and the multiparty situation with the prisoner’s

dilemma is that it would be in the interest of the indi-
vidual in the second situation to order the converter
only if his contribution made the difference between
the success or failure of efforts to clean up the air. Un-
fortunately, the chances of such a situation occurring
are so small in most cases of large groups that it
would not provide sufficient incentive to contribute
to solving the problem. As a result, all individuals
agree that it would be worth the money to contribute
$400 for cleaner air, but none of the individuals does
so, and the effort fails.

Proposed Solutions
Two solutions have been posited to both situa-

tions. The first involves coercing, or forcing, all indi-
viduals to cooperate toward the common goal. In the
case of pollution controls, for example, the federal
government sets emission standards that must be met
for individuals to drive their cars; they are forced to
add catalytic converters to their cars. A problem with
this solution is that it requires some authority to com-
pel the parties to cooperate; in the example involving
nuclear weapons, however, there is no authority that
exists that has the power to compel nations to halt an
arms race.

A second solution is to give selective incentives to
only those persons who cooperate. All individuals
who contribute to public television, for example, re-
ceive handbags with the PBS logo, which only con-
tributors can obtain. Such selective incentives may
include cheaper vacations, group medical or life in-
surance benefits, or other incentives. The problem
with this solution is that in most cases a group must
already exist to provide selective incentives; one can-
not obtain group health insurance rates, for example,
if one does not have a group to insure. This solution
does not explain how groups are started in the first
place.

Neither solution addresses the central ethical prob-
lem of the prisoner’s dilemma: that self-interested in-
dividuals may be prevented from participating in col-
lective action that all understand is in the general
interest. Therefore, self-interest alone may not com-
pel people to contribute to the general welfare in
many cases, even when individuals realize that their
self-interest would be better served if everyone con-
tributed to the collective goal than if no one did.

Frank Louis Rusciano
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Privacy
Definition: Freedom from unwarranted observa-

tion of, or intrusion into, one’s domestic space,
personal relationships, or intimate activities

Type of ethics: Civil liberties
Significance: As a general moral right, the right to

privacy came to be discussed and debated in the
Information Age far more than it had ever been
before, because electronic recording, surveil-
lance, and storage technologies rendered it far
more fragile. As a legal matter, the Ninth Amend-
ment to the U.S. Constitution makes it possible to
argue that privacy is a constitutionally guaranteed
right, but because it is not explicitly enumerated
as such, that argument too is a source of contro-
versy.

John Stuart Mill wrote that “there is a sphere of ac-
tion in which society, as distinguished from the indi-
vidual, has, if any, an indirect interest; comprehend-
ing all that portion of a person’s life and conduct

which affects only himself, or if it also affects others,
only with their free, voluntary and undeceived con-
sent and participation” (On Liberty, 1859). The
“sphere of action” in which society has only an indi-
rect interest is a matter of intense controversy. As
Otis H. Stephens and John M. Schab II said in Ameri-
can Constitutional Law (1993),

The debate over the constitutional right of pri-
vacy is ultimately a debate between two sharply di-
vergent views of the law. In the libertarian view, the
law exists to protect individuals from one another.
In this view, morality is not in and of itself a legiti-
mate basis for law. The classical conservative view,
on the other hand, sees law and morality as insepa-
rable and holds that the maintenance of societal mo-
rality is one of the essential functions of the legal
system.

Constitutional Basis of Privacy Rights
There are several provisions in the U.S. Bill of

Rights that explicitly protect privacy. The Third
Amendment prevents forced quartering of soldiers in
people’s homes. The Fourth Amendment protects
against unreasonable searches and seizures. The
Fifth Amendment protects the privacy of people’s
minds by prohibiting compulsory self-incrimination,
and the First Amendment ensures freedom of con-
science in political, religious, and associational mat-
ters. The due process clause of the Fifth Amendment
protects substantive as well as physical liberty. Pro-
ponents of greater privacy rights have argued that the
Ninth Amendment, which states that there are un-
specified rights “retained by the people,” provides
additional justification for expanding constitutional
rights of privacy.

Although Justice Louis D. Brandeis dubbed “the
right to be let alone” “the most comprehensive of
rights and the right most valued by civilized men,”
the first explicit recognition of a constitutional right
of privacy by a majority of the Supreme Court took
place in Griswold v. Connecticut (1965). An 1879
Connecticut law forbade the sale or possession of
birth control devices and also made “assisting, abet-
ting, or counselling” another in the use of such de-
vices unlawful. Estelle Griswold, the director of
Planned Parenthood in Connecticut, was arrested for
violating this statute three days after Planned Parent-
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hood opened a clinic in New Haven. Griswold was
convicted and fined $100. After several intermediate
appeals, the Supreme Court agreed to hear Gris-
wold’s case. After argument, the Connecticut law
was declared unconstitutional.

Justice William O. Douglas, writing for the ma-
jority, found that “specific guarantees in the Bill of
Rights have penumbras, formed by emanation from
those guarantees that help give them life and sub-
stance. Various guarantees create zones of privacy . . .”
In sum, Douglas’s argument was that the First, Third,
Fourth, Fifth, and Ninth Amendments, when taken
together in the light of the Court’s earlier decisions,
created a new independent right of privacy that was
violated by Connecticut when it attempted to deny
people access to birth control devices. Although
Douglas’s opinion was carefully limited to “marital
privacy,” it was widely read to go beyond the rights of
married couples, and when a similar issue arose a few
years later in Massachusetts, the Court extended the
Griswold holding to unmarried persons.

Eight years after Griswold, the Supreme Court
enormously extended the right to privacy when it de-
cided in Roe v. Wade (1973) that the right of privacy
covers a pregnant woman’s decision whether to have
an abortion. In this case, the Court struck down a
Texas statute that prohibited all abortions except for
the purpose of saving the life of the mother. Justice
Harry A. Blackmun’s opinion recognized, however,
that there is a state interest in the preservation of fetal
life, and therefore the right to abortion is qualified—
it is absolute only in the first trimester of pregnancy,
the period in which the fetus is not yet viable. Roe v.
Wade has occasioned immense political and juridical
controversy since 1973. The American public has
been sharply divided over the abortion issue, and ju-
dicial and legislative struggles still continue thirty
years after the Court’s decision. The right announced
in Roe v. Wade has been slightly modified in several
subsequent Supreme Court decisions, but despite
several serious challenges, its fundamental principle
still stands.

Roe v. Wade was the high-water mark of the consti-
tutional right of privacy. The Supreme Court has not
pressed it further and, indeed, held in Bowers v.
Hardwick (1986) that there is no constitutional right to
engage in homosexual sodomy. The Court explicitly
reserved decision on whether there is a right, marital
or otherwise, to engage in heterosexual sodomy.

Some public safety issues also raise privacy is-
sues. Recreational drug use, motorcycle helmet and
automobile seat belt laws, prostitution, suicide, and
euthanasia are all issues that implicate privacy rights
and with which courts and legislatures will increas-
ingly have to deal.

Robert Jacobs
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Private vs. public morality
Definition: Distinction drawn between the moral

codes governing private individuals in their per-
sonal and interpersonal relationships and the moral
codes governing political and business leaders
while acting in their official capacities

Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: Because the decisions of public fig-

ures may significantly impact the lives of vast
numbers of people, some theorists posit a funda-
mental dichotomy between public and private
morality.

In his book Moral Man and Immoral Society (1932),
Reinhold Niebuhr argued that there are sharp, major
distinctions between the moral, ethical “rules” of be-
havior for individuals, on one hand, and for social
groups, political and business leaders, and the state
and nation, on the other hand. Actually, Niebuhr’s
thought on the issue was not original, for consider-
ation of this ethical problem dates from antiquity.
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The most famous philosopher to address the sub-
ject was Niccolò Machiavelli, who taught political
rulers how to be “bad” ethically so that they could be
“good” in their calling. Such leaders, then, may lie,
break promises, use violence, engage in deceit, give
and take bribes, and even commit murder if such ac-
tions are necessary to hold and augment power. An-
other who drew distinctions between personal moral-
ity and public morality was Martin Luther, who
talked of an “earthly realm” and a “spiritual realm” as
if they were absolutely different entities. Max Weber
also argued that there was a sharp split between per-
sonal and public ethics, while pointing out that the
public “person”—all leaders in politics, business, the
military, and so on—may have to use dubious means
to achieve “good.”

Twentieth century political analysts such as
George Kennan, Charles Frankel, and Arthur M.
Schlesinger, Jr., have argued that realpolitik is the
only thing that counts in government and in diplo-
macy. Frankel perhaps spelled it out best. He held
that the moral rules of individuals in their personal
lives are definitely not the rules that should guide
people in performing complex social, political, or
economic roles.

Interestingly, J. Fred Buzhardt, legal counsel to
the morally condemned former president Richard
Nixon, who resigned his office in disgrace, once
asked whom the members of society would prefer as
a leader—did they want a competent “scoundrel” or
an “honest boob”? In this view, the picture of private
versus public morality is darkly painted. Is it neces-
sary to choose between ethically upright “boobs”
and dishonest, lying, cheating criminals and near-
criminals? The implication of Buzhardt’s question is,
of course, that the ethical, honest, sincere person is
too naïve to assume a leadership role in politics, busi-
ness, education, and so on. Instead, there is room in
the elite leadership class only for liars and thieves.

Machiavelli and Buzhardt, then, endorse unethi-
cal public behavior as the norm and ethical behavior
as bizarre. Such thinkers are themselves taking an
immoral position by clinging to views that, over time,
have caused much harm. Therein lies the problem.
Public morality has been defined by those who speak
for immorality, some of whom would tolerate all cor-
ruption and abuse if such practices were to lead to
success. Actually, the later scandals in American
“public” life have demonstrated that the country does

not need competent scoundrels but should return to
honesty, lest American civilization experience a per-
manent decline.

Consider a few facts. During the Vietnam War,
four different presidents at some point lied to the
public, as did some of their generals. Had the truth
been told, might America have avoided that long,
costly, and lethal imbroglio? In the Watergate scan-
dal of the 1970’s, lawyers, onetime Central Intelli-
gence Agency operatives, and their minions commit-
ted such crimes as breaking and entering, burglary,
and illegally “bugging” phones—all this for political
and economic gain. When the scandal became pub-
lic, lies abounded in such great number that many
people think that the public may never know the ex-
act extent of the wrongdoing.

During the late 1980’s and 1990’s, more scandals
abounded. Corporate executives of the Chrysler Au-
tomobile Company ordered mechanics to “roll back”
speedometers so that used cars could be sold as new
cars. Executives of many savings and loan associa-
tions and commercial banks looted their own deposi-
tors, their own “businesses,” and forced the future’s
taxpayers to pick up the tab. Many congresspersons
also showed their true character when they corruptly
mismanaged their post office, restaurant, and bank.
Former presidents Ronald Reagan and George Bush
were implicated in the “Irangate” arms-for-hostages
controversy and a possible cover-up. A person need
only read a big-city newspaper regularly to find ex-
ample after example of corruption and immorality in
politics, business, and other public fields.

There are those who believe that public leaders
should be held morally accountable for their actions,
just as individuals are held accountable in private
life. Perhaps public leaders should examine their
lives and ask such questions as: Have I lied, cheated,
stolen, broken promises, deceived, or taken bribes
today?

James Smallwood
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Pro-choice movement
Definition: Coalition of activists working to keep

abortion legal, unrestricted, and available to all
women

Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: The pro-choice movement represents

one side in perhaps the most heated moral debate
of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centu-
ries. Although associated with feminists and the
political left, neither of those two groups is undi-
vided on the issue of abortion.

Throughout history, a major means by which men
have controlled women and restricted their rights is
the control of human reproduction. Abortion rights
have become a central concern of the women’s rights
movement. The movement argues that women must
have total control over their bodies, including their
reproductive processes, if they are to be able to func-
tion as free, equal members of society.

History
Abortion has been practiced throughout history

and across cultures. Formulas for abortion appear in
Chinese medical texts dating from 3000 b.c.e. and in
Islamic texts in the Middle Ages. Regular references
to abortion appear in Greek and Roman texts and
early Christian literature. Regardless of societal tol-
erance or prohibition, women have resorted to abor-
tion to terminate unwanted pregnancies even though
many of the techniques used have threatened their
lives and health.

The modern pro-choice movement has its roots in
the women’s rights movements of the early twentieth
century in the United States and Europe. Responding
to legal prohibitions against disseminating informa-
tion about birth control, women such as Margaret
Sanger incorporated demands for reproductive rights
into the movement. Building on this base, the femi-
nist movement in the United States during the 1960’s
established a pro-choice coalition to support abortion
rights. Included were demands that the legality of
abortion be restored (abortion had been legal in the
United States until the latter half of the nineteenth
century).

In 1973, with the Supreme Court decision Roe v.
Wade, prohibitions against abortion during the first
trimester of pregnancy were ruled unconstitutional
and only limited restrictions were permitted during
the second trimester of the pregnancy. In the ruling, a
woman’s “right to privacy” in such matters was up-
held as having greater legal standing than fetal rights
or the right of states to intervene in the reproductive
life of women. The Court’s decision generated an im-
mediate protest and the establishment of a coalition
of religious groups that designated themselves as the
“pro-life movement.” This movement has worked to
limit and even abolish the legal right to abortion.
Such limitations have included the removal of federal
funding for abortions, the establishment of required
waiting periods before abortions can be performed,
and parental and paternal notification and/or consent.
A number of such restrictions were upheld by the
Court during the 1980’s and early 1990’s.

These new restrictions have revitalized the pro-
choice movement and expanded the coalition to in-
clude a number of secular and religious groups. The
term “pro-choice” was consciously employed during
this period to affirm the belief in the primacy of
women’s right to choose. While persons in this coali-
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tion have a wide range of viewpoints pertaining to the
morality of abortion, they are united by their belief
that abortion should and must remain legal. By the
1980’s, the movement had become more proactive,
stating that a pro-choice environment requires guar-
anteed medical care for expectant mothers and young
children, guaranteed minimum adequate income that
assures proper nutrition and housing for children,
job-security guarantees for pregnant women, and
federally mandated maternity leaves. Only such
rights, it is argued, allow women to exercise free
choice in response to pregnancy.

Ethical Arguments
Because of the disparity of beliefs of those who

constitute the pro-choice movement, there are no

moral arguments that are universally accepted. The
most prominent and widely used arguments follow.

Drawing on the concept of “developmentalism,”
fetal life is recognized as human life and as having
value. Value accrues, however, as humans develop. A
woman, as a fully developed person living in a net-
work of relationships in which she is valued, has
rights that take precedence over fetal rights in situa-
tions of conflict. Since many pregnancies occur with-
out the consent of the woman involved (rape, incest,
contraceptive failure, ignorance), the fetus has no
more right to use the woman’s body than the state or a
stranger has a right to use her organs, without con-
sent, for transplant purposes.

Since women are the ones primarily affected by
pregnancy and childbirth, they legitimately retain the
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Thousands of pro-choice advocates stage a rally in Hollywood, Florida, as part of a campaign to ease the state’s
abortion restrictions in 1989. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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right to decide whether to terminate a pregnancy.
Only legal access to safe abortions assures women
control of their own lives.

Confronted with unwanted pregnancies, many
women will resort to abortion whether legal or not.
(Between 250,000 and 1,000,000 illegal abortions
were performed annually in the United States in the
years prior to its legalization.) Illegal abortions are
often unsafe, leading to the death or sterility of the
mother. Since abortion cannot be stopped, it should
be legal, medically safe, and easily accessible.

Failure to provide federal funding for low-income
women is discriminatory and leads to unwanted
births, further impoverishment, and in some cases
life-threatening attempts at self-induced abortion.
Since some pregnancies result in the development of
severely defective fetuses, the mother, as the party
most affected by the birth of such a child, should have
the right to decide whether such a pregnancy should
be continued.

In an overpopulated world suffering from re-
source depletion and environmental pollution,
women should have the right to use abortion as a
means of population control when they view it as a
morally preferable choice.

Charles L. Kammer III
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Product safety and liability
Definition: Issues relating to questions of who is li-

able for products that cause harm
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Two related ethics questions are inte-

grally connected to product safety and liability is-
sues: determination of who is responsible, prior
to a product’s purchase, for ensuring that the
product is appropriately safe, and determination
of who is responsible, after the product is pur-
chased, if someone is injured by it.

Safety is one value among many in transactions be-
tween buyers and sellers. Products vary in their de-
gree of riskiness—from cotton balls to butter knives
to parachutes—and customers vary in the impor-
tance they attach to safety. Automobiles provide an
apt example. How attractive a car is to a customer de-
pends upon its price, style, dependability, fuel effi-
ciency, comfort, capacity, speed, power, maker’s ser-
vice record, and safety features. A young man buying
his first car is likely to make speed and style higher
priorities, while the parents of a young child who are
struggling to make ends meet are more likely to make
safety and fuel efficiency their highest priorities.

Two competing ethical models of how to achieve
appropriate amounts of safety have been debated.
One model emphasizes that both the seller of a prod-
uct and the product’s buyer are self-responsible
agents who negotiate appropriate levels of safety in a
free market. The other model calls for government
regulation of safety on the grounds that sellers do not
have enough sufficient incentives to provide appro-
priate levels of safety, and that buyers often do not
have the knowledge or power to negotiate for safety.

The Free Market Model
The free market model sees safety as a value no

different in principle than any other value that is pro-
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duced and consumed. Just as prices, styles, and qual-
ity of customer service vary among products and
are negotiable between buyers and sellers, optimal
amounts of safety are variable and negotiable. Both
sellers and buyers are self-responsible agents with
their own goals, and both have responsibilities with
respect to safety.

The seller’s responsibility (caveat vendor, let the
seller beware) is to manufacture a product within the
range of professional standards of competence, to re-
search reasonably foreseeable risks associated with
using the product, and, in the case of risks that might
not be obvious to consumers, to inform potential buy-
ers of the risks.

The buyer’s responsibility (caveat emptor) is to
become aware of the risks associated with using the
product—either by doing firsthand research or by
seeking expert advice, such as one might get from
physicians or from sources such as Consumer Re-
ports magazine. Buyers must then determine their
own risk tolerance and learn how to use the products
they purchase properly.

Ultimately, sellers and buyers seek each other out
and negotiate transactions that are mutually satisfac-
tory, including the question of how safe the products
are. On this free market model, appropriate amounts
of safety are fixed but vary from product to product
and emerge as a result of supply and demand. Differ-
ent producers emphasize the safety of their products
to different degrees and attract to varying degrees
customers who are interested in the amount of safety
they are providing. The producers’ profit motive
should lead them to give to consumers the amounts of
safety that satisfy them. Some cars, for example, are
produced out of heavier materials and have addi-
tional safety features, while others are lighter and
have extra speed or style features. How many of each
kind of car are sold depends on how many customers
are interested in their different features. Safety is thus
a market value like any other, and the optimal levels
of safety are set by supply and demand.

The Government-Regulation Model
The free market model assumes that customers

are knowledgeable about both the relative safety of
given products and their own risk tolerances, or that
they can become knowledgeable by research. It also
assumes that producers are responsive to consumer
demands for safety. By contrast, the government-

regulation model is skeptical of both assumptions, so
it concludes that safety should be provided primarily
via government regulation rather than through free
market forces.

Producers have a profit motive, which leads some
to cut corners on safety. Since safety can be costly, an
obvious way to cut costs is to avoid spending money
on either research or additional safety features. Cor-
respondingly, consumers are often unaware of risks
involved in using many products, particularly new or
complex products, and are consequently often unwill-
ing to pay the extra costs associated with safer prod-
ucts. Therefore, the government-regulation model
assumes that many consumers will end up injured or
worse because of an unregulated market. Therefore,
to protect consumers from both themselves and pro-
ducers, an informed third party with the power to reg-
ulate safety is needed. The government, therefore,
should act paternalistically to shield consumers from
their own lack of knowledge and poor judgment, and
it should act protectively to shield consumers from
careless, profit-seeking producers.

According to the government-regulation model,
government experts should research products and de-
cide uniform safety standards. The government
should craft regulations and communicate them to
producers. The producers should be given incentives
to produce the specified amounts of safety—the in-
centives being the avoidance of fines, losing their
licenses, or going to prison. Consumers can then
purchase products confident in the knowledge that
the government has made sure that their production
meets adequate safety standards.

The two models of safety differ over two key ethi-
cal issues. Both agree that safety is a value but dis-
agree over whether safety is a value that varies from
consumer to consumer or is a uniform value that all
products in a given category should possess equally.
Both sides also agree that assigning responsibility for
safety is crucial—but disagree over whether produc-
ers and consumers can be self-responsible for safety
or whether government regulators can best handle
that responsibility.

Liability
During the 1960’s, American liability law began

shifting from its long-standing emphasis upon a stan-
dard of individual negligence to an emphasis upon
strict liability. Common law traditionally analyzed li-
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ability in terms of individual responsibility. Plaintiffs
were responsible to show that acts of negligence by
identifiable defendants caused their injuries. Negli-
gence is ignoring or hiding a reasonably foreseeable
harm to a person. The argument for negligence-based
liability relies on the concept of rational self-respon-
sibility. Manufacturers sell goods for profit, and cus-
tomers purchase them for consumption. Since no
product can be completely risk-free, traditional lia-
bility requires that both sellers and buyers be respon-
sible.

Manufacturers have two basic responsibilities to
consumers. They must identify and address foresee-

able risks in their products and must inform consum-
ers of the risks. Under traditional liability, consumers
have three responsibilities to protect themselves from
injury. First, they must educate themselves about the
products they buy and the companies that make them.
Second, they must accept the foreseeable risks asso-
ciated with the products. When a company issues di-
rections indicating proper use, the consumers’ third
responsibility is to use the products properly.

If someone is harmed in using a product, deter-
mining liability requires identifying who, if anyone,
was negligent in upholding his or her responsibili-
ties. However, even when producers and consumers
act responsibly, accidents may still happen. If a man-
ufacturing company provides proper warnings of a
product’s risks, and the consumer accepts those risks,
or if the accident that occurs is not foreseeable, then
the costs fall to the consumer. Part of being an ethi-
cally responsible consumer is to recognize that acci-
dents may happen and to protect oneself through in-
surance. Under the negligence standard, however, a
producer is liable only if the company has been negli-
gent.

Strict Liability
Although the negligence standard of liability has a

long history of solving disputes between parties, pro-
ponents of strict liability argue that that standard does
not adequately address social concerns, such as large
liability claims and complex products. To address
these concerns, strict liability eliminates the require-
ment of having an identifiable negligent party as the
cause of the harm. Negligence by the producer or con-
sumer is not necessary for legal liability. Strict liability
is a harm-only concept. Additionally, strict liability
collectivizes the concepts of harm and liability, in con-
trast to the negligence standard’s individual focus.
Strict liability has created two new concepts in litiga-
tion, the class action lawsuit and collective liability. A
group of people who have suffered the same harm can
bring about a single lawsuit in which the question of
plaintiff responsibility is irrelevant. Collective liabil-
ity occurs when more than one producer contributes to
the manufacture of the same harm-causing product. If
the product cannot be isolated to one company, then all
the producers may be held liable.

Strict liability’s use of class action lawsuits and
collective liability is intended to solve the perceived
gaps left by traditional negligence liability. From the
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Two Relevant Legal Cases

Two key cases demonstrate the trend toward strict
liability in modern courts. In 1992, a New Mexico
jury awarded Stella Liebeck $2.7 million in puni-
tive damages and $200,000 in actual damages be-
cause she was scalded by a cup of McDonald’s
coffee that she spilled while riding in a car. The
determining factor for McDonald’s guilt was the
harm done to Liebeck. The large amounts were
awarded to perform the two functions of strict lia-
bility. First, the $200,000 was awarded to cover
Liebeck’s medical costs (social insurance). Sec-
ond, the judgment of $2.7 million was used to force
McDonald’s to lower the temperature of the coffee
it served (safety incentive).

The 1980 case of Sindell v. Abbott Laboratories
also indicates the newer concepts in strict liability.
Judith Sindell brought a class action lawsuit on be-
half of the daughters of women who alleged that
diethylstilbestrol (DES), a drug approved by the
Food and Drug Administration for pregnant women,
caused their vaginal cancer. The class action law-
suit was brought against eleven DES manufacturers
because the injured women could not isolate which
company provided the actual drug to their mothers.
Under the strict liability model, the women were not
required to prove that DES was the definitive cause
of their vaginal cancer—only that they were harmed.
The collective liability standard held the DES man-
ufacturers to be responsible even though some
women may have never ingested their product.



negligence-standard perspective, strict liability may
seem unfair to a producer who has not been negli-
gent; however, proponents of strict liability argue
that it provides two main social benefits. First, strict
liability gives manufacturers a greater incentive to
make the safest possible products. If a manufacturer
is liable for any of its products that causes harm, then
rational economic thought dictates that the manufac-
turer should market only extremely safe products.
Second, strict liability functions as a social insurance
policy. Some people who are harmed have no way to
pay their medical costs under traditional liability. If,
however, companies are legally required to accept
the responsibility for harm done to people, then the
medical and other costs will be transferred from the
victim to the manufacturers of the product. Manufac-
turer will then simply add liability as a cost of pro-
duction. In wealthy nations such as the United States
it may be easier to make everyone share the cost of li-
ability rather than leaving it as an individual respon-
sibility.

Ethical Controversies
Proponents of traditional liability find two prob-

lems with strict liability. The first problem is with the
safety incentive. Under strict liability, companies
should produce safer products; however, their incen-
tive to innovate will decline. Since innovative prod-
ucts involve unknown risks, manufacturers will ra-
tionally decide in some cases that the costs of
innovation combined with unknowable liability ex-
posure is not compatible with the profit motive.

The second criticism of strict liability is a result of
ethical differences. Traditional liability holds self-
responsibility as its ethical ideal, while strict liability
demands sacrifices of some for the sake of others.
Therefore, the negligence view believes strict liabil-
ity is unjust to manufacturers and will lessen con-
sumers’ self-responsibility; advocates of strict liabil-
ity, by contrast, believe that the negligence model is
unfair to individuals who cannot pay for their medi-
cal costs.

Stephen R. C. Hicks
Todd M. Krist
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Professional athlete incomes
Definition: Money that professional athletes make

from salaries, product endorsements, appearance
fees, and other sources

Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: The dramatic rise in the earning power

of professional athletes that began during the
closing decades of the twentieth century raised
numerous ethical questions about income distri-
bution and the role of athletes in society.

Until the late twentieth century, financial compensa-
tion for professional athletes typically varied accord-
ing to each individual athlete’s level of competition,
experience, and achievement. Athletes at lower levels
of professional competition often earned wages that
were below subsistence levels. Those at higher com-
petitive levels typically earned comfortable salaries,
while a select few were paid handsomely but not out of
proportion to the top earners of other professions. In
1930, for example, baseball star Babe Ruth earned an
annual salary of $80,000—approximately equivalent

1195

Ethics Professional athlete incomes



to a $800,000 salary in 2003 dollars. At the same time,
the average salary of Major League Baseball players
was approximately $6,000, or $60,000 in 2003 dol-
lars. Athletes competing in sports emphasizing indi-
vidual excellence sometimes earned much more. In
1927, for example, heavyweight boxing champion
Gene Tunney earned $990,000—equal to almost $10
million dollars in 2003—for a single boxing match
against former champion Jack Dempsey. However,
most rank-and-file competitors of the past earned sala-
ries commensurate with national averages for skilled
and professional workers.

After World War II, as the advent of mass media
made professional athletics increasingly popular and
profitable, many professional athletes began to resent
team owners and event promoters who were reaping
ever higher profits while restricting increases in ath-
lete compensation. In 1966 Major League Baseball
players organized the first successful professional
athletes’union and, after a series of contentious court
cases, won the right to negotiate with other teams
when their contracts expired. Andy Messersmith and
Dave McNally exercised this option in 1975 and be-
came the first “free agents” in professional sports.

Other professional sports soon followed suit by
enacting their own systems of free agency, resulting
in dramatic increases in player salaries. By the end of

the twentieth century, the minimum salary for rookie
Major League Baseball players was $200,000, and
the highest-paid baseball player, Alex Rodriguez,
was earning approximately $25 million per year. In
addition to their salaries as players, many top athletes
were receiving additional money from product en-
dorsement contracts that often paid them millions of
dollars per year.

Impact on Sports
Although most observers agree that higher com-

pensation for athletes has exerted a profound influ-
ence upon professional sports, disagreements exist as
to whether the aggregate impact has been positive or
negative. Supporters maintain that higher earnings
have provided athletes with increased motivation to
improve their performances, resulting in more in-
tense competition among athletes and higher overall
standards of athletic excellence. Moreover, since
professional athletes no longer have to work during
their off-season months to supplement their incomes
as they did in the past, they have more time and en-
ergy for training.

Some critics argue, however, that high salaries
and lucrative endorsements negatively affect perfor-
mance by compromising team loyalty, fostering jeal-
ousy and friction among team players, and diminish-
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Top-Earning American Athletes in 2004

Rank Athlete Sport Salary Other Total

1 Tiger Woods golf $6,673,413 $70,000,000 $76,673,413

2 Shaquille O’Neal basketball $26,517,858 $14,000,000 $40,517,858

3 LeBron James basketball $4,018,920 $35,000,000 $39,018,920

4 Peyton Manning football $26,900,000 $9,500,000 $36,400,000

5 Kevin Garnett basketball $29,000,000 $7,000,000 $36,000,000

6 Oscar De La Hoya boxing $30,000,000 $2,000,000 $32,000,000

7 Andre Agassi tennis $2,530,929 $24,500,000 $27,030,929

8 Kobe Bryant basketball $13,498,000 $12,000,000 $25,498,000

9 Derek Jeter baseball $19,000,000 $6,000,000 $25,000,000

10 Grant Hill basketball $13,279,250 $11,000,000 $24,279,250

Source: Sports Illustrated/SI.com, May 14, 2004. Totals reflect expected total income for calendar 2004. “Salary” column includes salaries,
bonuses, and winnings; “Other” column includes money from commercial endorsements, appearance fees, and other sports-related
sources



ing the desire of individual athletes to achieve their
full potentials. In order to enhance their “market
value,” team-sport athletes are often encouraged to
prioritize individual achievement over team success.
Thus, critics argue, high salaries and endorsements
serve either to distract and spoil athletes or to saddle
them with unrealistic expectations.

Defenders of rising compensation rates for pro-
fessional athlete pay often cite past and present in-
equalities between athlete pay and the profits of their
employers or sponsors. This argument is rooted in the
assertion that team owners, event promoters, and cor-
porate sponsors have profited handsomely from the
growth of the professional sports industry, and that
athletes—without whom the industry would not ex-
ist—are ethically justified in their efforts to share in
the financial success of their sports.

Societal Implications
The ethical implications of higher athlete pay

upon society have also been the subject of conten-
tious debate. Many argue that paying athletes large
amounts of money damages both sport and society by
fostering gross inequalities in income, and that sala-
ries should thus be limited through regulation. Pro-
ponents of free market capitalism insist that owners,
promoters, and sponsors are ethically justified in
compensating athletes according to freely conducted
negotiations and the demands of the market, and that
athletes reserve the right as contract employees to
sell their services to the highest bidders. Proponents
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Average Player Salaries in Major League Sports in 2004

League
Total
teams

Total
players

Average
salaries Total salaries

Major League Baseball 30 850 $2,490,000 $2,116,500,000

National Basketball Association 29 375 4,900,000 1,837,500,000

National Football League 32 1,200 1,260,000 1,512,000,000

National Hockey League 30 725 1,700,000 1,232,500,000

total payrolls $6,698,500,000

121 3,150 player average $2,126,508

Source: Average salary figures from Associated Press, April 8, 2004. Total player numbers are estimated from average active-player rosters
as of early 2004, and total salary figures are extrapolated from these estimates.

With tournament winnings and endorsement income
totalling more than seventy million dollars a year,
golfer Tiger Woods ranked as the world’s highest-
paid athlete in 2004. (AP/Wide World Photos)

Image not available 



of regulation argue that larger payrolls are unethical
because they give sports teams in large markets—
such as New York and Los Angeles—unfair advan-
tages over those in small markets, and result in in-
creased costs that are routinely passed along to fans
in the form of much higher prices for tickets, conces-
sions, souvenirs, and parking.

Some people view the disproportionately high
earnings of top professional athletes as an example of
growing disparities between rich and poor people in
developed societies. Others argue that it is inequi-
table, and therefore unethical, to pay top athletes
amounts totaling hundreds of times the salaries of
persons in such essential occupations as education,
health care, public safety, and social work.

Effects on Youth
Many critics also assert that higher athlete pay

also damages society by setting a negative and unre-
alistic example for youth that is inherently unethical.
The conspicuous presence of multimillionaire ath-
letes, they argue, encourages youth to value ath-
letic achievement over educational accomplishment,
character, and citizenship. Moreover, the lure of im-
mense wealth often encourages young people, es-
pecially those from disadvantaged backgrounds, to
make sports a higher priority than education or per-
sonal growth in the often-unrealistic belief that they
will themselves eventually succeed in professional
sports. This assertion is supported by numerous ex-
amples of athletes who have interrupted their educa-
tions to “turn pro.”

Proponents of the free market can cite numerous
examples of athletes who emerged from modest
backgrounds to become rich and famous athletes. By
contrast, only a tiny minority of athletes are ever af-
forded the opportunity to compete professionally,
and fewer still ever achieve the level of success re-
quired to command large earnings. Therefore, those
who are persuaded single-mindedly to pursue careers
in professional sports and do not succeed often lack
the skills necessary to become healthy, productive
members of society.

Michael H. Burchett
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Professional ethics
Definition: Codes of conduct governing the perfor-

mance of professional duties
Type of ethics: Professional ethics
Significance: Members of most professions are

governed by ethical rules which may be formal or
informal, codified or left unspoken. Such rules
are designed to protect the public welfare and to
encourage a high level of trust for the profession
as a whole.

Professional ethics undertakes to examine the special
ethical obligations and problems that people who
work in professional occupations have because of
their professional status. It seeks to reach normative
conclusions about these; that is, it considers how pro-
fessionals ought to behave in their professional work,
not merely how they do conduct themselves. In order
to accomplish this goal, it must consider the various
professions in their historical, legal, and social con-
texts in society. Relative to differently organized so-
cieties, or relative to different eras in Western society,
it may need to reach different conclusions concern-
ing professional conduct.

Every legitimate occupation involves its own char-
acteristic ethical obligations. Thus, firemen have a
special obligation to rescue people from burning
buildings even when it is dangerous for them to do so,
and farmers have a special obligation to see that the
foodstuffs that they produce are safe to consume. All
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such special obligations presumably could be dis-
cussed in the field of occupational ethics.

In order for professional ethics to be a distinctive
field in its own right, it needs to differ from occupa-
tional ethics. The special ethical obligations of pro-
fessionals need to be seen as differing in their source
and character from those of nonprofessional work-
ers. This can come about only if professional ethics is
based on a conception of the professions that suc-
ceeds in demarcating them ethically from other occu-
pations.

The term “profession” is used in a variety of ways
in the English language, and most of these do not em-
body conceptions that are suitable for grounding pro-
fessional ethics as a field in its own right. To forestall
confusion that may generate doubt about the legiti-
macy of professional ethics, it will be useful to re-
view several of these widespread uses before focus-
ing on a more appropriate one.

Uses of the Term “Profession”
When people ask “What is your profession?” this

is often merely a polite way of asking one’s occupa-
tion. In this usage, the terms “profession” and “occu-
pation” are synonyms. Another frequent use, which
is familiar from sports, contrasts professional with
amateur standing: To be a professional in an activity
is to make that activity one’s principal career, from
which one expects to derive income. In another
sense, professional work is work that is done skill-
fully. “They do a professional job,” people say of
workers who perform knowledgeably and well.

The term “profession” generally carries a favor-
able connotation, and sometimes it is used merely to
express the speaker’s approval of an occupation and
the desire that it be accorded high status. Thus, when
someone says “Realtors are professionals!” often no
factual information is involved, and the speaker is
merely voicing approval of the occupation and seek-
ing to enhance its standing in the minds of hearers.

In sociology, professions often have been dis-
cussed, and many descriptive criteria of profession-
alism have been put forward. These include the fol-
lowing: the work is white-collar, above-average
education is required, above-average pay is received,
there is an explicit code of ethics to which those in the
occupation subscribe, entry is limited by licensing
procedures, those in the occupation have an associa-
tion that is dedicated to maintaining standards, the

service provided is indispensable for the public good,
those in the occupation work as independent practi-
tioners, and income does not depend much on the de-
ployment of capital. Typically, a sociologist studying
professionalism establishes a particular list of such
factors and then stipulates that an occupation is to
count as a profession only if it accords with at least
several factors on that list.

None of these widespread ways of understanding
the term “profession” is satisfactory as a basis for
normative professional ethics, because each of these
definitions picks out as professions some set of occu-
pations that, from the standpoint of normative ethics,
do not differ significantly from the occupations it
classifies as nonprofessions. If professional ethics is
to be viewed as a field in its own right, it is necessary
to employ a conception of what professions are that is
more normatively oriented than are any of the con-
ceptions noted above.

A Historically Based Conception
How did certain occupations first come to be

called professions? Considering the history of the
term may lead toward a conception that is suitable for
the purposes of professional ethics.

The Latin term professionem originally meant the
making of a public declaration. In medieval Latin, it
came to mean the taking of religious vows. The En-
glish word “profession” comes directly from the
Latin, and until the sixteenth century it too meant
only the public taking of religious vows. After that,
however, it came to mean an occupation in which
learned knowledge is applied to the affairs of others,
especially  medicine,  law,  divinity,  and  university
teaching.

The linkage between oath taking and distinctively
professional occupations arose because of the proce-
dures of the medieval universities. In them, students
prepared for one of four careers; they could become
physicians, lawyers, clerics, or university teachers.
At various stages in the course of study, and espe-
cially at its conclusion, the student was required pub-
licly to take religious oaths. These oaths affirmed
general loyalty to the doctrines of the Church and to
the discipline of the university, and specific commit-
ment to the special ethical standards of the learned
occupation being entered into. Such oaths, devised
by persons who already belonged to the occupations
in question, carried with them the threat of divine ret-
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ribution should they be violated; thus, they served as
fairly effective means for constraining new entrants
to respect the ideals of service that had been estab-
lished for these occupations.

Because they had taken these oaths, members of
these four occupations came to have special ethical
obligations that were different in origin and nature
from those incurred in other occupations.

Applying the Conception to Modern Life
Downplaying its religious aspect, this conception

of professions nowadays can be regarded as postulat-
ing an understanding between society and those in a
profession, a bargain from which both sides benefit.
This understanding may be spelled out explicitly, at
least in part, but often in modern times it is left largely
unstated and is taken for granted. Society accords
certain valuable advantages to the members of the
occupation, and they in return pledge themselves to
promote certain goals that have value to society.

The chief benefit that society grants to members
of the occupation is the right to a considerable mea-
sure of control over their own activities. This in-
cludes the right of those in the occupation to define
for themselves the standards of performance that
should be obeyed in it and their right to organize their
own disciplinary procedures for enforcing those
standards. They may also be granted the right to re-
strict entry into the occupation by imposing licens-
ing requirements (this may well have the effect of
reducing competition and keeping fees high). It will
be especially appropriate for society to grant these
privileges to the members of occupations that are
highly technical and require extensive knowledge.
Outsiders will be unable to make reliable judgments
about how those in such occupations ought to con-
duct themselves; therefore, the setting of standards
and the enforcement of discipline may best be left to
the specialists within.

In return for granting these privileges, society re-
ceives from the members of the occupation higher-
quality service and the curbing of certain types of
self-interested exploitation of their expertise by those
in the occupation. The ethical requirements that the
profession imposes upon itself fall under three head-
ings: responsibilities toward clients (or patients), re-
sponsibilities toward the profession itself, and re-
sponsibilities toward society. Usually, the interests of
the client will be accorded high priority, and the pro-

fessional’s technical skills will be viewed as the cli-
ent’s to command, for any reasonable purpose. Re-
sponsibilities toward the profession itself will aim at
enhancing the excellence of the profession’s services
and maintaining its standing in the eyes of the public.
The responsibilities to society, though not negligible,
will usually be accorded a distinctly lower priority.

If all goes well, both society and those in the pro-
fession will benefit from such a bargain. The ethical
status of professionals will thereby become differen-
tiated from that of nonprofessionals, whose conduct
is not governed by bargains of this type.

In U.S. society, medicine and law are traditionally
the paradigmatic examples of professions in this
sense. Other occupations deserve to be classified as
professions if they strongly resemble medicine and
law in having this type of ethical structure. Whether
an occupation counts as a profession will not be a
black-or-white matter, however, but will be a ques-
tion of degree.

Free Enterprise vs. Communism
This contrast between the ethics of professionals

and those of nonprofessionals makes sense within a
society that has an individualistic ideology such as
the free enterprise system, which prevails in the eco-
nomic life of the United States. Such an ideology
makes it ethically permissible for workers to aim
at promoting their own individual advantage, when
they are in occupations which have not entered into
any professional-type bargain with society. Such non-
professional workers are supposed to be ethically
bound by the law and by the requirements of minimal
decency (which prohibit lies, fraud, murder, assault,
and the like). In addition, they are ethically bound by
any explicit promises they have made to others; for
example when an employee contracts to obey an
employer’s orders in doing work of certain kinds.
Aside from these limitations, however, nonprofes-
sional workers in an individualistic society are ethi-
cally free to act as they please, seeking their own ad-
vantage. (Society permits them this ethical latitude
because doing so encourages them to work harder
and more efficiently, which ultimately benefits soci-
ety.) There arises a contrast between their ethical sit-
uation and that of professionals, whose conduct is
constrained by self-imposed ethical commitments of
the kind already mentioned, which are quite unlike
employment contracts.
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In a communistic society, this difference between
professionals and nonprofessionals would not exist.
Under communism, the ideology would be that every
worker, whether physician or coal miner, always
should be striving above all to promote the well-
being of society. Consequently, there would be no
special group of professional occupations whose eth-
ics would contrast significantly with the ethics of
other occupations.

Medicine as a Profession
In Western society, medicine has had a profes-

sional character since ancient Greek times, when
physicians took the Hippocratic oath, pledging to
protect their art and to use their medical skill only
for the promotion of health. Although medicine has
changed enormously over the years, modern physi-
cians are rightly expected to retain some of the Hip-
pocratic spirit of dedication to healing, righteous-
ness, and service. For example, in an emergency,
even a physician who is off duty is ethically bound to
provide medical aid to injured persons who would
not otherwise be treated (this is not the case with non-
professional workers, such as farmers or fire fighters,
who have no general obligation to provide services
that have not been contracted).

Some writers who discuss medical ethics include
in it wide-ranging public policy questions concern-
ing how best to organize the delivery of health care in
society. This is potentially misleading, in that it may
suggest that defects in the system of health-care de-
livery exist only because physicians are not fully dis-
charging their ethical responsibilities. It should not
be supposed that increasing the ethical dedication of
physicians will be the only, or even the best, way to
perfect the structure of a health-care system. To deal
with its problems, legislators must make wise public
policy decisions.

A particularly controversial topic in medical eth-
ics is whether it is permissible for physicians to end
the lives of terminally ill patients who request it or to
assist them in committing suicide. On one hand, the
Hippocratic tradition commits the physician to using
medical skill only to heal and to preserve life; on the
other hand, suffering patients sometimes desire to
die, and some compassionate physicians think that it
would be proper to provide such service. Prevailing
opinion within the American Medical Association
has opposed the latter view as setting too dangerous a

precedent, and U.S. law has forbidden such action by
physicians. In the Netherlands, however, euthanasia
has been legally accepted and has been widely prac-
ticed.

Law as a Profession
In the United States, law as a profession has been

dominated by the American Bar Association (ABA).
Its Canons of Professional Conduct serve as an ex-
plicit statement of the way in which U.S. lawyers
conceive of their professional responsibilities. Ac-
cording to this statement, the lawyer is “an officer of
the court.” This phrase expresses the idea that the
lawyer is a part of the justice system and therefore has
an obligation to uphold that system and to promote its
efficient functioning.

The ABA views the lawyer as having a primary
responsibility to the client, whose prerogative it is to
decide what legal action is to be undertaken. The law-
yer’s task is to provide accurate legal information and
then to carry out the client’s wishes. It is the lawyer’s
duty to keep strictly confidential what the client has
revealed in the course of consultation, and the lawyer
cannot legally be forced to divulge such information.

One vexing issue in legal ethics is how far the law-
yer may go in promoting the client’s cause by means
that seem shady yet that are not illegal. For example,
in a criminal defense, may the lawyer permit the cli-
ent to give testimony that the lawyer has good reason
to believe is untruthful? As an officer of the court, the
lawyer ought not to countenance perjury, yet the law-
yer also has an obligation to advance the client’s case,
and the client’s questionable testimony may do this.
In such cases, two responsibilities clash, and lawyers
differ among themselves about how far to go.

Business as a Profession
As education in business management has ad-

vanced, the field has become more and more com-
plex and technical. Intricate mathematical analyses
and strategies have become available to assist and
guide the business executive. This development has
encouraged some writers to say that business has
now become “professionalized.”

Business ethics, however, remains different from
professional ethics. Under the free enterprise system
as it exists in the United States, it is ethically permis-
sible for businesspersons to make pursuit of their
own advantage their primary goal, as long as they do
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not break the law or violate minimal standards of de-
cency. Professionals, however, have additional ethi-
cal obligations that further limit their pursuit of self-
interest; they ought not to be as single-minded in
their profit-seeking as businesspersons may be.

Other Professions
Architecture, engineering, accounting, military

science, and many other occupations partake of the
character of professions in varying degrees. Those
engaged in these occupations possess technical skills
and provide them to those who need them. Because
these skills are so technical, it is difficult for outsiders
to evaluate their use; therefore, associations in these
occupations establish codes of conduct and seek to
maintain high standards. The degree of professional
independence is less, on the whole, than that prevail-
ing in medicine and law, but the professional model
does make sense in respect to these occupations.

When architects, engineers, or accountants (espe-
cially certified public accountants) are independent
practitioners taking on clients, their status is more
strongly professional. When the practitioner is an
employee of a business enterprise, the employer nat-
urally exercises considerable control over the way in
which work is carried out, and independence is di-
minished. Even so, the practitioner who has a will to
do so may be able to maintain independence by re-
jecting any orders that are contrary to professional
canons.

Journalism: A Controversial Occupation
Journalism is an occupation whose status has

been especially controversial. Many journalists have
come to regard themselves as subject to very special
ethical imperatives that make journalism a profes-
sion rather than a business activity. They think of
themselves as charged by society with the vital task
of conveying news, and, more specifically, of expos-
ing wrongdoing by prominent persons. (They have
sometimes spoken of journalism as constituting a
“fourth branch of government.”)

A special test of this conception of journalism as a
profession arises when journalists claim a legal right
to preserve the confidentiality of their sources. For
example, suppose an employee in a government de-
partment reveals to a journalist classified informa-
tion about improper activity within that department.
The government then seeks to prosecute the leaker

and demands that the journalist reveal this person’s
name. The journalist perhaps refuses to do so, claim-
ing a privilege of confidentiality that is, supposedly,
analogous to the lawyer’s privilege of keeping confi-
dential what clients have said in legal consultation.
Many journalists have thought they ought to have
such a privilege; the U.S. Congress and the courts,
however, have refused to grant it to them, and jour-
nalists who refuse to cooperate with legal authorities
risk criminal prosecution.

Against the view that journalism is a profession, it
can be pointed out that it is not an occupation requir-
ing extensive scholarly education. Furthermore, it
would probably be imprudent for society to hand
over to journalists the kind of power to set their own
standards and regulate their own activities that physi-
cians and lawyers are granted. To do so might give
journalists more political control over society than
they should have.

Conclusion
From time to time, society should ask itself

whether the tacit bargains that have been struck with
professional groups are working out well. If they are
not, and the balance has shifted away from the best
interests of society in certain areas, then renegotia-
tion may be appropriate.

Modern trends in medicine and law have been
away from the older pattern of individual practition-
ers. More and more physicians and lawyers are be-
coming employees of large organizations. As employ-
ees, they must accept direction from their employers;
therefore, they tend to be less independent than was
the case in the past. This decreasing independence di-
minishes their distinctively professional status but
does not eliminate it.

Stephen F. Barker

Further Reading
Bayles, Michael. Professional Ethics. 2d ed. Bel-
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common structure in the ethical issues confront-
ing many different occupations.

Callahan, Joan C., ed. Ethical Issues in Professional
Life. New York: Oxford University Press, 1988. A
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sional Ethics. Totowa, N.J.: Rowman & Little-
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concerning law and medicine.
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sional’s Dilemma. New York: Oxford University
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sponsibility; Ethical Principles of Psychologists;
Hippocrates; Law; Medical ethics; Military ethics;
Normative vs. descriptive ethics; Permissible acts;
Whistleblowing.

Profit economy
Definition: Social system designed to allocate effi-

ciently the scarce resources of a society by allow-
ing individuals to pursue their own self-interest
and to accumulate the wealth gained from that
pursuit

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: The profit economy is celebrated by

those who focus on the theory behind it, which in-
dicates that the system is fundamentally just since
it should lead to increased benefits for all mem-
bers of the community. It is attacked by those who
focus on actual examples of such economies, in
which the disparity between rich and poor grows
larger and larger over time.

The purpose of economic activity is the satisfaction
of wants. The question of which wants and whose
wants should be satisfied is a problem of social jus-
tice. A profit economy determines how resources are
to be allocated, what goods will be provided, and
which wants will be satisfied by encouraging individ-

uals to act in ways that they believe will enhance their
own self-interest. In a profit economy, firms will act
to maximize their profits and households will act to
maximize their income, since firms and households
are motivated by the desire to accumulate wealth.

It is the ability to accumulate wealth that has
raised questions about the justice of a system based
on profit. Utopian thinking, which is based on the
idea of economic equality, considers the getting of
profit as the getting of more than one rightfully de-
serves, resulting in an unjust and preferential system.
Supporters of a profit economy counter that in the
real world, if profit is not to be had, little will be done.
Furthermore, it is argued that a profit economy func-
tions particularly efficiently, creating wealth that,
over time, will benefit all.

Sandra L. Christensen

See also: Advertising; Capitalism; Cost-benefit anal-
ysis; Distributive justice; Free enterprise; Greed; Mo-
nopoly; Poverty and wealth; Product safety and lia-
bility; Profit taking; Smith, Adam.

Profit taking
Definition: Selling one’s securities or property for

more money than one expended to acquire them,
especially when the sale occurs immediately after
a rise in their market value.

Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Profit taking by many people at once

is often the cause of a temporary drop in the price
of the security being sold, following the laws of
supply and demand. This situation raises ethical
issues to the extent that profit takers harm the in-
terests of long-term shareholders to benefit them-
selves. As the stock market comes less and less to
be populated with long-term shareholders, how-
ever, this becomes less and less of an issue.

In its broadest context, profit taking simply refers to
the action of an investor in cashing in an investment
and realizing whatever profit has been made. There
are at least three circumstances, however, in which
profit taking raises ethical questions. Especially dur-
ing the 1980’s, when corporate restructuring became
commonplace, insider or management buyouts and
firms “going private” often meant that investors with
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privileged knowledge about a company would offer
stockholders more than the market value for their
shares but less than the true value of those shares.
Then, sometimes after only a brief period of reorga-
nization, the investors would “go public” again, sell
some or all of their shares at a considerably higher
price, and thus engage in profit taking.

Such practices raised questions of a conflict of in-
terest on the part of the managers involved, who were
operating in their own interest rather than upholding
their fiduciary responsibility to the company’s share-
holders. A second circumstance that raises ethical
questions occurs when an investor realizes excessive
profit from a transaction based on some standard of
social acceptability, and a third such circumstance
occurs when an investor gains profit by using unrea-
sonable economic power.

D. Kirk Davidson

See also: Capitalism; Free enterprise; Greed; In-
sider trading; Profit economy.

Progressivism
Definition: Political movement and philosophy ad-

vocating social change through governmental and
institutional action

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Progressivism holds that social and

political institutions and activist coalitions bear
the burden of improving the quality of life for in-
dividuals, because an individual alone lacks the
power to achieve social justice. On the political
spectrum, progressives are generally to the left of
liberals and to the right of radicals.

Although lacking a definitive ideology with common
tenets, progressivism evolved during the late nine-
teenth century as a unique American philosophy that
was intended to counter the economic and social ills
of the Industrial Revolution and a burgeoning urban
society. The philosophy formed the basis for a large-
scale reform movement, led by young, educated pro-
fessionals, that embraced all levels of society and en-
compassed diverse ideologies.

The unifying forces for this movement were a be-
lief that humankind had evolved sufficiently to con-

trol the course of human development through re-
form, dispelling the prevailing assumption of a fixed
unalterable order beyond human control, and the be-
lief that reform was to be accomplished through a
democratically controlled government. Progressives
emphasized systems, planning, management, pre-
dictability, collective action, the scientific method,
and the value of expert opinion. Beginning with the
Theodore Roosevelt administration in 1901, the U.S.
government initiated and sponsored legislation and
amendments to cure the ills of society, make society
more democratic, and provide equality for all Ameri-
cans.

Stephen D. Livesay

See also: Conservatism; James, William; Liberal-
ism; Pragmatism.

Pro-life movement
Definition: Coalition of activists working to ban

abortion
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues; bioethics
Significance: The pro-life movement represents

one side in perhaps the most heated moral debate
of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centu-
ries. Although associated with Roman Catholics
and the political right, neither of those two groups
is undivided on the issue of abortion.

Ethical conflict over abortion has grown hugely since
the 1960’s, when the pro-life movement began.
The first members of this movement were Catholics,
whose views were supported by the Roman Catholic
Church. Since then, the movement has spread, and it
now numbers among its proponents people from ev-
ery religion, race, and walk of life. All these people
view any abortion as being murder because they see
the fetus as becoming a human being at the moment of
conception, when sperm and egg fuse. Pro-life re-
sponses to abortions vary from peaceful methods that
include demonstrations and attempts to dissuade
women seeking abortions to active demonstrations at
abortion clinics that sometimes lead to physical con-
frontations involving pro-life demonstrators, clinic
staffers, and patients seeking to obtain abortions. In
some cases, abortion clinic staffers have been threat-
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ened with physical violence, abducted from their
homes or workplaces, and subjected to various levels
of physical harm by pro-life zealots.

The end goals of the pro-life movement are to
seek for the fertilized ovum the same rights that per-
sons who have been born enjoy. It is deemed by many
or most pro-lifers that the U.S. Constitution should
be amended. A version of the amendment supported
by several pro-life members of Congress states that
“the paramount right to life is vested in each human
being, from the moment of fertilization without re-
gard to age, health or condition of dependency.”

Concepts and Methodology
The basic pro-life concepts about abortion, from

several sources, indicate the following ethical judg-
ments: (1) the fetus at any stage in its growth from
fertilization on is a human being in every sense of the
word, (2) an abortion thus kills a person and is mur-
der, and (3) anyone who condones abortion condones
murder and is a criminal. According to some mem-
bers of the movement, such people deserve “anything
that happens to them.” The action techniques of the
pro-life movement vary greatly, and many are codi-
fied by pro-life manifestos such as Closed: Ninety-
nine Ways to Stop Abortion (Scheidler, 1985).

Such manifestos list numerous operational proce-
dures, including sidewalk counseling of pregnant
women, picketing and demonstrations at abortion
sites, disseminating leaflets and getting pro-life liter-
ature into libraries, advertising in the news media, us-
ing sit-ins, picketing the homes of abortionists, going
into politics, and using horror stories to frighten
women who are seeking abortions. Fortunately, many
manifesto writers point out that violence should not
be used, because it constitutes using evil to fight evil.
Yet there have been regrettable instances in which
this belief has not been shared by some pro-lifers,
who have destroyed property, abducted abortionists,
threatened a shooting war, and, in one case, killed a
doctor who performed abortions.

Historical Background
The conflict over abortion is as old as humankind.

The ancient Greek and Roman philosophers codified
the use of abortion. For example, Plato favored the
use of abortion when it was for society’s good, and
Aristotle defined human life as beginning only forty
or ninety days after the conception of a male or fe-

male fetus, respectively. With the development of
Christianity, strong antiabortion sentiment arose and
began to flourish. In more modern times, English
common law stated that abortion was legal until moth-
ers felt movement in the womb—“quickening”—and
this view persisted well into the eighteenth century.

By the twentieth century, the abortion debate be-
came quiescent, and many abortions were made legal
by the 1950’s. During the 1960’s, with most Ameri-
cans favoring therapeutic abortion, the pro-life move-
ment began and evolved to include religious, medical,
and lay proponents. At first, the pope and numerous
Catholic functionaries preached a pro-life manifesto
that was not backed by the Protestant churches. Dur-
ing the 1970’s, however, various Protestant clerics
began to support the idea.

A number of physicians, including Jack Wilke,
have been long time leaders of the movement. Wilke,
in fact, wrote a 1970’s “abortion handbook,” illus-
trated with pictures of mutilated fetuses, that earned
eminence for his pro-life National Right to Life
Committee. By the 1980’s, the polarization between
pro-life and pro-abortion factions had grown hugely,
and the debate has since then become more and more
acrimonious. It is not clear what will happen; how-
ever, verbal—and sometimes physical—battle lines
have been drawn.

Pro-life lobbies in Washington, D.C., have sought
to pass the amendment alluded to earlier. In addition,
Randall Terry’s well-known Operation Rescue has
sought to prevent abortions and close abortion clin-
ics. Documents have also been written by prominent
lawyers propounding the legality of the rights of the
unborn. Some splinter groups among pro-life propo-
nents have warned their adversaries that a shooting
war awaits them. A serious confrontation seems to be
inevitable.

Conclusions
The ethical issue that focuses the actions of the

pro-life movement is that it is never appropriate to
stop the occurrence of a human life. The advocates of
this viewpoint warn that if their point of view is un-
heeded, the consequences of such unethical decision
making will lead to the practice of genocide. In con-
trast, those who favor abortion for “appropriate rea-
sons” fear that its criminalization will lead to other
restrictive legislation that will diminish human rights
and produce many other forms of related human
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persecution. It seems possible that an ethical com-
promise could give both sides some of their desires.
One model for use could be that of Western Eu-
rope, in which respect for every human life is prom-
ised and abortion is permitted under conditions that
are deemed appropriate and ethical.

Sanford S. Singer
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Promiscuity
Definition: Sexual activity with multiple partners
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Promiscuity may involve simple non-

monogamy, but the term has strong connotations
of a lack of discrimination in sexual partners. It is
therefore judged by some to cheapen or even
commodify the sexual relationship.

The change in sex habits of Americans since the end
of World War II has been described as leading to un-
limited sexual freedom. Contraceptive devices had
provided nearly complete protection from pregnancy,

and changing and more relaxed attitudes about sex
had mitigated the stigma of premarital and extramari-
tal sex, sex with multiple partners, and having chil-
dren out of wedlock. It seemed the American society
had indeed become more promiscuous.

An extensive study of sexual behavior by Albert
D. Klassen, Colin J. Williams, and Eugene E. Levitt
(1989) concluded, however, that there was no evi-
dence suggesting any far-reaching changes in sexual
norms. Patterns of traditional sexual behavior were
neither significantly reduced nor reversed. The au-
thors concluded that a “sexual revolution” had not
occurred in the United States.

Promiscuity
The conclusion that no sexual revolution has oc-

curred does not imply that promiscuity does not ex-
ist. Klassen et al. pointed out that norms contra-
dicting the traditional ones have emerged and that
commitment to the traditional norms may not be as
strong as in the past.

In Africa, premarital and extramarital sex are
common. For example, a survey in Zimbabwe re-
vealed that 40 percent of married men had had extra-
marital sex within the past year (the actual figure is
probably higher). Part of the reason for this high fre-
quency is that there is a cultural expectation that mar-
ried men can have other relationships, and these rela-
tionships are accepted by the wives. (This attitude is
changing because of the AIDS epidemic in Africa.)
Ethically, promiscuity per se is neither good nor bad
but depends on the culture in which it occurs. Unfor-
tunately, often accompanying promiscuity are the
following outcomes, which can only be viewed as
negative.

Where promiscuous behavior is not condoned—
for example, in marriage—it is usually conducted
without the partner’s awareness. Lying and deceitful-
ness are commonly used by the one having the rela-
tionship in order to keep it secret. This breach of trust
and of the bonds of marriage is hardly noble and vir-
tuous behavior.

Role Models
For better or worse, professional athletes are the

true heroes of American culture, and therefore their
behavior sets a powerful example. When, for exam-
ple, famous basketball players brag publicly about
having sex with more than ten thousand women or
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contract AIDS in the course of having sex with hun-
dreds of women, or the mistress of a baseball player
is rewarded with extensive coverage in Playboy, le-
gitimate questions can be raised about the kinds of
examples that these heroes provide.

Sexually Transmitted Diseases (STDs)
The more persons with whom an individual has

sex, the greater that individual’s chance of contract-
ing a sexually transmitted disease. According to a re-
port released in 1993 by the Guttmacher Institute, 20
percent (56 million) of all Americans have an STD.
Of the 12 million new cases diagnosed each year,

about 90 percent involve people under age 25.
By March of 1992, 139,269 adults and ado-
lescents and 1,954 children had died from
AIDS in the United States (not all as a result
of promiscuous sex). The AIDS epidemic in
Africa is even worse.

The 1993 Kids Count Data Book claims
that the status of adolescents is “deteriorat-
ing.” Aside from STDs, almost 9 percent of
all babies in 1990 were born to single teen-
agers, and teenagers also accounted for about
25 percent of all abortions. Marilyn Gardner
used these data to claim that “Early sexual ac-
tivity can exact a terrible price from promis-
ing young lives . . . too many find themselves
shackled by unplanned pregnancies, abor-
tions, single motherhood, infections or infer-
tility.”

On balance, then, promiscuity is bad. To
avoid the pejorative connotation of the term
“promiscuity,” social scientists often refer to
“sexual networking” or “a pattern of multiple
partners.” Since promiscuity is not neutral in
its effects, however, perhaps the pejorative
connotation is desirable.

Laurence Miller
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Patterns in American Sexual Promiscuity

An extensive study of American sexual patterns and behav-
ior by Sam Janus and Cynthia L. Janus provided a measure
of how extensive promiscuity is. Their data, which suggest
that promiscuous behavior occurs frequently, include these
findings:

1. Twenty-six percent of women and 40 percent of men
aged eighteen to thirty-eight at the time of the survey be-
came sexually active by age fourteen.

2. Forty to 63 percent of men from ages eighteen through
sixty-five and older said that their sexual experience be-
fore marriage was important. For women, the figure
ranged from 25 to 56 percent.

3. Sixty percent of the men surveyed had had relations with
from one to thirty partners, 21 percent with thirty-one to
sixty partners, and 18 percent with sixty-one or more. For
women, the figures were 81, 9, and 7 percent.

4. Eighteen percent of married men had had one extramari-
tal affair, 38 percent had engaged in extramarital affairs
rarely, and 29 percent often had extramarital sex. For
women, the figures were 27, 38, and 12 percent.

5. Twenty percent of the men, regardless of income level,
had had sex with prostitutes, whereas the figures for
women ranged from 3 to 8 percent. Most of these people
used the services of a prostitute occasionally (25 to 63
percent), rather than once (6 to 50 percent) or often (7 to
31 percent).

Source: Janus, Sam, and Cynthia L. Janus. The Janus Report on Sexual
Behavior (1993).



Promises
Definition: Morally binding declarations that one

will or will not do something; oaths
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: One’s ability or inability to keep one’s

promises is often taken as a sign of one’s general
level of integrity or moral character. The keeping
of promises is also of central theoretical impor-
tance to moral philosophers as different as Im-
manuel Kant and Friedrich Nietzsche.

Every society is organized according to various kinds
of rules and standards for behavior. Humans’ social
nature, limitations, and similar needs, along with the
scarcity of objects, goods, or conditions such as food,
wealth, and jobs, serve to create situations of con-
flicts that moral and other rules seek to resolve or
minimize. There are many implied agreements, or
moral rules, that allow people to live safely and to

have meaningful relationships with others. These in-
clude agreements not to harm one another, not to lie
or cheat, to obey laws, to treat others with dignity,
and to keep promises.

In earlier times, one’s promise, or “word,” was
part of one’s reputation. Many promises and agree-
ments were made verbally or by shaking hands.
Some promises, such as personal ones, are still made
that way, but many are written down as formal con-
tracts and agreements. This is because such promises
tend to be more complex and because fewer and
fewer people actually honor their promises.

To understand the concept of promising and the
breaking of promises, two basic and opposed ap-
proaches to morality must be examined: nonconse-
quentialist and consequentialist views.

Nonconsequentialist views oppose the breaking
of promises at any time. Whether one keeps or breaks
promises has an effect on human relationships, and
one of the main arguments against breaking promises
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Promises and Kant’s Categorical Imperative

In Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals (1785),
German philosopher Immanuel Kant argues for the ex-
istence of a categorical imperative, a universal and ob-
jectively valid moral law. Kant’s first formulation of
the categorical imperative is “I should never act in such
a way that I could not also will that my maxim should
be a universal law.” In other words, in making moral
decisions, one should apply the following test: Is it log-
ically possible to universalize the maxim that guides
my action? Kant uses the breaking of promises as his
central example. If one were to break a promise, the
maxim one followed in such a case would be some-
thing like this: “I should always keep my promises . . .
unless I decide to break them.” Kant argues that if this
claim were to be universalized, the word “promise”
would lose all meaning. “Everyone should always
keep their promises, unless they decide to break them.”
If it is universally acknowledged that no one is obliged
to keep a promise, then the promise ceases to be a
promise, since a promise entails obligation by defini-
tion. A world in which the universal version of the
maxim is accepted, then, would be one in which there
is simply no such thing as a promise.

The important point about the first formulation of
the categorical imperative is that it is a statement, not
about desirability, but about logical coherence. Kant is
not saying that oath-breaking is bad, because one
would not want to live in a world where promises can-
not be trusted. He is rather pointing out that the state-
ment “everyone should always keep their promises
unless they decide to break them” is a logically inco-
herent utterance, because the proposition renders its
key term meaningless. Therefore, it is simply not pos-
sible to will that this maxim should be a universal law,
whether one wants to or not. Kant is committed to this
kind of analysis, because he believes that the categori-
cal imperative derives its authority from its form rather
than its content. It must have the form of law as such.
Only then will it be both objective and universal.

This point raises a potential objection to Kant’s for-
mulation, however, since it is unclear that any other type
of transgression fails his test in the same way. Vengeful
murder, for example, does not cause similar logical in-
consistencies when it is universally willed. Kant may
well have chosen oath-breaking as an example, because
it is the only transgression that clearly fits his point.



is that breaking them can destroy or undermine per-
sonal relationships. If a person promises to do some-
thing, most people will tend to believe that person’s
word. If the promise is broken, the relationship with
that person is weakened, because trust is a central ele-
ment of vital relationships. The lack of trust that de-
velops makes rapport more difficult to achieve in the
future.

A second argument against the breaking of prom-
ises is the idea that if a person breaks a promise and
gets away with it, it becomes easier to break other
promises. It can become a habit that is hard to break.
Third, breaking a promise can have serious effects on
other people’s lives. In some situations, people make
decisions that can greatly affect their lives based on
promises that are made to them. For example, some-
one may quit one job for a promised job and end up
with no job at all.

The destruction of general social trust is a fourth
reason for not breaking promises. Much of what peo-
ple do is based on promises and agreements. Once
these promises and agreements break down, social
trust breaks down. One example of such a situation is
the lack of trust that people have regarding promises
made during political campaigns. A final argument
against breaking promises involves the loss of per-
sonal integrity of the one breaking the promise.
Breaking a promise not only hurts one’s reputation
with others but also causes the loss of one’s own self-
esteem.

What if the consequences for everyone affected
would be better if a promise were broken? Conse-
quentialist theories argue that whether a promise
should be kept depends on the end results. Conse-
quentialists believe that one should always act to
maximize happiness and minimize pain for all in-
volved. Breaking a promise is acceptable if the great-
est good consequences would be the result of that act.

One argument favoring the breaking of promises
has to do with changed circumstances. One who has
made a promise should have the right to break it if the
circumstances under which it was made have changed.
Another defense of promise breaking involves the
arising of moral conflicts. For example, protecting
human life should take precedence over keeping a
promise. Promise breaking should also be allowed
when promises are made in unusual situations. For
example, a promise made to satisfy someone on his
deathbed can be broken later for good reasons.

Finally, in the spirit of the Latin phrase caveat
emptor (“let the buyer beware”), recipients of prom-
ises should beware. They should not assume that
promises will be kept.

Cheri Vail Fisk
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Property
Definition: Objects, land, ideas, creative expres-

sions, or other things over which individuals or
groups enjoy ownership

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: In traditional liberal political philos-

ophy, ownership of property is a fundamental
civil right. In socialist theory, it is an evil to be
overcome.
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Human beings need material goods to survive. There-
fore, whoever controls the production and distribu-
tion of material goods controls human survival. The
legal arrangements that societies enact for the control
of material goods—property—are based on ethical
principles regarding the proper relationship between
the individuals who must ultimately consume the
goods and the societies of which they are a part. His-
torically, three broad ethical approaches have shaped
legal arrangements for the control of property: the in-
dividual, the collective, and the monarchic.

Individualism
Individualist ethics argue that each individual is

an end in himself or herself. Each individual should
have control of his or her own life and be responsible
for his or her own well-being. Accordingly, individu-
alists argue that each individual should have legal
control over whatever property he or she produces
or acquires; in other words, the right to private prop-
erty should be a fundamental social principle. Eco-
nomically, a free enterprise system results from the
recognition of private property rights. In such a sys-
tem, the moral standard at work is self-responsibility
and individual achievement, and the property ar-
rangements in the individualist society reflect this
standard.

Collectivism
Collectivist ethics argue that individuals are sub-

ordinate to the larger social group of which they are a
part. The larger social group varies depending on the
version of collectivism that is advocated: The group
may be defined in national, tribal, racial, or cultural
terms. Common to all versions of collectivism is the
principle that individuals exist primarily to serve the
welfare of society as a whole; therefore, collectivists
argue that society as a whole (or its representatives)
should have legal control over all property in society.
Control of a portion of society’s property may be del-
egated to various individuals, but ultimate control re-
mains with society as a whole. Economically, some
form of socialist economy should result. In such a
system, the moral standard at work is the value of the
individual to the society, and the property arrange-
ments within the collectivist society reflect this stan-
dard.

Monarchism
Monarchist ethics argue that some single individ-

ual (or, in aristocratic variations, a small number of
individuals) is inherently superior to the rest of the
individuals in the society. Accordingly, most individ-
uals in the society exist primarily to serve the mon-
arch (or the aristocratic class), and therefore the mon-
arch should retain ultimate control over all property.
Whether an individual has control of much, little, or
no property thus depends upon the will of the mon-
arch. Economically, some form of command econ-
omy should result. In such a system, the moral stan-
dard at work is the value of the individual to the
monarch, and the property arrangements within the
monarchist society reflect this standard.

Mixed Systems
Historically, most societies’ property arrange-

ments have been mixtures of two or more of the
above principles. In some tribal societies, for exam-
ple, most property is controlled communally, while
some is controlled individually. Since no individual
has control over the use of enough property to ensure
his or her existence, however, an individual’s survival
is controlled by the tribe. Individuals whom the tribe
holds to be valuable are granted greater control over
property, both as a sign of favor and in the hope that
they will use it to benefit the tribe, while individuals
for whom the tribe no longer has a use—such as the
deformed, the aged, and those who are deemed trou-
blemakers—are denied access to the tribe’s property.
In this way, the primary moral standard at work is the
value of the individual to the tribe, and the property
arrangements within the tribe reflect this standard.

Most modern Western societies are a mixture
of individual and collective property arrangements.
Much property is owned and controlled by private in-
dividuals, but the use to which individuals can put
their property is often controlled collectively by, for
example, zoning laws; in some cases, a private indi-
vidual’s property rights can be overridden by emi-
nent domain.

Connection to Civil Rights
Individual property rights are sometimes con-

trasted with other categories of individual rights—
most often, civil rights such as the rights to freedom
of religion, freedom of speech, freedom of associa-
tion, and the freedom to vote. In some accounts of
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rights, civil and property rights fall into two funda-
mentally different categories; advocates of such ac-
counts use such a distinction to argue for a mixed sys-
tem of rights—for example, that all property should
be controlled collectively, while individuals should
retain the full range of civil rights. Others argue that
there is no fundamental distinction between civil and
property rights; they will argue, for example, that the
right to freedom of speech means very little if one has
no right to own a printing press.

Intellectual Property
Most philosophical discussion has focused on

material property; for example, tools, real estate, ma-
chines, and animals. Increasingly, however, many of
the values that contribute to human life require pri-
marily intellectual (rather than physical) work for
their production. Accordingly, individualist societies
have evolved legal mechanisms to protect individu-
als’ rights to the fruits of their intellectual labors,
once they have been translated into physical form.
Copyrights exist to allow individuals to control the
use of the written works or art works that they have
produced, industrial trademarks are registered and
protected by law, and patents are issued to protect
individuals’ control over their inventions, such as
new machines or drugs. Scientific advances continue
to raise questions about the proper scope of such
rights—for example, as biotechnology makes possi-
ble the creation of new life-forms.

Stephen R. C. Hicks
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Prostitution
Definition: Provision of sexual services for pay-

ment
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: The ethics of prostitution constitute

one of the most debated and controversial issues
concerning human relationships in history, and
prostitution itself is the focus of significant crimi-
nal justice resources.

Prostitution, or sex for pay, has been pervasive
throughout human history. It differs from sex slavery
because its sexual contacts are generally voluntary
and largely commercial. It also differs from mar-
riages of convenience, or mistress-keeping, in that its
sexual contacts are relatively indiscriminate and typ-
ically involve large numbers of customers. It differs
from sexual promiscuity or sexual addiction because
payments are involved. Finally, it differs from other
sex work, such as strip shows or pornographic films,
because it provides direct physical sex contacts to its
clients.

A primary sex issue in prostitution is the contrast
between marital or romantic sex and commercial sex,
in which the physical acts tend to be more mechani-
cal than emotional. Moreover, the sexual access that
the prostitutes provide to their clients is objectified,
depersonalized, and merely a means to satisfy their
clients’ sexual needs. The prostitutes themselves
tend to be emotionally detached and even alienated
from their own sexuality, and their physical relation-
ships with their clients are brief and utilitarian.

Other issues relating to prostitution include the
extent to which oral, anal, and genital sexual access is
granted to customers and questions of mutual con-
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sent in the undertaking of such activities as bondage,
sadomasochistic acts, and role playing. Gender is-
sues include the relative rights of men and women to
work as prostitutes and the sexual access each may
grant, and perceptions of male domination symbol-
ized by female prostitution.

Beyond Sex and Gender Issues
Many people question the morality of prostitu-

tion. Prostitution tends to be judged immoral because
it is usually illegal. Critics charge that prostitution
does great harm to the prostitutes themselves, their
customers, third parties, and society in general. Reli-
gious critics charge that prostitution promotes sexual
unions that lack the sanctification of marriage, do not

serve the natural purposes of reproduction or conju-
gal union, and are both impersonal and mercenary.
They see prostitution as sinful: Prostitutes are un-
clean and fallen, at least temporarily, from the grace
of God. However, some ancient and primitive reli-
gions used prostitutes in religious rites. Social critics
would add that prostitution is often forced upon its
practitioners by economic forces and is inherently
degrading to them.

Human rights advocates see prostitution as a so-
cial welfare problem with people taking up prosti-
tution out of economic desperation, lack of skills, or
social isolation. They recommend counseling, edu-
cation, and training to encourage prostitutes to make
other employment and human relationship choices.
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Women choosing careers in prostitution even though
other options are open to them are encouraged to di-
rect themselves toward healthier and safer sexual
practices and working environments.

Some civil libertarians view prostitution as a pri-
vacy issue and argue that individuals should be per-
mitted to choose any lifestyle and profession they
wish, so long as they do not harm others. Sexually
transmitted disease or the psychological and eco-
nomic damage done to third persons including the
prostitutes’ or customers’ spouses and dependent
children are possible types of harm.

Politico-economic rights advocates debate prosti-
tution as both a power issue and a free-exchange is-
sue. Those with political power define, through law,
what is permissible commercial behavior. Sex is
one of several regulated or prohibited commodities.
Paternalists would protect the prostitute from abuse,
disease, and social ostracism by either banning pros-
titution or regulating it with geographic zones, medi-
cal inspections, and licenses. Free market advocates
believe all voluntary commercial exchange, includ-
ing prostitution, should be permitted and see sex as
merely another form of wage labor.

Legal ethics address the subjective and relative
criminality of prostitution. Regarded as a victimless
crime, prostitution is consequently an offense that is
subject to considerable discretion and variance in
both law enforcement and adjudication. Some com-
munities treat prostitution permissively, while others
subject it to strict, harsh, and punitive enforcement.

Some business and labor ethicists advocate ex-
tending to prostitutes and their customers the same
business standards and work safety protections of-
fered in other professions. Such a change would help
relieve prostitutes from exploitation by third parties,
especially pimps, public accommodations operators,
and organized crime. According to this view, prosti-
tutes deserve the same health care, insurance, bank-
ing privileges, tax paying, public accommodations,
and public utility rights as other citizens.

Unintended Consequences of Prohibition
Continuing efforts to stop prostitution tend to

generate disrespect for both the law and law enforce-
ment, as prostitution continues to flourish. Mean-
while, prostitution enriches pimps and members of

organized crime bodies. Traffickers in prostitutes
provide financial incentives for the corruption of law
enforcement, the courts, and politics, adding to the
burdens of the police, the courts, and the penal system.
At the same time, the prostitutes themselves rarely
profit financially and are increasingly marginalized
socially. They and their customers also stand greatly
increased chances of contracting sexually transmit-
ted diseases, including acquired immunodeficiency
syndrome (AIDS), especially because they avoid
testing.

Prostitution also contributes to tensions in mar-
riages in which one partner is more sexually demand-
ing or adventurous than the other. Laws define as
criminals people engaging in what are essentially
victimless crimes, while consuming public resources
that might be better used elsewhere. Criticisms of
prostitution contribute to erosion of respect for reli-
gion and other institutions that try to define a rela-
tively popular practice as immoral. Confused public
attitudes toward prostitution also help to perpetuate
moral, religious, and legal double standards in which
the clients are less condemned than the prostitutes,
and male clients of female prostitutes are less con-
demned than female clients of male prostitutes.

Gordon Neal Diem
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Prudence
Definition: Skill in judging how to achieve one’s

ends while avoiding danger or minimizing risk
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Prudence is sometimes described as a

virtue, especially to the extent that it entails avoid-
ing conflicts that will necessarily harm oneself or
others. It is also possible, however, to judge peo-
ple to be overly prudent, or too cautious for their
own good.

In twentieth century ethical theory, there are two
quite different ways of understanding prudence and
its relationship to ethics. According to one, prudence
is a virtue that is essential to an ethical life. Accord-
ing to the other, prudence is a principle that is distinct
from, and often opposed to, ethics. The best approach
to understanding these two conceptions of prudence
is to look at their history. Since prudence has been ex-
amined during most of its history in languages other
than English, it is helpful to identify the non-English
ancestors of the term “prudence.”

For most of the leading ethical theorists of ancient
Greece, ancient Rome, and the Roman Catholic tra-
dition, prudence is understood to be one of the four
cardinal (principal) virtues. In the Republic (c. 390
b.c.e.), Plato uses the Greek word sophia, which is
usually translated into English as “wisdom,” and
Greek words meaning justice, courage, and temper-
ance to name the four chief virtues (states of charac-
ter) of both good persons and good communities. For
Plato, persons with the virtue of sophia are those who
exercise forethought in determining what is best,
both for themselves and for the communities to which
they belong, and whose rational faculties are in com-
mand of their other faculties.

Plato’s student Aristotle distinguishes, in his Nico-
machean Ethics (c. 330 b.c.e.), sophia and phrontsis.
For Aristotle, a person with the virtue of phrontsis is
able to deliberate rationally about which actions best
achieve the end of a good human life. Phrontsis was
later translated into Latin as prudentia, from which
the English word “prudence” is derived. Philoso-
phers in the Stoic and Epicurean traditions, both
Greek and Roman, also developed theories of the car-
dinal virtues.

Drawing from many of his predecessors in the
Greco-Roman and Judeo-Christian traditions,

Thomas Aquinas provides a detailed account of the
virtue of prudentia in his Summa Theologica
(c. 1270). He defines prudentia as “right reason ap-
plied to action” and explains that it is concerned not
with determining ends, but with determining the
means to the end of a good, complete human life. Fol-
lowing Aristotle, he discusses three subvirtues of
prudentia: euboulia, or good deliberation; synesis, or
good judgment in ordinary cases; and gnome, or good
judgment in exceptional cases. He distinguishes
prudentia from false prudentia, which enables one to
determine well the means to an immoral end, and
from incomplete prudentia, which falls short of com-
plete prudentia in one way or another. He explains
that prudentia is concerned with both the good of in-
dividuals and the good of the families and communi-
ties to which they belong, and he offers a detailed
analysis of the vices, or negative states of character,
that are opposed to prudentia.

The Middle Ages and Beyond
The shift in the understanding of prudence that

occurred between the thirteenth and twentieth centu-
ries was part of a larger shift in the understanding of
the relationship between ethical obligation and the
good of persons who perform ethical actions. Whereas
the dominant view in ancient and medieval ethics
was that being ethical is usually good both for ethical
persons themselves and for those who are affected by
their actions, the history of modern ethical theories is
one of increasing emphasis on the obligation to bene-
fit other persons at the expense of self-interest.

Prussian philosopher Immanuel Kant played a
major role in developing the belief that prudence (in
German, Klugheit) and ethics often oppose one an-
other. His Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals
(1785) distinguishes “rules of skill,” which describe
the means to ends that people could desire; “counsels
of prudence,” which describe the means to an end that
all people do in fact desire (their own happiness); and
“commands of morality,” which tell people which ac-
tions they should perform because they are good ac-
tions, regardless of what ends are desired.

For Kant, what makes an action moral is that it is
motivated by a desire to perform a moral action, not
that it has certain intended or actual consequences. In
his Critique of Practical Reason (1788) and Perpet-
ual Peace (1795), Kant writes that there are clear
boundaries between prudence and ethics, and that ac-
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tions motivated by the desire to achieve happiness di-
rectly oppose morality. Kant’s theory is, therefore, a
departure from those traditions that understand pru-
dence to be one of the virtues, without which one can-
not be ethical.

The history of eighteenth to twentieth century
ethical theory in the English-speaking world also in-
cludes a shift toward the belief that prudence and mo-
rality are in competition with, or opposed to, each
other. Jeremy Bentham, in his Introduction to the
Principles of Morals and Legislation (1789), under-
stands ethics in terms of a distinction between duty to
self and duty to others. He associates prudence with
the former but is somewhat tentative in calling it a
duty at all: “The quality which a man manifests by
the discharge of this branch of duty (if duty it is to be
called) is that of prudence.”

In The Methods of Ethics (1874), Henry Sidgwick
goes beyond Bentham by calling phrontsis “practical
wisdom” and classifying it as an “intellectual virtue,”
and then classifying prudence as a “self-regarding
virtue.” Although Sidgwick allows that “prudence
may be said to be merely wisdom made more definite
by the acceptance of self-interest as its sole ultimate
end” and that “it is a strongly supported opinion that
all valid moral rules have ultimately a prudential ba-
sis,” he is a contributor to the separation of prudence
from ethics.

In twentieth century English-language discus-
sions of ethics, it is common to find “prudence” used
both as the name of a principle that is in competition
with ethics and as the name of a virtue that is essential
to an ethical life. For example, William K. Frankena
writes, within a single paragraph in Ethics (1973),
both that “morality must be contrasted with pru-
dence” and that “it may also be that prudence is a
moral virtue.” Some twentieth century writers at-
tempt to minimize confusion by following Sidgwick
in using “practical wisdom” as the English name of
the virtue phrontsis/prudentia.

David W. Lutz

Further Reading
Aristotle. Nicomachean Ethics. Translated and ed-

ited by Roger Crisp. New York: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2000.

Hariman, Robert, ed. Prudence: Classical Virtue,
Postmodern Practice. University Park: Pennsyl-
vania State University, 2003.

Kant, Immanuel. Groundwork for the Metaphysics of
Morals. Edited and translated by Allen W. Wood.
New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2002.

Plato. The Republic. Translated by Desmond Lee. 2d
ed. New York: Penguin Books, 2003.

Sidgwick, Henry. The Methods of Ethics. 1907.
7th ed. Foreword by John Rawls. Indianapolis:
Hackett, 1981.

Thomas Aquinas, Saint. The Summa Theologica.
Translated by Laurence Shapcote. 2d ed. 2 vols.
Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1990.

See also: Altruism; Egoism; Negligence; Self-
interest; Self-love; Virtue ethics; Wisdom.

Psychology
Definition: Scientific study of the human mind and

human behavior
Type of ethics: Psychological ethics
Significance: Psychology raises two distinct sorts

of ethical issues: how to engage responsibly in
psychological research, and how best to treat pa-
tients of clinical practitioners. Because patients
are often simultaneously research subjects, how-
ever, the line between research and treatment may
blur, raising other ethical concerns.

When most people think of psychologists, they think
of psychotherapists. These are licensed psychol-
ogists who have a private practice with individual
clients or who work in settings such as hospitals, sub-
stance abuse clinics, or victim services centers. Psy-
chotherapists (or clinical psychologists) have as their
main goal helping their clients to achieve a better
sense of balance, self-esteem, or mental health. To
achieve this goal, they use a variety of therapeutic
techniques and follow ethical guidelines intended to
ensure that the clients’best interests are being met as
well as possible.

Not all psychologists, however, are therapists.
Psychologists are found in a variety of nonclinical
settings where they must follow ethical guidelines as
they apply their psychological knowledge and skills.
Research psychologists must ensure the well-being
of their animal or human experimental subjects,
while psychologists who work in industrial, educa-
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tional, and government settings try to ensure the
well-being of those with whom and for whom they
work: employees, students, and citizens in general.

The American Psychological Association (APA),
the largest U.S. professional organization for psy-
chologists, has formulated and published ethical
guidelines for psychologists in each of these settings.
It also maintains several committees that answer
questions, make suggestions, and sometimes investi-
gate psychologists who have been reported for mal-
practice or other unethical behavior.

Ethics in Therapy
The relationship between therapist and client is

complex and potentially fraught with ethical dilem-
mas. In many instances, the reason the client is seek-
ing help is, in and of itself, sensitive information; cli-
ents may be embarrassed or ashamed about a
problem or behavior, such as phobia, bulimia, or sex-
ual dysfunction. In other circumstances, a client may
feel that his or her job, marriage, or even personal lib-
erty may be in jeopardy if the issues that are brought
up in therapy somehow become public knowledge.
Clearly, one of the primary concerns of any clinician
is to establish an open and trusting relationship with
the client, and in most cases, that can be done only
when confidentiality is ensured.

Therapists try to ensure confidentiality whenever
possible, but a promise of complete confidentiality
may put the therapist at risk for other kinds of ethical
infractions. What if, for example, a client reports re-
peated fantasies of murdering his former girlfriend
and the therapist feels that the reported fantasies may
be based upon a real motive and plan? What if the cli-
ent brings up a history of child abuse and then admits
to being a perpetrator as well as a victim? These and
other such ethical quandaries are more than hypo-
thetical, and, after a real case in which a client did
murder his former girlfriend, the California Supreme
Court ruled that the privilege of therapist-client con-
fidentiality, like the privilege of doctor-patient confi-
dentiality, has its limits. In cases in which it appears
that the public welfare is endangered (whether it be a
particular individual or the public at large), a thera-
pist is ethically and legally required to report his or
her assessment of the situation to appropriate author-
ities who may be able to protect the endangered indi-
vidual or individuals. Rarely, however, are such deci-
sions either straightforward or without cost.

Another attribute of the client-therapist relation-
ship that makes it difficult to make clear-cut ethical
judgments is the fact that the relationship of the ther-
apist to the client may be, at one time or another, that
of an objective expert, a friend, an authority figure, a
role model, or a variety of other things; and behavior
that is appropriate in some kinds of relationships may
not be appropriate in others. In addition, since thera-
peutic sessions often involve intense emotion, there
is always the potential for one or both parties to inter-
pret the emotion as personal rather than situational
and to respond to that emotion in an inappropriate
way. It is not always possible to know when each type
of role could be helpful and when it could be harmful;
thus, it is impossible to come up with clear guide-
lines. Most psychologists, however, acknowledge the
dangers inherent in playing multiple roles and realize
that it is the psychologist, rather than the client, who
should always be on the alert for such dangers.

A common but undesirable type of relationship
between therapist and client is one of client emo-
tional dependence upon, or indebtedness to, the ther-
apist. While in such a relationship, the client may
make it easy for the therapist to take undue advan-
tages that are not in the client’s best interest—for ex-
ample, overcharging, extending the period of therapy
beyond what is necessary, accepting favors, or even
entering into a sexual relationship with the client.
Such outcomes are antithetical to the goal of devel-
oping a better sense of self-esteem and well-being in
the client, and they should be avoided at all costs;
once developed, however, such relationships are of-
ten difficult to undo without additional psychological
pain or damage.

Licensed therapists are also expected to maintain
professional standards in other areas, such as main-
taining and upgrading their education and compe-
tence, avoiding conflicts of interest, being able to
make appropriate referrals when necessary, and be-
ing truthful in their advertising and other public state-
ments.

Ethics in the Courtroom
Psychologists are more and more frequently be-

ing called as expert witnesses in the courts. One in-
creasingly common practice is the use of psycholo-
gists to present evidence about the validity of certain
types of testimony. Psychologists may address, for
example, the accuracy (or lack thereof) of eyewitness
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testimony of witnesses of different ages (as in child
abuse cases), or of memory elicited while the witness
was under hypnosis, or the likelihood of different
types of errors made by “lie detectors.” They may
also be asked to address special issues such as child
development (as in custody cases), victimology, post-
traumatic stress disorder, or “brainwashing.” Testi-
mony should be unbiased and, to be accepted by the
court, should be based upon accepted knowledge and
standards.

Psychologists are also sometimes called upon to
make judgments that could affect a person’s legal sta-
tus. As expert witnesses in court, they may be asked
to give their opinion on a person’s mental status and
ability to stand trial (“competence”), on a person’s
likely mental status at the time of a crime (“sanity”),
or on the likelihood that a particular convicted crimi-
nal will respond positively to treatment or rehabili-
tation. This type of testimony cannot, like the types
discussed above, be based solely upon accepted sci-
entific standards and “facts”; because each case is
unique, the psychologist must rely on clinical and
personal judgment as well as scientific and statistical
data.

Clearly, the impact of such judgments can be of
great consequence, both to the public and to the per-
son being judged. Therefore, both ethical and legal
guidelines exist in order to help psychologists (and
others involved in the criminal justice system) make
decisions about a person’s psychological compe-
tence and legal status. Despite U.S. society’s long,
traditional belief in personal liberty and the pursuit of
happiness, that liberty can be taken away if a person
is perceived to be a threat to himself or herself or to
the public; whenever such drastic measures are con-
sidered, the ethical as well as the practical conse-
quences must be addressed.

In some cases, a person is perceived to have lost
the capacity to make free, rational choices—not as a
result of incarceration, but as a result of severe physi-
cal or mental illness. Psychologists must often tes-
tify regarding a person’s mental status and abilities
when questions arise regarding the legitimacy and
enforceability of a contested will, contract, or other
legal document, or the involuntary commitment of an
individual to a mental treatment facility. Both ethical
and legal guidelines exist that allow a guardian or
other legally designated individual to make decisions
in the best interests of an “incompetent” individual,

but it is difficult to determine when, if ever, a person
should lose the legal right to make decisions, even
when those decisions may seem irrational to an ob-
server.

Although it is a minority opinion, some psycholo-
gists share the view of Thomas Szasz, who argues
that all psychiatric and psychological diagnoses of
mental disorders are simply negative labels that the
majority give to those in the minority who have a dif-
ferent view, or kind of life. Szasz argues that simply
because someone may be statistically abnormal and
doesn’t function the way that society expects, that
does not make him or her any less of a person, even in
terms of legal rights and status. Clearly, what one
considers “ethical” depends substantially upon one’s
philosophy.

Ethics in Education and the Workplace
Unlike clinical psychologists, psychologists in

educational and industrial settings are unlikely to be
working with clients with mental illness, yet there ex-
ist in these settings many sensitive issues that require
ethical consideration. Perhaps foremost among these
are the issues surrounding testing. Students, workers,
or potential job applicants may be tested for a variety
of things, including honesty, aptitudes and abilities,
attitudes, and personality. Such tests are thought to
predict academic or job performance and are thus of-
ten used to “track” people into particular classes or
careers.

One of the most controversial ethical issues sur-
rounding testing is the phenomenon of labeling. Al-
though many of the tests used in academic and indus-
trial settings do have predictive validity (that is, they
can predict people’s performance at better than
chance levels), no test is perfect, so sometimes a per-
son’s performance is estimated at a much lower level
than it actually is. Since the tests are thought to mea-
sure stable attributes of individuals, they are usually
not given more than once; thus, a person whose test
score underestimated his or her abilities would likely
be tracked into an area that would underutilize that
person’s skills and understimulate his or her intellect.
Once the person is labeled as unlikely to succeed in
other, perhaps more demanding areas, it is unlikely
that such opportunities will be made available. At the
same time, the person may self-label and enter into
what is called a “self-fulfilling prophecy”; the person
will assume that the test is accurate and that he or she
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is not cut out for other kinds of challenges, and thus
will not try more challenging things. Since many
skills really reflect the phrase “use it or lose it,” if the
person ceases to try new things and practice skills, his
or her competence level may truly drop. Thus, as a re-
sult of being labeled by a test, the person may in fact
become more like what the test originally (incor-
rectly) suggested.

The ethical quandary surrounding test use is
whether the benefits that the tests confer to the educa-
tional or business institution outweigh the potential
losses to the individuals being tested. Since some
tests are statistically valid, they can save institutions
time and money by tracking people quickly and effi-
ciently into areas in which they will perform well;
they also can be beneficial for those students or work-
ers who are unhappy and want professional advice
about what kind of study or job may suit them better.
The costs of labeling someone, however, are unmea-
surable.

As an example, consider honesty testing. Some
honesty tests, such as the polygraph test, are statisti-
cally better than chance at ferreting out dishonest in-
dividuals as long as the tester/interpreter is honest
and well trained. By giving a polygraph test to all po-
tential employees, a business may save thousands of
dollars by screening out some people who might em-
bezzle, steal equipment, or sell company secrets. For
each dishonest person who is caught by polygraph
testing, however, there are several honest people who
will also be weeded out and labeled by the test. Al-
though the institution may save money by giving the
test, many innocent (honest) people will suffer—they
will not get the job, they may have something nega-
tive put in their files, or they may even be told that
they failed the test, and may become depressed,
hopeless, angry, or otherwise emotionally scarred.
Because of these human costs, the U.S. Congress has
outlawed the use of polygraphs in some settings, but
where they are still allowed, the psychologists in-
volved must consider the ethical issues each time the
test is administered.

Unlike the polygraph test, not all tests used in ed-
ucational and work settings are even statistically
valid. Sometimes tests go out of date as society and
culture change. Even those that are valid for one pop-
ulation (for example, adult males) may not be valid
for another population (for example, adolescent
males). Good psychologists must constantly keep up

to date about the strengths, weaknesses, and limita-
tions of the tests they use. Like their clinical counter-
parts, industrial and educational psychologists must
realize that their tests are not always accurate, that
there are dangers in mislabeling just as there are in
misdiagnosing, and that a person is more than the
sum of his or her test scores.

Ethics in Research
Psychologists who do research are subject to fed-

eral regulations that ensure that subjects’rights are not
abused. According to federal guidelines, each re-
search institute must set up an ethics committee to
monitor animal research and another to monitor hu-
man research. Each committee must include not only
research scientists but also at least one individual who
has studied ethics and at least one person who can rep-
resent the views of the local community. Research us-
ing both animal and human subjects must be approved
by the relevant committees before it is begun.

Researchers using animal subjects must ensure
that animals are housed, fed, and transported in a hu-
mane manner; government-employed veterinarians
make unannounced visits to make sure that each fa-
cility is operating in compliance with federal animal
welfare guidelines. Researchers must also ensure
that animals’ pain and suffering is minimized, and
that all alternative research techniques have been
considered before any painful procedures are
planned. The number and species of animals that are
used must also be justified. On an annual basis, each
committee presents a summary report of the institu-
tion’s research activities to the federal government.

Researchers using human subjects must do much
more in order to get a project approved by the local
committee. Each researcher must demonstrate that
all subjects are informed, in writing, of all possible
risks of participation; that each subject signs a written
consent form (or has a legal guardian sign instead);
that subjects are never pressured to participate in a
study and know that they are free to withdraw from
the study at any time; that counseling is available for
anyone who does somehow feel injured by participa-
tion in the study; that all data are kept confidential at
all phases of the study; and that all subjects receive a
written “debriefing” at the end of the study, which not
only thanks them for their participation but also gives
them any information about the study that may have
been withheld or disguised in the consent form.
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Withholding or disguising information in the con-
sent form is called “deception.” Deception is kept at a
minimum but sometimes is necessary in order to pre-
vent subject bias. For example, subjects may sign up
to participate in a study that is supposedly on reading,
but is really on helping behavior. While the subjects
are sitting in what they think is a waiting room, the
experimenter may stage an “accident” and observe
how many subjects try to help the accident “victim”
and under what conditions. It is likely that subjects
would behave in a different way under these fairly re-
alistic circumstances if they knew that the “accident”
was staged and that they were really in a study of
helping behavior. All research deception must be ap-
proved by the ethics committee in advance, and the
debriefing must explain to the subjects why the de-
ception was necessary. Studies that involve major
or prolonged deception are generally not approved,
even though they might provide useful information.

Linda Mealey
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mals.
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Meyer, Robert G., E. Rhett Landis, and J. Ray Hays.
Law for the Psychotherapist. New York: W. W.
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Controversial Psychological Issues. 8th ed. Guil-
ford, Conn.: Dushkin, 1994. Each edition of this
series includes a “yes” and a “no” essay from ex-
perts debating a variety of controversial issues
in psychology; includes ethical issues, such as
research ethics, therapy effectiveness, behavior
modification, intelligence testing, the insanity
defense, and the consequences of diagnostic la-
beling.

Szasz, Thomas Stephen. Thomas Szasz: Primary
Values and Major Contentions. Edited by Richard
E. Vatz and Lee S. Weinberg. Buffalo, N.Y.: Pro-
metheus, 1983. An excellent summary of Szasz’s
works, their critiques, and his rejoinders. Puts
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See also: Behavior therapy; Behaviorism; Electro-
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ization of patients; Intelligence testing; Jung, Carl;
Mental illness; Therapist-patient relationship.

Psychopharmacology
Definition: Study of the effects that drugs have on

emotion, thought, and behavior
Type of ethics: Psychological ethics
Significance: Psychopharmacology is the basis for

the medical treatment of mental illness. As such,
it raises ethical questions involving the rights of
the mentally ill to determine their own course
of treatment or to refuse medication, as well as
the long-term risks of medications that produce
short-term benefits.

While many physicians and biologically oriented
psychiatrists have had a long-standing commitment
to the use of psychotropic medications for the treat-
ment of some emotional disorders, others have ques-
tioned their use in particular cases. From an ethical
perspective, some people have questioned whether
such interventions are demonstrably superior to
other treatment forms—such as psychotherapy, for
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example—in view of the known side effects of medi-
cations. In addition, it is not always clear that patients
are able to give fully informed consent, and it is not
always clear that patients are fully informed of all the
risks inherent in psychopharmacological interven-
tions.

History
While the use of psychoactive drugs designed to

treat mental disorders is relatively recent, the use of
drugs as pain relievers and sleep producers goes back
for many hundreds of years. Alcohol and opiates are
good examples of drugs that have been used for such
purposes. The use by the medical community of
drugs to treat mental symptoms goes back to the
1840’s, when bromides were first used to treat anxi-
ety. Later in the nineteenth century, Sigmund Freud,
the father of psychoanalysis, suggested that cocaine
was a psychoactive drug that could be helpful, and in
the first part of the twentieth century, barbiturates
were introduced to treat anxiety.

Alan Gelenberg, Ellen Bassuk, and Stephen
Schoonover point out in their book The Practitio-
ner’s Guide to Psychoactive Drugs (3d ed., 1991)
that in 1949, with the synthesis of chlorpromazine,
the medical community began to focus on the use of
drugs to treat mental illness. At about the same time
that chlorpromazine was developed, reserpine (an-
other tranquilizer synthesized from the root of the
plant Rauwolfia serpentina) came into use. Lithium
chloride was used as early as 1940, but its ability to
counter manic behavior was not established until
1949 and lithium itself was not approved for use in
the United States until 1970.

Prescription Privileges
While physicians and some other health profes-

sionals (for example, nurse practitioners and optom-
etrists) do have the authority to prescribe medica-
tions, nonphysicians, including psychologists, do not
have prescription privileges, although on the federal
level psychologists have legally prescribed within
the Indian Health Service. Since the 1990’s, there has
been a spirited debate among psychologists regard-
ing whether prescription privileges should be sought
by psychologists on a state-by-state basis. The focus
of the argument has been on psychotropic medica-
tions and their judicious use. Some people have ar-
gued that nursing home residents are often treated

with drugs that are designed to treat mental disorders
when, in fact, most of these patients are not mentally
ill. Conversely, while there is agreement that some
children with symptoms of hyperactivity and/or at-
tention deficit disorder should be treated with
psychotropic medications, it is important to diagnose
such problems carefully, since such problems may
involve parents’ ineffectiveness in coping with the
child.

Objections to Psychotropic Drugs
In his book Toxic Psychiatry (1991), Peter Breggin

argues that many patients may not have been fully ap-
prised of the negative (addictive and dangerous) side
effects of many psychotropic medications. In addi-
tion, he argues that the use of drugs even for the se-
verely mentally ill is not unequivocally supported by
research and that the results of positive drug studies
are countermanded by evidence that some psycho-
tropic drugs cause brain impairment. Mary Lee Smith,
Gene Glass, and Thomas Miller, in their book The
Benefits of Psychotherapy (1980), analyzed 112 ex-
periments that studied the separate and combined ef-
fects of drug therapy and psychotherapy. They found
that even for serious psychological disorders, psy-
chotherapy was nearly even with drug therapy in
terms of overall effectiveness. While drug therapy
and psychotherapy taken together produced greater
effects than did either drug therapy or psychotherapy
alone, the effects of these therapies in combination
were only slightly greater than their separate effects.

The Combined Use of Pharmacotherapy
and Psychotherapy

In his book The Psychotherapist’s Guide to Psy-
chopharmacology (1990), Michael J. Gitlin raises
the question of whether there are negative interac-
tions between drug therapy and psychotherapy. To
the extent that successful drug therapy reduces symp-
toms, some patients may not wish to continue in psy-
chotherapy for their emotional problems. There is
also concern that dependence on drugs may make pa-
tients unusually passive and relatively unwilling to
explore their problems in psychotherapy. Finally,
some patients may become distressed at the notion
that they could benefit from medications in addition
to psychotherapy, since they may perceive medica-
tions as a kind of crutch. Some patients, however,
are convinced that they have some kind of chemical
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imbalance that needs to be “fixed” by means of
psychotropic drugs. These patients do not believe
that it is important to explore their problems in psy-
chotherapy.

Gitlin also describes who should have a medica-
tion consultation. He points out that patients with
such psychiatric symptoms as delusions, hallucina-
tions, or psychosis should be considered, as well as
patients with appetite or sleep disturbances and those
with significant suicidal tendencies. Patients with
significant medical disorders and patients with a
family history of more than minor psychiatric disor-
ders are candidates for drug therapy. Finally, patients
presenting confusion, concentration problems, and
other cognitive symptoms are also good candidates
for medication consultations.

The Right to Refuse Treatment
In his book Law, Psychiatry, and Morality (1984),

Alan Stone raises an important moral and ethical is-
sue. Should hospitalized mentally ill patients be re-
quired to take antipsychotic medications? Critics of
forcing hospitalized patients to take antipsychotic
medications argue that this is an invasion of privacy
or that these drugs are mind altering and thus violate
First Amendment rights. It is known, for example,
that some antipsychotic drugs can affect speech and
thought. Stone cites a case in which the court was
asked to decide whether the state can impose the use
of antipsychotic drugs in the absence of an emer-
gency. In that case (Rogers v. Commissioner of Men-
tal Health), a federal judge decided that the patient
did have the right to refuse medication, since the pa-
tient was not likely to harm himself or others. Stone
argues that the real issue that should be addressed is
whether a patient’s mental illness will respond to
antipsychotic medications, rather than assuming that
antipsychotic drugs are chemical restraints. Some or-
ganizations, such as the National Association for the
Mentally Ill, strongly agree with Stone. Others, in-
cluding many psychologists, agree with the judge’s
decision. Time will tell how this topic will be re-
solved.

Norman Abeles
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ington, D.C.: American Psychiatric Press, 1984.

See also: Diagnosis; Drug abuse; Electroshock ther-
apy; Institutionalization of patients; Jung, Carl; Psy-
chology; Therapist-patient relationship.

Public interest
Definition: Common good of all members of a so-

ciety
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Theoretically, the interests of every

single member of a society may conflict with the
interests of the public considered as a whole. The
notion of public interest therefore requires weigh-
ing the theoretical rights of the individual against
the rights of the collective, as well as considering
practical claims of specific individuals or groups
in specific situations.

For Plato and Aristotle, the concept of public interest
arises together with the following fundamental ques-
tions: What is justice? What is the best structure
of society? What is the proper role of government?
The same concept, under the term “commonwealth,”
underlies the social contract theories of Thomas
Hobbes (Leviathan, 1651), John Locke (Second
Treatise of Government, 1689), and nineteenth cen-
tury progressivism.

In 1907, U.S. president Theodore Roosevelt signed
the Pure Food and Drug Act, quieting decades of out-
cry against dangerous consumer products that were
perceived as resulting from unregulated pursuit of
the profit motive. The 1930’s saw renewed interest in
the government’s mission to benefit society, and a
plethora of public-interest legislation resulted. Dur-
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ing the 1960’s and 1970’s, legislation addressed to
public health and safety introduced a new level of
regulation of private enterprise, fueled by the grow-
ing consumer and environmental movements. In re-
sponse to business objections, there was a partial
rollback of regulation during the 1980’s. The longer-
term trend, however, has been the evolution of a
closer identification between private enterprise and
public needs, partly reversing the traditional view
that free enterprise and the public interest are inher-
ently at odds.

D. Gosselin Nakeeb

See also: Altruism; Bentham, Jeremy; Common
good; Consumerism; Environmental Protection
Agency; Future-oriented ethics; Whistleblowing.

Public’s right to know
Definition: Notion that government agencies, and

some private companies, have an obligation to
disclose their plans and actions to the public

Type of ethics: Media ethics
Significance: A guiding principle behind the pub-

lic’s right to know is the idea that citizens in a rep-
resentative democracy have the inherent right to
be informed about decisions, especially those of
government, that may affect them and their com-
munities.

On July 4, 1967, President Lyndon B. Johnson signed
the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA). That law ef-
fectively required the federal government and, by im-
plication, the various state and local governments, to
provide fuller disclosure of their actions and deci-
sions to citizens, especially through the news media.
The law was the logical result of a long series of cam-
paigns to enact “sunshine laws” ensuring that gov-
ernment would be conducted more in the public view.
Those campaigns also grew to include information
about significant activities of private corporations
that could have impacts on potential health hazards
in the air, water, and land, as well as in food and
other consumer products. The concept of the public’s
right to know is not confined to the United States;
however, it and the FOIA have special relevance in
the United States because of direct connections to the

free press clause of Article I of the U.S. Constitu-
tion’s Bill of Rights.

As the concept is generally accepted, the public’s
right to know covers several broad categories. The
first is that maximum disclosure is favored over par-
tial revelations. Protected areas may include trade se-
crets and other exceptions, but supporters of the right
to know say exceptions should be kept to an absolute
minimum. A second broad category is the promo-
tion of open government, the “sunshine” portion
of FOIA. Wherever possible, government decisions
should be discussed and made in public meetings
freely reported by the media.

A fourth area covered by most FOIA and right-to-
know legislation is the imperative for government
agencies to facilitate use of their information by the
news media and citizens. This goal should be achieved
through open meetings, limited costs to copy re-
quested documents, and processes that help spread
information freely. These are required obligations on
the part of government—and, to some extent, the pri-
vate sector as well. Finally, protection is often af-
forded to “whistleblowers,” those individuals who
come forward with previously withheld information
covered by the right to know provisions of the law.

There are opponents to the principle of the pub-
lic’s right to know, especially in sensitive areas in-
volving national security or competitiveness. How-
ever, courts have generally been favorable to the
concept, perhaps shown nowhere more clearly than
in the U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling that the govern-
ment could not use prior restraint to prevent The New
York Times (1971) from publishing excerpts from the
Pentagon Papers that revealed how the United States
became secretly and heavily involved in the Vietnam
War. The ethical obligations of a democracy to in-
form its citizens as fully as possible, especially about
decisions that affect public policy, has clearly been
established as a keystone of media operations, al-
though there are those in and out of government who
remain unhappy with the concept and its application.

Michael Witkoski

Further Reading
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Punishment
Definition: Penalty suffered as a result of transgres-

sion
Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: The legitimate purposes of punish-

ment are a source of ongoing debate. Is it per-
missible, for example, to punish out of a need for
revenge, or only as a deterrent to future wrong-
doing? To what extent are punishment and reha-
bilitation compatible or incompatible goals? What
limits if any should society place upon parents’
rights to punish their children, or employers’rights
to punish their employees, in the manner in which
they see fit?

Punishment, along with crime, appears to be as old as
human society. Punishment involves doing harm to
supposed offenders in order to prevent the harm
caused by crime. It is a crucial means used to promote
social control, order, and, presumably, justice. While
punishment has been endemic to human society, it is
morally problematic in theory as well as practice.
Therefore, it retains the status of a necessary evil. A
society in which punishment is clearly obsolete has
yet to evolve.

History of the Concept
The idea and practice of punishment are as old as

civilized societies. Various histories make it clear
that punishment has been a basic component of hu-
man society, past and present. Indeed, one measure
of advancing civilization has been the codification of
law, including criminal offenses and sanctions. Pun-
ishment is treated conceptually in Western philoso-
phy, at least from the time of Plato, and is prominent
in Asian philosophy as well (for example, the Chi-
nese Legalists). The Bible and the Qur$3n contain

many passages and parables involving punishment.
With the coming of the Enlightenment (in the eigh-
teenth century), social reformers sought to rational-
ize and humanize punishments, making penalties
proportional to offenses and arguing against particu-
larly brutal sanctions. The Ninth Amendment to the
U.S. Constitution, for example, prohibits (though it
does not define) “cruel and unusual” punishment.

Punishment may be classified into several types.
Corporal punishment involves physical sanctions such
as beating, flogging, or the amputation of limbs. Cap-
ital punishment involves the execution of offenders
and is limited to the most heinous of crimes. Incar-
ceration, the most common modern sanction for seri-
ous offenders, involves forced restraint in a prison
setting. (Incarceration also may involve forced labor,
though this has become less common.) Less-serious
offenders may be subjected to fines, house arrest,
probation, or community service.

Moral Bases for Punishment
Punishment involves doing harm to people, re-

straining their freedom, inflicting pain, or even tak-
ing their lives. Because of this, it requires moral jus-
tification. The primary justification is “retributive
justice” (or just deserts). This means that the harm of
punishment may legitimately be inflicted because
the victims of punishment deserve punishment. In
addition, punishment may be defended as a “deter-
rent.” The swift and certain punishment of offenders
discourages other people from breaking laws.

Two defenses of punishment try to minimize the
harm inherent in the concept. “Incapacitation” sug-
gests the morally neutral restraint of prolific crimi-
nals until they have passed the age of peak criminal
activity. “Rehabilitation” suggests that punishment
can be beneficial. Here, restraint is used to reform the
offender in a way that serves his or her best interests
as well as society’s. The problem with these last two
rationales is that both involve the radical restraint of
freedom. (In addition, incapacitation involves mas-
sive allocation of social resources and rehabilitation
has yet to be proved effective in practice.)

Moral Dilemmas
Punishment is morally problematic in both practi-

cal and theoretical terms. In practice, the criminal
sanction is often utilized to punish real or imagined
“political” crimes against autocratic or tyrannical re-
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gimes. It is also sometimes meted out by unruly
mobs, as in vigilante justice. In addition, real-life
punishment is often brutal, even for minor offenses.
The remedies for these ills are guarantees of due pro-
cess and, as mentioned above, the prohibition of
cruel punishments. Even when it is formally correct,
however, the criminal process is disconcertingly im-
perfect.

Theoretically, punishment is marred by the prob-
lematic nature of culpability and criminal responsi-
bility. Punishment can be legitimate only if offenders
deserve to be punished. To be so deserving requires
the presumption of free will. Free will, however,
is philosophically and sociologically problematic.
Where free will is not assumed (as, for example, in
cases of criminal insanity), criminal responsibility is
mitigated to the extent that temporarily insane defen-
dants may even escape punishment or medical re-
straint altogether. While insanity is the extreme case,
people are compelled in their behavior by all sorts of
factors. Thus, free will is not an absolute. Indeed, its
very existence is impossible to prove. There are also
important social limits to the concept of criminal cul-
pability, particularly where crime is heavily associ-
ated with a segment of the population that is in a dis-
advantaged social position. In such a case, social
responsibility becomes confounded with criminal re-
sponsibility. As a result, the entire criminal process,
including punishment, becomes morally suspect.

Limited Effectiveness of Punishment
In addition to the moral dilemmas of punishment,

there are practical limits to punishment’s effective-
ness as a means of maintaining order. Punishment is,
at best, only half of the equation when it comes to so-
cial order. The other half is the availability to all
strata of society of sufficient rewards for legal pur-
suits. Societies that permit crime-producing socio-
economic disparities are not able to ensure social or-
der by means of the criminal sanction. This means
that a society can simultaneously have harsh punish-
ments and high crime rates, as exhibited by the
United States during the last third of the twentieth
century. Thus, punishment is most accurately seen
only as a corollary means of maintaining social order,
one that complements the teaching of solid social
values and an abundance of opportunity for legiti-
mate gain.

The Future of Punishment
Despite its moral and practical limits, punishment

appears to be an indispensable mechanism for deal-
ing with certain kinds of behavior. For centuries, uto-
pian thinkers have held out the hope for a society so
well ordered that punishment would become obso-
lete. Such a condition has yet to emerge. Until it does,
people can still attempt to minimize the role of pun-
ishment in preserving order and producing justice.

Ira Smolensky
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Q
Quinlan, Karen Ann

Identification: Comatose patient who was the fo-
cus of a well-publicized ethical controversy

Born: March 29, 1954, Scranton, Pennsylvania
Died: June 11, 1985, Morris Plains, New Jersey
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Despite the fact that Karen Ann

Quinlan remained alive for almost ten years after
she was taken off life support, the removal of her

respirator set an important precedent for legal bat-
tles over euthanasia.

On April 15, 1975, Karen Ann Quinlan, then twenty-
one years old, was taken to a hospital in a critical co-
matose state. She had had a few drinks, passed out,
and temporarily quit breathing. There was a small
amount of alcohol in her body as well as a nontoxic
level of aspirin and Valium. Part of her brain had died
because of oxygen depletion. She was moved to St.
Clare’s Hospital in Denville, New Jersey, where it
was determined that she had extensive brain dam-
age. Karen began to deteriorate physically and coiled
into a fetal position. She was attached to an MA-1
respirator.

In July, Quinlan’s parents asked that the respirator
be removed and signed papers absolving the hospital
from legal liability. The doctors refused. Karen was
twenty-one, so her parents were not her legal guard-
ians. Joseph Quinlan went to court to be appointed
guardian so that he could have the respirator re-
moved. The lower court ruled against the Quinlans,
but the New Jersey Supreme Court ruled in their fa-
vor. Six weeks later, Karen was still on the respirator;
however, the doctors agreed to wean her from it. She
continued to breathe without the respirator. In June,
1976, she was moved to a nursing home where she
was given high-nutrient feedings and antibiotics. She
lived for ten years in a persistent vegetative state. Her
case is important in discussions of the right to die, the
ordinary/extraordinary care distinction, the active/
passive euthanasia distinction, and the need for a liv-
ing will.

Rita C. Hinton

See also: Death and dying; Euthanasia; Life and
death; “Playing god” in medical decision making;
Right to die.
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Qur$3n
Identification: Holy book of Islam
Date: Revealed to Muwammad between 609 and

632
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The Qur$3n is the central text of Is-

lam. It is believed to have been revealed to the
Prophet Muwammad by God through the angel
Gabriel over a period of twenty-two years.

Muslims believe that the Qur$3n was revealed by God
to the Prophet Muwammad through the angel Ga-
briel. At the age of forty, Muwammad began to re-
ceive messages from God. Muwammad had the habit
of retiring to secluded places outside Mecca in order
to pray and think.

During one of these periods of seclusion, the an-
gel Gabriel first appeared to Muwammad. Gabriel
shook Muwammad several times and ordered him to
repeat after him, to “recite in the name of the Creator”
(the literal meaning of the word Qur$3n is “to re-
cite”). Muwammad’s relationship with the angel Ga-
briel was to last the rest of his life, and the Qur$3n was
revealed piece by piece. The actual compilation of
the holy book was undertaken by the third caliph,
4Uthm3n.

Form and Contents
The Qur$3n contains 114 chapters, or snras,

which are further divided into thirty parts, or ajza.
The order of the chapters, which is not chronological,
was decided by Zayd ibn Tabi, who was one of
Muwammad’s close associates. Zayd is believed to
have collected all the verses from various sources—
some in written form and others orally, from those
who knew them by heart.

Some scholars believe that the current form of the
Qur$3n took shape many centuries after the death of
the Prophet Muwammad. The accepted belief among
Muslims, however, is that the book was compiled in
its original form by the order of caliph 4Uthm3n.
When the compilation had been completed, 4Uthm3n
sent copies to the principal centers of the Muslim em-
pire—Damascus, Basra, and Kufa—ordering that all
previous versions be destroyed. According to one ac-
count, the people of Kufa preferred another version
that had been compiled by Ibn Mas4ud.

Orthodox Muslims believe that Islam is a com-

plete code of life and that the Qur$3n contains an-
swers for all conceivable questions. The Qur$3n is the
fundamental authority on all matters. (If no clear an-
swer is found in the holy book, the next source is the
Wadtth, or sayings, that grew up around the life of the
Prophet Muwammad.)

The Qur$3n is written in verse, and it is considered
to be the ultimate example of Arabic poetry—a stan-
dard against which all other literature must be
judged. It deals with all kinds of subjects, ranging
from property and family law to the way in which
prisoners should be treated during a war. The book is
written with remarkable fluency and great style, and
with a wide range of vocabulary. Because of the
Qur$3n’s literary quality, many skeptics challenged
Muwammad’s claim that he did not know how to read
and write. Several Christian and Jewish scholars
claimed that Muwammad borrowed concepts from
their religions and had help from scholars in present-
ing his message to his followers. Muslims, however,
claim that only a divine message could be so beauti-
ful and poetic.

It is a fact that Muwammad traveled extensively
for business purposes. He is said to have visited sev-
eral centers of knowledge of the time, including Pal-
estine, Egypt, and Lebanon. These are the places
where he is said to have met scholars and to have
learned about other religions. Western scholars be-
lieve that this is how Muwammad formulated his
ideas.

One important concept contained in the Qur$3n is
that the other so-called “religions of the book”—
Christianity and Judaism—are valid because they are
based on true prophets such as Moses and Jesus, who
were sent by God. According to Islamic belief, God
sent various prophets to show people the true path.
After some time had passed, the people would be led
astray by Satan, and God would send another
prophet. Muslims believe, however, that God chose
Muwammad to bring the final message of God for all
people. One of the Five Pillars of Islam is the belief
that there is no God but Allah, and Muwammad is the
prophet of Allah; there will be no prophets after
Muwammad.

Some of the most important ideas of Islam are
similar to those of Judaism and Christianity. Both Ju-
daism and Christianity are monotheistic, and in both,
the ideas of heaven and hell are similar to those found
in Islam. Many of the episodes described in the
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Qur$3n are the same as those found in the Old Testa-
ment; for example, the versions of the story of Abra-
ham’s willingness to sacrifice his son at God’s com-
mand and the story of Noah’s Ark are quite similar in
the two books. One of the central themes of the
Qur$3n is the day of judgment, which is described in
various verses throughout the book. On that day, all
human beings will be resurrected and made to answer
for all their actions on Earth. Muslims will be ex-
pected to have followed the dictates of Islam to the
letter.

There are various ways of interpreting parts of the
Qur$3n, and these have led to the development of var-
ious schools of thought within Islam. Although there
are two main sects in Islam—Sunnts and Sht4ites—
there are also several subsects that differ in funda-
mental ways regarding certain crucial concepts. In
the modern Islamic world, for example, there is
fierce debate regarding women’s rights, laws of in-
heritance, interest-free banking, and many other sub-
jects. There is a major struggle between a desire for
modernity and the requirement to follow Islamic pre-
cepts to the letter. In the early twenty-first century,
Iran and Saudi Arabia represented Orthodox Islam,

whereas Turkey and Egypt represented more prag-
matic, modern varieties of Islam.

Khalid N. Mahmood
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R
R3bi4ah al-4Adawtyah

Identification: Arab mystical poet
Born: 712, Basra (now in Iraq)
Died: 801, Basra (now in Iraq)
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Composer of numerous religious po-

ems, R3bi4ah was a formative influence in the de-
velopment of devotional Sufism. Because her life
stands as an exemplum of religious devotion, she
is one of the most important women in the history
of Islamic ethics.

R3bi4ah’s life is a metaphor for her thought: She was
a slave who was set free by her master. She was a joy-
ful ascetic who was freed from attachment to or de-
sire for things of this world, even from the selfish de-
sires of attaining Paradise and avoiding Hell. Her life
was completely filled with immediate love of God for
God’s own sake. Hers was a jealous God who would
countenance no other loves: There was no remaining
room for marriage, worldly gain, self, or even any
special reverence for the Prophet Muwammad. She
produced no treatises or other lengthy works, but her
brief sayings, her short poems in awe and celebration
of God’s beauty, and stories of her life made a dra-
matic impact and played an important part in trans-
forming the severe asceticism of early Sufism into a
mysticism focused on divine love. She inspired devo-
tional poets such as al-Rnmt and was celebrated by
4Azz3r as “a second spotless Mary.” She remains a
popular ideal of devotion to God.

Thomas Gaskill

See also: Asceticism; Islamic ethics; Mysticism;
Rnmt, Jal3l al-Dtn; Sufism.

Racial prejudice
Definition: Irrational hostility toward, or baseless

preconceptions about, persons of other races
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: Racial prejudice is commonly thought

to be wrong in modern society, but it is also be-
lieved that one should not be punished for one’s
thoughts. There is thus a conflict between the de-
sire to eradicate prejudice and the desire to re-
spect freedom of conscience. Moreover, because
it is no longer socially acceptable to express racial
prejudice in public, it is difficult to gauge the ex-
tent to which prejudice is disappearing in modern
society and the extent to which it has simply
moved underground.

Racial prejudice stems from the mistaken notion that
superficial physical differences among people reflect
inherited differences in character, personality, moti-
vation, intelligence, and potential. Racial prejudice
leads to interpersonal conflict and to discrimination
in housing, jobs, and services. Laws designed to end
the effects of prejudice have been enacted in many
countries, though large numbers of people continue
to harbor prejudiced views.

Racial prejudice is often confused with ethno-
centrism, the presumed superiority of one’s own
culture over the cultures of other people. Traditional
animosity between the Chinese and Japanese, for ex-
ample, is sometimes interpreted as racist, but this
hostility is more likely the result of cultural bias.

History
On the basis of historical records, it is difficult to

distinguish racial prejudice from nationalism and
ethnocentrism. An undoubted case of racial preju-
dice, however, developed among the Tutsi, Hutu, and
Twa peoples of Rwanda and Burundi in Central Af-
rica during the fourteenth century. This region was
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originally settled by the Twa, who were very short
hunters and potters. At some time before the four-
teenth century, the Hutu, who were agriculturalists of
medium stature, moved into the region and asserted
dominance over the Twa. Then the Tutsi, who were
unusually tall people, immigrated to the area and as-
sumed sovereignty over both the Hutu and the Twa.
Physical stature played an important role in the de-
velopment and maintenance of this prejudicial hier-
archical system.

Racial prejudice also played a role in the histories
of South Africa and the United States, countries in
which white European settlers achieved cultural dom-
inance over indigenous, darker-skinned peoples. The
South African system of apartheid, which was dis-
mantled during the early 1990’s in response to years
of political turmoil and international boycott, was de-
signed by the ruling Dutch colonialists to maintain
separate white and black cultures. Blacks and other
nonwhites, who accounted for more than four-fifths
of the population, experienced restrictions in travel,
education, land ownership, and voting privileges.

In the United States, centuries of tension and mis-
understanding between whites and Native Ameri-
cans developed into bitter racist resentments during
the nineteenth century. As a result, Native Americans
were forcibly removed by the federal government to
reservations where they still live. Racial prejudice
was also directed against Hispanics, Asians, Afri-
can Americans, Jews, and other ethnic minorities in
America. White supremacist organizations such as
the Ku Klux Klan used beatings, lynchings, and other
terrorist tactics to maintain the low social status of ra-
cial minorities. In response to the social activism of
the 1950’s and 1960’s, however, the Civil Rights Act
of 1964 outlawed racial segregation and other forms
of discrimination in public establishments. Despite
this and other government reforms, white suprema-
cists continue to foster racial prejudice in America.

One of the most chilling examples of racial preju-
dice resulted in Nazi Germany’s attempt to extermi-
nate the Jews during the 1930’s and 1940’s. Adolf
Hitler believed that Jews were innately inferior to
Germans and other members of the so-called Aryan
race. Because Jews competed for food and other re-
sources that his own “superior” people deserved, Hit-
ler believed that it was his duty to eliminate Jews and
other unworthy competitors. Hitler’s intense race ha-
tred led to the systematic killing of millions of Jews

during the Holocaust. Similar genocidal campaigns
have been mounted by the Turks against the Armeni-
ans, the Iraqis against the Kurds, and the Serbians
against the Bosnian Muslims.

Justifications for Racial Prejudice
While social scientists believe that racial preju-

dice is a learned response, the roots of racial preju-
dice often remain obscure. The justifications used by
people to defend racist attitudes, however, are well
documented. Ironically, the most influential justifi-
cations for racial prejudice have come from two un-
likely sources: science and religion.

Racial prejudice was almost universal among
Western Europeans and Americans during the nine-
teenth century. White scientists felt compelled to
provide empirical evidence for the assumed superior-
ity of their race. Craniometricians, for example, be-
lieved that brain size and intelligence were causally
linked—the larger the brain, the more intelligent
the person. Despite a lack of objective support for
this hypothesis, craniometry became very popular.
Brains of famous people were measured, compared,
and preserved after their owners’ deaths, and the
average cranial capacities of skulls from people of
different racial groups were computed. The results
suggested that whites were more intelligent than
members of other races. When IQ tests were devel-
oped during the early twentieth century, these were
also employed by psychologists to reinforce the no-
tion of white superiority. Recent studies have shown
that attempts by craniometricians and psychologists
to provide scientific support for racist views were
flawed by unconscious bias or outright fraud.

Religious notions have also provided powerful
justifications for prejudiced attitudes, especially
against African Americans. For example, biblical
fundamentalists have taught that the descendants of
Noah’s son Ham developed “inferior” traits such as
dark skin and kinky hair as the result of a divine
curse. Others have ascribed the origin of these traits
to the activities of the devil. Still others believed that
blacks originated as a result of sinful cross-breeding
between humans and animals. Because of distorted
ideas such as these, many white Christian congrega-
tions in America refused to admit African Americans
to their services, denominationally operated hospi-
tals denied care to dark-skinned patients, and church
schools closed their doors to black children.
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Eradicating Racial Prejudice
Deeply ingrained racial prejudice is difficult but

not impossible to eradicate in individuals and socie-
ties. The mass media can play an important role in re-
shaping societal attitudes. Political activism can pro-
mote legislative changes favoring nondiscriminatory
practices. Children can learn to appreciate racial di-
versity if they are taught the value of human variation
early in life. Individuals can overcome prejudice by
associating with members of other racial groups on a
regular basis.

James L. Hayward
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Racism
Definition: Racial prejudice that is overtly or co-

vertly supported by institutional power structures
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: Racism became a justification for

slavery in the Western Hemisphere and for the
subsequent denial of human and civil rights to
people of color.

The concept of race is an invention of the early modern
world. The ancient and medieval worlds did not iden-
tify persons by race. Individuals were recognized dur-
ing these earlier periods in geographic terms. Hence,
an African would be called Ethiopian or Egyptian as
opposed to being called black or “Negro.”

Origins
Racial emphasis came into use as a support for

imperialism and its accompanying institution of slav-
ery. Although the origin of the word “race” is ob-
scure, experts believe that it began as a loose descrip-
tion of similar groups. This description originally
was not restricted to biologically similar people. For
example, in 1678, John Bunyan in Pilgrim’s Prog-
ress wrote of a “race of saints.”

The first English record of the use of the word
“race” was in 1508. In that year, William Dunbar in a
poem spoke of “bakbyttaris if sindry racis” (backbit-
ers of sundry races). However, it was not until 1684
that the term “race” was used to designate skin color
and other distinguishable physical features. It was
then used by the Frenchman François Bernier, who
used his experiences as a traveler and physician to
employ such an application.

It appears, however, that such classifications did
not become commonplace immediately. It was only
after science adopted the concept of race as an expla-
nation for human variation that it became a broadly
accepted means of classification.

Some scholars, such as Winthrop Jordan and Jo-
seph Harris, have documented evidence of racial
prejudice all the way back to the earliest contact be-
tween whites and nonwhites. These actions appear to
be based more on geographic differences than on
color differences. For example, fantastic fables about
Africans circulated among Europeans. Equally pre-
posterous stories about some Europeans, however,
circulated in the ancient and medieval world among
other Europeans. Thus, such views seem to be the
products of encounters between different peoples in
an age that was characterized by superstition and fear
of the unknown.

Scientific Applications
The year 1798 has been cited as marking the be-

ginning of scientific racism. This later form of racism
was not restricted to skin color alone. It was used to
slight Jews and Catholics as well as nonwhite people.
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In its earliest use, scientific racism was employed
mainly as a justification of economic inertia. Thus, it
was said that human deprivation could not be re-
lieved through charitable donations. According to
the proponents of scientific racism, government vol-
unteer agencies or individuals would simply be
throwing money away if they were to spend it on the
segment of humanity that was hopelessly and irre-
trievably at the bottom of the social and economic
status of society.

This employment of a pseudoscientific justifica-
tion for racism was expanded with the introduction of
Social Darwinism during the late nineteenth century.
Purveyors of this doctrine imported Charles Dar-
win’s theory of evolution from biology and placed it
into a social context. Whereas Darwin himself had
only theorized about species, the Social Darwinists
declared that one race was superior to another be-
cause it had evolved further and faster than had the
inferior group. A chain of evolutionary progress was
created that placed the black race at the bottom and
whites of the Nordic pedigree at the summit of hu-
manity. Thus, black people were portrayed as ani-
malistic, subhuman, and therefore incapable of
higher thought, while Nordic Europeans were said to
be natural leaders.

The use of science to prop up racism has probably
been the most pernicious development in the history
of racism. When zoology, anatomy, and other fields
of scientific study advanced explanations of human
differences, they were given serious hearings. Conse-
quently, the layperson has accepted the scientist’s
word as authoritative in spite of its theoretical and un-
proved claims.

Religious Applications
From the beginning of the European enslavement

of Africans, religion was an element in the process.
As early as 1442, Pope Eugenia IV granted absolu-
tion to Portuguese seamen who, under the direction
of Prince Henry the Navigator, took African “souls”
and sold them. Within ten years, however, it became
unnecessary to ask for absolution, because Pope
Nicholas V gave the king of Spain his blessing to
enslave “pagans.” Christopher Columbus’s writings
show that he used this same justification for the en-
slavement of Native Americans.

Chapels were included in most of the slave facto-
ries, also known as “castles,” which were erected

along the west coast of Africa. Their presence was
indicative of organized Christianity’s approval of
slavery.

At first, the Spanish provided for enslaved Afri-
cans to be manumitted upon their conversion to Chris-
tianity, since it was considered wrong for one Chris-
tian to hold another Christian in bondage regardless of
the bondsman’s race. As conversions to Christianity
became commonplace among African slaves, how-
ever, manumissions became uncommon. At least by
the middle of the seventeenth century, Europeans be-
gan to identify black skin with a lifetime of slavery.

The Bible was used to “prove” that blacks were a
cursed people. A favorite scriptural citation for this
purpose was Noah’s curse upon his grandson Canaan
because his father Ham had mocked his own father
Noah (Genesis 9:20-27). This scripture was given a
racial interpretation by the slavocracy’s hermeneu-
tists. They declared that Ham was the father of the
black race and that Noah’s specific condemnation of
Canaan should be expanded to include all black peo-
ple. Thus, religious justification for the enslavement
of blacks evolved from the belief that it was immoral
for a Christian to enslave another Christian, regard-
less of race, to the nineteenth century idea that the Af-
rican was eternally condemned to be a servant of oth-
ers. By the nineteenth century, proponents of slavery
declared that it simply was the natural order for the
African to be “a hewer of wood and drawer of water”
for the more advanced races.

This progression is illustrative of slavery and the
resulting racism’s evolving ethics. As the “peculiar in-
stitution” became more prevalent, the argument to le-
gitimate it—especially from a religious perspective—
became more vindictive toward nonwhite lands.

Sermons were preached to both slaves and their
masters regarding the merits of African chattel prop-
erty. Especially in the southern United States, both
whites and blacks were taught that anyone who es-
poused any form of equality between the races was
actually guilty of violating the divine order of nature.
Such indoctrination was extremely effective, and
people’s attitudes did not change when laws were
passed stating otherwise. Religious justifications for
racism have continued to be employed by individuals
and by such hate groups as the Ku Klux Klan in the
United States long after the passage of the Emancipa-
tion Proclamation, the Thirteenth Amendment to the
Constitution, and even the Civil Rights Act of 1964.
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Cultural Application
Both slavery and imperialism used cultural argu-

ments to control other races. The doctrine of the
“white man’s burden” said that Europeans had a
moral responsibility to expose deprived nonwhites to
the superior culture of the whites. Thus, Africans
who were kept on a plantation were thought to bene-
fit from their close association with their masters. It
was said that Africans, if left alone, would languish
in retrogressive ignorance and backwardness.

This paternal view was not unique to American
slavery. Both Europe and the United States used the
concept of the white man’s burden to justify the usur-
pation of the lands of nonwhite people. In each terri-
tory, the indigenous people were characterized as
savage and uncivilized. Only exposure to the white
man’s superior culture would save such people.

This attitude of superiority legitimated the take-
over of others’ lands. It was believed that the white
man knew best what to do with those lands. His take-
over therefore not only helped the real estate to be put
to better use but also better served the native people.
This view reflected the belief that many whites held
during the age of imperialism. They saw themselves
as God’s gift to humanity. Officially, this concept
came to be known as “manifest destiny.” This meant
that the imperialists believed that they had a mission
to expand beyond others’ borders to uplift those peo-
ple to the imperialists’ level.

This view of a neglected or minimal culture among
nonwhite people was predicated upon a Eurocentric
view of history. This meant that unless Europeans
were leading and shaping a culture, it was not worthy
of study. This attitude was arrogant and discrimina-
tory in its highlighting of historical contributions.
Anything of note that had been done by nonwhite
people was ignored, while every important aspect of
human civilization was always in some way consid-
ered a product of white genius. Such a polemical
view of culture helped to solidify white supremacy
and the existence of racism.

Economic Application
Similar to the use of culture was the introduction

of economics as a prop for racism. During slavery,
the argument was advanced that the institution was
necessary for the benefit of black people. It was de-
clared that they were childlike and incapable of self-
support. As long as they remained on the plantation,

they had a haven that protected them from want.
Slavery’s defenders in the face of abolitionists’ de-
mands used this argument to portray slavery as being
quite advantageous to the slaves. Even after the U.S.
Civil War, many southern historians continued to use
the economic argument to show that slavery was an
economic boon to blacks. They pointed to postbellum
vagabondage and government dependency among
freed slaves as proofs that black people were better
off on the plantation, where they were given food,
clothing, and shelter.

Such writers never considered that it was the
years of exploitation and neglect on the plantation
that had contributed to the freed slaves’ deplorable
condition. Also, they never addressed the freed slaves
and antebellum free blacks who, in the face of tre-
mendous difficulties, still managed not only to sup-
port themselves and their families but also to become
entrepreneurs, landowners, and employers, some-
times even of whites.

In the twentieth century, economics was used as a
defense for South Africa’s apartheid policy and the
continued business transactions carried on there by
American and European corporations. In the wake of
an international call for divestiture, these companies
argued that their continued operation in South Africa
was for the good of the blacks and colored people at
the bottom of the economic ladder. Divestiture would
deprive these two groups of a livable wage. There-
fore, it was prudent for nonwhite people to continue
to work for these corporations while the corporations
used their influence to effect change.

The South African argument was as paternalistic
as the American slaver’s position. In both instances,
the true benefactors of exploited labor declared that
they had a higher mission than that of simple selfish-
ness. Instead, they declared that their activities were
for the good of nonwhite workers, who could not
fend for themselves without white paternalism.

Social Application
After the American Civil War and Reconstruc-

tion, Jim Crow laws were instituted throughout the
southern United States. These laws segregated soci-
ety on the basis of race in practically every area of
life. Except in menial jobs, African Americans could
not enter white restaurants, hotels, schools, or any
other “white only” public facility. When they were
allowed in the same buildings as whites, they had
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separate, well-defined places such as balconies or
basements to occupy.

Most southern states reinforced their segregation
policies with laws that prohibited interracial mar-
riages. Propagandists repeatedly warned that having
one drop of African blood meant that one was a “ne-
gro.” To the racist, amalgamation was a deadly sin.

Resulting from such hysteria was a negrophobia
that frequently manifested itself in the worst imagin-
able forms of brutalization. During the late nine-
teenth century and the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury, it was common for African Americans to be
lynched. The most common offense leading to lynch-
ing was the violation of white women, real or imag-
ined. Frequently, it was the latter. A celebrated case
of this sort occurred when fourteen-year-old Emmett
Till was murdered in Money, Mississippi, in 1955.
Apparently, his only offense was that he called a
white woman “baby.”

Institutional Applications
With the massive urbanization of African Ameri-

cans in the United States in the twentieth century and
the resulting residential segregation in cities, the
stage was set for the emergence of institutional rac-
ism. This form of racism was more covert than was
individual racism, which was emotional and blunt.
Institutional racism resulted in a denial of equal ac-

cess to goods and services by predominantly black
sections of the cities. For example, higher prices and
less-desirable products were more often found in the
predominantly black and Hispanic inner cities than
in the white suburbs.

Since this type of discrimination manifested itself
through institutions and was not individually ac-
countable, many people were simply oblivious to its
existence. In addition, because of diminished interra-
cial contact in urban areas, many suburbanites, as a
result of ignorance of the ways in which societal in-
stitutions discriminate, are prone to blame deplor-
able living conditions within inner cities on the resi-
dents’ lack of initiative and concern rather than on
institutional biases.

Nevertheless, institutional racism can at least help
to explain a disproportionate number of nonwhites
being unemployed, underemployed, and incarcer-
ated in prisons. Despite affirmative action policies

and legal gains that have taken place
during the twentieth century, African
Americans and other minorities are ex-
cluded and ignored by many institu-
tions, such as employers, lenders, and
investment agencies. A prime example is
the absence of stockbrokers’and other in-
vestment advertisements in African
American-oriented media.

Expansion
Although racism had been sporadi-

cally applied to various groups from its
inception, its primary application had
been toward blacks of African ancestry.
In their role as America’s permanent
bondspeople, African Americans were
ridiculed and ostracized in a way that
condemned everything associated with
them. In the post-World War I world,
however, racist attitudes began to be
manifested toward others on a system-

atic basis. By the 1920’s, the Ku Klux Klan had be-
gun campaigns against not only African Americans
but also Asians, Jews, Catholics, and all persons born
outside the United States. The hatred that had origi-
nally been primarily aimed at African Americans
overflowed to such an extent that it found other vic-
tims as well. Anyone who was not Anglo-Saxon and
Protestant was susceptible to racism’s venom.
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A Lynching Case That Cannot Be Forgotten

In May, 2004, the U.S. Justice Department announced that it was
reopening its investigation into the notorious murder of teenager
Emmett Till, who was lynched in Mississippi in 1955 for allegedly
whistling at a white woman. The two men originally tried for Till’s
murder had been acquitted of all charges and had since died. How-
ever, evidence remained implicating other, still living, men in
Till’s lynching. The five-year federal statue of limitations had long
since lapsed, but anyone charged with the murder could still be
tried in a state court. R. Alexander Acosta, the Justice Department
assistant attorney general for civil rights leading the Till investiga-
tion, said, “We owe it to Emmett Till, we owe it to his mother and to
his family, and we owe it to ourselves to see if, after all these years,
any additional measure of justice is still possible.”



The following decade of the 1930’s saw this ex-
pansion reach global proportions. The rise of Adolf
Hitler’s Nazi regime in Germany was based upon the
concept of Aryan supremacy. All other groups were
considered inferior and unfit. Unfortunately, this
form of expanded ethnic bigotry reached such an ex-
tent that 6 million Jews perished at the hands of the
Nazis during World War II.

New Conflicts
Many African American leaders have argued that

it is impossible for black people to be racist. They be-
lieve that they can be prejudiced, but not racist, be-
cause they lack the power to enforce their prejudice.

While this position has been advanced by the Af-
rican American left, the white right has charged that
group with reverse racism. Some white conservatives
contended that government affirmative action pro-
grams and the preferential treatment accorded minori-
ties since the passage of civil rights legislation victim-
ize whites in the same way that nonwhites previously
were discriminated against by white supremacists.

Persons of goodwill have seen the wisdom in free-
ing humanity of racial bigotry. Although racism has
been opposed since its inception, the most celebrated
and concentrated efforts began with the modern Civil
Rights movement, which began with the bus boycott
in Montgomery, Alabama, in 1955. Under the nonvi-
olent leadership of Martin Luther King, Jr., racism
was exposed as morally wrong. King’s philosophy
accentuated the brotherhood of humanity and love
for one’s neighbor, regardless of race, nationality, or
ethnicity.

By developing an integrated coalition and march-
ing peacefully under King’s leadership, King’s fol-
lowers erected a workable model of human coopera-
tion that could be emulated throughout the world. In
contrast, those who brutalized these nonviolent pro-
testers with police dogs and fire hoses convinced
many people throughout the world that racism was an
insidious evil that should be stamped out.

As a result, people have become more reluctant to
be known as racists. Instead, racially sensitive issues
have been adopted as code words to describe posi-
tions. Racism continues to flourish, but it has become
more institutional than individual.

Randolph Meade Walker
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See also: Anti-Semitism; Apartheid; Bigotry; Ethno-
centrism; Hate crime and hate speech; Human rights;
Lynching; Racial prejudice; Reverse racism; Slavery.

Rain forests
Definition: Large wooded areas characterized by

more than one hundred inches of rainfall annually
and tall evergreen trees that provide a high canopy

Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: The potential destruction of the rain

forests by humans became both a symbolic issue
and a grave practical concern for the environ-
mental movement of the late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries.

The rain forests provide indigenous peoples and the
world with a rich source of actual and potential bene-
fits. In their natural state, the rain forests act as filters
for the global atmosphere, provide habitats for ani-
mal and plant species, and provide food for humans.
The rain forests are also harvested as a source of fuel,
with the resulting cleared land providing a rich soil
for farming. Finding a balance between altering the
rain forests for temporary benefit and using them in
their natural and sustainable state is the heart of the
rain forest debate.

In their naturally occurring state, the rain forests
of the world act as watersheds for the surrounding
land. The rich soil and dense foliage of the forests act
as a natural sponge, capturing rainfall and runoff.
These trapped waters are slowly released, recharging
aquifers, streams, and natural reservoirs. It is this
trapping and slow releasing of water that controls
both flooding and erosion in the forests and sur-
rounding areas. When the rain forest is clear-cut and
removed, streams, lakes, rivers, and other natural wa-
terways are quickly filled with runoff sediment and
lost.

Along with playing an important role in the water
cycle, the rain forest is critical in the conversion of
carbon dioxide into oxygen. The loss of one of the
earth’s natural air filters cannot be replaced in any
manner. This loss threatens not only to affect local ar-
eas but also to have global air-quality effects. With
the removal of rain forests, the local area immedi-

ately is affected by an alteration in the moisture con-
tent of the air and a disturbance in the water cycle.
The long-term effects of this disturbance could be the
development of arid savanna or desert.

Although the rain forests cover only slightly more
than 7 percent of the land masses of the world, they
provide habitats for more than 50 percent of the ani-
mal and plant species found on the planet. The de-
struction of plant life in the rain forest not only threat-
ens the water cycle and the planet’s carbon dioxide/
oxygen cycle but also removes plant species that may
provide important medical benefits. This loss of po-
tential medicines is another example of local action’s
having worldwide effects. Rain forest plants have al-
ready contributed aspirin and many other pharma-
ceuticals, some of which are used in the treatment of
leukemia and Hodgkin’s disease. The loss of this rich
pharmaceutical research possibility is not recover-
able in any way.

Depletion
The reasons for rain forest destruction are myriad;

primarily, however, it is a matter of economics and
survival. Nearly half of all the trees cut in the forests
are used for fuel to cook and heat homes. The vast
majority of rain forests are found in less-developed
countries where alternative fuels such as fossil fuels,
solar power, or hydroelectric power are not available
in remote and isolated areas. Yet while the forests
provide a rich supply of fuel, local people neverthe-
less are not able to cut and secure adequate fuel sup-
plies to meet their basic survival needs. Although
globally there exist several other fuel sources, local
people lack the economic strength to secure these
sources of fuel. As a result, the forests are cut and
sold for timber products, providing poor communi-
ties with a bit of economic freedom.

The newly cleared land, with its rich and fertile
soil, is used for farming until it is depleted of all
nutrition—usually, within five years. Although the
agricultural use of the land is limited to such a short
duration, it again provides the community with much-
needed economic benefits. After the soil has been
used to exhaustion, the farmer cuts more of the forest,
sells the timber, and farms the new land until it also is
depleted. When the trees have been cut and the soil
has been depleted, the forest on that land is gone and
the soil can no longer support the life that existed
upon it six or seven years earlier.
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Clearly, the economic benefits derived from using
the forests in such a destructive short-term manner
are enough to drive the process on. It is important to
present to local people a means of using the forest in
its natural and sustainable state that will provide
them comparable economic benefit for the long term.
There are several possibilities, such as harvesting and
selling fruits and nuts from the forests, tourism, and a
tax for the use of the rain forests for medical research.

It is the resolution of this dichotomy—the forest
in its natural state providing water, oxygen, medi-
cine, and habitat versus the economic and existence
needs of local peoples—that must be effected. It is
estimated that one tree, over a period of fifty years,
provides $196,250 worth of benefits by producing
oxygen, reducing erosion, recycling water, and creat-
ing habitats. The same tree, when sold for lumber, is
worth approximately $600. The $600 is actual and
usable currency, however, while the nearly $200,000
value exists in the form of benefits. It is the need for
hard currency that must be addressed if preservation
of the rain forest is to occur and continue. This eco-
nomic need must be addressed not only by world
leaders but also by indigenous peoples. Ultimately,
the entire world will suffer the consequences of rain
forest destruction; however, it is the local people who
will be the first to suffer, and the local people have lit-
tle economic capability to adjust.

Tod Murphy
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Rand, Ayn
Identification: Russian American novelist and phi-

losopher
Born: Alisa Rosenbaum; February 2, 1905, St.

Petersburg, Russia
Died: March 6, 1982, New York, New York
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: An important philosopher and advo-

cate of rational egoism and libertarianism, Rand
expressed her philosophy in both fictional and
nonfictional works, including The Fountainhead
(1943), Atlas Shrugged (1957), The Virtue of Self-
ishness: A New Concept of Egoism (1964), and
Capitalism: The Unknown Ideal (1966).

Rand advocated an ethics of rational self-interest.
The hero of her best-selling Atlas Shrugged states, “I
swear—by my life and my love of it—that I will
never live for the sake of another man, nor ask an-
other man to live for mine.” The moral purpose of
anyone’s life is his or her own happiness; he or she
exists to serve no other individual or group. The
moral standard by which one guides one’s actions is
set by the objective requirements of human life.
Thus, Rand rejected two common theses in ethical
theory: that selfless sacrifice is moral and that acting
in one’s self-interest means doing whatever one feels
like. She rejected as “moral cannibalism” any form of
altruism—that is, any claim that the selfless sacrifice
of some humans for the benefit of others is moral.
She also argued that, since feelings are not tools of
cognition, they are not reliable guides to action;
hence, one must rationally define the principles of
action that will allow one to achieve the values neces-
sary to sustain one’s life.
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Rand extended her ethics to politics. In a social
context, an individual’s achievement of values re-
quires freedom from coercion. Hence, every individ-
ual has a right to his or her own life, liberty, and prop-
erty, and these rights provide a moral foundation for
free enterprise and constitutionally limited govern-
ment.

Stephen R. C. Hicks

See also: Altruism; Capitalism; Consequentialism;
Egoism; Free enterprise; Libertarianism; Objecti-
vism; Selfishness.

Rape
Definition: Nonconsensual sexual intercourse im-

posed on one person by another
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: Sometimes euphemistically referred

to as a “fate worse than death,” in some cultures
forcible rape is considered the ultimate transgres-
sion. Despite this judgment, rape remains a perva-
sive crime in modern society, one which is ren-
dered all the more difficult to combat by the
shame often experienced by its victims and by the
public distrust they often encounter if they decide
to report the crime.

Rape is legally defined as any form of sexual inter-
course forcibly imposed by one or more persons
upon another person without the consent of the vic-
tim or victims. Mary Koss and Mary Harvey consider
rape to represent the end point of a continuum of sex-
ual victimization that includes attempted rape (the at-
tempt to use force or the threat of force to have sex-
ual intercourse without the victim’s consent), sexual
harassment (nonconsensual sexual intercourse ob-
tained through the abuse of power or authority by the
offender in a job or school setting), sexual imposition
(the use of force or threats to obtain sexual acts other
than intercourse, such as kissing), and sexual contact
(nonconsensual touching of the victim’s intimate
body parts).

Koss and Harvey distinguish five types of rape:
stranger rape (the rapist is unknown to the victim),
acquaintance rape (the rapist is recognized by the
victim), date rape (rape occurs during a consensually

agreed upon social encounter), marital rape (one
spouse is sexually assaulted by the other), and child
sexual abuse (sexual contact that occurs to a child as a
result of force, threat, deceit, or the exploitation of an
authority relationship).

Incidence of Rape
In the vast majority of cases, rapists are men and

the victims are female. The Federal Bureau of Inves-
tigation’s definition of rape specifies that the victim
is female, and according to Koss and Harvey, 100
percent of reported rapes involve a male offender and
female victim. Consequently, almost all the rape lit-
erature focuses on female victims, although the dy-
namics of rape are similar when the victim is male.

Rape is a persistent, serious, and frequently oc-
curring social problem. The number of reported
rapes in the United States increased more than five-
fold from 1960 to 1989 (from 16,680 to 94,504); and
in 2002 the number approached 248,000 rape vic-
tims. However, the number of reported rapes is un-
doubtedly significantly lower than the true number,
because most occurrences are never reported. Koss
and Harvey did a number of studies that revealed
much higher rates than those officially reported. For
example, in one study, 44 percent of the interviewed
sample reported rape or attempted rape, and the re-
port rates for other forms of sexual victimization
were less than 1 percent. A study of female adoles-
cents between the ages of eleven and seventeen in
1976 and 1977 revealed that 1 to 2 percent reported
sexual assault by peers. Two percent translates into
540,000 sexual assaults nationwide. If children are
considered, Koss and Harvey cite data that one-fifth
to one-third of all women have had a sexual encoun-
ter with an adult male during childhood.

The incidence of rape is geographically influ-
enced. Larry Baron and Murray A. Straus found sig-
nificant differences in the frequency of rape among
individual U.S. states. The states with the highest in-
cidences of rape had five to ten times as many cases
of rape compared to the states with the lowest inci-
dences. Although the incidences of reported rapes
have increased dramatically in all states over the
years, this incidence ratio of five to ten has remained
quite constant. Rapes occur much more frequently
(rapes per 100,000 population) in the West, followed
by the South, the North-Central region, and the North-
east. Within each state, rape occurs more frequently
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in urban than in rural areas, and states with a high ra-
tio of males to females show higher rates of rapes.
Rape rates were not related to the degree of income
inequality in a state or to the percentage of a state’s
population that is black, the percentage of individu-
als aged 18 to 24, the percentage of single males aged
15 or older, or the level of unemployment.

Characteristics of Rapists
Susan Brownmiller made the interesting observa-

tion that when other crimes of violence are compared
to rape, the rapist falls midway between aggravated
assault and robbery—the rapist is “the man in the
middle.” The typical rapist has the following charac-
teristics: He is slightly younger than the assaultive of-
fender and slightly older than the robber; uses less
physical force than the assaulter but more than the
robber; drinks less prior to the rape than the assaulter
but more than the robber; and is less likely to commit
rape in his neighborhood than assault, but does not
commit robbery. Rape is also more frequently com-
mitted against a total stranger than is assault but less

frequently than is robbery. Brownmiller believes that
rape “borrows” from these two other crimes; rape is
an act of sexual assault and robbery (the rapist “ac-
quires” the woman’s body).

Brownmiller also pointed out that the rapist has
the least sharp image, and generalizations about rap-
ists are difficult to come by. Rape is committed pri-
marily by young poor men, and its victims tend to be
young poor women. Otherwise, research comparing
rapists to other groups (such as convicts, other sex of-
fenders, and college males) has not supported signifi-
cant psychological differences between these groups.
In fact, along almost every dimension examined with
sophisticated psychological tests, rapists are not sig-
nificantly different from other males. This fact, com-
bined with their wide variety of backgrounds, pre-
vents making any sweeping generalizations.

Ann Wolbert Burgess’s review of her and others’
research suggests that a more meaningful way of typ-
ing rapists may be in terms of their motivation to
commit rape. Burgess distinguishes four motivations
for rape.
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In a manifestation of growing public awareness of the problem of rape, an Alabama state politician joins mem-
bers of a state antirape organization addressing rape issues in March, 2004. (AP/Wide World Photos)

Image not available 



(1) Aggression. Rape is an aggressive activity that
enhances the rapist’s sense of power, masculinity, or
self-esteem, or permits him to express feelings of
mastery and conquest. He tends to be manipulative
and impulsive, maintains unstable interpersonal rela-
tionships, and lacks a sense of empathy. (2) Anger.
Rape is committed out of anger and contempt toward
women and allows the rapist to hurt, humiliate, and
degrade his victim. He may also, however, feel some
concern for his victim and may even attempt restitu-
tion. (3) Sadism. The sadistic rapist is sexually aroused
in response to violence, and the act of his assault,
which is very brutal, may be bizarre. (4) Impulsivity.
Rape is but one part of a pervasive exploitative, pred-
atory, and antisocial lifestyle in an individual with an
extensive criminal history.

Theories of Rape
On the face of it, it might seem that the frequency

with which rape occurs is perplexing. There are eas-
ier, often perfectly legal and less risky, ways to satisfy
motives of aggression, anger, sadism, and impulsivity.
Why then do women so frequently become the ob-
jects of these motives? A number of theories have
been developed, and these are now briefly reviewed.

The psychiatric theory of rape has dominated ex-
planations of rape since the 1930’s. (This is not to say
that the theory is correct; vehement objections have
been raised against it, which will be discussed.) Di-
ana Scully and Joseph Marolla state that psychiatry
explains rape as being caused by, singly or in combi-
nation: (1) irresistible impulse, (2) mental disorder,
(3) momentary loss of control caused by use of alco-
hol and drugs, and (4) victim precipitation. In the ir-
resistible impulse, rape is seen as an expression of an
urge beyond the rapist’s self-control, without logic or
reason, and is experienced as a strong and overpow-
ering drive to rape.

To view rape as a mental disorder is to explain it as
a significant impairment in normal personal and so-
cial functioning. The impairment is most probably
caused by faulty upbringing that produced an abnor-
mal childhood; in particular, a sadistic personality
and a hatred of the rapist’s mother. The basis of
the sadistic personality is a combination of the mo-
tives of sex and aggression, the two key motives in
Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic theory. Sexual in-
tercourse becomes bound to aggression. The rapist’s
mother, to whom the rapist was sexually attracted as a

child as part of his oedipal wish, is simultaneously
seductive and rejecting. The rapist never resolves his
oedipal wish and grows up sexually attracted to his
mother but also has strong feelings of aggression to-
ward her. The offender displaces his aggression upon
a woman via the act of sex. Symbolically, the rape
forces his seductive but rejecting mother into sub-
mission. Additionally, some psychoanalysts believe
the rapist to be a latent homosexual, which contrib-
utes to his hostility toward women.

The use of alcohol or drugs by rapists prior to the
rape has been mentioned frequently in the literature.
Consumption of alcohol presumably removes or re-
duces social restraints, allowing the sexual-aggressive
drive to overwhelm rapists and lead them to commit
rape. Alternatively, the rapist may claim that, al-
though he was not under the influence of drugs, his
victim was, thus inviting the rapist to take sexual ad-
vantage of her.

Victim precipitation refers to the rape victim’s be-
ing functionally responsible for the rape by behav-
ing in a way that provokes the rapist to rape her. Com-
missive behavior would actively encourage the rape
by, for example, encouraging but then denying a sex-
ual advance at the last possible moment or by volun-
tarily agreeing to drink with or ride in a car with the
rapist. Omissive behavior involves failing to use pre-
ventive measures, such as failing to react sufficiently
strongly to sexual overtures or dressing in a sexually
suggestive way so as to attract attention and encour-
age sexual advances. All these acts to invite the rapist
are, according to psychoanalysis, expressions of a
universal, unconscious, masochistic wish on the part
of women to be raped and humiliated.

The evidence to support these psychiatric-psycho-
analytic theories is flimsy at best and in most cases
nonexistent. The great majority of rapes are premedi-
tated rather than the result of an irresistible impulse.
The relationship between rape and alcohol or drugs
as a releaser of sexual inhibitions has not been empir-
ically demonstrated. There is also no evidence what-
soever firmly linking rape to latent homosexuality or
the family dynamics described by psychoanalysis.

Biological Theories
According to Randy Wilsen, Nancy Wilsen Thorn-

hill, and Gerard Dizinno, rape is a behavior that is per-
formed by men who are relatively unsuccessful in
competing for the status and resources necessary to at-

1239

Ethics Rape



tract and successfully reproduce with desirable mates.
Rape is a category of sexual conflict in which males
seek to control female sexual behavior and therefore
is placed squarely in the purview of comparative bi-
ology and evolutionary theory. Rape is an evolved
mating strategy used by those males (“big losers”)
who otherwise would not be able to compete with
more successful males. What once may have been
an adaptive behavior is now maladaptive, however,
since the adaptive costs of reproduction exceed its
benefits.

The authors base their theory on a comparative
study of forced sexual intercourse in animals and
certain statistical data about rape—that it is directed
primarily at young (hence fertile), poor women pri-
marily by young, poor (“big losers”) men. This evo-
lutionary theory is interesting. The authors have made
predictions from their theory that have been sup-
ported. The theory is very new, however, and needs to
be tested further. Also, making analogies between
human and animal behaviors and selecting certain
data on rape that support the theory are open to criti-
cism. For example, that rapists are mostly poor young
men may not necessarily mean that they rape because
they are “big losers”; it may be that they rape because
it is a safe way of displacing antagonism and resent-
ment at their social status onto women or as a way of
asserting their masculinity as a substitute for their
lack of economic success.

Societal and Cultural Theories
It was noted previously that there are large differ-

ences in the rates of rape among individual states and
between regions of states. Through complex statisti-
cal analyses, Baron and Straus accounted for these
differences in terms of three sociocultural variables:
gender inequality, pornography, and social disorga-
nization. Specifically, the lower the status of women
relative to men, the higher the rate of rape. Gender in-
equality is part of a social milieu that is conducive to
rape. Also, the higher the circulation of pornographic
literature, the higher the rate of rape. The authors in-
terpret this finding to suggest that pornography is
more likely to be part of “a hypermasculine or macho
culture pattern” that condones violence and force,
believes in male supremacy, and degrades women.
The level of social disorganization is directly related
to the level of rape. The social forces that control vio-
lent behavior are weakened. In a sociocultural milieu

characterized by sexism and violence, loss of social
controls permits easier outlets for rape.

Baron and Straus have identified important social
contributors to rape that suggest that rape is more
than simply a psychiatric problem confined to the in-
dividual male and his upbringing or a biologically
based behavior.

Feminist Theory
This theory stands in stark contrast to psychiatric

theory and is, in part, a reaction against the psychiat-
ric explanation of rape. According to Burgess and
Maggie Humm, rape is an act of social control as well
as a social institution that perpetuates the patriarchal
domination of women and functions to keep women
in their place through sexual degradation, violence,
and assault. Rape is viewed as the logical conclusion
of sexism and is an especially pernicious form of so-
cial control and coercion because it constantly re-
minds women of their vulnerability to men. Rape is a
cultural and social behavior that is institutionalized
in law and custom and is the symbolic expression of
a white male hierarchy. Rape is an extension of nor-
mal sexual aggression acted out within the context
of male sexual expectations and hostility toward
women.

Feminist theory thus views rape as normative
rather than deviant, as does psychiatric theory. Tradi-
tional male socialization encourages males to asso-
ciate dominance, strength, virility, and power with
being masculine, but submissiveness, passivity, weak-
ness, and inferiority with being feminine. Thus
women are viewed from legal, social, and religious
contexts as male property to do with what they will.

Accompanying this attitude is the development
by males of what Scully and Marolla refer to as a “vo-
cabulary of motive” to diminish their responsibility
and justify and excuse rape. For example, the psychi-
atrist Benjamin Karpman stated that rapists were sick
but were not responsible for their behavior. They did
not consciously and deliberately rape. Rather, they
were victims of a disease from which they may suffer
more than their victims. Therefore, since the rapist is
“sick,” he cannot be held responsible for his behav-
ior. As another example, linking rape to latent homo-
sexuality serves to place rapists in a group of devi-
ant outsiders. By segregating rapists from “normal”
men, the label of latent homosexuality serves to pro-
tect the interests of males.
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Feminist theory has been criticized for a lack of
data to support its contentions. Rather, it is supported
by no more than “ideological furor.” For example, if
rape is normal, socially sanctioned behavior, then it
would be predicted that rapists should be equally rep-
resented in all walks of life and age categories. The
data show, however, that rapists are mostly young,
poor males.

However valid feminist theory eventually proves
to be, it has been of critical importance in the con-
sciousness raising of males (or at least some males)
concerning how they regard and act toward women.
For example, in their 1984 textbook Abnormal Psy-
chology, David L. Rosenhan (a psychiatrist) and
Martin E. P. Seligman (a clinical psychologist) state:

Rape is a major crime, an act for which it is im-
perative that society hold the individual responsi-
ble, punishing him accordingly. If we were to in-
clude rape as a disorder . . . , there would be some
tendency to excuse the act and lighten the burden of
the rapist’s individual responsibility—even if there
was not a shred of evidence other than the rape itself
that indicated psychological abnormality. The acts
of murder, assault and theft are not automatically
thought of as psychological disorders unless there
is additional evidence of abnormality, and we be-
lieve rape should be thought of in the same way. The
expression “only a sick man could have done that,”
when applied to rape . . . seems to us deeply and in-
sidiously confused.

Ethical Issues
Ross Harrison observed that “Rape is obviously

bad, indeed a horrific thing. It belongs to the real
world in which people are hurt, humiliated and
abused . . . it is unproblematic that rape is a bad
thing.” A 1983 study of rape in New Zealand stated,
“Rape is an experience which shakes the foundations
of the lives of the victims. For many its effect is a
long-term one, impairing their capacity for personal
relationships, altering their behavior and values and
generating fear.”

The symptoms and signs of rape trauma are well
documented: physical (injury, disease), emotional
(anxiety, fear, depression, shame, anger), cognitive
(flashbacks, memories, impaired concentration), psy-

chological (lessened self-esteem, disruption in so-
cial relations, withdrawal, isolation, aggression), and
sexual (sexual attitudes, impaired sexual function-
ing). Rape, then, represents a total assault on the very
being and essence of what it is to be a person. Rape is
horrifying and is not to be tolerated, and the rapist
must be held responsible for his act.

Laurence Miller

Further Reading
Baron, Larry, and Murray A. Straus. Four Theories of

Rape in American Society. New Haven, Conn.:
Yale University Press, 1989. A detailed and excel-
lent discussion of the sociocultural factors that in-
fluence rape.

Brownmiller, Susan. Against Our Will. New York:
Simon & Schuster, 1975. A seminal work of the
feminist theory of rape. Powerful, compelling,
and convincing.

Burgess, Ann Wolbert, ed. Rape and Sexual Assault:
A Research Handbook. 3d ed. New York: Gar-
land, 1991. Provides thorough, comprehensive
presentations of rape and its relationship to social
institutions and issues.

Cahill, Ann J. Rethinking Rape. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell
University Press, 2001. An important critique of
the notion that rape is simply about power and not
sex. Cahill argues that the sexuality of the body is
of crucial importance to understanding the effects
of rape, not just upon its survivors, but upon all
women in patriarchal society.

Koss, Mary, and Mary Harvey. The Rape Victim:
Clinical and Community Approaches to Treat-
ment. Lexington, Mass.: Stephen Greene Press,
1987. Defines rape; also discusses rape trauma
and social and community issues.

Tomaselli, Sylvana, and Roy Porter, eds. Rape. New
York: Basil Blackwell, 1986. Philosophical dis-
cussions of rape within various contexts, includ-
ing feminism, popular culture and art, psycho-
analysis, mythology, and general philosophical
issues.

See also: Abuse; Aggression; Incest; Pornography;
Rape and political domination; Roman Catholic
priests scandal; Sexism; Sexual abuse and harass-
ment; Victims’ rights; Violence.
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Rape and political domination
Definition: Use of rape and other sexual crimes to

keep women politically, socially, and economi-
cally subordinated in society

Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: As a weapon of political domination,

rape violates the ethical principles of gender and
race equality, sexual autonomy, and bodily integ-
rity.

Rape has traditionally been seen as a crime, not as an
act of political domination. The women’s movement
of the 1970’s and 1980’s redefined rape as a social act
of white male dominance in a sex- and race-unequal
society. In this view, rape is an injury of gender and
race inequality that has little or nothing to do with

sexual anatomy or biology as such. The view that
rape is implicated in women’s second-class civil and
economic status remains central to feminist ethics,
grounding efforts to change norms and laws concern-
ing rape, sexual harassment, dating, marriage, prosti-
tution and other sex work, and pornography.

Ethic of Equality
Rape violates the ethical principle of race and

gender equality. Most rape victims are women or
girls. One in four women in the United States reports
subjection to a completed rape (the Federal Bureau of
Investigation contends that 90 percent of rapes are
not reported). Forty-four percent of women in the
United States report having been subjected to rape or
attempted rape at least once in their lives. African
American women are subjected to an even higher in-
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A woman protesting for peace in Liberia in September 2003 cries out in front of the United Nations headquarters
in Monrovia, begging for an end to the killing, rape, torture, and looting by soldiers during Liberia’s bloody civil
war. (AP/Wide World Photos)

Image not available 



cidence of rape than white women. Men who are con-
victed of raping black women typically receive more
lenient sentences than men who rape white women.
That rape disproportionately and unfairly falls on
women and women of color is evidence of women’s
continued second-class citizenship in that it contin-
ues the state’s greater regard for the interests of men
over those of women.

Women’s rights advocates contend that the state is
implicated in the reality of rape as political domina-
tion in at least two important ways. First, women’s
injuries from rape are often trivialized and rendered
invisible by political and legal institutions. Most re-
ported rapes are not prosecuted, most prosecuted
rapes do not result in convictions, and sentences for
convicted rapists are often short. The vast majority of
rapists are never held to account for their crimes in
any way. Second, widespread restrictions on marital
rape prosecution constitute a denial of the Fourteenth
Amendment’s equal protection of its law. They also
express women’s unequal citizenship and the dimin-
ished personhood of wives.

Criminal law has failed to take the social context
of sex inequality into account in defining and adjudi-

cating rape. That rape may be a form of political
domination, its injury a harm of gender group mem-
bership, remains relatively unexplored in law.

Bodily Integrity and Sexual Autonomy
A core constituent of human freedom and person-

hood is sexual autonomy. Rape violates women’s
ability to control their own bodies and sexuality.
Without physical and sexual security, women’s pub-
lic contributions and their private lives are stunted,
not only by personal fears but also by public knowl-
edge of women’s legal and physical vulnerability.

Women’s rights lawyers argue that existing rape
law, which focuses on force and nonconsent as the
most significant components of rape, should be re-
configured. In this view, nonviolent abuse or sexual
cooperation resulting from extortion, economic
threats, and deception impair women’s sexual auton-
omy as much as, if not more than, violent rape. Ac-
cording to Catherine MacKinnon, women experi-
ence commonalties between what is legally defined
as rape and what is considered normal sex. The legal
dividing line between rape and sex does not corre-
spond with women’s experience of violence. Mac-
Kinnon contends that the pervasive effect of male
dominance makes it impossible to say definitively
that some of women’s sexual relations with men
(called sex) are “free” and others (called rape) are
“coerced.” How the law should identify, within this
context of political domination, which sexual acts are
criminal and which crimes deserve more severe pun-
ishment remains undecided.

Susan L. Thomas

Further Reading
Buchwald, Emilie, ed. Transforming a Rape Culture.

Minneapolis: Milkweed Editions, 1995.
Burgess, Ann Wolbert, ed. Rape and Sexual Assault:

A Research Handbook. 3d ed. New York: Gar-
land, 1991.

Cahill, Ann J. Rethinking Rape. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell
University Press, 2001.

MacKinnon, Catherine. Sex Equality: Rape Law.
New York: Foundation Press, 2001.

See also: Lynching; Pogroms; Pornography; Rape;
Scottsboro case; Sexual abuse and harassment; Vio-
lence.
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A Legacy of Rape

According to a United Nations report released in
1996, between 500,000 and one million Tutsi women
had been raped in the Rwanda genocide two years
earlier. Many had been repeatedly gang-raped. Not
immediately known, however, was the fact that tens
of thousands of the surviving rape victims were car-
rying the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV).
In 2004, Amnesty International estimated that of
100,000 Rwandans in need of antiretroviral drugs,
only two thousand were receiving them. Moreover,
many of the people who were receiving the drugs
were Hutu perpetrators of the genocide and mass
rapes then serving time in prison; most of the surviv-
ing rape victims were receiving no treatments at all.
This human rights crisis was magnified by the fact
that many rape victims facing imminent death from
acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS)
were indigent widows with children who were the
progeny of rape.



Rawls, John
Identification: American philosopher
Born: February 21, 1921, Baltimore, Maryland
Died: November 24, 2002, Lexington,

Massachusetts
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Rawls was widely regarded as the

most important political philosopher of the twen-
tieth century. His A Theory of Justice (1971) pre-
sented an egalitarian theory of justice, based on
social contract theory.

John Rawls taught at Harvard University from 1962
until his retirement following a stroke he suffered in
1995. He is best known for A Theory of Justice
(1971). In that book, Rawls defended a theory of jus-
tice that sought to strike a compromise between the
democratic ideals of equality and liberty. The theory
was in the social contract tradition associated with
John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, but Rawls
introduced the idea that the contract would establish
abstract principles of justice rather than specific laws
or arrangements. Rawls’s contract was a hypothetical
one involving agents who have been idealized in cer-
tain ways to create what he called an “original posi-
tion.”

Rawls argued that the agents in this original posi-
tion should be ignorant of their own abilities and
prospects in order to ensure that the principles they
choose will be fair ones. The result, he argued, would
be egalitarian principles that would maximize the po-
sition of the worst-off persons rather than maximize
overall utility and that would protect certain basic
liberties. Rawls is also known for the idea that any
theory should be judged on the basis of whether it is
the result of a process of “reflective equilibrium” in
which one considers competing theories and their
implications, testing these against one’s intuitions
about general principles and cases.

Eric H. Gampel
Updated by the editors

See also: Consent; Corporate compensation; Deon-
tological ethics; Distributive justice; Fairness; Ideal
observer; Kantian ethics; Minimum-wage laws;
Nozick, Robert; Poverty; Social justice and responsi-
bility; Theory of Justice, A.

al-Razi
Identification: Arab philosopher and physician
Born: c. 864, Rayy, Persia (now Iran)
Died: c. 925, Rayy, Persia (now Iran)
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: As a trained philosopher and a prac-

ticing physician, al-Razi epitomized the man of
knowledge devoted to both the ethical aspects
of medicine and metaphysical speculations con-
cerning life itself. He produced a comprehensive
medical encyclopedia in twelve volumes; The
Book of Spiritual Physick (c. 920), his principal
ethical treatise; and the apologetic The Philoso-
pher’s Way of Life (c. 920).

Early in his life, al-Razi was educated in the fields of
traditional Arabic literature, mathematics, astron-
omy, and philosophy. In the formation of his reli-
gious ideas, it is probable that a distinctly nonortho-
dox teacher, Iranshahri, played a major role. As a
physician, al-Razi displays in his medical treatises
the careful, methodical temperament of the empiri-
cist, though a sense of genuine empathy is always
present. According to al-Razi, some humans have
been endowed with divine reason to awaken their
souls to ultimate spiritual return with the Creator;
others have not. Just as the Creator never seeks to
harm humans, people too ought to seek only their
own and others’ betterment. Al-Razi believed in the
transmigration of souls, the sacredness of all life, and
the universal possibility of salvation through reason
and philosophy, the latter position being fiercely op-
posed by religious scholars of his own day.

Craig L. Hanson

See also: Bioethics; Medical ethics.

Reality television
Definition: Television programs that involve real-

life people engaging in contrived nonfiction situa-
tions

Type of ethics: Media ethics
Significance: Much of reality television consists of

programs that encourage subjects to compete in
actions that might be deemed as violating com-
mon social norms.
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During the early twenty-first century, reality televi-
sion programs emerged as a staple of American tele-
vision network programming because they were
comparatively inexpensive to produce and often at-
tracted large audiences. So-called reality programs
might be subdivided into four genres: competitive
game shows, such as Survivor, Big Brother, and Don-
ald Trump’s The Apprentice; romantic or sexually
oriented competitions such as ElimiDATE, Who
Wants to Marry a Multi-Millionaire?, and For Love
or Money; talk shows such as Jerry Springer and
Maury; and crime dramas such as Cops and Amer-
ica’s Most Wanted. Beyond depicting real-life peo-
ple, what many reality television shows have in com-
mon is that their main theme is to portray subjects
engaging in behaviors that tend to violate social
norms.

Like traditional competitions, reality game shows
generally pit contestants against one another, but
with a fundamental difference: Their contestants are

encouraged to engage in devious, unsportsmanlike
conduct that frequently crosses common moral
boundaries, in exchange for success—which is typi-
cally measured in large cash prizes. Romantic and
sexually oriented competitions are often similar in
nature, requiring participants to change or violate
loyalties or social contracts, or engage in morally
compromising behaviors, in order to win.

Reality talk shows take a different approach, de-
picting subjects who have allegedly already violated
some form of social contract or norm—such as those
against marital infidelity, abuse, or abandonment—
and confronting them with their victims. Just as crit-
ics have assailed reality game and romance shows,
critics have contended that ubiquitous portrayals of
inappropriate behaviors on reality talk shows tend to
normalize or glamorize misconduct.

Reality crime dramas depict real-life criminals
or suspects by reenacting or documenting actual
crimes. Similarly, some shows, such as Cheaters, act
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Members of the cast of Survivor: Pearl Island pose with Mark Burnett (center), the creator of the popular reality
show, when he accepted the People’s Choice Award for the best reality-based television program of the year, in
January, 2004. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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as on-air private investigators. While supporters claim
that such shows may serve as deterrents to inappro-
priate behaviors, other critics argue that such shows
depict society’s “tawdry underbelly,” and like reality
talk shows, tend to normalize or overemphasize mor-
ally ambiguous or contradictory behaviors, leading
the public to believe that crimes occur more fre-
quently than they actually do.

Cheryl Pawlowski

See also: Accuracy in Media; Advertising; Chil-
dren’s television; Media ownership; Skepticism;
Tabloid journalism; Televangelists.

Realpolitik
Definition: Doctrine holding that governments

should eschew abstract moral codes and instead
follow whatever course of action will most effec-
tively protect and achieve their own practical in-
terests

Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: Realpolitik is a starkly materialistic

theory of international and domestic politics. Ad-
herents to this philosophy deny that consider-
ations such as human rights and safeguarding the
environment, or even honesty and justice, should
enter into political decision making or interna-
tional affairs.

To a practitioner of realpolitik, the end always justi-
fies the means. Lying, cheating, stealing, murder, and
war are perfectly acceptable means to achieve the de-
sired results. Historians and political scientists often
associate the term realpolitik and its underlying ten-
ets with Otto von Bismarck, chancellor of Germany
from 1870 to 1890.

Theory of Realpolitik
The realpolitik theory rests on several premises,

including strategic interests, geographic realities,
mutually exclusive goals, and competition and con-
flict over these goals. According to this theory, states
have strategic interests upon which their relative se-
curities depend. The most basic of these interests is
the security to continue to exist as independent states,

which requires that they achieve power. Leaders
must pursue policies that will ultimately increase the
power of their state or decrease the power of real or
potential enemies. Without power, there can be no
true security, because the state’s continued existence
would rest on other states’ lack of interest in destroy-
ing it, rather than on its ability to defend itself. There-
fore, states must constantly attempt to increase their
power relative to the power of competitors. Increasing
power may take the form of expanding their armed
forces, developing revolutionary new weapons, or
expanding their industrial production capacity.

Political leaders also have attempted to increase
the power of their nations through imperialistic ex-
pansion in order to gain access to markets and raw
materials, and to acquire areas into which the excess
population of their nations may expand. Power also
may be increased through alliances and international
agreements. Attempts by political leaders to increase
the power of their states and to limit the power of
other states resulted in the explosion of imperialistic
expansion during the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries. Most major Western European states,
the United States, and Japan became involved in a
race for colonies. Imperialistic competition became a
primary factor in the massive world wars of the twen-
tieth century, as did the complex web of entangling
alliances that virtually guaranteed that any minor
conflict between nations would escalate into a global
war.

According to the precepts of realpolitik, leaders
of states must attempt to increase the power of their
state based on strategic interests and geographic real-
ities. For example, if the state’s industrial growth de-
pends on a commodity not present within the area it
controls, its leaders must attempt to secure access to
areas where that commodity is present. Any means
necessary to achieve that strategic interest, including
war, must be pursued. Geographic realities deter-
mine most strategic interests. For example, a com-
pletely landlocked nation cannot compete in global
trade, and thus increase its power, unless it secures
access to a deep-water port. Its leaders may secure
such access through negotiation, treaty, or interna-
tional agreement. If attempts at negotiation fail, the
leaders of such a nation may resort to war. Human
lives mean nothing to the practitioners of realpolitik,
as long as the desired end is achieved.
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Domestic Dimensions
Realpolitik also has a domestic political dimen-

sion. Since security is the primary goal of all state
policies, politicians must suppress what they con-
ceive to be internal threats to the state, which they of-
ten interpret as any threat to their continued exercise
of power. Political leaders in many different coun-
tries frequently have disregarded the constitutional
rights of their citizens in suppressing political, reli-
gious, and social movements they consider subver-
sive. Political leaders have also eliminated or neutral-
ized individuals whom they considered dangerous to
the state, often violating the laws of their nation in the
process. Political leaders in all countries, including
the United States, often have resorted to the use of
realpolitik in domestic affairs.

Political leaders have been practicing realpolitik
since the beginning of recorded history. The princi-
ples of this essentially amoral political philosophy
have contributed to, if not caused, every war in hu-
man history and all the suffering associated with
those wars. Political leaders have used those princi-
ples to justify murder, tyranny, slavery, and injustice.

Cynics argue that the basic premises of realpolitik
continue to dominate the international and domestic
policies of most twenty-first century world leaders.
They maintain that politicians care nothing for issues
such as human rights or protection of the global envi-
ronment; instead, politicians use those issues as tools
to gain advantage over real or potential enemies.
Constitutional guarantees, the cynics say, are ignored
by politicians in their pursuit of security and power.
Certainly, many events in the 1990’s and the early
twenty-first century have suggested that the cynics
are not entirely wrong.

If the cynics are correct, humanity would seem to
be doomed to the recurrent cycle of war and tyranny
that has marked history from its beginning. Unless
informed citizens insist that their political leaders
base foreign and domestic policies on principles such
as justice and human rights, those leaders will con-
tinue to follow, consciously or unconsciously, the
amoral philosophy of realpolitik.

Paul Madden
Updated by the Editors
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Reason and rationality
Definition: Faculty that comprehends and makes

sense of the world through the application of logic
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Reason is often opposed to emotion

and intuition, and the relative importance of each
to ethics is a matter of debate. Some philosophers
have asserted that reason is the only possible basis
for objective moral judgment. Other thinkers be-
lieve that logic falsifies a fundamentally irrational
world and that the imposition of reason upon real-
ity is itself an immoral act.

Common sense holds that being reasonable is a good
thing. Being reasonable means taking account of all
relevant evidence when deciding what to believe and
do, and when establishing principles by which to
live. It means settling disagreements by appeal to evi-
dence, which involves being willing to change one’s
mind based on the evidence. If one is rational, one
will discover what is true and false, and if one discov-
ers what is true and false, one will be able to act so as
to live the good life. In short, reason is commonly
held to be the primary method of learning truths, in-
cluding truths about morality; accordingly, rational-
ity is held to be a virtue.
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Rational theories of morality are marked by sev-
eral features. They hold that there are moral facts;
that those facts are universal, or true for everyone;
that reason is capable of identifying those facts; and
that disagreements over moral issues are resolvable
by rational investigation.

Such accounts of morality, however, face chal-
lenges by accounts that hold that morality is not fun-
damentally rational.

Irrationalism
One problem is the seeming interminability of de-

bates about moral issues. If moral truths are ratio-
nally verifiable, why are moral disagreements so
rampant? In genuinely cognitive disciplines, such as
mathematics and science, methods exist with which
to settle disagreements rationally, but it seems that no
such methods exist in morals.

A second problem is the emotionalism that moral
issues evoke. Since many people cannot be swayed
from their moral beliefs by appeals to reason, per-
haps morals are based on some nonrational source.

The Is/Ought Problem
A third consideration is the famous “is/ought”

problem. David Hume argued that normative (“ought”)
conclusions cannot be deduced from descriptive (“is”)
premises. In a valid argument, terms cannot appear in
the conclusion that do not appear in the premises.
Therefore, if morality is concerned with facts, then
normative conclusions must be deduced from funda-
mental statements of fact that contain “ought” terms.
Sensation is the only fundamental source of factual
information, however, and people do not seem to
sense goodness and badness, merely colors, sounds,
and so on.

Following Hume’s reasoning, G. E. Moore ar-
gued that any attempt to derive moral statements
from physical, biological, or psychological facts
commits the “naturalistic fallacy.”

While irrationalists agree that morality is not fun-
damentally rational—that, at most, reason helps to
figure out how to satisfy moral commitments made
on a nonrational basis—they disagree about the fun-
damental source of moral commitments.

Religious irrationalism holds that God’s com-
mands are the source of morals. Many religions hold
that ethics is a matter of obeying divine commands,
whether one understands them or not. The story of

Abraham in the Hebrew Scriptures (Genesis 22) is an
example. God commands Abraham to sacrifice his
son Isaac. From a rational perspective, obeying
would be immoral: It would mean murdering an in-
nocent boy, and it would cause Abraham and his wife
great emotional suffering. Yet all Abraham believes
that he needs to know is that God has commanded, so
he is prepared to kill. Hence, morality for Abraham
means obeying without question commands that do
not necessarily make sense.

Secular irrationalism comes in several varieties.
According to emotivists, such as Bertrand Russell
and A. J. Ayer, moral statements express attitudes
that are based on subjective emotional states. Ac-
cording to existentialists, such as Albert Camus and
Jean-Paul Sartre, moral attitudes are based on arbi-
trarily chosen commitments.

Irrationalism is thus strongly linked with moral
relativism—the thesis that moral values are not uni-
versal. If morals are not rationally based, then consis-
tency is not necessary. If morals are based on subjec-
tive emotions, faith, or arbitrary commitments, then,
since these are highly variable, morals will be highly
variable.

Reason’s Role
For rational theories of ethics, then, the challenge

is to find and validate a rational source of ethics. The
history of ethics contains four major types of at-
tempts to do so.

Intuitionists hold that good and bad are properties
of external things themselves, in the same way that
colors, textures, and sounds are properties of things.
Just as people have sense organs to detect color and
sound properties, they have a moral sense to detect
moral properties. Moral properties are therefore in-
dependent of subjective states, they can be identified
accurately, and thus they provide data for rational
moral reflection and action.

Hedonists hold that moral properties are based on
facts about human nature itself: Humans are born
with pleasure/pain mechanisms. What causes sensa-
tions of pleasure and pain is not a matter of subjective
choice. Sensations of pleasure and pain provide the
data for rational moral reflection and action. Moral-
ity is a matter of calculating which actions will maxi-
mize pleasures and minimize pains.

Kantians hold that morality is based on the na-
ture of reason itself. Noumenal reason projects a
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priori laws to one’s phenomenal self. Since one is
human, one should act in accordance with one’s dis-
tinguishing feature: reason. Since reason demands
consistency, morality means using one’s reason to
determine which maxims of action are consistently re-
alizable, and then acting according to those maxims.

Objectivists hold that morality is based on rela-
tional facts about human nature and its environment.
Human beings are organisms of a specific nature, and
their nature and their environment jointly specify re-
quirements that must be satisfied for them to survive.
Good thus is identified fundamentally with what is
necessary for survival, and bad with that which leads
to death. Reason is a capacity whose function is to
identify those survival requirements and to direct the
actions of the organism in ways appropriate to fulfill-
ing them.

Stephen R. C. Hicks
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Reconciliation
Definition: Restoration of relationships between

wrongdoers and the wronged persons or parties
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Reconciliation is a central concept in

the network of moral and ethical transactions hav-
ing to do with how individual persons or groups
respond to wrongs done to them.

Forgiveness is one’s setting aside of feelings of indig-
nation or resentment directed toward another person
who has done one a moral injury. As such, forgive-
ness is a matter of how one feels about the wrong-
doer, rather than how one treats that person. In this re-
spect, it differs from the moral transaction of mercy.
To show mercy is to treat a person with less harshness
than he or she deserves. Justice is treating a person
with the appropriate measure of punishment for the
offense done. A person may be treated both justly and
without mercy and yet be forgiven. For example, if
someone used another person’s credit card without
permission, the owner might forgive that person while
still insisting that the other person repay the money
needed to cover charges made on the card. The
wronged person in this instance would put aside per-
sonal resentment and thereby forgive the thief, while
not showing mercy by relieving the wrongdoer of re-
sponsibility for making good the loss. In contrast,
the owner of the charge card account may absolve
the thief of any obligation to repay the funds, thus
showing mercy while continuing to resent the thief,
thereby show that no forgiveness has taken place.

Reconciliation, unlike these other interactions, is
a restoration of the relationship between the wrong-
doer and the wronged. Such an interaction may be
based on forgiveness but does not necessarily require
it. Reconciliation may or may not include the show-
ing of mercy. Reconciliation occurs when the rela-
tionship between the injured person and the wrong-
doer becomes one of substantive moral mutuality. It
is not merely a restoration to the previous position
between the persons, as it imposes responsibilities on
both the person wronged and the wrongdoer. Recon-
ciliation requires that moral work by both parties.

It is possible that forgiveness will not lead to rec-
onciliation. Indeed, reconciliation can be brought
about without forgiveness, although this is difficult.
Neither forgiveness nor mercy necessarily requires
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the cooperation of the wrongdoer, although a confes-
sion, apology, or restitution by a wrongdoer may
make reconciliation easier. However, reconciliation
can be reached only through the mutual commitment
and cooperation of both the wronged party and the
wrongdoer.

Reconciliation is a community-building activity.
It depends on the interconnectedness of persons and
reinforces the sinew that binds persons together. It is
integrally related to the performance of good deeds to
the benefit of each party. When positive benefits are
enacted mutually between wronged and wrongdoer,
these good deeds are reconciliation, they are not
merely a means to it.

Ronnie Littlejohn
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Redlining
Definition: Systematic exclusion of residents of

certain areas, especially low-income, inner-city
neighborhoods, from home mortgage lending and
property insurance coverage

Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Critics charge that redlining is an un-

just practice, because it denies opportunities to
those who could qualify for financial services
simply because they reside in particular areas; it
results in de facto discrimination. Practitioners of
redlining defend the practice on the grounds that

it is based on what they claim to be objective eco-
nomic science.

In looking for an efficient way to screen out high-risk
applications for home mortgages, rehabilitation
loans, and home and auto insurance, banks and insur-
ance companies adopted the practice of “redlining,”
which involves excluding entire low-income neigh-
borhoods from consideration or charging excessively
high prices in these areas. Predictably, the burden of
these practices fell most heavily on poor African
Americans, and civil rights organizations charged
that this amounted to systematic discrimination.

The U.S. Congress passed the Community Rein-
vestment Act in 1977, followed by the Home Mort-
gage Disclosure Act, to deal with redlining and the
more general problem of directing loans and insur-
ance coverage to low-income areas. The former re-
quires banks and thrifts to make a certain proportion
of their loans in the areas where their depositors live,
and the latter requires them to report their mortgage
lending by census tract. The question remains, how-
ever, how much responsibility banks should take for
providing loans to low-income borrowers as a matter
of social policy, especially if such loans conflict with
sound business practice.

D. Kirk Davidson

See also: Civil rights and liberties; Discrimination;
Economics; Fairness.

Refugees and stateless people
Identification: Persons uprooted from their places

of origin—usually as a result of wars or other vio-
lent civil disturbances

Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: In a world of international conflicts,

civil wars, and repressive regimes, the plight of
refugees and others driven from their homeland
poses an ethical challenge to the ability of the
more fortunate to ease the suffering of growing
millions.

Refugees have fled war zones ever since the losers
were routinely put to death or enslaved. History is re-
plete with tales of vulnerable stateless peoples. Jews
and Gypsies, for example, were frequently expelled
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en masse from medieval and post-Renaissance states
in Europe. In modern history, however, the numbers,
visibility, and suffering of the displaced have signifi-
cantly increased. In part, these developments reflect
the modern world of global news networks, which
have carried images of the powerless victims of war-
fare into the living rooms of developed societies.
They also reflect the greater destructiveness of mod-
ern warfare, with its widespread use of mortars and
antipersonnel land mines. Above all, these trends
have reflected the artificial nature of and tensions
within so many of the newer states in today’s world.

During the colonial era of the early twentieth cen-
tury, European nations drew boundaries within their
empires with little regard to the presence of the
diverse communities living within their colonial
realms. In many instances, the colonial powers wid-
ened the differences separating the diverse groups

present by economically advancing some communi-
ties more rapidly than others. On some occasions,
they imported diversity, as in the case of the Asians
whom Great Britain brought to Uganda to provide
what the British regarded as “industrious” labor. At
independence the populations of most of the new
states in Asia and Africa contained groups with little
in common with one another and often with pre-
colonial histories of mutual animosity. Civil wars,
the repression of ethnic minorities, and even massa-
cres subsequently ensued, all ejecting streams of ref-
ugees into neighboring areas.

Until the violent breakup of Yugoslavia during
the early 1990’s, the problems of refugees and those
internally displaced in their countries of residence
were primarily perceived as humanitarian issues
limited to developing states. That image was rudely
shattered by the reports of “ethnic cleansing,” mass
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graves, and atrocities committed by all of the parties
involved in the conflicts in the new states that sepa-
rated from Yugoslavia: first Croatia, then Bosnia, and
finally Kosovo during the 1990’s.

The plight of these unsettled peoples has not
gone unattended. Nongovernmental organizations,
the United Nations, and other international bodies
and individual countries have tendered humanitarian
aid and, in some instances, have militarily intervened
to halt conflicts generating large numbers of refugees
and internally displaced persons. However, those
needing assistance have multiplied faster than the
funds available for their relief, and the political prob-
lems of returning them to a safe and normal life have
often proven insurmountable. Thus, for example,
three years after the Kosovo conflict ended, fewer
than three hundred of the more than 230,000 Romany
and Serbian refugees generated by that conflict had
been returned to their homes.

Joseph R. Rudolph, Jr.
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Relativism
Definition: Belief that there are no absolute or uni-

versal moral standards and that what is morally
right or wrong is relative to an individual, group,
or culture

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Relativism represents a rejection of

both absolutism and pluralism. It eschews the no-
tion that moral judgments can be grounded or ver-

ified in any way, so that moral reasoning becomes
a completely subjective endeavor.

Ethical relativism is related to but distinct from gen-
eral philosophical relativism and epistemological
skepticism. According to this position, the human
mind is incapable of attaining any genuine or objec-
tive truth. Hence, knowledge is subjective and “rela-
tive” to the knower.

The ethical relativist is skeptical of determining
some truth about moral matters. This position can be
traced to the Greek sophists, who were the objects of
Socrates’ criticism in Plato’s famous dialogues.
Thus, sophists such as Callicles and Gorgias con-
tended that morality was relative and that what was
right for one person or group was not necessarily
right for another. They rejected ethical universalism,
the notion that what is morally right and wrong is ba-
sically the same for everyone, viewing ethical or
moral judgments as matters of convention or per-
sonal taste.

In contrast to the sophists, most philosophers,
such as Plato, Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas, Immanuel
Kant, and G. W. F. Hegel, have decisively rejected
this extreme position and embraced the equally ex-
treme idea that there are universal, moral absolutes
transcending time and place. Some modern thinkers,
however, have resurrected the position of moral skep-
ticism and relativism.

Types of Ethical Relativism
In general, it is possible to distinguish between

two types of ethical relativism: cultural relativism
and the more extreme individualistic relativism. The
latter represents the viewpoint that moral values or
norms differ among individuals within a society or
culture. In other words, moral judgments are purely
subjective; they are simply a matter of one’s personal
tastes or an individual’s conscience. If someone be-
lieves that euthanasia is morally permissible, one’s
judgment in this regard must be considered valid and
tenable. Likewise, if someone else considers eutha-
nasia to be wrong, that too is a reasonable judgment.
Thus, extreme relativists accept that valid ethical
judgments can be inconsistent with one another.

This notion of extreme relativism is expressed in
the work of modern ethicists such as John Mackie. In
Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong (1977), Mackie
argues that there is nothing truly good or bad or right
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or wrong. Rather, these categories must be “in-
vented” in order to have any ethics. Mackie believes
that the seeds of this position could be found in the
works of his predecessors, such as David Hume and
Thomas Hobbes. For Mackie, moral language, with
its reference to “right” and “wrong,” creates the illu-
sion of objectivity, but in reality objectivity in the
realm of ethics is impossible.

Cultural relativism represents the more moderate
viewpoint that moral values differ from one society
or culture to another. It admits that within a society
some valid moral standards are possible, but those
standards will sometimes differ from one culture to
another. As a result, principles that are considered
central and vital in one society might be on the pe-
riphery of another culture’s value system. Moreover,
the cultural relativist proclaims that there are no fixed
or immutable standards that can serve as the ultimate
guide to a society’s moral code. All moral norms are
conditional, completely dependent on time, place,
and circumstances.

Cultural relativists also differentiate between de-
scriptive cultural relativism and normative cultural
relativism. The former version of relativism is
summed up in the incontrovertible proposition that
moral beliefs and practices differ from one culture to
another. It affirms the findings of anthropologists and
historians who have discovered that different peoples
have different values. For example, while some soci-
eties practice polygamy, others prohibit the practice.
Similarly, a society’s moral values may evolve over
the course of time. Slavery was once legal and was
commonly accepted in American society, but now it
is regarded as offensive and grossly immoral. The de-
scriptive relativist simply uncovers and “describes”
this cultural diversity, along with a society’s evolving
standards.

Normative Cultural Relativism
Normative cultural relativism represents the philo-

sophical position that there are no transcultural, uni-
versal moral norms and that prevailing moral judg-
ments in different cultures are equally valid. Thus,
the moral judgment “bribery is wrong” in one culture
is just as valid as the judgment “bribery is right” in
another culture. According to normative ethical rela-
tivism, each moral judgment must include a qualifier
such as the following: “Bribery is wrong in society
X.” To a certain extent, the normative relativist re-

gards moral values as equivalent to customs in that
both have only local validity instead of universal va-
lidity. The normative relativist adheres to the dictum
“when in Rome do as the Romans do” when it comes
to matters of custom and morality.

On the surface, normative cultural relativism
seems to be plausible, especially since it is quite ap-
parent that different societies do have different moral
codes, but there are some salient difficulties with this
position as well as with the more extreme view of in-
dividualistic relativism. For philosophers who be-
lieve in objective truth, if there is no absolute stan-
dard of some sort and all moral codes are valid, it
becomes impossible to criticize other cultures or
contend that the morals of some societies are infe-
rior to those of other societies. Ironically, relativists
would have no problem criticizing other cultures,
since they would merely be expressing their equally
valid judgment of that culture. But they would recog-
nize that there is no way to ground or render objective
such judgments. Similarly, if one embraces cultural
relativism, the notion of objective moral progress be-
comes unintelligible. Progress implies improvement,
but if there is no general, independent, transcultural
standard, the only people qualified to measure a
given culture’s progress are the people inside that
culture who share its evolving values.

Finally, and perhaps most significantly, the idea
of cultural relativism depends upon the belief that
there are distinct cultures with identifiable bound-
aries between them. Globalism and multiculturalism
have rendered this view less and less tenable, how-
ever. As cultures mix and come mutually to influence
one another, the ability of relativists to demarcate the
zones in which a given set of values does or does not
operate breaks down. In postmodern society, it be-
comes impossible to tell where one culture begins
and another ends. Ironically, this may mean that
postmodernism, often attacked as synonymous with
moral relativism, may be the moral relativists’ great-
est enemy.

Richard A. Spinello
Updated by the editors
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Religion
Definition: Faithful devotion to a divine or super-

natural entity, pantheon, or principle
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Every modern religion both professes

and serves as the foundation for a specific set of
ethical values. The observable behavior of a reli-
gion’s followers, however, is not always consis-
tent with that religion’s ethics.

The relationship of religion to ethics is controversial,
especially in cultures influenced by Islam, Christian-
ity, or Judaism. The range of opinion is wide. For
some, religion destroys ethics. For others, ethics de-
pends upon religion. For still others, religion and eth-
ics are the same.

Religion might destroy ethics in two ways. Per-
haps an omniscient God makes morality pointless,
since it does away with the freedom of persons to do
other than God has foreseen. A loving, forgiving de-
ity may render obedience to moral laws optional
from a practical point of view. Ethics might depend
upon religion because religion provides the only ef-
fective motivation for persons to obey moral law, as
opposed to pursuing their own self-interest. Perhaps

God’s will determines legislatively right and wrong
action, in which case religion and ethics are identical.

Ethics and morality will herein be considered
synonymous. Influential persons have argued for a
sharp theoretical distinction, claiming that ethics is
the broader notion, including much that falls outside
morality. The distinction is not so much theoretical as
historical, serving unnecessarily to separate ancient
and modern ethical work.

Difference Arguments
That religion and ethics are not co-identical can

be shown in at least four ways. The first way is to note
that connections between religion and ethics in any
particular society are matters of convention. Greek
polytheism and Christianity may be used to illustrate
this point.

In Plato’s dialogue Euthyphro (399-390 b.c.e.), a
priest of Apollo in Athens suggests to Socrates that
piety is what is loved by the gods. This is the conven-
tional answer to the question “What is piety?” in fifth
century b.c.e. Athens. Socrates then asks whether pi-
ety is pious because it is loved by the gods or is loved
by the gods because it is pious. The difference is
enormous. Something carried is so because someone
carries it, not vice versa. The priest, Euthyphro, be-
comes convinced that piety is loved by the gods be-
cause it is pious. Socrates points out that this commu-
nicates that the gods love piety, but not why they love
piety or what piety is. Euthyphro is thrown into con-
fusion, not knowing how to cope with the conse-
quences of admitting criteria for piety that are not
religious. Piety is a Greek virtue. The difference be-
tween this virtue and what the gods love shows at
least that arguments separating ethics and religion
were known to Plato, though Athenian convention
considered them identical.

The argument in Euthyphro is generalizable. In a
Jewish, Christian, or Islamic context, it involves the
awareness that answering the question “Why should
I obey God’s commands?” with “Because He is
good” involves a vacuous circularity unless the word
“good” is defined in terms other than those of obedi-
ence to God. Therefore, criteria of goodness must be
independent of an awareness of divinity. Also, if peo-
ple possess such criteria, they are in a position to
judge good and evil on their own, without consulting
divine commandments. This does not mean that the
divine commands do not embody norms that are in
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fact good according to human criteria. They may em-
body such norms, which raises the second difference
argument.

A second way to show that ethics and religion are
different is to recognize that all nonprimal world faiths
accept the Mosaic decalogue’s ethical prohibitions
against lying, stealing, murder, and adultery. The
“nonprimal world faiths” include Islam, Christian-
ity, Judaism, Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoism.
Clearly, these religions do not share religious doc-
trines or beliefs. Nevertheless, the different religions
embrace the same basic codes of ethics.

Huston Smith, in his influential book The World’s
Religions (1991), refers not only to these ethical pro-
hibitions as common denominators of world faiths
but also to their shared endorsement of three basic
virtues: humility, charity, and veracity. There are
three common aspects of traditional religious vision
as well: Things are more integrated than they seem,
better than they seem, and more mysterious than they
seem. Smith uses the phrase “wisdom tradition vi-
sion” rather than “traditional religious vision” in or-
der to include Western philosophy up to René Des-
cartes in his analysis of commonalities. This shows
that ethics is much more stable in its content than is
religion and is therefore different from religion.

P. H. Nowell-Smith states that cultural relativism
is based on the failure to recognize this distinction
between religion and ethics. “If these are lumped to-
gether, it is easy to pass from the true premise that re-
ligious rules are everywhere different to the false
conclusion that moral rules are different too.”

A third way to separate religion and ethics is to
note that connections between them are generally ab-
sent from primal, or pretechnological, societies. The
ideas that primal peoples derived their beliefs con-
cerning right and wrong from shamans or holy peo-
ple who spoke for the gods, and that religion and eth-
ics were separated only in later, more complex and
secularized stages of development in those societies,
are clearly mistaken. One might use the Australian
Aborigines as an example to undergird this point, but
one might as easily use the ancient Greeks and Ro-
mans, the Vikings, the Druids, the Japanese (Shintf),
or any of a dozen Native American tribes.

Australia’s Aborigines
The Australian Aborigines use a word that means,

so far as anyone can tell, “everywhen.” Everywhen is

the time an individual spends engaged in activity that
is central to the survival or flourishing of the clan-
grouping. The essential things are food, shelter, pro-
creation, and such. When I, as an Aborigine, build
my house according to the ancient plan, or hunt, or
fish, or produce children, I become the first person
ever to accomplish these acts successfully, and there-
fore one of a number of first persons. First persons
are not gods to be imitated. The time difference be-
tween myself and the first persons is gone when I en-
ter everywhen, as my children will, and their children
after them. In these sacred, eternal acts, I overcome
the accidents and misfortunes that occur as the nor-
mal seasons pass. This is my religion.

The native Australians are quite aware of linear
time. Their notion of everywhen accomplishes the
same religious work for them that the last judgment
of God accomplishes for Muslims and Christians: the
domination of linear history. Linear, causal history
contains much injustice, accident, disease, and disas-
ter. In it, good things happen to bad people and bad
things happen to good people. Religion must offer
hope in the form of an understanding that dominates
these facts, or it is not a successful religion.

The critical thing to note regarding any connec-
tion between ethics and religion for the Aborigines is
that judgments concerning where I am entitled to
build my house, where I can hunt or fish, and with
whom I produce children are not related to everywhen.
These are ethical decisions made among humans, by
humans, and for humans. No one speaks for the ar-
chetypes on these matters. Religion proper has noth-
ing to say about them, and only points to the necessity
of the acts themselves.

Thus, primal societies do not exhibit the kind of
connection between religion and ethics that some de-
velopmental views present. They also do not sub-
sume ethical commandments under religious teach-
ing, as the nonprimal world faiths do. This is
obscured in nonprimal religions by the fact that all
but one (Hinduism) were founded by some individ-
ual. Such an individual is, of course, an integrated hu-
man being, usually highly so. He exhibits ethical as
well as religious integration in his expressions, judg-
ments, and so on, clouding the fact that religion and
ethics are different.

A fourth way to show ethics and religion to be dif-
ferent is to consider the problem of saying just what
ethical system is required by any specific religion;
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for example, Judaism and/or Christianity. The Judeo-
Christian religion has operated, and operates today,
as a religious basis in vastly different societies or cul-
tures. Any such religion will offer behaviors that are
relatively independent of particular, specific forms of
social life. It will also exhibit enormous flexibility re-
garding moral standards in different cultures and at
different times. Historically, Judeo-Christianity has
served as the religion of Hebraic tribalism, Hellenis-
tic aristocracy, Roman imperial monarchy, Constan-
tinian bureaucracy, the Third Reich, and American
republican capitalism. As Alasdair MacIntyre says,
“it will perhaps come as a relief to consider that the
whole problem of Christian morality is to discover
just what it is.”

It is perhaps worth noting that the comparative
stability of ethical norms as opposed to religious be-
liefs pointed out in the second difference argument
above can be rendered inconsequential by classifying
a group as nonhuman, as the Third Reich did in the
case of the Jews, in order to kill them without violat-
ing the prohibition against murder.

Taken together, the difference arguments make
identity claims hard to defend. This does not mean
that individuals who recognize the difference do not
themselves integrate religious and ethical beliefs
and norms. Plato presents Socrates as not accepting
the conventional wisdom, or the institutional under-
standing of a priest, regarding piety. Just as clearly,
Socrates accepts piety as a personal virtue. Plato’s
Socrates also exhibits religious beliefs when speak-
ing for himself and not engaged in dialectic, particu-
larly in Phaedo (388-368 b.c.e.).

Dependence Arguments
One need not stray from Plato for a model for ar-

guments that render ethics dependent upon religion
for motivation. Plato entertains this line of thought in
Republic (388-368 b.c.e.), his utopian rendering of
the ideal state.

The religion of the Greeks was contained in the
narratives and poetry of Homer, Hesiod, and others.
These stories were considered by Plato as unsuitable
subject matter for the education of the young in Re-
public, because they present the divine as capricious,
immoral, and even cruel. The divine nature must be,
for Plato, good, not a source of evil. This brings to the
fore Plato’s attitude toward the truth. It should be
noted that the Greek word pseudos need not have the

deprecatory connotations of “false” or “lying.” The
stories (mythoi) told to children are in general ficti-
tious (pseudoi). What Plato insists upon is that these
stories be “true” by not misrepresenting the divine
character.

In Republic there is a discussion to the effect that,
although outright lying is despicable, “spoken false-
hood” may be useful; for example, militarily or to
save a friend from himself or herself. This passage
ends with an analogy to medical practice: As medi-
cine should be administered by a physician only for
the good of the patient, so also falsehoods should be
employed by rulers only for the good of the state.
Plato then passes into a myth for his own purposes.
His practical, ethical purposes in this myth are to
bind persons to both their land and one another. The
myth has it that the rulers, guardians, and workers
sprang full-grown from Mother Earth, who nurtured,
formed, and educated them.

This sequence of passages has long been used to
question or condemn Plato’s ethics. Such condemna-
tion has prompted heartfelt defenses also, such as
that of Francis Cornford, who despises those who
would “suggest that he [Plato] would countenance
the lies, for the most part ignoble, now called propa-
ganda.” These reactions are extreme because Plato is
toying with the controversial notion that a religious
creation story is necessary to provide a level of soli-
darity and fellow-feeling that might serve to glue hu-
mans together in community, actual or utopian, and
motivate them to follow ethical norms.

Plato is not here countenancing propaganda of
any crude sort, since he clearly intends for both the
guardians and rulers to be convinced of the truth of
the myth. Neither group is particularly credulous,
and Socrates does not express much confidence in his
ability to secure their belief.

This argument and others like it concern motiva-
tion, not ethical content. Ethical content is fairly con-
stant between religious cultures. Dependence argu-
ments harp on motivating persons through religion to
observe ethical content. Some say that only religion
will work, while others say that religion is unneces-
sary or irrelevant. It is in this standoff that destruction
arguments become relevant.

Destruction Arguments
Some who claim that religion is unnecessary for

or irrelevant to ethical motivation are neutral about or
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committed to a religious point of view, but others are
not. Some are convinced that religion is the cause of
most ill will and violence between persons in the
world. They catalog the historical abuses of secular
power by ecclesiastical authorities. They cite the en-
mity in Northern Ireland between Protestants and
Catholics. They cite fanatical acts by Christian or Is-
lamic fundamentalists. They are morally nauseated
by these facts. Their nausea motivates them to mount
arguments that religion destroys ethics, such as those
mentioned at the beginning of this article. Quite natu-
rally, such persons react strongly against any sugges-
tion that ethics is dependent upon religion, because
the two tend in opposite directions in their minds.

The two sides of this conflict will never touch.
One side clings to direct experience with the divine.
The other clings just as tenaciously to the trouble
caused by organized, and therefore politically effec-
tive, religious groups, not to mention clinging to
objections to the metaphysics of religious beliefs. In-
telligent religious folk are not motivated to refute
claims that religion has been the cause of all manner
of evil in the world, because it does not threaten the
status of their direct experience with the divine. For
religious folk, the fact that such experience becomes
perverse when constituted as a conflict-producing
political platform is a manifestation of human cor-
ruption, not divine corruption. This response some-
times incenses those who want religious people to
take responsibility for the carnage their religious or-
ganization causes, presently or historically. But this
is heat, not light. Closed religious people hide behind
their belief that without God, all is permitted. Closed
humanists hide behind their belief that all religious
people have been lobotomized. The two groups never
speak directly to each other.

Thomism
Is there any hope for resolution, anything better

than this heated darkness? Some religious persons
and humanists think there is a positive answer: Thom-
ism. Although Thomas Aquinas was a Roman Catho-
lic theologian, open, secular persons are not put off
by Thomism. MacIntyre says, “Aquinas’ theological
ethics is such as to preserve the nontheological mean-
ing of the word good.” This is true, for Thomas Aqui-
nas defines good as “that toward which desire tends.”
MacIntyre allows Thomas Aquinas’s faith because,
in it, calling God good is naming him as the object of

desire. This means that God and good are not defined
in terms of each other. Therefore, “‘God is good’ is a
synthetic proposition, and to cite God’s goodness is
to give a reason for obeying his commandments.”

This reason, the nature of goodness, is naturally
desired and as available to nonbelievers as believers,
so both groups have access to accurate beliefs about
goodness. Believers must regard unbelievers as pos-
sessed of natural reason, because of, not in spite of,
their own faith. God created this natural reason, ac-
knowledged or not, in every person. Believers and
unbelievers are even in terms of practical rationality
and can learn from each other in making ethical deci-
sions. MacIntyre, in turn, does not consider religious
folk ethically irrelevant; only their religious beliefs
are ethically irrelevant.

Clearly it matters more, regarding ethics, whether
a religious person is open or closed than whether he
or she is religious or nonreligious. The same is true of
a nonreligious person. MacIntyre goes as far as to
say, “Thomist Christianity . . . exhibits more of a kin-
ship with certain kinds of secular rationalism than
with certain kinds of Christian irrationalism.”

Thomism is Thomas Aquinas’s version of Aris-
totle. Neither of these thinkers separates virtue from
happiness, acting well from doing well. Modern
ethicists, religious and nonreligious, have separated
virtue and happiness. Modern ethics texts take the
crucial issue to be the reconciliation of altruism with
self-interest. This presupposes that to be virtuous is
not to be happy, if “happy” means satisfying one’s
natural desires, and that to be happy is to be not virtu-
ous. The invention and acceptance of modern indi-
vidualism by Martin Luther, Niccolò Machiavelli,
Thomas Hobbes, and Immanuel Kant was necessary
to accomplish this separation. Modern individual-
ism presupposes that basic opposition between self-
centeredness and virtuous behavior that prompts re-
quiring virtuous behavior to be motivated by the
power of religion. According to Hobbes and Luther,
humanity is depraved by nature. Thomas Aquinas
and MacIntyre refuse to allow this presupposition.

Thomism cannot be expected to solve much in Is-
lamic or Jewish cultures unless it is properly trans-
lated. Such translation and synthesis await an appro-
priate time or champion. It is difficult, however, to
ignore a sophisticated, open theology in a time of op-
pression and violence caused partly by closed reli-
gion. The significance of Thomism is underrated in
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the academy’s postmodern reflection in proportion to
the overrating of the necessary demise of religion
and/or closed humanism.

Joe Frank Jones III
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Religion and violence
Definition: Relationship between religious ethics

and acts of violence carried out in the name of re-
ligion

Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: From its earliest conception, religion

has been linked with violence. Because religious
violence is a pronounced aspect of contemporary
societies and international politics, exploring the
ethical connections between religion and vio-
lence is critical.

Religion and violence are intimately linked. The ear-
liest archaeological records show evidence of appar-
ently religiously motivated animal sacrifices and,
later, human sacrifices, as in Mexico’s Aztec culture.
The biblical story of Abraham and Isaac is the repu-
diation of human sacrifice in Judaism, but animal
sacrifice remained. In Christianity, the central sym-
bol, the cross, is related to an act of violent sacrifice.
Likewise, the historical and mythological stories of
the world’s religions are steeped in war and violence,
from Hinduism’s Bhagavadgtt3 to the conquest of
the Holy Land in Judaism.
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There are many explanations for interconnections
between religion and violence. Religion involves hu-
man responses to the ongoing struggle between life
and death. Primal religions saw all life as intercon-
nected. For life and generation to continue, the forces
responsible for the continuance and renewal of life
had to be appeased. Sacrifice was seen as necessary
for the continuance of the life cycle. A second expla-
nation focuses on the social animosities that develop
in any culture. To maintain social stability, animosi-
ties are focused on a sacrificial “scapegoat.” The act
of violent sacrifice defuses social tensions, guaran-
teeing continued social cohesion.

As human societies evolved into urban-based cul-
tures, religion became a legitimatization for both vio-
lent forms of punishment and warfare. The laws of
the state were presented as the laws of the gods. To
break a law was to insult the sacred. Violent punish-
ment was required to appease the gods and set right
the moral order. Jesus’ death on the cross was pre-
sented as such a sacrifice.

Warfare was also given divine sanction under the
rubric of “holy war.” Nation states were representa-
tives of particular gods. In the name of those gods, ur-
ban civilizations made war on each other. To kill or to
die in the service of a god was seen as a great honor
and brought the promise of great rewards. The use of
war, having a common enemy, is also viewed as an
extension of the scapegoat theory, a means for creat-
ing social cohesion. These dynamics are still current
in many modern conflicts.

Structural Violence
Religion has also legitimated various forms of

structural violence, violence that is a product of so-
cial laws and institutions. Religion has been used to
justify caste systems, such as that in India, which left
those in the lowest class (the untouchables) destitute
and powerless. In Western Protestant societies, aid
for the poor was withdrawn, as their poverty was
viewed as God’s punishment for their immoral be-
havior.

Religions also justified racial oppression and dis-
crimination. Most notable was the claim by Europe-
ans that the blackness of Africans was a sign of God’s
punishment, thus justifying slavery. Whiteness was
also equated with purity and being God’s chosen peo-
ple. A similar theology was expressed in apartheid
concepts in South Africa.

Likewise, women have been oppressed, often
quite brutally, in all cultures. Such oppression has
been justified by religious myths and teachings. In
traditional India, widows were sometimes burned
alive, along with their dead husbands, as part of fu-
neral services. Some African groups practice female
genital mutilation. In most societies, until recently,
women could not vote, own property, or hold public
jobs. Such restrictions based on religious continue in
many countries and cultures.

As the twentieth century progressed, there was a
widespread belief that religion was diminishing in
terms of its social influence and so would cease to be
a contributing force for violence (secularization the-
ory). In reality, religion has become increasingly
prominent in many societies and in the realm of inter-
national politics. Most early twenty-first century in-
ternational conflicts have religious components. Ex-
amples include Hindus versus Muslims in the India-
Pakistan conflict, Christians versus Muslims in the
United States-Iraqi conflict, and Jews versus Mus-
lims in the Israel-Palestine conflict. Religion has also
become a source of violence inside many countries as
conflict between religious groups has intensified and
religious extremism has become more prominent,
most notably in Northern Ireland, the Sudan, and the
“ethnic cleansing” in Serbia and Bosnia.

Religious Fundamentalism
Increasing religious violence in the world has sev-

eral sources. In some cases conflicts arise over dis-
puted sacred territories, such as Jerusalem and the
site of the former Babri Mosque in India. In others it
is a continuance of religious legitimation of certain
forms of structural violence such as racism and the
oppression of women. More pronounced, however,
has been the rise of various forms of religious funda-
mentalism that have come to be part of many cultures
and most religious traditions.

While most religious fundamentalists do not en-
gage in violent activity, fundamentalism presents a
worldview that encourages and legitimates violence.
Religious fundamentalism develops in reaction to as-
pects of modern culture and politics, and its adher-
ents define themselves oppositionally. In addition,
religious fundamentalists typically claim to have pre-
cise understandings of God’s will and see themselves
as God’s “chosen” agents. Additionally, fundamen-
talists view the world dualistically: as a battle be-
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tween forces of good and evil. The opposition is by
definition evil and so becomes a religiously sanc-
tioned target of violence. This is evident in events
such as the 1995 bombing of the Oklahoma City Fed-
eral Building and the September 11, 2001, terrorist
attacks on the Pentagon and the World Trade Center.

Charles L. Kammer III
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Reparations for past
social wrongs

Definition: Compensation, typically in money, for
injuries or damage done to members of groups or
their ancestors

Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: The concept of paying reparations for

past social wrongs involves such ethical issues as
justice and fairness, and the moral obligation to
atone for wrongs committed.

International law firmly dictates that the victims of
human rights violations have a right to compensa-
tion. In recognizing this right, several nation-states
have provided reparations to members of groups

whose human rights were violated. The two most
recognized cases are those involving the provision of
reparations to the Jewish people by the German gov-
ernment for crimes committed against them during
the Holocaust, and the provision of reparations to
Japanese Americans by the government of the United
States following their internment in World War II.

The most highly debated case for reparations in-
volves zAfrican Americans. While it is generally
agreed that slavery was morally wrong, several unique
ethical issues are involved. The reparations issue is
complicated by the fact that slavery happened so far
in the past. In the cases of victims of the Holocaust
and Japanese American internees, many of the perpe-
trators of the violations were still alive when the repa-
rations were offered, as were many victims. In the
case of slavery, both the original perpetrators and the
original victims are long dead. Who, then, should be
the recipients of reparations for slavery? Who would
be responsible? Can crimes committed so long ago
be judged in terms of modern standards of morality?

From a relativistic perspective, human rights vio-
lations that were committed in the past cannot be
judged by the moral standards of the present day.
Thus, while contemporary moral standards hold
slavery to be a crime, relativists argue that it is unfair
to judge past behavior by current standards. How-
ever, others argue that human rights are universal;
they transcend time and space. Therefore, successor
nations have a moral obligation to compensate the
victims of crimes that were committed long ago. Ac-
tions by the U.S. government in the late 1990’s sup-
ported this latter perspective. For example, the Sand
Creek Massacre National Study Site Act of 1998 pro-
vided reparations for an 1864 attack on a Cheyenne
village.

The Victims of Slavery
The injuries sustained by slaves are unquestioned.

Slaves were denied freedom, treated as chattel prop-
erty, physically punished, killed, denied their own
cultures and languages, denied marriage rights, and
made to suffer other abuses. The slaves provided
their owners free labor. While former slaves were
promised compensation at the end of the slavery (for
example, the Southern Homestead Act of 1866 prom-
ised “forty acres and a mule”), that promise was
never realized. Therefore, a case for former slaves
can be made quite easily. However, those who served
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as slaves are deceased. Who, then, would be the ben-
eficiaries of reparations?

Essentially, there are two possible beneficiaries in
this case. First, the direct descendants of slaves could
receive reparations. Proponents argue that the legacy
of slavery has been sustained by a number of factors,
one of which is a lack of wealth. Wealth is generally
passed down from one generation to the next. Since
slaves were unable to obtain wealth, they had almost
nothing pass along to their descendants, thereby hand-
icapping their descendants by making it more diffi-
cult for them to compete fairly in the economic mar-
ket. This option is criticized on the grounds that it is
unjust, since the descendants were not slaves them-
selves. It is also criticized on the basis that it encour-
ages African Americans to view themselves as vic-
tims, denying them self-esteem and dignity.

The other possible beneficiary could be African
Americans as a group. The system of slavery was jus-

tified by negative stereotypes of blacks as a whole.
Since stereotypes are applied to groups and tend to
be sustained over long periods of time, all African
Americans may be regarded as having to suffer the
negative consequences of slavery. Also, the Jim Crow
system of discrimination that existed after slavery af-
fected all members of the group, not merely former
slaves. Even when legalized discrimination ended,
institutional discrimination remained. The counter-
argument is that all African Americans have not suf-
fered equally. By the early twenty-first century many
African Americans were doing quite well. The con-
ditions of African Americans as a group have im-
proved substantially over time. By providing repara-
tions to all African Americans, it is argued, the
beneficiaries would be treated on the basis of race as
a primary characteristic. This is, by definition, racist.
This option, like the first, may also encourage Afri-
can Americans to view themselves as victims.
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A final criticism of this approach is based on the
primacy of individual rights over those of groups.
Since the Enlightenment, notions of justice have
been based on individual rights. Therefore, it would
be unjust to pay reparations to those who are not the
direct descendants of slaves. However, justice was
extended to groups through civil rights legislation.
Contemporary justice includes group rights.

Who Is Responsible?
The perpetrators of slavery are deceased. Who,

then, should be responsible for paying reparations?
Again, there are two primary options. One group that
could be held responsible is those who inherited the
wealth produced by slaves. The descendants of slave
owners would be included, as would corporations
that significantly increased their assets during the
slavery era. However, these descendants were not di-
rectly involved in slavery, and it is argued that it
would be unfair to hold them directly responsible.

The federal and state governments are the other
possible option, since they allowed the human rights
violations to occur. This option would, in essence,
hold the whole nation accountable. It is argued that
white Americans, as a group, have benefited from
slavery and the ensuing discrimination and there-
fore have a collective responsibility to compensate
the victims. Just as negative stereotypes hurt black
Americans, they advantaged white Americans. The
main argument against this approach again deals
with an individualistic notion of justice. Not all white
Americans living in the time of slavery participated
directly in slavery, nor did any of the immigrants who
arrived after slavery ended. In addition, it is argued
that judging all whites simply on the basis of skin
color is racist in itself, and therefore unjust.

Amy J. Orr
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Republic
Identification: Book by Plato (c. 427-347 b.c.e.)
Date: Politeia, wr. c. 388-368 b.c.e. (Republic,

1701)
Type of ethics: Classical history
Significance: Republic is arguably the single most

influential work of ancient Greek philosophy. It is
a dramatic meditation on the nature and value of
justice and on the social structure best suited to
achieve it.

Republic consists of a lengthy discussion of the ad-
vantages of choosing justice rather than injustice. In
order to persuade his interlocutors, Socrates, the pro-
tagonist of Republic, uses every rhetorical device
available to him, blending images and arguments into
a whole that is worthy of the name “cosmos.” In-
cluded in the work are fictional regimes, noble lies,
an analogy of the good, allegories exposing human
ignorance, geometrical explanations of knowledge,
an image of the soul in speech, and a myth. The inter-
locutors, however, remain skeptical. They see no rea-
son to believe that the soul has conflicting powers
that are in need of intelligent governance, and they
doubt that a philosopher-king would rule the city
more successfully than would a greedy tyrant who
might agree to satisfy the interlocutors’ own greed.

Framed among the most refined set of images
available to philosophy, Socrates’ failure to persuade
is also a success. So rich is Socrates’ ability to dem-
onstrate the truth of his claim that it has provoked in-
numerable commentaries. The power of the dialogue
lies in its drama. Captured at the end of a religious
festival, Socrates is forced to argue the merits of jus-
tice and the disadvantages of injustice. Under the ty-
rannical rule of Cephalus, who believes that justice is
good only for those whose appetites have become
dull with time, Socrates gives in to his craving for ar-
guments and must find a way out of his own injustice.
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Cephalus leaves the discussion and hands his power
to his son Polemarchus, who claims that justice is
good for collecting debts. Thrasymachus, a guest, be-
lieves that justice proves advantageous for strong
persons who can use justice to subdue the weak.

Socrates on Justice
Aware that justice has been shattered and that

each speaker has taken from it what suits his prefer-
ence, Socrates does justice to justice. Since justice
requires the ordering of many parts into a unity gov-
erned without tyranny and with concern for the well-
being of both the parts and the whole, the philosopher
must attempt to educate his interlocutors. The hard-
est to persuade are Thrasymachus and Adeimantus,
who are men of appetites; like the appetites that gov-
ern them, they are insatiable unless they are re-
strained but are also fragile and can be destroyed eas-
ily by excessive discipline. In respect to the city,
the larger picture of the soul, this is tantamount to
saying that Socrates must convince the artisans, or
the masses, to accept the rule of the philosopher-
king. Appetites and artisans respond to whatever ap-
pears to be pleasurable. The philosopher, therefore,
must carefully select images that are simultaneously
appealing and restraining. The story of Gyges and the
tale of Er meet this need, awakening desire for the
pleasures of justice and rejection of the pain that fol-
lows injustice.

Spiritedness, in turn, receives a strong dose of fic-
tion. Intelligence thrives on the divided line. In order
to educate whole souls and entire cities, one must use
didactic devices that function as a whole. Republic it-
self is that whole. It should be kept in mind, however,
that this whole is not available to the dramatis perso-
nae of the work. Therefore, the fact that the interlocu-
tors are not persuaded by Socrates does not diminish
the power of the drama. Republic is written in the first
person and is presumed to be Socrates’ recollection
of past events. In fact, only the unnamed audience
must be truly persuaded.

Socrates’ instruction relies on two parallel triads,
each of whose parallel terms are presumed to share a
common virtue. The intelligence of the soul corre-
sponds to the ruler of the city, and their common vir-
tue is wisdom. The spiritedness of the soul corre-
sponds to the guardians of the city, and their common
virtue is courage. Finally, the appetites of the soul
correspond to the artisans of the city, and their com-

mon virtue is moderation. Justice is the virtue of the
city and the soul taken as a whole. Training into mod-
eration proceeds through imitation, courage comes
about through fictions, and wisdom (rational thought)
arises from the study of music and geometry. Geome-
try satisfies intelligence’s desire to look into the na-
ture and structure of things, and music prepares intel-
ligence to govern the many, forming a beautiful unity
that never neglects the well-being of its parts. Justice,
then, is learned through music. Presumably, music
keeps intelligence in touch with the whole soul, for
“someone properly reared in rhythm and harmony
would have the sharpest sense of what has been left
out or what is not a beautiful product of craft or what
is not a fine product of nature.” When intelligence
matures in reason, or logos, music takes the form of
dialectic. This claim makes good sense if one recalls
that Greek is a language with pitch and rhythm.

Dialectic harmonizes. If one analyzes the divided
line musically, one notices that its center is a continu-
ous note that is interrupted by pauses marked by the
lines that divide images from sensations and thoughts
from truths. At the end of sensation, one sees a longer
pause that is analogous to the rest that is inspired in
the soul by the trust that seeing an object causes.
When the object that is being observed causes a con-
trapuntal sensation, the soul, which is provoked to
think, continues the melody. The sensation in ques-
tion provokes thought by “tending to go over to the
opposite.” Seeing the index finger, the middle finger,
and the little finger, one is satisfied to call them fin-
gers. One pauses. Their relationship, however, gives
mixed messages, calling the index finger both large
and small.

What is required is a measure, a gathering of the
parts into a harmonious whole that is analogous to the
organization that is required by the parts of the city
and the powers of the soul. The dialectician is the one
who grasps the explanation of the being, or ousia,
of each thing and unifies the many according to their
nature. He provides a melody, conducts the orches-
tra, and hears and cherishes every note that is played,
but never imposes an interpretation on the players.
He governs by minding his own business. That mind-
ing of one’s own business precisely defines what jus-
tice is. It should not surprise one then, that the best
ruler of both the city and the soul is the philosopher-
king.

Anne Freire Ashbaugh
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Responsibility
Definition: Legal or moral liability for one’s acts or

omissions
Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: Responsibility is a precondition for

moral regard. People are usually judged morally
praiseworthy or blameworthy only if they are re-
sponsible for their actions.

The concept of responsibility is a focus of long-
standing dispute in metaphysics and moral philoso-
phy. There is widespread disagreement about whether
and in what sense persons are morally responsible for
their actions. Some philosophers believe that to be
morally responsible an agent must be free. Others
think that responsibility obtains independently of the
question of free will. Among those who regard free-
dom as essential to responsibility there are various
theories about whether and in what sense persons are
free. To understand the philosophical background of
dispute about the concept of responsibility, it is nec-

essary to sketch out the main lines of controversy and
evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of some of the
most influential positions.

Freedom and Responsibility
It is commonly said that people can reasonably be

held responsible for what they do only if their actions
are done freely. In moral evaluation and legal deci-
sion making, persons are usually excused from re-
sponsibility for their actions if the evidence suggests
that they acted without the ability or opportunity to
choose to act differently.

People with severe mental disabilities or mental
illness and those under extreme duress are routinely
exempted from moral responsibility. The law simi-
larly draws commonsense distinctions between mur-
der in the first degree and manslaughter, in which an
agent is said to have acted in the heat of passion. The
idea is that under circumstances of extraordinary
confusion or stress, the average person is not capable
of acting freely; therefore, moral responsibility is at
least temporarily diminished or suspended. A victim
coerced by threat of violence to commit a moral of-
fense in conditions in which most persons would find
they have no choice but to comply is often seen as
a mitigating circumstance absolving the agent of
moral responsibility.

The same reasoning applies to the exclusion of se-
verely mentally retarded or insane persons from the
category of moral responsibility. Persons with such
disorders are usually judged unable to reason about
their actions and the consequences of those actions.
They are thought not to act freely or to act with such
limited freedom that they cannot be considered moral
agents, and their actions are not judged morally right
or wrong. More morally and legally controversial
cases concern substance abuse addicts and others un-
der the influence of biochemical compulsions who
may be involved in wrongful actions but who seem to
lack the necessary self-control to be considered re-
sponsible.

Determinism
If these examples prove that responsibility entails

freedom, then moral responsibility for action is prob-
lematic. There are scientific and philosophical rea-
sons for doubting that humans are free enough in a
deeper metaphysical sense to support the traditional
concept of moral responsibility. The freedom to
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choose to act or to refrain from acting is challenged
by causal, logical-semantic, and theological kinds of
determinism. These theories maintain, on different
grounds, that persons cannot act otherwise than they
in fact do. Logical-semantic determinism holds that
agents are determined in what they do by the eternal
abstract truth conditions of propositions describing
their future actions.

Theological determinism makes similar claims
from the assumption of God’s perfect omniscience of
what agents will do and how they will choose to act.
Since causal determinism is thought to pose the most
serious threat to free action, however, it is convenient
in what follows to limit discussion to it. Causal deter-
minism arises from the conception of human be-
ings as physical systems, subject, like other macro-
physical entities, to deterministic natural laws. If
persons are determined by the laws of physics, then
they are no more free to choose and act than nonliv-
ing things are. If moral responsibility entails causal
freedom, then persons are not morally responsible.

There is a spectrum of degrees of freedom and re-
sponsibility in the ordinary, nonphilosophical, sense.
It begins, on the low end, with nonhuman animals
and severely retarded or insane persons, who are be-
lieved to have no moral responsibility at all. Then
come addicts and persons under the direction of
psychopathological compulsions; they are interme-
diate cases, who are typically thought to have some,
but less than normal, moral responsibility. Finally,
there are normal human adults, who, other things be-
ing equal, are usually regarded as morally responsi-
ble agents. If nonhuman animals, the severely re-
tarded, and insane persons lack responsibility, and if
addicts and compulsives have diminished responsi-
bility because they cannot exercise sufficient self-
control, the same reasoning coupled with philosophi-
cal arguments for determinism suggests that no one
anywhere in the spectrum is morally responsible.

If human beings are merely complicated physical
systems, then even normal human adults are not
freely in control of what they do. They cannot do
other than what they do, but are merely manipulated
through body chemistry and the environment by the
same cause-and-effect relations that govern all other
natural phenomena in the universe. If this is true, and
if moral responsibility entails causal freedom, then
no person is morally responsible, and there is no jus-
tification for regarding normal human adults as more

morally responsible than nonliving things, nonhu-
man animals, the severely retarded or insane, addicts,
or compulsives.

Accordingly, to preserve moral responsibility in
the light of the challenge of determinism, some phi-
losophers have argued that freedom is not necessary
for moral responsibility. They interpret responsibil-
ity as mere accountability. By this they mean that to
be morally responsible is to be the person causally re-
sponsible for a certain event, capable of explaining
one’s reasons for acting, and perhaps able and willing
to accept approval for a good result and accept blame
for or rectify an unwanted outcome. It is in this prag-
matic sense that airlines are held responsible for
damage to a passenger’s luggage, and it is at this level
that legal responsibility generally functions, without
raising deep metaphysical issues about whether air-
line employees act freely in the sense of being caus-
ally undetermined.

Metaphysics of Responsible Action
There are two main types of theories of moral re-

sponsibility, which can be referred to as compatibilist
and incompatibilist. Compatibilist theories of re-
sponsibility hold that responsibility is independent of
the problem of freedom, or that responsibility is logi-
cally compatible with causal determinism, so that
agents can be responsible in the pragmatic sense even
if they are not free. Incompatibilist theories insist that
whether agents are morally responsible logically de-
pends on whether and in what sense they are free, and
that responsibility is logically incompatible with
causal determinism. Incompatibilism further divides
into responsibilist and nonresponsibilist theories.
Responsibilist incompatibilism is the position that
responsibility is incompatible with determinism but
that agents are responsible precisely because they are
not causally determined. Nonresponsibilist incom-
patibilism is the view that responsibility is incompat-
ible with determinism, but since agents are causally
determined, they are not responsible. Nonresponsi-
bilist incompatibilism implies that an agent’s feeling
of responsibility, sometimes manifested as pride,
guilt, or stirrings of conscience, is illusory.

The distinction is reflected above in cases involv-
ing compatibilist responsibility, such as an airline’s
collective accountability for a passenger’s luggage,
and the incompatibilist judgment that if agents are
not causally free in a deeper metaphysical sense, then
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they are no more responsible for what they do than
are nonhuman animals or even nonliving physical
things. The advantage of compatibilism is that it as-
sumes no burden of challenging the modern scien-
tific world outlook according to which all natural
phenomena are supposed to be reductively causally
explainable by the laws of physics. Yet it preserves a
pragmatic sense in which it is intelligible to hold nor-
mal human adults responsible, while morally excus-
ing and excluding from responsibility nonhuman an-
imals, the severely retarded or insane, and related
commonsense and legally recognized exceptions.

The advantage of responsibilist incompatibilism,
if it can be convincingly defended, is that it accords
with traditional moral thinking about the dignity of
mind and the difference between human beings and
other natural systems, and especially with the con-
ception that an agent in acting responsibly could have
chosen to act differently. From the standpoint of
responsibilist incompatibilism, compatibilism offers
an intellectually unsatisfying diluted sense of re-
sponsibility that is insufficient to sustain moral judg-
ment and justify the social mechanisms of praise and
blame, reward and punishment. From a nonresponsi-
bilist incompatibilist standpoint, such judgments and
practices cannot be justified, because they are based
on false assumptions about the freedom of action.

To resolve the metaphysics of freedom and re-
sponsibility requires an investigation of concepts in
philosophical psychology or the philosophy of mind.
The freedom of the will is accepted by substance
dualist theories of mind, in which the mind or soul is
said to be a spiritual substance distinct from the
body’s material substance. If the mind is immaterial,
then it is causally free and undetermined by causal
necessity. Unfortunately, substance dualism cannot
satisfactorily explain causal interaction between
body and mind. If mind and body are causally inde-
pendent of each other, and if only the body is subject
to causation, then the mind cannot be causally re-
sponsible, and hence cannot be morally responsible,
for actions involving body movements. If, however,
mind and body are identical, and if the body, like
other purely physical systems, is subject to causal de-
terminism, then so is the mind; therefore, the prob-
lem of the causal determinism of action remains on
incompatibilist assumptions to threaten moral re-
sponsibility. The dilemma is that if the mind is part of
the body’s causal nexus, then it is causally deter-

mined and therefore not morally responsible for its
actions; if the mind is not part of the body’s causal
nexus, then the mind is not causally responsible, and
again therefore not morally responsible for its ac-
tions.

There is another theory of mind that allows both
mind-body causal interaction and incompatibilist
freedom of will and moral responsibility. Instead of
regarding mind as a spiritual substance distinct from
but somehow interacting with the body’s physical
substance, persons can be understood as physical
substances with both physical and nonphysical as-
pects, or properties. This alternative to classical sub-
stance dualism is known as aspect, or property, dual-
ism. If the mind is not an immaterial substance, then
the problem of its causal interaction with the material
body does not arise. If mental properties are irreduc-
ible to purely physical properties, then there is a
sense in which persons are not merely physical enti-
ties. The nonphysical or physically irreducible prop-
erties of persons constitute an aspect of persons by
virtue of which they do not fully fall under determin-
istic causal laws. The difference between the mind
and ordinary purely physical systems postulated by
this kind of theory permits minds to be causally unde-
termined in the contracausally free ethical decision
making for which they are morally responsible.

Accepting Responsibility
There are social as well as metaphysical dimen-

sions of the concept of responsibility. To be judged
morally responsible for the consequences of an ac-
tion, an agent must intend to act, intend that the ac-
tion result in the consequences for which the agent is
responsible, and be aware of or remember having
done the action when held accountable for it. A
shared sense of values in taking responsibility and
holding others responsible is also presupposed. These
factors impose additional intentional conditions on
the concept of moral responsibility.

The importance of these additional conditions can
be illustrated by a commonsense example. Suppose
that an agent freely decides to turn on a light switch.
The agent is responsible for the immediate action of
turning on the light but not necessarily responsible
for its further unforeseen consequences. If turning on
the light enables a killer to see a victim in the room,
then the agent’s turning on the light may in some
sense be causally responsible for the victim’s murder.
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If the agent has no knowledge that the killer is present
or that the person in the room might be a target for
murder, however, and has no acquired responsibility
to act as the victim’s guardian, then the correct judg-
ment seems to be that the agent is at most partly caus-
ally responsible, but not morally responsible, for the
victim’s death. This condition can be formulated by
saying that an agent must intend the consequences of
an action in order to be morally responsible for it. The
agent in the example intends to turn on the light and
is, as far as moral considerations are relevant, mor-
ally responsible for doing so. The agent does not in-
tend that the victim be killed, however, and therefore
is not morally responsible for the fact that this occurs
in part as a consequence of turning on the light. The
killer intends to murder the victim and is morally re-
sponsible for that action, for which the light’s being
turned on merely affords an opportunity.

Awareness of Consequences
A related though more controversial condition is

that the agent recognize or be aware of doing an ac-
tion or of its effects at the time when held responsible
for it. Persons who have committed what would oth-
erwise be regarded as a moral offense are sometimes
acquitted of responsibility by the consideration that
they have no memory of having so acted. If an agent
acts and then suffers amnesia permanently affecting
memory of the action, it may be inappropriate to hold
the person morally responsible thereafter, even if at
the time the agent would have been rightly judged
morally responsible. It seems pointless to praise,
blame, reward, or punish persons for actions they
have no memory of doing.

It may be equally pointless to hold persons mor-
ally responsible, in the sense of morally praising,
blaming, rewarding, or punishing them, if they do not
share at least some of the relevant values of those
judging them. This is a normative condition that can
be explained as the agent’s intending to do an action
in a certain way, as a morally good, bad, or indifferent
act. The light switcher may intend to turn on the light
as a morally indifferent act. The killer presumably in-
tends to murder the victim as a morally wrong act.

If, however, the killer has values so different from
those of the persons who judge the murder that the act
is not intended to be something morally wrong, but
instead something morally good or indifferent, and if
there is no prospect of altering the killer’s behavior or

values by moral censure or punishment, then, regard-
less of legal proceedings taken against the person for
the safety of others, it may be inappropriate to regard
the killer as morally responsible. A more realistic ex-
ample concerns the incompatible attitudes of those
persons who value the private possession of property
and those who share all things in common. If mem-
bers of two such opposite cultures meet and the shar-
ers take and use a possessor’s property, it is arguably
unjustified to hold the sharers morally responsible
for committing an act of theft. The fact that moral re-
sponsibility is seldom overridden by normative con-
siderations testifies to prevailing agreement among
human cultures at least about the most basic moral
values. The normative element is nevertheless an im-
portant part of the complete philosophical analysis of
the concept of moral responsibility.

Limits of Responsibility
If there are some things for which agents are mor-

ally responsible, there are still others for which they
clearly are not responsible. Some existentialist phi-
losophers maintain that each person is morally re-
sponsible for the state of the entire universe, includ-
ing its past history and future.

The exact meaning of this extravagant thesis is
obscure, but the claim seems to be that in accepting
the fact that the universe exists, the individual partici-
pates in the fact of its existence in such a way as to
comply with and constitute the universe as existent.
The individual’s acceptance is an intentional mental
act, involving the person as agent in adopting a cer-
tain attitude toward the world. The consequence of
the act is that the universe exists and would otherwise
not exist for the individual who accepts the fact. If
persons are morally responsible for the intended con-
sequences of their acts, then an individual who ac-
cepts the existence of the universe becomes morally
responsible for it.

The existentialist argument seems confused.
Agents are morally responsible only for intended
events for which they are causally responsible, pro-
vided that memory and normative conditions are also
satisfied. Accepting the fact that the world exists
does not make the agent causally responsible for its
existence, and the agent certainly cannot be causally
responsible and hence is not morally responsible for
any part of the world’s past history. Assuredly, no hu-
man agent correctly remembers having caused the
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universe to exist. In the present analysis of moral re-
sponsibility, there is no sound basis for existential
guilt, despair, and anxiety about the state of the world
as the burden of one’s personal responsibility. By the
same token, no person can be morally responsible for
what another does, except insofar as an agent acts as
an instrument of another’s will. This is not an excep-
tion to the analysis, but an application of the defini-
tion of moral responsibility by which a person is indi-
rectly but still ultimately causally responsible for an
event undertaken by another person acting as dele-
gate.

Dale Jacquette
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Resumés
Definition: Written summaries, or inventories, of

job-seekers’ qualifications and experiences
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Accurate and honest resumés are valu-

able tools for job applicants; not only can they in-
fluence applicants’ current and future employ-
ment, they also reflect the ethics and integrity of
the applicants.

Ethical principles define behavior as good, right, and
proper. An ethical person uses these principles when
making personal and professional decisions. Making
ethical decisions leads to self-esteem and respect
from others. However, many obstacles can intrude on
ethical decision making. One obstacle is self-interest,
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by which every decision a person makes is based on a
risk-reward calculation: Is one willing to do the right
thing even when it is not in one’s self-interest to do
so?

Life is full of choices and an import aspect of
choice is intent—why one engages in a particular ac-
tion. The answer is that one’s actions matter. Individ-
uals are morally—and often legally—responsible for
the outcomes of their decisions. Responsible people
are in charge of their own choices and can be held ac-
countable. One area in which ethical issues may arise
is in the writing of a resumé. A resumé is a concise
summary of a person’s work history, education, skills,
and experience. Because of its value to the employ-
ment process, accuracy and honesty are important
features of a resumé. Accurate, honest and ethical
resumés can influence their writers at three mo-
ments: When they are written, during the job appli-
cants’ interviews, and after the applicants take up
their new employment.

People tend to compartmentalize ethics into occu-
pational and private categories, and when it comes to
resumés they often underestimate the cost of lying.
Many people think that ethically questionable behav-
iors are justified when they see other people doing
them, when no one appears to be hurt, or when the
misbehavior seems to be trivial. However, since ethi-
cal decisions generate and sustain trust and demon-
strate respect for societal rules, any ethical violation
can have serious consequences. Thus, regardless of
qualifications, many employers want to be sure they
are hiring applicants whom they can trust.

There are many examples of people who have lost
their jobs after it is discovered that they had lied
about their experiences or are found to have pre-
sented false credentials. Examples include people
who have gotten their degrees from diploma mills or
who claim to have earned college degrees when, in
fact, they have not. Other examples include people
who fail to report criminal convictions or lie about
their past employment records to cover gaps in their
employment history.

Ethical decision making plays an important role
in the development and use of resumés. Employers
spend time and money checking the accuracy of
resumés. Inaccuracies can lead not only to a loss of
trust but also to an applicant’s loss of employment.

Janice G. Rienerth
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Retirement funds
Definition: Savings that individuals invest in stock

markets and other places in the expectation that
their investments will steadily grow and provide
them with secure income after they retire from
working

Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: When working people invest funds

for their retirement, they understand the risks but
also expect to be treated fairly and count on gov-
ernment agencies to regulate the ethical practices
of the security firms in which they place their in-
vestments.

Until the Great Depression of the 1930’s, American
security firms regulated themselves, and the result
was that influential investors received preferential
treatment and had access to information not made
available to the general public. However, after the
collapse of the New York Stock Exchange in 1929, it
became painfully clear to the public that the stock
market was effectively rigged to favor certain inves-
tors over others. Those who had inside information
about the impending collapse of stock values sold
their shares before the crash occurred, while average
investors lost their investments. Although investors
lost much of their faith in the stock market, Presi-
dent Herbert Hoover was philosophically opposed to
government regulation of security markets. Things
changed, however, after Franklin D. Roosevelt’s in-
auguration in March, 1933.
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Roosevelt realized that the federal government
needed to regulate the stock market in order to save
capitalism by restoring public trust in the market.
During his first two terms, he signed three important
bills that imposed ethical values on the security in-
dustry and created a Securities and Exchange Com-
mission (SEC) with the power to regulate the security
industry and to punish violators with fines and jail
terms. These laws were the Securities Act of 1933,
the Securities Exchange Act of 1934, and the Invest-
ment Company Act of 1940. Among other things the
new laws made fraudulent financial reports, insider
trading, unequal treatment of investors, and decep-
tive selling techniques federal crimes. The SEC also
created the National Association of Security Dealers
(NASD) to regulate securities representatives.

Responsibilities of Securities
Representatives

Candidates for certification as securities repre-
sentatives must pass a qualifying examination that
tests their understanding of what a representative can
and cannot do. About one-quarter of the examination
deals with ethical issues. For example, when securi-
ties representatives advise investors, they must pro-
pose stocks, bonds, or mutual funds that are appro-
priate to the specific investors’ needs. For investors
who are opposed to risks or who are elderly, appro-
priate investments might be government bonds or
conservative bond funds.

By contrast, significantly younger investors who
are willing to accept higher risks in the hope of reap-
ing high returns in the future might be directed toward
such riskier investments as growth or international
mutual funds, junk bonds, or stocks in unproven new
companies. In all presentations to their clients, secu-
rities representatives must make appropriate recom-
mendations and repeatedly remind investors that in-
vestments in stock markets are not guaranteed and
that they might even lose their principal.

Managing Retirement Funds
Investment companies and security companies

must also behave in an ethical manner in managing
retirement funds. Many investors choose to invest in
mutual funds and not in individual stocks because
they wish to spread out risks over the many different
companies in which individual mutual funds invest
their members’money. The federal Investment Com-

pany Act of 1940 requires that mutual funds establish
the values of their shares right every day, immedi-
ately after the closing of stock markets. This regula-
tion was designed to prevent insider trading and to
make sure that all investors receive equal treatment.

Mutual fund managers must also adhere to the
philosophies announced in their prospectuses. For
example, a mutual fund that states that its intention is
to invest 70 percent of its funds in blue-chip Ameri-
can companies and 30 percent in government guaran-
teed bonds cannot suddenly decide to invest it funds
in foreign companies or in junk bonds. If managers
of such funds do not respect their announced ap-
proaches, the SEC can bring criminal charges against
them, and investors can sue such managers for losses
caused by investments that contradict the announced
goals and philosophies of a specific fund.

These ethical and legal protections are important
because they give investors legal rights and remedies.
A scandal that became public in 2003 illustrates the
importance of such protection. Managers of several
mutual funds, including the Putnam and Strong
funds, made illegal trades after the 4:00 p.m. closing
time of the New York Stock Exchange that gave them
profits that were not shared by other investors. Not
only were these managers and their investment com-
panies forced to pay large fines to state and federal
regulators, but individual investors in the funds also
had the legal right to sue the mutual fund companies
and their managers for real losses and punitive dam-
ages.

Some investors oppose investments of their retire-
ment finds in industries that may conflict with their
ethical beliefs. Many people, for example, do not
want their money used to support the production and
sale of alcoholic or tobacco products because of their
opposition to tobacco and alcohol for personal or re-
ligious reasons. Many investment companies offer
such mutual funds, which are often called “social
choice” funds, that do not invest any funds in tobacco
or alcohol companies. In this way, investors can be
sure that their retirement funds are not being used to
promote activities that are incompatible with their
ethical beliefs.

Edmund J. Campion

Further Reading
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Revelation
Definition: Communication or disclosure of abso-

lute truth to humans by a divine being
Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: If instances of divine revelation have

in fact occurred, they establish the existence of
God and of an objective moral law. They do not,
however, guarantee that God’s law is known or
knowable on Earth, because it may not be possi-
ble for the human mind to encompass or compre-
hend divine truth.

While the earliest reflections on the nature of ethical
conduct were rooted in religion, the philosophical
treatment of ethics has led many people to assume the
autonomy of ethics. This is the idea that ethics is not
in any way dependent on revelation. Thus, a wedge
has been driven between moral philosophy and theo-
logical or revealed ethics. There are, however, inter-
esting and persistent questions about a possible rela-
tion between the two.

Since revelation means, at the highest level of
generality, divine disclosure, questions about the re-
lationship between revelation and ethics are part of a
larger network of more general questions about the
relationship between God and morality. Those ques-
tions that focus expressly on the significance of reve-
lation for the moral life arise for any religious tradi-
tion that holds that God has revealed himself in some
way that bears upon the human moral situation, but
revelation may be understood in different ways.

The Meaning of Revelation
First, revelation may take the form of general in-

formation about divine reality gleaned from the pat-
tern of the natural world order created by God. Here,
divine truth is disclosed indirectly through the effects
of divine activity—especially the activity of creation.
This is often called “general revelation.” Some phi-
losophers, such as Thomas Aquinas, have argued that
general revelation is an ample source of knowledge
about the foundations, principles, and sanctions of
ethics. This view is known as the natural law tradition
in ethics.

Second, revelation may refer to an intersubjective
encounter between God and humanity that is entirely
lacking in the overt transmission of any truths. The
propositional content of what may be called “per-
sonal revelation” is at most implicit in the divine-
human encounter. The possibility of basing ethics on
revelation depends on what is concretely implied by
the character of one’s religious experience. It would
be difficult to justify the universalizability of moral
principles derived in this fashion since religious ex-
perience is in principle a very private matter.

Third, revelation may be understood as the direct
divine disclosure to humans of truths in propositional
form. The great “revealed religions”—Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam—hold that their respective
scriptures are a deposit of divine revelation. Theolo-
gians have called this sense of divine revelation “spe-
cial revelation” to distinguish it from general revela-
tion. It is special revelation that is usually in view in
discussions about the relationship between revela-
tion and ethics.

Ethics and Revelation
There are at least three views about the general re-

lationship between revelation and ethics. First is the
view that a system of ethics must be based on (spe-
cial) revelation. This claim is defended by a devel-
oped account of the implications of divine sover-
eignty and of human sinfulness and by the attempt to
refute all secular systems of ethics. The sovereignty
of God implies that the content of morality is deter-
mined by the will of God. Moreover, human deprav-
ity involves rebellion against the will of God, result-
ing in a failure even to know the will of God. Finally,
all secular theories of ethics provide empirical evi-
dence of the corruption of human thought about
ethics.
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A second approach affirms the complete, or nearly
complete, autonomy of ethics. Goodness cannot be
determined by the will of God, for it can be meaning-
fully asked: Is the will of God itself good? Those who
define goodness in terms of God’s will are no better
off than those who define goodness in terms of some
natural property such as pleasure. To define good-
ness, which is an irreducible property, in terms of
something else is always a mistake.

The suggestion that ethics is autonomous must be
qualified, for, as British philosopher G. E. Moore ob-
served, one’s metaphysics will have a bearing upon
the practical question “What ought I to do?” “If, for
example, Metaphysics could tell us not only that we
are immortal, but also, in any degree, what effects our
actions in this life will have upon our condition in a
future one, such information will have an undoubted
bearing upon the question what we ought to do. The
Christian doctrines of heaven and hell are in this way
highly relevant to practical Ethics.” Since revelation
might provide the sort of metaphysics that Moore re-
fers to here, one cannot strictly rule out the bearing
of revelation upon ethics, even if goodness is a non-
natural and unanalyzable property.

In any case, there is an important difference be-
tween that which makes an action right or wrong and
the way in which one is to know that the action is
right or wrong. One is an ontological problem; the
other is an epistemological question. Even if the
moral quality of an action is not ontologically deter-
mined by the will of God, God, if he is omniscient
and wills the goodness of humans, may elect to reveal
the nature and content of that morality which does
not strictly depend upon his will.

According to the third view, ethics enjoys a lim-
ited range of autonomy from special revelation,
though ethics is supplemented or completed by spe-
cial revelation. Natural law theories are typical ex-
amples of this approach. To be sure, they envision a
link between revelation and all correct ethical think-
ing, but much of the content of a true ethical system
can be known without the aid of special revelation,
since general revelation is also an important source
of moral knowledge.

Three Additional Questions
Does moral experience establish a need for reve-

lation? Background knowledge about the existence
and nature of God, together with an awareness that

humans are faced with a complex set of moral diffi-
culties, may be thought to justify the expectation of
some further revelation from God that would address
the moral needs and concerns of the human commu-
nity.

This raises a second question: Is God a member of
the moral community? If God exists, then it is quite
possible that God himself is a member of the moral
community, and that human persons have moral obli-
gations toward God as well as toward other humans.
It may even be that God has moral responsibilities to-
ward humans about which it would be useful for hu-
mans to know. Suppose, for example, that God
should make a promise to act in a certain way on be-
half of humans and thus obligate himself to them.
How should humans know of his promise apart from
revelation, and what would be the force of a promise
of which humans were not aware? Suppose, further,
that the promise takes effect only if humans act in a
particular way. In that case, the conditions must be re-
vealed as well.

Finally, it needs to be asked, What effect might
revelation have upon moral theory? If it turns out that
there is a good argument for the need for revelation
given the quality of human moral experience, then
people can expect that any revelation answering this
need will deeply inform, perhaps even overturn,
much of human moral theory. The supposition of a
revelation that addresses human moral experience
implies that morality may be deeply affected by reve-
lation.

H. Richard Niebuhr has noted four changes to the
moral law caused by divine revelation: the prescrip-
tive force of the moral law is discovered to be abso-
lute in that humans are revealed to be beholden to the
sovereign of the universe; the application of the
moral law is discovered to be wider ranging than any
secular ethics and timelessly in force; the moral law
is discovered to be unexceptionable, providing an ex-
ternal corrective to any corruptible human system of
morality; and the eventual transformation of human
persons into freely loving agents is discovered to be a
real possibility.

R. Douglas Geivett
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Revenge
Definition: Response in kind for a wrong done to

oneself; punishment inflicted in retaliation for an
offense

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Many moral codes, including Jewish

and Christian ethics, consider revenge to be wrong.
Social philosophers have questioned whether sys-
tems of criminal justice are genuinely interested
in rehabilitation and deterrence, or whether they
are actually state-sanctioned systems of revenge
in disguise.

Pietro Marongiu and Graeme Newman proclaim in
Vengeance (1987) that “Vengeance has the power
of an instinct. The ‘lust for vengeance,’ the ‘thirst for
revenge’ are so powerful that they rival all other hu-

man needs.” Revenge is a form of the universal mo-
tive of aggression in which reciprocity is sought to
avenge injuries to oneself or to restore a sense of
equality.

Revenge is often considered to be neurotic, aber-
rant behavior. In the words of the psychoanalyst Ka-
ren Horney, “Every vindictiveness damages the core
of the whole being,” implying resentment, spite, mal-
ice, or righteousness. Revenge is the basest of human
motives. At the other end of the continuum stands
forgiveness, the act of pardoning another person for
any unpleasant or hostile behavior committed against
oneself. In contrast to revenge, forgiveness is good
and represents the noblest manifestation of human
nature.

The Function of Revenge
The dichotomy between revenge and forgiveness

obscures certain facts about the place of revenge in
the human psyche, according to Susan Jacoby (Wild
Justice, 1983). If revenge is a universal human need,
then to forgive requires conscious suppression of the
need to make others suffer as one has suffered. Hu-
manity’s long history is characterized by injury being
inflicted on and sustained by others. That humanity
seems to prefer revenge to forgiveness gives revenge
a certain importance.

In fact, both Jacoby and Marongiu and Newman
argue that revenge is not abnormal or aberrant be-
havior but a legitimate human need. Underlying this
legitimacy is, as Jacoby says, “the profound sense
of moral equilibrium impelling us to demand that
people pay for the harm they have done to others.”
Revenge serves both moral and utilitarian roles. It
is an example to society and a means of dealing with
an offender. By making an example of an offender
through revenge, society demonstrates to its mem-
bers that certain behaviors are serious violations of
the social order, are morally repugnant, and will pro-
duce unpleasant consequences for the perpetrator.
Thus, revenge has deterrent, exemplary (it shows the
public that society’s well-being is being addressed),
and moral aspects. In 1976, the U.S. Supreme Court
legitimized the death penalty by proclaiming that re-
venge was an acceptable legal objective. That capital
punishment was appropriate under certain circum-
stances reflected society’s belief that some crimes
are so terrible that the only adequate penalty for them
is death.
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The Doctrines of Pollution and
Proportionality

The use of the term “revenge” may produce a dis-
quieting sense of unease and discomfort. “Revenge”
seems to be pejorative. If the words “justice,” “resti-
tution,” “punishment,” or “retribution” are substi-
tuted for revenge, however, the pejorative connota-
tion disappears. Looked at in this way, the issue is not
whether revenge is aberrant or evil behavior, but the
establishment of a just and proper relationship be-
tween the nature of the act and the severity of the re-
venge. Finding such a relationship has been an ongo-
ing matter of concern in literature, religion, and law
since antiquity.

The two key concepts in striking this appropriate
balance are the doctrines of pollution and proportion-
ality. In ancient times, revenge was carried out as an
individual vendetta or at the tribal level. The religious
and political doctrine of pollution that developed
among the ancient Greeks and Hebrews viewed cer-
tain acts, such as murder, as offenses against the
whole society. This doctrine was an important point
of transition between tribalism and written law. By
means of this doctrine, the primacy of the state and of
its gods and laws over the individual and tribe in en-
forcing punishment for acts of pollution was estab-
lished.

The doctrine of proportionality states that the re-
venge extracted for an act of pollution shall be neither
excessive nor trivial but shall match or be propor-
tional to the seriousness of the act. This statement es-
tablishes a distinction between constructive revenge
and destructive revenge. Limits are placed on the im-
position of extreme forms of legalized revenge for
lesser transgressions by forbidding penalties greater
than the original crime and making the punishment
fit the crime. “If men strive, and hurt a woman with
child, so that her fruit depart from her . . . and he shall
pay as the judges determine . . . thou shalt give life for
life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot
for foot, burning for burning, wound for wound,
stripe for stripe” (Exodus 21:22-25).

Revenge as a Quandary and a Dilemma
The doctrines of pollution and proportionality es-

tablish that certain acts shall be met by revenge meted
out by the state and that this revenge shall be propor-
tional to the offending act. Pollution is relatively
straightforward in that there will be a relatively high

level of agreement among people regarding what acts
pollute. Proportionality is often very difficult to de-
termine, however, as is indicated by the wide varia-
tion in prison sentences handed out for the same
crime in different states and the controversy sur-
rounding the issue of capital punishment. Thus, the
pollution aspect can be viewed as a quandary (a ques-
tion for which no single undisputed answer or con-
sensus can be attained), but the proportionality as-
pect is often a dilemma (in which more than one
ethical position is possible). Since revenge seems to
be inherent in the human condition, these issues will
have to be faced continually.

Laurence Miller
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Reverse racism
Definition: Racial prejudice directed by a minority

group that lacks institutional power toward the
racial or ethnic majority; or, pejorative term for
institutionally sanctioned racial preference sys-
tems, such as affirmative action, designed to coun-
teract the effects of racism

Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
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Significance: Reverse racism is often used as a term
of disapprobation for a politically controversial
set of practices, including affirmative action and
consideration of race in college admissions. De-
bate continues over whether such practices are
just or unjust.

Reverse racism is a term for government-supported
programs designed to remedy past injustices caused
by racial discrimination. It is a term employed only
by people who disagree with such programs. Rem-
edies such as hiring quotas and affirmative action fa-
vor one race at the expense of another to make up for
privileges that the second race has traditionally en-
joyed at the expense of the first. In the simplest terms,
such policies have been questioned on the basis of
whether two wrongs can make a right. The term “re-
verse racism” has also been used to attack racial
consciousness-raising methods among minority
groups that use the denigration of the majority racial
group as a means of attaining intraracial solidarity.
These methods are practiced by minority political
and religious figures such as the Nation of Islam’s
Louis Farrakhan and academics such as Leonard
Jeffries, head of the African American Studies De-
partment of City College of New York, who has told
his classes that the lack of melanin in the skin of
whites has rendered them inferior to blacks.

William L. Howard
Updated by the editors

See also: Affirmative action; Political correctness;
Racism.

Revolution
Definition: Overthrow of an existing ruler or politi-

cal system and replacement with a new ruler or
political system, accomplished by or in accor-
dance with the will of the governed

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: The term “revolution” carries a strong

connotation of a popular or majority movement.
The sudden and violent overthrow of a govern-
ment by a minority, or of one ruler by another, is
usually referred to as a coup d’état. Unlike a coup,
revolutions usually involve the transformation of

the entire social order and of the society’s central
values.

During the late twentieth and early twenty-first cen-
turies, the term “revolution” was invoked so fre-
quently as to lose its currency. The word has come to
be used to describe dramatic changes in virtually any
area of human activity. Thus, one may read about
a “revolution” in fashion, a “sexual revolution,” a
“women’s revolution,” or a “revolution” in the arts.
While revolution in its traditional sense may involve
change in any or all of these activities, it is a term
whose classical application is properly limited to a
few events of enormous political and social magni-
tude. It is not to be confused with a rebellion, a revolt,
or a coup d’état, in which only political power is
transferred from one group to another. While it in-
cludes a shift in political power, its transforming ef-
fects are not limited to politics. They involve rapid
and enduring social, cultural, and economic change
as well as political change.

In its original sense, the word “revolution” had
nothing to do with politics or with violent or rapid so-
cial and political change. Rather, the word was part of
the scientific vocabulary and meant to return to a
proper, prescribed course. Therefore, for example, in
1543, a posthumously published book by the Polish
astronomer Nicholas Copernicus was titled The Rev-
olutions of the Celestial Spheres. Copernicus was
using the word “revolution” in its accepted sense—
something proceeding according to a proper, pre-
scribed course. The planets, he contended, proceeded
according to such a course around the sun. Revolu-
tion, then, meant literally revolving. In retrospect,
Copernicus’s book was revolutionary in a more mod-
ern sense—it transformed the human view of the
world by postulating a theory of a heliocentric uni-
verse in place of the geocentric universe that was
dominant until that time.

The association of the term “revolution” with the
political events of the seventeenth century began to
transform the term’s meaning. Even then, the word
continued to retain its earlier meaning of persisting in
a prescribed course or returning to a designated
course from which there had been a departure. The
events of 1688-1689 in England provide an example
of this usage. They were called the Glorious, or
Bloodless, Revolution, by which was meant that, af-
ter the improper actions of King Charles II and
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James II, England returned to its proper, designated
course with the replacement of King James II by Wil-
liam and Mary.

In this sense, revolution was political but conser-
vative; that is, the revolutionaries were restoring
things, returning them to a proper course. The Ameri-
can Revolution was also sometimes justified in this
way. Americans thought that they were deprived first
of the “rights of Englishmen”—then of the “rights
of man.” They were restoring something that they
claimed they already had but that King George III
had allegedly taken from them. Insofar as war for
American independence was not accompanied by a
radical social transformation, some historians argue
that it was not a revolution in the classic sense.

The French Revolution
The French Revolution, which began in 1789, be-

came the model for revolution, not only for historians
but also for later revolutionaries of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. They would try to emulate the
French Revolution. Even the Chinese, who began

their revolution in the second decade of the twentieth
century, thought first in terms of the French example,
and the French Revolution was only later displaced
by the model of the Russian, or Bolshevik, Revolu-
tion of 1917.

The French Revolution, even in its early stages,
was characterized by Edmund Burke, its harsh critic,
as a social revolution, “a revolution in sentiments,
manners and moral opinions.” It challenged and
overturned the values of society. What was most ap-
palling to Burke was that the French Revolution re-
jected the past. The French Revolutionary generation
rather quickly adopted the phrase “old régime” to
designate the society that it was rejecting. The revo-
lutionaries were sweeping away the old order of priv-
ilege and inequality and were replacing it with some-
thing new and, presumably, better. The best example
of this repudiation of the past was the attempted insti-
tution, however unsuccessful, of a new calendar. The
French Revolutionaries established the year 1 to be
dated from the beginning of the Republic in 1792.
History was starting over. Religion and the Church
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were repudiated. The social order of the old society
was abolished. Even established fashion changed, as
with the sans culottes (those who wore no britches),
who repudiated the dress that was associated with the
corrupt aristocracy.

Repudiating the Past
The extent to which the past is repudiated may

differ with different revolutions, but it is not only the
political order that is transformed. Along with their
repudiation of the past, revolutionaries need a vision
of a future, however vague. They must be convinced
that they are building a better world. The vision of the
future may be drawn from the writings of a genera-
tion of social critics, as the French Revolutionaries
drew upon the philosophes of the eighteenth century,
or from a more systematic theory of society, such as
that of Karl Marx and Vladimir Lenin, whose work
influenced the Bolshevik revolutionaries in Russia in
1917. Although they are influenced by theories devel-
oped in the past, revolutions are future oriented, inso-
far as they are ordinarily conceived as inaugurating a
period of enduring progress, equality, and justice.

In this connection, revolution is related to the hu-
manism of the Western tradition, since revolutionar-
ies assume that humankind can improve the human
condition. This optimism and fervor are evident in
the sense of passion and zeal that is displayed by rev-
olutionaries and even those nonparticipant contem-
poraries who are transported by the intensity of their
times. So, for example, William Wordsworth could
write of 1789, “Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive/
But to be young was very heaven.”

Revolutionaries have often been aware of the im-
portance of their own times and instilled with a sense
of the righteousness of their actions. Accordingly,
their deeds are often accompanied by eloquent justi-
fications, such as the American Declaration of Inde-
pendence or the French Declaration of the Rights of
Man and the Citizen.

Revolution has been a modern phenomenon, in-
sofar as it requires an organized state against which to
rebel. While it was also a Western phenomenon, it
has in the twentieth century been transported to other
areas of the world, such as China. Given their dimen-
sions and their transforming effects, revolutions are
relatively rare. Many historians would include the
English Revolution of the 1640’s along with the
American and French Revolutions in the following

century among the few pre-twentieth century revolu-
tions. In the twentieth century, after the Russian Rev-
olution, the upheavals in China and Cuba qualify
as revolutions given the magnitude of the social
changes that they generated. The Iranian Revolution
appears to be unique in that it was not future oriented.
It rejected the immediate past, which had been influ-
enced and supposedly corrupted by the West, in order
to return to a more purified condition that ostensibly
obtained before Western influence was exerted.

Abraham D. Kriegel
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Right and wrong
Definition: Right: in accordance writh the ethical

values of justice and goodness—moral; wrong:
violating or transgressing those values—immoral

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Perhaps the oldest and most central

of all ethical questions is how best to determine
the difference between right and wrong.

Since the days of the ancient Greek philosophers
Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, thinkers have searched
for a way to distinguish between right and wrong.
One twentieth century thinker who adopted and fur-
ther developed the Aristotelian position was William
D. Ross. He made the case for intuitionism, arguing
that the moral convictions of well-educated, reason-
able, and thoughtful people were the data of ethics,
just as sense perceptions are the data of the sciences.
He rejected both ethical subjectivism and utilitarian-
ism, arguing instead that duty was the key to ethics.
For Ross, right and good had distinct objective quali-
ties. The former had to do with acts, while the latter
had to do with motives.

Another modern philosopher who accepted Ross’s
argument was James Rachels, who added that mo-
rality—the attempt to discern right from wrong, good
from bad—must be guided by reason. One should do
whatever one has the best reasons for doing while
keeping in mind the worth and interests of all those
people who will be affected by one’s actions. When
considering a course of action, the conscientious
moral individual will analyze the possible choices,
measuring the implications of certain choices. After

such deliberation, the moral individual will take the
best possible course of action. Not all thinkers, how-
ever, agree with the above appeal to reason.

The Problem of Ethical Subjectivism
Scholars such as Ross and Rachels refused to ac-

cept subjectivism, which holds that everything is rel-
ative. To a subjectivist, nothing is right or wrong.
Rather, moral judgments about good and bad and
right and wrong are simply personal opinions based
on an individual’s “feelings” and nothing more. Even
“truth” to an individual is truth according to “feel-
ings.” Thus, subjectivists reject the role of reason in
making moral judgments. Furthermore, cultural sub-
jectivism or relativism addresses a similar point, argu-
ing that morals and values vary from culture to culture.
Thus, there is no one standard of right and wrong. Re-
garding both ethical and cultural subjectivism, Ross
and Rachels responded that reason and reasons are
central, for truths in morals are truths of reason; that
is, moral judgments that are correct must be backed
by better reasons than an alternative judgment. Sub-
jectivists are right that feelings and opinions are im-
portant to an individual, but to consider only those
factors in making judgments is, in effect, to opt out of
moral thinking, for moral thinking must weigh the
reasons for and consequences of potential actions.

Right, Wrong, and Religion
In the United States, most laypersons would list

ministers, priests, and rabbis if they were asked to
name moral “experts.” Unfortunately, such laypersons
regard morality and religion as inseparable when, in
fact, religious leaders appear to be no better and no
worse judges than are people in other “walks” of life.
Nevertheless, many people embrace what some theo-
logians call the divine command theory, which holds
that what is morally right is commanded by God and
what is wrong is condemned and forbidden by God.
A positive result of such a view is that it immediately
solves the problem of subjectivism.

Atheists and agnostics reject the divine command
argument. Even the noted Christian Thomas Aquinas
rejected it. One reason why philosophers object to
the theory is that it poses an unsolvable dilemma, for
the following question must be asked: Is conduct
right because God commands it or does God com-
mand it because it is right? To answer the question,
one might take the example of truthfulness. The He-
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brew God commands it in the book of Exodus; there-
fore, people should be truthful because God orders
them to be so. It is God’s command that makes telling
the truth necessary, and without such a command,
truth would be neither right nor wrong, neither good
nor bad. This view makes God’s commands seem ar-
bitrary, meaning that God could have given another
command (to lie, for example) that would then have
been right. Such logic reduces the goodness of God
to unintelligible nonsense, for believers think that in
addition to being all-knowing and all-powerful, God
is also all-good.

A second analysis of the divine command theory
takes another path. God commands truthfulness,
other virtues, and right action simply because they
are right. Thus, he commands people not to lie, not to
kill, not to steal, and so on because such actions are
simply wrong, while their opposites are simply right.
This views avoids the dilemma mentioned in the
above paragraph. The goodness of God is main-
tained. Upon reflection, however, one sees that this
second view abandons the theological definitions of
right and wrong, for it is saying that there are stan-
dards of right conduct and right thinking that are in-
dependent of God and that rightness existed prior to
God’s affirmation of it.

Because of the above contradictions, most theolo-
gians do not stress the divine command theory. In-
stead, they embrace the theory of natural law, which
holds that reason determines moral judgments of
right and wrong. Were the natural law theory to end
there, modern philosophers such as Ross and Rachels
could likely accept the position. Theologians ex-
plain, however, that God is still involved, for he is a
perfectly rational entity. He created a rational order
in the universe and gave humans the power to be ra-
tional and to use powers of reason. Thus, in this view,
moral questions of right and wrong still depend on
God.

The natural law theory seems to hold up well in
minor matters but appears to falter whenever moral
dilemmas emerge. Since the 1970’s, for example, an
ongoing struggle has been waged on the issue of
abortion. Good, sincere, reasoning people have dis-
agreed on the subject. Many religious people are on
opposite sides of the issue. Whither the natural law
theory? It does not provide the answer. A further crit-
icism includes the fact that if God gave humans the
power to reason, he obviously did not give all people

equal reasoning skills. Simple observation demon-
strates that not all people are equal when it comes to
intelligence, skills, and so on.

Psychological and Ethical Egoism
Any “system” of morality discerns rights and

wrongs and also asks people to behave unselfishly.
Before one acts, one must consider the consequences.
Will anyone be hurt by the course of action? Unless
one can answer no, a proposed action should be fore-
stalled. Psychological egoism attacks the just-stated
point. Once widely held by philosophers, psycholo-
gists, and others, the theory of human nature holds
that, indeed, people will act selfishly as they pursue
their own self-interest. Furthermore, the theory holds
that it is unreasonable to expect people to act other-
wise, for pure altruism has never existed except in
myth.

Psychological egoism leads to a reinterpretation
of motives for being right and good. For example, if
a wealthy man or woman donates much time and
money to charitable work that benefits hundreds or
thousands of people, that person is really only show-
ing his or her superiority, for he or she is publicly
demonstrating how successful he or she is. The un-
spoken statement is this: “Look at me. Not only can I
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Egoism of Abraham Lincoln

According to legend, even Abraham Lincoln was a
psychological egoist. Once, while riding a stage-
coach, he remarked to a fellow passenger that he
thought most men were motivated by selfishness.
Just as the other passenger was collecting his
thoughts to rebut Lincoln’s statement, the coach
passed over a bridge and the two men heard a sow
below the bridge making horrible noises. Her piglets
were mired in water and mud and were threatened
with drowning Lincoln called out to the driver to
stop, then got out of the coach, ran down below the
bridge, and pulled the young pigs to safety on a dry
bank. As Lincoln climbed back into the coach, the
other passenger asked him what had happened to the
selfishness. Abe supposedly replied that had he not
saved the pigs, he would have worried about it for
days, so he had actually acted out of self-interest.



take adequate care of myself, but I have much left
over and will share with those who are failures and
who are therefore inferior to me.”

Perhaps another person, John Doe, also gives
money to charity. His motive is likely selfish, for his
religion teaches him that he will be rewarded in
Heaven, and John is trying to buy his way in. Or,
again, a hero saves several families from a burning
apartment complex. Had it not been for her valor, all
would have perished in a most horrible way. While
the mayor gives the hero the key to the city, a psycho-
logical egoist points out that the hero acted not out of
concern for the innocent families but to gain public
acclaim.

It is actually the unselfish person who derives
great satisfaction from helping others, whereas the
truly selfish person does not. If one wishes for others
to be happy (or fed, or given health care, or given a
job, or saved from a burning building) and acts on
that thought, then one is indeed unselfish and altruis-
tic. Psychological egoism is only the act of reinter-
preting “right” motives to make them seem “wrong,”
while straining the English language and the mean-
ing of its words.

A close cousin of psychological egoism, ethical
egoism says that there is only one principle of con-
duct: self-interest. All questions of morality, of right
and wrong, of good and bad must be subordinate to
that principle. Occasionally, however, it might be that
one cooperates with others, keeps promises, com-
pletes duties, and so on because one’s self-interest
might be compatible with the self-interest of others.
Furthermore, ethical egoism also sees a boundary be-
tween self-interest and self-indulgence. Indulgence
might lead to a life of drug use, drinking, gambling,
and so on; ethical egoists would frown on all such
lifestyles, arguing that such vices are definitely not in
a person’s true self-interest.

Ayn Rand was one thinker who embraced a form
of ethical egoism. She argued that striving for one’s
own self-interest is the only way one can make one’s
life valuable. True altruism, she argued, would lead
one to see that one’s own life was nothing but a
“thing” to be sacrificed for the sake of doing good
deeds for others. Altruism, she concluded, does not
“teach” one how to live one’s life, only how to sacri-
fice it. Although Rand was not a trained philosopher,
her ideas, which were most popular during the 1960’s
and 1970’s, still have some force.

Among the problems of Rand’s view is the prob-
lem of extremism. In her writings, she pushed ideas
to their absolute extremes. To her, altruism implied
that one’s life had no value at all because one had to
sacrifice everything upon any demand made by oth-
ers; for example, when considering the starving poor,
one would give all one’s food and all one’s money to
those unfortunates and would then, of course, be-
come one of them. Altruism does not necessarily
push one to that extreme. One can help others within
reason. Additionally, ethical egoism cannot be cor-
rect, for it cannot provide true solutions to the many
different people whose self-interests are in conflict.
In real conflicts, all cannot “win” unless moral rules
are adopted, which Rand condemned.

Utilitarianism and the Social Contract
Utilitarians in the mold of David Hume, Jeremy

Bentham, and John Stuart Mill hold that one should
follow the course that brings the greatest good to the
greatest number; in other words, one should follow a
course that will create happiness for the greatest
number. The problem? Utilitarianism can soon lead
to hedonism, a philosophy that accepts no moral
rules whatsoever. Whatever feels good and makes
one happy is all that counts.

With extreme utilitarianism, all moral rights and
rules are tossed aside. Consider, for example, the
case of Mr. X, who lives in a small town where every-
one knows everyone else. All other adults in town
hate Mr. X because he is always dirty, never takes a
bath, and shows up for all occasions in tattered
clothes; worse, there is always alcohol on his breath.
What an awful example he is to the youngsters in the
community, especially since the children love him,
for he always has time to stop and tell them stories
about elves, fairies, and leprechauns. One morning
the police find Mr. X shot to death. A strict, no-
exceptions utilitarian would conclude that the mur-
der of X was right, for it brought happiness to the
adults of the community and it saved the children
from the influence of a degenerate. In this way, ex-
treme utilitarianism can be used to condone murder.

Those who believe that they can find rules for
right-wrong, good-bad in the social contract may be
close to the mark in developing a moral ethical soci-
ety. They hold that people are naturally social and
want to live among their kind for mutual benefits
such as group protection from danger, companion-
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ship, a more interesting social and cultural life, and
so on. When people enter the social contract, how-
ever, they agree that certain moral rules are necessary
if the group is to survive and flourish. Personal vio-
lence and murder are not permitted, nor are untruth-
fulness, theft, child abuse, adultery, and so on. Those
vices are not permitted because they would tear the
group-society asunder.

Immanuel Kant
Aspects of Kant’s philosophy can, in a manner of

speaking, be used to buttress the argument for the so-
cial contract theory of right and wrong. His categori-
cal imperatives remain potent in this modern age. His
imperatives are not relative and are unchanging over
time. He held that people should say and do things
that could be accepted as “universal” laws that could
be followed by all people, everywhere. Thus, is it
right or good to steal the goods of others? No, for so-
ciety would revert to violent chaos if all stole from
all. Can one be a habitually violent person, perhaps
even a murderer? No, for if everyone behaved in that
way, the war of one against all and all against all
would commence as society collapsed. One should
not lie because that would be an announcement that
universal lying was permissible. Yet such behavior
would be self-defeating, for if all people lied, no one
would ever believe anyone again, including the first
liar who started it all. Modern philosophers will not
press Kant’s views to the extreme, however, for they
hold that exceptional circumstances may, if only
rarely, mitigate any of his imperatives.

Conclusions
There are many approaches to finding an answer

to the question of moral right-wrong, good-bad, and
several are complementary. Modern philosophers
such as Ross and Rachels stress that ethics is a prod-
uct of reason, not merely of feelings or opinions. Cer-
tainly, they are correct. Many voices call for less self-
ishness, holding that one must also think of others
and their welfare if they will be affected by an action.
Concern for others, then, is desired. Certainly, this,
too, is correct. The utilitarian’s belief in the greatest
good for the greatest number can also be a guide, but
one with limits—limits that must include concern for
duty and justice. Equally, the social contract’s view
of moral rules for civilized living, rules that can hold
a society together, are also valid. Finally, all of Kant’s

categorical imperatives (with room for exceptions)
could be interwoven with the ideas of reason, good,
and the social contract to add more strength to the
doctrine of right and wrong. Rejected then would be
relativism of any kind, egoism in any form, and reli-
ance on God, for God’s true commands are unknow-
able.

James Smallwood
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Right to die
Definition: Just or legitimate claim to be allowed to

die rather than submit to necessary medical treat-
ment

Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Claims that terminally ill persons

have a right to die are founded upon the notion
of human dignity. Proponents claim that forcing
someone to stay alive and to continue suffering
against their will violates their dignity, whereas
allowing them to die restores or preserves it. Op-
ponents may assert that suicide, even passive sui-
cide, is an absolute moral wrong, or they may
point out that extremely ill people are often not in
their right minds and may not be competent to
make such a difficult and irrevocable decision.

“Right to Die” was the title of a debate in the journal
Forum on legalizing euthanasia. Later, the term was
used to refer solely to voluntary euthanasia. Viewed
narrowly, the right to die is merely the application of
autonomy-based legal principles of self-determina-

tion and informed consent developed in the nine-
teenth century: If treatment cannot be given without
consent, even for the individual’s own good, then the
individual must have a right to refuse treatment. Dur-
ing the 1970’s and 1980’s, the right to die was used in
this sense, as a synonym for voluntary passive eutha-
nasia.

History
After World War II, several factors led to the rec-

ognition of the right to die. Medical advances and so-
cial prosperity reduced sudden deaths, resulting in a
growing population of older people, greater inci-
dence of senility, and greater incidence of death from
degenerative diseases. Meanwhile, health care costs
soared and smaller, more dispersed families led to
increased institutionalization of older people. By
means of respirators and other forms of technology,
life could be continued indefinitely despite failing or-
gans. Although the number of patients in “a limbo
between life and death” had increased, these issues
remained private as physicians discontinued treat-
ment or withheld resuscitation for some hopelessly
ill patients. With the advent of transplants, however,
particularly heart transplants, the established defini-
tion of death became inadequate. Public debate be-
gan with a Harvard committee’s 1968 recommenda-
tion that brain death be included in the “definition” of
death. Meanwhile, civil and human rights move-
ments emphasizing self-determination, bodily integ-
rity, and individual empowerment were reflected in a
movement away from “mercy killing” to a focus on
voluntary euthanasia.

Then, in 1975, the case of Karen Ann Quinlan gal-
vanized the public consciousness in the battle for
end-of-life decision-making control. The family sued
to have Karen, who was in a persistent vegetative
state (a coma with minimal brain function and no an-
ticipated recovery of consciousness), removed from
a respirator. The New Jersey Supreme Court held in
1976 that under the Constitution, acceptance or re-
fusal of any treatment was to be made by the patient,
or in the case of incompetency, by her guardians in
accordance with her expressed desire. The Quinlan
case also suggested that “ethics committees” could
assist families and physicians in medical decision
making. Such committees, staffed by physicians,
ethicists, and lawyers, later became common.

Afterward, courts consistently found a “right” to

1282

Right to die Ethics



die in the common law or federal or state constitu-
tions. In 1990, the U.S. Supreme Court confirmed a
federal constitutional “liberty” basis for the right to
refuse life-sustaining treatment, including possibly
artificial nutrition and hydration.

Ethical Issues
Society has long held legal and moral prohibi-

tions against the taking of human life. Early discus-
sions centered on whether allowing a human being to
die when that death could be prevented or forestalled
was tantamount to killing. In 1957, Pope Pius XII
distinguished between permissible forgoing of treat-
ment in “hopeless cases” and active euthanasia,
which was killing or suicide, but who was to deter-
mine which was which? The pope intimated that the
individual’s duty to accept, and society’s duty to pro-
vide, medical treatment extended to ordinary treat-
ment but not to extraordinary (or “heroic”) measures.
Although popular during the 1970’s, these catego-
ries were later dismissed as unworkable. Other at-
tempts to distinguish killing from permitting “natu-
ral death,” distinguishing between withholding and
withdrawing treatment and between acts and omis-
sions, were also rejected as morally indefensible and
tending to discourage the initiation of treatment.
Committing suicide cannot be distinguished from re-
fusing treatment on the basis of an action versus
nonaction distinction. Thus, the fundamental ques-
tion is whether an individual should ever be allowed
to forgo life-sustaining treatment.

The right to die is often justified along utilitarian
grounds and opposed on the basis of deontological,
beneficence-based principles. Some utilitarians op-
pose any euthanasia, however, believing that the
harms from potential abuse and from accepting in-
cursions into the sanctity of life outweigh the bene-
fits. Conversely, some deontologists support the right
to die by defining “benefit” to encompass not only
prolonged life but also freedom from suffering, or the
protection of individuals’liberty interests. Some sug-
gest that autonomy cannot be overridden, others that
decisions in extremis are not autonomous.

Opponents of Euthanasia
Opponents of euthanasia often argue the “slip-

pery slope”—that allowing some to die will lead to
further “justified” endings of lives. Some cite various
eugenics movements as evidence for this view. Pro-

ponents counter that all moral choices involve draw-
ing lines with a potential for abuse. Another objec-
tion raised is that the slippery slope entails accepting
a recognized evil, disregarding the autonomy, dig-
nity, and suffering of the dying patient in favor of
possible future evils.

Some argue that human life is inviolable and that
acceptance of a decision to forgo any amount of life
necessarily requires a societal recognition that some
lives are not worth living. Others counter that this
inviolability is negated by causes throughout his-
tory that have been deemed worthy of self-sacrifice.
Some fear that passive euthanasia will insidiously
change the treatment of older people and dying; indi-
viduals may be subtly coerced into dying because
they perceive themselves as burdens to their families,
or because they see others who are younger, health-
ier, or even in comparable positions refusing treat-
ment.

Passive euthanasia for the terminally ill enjoys
overwhelming societal and judicial support, though
popularity in the polls does not foreclose the need to
address the ethical concerns surrounding the issue.
The public and the media characterize the issue as
one of not unduly “prolonging life” or of allowing in-
dividuals to die “naturally” and “with dignity”; such
characterizations beg the question of what is a digni-
fied and natural death in the context of advancing
medical technology.

Even if passive euthanasia is acceptable, a num-
ber of issues remain unresolved: Can the right be in-
voked on behalf of incompetent patients? For for-
merly competent individuals, treatment decisions
can be made on the basis of previously expressed
wishes. For the never competent (including chil-
dren), recognizing an equal right to refuse treatment
produces thornier questions of how to carry out that
right without committing involuntary euthanasia.

Is a slow, painful, and lingering death or an indef-
inite existence under sedation dignified? Can arti-
ficially administered nutrition and hydration be
withheld to hasten the end? Are feeding tubes or in-
travenous drips another form of medical treatment?
Is it dignified to allow individuals to starve to death?
Does the right to die include the right to assistance in
suicide? Finally, should the right to die be extended
to individuals suffering from painful chronic or de-
generative illnesses?

Ileana Dominguez-Urban

1283

Ethics Right to die



Further Reading
Beauchamp, Tom L., and Robert M. Veatch, eds. Eth-

ical Issues in Death and Dying. 2d ed. Upper Sad-
dle River, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1996.

Humphry, Derek, and Ann Wickett. The Right to Die:
Understanding Euthanasia. New York: Harper &
Row, 1986.

Kleespies, Phillip M. Life and Death Decisions: Psy-
chological and Ethical Considerations in End-of-
Life Care. Washington, D.C.: American Psycho-
logical Association, 2004.

Meisel, Alan. The Right to Die. New York: John
Wiley & Sons, 1993.

Rothman, David J. Strangers at the Bedside: A History
of How Law and Bioethics Transformed Medical
Decision Making. New York: Basic Books, 1991.

Russell, O. Ruth. Freedom to Die: Moral and Legal
Aspects of Euthanasia. New York: Human Sci-
ences Press, 1975.

United States President’s Commission for the Study
of Ethical Problems in Medicine and Biomedical
and Behavioral Research. Deciding to Forgo Life-
Sustaining Treatment: A Report on the Ethical,
Medical, and Legal Issues in Treatment Deci-
sions. Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1983.

See also: Euthanasia; Infanticide; Institutionali-
zation of patients; Life and death; Medical ethics;
Quinlan, Karen Ann; Right to life; Suicide; Suicide
assistance.

Right to life
Definition: Just or legitimate claim of an unborn

child to be carried to term and allowed to live,
rather than being aborted

Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Another name for the pro-life move-

ment, the right-to-life movement argues that
abortion impermissibly violates the inalienable
right of a fetus to be born. The term sometimes,
but not always, implies an embrace of a consistent
ethic opposed to killing under all circumstances,
including abortion, capital punishment, warfare,
and even the killing of animals for food.

Ethical conflict over abortion has faced humanity
throughout history. On one hand, sociological prob-

lems, maternal health, woman’s rights, and the fear
of overpopulation have led many people to espouse
abortion. On the other hand, religious and biological
issues have led others to favor antiabortion (right-to-
life) concepts. Finding sensible, ethical solutions to
the problem of abortion is essential to society. Ap-
propriate solutions must satisfy mothers, prevent the
murder of humans still in the uterus, and avoid ex-
ploitation of individual population sectors while per-
mitting abortions that are deemed acceptable.

Methodology and Concepts
Many nonabortive birth control methods are

widely used. These include abstinence, coitus inter-
ruptus (male withdrawal), rhythm (intercourse dur-
ing safe portions of the menses), pessaries (for exam-
ple, condoms), birth control pills, and surgical
intervention by tubal ligation or vasectomy. Despite
these methods, many unplanned pregnancies present
the moral dilemma of whether to abort.

Those favoring abortion argue that it is fitting dur-
ing the time period when a fetus is not a person,
though precisely when humanity occurs is uncertain.
Many people argue that any abortion is correct when
carrying a fetus to term will cause a mother death, se-
vere psychological damage, or impinged human
rights. Another point of view is that when a fetus is
found to be severely physically or mentally damaged,
abortion is merited. Still other abortion advocates
note that abortion stops overpopulation.

The antiabortion viewpoint—right to life—also
varies greatly. Some advocates preach that sexual ab-
stinence is the only suitable birth control method and
that conception always engenders the right to life.
Others believe that once egg and sperm join, a human
has been produced, and that the abortion of unborn
people—they claim that tens of millions of such op-
erations have been carried out—exceeds the worst
planned race or religious genocide ever carried out.
At the other end of the right-to-life group spectrum
are those who espouse factoring into the decision the
age—yet to be determined—at which a fetus be-
comes a person, potential problems for the mother,
and societal aspects.

History
Many people believe that abortion is a product of

modern medicine and that the debate—nowadays
very antagonistic—regarding whether to abort and
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why or when to do so is a modern phenomenon. This
belief is the result of clashes between pro-choice and
pro-life factions who espouse appropriate abortion
and no abortion, respectively. In fact, the Greek, Ro-
man, and Jewish philosophers of antiquity codified
abortion and its use. For example, Plato and Aristotle
favored abortion when it was for the good of society,
and Aristotle defined human life as present forty or
ninety days after conception for males and females,
respectively. Neither philosopher, however, would
have set those times as upper limits for abortion.

With the development of Christianity, strong anti-
abortion sentiment arose (for example, Roman em-
peror Constantine outlawed abortion). As the power
of Christianity grew, so did sanctions against abor-
tion. Even among theologians, however, there were—
and continue to be—various degrees of condemna-
tion. Some declared that any abortion was murder,
others saw it as murder beginning forty days after
conception (a holdover from Aristotle?), and some
believed that abortion was acceptable to save a
mother’s life.

In more modern times, English common law stated
that abortion was legal until mothers felt movement
in the womb—“quickening”—and this view persisted
well into the eighteenth century throughout the Brit-
ish Empire and the nations that arose from it. Hence,
in the colonial United States, quickening was viewed
as the time when abortion became illegal. On this ba-
sis, despite the unchanged view of Christian minis-
ters and priests, abortion became a common mode of
birth control. The practice, which was so widespread
that abortionists often advertised their services in
newspapers, led to antiabortion sentiment. First, the
American Medical Association (c. 1850) condemned
it. Soon, feminist movements joined in, denouncing
abortion as a tool of male domination.

This segment of the abortion debate was rela-
tively mild and died out by the twentieth century. In
fact, it was so quiescent that beginning during the
1950’s, many abortions were made legal, a legality
supported by the American Medical Association, the
National Organization for Women, many states, and
the federal government. Adding to the popularity of
abortion legality was fear—fanned by the media—
that population growth would soon cause the world
to starve to death.

It was at this time, with most Americans in favor
of therapeutic abortion, that the right-to-life move-

ment came into being. The polarization between pro-
and antiabortionists has grown hugely, and the de-
bate has become more and more radical. In 1973, the
Supreme Court case Roe v. Wade assured women the
right to decide whether to terminate pregnancy.
Then, in 1989, in Webster v. Reproductive Health
Services, the Supreme Court reversed its position.
The attempts by Operation Rescue to stop legal abor-
tions by picketing and by harassing those choosing
abortion and physicians performing abortion have
further confused the issue, polarizing public opinion
even more.

Conclusions
Two thorny ethical issues concerning abortion are

whether it is ever appropriate to stop the occurrence
of a human life and whether a woman should deter-
mine what happens to her body. Advocates of both is-
sues propose that if their point of view is unheeded,
the consequences, aside from unethical decision mak-
ing, will cause horrible outcomes for society. Anti-
abortionists state that the murder of fetuses will lead
to other equivalent crimes (such as genocide). Those
who favor abortion fear that following absolute crim-
inalization will come restrictive legislation that will
diminish human rights and produce a model of mi-
nority persecution. It seems possible that both these
views are extreme and that ethical compromise could
give both sides some of their desires, with much flex-
ibility. One model for use could be that of Western
Europe, which promises respect for every human life
and permits abortion under conditions deemed ap-
propriate in a well-thought-out, ethical fashion. Abor-
tion programs also must be designed so that inequi-
ties (such as limitation to less-advantaged classes)
are avoided and informed consent is guaranteed.

Sanford S. Singer
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Rights and obligations
Definition: Concepts of what people are allowed to

do or are expected to refrain from doing are rights,
and concepts of what people should ought or
should not do are obligations

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Ethics deals with moral judgments of

the behavior of individuals and groups. Questions
surrounding what the rights and obligations of
these moral actors are lie at the heart of ethics.

Rights may be seen from several different perspec-
tives. They can be seen as claims to perform or refrain
from certain acts without interference by others, or
they may be claims to have certain acts performed or
refrained from by others, or they may be claims to
have certain entitlements honored. The basis of
such entitlements may be by law, such as legal rights
or claims to state welfare benefits, such as health
care. Likewise, rights may be claims made on moral
grounds alone, such as the right to have an item of tri-
fling monetary value returned that someone has been
given with the understanding that it was not a gift but
would be returned. In this case, the right has been cre-
ated by an express or tacit promise.

Obligations are acts that one ought or ought not to
perform. However, “ought” has more than one mean-
ing. Consequently, there are various kinds of obliga-
tion. Moral obligations are those generally believed
to deserve some degree of social condemnation when
they are not kept. Such condemnation may be mild or
strong, depending on public judgment of the act—or
omission of the act—in question. In instances of

strong condemnation for violation of certain moral
obligations, people believe serious consequences
should follow. Those who violate certain primary or
fundamental obligations, such as violating the right
of others to life, are generally thought to be wicked or
evil. Another way of saying this is that people gener-
ally believe that there should be serious social pres-
sure brought to bear on those found violating moral
obligations.

Other kinds of obligations include prudential ob-
ligations, which individuals are morally free to per-
form or not, as they please. If someone says that you
ought to leave for the theater if you wish to avoid
missing the last show, there is no suggestion that it is
morally wrong for you to fail to leave. All “pruden-
tial” obligations can be put in an “if, then” format:
If you wish to get top grades in school, then you
“ought” to study hard. However, people who possess
superior talent in fields such as music or sports that
restrict their study time or people who choose to take
some time away from their studies each week to per-
form charitable work are not usually considered to be
morally worse than those who spent all their free time
studying. General laziness, however, is usually con-
demned.

A final form of obligation be considered is ratio-
nal obligation. This form of obligation states that one
must accept such propositions as the mathematical
equation that “two plus two equals four.” Certain
propositions of symbolic or ordinary logic, geome-
try, and similar disciplines also fall into this category.
In the context of ethics, however, only moral obliga-
tion is relevant

Reciprocity of Rights and Obligations
Most rights and obligations are interrelated in

particular ways. Most rights, for example, involve
what is called reciprocity. That is, one’s claim to
certain rights necessarily involves recognition of an
obligation to respect the same or similar rights of oth-
ers. Failure to recognize reciprocal obligations places
one in a situation of untenable self-contradiction or
irrationality. Thus if one claims a right to one’s own
wallet but refuses to respect the rights of other per-
sons to their own wallets, such a person would be in a
state of self-contradiction. For the claim of a right
that everyone ought to respect necessarily involves
recognition of a reciprocal right held by others. That
is, claiming a right necessarily involves an obligation
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to respects similar rights of others. Thus rights and
obligations usually are intimately related in this way.

One class of rights, however, involves no such re-
lationship. This class involves rights in certain cases
of competition among individuals or groups, for ex-
ample sporting competitions. Each team in a football
game has a right to win the game, but there is no obli-
gation on the part of either team to respect the right of
the opposing team by allowing the other team to win.
Both teams have a right to win. This is a situation of a
right versus a right. However, such situations often
involve obligations consisting of adherence to sets of
rules. Each football team has a right to win, but not by
any means. The teams are obligated to win in accor-
dance with mutually agreed rules and not otherwise.

Sources of Rights and Obligations
A principal source of both rights and obligations

is law. Valid law is created by those individuals or
bodies such as legislatures that are authorized to
make law by politically organized societies. Such
bodies must act in accordance with a rule of recogni-
tion that describes the procedures that a legal system
has laid down as valid for creating law.

In Western societies, it is generally agreed that
there are limits to the obligation to obey law. Such
limits are usually said to be moral limits as deter-
mined by the concept of justice or other moral limits
such as those set by religious doctrine. Moral limits
based on strictly secular sources are also often recog-
nized. Those refusing to obey military conscription
laws obliging persons to join armies cite either reli-
gious doctrines or secular equivalents.

Among the most common sources of both rights
and obligations is the institution of promising. Since
the meaning of the word “promise” is a requirement
that must be met, promises are universally accepted
as sources of obligation. Those who make promises
incur obligations by the act of promising. By the
same token, those to whom promises are made gain
rights—the right that the promise be kept.

Promising takes a variety of forms, some more
formal and others less so. Everyone is familiar with
informal acts of promising found in everyday life,
such as agreeing to meet someone at a specified place
and time. More formal acts of promising include va-
rieties of contract, often written documents enforce-
able by courts. Contracts may be oral or written; writ-
ten contracts (and some oral ones) tend to stipulate

the exact nature of the rights and obligations incurred
by the agreeing parties. Creating new rights and obli-
gations is something people do every day.

Another familiar form of promising is the institu-
tion of marriage. In some societies, the institution of
marriage has even included formal marriage con-
tracts. In modern American society, certain rights
and obligations of many marriages are set forth in de-
tail prior to the marriage ceremony through contracts
known as prenuptial (premarital) agreements.

All acts of promising that create valid rights and
obligations raise legitimate expectations on the part
of those being promised that such expectations will
be fulfilled. On the other hand, promises that raise no
legitimate expectations create neither rights nor obli-
gations. Thus if someone known not to be wealthy
promises to give another person a million dollars,
it is not reasonable that those promised (knowing
the promisor lacks resources) expect to receive the
money. Accordingly, recipients of such promises
thus have no legitimate expectations, and the prom-
ises themselves create no rights or obligations.

Another aspect of understanding the institution of
promising as a principal means of creating rights and
obligations is the distinction between tacit and ex-
press promises, or consent to acquire obligations.
Tacit consent is consent—that is, promising—that is
understood from the context of situations or the im-
plications of acts or statements. The idea that “si-
lence is consent” expresses this idea.

Another common form of tacit consent occurs
when one travels to another country. It is commonly
understood that entrance of foreigners into the terri-
tory of a state entails the traveler’s tacit consent to
obey the country’s laws. There may, indeed, be vari-
ous exceptions to this idea based on moral rules that
foreign laws may violate; however, the tacit consent
to obey has been generally accepted for centuries.

International Law and Human Rights
In addition to the domestic laws of a country and

various forms of promises, two other sources of
rights claimed in the modern world stand out. One is
rights (with corresponding obligations) based upon
international law. International law is based on sev-
eral sources. One is treaties, conventions, and other
kinds of formal agreements among states. In making
such treaties, nations consent to follow them. In con-
senting they acquire obligations.
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Another important source of international law,
and therefore of legal obligation, is custom. In that
case, standard, certain well-established practices are
recognized by many courts dealing with interna-
tional law as valid law when not contradicted by posi-
tive (written) law, especially by international treaty.

A further source is obligation is human rights,
which are rights said to be conferred upon human be-
ings solely on account of their humanity, as opposed
to rights gained from written laws. Human rights are
modern versions of the “unalienable rights” of the
Declaration of Independence. Such rights are said to
be “natural rights,” based on human nature and the
nature of society. Their successor category, “human
rights,” have been recognized as legitimate since the
Nuremberg Trials of Nazi war criminals after World
War II.

Some Nazi actions, especially the Holocaust, in
which an estimated eight million people—mostly
Jews—were exterminated, were unprecedented in
human history. Existing laws did not describe these
acts; however, common decency and moral right
cried out for their judicial condemnation. The con-
cept of “crimes against humanity” was therefore cre-
ated to deal with such colossal crimes. Soon after-
ward, in 1948, a Universal Declaration of Human
Rights was issued by the newly established United
Nations Organization.

Controversy, however, surrounds the concept of
human rights. Not all philosophers agree that such
rights exist or even make sense. Moreover, all rights,
including human rights, are either negative—in the
sense that people have the right to be protected
against certain acts—or are positive—in the sense
that holders of the rights have entitlements, such as
the right to health care or housing. Some philoso-
phers argue that positive rights give the state exces-

sive and dangerous power. Others insist that positive
rights are legitimate.

Conflicts Among Rights and
Among Obligations

Conflicts can occur among rights as well as among
obligations. In the case of rights, the right to freedom
of speech may conflict with a right of privacy, for ex-
ample, or it may endanger rights to life and property
if mob action is incited. Or the right to religious free-
dom can conflict with children’s right to life, if par-
ents withhold medical care on religious grounds. Nu-
merous such conflicts exist.

Similarly, conflicts among obligations are com-
mon. On an everyday level, employees’ obligations
to their employers may conflict with their obligations
to their own families. On another plane, obligations
to perform military service may conflict with reli-
gious obligations; or obligations to enforce law may
conflict with moral obligations to family members,
and so on. On many occasions, processes of moral
reasoning may satisfactorily determine which obli-
gations are stronger, but not always.

Charles F. Bahmueller
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During World War II, a member of the French Resis-
tance approached philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre to
ask his advice: Should he devote his energy to fight-
ing against Nazi tyranny in Occupied France, or
should he, an only child, care for his aged, invalid
mother? Sartre replied, “Choose!”
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Robotics
Definition: Science and technology of creating ma-

chines that mimic the ways in which humans per-
form tasks

Date: Originated during the 1940’s
Type of ethics: Scientific ethics
Significance: The existence of machines that are

capable of replacing humans in various activities
has a far-reaching impact on society and may
eventually redefine humankind’s role in the world

The word “robot” was first used in 1921 in R.U.R., or
Rossum’s Universal Robots, a play by the Czech
writer Karel %apek. In that dramatic work, the term
was used to describe machines that performed the
work of humans. The word itself is derived from
the Czech word robota, which means slave labor.
%apek’s play is a story of mechanical laborers who
revolt against their human masters.

The science of robotics draws on two technolo-
gies: automatic machine control and artificial intel-
ligence. Devices for automatic machine control,
which are called servomechanisms, work by feeding
information about a machine’s location, speed, and
direction back to a computer-based control unit that
automatically makes adjustments.

By the 1950’s, mathematicians began to explore
the possibilities of emulating human logic and be-
havior in computer programs. In 1956, John McCar-
thy, then at Dartmouth College, gave this discipline
its name—artificial intelligence. The first artificial
intelligence researchers began to program computers
to play games, prove mathematical theorems, and
even play the role of ersatz psychologists. Later ef-
forts focused on the building of robots. The first pat-
ent for an industrial robot was awarded to Joseph
Engelberger in 1961. His machine, which was called
the Unimate, used a feedback control system that was
attached to a computer. The Unimate robots were
first used to control die-casting machines.

Robotics Development and Applications
Robotics has continued its development through

two approaches to design. The first of these is the top-
down approach, which focuses on a specific task to
be done by the machine. Industrial robots that pick
parts from a bin, paint auto body parts, or do welding,
drilling, grinding, routing, or riveting from a fixed
position on a factory floor are examples of top-down
design. Computer programs called expert systems
also employ the top-down approach to perform tasks
focused in a narrow field—such as identifying min-
eral deposits or advising doctors about blood dis-
eases—by consulting a body of knowledge in the
form of rules.

A more difficult approach to robot design is the
bottom-up approach, in which the goal is to build
general-purpose machines. Robots of this type tend
to be mobile, use camera systems to see the world
around them, and employ electronic sensors for
touch. They may be programmed to accomplish a va-
riety of tasks. Computer programs for these ma-
chines simulate learning by adding observations and
experience to their models of the world.

Reliable, quick industrial robots have become
regular components of industrial processes. Some
applications combine two conventional robotic arms
to work together to perform complex assembly tasks,
including maintenance operations for nuclear reac-
tors, removal of toxic waste, and loading and unload-
ing machine tools—tasks that are dangerous for hu-
mans to perform.

In the medical field, heart surgery is being per-
formed without opening the patients’chests by using
robotic arms that are inserted into the chest region
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through three or four holes, each less than a centime-
ter in diameter. One robot has a camera for transmit-
ting images to a computer console, while the others
are fitted with operating instruments. The robotic
movements are guided by a surgeon sitting at a com-
puter, on whose monitor a magnified image of the op-
erating area appears. Bypass surgery and repairs of
heart murmurs and valve defects have been success-
fully performed with this alternative approach to
conventional surgery. Similar applications are being
used with brain and lung surgeries.

Much of the focus of robotics researchers is on the
development of autonomous robots. In the first years
of the twenty-first century, robotics researchers at
Cardiff University in Wales were developing agile,
versatile robots fitted with the latest Pentium-based

control systems, vision sensors, video links, and a
Global Positioning System for navigation. One ap-
plication allows farmers to use these robots to check
on distant herds of animals, unload feed in selected
fields, and inspect gates and fencing. Other applica-
tions include robotic wheelchairs and cleaning and
security devices.

Another robot, a hexapod, is a two-foot long, six-
legged, self-propelled machine that can avoid ob-
stacles and negotiate rough terrain. This robot has
sensors to monitor its position and a charge-coupled
device camera and laser to generate a three-dimen-
sional map of the surrounding terrain.

Numerous military applications for robotics are
also being explored. An intelligent, mobile robot
known as Rhino was developed at the University of
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One of the practical applications of using robotics to protect human lives is this remote-controlled device de-
signed to handle and neutralize terrorist explosives at the 2004 Olympic Games at Athens. (AP/Wide World
Photos)

Image not available 



Bonn and has been used to conduct guided tours at a
museum in Bonn, Germany. Mobile robots have also
been used to explore the earth’s seafloor and the sur-
face of Mars.

Ethical Issues
The ethical issues of robotics arise from several

areas. One fundamental concern is what kind of ethi-
cal principles should be built into robots. Science-
fiction author Isaac Asimov began to explore this
issue in the 1940’s with a series of stories about intel-
ligent robots, which were collected in I, Robot (1950)
and other books. Asimov’s robots had “positronic
brains,” circuits based on what he called the Three
Laws of Robotics, whose principles were protecting
the well-being of humans, obeying human orders,
and self-preservation—in that order.

Asimov’s principles are tested when considering
the social consequences of replacing human labor
with machine labor. Large-scale factory automation
has resulted in the permanent loss of millions of un-
skilled jobs throughout the industrialized world. As
robots continue to be refined and used in more appli-
cations, they will replace humans in jobs requiring
ever greater degrees of skill. The economic benefits
of robot automation reach a point of diminishing re-
turns when the social costs of the unemployed work-
ers—government subsidies, poverty, crime, and po-
litical unrest—become too high.

Some experts think that general-purpose human-
oid robots will remain too expensive ever to reach
widespread use. They contend that society is work-
ing itself through an inevitable turbulent period in the
wake of the robot automation of industry and will
evolve into a period in which skilled workers are used
instead of robots. Others believe that advances in
computer and robotics technology will inevitably
lead to a convergence of the specialized, expert ap-
proach and the general-purpose, mobile, artificial in-
telligence approach. Such a convergence would lead
to the development of self-aware machines with so-
phisticated models of their worlds and the ability to
increase their knowledge.

Other ethical issues arise from the prospect of ro-
bots becoming more and more like humans in ap-
pearance and behavior. Such issues raise questions
that have no answers, because there is no way to
know what will happen until sentient machines actu-
ally make their appearance. Until then, the cost effec-

tiveness of such development is likely to remain a
major obstacle.

By 1993, chess computers were playing at tourna-
ment level, and in 1997, Deep Blue became the first
computer to defeat the reigning world chess cham-
pion, Garry Kasparov, in a classical chess match.
Given the possibility of intelligent, humanlike robots,
what should be their place in human society? Should
they be allowed to coexist with people, with their
own fundamental rights protected by law, or should
they be regarded as a disposable race of slaves?

Legal Issues
Many questions have been raised about the legal

status of intelligent robots. If they are accorded rights
under the law, should they also have responsibili-
ties? For example, might robots ever manage human
workers, serve on juries, or run for elected office?
Will they ever vote? Who would be blamed if a ro-
bot’s “negligence” were to cause the accidental death
of a human being? (Many of these issues are raised in
Asimov’s fictional robot stories.)

On May 17, 1992, an industrial robot called
Robbie CX30 killed its operator, Bart Matthews, at
the Cybernetics corporation in Silicon Heights, Cali-
fornia. Authorities concluded that a software module
written by a computer programmer from Silicon
Techtronics was responsible for the robot oscillating
out of control and killing Matthews. The program-
mer was charged with negligence. Further investi-
gation revealed that the interface design combined
with flawed software was probably the real culprit.
That tragic incident emphasized the need to supply
robot designers and programmers with guidelines
and handbooks that deal with the ethical issues and
principles that should be incorporated into future ro-
bot development.

Some robotics experts predict that intelligent ma-
chines will eventually be capable of building other,
even more intelligent machines. Although robotics
research and development currently models robots
based upon human senses, actions, and abilities, as
the future continues to unfold, people may confront
some very disturbing prospects if the machines they
have created become more intelligent and powerful
than they are themselves. Because machine technol-
ogy develops millions of times faster than biological
evolution, the capabilities of robots could someday
so far surpass human ones that the human race could
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become extinct—not because of war, pestilence, or
famine, but because of a lack of purpose. Conse-
quently, future robotics research and development
should be carefully governed by the ethical princi-
ples advocated by Asimov.

Charles E. Sutphen
Updated by Alvin K. Benson
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Roe v. Wade
The Event: U.S. Supreme Court decision legalizing

a woman’s right to choose to terminate her preg-
nancy through abortion

Date: Decided on January 22, 1973
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: The Court’s decision ruled that under

the Constitution, a woman’s right to choose to ter-
minate a pregnancy is a fundamental part of the
right of privacy, and only a compelling reason will
allow the government to interfere with or abridge
that right.

In January, 1973, Justice Harry A. Blackmun deliv-
ered the 7-2 opinion of the Court, which upheld a
woman’s right to choose to terminate a pregnancy.
That right, however, was not absolute. The Court di-
vided the full term of a normal nine-month preg-
nancy into three three-month-long trimesters. Dur-
ing the first trimester, the decision to terminate a
pregnancy rests with the woman and her physician.
The government may not interfere, except to man-
date that any abortion is performed by a licensed phy-
sician.

In the second trimester the government has the
power to regulate abortion only in ways designed to
protect and preserve the health of the woman. The
Court stated that this objective becomes compelling
at the end of the first trimester because before that
time abortion is less hazardous than childbirth. Dur-
ing that time period, the only permissible abortion
regulations are those designed to ensure that the pro-
cedure is performed safely.

At approximately the beginning of the third and
final trimester, the fetus becomes viable, or capable
of surviving outside the womb. At that time, protec-
tion of fetal life also becomes a compelling reason
sufficient to justify interference by the government to
regulate or even prohibit abortion in order to protect
fetal life unless the abortion is necessary to preserve
the life or health of the woman.

The Court ruled that the “liberty” interest of the
Fourteenth Amendment was broad enough to en-
compass a woman’s decision to terminate her preg-
nancy. According to the Court, a woman’s right to
abortion outweighs the rights of a nonviable fetus
and generally prohibits government interference.

Social Climate
The central figure in the Roe v. Wade case was

“Jane Roe,” a twenty-one-year-old panhandler who
claimed that her unwanted pregnancy was the prod-
uct of rape. In order safely and legally to end that
pregnancy, she filed a lawsuit against Henry Wade,
a Dallas county prosecutor and state official charged
to enforce a Texas law forbidding abortion. Along
with the laws of approximately two-thirds of U.S.
states at that time, Texas law outlawed abortion. The
social climate of the early 1970’s was being trans-
formed by a breakdown of traditional moral and ethi-
cal norms governing sexual behavior, and a rise in
family disruption. At the same time, the medical pro-
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fession had been performing elective abortions
in states that permitted the procedure, but phy-
sicians were concerned with possible crimi-
nal and civil liability. The decision, therefore,
shielded physicians.

Roe, who later revealed that her true name
was Norma McCorvey, was the mother of two
children prior to her lawsuit, and she later
worked in abortion facilities. In 1995, how-
ever, she denounced abortion, became a Chris-
tian, and founded a pro-life ministry called
“Roe No More.” Her original story that her un-
wanted pregnancy was the product of rape
proved to be false, as was her claim to have
been unmarried. In reality, her mother had
adopted her first child, and her second child
had been adopted by its natural father.

Aftermath
The main consequence of the decision in

Roe v. Wade was to revive a right-to-life move-
ment that had predated the case but which be-
came well organized largely by virtue of the
Supreme Court’s decision. The pro-life group
elected public officials who believed, as its
members did, that abortion was a form of mur-
der that should be outlawed. The members of
the movement also attempted to remake the
federal judiciary by seating new judges who
would interpret the Constitution as not protect-
ing abortion rights. They hoped ultimately to
seat a majority of pro-life justices on the Su-
preme Court who would overrule Roe v. Wade. Presi-
dent Ronald Reagan, a right-to-life advocate, ap-
pointed more than half of the members of the federal
judiciary and three Supreme Court justices. Numerous
cases subsequent to Roe v. Wade sought its reversal.

On June 17, 2003, Norma McCorvey filed an ap-
peal to the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeal requesting
that it reopen and overturn Roe v. Wade. In her ac-
companying affidavit, she alleged that the original
case had been wrongly decided and caused great
harm to women and children. She also alleged that
she had been exploited and deceived by the legal sys-
tem and did not understand the meaning and conse-
quences of abortion at the time of her own abortion.
The Texas District Court dismissed her motion.

Despite the tenuous nature of the constitutional
right to choose to terminate a pregnancy, and the

complex moral sentiments in America, that right still
existed at the beginning of the twenty-first century.
Meanwhile, several cases concerning abortion had
led to notable court decisions. These include Webster
v. Reproductive Health Services (1989), in which the
Supreme Court examined the time line for the viabil-
ity of fetuses, advancing it to twenty-four weeks,
with testing to determine viability to be performed at
twenty weeks’ gestation. In Planned Parenthood of
Southeastern Pennsylvania v. Casey (1992), the
Court also upheld a state law requiring a mandatory
twenty-four-hour delay following information con-
veyed by a doctor to a patient and before an abor-
tion can be performed because the waiting period did
not constitute an “undue burden” on a woman who
chooses abortion by placing substantial obstacles in
her path.
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Norma McCorvey, the “Jane Roe” of Roe v. Wade, speak-
ing at an antiabortion rally in Dallas, Texas, in June, 2003.
(AP/Wide World Photos)
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The Abortion Debate
The debate between the so-called pro-life and

pro-choice factions entails such ethical issues as
autonomy (independent decision making) and non-
maleficence (doing no harm). Pro-life feminists have
challenged the claims of pro-choice feminist that
abortion rights are prerequisites for women’s social
equality and full development. Pro-lifers argue that
women can never achieve fulfillment of their role of
motherhood in a society that permits abortion. Pro-
choice advocates assert that the unrestricted right to
choose to terminate a pregnancy is a moral impera-
tive and an integral part of women’s reproductive
freedom.

Stating the argument otherwise, the pro-lifers ar-
gue that abortion does not equate with the moral right
to control one’s own body. That concept, they feel,
belongs to cases of organ transplantation, contracep-
tion, sterilization, and mastectomies. They distin-
guish pregnancy because it involves not one, but two,
individuals, and point to the wrongfulness of harm-
ing others, no matter how immature or powerless.

The pro-choice position rests on the concept of in-
dividual autonomy, or one’s own decision-making
capacity, and advocates that if a woman does not
wish to continue a pregnancy for whatever reason,
that pregnancy should be terminated. Philosophers
have made the argument that a woman’s body is her
property, to do with as she chooses. If pregnancy and
childbearing impede her living a particular kind of
life, she is therefore justified in seeking abortion. The
permissiveness of abortion law is often greeted with
the reaction that it is unethical, juxtaposed against the
argument that one person cannot ethically impose her
individual opinion on others. The ethical and moral
dilemma, therefore, continues.

Division in Religious Circles
Abortion is not only a feminist issue, but a divi-

sive religious issue as well. In religious circles, espe-
cially the Roman Catholic Church, those who disap-
prove of abortion point to the “sacredness and
sanctity of life” and often argue that life begins at
conception. Abortion advocates, however, counter
with the argument that viability is evidence of life.
Prior to the time of viability, a fetus is not a “person”
entitled to the full cadre of rights.

Critics assert that the due process clause of the
Fourteenth Amendment, which prohibits a state from

depriving any person of life, liberty, or property, does
not give a woman the right to abort her fetus. Instead,
they contend that the amendment protects all life and
does not distinguish between unborn and living per-
sons. It should be noted that when mentioned in Roe
v. Wade, the Supreme Court referred to “person” in
the postnatal sense.

Marcia J. Weiss
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Role models
Definition: Persons whose behavior in particular

roles is admired and imitated by others, especially
by the young

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Individuals whose character or voca-

tions are in the process of formation are inclined
to emulate those whom they regard as admirable,
giving those who are regarded as role models spe-
cial ethical responsibilities.

The value of role models has been recognized at least
since the time of Aristotle, the ancient Greek philoso-
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pher who asserted that human beings learn to be virtu-
ous by imitating the behavior of moral people. Since
virtue was for Aristotle an activity, it is important to be
able to observe worthy actions. Beginning also in the
ancient world, books such as Plutarch’s biographies of
famous Greeks and Romans were emphatically moral
in their purpose. Biographies written for children in
particular have historically served the purpose of in-
spiring children with impressive models of behavior.
Other than in reading material, role models through-
out history have generally been people close in time
and space to their admirers and might thus be expected
to recognize their ethical responsibility to set positive
examples for their admirers.

Although worthy role models are desirable at any
age, they are particularly important for children and
adolescents. From the late twentieth century into the
early twenty-first century, young Americans have in-
creasingly grown to admire popular entertainers and

athletes. Images in the mass media—motion
pictures, television, and the Internet—have
greatly intensified the influence of such heroes.
Propelled thus into prominence, these influen-
tial achievers are often reminded of their re-
sponsibilities to conduct themselves in a man-
ner worthy of emulation, as they have been
selected as role models by legions of the young.
There can be little doubt that for children, mis-
behavior on the part of their heroes can be a
shattering experience.

From the viewpoint of successful athletes,
performers, and other prominent individuals
who have become role models without con-
sciously seeking such status, the high expec-
tations of their fans are likely to seem unrea-
sonable. Athletic or artistic excellence, though
frequently the result of the exercise of self-
discipline and other virtues, does not guarantee
overall moral excellence. Many in the limelight
have proven to be either unable or unwilling to
serve adequately as models for would-be emu-
lators they have never met. Whether a promi-
nent athlete or entertainer should feel any obli-
gation in this matter, the fact that the frequently
large incomes of such persons derive from the
approval of their admirers constitutes an argu-
ment for their accepting some measure of re-
sponsibility. Because such arguments in many
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Public Opinion on Successful Cheaters

An opinion poll conducted by the Massachusetts Mutual
Life Insurance Company in 1991 asked a cross-section of
Americans how strongly they agreed with the statement
that society looks up to people who succeed by cheating
and breaking rules, so long as they make a lot of money.

Other
4%

Agree
strongly

12%

Agree
somewhat

18%

Disagree
somewhat

16%

Disagree
strongly

51%

Source: The Roper Center for Public Opinion Research. Figures based on
responses of 1,200 adult Americans surveyed in September, 1991.

“I am not a role model”

In 1993 basketball star Charles Barkley caused a mi-
nor sensation in the sports world when he appeared
in a television commercial for Nike shoes in which
he declared, “I am not a role model.” Although
Barkley was known for his outspokenness and occa-
sionally ill-mannered public behavior, his statement
surprised many people because of the possible dam-
age that it might do to his career, particularly in off-
court endeavors, such as commercial endorsements.
Barkley’s statement had the positive effect of pro-
moting public discussion of issues such as the merits
of young people making sports and entertainment
heroes their role models and the responsibilities of
public figures to their young admirers.



cases go unrecognized, however, parents, teachers,
and counselors must exercise their responsibility to
advise the young as to which habits of their heroes
are worthy of imitation.

Robert P. Ellis

Further Reading
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Stars: The Cultural Politics of Sporting Celebrity.
New York: Routledge, 2001.
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See also: Aristotelian ethics; Confucian ethics;
“Everyone does it”; Godparents; Heroism; Leader-
ship; Merit; Narrative ethics; Political liberty; Virtue
ethics.

Roman Catholic priests scandal
The Event: Revelations of widespread and long-

term sexual abuse of children by Roman Catholic
priests that first gained national attention in Mas-
sachusetts

Date: First publicized in January, 2002
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: This church scandal has raised ques-

tions about the Roman Catholic Church’s authori-
tarian structure, and how it may have interfered
with the church’s capacity to discharge its respon-
sibility to protect its members, as well as the
psychosexual dynamics of sexual abuse.

The Roman Catholic priests sex abuse scandal first
captured public attention when a sensational story hit
the front pages of the Boston Globe in January, 2002.
The Globe story contained shocking revelations con-
cerning John Geoghan, a defrocked Boston priest
and convicted child sex abuser, who had been trans-
ferred from parish to parish by his church superiors,
despite their knowledge that he had been sexually
abusing children. The story immediately raised ques-
tions about how such a thing could happen. As the
outraged public responded, there was no shortage
of culprits whom people alleged to be responsible.
Some people blamed a church hierarchy that they re-

garded as more zealous to protect its church’s reputa-
tion than to protect the lives of the church’s youngest
members.

Other people responded to the story by suggesting
that the church’s requirement of priestly celibacy
imposed impossibly difficult rules and thus invited
priests to violate the rules. Some people even claimed
that the problem could only have occurred in the con-
text of an all-male clergy. That view, while unproven,
does in fact conform with statistics on sexual abuse,
which suggest that it is a male specialization.

Observers on the right argued that the villain was
homosexuality, which was known to be widespread
among Roman Catholic priests. However, that ar-
gument also presupposed a connection between ho-
mosexuality and pedophilia, which, though perhaps
cherished in the popular heterosexual imagination,
has no scientific basis. In any case, the vast majority
of offenders were never accused of pedophilia at
all. Typical cases involved inappropriate touching of
post-pubescent boys. Such behavior constituted a le-
gal offense, a religious transgression, and perhaps
signs of underlying psychological disorders, but not
necessarily pedophilia.

When the dust finally settled on the initial reve-
lations of priestly misconduct, the essence of the
“scandal” appeared to center more on the church’s at-
tempts to cover up the story than on the priests’
crimes. One result of this collective redefinition was
a public call for the resignation of Bernard Cardinal
Law, the archbishop of Boston and a key player in the
cover-up. Law retired under pressure in December,
2002.

The Question of Celibacy
The most interesting, difficult, and profound ques-

tions arising from the scandal relate to sex and gender.
Understandably, members of the Roman Catholic
Church have tended to focus more on ecclesiastical
matters, such as the question of reforming policies
for reporting abuse and disciplining abusers. How-
ever, the complex question of the relation between
ecclesiastical and legal norms has also received
widespread attention. Only at the outset did the pub-
lic raise the question of the nature and meaning of the
abuses themselves.

The fact that the perpetrators and most of their
victims were male might lead observers to conclude
that the underlying cause of the problem was homo-

1296

Roman Catholic priests scandal Ethics



sexuality. However, if the problem were defined as
one of repressed homosexuality that expressed itself,
desperately, in furtive encounters with helpless, com-
pliant victims who were predisposed to keep things
secret, then what needs to be addressed is not homo-
sexuality but homophobia—both within the church
and society in general. It is presumed that persons
with what are considered normal sexual outlets
would not be driven to have sex with young people
entrusted to their professional care. In this regard, the
subject may be less about homosexuality than about
heterosexuality.

If the central problem is priestly celibacy, one
might expect that heterosexual abuse would be as
rampant within the Roman Catholic Church as ho-
mosexual abuse, which is not the case. On the other
hand, opportunities for homosexual abuse in the
church are much more common than opportunities
for heterosexual abuse, as priests are more likely to
lead same-sex outings, such as camping trips, than to
lead mixed-sex outings. However, the relative scar-
city of heterosexual abuse cases in the church does
not prove an absence of motivation. Indeed, since in
the various cases of same-sex abuse that came to
light, perpetrators have not necessarily been homo-
sexuals but may have acted as they did because of the
opportunities that were presented to them. The un-
derlying cause would seem to be sexual repression
and not necessarily homosexuality.

The church’s main response to the scandal has
been to promise to be more vigilant in enforcing its
celibacy rules and to punish transgressors, rather
than to revisit its own rules themselves. It is impor-
tant to note that this represents a particular position
regarding the rule of celibacy. Drug laws present a
relevant analogy. One could argue either that drug
abuse is caused by lax enforcement of drug laws or
that the very existence of drug laws encourages peo-
ple to abuse them. If one believes that any kind of use
is immoral then the problem is clearly one of enforce-
ment.

Gender Norms
Another approach to the problem involves exam-

ining gender norms. Interestingly, there has been no
reluctance on the part of the church’s critics—both
inside and outside the church—to assert that the
cover-up could only have been perpetrated by an all-
male authority structure. By contrast, little has been

said about the possibly inherent relation between
masculinity and sexual abuse. Sex abuse is abnor-
mal—as abnormal as abuse of power.

An act that is abnormal is not necessarily the op-
posite of a normal act. Indeed, it may not differ quali-
tatively from normal behavior at all, as it merely vio-
lates a boundary that may have been established for
purely practical purposes. For example, while it is le-
gal to “hard sell” a product, it is illegal to sell some-
thing by making fraudulent claims. The question is
whether there is a qualitative difference between
fraud and exaggeration. There is a legal distinction
between the two. However, what if the difference be-
tween normal male sexuality and sex abuse were sim-
ilar? What if a potential for sex abuse—such as sex-
ual harassment—were built into the structure of male
sexuality as a deviant expression of it? The sex abuse
crisis in the church would then look similar to what
happens when men are in charge without anyone to
whom to answer. In that sense, the ethical questions
raised by the problem of sex abuse and those raised
by the cover-up are essentially the same.

Jay Mullin
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Rorty, Richard
Identification: American philosopher and author
Born: October 4, 1931, New York, New York
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: One of America’s best-known con-

temporary philosophers, Rorty has developed a
theory of ethics that encompasses such issues as
immigration, the obligations of citizens, contem-
porary liberalism, the politics of gender, and de-
mocracy’s role in world politics.

Renowned for the breadth of his philosophical inter-
ests and publications, Richard Rorty is the son of
intellectuals with leftist leanings. He entered the
University of Chicago when the university’s Great
Books Program permitted its students to master the
curriculum at their own paces. Rorty completed his
bachelor’s degree at Chicago before he was eighteen,
stayed on for a master’s degree, then entered Yale
University, where he earned a doctorate in philoso-
phy before his twenty-fifth birthday.

A committed lifelong liberal, Rorty focused on
ontology—the philosophy of being—in his doctoral
dissertation. In his earliest book, Philosophy and the
Mirror of Nature (1979), he concerned himself with
the ways in which individuals form the perspectives
through which they view the world. In that book he
comments on the relativity of such eternal verities and
ethical concerns as truth, good, and evil. As a liberal
thinker, Rorty was prepared to accept the absolutism
of many earlier philosophers who dealt with theories
of being and defined ethical behavior absolutely.

Rorty is best known, however, through his es-
says collected in Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity
(1989), which has been translated into several lan-
guages. In that work, Rorty calls himself a “liberal
ironist,” one who views society as determined by a
combination of history and of nominalism. However,
these factors coexist with factors that, in all humans,
have individual moral and ethical bases.

Rorty’s appeal is accounted for largely by his rel-
atively accessible prose. He is centrally concerned
with developing a theory of ethics that encompasses
such burning contemporary issues as immigration,
the obligations of citizens, contemporary liberalism,
the politics of gender, and democracy’s role in world
politics.

R. Baird Shuman

See also: Ayer, A. J.; Derrida, Jacques; Gender bias;
Hobbes, Thomas; Immigration; Liberalism.

Rousseau, Jean-Jacques
Identification: French philosopher
Born: June 28, 1712, Geneva (now in Switzerland)
Died: July 2, 1778, Ermenonville, France
Type of ethics: Enlightenment history
Significance: The author of A Treatise on the Social

Contract: Or, The Principles of Politic Law (Du
contrat social: Ou, Principes du droit politique,
1762), Rousseau was one of the most influential
proponents of social contract theory. Based on an
optimistic notion of the state of nature, he be-
lieved that humanity was naturally innocent, and
that a legitimate and genuine social contract could
help to recover the innocence humans had lost
when they entered society.

Rousseau’s philosophical writings and novels, all of
them rich in ethical content, inspired a major shift in
Western thought during the eighteenth century and
part of the nineteenth century. They substantially un-
dercut the Age of Reason and inspired a new Age of
Romanticism. In the process, Rousseau’s eighteenth
century lifestyle and work influenced manners and
morals, the reevaluation of education, conceptions of
the state and of politics, and the reassertion of reli-
gious values. His philosophical genius led the way to
new views of human nature, liberty, free creative ex-
pression, violence, the character of children, and the
vital human and cultural importance of women.

Foundations of Rousseau’s Ethics
Rousseau’s ethics were rooted in his moral and re-

ligious perceptions about human nature, human be-
havior, and human society. In Discourse on the Sci-
ences and the Arts (Discours sur les sciences et les
arts, 1750), Discourse on the Origin of Inequality
(Discours sur l’inégalité, 1755), and Social Contract
(1762), he systematically traced his thoughts on each
of these subjects. Humanity, Rousseau believed, was
fundamentally good. Originally living alone, simply,
and in a state of nature, humanity was free, healthy,
and happy. As a result of living in society, however,
humanity acquired property along with the aggres-
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siveness required for securing and defending that
property. Depraved conditions, ignoble passions, and
vices soon were rampant: pride in possessions, false
inequalities, affectations, greed, envy, lust, and jeal-
ousy, which were attended by insecurity, personal vi-
olence, and war. Thus, although humanity was by
nature good, society itself was innately corrupt. Hu-
manity, Rousseau concluded, had been corrupted by
society. What most educated eighteenth century ob-
servers viewed as the rise of civilization, Rousseau
viewed as its decline.

Rousseau’s own experiences were responsible for
this assessment of society, even though the assess-
ment itself was laced with idealism. He had begun
life orphaned, poor, and vagrant. Unhappily strug-
gling through menial posts and an apprenticeship,
he subsequently rose to notoriety, thanks to the help
of generous and sensitive patrons, many of them
women. He became familiar with sophisticated intel-
lectuals and with the rich, yet eventually he aban-
doned this level of society for a life of simplicity and
honest, if irrational, emotions. His style and philoso-
phy repudiated society’s standards, its affectations,
its belief in the indefinite improvement of humanity,
and its philosophical addiction to stark reason and
utilitarianism.

Rousseau’s Social Contract
Rousseau believed that humanity had descended

from a natural state of innocence to an artificial state
of corruption—a state made worse by what he re-
garded as the stupidity and self-delusion of most of
his contemporaries. He fully understood that any
hopes of returning to humanity’s ancient innocence
were chimerical. Nevertheless, the values that he
cherished—freedom, simplicity, honestly expressed
emotions, and individualism—were still in some
measure attainable as the best of a poor bargain. In
his Social Contract, he indicated how the liberty that
humanity had lost in the descent to “civilization”
could be recovered in the future.

Recovery could be achieved by means of human-
ity’s acceptance of a new and genuine social contract
that would replace the false one to which Rousseau
believed humanity was chained. Thus, while human-
ity was born free and was possessed of individual
will, its freedom and will had become victims of a
fraudulent society. People could, however, surrender
their independent wills to a “general will”; that is, to

Rousseau’s abstract conception of society as an arti-
ficial person. In doing so, people could exchange
their natural independence for a new form of liberty
that would be expressed through liberal, republican
political institutions. The general will, a composite
of individual wills, pledged people to devote them-
selves to advancing the common good. The integrity
of their new social contract and new society would
depend upon their individual self-discipline, their
self-sacrifice, and an obedience imposed on them by
fear of the general will.

Religious and Educational Ethics
The history of republican Geneva, Rousseau’s

birthplace, imbued him with a lifelong admiration of
republican virtues, but neither the eighteenth century
Calvinism of Geneva nor Catholicism, Rousseau be-
lieved, fostered the kind of character that would be
required for the republican life that he imagined un-
der the “Social Contract.” In his view, Catholicism,
for example, directed people’s attention to other-
worldly goals, while Calvinism had succumbed to a
soft and passive Christianity that was devoid of the
puritanical rigor and innocence that had once charac-
terized it and that Rousseau admired. Rousseau, on
the contrary, advocated the cultivation of this-worldly
civil values that were appropriate for a vigorous re-
publican society: self-discipline, simplicity, honesty,
courage, and virility. His proposed civic religion,
stripped of much theological content, was intended
to fortify these values as well as to enhance patrio-
tism and a martial spirit.

Rousseau’s educational ideas, like his religious
proposals, sought to inculcate republican civic vir-
tues by directing people toward freedom, nature, and
God. Small children were to be unsaddled and given
physical freedom. Children from five to twelve were
to be taught more by direct experience and by expo-
sure to nature than by books. Adolescents should
learn to work and should study morality and religion.
Education, Rousseau argued in his classic Émile
(1762), should teach people about the good in them-
selves and nature, and should prepare them to live
simple, republican lives.

Clifton K. Yearley

Further Reading
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Royce, Josiah
Identification: American philosopher
Born: November 20, 1855, Grass Valley,

California
Died: September 14, 1916, Cambridge,

Massachusetts
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: In such works as The World and the

Individual (1899-1901) and The Philosophy of
Loyalty (1908), Royce developed an ethic based
on his “philosophy of loyalty,” which emphasized
that human beings are not isolated individuals but
are members of communities.

After teaching in San Francisco and at the Univer-
sity of California at Berkeley, Josiah Royce moved
to Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1882 and distin-
guished himself as a professor of philosophy at Har-

vard University. There he became close friends with
the American pragmatist William James, although
Royce’s philosophy differed fundamentally from that
of his famous colleague.

Royce’s philosophical idealism stressed that a hu-
man self is a center of purpose and striving; therefore,
human life involves suffering and a struggle with
evil. Royce affirmed, however, that in facing these
obstacles courageously, in achieving success wher-
ever one can, and in recognizing that one’s relation-
ship with the Absolute, or God, entails the overcom-
ing of every evil, one can experience positive
meaning and joy.

According to Royce, such human fulfillment de-
pends on loyalty, which he defined as “the willing
and practical and thoroughgoing devotion of a person
to a cause.” Not all causes are good ones, but Royce
believed that the act of being loyal is good whenever
it does occur. He concluded that the most fundamen-
tal principle of the moral life ought to be that of being
loyal to loyalty. This principle points toward a com-
munity where all individuals are free, where they use
their abilities and cultivate their interests, and where
all these persons and factors encourage and support
one another.

John K. Roth

See also: Common good; Idealist ethics; James,
William; Loyalty; Loyalty oaths; Social justice and
responsibility; Universalizability.

Rnmt, Jal3l al-Dtn
Identification: Afghan mystical poet
Born: c. September 30, 1207, Balkh (now in

Afghanistan)
Died: December 17, 1273, Konya, Asia Minor

(now in Turkey)
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Rnmtwas the most influential mysti-

cal poet in the Persian language and the epony-
mous founder of the Mevlevt Sufi order. He wrote
numerous mystical and philosophical poetic
works, including Mathnavt (1259-1273).

Rnmt was an extraordinarily prolific Persian poet,
best known for his Mathnavt, which is arguably the
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most important single work in Persian literature. Al-
though the Mathnavt is massive in scope (26,000
verses), it focuses on Rnmt’s primary concerns: the
longing of the soul for its beloved and the loss of self
in a love for God so absolute that only God exists. He
emphasized the cycle of the origination of all things
from God and their return through extinguishing the
self. The highest possible achievement of the soul is
longing for God, beyond which there is annihilation
of individuality. Rnmt frequently reworked tradi-
tional stories or used metaphors of intoxication and/
or human love, and, disdaining discursive thought
and logical argument, he saw himself as being in the
spiritual tradition of al-Hall3j, San3$t, and 4Azz3r.

Biography
Rnmt’s family left Balkh when he was quite

young, fleeing the invading forces of Genghis Khan.
In 1228, he moved to Konya, where his father, the
noted theologian Bah3$ al-Dtn Walad, taught. Rnmt
took over those teaching duties after his father’s
death. In 1244, he met the famed Sufi Shams al-Dtn
Tabrtzt in Konya (they may have met previously in
Syria), and the two became inseparable partners in
the rapture of absolute, mystical love of God. This re-
lationship seems to have been the cause of Rnmt’s
turn to mystical poetry. Rnmt’s relationship with
Shams dominated his life, eclipsing responsibilities
to family and students, who exiled Shams to Syria.
Rnmt’s eldest son, Sultan Walad, recalled Shams be-
cause the separation was heartbreaking for Rnmt.
Their previous behavior resumed, leading another of
Rnmt’s sons to conspire successfully with his stu-
dents to murder Shams. Soon thereafter, Rnmt en-
tered into a similar relationship with Sal3h al-Dtn
Zarknb.

Legacy
After Rnmt’s death, Sultan Walad organized the

Mevlevt (Turkish for Rnmt’s title, maul3n3, or mas-
ter) order of Sufis, in which dancing in circles is an
important spiritual exercise. The Mevlevt (the “whirl-
ing dervishes” of European writers) have been a sig-
nificant popular, devotional alternative to more legal-
istic Islamic orthopraxy, and Rnmt’s tomb remains a
focus of popular religion and pilgrimage. His poetry
was influential as far away as Bengal and has re-
mained influential to the present day. Among those
moved by his poetry were the Mughal emperor

Akbar, the ChisttSufi saint Niz3m al-Dtn Auliy3, and
the twentieth century poet Muwammad Iqbal.

Thomas Gaskill

See also:Wall3j, al-; R3bi4ah al-4Adawtyah; Sufism.

Russell, Bertrand
Identification: English mathematician and philos-

opher
Born: May 18, 1872, Trelleck, Monmouthshire,

Wales
Died: February 2, 1970, Plas Penrhyn, near

Penrhyndeudraeth, Wales
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Although primarily a logician, Rus-

sell developed a subjectivist ethical position in the
belief that human beings could choose good over
evil. His most important ethical works include On
Education (1926), Why I Am Not a Christian
(1927), Marriage and Morals (1929), Educa-
tion and the Social Order (1932), Religion and
Science (1935), and Human Society and Ethics
(1955).

Bertrand Russell’s early work centered on mathe-
matics and logic, culminating in a book he co-
authored with Alfred North Whitehead, Principia
Mathematica (1910-1913). Twice, however, he was
dramatically drawn into issues of values and ethics.
The first occasion came in 1901, when a “quasi-
religious experience” brought home to him the isola-
tion of the individual and led to his advocacy of
humane policies in education, the punishment of
criminals, and personal relationships. He published
an essay, “A Free Man’s Worship” (1903), but was
too involved in his work on logic to devote much time
to these ideas. The second and lasting shift was
prompted by World War I, which he opposed, though
he would later support the opposition to Nazism in
World War II.

The horrors of the world wars prompted Russell
to consider how humankind might change. He was
convinced that the key was education, because child-
hood experience molded adult attitudes, including
the acceptance of violence. In his writings and at
Beacon Hill School, which he founded, he advocated
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the disciplined but kindly treatment of students. Ulti-
mately, however, he realized that values were matters
of opinion, and he never found an objective way to
prove that his values were best. He argued power-
fully, however, for his humane approach to educa-
tion, as well as to sexual relationships, religion, and
other important aspects of social life.

Fred R. van Hartesveldt

See also: Humanism; Idealist ethics; Reason and ra-
tionality; Relativism; Subjectivism; Whitehead, Al-
fred North.

Rwanda genocide
The Event: Ethnic conflict in which as many as

800,000 Rwandans—mostly Tutsis—were killed
Date: April-July, 1994
Place: Rwanda, Central Africa
Type of ethics: Human rights

Significance: In addition to the obviously horrific
slaughter of hundreds of thousands of innocent
people, the Rwandan genocide raised troubling
questions about the ethical responsibility of the
world’s nations to intervene in the affairs of other
nations.

Covering more than ten thousand square miles in the
heart of Africa, Rwanda has a population made up of
three distinct peoples. The Hutu constitute the major-
ity of the population and are traditionally subsistence
farmers; the minority Tutsi were traditionally cattle
herders and provided the country’s rulers; and the
Twa, who constituted only about 2 percent of the total
population, were traditionally potters. After Ger-
many and Belgium colonized Rwanda and neighbor
Burundi around the turn of the twentieth century, co-
lonial rule reinforced and exacerbated the distinc-
tions among Rwanda’s three groups.

Under Belgian rule, which lasted from 1916 until
1962, colonial administrators favored the Tutsis, sin-
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During his 1998 visit to Rwanda, United Nations secretary general Kofi Annan (right) visited a memorial site at
which the skulls of thousands of victims of genocide were on display. (AP/Wide World Photos)

Image not available 



gling them out for greater access to edu-
cation and government jobs. By 1959,
however, the majority Hutus were pow-
erful enough to force out the last Tutsi
king. Thousands of Tutsi supporters
went into exile to neighboring Uganda
at that time. After Rwanda declared its
independence from Belgium, a govern-
ment headed by Hutus came to power.
In 1973, a Hutu general, Juvenal Hab-
yarimana, seized power in a coup and a
dictatorship was established that lasted
until his death in 1994, when an airplane
on which he and the president of Bu-
rundi were traveling crashed, killing
both leaders. Suspicion that the airplane
had been shot down by Tutsi opponents
of the Hutu government touched off the
genocide that ensued against the Tutsis
in Rwanda.

A few years before Habyarimana’s
death, a civil war had begun, between
the Rwanda Patriotic Front (RPF), rep-
resenting the Tutsis and operating out
of Uganda, and the Hutu government.
Habyarimana was also under pressure
from the international community to de-
mocratize Rwandan politics and ame-
liorate the country’s economic condi-
tion, which was dismal. In 1992, he
agreed to conditions that led to a cease-
fire between the two sides. Since the ne-
gotiations leading to the cease-fire took
place in Arusha, Tanzania, they were referred to as
the Arusha Accords. A power-sharing schedule was
drawn up that included the eventual holding of elec-
tions. Many within Habyarimana’s government were
angry at the conditions imposed by the Arusha Ac-
cords, charging that the Tutsis would maximize their
power under the agreement. With so many unhappy
within the ranks of his own government and with
Habyarimana trying to simultaneously appease his
people as well as appear to be moving forward under
the accords, political unrest grew.

Genocide in Rwanda
On April 6, 1994, Habyarimana’s plane crashed

in Rwanda’s capital city, Kigali, and he was instantly
killed. Blame for the apparently sabotaged plane was

never finally established; Hutus claimed that Tutsis
were responsible, and Tutsis claimed that extremist
elements within the Hutu government had killed their
own leader. The Hutu-dominated army seized upon
the crash as a pretext to move against all Tutsis, orga-
nizing ruthless killings of the RPF and all Tutsis in an
attempt to eliminate them from Rwanda. Ordinary
Hutus were exhorted to kill “Tutsi vermin” in radio
broadcasts throughout the country, and many did.

Human rights abuses that dehumanized the other
side and portrayed them as animals were common on
the part of the Hutus as the genocide spread. Over the
next three months, the RPF advanced in the north and
was eventually able to take control of large parts of
the country and form an interim government. A Tutsi
government still ruled the country a decade later.
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Meanwhile, however, three months of genocide
had taken around 800,000 lives, the majority of whom
were Tutsi. Many Hutus, including members of the
former government and militias, fled to refugee
camps in the neighboring Democratic Republic of
the Congo (then called Zaire) and Tanzania.

The genocide in Rwanda was a sober lesson to the
world community in how rapidly civil violence could
spread and how deadly its effects could be. The de-
bates over what ethical and moral responsibility the
world community had in stopping the genocide were
still being voiced a decade later. The United Nations
had only a small force in the country on the eve of
the violence and failed miserably to stop the geno-
cide, although the Canadian commander of the U.N.
peacekeeping mission, Roméo Dallaire, tried to alert
U.N. officers to the need for additional help.

Ethical questions have also been raised about the
reluctance of the United Nations to get involved in
the conflict until after the genocide had occurred. In
2004, Rwanda was still limping back to normalcy af-
ter trials for crimes against humanity were held
against Hutus responsible for the killings. The coun-

try’s first election after the genocide, held in August,
2003, resulted in the maintaining of power by Presi-
dent Paul Kagame, although there have been charges
of voter intimidation by his opponents.

Tinaz Pavri

Further Reading
Dallaire, Roméo. Shake Hands with the Devil: The

Failure of Humanity in Rwanda. Toronto: Ran-
dom House Canada, 2003.

Gourevitch, Philip. We Wish to Inform You That To-
morrow We Will Be Killed with Our Families:
Stories from Rwanda. New York: Picador, 1999.

Off, Carol. The Lion, the Fox and the Eagle: A Story
of Generals and Justice in Yugoslavia and
Rwanda. Toronto: Random House Canada, 2000.

See also: African ethics; Dallaire, Roméo; Geno-
cide and democide; Holocaust; Peacekeeping mis-
sions; United Nations; United Nations Convention
on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of
Genocide; War crimes trials.
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S
Sales ethics

Definition: Formal and informal codes of conduct
defining the morally proper and improper ways to
sell things to people.

Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Sales is often perceived, by both buy-

ers and sellers, as the art of convincing people to
purchase things they do not really need or to pay
more for a commodity than it is really worth. This
act raises ethical concerns involving who is ulti-
mately responsible for the decisions of consumers
and the extent to which purveyors of commodities
can or cannot be said to manipulate buyers or the
marketplace itself.

The selling of goods and services has long been the
subject of moral and, sometimes, theological con-
cern. Economic theorists at least since the time of
Adam Smith have assured people that when a buyer
and a seller with equal knowledge of a product reach
agreement and a transaction occurs in the market-
place, the situations of both buyer and seller are im-
proved; otherwise, one or the other would not have
agreed to the transaction. Nevertheless, since both
buyer and seller are seeking to maximize their posi-
tions and since their interests are diametrically op-
posed, one seeking the lowest possible price and the
other seeking the highest, it is natural to expect each
to try to take advantage of the other, sometimes un-
fairly. The problem is rooted in whether buyer and
seller have equal knowledge; as products and ser-
vices have become increasingly complex and as man-
ufacturers and sellers have grown into multibillion-
dollar corporations, equal knowledge, and therefore
equal power, in the marketplace has become the ex-
ception rather than the rule.

Marketing Ethics
The ethics of marketing, a broader and more cur-

rent interpretation of sales, can be viewed in terms of
the natural dimensions of the marketing function.

The first concerns the safety and appropriateness of
the product or service being marketed, normally con-
sidered under the subject of product liability. Here
the question is: Who has responsibility and liability
for any harm done to individuals or to society by the
product? This has become an enormously complex
and rapidly changing area of the law and of moral
concern as well. Traditionally, common law and so-
cial thought relied on contract theory, which holds
that buyer and seller come as equals to the market-
place, and once the deal has been struck, the buyer is
responsible for the product, including any harm it
might cause. Especially since the 1950’s, however,
more and more of the responsibility and liability have
been placed on the seller and, particularly, the manu-
facturer. It has been argued that the manufacturer has
the most knowledge of the product, is in the best posi-
tion to prevent harm from occurring, and is better
able to bear the financial liability for harm than is the
buyer, especially when the latter is an individual con-
sumer. No longer is it necessary to show that manu-
facturers have been negligent in any way; they are
now expected to anticipate any potential hazards or
possible misuse by customers.

Pricing and Promotion Issues
Ethical questions can arise also in the pricing

function of marketing. Here the question is whether a
price is considered fair, especially when the product
is a necessity such as a basic food item, housing,
or medical care. The introduction of revolutionary
pharmaceutical products—for example, Burroughs
Wellcome’s AZT for the treatment of acquired im-
munodeficiency syndrome (AIDS) patients and Gen-
entech’s TPA for heart attack victims—has often
triggered complaints that the manufacturer’s high
price puts an unfair burden on the buyer. Some retail-
ers have been accused of unfairly charging prices in
low-income areas that are higher than those that they
charge in more affluent neighborhoods for the identi-
cal merchandise.

Sophisticated advertising and other promotional
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tactics are often the subject of ethical questioning.
Critics charge that advertisers, usually the manufac-
turers, manipulate and exploit consumers, and thus
use unfair means to encourage them to buy. Manufac-
turers and some social scientists respond that unless
the advertising is actually dishonest, and therefore il-
legal, consumers cannot be coerced by legal advertis-
ing messages into buying anything that they do not
really want to buy. This issue takes on added signifi-
cance when so-called “vulnerable” groups are the
target. Cigarette companies have been criticized for
targeting African Americans and women; breweries
for targeting young, inner-city African Americans
for high-alcohol-content beverages; breakfast cereal
and toy manufacturers for targeting children; and
door-to-door sellers of safety devices for targeting
older people. Other ethical questions raised about ad-
vertising include the promotion of inappropriate val-
ues; for example, materialism and the exploitation of
women by emphasizing sex.

In the distribution function of marketing, ethical
questions are raised when retailers close stores in
inner-city areas (for example, after the Los Angeles
riots of May, 1992), when major food retailers collect
“slotting fees” from manufacturers just for agreeing
to carry new products, and when direct marketers buy
and use confidential demographic and consumer be-
havior information in compiling lists of potential
customers.

Corrective Action
Action to correct these ethical problems comes

from three sources. First, various industries and busi-
ness associations agree to exercise self-restraint
through company-wide or industry-wide codes of
conduct and through the formation of organizations
such as the Better Business Bureaus to monitor cor-
porate behavior. Second, dozens of watchdog con-
sumer organizations, such as the Center for Auto
Safety, Co-op America, and the Center for Science in
the Public Interest, have been formed to guard con-
sumers’ interests and call attention to what they per-
ceive as improper behavior on the part of sellers.
Third, since the 1970’s, many laws have been passed
to help protect consumers, such as the Consumers
Products Safety Act, the Child Protection and Safety
Act, and the Hazardous Substances Act at the federal
level.

D. Kirk Davidson

Further Reading
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Milne, George R., and Maria-Eugenia Boza. A Busi-
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Marketing Science Institute, 1998.

Schlegelmilch, Bodo B. Marketing Ethics: An In-
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SALT treaties
Identification: Cold War treaties designed to curb

the nuclear arms race and to place limits on the de-
velopment of antiballistic missile defenses

Dates: SALT I, May 26, 1972; SALT II, June 18,
1979

Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: The Strategic Arms Limitation Treaties

(SALT I and SALT II) began the process of mu-
tual U.S. and Soviet nuclear weapons reduction,
in recognition of the dangers posed to the long-
term security of all nations by unfettered nuclear
stockpiling.

After several years of preliminary efforts, negotia-
tions between the United States and the Soviet Union
regarding reducing strategic nuclear weapons began
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on November 17, 1969. Several fac-
tors spurred both states toward an
agreement. The United States was
anxious to stop the steady Soviet
buildup of intercontinental ballistic
missiles (ICBMs), which in 1970
for the first time exceeded those of
the United States. By the early
1970’s, the Soviet Union was ap-
proaching numerical parity with the
United States in the total number of
strategic nuclear delivery vehicles.

For its part, the Soviet Union was
anxious to avoid a competition with
the United States in building anti-
ballistic missile (ABM) defenses. In
1967, the U.S. Lyndon Johnson ad-
ministration decided to proceed with
a pilot ABM system, as did the suc-
ceeding Richard Nixon administra-
tion. Another factor was that both
countries had committed themselves
to nuclear weapons reductions as
part of their effort to persuade non-
nuclear weapons states to sign the
Nonproliferation Treaty. Finally,
during the early 1970’s, the two su-
perpowers were moving toward im-
proved relations, which both sides
recognized would be dramatically
symbolized by significant arms con-
trol agreements.

SALT I
Between November, 1969, and

May, 1972, seven negotiating sessions were held, al-
ternating between the cities of Helsinki and Vienna.
Completion of the SALT I package was not achieved
until May, 1972, when Richard Nixon and Leonid
Brezhnev met in their first summit session in Mos-
cow. The fundamental compromise of SALT I was
embodied in two agreements: an ABM Treaty limit-
ing defensive weapons (the primary concern of the
Soviet Union) and a moratorium on the deployment
of offensive weapons (the principal U.S. objective).

The ABM Treaty was the more important of the
two agreements. It provided that each party would re-
frain from building a nationwide antiballistic missile
defense and would limit the construction of ABM

site defenses to only two specific sites. (Subse-
quently, the treaty was modified to limit site defense
to a single site.) The site defenses were intended to
permit both sides to protect their national capitals and
one ICBM site. The Soviet Union had already begun
construction of an ABM defense of Moscow, and the
United States was free to do the same for Washing-
ton, D.C. (which it never did). An important provi-
sion of the ABM Treaty stipulated that “Each Party
undertakes not to develop, test, or deploy ABM sys-
tems or components which are sea-based, air-based,
space-based, or mobile land-based.” More than a de-
cade later, this prohibition would be used to criticize
as illegal the proposal of the Ronald Reagan adminis-
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SALT Treaties Time Line

Date Event

September 18, 1967 U.S. secretary of defense Robert McNamara
announces limited U.S. ABM system.

July 1, 1968 U.S. president Lyndon B. Johnson
announces preliminary SALT discussions.

November 17, 1969 SALT negotiations begin in Helsinki,
Finland.

May 26, 1972 SALT I agreements are signed in Moscow,
Russia.

July 1, 1972 Moratorium on offensive missiles begins.

September 30, 1972 ABM Treaty is ratified by United States.

October 3, 1972 SALT I agreements take effect.

November 21, 1972 SALT II negotiations begin.

November, 1974 Ford-Brezhnev accord begins at
Vladivostok summit.

March 12, 1977 U.S. president Jimmy Carter endorses
comprehensive plan.

October 1, 1977 Missile moratorium expires.

June 18, 1979 SALT II Treaty is signed in Vienna.

December, 1979 Soviet Union invades Afghanistan.

January, 1980 U.S. president Jimmy Carter withdraws
SALT II Treaty from Senate consideration.

March, 1983 U.S. president Ronald Reagan proposes
Strategic Defense Initiative (Star Wars).



tration for a “strategic defense initiative.” The ABM
Treaty, which was ratified by the United States on
September 30, 1972, is of unlimited duration, al-
though it is subject to review every five years.

The other part of SALT I was an Interim Agree-
ment not to construct any new fixed, land-based
ICBM missile launchers for a five-year period begin-
ning July 1, 1972. This five-year moratorium was
formalized as an Executive Agreement rather than
as a treaty. Both parties could modernize and re-
place their strategic offensive missiles and launchers,
but they could not increase their total number. Thus,
the United States was limited to 1,054 ICBMs and
the Soviet Union to 1,618. A protocol to the Interim
Agreement limited the United States to a maximum
of 710 submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs)
and the Soviet Union to 950 launchers. The rationale
for this agreement was that while both parties pos-
sessed a different mix of weapons, they were never-
theless roughly in a state of parity. While in certain
categories of missiles the Soviet Union possessed
more, the United States had the advantage of techno-
logical superiority. It was assumed that before the
moratorium expired, both governments would nego-
tiate a follow-on agreement (SALT II) that would be-
gin the process of inventory reduction.

SALT II
SALT II proved to be considerably more difficult

to negotiate than SALT I had been. In October, 1977,
the five-year moratorium ended and no follow-on
agreement was in sight. Both governments unilater-
ally and simultaneously announced their intention to
abide by the constraints of the Interim Agreement,
pending a new accord. Not until May, 1979, was
SALT II completed, and then it was never ratified.
There were three principal reasons for the protracted
negotiations of SALT II. First, during the 1970’s,
technological improvements in weapons systems
made verification of an agreement extremely diffi-
cult. The development of cruise missiles by the
United States, the deployment of mobile launchers
by the Soviet Union, and the deployment of multiple
independently targeted reentry vehicles (MIRVs) by
both sides required intrusive and cooperative moni-
toring measures that both sides were reluctant to ac-
cept.

Second, the détente relationship of the early 1970’s
collapsed as the decade passed. Soviet-American

conflicts in the Third World fueled suspicions that
the Soviet Union was determined to expand at West-
ern expense. Soviet-Cuban involvement in Angola
and Ethiopia during the mid- to late 1970’s particu-
larly angered the United States. The Soviet invasion
of Afghanistan in December, 1979, induced U.S.
president Jimmy Carter to abandon the effort to ratify
SALT II. Third, negotiations were complicated by
domestic politics, particularly in the United States.
President Nixon was disabled by the Watergate cri-
sis, which forced his resignation in 1974. President
Carter was slow to move the negotiations because of
both overambition to produce drastic cuts and diplo-
matic ineptitude.

In 1974, President Gerald Ford met Leonid Brezh-
nev in Vladivostok to devise a general framework for a
SALT II treaty. They agreed that each side would be
permitted a total of 2,400 strategic delivery vehicles,
of which 1,320 could be MIRVs. Five years later, un-
der a different American administration, an agree-
ment was reached. It was signed by Carter and Brezh-
nev at a summit meeting in Vienna.

Unlike SALT I, SALT II is a long and complicated
agreement. The documents include a Treaty to re-
main in force through 1985, a Protocol of three years’
duration, and a Joint Statement of Principles to serve
as a guideline for future negotiations. The main terms
of the agreement can be summarized as follows: a
ceiling of 2,400 strategic launchers, to decline to
2,250 by 1981; a limit of 1,320 on MIRV missiles and
bombers; a further subceiling of 1,200 for MIRVs,
ICBMs, and SLBMs; a further subceiling of 820 for
MIRV ICBMs; a limit on the number of warheads on
MIRV missiles; limits on the deployment of mobile
missiles and cruise missiles; and a limit on Soviet
production of the Backfire bomber.

By the time SALT II was signed, relations be-
tween the superpowers had deteriorated, making
ratification in the United States politically difficult.
Reagan, who was elected U.S. president in 1980, op-
posed the ratification of SALT II, though throughout
his administration he adhered to its provisions (as did
the Soviet Union). During the 1980’s, U.S.-Soviet re-
lations radically improved, and subsequently the two
states did agree on arms control measures that went
breathtakingly beyond both SALT I and SALT II.
The threat of nuclear devastation was substantially
reduced by these agreements.

Joseph L. Nogee
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Sanctions
Definition: Political, economic, or military mea-

sures adopted by one or more nations designed to
coerce another nation into obeying international
law or otherwise acceding to the coercive nations’
will

Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: Sanctions provide a means short of

full-scale warfare to encourage compliance with
international law, but they may still be seen as vio-
lating the sovereignty of the nation being sanc-
tioned.

International relations are marked by the lack of cen-
tralized mechanisms for maintaining order and pun-
ishing violations of international law. For this reason,
states, in both their individual capacities and as col-
lective groups, have relied on sanctions to punish of-

fending governments. Sanctions take a variety of
forms, including the imposition of trade boycotts and
embargoes, the freezing of assets held in foreign
banks, the suspension of foreign aid or investment
activity, the breaking of diplomatic relations, the es-
tablishment of blockades, and even the limited use of
military force. Economic sanctions are not always ef-
fective in achieving compliance from the offending
government. Their success is most likely when a
large number of states that have commercial and eco-
nomic ties to the offending state act quickly and
firmly to impose sanctions, when the offending state
is economically weak and unable to withstand the
sanctions, and when third parties are unlikely to
come to the offender’s assistance. Historically, sanc-
tions took the form of unilateral retaliation by the in-
jured state against the offender. In the twentieth cen-
tury, with the rise of international organizations such
as the League of Nations and the United Nations,
sanctions have been adopted as a multilateral mecha-
nism for taking action against renegade states that vi-
olate international law.

History
Sanctions have always been present in interna-

tional relations as a means of punishing violators of
international law. In effect, an injured state, having
no capacity to appeal to a higher authority, relied on
its own resources to take action against governments
that injured it by violating treaty obligations or cus-
tomary international law. Several principles, how-
ever, placed ethical, moral, and legal constraints on
how states could use retaliatory force and how much
force they could use as a sanction against the of-
fender. Three basic principles were involved. First, it
was assumed that one could retaliate legally only
when the action was in response to a prior illegal ac-
tion or provocation. Second, it was assumed that the
injured party would allow some time to resolve the
dispute peacefully. Third, it was required that any re-
taliation would be proportional in character and de-
gree to the original offense. Excessive retaliatory
force was considered illegal, and restraint in the
course of retaliation was expected.

With the emergence of global and regional collec-
tive security organizations in the twentieth century,
governments moved toward the multilateral use of
sanctions. Collective security organizations require
their members to resolve disputes among themselves
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peacefully; that is, to avoid the use of force against
one another. When a member of a collective security
treaty such as the United Nations illegally uses force
against another member, other member states are ex-
pected collectively to resist and punish such aggres-
sion. Sanctions are typically employed to deal with
such situations, although the severity of the sanctions
and their effectiveness have varied substantially in
actual practice, and in many instances there has not
been adequate consensus to employ any sanctions at
all. This happens when there is doubt about which
state was actually the author of aggression and in
cases in which a clear aggressor has powerful allies
that will oppose efforts by collective security bodies
such as the United Nations to take any action. In such
cases, individual states are free to impose sanctions
of their own against a state that has violated interna-
tional law. Multilateral sanctions, in other words,
have not replaced self-help by individual states but
have supplemented it. When, how, and whether sanc-
tions are imposed ultimately depends more on politi-
cal realities than on ethical, moral, or legal consider-
ations.

Ethical Issues
International relations are marked primarily by

the principle that states are sovereign. This principle
calls for nonintervention in the domestic affairs of
a state. It calls for each state to recognize the inde-
pendence, territorial integrity, and equality of other
states. How then can sanctions be justified against a
state? When should sanctions be imposed? Under
collective security treaties to which governments
have voluntarily subscribed, sanctions are justified
when one state violates the territorial integrity of an-
other state and, at least under the United Nations
Charter, when such violations threaten international
peace and security. In other words, if states have a
right to territorial integrity and noninterference in
their domestic affairs, then they have a duty to respect
other states’ independence and territorial integrity.
Where clear-cut aggression occurs, sanctions are eth-
ically, morally, and legally justified. The U.N. Secu-
rity Council can act only if a majority of its members
(that is, nine states, including the five permanent
members who have veto power) agree to impose
sanctions. If they fail to do so, then states are left to
decide how to proceed to protect their rights and in-
terests.

One of the most ticklish issues concerning sanc-
tions turns on the question of their use against states
for actions that are primarily domestic in character
and that may not clearly threaten international peace
and security. May the international community, for
example, interfere in the domestic affairs of a state to
punish it for mistreatment of its own citizens? States
have, for example, imposed sanctions on their own,
and at the request of the United Nations, to oppose
South Africa’s domestic policy of apartheid. Sanc-
tions were imposed on Rhodesia when a white mi-
nority unilaterally declared independence during the
1960’s. Such cases are, however, rare. Usually, sanc-
tions are imposed when the domestic actions of states
begin to have serious international consequences.
When domestic instability produces civil war, refu-
gee flows into neighboring states, boundary incur-
sions, and the like, then states are more likely to im-
pose sanctions.

Another problem with economic sanctions is that
they often hurt the innocent population of a country
without damaging or removing the culpable gov-
ernment, as happened in Iraq in the late twentieth
century. For how long should states impose sanctions
that are hurtful to the innocent? Here, ethical and hu-
manitarian considerations must be weighed in the
balance with political judgment.

Conclusion
Sanctions are imposed by states for many reasons.

Sometimes they are meant to punish an aggressor,
sometimes to pressure an outlaw state into compliance
with international law, sometimes to prevent the fur-
ther spread of conflict, and sometimes simply to ex-
press the moral indignation or outrage that the people
and government of one country feel about the actions
of another country’s government. In the latter case, the
imposition of sanctions fulfills its purpose in the very
act of implementation even if the offending state fails
to desist from its objectionable behavior.

Robert F. Gorman
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Ka\kara
Identification: Early Indian philosopher
Born: c. 700, K3la8i, Kerala, India
Died: 750, Himalayas
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: In his commentaries on the Hindu re-

ligious canon (the Prasth3natraya),Ka\kara advo-
cated monistic or Advaita Ved3nta philosophy,
which explains how to achieve the ultimate real-
ity, or Br3hmin. He founded four Indian mathas,
or monasteries.

The most influential philosopher of the Advaita, or
nondualistic, school of Ved3nta philosophy in India.
Ka\kara was considered the incarnation of the god
Kiva. His view is representative of the main teachings
of the Upani;ads, which do not portray any consis-
tent view of the universe and of reality. Ka\kara de-
tected a synthesis underlying the Upani;ads and in-
sisted on interpreting them in a single coherent
manner. He tried to revive the intellectual speculation
of the Upani;ads through his reaction against the as-
cetic tendency of Buddhism and the devotional ten-
dencies stressed by the Mim3[sa school. The central
position of Ka\kara’s philosophy is that all is one;

only the ultimate principle has any real existence, and
everything else is an illusion (m3y3). The basic teach-
ing of Advaita Ved3nta is that the direct method of
realization of Br3hmin is the path of knowledge,
which consists of getting instruction from a teacher,
reflecting on its meaning, and meditating on truth
with single-minded devotion. For Ka\kara, philo-
sophical discrimination and renunciation of the un-
real are the basic disciplines for the realization of
Br3hmin. Finite humanity can catch a glimpse of
Br3hmin through a personal god, who is the highest
manifestation of the infinite.

The self, or 3tman, according to Ka\kara, is pure
subject and is never an object of consciousness. It is
not a duality; it is different from the phenomenal, the
spatial, the temporal, and the sensible. It is assumed
to be foundational but it is in no sense a substance.
Self is the ever-existent and self-existent first princi-
ple. It is not something that is unknown. One must
come to the realization that one is Br3hmin. This is
self-knowledge, the knowledge of self being the self
of all things. One must realize one’s identity as
Br3hmin, for Br3hmin is knowledge. Self-knowledge
and realization are one and the same. From the level
of Br3hmin, nothing is seen to be real—not the exis-
tential self that people view as ego, not the worlds,
and not the universes.

According to Advaita Ved3nta philosophy, the
highest good consists in breaking down the bonds
that shut one out of the reality that one is. It is only the
realization of Br3hmin that can give one permanent
satisfaction. Ka\kara wrote, “Attaining the Knowl-
edge of Reality, one sees the universe as the nondual
Br3hmin, Existence-Knowledge-Bliss Absolute.” It
is not possible for everyone to achieve this highest
state, yet everyone can try to achieve it progressively,
through his or her inner light. It is up to the individual
to choose any course of action (karma) that is of value
to that person. When one clings to the world, one
looks for rewards for action and feels disappointed
when the objects of desire are not achieved. This ap-
plies even to praiseworthy actions such as worship
and giving alms. If these actions are performed with
desire or attachment, they cause bondage. Therefore,
nonattachment must be cultivated if one wants to
progress to the highest good.

It is often believed that Ka\kara discourages the
performance of duties and advocates the discipline of
nonaction for the realization of truth. This is not true,
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however, because Ka\kara’s position is that because
of m3y3, or ignorance, one does not recognize one’s
true nature and finds oneself involved with the rela-
tive world of good and evil, life and death, and other
pairs of opposites. Therefore, one tries to avoid evil
and to do good, rising and falling according to the re-
sults of one’s actions. Gradually, one discovers that it
is impossible to attain lasting happiness and peace by
clinging to rewards and realizes that work performed
in the spirit of surrendering the results to God, in the
spirit of calm, unattached by love or hate, by reward
or punishment, purifies the heart and makes it in-
clined toward the cultivation of meditation and self-
knowledge. The liberated person engages in service
to humanity but not in an egoistic way, because a lib-
erated person is above good and evil, above morality.

Release from the wheel of birth and rebirth comes
through jñ3na, or knowledge or insight, which lifts
one out of one’s individuality into the oneness of the
infinite. At the beginning stage, one learns the art of
concentration through the worship of the personal
God and acquires purity of heart through perfor-
mance of unselfish duties. In the next stage, one ac-
quires knowledge of Br3hmin and realizes the imper-
sonal absolute. The way of devotion (bhakti m3rga)
must be transcended if one is to realize the supreme
good, the realization of self as Br3hmin. It is at this
level that one becomes liberated from the endless suf-
ferings of the world. This level can be achieved dur-
ing one’s lifetime. This freed soul does not have any-
thing more to achieve but still continues to work for
the welfare of the world. The liberated person does
not negate his or her relationship to the finite world,
since there is a direct relationship between the spiri-
tual and the ethical. The freed soul ( jivan-mukta) fol-
lows the moral code set down by his or her society,
because he or she is unattached and freed from de-
sires.

Krishna Mallick
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Santayana, George
Identification: Spanish philosopher, poet, and

novelist
Born: December 16, 1863, Madrid, Spain
Died: September 26, 1952, Rome, Italy
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: The author of The Life of Reason:

Or, the Phases of Human Progress (1905-1906),
Scepticism and Animal Faith (1923), and Realms
of Being (1927-1940), Santayana posited an evo-
lution of ethics that led to lifestyles that empha-
sized detachment, contemplation, kindness, faith,
and a sense of irony about human failings.

A materialist and a gentle skeptic, George Santayana
expressed himself as sensitively in his extensive for-
mal and philosophical writings as he did in his po-
etry and novels. Pushing doubt as far as he could,
he ended his explorations believing that everything
could be doubted except, possibly, faith. Such “ani-
mal faith” sprang, he explained, from humankind’s
survival instincts. Santayana’s somewhat Platonic
ideal world arose from primitive magic and science
and took a higher form in religion. The ethics that
he derived from his philosophizing were explained
as the results of a three-phase historical evolution.
Early, or prerational, morality, although culturally
rich, was crude and without consistent application.
Its refinement, rational morality, was a vital out-
growth of humankind’s general adherence to the dic-
tates of reason and, as the nineteenth century well un-
derstood, to a belief in progress.

The horrendous effects of two world wars, how-
ever, supplanted the positivism of rational morality

1312

Santayana, George Ethics



with postrational pessimism. With little that was pos-
itive distinguishing this world, humankind’s atten-
tion shifted to the promise of otherworldliness—for
Santayana, the sad end of ethical development. After
years of teaching at Harvard University, Santayana,
the recipient of an inheritance, took up residence in
Rome, thereafter exemplifying a lifestyle that con-
formed with his ethics. It was a contemplative exis-
tence marked by a kindly, tolerant skepticism and de-
tachment. Able to cultivate the interrelated values of
science, art, and religion, he came as close as a
doubter could to assessing the benefits of his ideal so-
ciety.

Clifton K. Yearley

See also: Comte, Auguste; Morality; Pessimism
and optimism.

Sartre, Jean-Paul
Identification: French philosopher, playwright, and

novelist
Born: June 21, 1905, Paris, France
Died: April 15, 1980, Paris, France
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: The leading proponent of modern ex-

istentialist thought, Sartre departed from tradi-
tional ethical theory with his subjectivist percep-
tion of human morality. He is the author of Being
and Nothingness (L’Être et le néant, 1943), Exis-
tentialism and Humanism (L’Existentialisme est
un Humanisme, 1946), and various plays and nov-
els reflecting existentialist themes.

At the heart of Sartrean ethics is the same basic prem-
ise that defines Jean-Paul Sartre’s larger existentialist
philosophy: that humanity makes itself. There is no
created human nature and thus no prescribed grounds
for behavior apart from what the individual chooses.
This is not to say that ethics was peripheral to Sartre,
or simply an afterthought. Even during the formative
days of his philosophical career, before World War II,
he emphasized the need for “authenticity” in human
behavior, which is one of the cardinal tenets of his
theory of morality.

His first novel, Nausea (La Nausée, 1938), is the
story of a young scholar seeking to learn more about

an obscure historical figure, and his research leads
him to face the universal human tendency to distort
real identity. For Sartre, this “unauthenticity” pre-
cluded genuine morality by denying the most ele-
mental truth. Sartre’s experiences in World War II—
witnessing the defeat of France by Germany and his
own imprisonment in a Nazi camp—further con-
vinced him that morality must emanate from can-
didly facing the truth about one’s existence.

Existence Precedes Essence
In Sartre’s thought, there was no higher being, no

God who had created human nature, and thus no tran-
scendent basis for ethics. “There is no human na-
ture,” he wrote, “since there is no God to conceive it.”
Candidly atheistic, Sartre turned away from tradi-
tional religion. An individual, he argued, exists be-
fore he or she has a nature (essence), and the essence
that a person acquires is the result of his or her own
choices and their translation into action. The pivotal
emphasis is upon action, for intentions alone do not
shape essence.
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If this seems to place Sartre clearly within a rel-
ativist genre of ethics, other factors qualify the ap-
parent radical individualism of his thinking about
morality. The first is his unflagging zeal for human
responsibility. Although one does shape one’s own
essence, one is also responsible—for the sake of au-
thenticity—to be consistent with the goals of one’s
chosen way of life. For example, one who eschews
dishonesty can hardly spend his or her life lying or
otherwise deceiving others. Responsibility in Sartrean
ethics is tantamount to commitment, a view that has
an interesting correlation with more conventional
ethical thinking in the Judeo-Christian and other
great major religious traditions.

A second dimension of Sartrean ethical thought
that limits extreme relativism and individualism is
Sartre’s perception of “bad faith” (mauvaise foi). It is
bad faith, to Sartre, to pretend—particularly to one-
self—to be something that one is not. Social role-
playing such as “being” a student, professor, worker,
or attorney is one level of such bad faith, but so is as-
suming that one’s being is exhausted by such a defi-
nition. People are more than the social roles they
play, and morality is much more than being good at
performing the expected behavior patterns. Although
there is no one in the final analysis to help one make
choices, one is responsible to one’s past and antici-
pated future to be sincerely what one is.

Furthermore, Sartre defined individual existence
in terms of broader human existence. Just as a person
is the product of the past, he or she is also relational.
The surrounding world of things, as well as other
people, is an integral part of one’s existence and
therefore morality. In the play No Exit (Huis clos, pr.
1944, pb. 1945), the characters are in Hell, which is
symbolized by a small room where each is subjected
to the piercing gaze of the others. One of them, Ines,
is a lesbian who is responsible for the death of her
friend’s husband. Like Garcin, a deserter, and
Estelle, a child-killer, Ines can find no escape from
the others’ eyes and presumed judgment.

No less a philosopher than Immanuel Kant had
raised similar moral issues, but he did so in terms of
the question of whether a person could legitimately
want his behavior to be universal. Kant’s “categorical
imperative,” as it is called, assumed a universal tran-
scendent moral order. Sartre did not, but neither did
he advocate behavior that did not in some sense aid
the existence of others. If Sartre thus seemed to ap-

proximate such concepts as love and universal moral
premises, he remained humanistic in his ethical the-
ory. The significance of others in one’s ethics is that
they also objectively exist and are part of the individ-
ual’s responsibility.

Being-for-Itself
Basic to this line of ethical reasoning is Sartre’s

distinction between being-for-itself (pour-soi) and
being-in-itself (en-soi). Being-in-itself is the type of
existence that defines things. A rock’s essence and
being are identical. There is no self-conscious reflec-
tion, no selfhood at stake. In short, there are no
choices to be made by things. Human existence is
radically different, a being-for-itself; that is, the hu-
man mode of existence is one of active choices and
bearing the responsibilities for the outcome of those
choices. In that sense, it is being-for-itself. Humanity
also exists “en-soi,” however, and this dual nature de-
mands responsibility. A tree or rock cannot decide,
either for itself or for other things, what to do or be.
Humans can and must. The individual is in the pres-
ent, facing the de facto past and facing a future that
requires continued decision making and acting on
those decisions responsibly.

Implications for Ethical Conduct
In the Sartrean view of human life, nothing counts

more than responsibility. Indeed, responsibility is the
essence of being human. With no higher moral order
either to shape one’s essence or by which to judge
one’s actions, one must face squarely individual re-
sponsibility as well as the possible impact that one’s
behavior might have on others. Sartre’s own estima-
tion of the ethical implications of his ideas focused
on the notion that the individual’s quest for being is
related to that of humanity as a whole. People are, he
argued, agents “by whom the world comes into be-
ing.” Lacking in Sartrean ethics is a transcendent
source of value, but there are good reasons in the ex-
istentialist perspective to love, to help others, and to
discipline one’s actions.

Thomas R. Peake
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Schindler, Oskar
Identification: German industrialist
Born: April 28, 1908, Zwittau, Moravia, Austria-

Hungary
Died: October 9, 1974, Frankfurt, Germany
Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: Schindler saved eleven hundred Jews

from certain death during the Holocaust. His ac-
tions testify that ordinary people facing extreme
danger can act in an ethical manner.

Nothing in Oskar Schindler’s early life suggested
that he would one day become a moral hero. A poor
student, he was expelled from school at the age of
sixteen for playing pranks. After marrying in 1928,
Schindler soon became bored with his wife; he fre-
quented taverns and took up with other women. After
his father went bankrupt in 1935, Schindler became a
salesman for the Moravian Electrotechnic Company.
In 1938 he joined a local branch of Adolf Hitler’s
Nazi Party. During that same year, the German intel-
ligence service recruited Schindler to gather military
information during his business travels in Poland.

One month after the German army occupied Po-
land in September, 1939, Schindler arrived at

Krakow looking for moneymaking opportunities. In
Krakow he acquired a Polish enamelware company
that the Nazis had confiscated from its Jewish owner.
Cultivating the friendship of high-ranking Nazi offi-
cials, Schindler showered them with gifts and in
early 1940 received contracts to produce field kitch-
enware for the German army. The Jewish slave labor
that Schindler used in his plant made his contracts
particularly lucrative. Schindler became wealthy and
lived lavishly, supporting several mistresses.

At first, Schindler objected to Nazi mistreatment
of Jews because arbitrary abuse of his workers inter-
fered with efficient operation of his factory. How-
ever, after he realized, in mid-1942, that the Nazis in-
tended to kill all Jews, Schindler’s opposition became
more principled, more far-reaching, and increasingly
dangerous to him. He was arrested on three separate
occasions, but each time he managed to be released.
Schindler then began deliberately staffing his factory
with Jews who appeared to be in greatest danger of
being sent to Nazi death camps. He certified children,
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intellectuals, and the elderly as machinists whose la-
bor was vital to the German war effort.

Schindler’s List
After the Germans eliminated Krakow’s Jewish

ghetto, Schindler, at his own expense, set up a sub-
camp around his factory so that his workers could
avoid living in the terrifying Plaszow labor camp. In
September, 1944, Schindler learned that the Plaszow
camp was about to close; all its inmates were to be
sent to death camps. Through cajolery and bribery, he
received permission to move his factory to Moravia,
in eastern Czechoslovakia, taking his workers with
him. The names of the laborers who were to go with
him made up the famous “Schindler’s list” of eight
hundred men and three hundred women who sur-
vived the Holocaust because of Schindler’s efforts.
When the women on Schindler’s list were mistakenly
sent to the Auschwitz death camp, Schindler person-
ally arranged for their release—the only mass rescue
reported by Holocaust survivors.

Why Schindler, ostensibly an unscrupulous for-
tune hunter, risked losing his life and wealth to aid the
Polish Jews is unclear. He afterward said it was the
human thing to do; however, few others in positions
similar to his acted as he did. When Schindler arrived
in the American Zone of Austria in 1945, he was pen-
niless, and he never again succeeded in business.

During the final decades of his life, Schindler
lived on donations from the Jews whose lives he once
had saved. In 1993, nearly two decades after Schindler
died, director Stephen Spielberg told the story of his
heroism in Schindler’s List, a film honored with sev-
eral Academy Awards, including best picture.

Milton Berman
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Schopenhauer, Arthur
Identification: German philosopher
Born: February 22, 1788, Danzig (now Gda�sk),

Poland
Died: September 21, 1860, Frankfurt am Main

(now in Germany)
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Schopenhauer’s pessimistic philoso-

phy, put forward in The World as Will and Repre-
sentation (Die Welt als Wille und Vorstellung,
1819), advocated an ethics of asceticism, yet his
emphasis on the primacy of will influenced both
will-to-power thinkers and modern existentialists.

Financial independence enabled Arthur Schopen-
hauer to devote his life to philosophy, and he devel-
oped his pessimistic system as a follower of Imman-
uel Kant. In The World as Will and Representation,
he identifies the will as the Kantian thing-in-itself
that comprehends the external world through the
mental constructs of time, space, and causality. As
Schopenhauer understood it, will comprises intel-
lect, personality, and the potential for growth and de-
velopment. Although powerful, it is not free but is
controlled by causation like all else that exists.

Confronting a meaningless existence and a god-
less universe, Schopenhauer concluded that ethical
behavior requires withdrawal from the pleasures of
life in favor of contemplation. The individual must
tame the will so that it becomes less insistent on its
egoistic desires, which lead only to further desires.
Where others are concerned, the proper attitude is
compassion, since they too suffer an identical fate.
The truth of Christianity, according to Schopenhauer,
lies in its early emphasis on renunciation of the world
and an ascetic life. Although he failed to clarify how
this asceticism could be achieved in the absence of
freedom, Schopenhauer’s work includes a strong
suggestion. Because human actions are explicable
through motives, he equates motive with cause.
Thus, causation may be rooted in intellectual con-
cepts. As the individual recognizes the futility of ex-
istence, he or she can become compassionate toward
others and accept the futility of desire.

Stanley Archer

See also: Asceticism; Beyond Good and Evil; Com-
passion; Pessimism and optimism; Wickedness; Will.
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Schweitzer, Albert
Identification: German theologian and missionary
Born: January 14, 1875, Kaysersberg, Upper

Alsace, Germany (now in France)
Died: September 4, 1965, Lambaréné, Gabon
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: A important theologian who was al-

ways interested in public affairs, Schweitzer used
his Philosophy of Civilization (Kulturphilosophie
I: Verfall und Wiederaufbau der Kultur, 1923) to
explore the ways in which civilization had be-
come “self-destroying.” He received the 1952
Nobel Peace Prize.

In his early adulthood, Albert Schweitzer was an
organist, a music scholar, and a world figure in theo-
logical studies. In 1905, Schweitzer began study-
ing to be a physician so that he could be a mission
doctor in equatorial Africa. In 1913, he opened a
clinic in Gabon, doing much of the building with his
own hands. He lived there for most of the rest of his
life.

Schweitzer’s work in Africa caused him to con-
template world civilization as a whole. He developed
an ethics that he called “Reverence for Life.” He be-
lieved that life itself was of the highest value, but that
life is harsh and self-destructive. People should treat
every form of life with the same reverence that they
afford their own. They should do this by trying to
reach their own highest level of perfection and by
helping their society reach perfection. These two
goals are often contradictory: In raising the indi-
vidual, one must keep in mind one’s responsibilities
to the society. In addition, because humans destroy
something or someone by their every act, every ac-
tion taken to attain perfection also results in de-
struction. This awareness drove Schweitzer’s philan-
thropy but also made him an unhappy man.

Cynthia A. Bily

See also: Ahi[s3; Morality; Nobel Peace Prizes.

Science
Definition: Formal theorization and experimenta-

tion designed to produce objective knowledge,
especially knowledge of the general laws govern-
ing the natural world.

Type of ethics: Scientific ethics
Significance: Modern standards of scientific in-

quiry require science to be conducted as far as
possible in an impartial, disinterested fashion, but
most forms of science cannot be conducted at all
without major sources of funding which may in-
fluence inquiry either directly or indirectly. Ethi-
cal issues raised by science also include appropri-
ate treatment of living research subjects and the
practical effects upon the real world of scientific
discovery.

Science, ethics, and philosophy interact in a range of
arenas. The development of ethical standards—that
is, codes of behavior that govern moral decisions—
has been a major issue for the great philosophers and
thinkers throughout time. Traditionally, metaphysi-
cal hypotheses and religious beliefs have governed
the attempts of humankind to fathom the unfathom-
able, to come to grips with mortality, and to hold
themselves to a set of standards of conduct. The sci-
ence of the twentieth century influenced this search,
in some cases incorporating, in some cases rejecting,
religion as a part of that effort.

The writings of Albert Einstein epitomize the at-
tempt to reconcile science with religion. Einstein
holds a central place in modern history because of
his groundbreaking ideas on theoretical physics. He
writes, “To know what is impenetrable to us really
exists, manifesting itself as the highest wisdom and
the most radiant beauty which our dull faculties can
comprehend only in their most primitive forms—this
knowledge, this feeling, is at the center of true reli-
giousness.”

At the same time, the achievements of science and
technology have posed their own moral dilemmas.
For example, the theory of relativity, developed by
Einstein during the early twentieth century, set the
stage for the development of the atom bomb. In the
face of a creation with such awesome destructive po-
tential, however, the question is posed: To what ex-
tent should scientists involve themselves in the ulti-
mate consequences of their research?
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For this generation and for generations to come,
the advances in the fields of genetics and bio-
medicine are likely to give rise to similar dilemmas.
The much-seen film Jurassic Park (1993) focused
the popular consciousness on the risks inherent in
bioengineering technology. With all their inherent
potential for good, genetic technologies may carry as
yet unknown risks and consequences.

The limited amount of funding available for sci-
entific research has forced both scientists and those
responsible for science policy to make choices regard-
ing which projects to fund. Should “big” projects
such as the Human Genome Project or the Supercon-
ducting Supercollider (SSC) be funded or should
many smaller but important projects receive govern-
ment or private monies? Where should these “big”
projects be located? Should basic research be tar-
geted in the hope of eventual payoff or should appli-
cations research be the major focus? Are political and
economic concerns playing a too-important role in
the funding process? To what extent should science
and mathematics education be considered a priority?

During the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, the spot-
light turned on ethical conduct and misconduct in sci-
entific research. A major challenge to both the scien-
tific community and the community at large is this:
What is the appropriate response to scientific fraud
and misconduct? What should be the response to the
“gray areas” of even more problematical situations of
conflict of interest or “honest mistakes”?

Philosophical Issues
As a guide in an attempt to deal with the range of

ethical issues involved in scientific research, the sci-
entific community and the community at large might
look to philosophical thinkers who have dealt with is-
sues in this field. In fact, from antiquity through the
beginning of the twenty-first century, the great think-
ers concerned themselves with issues not only of phi-
losophy, ethics, and morality but also with those of
science. Aristotle, René Descartes, and Immanuel
Kant made major contributions not only to philoso-
phy but also to the sciences. Wolfgang von Goethe,
although best known for his literary works, also
wrote extensively on the natural sciences.

At the same time, science has had a major, some-
times even a revolutionary, impact on the values and
the worldview of society. The theories of Galileo and
Isaac Newton on planetary motion and the views of

Charles Darwin on the evolution of species had that
kind of revolutionary impact. Similarly, the develop-
ment of the atom bomb strongly influenced the po-
litical and social climate of the latter half of the twen-
tieth century. It is likely that major advances in
computer science and bioengineering now taking
place will have their impact well into the twenty-first
century. It is equally likely that scientists and society
will have to deal with the ethical dilemmas posed by
the positive and negative capabilities of these tech-
nologies.

The analysis of moral and ethical decisions in sci-
ence might make use of following principles of ethics
and philosophy.

The value neutrality of science is epitomized by
the vision of the scientist as the ceaseless seeker mo-
tivated only by the search for truth. This theory has its
basis in features first introduced in the seventeenth
and eighteenth century. The theory of the scientific
method, which is known as inductivism, has relied on
this concept and postulates that science begins with
the collection of data, goes on to generalize about
laws and theories, and makes predictions that can be
proved. The theory of inductivism had its roots in the
writings of Francis Bacon in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth century and in the empiricist theories devel-
oped by David Hume in the eighteenth century. The
inductivist view was supported by the Cambridge
school of Bertrand Russell during the early twentieth
century and the Vienna circle of the 1920’s and
1930’s.

Critics of the Vienna circle and of inductivism
have included Karl Popper. Popper maintains that the
concepts and postulates (which are ultimately proved
or disproved by experimentation) are the products not
necessarily of observations but of potentially “unjus-
tified (and unjustifiable) anticipations, by guesses, by
tentative solutions to our problems, by conjectures.
The conjectures are controlled by criticism; that is, by
attempted refutations, which include severely critical
tests.” The source of the hypothesis is irrelevant; the
originator of the hypothesis or postulate joins in the
criticism and testing of the hypothesis that he or she
has proposed. Popper is considered to have inaugu-
rated the current era in the philosophy of science.

Misconduct in Science
The embarrassment of the “honest mistake” is far

surpassed by the violation of the ethos of science of
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the outright fraud. Fraud in science impugns the in-
tegrity of the research process and destroys the trust
on which scientific achievement is built. At the same
time, intentionally fraudulent actions undermine the
confidence of society and the body politic in science
and scientific inquiry. Potentially, the effects of fraud
may be horrific; if, for example, a medical treatment
should be based on fraudulent results.

Many scientists base their codes of conduct on the
example of role models and on what some have
termed the “school of hard knocks.” A more system-
atic approach has been contributed by professional
organizations who have contributed their expertise.
A recent contribution is a 1989 publication of the Na-
tional Academy of Science, On Being a Scientist.
Other resources include a 1992 report, likewise from
the National Academy of Sciences, called Responsi-
ble Science: Ensuring the Integrity of the Research
Process. These publications and others often cite
as examples of fraud and misconduct the actions of
William Summerlin at Sloan-Kettering during the
1970’s, those of John Darsee at Harvard and those of
Stephen E. Breuning in Pittsburgh during the early
1980’s, and those of Thereza Imanishi-Kari and No-
bel laureate David Baltimore during the late 1980’s.

A well-known and rather tragic example of fraud
was that of William Summerlin. During the early
1970’s, Summerlin came to the Sloan-Kettering Insti-
tute as the chief of a laboratory working on transplan-
tation immunology. A laboratory assistant noticed
that the supposedly black grafts on white mice could
be washed off with ethanol. It turned out that Sum-
merlin had used a black felt-tipped marker to mimic
the appearance of black grafts. Additional discrepan-
cies regarding Summerlin’s results on corneal trans-
plantations led an internal committee to recommend
that Summerlin take a medical leave of absence and
to condemn Summerlin’s behavior as irresponsible.

During the early 1980’s, John Darsee had worked
under the supervision of Eugene Braunwauld, a well-
known cardiologist at Harvard University. At Har-
vard, three coworkers apparently observed Darsee
fake data for an experiment. An internal investigation
for the next few months found no discrepancies. A
subsequent National Institutes of Health (NIH) in-
vestigation, however, demonstrated that virtually ev-
ery paper that Darsee had produced was fabricated.

Another episode involved a professor at the Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh, Stephen E. Breuning, who had

become prominent for his expertise in the medical
treatment of mental retardation. In 1983, Breuning’s
former mentor, Robert Sprague, questioned the ve-
racity of his student’s research. Eventually, it turned
out that much of Breuning’s data came from experi-
ments that had not been performed on subjects that
had not even been tested.

An exceptionally disturbing case was that of
Thereza Imanishi-Kari and Nobel laureate David
Baltimore of the Massachusettes Intitute of Technol-
ogy (MIT). A postdoctoral fellow at Imanishi-Kari’s
laboratory, Margot O’Toole, uncovered evidence that
Imanishi-Kari may have fabricated certain results ap-
pearing in a paper in Cell on gene transplantation, a
paper that was also coauthored by Baltimore. Univer-
sity inquiries at MIT dismissed O’Toole’s concerns,
but a few years later, the concerns resurfaced, result-
ing in ultimate retraction of the Cell paper and inves-
tigations by the NIH, Congressman John Dingell,
and the Secret Service. While the U.S. attorney in the
case declined to prosecute Imanishi-Kari, as of this
writing, clouds continued to obscure her career and
that of Baltimore.

During the late 1980’s and the early 1990’s, more
than two hundred allegations of misconduct in sci-
ence were received by the U.S. government. One
study has indicated that approximately 40 percent of
the deans of graduate schools knew of cases of mis-
conduct at their institutions. A survey sponsored by
the American Association for the Advancement of
Science likewise indicated that during the first ten
years, 27 percent of scientists indicated that they had
personally encountered incidences of falsified, fabri-
cated, or plagiarized research.

In fact, by the late 1980’s and into the early 1990’s,
articles on misconduct in science continued to consti-
tute the vast majority of references on science ethics
produced by computerized literature searches. During
the late 1980’s, incidents of apparent fraud, plagia-
rism, and misconduct drew the attention of the Sub-
committee on Oversight and Investigations of the
U.S. House of Representatives, chaired by Congress-
man John D. Dingell. The threat not only to the re-
search process but also to the autonomy of the scien-
tific community posed by examples of abuse has
challenged scientists to develop ways of dealing with
misconduct within their ranks. Congressman Dingell
himself acknowledged the drawbacks of resolving is-
sues of misconduct in the congressional hearing.
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“Encouraging science to police itself is far preferable
to the alternatives . . . But with every case [which is] is
covered up or mishandled, pressure builds for such
extreme measures.”

Gray Areas
Certain instances of apparent fraud violate any ac-

cepted standards of moral or ethical conduct. Many
other situations, however, fall into what might be
termed a “gray area.”

For example, a vexing question concerns the allo-
cation of credit for scientific achievements. The bit-
ter dispute between Newton and Gottfried Wilhelm
Leibniz over who first discovered the calculus is par-
alleled by the twentieth century quarrel between
Robert Gallo, the renowned acquired immunode-
ficiency syndrome (AIDS) researcher at the NIH,
and his counterpart at the Pasteur Institute, Luc Mon-
tagnier, over the discovery of the AIDS virus.

Also in what might be termed a “gray area” are is-
sues of “conflict of interest.” (Outright bribery to
promote fabrication of results would violate most
standards of conduct.) By the late 1980’s and early
1990’s, doubts over the degree to which scientists’
findings might be influenced by funding sources led
journals such as Science, JAMA, and the New En-
gland Journal of Medicine (NEJM) to adopt stan-
dards of disclosure for potential conflicts of interest.
The JAMA and NEJM standards stressed financial
conflicts; the Science standards also include a range
of other relationships that might possibly have influ-
enced the scientist’s work. The possibility of abuse
inherent in these kinds of standards has led to a
“backlash” as scientists and physicians engaged in
medical research talked of a “New McCarthyism in
Science” and evoked the possibility that not only fi-
nancial conflicts but also such factors as religion and
sexual orientation might be included in the disclosure
standards. Kenneth J. Rothman, writing in the Jour-
nal of the American Medical Association, cites Pop-
per (The Open Society and Its Enemies, 1966) in not-
ing the impossibility of achieving full objectivity in
any scientific endeavor.

Equally problematical for the scientist—and also
in a “gray area”—are the new ethical problems cre-
ated by scientific discoveries. Are scientists respon-
sible for the ethical and moral uses of their discover-
ies? For example, should decisions about the use of
the atom bomb have been in the hands of the scien-

tists or, as actually occurred, in the hands of the poli-
ticians? Should scientists attempt to exert any kind of
control over the uses of their discoveries?

A tradition of political neutrality governed sci-
ence from the seventeenth century through World
War I. Bacon, for example, conceived of science as a
“new instrument.” The chemist Robert Hooke warned
the founders of the Royal Society of London that
their business was to “improve the natural knowledge
of things, not meddling with Divinity, Metaphysics,
Moralls, Politicks, Grammar, Rhetorick or Logic.”
World War I, however, disrupted the tradition of neu-
trality as technological solutions not only made up
for the losses of raw materials caused by the war but
also played a major role in enhancing the lethal effect
of explosive and chemical weapons.

Political authorities continued to come into the
scientific arena with the advocacy by Joseph Stalin’s
regime of the 1930’s and 1940’s of the genetic theo-
ries of T. D. Lysenko. Nazi Germany purged its Jew-
ish and left-wing scientists. Some disapproving sci-
entists left the country, but others remained, adhering
to a tradition that held no place for social responsibil-
ity and hoping to exert influence on the Nazi regime.
World War II gave impetus to research in a range of
areas, as synthetics replaced raw materials and new
drugs such as penicillin became available. Refugee
scientists from Nazi Germany encouraged prelimi-
nary research on an atom bomb. The ensuing success
of the Manhattan Project resulted in the explosion
of the atom bombs over Hiroshima and Nagasaki,
which was followed by the development of atomic
capability by the Soviet Union in 1949.

The dilemma for scientists is this: To what extent
should they concern themselves with the ultimate
consequences of their discoveries? Is scientific
knowledge and discovery an inherent good? Are the
risks of scientific and technological advances as im-
portant as the potential benefits?

The challenges posed by the development of the
atom bomb are paralleled by issues raised by the sci-
entific advances of the 1980’s and 1990’s. The devel-
opment of computer and electronic technology raises
some important issues of privacy and the possibility
of social control. Equally problematical are issues
raised by advances in the biological and medical sci-
ences.

An additional ethical issue concerns the eradica-
tion of racism and sexism in science. For example, a
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particularly shocking example of racism involved the
Tuskegee syphilis experiment. During a forty-year
study that received federal funds, African American
victims of syphilis were denied treatment even after
penicillin became available. The apparent justifica-
tion was that the denial of treatment was essential to
the study of the progress of the disease.

A challenge for researchers is to design studies of
common illnesses (for example, myocardial infarc-
tion, diabetes) that not only provide sufficient data on
the white middle-class male population but also in-
clude information on which to base the treatment of
minority and female patients.

Allocation of Resources
Scientific research in the United States is funded

to a large extent by the U.S. government. Major cor-
porations, such as large pharmaceutical companies,
support much of the rest. What are the implications
of these facts?

The marriage of science and government dates
back to World War II and Vannevar Bush, who then
headed the Office of Scientific Research and Devel-
opment. In the system that evolved, research propos-
als are initiated by the researcher, who usually works
in a university or institute setting. At the same time,
funding was a federal responsibility, and although
some research was taking place in government labo-
ratories, most basic research was undertaken in uni-
versities. There arose not a single funding agency, as
envisioned by Bush, but a multiplicity of agencies—
responsible for funding basic research.

By the late 1980’s, the numbers of individuals in-
volved in basic research had increased, while the
pool of dollars available stayed the same. The result
was that a far smaller proportion of grant proposals
were being funded. For example, in 1980, the NIH
approved up to one in three “meritorious” grants for
funding, while by the 1990’s, fewer than one in five
grants received approval. The system in place through
the latter half of the twentieth century achieved sci-
entific productivity, as measured by the numbers of
citations; prestige, measured by the numbers of No-
bel Prizes; and some degree of economic produc-
tivity.

During the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, the less-
ened availability of funding and the potential for po-
litical abuse and “pork-barrel” science led some ex-
perts to question the current criteria for funding

scientific research. At the same time, the costs of new
technologies and issues relating to the use of those
technologies have led some people to question the di-
rection of public policy on science issues. This posi-
tion has yet to be adopted by public policy makers.
The direction of governmental policy at the begin-
ning of the 1990’s is reiterated by Donna Shalala,
Secretary of the federal department of Health and
Human Services. Shalala states:

The last thing we should try to do is try to curb
technology in our attempt to deal with costs or to
slow down our investment in research. . . . The issue
is how you use technology, far more than whether
we should keep producing technology. Rather than
beating up on technology, we need to get scientists
and administrators to think about the more appro-
priate use of it.

Adele Lubell
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Scientology
Definition: Controversial modern religious organi-

zation
Dates: Founded as a church in 1954
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Many former members of the Church

of Scientology have accused the organization of
such cultlike practices as brainwashing, intimi-
dation, and financially controlling its members.
Many people also question Scientology’s claims
to be a religion, accusing its leaders of using the
church as a ruse to exploit the tax-exempt status
and other privileges afforded to religious organi-
zations.

The foundation of any new “religion” is an audacious
undertaking, as most people’s notions of spirituality
are inextricably linked to the traditions of their cul-
tural legacies, making the exact characteristics of the
concept difficult to define. Nonetheless, religions are
generally regarded as systems of belief in which spir-
itual values are held in higher regard than material
values.

During the early 1950’s science-fiction novelist
L. Ron Hubbard attempted to found an entirely new
church based on a belief system that he called
“dianetics.” Difficult to describe succinctly, dianetics
is a practice that combines elements of Buddhism,
psychology, and new age mysticism into an eclectic
philosophy that is characterized by its penchant for
forms of discipline and systematization. In this re-
gard, dianetics is more akin to the pragmatic, materi-
alistic focus of modern scientific thought than to
what Hubbard viewed as the metaphysical vagaries
and superstitions of traditional religion. The Church
of Scientology that Hubbard formed in 1954 takes its
name from its ostensibly unique synthesis of tradi-
tional spiritual principles and scientific rationality. It
focuses especially on efforts to control negative emo-
tions that, according to Hubbard, impede the individ-
ual’s progress toward inner peace, satisfying interac-
tions with others, intellectual growth, and material
prosperity.

As dianetics and Scientology became well known
during the 1960’s and 1970’s, so did the controver-
sies surrounding these new belief systems. Detrac-
tors of Scientology dismissed it as a legal entity
rather than a spiritual one, many claiming that Scien-
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tologists merely organized a “church” in order to re-
ceive tax-exempt status. Critics cited the ambiguities
and secrecy that make it difficult for outsiders to un-
derstand Scientology’s organization and belief sys-
tem, as well as the organization’s apparent emphasis
on material success as a measure of its members’
spiritual growth.

By the late 1960’s, the church’s net worth was es-
timated at one billion dollars. The fact that that sum
rivaled the assets of many major traditional religious
institutions called Scientology’s financial practices
into question. Scientology became the target of me-
dia criticism and eventually litigation by those claim-
ing that the group brainwashed its members, required
them to pay large sums of money to advance to the
higher levels of membership, expected them aggres-
sively to recruit new members, and systematically
alienated them from relatives and friends who were
not involved with the church.

Critics of Scientology also cited the group’s pen-
chant for science-fiction symbolism and imagery as
casting serious doubts on its authenticity as a genuine
religious institution. Although the symbolism of Sci-
entology evokes elements a variety of traditional be-
lief systems, images of spacecraft and extraterrestrial
life abound in its rituals and mythos. Scientology’s
popularity demonstrates that many followers
throughout the world believe that they have benefited
from its rationalistic and original approach to spiri-
tual enlightenment. However, those who accuse Sci-
entology of being a cult that manipulates its members
to its own self-serving ends cite such things as its ref-
erences to space travel and extraterrestrial life and its
eclectic and allegedly haphazard reinterpretation of
traditional religious ideas. Nevertheless, Scientology
remains widely discussed and debated as a develop-
ment in the evolution of contemporary religious
thought and practice.

Further Reading
Corydon, Bent. L. Ron Hubbard: Messiah or Mad-

man? Fort Lee, N.J.: Barricade Books, 1992.
Hubbard, L. Ron. Dianetics: The Modern Science of

Mental Health. Los Angeles: Bridge Publica-
tions, 1986.

Theology and Practice of a Contemporary Religion:
Scientology. Los Angeles: Bridge Publications,
1998.

Gregory D. Horn

See also: Buddhist ethics; Mysticism; Psychology;
Religion; Science; Taxes.

Scorched-earth policies
Definition: Military strategies calling for the de-

struction of the natural environment, particularly
food resources, as a deliberate means of waging
warfare

Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: Whether offensive or defensive,

scorched-earth tactics do harm to noncombatants
and cause environmental and economic damage
that can outlast by years the war of which they are
a part. They raise the fundamental issue of the eth-
ical limits of warfare and whether warring parties
have any moral obligations to limit the ill effects
of their actions or whether belief in such obliga-
tions is unrealistic in the context of war.

In its narrow sense of setting the grass of the plains on
fire, the practice of scorched-earth warfare is particu-
larly associated with the steppelands of Russia and
the Ukraine. The first attested example of the practice
occurred during a war between the Scythians and the
Persians in 512 b.c.e. (recorded by Herodotus in 440
b.c.e.). The Scythians, a nation of nomadic horse-
men, lured the Persian army of Darius ever deeper
into the steppe by retreating before the Persians.
Some Scythians then doubled back, destroying the
grass and poisoning the wells along the Persians’
original route, believing that this would prevent the
Persian cavalry’s escape (since their horses would be
deprived of food). As the Scythians candidly re-
called, however, their plan backfired. The Persians
escaped by retracing their footsteps, despite the dev-
astation they encountered.

Modern Warfare
Analogous tactics were used more than two mil-

lennia later. During the Russian retreat before the in-
vading army of Napoleon Bonaparte in 1812, the
Russians themselves burned Moscow and the
croplands along the route of Napoleon’s advance.
When the tide of battle turned, the French army had
to retreat through a devastated countryside that of-
fered no food or shelter. This successful use of the
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scorched-earth policy as a patriotic and defensive
tactic—enhanced by Leo Tolstoy’s epic depiction of
Russian sacrifices during 1812 in his historical novel
War and Peace (1865-1869)—lent it an enduring
positive aura, at least in the Russian context.

More typically, however, scorched-earth tactics
used defensively have backfired. If one goes along
with environmentalist Arthur Westing’s interpreta-
tion that deliberate destruction of the land by other
means, such as flooding, is also scorched-earth policy,
then the most cataclysmic example in the twentieth
century occurred during the second Sino-Japanese
War (1937-1945). In 1938, as a defensive measure,
the Chinese dynamited a major dam on the Yellow
River. This temporarily halted the Japanese advance
and resulted in several thousand Japanese casualties;
in the long run, however, several hundred thousand
Chinese, mainly civilians, drowned, and damage
from flooding continued for a decade.

Scorched-earth tactics used offensively have
tended to be successful in the short run. Major inci-
dents of deliberate crop destruction as a means of of-
fensive warfare have abounded throughout history.
During the Peloponnesian Wars (431-404 b.c.e.), the
Spartans repeatedly destroyed the Athenian grain
crops (and, not incidentally, won the war); the Athe-
nians did not choose to employ a tactic that until then
had been used only by barbarians. Widespread crop
destruction, in large part deliberate, accompanied the
ravages of the Huns, the Vandals, and the Mongolian
conquests (1213-1224). The Mongolian conquerors
of Mesopotamia destroyed the ancient irrigation
works on which agriculture had depended for millen-
nia, and the Fertile Crescent became a desert. In the
Thirty Years’ War (1618-1638), the majority of
Czech casualties (up to 75 percent of the population
of Bohemia) resulted from starvation and disease
caused by crop destruction.

The use of scorched-earth tactics increased in the
modern era, and it came to be morally justified as a
humane means of bringing war to a swifter conclu-
sion. The theory was formulated in the American
context during the U.S. Civil War (1861-1865) by
two Union generals, Philip Sheridan and William
Tecumseh Sherman. One of the many ways in which
this war transformed civilization was an increased
consideration of all factors that contributed to the war
effort, including food itself. As part of a conscious
policy of bringing the war home to the civilians who

supported the soldiers, in order to make the war end
quickly, Sheridan oversaw the destruction of about
2,700 square miles of agricultural land in the
Shenandoah Valley, and Sherman’s troops laid waste
to about 15,000 square miles of rural Georgia (1864).
As a result, the war did indeed end quickly. In view of
the success of these tactics, they were incorporated
into U.S. policy during late federal government wars
with Native Americans and again during the U.S. in-
tervention in the Philippine Insurrection around the
turn of the twentieth century.

Nuclear War as an Alternative
The apotheosis of the scorched-earth policy as a

fast way to end a war, justified by the idea that there
would be fewer total casualties, was the atom bomb-
ing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in Japan in 1945.
This action immediately ended Japanese participa-
tion in World War II, but it raised ethical questions
that cannot be easily answered.

The ultimate scorched-earth policy would be a
nuclear war, after which the affected parts of the earth
would be so scorched as to be uninhabitable for thou-
sands of years. The ultimate scorched-earth policy
thus brings one back to the discovery made by the cun-
ning Scythians who may be credited with inventing it
in the first place: It tends to backfire. Defenders who
employ the tactic find that they have a tiger by the tail:
Both immediately and in the long run, they may do far
more damage to themselves than to the invading en-
emy. Those who employ scorched-earth tactics offen-
sively stand to lose on many counts: They put them-
selves in an extremely weak position in world opinion,
since the policy will justifiably be termed barbaric;
they are destroying the earth’s resources, thereby im-
poverishing themselves as well as others; and they
are moving in the direction of total war, which tends
to blur distinctions not only between combatants and
noncombatants but also between the opposing sides.

D. Gosselin Nakeeb
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Scott v. Sandford
The Event: U.S. Supreme Court decision placing

limits on Congress’s ability to control slavery and
determining that African Americans were not eli-
gible to become U.S. citizens

Date: Ruling made on March 6-7, 1857
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: The Supreme Court’s decision in

Scott strengthened slaveholders’ claims that they
had unlimited property rights to slaves and af-
firmed that slaves were legally incapable in prin-
ciple of ever gaining the protections of the Bill of
Rights.

Scott v. Sandford was the result of a suit for freedom
by the slave Dred Scott. Scott’s master had taken
Scott to serve him during an army posting in the
northern part of the Louisiana Purchase, where slav-
ery had been prohibited by Congress. Eventually,
Scott’s master returned Scott to the slave state of
Missouri. Scott sued for his freedom on the basis of
his residence in a territory where slavery did not ex-
ist. Chief Justice Roger B. Taney ruled that Scott was
still a slave and that Congress had no authority to pro-
hibit slavery in American territories.

Congress had denied southerners due process of
law under the Fifth Amendment by singling out their
property, and not that of northerners, for restriction.

Furthermore, Taney ruled, the case was not properly
before the Supreme Court. No person of African de-
scent—whether slave or free—was a citizen of the
United States with rights to bring suit in federal
court. This case strengthened the power of slavehold-
ers and undercut antislavery activists who were seek-
ing a general abolition of slavery in U.S. territories.

Harold D. Tallant

See also: Bill of Rights, U.S.; Citizenship; Civil
rights and liberties; Slavery; Supreme Court, U.S.

Scottsboro case
The Event: U.S. Supreme Court decision holding

that states must provide counsel for indigent or
ignorant defendants in capital cases

Date: Ruling made on November 7, 1932
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: The Supreme Court’s finding in the

Scottsboro case, that deprivation of counsel in a
capital case had denied the defendant a fair hear-
ing, represented the first time the Court had held
that a state criminal trial was defective under the
due process clause of the Fourteenth Amend-
ment. It thereby set a crucial precedent and paved
the way for the general extension of the rights of
the accused contained in the Bill of Rights, from
federal to state courts.

The Scottsboro case (known technically as Powell v.
Alabama) was one of several sensational cases that
arose from the arrest and trial of seven young black
men for the rape of two white women in Alabama.
The men were quickly tried and sentenced to death in
an atmosphere of great public excitement; units of
the Alabama National Guard had to be called up to
prevent the defendants from being lynched. At trial,
no effective assignment or employment of counsel
had been made, as the Supreme Court later found.

By a 7-2 vote, the Supreme Court ruled that the
trial court’s failure to assure effective representation
of the defendants had deprived them of a fair hearing.
Since notice and hearing are the central elements of
due process, the convictions were reversed. This case
provided a particularly significant precedent because
the Court showed itself willing for the first time to in-
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voke the due process clause of the Fourteenth
Amendment to hold that a state criminal proceeding
had deprived a defendant of a fundamental right.

Robert Jacobs

See also: Bill of Rights, U.S.; Civil rights and liber-
ties; Due process; Erroneous convictions; Rape; Su-
preme Court, U.S.

The Second Sex
Identification: Book by Simone de Beauvoir (1908-

1986)
Date: Le Deuxième Sexe, 1949 (English translation,

1953)
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: The Second Sex attempts to explain

why women as a class remain oppressed. It advo-

cates a constructivist view of gender, rejecting the
essentialist view that gender traits are determined
by biology.

Simone de Beauvoir rejects the Aristotelian position
that women, because of their biological characteris-
tics, must play a limited role in society. She further
rejects Freudian psychology’s position that woman’s
natural state is passive while man’s is active because
of the physical characteristics of the genitalia. She
posits that women are limited primarily by the condi-
tioning imposed on them by a male-dominated soci-
ety, not by any biologic weakness or inferiority.

Because the behavior of human beings is based in
large part on rationality and choice instead of on in-
stinct, Beauvoir suggests that human behavior is not
fixed and immutable but should be based on the indi-
vidual’s rational decision to behave in a particular
way in a given situation. Beauvoir then expands on
that stance, using Jean-Paul Sartre’s belief that to be
fully human, each person must be free to choose what
he or she will become and that the process of choos-
ing never ends. She further asserts that the sexual
identity assigned to girls by modern Western society,
which prepares them primarily to become wives,
mothers, and housewives, destroys women’s creative
potential and leads to self-alienation and destruction
of the psyche.

Mary Johnson

See also: Beauvoir, Simone de; Sexism; Sexual ste-
reotypes; Sexuality and sexual ethics; Women’s eth-
ics; Women’s liberation movement.

Secular ethics
Definition: Any set of moral principles or school of

moral philosophy whose values do not derive
from religion or belief in the supernatural

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: A secular ethics may directly attack

religious ethics as ill-advised or untrue, or it may
simply ignore religious systems altogether.

“If God is dead, then everything is permitted.” To-
ward the end of the nineteenth century, Fyodor
Dostoevski expressed his despair at the disrepute into
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which religious ethics had fallen. The enormous
prestige of science had led many thinkers to believe
that science had supplanted religion as the proper
source of answers to questions about the universe and
humanity’s place in it. Ethics, many believed, should
follow the path of other disciplines—such as astron-
omy, physics, and biology—and become secular;
that is, shorn of its traditional religious context.

Traditional religious ethics claim that without a
god, ethics is meaningless. Three considerations mo-
tivate this claim. First, the fact that humans have ar-
gued about ethics for several millennia without
reaching agreement is evidence that humans are not
able to discover, by their own efforts, what is good
and bad. Second, the fact that many people do things
that they believe are unethical is evidence that hu-
mans are weak by nature and therefore are not com-
petent to be good by their own efforts. Third, the fact
that many evil-doers are never brought to justice is
evidence that humans are not competent to adminis-
ter justice effectively. Without a god, therefore, hu-
mans would wallow in ignorance and sin, and evil
would often triumph over good. Accordingly, the re-
ligious account argues, a being greater than human-
ity—a powerful, knowledgeable, and good being—is
needed to tell humans what to do, to make sure they
do it, and to administer ultimate justice.

Criticisms of Religion
One major difficulty of the religious view is prov-

ing the existence of a god. Even supposing that the
existence of a god could be proved, however, religion
still would face serious difficulties. For, even if there
is reason to believe there is a god, why should hu-
mans do what that god says?

The fact that the god was powerful would not
guarantee that what it said was in fact good, for it
could be both powerful and evil or both powerful and
uninformed. To do what it says simply because it or-
dered one to do so would be to commit a logical fal-
lacy—the appeal to force.

The fact that the god was knowledgeable also
would not be a sufficient guarantee—for it could be
both knowledgeable and evil—and to do what it says
simply because it is knowledgeable would be to ap-
peal to authority.

Finally, that the god is good cannot be determined
without circularity, for the religious approach claims
that humans do not know what is good before the god

tells them so; they would have to know what was
good, however, before they could judge whether the
god was good and therefore whether they could trust
its commands. If humans can distinguish good and
evil, then they do not need a god to tell them which is
which, but if humans cannot distinguish good and
evil, then they have no way of knowing whether a god
is telling them to do good things or bad things.

According to these objections, religion fails to
ground ethics rationally. Advocates of religion may
reject rationality and fall back on faith, but irrational
faith is a precarious thing. Without evidence, one has
no way of knowing whether one’s faith is true, and
therefore one has no way of knowing whether the
principles upon which one acts are moral. Since dif-
ferent individuals believe different things on the ba-
sis of faith, faith leads to social difficulties. Without
appealing to rationality and evidence, members of
different faiths cannot resolve disagreements peace-
fully. History provides ample evidence that disagree-
ments over articles of faith regularly lead to violence.

The above epistemological criticisms are some-
times supplemented by criticisms of the central con-
tent of religious ethics. By placing the sources of
value in a supernatural realm, religion devalues life
on Earth. Evidence for this view can be found in the
fact that virtually all religions emphasize sacrifice
rather than achievement, suffering rather than plea-
sure, and self-denial rather than self-affirmation.

Secular Sources
These criticisms of religious ethics have given

impetus to secular accounts of ethics. By appealing
to natural phenomena, secular approaches try to
solve the problems that have traditionally motivated
religious ethics.

One such problem is finding a source for univer-
sal ethical principles; that is, principles that are true
for everyone. Religion attempts to solve this problem
by claiming that a god establishes rules and stipulates
that they hold for everyone. Some secular theorists
(relativists) attempt to solve this problem by reject-
ing the assumption that there are universal ethical
principles. Relativists argue that ethics is based on in-
dividual or group feelings or traditions. If ethics is
primarily a matter of feeling, however, then the obvi-
ous fact that feelings vary radically rules out univer-
sality. If ethics is primarily a matter of social tradi-
tions, history and anthropology provide evidence of
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a wide range of radically different social traditions.
Other secular theorists, however, accept the chal-

lenge of finding a universal source for values by iden-
tifying natural facts that are universal. For example,
some theorists (Hedonists) note that all humans have
a pleasure/pain mechanism, and therefore they argue
that people should define “good” and “bad” in terms
of pleasure and pain. Other theorists (the Kantians)
note that all humans have a rational faculty, and
therefore they argue that morality should be defined
in terms of the rational consistency of action. Other
theorists (objectivists) note that all humans have the
same fundamental survival needs, and therefore they
argue that people should define “bad” in terms of
what leads to death and “good” in terms of that which
makes human life possible.

Stephen R. C. Hicks

Further Reading
Asad, Talal. Formations of the Secular: Christianity,

Islam, Modernity. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford Uni-
versity Press, 2003.

Grayling, A. C. Meditations for the Humanist: Ethics
for a Secular Age. New York: Oxford University
Press, 2002.

Smith, George. Atheism: The Case Against God.
Buffalo, N.Y.: Prometheus, 1979.

Warnock, Mary. Existentialist Ethics. New York: St.
Martin’s Press, 1967.

See also: Aristotle; Atheism; Dostoevski, Fyodor;
Existentialism; God; Kant, Immanuel; Mill, John
Stuart; Nietzsche, Friedrich; Rand, Ayn; Religion;
Sartre, Jean-Paul.

Sedition
Definition: Criminally inciting others to resist or

overthrow their government
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Because it incites people to violent

action rather than merely expressing dissent, se-
dition is one of the few types of speech not pro-
tected by the First Amendment. In order to ensure
that the right of political dissent is preserved, cur-
rent definitions of sedition include only direct in-
citements of violence.

The first sedition laws in the United States were the
Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798, which were passed
during the administration of President John Adams.
These laws defined sedition very broadly; many be-
lieved them to be unconstitutional. They were cer-
tainly impolitic and unpopular, and they were re-
pealed under the Thomas Jefferson administration in
1801. In the United States today, sedition consists of
advocacy of the illegal or violent overthrow of the
government; it is more than mere defamation of the
government or government officials. Because the es-
sence of sedition is speech or publication, the crime
as it is defined in most American jurisdictions always
involves free speech issues. By the latter part of the
twentieth century, rules set by the U.S. Supreme
Court made it nearly impossible to convict anyone of
sedition unless the government could show that the
defendant’s speech or publication explicitly advo-
cated illegal acts and that it created a “clear and pres-
ent danger” that the acts would take place. These
rules place so heavy a burden on the prosecution that
there were no successful federal sedition prosecu-
tions in the United States between 1953 and 1993.

Robert Jacobs

See also: Constitution, U.S.; First Amendment; Loy-
alty; Sedition Act of 1798; Treason.

Sedition Act of 1798
Identification: One of four “Alien and Sedition

Acts” designed to suppress domestic opposition
to Federalist policies during a period of European
anti-American aggression

Date: Passed in 1798
Type of ethics: Media ethics
Significance: The Sedition Act challenged the First

Amendment’s guarantees of free speech and a
free press, an attempt that ultimately served to
broaden the scope of both rights and to limit gov-
ernmental restraint of political dissent.

The Sedition Act was prompted by Federalist fears
that growing Republican opposition to Federalist
policy would weaken popular support and lead to the
end of Federalist control at a time when the United
States was caught between rival international pow-
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ers. The act sought to apply the English common-law
tradition of “seditious libel” by making it unlawful to
“write, print, utter, or publish . . . any false, scandal-
ous, or malicious writing . . . against the government
of the United States . . . or to bring [it] . . . into con-
tempt or disrepute.” On that basis, ten newspaper edi-
tors were convicted, one of them a congressman, by
courts made up exclusively of Federalist judges.

Advocates justified the act by interpreting the
First Amendment as pertaining only to “prior re-
straint,” meaning that the government could not pre-
vent the publication of dissent but could prosecute
the result. Opponents protested that the First Amend-
ment prevented the government from suppressing
political speech at any stage, and they pronounced
the act unconstitutional. Republican opposition was
carried out through the Kentucky and Virginia Reso-
lutions (written by Thomas Jefferson and James Madi-
son, respectively), which asserted the right of states
to “nullify” unwanted federal intrusions on individ-
ual rights. The act expired with the inauguration of
Thomas Jefferson, and no subsequent attempt to sup-
press political dissent has ultimately been successful.

See also: Constitution, U.S.; First Amendment;
Freedom of expression; Jefferson, Thomas; Politics;
Sedition.

Segregation
Definition: Physical separation of one group, espe-

cially a racial or ethnic group, from another
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity; Civil rights
Significance: Now deemed to be unconstitutional,

racial segregation in the United States was origi-
nally the product of overt and unapologetic racist
ideologies. When racism and white supremacy
initially became less defensible as legal princi-
ples, however, segregation remained in place, but
it was justified on grounds of social harmony. It
was argued that maintaining separate but equal fa-
cilities and institutions would prevent the disor-
der that racial mixing would supposedly produce.

Segregation, historically, was born in the colonial era
when the “majority” practiced de facto segregation.
When most black Americans were slaves, free blacks

suffered de facto segregation in housing and social
segregation based on “custom” and “folkways.” As
the northern colonies abolished slavery, de facto seg-
regation sometimes became de jure separation sup-
ported by local ordinances and state law.

As long as the South maintained slavery, that in-
stitution “regulated” race relations, and de jure segre-
gation was not needed. In 1865, however, the southern
slaves were set free, and legal segregation made its
appearance. After the Civil War, most southern states
passed legislation known as black codes, which re-
sembled the old slave codes. Under the new codes,
social segregation was often spelled out. For example,
most states moved immediately to segregate public
transportation lines. By the end of the Reconstruction
(1865-1877), race lines had hardened, and social seg-
regation was the rule rather than the exception.

Unsuccessful Challenges
Some African Americans challenged segrega-

tionist laws. In 1896, blacks from Louisiana sued a
public transportation company (railroad) that oper-
ated segregated passenger cars, as stipulated by Loui-
siana’s state laws. Black leaders argued that the state
laws and the railroad’s actions violated the Thir-
teenth and Fourteenth Amendments to the Constitu-
tion. The case, Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), reached the
U.S. Supreme Court, which ruled that segregation
was “legal” as long as “separate but equal” facilities
were made available for minorities. A lone dissenter,
Justice John M. Harlan, who happened to be a white
southerner, rejected the majority opinion, saying that
the Constitution should be “color-blind” and that it
should not tolerate “classes” among the citizens, who
were all equal.

Despite Harlan’s dissent, the Plessy decision gave
absolute legal sanction to a practice that many states,
including some in the North, were already practicing
by custom and tradition: Plessy “froze” segregation
into the highest law of the land. Thereafter, segrega-
tionists, especially those in the South, used their leg-
islatures to pass a host of new laws that extended the
supposed “separate but equal” doctrine to all areas of
life. For example, restaurants, hotels, and theaters be-
came segregated by law, not only by custom. Rail-
road cars and railroad stations divided the races; hos-
pitals, doctors’ offices, and even cemeteries became
segregated.

The laws of some southern states called for segre-
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gated prisons, while prisons in other states took crim-
inals from both races but separated them within their
facilities. At least one state passed a law that forbade
a white and a black prisoner to look out the same
prison window at the same time. If the prisoners were
physically close enough to look out at the same time,
they were too close to please segregationists.

As the United States matured during the twentieth
century, segregation was extended whenever “tech-
nology” made it seem necessary. For example, in
1915, Oklahoma became the first state in the Union
to require segregated public “pay” telephone booths.
When motor cars were first used as a “taxi” ser-
vice, taxi companies were segregated—a “white”
taxi serving whites only and a “black” taxi serving
African Americans only. Public water fountains be-
came segregated, as did public restroom facilities.

Another problem became associated with segre-
gation. Often, there was no separate facility for blacks,
who were denied service altogether. For example, as
late as the 1960’s, President Lyndon B. Johnson’s
personal maid and butler-handyman experienced dif-

ficulty traveling by car from Washington, D.C., back
to Johnson’s Texas home. There were few if any “mo-
tels” along the way that would rent rooms to African
Americans.

Successful Challenges
Eventually, the National Association for the Ad-

vancement of Colored People (NAACP) launched
new attacks against segregationist laws—especially
in circumstances in which no separate facilities ex-
isted for African Americans.

For example, in Gaines v. Missouri (1938) and
Sweatt v. Painter (1949; a Texas case), the Supreme
Court ruled that blacks could attend white law
schools because no separate school was available in
state for African Americans. In 1950, in McLaurin v.
Oklahoma, the NAACP tested the same concept and
won another court battle. As McLaurin showed, the
University of Oklahoma had admitted a black stu-
dent to its graduate program but then had segregated
him on campus. After the high court ruled that such
segregation was unfair and illegal because it denied
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“equal” education, Thurgood Marshall of the NAACP
became even more determined to challenge segrega-
tion. He did so successfully when, in Brown v. Board
of Education (1954), the Court declared segregated
public education illegal.

If segregation was unjust and unconstitutional in
education, it seemed clear that it was also unjust in
other areas of life. Thus, in 1955, under the leader-
ship of Martin Luther King, Jr., and others, a nonvio-
lent protest movement took to the streets and eventu-
ally won victories that included new laws such as the
Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voter Registration
Act of 1965.

Ultimately, a limited social and economic “revo-
lution” occurred that condemned segregation and, in
part, created a new American society.

James Smallwood

Further Reading
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Self-control
Definition: Discipline or restraint exercised upon

one’s own actions or emotions in frustration of
one’s impulses or desires

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Self-control may be seen as a neces-

sary characteristic for maintaining virtue and re-
sisting temptation, or it may be seen as a virtue in
itself, especially in value systems in which desire
and bodily impulses are represented as inherently
sinful.

The concept of self-control as a modern moral and
psychological trait is directly rooted in the Greek
concept of sfphrosynt, which is usually translated as
“temperance,” although there is no exact English
equivalent. Although a number of concepts capture
facets of what the Greeks meant by sfphrosynt—
balance, limit, proportion, order, equilibrium, har-
mony, restraint, moderation, sobriety—none defines
it completely. Yet the concept of self-control, com-
plemented by self-knowledge, lies at its core, being a
virtue crucial to the achievement of order and moder-
ation in life. In contrast to it is hybris (hubris), the
vice of arrogance, excessive behavior, unrestrained
passion, and other extremes.

Sfphrosynt was not only a personal virtue for the
Greeks but a civic one as well; in addition to being a
standard of individual behavior and character, it was,
especially for Athenians, a measure of the political
and social health of the polis, lying between the ex-
tremes of tyranny and anarchy. Just as the individual
was responsible for maintaining the proper order
among the elements of the soul by means of the intel-
ligent control of its baser parts, the rulers were re-
sponsible for maintaining the proper order among the
various segments of society by the wise governance
of its lower echelons. Plato utilizes this concept of
self-control in his Republic. An individual must con-
trol the influence of spirit (feelings) and passion (de-
sire) by subjecting them to the constraints of reason
(intelligence), the highest element of the soul. The
philosopher-king, using the judgment that comes
from philosophical wisdom, must maintain order
among the lower elements of society so that the self-
control proper to a virtuous individual is amplified in
the polis as a whole.

Aristotle understands self-control, the virtue of
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“temperance,” more narrowly. In the Nicomachean
Ethics, self-control is marked by the disciplined en-
joyment of eating, drinking, and sexual intercourse, as
opposed to the correlative vices of excessive indul-
gence and insufficient sensitivity to physical pleasure.
Although Aristotle cites temperance as a separate vir-
tue, however, it possesses a generic component that is
fundamental to the other virtues as well. Every Aristo-
telian virtue requires self-control. For example, cour-
age is the exercise of bravery in the right way at the
right time for the right reason and to the right degree.
To misjudge the proper measure of courage—to be
brave to the point of foolhardiness, or to be cowardly
when courage is required—is to be wrongly con-
trolled by either ambition on the one hand or fear on
the other, which happens when one loses control over
oneself and allows intelligent judgment to be subdued
by one’s nonrational faculties.

Sfphrosynt was central to Stoic moral teaching
during the Hellenistic period. The Stoics viewed it as
essentially the exercise of wise and practical judg-
ment in matters of indulgence and abstinence, pre-
serving the traditional Greek association between
sfphrosynt and self-control. The Romans eventually
absorbed sfphrosynt into their ethical canon, where it
figures prominently in the writings of Cicero, who
identifies temperantia, or “self-control,” as its most
important component and contrasts it to luxuria
United States (“excess”) and avaritia (greed), which
he believed were the worst vices of Roman citizens.
Early Christianity, although at first eschewing any-
thing associated with paganism, eventually assimi-
lated sfphrosynt, along with other classical virtues,
into its own ethical structure, since these virtues were
consistent with Christian ethics. Christians made
chastity the defining feature of sfphrosynt, however,
almost eclipsing its other aspects.

Modern Views
Sfphrosynt was absorbed by the modern mind in

essentially its original Greek form, with a continued
emphasis on self-control. It is recognizable in Michel
de Montaigne’s essay “Of Husbanding Your Will,” in
which Montaigne extols the virtues of a moderate
lifestyle: “One must moderate oneself between ha-
tred of pain and love of pleasure; and Plato prescribes
a middle way of life between the two.” Undue ab-
sorption with personal and public affairs is to be
avoided if one wishes to live serenely. In addition, the

more possessions one acquires, the more likely one
is to suffer the bad luck that is an inherent aspect of
material acquisition and ownership. One’s energy
should be expended chiefly on what one can control;
namely, oneself and one’s personal affairs: “The
range of our desires should be circumscribed and re-
strained to a narrow limit . . . and moreover their
course should be directed not in a straight line that
ends up elsewhere, but in a circle whose two extremi-
ties . . . terminate in ourselves.” Balance and modera-
tion are the keys to tranquillity.

Because of its inward, quasi-psychological na-
ture, self-control, like some of the other traditional
virtues of character, has been largely neglected by
most modern philosophers. Some thinkers, however,
have attempted to reinstate consideration of the tradi-
tional virtues as an essential feature of moral dis-
course. Anthony Quinton (1993), for example, de-
fines moral character as self-control or self-
discipline, which is required to maintain one’s deter-
mination toward a goal and to avoid being distracted
by “passing impulses” and unproductive pursuits.
It is the essential element in moral development,
even though the self-control necessary to good moral
character may be used for bad purposes as well. Ac-
cording to Quinton, modern people would do well to
emulate the vigorous moral rectitude of the Victori-
ans, whose incorporation of self-control into their
character made them worthy models of moral up-
rightness.

Barbara Forrest
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Self-deception
Definition: Conscious or unconscious clinging to a

belief that one knows on some level to be false
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Self-deception often facilitates im-

moral action, but some philosophers have posited
that some forms of self-deception may be neces-
sary to survival.

A person is tempted to self-deceive whenever the rea-
sons for accepting a certain thought as true are better
than the reasons for not accepting it and the person
does not want the thought to be true. If the individual
in such a situation avoids acknowledging a fact that is
supported by evidence because of the intimated ad-
vantage of doing so, then the person self-deceives.
Since this act violates a basic principle of rational
cognition (to assent to what is supported by the evi-
dence), the self-deceiver will further self-deceive
about the very activity of self-deceiving. Hence, peo-
ple who in fact are deceiving themselves will vehe-
mently deny to themselves and to others that they are
doing so.

In this general process, the person need not fully
embrace utter falsehoods. Self-deception essentially
occurs by avoiding the recognition of some impor-
tant and well-supported conception. The person can
be held accountable for this evasion because there is
tacit awareness of the good reasons for not evading

acknowledgment; “deep down,” the self-deceiver
“knows better.” This paradoxical nature of being
self-deceived is manifested in inconsistencies in con-
duct and in speech; on some occasions, action will be
based on what is “really known,” and on other occa-
sions, it will be based on self-deception.

Self-deception is morally problematical for three
reasons. First, it is a practice of untruthfulness, and to
the extent that being truthful is inherently good, self-
deception is always wrong. This is true even if the de-
ceiving involves a morally neutral issue.

Second, deceiving oneself can have deleterious
effects on one’s conscience and the ability to under-
stand oneself. Conscience is corrupted because self-
deception (especially if it is habitual) can involve
overlooking moral failures in one’s past and avoiding
consideration of moral obligations to which one is
bound in the present. The ability to understand one-
self is damaged because self-deception (again, espe-
cially if it is habitual) can direct attention away from
realities of oneself that are important but are very dif-
ficult to accept.

Third, self-deceiving can have harmful effects on
others. Being able to deceive oneself about a topic
greatly facilitates deceiving others about that same
topic (by masking from them one’s own disbelief). In
addition, deceiving oneself about the harm that one is
causing for others makes it easier to harm them (by
precluding scruples arising from one’s own con-
science). If this type of self-deceiving becomes ha-
bitual, then one can become completely oblivious to
the harmful effects of one’s conduct on others.

Failure to Take Responsibility
A prevalent type of self-deception with deleteri-

ous effects on self and others involves not taking re-
sponsibility for one’s own actions. People tend to de-
ceive themselves concerning how able they are to act
in a manner other than the manner in which they act
when they do something wrong. Shunning avowal of
the immediately evident reality of their own free will,
they focus instead on how “pressing” their needs and
wants appear to be to them. This type of self-deceiv-
ing subverts the sense of being in control of one’s
own impulses, which in turn results in those impulses
being less controlled. It thereby becomes likely that
the individual does whatever he or she wants to do, in
spite of obvious immorality and harm to others.

The diminishment in self-control brought on by
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chronic self-deception about one’s own responsibil-
ity can also affect the degree of control that one has
over the very impulse to deceive oneself. This in turn
can make it difficult to distinguish voluntary self-de-
ception from pathological self-delusion. In the latter
case, the person is incapable of admitting the truth
and is not subject to moral censure. Only if a person is
able to abstain from self-deception and admit to the
truth is the act of self-deception subject to moral eval-
uation. If it is controllable and wrong, it should be
avoided.

In order to avoid deceiving oneself, one must be
aware of the subjects about which there is temptation
to deceive oneself. Since all people want to think
highly of themselves and want to avoid making
costly sacrifices, the strongest enticements to self-
deceive arise when people assess their moral imper-
fections or are subject to demanding moral obliga-
tions. To prevent self-deception when one confronts
such topics, it is necessary to keep clearly in mind the
good of authentic self-understanding and the evils
that can result from deceiving oneself. There are,
however, issues about which a measure of self-de-
ception could be harmless or even beneficial. For ex-
ample, if one deceives oneself into thinking that one
is less afraid than one actually is about delivering an
impending public address, then one may be better
able to deliver the speech. Nevertheless, in such
situations, self-deception is rarely the only means
available to achieve the beneficial results. Since self-
deceiving can become a habit and habitual self-
deception carries with it the dangers noted earlier, it
is probably best to always avoid deceiving oneself.

Mark Stephen Pestana
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Self-interest
Definition: Concern for one’s own success, well-

being, goals, and projects
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Self-interest is the opposite of altru-

ism; it is valued by those who disparage altruism
and attacked by those who see altruism as a moral
good. Philosophers also disagree as to whether
one’s own interests and the interests of one’s com-
munity are necessarily compatible, are necessar-
ily incompatible, or have no necessary relation-
ship.

Although Plato in his Republic was the first to raise
the issue of the role that self-interest plays in ethics, it
was Thomas Hobbes’s treatment of the concept in
Leviathan (1651) that cast the discussion of the rela-
tionship between ethics and self-interest in modern
terms.

Varieties of Self-Interest
Philosophers generally speak of two kinds of self-

interest: enlightened and unenlightened. This dis-
tinction is made by those who think that self-interest
has a significant contribution to make to ethics. Inter-
ests can be classified as being either short-term or
long-term, and sometimes what may be in one’s
short-term interest may not be in one’s long-term in-
terest. Short-term interests are those that are immedi-
ate consequences of the action performed and are
of immediate benefit to the individual who is act-
ing. Long-term interests, however, are future conse-
quences of the action, and the benefit to the individ-
ual may not matter for quite some time.
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Almost no one would advocate that one should
pursue short-term interests exclusively. Rather, those
who believe that self-interest and ethics are related
encourage the pursuit of long-term interests. Empha-
sizing the pursuit of long-term as opposed to short-
term interests is called enlightened (or rational) self-
interest, while emphasizing the pursuit of short-term
interests is called unenlightened self-interest.

One can appreciate the different positions regard-
ing the relationship between self-interest and ethics
by reflecting on the answers to the following ques-
tion. Do the demands of enlightened self-interest
ever correspond to the dictates of ethics? There is a
theory of ethics that answers this question in the affir-
mative: egoism. This theory claims that self-interest
plays a crucial role in determining ethically appropri-
ate action. There are two kinds of egoism, depending
in part on the role that is assigned to self-interest.

Psychological Egoism
This theory claims that human beings by their

very nature must act in their own self-interest. Ac-
cording to this view, human beings cannot help but
act in their own interest. That is how they are consti-
tuted.

Technically, this is not an ethical theory but rather
a scientific or psychological theory about human na-
ture. In fact, a psychological egoist would contend
that ethics as traditionally conceived is impossible,
since traditional ethics requires a person to act altru-
istically, to act in the interests of others, and human
beings are simply psychologically incapable of do-
ing that. Psychological egoism advocates that ethics
should be revamped to take into account this impor-
tant fact about human nature. Once this is done, the
goal of this redefined ethics is to persuade people to
pursue enlightened rather than unenlightened self-
interest. Thomas Hobbes is the person most often as-
sociated with psychological egoism.

Ethical Egoism
The other brand of egoism is called ethical ego-

ism. In contrast with psychological egoism, ethical
egoism is a traditional ethical or normative theory
that acknowledges that people have the ability to act
altruistically. It contends that, although people can
act in the interests of others, they should not. Ethical
egoism claims that one should pursue one’s enlight-
ened self-interest exclusively. It contends that the

only time one should take into consideration the in-
terests of others is when it is in one’s interest to do so.

A number of reasons have been offered by ethical
egoists to explain why one should act in one’s own
self-interest. For one thing, it just makes good sense.
People should know what is in their own interest
better than they know what is in the interest of others,
and it is always good to act on as much information as
possible. For another, if everyone pursued his or her
own interests exclusively and did not meddle in other
people’s business, everyone would be better off.

Two major branches of ethics—namely, utilitari-
anism and deontological ethics—answer the above
question in the negative. They both claim that acting
solely in the light of one’s own self-interest is never
ethically acceptable. They contend that one of the
goals of an ethical theory is to persuade an agent to
put aside self-interested pursuit, whether enlightened
or not, and act altruistically. These groups, however,
deal with self-interested behavior in different ways.

Utilitarianism
Utilitarianism claims that, in determining what

the morally appropriate action is, one should take
into consideration the interests of everyone who is af-
fected by the action, and no one person’s interest
should count more than anyone else’s. The right ac-
tion is the one that will produce the greatest good for
the greatest number of people. Notice that this theory
still uses the concept of self-interest, though in a
much-diminished capacity. One’s interests do matter,
but they matter only as much as everyone else’s. This
theory requires that one may have to sacrifice one’s
interest for the interests of others (the common
good).

Deontological Theories
Both egoism and utilitarianism determine right

and wrong by looking at the consequences of an ac-
tion. Deontological theories look to something other
than consequences to determine right and wrong. For
that reason, these theories go a step further than utili-
tarianism does, banishing self-interest in any form.
According to these theories, acting in self-interest
automatically removes the agent from the ethical
realm. Self-interest is something that must be con-
trolled or defeated in order for true ethical behavior
to take place.

John H. Serembus
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Selfishness
Definition: Concern with and pursuit of one’s own

interests and desires without regard to or in con-
flict with the interests and desires of others

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Always a pejorative term, unreflec-

tive or excessive selfishness may be opposed to
altruism or selflessness on the one hand and to
mere self-interest or ethical egoism on the other.

Selfishness is construed as a vice or character flaw.
All one has to do to see this is to reflect on the com-
mon usage of the term. To be labeled “selfish” is to
be censured and held in low regard. Such labeling is
a condemnation. Ethical theorists also share this dis-
dain, though Ayn Rand with her philosophical theory
of objectivism may appear to be an exception. Self-
ishness plays an important role in her ethical theory.

If someone is acting selfishly, that person is not
acting ethically. Traditionally, the goals of ethics and
those of selfishness are antithetical. Even those theo-
ries of ethics that advocate acting in one’s own inter-
est—namely, the various versions of egoism—would
never endorse constant selfish behavior. For this rea-

son, it will be helpful to explore the relationship be-
tween selfishness and self-interest.

Selfishness and Self-Interest
Are acting selfishly and acting self-interestedly

identical? Critics of egoism, which is the ethical the-
ory that claims that one should always act in one’s
own interest, answer this question in the affirmative.
They find egoism morally repugnant because they
find selfishness morally repugnant. Certainly, selfish
behavior does involve some form of self-interested
behavior. A selfish act is performed because the per-
son expects to satisfy some current need or desire.
Does self-interested behavior, however, necessarily
involve selfish behavior? In other words, can there be
behavior that is self-interested yet unselfish? De-
fenders of egoism say yes. For example, they insist
that it is not in one’s interest to act purely selfishly all
the time, though there are some egoists who maintain
that it is acceptable to act selfishly on occasion. Ego-
ists distinguish between short-term and long-term
self-interests.

Short- vs. Long-term Interests
Short-term interests are those that are met imme-

diately, while long-term interests are those that will
be satisfied in the future. When one acts selfishly, one
is acting on the basis of short-term self-interests ex-
clusively. When one acts selfishly, one does not take
into account the impact of the pursuit of one’s short-
term interests on others; hence, one does not take into
account the impact on one’s own long-term interests.
Since interfering with others in their pursuit of their
interests may lead them to hinder one’s own pursuit
of future interests, such interference may have a neg-
ative impact on one’s long-term interests. What this
means, then, is that acting selfishly, though it is in
one’s short-term interest to do so, may have conse-
quences that will hinder the pursuit of one’s long-
term interests.

Conversely, it may be in one’s long-term interest
to act unselfishly, since acting unselfishly would not
anger others and would give them no reason to inter-
fere with one’s future goals. Thus, an egoist could si-
multaneously advocate the exclusive pursuit of self-
interest and avoid the charge of selfishness by insisting
that it is the pursuit of one’s long-term as opposed to
short-term self-interest that is at the heart of egoism.
Aiming for the long-term is described as acting in
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one’s rational self-interest. This means that it is not
generally rational to act selfishly, although an egoist
could still advocate selfish behavior as long as that be-
havior did not interfere with one’s long-term interests.

Ayn Rand and Objectivism
In The Virtue of Selfishness (1961), Ayn Rand

seems to be contradicting the claim made at the start
that ethics views selfish behavior with disdain and
contempt. It seems that she encourages selfish be-
havior, believing that it is at the core of true ethical
behavior. By calling selfishness a virtue, she seems to
be sanctioning that kind of behavior.

It turns out, however, that her position is not far
from that of the ethical mainstream. Her title is in-
tended to capture and hold the reader’s attention. As a
title for a treatise on ethics it is misleading. What she
is really advocating is that the definition of selfish-
ness should be stripped of all its negative connota-
tions. She suspects that there has been some kind of
moral conspiracy on the part of the ethics of altruism,
which advocates that one needs sometimes to put
one’s own interests aside and act for the interests of
others, and which demeans and belittles anyone who
dares to act in his or her own interest exclusively.

The goal of her theory, known as objectivism, is to
expose this conspiracy and to show that there is noth-
ing wrong with acting in one’s own interest exclu-
sively. What does selfishness, denuded of its negative
connotations, look like? It is nothing other than what
traditional egoists call rational self-interest. Hence,
her position on selfishness is consistent with the ordi-
nary one, and her own ethical theory is just another
version of egoism. Although she claims the contrary,
the point is essentially a semantic one. For Rand,
then, selfish behavior and self-interest are identical,
but selfishness should be stripped of its negative con-
notations. For traditional egoists, however, selfish-
ness, and self-interest are not identical. They discour-
age selfishness and encourage the pursuit of rational
self-interest.

John H. Serembus
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Self-love
Definition: Pursuit of actual or apparent goods for

oneself, or, narcissism
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Self-love is considered by different

writers to be essential to an ethical life, to be the
greatest opponent of ethics, or to lie somewhere
between these extremes.

The best approach to understanding the relationship
between self-love and ethics is to study its history.
Aristotle, in his Nicomachean Ethics (c. 330 b.c.e.),
addresses the question of whether ethical or unethi-
cal persons love themselves more. His answer is that,
although most people believe that unethical persons
love themselves more than do ethical persons, pre-
cisely the opposite is actually true. He defends this
position by making an analogy between self-love and
the friendship of two persons. The type of friendship
he has in mind is not a superficial one, but rather a
strong relationship between two ethically mature
persons. He identifies five characteristics of such a
friendship: (1) wishing and doing what one believes
to be good for the friend, (2) wishing the friend to
continue living, (3) finding it pleasant to spend time
with the friend, (4) desiring the same things as does
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the friend, and (5) sharing the friend’s sorrows and
joys.

Aristotle then writes that if one is ethical, one will
have an analogous relationship with oneself: (1)
wishing and doing what one believes to be good for
oneself, (2) wishing oneself to continue living, (3)
finding it pleasant to spend time with oneself, (4)
having consistent desires, and (5) sharing one’s own
sorrows and joys consistently. Aristotle then con-
trasts this type of self-love with the self-love of one
who is unethical: (1) wishing and doing for oneself
what is pleasant to the senses, rather than what is
good for oneself; (2) hating one’s own life, because
of painful memories of evil actions; (3) seeking the
company of other persons in order to be distracted
from the memory of past evil actions and the expecta-
tion of future evil actions; (4) having inconsistent de-
sires; and (5) being torn by the internal conflict of
both regretting one’s evil actions and remembering
them as pleasurable.

Aristotle goes on to explain that most people have
false beliefs about self-love. There is a sense in which
“selfish” people, those who seek the greatest share of
such contested goods as money, honors, and bodily
pleasures for themselves, love themselves. This is
what most people mean by “self-love.” It is, however,
an inferior type of self-love that deserves condemna-
tion. In contrast, persons who sacrifice the inferior
goods of money, honors, and bodily pleasures in or-
der to benefit others are the ones who genuinely love
themselves. Aristotle believes that this is true even in
the case of what most people consider the ultimate
sacrifice: that of one’s life. He maintains that the true
self-lover prefers dying in defense of friends and
country to living a long life with the memory of hav-
ing been a coward.

These two types of self-love, sometimes distin-
guished from each other and sometimes not, appear
frequently within post-Aristotelian discussions of
ethics. For example, both of the following passages
are found in Saint Augustine’s The City of God (413-
427):

The two cities were created by two kinds of
love: the earthly city was created by self-love reach-
ing the point of contempt for God, the Heavenly
City by the love of God carried as far as contempt of
self.

God, our master, teaches two chief precepts,
love of God and love of neighbor; and in them man
finds three objects for his love: God, himself, and
his neighbor; and a man who loves God is not
wrong in loving himself.

Although one could conclude that Augustine is in-
consistent, a more reasonable conclusion (perhaps
supported by the fact that he uses different Latin
words for “love” in the two passages) is that there is a
qualitative difference between the two self-loves.

In more recent ethical theory, however, the trend
is toward viewing self-love as being opposed to eth-
ics. Joseph Butler, in his Fifteen Sermons Preached
at the Rolls Chapel, maintains that both the “princi-
ple of benevolence” and the “principle of self-love”
are natural to human persons. Furthermore, he does
not see them as being in competition with each other:
“Though benevolence and self-love are different;
though the former tends most directly to public good,
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and the latter to private: yet they are so perfectly coin-
cident, that the greatest satisfactions to ourselves de-
pend upon our having benevolence in a due degree;
and that self-love is one chief security of our right be-
havior toward society.” He also states, however, that
in his discussion of these two principles, “they must
be considered as entirely distinct.” He explains that
“there can no comparison be made, without consider-
ing the things compared as distinct and different.”

Although Butler argues at length that benevo-
lence and self-love promote each other, many of his
successors maintain that the two principles are in-
deed distinct and that they frequently oppose each
other. This understanding of the relationship be-
tween self-love and ethics is quite different from Ar-
istotle’s. For Aristotle, people are confronted with
the choice between loving themselves improperly
and loving themselves properly. Because to love one-
self properly is to love others, however, one does not
have to choose between proper self-love and love of
others. According to what has become the dominant
position of eighteenth to twentieth century ethical
theory, however, one is confronted with a choice be-
tween loving oneself and loving others. Although
few writers hold that one should have no self-love,
many argue that ethics requires that one decrease
one’s self-love and increase one’s love for others.

One example of a twentieth century writer who is
committed to what is now the dominant view is Wil-
liam K. Frankena. Despite the fact that both Saint
Augustine and Joseph Butler were Christian bishops,
and even though the mainstream of the Christian
moral tradition has considered proper self-love to be
the basis of obedience to the biblical command “love
your neighbor as yourself,” Frankena writes in Ethics
(1973): “In the Judeo-Christian tradition, self-love,
even of an enlightened kind, has generally been re-
garded as the essence of immorality, at least when
it is made the primary basis of action and judg-
ment.” Although there is room to debate the mean-
ings of “enlightened self-love” and “primary basis,”
Frankena’s statement is at best misleading and at
worst false.

David W. Lutz
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Self-preservation
Definition: Activity in which a being works to per-

petuate its existence or to avoid harm
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: The instinct for self-preservation can

motivate and perhaps be used to justify drastic
and immoral actions under extreme circum-
stances. Acts of heroism often require one to miti-
gate if not ignore such instincts.

On July 20, 1993, a Pennsylvania logger named Don
Wyman found himself trapped in the wilderness, his
left leg broken and pinned underneath a fallen tree.
For an hour, Wyman called for help and attempted to
dig his leg out, both to no avail. Aware that he was
continuing to lose blood from his injuries, the
trapped logger began pursuing what he perceived to
be his only chance to escape. Using a bootlace as a
tourniquet, Wyman proceeded to amputate his leg
just below the knee with a pocket knife. Thus freeing
himself from the tree, he crawled two hundred yards
up a steep slope to a bulldozer, drove the bulldozer
some three hundred yards to his pickup truck, and
drove the truck to a farm two miles away, where an
ambulance was called.

The case of Wyman is a dramatic illustration of
the drive for self-preservation that is a fundamental
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inclination of human nature. Interestingly, philoso-
phers reflecting on this natural inclination have
reached very different conclusions concerning its
moral significance. Especially noteworthy in this re-
gard is the contrast between the advocacy of suicide
by Stoicism and the absolute prohibition of suicide
by some schools of natural law morality.

Fourth century b.c.e. Stoic philosophers such as
Zeno of Citium and Cleanthes of Assos were com-
mitted to following the demands of nature and were
equally aware of the inclination for self-preservation
that permeates the natural order. In the case of human
beings, they understood the inclination for self-
preservation as a demand to perfect one’s nature.
Taking rationality to be definitive of human nature,
the Stoics advocated the soul’s complete governance
by reason as the epitome of virtue. Strong passions
and appetites, however, were symptomatic of a dis-
eased soul and thus were regarded as states of mind
that needed to be expunged in the quest to achieve
true virtue. Because a soul’s attachment to the affairs
and goods of the external world is what causes it to be
governed by emotions and desires, the Stoics pre-
scribed a rational indifference to the vicissitudes of
life. So strong was their commitment to this indiffer-
ence that the Stoics saw the rational choice of one’s
own death as a morally legitimate expression of in-
difference to the affairs of the world, a conviction
upon which both Zeno and Cleanthes are believed to
have acted. Although it is not obviously inconsistent,
it is at least ironic that a philosophy that recognizes
the natural inclination toward self-preservation as a
basic moral principle should come to the conclusion
that suicide is a morally permissible option.

Natural Law Moralists
Also recognizing the natural inclination toward

self-preservation, Thomas Aquinas and other natural
law moralists reach the conclusion—in direct oppo-
sition to that of the Stoics—that it is always imper-
missible to commit suicide. According to the natural
law ethics of Thomas Aquinas, God has created the
natural order according to a plan and has placed
within natural beings a tendency to work toward the
fulfillment of that plan. Human beings, like all other
natural beings, have divinely implanted inclinations
that point the way to their fulfillment. Unlike other
natural beings, however, human beings have been
given the gift of freedom and thus can choose to act

either in accordance with God’s plan or in opposition
to it. In order to live a virtuous life, then, human be-
ings must reflect upon their God-given nature and
freely act so as to fulfill that nature. Insofar as he
viewed the drive for self-preservation as one of the
fundamental inclinations of human nature, Thomas
Aquinas arrived at the conclusion that it is always
impermissible intentionally to terminate or shorten
one’s own life.

In order to understand fully Thomas Aquinas’s
position, it is important to note that he did think that
there are circumstances in which it would be morally
permissible to perform an action that one foresees
will result in one’s own death. For example, it would
be morally praiseworthy for a soldier to throw him-
self or herself on a hand-grenade to save the lives of
fellow combatants. That such cases do not contradict
the absolute prohibition of suicide is found in the fact
that a true case of suicide requires that one intend to
kill oneself, whereas the heroic soldier intends only
to save the lives of others and does not intend his or
her own death.

One of the strongest objections to the natural law
defense of an absolute moral prohibition of suicide is
that formulated by the Scottish philosopher David
Hume. Hume maintained that the inclination for self-
preservation is not a fundamental inclination, be-
cause it is grounded in the more comprehensive incli-
nation to achieve happiness. Therefore, suicide does
not violate a human beings’natural inclinations if the
continuance of the individual’s life promises more
hardship than happiness.

James Petrik

Further Reading
Beauchamp, Tom L., and Robert M. Veatch, eds. Eth-

ical Issues in Death and Dying. 2d ed. Upper Sad-
dle River, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1996.

Brody, Baruch A., ed. Suicide and Euthanasia: His-
torical and Contemporary Themes. Dordrecht,
Netherlands: Kluwer, 1989.

Freud, Sigmund. Beyond the Pleasure Principle.
Translated and edited by James Strachey. New
York: Norton, 1989.

Horan, Dennis J., and David Mall, eds. Death, Dying,
and Euthanasia. Frederick, Md.: University Pub-
lications of America, 1980.

Johnston, Darlene M. “Native Rights as Collective
Rights: A Question of Group Self-Preservation.”
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In The Rights of Minority Cultures, edited by Will
Kymlicka. New York: Oxford University Press,
1995.

Kant, Immanuel. Groundwork for the Metaphysics of
Morals. Edited and translated by Allen W. Wood.
New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2002.

Novak, David. Suicide and Morality: The Theories of
Plato, Aquinas, and Kant and Their Relevance for
Suicidology. New York: Scholars Studies, 1975.

See also: Euthanasia; Hobbes, Thomas; Hume, Da-
vid; Kant, Immanuel; Kevorkian, Jack; Self-interest;
Selfishness; Stoic ethics; Suicide; Thomas Aquinas.

Self-regulation
Definition: Imposition of a code of conduct or set of

ethical standards by an organization or profession
upon its own members

Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: The term self-regulation generally im-

plies that measures have been taken to preempt or
otherwise render superfluous government inter-
vention or statutory regulation of an industry. Es-
sentially, a group promises to act ethically in order
to avoid being forced to act legally. To the extent
that members of the group may disagree with the
action taken on their behalf, self-regulation raises
issues about individual autonomy.

During the late nineteenth century, social critics be-
gan to promote increased government regulation of
business, industry, and various professions. In an at-
tempt to stave off additional government intrusion
into commercial affairs, many Self-Regulatory Or-
ganizations (SROs) were formed. SROs function as
private rule-making and enforcement bodies that
govern the activities of their members. Exemplary
among such SROs is the American Institute of Cer-
tified Public Accountants (AICPA), which was
founded in 1887 to self-regulate the accounting pro-
fession. The AICPA states that its mission is to “pro-
vide standards of professional conduct and perfor-
mance,” “monitor professional performance,” and
“promote public confidence in the integrity, objectiv-
ity, competence, and professionalism” of public ac-
countants. SROs such as the AICPA possess the

power to censure or disbar their members from prac-
tice if they violate professional standards of conduct.
Proponents of SROs contend that voluntary profes-
sional organizations are inherently more capable of
encouraging ethical behavior than is a centralized
government agency. Critics of SROs charge that the
organizations merely act in the self-interest of their
members rather than in the interest of society at large.

W. Jackson Parham, Jr.

See also: Mozi; Price fixing; Professional ethics.

Self-respect
Definition: Recognition of and behavior in accord

with one’s own intrinsic worth
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Self-respect is usually opposed to

self-degradation. That is, lack of self-respect re-
sults in treating oneself, or allowing someone else
to treat one, as an object or a means, rather than as
a subject or an end in oneself.

According to Immanuel Kant, self-respect is the
most important of one’s moral duties to oneself and is
the prerequisite for the fulfillment of one’s duties to
others. To transgress this duty is to forfeit the intrin-
sic worth that one possesses as a human being. Being
human confers upon one a uniquely significant sta-
tus: One possesses the gift of reason, and only ratio-
nal beings can engage in moral deliberation. Conse-
quently, only rational beings can recognize the
concept of duty and act in recognition of universal
moral law. Since the moral law commands the re-
spect of rational beings by virtue of its absolute
power over them, each rational being must acknowl-
edge and respect this power of recognition in every
rational being. One owes one’s fellow humans re-
spect as rational, moral beings; likewise, one owes
oneself respect insofar as one is human and, there-
fore, rational and moral.

Forfeiture of Self-respect
There are actions that result in the forfeiture of

one’s self-respect and the respect of others. Drunken-
ness robs a person of dignity insofar as it makes that
person an object of ridicule, unable to act responsibly
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or to exercise the powers of rational deliberation.
“Cringing servility” is likewise degrading, and it de-
tracts from one’s special status as human, as does ly-
ing. A liar, though possibly harming no one, becomes
tainted by the intrinsic vileness of the lie. One who
becomes the instrument or plaything of another, and
who may do so for gain or profit, forfeits the respect
that humans owe to themselves and to which they are
entitled from others. Since all persons are equal by
virtue of their common humanity, any act that places
a person in a subservient position relative to someone
else diminishes that person’s self-respect. Accepting
favors or charity places one in a permanently subor-
dinate position relative to one’s benefactor, a position
in which the recipient remains even after repaying
the debt.

Suicide, however, is the most serious violation of
one’s duty to oneself because it constitutes the use of
oneself as an instrument, a means to an end, violating
the supreme moral duty to treat every human being,
including oneself, as an end rather than a means. To
end one’s life, even to escape intolerable suffering, is
an abuse of the ennobling freedom that gives humans
the capacity for virtue. Finally, just as this freedom is
the source of human virtue, so is it also the source of
human depravity, which springs from actions that not
only dehumanize the perpetrators but also degrade
them below the level of animals. Such an action is the
crimen carnis contra naturam, an unnatural crime of
the flesh, exemplified by an offense so abominable
that it arouses nausea and contempt in one who
merely contemplates it. In the light of the potential
for depravity through the abuse of humanity’s free-
dom, each person has a special responsibility to use
that freedom to bring credit to himself or herself as an
individual representative of humanity, for when one
degrades oneself individually, one degrades human-
ity as a whole. According to Kant, respect for human-
ity as exemplified in oneself reveals one’s respect for
the moral law.

From the standpoint of modern moral psychol-
ogy, self-respect may be viewed as being somewhat
different from “self-esteem.” Whereas self-respect is
rooted in the moral quality of one’s character, self-
esteem refers to a positive assessment of oneself that
may come from traits such as appearance, personality,
talents, and so forth. The difference is evident in the
fact that a negative appraisal of oneself with respect
to characteristics such as physical appearance or tal-

ent does not necessarily result in an unwillingness to
recognize one’s value and rights as a human being.

Modern Moral Psychology
Self-respect, in addition to being an important

theme in modern moral psychology, occupies a promi-
nent place in the ethical thought of modern moral phi-
losophers after Kant. Thomas Hill, Jr., allows self-
respect to retain its Kantian significance when he
contrasts it with servility. Servility, which is marked
by a refusal to insist on respect from others and by a
willingness to submit to public humiliation, is mor-
ally blameworthy when it springs from laziness, tim-
idity, or the desire to retain some relatively unimpor-
tant advantage. The moral wrongness of this kind of
servility results from the fact that in refusing to stand
up for one’s rights, one devalues oneself as a human
being. In doing so, one devalues the moral law, which
humans have a unique duty to uphold.

Self-respect serves as an important component in
a well-ordered society, according to John Rawls in A
Theory of Justice (1971). Rawls distinguishes self-
respect as the most important primary good, a pri-
mary good being something that a rational individual
would want regardless of the kind of life the person
lives or whatever else that person wants. The just so-
ciety, in recognizing the importance of each individ-
ual, provides a strong foundation for self-respect. A
person who has a secure sense of self-worth is more
likely to carry out life plans successfully, since the
value of those plans is derived to a significant degree
from the self-respect that comes from having one’s
personal value acknowledged by society.

Barbara Forrest

Further Reading
Darwall, Stephen L. “Two Kinds of Respect.” In Eth-

ics and Personality: Essays in Moral Psychology,
edited by John Deigh. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1992.

Deigh, John. “Shame and Self-Esteem: A Critique.”
In Ethics and Personality: Essays in Moral Psy-
chology. Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1992.

Didion, Joan. “On Self-Respect.” In Slouching To-
wards Bethlehem. New York: Noonday Press,
1990.

Hill, Thomas, Jr. “Servility and Self-Respect.” In
Vice and Virtue in Everyday Life: Introductory
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Readings in Ethics, edited by Christina Sommers
and Fred Sommers. 4th ed. Fort Worth, Tex.: Har-
court Brace College, 1997.

hooks, bell. Rock My Soul: Black People and Self-Es-
teem. New York: Atria Books, 2003.

Kant, Immanuel. Lectures on Ethics. Edited by Peter
Heath and J. B. Schneewind. Translated by Peter
Heath. New York: Cambridge University Press,
2001.

Owens, Timothy J., Sheldon Stryker, and Norman
Goodman, eds. Extending Self-Esteem Theory and
Research: Sociological and Psychological Cur-
rents. New York: Cambridge University Press,
2001.

Rawls, John. A Theory of Justice. Rev. ed. Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1999.

See also: Character; Dignity; Duty; Guilt and shame;
Honor; Kant, Immanuel; Perfectionism; Pride; Psy-
chology.

Self-righteousness
Definition: Belief that one’s own moral values are

superior to those of others or that one’s own ac-
tions comport better with a common value system
than do those of others; narrow-mindedly or self-
importantly preachy

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Self-righteousness is commonly as-

sociated with lack of sympathy or compassion for
others. It connotes an inability to put oneself in
another person’s shoes and an utter lack of nuance
in applying abstract moral rules to concrete, com-
plex, flawed human reality.

Self-righteousness can be condemned as involving
either or both of two moral faults: hypocrisy (one
does not measure up to one’s avowed standards) or
pride (one treats others with disdain or makes osten-
tatious displays of one’s accomplishments). In the
first case, one’s claim to being righteous is vitiated by
unacknowledged moral faults; in the second case, by
behavior toward other persons designed to make
them feel inferior and to enhance one’s own self-
image by comparison.

Christian thinking has typically opposed finding
one’s righteousness in oneself in favor of finding it
through faith in Jesus. Self-righteousness can, how-
ever, be understood more positively as the reasonable
conviction that one indeed does adhere of one’s own
will to a defensible moral code and thus deserves
self-approval. Such self-approval, however, does not
warrant requiring others to accept that judgment.
Also, Jesus’ condemnation of the Pharisees as hypo-
crites for attending to external rather than internal
matters of law and morality (Matt. 23) points to the
possibility of self-deception that is inherent in think-
ing of oneself as righteous.

Paul L. Redditt

See also: Character; Hypocrisy; Pride; Self-decep-
tion.

Sentience
Definition: Capacity to feel pain and pleasure; con-

sciousness
Type of ethics: Animal rights
Significance: Some animal rights advocates assert

that sentience is a necessary and sufficient condi-
tion for moral standing, because morality requires
that all creatures capable of suffering be pre-
vented from suffering, as much as possible. Many
philosophers, however, believe that conscious-
ness alone is insufficient, and the actual condition
of moral standing is self-consciousness. They as-
sert, in other words, that only moral agents, those
capable of making moral decisions, have full
moral worth.

Derived from the Latin verb senttre, meaning to feel
or perceive, the term “sentient” was used as early as
1632 to describe a being as conscious. The concept of
sentience (the quality of being sentient) became cru-
cial to the animal rights movement after Peter Singer
took it to be a necessary and sufficient condition
for having interests in his book Animal Liberation
(1975). Singer’s view was that all (and only) beings
that are capable of feeling pain or conscious suffering
have interests that matter from the moral point of
view. The question “Which beings are sentient?” is
answered by using an analogy. The more relevant be-
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havioral and neurophysiological similarities there
are between a given organism and a human being, the
stronger is the case for saying that the organism is
sentient. In Animal Liberation, Singer speculated
that (with the exception of cephalopods like octopi,
squid, and cuttlefish) probably only animals above
the phylogenetic “level” of mollusks are conscious.
While excluding insects, this does include crusta-
ceans (such as shrimp and lobsters).

Many who have examined the available evidence
have concluded that although all vertebrates proba-
bly are capable of feeling pain, invertebrates proba-
bly are not (again, with the exception of cephalo-
pods).

Gary E. Varner

See also: Animal consciousness; Animal research;
Animal rights; Artificial intelligence; Brain death;
Moral status of animals; Pain; Robotics; Singer, Pe-
ter; Vivisection.

Service to others
Definition: Helping others without expectation of

reciprocity
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Service to others is denying one’s

own self-interests in order to serve the interests of
others. Such service may be motivated by a per-
sonal sense of civic obligation, moral or religious
obligation, or some calculated social utility. A
service-to-others ethic in Western civilization is
built upon the foundations of classical Greek
and Roman civic philosophy as well as Judeo-
Christian moral philosophy.

In classical Greek and Roman thought the ideal citi-
zen serves society and other citizens selflessly—a re-
quirement that weighed especially heavily upon the
privileged classes. The Greeks and Romans under-
stood that citizenship required individual sacrifices
in order to provide for the common good. Without
such sacrifices, society would degenerate into a
chaos of self-interest in which the strong would dom-
inate the weak, thereby destroying social cohesion.
Both the values of honor and duty underscored the
classical notion of service to others. The most hon-

ored Greek citizens were not necessarily the wealthi-
est or most beautiful or most wise but those who he-
roically sacrificed and performed their civic duty to
society.

The Judeo-Christian tradition built upon the clas-
sical tradition by adding a layer of moral obligation
to the service ethic. In the Judeo-Christian tradition,
service to one’s neighbor is not merely a civic obliga-
tion for the sake of social cohesion but also a reli-
gious obligation imposed by God. In other words, to
serve others is to serve God. The Bible, both Old and
New Testaments, is replete with examples of how the
faithful are called to serve others. The powerful have
a special obligation to protect and help the weak. In a
way, service to others becomes a test of religious de-
votion.

A more economic or utilitarian approach would
argue that by serving others one improves one’s own
lot however distant or vague the benefit may be. Un-
der the rubric of conditional altruism, one’s interest
in serving others in conditional upon others (not nec-
essarily the beneficiary of one’s own actions) doing
the same. For example, a person may be more likely
to donate money to public television knowing that
others are willing to do the same. Or even more
broadly, one may be more likely to help the homeless
if one knows that others are also serving the homeless
or at least using their resources to alleviate social
problems.

A person’s service is conditional upon the service
of others because one recognizes that the likelihood
of success in any social endeavor is greater if more
people are involved, as combining their resources in-
creases the likelihood of success. Moreover, when
there is greater level of social involvement by oth-
ers—even on different problems—individual per-
sons calculate that they will ultimately reap some
benefit, however distant or indirect, such as safer
streets or better schools.

Steve Neiheisel

Further Reading
Bellah, Robert, et al. Habits of the Heart: Individual-

ism and Commitment in American Life. Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1996.

Bellah, Robert, William M. Sullivan, and Ann
Swidler. The Good Society. Knopf, 1992.

Gomes, Peter. The Good Life. San Francisco: Harper-
SanFrancisco, 2002.
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See also: Altruism; Benevolence; Charity; Com-
mon good; Maximal vs. minimal ethics; Objectivism;
Peace Corps; Selfishness; Tipping; Virtue.

Sex therapy
Definition: Mental and emotional treatment of sex-

ual disorders
Type of ethics: Psychological ethics
Significance: For many people, sex therapy can

conflict with personal or intimate codes of ethics,
because it involves talking about activity that they
feel should remain private or because they
believe it entails seeking artificial help with
something that should be utterly natural. In
addition, sex therapy raises all of the ethical
issues of therapy and intimate relations gen-
erally, including confidentiality, mutual re-
spect between partners, and the nature of the
therapist-patient relationship.

Sexual therapy was pioneered by William H.
Masters and Virginia E. Johnson, although other
therapists have also created many important tech-
niques. Sex therapy generally focuses on reduc-
ing performance anxiety, changing self-defeating
expectations, and fostering sexual skills or com-
petencies. Both sex partners are often involved
in therapy, although individual treatment is pos-
sible. Because sexual dysfunction may be linked
to drug effects, sex therapists must be knowledge-
able to some degree about pharmacology. Sex
therapists educate the couple and guide them
through a series of homework assignments. They
also treat interpersonal problems.

Types of Sexual Disorders
Three main sexual disorders treated by sex

therapy are arousal and erectile disorders, pre-
mature ejaculation, and inhibited orgasm. Two
causes are predominant: people’s tendency to
adopt a spectator role during intercourse, which
causes them to examine their own performance;
and the fear of performing inadequately. Either
of these problems can create inhibitions against
enjoying the normal sensations that lead to sex-
ual satisfaction.

Arousal and erectile disorders are of two types:
primary and secondary erectile dysfunction. Primary
erectile dysfunction means that a man has never had
an erection of sufficient strength for sexual inter-
course. Fear and unusual sensitivity or anxiety re-
garding sexual incidents that have happened early in
life may contribute to primary erectile dysfunction.
Secondary erectile dysfunction means that the man
has had successful sexual intercourse in the past but
now fails to achieve penile erection in 25 percent or
more of his sexual attempts. Secondary erectile dys-
function can be a vicious cycle: One or a few inci-
dents of impotence can lead a man to become over-
anxious and abnormally sensitive, so that the next
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Using scientific measuring equipment, William H. Masters
and his wife, Virginia E. Johnson, recorded physiological
responses to sexual stimulations in men and women engag-
ing in sexual activity. In 1966 they published the results of
an eleven-year-long research project in the best-selling
book Human Sexual Response. Their other books include
Homosexuality in Perspective (1979), Crisis: Heterosexual
Behavior in the Age of AIDS (1988), The Pleasure Bond: A
New Look at Sexuality and Commitment (1975), and Text-
book of Sexual Medicine (1979).
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attempts at intercourse are also failures. Next, an in-
terpersonal component enters the picture. Almost
any response by the man’s partner exacerbates the
problem. If she continues to be physically affection-
ate, he may interpret her actions as a demand for sex-
ual intercourse, a demand that he fears he is unable to
satisfy. If she is less affectionate physically, he may
defensively interpret her behavior as a rejection of his
sexually inadequate self.

Sensate focus, which is a basic element of treat-
ment of arousal and erectile disorders (as well as in-
hibited orgasm), involves directing attention away
from intercourse and toward other behaviors that feel
pleasurable to the partner, such as caressing the neck
or massaging the back. Intercourse is initially forbid-
den by the therapist, so these exercises take on impor-
tance, allowing the couple to experience sexuality in
a relaxed, non-performance-oriented manner. Grad-
ually, more and more involved sexual activities are
allowed, and the couple is eventually told that inter-
course is permissible. Typically, such treatment is
successful. Improvement rates for primary erectile
dysfunction are about 60 percent, and for secondary
erectile dysfunction, they are 74 percent.

Premature ejaculation occurs when a man cannot
delay ejaculation long enough to satisfy his sexual
partner during at least half of his sexual encounters.
Premature ejaculation is usually caused by emotional
and psychological factors. The most common treat-
ment is the squeeze technique, in which the man’s
sexual partner stimulates him manually until he sig-
nals that ejaculation is about to occur. Then, the part-
ner firmly squeezes the tip of his penis to inhibit or-
gasm. When he feels that he has control, stimulation
is repeated. Gradually, he acquires the ability to delay
orgasm sufficiently for satisfactory intercourse.

Inhibited orgasm is of two types: primary and sec-
ondary. Primary orgasmic dysfunction means that
a woman never achieves an orgasm through any
method of sexual stimulation. Although many causes
are physical, more often they are psychological and
are grounded in extreme religious orthodoxy, unfa-
vorable communication about sexual activities, or
some childhood trauma. Secondary orgasmic dys-
function is the inability of a woman who has achieved
orgasm by one technique or another in the past to
achieve it in a given situation. Secondary orgasmic
dysfunction may occur when a woman is unable to
accept her partner because she finds him sexually un-

attractive, undesirable, or in some other way unac-
ceptable. In addition, many women find that orgasm
brings about feelings of guilt, shame, and fear.

Treatment
Treatment of primary and secondary orgasmic

disorders involves understanding the woman’s sex-
ual value system and the reasons for her inability or
unwillingness to achieve orgasm. Using her value
system, the therapist teaches her to respond to sexual
stimulation. Often, she is encouraged to focus on sex-
ual responsiveness through masturbation or vigorous
stimulation by a partner. Initially, the couple is di-
rected to avoid intercourse but is taken through a se-
ries of treatment sessions involving an increasing
amount of erotic pleasure. Orgasm is not the focus of
these sessions, but ultimately it is achieved in an un-
hurried situation in which pressure to perform is re-
moved from both partners.

Treatment of both male and female disorders in-
volves teaching people not to fear failure and helping
them to be free from anxiety. Both the man and
woman are taught the art of giving pleasure in order
to receive pleasure. They are encouraged to relax and
to enjoy touching, feeling, and being sexual. The
therapist may arrange desensitization experiences in
real sexual encounters between the couple. Even-
tually, natural processes will take control and inter-
course will follow in due time.

A central aspect of treatment of both male and fe-
male sexual disorders is communication. Couples
must learn to communicate their sexual needs with-
out embarrassment and misinterpretation. Such com-
munication may be difficult. Also, for sex therapy to
be successful, the sexual partners must be flexible in-
dividuals who are willing to accommodate the direc-
tive- and sometimes value-laden features of sex ther-
apy. In addition, both partners need to develop a
better understanding of male and female sexual re-
sponse cues. Sex therapy may involve a specific tech-
nique, such as the squeeze technique, or an overall
treatment of the couple’s relationship.

Lillian M. Range

Further Reading
Arentewicz, Gerd, and Gunter Schmidt, eds. The

Treatment of Sexual Disorders. New York: Basic
Books, 1983.

Hyde, Janet S, and John D. DeLamater. Understand-
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Sexism
Definition: Bias toward people on the basis of their

sex
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: Like racism, sexism most commonly

refers to instances of sexual prejudice that are
supported or validated by institutional power
structures. Sexism is, in fact, perhaps the clearest
demonstration of the importance of such covert
power structures in enforcing prejudice, since
sexism against women remains common in soci-
eties in which women comprise a majority.

A person is sexist who believes, for example, that
women cannot be competent doctors or that men can-
not be competent nursery school teachers. Institu-
tions, as well as individuals, can be sexist. Sexism
can be revealed in stereotypes (beliefs about people
based on gender), prejudice (negatively prejudging a
person solely on the basis of gender), or discrimina-
tion (acting in accordance with prejudice).

Sexism influences perceptions and behavior from
birth. In one classic study, fathers described their
first babies almost immediately after they were born;
mothers described their babies during their first
twenty-four hours. Despite objective hospital rec-
ords that showed that these baby boys and girls were
almost identical in color, muscle tone, reflex re-

sponses, weight, and length, parents described them
differently. Baby girls were perceived as relatively
softer, finer-featured, smaller, and less attentive. Fa-
thers in particular were susceptible to this type of se-
lective perception. Children and adults learn from
these types of messages what society expects of
women and men.

Sexism can be blatant, as it is when a female
premedical student is told that women belong at
home rather than at work or a male home economics
student is told that men belong at work rather than at
home. Sexism can also be subtle, as it is when people
interpret the same behavior in different ways depend-
ing on whether it is exhibited by women or men. Peo-
ple may see a man as assertive but a woman as pushy,
a man as flexible but a woman as fickle, a woman as
sensitive but a man as a sissy, or a woman as polite but
a man as passive. For example, in one research pro-
ject, college students rated the quality of professional
articles in several fields. When an article was attrib-
uted to a woman, it received lower ratings than it did
when it was attributed to a man. Furthermore, women
raters were as guilty as men at assuming male superi-
ority. Therefore, sexism influences both women and
men in a variety of blatant and subtle ways.

Although sexism is typically most damaging to
women, men can also be victims. Even in the current
era, for example, people are more willing to hire a
man for a “man’s job” and to hire a woman for a
“woman’s job.”

Sexism extends to the way in which people use
language. Benjamin Whorf advocated the concept of
linguistic relativity, the theory that the properties of
language shape perceptions of the world. His classic
example compared English and Eskimo views of
snow. English has only one word for snow, whereas
Eskimo has many words that distinguish falling snow,
slushy snow, and so forth. In recent years, the idea
that language influences people’s perceptions of the
world has extended to the way in which sexist terms
are used. Although the masculine forms are supposed
to refer to both men and women, most people think
of men when they are used. For this reason, some
scholars substitute gender-neutral terms such as
“firefighter” for gender-laden terms such as “fire-
man” and avoid using the terms “lady” and “girl” on
the ground that they perpetuate the view of women as
frivolous and childish. The American Psychological
Association’s Publication Manual contains guide-
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lines for avoiding sexist language that include using
the plural whenever appropriate, using “his and her”
rather than “his,” and using parallel construction (for
example, “husband and wife” rather than “man and
wife”).

Sexist language harms people in two different
ways. First, women may reach adulthood feeling in-
ferior because of the more frequent references in lan-
guage to males. For example, in an analysis of chil-
dren’s books published after 1972, most of the
fictional characters were male, whether the stories
were about children, adults, or even animals. Further-
more, boys were characterized as curious, clever, and
adventurous, whereas girls were characterized as
fearful and incompetent. Such bias takes a heavy toll
on female self-esteem. Second, the use of certain
terms may lead women and men to believe that cer-
tain occupations are beyond their capabilities. The
harm done by this type of language can be avoided if
writers and speakers are aware of the problem and
motivated to change the gender-laden terms they are
accustomed to using.

Lillian M. Range
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Sexual abuse and harassment
Definition: Inappropriate sexual behavior or speech

directed toward a professional colleague or sub-
ordinate, or otherwise engaged in under color of
social or institutional authority

Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: Sexual abuse and harassment involve

such moral issues as the moral worth of a person,
gender inequality, and the social distribution of
power, authority, and opportunities.

Both the perpetrator of sexual harassment and the
victim of sexual harassment may be either male or fe-
male as well as being either heterosexual or homo-
sexual. In the vast majority of incidents of sexual ha-
rassment, however, the victim is female and the
perpetrator is a male heterosexual. This is true pri-
marily because gender inequality is endemic in virtu-
ally every culture on earth. That is, the history of the
social roles of men as compared with women is such
that men, owing only to an accident of birth, are
granted significantly more power and authority in so-
ciety and enjoy the full complement of opportunities
that a particular society makes available. (Clearly,
there are other factors, many of which are also acci-
dents of birth, that might preclude some segments of
a society’s male population from this privileged sta-
tus, such as skin color, religious affiliation, and so
forth.)

Women, by contrast, are granted significantly less
power and authority in society (in some cases, histor-
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ically, none) and suffer severe restrictions with re-
spect to the availability of opportunities offered by
the society. The result of such an institutionalized im-
balance of power and opportunities between the gen-
ders is an insidious development of social expecta-
tions according to which women literally come to be
viewed (even by one another) as second-class citi-
zens.

To the extent that these traditional distinctions be-
tween the social roles of men and women come to be
seen as “the norm” and to the extent that the members
of society (male and female), even if only implicitly,
recognize that such distinctions are attributable only
to the difference in gender, a social climate is created
in which any abuse of an individual who happens to
be female—simply because she is female—is taken
less seriously than it would be were the same type of
abuse to be directed at a male person. The rationale
for this difference in response is based on the abused
individual’s status as a member of the privileged or
the nonprivileged gender.

The Importance of Social Settings
It should come as no surprise, then, that social set-

tings in which the imbalance of power and opportuni-
ties between the genders is most prevalent are ripe for
sexual abuse or harassment; two such examples are
the work and educational environments.

In the typical work environment, positions of
power and authority are held, for the most part, by
men, while women usually hold positions of less
power and authority. This tradition has been main-
tained, in large part, because of an institutionalized
lack of opportunity for women even to be considered
eligible for positions of greater power and authority.
Given this fact, it is not at all uncommon for women
in the workplace to be the victims of sexual harass-
ment. Such harassment typically involves a male per-
petrator of sexual harassment who holds a position of
authority over the female victim of sexual harass-
ment. In the work environment, sexual harassment
can also take other forms; for example, the perpetra-
tor might be the male client of a female employee
who is the victim.

The most obvious imbalance of power and au-
thority in the educational environment is the fact that
the instructor determines the grades of the students.
Given this fact, there is always the potential for an in-
structor to abuse the educational system by sexually

harassing a student. Although, in theory, the possibil-
ity is greater here for both the perpetrator and the vic-
tim to be of either gender and of either sexual orienta-
tion, in practice, more often than not, the victim is
female and the perpetrator is male (heterosexual).
The fact that, more often than not, the perpetrator in
this environment is male and heterosexual is ex-
plained fundamentally (but not completely) by the
fact that although female instructors, within the stu-
dent-instructor relationship, possess the power to as-
sign student grades, in the society at large, they are
still members of the nonprivileged gender, which fact
has great influence on their social behavior. Further-
more, in the society at large, there are far more het-
erosexual males than there are homosexual males.

Additional environments in which sexual harass-
ment occurs are the therapeutic environment and the
religious environment. Incidents of sexual harass-
ment in the therapeutic environment are usually simi-
lar to those that take place in the educational environ-
ment, while incidents of sexual harassment in the
religious environment are usually similar to those
that take place in the work environment.

Having recognized some examples of specific so-
cial environments that allow for above-average po-
tential for sexual harassment because of their very
one-sided imbalance of power and opportunities be-
tween perpetrator and victim, it is important to ac-
knowledge that any social setting is a potential stage
for sexual harassment. Moreover, sexual harassment
is not restricted to relationships that involve only one
perpetrator and only one victim, and it is not re-
stricted to a private setting. For example, two or more
perpetrators of sexual harassment might together
verbally abuse several other persons at the same time
and might do so in a public forum.

Types of Harassment
Some specific types of sexual harassment are sex-

ist comments (remarks or jokes that stereotype or dis-
parage a single gender), unwelcome attention (unin-
vited flirtations), body language (fixed eye contact
on specific body parts of another), physical sexual
advances (pinching, fondling, and so forth), verbal
sexual advances (such as nonspecific verbal expres-
sions of sexual interest), explicit sexual propositions
(unambiguous invitations for sexual encounters),
and sexual coercion or bribery (unambiguous invita-
tions for sexual encounters with the implicit or ex-
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plicit promise of rewards for acceding or the threat of
punishment for refusing).

What makes sexual harassment morally repug-
nant is that the victim is devalued as a person, in that
the victim’s dignity as a person is abused, and that
such harassment inhibits the victim’s ability to pur-
sue whatever activities he or she was engaged in prior
to the occurrence of the incident. Any defense that
has ever been offered by a perpetrator of sexual ha-
rassment, after the fact, has involved the idea that the
fact of harassment, or the offense that it engenders,
depends upon the person; that is, what offends one
person might not offend another, even another of the
same gender in the same circumstances. Although it
can be granted that sexual harassment is, in a sense,
“in the eye of the beholder,” this in no way morally
excuses it. In the final analysis, the determining fac-
tor for what constitutes sexual harassment must
be the interpretation of the victim as reason-
ably construed from the victim’s perspective.

Stephen C. Taylor
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Sexual revolution
The Event: Social movement involving the re-

laxation of sexual mores and inhibitions, espe-
cially regarding premarital and nonmonogamous
sexual relations, and a more open embrace of sex-
uality generally

Date: 1960’s
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: The sexual revolution has been vari-

ously described as liberating people from im-
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with the free-spirited “hippie” movement, which reached
its apotheosis at the Woodstock music festival, near Bethel,
New York, in August, 1969. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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proper or artificial ethical restrictions, or as an im-
moral movement that degraded human beings and
human relations. One of the central issues raised
by debates over the meaning of the movement is
the proper source of sexual morality. Is it a matter
of personal ethical intuition and values guiding
intimate behavior, or is it a matter of general
moral rules regulating such behavior?

During the 1940’s and 1950’s, the United States and
most other Western countries were sexually restric-
tive. Prepubertal sexuality was ignored or denied,
marital sex was considered the only legitimate sexual
outlet, and other forms of sexual expression were
condemned or prohibited by law.

During the 1960’s, with the development of reli-
able contraceptive methods, sexual activities became
less restricted. Premarital intercourse became more
acceptable and more frequent, the latter particularly
so among women. Young people became more sexu-
ally active at younger ages, and society tolerated a
wider variety of sexual behavior than had been toler-
ated in the past. This change, the sexual revolution,
was most prominent among women.

During the 1990’s, however, despite any so-called
revolution, adolescent boys still reported more sex-
ual activity than adolescent girls, with about 80 per-
cent of boys and 70 percent of girls reporting sexual
intercourse before the end of adolescence. Also, a
double standard for sexual behavior existed: Males
were subtly encouraged to engage in sexual behavior
but females were subtly discouraged from engaging
in sexual activity. Additionally, the life-threatening
disease acquired immunodeficiency syndrome
(AIDS) made people aware that sexual activity could
result in death. Finally, society in general became
more conservative. The sexual revolution changed,
with sexual activity and attitudes becoming more
conservative, and some differences between men and
women remained present.

Lillian M. Range

See also: Griswold v. Connecticut; Premarital sex;
Promiscuity; Sexism; Sexuality and sexual ethics;
Sexually transmitted diseases.

Sexual stereotypes
Definition: Preconceptions about the capacities,

values, characteristics, or desires of persons
based on their sex or gender

Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: Sexual stereotypes can prevent men

and women from seeing themselves and each
other clearly, interfering with moral imperatives
to know oneself, to recognize others, and to treat
others as dignified subjects or ends in themselves
rather than as objects or means to one’s ends.

Sexual stereotypes are based on the idea that all fe-
males are alike in personality, interests, and abilities,
and that males also constitute a homogeneous group.
The masculine stereotype includes the characteris-
tics of aggressiveness, achievement orientation,
dominance, rationality, independence, high sexual
interest, and physical strength. The feminine stereo-
type emphasizes passivity, submissiveness, emotion-
ality, nurturance, modesty, low sexual interest, and
physical weakness. Although stereotypes are an easy
way of categorizing people, they are extreme gen-
eralizations. They destroy individuality and lead to
discriminatory behavior and the victimization of
women in the forms of domestic abuse, rape, and por-
nography.

History
Male and female sexual stereotypes have existed

in European civilization since ancient Greece and
probably even earlier. Aristotle, Paul of Tarsus and
other leaders of the Christian church, and civil au-
thorities have endorsed the idea that women share
typical characteristics. The concept of women as evil
was an important rationale for the witch-hunts of the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. European males
typically considered women the “weaker sex,” not
only physically but also intellectually and morally.

Criticism of sexual stereotypes grew out of John
Locke’s political philosophy of natural rights. Mary
Wollstonecraft’s treatise On the Subjection of Women
(1792) was an early statement about the effects of
sexual stereotypes on the liberty and personal growth
of women. Elizabeth Cady Stanton and other leaders
of the mid-nineteenth century women’s movement in
the United States worked chiefly for civil liberties
and intellectual parity. The negative effects of sexual
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stereotypes were restated by Simone de Beauvior in
The Second Sex in 1949. They were an important
concern in the women’s liberation movement and in
social science research during the second half of the
twentieth century.

Ethical Principles
Sexual stereotypes are attitudes about a group of

individuals. These attitudes are ethically significant
because they often lead to discrimination. Women
were denied political liberty because they were re-
garded as incapable of rational thinking. Thus,
strongly held stereotypes typically imply an infringe-
ment on the liberty of individuals.

Furthermore, stereotypes lead to various prob-
lems in social equity, including educational and job
discrimination and the denial of economic power.
The stereotyped differences between men and women
are assumed to be innate rather than cultural or
socially acquired. Historically, women have been
denied access to educational opportunities at the
precollege, college, and graduate level. Lessened op-
portunities are reflected in lower salaries, less pres-
tige and influence, and fewer opportunities to ad-
vance. Job discrimination in hiring and promotions
results from stereotypes about what work is appro-
priate for women. Accordingly, stereotypes can be
used to justify denying civil and economic rights to
women and granting preferential treatment to men.

Stereotypes of women as passive—even masoch-
istic—and of men as aggressive and sexually driven
contribute to the victimization of women by means of
domestic abuse, rape, and pornography. These ste-
reotypes are reflected in the psychoanalytic theories
of Sigmund Freud and other psychodynamic theo-
rists. “Natural” male aggression can be used as justi-
fication for violence; this argument removes ethical
responsibility for actions from the aggressor. Stereo-
types can even be used to suggest that the victim
should be blamed for inappropriate conduct that led
to the offense; for example, it may be suggested that a
woman who enters a bar alone is inviting rape.

Ethical Issues
The controversy regarding whether to emphasize

equality between the sexes, or to recognize true gen-
der differences remains an issue. Whether women
should seek equality with men by attempting to re-
duce stereotypes to a minimum or should challenge

male domination with a different, feminine ideology
is unclear. For example, Carol Gilligan has proposed
that there are clear ethical differences in the kinds of
reasoning that men and women use to analyze ethical
dilemmas. Males usually describe their reasoning as
being based on principles that are applicable to every
situation. Females frequently make ethical decisions
that are strongly weighted by a consideration of the
particular situation and, especially, by social rela-
tionships and responsibilities. Although it is impor-
tant to reduce stereotypes, it may also be important to
maintain a diversity of gender perspectives.

Annette Baier proposes that a particularly femi-
nine ethical stance is that of trust. Trust underlies
cooperation and thus is significant for ethical inter-
personal relations. Trust is significant in family rela-
tions, between husband and wife as well as between
parent and child. Because trust is part of the feminine
stereotype, however, it has been largely ignored by
philosophy.

Other Forms of Stereotyping
Sexual stereotypes; racial, ethnic, and religious

stereotypes; and age stereotypes are similar. People
who rigidly hold one kind of stereotype frequently
espouse other stereotypes. Because such attitudes
lead to discriminatory behavior, all such stereotypes
tend to deny equality and opportunity to members of
a stigmatized group. In Western society, older minor-
ity women experience a triple oppression because of
stereotypes and discrimination.

Prejudice against homosexual males and lesbian
women is also related to sexual stereotyping. Some
prejudicial attitudes result from a perception that ho-
mosexual males and lesbians do not act in accord
with commonly held stereotypes. Social stigmatiza-
tion and other forms of harassment frequently result
from such views.

Mary M. Vandendorpe
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Sexuality and sexual ethics
Definition: Sexuality: aspects of people’s desires,

perceptions, actions, interactions, and identities
that influence or constitute their sexual behavior;
sexual ethics: formal and informal codes of con-
duct governing the moral permissibility of spe-
cific acts and expressions of sexuality

Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: Sexuality is one of the most funda-

mental aspects of human identity and motivation.
Even that statement is potentially controversial,
however, because the proper relationship of one’s
sexual identity and experience to one’s identity as
a whole is a matter of ethical debate. Sexual ethics
thus includes not merely the ethics of sexual ac-
tivity and intimate relationships, but the ethically
proper way to incorporate sexuality into one’s
life.

Men and women have most things in common. In that
sense, the biblical view that one sex comes from the
middle of the other is very appropriate. The biologi-
cal view that the male is a modified female also indi-
cates this strong commonality. Concepts of sexuality,
however, focus on the differences associated with
gender. Sexual assignment and the many behaviors
associated with it are basic to personality. The most
fundamental difference between male and female is
that males produce sperm and females produce eggs,
but to be classified as male or female does not involve
merely the obvious differences in anatomy; sexuality
has profound effects on how a person feels, thinks,
communicates, and acts.

Attraction between the sexes and the pleasure in-
herent in the sex act constitute an efficient biological
design that tends to continue the species, but sex is
more than reproduction, and most human sex does
not involve producing babies. Sex involves the desire
for a meaningful, close relationship with another, and
it involves the most pleasurable short-term act of
which the body is capable. The intimacy of the sex
act calls for trust and commitment. The philosopher
Richard Solomon has stated, “To think that one can
indulge in the traditionally most powerful symbolic
activity in almost every culture without its meaning
anything is an extravagant self-deception.”

Human Aspects of Sexuality
Several biological factors are unique to human

sex. First, humans are apparently the only creatures
that consciously understand that sex is linked to re-
production. Other animals do not know that inter-
course may cause pregnancy. Second, human fe-
males may be sexually receptive at any time. In
contrast, many mammals mate only seasonally, when
the hormonal levels, especially of estrogens, cause
females to signal their receptivity to males. At that
time females are said to be in “heat.” Some mammals
have more frequent periods of heat. The sexual inter-
est and activity of human females, however, is differ-
ent. It is influenced, but not limited to, specific hor-
mone-dependent times. Circumstances, judgments,
cultural norms, mood, and emotions play larger roles
than do hormones when it comes to the timing of the
sex act by humans. A third factor is that humans often
have sex face-to-face, which seems to be significant
in that it promotes bonding and commitment for the
protection of possible offspring.
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Childhood experiences affect the choice of a
mate. Certain characteristics come to be valued. If a
person meets and gets to know another person and
this person meets many of the desired characteristics,
attraction occurs. At that point, the brain is affected
by chemicals (especially phenylethylamine) that are
similar to amphetamines. The person experiences a
chemical high that can last several years, causing the
feelings of being in love. The continued presence of a
partner causes endorphins to be released internally,
causing feelings of calmness and security. This pro-
motes long-term attachment. Finally, another chemi-
cal, oxytocin, is released. This chemical is thought to
cause cuddling and to enhance pleasure in sex.

There is much that is not known, but sexual be-
havior is definitely more than simply genes and
chemical reactions. Human sexuality is formed by a
complicated interplay and overlap of genetics, cul-
ture, experiences, and free will. The roles of these el-
ements are difficult to define. One can always argue
about the extent to which females are biologically
bound to be passive, coy, and monogamous. Like-
wise, one can question the extent to which males are
dealing with genes that compel them to be aggres-
sive, dominating, risk-taking, and promiscuous. How
much weight should people give to genetics? How
free are human actions?

Genetic Determination
Genes, mainly but not exclusively, determine the

production of hormones that cause the development
of the sex organs and the various secondary physical
differences such as body size, percentages of fat, tilt
of the pelvis, muscle thickness, voice pitch, and
thickness of body hair. Even the development of the
brain and patterns of behavior are affected by the sex
genes. Normally, two X chromosomes will basically
program a woman, while having both an X and a Y
chromosome will produce male characteristics.

In 1987, geneticist David C. Page and his col-
leagues found that there is a particular gene on the Y
chromosome that is required to produce a male off-
spring. In a study of abnormal cases, Page found that
a twelve-year-old girl was XY but that the Y chromo-
some was not complete, apparently lacking the male
gene. About one in twenty thousand men is XX but
also has inherited a small piece of the Y chromosome
that includes the sex gene, causing him to develop as
a male. Such XX males and XY females are usually

infertile. The location of the sex gene on the Y chro-
mosome (and the additional discovery of a similar
sex gene on the X chromosome) indicates that ge-
netic factors in sex determination are not completely
understood. While further study is needed, questions
about whether homosexuality is a matter of choice or
inheritance are being raised. Preliminary investiga-
tion indicates that a gene for homosexuality may also
exist. Other studies also indicate a physical differ-
ence in the structure of the brain when homosexuals
and heterosexuals are compared.

Cultural Influence
Length of hair, type of dress, vocational choices,

and many sexual behaviors seem to be mainly cul-
tural values. Because every society has legitimate
interests in sexual conduct, certain standards and
norms of behavior are maintained. These may vary
from culture to culture, but both religion and govern-
ment tend to be involved, often reinforcing each
other, as in the case of requiring marriage to be for-
malized as a way of providing family structure for the
nurturing of children. Within a family, male and fe-
male children are usually raised quite differently. At
times, these standards within a culture may change.

Many behaviors have more than one cause. For
example, self-assertiveness, the ability to communi-
cate openly and honestly in a functional way, appears
to be related to gender. Hormones can certainly be
given some credit for male aggressiveness in many
activities, but women seem to be encouraged by so-
ciety to be quiet, polite, and considerate of others’
feelings, while men are encouraged to take charge.
Change in this area can certainly be made by means
of teaching and practicing communication techniques
that allow both sexes to communicate openly and
freely about their feelings, needs, and desires.

Only in the late twentieth century did significant
numbers of girls and women begin participating in
competitive sports. The positive results have shown
that cultures may have mistaken ideas about fixed or
natural sexual limits and roles.

Free Will
One can argue that all behavior and even culture is

programmed by genetics, but biological determinism
is a gloomy mechanistic view of life. Are people free
to choose or do they merely respond in programmed
ways to various signals? Free will allows people to
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accept, augment, or reject both nature and nurture.
Individuals may choose to modify sexual character-
istics, whether they are biological or cultural. One
can shave hair or allow it to grow. One can wear high-
heeled shoes that accent side movement in walking.
A person may consciously choose to dress and act in
ways that a society may generally see as part of the
role of the opposite sex. Yet perhaps what is per-
ceived as freedom is an illusion. Perhaps such modi-
fications are also programmed. Are humans trapped
by their biology? Biology is certainly not irrelevant
to social behavior; however, as biologist Richard
Lewontin has argued, there is simply not enough
DNA to code for all the situations that humans face.
Patterns of behavior can only be very generally
coded. Humans do have choices.

Areas of Concern
Sexual ethics is concerned with questions about

how sexuality might influence one’s behavior, how
basic biology might require careful thought and con-
trol, and how the common good might be preserved.
Sexuality can have many goals, but even if sex and re-
production could be completely divorced, sex and
morality cannot. Sex almost always involves another
person. Sex, or the choice not to have sex, involves
valuing others as ends in themselves, not merely as
the means to selfish pleasure. This is not a new prin-
ciple, even with Immanuel Kant, but goes back to the
ancient Jewish and Christian command to love one’s
neighbor: to be concerned for the emotional and
physical welfare of others. Beyond being a means of
procreation, sex is a form of communication.

Sex involves much of ethics: trust, truth telling,
commitment, friendship, and fairness. There really is
no special variety of sexual ethics, but ethics in the
sexual realm is very special. This is because sexual
behaviors reflect the core of one’s personality and
can allow the most intimate knowledge of one’s be-
ing. At the same time, the way in which sexuality is
treated profoundly affects all interactions in a soci-
ety. If the most personal relationships are unethical,
then all relationships are at risk.

Societies have a justifiable interest in the area of
sexuality. Children need good parents to care for
them. The spread of sexually transmitted diseases
(STDs) should be prevented; casual sex can carry
mortal risk. The education of teenagers should not be
interrupted by extramarital pregnancy. Respect for

persons requires that sex should never be forced on
another person.

Adultery
If two people consent to have sexual intercourse

outside marriage, is this immoral? If it is a private
matter between consenting adults, what is the harm?
Richard Wasserstrom argues that this activity in-
volves the breaking of an important promise. First,
the breaking of this promise involves deep hurt and
pain to the innocent spouse. Second, such activity al-
most always involves deception about where a per-
son was and about what was occurring. Third, sexual
intimacy should reflect a person’s real feelings for
another. Western culture teaches that sexual inter-
course involves the strongest feelings that one person
can have for another. Therefore, the restriction of
sexual intercourse to a marriage is logical.

To engage in extramarital sex involves the deepest
deception about true feelings, toward either the inno-
cent spouse or the extramarital partner. Society has
yet to answer various questions. Can one separate
sexual activity from its deep meanings of commit-
ment to a single person? What is sexual love? How
could it be different? What price would people pay
if sexual relations came to mean something else?
Would the institution of marriage be lost and the nur-
ture and protection of children suffer?

Natural or Unnatural
Sometimes in arguments about sexual matters, a

judgment will be made regarding whether an activity
or behavior is natural. The implication is that perhaps
“the laws of nature” can be violated, but the laws of
nature are only descriptive and by their nature cannot
be violated. They are not prescriptive for behavior,
and life would be gloomy if it were so. As Sarah
Blaffer Hrdy has said, people need to rise above na-
ture in sexual ethics. Arguments that will convince
the general population must be based on ethical tradi-
tions that consider the consequences of an action (te-
leological theories) or traditions that maintain that
people have duties (deontological theories).

Sexism
False assumptions about the intrinsic worth of ei-

ther females or males often cause trouble in society.
Children of the “wrong sex” may be devalued and
even aborted. Programs or instruction in schools
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should not favor one sex. Equal work and responsi-
bility calls for equal pay and equal opportunities for
promotion. To use biological differences such as sex
or race, over which a person has no control, as a sys-
tematic basis for denying anyone their rights violates
individual human dignity and autonomy.

A most serious danger is to describe one sex as
setting the standards for the species. When this is
done, the other sex is viewed as not fully developed,
abnormal, and therefore is devalued. For example,
during the nineteenth century, Paul Broca claimed
that female brains were smaller than normal (“nor-
mal” was a European white man’s brain) and there-
fore not capable of higher learning. Educational poli-
cies and women’s aspirations were affected until this
view was overcome, when people realized that gen-
eral body size and many other factors must be consid-
ered. Female brains are normal for females. Female
intelligence is not limited by sexuality.

Gay Rights
Although the issue of respect for privacy discour-

ages and complicates the enforcement of laws that
regulate sexual behavior, the courts are not silent
regarding such matters. In 1993, a Virginia County
Circuit Court found that a woman’s lesbian relation-
ship made her “an unfit parent.” The judge noted
that the woman admitted to engaging in oral sex,
which is a felony in Virginia, concluded that her con-
duct was immoral, and left the woman’s child in the
custody of the grandmother. The grandmother testi-
fied that the child might grow up confused about
sexuality. The judge cited a 1985 Virginia Supreme
Court ruling that said that a parent’s homosexuality is
a legitimate reason for losing parental rights. Since
1985, however, more than one hundred gay people
have gained parental rights through the Virginia
courts by means of what is called coparent, second-
parent, or same-gender adoption. The issue is far
from settled.

Sex Sells
Advertising plays an important role in society.

The device of associating a product with a beautiful
or handsome model raises the issue of honesty. The
ethics of using sexuality to sell products and to pro-
mote messages is questionable and is demeaning to
the persons so used. Interesting cases have developed
involving the hiring of women as newscasters. What

is really going on when management tells a female
newsperson to wear her hair differently?

Billions of dollars are spent annually on cosme-
tics, especially by women, to enhance beauty and
sexuality. (The testing of cosmetic products on ani-
mals is an ethical issue in itself.) The clothing fashion
industry is also keyed to promoting attractiveness.
Models are selected to promote particular images of
female body shape and beauty. These images may be
unrealistic for most females and may lead to the de-
velopment of low self-esteem or even serious illness
(anorexia, bulimia). Furthermore, Cornel West has
pointed out that the ideology of white female beauty
even tends to permeate black thinking. “The ideal of
female beauty in this country puts a premium on
lightness and softness mythically associated with
white women and downplays the rich stylistic man-
ners associated with black women.” Damaged self-
image and lack of self-confidence can cause funda-
mental harm to a whole race.

How sexuality is treated in society and how indi-
vidual humans act sexually involves all of ethics.
Making responsible decisions in this area may be
more difficult than in others because of the effects of
biology and culture. Nevertheless, the effort must be
made to affirm sexuality, to recognize it as funda-
mental to human existence. In all its uses, however,
sexuality also needs to be disciplined to communi-
cate truth. William Starr has pointed out that one can
have purely casual sex. There is pleasure in it or the
act would not be performed. “But what sort of plea-
sure is it?” Starr continues. “It is short term, transi-
tory, lacks lasting value, lacks continuity with the rest
of one’s life . . . and adds nothing to the quality of
one’s life.” Sexual relations with a person who is
loved, however, represent “a part of the ongoing pro-
cess of the enhancement of one’s existence.”

Paul R. Boehlke

Further Reading
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Amherst, N.Y.: Prometheus Books, 1998. An es-
sential reference for anyone interested in sexual
ethics, this extremely comprehensive anthology
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and Luce Irigaray, on topics from gay marriage to
linguistics.
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Sexually transmitted diseases
Definition: Venereal and other diseases that are of-

ten, but not exclusively, spread by sexual contact
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: The existence of sexually transmitted

diseases (STDs) complicates sexual ethics in gen-
eral, because it further raises the stakes of an al-
ready ethically charged relationship. In addition
to this broad theoretical complication, definite
knowledge that one or one’s partner has an STD
may have specific, practical ethical consequences.

Sexually transmitted diseases, whose incidence is
rapidly increasing, are caused mainly by specific
bacteria and viruses. Gonorrhea, chlamydia, and
syphilis are bacterial and can be treated with antibiot-
ics. Untreated cases of these diseases can result in
sterility, infections of newborn children, and other
serious problems. Among the viral infections are her-
pes 2, genital warts, and acquired immunodeficiency
syndrome (AIDS). Herpes 2 and AIDS have no
cures. Herpes 2 causes painful sores on the sex or-
gans that heal but reappear. A mother can infect her
child with herpes 2 at birth. Genital warts may lead to
cancer of the cervix and other tumors.

Although all STDs are serious, AIDS is devastat-
ing. The human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) dam-
ages the immune system by taking over and killing
CD4 white blood cells. A person is said to have AIDS
when his or her CD4 count falls below 200 per
microliter (normal is 800-1,200 per microliter). At
that point, the victim is likely to die from various op-
portunistic infections.

The risk of getting any STD varies with behavior.
Practicing abstinence until marriage is the best safe-
guard against STDs. Risk increases with the number
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of sexual partners. Latex condoms offer some protec-
tion but are not perfect.

About 64 percent of AIDS cases in the United
States involve homosexual men and correlate with
high-risk anal intercourse. Another 28 percent of
AIDS cases are caused by the sharing of contami-
nated needles during drug abuse. About 3 percent are
the result of receiving transfusions of infected blood.
HIV can also cross the placenta or be in a mother’s
milk and infect a baby. HIV transmission by hetero-
sexual intercourse is increasing. The risk of HIV in-
fection increases ten to one hundred times if sores
from another STD are present.

Ethical Principles
In Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals

(1785), Immanuel Kant wrote that people must not
treat others only as a means to some end. All people
must be valued as ends in themselves. Respect for
persons, fairness, truth telling, and promise keeping
are vital to meaningful sexual behavior. Margaret
Farley of Yale University concluded that sexual de-
sire without interpersonal love leads to disappoint-
ment and loss of meaning. Justice must discipline
sexuality so that no one is harmed and the common
good is considered. Farley added that sexuality should
be freed and nurtured while also being channeled and
controlled. One cannot allow that “anything goes”
even between consenting adults. Society has legiti-
mate interests regarding the care of offspring, the
limiting of extramarital pregnancies, and the control
of disease.

Ethical Issues
To transmit disease carelessly by sexual means vi-

olates standards of love, commitment, respect, fair-
ness, and honesty. Consider, for example, that a man
might, through extramarital affairs, give his wife HIV.
What are the responsibilities of any sexual partner?

In 1991, Kimberly Bergalis died at age twenty-
three from a nonsexual HIV infection transmitted to
her from her dentist. Other patients were also in-
fected. Before her death, Bergalis asked that health
workers be tested and their conditions be made pub-
lic. Should health workers be tested? Are health
workers in greater danger from their patients? Are
these private matters? Often, privacy must be bal-
anced with other concerns. Should an infected person
reveal or tell all previous sexual partners? Should

even the fact that a person has been tested be kept pri-
vate?

In many cases, fear of AIDS has fed apathy and
discrimination. The parents of the late Ryan White,
who contracted HIV from a blood transfusion, had to
file a discrimination suit against his school to allow
him to attend. Many STD clinics fail to act sympa-
thetically toward patients. Homosexuals are thought
by some to deserve AIDS as punishment. How
should people act when others carry an infectious
disease? Should research monies be allocated for
prevention or cure? Preventive and therapeutic HIV
vaccines will need to be tested on animals and hu-
mans. What concerns will have to be met?

Legal Issues
Individuals can sue former partners for damages

caused by STDs. Such civil actions are based on tort
law. A tort is a wrongful act or injury that is commit-
ted either intentionally or negligently. Furthermore,
many states have passed laws against STD transmis-
sion that set fines and prison terms.

In a 1979 landmark case, Margaret Housen of
Washington, D.C., was awarded $1.3 million in com-
pensatory and punitive damages for a gonorrhea in-
fection. Also, when movie star Rock Hudson died of
AIDS in 1985, his homosexual lover, Marc Christian,
sued Hudson’s estate. Christian was found to be HIV
negative but was awarded $21.75 million for “grave
emotional distress.”

In sum, individuals must inform a sexual partner
of possible infection. Noninfected partners are under
no obligation to ask. Consenting to have sex does not
imply consenting to being exposed to an STD. In a
landmark legal case in 1993, it was decided that a
Texas woman who was raped at knife point was not
consenting to have sex merely because she asked the
assailant to wear a condom. In another case, a pris-
oner with AIDS was convicted of attempted murder
because he bit the hand of a prison guard.

Ethical Decision Making
The “sexual revolution” of the 1960’s, which in-

volved improved contraception, sexual behavioral
studies, the women’s movement, and trends toward
openness, challenged the traditional structures of
monogamous relationship: marriage and the family.
Mixed messages in the popular culture often neglect
birth control and concern for the partner.
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Meanwhile, the Centers for Disease Control
(1992) reported that 73 percent of U.S. high school
seniors have experienced sex and that 4 percent of
secondary students have STDs. The World Health
Organization (WHO) reported in 1992 that 350,000
cases of STDs were being transmitted each day
worldwide. The only current disease that is more in-
fectious is the common cold.

A pandemic makes ethical considerations seem
like a luxury. Nevertheless, some experts place hope
not in medical breakthroughs but in changes in sex-
ual behavior. As Robert Ashmore of Marquette Uni-
versity has stated, “we must not lose sight of the idea
that the purpose of moral inquiry is practical.” Can
people who are “in love” be rational? Making re-
sponsible decisions in an area involving biological
desires, peer pressure, society’s concerns, moral stan-
dards, and individual autonomy may be a formidable
task, but it is a necessary one.

Paul R. Boehlke
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Buena Park, Calif.: Morning Glory Press, 2000.

Merson, Michael H. “Slowing the Spread of HIV:
Agenda for the 1990s.” Science 260 (May 28,
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Shaftesbury, third earl of
Identification: English philosopher
Born: Anthony Ashley Cooper; February 26,

1671, London, England
Died: February 15, 1713, Naples, Italy
Type of ethics: Renaissance and Restoration

history
Significance: In Characteristics of Men, Manners,

Opinions, Times (1711), Shaftesbury argued that
the source of human morality was an innate
“moral sense” that was allied with, and promoted,
the good of society.

The third earl of Shaftesbury’s education was placed
in the hands of the philosopher John Locke by the
boy’s grandfather, the first earl of Shaftesbury. He
was fluent in classical Latin and Greek in his early
youth, as well as in modern French; in his later youth,
he spent three years on the European Continent and
became thoroughly familiar there with art and music.
His later writings, in fact, are of equal importance in
both aesthetic and moral philosophy. In Shaftes-
bury’s time, English moral philosophy was heavily
influenced by Thomas Hobbes, who maintained that
human nature is essentially selfish and that unless
they are coerced by society, people will not cooperate
to act decently.

In direct contradiction of Hobbes, Shaftesbury
maintained that the very existence of society demon-
strates a predisposition for moral cooperation—the
“moral sense” that he was the first to name. Because
it was bound up with society, the moral sense found
its greatest virtue in pursuing the public interest.
Shaftesbury also believed that morality and religion
were separable, which enhanced the status of the
moral sense as an innate human attribute. Shaftes-
bury’s views directly influenced the British philoso-
phers Francis Hutcheson and David Hume.

Robert M. Hawthorne, Jr.

See also: Hobbes, Thomas; Hume, David; Levia-
than; Locke, John; Moral-sense theories; Secular
ethics; Selfishness.
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Shart4a
Definition: Any of the several tradi-

tions of Islamic law
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: All of Islamic ethics—

including personal ethics—is con-
nected to shart4a, since Islam does
not separate the private, political, and
religious realms of behavior.

Within Islam, no clear distinctions can
be made between law and ethics. they are
seen, instead, as facets of the single effort
to build a community that is guided by
the will of God. The Qur$3n (the primary
source of Islamic law), for example, pro-
vides religious law (“Set not up with Al-
lah any other God”), moral rules (“come
not near unto adultery”), social regula-
tions (on fiduciary management of the
property of orphans), and guidance for
the development of good character—all
intermingled in snra 17:22-39.

In issues not addressed by the Qur$3n
and its exegesis, the next recourse is usu-
ally to the traditions in Wadtth of the life
of Muwammad. There is a broad diver-
sity of views about possible additional
sources of law, which could include 4ijm3
(consensus among the learned, which is
important in Sunnt traditions) or the
im3m (the leader of the faithful, who is
important in Sht4a traditions). There can
be no “wall of separation” (Thomas Jef-
ferson’s phrase) between church and state
in Islam, since all sovereignty resides
with God and human authorities admin-
ister only through his will.

See also: Wadtth; Islamic ethics; Law;
Muwammad.
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The Price of Adultery in Northern Nigeria

In 2002, the conservative Islamic legal traditions still in force in
northern Nigeria made headlines around the world as word got out
that two young women were sentenced to be stoned to death for
committing adultery. Northern Nigeria’s twelve predominantly
Muslim states all practiced Shart4a law, which calls for death by
stoning of Muslims convicted of adultery or rape. Plans to execute
the young women might have gone unnoticed by the outside
world, had not Nigeria been about to host the Miss World beauty
pageant, which brought large numbers of foreign journalists into
the country. Under growing pressure from other world govern-
ments, Nigeria’s secular national government ordered the Islamic
executions stopped. Meanwhile, continuing strains between con-
servative Muslims of the north and non-Muslims, including Chris-
tians, of the south were leading to violent clashes in which thou-
sands of Nigerians were dying.

Amina Lawal, one of the women sentenced to be stoned to
death for adultery in northern Nigeria, in early 2003. (AP/
Wide World Photos)

Image not available 



Sht4a
Definition: One of the two main sects of Islam
Date: Founded around 661-680
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Sht4a Islam provides a different inter-

pretation of Islam and its tenets from that supplied
by the Sunnt majority.

Islamic religion is divided into two main sects: Sunnts
and Sht4ites. Sht4ites are followers of 4Alt ibn Abt
Z3lib, a cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet Mu-
wammad, and 4Alt’s sons,Wasan andWusayn. Sht4ites
contend that 4Alt should have succeeded Muwammad
at his death. They view the other three caliphs, Abn
Bakr, 4Uthm3n, and 4Umar, as usurpers. 4Altwas cho-
sen caliph after the third caliph, 4Uthm3n, was assas-
sinated.

After 4Alt’s death, Mu4awiyya assumed the ca-
liphate despite opposition from many followers of
4Alt, who considered 4Alt’s sons,Wasan andWusayn,
the rightful successors. After Mu4awiyya’s death, his
son Yazid succeeded him. 4Alt’s second son,Wusayn,
tried to claim the caliphate but was defeated and
killed by Yazid’s forces. The anniversary ofWusayn’s
death is commemorated by Sht4ites as a major reli-
gious event.

There are two main branches of Sht4ites: the
Twelvers, or Im3mis, and the Seveners, or Ism34tlites.
The Twelvers believe that there were twelve Im3ms,
or leaders, after 4Alt, each chosen by his predecessor.
The twelfth Im3m disappeared when he was a small
child. Sht4ites believe that he will appear at an appro-
priate time as Mahdt, or savior, to rescue the world
and restore the glory of Islam. The Ism34tlites believe
that Ism34tl should have succeeded Im3m Jafar, the
sixth Im3m. Ism34tl was Jafar’s son. The Twelvers are
the predominant branch of Shiism. Currently ap-
proximately 10 percent of the world’s Muslim popu-
lation is Sht4ite.

Khalid N. Mahmood

See also: Abn Bakr; Islamic ethics; Sunnts.

Shinran
Identification: Japanese Buddhist monk
Born: Matsuwaka-Maru; 1173, near Kyfto, Japan
Died: November 28, 1262, Kyfto, Japan
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Shinran founded the True Pure Land

Sect (Jfdo Shinshn) of Japanese Mah3y3nist Bud-
dhism. His teaching differentiated between real
truth (faith), the gift of salvation in the next world;
and common truth (morality), one’s duty to soci-
ety in this world.

A monk at Mount Hiei from age nine to age twenty-
nine, Shinran had a vision in which Kannon (Avalo-
kitekvara, the bodhisattva of compassion) directed
him to follow the teachings of Hfnen. Both men
taught that salvation could be achieved through recit-
ing the nembutsu, the phrase “Hail [or ‘I place . . . my
faith in’], Amida Buddha.” Amida was understood as
a Buddha who lived in the Western Paradise and
would bring there all persons who came to him in
faith. While Hfnen thought that the nembutsu should
be repeated over and over, Shinran thought that it was
sufficient to pray sincerely to Amida once, since re-
citing the nembutsu was an act of gratitude for the gift
of salvation, not a work by which one earned salva-
tion. In the salvation experience, the believer experi-
ences undoubting faith in Amida and simultaneously
utters the nembutsu. Upon death, the devotee is reborn
in the Western Paradise, which Shinran identified with
nirvana. There the devotee would become a Buddha
and return to the earth to enable others to achieve sal-
vation. Shinran broke with his master over the celi-
bacy of monks, married, and fathered six children.

Paul L. Redditt

See also: Avalokitekvara; Bodhisattva ideal; Bud-
dhist ethics.

Shintf ethics
Definition: Moral values central to the dominant re-

ligious system of Japan
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Shintf ethics played a major role in

the development of the national state of Japan and
of Japanese nationalist ideology. It emphasizes
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that there is no timeless and universal formula
guiding moral action. Rather, the context of each
action must be thoroughly considered before a de-
cision is made.

Shintf, the “Way of the Gods,” is the indigenous reli-
gion of Japan. After several centuries of development
of traditions, rituals, and observances, it evolved into
an organized religion between the third and sixth
centuries. Shintf is best described as a religion of
daily life. Love and respect for spirits and ancestors
are far more important than is appeasement of deities
or immortality.

History
From the beginning, Shintf was influenced by or

through China. Confucianism infiltrated Japan from
northern China in the third century and was followed
in the sixth century by Buddhism. Buddhism, when
united with Shintf, gave Japanese religion renewed
vitality, universal ideals, and transcendental specula-
tion. Confucianism, which is basically an ethical sys-
tem, provided the ethical foundation for the social
and political development of Japan.

In spite of the infusion of Confucianism, Western
scholars have had difficulty in discovering concrete
ethical principles in Shintf. Although earlier Shintf
reveals very little ethical thought, Confucian contri-
butions brought a major increase in ethical thinking.

This growing ethical consciousness experienced
great change and adaptation in later centuries. One of
the most serious changes was the Meiji (“enlightened
government”) Restoration in 1868. This event offi-
cially established Shintf as the state religion of Japan
and set the nation on a path of imperialism and con-
quest. The ethical consequences of this path are abun-
dant. Shintf ethics, as used by the state, helped to for-
mulate the conduct and blind obedience of Japanese
military personnel during World War II. Negative ex-
amples of such behavior include the brutal treatment
of prisoners by the Japanese on the Bataan Death
March and the work of the Kamikaze suicide pilots
near the end of the war. State Shintf was disestab-
lished after the national humiliation of military defeat
in 1945, but it was not eliminated as a national faith.

Ethical Principles
A careful study of Shintf ethics reveals at least

eight principles that are dominant influences on the

daily lives of the Japanese people. The foundational
principle of Shintf ethics is embodied in the Three
Sacred Treasures of Shintf. These treasures, to which
are attached moral and ethical values, are displayed
in all significant Shintf shrines. The mirror stands for
wisdom, integrity, purity, and righteousness. The
sword reflects valor and justice. The last treasure, the
stone necklace, symbolizes benevolence, affection,
and obedience.

The second principle is tribal ethics, or the author-
ity of the community. In this ethic, the individual
melts into unreasoning submission to communal au-
thority. At key points in Japanese history, this has
been the power that solidified the people, but it also
has been used to justify aggressive national conduct.
Tribal ethics fosters a tendency to refer ethical deci-
sions to government offices. It emphasizes a contex-
tual approach and glorifies the ethics of intention.

A strong social ethic is built on the position of the
emperor as a direct descendant of the sun goddess
and also as the head of a giant family. The roof over
the family has often been extended to include the
entire world. This ethic has established an almost
unbreakable relationship between the emperor and
the people, with very few attempts at revolutionary
change.

Consistent with the situational nature of Shintf
ethics is the concept of makoto, or “truth.” Truth is
relative, thus in Shintf there is no ultimate truth.
Makoto involves an inner heart-searching while con-
fronting any ethical issue.

Related to makoto is the principle that all evil is
external. When a person is untrue to himself or her-
self or to others, it is only a result of a lack of aware-
ness caused by external influences.

The Shintf ethic of guilt is better understood as
shame. A person who fails to fulfill his or her proper
role, as determined by the communal authority, is of-
ten consumed by an overwhelming shame, even to
the point of suicide.

A unique principle of Shintf ethics is naka-ima,
or the “middle present.” Naka-ima, which first ap-
peared in the imperial edicts of the eighth century,
means that the present moment is the most important
moment of all times. Shintfists are thus exhorted to
make each moment as true and as worthy as possible.

The last ethic of Shintf is a strong concept of ra-
cial superiority. This concept became extremely im-
portant after the inauguration of State Shintf in the
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nineteenth century. It produced a jealous contempt
for all non-Japanese culture and a major attempt to
keep such influences out of Japanese life. Officially,
this principle was abolished by imperial decree on
January 1, 1946.

Conclusion
Japan’s military defeat in 1945 unleashed long-

suppressed forces of change. The embodiment of
moral and ethical truth in the community headed by
the emperor was forever broken. Replacing that sen-
timent was a feeling of individual cooperation by
morally responsible citizens of the community. Al-
though many traditional Japanese values have been
retained, there is now more freedom to accept the eth-
ical principles of other cultures.

Problems related to State Shintf did not all disap-
pear in 1945. The ethics involved in shrine worship—
particularly the Yasukuni Shrine, which honors as
deities more than two million war dead—remained
as a continual dilemma for many Japanese people.
The basic ethical nature of State Shintf has, however,
been replaced by the ethic of world peace and an at-
tempt to contribute to the well-being and advance-
ment of all world cultures.

Glenn L. Swygart
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Sidgwick, Henry
Identification: English philosopher
Born: May 31, 1838, Skipton, Yorkshire, England
Died: August 28, 1900, Cambridge,

Cambridgeshire, England
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Sidgwick attempted, in Methods of

Ethics (1874), to discover a rational means of
making ethical decisions and further developed
the utilitarian ideas of John Stuart Mill by apply-
ing to them Immanuel Kant’s notion of the cate-
gorical imperative. His work is considered by
some scholars to be the most important English-
language work on ethics of the nineteenth cen-
tury.

In Methods of Ethics, his greatest book, Henry
Sidgwick argues that there are no grounds for ratio-
nal action in judging an act either on the basis of the
happiness it brings to the actor (egoism) or on the ba-
sis of criteria other than the promotion of happiness
(intuitionism). Instead, he proposes a system of “uni-
versal hedonism” in which one seeks to reconcile the
conflict between one’s own pleasures and those of
others. His argument is similar to that of Kant and is
parallel to the latter’s “categorical imperative.”

Sidgwick’s interests went beyond formal systems
of ethics; he also engaged in psychic research and
studied political economy. Among his works are
Principles of Political Economy (1883), Elements of
Politics (1891), and The Development of European
Polity (1903), which was published after his death.

Robert Jacobs

See also: Egoism; Golden rule; Hedonism; Intui-
tionist ethics; Kant, Immanuel; Mill, John Stuart;
Utilitarianism.

Sierra Club
Identification: Oldest and largest environmental

organization in the United States
Date: Founded in 1892
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Since the organization’s foundation,

the mission of the Sierra Club has been to protect
the natural environment.
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The Sierra Club was founded on May 28, 1892, with
an initial membership of 182 persons. Naturalist
John Muir was selected as the club’s first president.
Many of the organization’s early activities were con-
cerned with the preservation of natural resources and
the establishment of national parks in the United
States. Its initial campaign in 1892 focused on de-
feating a proposed reduction of the boundaries of Yo-
semite National Park in California.

From this beginning, the Sierra Club grew to an
international organization claiming a membership of
approximately 700,000 people at the beginning of
the twenty-first century. It retained as its primary
mission today the protection and enhancement of
Earth’s natural environment by sustaining natural
life-support systems, facilitating the survival of spe-
cies, establishing and protecting natural reserves,
controlling population growth and pollution, devel-
oping responsible technology managing resources
and educating the public about environmental pro-
tection.

Critics of the Sierra Club have charged that the or-
ganization’s policies to preserve and protect the envi-
ronment may sometimes infringe on individual
rights and restrict public access to property. Some
critics also assert that the Sierra Club is composed of
an economic, social, and political elite interested in
preserving the wilderness for a select few who are not
sincerely concerned with environmental justice at the
grass-roots level. For example, in 1972 the club op-
posed the attempt by Walt Disney Enterprises to
build a highway through Sequoia National Park in
California to a proposed ski resort that was expected
to attract fourteen thousand visitors a day. The club
argued that the valley should be kept in its natural
state for its own sake. The club has also advocated
breaching the Glen Canyon Dam on the Colorado
River and draining Lake Powell in order to return the
region to its natural state. The dam provides flood
control and electricity for four million people, and
Lake Powell is one of the most popular camping sites
in the United States. Controversies such as these il-
lustrate an ethical dilemma repeatedly faced by the
Sierra Club: how to balance individual rights and the
protection of the environment for all people.

William V. Moore

See also: Animal rights; Bioethics; Conservation;
Deep ecology; Ecology; Environmental movement;

Leopold, Aldo; Muir, John; National Park System,
U.S.; Pollution.

Sikh ethics
Definition: Monotheistic ethical system centered in

Punjab, India, that espouses the equality of all
people

Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Sikhism presents a challenge to the

Hindu conceptions of polytheism and caste hier-
archy that predominate in India. It offers the
model of the “saint-soldier” for whom spiritual
insight and physical courage are complementary
virtues.

The Sikhs are a religious group that constitute ap-
proximately 2 percent of the total population of In-
dia. The majority of the Sikhs live in the state of
Punjab in the northwest, but followers of the Sikh
faith are also in diaspora across north India and in the
United States, the United Kingdom, and Canada. By
the turn of the twenty-first century, there were about
sixteen million Sikhs living throughout the world.

Sikhism, which began in the fifteenth century,
draws from elements of both Hinduism and Islam,
the predominant religions of the Indian subcontinent.
Persecuted by both Hindu and Muslim rulers at vari-
ous points in their history, the Sikhs have developed a
firm sense of themselves as a separate community
and have recently begun agitating for separate na-
tionhood. Issues concerning the use of violence in
maintaining Sikh autonomy are at the forefront of
ethical debates within the Sikh community.

Development of Sikhism
Sikhism as a system of faith was initiated by

N3nak, the first of a series of ten Sikh gurus, or teach-
ers. Guru N3nak, drawing on meditative traditions
within Hinduism but rejecting its elaborate ritualism,
gathered a group of disciples (sikhs) around him to
form a community called the Panth. Within the
Panth, caste differences were eradicated, as were in-
equalities between men and women. In addition, the
multiple deities of Hinduism were replaced by devo-
tion to a single god something like that of Islam.

Sikhism quickly acquired converts from the
lower-caste levels of the Hindu system. In this, it fol-
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lowed the pattern of several other heterodox religious
movements of India, notably Buddhism and Jainism.
For many, however, Sikhism remained heavily inter-
twined with Hinduism,with many villages and even
many families incorporating both Sikhs and Hindus
in relative harmony.

Guru N3nak himself is venerated not only as the
religion’s founding figure but also as a kind of media-
tor between the human and the divine. He was fol-
lowed by a succession of nine other gurus who took
up the leadership of the Panth. Two of these in partic-
ular left a lasting stamp on the nature of the Sikh
faith. Hargobind, the sixth guru, donned the double-
edged sword that has become symbolic of the Sikhs,
representing the recognition that Sikhism must wield
both spiritual and temporal power to be successful.
This theme was carried further by the tenth and last
guru, Guru Gobind Singh, who, after years of perse-
cution, came to the conclusion that the Sikhs had to

become militant to defend their religious beliefs and
social order.

Guru Gobind Singh created a brotherhood of mil-
itant Sikhs called the Khalsa, or “pure,” who were
ready to die in defense of their faith. They all took on
the surname of Singh (“lion”) and adopted the five
symbols of Sikh identity: uncut hair, comb, breeches,
sword, and steel bangle. One effect of these five signs
was to make Khalsa Sikhs highly visible, with the
characteristic turbans into which their uncut hair was
bound their outstanding feature. Probably this inno-
vation was related to an awareness of the fate of other
rebellious religious movements in Indian history,
which tended to become merged into the overarching
Hindu framework. Guru Gobind Singh believed,
however, that physical violence on the part of the
Khalsa was to be used only in defense of the Sikh
faith, and only after all other means had failed.

Sikh communities in India and abroad cluster
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around their gurudwaras, or temples (literally, “gate-
ways to the Guru”). The communal kitchen is a key
feature of the Sikh community, symbolic of the
Sikhs’ rejection of caste rules forbidding interdining.
(The kettle and the sword are said to be representative
of Sikh beliefs—the kettle for feeding the hungry and
the sword for defending the weak.) Worship services
at Sikh gurudwaras may involve readings from their
scripture, the Guru Granth Sahib, as well as the sing-
ing of hymns, recitation of poetry, or other kinds of
contributions from community members including,
recently, political statements.

The holy city of the Sikhs and center of the Sikh
faith is Amritsar in Punjab, India. (Amrit is the nectar
stirred by the sword and drunk to consecrate a com-
mitment; Amritsar is the “pool of nectar.”) The so-
called “Golden Temple” is the main Sikh shrine at
Amritsar, and it has been the focal point of the dis-
pute between the Sikhs and the government of India.
In 1984, the Golden Temple complex was the scene
of intense fighting between the Indian army and Sikh
insurgents agitating for an independent state of
Khalistan (“Land of the Pure”). The perceived dese-
cration of this shrine by Indian troops and the Hindu-
Sikh rioting that followed pushed many Sikhs to take
a more militant political posture. Upheaval has con-
tinued in Punjab, and it is one of the major security
concerns of the Indian government. Human rights
issues surrounding India’s handling of the Punjab
problem have become a focus of several international
investigations.

Ethical Issues of Contemporary Sikhism
Sikhism is at its heart an ethical system as well as

a theology and a design for living. The foundation of
Sikh ethics is the principle of equality, which is better
understood as an ideal than as an accomplishment.

(Aspects of caste still persist in Sikh communities,
and relationships between women and men remain
inequitable in many ways.) Other ethical precepts
followed by Sikhs include admonitions against theft,
lying, and adultery, and a ban on smoking. Many
Sikhs regard charity and courage as among the no-
blest virtues; the “saint-soldier” is the model emu-
lated by many.

The most problematic issue for modern Sikhs,
given the political violence endemic in the Punjab,
is that of legitimate defense of the faith. Sikhism
has never advocated a policy of “turning the other
cheek,” but it does seek to restrain the aggressive, as
opposed to the defensive, use of force. Whether ac-
tions in which noncombatants are killed fall within
the realm of defensive violence, and whether the
Sikh community is actually under a threat substantial
enough to evoke the use of force, are deeply disturb-
ing questions for many Sikhs. For outsiders, condi-
tions in the Punjab are very difficult to evaluate be-
cause of extreme limitations on press coverage and
travel in the region. It is clear, however, that many
thousands of Sikhs were killed during the 1980’s and
1990’s and that there is a strong feeling of being a
community under siege on the part of both Indian and
overseas Sikhs.

Cynthia Keppley Mahmood

Further Reading
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Silent Spring
Identification: Book by Rachel Carson (1907-

1964)
Date: Published in 1962
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Silent Spring increased popular

awareness of chemical pollution by illustrating
the demise and death of organisms that had once
been a part of a rural spring.

During the late 1950’s, a proliferation of the manu-
facturing and use of chemical agents as insecticides
and herbicides seemed to stimulate the agricultural
industry. Initially, these chemicals provided relief to
farmers who could now control and obliterate insect
pests and weeds from cropland. Insufficient testing
and monitoring of the use of these chemicals, how-
ever, led to widespread contamination of water and
land, resulting in the destruction of a great variety of
animals and plants.

The popular book Silent Spring aroused public
awareness of a sinister development in which streams
and springs became silent as birds, frogs, fish, and
other organisms died from the toxic chemicals used
in adjacent fields. Ethically, the realization that hu-
mans can quickly and easily pollute and blight large
regions through the careless use of chemicals illus-
trated the necessity for good stewardship of natural
resources. As an alternative to control insect pests,
Rachel Carson suggested the use of nonchemical
methods that were more environmentally wholesome.
Carson’s landmark book led to the formation of nu-
merous environmental groups that have committed
themselves to protecting natural resources.

Roman J. Miller

See also: Clean Air Act; Clean Water Act; Conser-
vation; Earth and humanity; Environmental ethics;
Environmental movement; Environmental Protection
Agency; Nature, rights of; Pollution; Toxic waste.

Sin
Definition: Violation of religious moral law
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Although sometimes used in a secu-

lar context, sin carries strong connotations of
transgression against the ethical system of a
monotheistic religion. The term therefore implies
that one’s actions are objectively wrong and that
they constitute a rejection or failure of one’s duty
to God. Sin also evokes the Christian concept of
Original Sin, the notion that all people are inher-
ently guilty from the moment of their birth.

The concept of sin has its origin in the prehistoric
past in the magical attempt to deal with the forces of
nature. Some of these forces are taboo—that is, dan-
gerous to handle. The breaking of taboos is not essen-
tially sinful, since the behavior is typically unavoid-
able. In ancient Mesopotamia, a moral dimension
entered the picture. The creation myth, the Enuma
elish, explained that humans were created to serve
the gods. The Gilgamesh Epic took that thinking fur-
ther. It tells of the creation of Enkidu, a savage of
whom the other beasts knew no fear. Enticed to par-
ticipate in civilization by a prostitute, he lost his
innocence, joined with the hero Gilgamesh, put on
clothing, and learned to eat and drink in proper pro-
portions. In short, he became human and ultimately
met the fate of all humans: death. The Greeks further
developed the idea of moral guilt. Plato saw moral
failure as a matter of error; no one who knew what is
best would choose to do otherwise. It was, however,
the Judeo-Christian tradition that more fully devel-
oped the notion of sin.

Sin in the Hebrew Bible
The story of the origin of sin occupies the third

chapter of the Bible, and its scope, effects, and for-
giveness occupy much of the remainder. Sin is intro-
duced in Genesis 3 as a deliberate act of disobedience
by Adam and Eve. Sin was experienced both as the
rupture of their relationship with God and as a power
that grasped them. It spread to all other humans like a
contagious disease, disrupting both the natural and
the social order as well as the standing of each sinner
before God. Forgiveness for sin in the Hebrew Bible
could involve animal sacrifice coupled with human
contrition or intercession by a prophet or priest.
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The biblical Hebrew language employed about
twenty different words for sin, but four in particular
stand out. The first root (the basic form of a word
from which various parts of speech can be derived)
was used 457 times and originally meant to “miss” a
target or “fail” to follow the proper order. Hence, sin
was understood as the failure to comply with moral
standards or obligations. This failure might include
obligations to another person (parent, superior,
spouse) or to God. Still other sins constituted a failure
toward both: for example, murder, robbery, adultery,
giving false testimony, and perverting justice.

The second root, which appears 136 times, origi-
nally meant “breach” and is used of sin in the sense of
a breach of a covenant or “rebellion.” Hence, sin car-
ried with it the idea of persons revolting and dissolv-
ing the relationship between themselves and God. A
sinner not only commits wrong acts but also lives in a
state of rebellion against God.

The third and fourth roots can be dealt with more
quickly. The third, used more than 254 times, origi-
nally meant “bend” and emphasized the condition of
guilt as a consequence of bending the rules. The
fourth, used 19 times, meant to “err” and emphasized
that the sinner had gone astray and become lost.

The later idea of moral (or cardinal) sins derived
from passages in the Hebrew Bible that associated
death with the commission of certain sins (for exam-
ple, premeditated murder, striking one’s father, kid-
napping, bestiality, and sorcery). Some passages as-
sociated a more general state of sinfulness with death
(for example, Ezek. 18:20: “The soul that sins shall
die”).

Atonement for sins in the Hebrew Bible was con-
ceived as a covering for sin. It was achieved primarily
through sacrifice. The “sin offering” was made for
unintentional offenses that broke a person’s relation-
ship with God and endangered the welfare of the
community. The “guilt offering” atoned for offenses
that required restitution along with a sacrifice. Less
bloody means were also used. On the Day of Atone-
ment, the high priest would symbolically lay the sins
of the people upon the scapegoat and drive it out of
the community, carrying their sins with it. Exodus
30:16 suggests that money could be given for the
same purpose. Finally, the Hebrew Bible also speaks
of prophets and priests interceding for sinners. For
genuinely minor sins, penitents might pray for them-
selves.

Sin in Rabbinic Judaism
The rabbis, who led Judaism to think through its

theology after the destruction of Jerusalem by the
Romans in 70 c.e., used a term meaning “pass over”
for sin. They spoke of two inclinations within hu-
mans. Literally, the names of these inclinations can
be translated the “good inclination” and the “bad
inclination,” but these translations are misleading.
The so-called “good” inclination consisted of char-
acteristics humans were thought to share with the
angels: They walk upright, have eyes on the fronts
of their faces, reason, and speak. By contrast, the
“evil” inclination consisted of characteristics hu-
mans share with animals: eating and drinking, void-
ing, mating, and dying. Clearly, none of these lat-
ter characteristics is “evil” in a moral sense, though
several may lead to sin if not held in check. Just
as clearly, Rabbinic Judaism did not derive from
Genesis 3 a doctrine of Original Sin as Christian-
ity did.

The rabbis also thought in terms of sins as trans-
gressions of the individual commandments of the
law. Thus, all sins constituted rebellion against God.
Even so, the rabbis distinguished between light and
severe sins. The most serious were murder, idolatry,
adultery, and incest. They also distinguished sins of
omission (in which one failed to follow a command-
ment) from sins of commission (in which one com-
mitted a prohibited act). Sins of commission gener-
ally were thought to be worse.

Sin in the New Testament
The New Testament employed two words for sin.

The first originally indicated missing a target and
was a near equivalent of the first word discussed
above in connection with the Hebrew Bible. The sec-
ond word designated lawlessness and usually indi-
cated a state of hostility toward God.

The books of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and Acts did
not speak of the nature of sin but of specific wrong
deeds. The angel informed Joseph that Jesus would
save his people from their sins (Matt. 1:21), and Je-
sus said that he came to call sinners to repentance
(Matt. 9:13). A person who recognized Jesus’ mis-
sion through the Holy Spirit but refused to confess
Jesus and the salvation he brought committed a sin
that both Matthew and Mark declared unpardonable.
The Gospel of John conceptualized the mission of Je-
sus in terms of the sacrificial victim of the Hebrew

1368

Sin Ethics



Bible: The sinless lamb of God took sin upon itself
and carried it away.

The apostle Paul extended further the New Testa-
ment conceptualization of sin by raising the issue of
the power of sin over human nature and the world.
Paul argued that sin entered the world through Adam’s
act of opposition of God in the Garden of Eden. This
opposition arose from Adam’s freedom. Sin brought
death into the world with it. Indeed, Paul portrayed
death as the wages paid by sin, the workmaster. For
Paul, then, sin consisted of more than individual mis-
deeds; it was a state of self-assertive rebellion against
God in which all humans lived. An act was sinful in-
sofar as it was a rejection of God or his law. He argued
(in Rom. 1-3) that Gentiles had refused to accept God
as the origin of good, and Jews (who had the law and
should have known better) had rejected the law. The
result was that all human beings were enslaved to sin.

With such a view of sin and humankind’s entan-
glement in it, the New Testament considered its proc-
lamation of forgiveness for sin “good news.” Further-
more, it employed a number of analogies to explain
the role of Jesus in that forgiveness. Three examples
follow. The first analogy has been mentioned al-
ready: sacrifice. Jesus’death was understood as aton-
ing for sins in the same way that sacrifices did in the
Hebrew Bible. The book of Hebrews carried that
thought further by conceiving of Jesus as both the
perfect High Priest (because he was sinless) and the
perfect victim (because he was offered once only and
for all sins). Another analogy was that of ransom;
Jesus’death was understood as the ransom price paid
to set sinners free. Third, Paul employed legal lan-
guage in speaking of atonement as justification; the
death of Jesus delivers the sinner from sin, finitude,
and death.

Sin in Muslim Thought
Sin is also an important concept in Islam, which

derives its ideas on the subject more from the Hebrew
Bible and Rabbinic Judaism than from the New Tes-
tament and Christianity. Human beings are not con-
sidered inherently evil, as in Christianity. Rather, in
thinking akin to the rabbinic notion of the two incli-
nations, Muslim doctrine holds that humans have
both a lower nature to which evil spirits appeal and a
higher nature to which angelic creatures appeal. Peo-
ple sin by disobeying God’s commands and thus
committing individual misdeeds.

Sin in Early and Medieval Christianity
The first Christian to write a systematic account

of his theology was Saint Augustine. In his book The
Enchiridion on Faith, Hope and Love (421 c.e.), he
defined sin as a word, deed, or desire in opposition to
the eternal law of God. Sin began with Adam’s turn-
ing away from God, who was unchangeably good.
The fall left Adam ignorant of his duty and lustful for
what was harmful. Through Adam’s fall, all humans
were corrupted and were born under the penalty of
death. Augustine’s thinking on Original Sin was ech-
oed by the Roman Catholic Church at the Council of
Trent (1545-1563): The transmission of sin comes by
propagation, not by the imitation of others.

Augustine is well known for his ideas about con-
cupiscence. Concupiscence is a characteristic con-
sidered unique to human beings, who—unlike either
angels or animals—are a mixture of flesh and spirit.
Concupiscence grows out of that mixture. It is the
fruit of past sin, part of the punishment for that sin,
and the seed of future sin. Concupiscence in the first
two senses is the result of Original Sin and the sins of
one’s parents as well as of one’s own past sins. Con-
cupiscence in the third sense is a nondeliberate desire
pitted against a person’s freedom to choose. Hence, it
is the seed of future sins, without itself being a sin. It
is not, however, exclusively an impulse to act immor-
ally. Even less can it simply be equated with the sex-
ual drive, though it was that aspect of concupiscence
that concerned Augustine most.

Augustine recognized that not all sins were of
equal severity, but he thought that distinguishing triv-
ial from heinous sins should be left to God. Later
churchmen did not share his caution. They distin-
guished between mortal (or cardinal) sins, which dis-
rupt one’s relationship with God, and venial sins,
which only introduce disorder into one’s relationship
with God. Mortal sins merit eternal punishment,
while venial sins merit only temporal punishment.
Mortal sins must be confessed; venial sins need not
be. Cardinal sins are not the same as the mortal sins of
the Hebrew Bible or Rabbinic Judaism, but are char-
acteristics that render the sinner liable for Hell and
are forgivable only through penance. Enumerated as
seven as early as 604 c.e., they have typically in-
cluded pride, covetousness, lust, anger, gluttony,
envy, and sloth.

Redemption from sin was the work of God through
the death of the mediator Jesus. Furthermore, Augus-
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tine thought that God’s grace was ultimately irresist-
ible; if God chose a person to receive it, sooner or
later that person would do so. Pardon for sin is of-
fered through the church, specifically through three
sacraments. Baptism was held to remove Original
Sin and personal sins in cases other than those of in-
fants. Confession removes sins one commits along
the way. Extreme unction (now often called the sac-
rament for the sick) offered the opportunity for final
confession or (for unconscious persons) complete fi-
nal absolution.

Sin in Reformation Thought
The reformers reacted against much in Roman

Catholic thinking; for example, limiting the sacra-
ments to two (or three) and denying that baptism
cleanses one from Original Sin. They differed little,
however, on the doctrine of sin per se. Indeed, John
Calvin, one of the leaders of the Swiss Reform move-
ment, developed the thinking of Augustine to its logi-
cal conclusion. In his Christianae religionis Insti-
tutio (1536; Institutes of the Christian Religion), he
too accepted the idea of Original Sin and the imputa-
tion of guilt to all of Adam’s descendants. In speak-
ing of total depravity, he said that everything in hu-
manity (specifically including understanding, will,
soul, and body) is polluted and engrossed by concu-
piscence. In short, human beings are corrupt through
and through. Calvin drew from this analysis the fur-
ther conclusion that everything the sinner does is ac-
counted by God as sin.

Calvin also pushed Augustine’s thinking on irre-
sistible grace. Both men applied the idea of omnipo-
tence to the idea of grace, concluding that God would
not be omnipotent if his grace could be rejected. Cal-
vin carried the thinking one step further: If humans
are thoroughly corrupt and incapable of turning from
sin, and if God chooses those who will receive grace,
by implication, he also chooses those who will not re-
ceive grace.

Not all Protestants agreed with Calvin. In the
Dutch Reform movement, Jacobus Arminius (d.
1609) opposed Calvin’s view of predestination as too
harsh in favor of what he called “conditional elec-
tion,” which he thought placed greater emphasis on
the mercy of God. Arminius argued that God elects to
eternal life those he knows will freely respond in faith
to his offer of grace. His thinking was more influen-
tial in England than in Holland. Anglicans, General

Baptists, and Methodists followed him instead of
Calvin. American Protestantism, even within the Re-
form or Presbyterian tradition, generally speaking
stands closer to Arminius than to Calvin, though one
can still find staunch defenders of Calvin’s view of
Original Sin and the imputation of Adam’s sin to his
descendants.

Sin in Modern Thought
The concept of sin has continued to occupy some

of the best thinkers, particularly theologians, of the
modern period. One theologian deserving mention is
Paul Tillich, who reinterpreted Christianity in terms
of existentialist philosophy. For Tillich, humans find
themselves in a state of estrangement from God,
from others, and from themselves. Tillich retains the
word “sin” to characterize this estrangement pre-
cisely because it includes the personal act of turning
away from God. Hence, human estrangement is sin.
The New Testament scholar Rudolf Bultmann also
speaks of sin in existentialist terms by saying that be-
ing divided against oneself is the essence of human
existence under sin.

Modern philosophers have been interested in the
concept of sin because of its importance to ethics.
Two examples must suffice. The first is the nine-
teenth century Danish philosopher of religion Søren
Kierkegaard. As one of the founders of existential-
ism, he exercised great influence over Tillich, Bult-
mann, and many others. He argued that despair (in
the sense of not willing to be oneself) is as much a
form of sin as murder, theft, unchastity, and the like.
It is sin because it constitutes a lack of faith in God
not to be all that one could be. Likewise, he denied
that sinfulness is inherited through biological gener-
ation; he did, however, find its presupposition in the
anxiety common to all people. This anxiety is caused
by the awareness of one’s finitude and the threat of
nonbeing. In their condition of anxiety, humans com-
mit sinful deeds.

The second philosopher is Richard Swinburne,
who defines sin as failure in one’s duty toward God,
the creator. He is more concerned, however, with the
idea of Original Sin. Swinburne argues that one may
not be held accountable for that over which one has no
control. Original Sin properly may be said to have be-
gun with the first hominid (who might even be called
Adam), but it arose out of characteristics inherited in
the process of human evolution. Adam’s responsibil-
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ity lay solely in initiating a historical and social pro-
cess. Furthermore, sin arises within every hominid,
whether descended from Adam or not; it is not a con-
sequence of choices by one’s forebears. It is also not
the case that all humans who come after Adam are
held accountable (guilty) for Adam’s choices.

Kierkegaard and Swinburne have reinterpreted
the concept of sin in the light of modern life and
thought. Other thinkers, however, see less value in
the concept of sin. Reacting against them, the psy-
chologist Karl Menninger has complained about
what he sees as the result of ignoring the concept of
sin: a society that more and more has difficulty in
finding grounds to condemn any behavior.

Paul L. Redditt
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derstanding of morality, sin, and atonement by a
leading religious philosopher.

See also: Augustine, Saint; Calvin, John; Christian
ethics; Guilt and shame; Islamic ethics; Jewish eth-
ics; Right and wrong; Taboos.

Singer, Peter
Identification: Australian philosopher and ethicist
Born: July 6, 1946, Melbourne, Australia
Type of ethics: Animal rights
Significance: A prolific author, Singer is a leading

spokesperson for the modern animal rights move-
ment and is also the leading utilitarian bioethicist
of his generation.

Peter Singer is best known for his work in two areas
of ethics, the first of which is animal rights. His book
Animal Liberation (1975) builds a case for an animal
rights movement similar to the civil and women’s
rights movements of mid-twentieth century Amer-
ica. His arguments rest upon his belief in equality
as a foundational principle of ethics. This is evi-
denced by the many parallels Singer draws between
speciesism—the treatment of nonhuman species in
ways that would be considered unethical or immoral
to treat human beings—and human racism and sex-
ism. Singer asserts that all forms of animal subjuga-
tion are immoral, including domestication, experi-
mentation, and raising animals for food.

A second area of moral thought in which Singer
has worked is bioethics. His book Practical Ethics
(1970) reveals that he holds to pure consequentialist
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utilitarian ethics, regarding acts as moral if they pro-
duce more happiness, or equality, for all affected par-
ties than do alternative courses of action. In the field
of bioethics, Singer has generated much controversy
as his ethics have resulted in his endorsement of
many beginning-of-life issues such as in vitro fertil-
ization, cloning, and sex selection, as well as many
end-of-life practices such as abortion, euthanasia,
and infanticide for disabled children.

Singer’s views regarding end-of-life issues, such
as euthanasia and infanticide, have engendered
the greatest amount of discussion. Regarding such
issues, it is important to note that Singer does not ad-
vocate taking a person’s life against the persons’ ex-
pressed will—or that of the person’s guardians.
Moreover, in line with his consequentialist utilitarian
ethics, the rationale behind Singer’s endorsement of
end-of-life issues rests upon the notion that end-of-
life practices can sometimes result in happiness for
the greatest number of people—oftentimes including
the individual who is put to death instead of being
forced to endure a substandard life.

David W. Jones

See also: Animal research; Animal rights; Euthana-
sia; Exploitation; Infanticide; Lifeboat ethics; Merit;
People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals; Sen-
tience; Vegetarianism.

Situational ethics
Definition: Process of making moral decisions

based upon particular contexts and individual cir-
cumstances rather than universal moral laws

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Situational ethics differs from ap-

plied ethics, as the latter involves taking pre-
constituted values, universal laws, or inflexible
rules and applying them to a given situation. Situ-
ational ethics, on the other hand, derives both eth-
ical principles and fundamental values from a
given moral context, and so involves no ground
beyond the situation itself. In colloquial speech,
“situational ethics” has become a euphemism for
lack of ethics, for doing whatever one wants with-
out regard to right and wrong.

Situational (or contextual) ethics is largely a reaction
against legalism, the so-called “old morality” of reli-
ance on laws and rules as dependable guides to con-
duct. Situational ethics emphasizes love rather than
law; it begins with the unique elements of a specific
ethical situation rather than with any set of laws or
rules that are to be applied in every situation. Situa-
tional ethics thus takes an inductive rather than a de-
ductive approach to ethical decision making.

Joseph Fletcher
Situational ethics was popularized in 1966 by the

publication of Joseph Fletcher’s Situation Ethics:
The New Morality. In this best-selling book, Fletcher
states his belief that there are only three basic ap-
proaches to ethical decision making; legalism,
antinomianism (the rejection of all laws and princi-
ples, sometimes called subjectivism), and situational
ethics. He depicted situational ethics as being “in be-
tween” the other two extremes. The primary purpose
of Situation Ethics was to oppose legalism, because
Fletcher believed that almost all people in Western
culture, especially Christians, are and have been le-
galistic.
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Fletcher, along with other proponents of situa-
tional ethics, insisted that both Jesus and Paul taught
this approach to ethical decision making. Other per-
sons, however, find the roots of situational ethics in
the philosophical approaches of existentialism and
utilitarianism. Existentialist ethics has often empha-
sized the free choice of persons as the only avenue
leading to authentic existence; such free choice is de-
nied by any reliance on principles and rules in ethical
decision making. Although Fletcher tended to cate-
gorize existentialist ethics as “antinomian,” he
readily incorporated into his approach the utilitarian
principle of “the greatest good for the greatest num-
ber.” He thus translated the principle of love into the
principle of utility; the moral quality of actions de-
rives directly from their consequences. The most lov-
ing thing to do in any ethical decision-making situa-
tion is determined by a kind of utilitarian calculus:
What course of action will bring about the most good
for the most people?

Among the many Christian theologians who in-
fluenced Fletcher and others who subscribe to situa-
tional ethics, Rudolf Bultmann and Paul Tillich stand
out. Bultmann held that a Christian can, in love, per-
ceive a neighbor’s greatest need through a kind of
moral intuition. Similarly, Tillich believed that moral
judgments are based on an intuitive grasp of the po-
tentialities of being. Fletcher quoted with approval
Tillich’s statement that “The law of love is the ulti-
mate law because it is the negation of law. . . . The ab-
solutism of love is its power to go into the concrete
situation, to discover what is demanded by the pre-
dicament of the concrete to which it turns” (Tillich,
Systematic Theology, 1951-1963).

Fletcher’s Six Propositions
The heart of situational ethics, according to

Fletcher, is found in six propositions that demon-
strate how the principle of love works itself out in
concrete situations involving ethical decision mak-
ing. These propositions are:

(1) “Only one thing is intrinsically good; namely,
love: nothing else at all.” No law, principle, or value is
good in and of itself—not even life, truth, chastity,
property, or marriage. (2) “The ruling norm of Chris-
tian decision is love: nothing else.” Fletcher, using
several admittedly extreme examples, attempted to
demonstrate how the most loving thing to do might
involve violating each of the Ten Commandments.

(3) “Love and justice are the same, for justice is love
distributed, nothing else.” Justice is love working it-
self out in particular situations; it is Christian love
“using its head.” (4) “Love wills the neighbor’s good
whether we like him or not.” Loving and liking are
not the same thing; according to Fletcher, there is
nothing sentimental about love. Love is attitudinal
rather than emotional; therefore, it can be com-
manded. (5) “Only the end justifies the means; noth-
ing else.” Fletcher contested the classical Christian
dictum that the end does not justify the means. In a
world of relativities and uncertainties, one may do
what would normally be considered evil if good re-
sults come from it. (6) “Love’s decisions are made
situationally, not prescriptively.” The rightness or
wrongness of an action does not reside in the act it-
self, but in the whole complex of all the factors in the
situation.

Situational ethics has been, and remains, ex-
tremely controversial. In 1952, Pope Pius XII con-
demned “situation ethics” as an individualistic and
subjective appeal to the concrete circumstances of
actions in order to justify decisions that are in opposi-
tion to natural law or God’s revealed will. Fletcher
and others, however, represent a serious attempt to
develop a Christian ethic that is based on the princi-
ple of love yet is free from the restrictions of a moral
code.

In response to his critics, Fletcher said that he
would “personally would adopt nearly all the norms
or action-principles ordinarily held in Christian eth-
ics.” Yet he added, “I refuse, on the other hand, to
treat their norms as idols—as divinely finalized. I can
take ’em or leave ’em, depending on the situation.
Norms are advisers without veto power.”

C. Fitzhugh Spragins

Further Reading
Bennett, John C., et al. Storm over Ethics. Philadel-

phia: United Church Press, 1967.
Cox, Harvey, ed. The Situation Ethics Debate. Phila-

delphia: Westminster Press, 1968.
Cunningham, Robert L. Situationism and the New

Morality. New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts,
1970.

Fletcher, Joseph. Moral Responsibility: Situation
Ethics at Work. Philadelphia: Westminster Press,
1967. Reprint. Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John
Knox Press, 1997.
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_______. Situation Ethics: The New Morality. Phila-
delphia: Westminster Press, 1966.

O’Neil, Shane. Impartiality in Context: Grounding
Justice in a Pluralist World. Albany: State Uni-
versity of New York Press, 1997.

Outka, Gene H., and Paul Ramsey, eds. Norm and
Context in Christian Ethics. New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1968.

Ramsey, Paul. Deeds and Rules in Christian Ethics.
2d ed. Lanham, Md.: University Press of Ameri-
ca, 1983.

Robinson, J. A. T. Christian Morals Today. Philadel-
phia: Westminster Press, 1964.

See also: Absolutism; Bentham, Jeremy; Conse-
quentialism; Distributive justice; Existentialism; Mill,
John Stuart; Pluralism; Relativism; Subjectivism;
Tillich, Paul; Utilitarianism.

Skepticism
Definition: Method of philosophical inquiry in-

volving rigorous or systematic doubt of apparent
truths

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Philosophical skepticism always rep-

resents a self-conscious investigation of the foun-
dations of knowledge, but it can lead to very dif-
ferent results for different philosophers. Some
skeptics seek to doubt self-evident beliefs tempo-
rarily, in order ultimately to prove that they are in-
deed objectively valid. Others seek to demon-
strate that knowledge has no foundation and that
all values and beliefs are therefore necessarily
subjective.

A society and the individuals who constitute it con-
front many situations that have moral significance,
such as those involving abortion, euthanasia, racism,
and war. Morally these situations involve decisions
concerning the goodness of actions and the value of
life that is reflected in those decision. A practical per-
spective is to view ethics as a summation of the deci-
sions made by individuals and groups in those situa-
tions. A theoretical perspective is to derive ethics
from a set of first principles, such as “All pleasure is
good” or “The only unconditionally good thing is

a good will.” Skepticism is not primarily concerned
with the practical perspective. Ethical skepticism
mainly involves theories about the nature of good-
ness, and especially the status that is accorded first
principles (that they be absolutely certain or neces-
sarily true).

Classical Skepticism
The origins of Western philosophy are typically

traced to Greece and Socrates in the fifth century b.c.e.
Greek society at that time was undergoing many per-
vasive and rapid changes, in large part because of
successes in commerce and trade that had been made
possible by the defeat of the Persians and the advent
of writing. These changes represented a challenge to
accepted beliefs and values. A group of professional
teachers known as Sophists made a living by offering
Greek citizens a variety of theories concerning the ul-
timate nature of reality and the good life.

In Sextus Empiricus’s Outlines of Pyrrhonism
(c. 200), skeptical responses to exaggerated claims
about hidden realities are elaborated. For Sextus,
something is considered questionable and worthy of
inquiry if it is not an immediate sensory presentation.
Inquirers do not generally question appearances. In-
quirers are interested in observing something that has
not been observed or in reasoning beyond appear-
ances to determine underlying and unobservable
phenomena in order to explain something that has
been observed. Skeptical inquirers are reluctant to
exceed the evidence of the senses, and when they do,
they hold those views with some degree of doubt. For
example, a skeptic might claim that suspending judg-
ment with regard to imperceptible realities leads to
peace of mind but might admit that this may not al-
ways hold true.

Sextus imagines three possible outcomes of an in-
quiry: The object of the search is found; the object
being sought is declared inapprehensible; or the
search continues. When the thing being sought is be-
yond the limits of human perception, Sextus calls the
first position dogmatic, the second academic, and the
third skeptical. Ironically, only the skeptic’s position
leaves room for more inquiry, yet skeptics are often
accused of shutting the doors to speculation.

Nonevident Realities
A nonevident reality is one that does not make it-

self immediately manifest to the inquirer. There are
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several ways in which things might be nonevident.
Referenced items might be temporarily hidden from
view, as in this claim: “There is a pen locked in this
desk drawer.” Another way of being nonevident in-
volves the need for special instruments of observation,
such as an electron microscope or a radio telescope.
Because the things being observed are extremely
small or distant, there is still some uncertainty about
what has been observed. Such uncertainty is evident
in conclusions such as this: “There was something
there, but what it was and where it is now are difficult
to determine.” Subatomic particles and distant qua-
sars are less manifest and obvious than is the pen in
the desk drawer.

Philosophical skeptics are not generally concerned
with realities that could be made manifest to an in-
quirer. Instead, they are concerned with claims made
about things that are permanently hidden from an in-
quirer’s view. For example, no person can observe all
things. Consequently, claims made about all things
remain somewhat doubtful (unless these claims are
meant only as definitions). It follows that claiming to
know that “all pleasures are good” or that “only a
good will is unconditionally good” is a form of exag-
geration.

Skepticism in Ethics
Skepticism is properly elaborated in response to a

particular dogmatic position. It is possible, however,
to identify patterns of skeptical argumentation. One
positivist challenge to absolute ethics is that ethical
claims are without definite meaning. Ethical claims
lack meaning because, unlike ordinary factual
claims, they are neither verifiable nor refutable. At
the most general level, ethics is about the value or the
sense of the world, of everything. That value or sense,
if it exists, is something transcendental, beyond this
world. Therefore, ethics may be thought of as being
about something higher, but something that remains
beyond words.

The emotivist challenge to the language of an ab-
solute ethics is that ethical claims such as “All abor-
tions are evil” can be interpreted as an expression of
the speaker’s likes and dislikes. Ethical claims are not
true or false; they merely communicate the speaker’s
attitudes.

The subjectivist attack is based on the argument
that the ultimate criterion of an ethical truth is the in-
dividual. Differences in ethical beliefs have existed
since recorded history and seem likely to continue far
into the future. People choose, and thus create, their
own individual ethics.

These patterns of skeptical argumentation are re-
sponses to a dogmatically held absolute ethics. Any
of these views can be transformed from a skeptical
response into a dogma. For example, the statement
“the individual is the criterion of ethical truth” can
become exaggerated and changed into the statement
“there is no higher or transcendental reality.”

J. Michael Spector

Further Reading
Brandt, Richard B. Ethical Theory: The Problems of
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Lom, Petr. The Limits of Doubt: The Moral and Polit-
ical Implications of Skepticism. Albany: State
University of New York Press, 2001.
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Slavery
Definition: System in which human beings are

owned as property by other human beings and
forced to perform labor for their masters

Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: Slavery has historically constituted a

significant denial of human rights and has a par-
ticularly significance in the human rights history
of the United States.

One of the oldest institutions of human society, slav-
ery was present in the earliest human civilizations,
those of ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt, and it has
continued to exist in several parts of the world into
the twenty-first century. Despite the near universality
of slavery, however, there is no consensus regarding
what distinctive practices constitute slavery. In West-
ern societies, slaves typically were persons who were
owned as property by other people and forced to per-
form labor for their owners. This definition, however,
breaks down when applied to non-Western forms
of slavery. In some African societies, for example,
slaves were not owned as property by individual per-
sons but were thought of as belonging to kinship
groups. Such slaves could be sold, but so too could
nonslave members of the kinship group. In some Af-
rican societies, slaves were exempted from labor and
were used solely to bring honor to their masters
by demonstrating the masters’ absolute power over
other human beings.

Sociologist Orlando Patterson suggested that
slavery is best understood as an institution designed
to increase the power of masters or ruling groups.
Slaves can perform that function by laboring to make
their masters rich; however, they can also do that sim-
ply by bringing honor to their masters. One of the de-
fining, universal characteristics of slavery is that in-
dividual slaves cannot exist as socially meaningful
persons. Slaves relate to their surrounding societies
only through their masters. Slavery includes many
mechanisms to remove slaves from membership in
any groups, such as families, through which slaves
might derive independent senses of identity. By plac-
ing masters in a dominant position over other human
beings, slavery is believed to increase the honor and
power of the master. The status of slaves is usually
permanent and is typically passed down to the slaves’
children.

History of the Institution
The use of slavery was widespread in the ancient

Western world, especially in Greece and Italy. Dur-
ing the classical ages of Greek and Roman society,
slaves constituted about one-third of the population.
Following the collapse of the Roman Empire in
Western Europe during the fifth and sixth centuries,
declining economic conditions destroyed the profit-
ability of slavery and provided employers with large
numbers of impoverished peasants who could be em-
ployed more cheaply than slaves. Over the next seven
hundred years, slavery slowly gave way to serfdom.
Although serfs, like slaves, were unfree laborers,
serfs generally had more legal rights and a higher so-
cial standing than slaves.

Familiarity with the institution of slavery did not,
however, disappear in Western Europe. A trickle of
slaves from Eastern Europe and even from Africa
continued to flow into England, France, and Ger-
many. Western Europeans retained their familiarity
with large-scale slave systems through contacts with
southern Italy, Spain, and Portugal, and with the Byz-
antine Empire and the Muslim world, in which slav-
ery flourished. Western Europeans also inherited
from their Roman forebears the body of Roman law,
with its elaborate slave code. During the later Middle
Ages, Europeans who were familiar with Muslim
sugar plantations in the Near East sought to begin
sugar production with slave labor on the islands of
the Mediterranean.

As Western Europe entered the age of exploration
and colonization, Europeans had an intimate knowl-
edge of slavery and a ready-made code of laws to
govern slaves. During the sixteenth century, as Euro-
pean nations sought to establish silver mines and
sugar plantations in their new colonies in the Western
Hemisphere, heavy labor demands led to efforts to
enslave Native Americans. This supply of laborers
was inadequate because of the rapid decline of the In-
dian population following the introduction of Euro-
pean diseases into the Western Hemisphere. The
Spanish and Portuguese then turned to Africa, the
next most readily available source of slave laborers.
Between 1500 and 1900, European slave traders im-
ported perhaps nine million African laborers into the
Western Hemisphere. Every European colony even-
tually used slave labor, which became the principal
form of labor in the Western Hemisphere. Because
the wealth of several modern nations was created by
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slave labor, some modern African Americans have
claimed the right to receive reparations payments
from nations such as the United States, which con-
tinue to enjoy the wealth accumulated originally by
slave laborers.

Slavery and Race
The large-scale use of African slaves by European

masters raised new moral issues regarding race.
There is no necessary connection between slavery
and race. A massive survey by Orlando Patterson of
slave societies throughout history found that within
three-quarters of societies with slavery, both the mas-
ters and their slaves were of the same race. Slavery in
the Western Hemisphere was unusual in human his-
tory because European slaves were drawn almost ex-
clusively from Africa.

In most colonies of the Western Hemi-
sphere, the use of African slaves was accom-
panied by the rise of racism, which some
scholars claim was a new, unprecedented phe-
nomenon caused by slavery. Scholars seeking
to understand modern race relations in the
United States have been intrigued by the rise
of prejudice in new slave societies. Did Euro-
peans enslave Africans merely because they
needed slaves and Africa was the most acces-
sible source of slaves? If so, then prejudice
probably originated as a learned association
between race and subservience. Modern racial
prejudice in the United States might be bro-
ken down through integration and affirmative
action programs aimed at helping whites to
witness the success of African Americans in
positions of authority. Did Europeans enslave
Africans because they saw the Africans as in-
ferior persons ideally suited for slavery? If so,
then modern racism may be a deeply rooted
cultural phenomenon that is not likely to disap-
pear for generations to come. African Ameri-
cans will receive justice only if the government
establishes permanent compensatory programs
aimed at equalizing power between the races.

Historical research has not resolved these
issues. Sixteenth century Europeans appar-
ently did view Africans as inferior beings,
even before the colonization of the Western
Hemisphere. Their racial antipathies were mi-
nor, however, in comparison to modern rac-

ism. Emancipated slaves in early settled colonies ex-
perienced little racial discrimination. The experience
of slavery apparently increased the European set-
tlers’ sense of racial superiority over Africans.

After the slave systems of the Western Hemi-
sphere became fully developed, racial arguments be-
came the foundation of the proslavery argument.
Supporters of slavery claimed that persons of African
descent were so degraded and inferior to whites that
it would be dangerous for society to release the slaves
from the control of a master. In the United States,
some proslavery theorists pushed the racial argument
to extreme levels. In explaining the contradiction be-
tween slavery and the American ideal that all persons
should be free, writers such as Josiah Nott and Sam-
uel Cartwright claimed that black African were not
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fully human and, therefore, did not deserve all the
rights belonging to humanity.

A minority of proslavery writers rejected the ra-
cial argument and the effort to reconcile slavery and
American egalitarian ideals. Writers such as George
Fitzhugh claimed that all societies were organized hi-
erarchically by classes and that slavery was the most
benevolent system for organizing an unequal class
structure. Slavery bound together masters and slaves
through a system of mutual rights and obligations.
Unlike the “wage slaves” of industrial society, chattel
slaves had certain access to food, clothing, shelter,
and medical care, all because the master’s ownership
of the slaves’ bodies made him diligent in caring for
his property. Slavery was depicted by some pro-
slavery theorists as the ideal condition for the white
working class.

The Antislavery Movement
From the dawning of recorded human history un-

til the middle of the eighteenth century, few persons
appear to have questioned the morality of slavery as
an institution. Although some persons had earlier
raised moral objections to certain features of slavery,
almost no one appears to have questioned the overall
morality of slavery as a system before the middle of
the eighteenth century. Around 1750, however, an
antislavery movement began to appear in Britain,
France, and America.

The sudden rise of antislavery opinion appears to
be related to the rise of a humanitarian ethos during
the Enlightenment that encouraged people to con-
sider the welfare of humans beyond their kin groups.
The rise of the antislavery movement was also related
to the growing popularity of new forms of evangeli-
cal and pietistic religious sects such as the Baptists,
Methodists, and Quakers, which tended to view
slave-holding as sinful materialism and slaves as per-
sons worthy of God’s love. The rise of antislavery
was encouraged by the American and French Revo-
lutions, whose democratic political philosophies
promoted a belief in the equality of individuals. The
rise of antislavery also coincided in time with the rise
of industrial capitalism. The West Indian historian
and statesman Eric Williams argued in Capitalism
and Slavery (1944) that the economic and class inter-
ests of industrial capitalists rather than the moral
scruples of humanitarians gave rise to the antislavery
movement.

Antislavery activism initially focused on the abo-
lition of the Atlantic slave trade. Reformers suc-
ceeded in prompting Britain and the United States to
abolish the slave trade in 1807. Other nations fol-
lowed this lead over the next half century until the At-
lantic slave trade was virtually eliminated.

The campaign to abolish the slave trade achieved
early success because it joined together moral con-
cerns and self-interest. Many persons in the late eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries were prepared
to accept the end of the slave trade while opposing the
end of slavery itself. Even slaveholders were angered
by the living conditions endured by slaves on
crowded, disease-infested slave ships. Some mas-
ters, in fact, attempted to justify their ownership of
slaves by claiming that the conditions on their planta-
tions were more humane than the conditions on
slave-trading ships or in allegedly primitive Africa.
Some slaveholders supported the abolition of the
slave trade because they realized that limiting the
supply of new slaves from Africa would increase the
value of the existing slave population. Finally, many
persons believed that it was wrong for slave traders to
deny liberty to freeborn Africans, but that it was not
wrong for slave masters to exercise control over per-
sons who were born into slavery. Indeed, supporters
of slavery argued that the well-being of society re-
quired masters to exercise control over persons who
had no preparation for freedom and might be a threat
to society if emancipated.

The campaign to eradicate slavery itself was more
difficult and was accompanied by significant po-
litical upheavals and, in the case of Haiti and the
United States, revolution and warfare. British re-
formers such as William Wilberforce, Thomas Clark-
son, and Granville Sharp made perhaps the most
significant contributions to the organization of a
worldwide antislavery movement. In 1823, British
activists formed the London Antislavery Committee,
soon to be renamed the British and Foreign Anti-
slavery Society. The Antislavery Society spear-
headed a successful campaign to abolish slavery
in the British Empire and, eventually, worldwide.
The society remained in existence into the 1990’s.
Known by the name Antislavery International, the
society had the distinction of being the world’s oldest
human rights organization. Antislavery reformers
were also active in the United States. From the 1830’s
through the 1860’s, abolitionists such as William
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Lloyd Garrison, Wendell Phillips, and Frederick
Douglass sought to arouse the moral anger of Ameri-
cans against slavery. More effective, however, were
politicians such as Abraham Lincoln, Charles Sum-
ner, and Salmon P. Chase, whose antislavery mes-
sages were a mixture of idealism, self-interest, and
expedience.

Emancipation
Beginning in the late eighteenth century and ac-

celerating through the nineteenth century, slavery
was abolished throughout the Western Hemisphere.
This was followed in the late nineteenth and twenti-
eth centuries by the legal abolition of slavery in Af-
rica and Asia.

In evaluating the success of abolition in any soci-
ety, it is necessary to distinguish between legal and de
facto emancipation. Changing the legal status of a
slave to that of a free person is not the same thing as
freeing the slave from the control of a master. Legal
emancipation often has little impact on persons held
as slaves if the governments of their societies fail to
enforce abolition, For example, Great Britain out-
lawed slavery throughout its colonial empire during
the nineteenth century. However, fearing a disruption
of economic production in some of its colonies, its
colonial administrations simply abstained from en-
forcing the country’s own abolition laws until pres-
sure from reformers put an end to slavery.

A similar situation existed in Mauritania, where
slavery was prohibited by law three separate times:
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1905, 1960, and 1980. However, neither the colonial
nor the independent governments of Mauritania en-
acted penalties against masters who kept slaves in vi-
olation of the emancipation law, and the governments
waged no campaigns to inform slaves of their eman-
cipation. As a result, journalists and investigators for
the International Labour Organisation found de facto
slavery still flourishing in Mauritania during the
1990’s.

Even within societies that vigorously enforced
their acts of abolition, legal emancipation was usu-
ally followed by periods of transition in which for-
mer slaves were held in a state resembling that of
slavery. The Abolition of Slavery Act of 1833, which
outlawed slavery in most colonies of the British Em-
pire, provided that slaves would serve as apprentices
to their former masters for periods of four to six
years. In the American South after the Civil War, for-
mer slaves were subject for a time to “black codes”
that greatly reduced their freedom of movement and
required them to work on the plantations of former
slave masters. After the Civil Rights Act of 1866 and
the Fourteenth Amendment outlawed such practices,
southerners created the sharecropping and crop-lien
systems that allowed planters to control the labor of
many African Americans through a form of debt
bondage.

Efforts of former masters to control the labor of
former slaves in all former slaveholding countries
were a part of a larger effort by post-emancipation so-
cieties to determine what rights freemen should exer-
cise. In the United States, for example, legal emanci-
pation raised many questions regarding the general
rights of citizens, the answers to which often re-
mained elusive more than a century after the aboli-
tion of slavery. Should freemen be considered citi-
zens with basic rights equal to other citizens? How
far should equality of citizenship rights extend?
Should equality of rights be kept at a minimum level,
perhaps limited to freedom of movement, the right to
own property, and the right to make contracts and en-
force them in a court of law? Should citizenship
rights be extended to the political realm, with guaran-
tees of the right to vote, serve on juries, and hold po-
litical office? Should citizenship rights be extended
to the social realm, with the protection for the right to
live wherever one wanted, to use public spaces with-
out discrimination, and to marry persons of another
race?

Antislavery and Imperialism
Ironically, the international effort to abolish slav-

ery raised troubling new moral issues. During the last
quarter of the nineteenth century, in the name of sup-
pressing the African slave trade at its source, Great
Britain and other European nations demanded of Af-
rican rulers certain police powers within sovereign
African domains. The Europeans also organized new
African industries to encourage the shift from the
slave trade to the “legitimate trade” in other com-
modities. In this manner, the humanitarian impulse
of antislavery combined with less humane motives to
produce the New Imperialism of the 1880’s through
the 1910’s. During this thirty-year period, nearly all
of Africa fell under European domination. Time and
again, the campaign to suppress the slave trade be-
came a cloak for the imperialist ambitions of the
European powers. It is worth remembering that the
two international conferences in which the European
powers agreed to carve up Africa among themselves,
the Berlin Conference of 1884-1885 and the Brussels
Conference of 1889-1890, both devised significant
agreements for ending the African slave trade.

Slavery in the Modern World
During the twentieth century, most Westerners

believed slavery to be nothing more than a memory
of the past. Major international treaties such as the
Slavery Convention of the League of Nations (1926),
the Universal Declaration on Human Rights (1948),
and the United Nations (U.N.) Supplementary Con-
vention on the Abolition of Slavery (1956) seemed to
indicate the emergence of an international consensus
that slavery in all its forms should be eradicated. In
reality, throughout the twentieth century, new forms
of slavery continued to appear. The U.N. Supplemen-
tary Convention defined debt bondage, serfdom,
bridewealth (bride-price), and child labor as modern
forms of slavery. Many persons considered the use of
compulsory labor by authoritarian regimes such as
those of Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union to be
forms of slavery.

International cooperation toward ending slavery
in the twentieth century sometimes faltered because
of Cold War rivalries. Communist states were often
hostile to the antislavery work of the United Nations
because Westerners sought to define the compulsory
labor systems in several communist states as a form
of slavery. The Soviets, likewise, charged that the
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wage system of capitalist countries constituted a type
of slavery, since the wage system compelled people
to work in jobs they did not like out of fear of starva-
tion.

At the end of the twentieth century, investigations
by international human rights organizations and
journalists found that millions of people still served
as slaves in Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Brazil,
Peru, Sudan, South Africa, Mauritania, Kuwait, Pa-
kistan, India, Bangladesh, Thailand, and China. Even
in countries such as the United States, where slavery
had long been actively suppressed by the govern-
ment, isolated cases of the enslavement of workers
occasionally came to light with regard to migrant
farmworkers and illegal aliens.

Slavery in the Twenty-first Century
In the early twenty-first century, human rights or-

ganizations continued to report a few examples of
traditional forms of slavery from various impover-
ished, traditional Southeast Asian and African coun-
tries, such as Sudan. Sometimes the governments of
the countries in which the abuses occurred opposed
slavery but lacked the resources to bring such prac-
tices to an end. A variety of international groups tar-
geted these practices, with or without the help of the
governments in question.

Meanwhile, it was becoming increasingly clear
that it was no longer helpful to think of slavery as the
public recognition of the private ownership of prop-
erty in the form of other human beings. Almost no-
where on the globe did a government exist that offi-
cially allowed slavery. However, that did not mean
that conditions close to slavery did not continue to
exist in a number of countries, The world had a grow-
ing awareness of these conditions and the fact that
they occurred in some of the most advanced nations
on the globe.

The first of these conditions is what was once
known in the United States by the name of “white
slavery”—the domination, if not ownership of a per-
son, for sexual purposes. This was not, strictly speak-
ing, the same as prostitution, a trade that a person
could enter voluntarily and retain the freedom later to
quit. As a modern form of slavery, there was a recog-
nition that many sexual workers had no such free-
dom. People forced into sexual employment gener-
ally have so little choice in the matter that they may
be considered slaves in an ethical, if not a legal sense.

The very term “white slavery” betrayed its racial
past. During the slave era in the United States, when
only the ownership of African Americans was al-
lowed, the term “white slavery” applied indiscrimi-
nately to all female sexual workers (of whatever
race), while ignoring the prostitution of young males,
especially children. The stigma attached to such
work often reinforced the power the controller of the
prostitute had over the sexual worker.

In the United States and some advanced countries
in Western Europe, the prospect of improved eco-
nomic conditions to people from poorer countries
was so great that the entering those countries illegally
was a risk worth taking. However, undocumented
aliens were especially susceptible to extortion and
sometimes found themselves virtually enslaved in
their new homes. Moreover, if they attempted to flee
their situations, they were themselves subject to prose-
cution for violating immigration law. Thus, facing ei-
ther deportation or imprisonment, they endured their
slavery silently. Even children tend to remain silent,
although legal authorities are likely to offer them pro-
tection rather than prosecution. Sexual workers were
not alone in this. Frequent reports of slavery, or near
slavery, occurred in the domestic and household
care industries and in industrial settings, such as the
sweatshops that produce clothing. Illegal immigrants
were often controlled as completely by their employ-
ers as they would be if they were owned legally.
There have also been reports of such workers being
bought and sold in the United States and advanced
European nations.

Such conditions so closely approximated tradi-
tional slavery that the early twenty-first century
opened the door to a new phase in the ethical debate
over slavery. There was a curious similarity in the ar-
guments of pre-Civil War American slavery apolo-
gists and the political masters in communist nations
before the end of the Cold War. Both sought to di-
vert attention from their own failings by pointing out
the domination they saw as inherent for wage-earners
in free enterprise economies. To the extent that wage
earners are not free because of conditions resem-
bling extortion, they may be considered “slaves” in a
new sense, and the ethical debate shifts to ways in
which improper domination can be exposed and
eliminated.

Harold D. Tallant
Updated by Richard L. Wilson
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“Slippery-slope” arguments
Definition: Arguments objecting to actions on the

grounds that once such actions are taken, they
may lead to other actions that proceed down a
“slippery slope” until some undesirable conse-
quence results

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Slippery-slope arguments arise fre-

quently in applied ethics debates, particularly, in
debates concerning bioethics issues such as eu-
thanasia and embryo experimentation.

Slippery-slope arguments attempt to prove that ob-
jectionable initial actions will inevitably lead to
worse actions and that the latter will lead to other and
even worse actions, all the way down a “slippery
slope” to terrible calamities at the bottom. In slip-
pery-slope arguments, whatever would justify the
first step would also justify all the others, but since
the last step is not justified, the first one is not either.
The final dangerous step, as the last link in the chain,
is presented as a reason for rejecting the first step.
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Structure of the Arguments
Slippery-slope arguments are constructed in ei-

ther logical or causal chains, or both together. The
logical form shows that accepting A rationally com-
mits one to accepting B, C, and finally N. The causal
variant predicts that adopting A causes B, which in
turn causes C and ultimately N. However, actions of
type N are always undesirable, either for intrinsic rea-
sons, or because of their bad consequences, or both.

There are four basic types of slippery-slope argu-
ments. Precedent arguments involve the warning that
if some new step is permitted, it will function as a
precedent that will set another precedent, and so on
until a disastrous outcome results.

Causal arguments involve the claim that once a
certain action is performed, it will cause a second
event, that will in turn precipitate a causal sequence
of increasingly worse consequences.

Sorites arguments involve the observation that an
argument contains a critical concept that is vague and
difficult to define precisely, thus leading to paradoxi-
cal consequences.

Combined arguments combine all the previous
types to suggest that taking the first step will trigger a

contagious series of steps, eventually ending in a “pa-
rade of horrors”—a horror such as a police state or
ecological annihilation.

Assessment of the Argument
The tendency to treat slippery-slope arguments as

fallacious is not fully warranted. Slippery-slope ar-
guments can, in fact, be used correctly as a reason-
able type of argumentation to shift a burden of proof
in a critical discussion. For example, when school-
based health clinics were first introduced to Ameri-
can schools, some parents complained that they rep-
resented a first step toward the distribution of birth-
control devices through the schools. That argument
proved to be valid, as many school-based health clin-
ics eventually did begin offering birth control and re-
productive counselling.

A slippery-slope argument might be misused be-
cause of logical or causal gaps in the sequence; how-
ever, the argument should be judged fallacious only if
it is advanced to prevent posing appropriate critical
questions in the course of dialogue. Slippery-slope
arguments are commonly strong or weak in particu-
lar respects, but they are seldom so bad to be falla-
cious. Generally, they are as strong as the weakest
links in their chains.

Majid Amini

Further Reading
Govier, Trudy, and John Hoaglund, eds. The Philoso-

phy of Argument. Newport News, Va.: Vale Press,
1999.

Walton, Douglas. Slippery Slope Arguments. Oxford,
England: Clarendon Press, 1992.

See also: Euthanasia; Medical ethics; Photojournal-
ism; “Playing god” in medical decision making;
Right to die.

Smith, Adam
Identification: Scottish economist
Born: June 5, 1723, Kirkcaldy, Fifeshire, Scotland
Died: July 17, 1790, Edinburgh, Scotland
Type of ethics: Enlightenment history
Significance: The author of The Theory of Moral

Sentiments (1759), and An Inquiry into the Nature
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Baseball, Spider-Man, and
the Slippery Slope

In May, 2004, millions of American baseball fans
were dismayed to learn that Major League Baseball
had made a deal to sell advertising space on its play-
ing fields to promote the release of the new film
Spider-Man 2 in June. Having commercial adver-
tisements inside ballparks was nothing new. What
shocked fans was the plan to put Spider-Man web
logos on the bases and on-deck circles. Although the
logos were to appear for only a single weekend,
many commentators decried the plan, charging that
it was merely the first step on the “slippery slope” to
unrestricted advertising that would culminate in the
players wearing uniforms with as much advertising
on them as NASCAR drivers wore. In response to
a massive public backlash, Major League Baseball
commissioner Bud Selig quickly announced that
Spider-Man logos would not be placed on bases af-
ter all.



and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (1776),
Smith was one of the inventors of the field of po-
litical economy and a major advocate of laissez-
faire economics and the division of labor.

Born in Calvinist Scotland, bereft by the early death
of his father, and extremely precocious, Adam Smith
spent his life trying to reconcile Providence with the
needs of the individual and the greater society. He be-
came professor of moral philosophy at the University
of Glasgow in 1752, and it was there that he com-
pleted his first important work.

The Theory of Moral Sentiments
During Smith’s time, moral philosophy embraced

a series of disciplines in what today would be consid-
ered the humanities and the social sciences. At that
time, philosophers of the Enlightenment were devel-
oping the discrete social sciences, especially psy-
chology and economics.

Although basically a skeptic, Smith never became
completely skeptical, as did his close friend David
Hume. Smith took Providence into account when
formulating his theories of personal and social ethics,
especially in the field of economics, in which he be-
came most famous.

Smith sought to reconcile humankind’s selfish
nature and self-love with its dependence on the
greater society. There is in human nature, believed
Smith, some principle that makes the fortune of oth-
ers and their happiness agreeable, even necessary.
The individual has a capacity for sympathy and the
ability to put himself or herself into another’s place
and to observe that other as an “impartial observer.”
Hence individuals, while not compromising their
own selfish needs, are able to approve of and to sup-
port that which makes others happy and to disap-
prove of measures that have a negative effect. Self-
interest, however, remains dominant. For Smith,
self-interest accounted for the habits of economy,
industry, discretion, attention, and application of
thought.

Smith’s theories were well received, but had he
written only The Theory of Moral Sentiments, he
would have become no more than a footnote in the
history of philosophy. A trip to France between 1764
and 1766, however, was to change both his outlook
and his life. There he met many of the Physiocrats,
early economists who began to challenge the prevail-

ing theory that economic wealth was a static com-
modity and that one nation could grow rich only
by impoverishing others. The Physiocrats were free
traders who sought to end governmental control of
the economy. Smith also had cause to observe the ef-
fect of a controlled economy on England’s American
colonies. What disturbed Smith was the emphasis the
Physiocrats placed on land as the major source of
wealth. Were this true, then Scotland, with its thin
rocky soil, would be forever condemned to poverty.
Smith also had occasion to observe the work of the
skilled French artisans and to see that the export of
their wares provided a major source of revenue for
the French state. Smith became convinced that it is
labor rather than land or commodities such as bullion
that is the true source of wealth.

The Wealth of Nations
Smith’s monumental and seminal work, An In-

quiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Na-
tions, appeared in 1776, the year of the Declaration of
Independence by Britain’s American colonies. In it,
Smith posited three important points: that wealth is
created by labor and is thus organic or growing, that
the division of labor can enormously increase pro-
ductivity, and that free trade among states or nations
can vastly improve the welfare of humankind. By
“wealth,” Smith did not mean accumulated treasure,
but rather the minimal amount of money needed to
keep human beings decently fed, clothed, and
housed.

Smith’s great problem was the reconciliation of
his theory of ethics with theories of economics. He
reconciled these theories by emphasizing the selfish
nature of humankind, the impulse of self-interest, the
greed for material gain. He stated his position suc-
cinctly when he wrote that it was not the benevolence
or sympathy of the butcher, the brewer, and the baker
that put the dinner on one’s table, but rather their self-
interest. One speaks to them not of one’s necessities,
but of their advantage.

Smith would remove all bureaucratic impedi-
ments and permit individuals and nations alike to
pursue what they do best economically. The result,
and here Smith waxed lyrical, again falling back on
Providence, would be that a wonderful universal ma-
chine would be created and a “hidden hand” would
distribute equitably the ever-increasing bounty of the
earth and with it the greatest possible happiness.
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Smith’s name is inextricably linked to what came to
be called laissez-faire economics, or free trade.

Implications for Ethical Conduct
It would seem that Smith condoned any individ-

ual action as long as it benefited the economy. In-
deed, Smith’s theories were often used to justify the
most extreme kind of “rugged individualism” and
the unconscionable exploitation of labor; economics
was well on the way to becoming the “dismal sci-
ence.” Smith recognized the danger and exhorted that
the laws of justice not be violated, appealing to in-
stinctive human feelings of sympathy for others. He
realized that his division of labor by concentrating on
a single mindless operation could result in the brutal-
ization of labor, and he called upon governments,
through education, to ameliorate the lot of workers.

Nis Petersen
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ism; Self-interest; Utilitarianism.

Social contract theory
Definition: Philosophical system positing that le-

gitimate governments are formed when individu-
als freely and rationally agree to cede their politi-
cal sovereignty to the state or that all members of
civil society are implicit parties to such an agree-
ment

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Social contract theory, in all its forms,

strongly asserts that it is the individual will, sub-
ject to reason, that is the ultimate source of mo-
rality.

Social contract theory is a framework for understand-
ing the origin and organization of human society. It
begins with the basic assumption that people are au-
tonomous rational moral agents who agree to give up
some of their individual power to do as they please in
order to live in cooperation with others who also
agree to give up some of their individual power. This
theory is discussed in the works of many philoso-
phers but is probably given its clearest and most pow-
erful voice in the works of Thomas Hobbes, John
Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. It is a theory that
underlies many aspects of modern political life; for
example, the U.S. Constitution and Bill of Rights, the
United Nations, trade agreements, and military trea-
ties.

Thomas Hobbes
According to Thomas Hobbes, perhaps the clear-

est enunciator of social contract theory, people are
naturally inclined to be in the society of others. In so-
ciety, however, it is necessary that there exist a sover-
eign to protect each person against every other per-
son. Without such protection, people are in what
Hobbes identifies as the state of nature. In the state of
nature, people have two basic rights: the right to self-
preservation and the right to take anything they have
the power to take. In the state of nature, there is a war
of all against all as people seek to exercise these
rights. Each person experiences the constant threat of
violence against his or her self and property. In fact,
to secure their rights, people will begin to act in antic-
ipation of their being abrogated. They will kill those
who are perceived as potential threats.

This insecurity is ever-present and makes society
something to be avoided rather than enjoyed. Life in
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this state of nature is “solitary, poor, nasty, brut-
ish, and short.” Reason leads people to find this
situation intolerable. Therefore, as rational au-
tonomous individuals, people agree to form a
contract, giving up some of their power to a sov-
ereign in return for that sovereign’s protection.
They are then bound, absolutely, by that sover-
eign’s laws. This contract is formed out of logi-
cal self-interest.

John Locke
John Locke offers a kinder picture of the

state of nature but reaches much the same con-
clusion as Hobbes. For Locke, the state of na-
ture is a state of plenty in which each person is
able to fulfill his or her needs. Each has a right
to as much of anything as he or she can use, if
enough is left for others. The only real limita-
tion on how much a person should take is the
fact that most goods will spoil if they are not used
promptly. With the introduction of money, a nonper-
ishable unit of exchange, the limits on consumption
are removed and hoarding and competition begin.

This state of an unbounded right to property
would be chaotic except that each person possesses
reason. The state of nature is not necessarily synony-
mous with the state of war (as it is for Hobbes) be-
cause of the use of reason. Reason dictates a state in
which people seek peace, a state in which the natural
rights of life, liberty, and property are honored. This
state requires that judgments be made concerning
what threatens the life, liberty, and property of an in-
dividual. There is the danger here that if one person
misjudges what is necessary for his or her own safety
or the safety of others and becomes preoccupied with
achieving security, he or she may act in anticipation
of harm and threaten the security of others.

For Locke, it is the absence of a common judge
that distinguishes the state of nature and causes un-
certainty and potential disharmony. To protect against
misjudgment, people form a contract. This contract
is to form a government that will hold the power of
the people in trust. It will act as a judge, and it must
act to preserve its citizens. The purpose of civil soci-
ety is to provide each person with security.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau
Jean-Jacques Rousseau offers an approach that

differs significantly from those of Hobbes and

Locke. Rousseau idealizes the state of nature. People
are pure and innocent in the state of nature, whose
typical inhabitant is the noble savage. It is civil soci-
ety itself that has corrupted people and led to strife. In
the state of nature, people’s wants and needs are sim-
ple and easily satisfied. Furthermore, Rousseau’s
goal is not so much to show the legitimate power of
the individual (though he does intend to do this as
well) to achieve the collective good—the general
will.

Rousseau begins with the assumption that nature
is good and that those things that have gone wrong
are the result of the wrong actions of human society.
He seeks not to explain the origins of civil society, but
to create a state in which people can retain their origi-
nal freedom. One should not be dependent on the
opinion or will of others; one should also not be de-
pendent on possessing power over and above one’s
needs or at another’s expense. The general will re-
quires that each person be free from these particular
dependencies. One should not come to believe, how-
ever, that this freedom entails being independent in
the sense of being free from influence or obligation.

Rousseau’s individual has a duty to be aware of
the general well-being, act in accord with it, and
make sure that others do so as well. There is no
greater sense of social obligation. Each individual
feels an obligation to society through the realization
of individual interdependence and equality. Rous-
seau thinks that as a result of showing individuals that
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Alienation and Social Contract Theory

Jean-Jacques Rousseau grappled with the problem of how
human beings can form a society in which sovereignty
would be legitimate, yet one in which the governed would
not lose their autonomy or alienate their freedom. He be-
lieved that he found the solution in the social contract. In
order to form a social contract, each person would alienate
his or her rights to the entire community, to the general
will. Such alienation would not entail the loss of auton-
omy or liberty, however, because each member, as a part of
the general will, would be governed by laws to which each
person consented. Legitimate authority and individual
freedom would be guaranteed by the accord between pri-
vate wills and the general will.



ultimately there is no difference in vulnerability
among people—that they are equal—rationality and
feeling will then direct such people to form a commu-
nity that is in the interest of all. Provided that they
have been instilled with the correct sentiments, rea-
son will lead to the formation of a general will in
which each is bound only by his or her own will and
therefore is not enslaved.

Critique
The social contract tradition has its critics. Some

challenge the notion that it is possible for free, auton-
omous, rational people to form a contract at all. Such
challengers argue that no one is free from pressure
and coercion; therefore, it is not possible to tell if the
contract is valid or for whom it is valid.

One particular example of this problem is the
place of women in the contract. In the writings of the
main proponents of the social contract theory, it is
made clear that it is free, autonomous, rational men
who form the primary contract, though women, chil-
dren, and slaves are somehow to be bound by it as
well. Carole Pateman offers an interesting reading of
this issue in her book The Sexual Contract (1988).

Erin McKenna
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Social Darwinism
Definition: Application of Charles Darwin’s theory

of biological evolution by means of natural selec-
tion to the development of society and human so-
cial behavior

Date: Concept coined during the late nineteenth
century

Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Social Darwinism, used in the nine-

teenth and twentieth centuries to justify the mis-
treatment of colonial and working-class peoples
and various forms of racism, is described by some
sociologists as a misapplication of Darwin’s the-
ory based on an extremely dubious analogy be-
tween biological species on the one hand and so-
cial or economic groups on the other.

Western colonialism and imperialism and the Indus-
trial Revolution of the late nineteenth century did lit-
tle to benefit all people equally. Disparity in access to
resources, wealth, and social status was nothing new,
but as non-Western peoples and their natural re-
sources were exploited by those in the West, a justifi-
cation for such behavior was sought. Western gov-
ernments were motivated to expand their political
and economic power and influence, while industrial-
ists sought to fulfill their desires for wealth and fame.
The Western clergy, in turn, saw colonial expansion
as an opportunity to consummate their mission of
spreading the Gospel.

Herbert Spencer
In 1857, Herbert Spencer, a British social philos-

opher, published “Progress: Its Laws and Causes,” in
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which he expressed his early ideas on social evolu-
tion. Later, after Charles Darwin had published On
the Origin of Species (1859), Spencer sought to ap-
ply the ideas outlined by Darwin to human society.
Spencer’s ideas then were used to perpetuate the con-
servative status quo of the unequal distribution of
wealth associated with the changing capitalist envi-
ronment. Indeed, it was Spencer and not Darwin who
coined the metaphors “struggle for existence” and
“survival of the fittest,” which Darwin later incorpo-
rated into his fifth edition of On the Origin of Species
(1869).

Darwin’s ideas on natural selection were em-
ployed to account for biological evolution. Spe-
cifically, Darwin demonstrated to the world that evo-
lution took place and that its requirements were
variation, inheritance, natural selection, and time.
Since Darwin’s ideas preceded those of the pioneer-
ing geneticist Gregor Mendel by six years, Darwin
believed that the environment was critical to explain-
ing variation and that biological success was mea-
sured by the frequency with which one reproduced.
Successful reproduction in turn was influenced by
various environmental forces. For Darwin, the term
“struggle” was illustrated by the subtleties of envi-
ronmental influence. Simply stated, although ani-
mals and plants attempted to survive heat, cold, wind,
rain, and competition with other species, they were
not involved in within-species warfare and blood-
shed, as was implied by those who later promoted So-
cial Darwinism as a natural and expected precondi-
tion of human social evolution.

When Spencer introduced the groundwork for
what became known as Social Darwinism, he failed
to recognize the importance of Darwin’s subtleties.
Spencer included various value and moral judgments
in his suggestion that the struggle for existence
within society or between societies was a natural
condition for cultural evolution. He believed that so-
cieties were comparable to biological organisms,
slowly evolving from simple to complex by means of
competition for resources, and that such competition
was natural and to be expected within and between
societies. Social Darwinists believed that those indi-
viduals, institutions, and societies that attained the
greatest political and economic power were by defi-
nition more fit, while those that did not were by their
nature less fit.

William Graham Sumner
William Graham Sumner, an American sociolo-

gist and economist, became a strong advocate of
Spencer’s ideas. He was a supporter of laissez-faire
economic policy, arguing that people were not born
equal and that millionaires were a product of natural
selection. Typical of the industrialists who accepted
Social Darwinism was John D. Rockefeller, Sr., the
rugged individualist and successful capitalist who
founded the Standard Oil Corporation. Rockefeller is
quoted in Hofstadter (1959) as having said, “The
growth of a large business is merely a survival of the
fittest. . . . It is merely the working-out of a law of na-
ture and a law of God.” His statements express the at-
titude of many Social Darwinists. Indeed, Spencer
and Sumner opposed social and economic planning
and any attempts to offer social assistance to the poor
because of their belief that such practices interfered
with the natural process of social evolution.

Sumner argued in his book Folkways (1906) that
customs and morals were instinctive responses to
drives such as fear, sex, and hunger. Thus, Social
Darwinists sought scientific justification from nature
to promote individual competition and the exploita-
tion of the poor by the rich classes. Because the con-
cept and its followers supposed that social progress
demanded that competitive struggle occur between
nations, states, and races, Social Darwinism was
used to justify Western ethnocentrism, racism, and
eugenics. Such ideas were carried to a horrifying ex-
treme by Nazis in Germany during World War II. Un-
der Adolf Hitler, the Nazi belief in a master race and
the inferiority of Gypsies and Jews led to the geno-
cide of millions of people who were believed to be in-
ferior. It was partly because of the world’s revulsion
toward the acts of the Nazis that the popularity of So-
cial Darwinism and racism began its decline.

Turhon A. Murad
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Social justice and responsibility
Definition: Moral obligations to participate in or

ensure the fair and equitable distribution of wealth
and resources throughout a society or across all
existing human societies

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: The values of social justice and re-

sponsibility represent ethical responses to liberal
individualism and to rights-centered theories of
morality.

Rights-centered theories of morality assert individ-
ual and collective obligations to allocate resources as
fairly as possible, both within and between nations,
and they presuppose that the economic realm is a
central and appropriate venue for considerations of
justice. Most individualist and rights-centered ethics
would respond to these assertions by saying that,
while distribution of resources to those who lack
them may be a morally admirable act, it is certainly
not one that is in any sense required, as such a re-
quirement would infringe upon such values as merit,
individual sovereignty, and a conception of fairness
that concentrates on opportunity rather than out-
come.

Questions about justice and responsibility arise
because different needs, conflicting interests, and
scarce resources exist in human society. There are
conflicting demands upon society’s scarce resources
and there is uncertainty about who has the responsi-
bility to meet those needs. How is it possible to adju-
dicate among competing claims to determine the just
distribution of resources? Is it right to tax the rich to
provide for the poor? Does society have an obligation
to take care of the needy? These questions deal
mainly with a form of justice called distributive jus-
tice.

Responsibility, too, can be interpreted in different
ways. First, responsibility can refer to the character
of a person. To say that a person is responsible in this
sense means that the person has uprightness of char-
acter, can be trusted, and has a sense of duty. Second,
responsibility means the same thing as the ability and
capacity to perform some task. Third, responsibility
also refers to the issues of praise and blame. Fourth,
responsibility refers to position or office in accor-
dance with which a person is entrusted with the per-
formance of a particular task. The latter is closely
tied to the question of social justice, because the con-
cept of justice implies that someone is responsible for
being just.

Distributive justice deals with the fair allotment
of society’s goods and services and presupposes the
complementary issues of responsibility, equality, and
the good society. A theory of distributive justice
should determine what needs should be met and
what goods individuals should give up for the com-
mon good. These issues can also be encompassed in
the questions of entitlement, desert or merit, and
equality.

Philosophical Views
Plato, who was not an egalitarian, developed a vi-

sion of a just society along lines of unequal status. In
the Republic, Plato attempted to define the dikaios,
the “just person,” and the kallipolis, the “good city.”
The just person is one who possesses the virtues of
wisdom, moderation, and courage. The just city is di-
vided into three classes: the working class, the war-
riors, and the philosopher-rulers. The city is just if it
is based on an aristocratic constitution and the three
social classes embody their respective virtues. The
aristocratic class is wisdom-loving, the warriors are
courageous lovers of honor, and the artisans exercise
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moderation in their pleasure seeking. Each individ-
ual and each class, by responsibly fulfilling its duty,
contributes to the existence of a just society.

Another approach to social justice and responsi-
bility has been offered by social contract theory,
which holds that justice and society are produced by
a general agreement—a social contract. People are
obligated to obey rules and the government because
they have agreed to do so. They have made a contract
to live by certain rules because it suits their self-inter-
est. The general will of the people creates rules, laws,
and government. Individuals give up certain rights
and privileges for the protections and mutual advan-
tages of the state.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau wrote an essay called “On
the Social Contract,” whose purpose was to explain
the nature of authority. It was based on an optimistic
view of human nature but a negative view about soci-
ety. For Rousseau, human beings are born good, but
they are corrupted by society. Social contract theory
argues that human beings give up or alienate their
rights by transferring them to society. The state be-
comes the sole possessor of political authority. The
state is a legitimate power and guarantees the free-
dom and autonomy of its citizens through a social
contract—a voluntary, unanimous agreement of all
people of a society to form a united political commu-
nity. Popular sovereignty is called general will.

Immanuel Kant formulated, in Foundations of the
Metaphysics of Morals (1785), the categorical im-
perative, which holds that one should act only on that
maxim that one can will to become a universal law.
Kant presupposes that persons are rational creatures,
that they have an infinite worth of dignity (that is, that
they are ends in themselves), and that they are au-
thors of moral law, or are autonomous. In short, hu-
man beings are ends in themselves. Therefore, Kant
envisions society as a kingdom of ends.

Utilitarianism adheres to the rule that one should
always try to make as many people happy as possible.
This “greatest happiness principle” states that one
ought to act so as to maximize pleasure and minimize
pain. The principle of utility, which is derived from
the happiness principle, is a rule that determines
moral norms and actions according their ability to
maximize or minimize happiness. Rule utilitarian-
ism means that governments are to use this rule in es-
tablishing general laws and are to treat individuals

according to existing rules. In his essay On Liberty
(1859), John Stuart Mill stated that society could
progress to a higher state of civilization on the basis
of what he called the basic principle—that individu-
als, groups of individuals, and the mass of people
must refrain from interfering with the thoughts, ex-
pressions, and actions of any individual. The second
principle, which is known as the “harm to others prin-
ciple,” holds that government may not interfere in
private life except to prevent harm to others. These
principles function as regulative criteria for develop-
ing public policy that preserves individual rights,
limits government intervention, and fosters general
well-being.

Michael Candelaria
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Socialism
Definition: Political and economic system charac-

terized by collective ownership of the means of
production and equitable distribution of goods
and resources

Date: Developed during the late nineteenth century
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Socialism represents an alternative

vision for social ethics in which justice is realized
through material equality and the eradication of
exploitation, leaving all members of society free
to associate in common productive efforts aimed
at satisfying social needs.

Socialism is based in a positive conception of free-
dom, defined as a way of life that allows all humans
to realize and express their inherent potential through
their labor. This definition is generally in conflict
with definitions of freedom based on individual
rights and choice and with capitalist notions of labor
as productive of increased wealth rather than expres-
sive of humanity.

Socialism is a politico-economic system in which
the struggle to eradicate social inequality is the high-
est ethical pursuit. Socialist morality generally extols
the collective pursuits of the larger community and
asserts that the vast potential latent in the human spe-
cies can be fully realized only through freely associ-
ated, nonexploitative social relations. Throughout
history, socialism has developed from its origins in
the romantic visions of intellectuals and philoso-
phers to an alternative social system that has been
struggled for by exploited classes in virtually all cor-
ners of the globe. The legacy of socialism persists in
the modern world, both as an ethical critique of capi-
talist values and as an alternative prescription for so-
cial justice.

Utopian Socialism
Although some of the key ethical elements within

socialism can be traced back to ancient times, their
consolidation into a unified vision occurred at the be-
ginning of the nineteenth century in what has since
become referred to as utopian socialism. Claude Henri
Saint-Simon, Charles Fourier, and Robert Owen,
among others, created a comprehensive critique of
early capitalist society as it entered its industrial
phase. Although the socialist visions of each thinker

differed, all the utopian socialists shared a preoccu-
pation with the morally bankrupt character of early
industrial capitalism and saw the need for a more
communal and egalitarian society in which an ethic
of cooperation would prevail over individual greed.

Equally representative of utopian socialism was
the notion that a socialist world could somehow be
achieved through enlightened choice. Later social-
ists, such as Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, argued
that this idea amounted to a lack of a revolutionary
strategy for realizing the utopian vision. Utopian so-
cialists generally saw political violence as the histori-
cal baggage of presocialist society and believed that
it would be unnecessary in a world that was being
gradually civilized by means of emerging socialist
values. In short, their moral critique of bourgeois so-
ciety was not accompanied by an analysis of the way
in which capitalist domination could be decisively
broken.

Emile Durkheim, one of the founders of modern
sociology, argued in his posthumously published
work Socialism (1928) that Saint-Simon conceptu-
ally linked the ethical failures of the social era born of
the Enlightenment with the urgent call for a con-
sciously managed society—one in which production
is cooperatively organized and the interests of the ex-
ploited classes are advanced through the socializa-
tion of industry. Saint-Simon’s call for a “New Chris-
tianity” that would emphasize public concerns rather
than the pursuit of individual self-interest made his
utopian vision a complete one from Durkheim’s per-
spective.

Robert Owen likewise espoused the notion that
once socialist principles became enacted and shared,
socialism’s intrinsic desirability would automati-
cally lead to its promulgation. Owen’s contributions
to socialism were vast, because of his agitation for re-
forms on behalf of the English proletariat as well as
his sponsoring of experimental socialist communes
that were based on socialist morality and cooperative
business ventures. Charles Fourier added to the uto-
pian socialist vision with his critique of the family
and his agitation for sexual liberation. He became fa-
mous for his expression that the best measure of so-
cial freedom is the existing degree of women’s free-
dom. Fourier argued that industrial bourgeois society
repressed the human passion for love. Liberation
could be gained only through smashing the prohibi-
tions against human sexual expression, according to
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Fourier, and the larger community needed to guaran-
tee all of its members the support necessary for “ba-
sic” sexual and well as economic satisfaction.

Revolutionary Socialism
Utopian visions of socialism ultimately became

overshadowed by the emergence of the revolutionary
socialism pioneered by Karl Marx and Friedrich
Engels. Marx, a German thinker, transformed social-
ism into a practical program for struggle out of which
organized social classes within industrial capitalist
societies could create a socialist society through rev-
olution. Marx and Engels’s point of departure is their
social class analysis, which argues that only the ex-
ploited working class is capable of successfully car-
rying out a socialist revolution. The ethical basis of
what later became known as Marxian socialism is to
be found in revolutionary “praxis,” or practical activ-
ity, designed to overthrow bourgeois domination.
The moral basis for revolutionary activity, including
armed struggle, was to be found in the larger histori-
cal mission of the working class, which was the end-
ing of class exploitation.

An important distinction of Marxian socialism is
its dialectical conception of ethics, which views all
systems of morality as historically situated and dy-
namic insofar as morality changes in accordance
with the ongoing struggle of social classes. The “con-
tradictory” nature of morality thus rests in the no-
tion that what is ethical at one stage of history be-
comes outmoded as human social relations continue
to change and develop. The ethical basis of revolu-
tionary armed struggle, for example, becomes trans-
formed once new social circumstances become
achieved and the need for violence has been sur-
passed. As Engels argued in Anti-Duhring (1878), a
fully humanized morality can be achieved only after
a socialist revolution has overcome social class in-
equalities and after the former system of morality has
vanished from the collective memory.

Modern Socialism
The twentieth century could be largely character-

ized by the struggle between the competing systems

of capitalism and socialism. Even the fall of the so-
cialist bloc countries during the late 1980’s and early
1990’s can be related to an ethical crisis of particular
political regimes and their relative inability to realize
socialist goals. In the twenty-first century, most mod-
ern nations continue to experience political tensions
between the status quo and powerful critics who ar-
gue for socialistic reforms or the need for a socialist
revolution. The socialist critique of race, gender-
based, and social class exploitation remains relevant
in the modern era, and its advocates remain influen-
tial in world affairs.

Richard A. Dello Buono
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Society for the Prevention of
Cruelty to Animals

Identification: Organization created by humani-
tarians to oppose the mistreatment of animals

Date: Founded in 1824
Type of ethics: Animal rights
Significance: As the first animal welfare organiza-

tion in England or Continental Europe, the Soci-
ety for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals
(SPCA) influenced all future western humane or-
ganizations.

According to the seventeenth century philosopher
René Descartes, animals were soulless, God-created
automatons lacking consciousness and the ability to
feel pain. Any human use of animals was therefore
justifiable. By the late eighteenth century, other phi-
losophers challenged humanity’s right to absolute
dominion over animals, thus heralding the birth of
the anticruelty movement. These new convictions
were best summarized by the utilitarian philosopher
Jeremy Bentham, who wrote in 1789, “The question
is not, can they Reason? Nor can they Talk? But can
they Suffer?”

Reflecting increasing concern over animal wel-
fare, M. P. Richard “Humanity Dick” Martin in 1822
submitted and successfully promoted the passage of
a bill protecting domestic farm animals from cruelty.
Meanwhile, encouraged by the Martin Act, humane
activists formed the SPCA, which began policing
slaughterhouses, markets, and private citizens for an-
imal abuse. With the bestowal of royal patronage in
1835, the organization became the Royal Society for
the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA). Dur-
ing the late twentieth century, the United Kingdom
remains a principal center of advocacy of animal
rights.

Mary E. Virginia
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Sociobiology
Definition: Study of the evolutionary basis of hu-

man social behavior
Date: Originated around 1975
Type of ethics: Scientific ethics
Significance: Sociobiological studies of humans

are based on the premise that human behavior is
the result of evolution. Thus, sociobiologists ar-
gue that morality has evolutionary value, and
indeed that it results from processes of natural se-
lection. This argument has been attacked, how-
ever, as a form of biological determinism.

In 1975, E. O. Wilson, a Harvard professor and
world-renowned expert on ants, published a massive
book in which he tied together decades of empirical
research by animal behaviorists with decades of the-
oretical work by geneticists and evolutionary biolo-
gists. In so doing, he defined a new academic disci-
pline, “sociobiology,” the name of which is taken
from the title of his book, Sociobiology: The New
Synthesis.

The thesis of Wilson’s book was that behavior,
like any other attribute of an animal, has some of
its basis in genetics, and therefore scientists should
study behavior in the same way they do anatomy,
physiology, or any other observable feature of an ani-
mal; that is, they should not only describe it but also
try to figure out its function and the reasons why it
evolved. Most biologists found no fault with this
logic, and the discipline grew very rapidly, spawning
hundreds of books and thousands of articles. Many
predictions generated from this new perspective were
corroborated, and many previously unexplained be-
haviors started to make sense.

The majority of biologists were rapidly con-
vinced that this new approach was both useful and
valid. Other scientists, however, as well as many
sociopolitical organizations and representatives, im-
mediately took a stand against it. In his book, Wilson
had included a closing chapter on the sociobiology of
human behavior, and his critics believed that the prin-
ciples and methods used to study nonhuman animals
simply could not be applied to humans. Academic
critics tended to be psychologists, sociologists, an-
thropologists, and political scientists who believed
that learning and culture, not evolution and genetics,
determine most human behavior. Nonacademic crit-
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ics tended to be either philosophers and theologians
who believed that the human spirit makes people
qualitatively different from other animals or left-
leaning political organizations who believed that vio-
lent, discriminatory, and oppressive human behav-
iors might somehow be justified by calling attention
to the existence of similar behaviors in other animals.

The Altruism Debate
The first, and perhaps most significant, debate

over sociobiology as it applied to humans involved
explanations for altruism. Altruism, by definition, is
behavior that helps another individual or group at
some cost to the altruist. Since altruistic behavior
would appear to help nonaltruistic recipients of altru-
ism to survive and pass on their genes but not help al-
truists themselves, any genetic tendency toward al-
truism should rapidly die out; which would imply
that altruistic behavior must be nonevolved; that is,
either culturally learned or spiritually motivated, as
the critics claimed.

Biologists, however, had documented altruistic
behavior in a wide variety of nonhuman animals,
suggesting either that other animals must also have
cultural or spiritual motives (suggestions not ac-
cepted by most of the critics) or that altruism really
must, somehow, increase the altruist’s ability to sur-
vive and pass on genes, not merely help the non-
altruistic recipient. Two theoreticians provided ex-
planations for how this might have occurred.

W. D. Hamilton proposed an evolutionary model
based on the concept of “kin selection”; according to
this model, altruistic behavior does not have to in-
crease the altruist’s chances of survival and repro-
duction, as long as it increases the survival and re-
production of the altruist’s relatives. Since relatives
share genes, even though an altruist may decrease his
or her own chances of survival and reproduction, the
genetic tendency for altruism can be passed on to
subsequent generations because the altruist has in-
creased the total number of his or her genes in the
next generation by increasing the number of collat-
eral, or nondirect, descendants.

Later, Robert Trivers proposed a model based on
the concept of “reciprocal altruism”; according to
this model, altruists do increase their own chances of
survival and reproduction, because the recipients of
their altruism remember them and help them out
when the tables are turned. (This is often referred to

colloquially as the “You scratch my back and I’ll
scratch yours” model.)

Largely on the basis of these two models of altru-
ism, sociobiologists argued that even the most com-
plex and seemingly spiritually motivated behaviors
of humans could be explained solely by evolutionary
biology. This notion was widely publicized in Rich-
ard Dawkins’s book The Selfish Gene (1976), E. O.
Wilson’s subsequent book On Human Nature (1978),
and Richard Alexander’s The Biology of Moral Sys-
tems (1987).

Although many anthropologists and psycholo-
gists have converted to the evolutionary perspective
and found it fruitful, many remain antagonistic to it,
and sociologists, philosophers, and theologians, in
particular, remain highly critical. Their argument
continues to be that human behavior is qualitatively
different from that of other animals because of the
complexity of human culture and spirituality. They
argue that a reductionist approach to human behavior
will inevitably miss the most important features of
human nature and social interactions.

In addition, many individuals and political groups
remain hostile to sociobiology because of the wide-
spread belief that if something is genetic, it is inevita-
ble and justifiable. Although these conclusions are
not logically valid, there is legitimate concern that
some people might use sociobiological arguments to
try to undermine moral teaching or to promote or ra-
tionalize nepotism, aggression, racism, or sexism. To
the extent that sociobiology is perceived as an ideo-
logical tool rather than a scientific enterprise, it has
been argued that sociobiological research should not
be funded or otherwise promoted by public institu-
tions (such as universities). The debate has thus be-
come one of politics and social goals as well as one of
scientific philosophy and method.

Linda Mealey
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Socrates
Identification: Ancient Greek philosopher
Born: c. 470 b.c.e., Athens, Greece
Died: 399 b.c.e., Athens, Greece
Type of ethics: Classical history
Significance: Socrates objected to written language

because he believed that it was inherently removed
from truth, and he therefore never produced any
written works. Thus, he is known primarily as a
character in the dramatic philosophical dialogues
of Plato, his greatest student. Socrates is believed
to have shifted the focus of Greek philosophy
from the natural world to the human psyche and
ethics and to have argued that moral goodness is
based on objective knowledge.

Socrates’views on ethics must be understood against
the background of his main opponents, the Sophists.
They were moral relativists who believed that ethical
beliefs could never be more than a matter of conven-
tion and subjective human opinions. In contrast, Soc-
rates thought that ethical truths were universal and
objective and concerned the way in which humans

should best live. He said that the goal in human life
was not simply living but “living well.” To make an
excellent ship, one must understand the purpose of
ships and what constitutes the standard of excellence
for a ship. Similarly, to live life well, one must under-
stand what constitutes human excellence. For this
reason, Socrates said that “the unexamined life is not
worth living.”

For Socrates, the goal of ethics was not obedience
to some set of abstract duties. The whole purpose of
ethics was to flourish as a human being, to fulfill
one’s true function, to achieve happiness. Hence,
“Why should I be moral?” was a foolish question, for
it was like asking, “Why should I live a happy, ful-
filled life?” The problem is, Socrates said, that peo-
ple tend to identify themselves with their bodies, and
this gives them a false picture of what is the true goal
in life. The body is, however, merely the outward
shell, or instrument, of the soul. The immortal, non-
physical soul within one is the real person. The
proper goal in life, therefore, is to “care for one’s
soul,” to make it as good as possible, and this is
achieved by striving to achieve wisdom.

Socrates’position is sometimes called “ethical in-
tellectualism,” because he believed that ethics is a
matter of the intellect and that the moral person is
one who has correct moral knowledge. Socrates’eth-
ical conclusions are often called the “Socratic para-
doxes” because they seem to contradict normal moral
intuitions. Two of the key Socratic teachings are that
virtue is knowledge and that no one knowingly does
what is wrong.

Virtue Is Knowledge
In the Greek language, the word for “virtue” has a

much broader meaning than does its English counter-
part. For anything to have “virtue” meant that it was
excellent at its task or fulfilled its function well.
Hence, the virtue of a shipbuilder is the skill of mak-
ing high-quality ships. Human beings engage in
many different and specific tasks (making music,
playing sports, practicing medicine), and each activ-
ity has its appropriate goal and requires a certain sort
of knowledge. Socrates believed, however, that peo-
ple are all engaged in the more general task of living
human life, and this is something that can be done
poorly or well, depending on how well one under-
stands this task. Hence, being a moral person requires
having knowledge of what is genuinely valuable.
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For Socrates, there is a difference between genu-
ine knowledge and correct belief. Someone can be
told the correct answer to a mathematics problem
without really knowing why it is the correct answer.
Similarly, simply having the correct moral beliefs is
not enough. To truly have moral knowledge of the
right way to live requires that one understand why
that way is best. Socrates claimed that the end of hu-
man life is the achieving of wisdom; only wisdom
will make one a morally excellent person.

No One Knowingly Does What Is Wrong
Since moral goodness is knowledge of how to live

well and flourish, it was inconceivable to Socrates
that anyone could have this knowledge and not fol-
low it. Since doing what is wrong will harm the soul,
however, those who do evil do so through error,
thinking that they are pursuing what is good for them.
For example, a thief steals because he or she believes
that money is the ultimate value. By starting out with
this false assumption about what is important in life,
the thief logically concludes that it is good to obtain
money in any way possible. What is wrong with the
thief, Socrates would say, is that he or she lacks a cor-
rect understanding of what is genuinely valuable.
Still, it may seem that sometimes people knowingly
do what is wrong. Socrates would say, however, that
when one performs an action that is morally wrong
and harmful to one’s soul, one does so because one’s
mind is blinded by desire. In that moment, one actu-
ally believes that the pleasure of the moment is a
better goal to pursue than one’s long-range satisfac-
tion. For the person who has wisdom and the true vi-
sion of life, reason will guide the emotions in the
right direction in the same way that a chariot driver
guides his horses.

Implications for Ethical Conduct
For Socrates, being a moral person was more than

simply doing the right thing. It also did not mean sim-
ply following a list of rules or duties. Instead, moral-
ity was a matter of making one’s inner self as excel-
lent as possible. This required an understanding of
what is of enduring value in life as opposed to what is
merely transitory and peripheral. One can gain this
understanding by means of a process of self-exami-
nation in which one critiques the values by which
one lives, abandoning those values that prove to be
worthless, and getting a clear understanding of those

values that lead to human excellence. Once one’s
soul has a vision of what is truly good, one will have
no reason to do anything else but to steer one’s life in
that direction.

William F. Lawhead
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Solzhenitsyn, Aleksandr
Identification: Russian novelist and historian
Born: December 11, 1918, Kislovodsk, U.S.S.R.
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Recipient of the 1970 Nobel Prize in

Literature, Solzhenitsyn produced both literary
works, including One Day in the Life of Ivan
Denisovich (Odin den’Ivana Denisovicha, 1962),
The First Circle (V kruge pervom, 1968), and
Cancer Ward (Rakovy korpus, 1968), and histori-
cal works such as The Gulag Archipelago, 1918-
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1956: An Experiment in Literary Investigation
(Arkhipelag GULag, 1918-1956: Opyt khudozh-
estvennogo issledovaniya, 1973-1975). In all his
work, he advanced the idea of the mutuality of
communal and individual ethics within the con-
text of the Russian Christian tradition.

While confronted with mounting censorship from
Soviet authorities during the 1960’s and his eventual
arrest and forced exile in 1974, Aleksandr Solzhen-
itsyn maintained an ethical identity with his home-
land and his image of its historical traditions. Sol-
zhenitsyn’s ethical base was predicated on a renewal
of traditional Russian Christian values; he was not at-
tracted to the individualism or democratic institu-
tions of the West.

Solzhenitsyn condemned the oppression of the
Soviet (and especially the Stalinist) phase in Russian
history and described the ethical and moral bank-
ruptcy of the Soviet regime and its institutions. In
particular, he condemned the depersonalization of
Russian life under the Soviets. He advanced the
cause of the individual living within a free but ethi-
cally based and directed society. Solzhenitsyn’s exile
came to an end in 1994, when he returned home to
live in Russia. Although all the Solzhenitsyn canon is
worthy of study, his most significant works from the
standpoint of ethics are One Day in the Life of Ivan
Denisovich and The Gulag Archipelago.

William T. Walker
Updated by the editors

See also: Art; Christian ethics; Communism; Gulag
Archipelago; Stalin, Joseph.

Song lyrics
Definition: Expressions of a wide range of subjects

by means of words set to music
Type of ethics: Arts and censorship
Significance: The lyrics of contemporary popular

music challenge the boundaries of taste and pub-
lic notions of propriety and are central to the de-
bate over limits to free expression.

Bawdy and subversive lyrics are as old as music, and
the impulse to suppress them is as old as social hier-

archy. There is an ancient underground tradition of
songs that defy the prevailing order, satirize the
ruling class, and challenge commonly accepted pre-
cepts. Anthems such as France’s “Marseillaise” and
the communist “Internationale” began as often-
banned incitements to revolution. In nineteenth cen-
tury Italy, the politics of the reunification movement,
the Risorgimento, circumscribed the texts of Giuseppi
Verdi operas. Richard Strauss’s opera Salome was
shut down after one performance in New York in
1908, in part because of its allegedly indecent Ger-
man libretto, which was based on a play by Oscar
Wilde.

Modern Popular Culture
With the invention of sound recording and the ad-

vent of broadcast media, arguments favoring limits to
the content of commercially distributed songs gained
currency in the United States. Before the 1950’s,
most censorship incidents involved the proscription
or laundering of Harlem Renaissance blues lyrics or
Broadway show tunes such as Cole Porter’s “Let’s
Do It.” On occasion, records such as the Andrews
Sisters’ “Rum and Coca-Cola,” whose unexpurgated
lyrics refer to a mother-and-daughter team of Trin-
idadian prostitutes “working for the Yankee dollar,”
would be banned from the radio. During the Joseph
McCarthy era, the socially conscious lyrics of leftist
folksingers such as Woody Guthrie were widely sup-
pressed as “communist” propaganda.

With the rise of rock and roll during the 1950’s,
the verbal content of popular music began to ignite
moral panic. Rock, which evolved from African
American rhythm and blues in the early 1950’s, was
considered “jungle music,” a destructive combina-
tion of primitive rhythms and lewd lyrics. Early
antirock music campaigns were sometimes unapolo-
getically racist and always maintained that the music
spread violence and promiscuity. The lyrics of some
songs, such as the Kingsmen’s “Louie Louie,” did not
even have to be decipherable to be deemed obscene
by the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the Fed-
eral Communications Commission.

Although the sexual frankness that crept into pop
lyrics as the 1960’s progressed became increasingly
overt, rock songs of that decade were most com-
monly censored or banned because of real or imag-
ined references to drugs. The Beatles’ “Lucy in the
Sky with Diamonds” (1967), for example, was re-
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viled in some quarters because it was assumed to de-
scribe the effects of LSD. More overt allusions to
drug use, such as the Jefferson Airplane’s “White
Rabbit” (1967), with its exhortations to “feed your
head,” often caused the song to be denied radio play.
Drug-culture jargon and four-letter words at times
provided authorities with convenient excuses to keep
antiwar and social protest songs off the air.

Within the United States, organized efforts to
clean up rock music lyrics have come from across the
political spectrum. Leaders of such campaigns have
ranged from right-wing ideologue David Noebel to
civil rights activist Jesse Jackson. In the late 1970’s,
the messages of punk bands such as the Sex Pistols,
along with the continuing popularity of “heavy
metal” music among young teenagers, created con-
cern that “morbid” and “occult” lyrics were causing a
rise in teenage suicide. In the late 1980’s, artists were
threatened with legal action by bereaved parents and
in some cases sued. Evangelists and radio personali-
ties such as Bob Larson popularized the idea that sa-
tanic messages were encoded in rock lyrics or sub-
liminally injected into certain albums through sound
engineering.

Upset by masturbation references in Prince’s
song “Darling Nikki” in 1985, Tipper Gore, the wife
of future vice president Albert Gore, cofounded the
Parents Music Resource Center (PMRC), an organi-
zation aimed at curbing the excesses of popular
music. Congressional hearings held at PMRC’s re-
quest resulted immediately in censorship activity at
the state level. By 1990, the Recording Industry of
America (RIAA) was pressured into instituting a vol-
untary warning-label system whereby some records
would carry stickers with the label “Parental Advi-
sory/Explicit Lyrics.” The labeling scheme created a
climate of censorship within the music industry and
provided a foundation for efforts to restrict sales and
criminalize certain lyrics in Louisiana, Washington
state, and elsewhere.

The Demonization of Rap
In the late 1980’s, Florida attorney Jack Thomp-

son began enlisting allies in a campaign against rap,
an African American art form that he considered an
affront to “traditional values.” Thompson helped to
inspire the arrest and obscenity conviction of a re-
cord-store owner who was guilty of selling the Mi-
ami rap group 2 Live Crew’s album Nasty as They

Wanna Be (1990); the band itself was arrested in Fort
Lauderdale following a live performance of such
songs as “Me So Horny.” Although 2 Live Crew was
acquitted, Thompson continued to hound them and
other outspoken rap musicians—especially NWA
(Niggas With Attitude)—across the country and as
far as the United Kingdom, where 22,000 copies of
an NWA album were impounded.

Hysteria over “gangsta” rap reached fever pitch in
1992 with the release of Ice-T’s Body Count album
(technically a heavy metal record), an outpouring of
rage over forms of racism. Its climactic song, “Cop
Killer,” was condemned for its venom:

I got my twelve gauge sawed off.
I got my headlights turned off.
I’m ’bout to bust some shots off.
I’m ’bout to dust some cops off.
COP KILLER, it’s better you than me.
COP KILLER, f—— police brutality!

Iran-Contra figure Oliver North retained Jack
Thompson as counsel in July, 1992, for the express
purpose of mobilizing his lobbying operation, Free-
dom Alliance, against musicians. North’s strategy
included encouraging police organizations to use
various means to eliminate the sale, broadcast, or
commercial release of “seditious” music. Ice-T and
his distributor, Time Warner, were finally driven to
excise “Cop Killer” from future pressings of the
Body Count album. Other artists who were legally
threatened or economically pressured included Ice
Cube, Tupac Shakur, Almighty RSO, and Paris,
whose “Bush Killa” vented rage at the White House.

Censorship During the 1990’s
In 1994, mounting a fresh campaign to force the

recording industry to clean up rap and heavy metal
lyrics, the PMRC created the unlikely team of liberal
Democrat C. Delores Tucker, chairman of the Na-
tional Political Congress of Black Women, and con-
servative Republican William J. Bennett, secretary of
education under President Ronald Reagan. In joint
press releases, op-ed columns, and public appear-
ances, Tucker and Bennett decried “lyrics from the
gutter” while paying little attention to actual content.
In 1995, Tucker and Bennett successfully pressured
Time Warner to drop its controlling interest in
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Interscope Records, which carried such controversial
artists as Snoop Doggy Dogg.

U.S. senators Joseph Lieberman of Connecticut
and Sam Nunn of Georgia joined Tucker and Bennett
in public condemnation of “obscene music,” citing
such songs as Dove Shack’s “Slap a Ho.” In 1997,
Senator Sam Brownback of Kansas held hearings de-
signed to showcase complaints about objectionable
lyrics and other elements of what Senator Lieber-
man, in testimony, called our “broken culture.” In
Brownback’s media-tailored forum, the voices of art-
ists, serious analysts of American culture, and free-
speech advocates were almost absent; witnesses who
deplored the moral turpitude of popular music were
welcomed warmly. As Congress continued its at-
tack, the Recording Industry Association of Ameri-
ca, once fiercely opposed to censorship, began wa-
vering in its support for freedom of expression.

By the mid-1990’s, the $12 billion U.S. recording
industry began backing away from nonmainstream
music. The climate of censorship was aggravated by
pressure from retailers and distributors. Wal-Mart,
the largest record retailer in the nation, refused to sell
albums with “parental-advisory” warning stickers
and went so far as to demand censored versions of
certain record albums, with problematic songs edited
for content or dropped altogether.

After students gunned down fellow classmates at
Littleton, Colorado’s Columbine High School in
1999, and similar incidents occurred elsewhere, the
campaigners against rock and rap were eager to
blame the incidents on the troubled teenagers’taste in
music. When it was erroneously reported that the
Columbine shooters were fans of “goth-rock” singer
Marilyn Manson, Senator Brownback and nine of his
colleagues demanded that Seagram’s, which owned
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Manson’s record label, put an end to the performer’s
career. They also called for an investigation into pop-
ular culture by the U.S. surgeon general.

In an era during which commercial music veered
away from political content, the popular art being
demonized was often material daring to critique con-
temporary American life. The so-called gangsta rap
genre vented the outrage of an underclass whose real
grievances received scant attention in congressional
hearings. Critic Lawrence Stanley describes gangsta
rap an “unmistakably black art form” that emerged at
a time when white institutions were indifferent, if not
hostile, to the concerns of African Americans.

For young people of all races who felt numbed by
American middle-class life, Marilyn Manson offered
an invigorating challenge to traditional gender roles,
religious fundamentalism, and pressure to conform.
White rapper Marshall Mathers III, who performs
under the name Eminem, was vociferously con-
demned by everyone from Joan Garry of the Gay and
Lesbian Alliance Against Discrimination (GLAAD)
to Republican activist Lynne Cheney, wife of fu-
ture vice president Dick Cheney, when his Marshall
Mathers LP (2000) gained popularity, praise, and
award nominations. Accused of nihilistic, misogynist
ranting, Eminem was in fact an articulate chronicler
of the ills of working-class Detroit. Describing the
blighted industrial city in his song “Amityville,”
Eminem sings:

we don’t call it Detroit, we call it Amityville (’Ville).
You can get capped just having a cavity filled
(filled). Ahahahaha, that’s why we’re crowned the
murder capital still (still). This ain’t Detroit, this is
m———n’ Hamburger Hill (Hill!). We don’t do
drivebys, we park in front of houses and shoot. and
when the police come we f——n’ shoot it out with
them too! That’s the mentality here (here), that’s the
reality here (here). . . .

Through the 1990’s, song-lyric censorship in the
United States was opposed by the National Cam-
paign for Freedom of Expression, the National Coali-
tion Against Censorship, and grassroots advocacy
groups such as Rock Out Censorship and the Massa-
chusetts Music Industry Coalition. The American
Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) Arts Censorship Pro-
ject worked to provide legal aid to embattled musi-

cians, producers, and retailers, helping to overturn an
“erotic music” law in Washington state and to defend
record stores across the country. Citing federal court
rulings on speech, ACLU attorneys maintained that
song lyrics, even if they extolled armed rebellion, did
not constitute a direct and imminent threat—and that
First Amendment protections did indeed apply to
such works as “Cop Killer.” The irreconcilable dis-
agreements in this controversy illustrated a growing
rift between opposing visions of American democ-
racy.

Inspired by a growing worldwide concern about
content restrictions on music, activists and musicians
held the first World Conference on Music and Cen-
sorship in Copenhagen, Denmark, in November,
1998. In the twenty-first century, the debate over
song lyrics and other popular expressive media pitted
human aspirations toward freedom against a per-
ceived need, real or imagined, for increased authori-
tarian social control in response to a growing terrorist
menace.

James D’Entremont
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Sophists
Definition: Group of professional teachers active in

ancient Greece and generally based in Athens
Date: Fifth and fourth centuries b.c.e.
Type of ethics: Classical history
Significance: Known largely through their carica-

ture in the work of Plato, the Sophists trained their
students in rhetoric and oratory, among other sub-
jects, and used formal logic to criticize traditional
Greek values. For this reason, they are often rep-
resented as having believed that truth is irrelevant,
morality is an empty construct, and the point of
philosophical and legal argument is simply to win
no matter what side one is on. Whether this is a
fair assessment of some or all of the Sophists is a
matter of ongoing debate.

First appearing in Greece during the period of Athe-
nian empire-building (the Pentekontaetia), the Soph-
ists established a general intellectual climate rather
than a well-defined school of thought. The Sophists
furthered the Pentekontaetia’s process of dynamic
change by declaring that traditions were based on op-
tional arrangements. In an era of sharpened competi-
tion, they also claimed that the value of actions varied
according to circumstances, that knowledge was nec-
essarily imperfect, and that truth was relative. Their
relativistic, individualistic, and skeptical outlook
was epitomized by their foremost representative,
Protagoras of Abdera, who declared that “man is the
measure of all things.” The Sophists’ ethical relativ-
ism was sharply attacked by a new philosophical
movement, led by Socrates, reaffirming absolute val-
ues. Socrates and his followers, however, adopted the
Sophists’ critical spirit and concern with ethical is-
sues; by further exploring Sophist topics such as the
nature of truth and the justification of values, the
Socratics built upon and partially perpetuated their
work.

Michael J. Fontenot

See also: Aristotelian ethics; Deconstruction;
Derrida, Jacques; Plato; Platonic ethics; Situational
ethics; Socrates.

South Africa’s Truth and
Reconciliation Commission

Identification: Government commission estab-
lished to investigate human rights abuse that oc-
curred under the former apartheid regime

Date: Established in July, 1995
Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: The work of the Truth and Reconcili-

ation Commission established that it is possible to
negotiate a peaceful transition from a repressive,
authoritarian regime to an open, democratic civil
society and that restorative justice is achievable
through public truth telling, dialogue, and repara-
tions to victims, while extending amnesty to per-
petrators of a previous brutal regime.

After centuries of white-minority rule, South Africa
elected its first nonracial government in 1994 and put
a final end to the notoriously rigid segregation policy
known as apartheid. Under an agreement worked out
between the outgoing National Party leaders of the
old government and the incoming leaders from the
nonracial African National Congress (ANC), the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission was created to
investigate human rights abuses perpetrated by all
factions over the previous forty-four years—the peri-
od of time from South Africa’s 1960 Sharpeville
massacre to the inauguration of Nelson Mandela as
president in 1994.

The commission was officially created by the
1995 Promotion of National Unity Act, which de-
fined the commission’s goals. Under its chairman,
Archbishop Desmond Tutu, a winner of the Nobel
Peace Prize and a long-time advocate of human
rights in South Africa, the commission conducted its
work from April, 1996, through July, 1998. Over that
four-year span, it heard testimony from more than
21,000 victims of apartheid and received more than
7,000 petitions for amnesty from prosecution for
crimes committed under apartheid. By 1998, the
commission had rejected 4,500 of those petitions and
granted only 125 amnesties. In October, 1998, it is-
sued a 3,500-page report on its findings.

Background
During the early 1990’s, shortly before the lead-

ers of the National Party agreed to cede power to the
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African National Congress, they demanded a general
amnesty for the members of the government military
and paramilitary forces responsible for atrocities,
tortures, and human rights abuses under the past re-
gime. That request was deemed unacceptable, but the
interim parliament instead crafted a unique amnesty
provision that found its way into South Africa’s in-
terim constitution of 1993. The amnesty provision
provided for the establishment of a Truth and Recon-
ciliation Commission by the new government that
would deal with issues related to human rights abuses
during the apartheid regime. The commission was
tasked to serve as an outlet for citizens who were
willing publicly to disclose details of gross viola-
tions of human rights they had committed during the
apartheid regime and in turn were to be granted am-
nesty.

The more than seven thousand amnesty petitions
filed with the commission revealed details of atroci-
ties committed by agents of the apartheid regime and,
to a much lesser extent, by members of the African
National Congress. Those applying for amnesty in-
cluded the perpetrators of some of apartheid’s most
publicized crimes, such as the murder of Stephen
Biko in 1977. They testified before the commission
and thereby escaped prosecution for their actions.
Some critics decried this process of swapping “truth
for justice” as unconscionable and immoral.

The legislation that established the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission was the outcome of a
confluence of political and social developments ne-
gotiated during South Africa’s transition to democ-
racy. The key political tensions were between the
outgoing government’s demands to protect members

of the old regime and the liberation movement’s
insistence to hold the leadership of the apart-
heid government accountable for past wrongs.
As a part of the transitional constitutional ar-
rangements, both sides accepted the creation of
a truth commission. Details of the exact balance
between punishment and indemnity and ac-
countability and impunity had to be negotiated
as well. In the end, the final agreement pro-
duced a compromise that obligated the incom-
ing majority-rule government to provide am-
nesty to human rights abusers in exchange for
their “honest” contrition of what happened. The
Truth and Reconciliation Commission was thus
shaped more by the national political agendas at
the time of its creation than by the needs of vic-
tims of historical abuses.

Shortcomings
Despite the laudable aims of the legislation

that created the commission, the act was not
clear on how the commission was to achieve the
lofty goal of promoting “national unity and rec-
onciliation in the spirit of understanding that
transcends the conflicts and past divisions.”
The commission achieved the goal of restoring
dignity to victims of apartheid abuses primarily
by engaging communities in the process of col-
lecting statements from local victims during
community human rights hearings. Community
hearings thus became the dominant focus dur-
ing the first fourteen months of the commis-
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The Truth and Reconciliation
Commission’s Mandate

The South African legislation that created the commission
charged it with promoting national unity and reconcilia-
tion in a spirit that transcended conflicts and divisions of
the past. The commission was specifically charged with
these goals:

1. Establishing as complete a picture as possible of the
causes, nature, and extent of the gross violations of
human rights committed under apartheid through in-
vestigations and hearings.

2. Facilitating the granting of amnesty to persons who
fully disclose all relevant facts relating to acts associ-
ated with political objectives and who comply with the
requirements of this act.

3. Establishing and making known the fate or where-
abouts of victims of past abuses and restoring the hu-
man and civil dignity of such victims by granting them
opportunities to relate their accounts of the violations
of which they were victims, and recommending repa-
ration measures.

4. Compiling a report providing as comprehensive an ac-
count as possible of the activities and findings of the
commission and offering recommendations of mea-
sures to prevent future human rights violations.



sion’s work, during which eight community hearings
were held. The hearings focused on victims—giving
them opportunities to tell their stories. The hearings
provided forums for open discussions that helped
promote understanding among different political
parties and different ethnic groups. The community
hearings also provided powerful media images that
could be conveyed throughout the country.

The more difficult challenge of the commission
was the goal of promoting justice and reconciliation.
This facet of the commission’s work proved a conten-
tious point, as it was interpreted differently by vari-
ous political parties and communities through the life
of the commission. It could be argued that the com-
mission actually denied justice through its very struc-
ture. For example, its amnesty provision robbed vic-
tims of their right to seek justice through a criminal
and civil process.

Following the commission’s final report in 1998,
studies of the commission found a wide range of
opinions on its work. While some community mem-
bers, particularly the Inkatha Freedom Fighters op-
posed the commission in principle, most community
members had mixed feelings about the process. Al-
most every aspect of the commission’s work caused
some level of controversy.

Marc Georges Pufong
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Sovereignty
Definition: Legitimate and exclusive possession of

autonomous political authority over a particular
territory or citizenry

Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: National sovereignty, essentially the

right to demand that other countries respect a na-
tion’s absolute authority within its own borders,
raises significant moral issues involving the limits
of a government’s right to remain unmolested if it
mistreats its own people, as well as the ethical
limits of a benevolent government’s right to harm
the people of other nations in order to preserve its
own power. Internally, claims of sovereignty raise
the moral questions of when and why one ought to
obey the sovereign.

Sovereignty is a central concept in domestic and in-
ternational law as well as in political theory, and its
ethical implications are enormous.

To be sovereign in international law, a nation must
be completely self-governing—recognizing no exte-
rior legal authority to have the right to control its ac-
tions. The form of a national government is not an is-
sue in determining sovereignty; a democracy, an
absolute monarchy, a military junta, or a communist
dictatorship may be sovereign if it submits to no
higher, external legal authority.

In international affairs, one often contrasts de jure
with de facto sovereignty, sovereignty in law versus
sovereignty in fact. Some nations have been officially
self-governing but have been, in fact, controlled by
another. During the 1930’s and 1940’s, for example,
Egypt was officially an independent nation but was,
in fact, ruled by the British Empire in an arrangement
that some historians have called an “informal empire.”

Alternatively, some nations are nominally under
foreign control but do, in fact, govern themselves.
Such was clearly the case between the Balfour Dec-
laration of 1926, wherein the British government
promised not to interfere in the self-government of
the dominions, and the Statute of Westminster (1931),
which granted the dominions de jure independence.

During civil wars and wars of independence, ques-
tions of sovereignty are often blurred. The American
colonies declared their independence from the Brit-
ish crown on July 4, 1776, but the Crown did not rec-
ognize that independence until the Treaty of Paris
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(1783). When did sovereignty pass from the king in
Parliament to the Continental Congress (or, more ex-
actly, to the several states)?

Legally, such issues of sovereignty in interna-
tional law are often solved by resort to competing in-
terpretations by domestic law. American law views
the date of the Declaration of Independence as the ef-
fective date of American sovereignty for all legal
purposes, while in British law, the Treaty of Paris
marks the end of British sovereignty in the thirteen
American colonies.

In international law, land without a sovereignty
over it is called terra nullius (or territorium nullius)—
empty land—even though it may have a substantial
human population. Terra nullius is open for annex-
ation by existing sovereignties under international
law on the theory that land without a sovereign is
dangerously susceptible of producing lawlessness,
such as piracy or terrorism, or armed conflicts be-
tween existing nations. Given the new dispensation
in international affairs under the United Nations Char-
ter, it is likely that an area of terra nullius that con-
tained a large population but had not developed (or
had lost) a governmental structure capable of assert-
ing an “international legal personality” would be put
in a trusteeship relationship with an established na-
tion until such time as it might be capable of asserting
sovereignty. By this means, the aura of direct colo-
nialism might be averted.

Sovereignty and Political Philosophy
The concept of sovereignty has application in po-

litical philosophy as well as in international law. Sov-
ereignty is not only a claim of a right to rule made vis-
à-vis other sovereignties but also one made domesti-
cally in regard to those subject to a governmental au-
thority.

Political philosophers as divergent as Thomas
Hobbes and Jean-Jacques Rousseau have recognized
the essential truth that sovereignty is illimitable and
indivisible. By the late twentieth century, these ob-
servations had fallen into general disuse, perhaps in
the aftermath of the rise of the American Republic. In
the British system, whatever Parliament passed and
the king signed was law, without question and with-
out limitation. Political theorists spoke of the legal
omnipotence of the king-in-Parliament.

With the development of the U.S. Constitution,
with its division of powers and its system of checks

and balances between the executive, legislative, and
judicial branches, it may, perhaps, have seemed that
sovereignty could be divided and limited. Writing in
the Federalist Papers, Alexander Hamilton, James
Madison, and John Jay propounded the new sover-
eignty, which was tamed not only by the relation-
ships of the branches of the national government but
also by a federalism that preserved a sphere for the
power of states and a system of enumerated rights
that protected the citizen from governmental abuse.

In fact, in the U.S. Constitution, as in all political
systems, sovereignty remains undivided and without
limitation. Within the constitutional order, an ordi-
nary sovereignty operates with divisions and limita-
tions of power, but an extraordinary sovereignty re-
sides also. The process of constitutional amendment
could create a monarchy, establish an official church,
authorize torture, eliminate elections, abolish the Su-
preme Court, and so forth. Seeming limitations, such
as the prohibition upon depriving a state of its equal
suffrage in the Senate, prove to be only procedural
variants, because an amendment reducing the senato-
rial representation of a particular state would need
ratification by that state, and an amendment to abol-
ish the Senate would require unanimous ratification
by the states.

In all approaches to sovereignty, there are under-
lying implications of a moral right to rule, in addition
to a legal right and a practical power to rule. Even
with legal positivism, in which moral questions are
not directly injected into the pure theory of law—in
which law is seen as merely “the command of the
sovereign”—morality reenters through the questions
of why, when, and whether the subject ought to obey
the sovereign.

Also concerned in the ethical issues surrounding
sovereignty has been its origin: Is sovereignty natu-
ral, or is it the construct of a social contract arising
out of a state of nature? Anarchists, furthermore, in-
cluding theoretical anarchists, such as Robert Paul
Wolff, have viewed sovereignty as a morally danger-
ous illusion.

Patrick M. O’Neil

Further Reading
Austin, John. The Province of Jurisprudence Deter-

mined and the Uses of the Study of Jurisprudence.
London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1954.

Broomhall, Bruce. International Justice and the In-

1404

Sovereignty Ethics



ternational Criminal Court: Between Sovereignty
and the Rule of Law. New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2003.

Brown, Chris. Sovereignty, Rights, and Justice: In-
ternational Political Theory Today. Malden,
Mass.: Blackwell, 2002.

Bryce, James. Studies in History and Jurisprudence.
Vol. 2. Oxford, England: Clarendon Press, 1901.

Lugo, Luis E., ed. Sovereignty at the Crossroads?
Morality and International Politics in the Post-
Cold War Era. Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Little-
field, 1996.

Marshall, Geoffrey. Constitutional Theory. Oxford,
England: Clarendon Press, 1971.

See also: Anarchy; Constitution, U.S.; Hobbes,
Thomas; International law; Intervention; Leviathan;
National security and sovereignty; Nationalism; So-
cial contract theory; Two Treatises of Government.

Soviet psychiatry
Definition: Use of psychiatric techniques and facil-

ities in the Soviet Union as tools of political op-
pression

Date: Approximately 1862 to the 1990’s
Type of ethics: Psychological ethics
Significance: The confinement of religious and po-

litical dissidents by Soviet psychiatrists was been
a vivid reminder of the ways in which a profession
can function unethically as an agent of social con-
trol.

The persecution of both political and religious dissi-
dents by mental health authorities in the former So-
viet Union was long a source of great concern to or-
ganizations that monitor human rights violations.
Extensive evidence exists that hundreds if not thou-
sands of mentally healthy dissidents were involun-
tarily committed to Soviet psychiatric hospitals.
These individuals were committed in order to re-
move them from society and thus suppress their dis-
senting ideas and opinions.

History
Although psychiatric facilities in the Soviet

Union practiced this type of abusive social control for
many years, Soviet psychiatry was not always an eth-

ically compromised profession. The field of psychia-
try was founded in the Soviet Union by Ivan Belinski,
a Russian physician, who formed the first Russian
psychiatric society in 1862. Belinski promoted psy-
chiatric training and worked to establish outpatient
treatment for the mentally ill. Under his leadership,
the profession of psychiatry grew rapidly. In 1887,
the first Congress of Russian Psychiatrists met in
Moscow and endorsed the humane, scientifically in-
formed treatment of mental patients as well as the no-
tion that, if possible, psychiatric patients should be
cared for in their home environments. Such ideas put
Russian psychiatrists on an equal plane with their fel-
low practitioners in the rest of the world.

Positive developments continued to take place in
the field of Soviet psychiatry after the Communist
Revolution of 1917. At the time of the revolution, a
People’s Commissariat of Health was formed, with a
special division devoted to psychiatry. Under the
commissariat’s leadership, many types of services
were offered free of charge to the mentally ill, such as
crisis intervention, sheltered workshops, and home
care programs. Many Soviet psychiatrists also began
to develop an interest in the young field of psycho-
analysis, and the major works of Sigmund Freud
were widely distributed.

The Advent of Abuse
Problems began to develop during the late 1920’s,

as Joseph Stalin consolidated his hold on the govern-
ment of the Soviet Union. Stalin had little concern for
the rights of the mentally ill, and he viewed involun-
tary psychiatric commitments as an effective way to
control his ideological opponents. Although psychi-
atric hospitals continued to treat individuals who suf-
fered from genuine forms of mental illness, they also
became a place of involuntary confinement for indi-
viduals who openly disagreed with the political or re-
ligious doctrine of the government. Labor organizers
and artists who advocated creative freedom were fa-
vorite targets of the psychiatric establishment. Placing
such dissidents in psychiatric facilities served both to
remove them from society and to discredit their ideas
by allowing the government to label them as insane.

A special diagnostic category, known as “slug-
gish schizophrenia,” was developed. Anatoly Snezh-
nevsky, a notorious Russian psychiatrist who rose to
a position of high authority under the Stalinist re-
gime, defined sluggish schizophrenia as delusions of
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reforming the country’s social system in the mind of
an otherwise normal individual. This type of false di-
agnosis enabled psychiatrists such as Snezhnevsky to
label mentally stable individuals as insane and have
them involuntarily committed to psychiatric facili-
ties. Even if such an individual was eventually fortu-
nate enough to be discharged, his or her name was
maintained on a national list of mental patients. This
registry was distributed to prospective employers and
schools, ensuring that the individual would suffer
from lifelong discrimination. Doctors who refused to
follow the unethical practices of this system were
routinely disciplined or even imprisoned. Over time,
Soviet psychiatrists became virtual servants of the
state, with no professional autonomy and little room
for ethical judgment.

The Use of Torture
Psychiatric treatment in the Soviet Union eventu-

ally became so abusive that some dissidents were ac-
tually tortured during their hospitalization. A con-
vincing account of such treatment has been provided
by Anatoly Koryagin, a Soviet psychiatrist who was
himself hospitalized involuntarily because he re-
fused to carry out government policy. Throughout his
fifteen-month hospitalization, Koryagin was kept on
a virtual starvation diet, so that he was severely ema-
ciated and in a constant state of hunger. He was
forced to take various psychiatric medications and
also reports having had a probe smeared with acid
placed in his stomach in order to induce excruciating
pain. This type of torture was apparently designed to
force Koryagin and other dissidents to renounce their
ideological beliefs. Because of such extreme viola-
tions of human rights, the World Psychiatric Associ-
ation (WPA) condemned Soviet psychiatry in 1977.
Six years later, the All-Union Society of Soviet Psy-
chiatrists resigned from the WPA rather than face
certain expulsion.

Such international condemnation, however, did
little to change the field of psychiatry in the Soviet
Union. Peter Reddaway, a political scientist who has
written extensively about Soviet psychiatric abuse,
has noted that only glasnost and the reorganization of
Soviet society has brought about genuine reform. In
what was once the Soviet Union, the reorganized pro-
fession of psychiatry appears to be returning to its hu-
manitarian roots.

Steven C. Abell
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Sperm banks
Definition: Places in which human sperm cells are

frozen and stored for later use in artificial insemi-
nation and in vitro fertilization techniques

Date: First established during the late twentieth
century

Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Although most often used to ensure

that couples will be able to reproduce in the fu-
ture, sperm banks can also be used as sources of
anonymous genetic material for infertile couples,
lesbian couples, or women who want to become
single mothers. This application raises ethical is-
sues involving genetic manipulation, as well as
the rights and responsibilities of the genetic father
of a child produced with donated sperm.

The freezing of tissue, or cryopreservation, is a pro-
cedure that is used to delay the normal degenerative
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processes that occur when a tissue is removed from
the body. Sperm banks acquire sperm from male do-
nors and then deep freeze the sperm in liquid nitro-
gen, where they can be preserved for more than a de-
cade. When needed, the sperm can be thawed out and
used in processes such as artificial insemination and
in vitro fertilization. Some sperm donors are hus-
bands who cannot have children with their wives by
ordinary means. Others are men who face steriliza-
tion through vasectomies or as the result of chemo-
therapy drugs for cancer. Still others are healthy men
who donate their sperm for the money.

Those interested in obtaining donor sperm can of-
ten choose the sperm based on the physical character-
istics, hobbies, and/or intellectual capacities of the

donor. This technology tends to tempt persons to ma-
nipulate the gene pool so as to create a superior class
of persons, avoid individuals with undesirable traits,
and attempt to create the “perfect child.” One prob-
lem involves determining the true father of the
child—the biological donor or the parent who raises
the child but did not donate the sperm. Additionally,
some people believe that the commercialism inherent
in the business of sperm banking tends to lessen the
value of procreation.

Roman J. Miller

See also: Bioethics; Eugenics; In vitro fertilization;
Parenting; Surrogate motherhood.
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In 1983, the Sperm Bank of California became the first such facility in the United States to ask donors if they
would be willing to be contacted by the offspring of their donated sperm after the latter reached legal adulthood.
In early 2002, a young woman named Claire, seen here (at left) with her mother, made plans to become the first
person to take advantage of the sperm bank’s policy by contacting her anonymous father to learn about her ge-
netic history. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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Spinoza, Baruch
Identification: Dutch philosopher
Born: November 24, 1632, Amsterdam, United

Provinces (now the Netherlands)
Died: February 21, 1677, The Hague, United

Provinces (now the Netherlands)
Type of ethics: Renaissance and Restoration

history
Significance: In such works as A Theologico-

Political Treatise (Tractatus theologico-politicus,
1670) and Ethics (Ethica, 1677), Spinoza con-
structed a monistic philosophy of God and nature
in which ethical behavior would follow naturally
from understanding reality as a unified whole.

In the seventeenth century, academic Scholasticism,
with its syllogistic reasoning and its Aristotelian
epistemology, was withering away after a milennium
of dominance. The empirical scientific methods of
Nicholas Copernicus, Johann Kepler, and Galileo
showed a new direction of philosophical understand-
ing, and a rising interest in mathematics suggested
new types of philosophical proof based on the meth-
ods of Euclidian geometry. Baruch Spinoza played a
part in the movement that resulted, together with
such notable thinkers as Francis Bacon, Thomas
Hobbes, René Descartes, and Gottfried Leibniz.

Life
Spinoza was born into a family of prosperous

Jewish merchants in Amsterdam, an area with a toler-
ance for religious practice and dissent in advance of
its time. His education was in the Hebraic tradition of
his community, with studies of the Old Testament
and the Talmud, as well as of Scholastic philosophy
and theology. Preparing to become a rabbi, he contin-
ued his studies after finishing school, becoming ac-
quainted with the Kabbala and the thinking of medi-
eval Jewish philosophers. His own views, fueled by a
determination to think everything through ab initio,
diverged from orthodoxy to the point that he was ex-
pelled from the Jewish community (by civil, not reli-
gious, authority) in 1656. He renounced his Hebrew
name, Baruch, and was thenceforward known as
Benedict (de) Spinoza. He continued in Amsterdam
for a time, studying Latin, Greek, physics, geometry,
and the philosophy of Descartes, and associating
with members of a number of free-thinking Christian

sects such as the Mennonites, the Collegiants, and the
Remonstrants.

In 1660, Spinoza left Amsterdam to live succes-
sively in Rijnsburg, Voorburg, and finally The Hague
(all on an axis of approximately thirty miles between
Amsterdam and The Hague). In these places, he sup-
ported himself as an expert lens grinder and met for
discussion with groups of philosophically minded
friends. This activity led to his early writings, in
which he set forth his views on God, humanity,
and the universe, and produced an account of Des-
cartes’s philosophy. These were original and power-
ful enough that his reputation quickly spread beyond
his immediate circle, and within a few years he was in
correspondence with major philosophers in Europe
and England, including Leibniz and the physicist
Christiaan Huygens on the Continent, and in En-
gland Henry Oldenburg, secretary of the Royal Soci-
ety of London, and the scientist Robert Boyle. A
Theologico-Political Treatise was published anony-
mously in 1670 and was widely condemned for its
religious skepticism. All of Spinoza’s other works,
including his major production, the Ethics, were pub-
lished posthumously by his friends.

In 1672, the French general Condé (Prince Louis
II of Bourbon) invited Spinoza to visit, possibly with
a position in mind, but no position was forthcoming.
In the following year, he was offered a position at
Heidelberg University, but he declined it. Spinoza’s
last years were spent virtually as an invalid, and at the
age of forty-four he died of consumption, probably
aggravated by the silica dust from his lens-grinding
activities.

Early Thought and Work
The Short Treatise of 1660 and the exposition of

Descartes’s philosophy were written when Spinoza’s
thinking was developing into the mature expression
of the Ethics. The Descartes work, written for a group
of students, was expressly not his own thinking. Nev-
ertheless, he derived valuable ideas from it through
reaction, notably his rejection of the dualism of mind
and body (or spirit and matter) and his affirmation
that the individual must form his own judgments in
political and religious matters, free from the pres-
sures of church and state alike. It was this conviction,
as expressed in A Theologico-Political Treatise, that
first aroused opposition that later became virulent.
Spinoza’s notion of freedom of thought and action is
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absolute, a position that does not sit well with reli-
gious or political authority.

Ethics
The reason for this absolute freedom becomes ev-

ident in the Ethics. Laid out in Euclidian fashion with
definitions and axioms, and propositions deduced
from them, the Ethics first deals with God and nature,
which are one. God/nature is its own cause, requiring
no prior cause and encompassing all that is, including
humankind. Properly understood, this eternally ex-
isting unity admits of no internal contradictions. It
also admits of no free will and is absolutely imper-
sonal about the fate of humankind. These last conclu-
sions led to Spinoza’s condemnation as a dangerous
atheist, although his God informs his entire system of
morality and ethics. In his deterministic universe, the
ethical imperative is unending rational inquiry to
learn the true nature of things. The free individual
perceives what he or she must do and acts accord-
ingly. Those with confused ideas about their universe
are in some degree not free, and they act not through
understanding but because they cannot help them-
selves.

Significance and Influence
Morality and ethics are individual matters for

Spinoza, and they lead to political and religious con-
sensus only when enough people, made free by ratio-
nal and empirical inquiry, act on the understanding
they have gained. Spinoza’s philosophical system is
remarkably complete and self-contained, which has
led to much misunderstanding by later thinkers who
tried to extract and develop portions of it. This
misunderstanding, together with the charge of athe-
ism, produced an almost total lack of influence of
Spinoza’s work for more than a century. Only in the
nineteenth century, in the time of rejection of monar-
chy and despotism, were his ideas taken up by the
German and English romantics and idealists. No
school of thought has grown from his writings, and
his influence on philosophy has been more catalytic
than structural.

Robert M. Hawthorne, Jr.
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Stalin, Joseph
Identification: Soviet political leader
Born: Joseph Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili;

December 21, 1879, Gori, Georgia, Russian
Empire

Died: March 5, 1953, Kuntsevo, U.S.S.R.
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Stalin was the leader of the Commu-

nist Party of the Soviet Union from 1928 to 1953,
during which time he directed the transformation
of the Soviet Union into a repressive totalitarian
state and led the country in the Great Patriotic War
against Nazi Germany.

Joseph Stalin was one of the most powerful leaders of
the twentieth century. His rule would have a perma-
nent impact upon not only the Soviet Union but also
the entire international system. Stalin governed his
political behavior according to the Marxist-Leninist
tenet that the ends—the transformation of society
along the lines anticipated by Karl Marx and Vlad-
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imir Ilich Lenin toward socialism, under the undis-
puted leadership of the Communist Party of the So-
viet Union (CPSU)—justified whatever means were
deemed to be appropriate by the party leadership.

In addition, Stalin accelerated and eventually
fully implemented many of the policies and trends
initiated during the period of Lenin’s active rule in
the Soviet Union (1917-1922). These included the
complete consolidation of CPSU totalitarian intru-
sion into all social, economic, cultural, political, and
even personal aspects of life in the Soviet Union, as
well as the acceleration and eventually the institu-
tionalization of the centralizing, bureaucratic, au-
thoritarian trends within the party itself. Finally,
Stalin directed the industrialization of the Soviet
Union, led the Soviet Union’s tenacious defense dur-
ing World War II, and significantly buttressed Soviet
security in the war’s aftermath. In doing so, however,
Stalin applied a degree of mass coercion and terror
rarely equaled in human history.

Stalin and Totalitarian Rule
Following the 1917 Revolution, Stalin rose rap-

idly to power largely as a result of his early institu-
tional control over the CPSU Apparat via his position
as general secretary of the party’s Central Commit-
tee, as well as his membership in the party’s top deci-
sion-making organs. As a result of these institutional
positions, particularly that of general secretary, Sta-
lin was able to assign personal allies and protégés to
strategic leadership positions not only within the
CPSU organization itself but also throughout the So-
viet state bureaucracy. Since that development was
framed against the rapid expansion of CPSU and So-
viet state totalitarian control over all aspects of Soviet
public and even private life, by 1928, Stalin had suc-
cessfully placed his lieutenants in virtually all key
positions of power throughout the Soviet Union. Si-
multaneously, by the end of the 1920’s, he had iso-
lated and effectively eliminated or rendered politi-
cally powerless all of his political rivals from the
early post-Revolutionary period.

Between 1928 and his death in 1953, Stalin was
unquestionably the most powerful person within the
Soviet leadership. As power increasingly concen-
trated at the highest level of the party hierarchy, Sta-
lin continuously, but with extreme skill and percep-
tion, coalesced a sufficiently powerful, though ever-
changing, body of allies and supporters to enable him

to remain the dominant Soviet leader, despite peri-
odic challenges to his ruling position from within the
party elite.

Conversely, within this dynamic but largely
shrouded framework of coalitions and counter-coali-
tions that characterized Soviet politics at the political
center, Stalin aggressively purged real or imagined
policy dissidents and individuals who appeared to
threaten his personal leadership from positions of
power and authority. Although Stalin’s practice of
purging the ranks of the party can be traced to the pre-
cedent of Lenin’s theory and practices regarding the
enforcement of party discipline, the massive scope
and degree of Stalin’s use of terror, imprisonment,
and physical liquidation within the CPSU were both
qualitatively and quantitatively unprecedented in
party annals prior to the 1930’s.

Although the precise or even approximate num-
ber of party members and affiliated individuals
purged during the Stalin period will never be known,
it has been estimated that during the period of the
1930’s alone, approximately one million party mem-
bers perished. Furthermore, in addition to the physi-
cal decimation of the party’s ranks caused by the
purges of the Stalin era, the terror engendered within
the party created a tone of fear, denunciation, and pa-
ralysis of individual initiative and willingness to as-
sume personal responsibility that permanently influ-
enced the character of the CPSU and the attitudes of
its members.

Stalin’s use of arbitrary arrest, imprisonment, tor-
ture, execution, and terror were not confined to the
ranks of the party, but were extended on a much
larger scale throughout the entirety of Soviet society.
Indeed, as the tentacles of party control and the do-
main of its self-assigned responsibilities extended
throughout the whole of the Soviet public and private
sectors, and, further, as the Stalin-led Party leader-
ship moved to reshape the entire character of the So-
viet Union, those who individually or collectively of-
fered actual or perceived resistance to the party’s
policies or who could be utilized by the party as
scapegoats for the CPSU’s failures to fulfill promises
in return for societal sacrifices felt the harsh, cold,
bureaucratic, deadly wrath of the authorities. Hence,
tens of millions of Soviet citizens were killed or im-
prisoned, or simply disappeared during the two and a
half decades of Stalin’s rule. Between ten and fifteen
million perished during the 1930’s alone, not includ-
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ing the victims of the famine associated with the col-
lectivization of agriculture.

Transformation of the Soviet Union
As the CPSU increasingly established totalitarian

control over the entire Soviet Union, the tone, direc-
tion, and specific policies adopted in every sector of
Soviet life were increasingly determined by Stalin
and the party leadership. One of the aspects of Soviet
life most transformed during the Stalin era was the
Soviet economy. Stalin inaugurated and directed the
collectivization of Soviet agriculture, which, though
enormously costly in both human life and material
resources, was designed to break permanently the
politico-economic power of the Russian peasantry
and to secure the agricultural resources necessary to
sustain the accompanying industrialization effort.

The industrialization of the Soviet Union under
the rubric of a series of centrally formulated and ad-
ministered Five Year Plans, which were inaugurated
during the late 1920’s, rapidly expanded the
Soviet Union’s heavy industrial and defense
output. As with the agrarian sector, the dra-
matic expansion of Soviet capital output
was accomplished at a very high human,
material, and environmental cost. Overall,
the Stalinist economy left a legacy of over-
centralization of economic direction; im-
balances between sectors of the economy,
with most resources dedicated to the prior-
ity heavy industrial and defense compo-
nents of the economy at the expense of
consumer industries and agriculture; and a
resultant lack of material incentives for
Soviet workers. Notwithstanding these hu-
man, material, and long-term systemic and
environmental costs, however, in 1928 Sta-
lin inherited an economy during the early
stages of industrialization and transformed
it into a major heavy industrial and defense
production power by the time of his death in
1953.

In addition to directing the transforma-
tion of the Soviet economy and virtually ev-
ery other aspect of Soviet domestic life, Sta-
lin also orchestrated the successful defense
of the Soviet Union during the 1941-1945
war against Nazi Germany—“The Great
Patriotic War.” Notwithstanding the initial

successes enjoyed by the Germans following their
massive surprise attack upon the Soviet Union on
June 22, 1941, a combination of German politico-
strategic-operational errors, combined with the tena-
cious resistance of the Soviets themselves, enabled
the Red Army to halt and drive the Germans back at
the gates of Moscow in December, 1941, and on the
banks of the Volga River, at Stalingrad, in late 1942
and early 1943.

Following the Soviet victory at the Battle of Kursk
in July, 1943, the offensive capability of the German
Army on the Eastern Front was permanently broken
and the Soviet forces surged relentlessly westward.
By mid-1944, when the Western allies successfully
landed their armies on the beaches of Normandy, the
Soviets had successfully liberated most of the pre-
1939 Soviet territory. Finally, throughout the remain-
der of 1944 and into 1945, the Red Army fiercely
fought across Poland and into the eastern portion of
Germany, as well as up the Danube River Valley into
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Austria and Czechoslovakia. The war, the largest
land conflict in human history, left a tremendous
wake of devastation throughout most of the western
portion of the Soviet Union. Within the Soviet Union
alone, between twenty-five and forty million So-
viet citizens had died, tens of millions more were
wounded in body or spirit, and massive urban, indus-
trial, and agrarian destruction extended throughout
the European half of the country.

The Postwar World
By the conclusion of hostilities in Europe, the Red

Army dominated eastern and much of central Eu-
rope. Capitalizing upon this unprecedented level of
military power, combined with the inability of the
United States and Great Britain to counter effectively
Soviet postwar designs on the areas it dominated,
Stalin not only successfully secured de facto Western
acknowledgment of the Soviet annexation of Esto-
nia, Latvia, and Lithuania, as well as portions of Fin-
land, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Romania, but also
imposed Soviet satellite regimes in Poland, Czecho-
slovakia, Hungary, Albania, Rumania, and Bulgaria.
These measures, combined with the establishment of
a Soviet zone of occupation within prewar German
territory, significantly enhanced Soviet security
against the threat of future overland invasion from the
West and extended Soviet influence over a large por-
tion of Europe.

Similarly, in the Far East, in return for the Soviet
Union’s entry into the war against Japan in August,
1945, Stalin obtained direct Soviet control over the
Kurile Islands and the southern half of Sakhalin Is-
land. In addition, he oversaw the erection of satellite
regimes in North Korea and, in 1949, over the en-
tirety of mainland China. Finally, Stalin encouraged
the prompt development and acquisition of atomic
and thermonuclear weapons. In short, by the time of
his death in 1953, Stalin had not only greatly en-
hanced the geo-strategic security of the Soviet Union
but also had expanded Soviet influence to engulf a
significant portion of the Eurasian landmass. Indeed,
the entire character of the post-World War II interna-
tional system was shaped, in large measure, by the
policies of Stalin.

On March 5, 1953, Stalin died in circumstances
that remain shrouded in mystery. True to the ethics of
Marxism-Leninism, Stalin used any and all means
necessary to reshape the Soviet Union in accord with

his plan for the advancement of the historical process
toward his vision of socialism. Ultimately, however,
after two and a half decades of Stalinist rule, the
means had clearly consumed the ends, thereby per-
manently marring the achievements of the Stalin era.

Howard M. Hensel
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Stanton, Elizabeth Cady
Identification: Pioneering American suffragist

leader
Born: November 12, 1815, Johnstown, New York
Died: October 26, 1902, New York, New York
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: Stanton advocated woman’s suffrage

as necessary to achieve full moral and social
equality between men and women.

Elizabeth Cady Stanton was one of the first Ameri-
cans to call vociferously for full equality between
women and men. After marrying abolitionist Henry
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Stanton in 1840, she traveled with him to the World
Antislavery Convention. As a woman, she was de-
nied a voice or voting privileges at the convention, an
experience that convinced her that women’s rights
must be promoted. She helped organize the first
Woman’s Rights Convention in Seneca Falls, New
York, in 1848. She also contributed to the conven-
tion’s principal document, the Declaration of Senti-
ments, which decried the oppression that made
women irresponsible moral beings by denying them
freedom to choose and act. More progressive than
some of her contemporary suffragists, Stanton be-
lieved women and men were moral and social equals
and called for woman’s suffrage to achieve full
equality.

As Stanton grew increasingly convinced of reli-
gion’s role in oppressing women, she led a commit-
tee of women that prepared The Woman’s Bible, a
two-volume commentary on biblical passages deal-
ing with women. The first volume, published in
1895, was criticized soundly by clergy and many
other suffragist leaders. Despite opposition from the
National-American  Woman  Suffrage  Association,
for which Stanton had previously served as president,
Stanton and the committee published the second vol-
ume in 1898.

Following her death, Stanton was remembered as
a great leader of the suffrage movement, a pioneer
in feminist theology, and a woman committed to
the ethical principle of the fundamental equality of
women and men in all aspects of their moral lives and
social relationships.

L. Dean Allen

See also: Equal Rights Amendment; Feminist eth-
ics; Gender bias; League of Women Voters; Sexual
stereotypes; Suffrage; Women’s ethics; Women’s lib-
eration movement.

State of nature
Definition: Theoretical formulation of the condi-

tions of existence of individual persons prior to
the advent of any social order

Date: Concepted developed during the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries

Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics

Significance: The concept of a pre-social state of
nature was used by political philosophers to pro-
vide a foundation for social contract theory. It was
meant to illustrate the motives behind and the al-
ternative to the social contract.

The state of nature describes those conditions in
which individuals find themselves prior to the exis-
tence of any society or government. To envision the
state of nature, try to imagine what conditions would
be like if there were no law, no society, and no gov-
ernment. The resulting image captures what is meant
by the state of nature.

Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques
Rousseau make extensive use of the concept in their
political writings to explain the origin of society and
government. The resulting theory is known as the so-
cial contract theory. One goal of the social contract
theory is to explain how and why individuals moved
from the state of nature to form society and govern-
ment. Their explanations, though they have the com-
mon thread of the social contract, vary as a result of
their differing conceptions of the state of nature.

Thomas Hobbes
In Leviathan (1651), Thomas Hobbes spells out

his account of the state of nature. Since there is no so-
ciety, there is no right or wrong. There are no con-
straints, whatsoever, except for physical limitations,
on human actions. Human beings, then, are com-
pletely free. In addition, human beings are essen-
tially equal. There is an equality of need. All humans
need more or less the same things; for example, food,
clothing, and shelter. There is, however, a scarcity of
the things that are needed. Resources are limited. All
human beings have an equality of power. Although
one individual may be physically stronger than an-
other, no one person is so strong that he or she cannot
be conquered, through cunning, intelligence, con-
spiracy, or other means, by another. Finally, there is
limited altruism. In this state of nature, people will
think and act for themselves first and rarely act for
others.

According to this view, the state of nature is bleak
and intolerable. Nothing productive could be done
for fear that what one produced would be taken.
Commerce and trading could not take place because
there would be no guarantees that people would be
fair in their dealings with one another. In short, peo-
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ple would live in constant fear. Hobbes labels these
conditions a state of war, and life in such a state
would be unbearable.

It is no wonder, then, that individuals want out of
the state of nature. Hobbes shows that the way to es-
cape the state of nature is for individuals to cooperate
with one another. The way to ensure cooperation is to
have a strong government that will guarantee that in-
dividuals will coexist peaceably in society.

John Locke
In his Second Treatise on Civil Government

(1690), John Locke also makes use of the state of na-
ture to explain the origin of society and government,
but his account is far different from that of Hobbes. In
fact, one could make the case that the Second Treatise
on Civil Government was written in response to and
as a criticism of Hobbes’s account. Locke disputes
Hobbes’s claim that the state of nature is identified
with the state of war. Locke believes the state of na-
ture to be peaceful, because he thinks that human be-
ings by nature are rational and that there is a natural
moral law that reason can discover. In Hobbes’s ac-
count, there are absolutely no laws that bind individ-
uals in the state of nature, while Locke contends that
there are natural laws that individuals as rational
agents will discover and follow. Such laws hold that
one should not infringe on another’s life, liberty, or
property. The state of war comes about only when in-
dividuals fail to heed the dictates of the natural moral
laws.

There is, then, for Locke, less of a motivation to
escape the state of nature and form society. For
Hobbes, conditions were quite intolerable. Locke
can imagine, however, that conditions would be quite
comfortable if everyone followed the natural laws.
Unfortunately, what individuals ought to do and what
they actually do are two different things. The individ-
uals in Locke’s state of nature get together to form so-
ciety to ensure that those individuals who do not obey
the natural law because it is a rational thing to do so
will obey it because they will be punished if they do
not.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau
In A Discourse upon the Origin and Foundation

of the Inequality Among Men (1758), Jean-Jacques
Rousseau spells out his version of the state of nature.
It has elements in common with the thought of both

Hobbes and Locke but also is different in significant
ways. Like Hobbes, Rousseau claims that individuals
in the state of nature are motivated by self-interest
and are not bound by laws of any kind. Unlike
Hobbes, however, Rousseau does not believe that this
will lead to intolerable conditions. Rousseau be-
lieves that humans are naturally good and will feel
compassion for, not animosity toward, their fellow
humans. This compassion is a by-product of an in-
dividual’s self-interest. Unlike Hobbes, Rousseau
acknowledges that natural inequalities of physical
strength and talent exist, but he does not think that
this will lead to problems because of the existence of
compassion. Hence, the state of nature is not tanta-
mount to the state of war but is an idyllic state that is
to be sought and envied.

Like Locke, Rousseau believes that individuals
possess a special quality that makes them noble and
their situation tolerable. For Locke, that quality is ra-
tionality. For him, the individual is a noble thinker.
For Rousseau, that quality is the sense of freedom.
For him, the individual is a noble savage. Rousseau
thinks that individuals in the state of nature live off
the land, coming and going as they please, enjoying
their freedom and self-indulgence while having natu-
ral compassion for all other individuals.

Why, then, would individuals give up this life and
choose to live in society? For Hobbes and Locke, the
formation of society was a positive step. For Rous-
seau, it entailed mixed blessings at best. Individuals
in the state of nature noticed that their freedoms were
secured and sometimes enhanced by engaging in so-
cial behavior. They entered naively into the social
contract to form society without seeing the dangers to
freedom that would result. In particular, they failed to
recognize that the political, economic, and moral
inequalities that forming a society generate would ul-
timately curtail rather than expand their freedom.
Rousseau thought that the state of war that both
Hobbes and Locke claimed arose in the state of na-
ture could exist only after the formation of society.

John H. Serembus
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Stem cell research
Definition: Scientific studies of undifferentiated

cells derived from fertilized human embryos less
than one week old that have the ability to develop
into virtually any other human cell

Date: First discoveries announced in November,
1998

Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Stem cells are uniquely valuable to

medical research because they can be directed to
become specific types of cells or tissues useful to
treat such diseases as juvenile diabetes and heart
disease. They can also yield new methods for
screening and testing new drugs and provide in-
sights into the earliest stages of human develop-
ment. However, they are at the center of a major
ethical debate over definitions of the beginning of
human life.

In 1998, biologist John Gearhart of John Hopkins
University and researcher James Thomson of the
University of Wisconsin announced that they had
isolated embryonic stem cells and induced them to
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Nancy Reagan’s Endorsement of
Stem Cell Research

During a May, 2004, fund-raising event for juvenile
diabetes research in Beverly Hills, California, former
first lady Nancy Reagan spoke out publicly for the
first time in favor of human embryonic research. Al-
luding to her Alzheimer-stricken husband, former
president Ronald Reagan (who died the following
month), she said, “Ronnie’s long journey has finally
taken him to a distant place where I can no longer
reach him. Because of this I’m determined to do
whatever I can to save other families from this pain. I
just don’t see how we can turn our backs on this.”

At the same event, actors Harrison Ford and
Calista Flockhart read letters from former presi-
dents Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter, and Bill Clinton
that endorsed her support of embryonic stem cell re-
search.

Actor Michael J. Fox with former first lady Nancy
Reagan at the Juvenile Diabetes Research Founda-
tion dinner at which Reagan spoke out in support of
stem cell research. (AP/Wide World Photos)

Image not available 



begin copying themselves without turning
into anything else. They had apparently
discovered how to manufacture cells that
could become human tissue.

Both Gearhart and Thomson called on
the U.S. Congress to enact clear legal guide-
lines for future stem cell research. Instead,
Congress placed a moratorium on federal
funding for experimentation on most fetal
tissue. However, no law governed what sci-
entists could do using private funding. A
situation then arose in which most stem
cell research was in the hands of corporate-
backed researchers. This proved to be a
mixed blessing. While the situation per-
mitted stem cell research to continue, al-
beit more slowly, the research was being
done by privately funded scientists and was
therefore not subjected to the multiple lev-
els of peer review and disclosure normally
required of publicly funded researchers.
Producing even greater anxiety was the
fact that stem cell research can make hu-
man cloning possible.

Because stem cell research uses cells
from human embryos, controversy devel-
oped over the ethical question of when hu-
man life begins. Roman Catholic, evangel-
ical, and Islamic religious theorists say that
life begins at the moment sperm meets egg.
By this view, a single cell can have sacred
rights. Scientists counter, however, that
technically that process is not what hap-
pens. DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid) sets
from egg and sperm do not in fact immedi-
ately merge, as the egg divides once before
the onset of genetic recombination.

Obstetricians sometimes mark the time
when life begins at about two weeks after
conception—when the fertilized egg im-
plants itself in the mother’s womb. Roe v.
Wade, the 1973 Supreme Court decision
permitting women to choose to terminate
their pregnancies through abortion, held
that viability (the moment when the fetus is
capable of existing outside the mother) was
significant. Other authorities argue that life
begins at the moment when fetal brain ac-
tivity commences, around the twenty-fifth
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George W. Bush on Stem Cell Research

Extracts from his August 9, 2001, speech in Crawford, Texas:

Research on embryonic stem cells raises profound ethical
questions, because extracting the stem cell destroys the em-
bryo, and thus destroys its potential for life. Like a snow-
flake, each of these embryos is unique, with the unique ge-
netic potential of an individual human being.

As I thought through this issue I kept returning to two fun-
damental questions. First, are these frozen embryos human
life and therefore something precious to be protected? And
second, if they’re going to be destroyed anyway, shouldn’t
they be used for a greater good, for research that has the po-
tential to save and improve other lives?

I’ve asked those questions and others of scientists, schol-
ars, bio-ethicists, religious leaders, doctors, researchers, mem-
bers of Congress, my Cabinet and my friends. I have read
heartfelt letters from many Americans. I have given this issue
a great deal of thought, prayer, and considerable reflection,
and I have found widespread disagreement.

On the first issue, are these embryos human life? Well,
one researcher told me he believes this five-day-old cluster of
cells is not an embryo, not yet an individual but a pre-embryo.
He argued that it has the potential for life, but it is not a life
because it cannot develop on its own.

An ethicist dismissed that as a callous attempt at rational-
ization. “Make no mistake,” he told me, “that cluster of cells
is the same way you and I, and all the rest of us, started our
lives. One goes with a heavy heart if we use these,” he said,
“because we are dealing with the seeds of the next genera-
tion.”

And to the other crucial question—If these are going to be
destroyed anyway, why not use them for good purpose?—I
also found different answers. Many of these embryos are by-
products of a process that helps create life and we should al-
low couples to donate them to science so they can be used for
good purpose instead of wasting their potential. . . .

As the discoveries of modern science create tremendous
hope, they also lay vast ethical mine fields. My position on
these issues is shaped by deeply held beliefs. I’m a strong
supporter of science and technology, and believe they have
the potential for incredible good—to improve lives, to save
life, to conquer disease. . . .

I have concluded that we should allow federal funds to be
used for research on these existing stem cell lines, where the
life-and-death decision has already been made. . . .



week of gestation, indicating that the fetus has be-
come human.

The Clinton Administration
In September, 1999, the National Bioethics Advi-

sory Commission appointed by President Bill
Clinton released its final report recommending fed-
eral funding for research on the derivation and use of
human embryonic stem cells. The commission rec-
ommended that voluntary consent to the research
should be sought only from individuals or couples
who have already decided to discard their embryos
instead of storing them or donating them to other
couples. It further recommended that the sale of em-
bryos remain illegal, and that professional standards
should be developed to discourage fertility clinics
from increasing the numbers of embryos remaining
after infertility treatments that might subsequently
become eligible for research.

Ethical and moral problems are associated with
manufacturing embryos in the laboratory to be used
in research. Most members of American society do
not want to see embryos treated as products or as
mere objects, fearing that such a development will di-
minish the importance of parenting, risk commer-
cialization of procreation, and trivialize procreation.
Society, it is argued, has granted embryos a special
standing in American law and culture because of
their potential to become human beings. Manufac-
turing embryos for stem cell research would violate
that status.

During the early years of the twenty-first century,
several clinical trials were utilizing mature stem calls
taken from adult human beings. There were, how-
ever, severe limitations to this line of research be-
cause adult cells are already functionally specialized
and their potential to regenerate damaged tissue is
thus limited. Adults do not have stem cells in many
vital organs, so when those tissues become damaged,
scar tissue develops. Only embryonic stem cells,
which have the capacity to transform into any kind of
human tissue, have the potential to repair vital or-
gans. Moreover, embryonic stem cells have the abil-
ity to reproduce indefinitely in laboratories, while
adult stem cells are difficult to grow, and their poten-
tial to reproduce diminishes with age. In 2003, a

study indicated that deciduous (baby) teeth were a
source of stem cells. Research is ongoing.

Bush Administration and Stem
Cell Research

In a speech delivered on August 9, 2001, Presi-
dent George W. Bush announced that he would allow
research on only existing human embryonic stem cell
lines, provided that the stem cells came from em-
bryos that no longer had the possibility of developing
into human beings. He specifically referred to organs
and tissues “harvested” from executed Chinese pris-
oners and stated that he was limiting federal subsi-
dies to the more than sixty genetically diverse stem
cell lines that already existed. (At the time of Bush’s
speech, the National Institutes of Health identified
thirty diverse stem cell lines). Some commentators
applauded Bush’s decision because it could be used
to justify policies such as organ harvesting. Others
denounced it because they felt it justified the taking
of human life.

Marcia J. Weiss
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Sterilization of women
Definition: Medical procedure—including hyster-

ectomies and surgical and chemical blocking of
the Fallopian tubes—that render women incapa-
ble of bearing children

Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues; Bioethics
Significance: Whether sterilization is involuntary

or voluntary, the procedure raises ethical ques-
tions about respect for the autonomy of individu-
als in making decisions about their own bodies.

Involuntary sterilization may be performed against
the express wishes—or even without the knowl-
edge—of the women who are sterilized. Sterilization
may be more subtle, though still involuntary, when
social conditions prevent subjects from making au-
tonomous decisions. Justifications for involuntary
sterilization include the desire to protect society from
the financial burdens imposed by so-called degener-
ate or inferior types of people, to achieve ideals of
“racial purity,” or to curb population growth, often of
poor or racial minorities. Additional justifications for
subtle coercion include economic constraints and
birth control. Sterilization may also be a voluntary
choice, and both involuntary and voluntary steriliza-
tion raise the issue of informed consent.

The earliest American laws permitting involun-
tary sterilization were inspired by the nineteenth cen-
tury eugenics movement, a combination of scientific
and social beliefs that aimed to improve society. The
main assumptions of the eugenics movement were
that all human defects, including feeblemindedness,
insanity, criminality, drug and alcohol addiction, and
even epilepsy were determined by genetics and that
people so afflicted constituted a threat to society and
the very viability of humanity. The threat was often
conceived in terms of cost, though arguments that
sterilization improved the victim’s own life also
appeared as if to soften the criticism that those steril-
ized were injured. As institutionalization proved too
costly and limited, eugenicists turned to sterilization
to achieve their goals.

Eugenic Sterilization in the United States
The earliest eugenic measures targeted men be-

cause medical technology at the turn of the twentieth
century could not sterilize women safely and inex-
pensively. Twelve state laws passed between 1907

and 1917 authorized sterilization, generally by va-
sectomies, for institutionalized men—criminal, rap-
ists, and those regarded as imbeciles and idiots. How-
ever, seven of those state laws were challenged and
found to be unconstitutional. For example, the New
Jersey supreme court found that the sterilization ap-
proved in 1912 for Alice Smith, an epileptic and resi-
dent of a state facility, to violate the constitutional
principle of equal protection. Meanwhile, by con-
trast, California’s sterilization laws remained un-
challenged from 1909 through 1921, during which
time more than 2,500 people were sterilized—a fig-
ure constituting nearly 80 percent of the total for the
entire United States.

During the 1920’s, renewed efforts for steriliza-
tion laws succeeded in thirty states. A leading
eugenicist, Harry Hamilton Laughlin found a way to
avoid the unconstitutional aspects of the earlier laws
that were imposed mainly on institutionalized peo-
ple. He formulated a plan for appointing a state
eugenicist who would examine the entire population
to identify citizens who were unsuitable for repro-
duction. Hearings and jury trials would be held to
recommend sterilizations, followed by the possibil-
ity of legal appeals. In a famous 1924 appeal case of
Carrie Buck, the seventeen-year-old mother of a
child conceived after she was raped, the U.S. Su-
preme Court upheld the law.

Most sterilizations in the United States were per-
formed during the 1930’s. After a slowing down dur-
ing World War II, sterilizations increased moder-
ately. By the 1940’s, it also became apparent the
hereditarian assumptions concerning the sources of
mental weakness were false. However, in the 1950’s,
involuntary sterilization took a racist turn, with the
“Mississippi appendectomy”—sterilization of many
southern African American women and girls without
their knowledge. Only during the 1970’s did coercive
sterilization became a central concern of the move-
ment for reproductive rights after abuses of Native
American, Mexican, African American, and Puerto
Rican women became publicly known. Activists
pushed for the enactment of rigorous measures re-
quiring informed consent.

Sterilization in Other Nations
The successes of eugenics advocates in the

United States inspired other nations, including Can-
ada, Denmark, Germany, Sweden, Norway, Finland,
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Mexico, Japan, and France to pass involuntary steril-
ization laws during the 1920’s and 1930’s. Only in
Great Britain were such laws soundly rejected. In
1933, the German government enacted a comprehen-
sive sterilization law. By some estimates, Germany
sterilized 3.5 million people between then and 1945.

In many nations outside Western Europe and
North America, sterilization was illegal until the late
twentieth century. In developing countries, such as
Peru, sterilization became legal and was used by gov-
ernments as a means of coerced population control of
the poor and minorities, especially indigenous peo-
ples. China’s official population control policies in-
volve the employment of coercive means, including
forced abortions and sterilization.

Subtle Abuses and Informed Consent
Many pressures on women to choose sterilization

have existed. Where access to abortion or birth con-
trol is limited, women may have only the option of
sterilization for family planning. Sometimes subtle
forms of coercion are economic. For example, in
1978, the American Cyanamid Company in the eco-
nomically depressed area of Willow Island, West Vir-
ginia, required women employees working in its
lead-pigment department to be surgically sterilized;
five women underwent the procedure. The ostensible
purpose of the company’s policy was to prevent fe-
tuses from exposure to lead poisoning.

Other subtle reasons for sterilization include in-
adequate medical care. Undesired sterility can be
caused by sexually transmitted diseases and by pel-
vic inflammatory disease caused by the use of intra-
uterine devices. The burden of these problems falls
most heavily on the less advantaged.

Medical ethicists and legal scholars have argued
that sterilization, whether surgical or chemical, may
be performed only if the person has given informed
consent, a criterion extended to repeat sex offenders.
The standards of informed consent include two ma-
jor principles. First, patients must make medical de-
cisions voluntarily, as free from coercion as possible.
The American College of Obstetrics and Gynecology
advises physicians to refrain from making recommen-
dations to patients that reflect their own values, social
goals, or racial, ethnic or socioeconomic factors.

Informed consent also requires that patients must
be fully advised concerning the risks and benefits of
sterilization procedures. They must understand that

sterilization is irreversible. While informed consent
may rest on a utilitarian principle that patients benefit
from participation in decision-making processes, it is
more often justified by appeals to respect for individ-
uals’autonomy. Special difficulties arise with certain
persons, such as those with chronic mental illnesses
or mental disabilities—both of which are variable
conditions. The permissibility of sterilization or its
denial may be determined through extensive inter-
views with trained psychologists, according to defi-
nitions of legal competence, possibly in conjunction
with court decisions.

Kristen L. Zacharias
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Stewart, Martha
Identification: Entrepreneur and television per-

sonality
Born: August 3, 1941, Jersey City, New Jersey
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Stewart parlayed her homemaking

and fashion skills into a multimillion dollar busi-
ness empire and became a national icon of style
and domesticity, but her ethical reputation took a
severe blow when she was charged with insider
trading and other offenses and was convicted on
all counts in 2004.

1419

Ethics Stewart, Martha



Beginning with a modest catering service in 1976,
Martha Stewart gradually built a homemaking and
style empire of books, articles, syndicated television
shows, magazines. and a line of products sold through
her own mail-order business and at Kmart department
stores all over the United States. Her total worth after
she consolidated her enterprises as Martha Stewart
Living Omnimedia and went public in 1999 put her for
two years running on Forbes Magazine’s list of the
four hundred wealthiest citizens of the United States.

In December, 2001, the day before the stock of
the ImClone company fell sharply because the Fed-
eral Drug Administration had refused to approve
ImClone’s anticancer drug, Erbitux, Stewart sold her
ImClone shares. Her timely move gave the appear-
ance of having been improperly influenced by inside
information. Federal investigators were led to Stew-
art because of the arrest of Samuel Waksal, the chief

executive officer of ImClone and a personal friend of
Stewart’s, on insider trading charges in the summer
of 2002. Now suspected of insider trading herself,
Stewart told investigators that she had ordered her
broker to sell her ImClone stock if the price per share
went down to sixty dollars. The broker corroborated
her statement, but his assistant, who had handled the
sale, later said that he knew of no “stop-loss” order in
this case. Stewart protested her innocence of any
wrongdoing.

On June 4, 2003, Stewart was indicted, not for in-
sider trading, but for conspiracy, making false state-
ments, obstruction of justice, and securities fraud.
The last charge was based on the allegation that
she defrauded investors in Martha Stewart Living
Omnimedia by making false statements about her
company’s worth. Stewart again maintained her in-
nocence of all charges but immediately resigned
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Martha Stewart, immediately after learning that she has been convicted on all charges in March, 2004. (AP/
Wide World Photos)
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from the directorship of Omnimedia, though she re-
mained on its board as “creative director.”

Stewart’s indictment occasioned much specula-
tion about the reason for federal interest in a case in-
volving a stock transaction worth less than forty-six
thousand dollars—a tiny fraction of Stewart’s total
assets—when nothing was being done about more
serious cases, such as the multimillion dollar mis-
deeds of Kenneth Lay, the former chief executive of-
ficer of Enron. Many claimed that Stewart was sin-
gled out for attention not because she had committed
a major transgression, but because she was a self-
made and eminently successful businesswoman and
a celebrity or because prosecutors believed that they
would win an easy conviction.

Other speculation centered around the reasons
why the original basis of the investigation of Stewart
for insider trading was abandoned for the lesser, and
perhaps farfetched, charge of misleading her inves-
tors. That charge was based on Stewart’s public claim
in June, 2002, that she had done no wrong. It was also
suggested that charges of insider trading are notori-
ously difficult to prove and more easily left to the juris-
diction of the Securities and Exchange Commission.

Before the scandal over ImClone broke, Stewart
had been regarded as a paragon of competence, style
and good taste. However, the apparent inconsisten-
cies in the three accounts of the sale of her ImClone
stock tarnished her reputation for honesty and forth-
right dealing, and her financial worth began to de-
cline. CBS-TV cancelled her regular appearances on
its weekday Early Show and relegated her popular
daily homemaking show, Martha Stewart Living, to a
2 a.m. time slot.

Although Stewart retained the enthusiastic sup-
port of tens of thousands of her admirers and experi-
enced no immediate decline in her line of products
sold at Kmart stores, the popularity of her formerly
best-selling magazine, Living, fell precipitously.
Most damaging, however, was the nearly 50 percent
fall between June of 2002 and June of 2003 in the
value of Omnimedia stock, of which Stewart herself
was the major shareholder. This was especially dam-
aging because Stewart’s image and that of her com-
pany were virtually identical. Recovery of a lost rep-
utation under such a circumstance is extremely
difficult, if not impossible.

On March 5, 2004, Stewart and her stockbroker
were convicted on all charges of obstructing justice

and lying to the government about her stock sale. In
July, she was fined thirty thousand dollars and sen-
tenced to five months in a federal prison. She began
serving her term in a West Virginia minimum-security
facility on October 8, 2004.

Margaret Duggan

Further Reading
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See also: Corporate scandal; Insider trading.

Stoic ethics
Definition: School of ancient Greek philosophy

that defined happiness as the result of making
wise moral choices

Date: Fourth century b.c.e. to third century c.e.
Type of ethics: Classical history
Significance: Stoic ethics are typical of and influ-

ential upon traditional Western philosophy, in that
they begin from the premise that emotion is de-
ceptive or untrustworthy and that reason is the
only legitimate basis for moral choice. While this
premise was generally accepted for many years,
the critique of reason and “logocentrism” launched
by feminism and poststructuralism in the second
half of the twentieth century left it open to debate.

Stoicism was one of the most significant philosophi-
cal movements of the Hellenistic Age. The founder
of Stoicism was the fourth century b.c.e. Greek phi-
losopher Zeno, who lived and taught in Athens. He
taught his disciples in the stoa poikilt, the painted
colonnade of the market place, from which the name
of this movement was derived. Stoicism, like most
philosophies in the ancient world, was concerned not
only with abstract concepts but also with how an indi-
vidual behaved in society. Therefore, the teachings
and writings of Zeno and his later followers had a ma-
jor ethical component.

The basic goal that undergirds Stoic ethics is hu-
manity’s search for happiness. Happiness is not de-
fined in the sense of emotional well-being, but is a
description of living with what is good and moral. In
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the Stoic system, this goal of happiness is ultimately
achieved by making wise choices that are based upon
nature. For the Stoics, the ultimate virtue was to live
harmoniously with nature, which would result in a
lifestyle that would guarantee happiness.

Basic Beliefs
The Stoics believed that a person was constantly

engaged by his or her passions. These passions were
generated by outside images that would entice a per-
son’s internal impulses to choose that which was un-
desirable. The goal for the wise person in Stoicism
was to allow the logos (the reason or intellect within a
person) to rule. When the logos ruled, then one could
choose what was best and be free of the passions.
This freedom does not mean that one is unfeeling or
is unpassionate, but that a person does not let these
areas interfere with making the right and logical
judgments in the ethical realms of life.

This decision-making process can be taught to a
certain extent. There are those things in the world that
can be classified as good, evil, and indifferent. The
indifferent would be those areas such as death, life,
fame, scandal, hardship, lust, wealth, poverty, sick-
ness, and health. If one considers these areas as indif-
ferent to one’s life, these areas have no bearing upon
the experience of happiness. Because of their indif-
ference to such areas of life, the Stoics were often in-
correctly labeled as passionless and perhaps unfeel-
ing individuals. This perception has carried over into
the modern usage of the word “stoic,” when it is ap-
plied to a person who, in the face of what appears to
be a traumatic and emotional event, does not express
feelings.

The process of choosing between good and evil is
more difficult and more intuitive in the Stoic system.
This intuitive decision making of right judgments is
assisted, however, when the wise person uses nature
as a guide or criterion. The good is that which is in
harmony with nature; the bad or evil is that which is
against or in tension with nature. For the Stoics, na-
ture becomes the all-encompassing norm that en-
ables one to evaluate situations and make decisions.
In observing nature, a Stoic could make some ratio-
nal deduction regarding what is natural in relation-
ship to plants, animals, and humanity. For example, it
is not inherent in nature for a person to starve; it is un-
natural. Therefore, the Stoics would render the logi-
cal action of feeding starving people. When one at-

tempts to live according to nature, one practices a
strong social ethic. Therefore, a Stoic individual hon-
ors the kinship networks and his or her native land.

When events or situations occur within nature that
do appear as natural, these only help to reinforce
what is the norm. For example, the birth of a six-
legged cat is an anomaly that helps illustrate that in
nature, cats have four legs. The Stoic system illus-
trates that one considers the whole on the basis of its
parts. When nature is considered as a whole, it be-
comes clear that it is perfect. It is humanity’s task to
strive for that perfection and to live in harmony with
nature.

The founder of Stoicism, Zeno, used a metaphor
to illustrate the choice that humanity could make re-
garding living in this harmonious relationship with
nature. He compared the situation of humanity to that
of a dog tied behind a cart. The dog has the choice to
run freely with the cart or to be dragged along. The
choice is the dog’s to make. To freely follow along
behind is to live in harmony with nature and to ensure
one’s happiness. To be dragged is to live contrary to
nature and to ensure one’s misery.

To live in harmony with nature was the ultimate
goal for a Stoic because it culimated in happiness.
Yet followers of the Stoic tradition lived with the re-
alization that they could never truly attain this goal.
The ideal toward which to strive was to become a
sage who, when faced with a choice, would invari-
ably choose the good. In the Stoic system, one always
attempted to reach the level of sage, but it was a rare
feat. One of the later Stoic teachers, Seneca, re-
marked that a good man (a sage) appeared only once
every five hundred years.

Conclusion
Although Stoicism as a movement no longer ex-

ists, its influence is evident in many areas of ethics
and human behavior. The Stoics placed a great deal
of emphasis upon those things that are indifferent,
and one natural outcome of this emphasis is a form of
asceticism. Groups that practice forms of abstinence
or austerities often employ some of the ideological
framework of Stoicism. Also, one can see traces of
Stoicism in Immanuel Kant’s categorical imperative:
“Always act in such a manner that your actions can be
taken as a universal maxim.” Kant’s emphasis is upon
reason, which Stoics valued in all decision making.

David M. May
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Stonewall Inn riots
The Event: Uprising by gay men and lesbi-

ans in Greenwich Village sparked by po-
lice harassment

Date: Began on June 28, 1969
Place: Greenwich Village, New York City,

New York
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: Named for the New York bar at which

they began, the Stonewall Inn riots signaled the
beginning of what would eventually become the
modern gay rights movement. It was the first re-
sponse by the queer community as a group to the
harassment and oppression of its members.

There are moments in history when conditions come
together to create the impetus for great social change.
Although the roots of the social movement for gay,
lesbian, and bisexual equality date back to mid-nine-

teenth century Germany, many historians and activ-
ists place the beginning of the modern movement at
the Stonewall Inn, a small bar in New York City’s
Greenwich Village that was frequented by drag
queens, gay and lesbian street people, students, and
others.

At approximately 1:20 a.m. on June 28, 1969,
Deputy Inspector Seymour Pine, along with seven
other officers from the Public Morals Section of the
First Division of the New York City Police Depart-
ment, conducted a routine raid on the bar on the basis
of the trumped-up charge that the owners had been
selling alcohol without a license.
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The fact that New York’s Stonewall Inn riots left a worldwide
legacy is evident in the thirtieth-anniversary celebrations
held around the world in 1999. Among the celebrations was a
Lesbian and Gay Pride Parade held in Paris on June 26,
1999. An estimated 100,000 people participated in the event.
(Notre-Dame Cathedral is visible in the background.) (AP/
Wide World Photos)
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Police raids on gay and lesbian bars were a fre-
quent occurrence in New York City; for example,
laws were enacted for the express purpose of closing
establishments that catered to a gay and lesbian clien-
tele. Statutes forbade more than “three homosexuals
at a bar at any given time,” behavior that was consid-
ered “campy,” and same-sex dancing, touching, and
kissing. It was also required that bar patrons wear at
least three “gender-appropriate” garments.

Although small pockets of resistance to police
raids on gay and lesbian bars had occurred before
June 28, 1969, bar patrons usually accommodated of-
ficials. This time, however, was different. Believing
that they had been harassed for far too long, bar pa-
trons and others challenged police officers with vary-
ing degrees of intensity for the next five days, fling-
ing bottles, rocks, bricks, and trash cans, and using
parking meters as battering rams.

The Stonewall Inn riots occurred in a larger so-
cial and political context of enormous upheaval and
change. It is also probably no coincidence that the
riot began only a few hours after the funeral of Judy
Garland, a longtime cultural icon to gay and lesbian
people.

The events that occurred at the Stonewall Inn
would lead to the development of a number of both
militant and mainstream groups that jointly would
constitute a new, highly visible movement. In com-
memoration of the riots, June is designated each year
as “Gay, Lesbian, and Bisexual Pride (or History)
Month,” and marches and various celebrations are
held during that month.

Warren J. Blumenfeld

See also: Gay rights; Homophobia; Homosexuality;
Police brutality; Sexual stereotypes.

Subjectivism
Definition: View that knowledge of the external

world of objects is dependent upon the perspec-
tive and disposition of the knowing subject

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Subjectivism maintains that perspec-

tive is constitutive of knowledge, so that “objec-
tive knowledge” is a contradiction in terms. Thus,
ethical judgments and moral norms are a function

of the standpoint and disposition of the person
making the judgment.

Epistemological subjectivism is the belief that the
objects of knowledge are constituted by conscious-
ness. In this doctrine, reality, truth, knowledge,
meaning, and understanding are limited to the sub-
jective states of the subject of knowledge. Metaphys-
ical subjectivism leads directly to solipsism, the idea
that the world exists only for the self, or to subjective
idealism, which reduces the world to the realm of
ideas found in an individual consciousness.

In epistemology, the “subject” is the agent or ap-
prehender of the knowing process. The “subject”
may be understood as a conscious ego, a transcen-
dental ego, mind, the cognitive state, the self, and so
forth. “Object” refers to that which is being appre-
hended, known, or being attended to by an act of per-
ception, cognition, or understanding. Simply put, the
subject is the perceiver and the object is what is per-
ceived. “Objective” means possessing the character
of a real object existing independently of the know-
ing mind.

Ethical Subjectivism
Ethical subjectivism holds that ethical judgments

refer directly to certain feelings, attitudes, and beliefs
of individuals or groups; namely, feelings of ap-
proval or disapproval with regard to some person or
action or quality. Ethical judgments are regarded ei-
ther as meaningless or as relative to the individual
who holds them. Bertrand Russell maintained that
differences about values are really differences about
tastes. Ethical judgments really express feelings of
approval or disapproval. This is the doctrine called
emotivism. Ethical judgments are neither true nor
false, but are simply expressions of feelings of ap-
proval or disapproval.

The Sophists believed that the senses were the
only source of knowledge about the world and that re-
ality was in a constant process of change. Everything
that exists is only a matter of appearance. Therefore,
the Sophists believed in the relativity of knowledge
and were skeptical regarding truth. They questioned
the validity of ethical principles and claimed that mo-
rality was a matter of social convention. Protagoras
of Abdera said, “Man is the measure of all things, of
things that are, that they are, of things that are not,
that they are not.” This philosophy relativizes truth
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and morality. Interestingly, it ends up justifying de-
mocracy and equal rights, because it holds that each
individual must decide for himself or herself.

Epicurus held that pleasure is the sole good. This
doctrine is known as hedonism. The view that people
value pleasure above all else is known as psychologi-
cal hedonism. Ethical hedonism goes a step further
and holds that people not only seek pleasure but
ought to seek pleasure. Since pleasure is relative to an
individual’s experience, feelings, and tastes, how-
ever, hedonism amounts to ethical subjectivism.

Bishop George Berkeley believed in the doctrine
called immaterialism, which denied the existence of
the immaterial world. Whatever exists, exists in the
mind–esse est percipe (“to be is to be perceived”).
This doctrine amounts to solipsism, the idea that
nothing exists but one’s mind and its ideas.

Immanuel Kant held to a motivistic theory of eth-
ics. According to this doctrine, the rightness or
wrongness of an act depends upon the motives and
intentions of the moral agent, not upon the intrinsic
character of the act or the consequences of an act.

Johann Gottlieb Fichte believed that the ego,
which is pure creative activity, makes possible not
only the awareness of self but also that of the nonego
(whatever is not regarded as self). According to
Fichte, the conscious mind creates the objects of the
world because they exist only in the mind’s knowl-
edge of those objects. Therefore, both subject and ob-
ject are generated by a creative ego. It is the ego that
makes the world intelligible.

Existentialism and Phenomenology
Søren Kierkegaard adhered to the doctrine that

truth is subjectivity. Truth involves passion. There is
no objective absolute truth. Truth is that on which the
individual acts, a way of existence. Truth does not
consist in what is said but in how it is said. Because
there is no absolute truth, uncertainty accompanies
subjectivity, calling for a leap of faith.

Jean-Paul Sartre claimed that humanity is con-
demned to freedom. People are absolutely free and
morality is relative. One creates one’s own values.

Edmund Husserl employed a philosophical method
called phenomenological reduction that considered
only the pure phenomena of consciousness—that is,
self-evident, certain, and intuitive thoughts and ideas
of consciousness. Phenomenological reduction re-
vealed three elements of knowledge: the pheno-

menological ego, which is identical to the stream of
consciousness; thinking activities; and the objects of
thought. Husserl’s doctrine of intentionality claimed
that every act of consciousness was a consciousness
of something and that that something was a mental
entity. Therefore, knowledge of the world is purely
subjective.

Ethical Problems
If moral standards are merely subjective, there

seems to be no objective way of settling ethical dis-
putes and disagreements regarding moral behavior.
Mistakes about values are impossible to make. What
becomes of the sense of duty in this scenario? Some-
times, the sense of acting out of duty to others means
acting against one’s own inclinations. Finally, sub-
jectivism seems to contradict ordinary language and
common sense, in which it is assumed that “good,”
“bad,” “right,” and “wrong” have the same meanings
for everyone.

Michael R. Candelaria
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See also: Emotivist ethics; Epicurus; Epistemo-
logical ethics; Existentialism; Hedonism; Idealist
ethics; Kant, Immanuel; Kierkegaard, Søren; Phe-
nomenology of Spirit; Pluralism; Sartre, Jean-Paul;
Sophists.

Suffrage
Definition: Right to vote in government  elections
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: Suffrage is the central right and re-

sponsibility of each full citizen in a democratic
government. Lack of suffrage marks one as less
than a full member of such a society. In the nine-
teenth century, “suffrage” became a common
shorthand for woman suffrage specifically and for
the movement to gain full citizenship for women.

Woman suffrage is the basis of political power for
women. From the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
tury campaigns for woman suffrage in the United
States and Great Britain, the issue of suffrage spread
worldwide. By the late twentieth century, women
could vote in most countries.

History
Participation in the political process through vot-

ing was either nonexistent or limited to a small elite
until the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (the
United States removed all property qualifications for
voting during the 1830’s). Suffrage in the colonial
United States was limited to white, male property
owners, and women did not vote or, if married, even
exist legally.

Because of the eighteenth century revolutionary
movements that were active in America and parts of
Europe, the question arose whether the rights of man
should not also apply to women. In England, Mary
Wollstonecraft, in A Vindication of the Rights of
Woman (1792), asserted that women could be good
citizens of the state if men would let them participate.
The state constitutions in the new United States of
America, however, prohibited women from voting
except in New Jersey, which allowed all property
owners to vote. Spinsters and widows who owned
property voted until 1807 when New Jersey re-
stricted suffrage to white male property owners. By

the 1830’s, however, there was universal adult white
male suffrage throughout the United States, while
women and racial minorities remained disfran-
chised.

During the early nineteenth century, many women
in the northern states embraced reform movements,
including the antislavery movement. The antislavery
movement split during the 1830’s over the proper
role for women within its organizations and within
society as a whole. In 1840, American women dele-
gates to the World Anti-Slavery Convention in Lon-
don, England, were excluded from the convention
and relegated to a curtained gallery to observe delib-
erations. As a result, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and
Lucretia Mott decided that women needed to work
for their own rights.

They organized a women’s rights convention on
July 19 and 20, 1848, in Seneca Falls, New York.
Stanton wrote the document that was adopted by
the convention, the most controversial resolution of
which was a demand for woman suffrage. Other
women’s rights conventions followed. Susan B. An-
thony and Lucy Stone joined the cause in 1851, with
Anthony doing most of the work before the Civil
War.

The women’s rights movement interrupted its ac-
tivities during the Civil War, but its members felt be-
trayed when their antislavery male allies proved to
be more interested in securing rights for freedmen
than for women. When the Fourteenth Amendment
(1869) introduced the term “male inhabitants” into
the Constitution, suffragists were alarmed, and the
proposed Fifteenth Amendment, extending suffrage
to black men but not to women, divided the woman
suffrage movement. In 1869, Stanton and Anthony
formed the National Woman Suffrage Association,
which advocated a wide range of women’s rights and
advocated a federal amendment to achieve woman
suffrage. The American Woman Suffrage Associ-
ation, headed by Stone, focused on suffrage and
worked on campaigns at the state and local level.

Suffragists campaigned for woman suffrage be-
tween 1867 (Kansas referendum) and the 1920 rat-
ification of the Nineteenth Amendment. They par-
ticipated in state referenda campaigns (mostly
unsuccessfully) and petitioned and lobbied legisla-
tures and state constitutional conventions, while con-
tinuing to advocate a federal amendment. In the
western United States, some women were voting,
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beginning in the Wyoming (1870-1890) and Utah
(1870-1887) territories. By 1900, women had the
vote in four Rocky Mountain states: Wyoming (state-
hood, 1890), Colorado (referendum, 1893), Utah
(statehood, 1896) and Idaho (state constitutional
amendment, 1896). In some areas, women had lim-
ited suffrage (school board or municipal or presiden-
tial elections). In 1890, the rival suffrage organizations
merged, becoming the National American Woman
Suffrage Association (NAWSA).

Twentieth Century Movements
In 1903, Emmeline Pankhurst organized the

Women’s Social and Political Union to demand
woman suffrage in England. The group quickly
adopted militant tactics, resulting in arrests of the
Suffragettes. In January, 1918, Parliament passed a
law granting suffrage to women thirty years of age or
older who met specified property qualifications (in
1928 suffrage was extended to all women older than
twenty-one). By 1918, women also had the right to
vote in New Zealand (1893), Australia (1902), Fin-
land (1906), Mexico (1917), and Russia (1917), and
suffrage was extended in 1918 to Austria, Canada,
Czechoslovakia, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Po-
land, Scotland, and Wales.

Carrie Chapman Catt, president of NAWSA
(1900-1904 and 1916-1920), designed the “Winning
Plan.” This plan involved state campaigns that would
continue until women were able to vote in thirty-six
states (the number needed to ratify a federal amend-
ment), after which there would be a campaign to pass
the “Anthony Amendment” for woman suffrage. Suf-
fragists became more visible, adopting some of the
tactics of the English Suffragettes. Catt believed that,
although it was important that women support the in-
volvement of the United States in World War I (1917-
1918), they should continue working for suffrage
during the war.

The radical National Woman’s Party, headed by
Alice Paul and Lucy Burns, opposed the war, and its
members picketed the White House for suffrage,
with some of them being arrested. Catt secured the
support of President Woodrow Wilson for the “An-
thony Amendment” in 1918. Congress passed the
Nineteenth Amendment in June, 1919. On August
24, 1920, Tennessee became the thirty-sixth state to
ratify the Nineteenth Amendment, thereby enfran-
chising women in the United States.

During the twentieth century, woman suffrage ex-
tended throughout the world. In 1954, the United Na-
tions Convention on Equal Political Rights affirmed
women’s right to suffrage and political activity. By
1985, only in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States were
women still completely disfranchised.

Judith A. Parsons
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Sufism
Definition: Mystical practices and traditions asso-

ciated with Islam
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Sufism encompasses many important

paths of spiritual and ethical discipline and has
been important in the global dissemination of
Islam.
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Sufism embraces so many mystical traditions that
many scholars debate whether there is one referent to
“Sufism” and whether some Sufi traditions are Is-
lamic. Sufi mystics emphasize the importance of ex-
treme, ascetic adherence to shart4a (Islamic law), or
ecstatic union with God (sometimes associated with
antinomianism), or a middle ground between those
extremes. Some Sufis believe legalistic and anti-
nomian traditions to be mutually exclusive. Others
view them as aspects of a single, larger truth, as did
San34t in his famous claim that “the veils are many,
but the Bride is One.”

Most often, Sufis abjure worldly goods and fol-
low a “path” (zartqa) of exercises for spiritual disci-
pline and purification. Along the path, the Sufi at-
tains “stations” (maq3mat) or plateaus of spiritual
development, to each of which there is a proper
“state” (w3l). The ultimate state to which Sufis aspire
is variously indicated as “love” (mahabbat), “gnosis”
(ma4rifat), “annihilation” (fan3$), or “union” (ittiw3d
or tauwtd). These goals sometimes have attracted the
condemnation of Islamic legists who have argued
that these states imply pantheism or, at least, a denial
of the absolute transcendence of God.

In its early history, Sufism was the private spiri-
tual effort of individual Sufis. In the eighth century,
groups of students or disciples began to assemble in-
formally around prominent Sufis. In the eleventh
century, these informal associations began to formal-
ize as clearly defined Sufi orders, with distinctive
sets of spiritual practices, and these orders often were
housed in a compound at the tomb of an important
Sufi whose spiritual power (barakat) remains at the
tomb.

Sufism provides popular ethical guidance in sev-
eral ways. The keepers of Sufi tombs, to which many
turn (for practical needs) in order to avail themselves
of barakat, are a source of popular religious and ethi-
cal guidance. Reverence for individual Sufis such
as R3bi4ah serves as a frequent reminder of the im-
portance of detachment from worldly goods and
of love of God. Sufi poetry and hagiography have
been extremely popular and have been important in
transmitting Islam and Sufi spiritualism in vernacu-
lar languages. Sufism’s devotionalism and instru-
mental religion associated with barakat often have
been more accessible than the sometimes-austere Is-
lamic legalism, and often have served to gradually
assimilate popular culture to Islam.

Philosophical treatises are not prevalent in Suf-
ism, but some Sufis (notably al-Ghaz3lt and Ibn
4Arabt) have made significant contributions to ethical
theory, especially through analyses of moral psy-
chology and the epistemic status of direct apprehen-
sion of God.

Thomas Gaskill

See also: Bawya ben Joseph ibn Paäuda; Ghaz3lt, al-;
Wadtth;Wall3j, al-; Ibn al-4Arabt; Islamic ethics; Mys-
ticism; R3bi4ah al-4Adawtyah; Rnmt, Jal3l al-Dtn.

Suicide
Definition: Self-initiated, intentional act directed

toward, and resulting in, the ending of one’s own
life

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Most religions condemn suicide as

immoral; however, humanitarian organizations ar-
gue that persons have a right to choose death
rather than suffer by remaining alive. Some ethi-
cists have raised questions, though, as to whether
a person in physical or mental anguish is compe-
tent to make the decision to commit suicide or
whether their suffering constitutes a form of du-
ress.

French writer and philosopher Albert Camus, in The
Myth of Sisyphus (1955), asserted that the core philo-
sophical question is whether to choose suicide. Exis-
tential suicide is founded on the idea that as a person
comes to the insight that life is an empty absurdity, he
or she must confront suicide as an option.

Deaths by suicide are notoriously underreported,
even in countries that do not strongly condemn the
act. In countries where there are adverse sanctions re-
lated to suicide, powerful pressures exist to cover up
suicidal deaths. Therefore, caution must be used in
interpreting officially recorded suicide statistics.

In 1985, conservative estimates held that, world-
wide, more than 400,000 persons committed suicide.
Although suicide is a major problem in the United
States, which had more than 30,000 documented sui-
cides in 1988, the suicide rate in the United States is
notably lower than are those of many developed
countries. According to the World Health Organiza-
tion, many countries have suicide rates that are dou-
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ble that of the United States (Hungary, Denmark,
Finland, and others), and many others have rates,
which, although not double, are substantially higher
(Japan, Czechoslovakia, China, Sweden, Switzer-
land, and others). Of particular concern in the United
States was the near tripling of the suicide rates of ad-
olescents and young adults between the 1950’s and
the 1980’s. As of 1990, suicide was the second lead-
ing cause of death of adolescents and the third lead-
ing cause of death among adults aged twenty to
twenty-four in the United States.

Western opinions concerning the morality of sui-
cide have been heavily influenced by the teachings of
Judaism and Christianity. Although the Old Testa-
ment of the Bible provides no condemnation as it re-
cords the suicides of several important persons
(Abimelech, Saul, Samson, and others), rabbis and
theologians have rebuked suicide as a violation of the
sixth commandment: Thou shalt not kill. According
to the fifth century Christian theologian Saint Augus-
tine, no degree of torment, no physical injury or dis-
ease, no threat to personal safety, and no amount of
personal suffering can justify suicide.

Although many of the world’s other major reli-
gions condemn suicide, some do not. Islam damns
the person who commits suicide, although excep-
tions are made for suicides that are part of a holy war
or for a woman to protect her virginity. For the
Baha’i, suicide is forbidden, and anyone who com-
mits suicide will suffer spiritually in the afterlife.
Buddhism rejects suicide on the principle that all life
is sacred. Still, there have been cases in which Bud-
dhist priests have used self-immolation as a method
to draw attention to morally intolerable situations.

While Hindus and Sikhs reject most suicides be-
cause they interfere with reincarnations, both reli-
gions concede special circumstances in which sui-
cide is either allowed or encouraged. For example, in
the Hindu rite of suttee, a widow is encouraged to die
in her husband’s funeral pyre. Although honoring a
person who commits suttee is illegal in India, in-
stances of the practice continue to be reported.

Euthanasia
Any discussion of suicide becomes confused

when the practice of euthanasia is brought into the
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deliberation. Euthanasia has been variously defined
as the good death, death with dignity, mercy killing,
and the deliberate putting to death of a person suffer-
ing intolerable life circumstances. The two most
commonly discussed forms of euthanasia are passive
euthanasia and active euthanasia.

Initially, passive euthanasia was defined as in-
cluding the refusal of life-sustaining medications, re-
quests that resuscitation not be provided, and other
solicitations related to not being subjected to un-
wanted medical procedures. Later, the concept of
passive euthanasia was broadened to include a variety
of alterations or abatements of medical treatments
that might hasten death. Therefore, disconnecting a
patient from a respirator, provision of adequate dos-
ages of pain-relieving narcotics, and the termina-
tion of forced feeding were included as examples of
passive euthanasia. Most religions accept all but the
last practice (termination of feeding) as acceptable
choices. These practices are not viewed as murder or
suicide because a natural course of events is being al-
lowed to unfold.

Active euthanasia, however, the administration of
a lethal agent or the initiation of a process that will
prove fatal, is condemned by most religions. Further-
more, if a second person aids in the commission of
active euthanasia, the second person may be charged
with homicide or held responsible under a statute that
makes aiding suicide illegal.

During the 1980’s, many U.S. states broadened
patients’ rights in regard to living wills and the right
to refuse unwanted treatments. Despite the fact that
most states either allow or are mute regarding the
right of a competent person to terminate his or her
life, they all permit the involuntary commitment and
forced treatment of suicidal persons deemed to be
suffering mental diseases. According to the Ameri-
can psychiatrist Thomas Szasz, “in treating desires as
disease, we only end up treating man as a slave.” Al-
though he does not oppose treating the person who
voluntarily seeks psychiatric assistance, Szasz con-
cludes, “if the prevention of death by any means nec-
essary is the physician’s therapeutic mandate, then
the proper remedy for suicide is indeed liberticide.”

Bruce E. Bailey
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Suicide assistance
Definition: Active provision of help to a person

committing suicide
Type of Ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Decisions to assist other human be-

ings end their own lives pose difficult moral di-
lemmas, and suicide assistance is illegal in most
U.S. states.

Terminally ill patients often openly express the wish
to hasten their deaths. Such requests may pose dilem-
mas for persons in the position to assist with the sui-
cides. Historically, the self-induction of death among
persons who are severely ill and suffering has been
justified by a number of philosophers including
Plato, Seneca, and David Hume. The concept of hav-
ing a physician assist with a patient’s suicide was not
widely discussed until after the twentieth century
discovery of analgesics and anesthetics. When ad-
ministered in sufficient quantities, these substances
permit the inducement of painless deaths.

Assistance to commit suicide became an increas-
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ingly important issue as Americans began to grow
significantly older and advances in health care ex-
tended life spans among terminally ill patients. Over
the second half of the twentieth century, a shift from
dying in the home to dying in clinical-care settings
and hospitals developed. By the early twenty-first
century, approximately 80 percent of American deaths
were occurring in medical-care settings. Conse-
quently an increasing number of persons have begun
seeking ways to die with dignity and in physical com-
fort. There has been a growing demand for modern
medicine to provide comfortable, pain-free deaths
and merciful ends of lives. Studies have shown that
approximately 70 percent of the American public fa-
vors legalization of physician-assisted suicides or
aids in dying. Health-care proxies and advance direc-

tives routinely include provisions to ensure that indi-
vidual patients retain autonomy and control over
their dying.

Although committing suicide is not in itself a
crime, assisting or failing to take steps to prevent a
person’s suicide can result in ethical and legal ac-
tions. The double effect of providing medications
that relieve suffering while at the same time inadver-
tently shortening a patient’s life is an ethically ac-
cepted part of medical practice. The withdrawal of
life-sustaining but burdensome treatments that leads
to death is also an accepted part of medical care, even
when such actions hasten death. However, in 2004,
voluntary active euthanasia was illegal in the United
States, and assisted suicide was against the law in the
majority of states.
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Arguments for and Against Physician-Assisted Suicide

Arguments for Arguments against

Decisions about time and circumstances of death
are personal; competent persons should have the
autonomous right to choose death.

Assisted suicide is morally wrong because it
contradicts strong religious and secular traditions
supporting the sanctity of life.

Like cases should be treated alike. If competent,
terminally ill patients may hasten death by refusing
treatment, those for whom treatment refusal will
not hasten death should be allowed the option of
assisted death.

There is an important difference between passively
letting someone die and actively killing a person.
The two options are not equivalent.

Suffering may go beyond physical pain; there are
other physical and psychological burdens for which
physician-assisted suicide may be a compassionate
response to suffering.

There is a potential for abuse; persons lacking access
to care and support may be pushed into assisted
death; moreover, assisted death may become a cost-
containment strategy.

Although society has a strong interest in preserving
life, that interest lessens when a person becomes
terminally ill and has a strong desire to end life. A
complete prohibition on assisted death excessively
limits personal liberty.

Physicians have a long ethical tradition against
taking life. Their Hippocratic oath pledges them not
to “administer poison to anyone where asked” and to
“be of benefit, or at least do no harm.”

Assisted deaths already occur secretly, as when the
administration of morphine may be a covert form
of euthanasia. Legalization of physician-assisted
suicide would promote open discussion of the
subject.

Physicians occasionally make mistakes, and there
may be uncertainties in diagnoses, and the state has
an obligation to protect lives from such mistakes.

Source: Ethics in Medicine, University of Washington School of Medicine (http://eduserv.hscer.washington.edu/bioethics/topics/pas.html).



In June, 1977, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that
persons have no right to assistance in committing sui-
cide. However, the Court did not rule out the possibil-
ity that state law could legalize physician-assisted
suicide. The ruling addressed a narrow federal con-
stitutional question that affects the mentally compe-
tent, terminally ill patient who seeks the assistance
from a physician to prescribe medication for the pur-
pose of committing suicide. However, states were
permitted the right to publicly debate the issue and
pass laws that either prohibit or allow physician-as-
sisted suicide. At the federal level, this Supreme
Court decision clarified the role of the physician in
handling requests from a patient to hasten death. The
Supreme Court did not address the role of other
health care professionals such as social workers and
psychologists. Following the Court’s decision, a law
to legally sanction physician-assisted suicide in the
state of Oregon was passed.

Frank J. Prerost
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Summa Theologica
Identification: Book by Thomas Aquinas (c.

1225-1274)
Date: Summa theologiae, wr. c. 1265-1273 (English

translation, 1911-1921)
Type of ethics: Medieval history
Significance: The Summa Theologica encompassed,

modified, and extended the ethics of Aristotle
within a Christian framework. It advanced the view
that Christian morality was rationally defensible.

Thomas Aquinas intended the Summa Theologica to
provide instruction to students in Roman Catholic
theological schools who not only studied the Old and
New Testaments of the Bible but also participated in
oral disputations concerning controversial theologi-
cal questions. The Summa Theologica is a written, if
condensed, version of these theological debates.

The work was also intended to reform the teach-
ing of sacred doctrine, which for Thomas Aquinas in-
volved not only the exposition of those religious ten-
ets known through revelation—such as the nature of
salvation—but also the aspects of the Christian faith
that are accessible to reason—such as the question of
God’s existence. Reducing the confusing number of
topics, arguments, and distinctions that were often
arbitrarily arranged in the standard theological texts,
the Summa Theologica argues its way point by point
through questions concerning first the nature of God,
then “the rational creature’s movement towards
God,” and finally Jesus Christ (a person’s way to
God).

Thomas Aquinas died before finishing the third
part; a supplement, drawn from his earlier writings,
completes the plan of the work. Part 1 is divided into
three parts (the divine essence, the persons of the
Trinity, and creation), and part 2 into two parts (part
2-1, the general treatment of virtues of vices, and part
2-2, their specific treatment). Part 3 deals with Jesus
Christ, the sacraments of the Church, and with resur-
rection and eternity.

The Nature of True Happiness
For Thomas Aquinas, and for Aristotle (whom the

Summa Theologica calls “the Philosopher”), every-
thing in the universe has a purpose, an “end,” a teleol-
ogy. The purpose of a saw is to cut; the purpose of the
acorn is to grow into a tree. Since human beings can
reason and act, they are able to choose what they
think will fulfill their desire for the perfect good;
human moral choices, by their nature, are oriented
toward this “last end.” Happiness is the fulfillment
of human desire for the perfect good, but as both
Thomas Aquinas and Aristotle point out, happiness
is not equivalent to wealth, honor, power, or pleasure.
Instead, since human beings share a common human
nature, happiness involves a life full of all the things
that all human beings really need, in the right order
and the right proportion. For Thomas Aquinas, the
perfect happiness is in the life to come and consists of
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the contemplation of God’s essence. In this life, how-
ever, happiness involves not only (imperfect) con-
templation but also the development of practical rea-
son to direct human actions and feelings into a life of
choosing what is truly—not apparently—good, and
learning to enjoy those choices.

In Thomas Aquinas’s Aristotelian view, morality
touches all of life; everyday choices tend to develop
in the individual either virtue (human excellence) or
vice. “Right reasons” must direct human activity to
acquire that which is objectively good for human be-
ings (such as knowledge). These goods are intrinsi-
cally to be desired, but their acquisition is also a
means of building the kind of stable character with
which God is pleased. Without courage, for example,
a person would be unable to act in accordance with
right reason.

Thomas Aquinas took Aristotle’s view to be com-
plementary to his own, not competitive. Unaided by
supernatural grace, Thomas Aquinas said, reason
could discern the kind of character that a human be-
ing ought to have, but a complete picture of an indi-
vidual required God’s grace, which would provide
the theological direction that human beings could not
discover through philosophic reflection alone. Al-
ready in this life, God was suffusing human beings
with faith, hope, and charity (love), the three theolog-
ical virtues, which were given not by human action
but by the Holy Spirit. They prepared a believer for
the vision of God in the life to come.

Central to the Summa Theologica’s discussion of
true happiness and the final end is the concept of law.
A law is made by reason for the common good by
those in charge of a community, and persons cannot
become truly virtuous independent of society. God’s
eternal law—his divine plan—governs the universe;
the natural moral law, which is made up of those pre-
cepts that human beings discern through the use of
right reason, reflects the eternal law. Actions that op-
pose the natural moral law are forbidden not because
God arbitrarily says they are wrong, but because they
are contrary to the development of full human poten-
tial. In addition, there is positive divine law, in which
God wills that individuals receive grace through the
sacraments, and those are positive human laws, in
which communities or states restrain actions that are
detrimental to society and promote obedience to the
natural moral law; unjust laws do not have to be
obeyed. Governments exist not only to provide peace

and protection but also to nurture the common good.
In times of need, the resources of a community be-
come “common property,” and thus it is not sinful for
someone to take bread to feed a starving child. People
may resist tyrannies and overthrow them, unless
there is good reason to believe rebellion would make
matters worse.

The Summa Theologica presents a synthesis of
faith and reason that was declared to be of permanent
value to the Roman Catholic Church by Pope Leo
XIII in 1879.

Divisions of the Work
The three parts of the Summa Theologica (as well

as the supplement to the third part) are divided into
questions dealing with the main subtopics of each
part; in turn, every question is divided into several ar-
ticles. Each of the 3,112 articles in the work is a styl-
ized disputation beginning with an assertion of the
position contrary to the one that Thomas Aquinas
will take and a presentation of several objections to
Thomas Aquinas’s position. Thomas Aquinas an-
swers by supplying a relevant quotation from the Bi-
ble or a Church father (such as Saint Augustine), fol-
lowed by his own argument. The point here is to show
that reason (that is, Thomas Aquinas’s reply) is in
harmony with sacred Scripture and the theologians of
the Church. Finally, there are specific replies to each
objection.

Dan Barnett
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Sunnts
Definition: One of the two main sects of Islam
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The majority of the world’s Muslims

belong to the Sunnt sect of Islam.

Islamic religion is divided into two main sects:
Sunnts and Sht4ites. Sunnt Islam developed over
many centuries. An important distinction between
the two sects is that the Sht4ites relied on Im3ms to
provide spiritual guidance, while the Sunnts empha-
size the Qur$3n; the Sunna, or examples, from
Muwammad’s life and his practice of Islam; and in-
terpretations of these sources by eminent religious
scholars. The interpretation of Islamic concepts by
these scholars led to the emergence of several schools
of thought. Four of the most important of these
schools were led by Im3m Abn-Hantfa, M3lik ibn-
Anas, al-Shafi4i, and Ahmad ibn-Hanbal.

With the passage of time and expansion of the
newly emerging Muslim empire, numerous issues re-

lating to the meaning of the various religious
concepts emerged. One such issue that ulti-
mately helped to define the Sunnts was the defi-
nition of a Muslim. A group of people known as
Kh3rijites believed that only those who strictly
adhered to the teachings of the Qur$3n and Sunna
could be called Muslims, and those who did not
should be declared non-Muslims and expelled
from the community of Muslims. Others thought
that even sinners should be considered Muslims
and that the punishment for their sins should be
left to God. People belonging to the latter school
were ultimately defined as Sunnts.

Khalid N. Mahmood

See also: Abn Wantfah; 4Alt ibn Abt Z3lib; Is-
lamic ethics; Qur$3n; Sht4a.

Supererogation
Definition: Doing what is morally praisewor-

thy beyond what is required by duty or what
is required to be free of moral blame

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: If supererogation is possible,

then moral goodness is not exhaustively de-
scribable as the fulfillment of moral duty; it
is possible to go above and beyond the call
of duty.

The term “supererogation” derives from the
Latin verb supererogare, which means “to over-
spend” or “to spend in addition.” The first known
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appearance of this verb is in the Latin Vulgate bibli-
cal account of the Good Samaritan (the tenth chapter
of the Book of Luke). The modern notion of superer-
ogation is based upon the idea of making an expendi-
ture of one’s goods or energy over and above what is
required of one by moral duty. More precisely, the
modern notion requires that an act satisfy three con-
ditions to qualify as an act of supererogation. First,
the performance of the act must be morally praise-
worthy. Second, the performance of the act must not
fulfill moral duty. Third, the omission of the act must
not be morally blameworthy.

Although the idea of rising above and beyond the
call of duty is familiar to most people, there has for
centuries been great opposition to this idea. The ma-
jor figures of the Protestant Reformation associated
the idea of supererogation with the detested prac-
tice in the Roman Catholic Church of selling indul-
gences, which was based upon the idea that the good
actions of the saints create a treasury of merit. The
Protestants Martin Luther, John Calvin, and Philipp
Melanchthon taught, on the contrary, that God re-
quires all people to do what is good or praiseworthy;
hence, it is impossible to do good over and above the
requirements of duty. No matter how saintly or heroic
one’s behavior is, even to the point of sacrificing
one’s life, one is simply doing what God requires as a
matter of duty.

The Protestant Reformers were also bitterly op-
posed to the Scholastic distinction between the com-
mandments of God and the counsels of God. Accord-
ing to Thomas Aquinas and other Scholastics, the
commandments of God are obligatory to obey, but
the counsels of God are optional recommendations.
Although Christians are not required to obey the
counsels of God, such as renouncing riches and car-
nal pleasures, following them is recommended to
those who wish to lead more perfect lives. Clearly,
this distinction opens the door to the possibility of su-
pererogation, and the Reformers refused to acknowl-
edge that there are any counsels of God apart from
what God demands as obligatory. If it is good to re-
nounce wealth or carnal pleasure, that is exactly what
one is required to do.

Opposition to the idea that supererogation is pos-
sible has more recently come from two of the major
modern traditions in ethics: Kantian ethics and act
utilitarianism. According to Kantian ethics, an act
can be a moral act only if it is performed in obedience

to moral duty. Thus, if an act is performed that goes
beyond the requirements of duty, Kantians dismiss it
as an act that falls outside the sphere of ethics or mo-
rality. One cannot, according to their view, act mor-
ally in a way that transcends duty.

Act Utilitarianism
Act utilitarianism is based roughly upon the idea

that persons ought at a given time to perform what-
ever act produces the greatest benefits for the greatest
number of persons. In this view, duty requires one to
choose the alternative that maximizes benefits. If a
person chooses this alternative and acts accordingly,
the person has fulfilled his or her duty. If the person
chooses another alternative and acts accordingly, the
person has violated his or her duty. In both cases,
however there is no possibility of doing what is
praiseworthy without fulfilling duty. Either one’s act
fulfills duty or it does not, but if it does not fulfill
duty, it is the violation of duty and hence cannot be
praiseworthy.

In spite of all the opposition to the idea that acts of
supererogation are possible in human life, there is
also much support for the idea. An article by J. O.
Urmson entitled “Saints and Heroes,” published in
1958, has been particularly significant in restoring
popularity to the notion of supererogation. Urmson, a
philosophical ethicist, presents several persuasive ar-
guments to show that saintly and heroic behavior can-
not plausibly be regarded as the fulfillment of duty. In
one example, Urmson describes a soldier who throws
himself upon a live grenade to save the lives of his
comrades. Surely it would be wrong to judge that the
soldier has a duty to perform this act, and surely it
would be wrong to blame him for deciding not to per-
form it. Yet it is clearly a morally praiseworthy act,
and hence it qualifies as an act of supererogation.

Urmson admits that saints and heroes often regard
their own behavior as the fulfillment of duty. People
frequently reply that they were only doing their duty
when congratulated for performing acts of saintli-
ness or heroism, and this is a phenomenon that has
led many people to conclude that there really are no
acts of supererogation in human life. Urmson argues,
however, that people who react to their own saintly or
heroic acts in this manner are simply mistaken. They
have subjected themselves to a standard of duty that
is unrealistically rigorous, and they have in reality
gone beyond the call of duty.
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David Heyd has argued that, in addition to hero-
ism and saintliness, there are five other categories of
acts that are capable of qualifying as supererogatory.
First, there are acts of beneficence, such as acts of
charity, generosity, and gift giving; second, doing
favors for others; third, volunteering or promising
something; fourth, forbearing to do what is within
one’s rights; and fifth, forgiving, pardoning, and
showing mercy. In each of these categories there is
room for performing acts of supererogation.

Although acts of supererogation are almost al-
ways portrayed in dramatic fashion, it is important to
realize that small acts of generosity, courtesy, or
kindness can satisfy the three conditions required of
being supererogatory. Thus, it can be supererogatory
to buy lunch for a coworker who has arrived at work
without any money, to put in a good word about
someone else to a person in authority, or to offer to
cover the office phone while everyone else is down-
stairs at the office Christmas party.

Gregory F. Mellema
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Supreme Court, U.S.
Definition: The highest court in the United States
Date: Established in 1789
Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: The U.S. Supreme Court has the au-

thority to make final decisions in all judicial cases
relating to the U.S. Constitution and federal legis-
lation.

The U.S. Constitution mandated the creation of the
Supreme Court and outlined its basic powers and du-
ties. The first Congress then established the Court’s
organizational structure and determined the number
of its justices. The Court itself decides most of its
own procedures, such as allowing both dissenting
and concurring justices to publish signed opinions of
the cases on which the Court rules. The major func-
tion of the Court is to review the decisions of state
courts and lower federal courts. Each year, out of ap-
proximately four thousand appeals, the Court
chooses to give detailed examination and render
judgments in about 150 cases.

The Supreme Court’s central role in the American
system of government is primarily a result of its long-
standing practice of judicial review, which includes
the power to make judgments about the constitution-
ality of congressional legislation and executive ac-
tions. The Court’s precedents are binding on lower
courts, and those relating to constitutional interpreta-
tions are recognized as constitutional law.

Ethical Issues
The Supreme Court frequently decides controver-

sial cases dealing with such values as equality, indi-
vidual freedom, and fairness. When making its deci-
sions, the Court must interpret many ambiguous
terms in the Constitution, including “cruel and un-
usual punishment,” “establishment of religion,” and
“unreasonable search and seizure.” Because such
terms are value-laden, liberal and conservative jus-
tices tend to disagree about their meanings in particu-
lar situations.

In the realm of individual liberty, the Court’s most
important judgments are usually based on the First
Amendment, which prohibits government from
abridging freedom of expression, religion, and as-
sembly. The Court has never held that these freedoms
are absolute, but during the second half of the twenti-
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eth century, the Court greatly expanded constitu-
tional protections for matters such as pornography,
subversive speech, and unpopular religious prac-
tices. In looking at these and other issues, the Court’s
jurisprudence includes subtle “line-drawing.” After
1962, for instance, the Court consistently held that
prayer ceremonies in the public schools are unconsti-
tutional, even though the Court allows such ceremo-
nies in sessions of Congress and state legislatures.

In the area of equality, the Court has made a large
number of important decisions relating to the Four-
teenth Amendment’s requirement that government
must provide persons with an “equal protection of
the law.” In the 1896 case of Plessy v. Ferguson, for
example, the Court decided that the Constitution’s
equal protection clause allowed states to mandate ra-
cial segregation, based on the doctrine of separate but
equal. One-half century later, however, in Brown v.
Board of Education (1954), the Court reversed
Plessy v. Ferguson and held that racially segregated

public schools were inherently unequal and therefore
unconstitutional. In later years, cases dealing with af-
firmative action and reverse discrimination engen-
dered heated controversy.

The Court has frequently examined ethical issues
of law enforcement. For instance, the Fifth Amend-
ment mandates that defendants may not be forced
to testify against themselves in criminal trials. The
Court has broadly interpreted this provision as apply-
ing to suspects from the moment that police offi-
cers begin their interrogations. In the famous case,
Miranda v. Arizona (1966), the Court found that the
only way to ensure a confession was voluntary was to
require the police to notify suspects of their basic
constitutional rights. Many conservatives have de-
nounced the decision as legislative rather than in-
terpretative, while liberals insist that it is entirely
consistent with the Fifth Amendment’s purpose of
preventing police coercion.

Some of the Court’s most notable value-laden
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cases have dealt with the right to privacy, which is
based on an expansive interpretation of the reference
to “liberty” in the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments.
Using this interpretation, the Court held in Roe v.
Wade (1973) that women have a constitutional right
to abortions during the early stages of a pregnancy.
Likewise, in 2003 the Court ruled that states may not
punish homosexual acts between consenting adults
in private homes. Critics have charged that the deci-
sions went beyond the text of the Constitution and ig-
nored moral traditions.

Approaches to Decision Making
Supreme Court justices frequently disagree with

one another about the theoretical approaches that
they should apply to interpreting the Constitution and
the laws. Most justices claim to make decisions with-
out reference to their personal preferences for public
policy but do not deny that their theories about juris-
prudence have a profound impact on their decisions.

There is considerable disagreement about whether
the justices should concentrate on the literal words
of the text in contrast to the “spirit” and structure of
the Constitution. These two views are often labeled
“strict constructionism” and “broad constructionism.”
A related question is the extent to which the justices
base their interpretations on the “original intent” of
framers of the Constitution. Critics of this approach
prefer to look at the contemporary meanings of the
words, which is the idea of a “living Constitution.”
Still another distinction relates to whether constitu-
tional interpretations should be informed by philo-
sophical conceptions of justice and natural law.

Because continued application of the Court’s pre-
vious decisions gives stability and predictability to
the laws, the justices are hesitant to overturn the
Court’s own precedents, especially those that are
longstanding. However, the justices have different
views about the extent to which they should follow
the common-law practice of stare decisis (literally
“let the decision continue”). While some justices
tend to minimize the importance of precedents, oth-
ers believe they should defer to them except when the
arguments to do otherwise are extremely compelling.
Likewise, the justices differ in the extent to which
they defer to judgments of Congress and the state leg-
islatures.

The polemical term “judicial activism” is com-
monly used to refer to justices who make expansive
interpretations, ignore the intent of the Constitution’s
framers, emphasize philosophical concepts of jus-
tice, and do not give much deference to Court prece-
dents and legislative judgments. The contrasting la-
bel, “judicial self-restraint,” refers to the alternative
approaches to jurisprudence. Around the turn of the
twenty-first century, liberal justices were tending to
be somewhat more activist than conservative jus-
tices, but clearly the latter were not consistently prac-
ticing self-restraint themselves.

Thomas Tandy Lewis
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Supreme Court justice selection
Definition: Processes by means of which Supreme

Court justices are chosen
Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: The U.S. Supreme Court is meant to

be an apolitical and impartial body entirely popu-
lated by political appointees. As a result, selecting
justices to sit on the bench is a complex and politi-
cally charged process. The Supreme Court at-
tempts to resolve many of the most important and
controversial issues in the United States, and in
doing so, it shapes government policy in areas as
diverse as civil rights and environmental protec-
tion. Generally, conservative presidents appoint
conservative justices and liberal presidents appoint
liberal justices, but because those terms have sub-
stantially different meanings in the context of
constitutional scholarship than they do in the con-
text of legislative politics, justices frequently act
in unpredictable ways once they reach the Court.

Article II, Section 2, of the U.S. Constitution states
that the president of the United States shall have the
power, with the advice and consent of the Senate, to
nominate and appoint justices of the Supreme Court
of the United States. Supreme Court justices are ap-
pointed for life by the president of the United States
and confirmed by the Senate. The nomination pro-
cess has become very publicized in recent years be-
cause the decision making of the Court has had an in-
creasing effect on the lives of all American citizens
and has become an important factor in presidential
politics. People are more aware now more than ever
that an elected president will nominate Supreme
Court justices who generally (though not always)
support his political views and will make their deci-
sions based on these views, often for a long period of
time after the president has left office. Although most
judges make their decisions based on facts as op-
posed to ideological precepts, they often use their
own ideological precepts to guide them in interpret-
ing facts.

The selection of judges to the U.S. Supreme Court
is one of the most important responsibilities of the re-
public. Their decisions are very rarely, if ever, over-
turned, and the policies that are set by them have a
profound effect on the entire nation, collectively and
individually.

There are no set qualifications to be a judge or jus-
tice on the federal bench. The courts were set up by
the Constitution as the third branch of the govern-
ment in order to ensure the separation of powers.
They were to be an independent, impartial branch of
government that would serve, as Alexander Hamil-
ton wrote in The Federalist “as bulwarks of a limited
Constitution, as an intermediate body between the
people and the legislature, in order, among other
things, to keep the latter within the limits assigned to
their authority.” This principle was embraced by
Chief Justice John Marshall, who established the
power of judicial review in the 1803 case Marbury v.
Madison, giving the Supreme Court the power to de-
clare legislative acts and laws unconstitutional.

Judicial Independence
Although the Court is an impartial judicial branch,

each of its members has been nominated by a presi-
dent who is a political figure. Any president will try
to select Supreme Court justices who share his out-
look. To demand minute particulars, however, would
make impossible the president’s real task: to find
men and women of learning, character, and wisdom.
The most important factor shaping the Court’s poli-
cies at any given time is the identity of its members,
which is why the nomination process so clearly re-
flects the potential justice’s views on the direction
that the laws need to take in order to reflect the values
and priorities of the society that he or she serves.

The Supreme Court makes policy through the in-
terpretation of the law, but the way in which this goal
is achieved raises an ethical dilemma. Issues of pub-
lic policy come to the Court through legal questions
that the court is asked to resolve. Two parties bring a
dispute before the Court and ask the Court to review
it. The Court reviews it and makes a judgment about
the specific dispute brought to it, gives an interpreta-
tion of the legal issues involved in that dispute, and
takes a position on the policy questions that are con-
nected to the legal issues. Although the function of
the Supreme Court is not that of a legislative body,
should the Court be free to overturn and thwart legis-
latures because of what the justices perceive to be un-
just or unfair results of a case as applied to the exist-
ing laws and precedents? That is the main question
that is posed in discussions of the ethics of selecting
Supreme Court justices.

The extent to which judges should be bound by
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statutes and case precedents as against their own ethi-
cal ideas and concepts of social, political, and eco-
nomic policy involves the question of which should
prevail when justice and the law appear to the judges
to be out of alignment with one another. Some judi-
cial lawmaking is inevitable, but to what extent?
Should the ideological agenda of a judge or a group
of people be imposed through judicial decree rather
than through directly elected officials? Should the
Senate and the president of the United States ask a
particular nominee how he or she would rule on a
controversial issue of law, such as abortion, prior to
appointment and should his or her answer be grounds
for disqualification? Should judges be more con-
cerned with granting new civil liberties that they per-
ceive to be fair or with interpreting the Constitution?
Does interpreting the Constitution mean relying upon
the original intent of the Founders for guidance, or
does the Constitution change as society changes and
becomes more open and permissive? Is the job of the
judge to adhere to the law or to do justice? If there is an
injustice in society and Congress and the states have
failed to act, should the Supreme Court fill the void?
What is the main source of societal change: judges or
the people? How far should the Supreme Court go in
using its substantial power of the citizens?

These are all questions that are answered many
different ways by many different judicial nominees,
based on their philosophy of law and their experi-
ences. Although there is no denying that judicial
nominees to the Supreme Court must adhere to the
highest standards of personal conduct, there are vast
differences in judicial philosophy and interpretations
of the role of the Court that present ethical dilemmas
that will always be with the United States in the nom-
ination of justices to the highest Court in the land.

Amy Bloom
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Surrogate motherhood
Definition: Bearing of a child by one person for an-

other person
Date: Term coined in 1976
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Also known as surrogacy, surrogate

motherhood touches on many moral and ethical
issues, ranging from adultery; exploitation of in-
fertile couples, surrogate mothers, and children
by baby brokers; to buying and selling of babies;
dehumanization of reproduction; privacy rights;
and custody and identity problems.

Infertile couples and others may seek the services of
surrogate mothers if other reproductive procedures,
such as artificial insemination, in vitro fertilization,
or adoption, are not options for them. Two forms of
surrogacy are in common use. The first method in-
volves using artificial insemination of the surrogate
mother with sperm provided by the prospective fa-
ther. This technique is called traditional surrogacy.

The second method depends on in vitro fertiliza-
tion (IVF). In this procedure, sperm and eggs pro-
vided by the intended parents or third-party donors,
are used to produce embryos that are implanted into
the surrogate mothers. This method, which is known
as gestational surrogacy, is the more common of the
two, and it produces what have been dubbed “test-
tube babies.”
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Arguments for and Against
Traditional surrogacy is ethically objectionable to

some people on the grounds that it removes procre-
ation from marriage, replaces natural processes with
artificial ones, and introduces third parties—the surro-
gate mothers—whose presence can create potentially
damaging personal relationships within both the
adopting families and the surrogates’ own families.

Some critics also question whether surrogate
motherhood is a form of adultery. Moreover, one
might question whether it is ethical for a surrogate
mother to conceive a child whom she has no intention
of raising. When the surrogates provide the eggs used
to create embryos, new complications often arise
when the surrogates develop strong emotional at-
tachments to their fetuses.

By contrast, supporters of surrogate motherhood
argue that artificial processes are often medical ne-
cessities for those who are infertile. Moreover, the in-
dividual’s right to self-determination includes free-
dom to reproduce by unconventional means.

Similar ethical arguments can be made for and
against the gestational surrogacy, which involves in
vitro fertilization and embryo transfer. In these
cases, the surrogates are carriers, or incubators, and
do not contribute genetic material to the embryos;
they therefore are less likely to develop possessive
feelings toward the resulting children.

Those who object to this form of surrogate moth-
erhood say that the procedure removes the act of re-
production from marriage by using artificial means
and enlists the services of a third-party surrogate.
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Surrogate Motherhood Time Line

1975 First publicized artificial insemination of a surrogate under contract performed by California physician
Harris F. Simonds.

1981 In Doe v. Kelly, Michigan’s appellate court rules that surrogate motherhood is legal but that a state
statute prohibits monetary compensation for such purposes.

1986 In Surrogate Parenting Associates, Inc. v. Kentucky, Kentucky’s supreme court rules that its state
attorney general cannot revoke the corporate charter of the defendant because the state legislature has
not yet addressed the legality of surrogate motherhood contracts.

1987 Louisiana passes the first state law prohibiting surrogacy. Over the following five years, eighteen
additional states pass similar legislation.

1987 The Roman Catholic Church condemns surrogacy arrangements.

1988 In Mary Beth Whitehead v. William and Elizabeth Stern (the “Baby M” case), New Jersey’s supreme
court rules that surrogate contracts are invalid and against public policy when payments are involved
and when surrogate mothers are required to give up their babies.

1988 Florida, Indiana, Kentucky, Michigan, and Nebraska pass laws regulating surrogacy contracts.

1993 In Anna L. Johnson v. Mark and Crispina Calvert, California’s supreme court becomes the first state
judicial body to validate a gestational surrogacy agreement in a case in which the surrogate mother
refuses to surrender a test tube-conceived baby. The California court places a high value on the
preconception intents of individuals entering into surrogacy contracts, that is, the women who intend to
bring about the birth and raise the children are considered to be the natural mothers, not the surrogates.

2001 Helen Beasley from Britain sues a California couple, Charles Wheeler and Martha Berman, in order to
terminate their parental rights so that she can allow the twins she is carrying to be adopted. Wheeler and
Berman become dissatisfied when Beasley does not abort one of the twins.

2002 Redbook Magazine reports that surrogate motherhood is quietly booming.



In addition, the in vitro technique requires that the
embryos be cultured and evaluated for periods of
time. Defective embryos are discarded, some may be
frozen for future use, and others are implanted into
the hosts. If more than one embryo implants, or an
implanted embryo has defects, selective reduction
techniques—namely, abortion—may be used to re-
move the unwanted embryos from the surrogates’
uteruses.

Opponents say that gestational surrogacy places
human life in peril and allows medical professionals
to make God-like decisions concerning life and
death. Those who support this type of surrogacy say
that the parents’ natural desire to have children out-
weighs the ethical arguments against it and that
progress in medical science will eventually free hu-
mans from all the constraints of infertility.

Legal Considerations
In 2003, it was estimated that more than fifteen

thousand surrogate births had taken place in the
United States alone since the first recorded case in
1976. During that period, more than twenty U.S.
states passed laws dealing with surrogacy. The legal-
ization and widespread use of surrogacy raises other
ethical, legal, and social questions. One concern is
the right to privacy as interpreted by the U.S. Su-
preme Court in cases involving reproduction and
abortion. For example, do the intended parents and
the surrogates have the right to be free from govern-
mental interference when they enter into a contract
involving reproduction? Several states have laws
regulating such contracts, and many prohibit com-
pensation for surrogate mothers and brokers. An-
other matter is the right to privacy when a contract
keeps the intended parents or the surrogates anony-
mous, thus leaving them open to potential harm later
if their identity is revealed.

Another concern is allocation of responsibility.
Who is responsible for medical costs during the preg-
nancy? What about the behavior of the surrogate dur-
ing pregnancy? Do the intended parents have the
right to meet and choose the surrogate and monitor
her behavior? Will the surrogate be allowed to drink
alcohol, smoke, or engage in other activities that may
harm the baby? The intended parents might justifi-
ably insist such behaviors be curtailed during the
contract period with the surrogate.

If the children of surrogate mothers are deter-

mined not to be the biological offspring of their in-
tended fathers in traditional surrogacies, or if they
have birth defects, can the intended parents refuse to
take responsibility for them? Are biological fathers
financially responsible for the children of surrogates,
even when the surrogates elect to keep the children
themselves?

Women’s Issues
Will the popularization of surrogacy lead to the

exploitation of women? Opponents argue that surro-
gacy might become another low-paying, high-risk
job for underprivileged women, and that it degrades
women by commercializing pregnancy and child-
birth. Opponents also say that surrogacy subjects
women to social and economic exploitation because
the surrogate mothers are essentially under the con-
trol of the brokers and the sperm donors during their
pregnancies. Advocates argue that women of various
socioeconomic backgrounds become surrogates of
their own will and often do so without compensation
out of a sense of sympathy for the infertile couple.

Will the surrogate be able to cope with the emo-
tional and medical stresses of surrogate motherhood?
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Baby M

An unforeseen problem in surrogate motherhood
that has come to the forefront is custody. Surrogate
mothers sometimes become so emotionally attached
to the babies they carry that they refuse to surrender
them to the couples with whom they have contrac-
tual relationships.

The best-known case is that of “Baby M.,” who
was born in New Jersey in 1986. A year earlier,
William and Elizabeth Stern contacted with Mary
Beth Whitehead to bear a child for them using Wil-
liam Stern’s semen by means of artificial insemina-
tion. After a girl they named Melissa was born, a
custody battle developed between Whitehead and
the Sterns. A New Jersey court eventually ruled that
Whitehead had no parental rights, but it granted her
visitation rights.



Will the surrogate mother suffer from psychological
or physical harm due to the pregnancy and parting
with the child at birth? Potential surrogates often go
through both psychological and medical screening to
help ensure successful and positive outcomes. Con-
troversial components of such screening are efforts
to determine if the women being considered as surro-
gates will easily detach themselves psychologically
from the children they carry in their wombs and
readily give up visitation rights after the children are
born.

Whom Should Surrogate Motherhood
Serve?

Will surrogacy be regulated so that only those in
dire need of the procedure have access to it, or should
any couple who can afford it, whether they are infer-
tile or not, be allowed to use it? Should surrogacy be
deemed appropriate in some situations but not oth-
ers? What about the interests of the children? The
children may end up having various psychological
and social problems, such as lack of identity and self-
worth and mistrust in adults.

Some critics have argued that hiring a surrogate
can be equated to purchasing a baby. They say that
the legalization of surrogacy will encourage the de-
velopment of an industry of baby brokering. Those
opposed to surrogacy say that treating human babies
as commodities to be bought and sold constitutes a
type of dehumanization that is similar to slavery.

Are reproductive medical services, sperm, eggs,
embryos, and surrogate mothers becoming commod-
ities that can be bought and sold? Many think these
procedures and natural products need to be regulated
in a manner similar to organs for transplantation. Ad-
vocates say that surrogacy should be viewed in the
same light as foster care or adoption and that cash
payments to surrogate mothers are merely compen-
sation for the lost time and inconvenience of the sur-
rogates and are not payments for the children them-
selves.

Identity is another serious issue in surrogate
motherhood. Who is the child’s legal mother—its
gestational mother, its genetic mother, or its care-
giving mother? This confusion creates identity prob-
lems similar to those experienced by adopted chil-
dren.

Rodney C. Mowbray
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See also: Children; Genetic testing; In vitro fertil-
ization; Sperm banks.

Sustainability of resources
Definition: Ability of natural environments to main-

tain constant levels of resources in the face of hu-
man exploitation

Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: There is no scientific consensus on

how many human beings Earth’s natural resources
can support because the intensity of resource use
varies across societies and regions. Developing
ethical principles to guide human interactions
with the environment is important to ensure
the sustainability of resources and environmental
quality across national and cultural boundaries.

Modern societies create enduring tensions between
development and conservation. Development is of-
ten considered as the means to improve economic
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growth with the ultimate goal of improving human
welfare and quality of life. As populations grow and
demands for higher quality of life increase, society’s
demands for natural resources increase, leading in-
evitably to further exploration and exploitation of
environments that may otherwise be preserved. More-
over, there is substantial evidence that current prac-
tices to obtain and redistribute natural resources are
adversely affecting the environment, potentially re-
sulting in the depletion of certain essential resources,
extinctions of biological species, and the pollution
of air, water, and soil to extents that are detrimental to
the welfare of human societies. The application of
environmental ethics to sustainability science aims
to discover globally acceptable standards and prac-
tices for balancing development with the conserva-
tion of natural resources.

Ethical Issues in Resource Conservation
How many natural resources should the average

human being consume? Should societies provide for
each individual at the risk of depleting natural re-
sources? The answers to such questions may play a
role in determining the fate of human societies on
Earth. Innovative scientific approaches to these ques-
tions are being developed, but convincing answers
will most likely transcend disciplinary science, as
ethical issues play greater roles in providing robust
guidance.

Nutritional foods, clean water, and clean air are
all essential for the growth and development of both
individual human beings and human societies.
Keeping these most basic resources available re-
quires the expenditure of energy, which was still
dominated by combustion of such fossil fuels as coal,
petroleum, and natural gas at the beginning of the
twenty-first century. Supplies of these resources are
finite, and their distribution is uneven across national
boundaries. Toxic waste products from industrial de-
velopment that relies on these sources of energy also
threaten communities worldwide, but their impacts
are also unevenly distributed, with poor communities
and nations suffering more than affluent ones. These
problems have raised the profile of equity as a domi-
nant topic of debate among environmental ethicists.
Equity issues in resource conservation transcend
geographical, generational, and phylogenetic bound-
aries.

Geographical and Generational Divides
Concerns over global climate change, including

its causes, impacts, and mitigation strategies are fun-
damentally different between industrialized coun-
tries of the Northern Hemisphere and the less devel-
oped countries of the Southern Hemisphere.
Therefore, questions of ethics, fairness, equity, and
environmental justice have often stalled agreements
at international summits aiming to design long-term
solutions to problems associated with global envi-
ronmental change.

The likelihood that certain natural resources may
be depleted in one or two generations and the storage
of radioactive waste materials with long half-lives
have raised the questions about trans-generational
ethics and equity. How should humans living today
protect and reserve natural resources and conserve
good environmental quality for those who will live
tomorrow? Whereas most people will agree that soci-
eties should reserve the benefits of abundant natural
resources and clean environments for future genera-
tions, there is wide disagreement on how much sacri-
fice individuals and societies must make in the present
to ensure satisfactory levels of resources in the future.

Most contributions made by ethicists on these
questions have been theoretical, but the time has ar-
rived for practical applications of solutions that have
emerged from ethical debates. Indeed, at the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century, some of those appli-
cations were being proposed in international conven-
tions on the environment.

The Phylogenetic Divide
Perhaps the most difficult of the numerous ethi-

cal questions in resource conservation and global
sustainability arises from the phylogenetic divide
that forces humans to set monetary values on other
organisms. What values should humans place on bio-
logical diversity and the extinction of species? Non-
human organisms rely on humans to make their case
for conservation. Therefore, there is an inherent bias
in protection and conservation practices that favor or-
ganisms that humans find useful or appealing for aes-
thetic reasons. Given that most of the biological di-
versity on Earth remains to be classified, while rates
of urbanization, desertification, and deforestation are
increasing, there is clearly an urgent need for a coher-
ent system of resource conservation that is based on
sound ethical principles.
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There is a global challenge to resolve the difficult
issues surrounding the concept of sustainable devel-
opment. Is economic development possible without
compromising the sustainability of natural resources
and a clean environment? The relatively new disci-
plines of industrial ecology and sustainability sci-
ence have highlighted the path to possible solu-
tions, but it is imperative for these discussions to
include innovations in the study of ethics and human
character—if the recommended scientific solutions
are expected to be widely accepted and sustainable.

O. A. Ogunseitan
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T
Tabloid journalism

Identification: Popular form of news reporting in
weekly newspapers and television programs

Date: First emerged during the 1920’s
Type of ethics: Media ethics
Significance: Tabloid journalism provides readers

with news in condensed and highly sensation-
alized forms that often sacrifice journalistic integ-
rity for marketability.

The term “tabloid” originally referred to
the physical size of tabloid newspaper
pages, which were smaller than the stan-
dard twelve-by-twenty-four-inch pages
of broadsheet papers. During the 1920’s,
when tabloid newspapers first arose to
significance, the term “tabloid” expanded
to include the content of the newspapers
as well as their size, especially referring
to the papers’ preference for stories in-
volving crime, scandals, and sexual esca-
pades of celebrities. Among the most fa-
mous and influential of the early tabloid
newspapers were the New York Daily
News, the Daily Graphic, and the Daily
Mirror—all of which were published in
New York City. During a well-publicized
“war of the tabs” those three newspapers
established the tabloid format and style
that have continued into the twenty-first
century.

Although the tabloids never entirely
disappeared—indeed, the New York Daily
News enjoyed one of the largest circula-
tions in the nation—they faded in impor-
tance during the 1950’s and 1960’s. Then,
toward the end of the 1960’s, tabloids be-
gan to re-emerge, this time in a weekly
format with greater attention given to ce-
lebrities, such as television and movie

stars, and an emphasis on the private lives of their
subjects. The tabloids also generally included highly
sensationalized stories about alleged alien abduc-
tions, births of monstrous babies, prophecies of com-
ing disasters, and similar items. Buoyed by such
content and filled with often lurid photographs, indi-
vidual tabloids such as the Star and the National
Enquirer achieved enormous circulation figures
through their national sales, often at the checkout
lines of supermarkets.
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A spin-off phenomenon was known as “tabloid
television,” or shows which featured stories about ce-
lebrities, especially their more scandalous activities.
Highly visible and publicized crimes, such as the
murder of O. J. Simpson’s former wife, were also key
elements of television tabloid journalism. Like their
newspaper tabloid counterparts, these television pro-
grams featured stories that were short, sensational,
long on illustrations, and short on reliable factual in-
formation.

The ethical standards of both print and televised
tabloids have been low. Representatives of both
forms have been remarkably unconcerned with the
actual truth of the stories on which they report, as
they freely report rumor and innuendo as fact. Both
forms have traditions of paying large amounts for
“inside” information, often obtained from relatives
and friends of the lead characters in their stories.
Photographs and film of intimate moments, includ-
ing the aftermath of shocking crimes, are highly
prized and have included such dubious achievements
as the National Enquirer’s printing photographs of
the dead body of Elvis Presley in a Memphis morgue.

No matter how low the standards of tabloid jour-
nalism, however, there is a pervasive fear among me-
dia watchers that, because of their high circulation
and ratings, the tabloids’methods and outlook may in
time be copied by the more mainstream media.

Michael Witkoski

Further Reading
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Taboos
Definition: Practices proscribed by the moral or re-

ligious codes of a community
Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: Taboos are often the foundation

stones of ethical systems and moral codes that are
built on proscriptive principles of tradition or reli-
gious belief, as opposed to rational inquiry.

There are two senses, two related concepts, that are
signified by the term “taboo.” The older sense, de-
rived from the Polynesian tapu and its applied mean-
ing, refers to that which is paradoxically both sacred
but also potentially harmful, and pure but subject to
defilement. In the second, more generic and familiar
sense, a taboo is a practice or behavior that is forbid-
den by the mores of a particular culture.

Two Senses of Taboo
In the first sense, “taboo” is used, for example, to

refer to the former untouchables of the Hindu caste
system. It can also be used to refer to religious or
quasi-religious objects with alleged magical powers,
such as the Holy Grail of medieval legend, or sacred
places, such as tribal burial grounds.

In general, the term applies to objects of primal
power that have an ambiguous potential to harm or
destroy and to heal or empower, and therefore refers
to things both feared and venerated. The concept thus
relates to the dual religious potential both to injure
and heal, punish and reward.

In the second sense, most directly relating to ap-
plied ethics codified as law, the term is applied to any
practice beyond a society’s moral pale. In this sense,
common taboos are incest and cannibalism, which
are nearly universal examples; thus, the term relates
more to an act than an object or place.

There is an inherent relationship between the two
meanings derived from the attitude toward taboos in
primitive cultures. In the Polynesian culture, a taboo
object was so powerful that it was sacrosanct and
could be approached only by a priest or shaman. If
the taboo were violated—touched by an uninitiated
intruder, for example—it could require purification
through a ritual that could include the death of the of-
fender.

In many primitive cultures, taboos are revealed as
part of a rite of passage through significant stages of
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life, such as birth, marriage, and death, and are re-
corded on a tribal or clan totem as formulas or sym-
bols, frequently depicted as animals or plants. Thus,
the term “totem” is often linked to “taboo” and is
sometimes used to refer to folk customs, such as rules
of courtship and mourning, as opposed to taboos or
moral prohibitions of a specific culture.

Some taboo objects in primitive societies were
anathema, or cursed and therefore feared, which re-
lates to the revulsion experienced in the violation of a
taboo in the second meaning of the word. In many
cultures, moral repugnancy is associated with such
acts as cannibalism or incest, or even with violations
of strict dietary laws or sexual practices.

Ethical Implications
Many taboos are so deeply and strongly rooted in

the beliefs and practices of a folk as to be a priori
foundation stones that preclude the need for their it-
eration in ethical coda, a prime example being the Ju-
daic-Christian Decalogue, which carries no prohibi-
tions against either cannibalism or incest, both of
which are fundamental taboos in Western culture.

Canonical, civil, and criminal laws have all ad-
dressed taboo issues, often in vague terms such as
“crimes against nature” that reflect a historical un-
willingness to be explicit in legal formulations deal-
ing with them, in part because the graphic language
necessary for describing taboo acts may itself be ta-
boo. Statutes written in indefinite language have in-
creasingly come under judicial review and have been
revised, particularly in those cases in which human
behavior has denuded a taboo of its inhibitive power.

Although some taboos, such as those against can-
nibalism and incest, have in many cultures been rig-
idly observed for centuries, others, such as those
against sodomy and miscegenation, have been modi-
fied if not completely abandoned. Law, of course, is
always slow to reflect changing mores; therefore,
much condoned social behavior remains technically
condemned by law.

In societies where personal freedom has evolved
and the right to privacy has been ensured, many ta-
boos have been gradually depleted of their force.
Even the most permissive societies, however, have
some taboos and impose legal or social penalties for
their violation. Moreover, scientific and technologi-
cal advances have greatly muddied the ethical waters
by introducing new imponderables that must be re-

solved in philosophical thought before being dis-
tilled into practical legal codes. For example, scien-
tific evidence revealing that sexual preference is
a matter not of choice but of inherited, genetic
makeup has had profound ethical implications and
has forced the liberalization of laws against sodomy
based on principles of scriptural sanctions, moral
choice, or “natural” behavior.

The modification or abandonment of a traditional
taboo may result from a war that is waged on a moral
battleground between forces deeply committed to in-
herited values, often based in religious convictions,
and those embracing new attitudes supported by
modern science and medicine. Two notable examples
are the practices of abortion and euthanasia, which
were almost universally condemned in the past but
now have been condoned by many people as both ap-
propriate and ethical in at least some instances.

John W. Fiero
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See also: Anthropological ethics; Cannibalism; Cus-
tom; Euthanasia; Evolutionary theory; Freud, Sig-
mund; Homophobia; Homosexuality; Incest; Socio-
biology.

Tagore, Rabindranath
Identification: Indian writer and philosopher
Born: May 7, 1861, Calcutta, India
Died: August 7, 1941, Calcutta, India
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: One of the most famous Indian (Ben-

gali) poets of the twentieth century and recipient
of the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1913, Tagore
worked to promote mutual understanding be-
tween India and the West and founded Vishvabha-
rati University in Shantiniketan, India. Gitanjali
(song offerings, 1910) is his best-known work in
the West.

Tagore began to write poetry as a child. His first book
was published when he was seventeen years old. Af-
ter returning to India from a trip to England in 1878 to
study law, he became the most popular author of the
colonial era. Through the short stories, novels, and
plays that he wrote, he conveyed his belief that truth
lies in seeing the harmony of apparently contrary
forces. He was not interested in building a philosoph-
ical system; instead he wanted to deepen mutual In-
dian and Western cultural understanding.

Tagore was very much influenced by the Upani-
;ads but interpreted them theistically. His artistic na-
ture made him more of a follower of the way of
bhakti, or “devotion,” than of the way of jñ3na, or
“knowledge,” of Advaita Ved3nta. Because he be-
lieved in the harmony of complementary forces,
however, he did not reject the Advaita, or monistic,
view of Ved3nta. In Tagore’s view, both the one and
the many are real. The doctrine of m3y3, or illusion,
points to the false belief that the world is indepen-
dently real. God, humanity, and the world are interre-
lated. Tagore viewed life in a positive way, as the dis-
covery of the divine nature of humanity.

Krishna Mallick

See also: Ka\kara; Upani;ads; Ved3nta.

Talmud
Identification: Holy scripture of Judaism
Date: Written between the early second century

b.c.e. and c. 500 c.e.
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The Talmud is a repository of ideas

and wisdom reflecting Jewish religious and cul-
tural activity as interpreted by centuries of sages
who lived in Eretz Israel and Babylonia (today
part of Iraq) from before the common era to the
beginning of the Middle Ages. As the primary
source for post-biblical Jewish law and lore, the
Talmud is second only to the Bible in religious
and moral authority.

If the Hebrew Bible, or Tanak, is the cornerstone of
Judaism, then the Talmud is its magnificent edifice.
Its bricks and mortar are shaped by the revelation of
the written Torah as represented, understood, and
lived by the sages who molded Israel’s salvific appa-
ratus from the ruins of the Second Temple (destroyed
by the Romans in 70 c.e.) until the beginning of the
Middle Ages. Their accomplishment, the Mishnah,
and its commentary, the Gemarah, which together
form the Talmud, became the dominant structure of
Judaism.

The Talmud is not easily classified in any literary
genre. This is because of its encyclopedic range of
topics, including law, legend, philosophy, science,
and some history; its pragmatic treatment of every-
day life issues alongside flights into abstract and
ethereal problems; its multiple and varied methodol-
ogies, equally logical and fanciful; its terse writing
style, which is reminiscent of note taking; and the
meticulous final editing of pedantic redactions,
themselves based on free-flowing ideas composed
centuries earlier.

More a library than a single book, the Talmud is
an anthology of national expression responding to
the Roman catastrophe of the first and second centu-
ries, and it is more meaningful when it is learned and
studied than it is when it is read. The association be-
tween one idea and another, a rabbi in Galilee and an-
other in Babylon, the first century and the fifth cen-
tury, is tenuous at first, but persistent study connects
the diverse pieces of knowledge in a way that is remi-
niscent of the links of a chain—the chain of tradition.
The thought of the sages is like a winding stream of
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consciousness that flows into the “sea of the Talmud”
and nurtures the religious and national life of a people.
Accordingly, though not surprising, forces hostile to
Israel as “a light unto the nations” have maligned the
Talmud, prohibited its study, and consigned its pages
to flames countless times during the Middle Ages, in
fin de siècle Europe, and during the Nazi era. From
such horrendous acts, a talmud (in a limited sense,
the word means “instruction”) has been revealed:
Strip the Talmud from the “people of the Book,” and
chances for Israel’s spiritual and, ultimately, physical
survival are almost nonexistent.

Mishnah
The Mishnah is the core document of the

rabbinic system of philosophy and legalism
traditionally called Torah shehbe’al peh
(oral Torah). The quintessential “tradition of
the elders,” it represents a Pharisian applica-
tion of the written Torah in the life of the
people. Inevitably, as a living interpretation,
reflecting changing times and events, it
added, subtracted, and modified the written
teaching of God. Humility (many teachings
are given anonymously), respect for sanctity
of the teaching of Moses, and concern that
the rabbinic spirit might replace the letter of
the Torah in the eyes of the people (for exam-
ple, mamon tahat ayin [monetary compensa-
tion for bodily injury] in place of ayin tahat
ayin [an eye for an eye]; near abolition of the
death penalty; introduction of a court admin-
istered prosbul to overcome the cancellation
of debts during the year of release) inhibited
individual schools of rabbis from writing
down their decisions.

Ultimately, successful dissension within
greater Judaism (for example, Jewish Chris-
tianity) and greater Roman oppressiveness
in response to ill-fated Jewish wars led to
conditions of exile and set the stage for the
redaction of the Mishnah. Rabbi Judah the
Prince collated the unwritten rules, customs,
interpretations, and traditions of multiple
masters, pre-70 and post-70, into a written
guide. The Mishnah (“repetition” or “reca-
pitulation” of the revelation at Sinai)
claimed an authoritative affinity to Sinai
(“everything which a sage will ask in the fu-

ture is already known to Moses at Sinai”) and also
claimed to be its living successor (“We teach more
Torah [than] received at Sinai”). Therefore, the
Mishnah designates the transition from Israelite reli-
gion to the system now called Judaism in the same
manner that the New Testament points the way from
Israelite religion to Christianity.

The Mishnah is divided into six orders (sedarim),
which are subdivided into sixty-three topical sections
(massekhtot), with each massekhet containing multi-
ple chapters (perakim). The Mishnah, also known
as SHaS, an acronym for the six orders (shishah
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Six Orders of the Mishnah

1. “Seeds”
(Zeraim)

Agricultural rulings (gleanings, tithes,
the Sabbatical year, and so forth),
though the first massekhet is a
discussion on “Benedictions”
(Berakhot).

2. “Appointed
Festivals”
(Mo’ed)

Regulations governing holy time, such
as the Sabbath, the holidays, and their
respective festival offerings.

3. “Women”
(Nashim)

Ordinances on marriage, divorce, and
vows, and related exceptional cases,
such as Levirate marriage, suspected
adulteresses, and the Nazarite vow.

4. “Damages”
(Nezikim)

Civil and criminal decrees, and the
conduct of and conduct before an
ecclesiastical court of law. Includes
the tractate Avot (“Founders”), a
selection of maxims and ethical
statements given in the names of sixty
tannaim (Aramaic for “repeaters,” or
teachers) of the oral Torah; its five
chapters (and a sixth one, added
centuries later) are traditionally
studied on the six Sabbath afternoons
between Passover and Pentecost.

5. “Sacred
Things”
(Kodashim)

Holy things of the Temple, pertaining
mainly to animal, fowl, and meal
offerings.

6. “Purifications”
(Tohorot)

Conduct dealing with cultic and
domestic purity and defilement.



sedarim), covers a range of Pentateuchal legislative
topics.

The Mishnah is an enigmatic corpus. It claims the
authority of revelation but it was not admitted by the
rabbis into the canon of Holy Scriptures. Written in
Hebrew, it departs from the style and syntax of bibli-
cal Hebrew. It does not speak of an eschatological fu-
ture (stable material in the holy writings of world re-
ligions), and it fuses a cultic past (the Temple),
regarding which it has no direct access, into a present
that is dubious and fanciful. Its many halakhot (laws)
regulate an “existing” priesthood, Jewish govern-
ment, and courts, totally oblivious to the ruin of these
institutions during the first and second centuries.
Other halakhot relate to religious practices that have
no bearing on the Judaism of the day. It purports to be
a code of law, but it is actually a compilation of unre-

solved legal disputations together with biblical exe-
gesis (midrash) and nonlegal material (aggadot). De-
spite these facts, however, the Mishnah’s paradoxical
complexity is justified by its objective: the restora-
tion of the peoplehood of Israel when all signs, inter-
nal and external, pointed to its disintegration. In the
end, the Mishnah represents a beginning: the initia-
tion of a salvation grounded more in polity survival
than in personal salvation.

Gemarah
In the generation following its appearance, the

Mishnah proved to be the focus of increasingly in-
volved discussions by groups of rabbis and their
students. The first generation (early third century)
clarified obscure passages, and the succeeding gen-
erations developed and expanded principles and rules
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of conduct from the extant mishnaic material as they
applied to situations arising in their own societal set-
ting. In due time, new tributaries of oral Torah called
gemarah (“completion,” “learning tradition”) in Ara-
maic and talmud (“learning”) in Hebrew gushed
forth from academies in Galilee and in Babylonia.

Decades of gemarah expansion became a virtual
reservoir of oral Torah, and the need arose to legiti-
mate the process by editing inconsistencies, curtail-
ing new interpretations, and showing coherent link-
age between gemarah and Mishnah. In addition, the
abrupt Roman closure of Galilean schools of learn-
ing during the mid-fourth century and the exile of
Jewish communities from Babylonia hastened the
pace of selection and collation. The informed result
was the creation of two Talmuds, each named after
the place of redaction: Yerushalmi (a product of the
land of Israel, not Jerusalem, as the name would
suggest), circa 400 c.e., and Bavli (Babylonia), circa
500 c.e.

The Talmuds share the same Mishnah (for the
most part), but their gemarah are written in different
dialects of Aramaic (Yerushalmi in Western Ara-
maic, with a considerable mixture of Greek words;
Bavli in Eastern Aramaic, with many Hebrew loan
words). They differ in length (Bavli is about twice
the length of Yerushalmi), style, syntax, and meth-
odological principles. Their diverse emphasis and
halakhot may be explained by their places of compo-
sition. For example, the Yerushalmi, serving Pales-
tinian Jewry, has gemarah for all tractates dealing
with agriculture in the Order Zeraim, but this is lack-
ing in the Bavli, a product of diaspora amoraim (Ara-
maic for “interpreters” of the Mishnah). Similarly,
the Bavli records that the fourth century Amora, Mar
Samuel of Nehardea, laid down the principle Dina
deMalkhuta Dina, which holds that, in civil matters,
the law of the land (Jews were a minority in Babylo-
nia) is as binding on Jews as are the commandments
of the written Torah.

A dwindling Jewish community in Eretz Israel,
stunted in its growth in oral Torah, and a growing di-
aspora Jewry, which drew succor and moral support
from the Babylonian sages, combined to make the
Bavli the Talmud of authority during the past 1,500
years of Jewish life and learning, and conceivably for
the future as well. For all practical purposes, the
Yerushalmi has become a closed book; its many ob-

scure passages have become the objects of antiquar-
ian research. The reclamation of the Temple Mount
by the Israelis in the Six-Day War (June, 1967), how-
ever, has renewed interest in the Yerushalmi by groups
of religious nationalists, who believe that the Talmud
of the land of Israel holds the key for the rebuilding of
the Third Temple and proper worship therein.

Temple building and its complementary idea, Is-
rael’s messiah, however, were conceived by the fram-
ers of the Talmud in an ahistorical framework. The
main purpose of the oral Torah is to emphasize the
holiness of everyday acts and thoughts, which are the
way to achieve individual and group happiness and
survival. The Talmud successfully preserved the
teachings of earlier generations so that later genera-
tions could continue them. Its directive “Go forth and
study!” is heard to this day.

Zev Garber
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Taxes
Definition: Compulsory payments levied for sup-

port of government
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Taxes can have a major impact on the

profitability of businesses and the disposable in-
comes of millions of people, and every discussion
of tax-rate changes raises ethical questions about
fairness.

To individual citizens, most taxes appear to be co-
erced payments. The benefits that individual taxpay-
ers receive from government services are seldom
proportional to the tax payments that the individuals
make, and taxpayer are sometimes tempted to be
“free-riders” by trying to minimize their tax liability,
often by crying “unfair.” There are many possible
ways to determine the fairness of taxes, and they
sometimes contradict one another.

Tax Structures and Functions
Most people agree that taxes should be fair, but

the taxes should also be functional. The ostensible
purpose of taxes is to raise funds to finance govern-
ment expenditures. However, governments do not re-
ally need to collect money, which they can print
cheaply. What governments need are goods and ser-
vices that they purchase from the private sectors of
the economy. Taxes serve to reduce the amount of
goods and services used by the private sectors and
thus make them more available for government uses.

The willingness of citizens to pay taxes is a mea-
sure of the citizens’ willingness to permit resources
to be used by the government rather than the private
sectors. However, some taxpayers may think that
they experience injustice when government conducts
programs against which they have strong objections—
most notably wars. By this view, taxes imposed to
support immoral governments, such as those of Adolf
Hitler, Joseph Stalin, or Saddam Hussein, are inher-
ently immoral.

Libertarians who believe that government is too
large favor taxes that are painful, so that the public
will favor smaller government. In this view, “taxation
without tyranny is misrepresentation,” and high taxes
are intrinsically unfair. When U.S. president Ronald
Reagan successfully pressed for reductions in federal
income tax rates during the early 1980’s, part of his

argument was that this was a method of restraining
growth in federal expenditures—“starving the beast,”
in the jargon of the times.

Many observers would also raise moral objec-
tions against situations in which most tax revenues
are taken from a small minority of citizens and used
for programs that benefit other people who do not
pay taxes. During the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies, this concern was often raised as an argument
against the establishment of majoritarian democracy.
Modern democratic governments rely on tax systems
that are complex and require high degrees of volun-
tary compliance. If a large portion of taxpayers be-
lieve that a tax system is unfair, voluntary compli-
ance may not occur. In extreme cases, individuals
and business firms may relocate to more favorable
tax environments.

The feasibility of specific types of tax depends on
the structure of the economic system. Modern indus-
trial countries rely on taxes on incomes and on corpo-
rate profits. These systems require extensive formal
financial record-keeping and are not suitable for coun-
tries in which most people are self-employed farmers
or shopkeepers. Before 1900, the revenue of the U.S.
federal government was based primarily on import
tariffs, commodity excise taxes, and property taxes.

Property taxes are a major financial support of lo-
cal governments, as they are location-specific taxes.
Such taxes create a special problem of fairness when
property tax revenues are used to finance local
schools. Rural areas generally have less tax potential
per resident than urban areas, which contain expen-
sive commercial and industrial real estate. As a re-
sult, many state governments face pressures from
their rural areas to provide financial supplements to
property tax revenues.

Assessing Fairness
Assessing the fairness of taxes is complicated by

difficulty in identifying who are ultimate payers of
the taxes and by the possibility that the burden of tax
may differ from the distribution of revenue raised by
the government. One of the most substantial federal
taxes in the United States is the wage tax that finances
Social Security. In 2003, the rate was 7.25 percent of
each wage earner’s taxable income assessed against
the wage earner and 7.25 percent of the same income
assessed against the employer. Although one part of
that tax is taken out of the wage earners’ take-home
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pay, employers view both parts of the tax as effec-
tively a part of their payroll costs, a fact that reduces
their demand for labor. Part of that tax falls on work-
ers, but the cost of the tax is also reflected in higher
product prices paid by consumers. Similarly, econo-
mists believe much of the tax on corporate profits is
shifted to consumers in the form of higher prices, or
to workers as lower wages. However, the burden of
personal income taxes falls primarily on the individ-
ual taxpayers who pay them.

Taxes on fixed assets have additional complica-
tions. For example, increasing a tax on a rental prop-
erty will lower the property’s net income, causing its
price to fall. The owner of the property may, in effect,
bear the entire future burden of the tax. Similar ef-
fects can befall corporate stockholders if profits taxes
are increased, lowering the prices of their stock. This
impact on asset prices is called capitalization.

Economists apply the term “excess burden” to sit-
uations occurring when a tax places a burden on pub-
lic income that is greater than the amount it increases
government revenue. An example is an import tariff
that is so high that it yields little revenue, while con-
tributing to an inefficient pattern of resource use that
reduces national output. A common source of excess
burden involves compliance costs. The federal in-
come tax system is so complex that more than half of
American taxpayers engage professional tax prepar-
ers to do their taxes for them. In 2002, the four largest
tax-preparation firms alone collected seven billion
dollars for performing tax services. All the money
that goes to tax-preparation services is a burden on
taxpayers that contributes nothing to government
revenues.

Ability to Pay
One traditional standard of fairness in taxation is

the idea that families with more income and wealth
should pay more taxes—and even pay higher per-
centages of their incomes—than poorer people. The
concept of higher tax rates for higher incomes is
called progressive taxation. The federal income tax
in the United States is a progressive tax because
higher incomes are taxed at higher rates. The pro-
gressive rate structure is reflected in the fact that in
the year 2000, the top 25 percent of personal income
receivers—those with incomes of $55,000 or more—
provided 84 percent of the federal income tax reve-
nues.

Some economists favor progressive income taxes
because they act as “automatic stabilizers” against
business fluctuations. During economic recessions,
declining incomes cause income tax collections to
decline, and this in turn helps cushions the decline in
incomes.

Persons who favor progressive taxation are also
likely to favor taxing inherited property. Not only do
inheritances provide the means to pay the taxes, but
inheritance revenue also may be considered as un-
earned by its recipients. Moreover, only a small
portion of the population is wealthy enough to be-
queath substantial estates. President George W. Bush
pressed Congress to eliminate or reduce the federal
inheritance tax. A major objection to such taxes
is that they can create major problems for family-
owned business firms and farms, which may have to
be dissolved to meet inheritance-tax liabilities.

Nobel laureate Milton Friedman recommended
that the federal government provide a “negative in-
come tax,” one under which families whose exemp-
tions and deductions exceed their incomes would re-
ceive cash payments. That proposal was, in fact,
enacted in the earned income credit law, which pro-
vides cash benefits for low-income wage earners.

One of the corollaries of taxing on the principle of
ability to pay is that persons in substantially equal fi-
nancial conditions should be taxed equally. However,
the complex federal personal income tax clearly fails
that standard.
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Avoidable Taxes

Some taxes may be considered voluntary because
people can avoid them simply by not purchasing the
goods or services on which the taxes are assessed.
Taxes on cigarettes and alcohol are notable exam-
ples. Indeed, part of the rationale for such taxes is to
discourage people from consuming harmful prod-
ucts. The amounts that individuals pay into such
taxes can be considerable. For example, smokers in
New York City paid three dollars a pack in taxes for
cigarettes (half goes to the city, half to the state) in
2004. Two-pack-a-day smokers thus paid six dollars
a day, or nearly $2,200 a year, in taxes that non-
smokers did not have to pay.



Protecting Incentives
A major objection to progressive taxation of

incomes and wealth is that high incomes are
considered rewards for high productivity and
are thus considered by many people to be fair.
Most incomes are payments for personal ser-
vices, and high personal incomes tend to go to
managers of business firms and professional
persons such as doctors and lawyers. Imposing
high tax rates on high incomes may impair the
incentives for persons to enter these occupa-
tions, since professional education requires
much time and expense. Indeed, newly quali-
fied physicians often begin their professional
careers with heavy burdens of student loans to
pay off.

High tax rates on wealth, or on incomes gen-
erated by wealth, may also impair savings and
investments. If the national economy is to grow
and create more and better jobs and more and
better goods and services, people must be will-
ing to save and invest in new equipment and
technology. Most saving and investment is done
by persons in the highest income brackets. Per-
sons concerned with economic growth some-
times argue that tax burdens should rest more
on consumption and can be heavier on low-income
persons and still be fair because over time economic
growth will help raise wages and reduce poverty. Ex-
amples of taxes on consumption are the value-added
taxes (VAT) levied by many European countries. A
value-added tax is a kind of sales tax, structured so
that it does not become excessive when collected at
various stages in production and distribution.

Supporters of progressive taxation argue that high
incomes are often products of unfair advantages
gained by persons who are born into high-income
families or who are born with special physical gifts or
talents—such as those possessed by professional ath-
letes and entertainers. However, there is not much ev-
idence that high tax rates on high-income persons
have substantially impaired the flow of persons into
high-income professions.

Other Aspects of Taxation
Some taxes can advantageously be linked with

specific government programs. One example is the
wage tax that finances Social Security. Although the
benefit to any individual is not closely linked to the

amount of tax paid, taxpayers believe there is a con-
nection. This reduces the risk that politicians will en-
act further large increases in benefits. Another “ben-
efit tax” is the gasoline tax, revenues from which are
generally used for highway programs, which are of
clear advantage to users of gasoline. When increased
highway use leads to increases in gasoline tax reve-
nues, legislators generally conclude that new high-
way expenditures are appropriate.

As concern for the environment has increased,
many tax programs and proposals have been devel-
oped to encourage environmental protection. For ex-
ample, taxes on pollution can be used to deter pollut-
ers. A common recommendation is to impose excise
taxes on fossil fuels such as coal and gasoline, which
are major sources of carbon dioxide and particulates.
This could produce a gasoline tax much higher than
needed for highway financing.

A Moral Obligation?
U.S. Supreme Court justice Oliver Wendell

Holmes once remarked that “taxes are what we pay
for civilized society.” On the other hand, Chief Jus-
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Public Opinion on Income Tax Cheating

Not sure
1%

Cheating is
morally wrong

86%

Cheating is
not morally

wrong
13%

Source: Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, University of Con-
necticut. Time magazine survey, January, 1987. Figures based on in-
terviews with 1,014 adult Americans.



tice John Marshall earlier pointed out that “the power
to tax involves the power to destroy.” The many dif-
ferent criteria for determining tax fairness illustrate
why there are many opportunities for conflicts of
goals. Such conflicts were much in evidence in 2003,
when President Bush persuaded Congress to reduce
tax rates even though the federal government was al-
ready running a deficit, spending more than it took in.
Bush wanted to stimulate the economy by giving
consumers more disposable income during a reces-
sion that had resulted from weak growth in spending
for goods and services. He succeeded in reducing
taxes on dividend incomes. However, critics of his
tax cuts noted that the benefits went predominantly to
high-income people and that consumer spending was
not likely to be stimulated much by such cuts. Bush
evidently saw the tax reduction as a long-run change
that would eventually encourage more saving and in-
vestment. Meanwhile many Americans believed they
had a moral obligation to support American troops
then fighting in the Middle East by making large tax
payments to the government.

In paying taxes, as in other aspects of life, honesty
is generally understood to be the best policy. How-
ever, the distinguished federal judge Learned Hand
once sagely observed that “Nobody owes any public
duty to pay more than the law demands: taxes are en-
forced exactions, not voluntary contributions.”

Paul B. Trescott

Further Reading
Fisher, Irving, and Herbert W. Fisher. Constructive

Income Taxation: A Proposal for Reform. New
York: Harper & Row, 1942. Classic study advo-
cating taxes that do not penalize saving and in-
vestment.

Forbes, Steve. A New Birth of Freedom: Vision for
America. Washington, D.C.: Regnery Publishing,
1999. Forbes’s proposal for a flat tax, summa-
rized in chapter 5, was an important element in his
bid for the Democratic nomination for president
in 2000.

Friedman, Milton, and Rose Friedman. Free to
Choose. New York: Avon Books, 1979. Chapter 4
puts Friedman’s negative-income-tax proposal in
a context of welfare-state measures.

Musgrave, Richard A. The Theory of Public Finance.
New York: McGraw-Hill, 1959. This now-classic
scholarly work devotes chapters to the benefit

principle, ability to pay, and equal treatment of
equals.

Pechman, Joseph A. Tax Reform, the Rich and the
Poor. 2d ed. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institu-
tion, 1989. Brief, simple overview of tax issues by
a leading tax researcher and strong proponent of
progressive taxation.

Slemrod, Joel, ed. Does Atlas Shrug? The Economic
Consequences of Taxing the Rich. Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000. Fifteen
conference papers and commentaries examine the
important moral and economic aspects of the
topic.

See also: Cheating; Civil disobedience; Economic
analysis; Equality; Income distribution; Lotteries;
Tobacco industry.

Technology
Definition: Practical application of scientific knowl-

edge
Type of ethics: Scientific ethics
Significance: The ethics of modern technology in-

volved reconsiderations of personal and social
values to ensure the wise use of technology and to
prevent dehumanization and environmental de-
struction.

Through technology, humans have developed the
means to transcend certain physical and mental limi-
tations of their bodies. In the process, they have mod-
ified materials and their environment to better satisfy
their needs and wants. Technological change has,
however, resulted in an expanded range of choices
and new ethical dilemmas that necessitate a reconsid-
eration of personal and social values. Ethical analysis
of technology involves reviewing whether the social
and personal impact, economic costs, environmental
damage, and potential risks associated with technol-
ogy are worth its benefits. Such analysis is used in
combination with scientific knowledge to formulate
goals and policies to help ensure the responsible de-
velopment and utilization of technology.

Historical Context
Despite its profound influences on humanity and

the environment, technology became a subject of eth-
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ical inquiry only relatively recently. A review of how
the cultural context of science and technology has
changed with time is useful in understanding why
technology did not come under the scrutiny of ethical
analysis earlier.

Technology is generally considered to be the ap-
plication of scientific knowledge; however, technol-
ogy actually preceded science. The first human use
of tools and the development of agriculture were
early forms of technology. The word “technology”
originates from the Greek technè, which means “art,”
“craft,” or “skill.” In ancient times, science was
equated with the search for truth and understanding
of the world and of human life. The Greek philoso-
phers were the first to formulate ideas about matter,
although they never experimentally tested their ideas.
Their discourse focused on determining what was
real and unique about humans relative to other forms
of matter.

A relationship between science and technology
began in the Middle Ages with the practice of al-
chemy—a sort of mystical chemistry practiced by
people with an interest in human health and the qual-
ity of life. Alchemists prepared elixirs in efforts to
remedy ailments as well as to confer immortality. It
was Francis Bacon, however, who first perpetuated
the belief that knowledge obtained through science
could be utilized to enrich human life through new in-
ventions.

Bacon lived in an age when people first used in-
struments to collect information about nature and the
universe but also considered the influence of the stars
upon their destinies and believed in witchcraft. As an
alternative, Bacon outlined what was to become the
modern scientific method—a process characterized
by induction, experiment, and the empirical study of
data.

Over the next hundred years, René Descartes,
Thomas Hobbes, Robert Boyle, and Sir Isaac New-
ton further contributed to the philosophical basis of
the scientific revolution. Science was viewed as one
of humanity’s noblest enterprises and one of the best
means for gaining an understanding of nature. Of rel-
evance to ethics was the fact that this new image of
science differed from previous philosophical thought
on at least two major points. First, classical ethics as-
sumed that there were limits on humanity’s power
over natural phenomena; nature and the future were
controlled by fate, chance, or some divine power.

According to Bacon, however, the power obtained
through knowledge would enable humans to control
nature and their own destiny.

Scientific knowledge was also considered ob-
jective and tangible. Scientific judgments could be
tested by observation of facts and logical analysis;
one could provide clear evidence of truth. In contrast,
moral judgments were seen as subjective, abstract,
and incapable of being empirically tested. Ethical
analyses reflected attitudes of the persons involved
and were based on values held by an individual or
society—all of which have a tendency to be relative
to a particular culture and time. Such relativism was
not thought to apply to scientific data.

Bacon could not have fully imagined the extent to
which his predictions about the enhancement of hu-
man life would come true as a result of technologi-
cal innovations beginning with the Industrial Revolu-
tion. By the mid-twentieth century, numerous dreaded
diseases had been virtually eliminated with the dis-
covery of antibiotics and vaccines. Fertilizers, pesti-
cides, and animal breeding had increased and en-
riched the world’s food supply. New materials such
as plastics and fibers had brought new products into
homes, industrial automation had increased leisure
time, advances in transportation and communica-
tions had linked remote regions of the world, and hu-
manity had begun to look toward outer space as a new
frontier.

The public was content to leave details of scien-
tific concepts to a perceived elite group of experts.
What seemed important was that technology, the
practical result of this work, was the means to im-
prove the quality of life for the average person both
by providing conveniences to simplify tasks and ease
the burden of work and by offering new luxuries and
expanded time for leisure. Advancements in new
weaponry and synthetic pesticides that dramatically
impacted the course of World War II served to further
the public’s positive view of technology.

Changing Attitudes
Despite the perceived benefits of technology, sev-

eral events during the twentieth century contributed
to changing attitudes about science and technology.
The development of the assembly line in 1913, ini-
tially hailed as a means of providing affordable prod-
ucts for everyone, was blamed for the loss of jobs
during the Great Depression. Around this same time,
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philosophical concerns about technological impact
on humans were voiced by individuals like William
F. Ogburn, Leslie White, Lewis Mumford, and C. P.
Snow. They all questioned whether the machine was
an amplifier of human power that challenged human
productive abilities or something that placed humans
into a new serfdom. Despite this, mechanization
propagated as the industrial robot and other forms of
automation were introduced.

The United States’ use of the atom bomb during
World War II raised the level of consciousness of re-
sponsibility among scientists. Afterward, they pro-
tested against nuclear weapons testing, development
of antiballistic missiles, and military research being
done within university settings. Additionally, scien-
tists (most notably Rachel Carson) pointed out that
science and technology had the potential to destroy
the world by the irreversible damage to the environ-
ment caused by industrial pollution and the rampant
use of pesticides. Such testimony by scientists and
other experts led to an increased social awareness of
environmental hazards resulting from technology,
and for the first time, the general public began to
question the value of technology.

Philosophers of the technological age, such as
Herbert Marcuse, Jacques Ellul, Victor Ferkiss, and
Jacob Bronowski, began to formulate the foundations
of a new ethic. New methods of analysis emerged.
One example was Norbert Wiener’s notion of com-
munication and feedback control processes in ani-
mals and machines that he introduced in his book Cy-
bernetics (1948); it became a discipline of study in
the 1960’s. Several other books emerged during the
middle of the twentieth century in which the authors
openly questioned the value of technology. Rachel
Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) was pivotal in this
respect. The evils of technology were often empha-
sized, and it was pointed out that technology had al-
tered the image of humankind. Science-fiction writ-
ers portrayed the horrors of technology gone awry;
for example, Kurt Vonnegut’s Player Piano (1952)
detailed the impact of technological change on the
human psyche.

Public concerns about science and technology
rose dramatically toward the end of the twentieth
century. Nuclear energy, resource availability, bio-
medical and reproductive technologies, genetic en-
gineering, animal welfare, the value of “big sci-
ence”—such as space exploration, strategic defense

initiatives, superconductors, and the Human Genome
Project—and the economic and environmental im-
pact of technology were all among the topics of con-
cern. A growing reliance on computers, the Internet,
and new electronic modes of communication were
changing models of conducting business, accessibil-
ity to information, and perceptions of time and dis-
tances around the globe. New ethical concerns were
being raised about the artificial extension of the hu-
man mind and the changing forms of human interac-
tions. Life science research and biotechnology meth-
odologies led to gene therapy, genetically modified
foods, cloning of mammals, and the use of stem cells
for research—all of which have raised to unprece-
dented levels public awareness of the new ethical di-
lemmas.

Technology and Public Policy
Despite a move in the United States to isolate sci-

entific research from political control, the opposite
situation occurred. Scientists and engineers were con-
sulted by the government for advice on technology—
especially, originally, on issues related to atomic en-
ergy. Federal government involvement in science
expanded during the 1950’s and early 1960’s, with
the formation of funding agencies such as the Na-
tional Science Foundation and the National Institutes
of Health.

Changing economic and political situations in the
1960’s, however, led to decreased federal appropria-
tions for research, and there was a new emphasis on
accountability. Scientists were expected to be pro-
ductive, and research was expected to lead to practi-
cal applications. Phrases such as “applied science”
and “publish or perish” became popular, blurring the
distinction between science and technology. The in-
creased involvement of government in research and
technology and the increased dependence of science
on public funding severely challenged the previously
held ideal that these were ethically neutral areas.
Value judgments, social attitudes, and political and
economic pressures were clearly influencing the na-
tional science agenda, research priorities, and public
opinions of technology.

After the 1960’s, the level of federal funding for
science in the United States increased significantly; a
large percentage of scientists rely on federal research
support. Entrepreneurial partnerships between uni-
versities and business have become common, serving
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to further emphasize applied research and profit-
making—sometimes at the expense of the traditional
academic missions of education and basic research.
Social priorities define where research funds are di-
rected; this is evident in the large amounts of funding
available for research related to cancer, acquired im-
munodeficiency syndrome (AIDS), and, in the early
twenty-first century, national security—especially in
the wake of the events of September 11, 2001.

During the 1970’s, private institutes such as the
Hastings Center in New York and government advi-
sory groups such as the Office of Technology Assess-
ment and the National Academy of Sciences were es-
tablished to initiate discussions and studies of ethical
issues in technology. Emphasis was on the personal
and social impact of technology, regulatory issues,
and finding ways to better inform the public about
technology. International gatherings of scientists
(most notably the meeting on recombinant DNA
technology held at Asilomar, California, in 1975) fo-
cused on ethical dilemmas related to the safe applica-
tion of new and controversial technology in scientific
research, industry, and agriculture.

The national dialogue about technology and eth-
ics expanded as professional scientific societies be-
gan to routinely include sessions on ethics at their an-
nual national meetings. Ethics has become a required
component of the curriculum of many science gradu-
ate school programs, and researchers often must ad-
dress ethical issues when submitting grant proposals
for federal research funds. Centers of ethics related to
technology have been developed at a number of uni-
versities; the Center for Bioethics at the University of
Pennsylvania and the Markkula Center for Applied
Ethics at Santa Clara University in California are
prominent examples.

Calls to place limits on, or even ban, certain types
of research were beginning to be voiced. Initially
these came largely from environmentalists and ani-
mal rights activists, but they later expanded to groups
concerned about genetically modified foods and re-
productive technologies, including cloning. A Na-
tional Bioethics Advisory Commission was estab-
lished by executive order during President Bill
Clinton’s initial term in office. This advisory com-
mittee examined issues related to human subjects’
protection in research. Growing public concerns
about human cloning and embryonic stem cell re-
search led President George W. Bush to establish a

new President’s Council on Bioethics that met for the
first time in January, 2002.

Ethical dilemmas related to the distribution of
wealth and knowledge and environmental damage
resulting from technology have become a major fo-
cus of foreign policy. This is evident in provisions of
international agreements such as the Montreal and
Kyoto Protocols (which focus on environmental con-
cerns), unilateral agreements on weapons and nu-
clear power, and discussions about the distribution of
AIDS drugs to developing nations where the disease
is most prevalent. In October, 2003, the president of
France, Jacques Chirac, called for an international
convention to address ethics raised by advances in
genetic engineering and biotechnology.

Ethical Principles
Traditional ethics were anthropocentric; the fun-

damental nature of the human entity was presumed to
be constant. Classical theories such as Immanuel
Kant’s theory on moral law focused on similarities
between kinds of situations and people. Questions of
good or evil actions toward fellow humans were con-
fined to the foreseeable future and to individuals to
whom a person was either related or was close in the
sense of time or physical location. Actions toward
nonhuman objects were considered to be outside the
realm of ethical consideration.

Modern technology has altered these premises of
classical ethics by changing the nature and the realm
of human actions. Individualism and uniqueness,
rather than similarities, are valued; society is plural-
istic. Innovations in communication and transporta-
tion have altered perceptions of time and space, as
well as changing the very nature of how humans in-
teract with each other. Humans must think globally in
terms of their actions, since they can affect not only
living relatives and neighbors but also unknown peo-
ple living thousands of miles away or someone who
might be born several generations in the future.

Modern technology is informed by a much deeper
understanding of natural phenomena, yet nature is
critically vulnerable to technological intervention.
Because of this, the realm of moral consideration has
been expanded to include nonhuman living organ-
isms, or even all components of the planet. This has
led to the animal rights movement and the develop-
ment of the field of environmental ethics. Despite
this new awareness, humans continue to use technol-
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ogy to construct new environments and alter existing
elements of nature—described by some as humans’
attempt to re-create Eden.

Contemporary ethics, which emerged in the twen-
tieth century, is usually divided into three compo-
nents. Through descriptive ethics, one seeks an accu-
rate, objective account of moral behavior or beliefs.
Metaethics involves examining the meanings and
uses of moral terms such as “good” or “right” and
studying moral reasoning and foundations for moral
judgments. In normative ethics, moral arguments
about what types of conduct are right or wrong, or
good or bad, are analyzed. Normative ethics is also
concerned with how human beings might best lead
their lives and which states of affairs ought to be fur-
thered in society. It is this latter branch of contempo-
rary ethics on which discussions about technology
focus.

Most ethical considerations of technology are is-
sue- or case-oriented (applied ethics) and often focus
on specific areas such as bioethics or computer eth-
ics. Ethical assessments draw on traditional ethical
theory and principles when possible, but also rely on
scientific evidence and psychological, political, eco-
nomic, and historical factors. Traditional ethical rea-
soning involves consideration of utility, right, justice,
common good, and virtue, and use of such standards
would lead to questions such as the following when
assessing technology: What are the benefits and harms
of a particular technology? Who will be impacted
and do individuals have free choice in determining
whether they will use or be impacted, by technology?
Are individuals protected from technology being
used in ways they do not want? Will there be a fair
distribution of the direct benefits and wealth technol-
ogy brings? However, given the pace at which new
information is obtained and put into application, and
the inability to foresee all the consequences of tech-
nology, it is difficult to conduct such a thorough as-
sessment.

The fundamental ethical question of whether sci-
ence and its applications through technology are
good or evil is frequently debated. Since goodness is
a function of both personal and societal sets of val-
ues, there is no absolute set of standards from either
classical or contemporary ethics that can be used in
this area. Such analysis is further complicated by di-
vided views as to whether technology is mechanical
or autonomous. In the mechanical view, or instru-

mental theory, technology is seen as a tool with
which to accomplish a humanly defined goal. As
such, it has instrumental value depending on its use-
fulness to humans, and ethical judgments can be
made only regarding the goals for which the tools are
used. In the autonomous view, or substantive theory,
technology has a life of its own and may no longer be
under human control. Ethical concerns center both
on whether to control or restrict technology and on
the moral impact of technology on individuals and
society.

New Ethical Issues
Fears that technology might someday begin con-

trolling humans have long been a major ethical con-
cern. Some people believe this to be reality. During
the 1980’s and 1990’s, Neil Postman and Langdon
Winner both described how technology had rede-
fined social relationships, culture, ideas of space and
time, individual habits, moral boundaries, and politi-
cal and economic structures. Ironically, technology,
which originally led to increased leisure time, has
now created a mind-set in business (at least in the
United States) that prioritizes efficiency and produc-
tivity and promotes a “24-7” mentality. Without free
time to pursue friendships, people ironically now
turn to their computers for human interaction. Some
have noted that the ever-accelerating pace of new
knowledge acquisition and implementation of new
technologies correlates with fast-paced modern soci-
ety that is characterized by temporary relationships
(consider the high divorce rate, the increasing trend
of frequent career changes, and the routine buyouts
and mergers in business).

Many have described the seductive power of tech-
nology and society’s increasing reliance on it. Ruth
Conway refers to the “flick of a switch” syndrome
where individuals use technology but are unaware of
the workings of the machine or the environmental
impact of the product and are completely discon-
nected from the science and creativity that went into
the design. She sees this as a debilitating power of
technology that can lead to a sense of powerlessness
and incompetence. (Consider some people’s depen-
dence on remote controls or the common perception
that younger generations can no longer do mathemat-
ical calculations without the aid of a calculator.) As
technology advances, the scientific literacy of the
general public lags farther behind. Given the expand-
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ing information gap between the experts and the pub-
lic, who should make decisions about acceptable
risks of technology, determine public policy on sci-
entific research, or set limits on technology that
threatens to cross some unacceptable moral bound-
ary?

Humans have never before dealt with the types
of ethical implications to which modern technology
has given birth. Genetic engineering is a good ex-
ample of a modern technology that leads to a range
of new ethical dilemmas including decisions about
whether humans should genetically modify them-
selves or other animals and uncertainties associated
with scientists tinkering with evolution and natural
selection. However, besides these, there are ques-
tions of whom, if anybody should profit from this
technology.

In Diamond v. Chakrabarty (1980), the U.S. Su-
preme Court ruled that oil-eating bacteria produced
by genetic engineering were living inventions and
thus were patentable. This decision further sparked
debate over whether life-forms should be engi-
neered, much less patented, and has intensified as a
result of the various genome sequencing projects and
the patenting of specific DNA sequences isolated
from living organisms. A scientist can patent not only
a gene responsible for some desirable trait in a crop
plant but also a potentially interesting abnormal gene
isolated from tissue of a patient with some disease
(without the patient’s knowledge). Previously un-
imaginable businesses such as gene prospecting
(from humans and other species) and trade in indige-
nous DNA have emerged.

Computer and communication technologies have
also led to new ethical dilemmas—typically in the ar-
eas of privacy and intellectual property rights. While
some parents may appreciate the ability to check in
on their children electronically at a day care center,
they might strongly object to the same technology
being used in their workplace to monitor their own
work. Global positioning systems enable products
such as OnStar, which can be used to help a stranded
motorist, but also allows companies to track the driv-
ing patterns and location of automobile owners with-
out their explicit consent. The Internet and electronic
mail communication have many benefits, but they
also expand the availability of potential victims, as
evidenced by the increase of new breeds of criminals
including hackers and online sexual predators.

International Issues
Most countries realize that their welfare is depen-

dent in part on their national scientific and technolog-
ical capacity. In the past, the poor (including those in
technological countries) have benefited least from
technology. How is it possible to distribute justly the
benefits of technology? Should everyone enjoy some
equitable level of quality of life before further tech-
nological advances are permitted? Does the inequal-
ity in wealth and technology that exists between in-
dustrial and developing nations lead to undesirable
practices such as black markets for weapons or sub-
stances such as chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs)—which
were later banned by the provisions of the Montreal
Protocols? Should technologically advanced coun-
tries continue to use resources obtained from less-
developed countries? If so, what constitutes a fair
compensation?

The British philosopher David Hume stated that a
system of justice was necessary because of human
passions, selfishness, and limits of resources. Ethical
discussions of technology often refer to the tragedy
of the commons. The commons are those provisions
of the earth that humans must share; the tragedy is
that human nature compels people continually to in-
crease their well-being—often at the expense of fel-
low humans. Can a spirit of cooperation prevail if
competition is instinctual?

Countries may be obligated to share not only the
benefits of technology but also certain kinds of knowl-
edge, such as that related to the eradication of dis-
ease. For poor countries, the information may be use-
less unless financial assistance for implementation is
also provided. Who becomes responsible for such fi-
nancial support? Other technical information, such
as that linked to national security, may require pro-
tection. Who decides which information is to be
shared?

New technology raises questions of priorities, es-
pecially when resources are limited. Should ending
world hunger be of higher priority than having hu-
mans explore outer space? Proponents argue that
technology stimulates human intellect, national pres-
tige, and pride. Of what value are these? When a na-
tion has a large national debt, how much technology
is needed for security (whether to serve as a deterrent
or for defense)? What would be the social price of not
using technology?

Technology is often blamed for the depletion of
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many natural resources. Can limited resources be
shared or conserved? If technology cannot provide
alternatives to scarce resources, what valued material
goods and comforts would humans be willing to sac-
rifice? What alternative energy sources are acceptable
substitutes when traditional ones are depleted? Inno-
vations in agriculture enhanced the world’s food sup-
ply, but overpopulation threatens the planet. Should
birth control (via technological products) be man-
dated to bring the population back into balance with
what the earth can support?

Other new ethical questions relate to responsibili-
ties toward future generations. What impact will con-
tinued technological development have on the future
of humanity and Earth’s ecosystem? Are these even
within the realm of human responsibility? The tech-
nology accepted in the twenty-first century or any
decisions made to set limits on research and evolv-
ing technologies will likely have far-reaching conse-
quences for many generations to come.

Has Technology Altered Humans?
Early ethical considerations of technology asked

whether it was a threat to the dignity of humans and
whether humans were becoming slaves to machines.
In contrast, others argue that the machine has freed hu-
mans from demoralizing and tedious physical labor,
allowing them to more fully develop their intellectual
capacities. Modern technological advances have the
potential to further blur the boundary between hu-
man and machine, including artificial intelligence,
neurotechnology—which involves implantable mi-
crocomputer chips connected to prosthetic devices—
and nanotechnology.

Advances in computing and communication tech-
nology allow individuals to access information and
regions of the world previously unattainable for the
majority of people. To achieve this global connectiv-
ity, what has been lost in terms of fundamental hu-
man values of family and community? Despite the
capability to access almost infinite amounts of infor-
mation, computers and artificial intelligence are
blamed for diminished communication skills and a
loss of imagination. Are impersonal interactions and
loss of privacy worth the ability to augment intellec-
tual power?

Through technology, scientists have revealed the
“secret of life” (DNA structure), and it is theoreti-
cally possible to modify humans through genetic en-

gineering. Scientists are identifying the chemical re-
actions that are responsible for learning, memory,
behavior, and the perceptions of pleasure and pain. It
has become possible to predict some future health
problems, the ability to learn, or an individual’s po-
tential for criminal conduct or displaying an addic-
tive behavior—in some cases, before a person is even
born. How will such information be used, and by
whom? Chemical or genetic modification of behav-
ior, in combination with computers and artificial in-
telligence, will further enable the expansion of the
mental capacities of humans. Researchers have the
technology and most of the genetic details to rede-
sign humans should they so choose. What impact
does such knowledge have on humanity and spiritu-
ality?

Individual value systems are influenced by a per-
son’s experiences and environment. Both one’s sense
of self and decision-making abilities are determined
by these values. What happens to human values when
the factors that influence them are in constant flux?
Values are known to change more slowly than the re-
ality of human experience; what sort of crisis does
this present? Humans are confronted with more
choices than ever. With shifting values and no set
of common societal values, how can decisions be
made?

Technological Risk and Responsibility
Although technology provides numerous benefits

to society, it also entails risks. Oftentimes, not all po-
tential dangers resulting from technology can be
foreseen, since predictive knowledge falls behind the
technical knowledge and humankind’s power to act.
Because of this, risk-benefit analysis (a utilitarian ap-
proach) is not relevant in all cases, nor is it always
possible to logically determine acceptable levels of
risk. Choices must be made regarding things that hu-
mans have not yet experienced.

How should people address risk in a way that ac-
commodates the perceptions and values of those who
bear it when perceptions of the nature, magnitude,
and acceptability of the risk differ tremendously
among people? Is it possible to identify common val-
ues and consider objectives for technology that dif-
ferent cultures within a society or across interna-
tional boundaries can accept?

Highly trained science experts have difficulty
keeping up with developments in their own special-
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ized areas. Couple this with the view that the general
public is relatively scientifically illiterate, and how,
in a democratic society, can citizens participate in
wise decision making relative to technology? What
responsibility do people have to educate themselves
about science and technology? How does the public
gain access to the relevant information? What are the
obligations of scientists and technologists in dissem-
inating complex information to the public? How do
scientists and technologists balance loyalties to their
employers, their profession, and the public in calling
attention to potential risks arising from their work? Is
it the role of journalists to provide an adequate set of
facts to the public?

Even when intelligent decisions are made, errors
can occur. Who becomes responsible for unexpected
applications or undesirable consequences of technol-
ogy? Who could have predicted that terrorists would
use jets as weapons of mass destruction or samples
from biomedical research for bioterrorism? The un-
predictable nature of humans and the complexity of
political and economic factors make it impossible to
foresee all consequences. How can people know the
truth about the future conditions of humankind and
the earth? How can people know what might possibly
be at stake? How important does trust become when
regulating the power that humankind obtains through
technology?

If technological change is inevitable, consider-
ation must be given to how it should be controlled
and assessed and how progress should be defined. Is
continued evidence of technological progress a suffi-
cient measure of the healthful state of modern cul-
ture? Ironically, modern decision making is depen-
dent on the collection and analysis of data and the use
of technological devices for this process; technology
is used to assess and make decisions about technol-
ogy. Where does ethical analysis fit into the process?
Are there some areas of research and technology that
simply should not be pursued? Who should deter-
mine the legitimate goals of science and technology,
and who will be responsible for setting limits on sci-
entific freedom and bans on certain technologies?

Although difficult, attempts are continually being
made to evaluate technological outcomes. Modern
pluralistic societies cannot agree on what ends should
be served or how conflicting values should be priori-
tized. There is a general consensus that technology
should be regulated, but the development of public

policy has been hampered by the unanswered ques-
tion of who should decide what the moral boundaries
should be. Values of freedom (respect for autonomy)
and of individual choice conflict with ideas on what
is right for society as a whole (the utilitarian perspec-
tive). Such conflict between self-interest and profit
on one side and the sense of obligation for the com-
mon good on the other is typical of Western philoso-
phy. A series of profound questions remain unan-
swered. What are the foundations of an ethic that
is applicable to this new technological age? How
should the new image of humans be defined in a tech-
nological age? How can the survival of humanity,
which many people claim is permanently threatened
by automation, computers, and genetic engineering,
be ensured?

Diane White Husic
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Telemarketing
Definition: Fast-growing international industry that

reaches customers through direct telephone calls
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Although it is recognized that tele-

marketing provides useful services to consumers,
the industry is known for ethically questionable
practices that annoy uninterested persons and un-
dermine consumer trust and faith in the market-
place generally.

Telemarketing can be an efficient method of selling
products, services, and philanthropic opportunities.
It can also disseminate useful information to inter-
ested consumers. However, telemarketers are notori-

ous for harming vulnerable consumers and busi-
nesses, providing misinformation, annoying people
with unsolicited calls, and creating animosities and
suspicions that limit the benefits of telemarketing it-
self. During the first years of the twenty-first century,
it was estimated that the American public was losing
an estimated forty billion dollars per year to fraudu-
lent telemarketers.

Voluntary telemarketing codes of conduct and
state and national criminal codes require that tele-
marketers make disclosures to consumers, prohibit
lies, regulate hours of operation and sales tactics, and
allow call recipients to request placement on do-not-
call lists. Ethical issues arise when the marketing tac-
tics are unfair, intrusive, or excessively forceful; the
sellers, solicitors, buyers, or donors engage in decep-
tion or fraud; the marketing targets are vulnerable or
exploited; or the products or benefits are exaggerated
or misrepresented.

Unethical Practices
Such telemarketing tactics as after-hours or re-

peated calls, calls to private homes during private
hours, calls that clog business telephones and mes-
sage centers, and sales pitches implying negative
consequences for resisting sales calls are considered
both unethical and unfair. Some anti-telemarketing
tactics are considered unethical. These include fraud-
ulently accepting sales agreements or charitable
pledges, injuring telemarketers’ ears with loud whis-
tles or horns, insincere and repeated requests for
callbacks and written materials, and providing
telemarketers with false or misleading information.

Both telemarketing callers and the people who
take their calls are unknown to each other, making
enforcement of applicable laws difficult to enforce.
Some telemarketing companies practice what are
known as fly-by-night tactics: After their unfair prac-
tices are detected and targeted for investigation, they
close their operations, hide their assets, and reopen
their businesses under new names with new corpo-
rate identities. Companies operating out of foreign
countries may be beyond the enforcement reach of
U.S. national and state authorities. At the same time,
some buyers engage in equally fraudulent behavior
by taking delivery of products or services for which
they have no intention to pay.

Telemarketing sales pitches that target the elderly,
persons with disabilities, geographically and socially
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isolated persons, or persons with limited financial re-
sources are considered especially unfair. Pitches ex-
ploiting the victims’greed, avarice, ego, or emotional
sensitivities are also unfair but are often viewed less
harshly by the public.

The Federal Trade Commission (FTC) and other
enforcement agencies have been lenient in allowing
puffery, exaggeration, and hyperbole in marketing.
The marketing companies themselves may provide
honest and forthright scripts for their callers to read
to potential customers; however, they may also en-
courage their callers to deviate from their scripts to
make sales. It is difficult to bring legal charges on
oral sales pitches that are delivered by anonymous
salespersons. In some cases the product, services, or
charities do not even exist. Some telemarketing is a
cover for credit card or identity theft, or is used to

gather financial and consumer information used by
other telemarketers at later dates.

Gordon Neal Diem

Further Reading
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Teleological ethics
Definition: Moral theories asserting that the pur-

pose or end of an action determines the moral
quality of that action, or that a moral obligation
exists to fulfill one’s inherent purposes or ends

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: As a general category, teleological

ethics—or ethics focused on intent or on conse-
quences, rather than duty—constitutes one of the
two major types of ethics; the other is deon-
tological ethics. A more specific school of teleo-
logical ethics is founded upon the assumption that
teloses, or ends, exist objectively in the world,
that is, that things and people have inherent pur-
poses the fulfillment of which should guide hu-
man action. For the narrower school, therefore,
one has an ethical duty to discover and accom-
plish one’s purpose in the world.

The term “teleological” is derived in part from the
Greek word telos, which means end or goal. Teleo-
logical ethics refers to ethical theories that base the
rightness of actions or the moral value of character
traits on the ends or goals that they promote or bring
about. A teleological perspective was typical in an-
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The National Do Not Call Registry

In September, 2003, the Federal Trade Commission
(FTC) responded to complaints about telemarketers
by establishing the National Do Not Call Registry.
Its goal was to give citizens more control over their
private telephones by enlisting government help to
stop unsolicited commercial calls. New federal leg-
islation made it a criminal offense for telemarketers
to call any numbers on the registry and laid down
guidelines for acceptable and unacceptable tele-
phone solicitations and penalties for violations of
the new law.

Meanwhile the FTC invited members of the pub-
lic to register, at no charge, their telephone num-
bers. In late March of 2004 the FTC reported that
58.4 million phone numbers were registered and
that “most telemarketers have been diligent” in com-
plying with the law. According to an independent
public opinion survey conducted by the Harris Poll
in February, 2004, about 57 percent of all adults in
America had registered phone numbers with the
Do Not Call Registry. Moreover, more than 90 per-
cent of those who had registered reported receiving
fewer or no telemarketing calls since registering.

To sign up on the Do Not Call Registry or to get more
information, visit the FTC Web site at www.ftc.gov/
donotcall/.



cient and medieval ethical thought. Its classic expres-
sion is found in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, par-
ticularly in the opening lines of chapter 2 of book 1:

Now if there is an end which as moral agents we
seek for its own sake, and which is the cause of our
seeking all the other ends . . . it is clear that this must
be the good, that is the absolutely good. May we not
then argue from this that a knowledge of the good is
a great advantage to us in the conduct of our lives?

Aristotle, like most ancient and medieval think-
ers, used ends and goals to justify virtues and other
character traits as well as actions. Until the recent re-
vival of virtue-based ethics, most modern teleologi-
cal ethical theorists were concerned with theories of
obligation; that is, of right and wrong action.

English philosopher C. D. Broad, writing during
the early part of the twentieth century, was the first to
use the term “teleological” more narrowly to refer to
theories of obligation. According to Broad, teleolog-
ical theories hold that the “rightness or wrongness of
an action is always determined by its tendency to pro-
duce certain consequences which are intrinsically
good or bad.”

Teology vs. Deontology
In Broad’s classification scheme, which has be-

come standard, teleological theories are contrasted
with deontological theories. The latter judge at least
some actions to be right in certain circumstances,
regardless of what their consequences might be.
Leading deontological ethical theorists include Im-
manuel Kant, W. D. Ross, and John Rawls. No stan-
dard or standards of right action are agreed on by all
deontologists; instead, what is common to such theo-
rists is a denial of the teleologists’claim that the good-
ness of consequences is the sole right-making feature
of actions or rules of action. For example, Ross in-
sisted that some acts, such as keeping a promise, are
right even if doing something else would result in a
slight gain in the value of the total consequences.
Ross’s criticism is of a familiar type directed specifi-
cally at the aspect of teleological theories that is
sometimes referred to as their “consequentialism”;
that is, their requirement that right actions are those
having the best consequences. The English philoso-
pher G. E. M. Anscombe first used the term “conse-

quentialism” in a 1958 paper to classify moral theo-
ries of obligation. She objected to such theories
because of their moral laxity, in that they justified vi-
olating rules if the consequences of observing the
rules were sufficiently bad.

Another way of expressing the contrast between
teleological theories and deontological theories is
that suggested by William Frankena and John Rawls.
This approach begins with the idea that the two basic
moral concepts are the right (the rightness or obli-
gatoriness of actions) and the good (the intrinsic
goodness or value of things or states of affairs). Tele-
ological theories give priority to the good over the
right in that they define the good independently of the
right and then define the right as that which maxi-
mizes the good. It is possible to identify what is good
or has value independent of any idea of what is right.
By contrast, deontological theories define the right
independently of what is good, thus allowing that a
right action may not necessarily maximize the good.

Looked at this way, one of the questions that tele-
ological theories must address is: “What is good in it-
self, or has intrinsic value?” The theory of value that
is adopted by a teleologist may judge a single kind of
thing, such as pleasure, to be good, or it may hold a
plurality of things to be good. Jeremy Bentham, the
famous English utilitarian, was a defender of the
former view, called “hedonism,” while the early twen-
tieth century English philosopher G. E. Moore sub-
scribed to the latter, pluralist view. Another concep-
tion of value is a “perfectionist” one, according to
which some ideal of human excellence is seen as
valuable and worthy of pursuit. Aristotle maintained
that the human good consisted of the active exercise
of the distinctively human faculty of reason.

Whose Good Should Be Promoted?
Teleological theories also provide different an-

swers to the question of whose good it is that should
be promoted. Egoistic theories contend that the rele-
vant good is the good of the agent, the person acting,
while universalistic theories hold that agents must
consider the good of all those who are affected by an
action. The best-known of all teleological theories is
the universalistic one: utilitarianism. Developed by
Jeremy Bentham during the early nineteenth cen-
tury, utilitarianism has been one of the dominant ethi-
cal theories and social philosophies in the English-
speaking world.
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Classical utilitarians such as Bentham, John Stu-
art Mill, and Henry Sidgwick were hedonistic utili-
tarians who asserted that actions, policies, and insti-
tutions are to be judged on the basis of the amount of
pleasure (as opposed to pain) they produce, consider-
ing all those affected. Other utilitarians have de-
parted from the classical view in several ways: Some
“ideal” utilitarians, such as G. E. Moore, took the posi-
tion that things other than pleasure were intrinsically
good, while other “rule-utilitarians” stated that rules,
not actions, should be judged on the basis of good-
ness of consequences. While utilitarianism in its var-
ious forms remains an important system of moral
thought, its once dominant position was eclipsed dur-
ing the late twentieth century by other types of teleo-
logical theories—especially by deontological theo-
ries, which have regarded utilitarianism as being
open to the charge of insufficiently respecting the
value of individuals and allowing too easily the sacri-
fice of one individual for the greater good of others.

Mario Morelli
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Televangelists
Definition: Ministers of the Christian Gospel who

conduct services and raise money on television
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The emergence of televangelism as a

cultural phenomenon in the latter half of the twen-
tieth century raised numerous ethical issues re-
garding the relationship between mass media and
religion.

Televangelism is a product of the evangelical move-
ment in modern Christianity that emphasizes a strict
interpretation of biblical authority and a personal
commitment to Jesus Christ reinforced by specific
conversion experiences. It is the conversion experi-
ence itself that televangelists seek to impart in their
audiences in accordance with their evangelical man-
date to spread the Christian Gospel.

Evangelical Christians were among the first reli-
gious groups to recognize and utilize the power of
mass media, beginning with the advent of commer-
cial radio during the 1920’s. However, regulatory
policies that encouraged noncontroversial and ecu-
menical religious broadcasting served to marginalize
the conservative Protestant messages of evangelical
broadcasters, forcing them to purchase their own air-
time on mainstream media outlets and develop their
own media apparatuses to spread their messages.
This environment shaped the development of tele-
vised evangelist ministries during the 1950’s as Billy
Graham, Rex Humbard, and other early televangel-
ists worked to create their own organizations for syn-
dication and distribution of programming.

The growth of the television industry during the
1950’s and 1960’s and the emergence of cable televi-
sion in the 1970’s provided new opportunities for
televangelists to reach their target audiences. By the
1980’s, televangelism was a multimillion-dollar in-
dustry with a worldwide audience of more than twenty
million viewers, but subsequent revelations of finan-
cial and sexual misconduct by Jim Bakker and Jimmy
Swaggart and the failed presidential campaign of Pat
Robertson led to a decline in the popularity of tele-
vangelists, prompting many Christian broadcasters
to turn to family-oriented secular programming to
boost their audiences. Nevertheless, the core of tele-
vangelism, with its emphasis on sermons, salvation,
and solicitation of funds, remained.
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Religious Issues
The popularity of televangelists has raised many

ethical issues within the realm of organized religion.
Religious leaders of various faiths have expressed
concerns about the success of televangelists in ad-
vancing Fundamentalist Christian doctrine. For ex-
ample, moderate evangelical Christians have charged
that the prominent role of televangelism in popular
religion distorts public perceptions by creating the
impression that all evangelical Christians embrace
Fundamentalism. However, the prevalence of tele-
vangelists in religious broadcasting is the result of
long-standing regulatory policies that many of these
critics have benefited from and are loathe to alter.
Many religious leaders see the growing audiences
of televangelists as evidence of the increasing influ-
ence of Fundamentalism in modern religious thought.
Some, however, question the success of televangel-
ists in converting believers, arguing that they have
been more successful in reinforcing the beliefs of
those already converted than in winning new initi-
ates.

Critics of televangelists often take issue with their
perceived vanity, their reliance upon entertainment to
capture their audiences, and the celebrity status that
many of them attain. Many mainstream Christians
believe that these traits are antithetical to Christian
scriptures and traditions that place strong emphasis
upon humility and the rejection of materialism, espe-
cially with regard to members of the clergy.

Some critics also question the tendency of promi-
nent televangelists to use their airtime, spiritual
authority, and celebrity status to advance political
agendas, a practice that is arguably contrary to the
teachings of Jesus Christ, whom the Christian Gos-
pels depict as a purely spiritual leader who repeatedly
refused to take positions on political issues. In re-
sponse to these charges, defenders of televangelists
often argue that their political stances are consistent
with religious doctrine and their concern for the wel-
fare of their communities, and that their acquisition
of power and influence through celebrity serves the
utilitarian purpose of winning converts.

Community vs. Individual
A common criticism of televangelism is that it un-

dermines the sense of community that is crucial not
only to conventional religious worship but also to the
welfare of the secular community. Since televangel-

ists by nature preach to multiple audiences of indi-
vidual television viewers, rather than to assembled
groups of worshippers, many critics charge that tele-
vangelism changes the focus of worshippers from
community to self by circumventing the fellowship
and peer support that the communal worship experi-
ence provides to worshippers. Some suggest that this
focus on self reinforces the emotional and cultural
isolation of consumers of televangelism, placing em-
phasis on individual salvation and personal gain over
the good of the community. By contrast, televangel-
ists often point to the sizes of their audiences and the
scopes of their ministries as evidence that they are
fulfilling needs neglected by industry regulators and
otherwise unrepresented in the free market by minis-
tering to those in need of religious experience, many
of whom are unable to attend conventional worship
services. The validity of each of these arguments
is dependent in part upon how many consumers of
televangelism would be willing and able to attend
conventional church services if religious broadcasts
were not available to them, an indicator for which re-
liable data are difficult to obtain.

The Money Factor
Perhaps the strongest and most enduring ethical

criticisms of televangelists involve the solicitation
and utilization of money in their ministries. Televan-
gelist ministries, like conventional ministries, are de-
pendent upon private donations to support their oper-
ations. Televangelists’ use of the airwaves to solicit
donations can thus be compared to the passing of col-
lection plates in conventional churches. However,
televangelists are often criticized for using “hard-sell”
techniques to extract contributions from their view-
ers, many of whom are emotionally and financially
vulnerable. Revelations of the financial impropri-
eties of Jim and Tammy Faye Bakker in the 1980’s
coupled with the antics of Oral Roberts—who
claimed that God had promised to take his life if his
ministry did not meet its financial goals—lent cre-
dence to these accusations and reinforced the conven-
tional stereotype of the vain, unethical televangelist.
However, supporters of televangelism continued to
argue that most televangelists do not engage in cor-
rupt practices, and that televangelist ministries con-
tinue to provide a valuable service despite their repu-
tations for corruption.

Michael H. Burchett
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Temperance
Definition: Moderation or self-restraint, particu-

larly in abstaining from consuming alcohol
Date: U.S. movement flourished between the

1820’s and the 1920’s
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: The American temperance movement,

culminating in the institution of Prohibition, is
generally understood as an attempt to legislate
morality. In other words, it advocated outlawing
actions whose moral or immoral character was a
matter of debate. The destructive results and re-
peal of Prohibition are often used by social theo-
rists to support arguments that morality cannot be
successfully legislated—that is, that social con-
sensus about moral values and appropriate behav-
ior cannot be imposed by rule of law.

The term “temperance” is used to refer to moderation
in all activities, especially those of eating and drink-
ing. Aristotle advised that “moderation in all things is
a virtue.” Temperance can also refer to the practice of
not drinking alcohol at all, and that is how the term
will be used in this article.

In the United States, the Prohibition Era lasted
from 1920 to 1933. The violence of the underworld

gangs that supplied illegal liquor and the wild activi-
ties of the men and women who defied the law and
drank at illegal bars called “speakeasies” earned the
decade the nickname “the Roaring Twenties.”

Early Prohibition Efforts
During the early nineteenth century, the temper-

ance movement began to urge Americans to avoid al-
coholic beverages of all kinds. The term “temper-
ance” as it related to this movement was a misnomer,
since the members of the movement actually advo-
cated total abstinence from alcohol. The supporters
of the temperance movement were known as the
“drys.” They believed that alcohol endangered peo-
ple’s physical and mental health as well as encour-
aging crime and violent behavior. In 1846, Maine
passed the first prohibition law, and by 1860, twelve
more states had adopted prohibition. Throughout the
U.S. Civil War the issue of temperance was ignored.
The Women’s Temperance Union and the Anti-
Saloon League picked up the battle from 1875 to
1900. In 1872, the Prohibition Party was formed, and
it nominated candidates for president and vice presi-
dent. The zenith of the party’s influence was reached
in 1892, when it won 271,000 votes for its candi-
dates. After that time, the party steadily lost ground.

By 1900, prohibitionists had lost so much ground
that only five states still had prohibition laws. As a re-
sult, advocates of prohibition decided to make it a na-
tional issue, and they succeeded. In 1913, Congress
passed the Webb-Kenyon Act, which forbade the
shipment of alcohol from a wet to a dry state. During
World War I, prohibitionists argued that using grain
needed to feed soldiers to make alcohol was unpatri-
otic. A strong puritan strain in American culture
served to support the prohibitionists’claims. In 1917,
the Eighteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution
was passed, which prohibited the import, manufac-
ture, sale, and transport of alcoholic beverages. Con-
gress provided enforcement power by passing the
Volstead Act, which penalized violations of the Eigh-
teenth Amendment.

Life Without Legal Alcohol
Hundreds of thousands of U.S. citizens disobeyed

prohibition laws, claiming that they had the right to
live by their own standards. They believed that the
laws were unjust and violated their rights, and were
thus to be ignored.
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As has been the case with illegal drugs, the de-
mand for alcohol drove prices up, and the huge prof-
its that could be realized attracted organized crime to
the alcohol trade. The most notorious profiteer was
Al Capone of Chicago, who made millions of dollars
selling beer and liquor. The wealth and power of the
crime gangs made it possible for them to bribe police
and government officials. Those who could not be
bribed were threatened or even killed. Gangs con-
trolled the governments of several U.S. cities and
were difficult to oppose.

Gangs not only made alcohol themselves but also
found ways of controlling alcohol made by others. It
was legal to make “near beer” by brewing beer of reg-
ular strength and then weakening it. Bootleggers
simply bought or stole the strong beer and sold it to
the public at exorbitant prices. The government al-

lowed industries to make alcohol for medical pur-
poses and research. Again, the gangs either bought or
stole this alcohol and converted it into beverages. The
gangs also imported alcohol illegally by smuggling it
into the United States from Europe, the Caribbean, or
Canada. In 1924, this smuggled alcohol had an esti-
mated worth of $40 million, a huge sum of money at
the time.

The outlawing of alcohol brought about great
changes in American life. In the same way that some
people produce drugs in home laboratories today,
some people during the Prohibition Era made liquor
at home, calling it by such names as “white lightning”
and “bathtub gin.” Such liquor was strong and of poor
quality, but it served to get people drunk. Prior to
1920, few women drank alcohol in public, but both
sexes drank together in the crowded speakeasies.

This made it acceptable for women to
drink in bars with men. Many people
carried liquor in concealed hip flasks or
in purses. Because the government never
had enough agents to enforce Prohibi-
tion, people found it easy and relatively
safe to defy the prohibition laws. Since
these laws were so unpopular with the
public, many officers were reluctant to
enforce them.

Legalization
Many Americans concluded that Pro-

hibition created more harm than good. It
criminalized behavior that people were
determined to pursue, thereby increas-
ing crime and making a mockery of law
enforcement. In addition, the 1929 stock
market crash led to the Great Depression,
and Americans had problems larger than
alcohol consumption to worry about.
Many people wanted to end Prohibition,
and they argued that legalizing alcohol
would help the government recover from
the Great Depression by allowing it to
tax the manufacture and sale of liquor.
Consequently, in 1933, the Twenty-first
Amendment to the Constitution repealed
the Eighteenth Amendment and ended
the Prohibition Era. In 1966, the state of
Mississippi became the last state to re-
peal its prohibition laws. Less than 2 per-
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cent of Americans live in areas that have prohibition
laws. In most cases, such laws reflect the influence of
churches, not prohibition or temperance groups.

By 1976, only 16,000 Americans voted for the
Prohibition Party’s candidate for president. In 1977,
the Prohibition Party changed its name to the National
Statesman Party. It works closely with the American
Council on Alcohol Problems and the Anti-Saloon
League. Since the repeal of the Eighteenth Amend-
ment, such groups have been relatively ineffective in
promoting the prohibition of intoxicants.

Conclusions
For most people, the subjects of intemperance, al-

coholism, and addiction conjure up mental images of
individuals who are out of control, who are belliger-
ent, argumentative, and violent. Many Americans as-
sociate substance abuse with spouse and child batter-
ing, frequent fighting, crimes against persons and
property, and fetal alcohol syndrome. Once it was be-
lieved that alcoholics and other addicts could over-
come their addiction through heroic acts of will.
Nowadays, however, many physicians believe that a
predisposition to alcoholism may be hereditary. To-
day, society views addiction as a disease rather than
as a character flaw. Medical models have replaced
social models, and addicts are now seen as people
who need twelve-step programs and support groups
such as Alcoholics Anonymous, and medical treat-
ment rather than criticism, incarceration, and con-
demnation. Addiction is a complex issue that in-
volves physiology as much as morality.

Dallas Browne
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Temptation
Definition: Enticement to do something one should

probably not do
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Temptation includes enticement to

do anything from engaging in mildly self-destruc-
tive behavior, such as eating fattening foods, all
the way up to committing heinous crimes. It is as-
sociated with weakness or wickedness, because it
entails acting on desires one knows and acknowl-
edges to be wrong.

Oscar Wilde’s witty descriptions of temptation help
to demonstrate the tremendous power of temptation
over the human will. He said: “I can resist everything
except temptation” and “The only way to get rid of a
temptation is to yield to it.”

Temptation is closely linked conceptually to the
phenomenon of the weakness of human will. Para-
doxically, although stories of weakness of will are
found as early as in the biblical story of Adam and
Eve, many philosophers have insisted that weakness
of will does not exist. Weakness of will is usually de-
fined as action that is contrary to one’s better judg-
ment. Some people have argued that it is impossible
for a rational agent to act voluntarily while simulta-
neously realizing that his or her best judgment con-
demns that very act. Others have argued that since the
acts in question are voluntary, the best evidence of
what an agent wanted most strongly is the act itself.
Therefore, they argue, it is impossible to know that
weakness of will has been involved in any observed
act.

Such arguments fly in the face of ordinary human
experience, but the plausibility of the arguments does
make the temptation involved in weakness of will
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seem paradoxical. Some thinkers (such as Sterling
Harwood and David McNaughton) suggest that
weakness of will should be defined not as action con-
trary to one’s better judgment but as a disposition to
act against one’s higher-order desires. Lower-order
desires include hunger, thirst, and lust. Higher-order
desires are desires that have to do with desires such as
a dieter’s desire for a suppressed appetite. This is one
possible way to resolve the paradox, for it allows one
to define the temptation in weakness of will as an un-
usually strong disposition to do the tempting act,
whether or not one in fact succumbs to the temptation
by performing that act. This conception of tempta-
tion seems to fit the hard data of human experience,
which show (Fingarette, 1988) that even those who
are professionally treated for alcoholism indulge
their craving for drink about as often as those who are
left untreated, and also show that smoking tobacco is
roughly as addictive as heroin.

Sterling Harwood
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Ten Commandments
Identification: Ten absolute moral laws tradition-

ally ascribed to the divine revelation of Moses on
Mount Sinai

Date: Proclaimed between the fifteenth and
thirteenth centuries b.c.e.

Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: By tradition, the Ten Command-

ments specify the Hebrews’ responsibilities in
their covenant with Yahweh. Beginning in the
thirteenth century c.e., the Commandments were
gradually incorporated into Christian instruction
manuals and catechisms as well. Many scholars
assert that they form the philosophical foundation
upon which modern criminal law has been built,
although many others see this notion as poten-
tially dangerous, because it seems to combine
secular and religious moral principles, weakening
with the separation of church and state.

The Ten Commandments, or the Decalogue, appear
twice in the Hebrew Bible (Christianity’s Old Testa-
ment)—in Exodus 20:1-17 and Deuteronomy 5:6-
21—with only slight variations in the wording.

The Decalogue was given within the context of Is-
rael’s deliverance from slavery and selection as the
chosen nation of God. “I am the Lord thy God, which
have brought thee out of the land of Egypt, out of the
house of bondage” (Exod. 20:2; all biblical quota-
tions in this article are from the King James Version).
Following God’s liberation of the Israelites from
Egyptian servitude, God entered into a covenant
relationship with them at Mount Sinai. The Lord
(Yahweh) pledged to protect the Israelites and make
them prosper, and they in turn vowed to honor Yahweh
as their sovereign and to obey his commandments.
The motivation for obedience was to be gratitude for
the gracious actions of the Lord.

Contents
The first four commandments deal with human-

ity’s duties toward God; the concern of the last six is
people’s obligations to others. Biblical scholars gen-
erally agree that the commandments were stated
originally in a concise fashion, probably as follows:

1. Thou shalt have no other gods before me. Alle-
giance to other deities is prohibited. Unlike Israel’s
polytheistic neighbors, the nation of Yahweh must
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worship only the Lord. The first commandment es-
tablishes a practical—and perhaps a theoretical—
monotheism, thus making Israel’s faith unparalleled
in the ancient world.

2. Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven im-
age. A graven image is an idol, a visual representa-
tion of Yahweh for use in worship. Imageless wor-
ship was another unique feature of Israel’s religion.
The second commandment implies that Yahweh is so
awesome that nothing in the physical world can rep-
resent him.

3. Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy
God in vain. The term “in vain” means for an empty
or worthless purpose. Forbidden here are frivolous,
deceitful, and manipulative uses of the divine name.
Examples of irreverent speech include profanity, mag-
ical incantations, and false oath-taking in Yahweh’s
name. In the Bible, the Lord’s name is equivalent to his
very person; therefore, the misuse of the divine name
makes God himself to appear empty and worthless.

4. Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy. The
sabbath is the seventh day, or Saturday. To keep it
holy means to observe it as a day that is different from
the other days on which ordinary work is performed.
Labor must cease on the sabbath; the sabbath is to be
a day of rest and worship. Interestingly, this is the
only commandment that is not repeated in the New
Testament for Christians to observe. In commemora-
tion of Christ’s resurrection, the early church changed
the day of worship from Saturday to Sunday.

5. Honour thy father and thy mother. Children of
any age are to respect, obey, and cherish their parents.
The admonition refers especially to supporting help-
less old parents. They are not to be abandoned when
they can no longer provide for themselves. Old and
weak dependents must be cared for by their adult
children.

6. Thou shalt not kill. Prohibited here is the un-
lawful killing of a human being; that is, murder. The
Old Testament condemns murder as particularly hei-
nous because it assaults the very image of God in
man, a feature that makes human life unique and es-
pecially precious in the eyes of the Lord. The sixth
commandment does not, however, outlaw warfare,
legally sanctioned capital punishment, or the killing
of animals. All these acts are clearly sanctioned else-
where in the Hebrew Bible.

7. Thou shalt not commit adultery. This injunction
aims to protect the sanctity of marriage and also re-

flects the importance that Yahweh places upon faith-
fulness in relationships. By implication, the seventh
commandment relates to the entire range of sexual
ethics. Adultery is singled out as the most pernicious
sexual sin because it involves infidelity to a cove-
nanted partner and undermines the stability of the
home.

8. Thou shalt not steal. Theft covers all attempts
to deprive an individual of his livelihood and prop-
erty. In the Old Testament, property is viewed as a
gift of God and necessary for earning a living. Hence,
the eighth commandment implicitly upholds a per-
son’s right to own property. By extension, it also at-
tempts to preserve human freedom, since the worst
kind of theft involves kidnapping a human being and
selling him or her into slavery.

9. Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy
neighbour. To bear false witness is to lie. This com-
mandment primarily forbids perjured testimony in a
lawsuit involving a neighbor. Its application may be
broadened, however, to cover any false statements
that could damage a neighbor’s reputation. This pro-
hibition underscores the value that Yahweh places
upon truthfulness.

10. Thou shalt not covet any thing that is thy
neighbour’s. The word “covet” refers to strong desire
or craving for personal gain at the expense of one’s
neighbor. An Israelite was to be content with what the
Lord provided. This final precept takes Yahweh’s ab-
solute ethical standard into an individual’s inner life.
By implication, all evil desires are prohibited. The
tenth commandment reflects the teaching of the He-
brew prophets and Jesus that the source of almost all
sinful behavior lies within the human heart.

Ronald W. Long
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Terrorism
Definition: Unlawful use, or threatened use, of vio-

lence with the intent of intimidating or coercing
societies or governments, often for ideological or
political reasons

Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: While terrorist acts are widely re-

garded as unethical by those who are attacked, the
acts themselves are typically guided by particular
sets of ethics held by the attacking parties.

When Timothy McVeigh set a bomb that destroyed a
federal government building in Oklahoma City in
1995, and when Middle Eastern suicide pilots hi-
jacked the American airliners they used to attack
New York City’s World Trade Center and the Penta-
gon building outside Washington, D.C., on Septem-
ber 11, 2001, they all solemnly believed that the
United States was an evil entity and that their actions
were morally and ethically justified.

An essential element of terrorist actions is that
they are attempts at communication. Through the di-
rect material and human damage they cause, terror-
ists hope to convey certain “messages” that the target
groups will interpret, understand, and act upon. They
hope that the traumatic impact of their actions on
public emotions will leave their targets emotionally

ready to react as they wish. However, the Septem-
ber 11, 2001, attacks by al-Qaeda prompted calls by
political leaders for a world “war on terrorism.” For
terrorists and antiterrorists alike, it has seemed ap-
propriate to adopt the terminology of war. A terrorist
attack is almost always followed by reprisals, which
in turn yield further terrorist attacks, which in turn
lead to further reprisals.

Ethics
The most commonly accepted body of ethical the-

ory applied to the study of terrorism and counter-
terrorism is the just war theory. In the Summa
Theologica (1266-1273), Saint Thomas Aquinas pre-
sented the general outline of this theory. He gave both
a justification of war and the kinds of activity that are
permissible in war.

Just war theory has two key divisions—the jus ad
bellum and jus in bello. The jus ad bellum gives the
conditions under which resorting to war is justifiable.
First, war must be declared and waged by legitimate
authority. Second, there must be a just cause for go-
ing to war. War must be waged only with a right in-
tention. It must also be a last resort. The jus ad bellum
insists that there must be reasonable prospect of suc-
cess. Finally, the violence used must be proportional
to the wrong being resisted.

The jus in bello is concerned with the permissible
methods by which legitimate wars should be waged.
It offers two basic governing principles. The first,
known as the principle of discrimination, limits the
kinds of violence that can be used, principally by
placing restrictions on what constitute legitimate tar-
gets. A major part of the discrimination principle
concerns the immunity of noncombatants from direct
attack. The second principle is proportionality. It
limits the degree of response by requiring that the vi-
olent methods used do not inflict more damage than
the original offense could require.

A common element in ethical discussions of ter-
rorism is the observation that one faction’s “terror-
ists” may be another faction’s “freedom fighters.”
Placing bombs on public buses or in shopping centers
or abducting, torturing, and killing civilians in order
to “send messages” to adversaries are actions carried
out with little consideration for the victims’ ethical
status, that is, whether they have done anything to de-
serve such treatment. In Second Treatise of Civil
Government (1690) English philosopher John Locke
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said that legitimate violence should be
directed only against perpetrators and
not those who have no part in the of-
fense.

Supreme Emergency
The “supreme emergency” princi-

ple attempts to justify both terrorism
and counterterrorism measures by ar-
guing that political communities that
are defending themselves against exter-
nal aggression—thus fulfilling the re-
quirements of jus ad bellum—and that
are facing dangers that are both immi-
nent and serious may be justified in let-
ting military necessity override the non-
combatant immunity requirement of jus
in bello.

Ethical caution—a heightened de-
gree of making certain ethical rules are
not being violated—is called for when
the argument of supreme emergency is
used. The fact that one’s only option to
achieve a goal is to use violent means
does not necessarily mean that violent
means are ethically justified. For exam-
ple, it might be true that the only chance
a man with a terminal heart problem
has of surviving would require killing
another person in order to have that per-
son’s heart implanted into his own body.
Nevertheless, that situation does not
mean that the man would be ethically
justified in killing the other person.

When agents of national groups—such as Pales-
tinians—that do not have states of their own commit
acts of terrorism against persons nondeserving of vi-
olent treatment simply to forward their goal of na-
tional independence, they send a message to the rest
of the world that theirs will be states that are likely to
disrespect the rights of individuals, possibly even of
those of their own people.

Countermeasures
“Counterterrorism” may be taken to refer to fights

against terrorism that are themselves conducted by
terrorist means. To define it properly, it should mean
“measures by state agencies designed to combat ter-
rorism.” This is equivalent to the ethical necessity for

the police force of any city to arrest and bring to jus-
tice murderers and robbers within its jurisdiction.
Not to do so would be tantamount to accepting that
some people may violate innocent citizens’ most ba-
sic rights and get away with it.

Ethical criticisms of terrorists who attack inno-
cent persons have an obvious relevance to states and
agencies that employ violent military means to com-
bat terrorism. To the extent that they do not want
themselves to be regarded as perpetrators of unjusti-
fied acts of terrorism, such governments and agen-
cies must take special care to avoid indiscriminately
killing, maiming, or incarcerating people who are
unrelated to the terrorist activities they are trying to
end.
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New Yorkers flee as an explosion rocks the World Trade Center
during the September 11, 2001, attacks. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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The Principle of Double Effect
Following just war theory, ethically bad effects of

actions that are unintended but predictable may be
justifiable if the actions themselves, as well as their
intended effects, are ethically permissible. This is be-
cause the indiscriminate acts of terrorists create the
need for antiterrorist operations; hence, the terrorists
may become ethically responsible for situations in
which further innocent people may be killed as unin-
tended effects of the resulting antiterrorist opera-
tions. This is the principle of “double effect.”

However, there is a real danger that antiterrorist
agencies will count all innocent victims of their op-
erations as unintended casualties in justified wars
against terrorism. This suggests that the principle of
double effect should be modified by the antiterrorist
agencies in a way that extends the agent’s responsibil-
ity for the recipients. One such modification has
been proposed by philosopher Michael Walzer,
who has argued that not only should soldiers in
combat try not to kill noncombatants, they should
also try to protect them from being killed, even if
so doing means risking their own lives. In prac-
tice, this would mean undertaking more opera-
tions on the ground and engaging in face-to-face
encounters with terrorist enemies, instead of re-
lying on bombs and rockets that may be safe
from terrorist fire, but which cannot discriminate
between terrorists and nonterrorists. It also means
that operations against terrorist bases must be
preceded by careful collecting and studying of
intelligence in order to make it possible to iden-
tify legitimate targets.

Alternatives to Violence
What sorts of responses to terrorism can be

ethically legitimate? Just war theory rules out the
use of terrorism to combat terrorism. The use of
violence to capture or even kill terrorists can be
legitimate if it accords with the conditions of the
just war theory and other principles that govern
the ethics of resort to war. One of the most cru-
cial conditions is the doctrine of last resort. This
doctrine is based on the idea of the ethical superi-
ority of peace over war. Decisions to go to war
must be reluctant, and realistic alternatives to vi-
olence must be considered.

A necessary element among alternatives to
violence is the attempt to understand terrorist

grievances. Attending to the grievances of the terror-
ists may be a precondition for defeating the terrorist
campaign, and ignoring them may contribute to in-
creasing the terrorist threat. Rigid refusals to negoti-
ate with terrorists may be impediments to progress.
Discussions among the parties can be helpful, but the
chances of success are not assured. However, talking
is sometimes the only alternative to violence, and
willingness to talk with enemies is equivalent to rec-
ognizing the enemies as human beings. This tends to
defuse the well-known strategy of dehumanizing ad-
versaries and can lead to real progress.

Financial and other sanctions have been placed by
many countries on organizations that directly or indi-
rectly support terrorists. Such measures usually in-
clude restrictions on, or withdrawal of, trade rights,
diplomatic ties, and membership in international or-
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Public Concerns About Terrorism and
Losing Privacy and Legal Rights

In August, 2003, a TIPP/Investor’s Business Daily/
Christian Science Monitor Poll asked a cross section
of Americans which of the views noted below most
closely reflected their concerns about terrorism and
the loss of privacy and legal rights.xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

Don’t know or
not sure 2%

More concerned
with threat of

terrorism than losing
legal and privacy

rights 31%

More concerned
with losing legal

and privacy rights
than threat of

terrorism
17%

Equally concerned
with both threat of

terrorism and losing
legal and privacy

rights 49%

Source: Roper Center for Public Opinion Research. Figures are based on
responses of national sample of 901 adults.



ganizations or forums. Sanctions have been success-
ful in gaining cooperation from some governments
but were not effective with others.

Military Tribunals and Profiling
Few aspects of the war on terrorism have pro-

voked as much criticism as U.S. president George W.
Bush’s military order of November, 2001, dealing
with the detention, treatment, and trial of certain
noncitizens in the U.S. war against terrorism. Hun-
dreds of al-Qaeda and Taliban suspects were impris-
oned on the U.S. Navy’s base at Guantanamo, Cuba,
and held for trial by military courts. Some attorneys
representing the suspected terrorists attempted to
have their trials moved to civilian courts.

Searching or screening for terrorist suspects by
means of descriptive profiles has been used fre-
quently by Israel and a few other countries. After
September 11, 2001, the United States began the pro-
filing of airline flight passengers to prevent possible
terrorists from boarding planes. Profiling does not
normally raise deep ethical issues for most people,
but some concern was expressed regarding the Pa-
triot Act that was passed shortly after the September
11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United States. The
fear was that the new law had little to do with catch-
ing terrorists but a lot to do with increasing the
strength of the government to infiltrate and spy on or-
ganizations and individuals.

Certain rules, if followed, tend to legitimize pro-
filed searches. First, the security of the country must
be facing a clear and present danger. Next, profiled
searches must be carried out by proper legitimate au-
thorities. Finally, general privacy protection guide-
lines must be followed.

Calvin Henry Easterling
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Theory and practice
Definition: Theory: systematic abstract reasoning

or a rational system of thought composed of ab-
stract principles; practice: concrete action guided
by such principles or applying them to actual situ-
ations

Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: Theory necessarily involves simplifi-

cation, and arguably falsification, of the world,
since rationality is not a property of the world it-
self, but only of human interpretations of it. Suc-
cessful practice thus requires that one anticipate
disjunctions between theory and reality, and de-
velop methods of compensating for these dis-
junctions. The difficulties of translating theory
into practice acquire moral significance when
theoretical misapplication or lack of preparation
leads one to cause real harm.

According to George F. Kneller, science is the pursuit
of knowledge about nature. Science seeks facts; that
is, events or states or things that happen. In the ser-
vice of that pursuit, science has developed a powerful
method of inquiry that distinguishes it from other ar-
eas of inquiry, such as philosophy, literature, art, or
religion. Kneller divides this scientific method into
four successive steps: observation, classification,
laws, and theories.

From Observations to Laws and Theories
By using their senses and sophisticated instru-

ments, scientists make systematic and detailed obser-
vations about the universe, which yield facts.

As facts accumulate, classification serves the pur-
pose of discovering commonalities among a set of
facts and thus making general statements about those
facts. For example, Dmitry Mendeleyev proposed in
1869 that if the various elements were arranged in or-
der of atomic weight, they would arrange themselves
into groups that have similar chemical properties.

Classification leads to laws, which are statements
that describe regularities. Laws summarize a number
of separate facts and enable predictions to be made.
Isaac Newton’s second law of thermodynamics
(which states that heat cannot by itself pass from a
colder to a hotter body) and Galileo’s law of freely
falling bodies are well-known examples of laws.

Theories stand at the pinnacle of the scientific
method and are the most important part of the pro-
cess. Theories organize and explain a number of
known laws and also generate new predictions that
can be tested. If the predictions are confirmed, new
knowledge is obtained and the process begins anew.
If the predictions are not confirmed, the theory will
have to be revised or abandoned. Einstein’s theory of
relativity is a famous example of a theory that has
stood the test of time and has greatly advanced our
understanding of the universe.

Theory into Practice
Ethical issues enter into theory construction and

testing in two ways. First, the knowledge that the the-
ory generates by incorporating bodies of existing
knowledge and by uncovering new knowledge can
often be translated into technology and put into prac-
tice at a practical level. Technological applicability
means that scientific knowledge is not necessarily
neutral. It becomes part of other human purposes and
endeavors and therefore can be used or misused. As
long as scientific knowledge could not be applied via
technology, unhampered search for the truth was a
laudable goal. During the late nineteenth century,
however, technology began to make significant use
of scientific theory. The chemical industry, for exam-
ple, used scientific theory to alter natural substances
and, eventually, to synthesize new ones.

The great English scientist Francis Bacon said in
the seventeenth century that science must be respon-
sible to humanity. Since knowledge confers power,
knowledge that benefits humankind should be sought.
Science thus has a specific ethical, moral, and social
responsibility to regulate itself that is more important
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than professional responsibility, personal ambition,
or the advancement of science. Kneller argues that
scientists should not conduct research that may pose
a danger to the public or may have technological uses
that are potentially more harmful than useful.

Other scientists, however, have argued that the
goal of science and theory building is to seek knowl-
edge. It is axiomatic that knowledge is good, and it is
the responsibility of the scientist to seek that knowl-
edge without concern for its consequences or practi-
cal applications. As long as ethical guidelines are fol-
lowed in conducting research and constructing and
testing theories, then the pursuit of knowledge should
be unregulated. A potential for abuse exists in any
area of research. Through vigilance and external re-
view boards, however, this problem can be managed.

The second issue is that, in the words of Norwood
Russell Hanson, “observations are infused with the
concept; they are loaded with the theories.” That is,
theories define a phenomenon in a particular way and
influence the perception of that phenomenon. For ex-
ample, as Hanson observed, Tycho Brahe and Johan-
nes Kepler may both have seen the same sun, but each
saw it differently. Brahe’s geocentric theory caused
him to see the sun rise over the earth. Kepler’s helio-
centric theory led him to see the earth’s horizon fall
away from the sun.

To take but one example of these two issues, the
reigning theory of human sexuality has for a long
time stated that sexual orientation is learned. Further-
more, it was held that heterosexuality was the normal
sexual orientation and homosexuality was abnormal.
Because homosexuality was both abnormal and
learned, homosexuality was to be treated and un-
done. Male and female homosexuals were subjected
to a variety of therapies that were derived from this
particular theory of sexuality, some that were appall-
ing. None proved to be in the least effective, but many
were continued because of the theoretical orientation
regarding homosexuality.

Sexuality and Biology
Recent research suggests that sexuality is strongly

influenced by biology. Sexuality is therefore not
learned and normally occurs as heterosexual and ho-
mosexual. Rather than reassuring the homosexual
community, this new theory has aroused consider-
able anxiety in some quarters. Such knowledge could
be used by homophobic individuals or agencies to

once again seek a “cure” for homosexuality, this time
through chemical or surgical treatment of the ner-
vous system.

Scientists working in this field, however, reply
that the potential for abuse exists in every area of bio-
medical research. To discontinue such work would
stop efforts to construct a theory of sexual orienta-
tion, thus simultaneously forgoing the acquisition of
new knowledge and the benefits that such a theory
could provide.

The ethical issues involved in putting theories
into practice thus constitute a dilemma. Two ethi-
cally defensible responses can be justified. The most
common approach seems to be to let research and
theory building progress in as unfettered a way
as possible, while scrutinizing them carefully and
watching for potential abuses.

Laurence Miller
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A Theory of Justice
Identification: Book by John Rawls (1921- )
Date: Published in 1971
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Rawls’s book offers a major contri-

bution to modern thinking about the proper rela-
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tionship between individual citizens and govern-
ment and represents a landmark attempt to
resolve the ethical dilemma created by the con-
flict between equality and freedom.

According to the views John Rawls expresses in A
Theory of Justice, political society should be viewed
as the product of a choice made by free, rational, and
equal persons who seek fair institutions and arrange-
ments for the governance of their relationships. His
theory, therefore, develops and generalizes the social
contract theories of John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rous-
seau, and Immanuel Kant. while insisting that princi-
ples of justice for the basic structure of society are the
object of the theoretical “agreement” between people
and government.

In search of the principles of justice, Rawls places
every person in an original position of equality corre-
sponding to the state of nature in traditional contract
theory. In this imaginary position, all people operate
behind a “veil of ignorance” shielded from any knowl-
edge of their relative positions in society, wealth, nat-
ural assets, and abilities. No person, therefore, can
know what principles or social arrangements would
be to his or her advantage. In this theoretical condi-
tion of equality and ignorance, Rawls then asks what
principles of justice would free and rational persons
choose as a basis for their government.

By this method, Rawls deduces his two principles
of justice. The first broadly addresses the issue of
personal freedom: Every person should have an
equal right to the most extensive basic liberty com-
patible with similar liberty for others. Under this
principle, the primary reason for limiting personal
freedom is to avoid conflict among the full range of
rights individuals wish to enjoy and that political in-
stitutions are obliged to protect.

The second principle holds that social and eco-
nomic inequalities should be arranged so that they
are reasonably expected to be to everyone’s advan-
tage and are attached to positions and offices that are
open to all. Inequalities, therefore, are unjust if some
are systematically advantaged at the expense of oth-
ers, or if some are systematically excluded from in-
fluence over authoritative decisions.

John R. Rink

See also: Deontological ethics; Distributive jus-
tice; Kant, Immanuel; Kantian ethics; Locke, John;

Nozick, Robert; Rawls, John; Rousseau, Jean-
Jacques; Social contract theory; Social justice and re-
sponsibility.

Therapist-patient relationship
Definition: Association between a psychotherapist

and client
Type of ethics: Psychological ethics
Significance: Ethical aspects of the therapist-pa-

tient relationship are governed both by codes of
professional conduct and by statutory law. The re-
lationship raises issues involving paternalism, au-
tonomy, confidentiality, and informed consent.

There are often disagreements among therapists re-
garding what constitutes the best treatment for a
given individual. At last count, almost three hundred
different forms of treatment had been described for
the alleviation of emotional disorders. Samuel Perry,
Allen Frances, and John Clarkin group treatments
into three broad categories in their book A DSM-III
Casebook of Differential Therapeutics (1985). These
categories are exploratory, directive, and experien-
tial. Exploratory techniques include psychoanalysis
and treatments that are not as lengthy or as frequent
as psychoanalysis but utilize at least some psychoan-
alytic techniques. Proponents of these psychody-
namic treatments argue that their treatments are use-
ful for many patients and can be adapted to the
requirements of individual patents better than can
traditional psychoanalysis, which requires the pa-
tient to come to therapy four to five days a week.

Directive techniques include the use of principles
derived from the study of how people learn and may
utilize reward, punishment, advice giving, or other
methods designed to change maladaptive behaviors.
For example, some directive therapists argue that pa-
tients have learned misconceptions about themselves
or others that must be unlearned. Other therapists at-
tempt to reduce patient anxieties by gradually expos-
ing them to frightening situations in order to reduce
and eliminate the impact of the anxiety-provoking
situation.

Experiential techniques utilize a different per-
spective. Advocates of these techniques emphasize
the expression of feelings. They see little, if any,
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value in diagnosis or psychiatric classifications. They
also object to the power differential found in most
therapist-patient relationships. Instead, experiential
therapy is viewed as an encounter between two equal
individuals who care for each other as real people.
Experiential therapists tend to focus on the present
and believe that personal growth is an important as-
pect of therapy. Thus, it is not necessary to be emotion-
ally disturbed to benefit from experiential treatment.

It should be pointed out that these descriptions are
necessarily brief and are designed to give the reader
an overview rather than a detailed understanding of
techniques used in therapist-patient relationships.
They are helpful, however, for providing a founda-
tion for understanding some of the ethical issues in-
volved in such relationships.

Informed Consent and Confidentiality
The American Psychological Association’s “Eth-

ical Principles and Code of Conduct” (1992) discusses
a number of topics relevant to therapist-patient rela-
tionships. The code of conduct requires therapists to
discuss with patients such topics as the nature and an-
ticipated course of therapy, fees, and confidentiality.
Thus, the beginning of a therapist-patient relation-
ship involves the informed consent of the patient.
Daniel R. Somberg, Gerald L. Stone, and Charles D.
Claiborn (1993) suggest that this includes discussion
of the potential risks of therapy, the length of treat-
ment, the procedures to be used, alternatives to ther-
apy, and the limits of confidentiality. Therapists need
to be sure that the patient has given consent freely,
and if the patient is unable to give consent legally (for
example, if he or she is a young child), permission
must be obtained from those who are able to give le-
gal consent. Even with individuals who are not capa-
ble of giving informed consent, however, psycholo-
gists have an obligation to explain the proposed
intervention and to seek cooperation and agreement.
In addition, the therapist must take into account that
person’s best interest.

With regard to confidentiality, the limits of confi-
dentiality must be discussed. In many jurisdictions,
for example, there are limitations on confidentiality
when treatment is done in a group or family setting.
There may also be limitations on confidentiality
whenever more than one therapist and one patient are
present, as in marital therapy, for example. Disclo-
sures of confidential information are not permitted

without the consent of the individual unless permit-
ted by law. Usually, disclosures are limited in order
to obtain professional consultations and to provide
needed professional services. In addition, disclo-
sures can be made in order to protect a patient or oth-
ers from harm. Such disclosures are discussed further
under the duty to warn.

Duty to Warn
This requirement arose out of a suit brought by

the parents of Tatiana Tarasoff in the 1970’s. Tatiana
had been killed by an individual who had been in
treatment at the student health facility at the Univer-
sity of California at Berkeley. The patient had re-
vealed to the therapist that he was extremely attached
to Tatiana and that he planned to purchase a gun.
The therapist, after consulting with colleagues, con-
cluded that the patient was both mentally ill and dan-
gerous and should be hospitalized. Police inter-
viewed the patient and decided there was no need for
hospitalization after the patient agreed not to contact
Tatiana. The parents of Tatiana sued, and their attor-
ney eventually came before the California Supreme
Court, arguing that the treating therapist should have
warned Tatiana Tarasoff or her family and that the pa-
tient should have been committed involuntarily to an
inpatient facility. Initially, the court decided that not
only did the therapist have a duty to warn because of
the special relationship between therapist and patient
but also that the police might be liable, since their
questioning of the patient probably resulted in the pa-
tient’s decision to terminate treatment.

In a later opinion, the same court broadened the
duty of the therapist to protect others from dangerous
actions of patients but no longer held the police lia-
ble. Since that time, a number of states have passed
laws requiring therapists to breach confidentiality in
the face of patient threats to harm others. Alan Stone,
in his book Law, Psychiatry, and Morality (1984), ar-
gues that therapists are not effective in consistently
evaluating the dangerousness of their patients. Nev-
ertheless, he believes that when a therapist is con-
vinced of the dangerousness of a patient, the special
relationship between patient and therapist does jus-
tify the legal duty to protect both the patient and the
public. Thus, therapists are called upon to balance the
interests of society against the interests of patient-
therapist relationship.

Norman Abeles
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Thomas Aquinas
Identification: Italian theologian
Born: 1224 or 1225, Roccasecca, near Naples,

Kingdom of Sicily (now in Italy)
Died: March 7, 1274, Fossanova, Latium, Papal

States (now in Italy)
Type of ethics: Medieval history
Significance: In such works as Summa Theologica

(c. 1265-1273) and Summa Contra Gentiles (c.
1258-1264), Thomas Aquinas combined Aris-
totle’s philosophical ethics based on happiness
and virtue with the Christian understanding of
law, grace, and love of God.

The moral life, for Thomas Aquinas, consists in each
person achieving human fulfillment through freely
chosen actions. Presupposed is a human nature with a
given, determinate structure and a corresponding de-
terminate fulfillment or perfection. Actions are mor-
ally good if they promote this fulfillment and bad if
they hinder it. In this sense, Thomas Aquinas’s ethics
are teleological and eudaimonistic, but unlike classi-
cal utilitarianism, the end of good action is not sim-
ply pleasure, but the perfection of the human being.
Being naturally social, persons cannot attain their
perfection alone, but only in community. Conse-
quently, although the ethical life is ordered to pro-
mote personal fulfillment, it is not individualistic.
Every aspect of Aquinas’s ethics (good action, virtue,
law, and so forth) is understood in the light of achiev-
ing one’s fulfillment.

Happiness and Good and Evil Actions
Aquinas recognized two levels of human fulfill-

ment or happiness. First is the perfection of human
nature simply on the natural level, which is the object
of philosophical ethics. Second is the Christian un-
derstanding of human nature as raised by divine
grace and destined to a supernatural end. Theological
ethics treats the latter and was Aquinas’s major con-
cern. At both levels, happiness lies primarily in intel-
lectual activity, that of knowing God. The natural end
consists in knowing God by philosophical investiga-
tion, while the supernatural end consists in a direct
vision of God, which is possible only after death.

Actions such as studying, educating, praying, and
temperate eating are good because they are intrinsic
to true human fulfillment, while acts like murder,
stealing, or adultery hinder it and therefore are evil.
Besides choosing and performing a good act, a per-
son must intend a good end; friendship in itself is
good, but it would not be morally good if it were cho-
sen for the sake of vanity or ambition. Morally good
action requires a good act, the right circumstances,
and a good intention.

Virtue and Vice
An integral part of Aquinas’s ethics is his theory

of virtue and vice. Both virtue and vice are “habits,”
steady inner dispositions inclining an agent to a cer-
tain mode of action. The virtue of courage inclines
one to face dangers when reason judges that good ac-
tion requires it; under the influence of the vice of
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cowardice, one would tend to commit evil action
rather than face danger. Hence, all habitual tendencies
toward perfective activities are virtues and their oppo-
sites are vices. There are many different moral virtues
and vices corresponding to the many different spheres
of moral action: the virtue of religion is a disposition
to be properly related to God, liberality is the virtue of
being generous with one’s wealth, truthfulness con-
cerns speaking the truth, and so on. The chief moral
virtues are the four cardinal virtues: temperance, the
right disposition toward pleasures (opposed vices:
gluttony, drunkenness, sexual promiscuity); courage,
the right disposition toward fearful dangers (opposed
vices: cowardice, recklessness); justice, the disposi-
tion to respect the rights of others and to treat them
fairly (opposed vice: injustice); and prudence, the dis-
position to deliberate well about moral action. Since

all good action requires a good judgment about what
should be done, every other virtue depends upon pru-
dence. These moral virtues are acquired by repeat-
edly performing appropriate virtuous actions.

The theological virtues are infused by God and
are dispositions toward actions directed to the super-
natural end. By means of the three theological vir-
tues—faith, hope, and charity (love)—a person be-
lieves, hopes in, and loves God. These virtues, for
Aquinas, are higher than the moral virtues, and among
them charity is the highest. Ultimately, every virtu-
ous action is done for the love of God and therefore
depends upon the virtue of charity.

Moral Law
Moral law is a rational principle that directs ac-

tions toward their proper ends. Lacking animal in-
stinct, free, rational, moral agents direct themselves
toward an end according to a rational conception.
This is supplied by the law, which commands good
acts and prohibits bad acts. Since action always oc-
curs in singular, concrete circumstances, however, law
alone is an insufficient rule. Every particular action
requires a prudential judgment as its proximate rule.

There are several kinds of law. First is the divine
law, the explicit commands of God, such as the Ten
Commandments or the Beatitudes, which direct per-
sons to their supernatural end. Second is the natural
law, consisting of general principles of right action
that are discovered by reason, which reflects on hu-
man experience and learns over time what leads to
fulfillment and what does not. Because human nature
is determinate and is shared by all, the general princi-
ples of the natural law are valid for everyone and for
all times. Finally, there are human positive laws, the
civil laws enacted by society. These are part of the
moral law in that they direct moral actions, especially
those related to life in society. If, however, a civil law
contradicts the natural law or the divine law, it is not a
true law and has no binding force. All law, Aquinas
said, is ultimately part of the eternal law, the ordering
wisdom of God by which he governs the whole of
creation.

David M. Gallagher
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Thoreau, Henry David
Identification: American writer and philosopher
Born: July 12, 1817, Concord, Massachusetts
Died: May 6, 1862, Concord, Massachusetts
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: The most influential practitioner of

New England Transcendentalism, Thoreau be-
lieved that self-reliant persons could, by using na-
ture as a guide, live moral and productive lives
without the excessive use of material goods. His
most important works include “Civil Disobedi-
ence” (1849) and Walden: Or, Life in the Woods
(1854).

Whether the words of Walden and “Resistance to
Civil Government” (“Civil Disobedience”) or the ac-
tions on which they are based have had greater influ-
ence, it is clear that Thoreau’s life refutes the notion
that the Transcendentalists spent their time in the
clouds rather than on Earth. A skilled observer of na-
ture as well as a citizen who spoke his mind on cur-
rent ethical questions, Thoreau made the idealism of
Transcendental philosophy a part of his daily life. At
Walden Pond, he put into practice Ralph Waldo Em-
erson’s advice to be self-reliant and self-directed. He
built his own house, planted his own garden, and
lived without a conventional job for more than two
years quite contentedly and, as he goes into great de-
tail to show, quite economically.

Thoreau believed that to mire oneself in material-
ism and then to sacrifice one’s principles for fear of
losing those material things was to sink into evil. He
established that point in his essay “Resistance to
Civil Government,” in which he chastises his fellow
citizens for grumbling about the government’s war in
Mexico while continuing to pay the taxes that sup-
ported it. His own refusal to pay was based not only
on his moral judgment of the war but also on the
questionable ethicality of a private individual’s be-
ing forced to support any activity of the larger soci-
ety. In “Resistance” and other essays—“A Plea for
Captain John Brown,” “Slavery in Massachusetts,”
“Life Without Principle”—Thoreau chides his fel-
low citizens for the disparity between their actions
and their principles.

William L. Howard

See also: Civil disobedience; Conscientious objec-
tion; Conservation; Emerson, Ralph Waldo; Envi-
ronmental ethics; Transcendentalism; Walden.
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Three-strikes laws
Definition: State laws mandating twenty-five-year-

to-life prison sentences—usually without possi-
bility of parole—for persons convicted of third
felony offenses

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Designed to remove habitual offend-

ers from society, these laws violate several classi-
cal judicial principles and minimize judicial dis-
cretion, while also contributing to falling crime
rates and rising prison populations in the United
States.

The term “three-strikes laws” draws on the baseball
analogy that calls a batter out after accumulating
three strikes before hitting the ball fairly. The concept
was introduced to U.S. criminal justice during the
1990’s, a period of declining national crime rates but
growing concern about drug abuse and violence. A
federal law was enacted during Bill Clinton’s presi-
dency by a Democratic Congress in response to hard-
ened voter sentiment on crime control issues. The
federal law requires only one previous serious vio-
lent felony and one serious drug offense for the third
felony to earn a life imprisonment. By 2003, twenty-
six states had also enacted three-strikes laws and
some, like Georgia, enacted two-strikes laws. Cali-
fornia’s law, signed in 1994 by Governor Pete Wilson,
followed outrage over the 1993 abduction-murder of
twelve-year-old schoolgirl Polly Klaas by a twice-
convicted kidnapper who was on parole. California’s
law is retroactive, reaching back before its enact-
ment, and progressive in that second-time offenders
receive double the sentences that first-time offenders
would receive for their crimes, before they are sen-
tenced to life in prison for their third felonies.

Philosophy of Punishment
Three-strikes laws embody the principles of cer-

tainty of punishment and of protecting the public
through incapacitating offenders. However, they are
more consistent with eighteenth century British phi-
losopher Jeremy Bentham’s idea that repeat offend-
ers should receive harsher sentences to outweigh the
profit from offenses likely to be committed. In this,
Bentham’s views differed from those of his contem-
porary, Italian classical theorist Cesare Beccaria,
whose work informed the authors of the U.S. Consti-

tution. Indeed, three-strikes laws contradict classical
ideas that punishment should fit the crime, since the
lengths of sentences they impose are related to the
numbers of offenses committed, rather than their se-
riousness. Under classical theory, punishment should
be no more than deserved for a specific crime, rather
than a series of crimes, and offenders should not be
sentenced twice for a crime. Under the three-strikes
laws, offenders receive, in effect, sentences for three
crimes, even though they have already received sen-
tences for their previous two offenses.

Three-strikes sentences are a version of manda-
tory sentences, meaning that they are invoked auto-
matically on an offender’s conviction. This removes
a judge’s discretion to set sentences based on the
uniqueness of the cases, degrees of culpability, and
other mitigating or aggravating circumstances. The
fundamental moral question remains, should offend-
ers be punished for the kinds of person they may be—
that is, repeat offenders—or should they be punished
strictly for the specific offenses they commit, with
sentence lengths based on the seriousness of the harm
they cause? Under a three-strikes law offenders may
get life sentences, even if their previous two offenses
are comparatively minor nonviolent drug offenses,
and even if their third offenses are less serious than
their previous two. Offenses as minor as purse-
snatching and shoplifting count as “strikes” under
three-strikes laws.

Impact and Criticism
Advocates of stricter sentencing claim that the 5

percent per year decline in crime rates observed in
the United States through the 1990’s resulted in part
from the incarceration of habitual offenders by three-
strikes laws, even though thirty-five states already
had other habitual-offender laws in place since 1971.
They claim that crime in states such as California has
gone down 40 percent since implementation of three-
strikes laws in 1994. They also claim that the cer-
tainty of punishment under three-strikes laws deters
would-be offenders from continuing their patterns of
crime. However, the actual effectiveness of the laws
has been questioned by critics, such as the Sen-
tencing Project, who argue that some states without
three-strikes laws experienced similar reductions in
crime rates through the same period. New York expe-
rienced a 41 percent reduction; Massachusetts, 33
percent; and Washington, D.C., 31 percent.
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Critics claim that three-strikes punishment is ex-
cessive and unnecessary, that it contributes to the
problems of clogged courts and prison overcrowd-
ing, and that it increases the determination of third-
time offenders to avoid arrest. These laws abandon
the classical principle that repeat offenders are more
likely to choose to commit lesser offenses. Instead,
facing three-strikes laws, offenders might choose ad-
ditional and more serious offenses in order to avoid
apprehension and conviction.

Doug Kieso, who researched California’s three-
strikes laws, argues that the initial fear of “clogged
courts” was based on the assumption that no plea bar-
gaining would take place. However, he found evi-
dence that judges and appellate courts have “looked
the other way,” allowing plea bargaining to take
place, thereby providing added “pressure” that is
used by prosecutors to force defendants to accept
longer sentences, rather than risk a life sentence.

Higher Courts
In 2003 the U.S. Supreme Court considered the

case against a Court of Appeals ruling that Califor-
nia’s three-strikes law was unconstitutional due to its
violation of the Eighth Amendment ban on cruel and
unusual punishment. Consistent with classical prin-
ciples, the federal Court of Appeals had ruled that
punishments for third-strike crimes cannot be grossly
disproportionate to the offenses committed. How-

ever, by a 5-4 majority, the Supreme Court upheld the
California law, allowing states the discretion to inca-
pacitate repeat offenders for long periods in the inter-
ests of protecting public safety.

Whether because of state fiscal crises or a recog-
nition of the ethical problems of “vengeance as social
policy,” some three-strikes states, such as Michigan,
had by 2003 repealed their determinate sentences, at
least for drug offending.

Stuart Henry
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Tillich, Paul
Identification: German American theologian
Born: August 20, 1886, Starzeddel, Germany
Died: October 22, 1965, Chicago, Illinois
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Tillich was one of the leading Chris-

tian theologians of the twentieth century. In such
works as Systematic Theology (1951-1963), Dy-
namics of Faith (1957), and The Protestant Era
(1948), he proposed a new conduit of Christian
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Three Strikes in California

Many people argue that three-strikes laws are inher-
ently unethical and cite cases in California, which
has an especially strict law. One of the most notori-
ous cases is that of Leandro Andrade. In 1995, he
shoplifted nine videocassettes from two K-Mart
stores to give to his nieces for Christmas gifts. His
crime was completely nonviolent, and he did not
even resist arrest. However, because he had two
prior felony convictions, he was given two sentences
of from twenty-five years to life and could not hope
for release before the year 2046.

In another California case, Gary Ewing received a
twenty-five-year sentence for stealing three golf
clubs, worth at total of $400, from a country club.



systematic theology that helped to facilitate es-
sential dialogue between Protestant and Roman
Catholic Christianity, and enabled the Christian
faith to relate to other world religions and to the
world of secularism.

Tillich was a professor of theology and philosophy at
a number of German universities before he was ex-
pelled by the Nazi regime for his ties with the Reli-
gious Socialists and his vehement anti-Nazi stand.
He emigrated to the United States in 1933 and taught
at Union Theological Seminary in New York (1933-
1955), Harvard University (1955-1962), and the Uni-
versity of Chicago (1962-1965).

Tillich’s major teaching in Dynamics of Faith
(1957), the classic introduction to his thought, is the
significance of faith as ultimate concern, which means
that the unpredictable, and often forceful, penetra-
tion of the abstract (“ultimate”) into one’s conscious-
ness elicits a concrete response (“concern”), making
the revelationary manageable in one’s own Weltan-
schauung (worldview). The experience of ultimate
concern is a continual process of unconditional corre-
lation of opposite but related elements (subject/object,
particular/universal; law/freedom, and so forth),
which Tillich views as the essential-existential ground
of being, intellectually and emotionally. A true
ultimacy, such as God-centrism, is worthy of human
commitment, and such an ultimacy is reached by
means of an assemblage of rites and symbols that
point to and participate in but never replace the sa-
credness of an ultimate concern. A false ultimacy is
an ultimate commitment to that which is not ultimate
(idolatry) and opens the way to the demonic. Thus,
for Tillich, the absolutization of Jesus, in opposi-
tion to orthodox Christology, is a form of heresy
(Christolatry).

Although Tillich’s categories of thought are not
easily classified, this quintessential liberal Protestant
thinker always wrote in the spirit of Ecclesia Semper
Reformanda, as his complete works and supplemen-
tary volumes (Stuttgart, 1959-1981) show clearly. In
his last public address (at the Divinity School of the
University of Chicago, on October 12, 1965), “The
Significance of the History of Religions for the Sys-
tematic Theologian” (The Future of Religions, 1966),
he expressed limitations both in the supersessionist
view of traditional Christian theology and the mod-
ern views of neo-orthodoxy and the “God is dead”

movement, and he proposed that future Christian
systematic theology needs to consider the basic in-
sights of other world religions. He taught as he
lived—“on the boundary.”

Zev Garber

See also: Buber, Martin; Christian ethics; Existen-
tialism; Niebuhr, H. Richard; Situational ethics.

Tipping
Definition: Gratuitously awarding money to per-

sons who provide services, such as waiting on ta-
bles

Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: From the point of view of customers,

the central ethical question relating to tipping is
whether the action should be regarded as volun-
tary or involuntary.

In modern Western societies, tipping is regarded as a
custom whereby customers receiving services give to
the providers additional direct compensation, usu-
ally in the form of cash. Service providers such as a
taxi drivers, restaurant waiters, hairstylists, and por-
ters are examples of workers who accept tips. Cus-
tom generally dictates that tips from satisfied cus-
tomers should range from 10 to 15 percent of the cost
of the services provided, not including sales taxes.
Owners of businesses themselves are generally re-
garded as exempt from tipping. For example, taxicab
owners, barbers who own their barbershops, and res-
taurant owners are exempt.

There are two primary ways one might consider
the ethics of tipping. The first is to understand a tip to
be a voluntary reward and therefore an evaluation of
the service rendered. The second is to consider a tip
as an expected form of additional compensation over
and above what the workers receive from their em-
ployers.

If one chooses to think of tipping as a reward for
good service, the giving of tips, as well as the
amounts of the tips, are entirely voluntary and left to
the discretion of the customer. Seen in this light, gen-
erous tips serve as signals to workers that their per-
formance is above average. Conversely, the absence
of tips or ungenerous amounts are meant to indicate
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to workers that their performance needs improve-
ment. From this market perspective, it is ethical to tip
only if performance warrants it. In Europe, where tip-
ping is less frequent than in the United States, tipping
is considered just such a signal of exemplary service
and gratitude on the part of the customer.

In the United States, the public custom of tipping
is more complex. Some people consider tipping, as in
the European custom, a reward of exemplary service.
More often however, American tipping is regarded as
customary; tipping is therefore an expected and rou-
tine part of the exchange. Customers thus tip 10 to 15
percent of the costs of the services they receive, re-
gardless of the quality of service. Since tips are
viewed as part of the overall charges, they are rou-
tinely expected by workers. From this perspective,
the tip as part of the compensation owed to the server
is simply a portion of the total compensation pro-
vided by the customer rather than the employer.

The expectation that tipping is customary has
arisen, in part, in response to minimum wage laws.
Many service workers—particularly those who are
most likely to be tipped—are paid below minimum
wage levels. Therefore customers, and certainly the
workers themselves, view tipping as a just way to
close the gap.

Steve Neiheisel

Further Reading
Schein, John E., Edwin F. Jablonski, and Barbara R.
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Tipping International, 1984.
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plete Book of Etiquette. New York: Doubleday,
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See also: Cheating; Equal pay for equal work; Eti-
quette; Generosity; Income distribution; Minimum-
wage laws; Service to others; Taxes.

Title IX
Identification: Section of the federal Education

Amendments designed to ban sex discrimination
at educational institutions receiving federal funds

Date: Enacted in 1972
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: Title IX was based on the straightfor-

ward view that the principle of equality demands
unbiased treatment of female and male students;
in practice, however, its provisions have been dif-
ficult to implement and have had both positive
and negative consequences.

Title IX was signed into law by President Richard M.
Nixon as part of the Education Amendments of 1972.
It is administered by the Office of Civil Rights of the
federal Department of Education. While Title IX
covers all educational institutions receiving federal
aid, and all activities of those institutions, its most
dramatic impact has been in college sports. Prior to
the passage of Title IX, fewer than 32,000 women
competed annually in intercollegiate sports. By
2003, more than 150,000 women were competing.
Over that same period, the number of girls playing
high school sports likewise rose dramatically.

While participation in women’s sports has surged,
many colleges have eliminated parts of their men’s
sports programs in order to pay for the women’s
sports. Men’s programs that have been dropped have
typically been such nonrevenue-generating sports as
swimming, wrestling, gymnastics, and tennis. Some
observers have argued that Title IX is the cause, forc-
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Income Tax and Tipping

Many workers who receive tips do not report their
tip income when they file their tax returns. How-
ever, failure to report tipping income not only is
regarded as unethical, it is illegal. Tips earned
by waiters, taxi drivers, hairdressers, caddies, and
other service workers are subject to the same tax li-
abilities as other forms of income. In 2004, all em-
ployees working in the United States who received
more than twenty dollars per month in tips were re-
quired, by federal law, to report their tips in full to
their employers. The employers, in turn, were re-
quired to withhold from their employees’wages the
same amounts for state income tax, federal income
tax, Social Security tax, and Medicare tax that they
would have withheld for the same amounts of
money in the employees’ regular salaries.



ing cash-strapped college athletic departments to cut
men’s programs in order to fund the women’s pro-
grams and scholarships required under Title IX. Pro-
ponents of Title IX have countered that the real cul-
prits are the major men’s sports—principally football
and basketball—whose coaches’ salaries and pro-
gram costs have skyrocketed.

Government enforcement of Title IX has done lit-
tle to calm the waters. The Office of Civil Rights reg-
ulations have been interpreted by many legal scholars
and university administrators to require a quota sys-
tem for allocating funds and scholarships among
men’s and women’s sports programs. “Quota” car-
ries with it all the bad political baggage of late-
twentieth century fights over affirmative action and
reverse discrimination.

Underpinning the Title IX controversy are the un-
easy relationships among education, sports, and sex-
uality in America. Universities are centers of learn-

ing and research, yet they also maintain huge athletic
departments that are run much like business enter-
prises. To participate in sports, women must be ag-
gressive and competitive, but those same women face
conflicting social pressures to be demure and nurtur-
ing. Overlain on this apparent contradiction is the no-
tion that sports is a meritocracy. Since the time of the
Roman gladiators, it has been assumed that in sports
only the strongest should survive. However, Title IX
promotes equal participation for women, still consid-
ered in America the weaker sex.

Title IX is but a part of the intricate puzzle of mod-
ern gender discrimination. Most observers would
agree that until basic cultural constraints on women—
and men—are eliminated, no federal law or regula-
tory scheme can be expected to operate perfectly.

Robert L. Palmer

Further Reading
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sota Press, 2002.
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tercollegiate Sports.” Brookings Review 16, no. 4
(1998): 16-23.

Zimbalist, Andrew. Unpaid Professionals: Commer-
cialism and Conflict in Big-Time College Sports.
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See also: Affirmative action; College applications;
Discrimination; Equal pay for equal work; Equal
Rights Amendment; Gender bias; Merit; Professional
athlete incomes; Women’s ethics.

Tobacco industry
Definition: Producers and distributors of tobacco

products
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: The American tobacco industry has

come under fire for marketing products known to
have links to severe health problems—a fact that
raises questions as to the industry’s ethical re-
sponsibility for the illnesses and deaths attributed
to tobacco use. The issue also involves questions
about the personal responsibility of adults who
choose to use products they know are harmful.
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Title IX and the Women’s
World Cup

On July 10, 1999, the U.S. women’s soccer team
beat the Chinese national team, 1-0, to win the
World Cup in Pasadena, California. The 90,000-
plus spectators who attended the game made up the
largest crowd to attend any women’s sporting event
in history. In the months leading up to the final
match, the national media covered the U.S. team’s
progress through the preliminary games. Many of
those games drew record crowds, some of them
drew larger television audiences than National
Hockey League playoff games airing at the same
times, and individual players, such as Mia Hamm,
became media stars. The American victory was seen
as a great triumph—both for soccer in the United
States and for women’s sports generally. Less no-
ticed by the public was the fact that the American
team’s success was also a triumph for Title IX. All
twenty women on the American team had attended
college on athletic scholarships they could not have
dreamed of receiving if they had reached college age
before Title IX came into law. Indeed, so aware were
the players of their debt to that law that they nick-
named themselves the “Title IX Team.”



During the 1990’s, the American tobacco industry
came under unprecedented attack from state and fed-
eral officials who sought compensation from the
companies for the cost of medical treatments of
tobacco-related illnesses. Government representa-
tives argued that their publicly funded health care
systems were swamped with payments for tobacco-
related illnesses for which the tobacco industry was
largely responsible.

Industry Liability to Society
Even with the addition of federal warnings of

health problems associated with cigarettes, smoking
remained a popular if declining activity in American
culture. Prior to the 1990’s the federal government
conducted low-key antismoking campaigns, limited
mainly to advertisements and surgeon general re-
ports highlighting the dangers of smoking. By the
early 1990’s, a burst of antismoking activity broke
out, starting with a 1993 Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) report, followed by congressional
hearings and continuing into regulations by the
Clinton administration. The impetus behind the
antismoking campaign was the rising costs in gov-
ernment-funded health care programs.

The ballooning Medicare and Medicaid program
budgets were blamed on tobacco-related illnesses in-
cluding cancer and heart disease. The federal and
state governments demanded that tobacco compa-
nies reimburse them for these health costs, which
were partly caused by their products. This demand
became part of a lawsuit filed by state governments
seeking damages from the tobacco companies. A set-
tlement was reached in 1998, with the major tobacco
companies agreeing to pay more than $200 billion to
the states in return for an end to lawsuits over smok-
ing. This money was to be used to reimburse states
for health care costs and to pay for antismoking cam-
paigns.

Antismoking advocates argued that the tobacco
industry owed society and the government for taking
care of those made ill by cigarette smoking. This was
a different argument from the one offered by individ-
ual smokers who were suing the tobacco industry for
smoking-related illnesses they personally suffered.
The governments’ lawsuits sought reimbursement
not for direct damage caused to government or soci-
ety by cigarette smoking, but for indirect damage—
in the form of higher health care costs brought on by

more smoking-related illnesses. This made a single
industry responsible for a product voluntarily used
and known by the users to be dangerous to human
health.

The state governments’ arguments were not en-
tirely convincing. Governments have agreed to pay
for the poor and elderly’s health care costs until their
death. Many of those costs would exist with or with-
out smoking because death is inevitable. While
smoking may contribute to certain types of terminal
illnesses, it does not necessarily produce or increase
the costs of caring for terminal patients. Forcing to-
bacco companies to pay government for terminal ill-
nesses linked to their product makes those companies
responsible for the inevitable: terminal illness.

The 1990’s also saw another, indirect, govern-
ment assault on the tobacco industry in the former of
rising excise taxes on cigarettes in order to discour-
age people from taking up smoking and to raise reve-
nues. For many years most states had imposed taxes
of only a few cents per pack on cigarettes. By 2004,
however, the average state tax on a pack of cigarettes
was sixty cents, and sixteen states had raised their
taxes to more than one dollar a pack. Not surpris-
ingly, the states with the lowest tax rates were all to-
bacco-producing southern states. Meanwhile, smok-
ers in New York City faced a double tax: one dollar
and fifty cents went to both the city and the state,
adding a total of three dollars in taxes to each pack of
cigarettes. In early 2004, New York City added to
smokers’difficulties by outlawing all smoking in res-
taurants.

Industry Liability to Individual Smokers
In addition to lawsuits filed by state and federal

governments, tobacco companies faced suits from
individual smokers seeking damages for their own
terminal illnesses. Other companies have suffered
considerable economic damages when their products
were found to have contributed to illness or death of
consumers. The asbestos industry, the producers of
silicon breast implants, and the producers of the
Dalkon Shield all paid huge sums to those who suf-
fered medical problems from their products.

However, there was a significant difference be-
tween those products and tobacco products. For
nearly forty years consumers had been aware of the
dangers of cigarette smoking, while those who used
the other products were unaware of potential health
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problems attributed to the products’ use. However,
prior knowledge of the potential health problems
caused by cigarette smoking can shift only part of the
responsibility from the industry to the consumer.

Smokers can also attribute specific illnesses and
possibly early death and considerable suffering to to-
bacco products. Individuals suffering because of as-
bestos exposure or the negligence of makers of breast
implants were paid directly by the companies in-

volved. By contrast, no government claimed that it
should be reimbursed for the costs of caring for those
who suffered lung cancers because of asbestos expo-
sure.

The tobacco industry also had to accept responsi-
bility for other ingredients in cigarettes, including
nicotine. Studies have shown that nicotine is an ad-
dictive drug, partly explaining the difficulty many
smokers have in “kicking the habit” of cigarettes.
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State Excise Tax Rates on Cigarette Packs in 2004

Rank State Cents Rank State Cents

1 New Jersey 205 27 Arkansas 59

2 Rhode Island 171 28 Idaho 57

3 Connecticut 151 29 Indiana 55.5

Massachusetts 151 30 Delaware 55

5 New York* 150 Ohio 55

6 Washington 142.5 West Virginia 55

7 Hawaii 140 33 South Dakota 53

8 Oregon 128 34 New Hampshire 52

9 Michigan 125 35 Minnesota 48

10 Vermont 119 36 North Dakota 44

11 Arizona 118 37 Texas 41

12 Alaska 100 38 Georgia 37

District of Columbia 100 39 Iowa 36

Maine 100 Louisiana 36

Maryland 100 41 Florida 33.9

Pennsylvania 100 42 Oklahoma 23

17 Illinois* 98 43 Colorado 20

18 New Mexico 91 Tennessee* 20

19 California 87 45 Mississippi 18

20 Nevada 80 46 Missouri* 17

21 Kansas 79 47 Alabama* 16.5

22 Wisconsin 77 48 South Carolina 7

23 Montana 70 49 North Carolina 5

24 Utah 69.5 50 Kentucky 3

25 Nebraska 64 51 Virginia* 2.5

26 Wyoming 60

Source: Federation of Tax Administrators. Figures reflect scheduled tax rates as of July 1, 2004. Median rate for the country was 60 cents per
pack. Asterisked (*) states permitted their counties and cities to impose additional taxes, ranging up to 15 cents per pack in all jurisdictions
except New York City, which imposed an additional $1.50 per pack.



During the 1990’s further evidence was uncovered
suggesting that tobacco companies had manipulated
nicotine levels in cigarettes in order to create ad-
dicted smokers of their products. If tobacco compa-
nies were guilty of adjusting nicotine levels and knew
about the addictive qualities of nicotine, then that fact
raises new questions about the industry’s account-
ability for the health problems of cigarette smokers.

While an individual might be considered respon-
sible for choosing to smoke, an addictive and danger-
ous product might condemn that person to serious ill-
ness or death. An addictive product, not revealed as
such to the consumer, places responsibility for its
effects squarely on the tobacco industry. Deliberate
manipulation of nicotine levels would suggest the
companies were attempting to create an addiction to
a product that all knew was potentially unsafe. Health
problems including disease and death traced to ciga-
rettes and their addictive qualities would make the to-
bacco industry responsible for the damage caused by
smoking.

Responsibility to Nonsmokers
Another issue of responsibility for the tobacco in-

dustry is the cost to nonsmokers and their exposure
to smoking. During the 1990’s, the federal govern-
ment and private antismoking organizations used a
1993 EPA report to warn of the dangers of what be-
came known as secondhand smoking—the cigarette
smoke inhaled by nonsmokers exposed to cigarette
smoking.

The EPA report linked secondhand smoking to
asthma in children or heart disease and cancer in
adults. The report prompted the federal government
to seek new methods of limiting exposure to smok-
ing. Cigarette smoking was tied to the health prob-
lems of nonsmokers, breaking the chain of responsi-
bility usually placed on smokers. Nonsmokers did
not choose to smoke yet suffered negative effects of
the product. They could thus blame any ill effects
they suffered on the industry.

With secondhand smoking possibly contributing
to negative health effects, local governments began
limiting where and when people could smoke within
public spaces. Starting in the mid-1990’s, laws were
passed prohibiting smoking in many public buildings
including airports, courtrooms, and government of-
fices. Supporters of the bans argued that nonsmokers
in those buildings had no choice but to inhale ciga-
rette smoke unless smoking was banned. The bans
became broader as many cities and some states began
prohibiting smoking within private businesses in-
cluding bars, restaurants, and stores. These bans, ini-
tiated throughout the United States, were supported
by the public based on the fear that secondhand
smoke was dangerous. However, when it came to
secondhand smoking, it was the antismoking advo-
cates who faced ethical questions.

Ethics of Tobacco Critics
When the EPA issued its 1993 report claiming

that private studies linked secondhand smoking to
health concerns, it did not explain the methodologi-
cal problems associated with its report. The EPA re-
port was actually a combination of nine studies, none
of which showed a significant connection between
secondhand smoking and health problems for non-
smokers. The EPA combined those nine studies and
produced a report that contradicted the results of the
nine. The greatest concern raised by this is the public
policy that was based on the distorted results. Laws
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The Lethal Dangers of
Not Smoking

Tobacco-related diseases are not the only health
threats that the cigarette industry poses to the public.
According to a National Fire Protection Association
study of fires in the United States over the twenty-
five years leading up to 2004, the greatest single
cause of fire-related deaths is unextinguished ciga-
rettes. Over that period, about 25,000 Americans—
including many nonsmokers—were killed by fires
started by untended cigarettes. The tobacco industry
admits to designing cigarettes to keep burning when
not being smoked—to save smokers the trouble of
relighting. However, critics note that cigarettes that
burn out on their own result in more sales.

It has long been possible to manufacture ciga-
rettes that are self-extinguishing when not being
smoked. In mid-2004, New York became the first
state to ban the sale of cigarettes that do not meet
fire-resistance standards. The New York law was ex-
pected to inspire other states to enact similar legisla-
tion and perhaps move the U.S. Congress to create a
federal law requiring self-extinguishing cigarettes.



passed restricting public smoking were based on
public belief that secondhand smoke was dangerous
to nonsmokers. Lack of definitive scientific proof of
this casts doubt on the wisdom of limiting the right to
smoke. It also raises concerns about the tactics of
antismoking advocates. Those seeking to limit smok-
ing are limiting the rights of other individuals to pur-
sue activities—smoking—that they enjoy. Such a
limitation of freedom must be accompanied by some
national goal promoting the general welfare. If
smoking does not harm nonsmokers, then the rush to
limit exposure to secondhand smoking may be an un-
necessary limit on individual choice.

Ethics of Advertising
Known health dangers of smoking raise questions

about the ethics of tobacco advertising. Companies
use advertising to create new markets for their prod-
ucts, drawing in new consumers. These advertise-

ments highlight the popularity of products and sug-
gest that use of the products will enhance a person’s
social standing and make him or her more popular
among others. Like all other advertising, cigarette
advertisements promote products, attempting to at-
tract youths into using tobacco. However, even with
the warning labels attached to such ads, there is little
information about the potential harms associated
with smoking. Young people have less experience
with those dangers.

Antismoking advocates point to print ads, spon-
sorship of athletic events by tobacco companies,
and placement of products in television shows and
movies as examples of the industry’s attempt to
glamorize smoking to youth. The companies clearly
attempt to gloss over the dangers of smoking while
highlighting its social acceptability. Those seeking
to regulate cigarettes contend that smoking should
never receive any positive public relations because of
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Young antismoking demonstrators greet Florida governor Lawton Chiles after he returns from a trip in which
he helped to negotiate a multibillion-dollar compensation agreement with the tobacco industry in August, 1997.
(AP/Wide World Photos)
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the serious health problems caused by it. Recruit-
ing people to engage in smoking would expose them
to the addictive nature of nicotine and possibly to
higher rates of cancer and heart disease. To meet
this criticism, the tobacco industry agreed to imple-
ment voluntary limitations on its advertising and
mounted another ad campaign attempting to limit
youth smoking. For the first time in any industry’s
history, the makers of products were spending money
attempting to dissuade consumers from using their
products.

Douglas Clouatre
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Tolerance
Definition: Indulgence for, or allowance of, beliefs

or practices that conflict with one’s own
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Arguably as a consequence of ever-

increasing diversity, tolerance of differing views,
and especially of different religions, has become a
widespread moral ideal in many Western societ-
ies. This ideal, however, is neither universally es-
poused nor always successfully realized by those
who do embrace it.

The history of tolerance is shorter than are those of
most of the concepts pertaining to personal and social
ethics that are included in this work. The word itself
has a long history, deriving from Latin and Greek
words meaning “to bear” or “to put up with,” but for
centuries it referred to circumstances of physical
conditions. In the sense of putting up with practices
regarded as contrary to one’s own, the word is not
found before 1765. Although the word “toleration”
was used in this general sense two centuries earlier,
that term invariably referred to civil or religious bod-
ies that were regarded as authoritative and capable of
restricting the exercise of nonconforming thought.
To tolerate dissident views implies the power not to
tolerate them. The idea of tolerance as a personal eth-
ical principle or general social attitude has developed
much more slowly.
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The Paradox of Tolerance:
Early Advocates

Why should one have any sympathy for beliefs
or practices that one believes to be wrong or wrong-
headed? Throughout most of human history, the
right to differ, especially in religious matters, has
simply been denied. A historical survey of human be-
havior in such matters might raise the question of
whether powerful convictions and tolerance can ever
coexist.

Michel de Montaigne was a man of remarkable
tolerance for his time. He first published his Essays in
1580, and the title of one essay, “It Is Folly to Mea-
sure the True and the False by Our Own Capacity,”
suggests his disinclination to pass moral judgments.
Although Montaigne did not preach nonconformity,
the whole tenor of his work is individualistic and
nonjudgmental. A corollary of the Renaissance spirit
of individualism exemplified by Montaigne is re-
spect for others as worthwhile individuals in their
own right.

An early advocate of religious tolerance was the
Jewish philosopher Moses Mendelssohn (grandfa-
ther of the composer Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy),
whose friendship with Gotthold Ephraim Lessing,
a noted writer of German Protestant origin, during
the mid-eighteenth century shocked most of his
coreligionists. He went on to defy Mosaic law by de-
nouncing excommunication—certainly ironic be-
havior for a man named Moses. He saw excommuni-
cation as the attempt to control thought, which in his
view neither church nor state had the right to do.

In the nineteenth century, Harriet Taylor identi-
fied the idea of conformity as “the root of all intoler-
ance.” John Stuart Mill, much influenced by Taylor
(who became his wife), made individuality the sub-
ject of the third chapter of his On Liberty (1859). “In
proportion to the development of his individuality,
each person becomes more valuable to himself, and
is therefore capable of being more valuable to oth-
ers,” he wrote. Thus, Mill would allow the widest lat-
itude in people’s ideas and behavior as long as they
do no unjustifiable harm to others. One should not
oppress the individuality of another, Mill argues, al-
though one has a right to exercise one’s own individ-
uality in opposition in various ways; for example, by
avoiding the society of, or cautioning others against,
a person whose views one regards as wrong or dan-
gerous.

Organized Religion and Tolerance
Liberal Protestant thought has tended to minimize

doctrine or at least find room for considerable differ-
ences within the confines of doctrine. Like orthodox
Judaism, Roman Catholicism was slower to counte-
nance deviation from official doctrine, but since the
Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) Catholicism
too has shown more of an inclination to tolerate
views formerly regarded as dangerous. The ecumeni-
cal movement among Christians of various denomi-
nations has subsequently fostered tolerance as a posi-
tive and spiritually enriching value.

Tolerance as a Modern Challenge
Increasingly in the modern world, liberal ethical

thought has condemned the attitude of intolerance
on the part of those who do not or cannot actively in-
terfere with nonconforming individualists, the point
being that people can hardly be expected to act
tolerantly in the social sphere if they harbor intoler-
ant attitudes. Certainly, many people without the dis-
position or capacity to interfere significantly with
others’ liberties express their intolerance in small
ways that nevertheless work hardships on noncon-
formists and contribute to a general milieu of intoler-
ance.

The limits of tolerance are often manifest in the
public arena. For example, abortion, though morally
acceptable to millions of people, remains for other
millions a horrid evil not to be tolerated. It is unlikely
that the fierce opposition to abortion clinics through-
out the United States can be explained merely by the
objection to the expenditure of public funds on a
practice believed by its opponents to be evil. Abor-
tion is, to many of its opponents, intolerable in itself
despite its acceptance by others whose ethical stan-
dards generally appear to be above reproach. Some
normally law-abiding people are quite willing to
break the law to prevent what they regard as the mur-
der of innocents; others are appalled by what they re-
gard as the blatant infringement on a woman’s right
not to bear unwanted children who in many cases
would impose a burden on society.

It may well be that the soundest ethical basis for
tolerance is to be found not in organized religion
but in humanistic respect for others and their right to
express themselves freely so long as their expres-
sion does not harm other individuals or society. Be-
cause it is so difficult to achieve a consensus regard-
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ing what constitutes serious and unjustifiable harm,
however, the ethical value of tolerance remains con-
troversial.

Robert P. Ellis
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Torah
Identification: First five books of the Hebrew Bi-

ble, or Old Testament; also, totality of Hebrew
oral and written law passed down from Moses

Date: Collected and written before 622 b.c.e.
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Torah is a system derived from con-

tact between the human and the divine that in-
structs by means of narratives, aphorisms, laws,
commandments, and statutes, providing rules of
life for individuals and society. The goal provided
by Torah is to achieve spiritual and temporal hap-
piness in the full realization of the divine will.

Torah is a feminine noun formation of the verbal root
yrh (“to instruct”) in its causative conjugational form;
the root may be semantically related to the Arabic

rawa(y) (“to hand down”) or to the Akkadian (w)aru
(“to guide”). The renderings of the biblical Hebrew
word torah as nomos in the Greek Septuagint (first
half of the third century b.c.e.) and as lex in the early
Latin Bible translations have historically and theo-
logically given rise to the misunderstanding that to-
rah means legalism and that Torah means “Law.” In
essence, Torah is not supernatural revelation, reli-
gious dogma, or general self-evident propositions. It
is the cumulative record of moral truths formed by
the divine, and codified by humanity. In addition,
modern Hebrew uses the word torah to designate the
thinking system of a savant (for example, the torah of
Plato, Maimonides, or Einstein) or a body of knowl-
edge (the torah of mechanics).

Dual Torah
Various biblical verses point to the Pentateuch as

Torah distinct from the rest of the Scriptures. The
verse “Moses charged us with the Teaching (Torah)
as the heritage of the congregation of Jacob” (Deut.
33:44) suggests the inalienable importance of Torah
to Israel: It is to be transmitted from age to age, and
this transmission has become the major factor for the
unity of the Jewish people throughout their wander-
ings.

The rabbis of the Talmud kept the Torah alive and
made its message relevant in different regions and
times. This has been done by means of the rabbinic
hermeneutic of a dual Torah that has been read into
verses from the book of Exodus. Regarding God’s
words to Moses regarding the covenantal relation-
ship between Himself and Israel, it is said in Exodus,
“Write down [ktav] these words, for in accordance
[‘al pi; literally, ‘by the mouth’] with these words I
have made a covenant with you and with Israel”
(Exod. 34:27), and, “I will give you the stone tablets
with the teachings [torah] and commandments which
I have inscribed [ktav-ti] to instruct [by word of
mouth] them” (Exod. 24:12). The sages saw the
words “write,” “accordance,” and “instruct” as the
legitimate warrant for the written Torah (Torah
shehbiktav) and the oral Torah (Torah shehb’al peh).
In their view, the written Torah, the teaching of Mo-
ses, is eternal. The oral Torah is the application of the
written Torah to forever changing historical situa-
tions, which continues to uncover new levels of depth
and meaning and thus makes new facets of Judaism
visible and meaningful in each generation.
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The Process of Torah: Revelation
and Reason

The ninth principle of the Creed of Maimonides
(1134-1204) states, “I believe with perfect faith that
this [written] Torah will not be changed, and that
there never will be any other Torah from the Creator,
blessed be His Name.” It is clear from Maimonides’
philosophical magnum opus The Guide for the Per-
plexed (c. 1200) that the written Torah is not to be
taken in a literal fashion. For example, Genesis 1:26a
says, “And God said, Let us make man in our image,
after our likeness.” If Judaism expresses strict mono-
theism, then what is to be made of the plural
cohortative “us” and the notion that humanity and
God share a “likeness”? For Maimonides, revelation
teaches that God is incorporeal and ineffable, while
reason imparts that humanity is finite, thus rending a
nonliteral reading (that the plural is that of majesty,
anthropomorphic language, figurative speech). Not
only in narrative but also in legislation are revelation
and reason the primary forces in understanding To-
rah. Take lex talionis, for example.

Three times the Pentateuch mentions the legisla-
tion of lex talionis (the law of retaliation, of an “eye
for an eye”): regarding the penalty for causing a preg-
nant bystander to miscarry when two individuals
fight (Exod. 21:23-25), the case of one who maims
another (Lev. 24:19-20), and the punishment meted
out to one who gives false testimony (Deut. 19: 18-
21).

Although the law of “measure for measure” ex-
isted in the ancient Near East and persists today in
parts of the Muslim Middle East, there is little evi-
dence that the Torah meant that this legislation
should be fulfilled literally except in the case of will-
ful murder. “Life for life” is taken literally in cases of
homicidal intention, and fair compensation is appro-
priate when physical injuries are not fatal. Equitable
monetary compensation is deemed appropriate by
the oral Torah in the case of a pregnant woman whose
unborn child’s life is lost and when animal life is for-
feited. Indeed, the written Torah casts aside all
doubts regarding the intent of the biblical lex talionis
injunction: “And he that kills a beast shall make it
good; and he that kills a man shall be put to death”
(Lev. 24:21).

Rejecting the literal application of lex talionis
puts an end to the mean-spirited charge that Judaism
is “strict justice.” Instead, Judaism advocates reme-

dial justice for the guilty and concern for the injured.
The wisdom of mamon tahat ‘ayin, the “value of an
eye,” is not arbitrary, but a principle that is central in
any democratic system of torts. The modern Jew who
carefully probes for the reasons behind the com-
mandments inculcated by the Torah will see their im-
portance not in faith alone but also in association
with logic and practicality.

Nevertheless, the severe language of the written
Torah’s “eye for an eye” sends forth a strong re-
minder. There is no remuneration in the world that
can properly compensate serious injury, death, or any
act of serious victimization.

The Eternal Torah
The doctrine of the eternity of the Torah is im-

plicit in verses that speak of individual teachings of
the Torah in phrases such as the following: “A perpet-
ual statute throughout your generations in all your
[lands of] dwellings” (Lev. 3:17) and “throughout the
ages as a covenant for all time” (Exod. 3:16). Biblical
(Proverbs, in which Torah equals wisdom), Apocry-
phal (the wisdom of Ben Sira), and Aggadic (Genesis
Rabbah) traditions speak of the preexistence of Torah
in Heaven. Although the Talmud acknowledges the
prerevelation existence of Torah in Heaven, which
was later revealed to Moses at Sinai, it concentrates
more on Torah’s eternal values.

Jewish thinkers from the first century to the nine-
teenth century have proclaimed the Torah eternal,
some in terms of metaphysics, others in terms of the-
ology, and most in defense of Judaism against the po-
litical polemics of Christianity and Islam, which
taught that aspects of Torah are temporal or have
been superseded. In the first century, Philo Judaeus
spoke metaphysically of the Torah as the word (lo-
gos) of God, the beginning of creation. In the tenth
century, Saadia Gaon proclaimed that the Jews were
unique only by virtue of the Torah; if the Jewish na-
tion will endure as long as Heaven and Earth, then
Torah must also be eternal. In the twelfth century,
Maimonides extolled the perfection (eternity) of To-
rah, regarding which there is neither addition or dele-
tion. After Maimonides, the issue of the eternity of
the Torah became routine; the Torah’s eternity be-
came an undisputed article of belief. The schools of
Kabbala, however, declared that the preexistent form
of Torah is eternal but that the words and message of
the Torah are recycled every 7,000 years.
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In the nineteenth century, the Wissenschaft des
Judentums (Scientific Study of Judaism) movement,
inspired by the scholarship of biblical critics, pre-
sented a historical-critical approach to Torah study.
As a result, the traditional concept of the eternity of
the Torah became a non sequitur and the idea of the
Torah as a human book prevailed. By the mid-twentieth
century, however, responding to negative trends in
higher literary criticism, which was affected by clas-
sical Christian bias and “higher” anti-Semitism, ob-
jective and critical studies by Jewish loyalists helped
to reaffirm the Jewishness of the Bible’s origins. No
matter how a Jew views the nature of Torah—as a
kind of “mythicizing history” or as a product of the
people for the people or as written (inspired) by
God—Torah as ultimate authority is an indisputable
article of faith.

The Way of Torah: Three Paths
Whether the Torah is defined as the result of an

exclusive encounter at Sinai or of an evolving jour-
ney from Sinai, this national treasure is traditionally
understood by the response of na’aseh ve-nishma’
(“We shall do and we shall hear [reason]”). Accord-
ingly, the way of Torah presents three paths for the
contemporary Jew:

1. One should believe that God’s Torah given at
Sinai is all knowledge. (Na’aseh alone.)

2. The Torah-at-Sinai tradition should be aban-
doned, and Torah should be explained in purely ratio-
nalist terms. Torah is made in the image of the Jewish
people. (Nishma’ alone.)

3. One should accept the existential position that
God’s teaching was shared at Sinai, face to face, with
all of Israel, present and future. “Present” implies
that God’s revelation occurred and that Torah is the
memory of this unusual theophany; “future” hints
that Israel’s dialogue with God is an ongoing process.
This view holds that people know only a part of di-
vine truth and that each generation seeks, makes dis-
tinctions, categorizes, and strives to discover more.
(Na’aseh ve-nishma’.)

Na’aseh alone permits no ultimate questions;
nishma’alone provides no ultimate answers. Na’aseh
and nishma’ together ask questions and attempt an-
swers but leave many uncertainties unanswered. Yet
uncertainty is truth in the making and the inevitable
price for intellectual freedom.

Zev Garber
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Torture
Definition: Deliberate, systematic inflicting of phys-

ical or mental pain, as a means of coercing infor-
mation or confession, as a form of punishment, or
out of sheer cruelty

Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: Torture is almost universally thought

of as a moral evil, but it is not always labeled as an
absolute evil. Some consequentialists advocate
the use of torture on terrorists or combatants in or-
der to gain information that would save the lives
of others. Even those who deem such acts to be
excusable, however, would agree that they cor-
rupt the goodness of their perpetrators.

The darker chapters in human history, including
those of the modern era, have all involved torture. In
fact, modern torture on a large scale, as practiced
in Adolf Hitler’s death camps and Joseph Stalin’s
gulags, has eclipsed even the horrors of the notorious
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Spanish Inquisition. Yet there are no places where
torture is still legally sanctioned, and it is viewed as
morally repugnant, if not universally, at least in more
highly developed countries. That, however, has not
always been the case.

Judicial Torture
In Europe after 1300, when the Roman canon law

of evidence replaced ordeal as the basis for determin-
ing criminal guilt, legal torture became widespread.
Ironically, the new law, in attempting to protect the
accused against capricious justice, fostered judicial
torture, because the death penalty, imposed for a vari-
ety of crimes, required “full proof” (the evidence of
two eyewitnesses) or “half proof” (sufficient circum-
stantial evidence) plus a confession. Because many
crimes were not witnessed, magistrates were em-
powered to torture suspects to exact confessions, and

they had at their disposal the infamous devices that
haunt even the modern imagination—thumb and leg
screws, pressing weights, rack, iron maiden, and
strappado.

Although barbaric, torture was allowed because
almost all criminal offenses carried blood sanctions,
from death and maiming to branding and whipping.
Capital punishment, which was exacted for crimes as
minor as burglary, was meted out through such grue-
some means as hanging, drawing and quartering,
burning at the stake, pressing, gibbeting, beheading,
and impaling. Knowing what the accused faced, mag-
istrates demanded that suspects bear witness against
themselves, and they usually resorted to torture only
when the suspects remained uncooperative. Torture
was seldom employed in full-proof cases or when the
penalties faced were less severe than execution, and
its use for punishment was not widely condoned.
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Members of the Israeli human rights group B’tselem demonstrate a torture technique they claimed was fre-
quently used by Israeli security agents while interrogating Palestinian prisoners. The demonstration was con-
ducted in a press conference designed to call public attention to the issue of government-inflicted torture in 1998.
(AP/Wide World Photos)
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Abolition of Legal Torture
The practice of judicial torture was gradually

abandoned, partly because alternatives to death as
punishment for serious criminal offenses made it less
necessary. Transportation and indentured servitude,
imprisonment, and conveyance to the galleys were

options for judges in capital cases in which convic-
tion was based on strong circumstantial evidence
rather than incontrovertible proof. Furthermore, the
validity of confessions exacted through torture had
always been in doubt, and during the Enlightenment,
circa 1750, that doubt was joined to the moral argu-
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U.S. Abuse of Iraqi Prisoners

In early 2004, stunning new stories coming out of U.S.-
occupied Iraq reported that U.S. military personnel had
been severely and frequently abusing Iraqi prisoners
under their control. The revelations were made even
more shocking by the publication of photographs show-
ing U.S. soldiers laughing and gesticulating beside such
scenes as naked Iraqi men piled on top of each other and
posed in positions simulating sex acts—scenes particu-
larly abhorrent to Muslims. These revelations prompted
Army and government investigations that led to changes
in the command structure, the disciplining of key per-
sonnel, and criminal charges against those directly re-
sponsible for acts of abuse. Investigations and criminal
proceedings continued through the
year. Meanwhile, Americans were
left to ponder how it was possible
for fellow citizens representing the
United States to participate in such
unethical behavior.

Most news stories focused on
Abu Ghraib, a prison near Bagh-
dad administered by the U.S. mili-
tary since the fall of Saddam Hus-
sein’s regime in early 2003. During
Hussein’s time, Abu Ghraib had
been a notorious center of torture
and secret executions of suspected
government opponents. After Hus-
sein’s regime fell, Iraqi civilians
gutted the prison, but the U.S.
Army soon renovated the facility
and began using it as a detention
center for common criminals, ci-
vilians suspected of committing
“crimes against the coalition,” and
known leaders of anticoalition in-
surgent movements.

Abu Ghraib’s already unsavory reputation com-
bined with the revelations of U.S. misbehavior to raise
protests against the U.S. occupation to new levels both
within and outside Iraq. Recognition of these acts of
torture did irreparable damage to the moral reputation
of the United States. As the scandal unfolded, evidence
of U.S. military misconduct grew. In April, 2004, The
New Yorker magazine obtained a copy of the official re-
port of a secret Army investigation of the scandal writ-
ten by Major General Antonio M. Taguba in February.
According to Taguba, numerous instances of “sadistic,
blatant, and wanton criminal abuses” had occurred at
Abu Ghraib during the previous autumn.

Two Iraqi men rest in the shade of a wall decorated with graffiti condemning
American treatment of prisoners. One illustration is a faithful copy of one of the
most notorious photographs taken at Abu Ghraib: A hooded Iraqi standing on a
flimsy box was told that if he fell off the box, he would be electrocuted by the
wires attached to his body. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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ments promulgated against torture by such thinkers
as Voltaire. By the end of the nineteenth century, le-
gal torture had become an anomaly, and protections
against it, as provided by the “cruel and unusual pun-
ishment” injunction of the Eighth Amendment to the
U.S. Constitution, were almost universally in place.

Modern Torture
It is, however, one thing to abolish a practice on

paper, to make it illegal, and another to curtail com-
pletely its practice. As late as 1984, when the United
Nations adopted the Convention Against Torture and
Other Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading Treatment or
Punishment, dozens of nations, in violation of their
own laws, were secretly sanctioning its use. In recent
history, it has been a particularly invidious practice
during war, despite Geneva Conference protocols,
and during civil unrest and insurrection, when it has
been used as an instrument of persecution and sup-
pression, as in internally troubled states such as
Chile, El Salvador, South Africa, Cambodia, and the
former Yugoslavian state of Bosnia-Herzegovina.

It is unlikely that torture can ever be completely
eradicated. It only takes two, persecutor and victim,
to dance torture’s grim dance, and the potential for
torture exists in any interpersonal relationship in
which one party exercises physical or psychological
control over another, as in, for example, familial rela-
tionships between parent and child or husband and
wife.

The crude instruments of the ancien régime are
now museum pieces, but they have been replaced by
such things as psychoactive “brainwashing” drugs
and electroshock, courtesy of modern science. The
crude methods have not disappeared, even in the
United States, as the burned, scarred, and starved
bodies of abused children have testified.

Although organizations such as Amnesty Interna-
tional can bring before the United Nations evidence
of the torture of citizens by governments, exposure of
its practice under private circumstances—for exam-
ple, within the family—has depended largely on the
willingness of victims to complain. In the last few de-
cades, victims have been more inclined to seek help
and legal remedy, encouraged by civil rights legisla-

tion, counseling, and an awareness, fostered by me-
dia coverage of abuse, that their situation is not
unique. Tragically, tortured children are often too
young to know that redress is even possible.

The belief that the modern era is more humane
and more morally astute than were previous eras is
partly illusory. Although modern efforts to rectify
human abuse and cruelty may be unprecedented, ex-
tending even to animals, modern events have repeat-
edly revealed and psychological studies have often
documented that the sadomasochistic impulses that
lie behind torture frequently accompany such funda-
mental human feelings as frustration, rage, guilt, and
shame. The best hope for ending torture lies in legal
recourse made possible by public awareness and eth-
ical vigilance.

John W. Fiero
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Toxic waste
Definition: Poisonous or other dangerous sub-

stances needing specialized forms of disposal
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Ethical practices of toxic waste dis-

posal are those that protect the environment and
human life.

By the early twenty-first century, toxic waste was
spreading throughout the world at an alarming rate.
To protect the environment and human life, ethical
practices must be employed to dispose of toxic waste
materials generated by industry, agriculture, con-
sumers, and individual persons. The numerous toxic-
waste disposal abuses of the past were sometimes
due to ignorance or carelessness; however, many
abuses were due to the unethical practices used to
save companies or individuals time and money in
waste disposal. Disposed toxic substances can be
highly detrimental to people, whether the people are
aware that they are being exposed to the materials or
not. Among other things, careless, unethical dump-
ing of toxic waste has produced dirty streams, greasy
drinking water, noxious fumes, and human suffering,
disease, and death.

Toxic Sites
During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,

many toxic waste substances were spread into the air,
soil, and water. For example, Love Canal, an artificial
waterway that was built near Niagara Falls, New
York, during the 1890’s became a site of industrial
toxic waste disposal, with more than forty toxic or-
ganic compounds found in the canal and in nearby
soil, water, and air samples collected during the late
1970’s. In May, 1980, the federal Environmental Pro-
tection Agency released a study showing a rate of
chromosome damage among babies born to people
living near the Love Canal site. Among myriad other
sites where dumped toxic wastes have produced doc-
umented cancer, mysterious health problems, and
other devastating effects are Waukegan Harbor, Illi-
nois; Times Beach, Missouri; Woburn, Massachu-
setts; Mapleton, Utah; and Bhopal, India.

Many of the more than fifty thousand toxic-waste-
producing firms in the United States contract with
waste-disposal companies to provide ethical, scien-
tifically sound, legal ways to dispose of their waste
materials. Some companies dump or bury their toxic
wastes on-site. In many instances when problems de-
velop, waste disposers claim that the problems are
not serious and decline to spend any money to clean
up disposal sites. This difficulty led the U.S. Con-
gress to pass the Comprehensive Environmental Re-
sponse, Compensation, and Liability Act in 1980,
which included the establishment of the Superfund to
pay for immediate cleanup of abandoned toxic-waste
sites and inoperative sites where the owners refuse to
clean them up.

As the numbers of toxic waste sites, the amounts
and varieties of chemical contamination, and cleanup
costs continue to escalate, the only feasible solutions
for protecting the environment and human life and
rights appear to be regulatory controls that focus on
waste minimization and ethical practices of waste
disposal. Grassroots organizations across America
demand that the government legislate and enforce
such action.

Alvin K. Benson
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Tragedy
Definition: Form of literary drama and a topic of

philosophical investigation that involves the ex-
tremes of human behavior in the face of life’s
great misfortunes

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Both tragedy and ethics focus on the

moral value of human conduct in the face of life’s
conflicts and extremities.

The term “tragedy” has been used in at least two dis-
tinct senses. First, tragedy refers to a genre of literary
and dramatic works originally developed in ancient
Greece. Aristotle defined tragedy, in this first sense,
as an imitation (a theatrical play) of an action by, typ-
ically, a noble person whose character is flawed by a
single weakness (such as pride or envy) that causes
him to make an error in judgment resulting in his
downfall. The hero moves from a state of ignorance
to one of insight generally at the cost of personal mis-
ery. Aristotle believed the spectator of a tragic drama
underwent a catharsis, or cleansing, of his own emo-
tions.

In the second sense, tragedy has been used to refer
to a subject of philosophical theorizing involving the
meaning of tragic literature as well as the possible ex-
istence of tragic events in the world that must be
philosophically reckoned with in any worldview. It is
in this latter meaning of tragedy that the primary ethi-
cal import lies. However, it is unlikely that the two
senses of the term can or should be completely disen-
tangled, since presumably literature and drama often
mirror something significant about human existence.

Plato, unlike Aristotle, believed that there were
several ethically undesirable consequences of Greek
tragedy and drama. Plato condemned tragic poetry
for making men too emotional. Tragic drama, Plato
argued, implies that a good person may be undone
by an accidental reversal of fortune. Tragedies thus
teach the young that their well-being is contingent
upon the whims and vagaries of appearance. For
Plato, the world of appearance and consequently
what generally passes for “tragedy” is ultimately un-
real. Even one’s physical death is tragic only as long
as one is in ignorance. For example, Socrates, Plato’s
teacher, understood the immortality and superiority
of the real; hence, he did not fear the hemlock poison
that the Athenian town counsel required him to drink.

What appeared to be a tragedy was in actuality a great
victory for the good. Tragedies, however, encourage
the audience to think that a hero can be undone by
an accidental reversal of fortune. Consequently, for
Plato, tragedies teach falsely and inspire fear of
unrealities.

The German Philosophers
The early nineteenth century German philoso-

pher G. W. F. Hegel held that, in the first sense noted
above, Aristotle’s definition of tragedy was defini-
tive. In the second sense, however, tragedy is moti-
vated by a conflict of two great moral forces, both
justified and both embodying the good. For example,
in Sophocles’ ancient Greek play Antigone, one
protagonist—Antigone—is motivated by justifiable
family values to provide a proper burial for her
brother, while King Creon is equally justified by pub-
lic values to prevent her from doing so. The task of
the tragic hero is to attain a “synthesis” in which the
claims of each side are reconciled. Antigone and
Creon are both right but not right enough. Conse-
quently, their destruction is just and reveals the abso-
lute rule of the divine principle. Hence, in Hegel, the
ethical dilemma of tragedy consists in the conflict be-
tween two goods that can be resolved only through a
higher synthesis of good. In one-sidedness, the tragic
hero fails to comprehend this synthesis and is justifi-
ably overruled and destroyed by the might of abso-
lute justice.

Arthur Schopenhauer, taking a consistently pessi-
mistic view of human life, argued that all existence is
tragic. Quoting an ancient Greek source, he noted
that the greatest thing that one could ever hope for
was to have never been born. A quick death would be
the next most desirable event. Thus, tragic art reveals
the terrible side of life, which relentlessly destroys
and annihilates anything that the human spirit might
cherish. For Schopenhauer, tragedy teaches that the
only resolution to the arbitrary cruelties of life is total
renunciation of the will.

Friedrich Nietzsche, a student of Schopenhauer,
believed that Greek tragedy answered a fundamental
need of human life. Greek tragedy gave the Greeks
the ability to face the horrors and arbitrariness of life
and yet find a basis for self-affirmation. Nietzsche,
while acknowledging the reality of human suffering,
rejected the excessive rationalism of Plato and the
excessive pessimism of Schopenhauer. In the two
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Greek gods Dionysus and Apollo, Nietzsche discov-
ered two basic elements of human nature. Dionysus
embodies excess, vitality, and passion, while Apollo
represents reason, order, and balance. In the time of
the ancient Greeks, the tragic art form accomplished
a unification of these tendencies and enabled the
Greek culture to grow strong and noble.

In Nietzsche’s later work, he showed that percep-
tion of the tragic realities of life could lead in two di-
rections: to nihilism or to the superman. The super-
man is an individual who declares, “Joy is deeper
than woe!” He affirms life and self in full light of the
ambiguities and tragic qualities to which human
flesh is heir. These elite and noble “Yea-Sayers” of
Nietzsche represent his answer to the ethical chal-
lenge given by the tragic aspect of life.

During the late twentieth century, there was a gen-
eral concern that the tragic sense of life had been lost,
to the detriment of humanity’s self-image. Tragedy
has generally depicted a sometimes horrifying but
heroic picture of the human condition. Although in
tragedy there have been great “reversals of fortune,”
there has also been the implication that humanity has
fallen from a great height. The twentieth century
did not sustain a vision of human nature that was suf-
ficient for great tragedy. For example, in Samuel
Beckett’s Waiting for Godot (1954) and Arthur
Miller’s Death of a Salesman (1949), tragedy was su-
perseded by the Theater of the Absurd. The protago-
nists of these tragicomedies minimize the horror and
terror of life but also fail even to hint at its possible
greatness. These antiheroes exit the stage with a
“whimper,” not a bang.

Some recent developments did, however, follow
the ennobling promises of modernity. Miguel de
Unamuno y Jugo (1864-1936), author of The Tragic
Sense of Life, argued that humanity thirsts for a status
in life that reason cannot support. People live in the
tragic sense of life when they refuse to abandon ei-
ther the heart or the intellect. Humanity is neither
God nor worm, but something in between. Unamuno
suggests that this tension is unresolvable, yet people
may live authentically by refusing to deny either as-
pect of life. Thus, a form of “tragic optimism” ap-
peared to be emerging in the late twentieth century.
By following the guidelines of Nietzsche, Unamuno,
and other twentieth century philosophers, it is possi-
ble to recapture the nobility of humanity at the ex-
pense of illusions about absolutes. In the recognition

that life is a mystery to be heroically lived and not a
problem to be intellectually solved, the birth pain of a
new postmodern form of tragedy may be heard.

Paul Rentz
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Transcendentalism
Definition: Philosophical belief in an objective re-

ality that exists beyond human experience
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Transcendentalism holds that the

structure of the mind both grounds, and deter-
mines the limits of, human knowledge, and that
there is an absolute division between human
knowledge and reality. Some schools of tran-
scendentalism also believe that the gap between
experience and the real world can be breached in
moments of irrational spirituality that provide
guidance as to the ethically proper way to live
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one’s life. Others emphasize the rational nature of
reality and assert that obeying rational moral law
is the only way to achieve harmony with the ob-
jective world.

Transcendentalism was an idealistic revolt against
materialist philosophies such as John Locke’s empir-
icism, Sir Isaac Newton’s mechanism, and William
Paley’s utilitarianism. In those materialist theories,
one’s code of behavior derived from a compilation of
sensory experiences by means of which one deter-
mined what was good or useful. The transcendental-
ist, however, believed that one’s code of behavior
preceded his or her experiences, that the structure of
ideas inherent in the mind itself molded ethical con-
duct.

Origins
Although the term “transcendental” had been em-

ployed by medieval philosophers, the Prussian phi-
losopher Immanuel Kant first used the term in its
modern meaning during the late eighteenth century.
His Critique of Pure Reason (1781) addressed a fun-
damental philosophical question: Does all knowl-
edge come from the senses’ interactions with the
world, or is some knowledge embedded in the mind
prior  to  sensory  experiences?  He  concluded  that
there were ideas that “transcended” experience and
that ethical conduct was a matter of the mind’s inher-
ent desire to act consistently with itself.

Philosophers and literary figures in Germany,
France, Great Britain, and the United States who
were seeking a liberating idealism believed that they
had found it in Kant’s work. His idea that the mind
contained a set of moral ideas that helped mold a per-
son’s relationship to the universe made his theories a
welcome alternative to materialistically based ones.
His idea that one’s primary ethical duty was to re-
main faithful to the ethical laws dictated by one’s
own mind appealed to those who were hungry for a
more spiritually and individually based set of ethics.
Many strongly believed that this set of transcendent
ideas was humankind’s connection to God, in which
its highest and noblest aspirations could be found.

American Transcendentalism
Among those who were influenced by Kant were

the American Transcendentalists, although they re-
ceived his philosophy secondhand through the works

of the British authors Samuel Taylor Coleridge and
Thomas Carlyle. This group consisted generally of
New Englanders, many of them Unitarian ministers
or former ministers, who were most influential from
the first meeting of the Transcendental Club in 1836
until the American Civil War. Prominent members of
the movement were Bronson Alcott, George Ripley,
Theodore Parker, William H. Channing, Margaret
Fuller, Henry David Thoreau, and Ralph Waldo Em-
erson, most of whom also contributed to the literary
journal The Dial.

A popular idea among the group was Coleridge’s
simplified version of Kant’s theory that the mind was
divided into a higher faculty, called “reason,” that
sought to systematize and unify the various impres-
sions collected and analyzed by the lower faculty,
termed the “understanding.” The works of Emerson
and Thoreau both emphasize reason. “Higher laws”
or “spiritual laws,” as they called them, ranked above
the mechanical rules of cause and effect in the mate-
rial world and gave unity and ethical purpose to hu-
man activities. The permanence of the higher laws
appealed to these thinkers, who deplored the utilitar-
ian values and relative ethics that seemed to have re-
placed principled behavior. They also liked Kant’s
idea that the source of morals, and thus the closest
link to God, was found in one’s own mind. From this
premise, they developed their influential concept of
self-reliance.

Many of the major works of American Transcen-
dentalism appropriated Kant’s idea that morality ex-
ists in the mind and fused it with a mystical belief that
a divine spirit was prevalent in nature. In Nature
(1836), Emerson argued that ethics and the natural
world were inextricably linked: “the moral law lies at
the centre of nature. . . . All things with which we
deal, preach to us. What is a farm but a mute gospel?”
Thoreau expressed similar thoughts in Walden (1854).
He spent two years at Walden Pond, where he built
his own house, planted and harvested his own food,
and yet reserved ample time for reflection. He con-
sistently linked the simple acts of his daily life, such
as hoeing a bean field or plumbing the depths of the
pond, to the immanence of a universal spirit.

Although they resisted the trendiness of social
movements, the American Transcendentalists were
attracted to the moral issues raised by those move-
ments. Margaret Fuller, in Woman in the Nineteenth
Century (1845), argued the case for women’s rights.
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Thoreau went to jail rather than pay taxes that sup-
ported an immoral war, an experience that he chroni-
cled in “Resistance to Civil Government” (1849),
and in “Slavery in Massachusetts” (1854), he op-
posed slavery and the moral irresponsibility of those
who allowed themselves to become accomplices to
its evil.

Aside from the major political events of their
time, the Transcendentalists were also concerned
with the ethical content of their own day-to-day lives
and those of their fellow citizens. In “The Transcen-
dentalist” (1842), Emerson seemed almost to plead
with his audience that it “tolerate one or two solitary
voices in the land, speaking for thoughts and princi-
ples not marketable or perishable.” Thoreau, in “Life
Without Principle” (1863), makes a similar case for
the role of principles in the too often materialistic
lives of the populace.

After several centuries of empirically based phi-
losophy, Transcendentalism provided strong evidence
that humankind still recognized a spiritual element in
its personality. The Transcendentalists believed that
innate spiritual insights were essential in directing
ethical judgments.

William L. Howard
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Treason
Definition: Betrayal of one’s nation or one’s gov-

ernment to its enemies, foreign or domestic
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Essentially a crime of disloyalty, trea-

son raises the issue of the relative importance or
precedence of competing types of loyalty, includ-
ing loyalty to one’s nation, ideals, family, reli-
gion, racial or ethnic group, class, gender, and
self. The more idealized or mythologized a na-
tional government becomes, the more heinous
acts of treason against it will seem.

The U.S. Constitution defines treason as “giving aid
and comfort to the enemies of the United States.” In
most legal systems, however, treason consists also in
attempting to overthrow the legal government within
the state, and it may be supplemented by crimes such
as espionage and sedition. Most ethical systems see
one as having moral obligations, including loyalty, to
one’s nation and to its rulers. Treason, therefore, is
ordinarily a seriously blameworthy act, and the atten-
dant horrors of foreign military conquest or revolu-
tionary upheaval add to its inherent evils.

An anarchist could scarcely acknowledge the le-
gitimacy of the concept of treason, but supporters of
natural law and Kantian ethics, for example, would
advocate a strong degree of deference owed to the
sovereign but would also acknowledge that the sover-
eign may be defied, overthrown, or even assassinated
if he or she commands or commits great evil.

Although there is almost universal opprobrium
attached to treason done for profit or advancement,
other cases of treason are muddied by the contrast of
the objective evaluation of the ideology, religion, or
philosophy prompting the act with the subjective ele-
ment of the traitor’s personal commitment to that be-
lief.
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Noted Historical Figures Charged with Treason

Name Basis of treason charges

Niccolò Machiavelli Tried for treason for opposing Florence’s Medici family and sent into exile
in 1512.

Guy Fawkes Executed for plot to blow up England’s Parliament and king in 1605.

James Scott, Duke of
Monmouth

Executed for rebelling against England’s King James II in 1685.

John Locke Branded a traitor for his association with Monmouth; went into exile in the
Netherlands.

Benedict Arnold U.S. general who plotted to surrender West Point to British forces in 1780.

Aaron Burr Allegedly conspired to take over western territories of United States during
Thomas Jefferson’s administration.

Sir Roger Casement Executed in 1916 for plotting with Germany to obtain arms for Irish rebels.

Mildred Gillars,
a.k.a. “Axis Sally”

American who broadcast propaganda for Germany during World War II.

Iva Toguri,
a.k.a. “Tokyo Rose”

American who allegedly broadcast propaganda for Japan during World
War II.

Ezra Pound American who broadcast propaganda for Italy during World War II.

William Joyce,
a.k.a. “Lord Haw-Haw”

British subject who broadcast propaganda for Germany during World
War II.

Henri-Philippe Pétain and
Pierre Laval

French leaders who collaborated with German occupation forces during
World War II.

Vidkun Quisling Norwegian officer executed in 1945 for collaborating with German
occupation forces during World War II; his name afteward became
synonymous with “traitor.”

Alger Hiss Allegedly spied on United States for the Soviet Union during the 1930’s-
1940’s.

Julius Rosenberg and
Ethel Rosenberg

Executed in 1953 for allegedly spying on U.S. atom bomb project for the
Soviet Union.

Klaus Emil J. Fuchs Stole British and U.S. atomic secrets for the Soviet Union during the
1940’s.

Guy Burgess, Kim Philby,
and Donald Maclean

Spied on British intelligence operations for the Soviet Union during the
1940’s-1950’s.

Sir Anthony Blunt Spied on Britain for the Soviet Union durng the 1930’s-1950’s.

John Anthony Walker Spied on U.S. military for the Soviet Union 1970’s-1980’s.



The “judgment of history” often seems particu-
larly amoral. To cite one example, Adolf Hitler is
never labeled a traitor despite his having tried unsuc-
cessfully to overthrow the Bavarian state government
in the Munich “Beerhall Putsch,” because his even-
tual capture of the German government a decade later
seems to have extinguished the guilt of treason in that
view.

Patrick M. O’Neil

See also: Citizenship; Duty; Espionage; National-
ism; Patriotism; Politics; Revolution; Sedition.

Treaty of Versailles
Identification: Treaty that formally ended

the state of war between Germany and the
Entente powers, concluding World War I

Date: Ratified on June 28, 1919
Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: The Treaty of Versailles im-

posed harsh, economically disruptive con-
ditions upon Germany aimed at perma-
nently reducing its ability to wage war upon
other nations and to act as a world power.
These conditions undermined democracy
in Germany and arguably fostered the na-
tionalistic excesses that produced Nazi to-
talitarianism, state terrorism, and renewed
global warfare.

The treaty encouraged the rise of German fas-
cism and was an underlying cause of World
War II. The German surrender in 1918 was
based on a general acceptance of President
Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points. In formu-
lating the peace terms, the British and French
ignored most of those points.

The treaty stripped Germany of human and
material resources, in violation of its avowed
goals of national self-determination and re-
spect for territorial integrity, and reduced the
German armed forces to a level that was in-
compatible with national defense. It also im-
posed crushing indemnities upon Germany and
forced Germans to accept sole war guilt. The
treaty’s blatant unfairness and economically

destabilizing consequences, further aggravated by
the onset of the Great Depression in 1931, aided the
success of Adolf Hitler’s revanchist, extremist Na-
tional Socialist (Nazi) Party. Hitler’s sustained ef-
forts to reverse the Versailles treaty provoked World
War II, the most devastating conflict in history.

Michael J. Fontenot

See also: Fascism; Hitler, Adolf; League of Na-
tions; Nationalism.
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Henri-Philippe Pétain (1856-1951) was one of France’s
greatest military heroes during World War I, but for collab-
orating with Nazi Germany by heading the puppet Vichy re-
gime during World War II he was branded a traitor. After
the war, he was convicted of treason; his sentence was com-
muted to life imprisonment, and he died in disgrace at the
age of ninety-five. (Library of Congress)



Triage
Definition: Process of sorting victims of war, acci-

dent, or disaster to determine priority of medical
treatment

Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Triage is perhaps the most extreme

single instance of ethically difficult resource allo-
cation. It requires immediate, life-and-death deci-
sions to be made about whose injuries will be
treated first and who will be left to wait. The ma-
jor ethical question raised by triage is whether se-
verity of injury is the only appropriate criterion
for determining priority, or whether other consid-
erations such as age, occupation, social status,
membership in the enemy military, and criminal
record may be considered.

Triage employs a utilitarian calculation concerning
how to do the most good with whatever resources are
available, determining which patients will be helped
at all, and in which order those to be helped will be
treated. Triage may be employed in any situation in
which all the injured, sick, or wounded cannot be
treated: on the battlefield, at the site of a natural di-
saster, in the first moments of a traffic accident, in the
emergency room of a large hospital, or in a country
suffering from mass starvation. Triage is more easily
defended than are some other types of utilitarian cal-
culations, since there is no intent to sacrifice the inno-
cent for the greater good of the majority. Since triage
does require that one make a “quality of life” judg-
ment before one decides which victims will be helped,
however, it may be an ethically objectionable prac-
tice. If it is wrong to judge who is worth helping and
who is not, then it is arguable that triage should be re-
placed with a “first-come-first-helped” principle.

Daniel G. Baker

See also: Lifeboat ethics; Medical ethics; Military
ethics; “Playing god” in medical decision making;
Utilitarianism.

Truman Doctrine
Identification: Foreign policy initiative undertaken

by the U.S. president Harry S. Truman’s adminis-
tration to prevent the spread of Soviet commu-
nism into Greece and Turkey

Date: Promulgated on March 12, 1947
Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: The Truman Doctrine signaled a shift

in American foreign policy. It proclaimed a sphere
of influence in the Middle East, which had never
been a traditional interest of the United States.

The Truman Doctrine was prompted by the British
government’s announcement that it would withdraw
from Greece after the British had liberated the coun-
try from the Nazis in 1944. After World War II, the
Soviet Union was a threat to the Balkan Peninsula,
and the Eastern European communist regimes were
aiding the Greek communists in their civil war against
the Greek government. To offset this communist
threat, Truman asked the Congress for $400 million
for military and economic aid to Greece and Turkey.

Bill Manikas

See also: Cold War; Communism; International jus-
tice; International law; North Atlantic Treaty Organi-
zation; Potsdam Conference.

Trustworthiness
Definition: Disposition of character that leads peo-

ple to do reliably what others have a right to ex-
pect of them

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Trustworthiness is a crucial virtue for

people living together in a community, in which
personal, commercial, and professional relation-
ships depend on it

Trustworthiness involves both words and conduct. A
trustworthy person speaks truthfully to others, and
therefore the words of such a person are to be trusted.
Also, a trustworthy person is willing to make com-
mitments concerning future behavior, and can and
will keep whatever commitments have been entered
into; therefore, the conduct of such a person is to be
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relied upon. A trustworthy mechanic, for example,
can be counted on both to tell one truthfully what re-
pairs one’s automobile needs and to fulfill the terms
of any contract that he or she enters into to do the
work.

Trustworthiness is an admirable trait of character
because it is socially useful. Hence, it is appropriate
to classify it as a moral virtue, even though it has been
little discussed by traditional ethical theorists, the
word “trustworthy” having entered English only in
the nineteenth century.

The term “trustworthy” is ambiguous because it
does not specify whether it refers to trustworthiness
in some specific respect or trustworthiness as a per-
vasive disposition of a person’s character. When one
calls a mechanic trustworthy, one is usually speaking
only of trustworthiness regarding automotive repairs,
though one could mean to say that the person is trust-
worthy in all aspects of life. Marital fidelity and hon-
esty in paying income tax will count as evidence of
trustworthiness in a mechanic only when the second,
broader meaning is intended.

Relationship to Other Virtues
Trustworthiness is akin to and overlaps such other

virtues as truthfulness, honesty, and fidelity, but it is
distinguishable from each of these. Trustworthiness
differs from truthfulness in that the latter pertains
only to communication, while the former can relate
to a much wider range of behavior. Trustworthiness
differs from honesty in that it can concern the keep-
ing of commitments of any kind, not merely those the
breach of which would be dishonest. It differs from
fidelity in that trustworthiness requires greater effec-
tiveness in the carrying out of commitments than is
needed for fidelity; thus, a loyal but incompetent per-
son can be faithful without being trustworthy.

Trustworthiness must also be distinguished from
trustfulness (which is not, in general, a virtue) and
from the appropriate degrees of trust that ought to
pervade various relationships (these degrees of trust
often arise only in proportion as the participants
are properly trustworthy, yet this proportionality is
merely contingent).

Within the family and in personal relationships
generally, trustworthiness is required if all is to go
well. When a husband is worthy of his wife’s trust
and she of his, this makes it likelier that they will in-
deed trust each other and that their affections will

remain firm and their responsibilities will be effec-
tively shared. Lovers, friends, neighbors, and ac-
quaintances all will find that their relationships tend
to be strengthened when there are appropriate de-
grees of trustworthiness on each side.

Some feminist thinkers have particularly focused
on the importance of trustworthiness. Sara Ruddick,
for example, writes of trustworthiness as one of the
virtues especially needed by a mother who is to have
a sound relationship with her child. She stresses that
the child must be able to rely on the mother to stand up
for it against the father, against intrusive government,
and against the archaic mores of society. Ruddick’s
emphasis is controversial, and one might wish to add
that children also need to find their fathers trustwor-
thy and need to be taught to be trustworthy them-
selves. In any case, trustworthiness on all sides seems
to be indispensable for good family relationships.

Is trustworthiness more prized in men by women
than it is in women by men? There may be some truth
in Arthur Schopenhauer’s view that women prize sta-
bility (and hence trustworthiness) in their liaisons,
while men tend to seek variety. Yet such sweeping
generalizations carry little weight.

Trustworthiness in Business
It is in the world of business, however, that trust-

worthiness finds its most distinctive place in modern
life, especially in connection with the provision of fi-
nancial services. Banking activities of a recognizable
kind seem to have had their origin during the Renais-
sance in the dealings of merchant families, among
whom the Medici and the Fuggers were leaders. Ini-
tially, these families had merely bought and sold on
their own account, but then gradually they began
to provide financial services to others, transferring
money from one city to another, holding deposits,
making commercial loans, and insuring against the
loss of ships and shipments. The availability of these
services became enormously helpful to commerce
and set the stage for the rise of capitalism.

It was essential that the providers of such services
should develop strong reputations for trustworthi-
ness, since no merchant wanted to deposit funds ex-
cept with a banker who could be relied upon to han-
dle them as promised. The concept of trust (Latin,
fiducia) has been central to the activities of banking
and insurance from the start. Members of these busi-
nesses always have sought to cultivate favorable rep-
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utations and have found that the most reliable way of
doing so is by actually being trustworthy. Since the
eighteenth century, the fiduciary trustworthiness of
corporate entities has come to be even more impor-
tant than that of individuals and families (some cor-
porate entities even came to be called “trusts”). With-
out fiduciary trust, the economic world as it is known
could not exist.

In the professions, such as medicine and law,
trustworthiness also has come to play a central role.
The patient or client is not equipped to make inde-
pendent judgments about the complex technicalities
of medicine or law and therefore must rely on the
knowledge and technical skill of the professional, as
well as on the professional’s motivation to serve well.
Only professionals who acquire reputations for trust-
worthiness are likely to be successful in the long run.
Part of the role of professional organizations has
been to promote trustworthy behavior by members of
the professions and to encourage potential patients
and clients to trust them.

Stephen F. Barker

Further Reading
Baier, Annette. “Trust and Antitrust.” Ethics 96, no. 2

(January, 1986): 231-260.
Bok, Sissela. Lying: Moral Choice in Public and Pri-

vate Life. 2d ed. New York: Vintage Books, 1999.
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or Lose Your Market Tomorrow. New York:
American Management Association, 2004.

Murphy, Kevin R. Honesty in the Workplace. Pacific
Grove, Calif.: Brooks/Cole, 1993.

Pellegrino, Edmund D., et al., eds. Ethics, Trust, and
the Professions. Washington, D.C.: Georgetown
University Press, 1991.

Potter, Nancy Nyquist. How Can I Be Trusted?: A
Virtue Theory of Trustworthiness. Lanham, Md.:
Rowman & Littlefield, 2002.

Ruddick, Sara. Maternal Thinking: Toward a Politics
of Peace. Boston: Beacon Press, 1995.

See also: Business ethics; Feminist ethics; Honesty;
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Truth
Definition: Factual, actual, and real
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Truth is the central object of philo-

sophical inquiry, and no consensus exists as to
any aspect of it. At one extreme lies the belief that
there is an objective reality, and objective truth ex-
ists either in the world or beyond it. At the other
lies the belief that truth merely names the set of
conventional beliefs and common metaphors in
circulation in a given society, and it is generated
by rhetoric rather than reality.

Truth is a feature of propositions—assertions, state-
ments, and claims. If one claims that one’s notebook
is on a desk, and it is, one’s claim is true. The desk is
not true and the notebook is not true: They simply ex-
ist. If one removes the notebook but makes the same
assertion as before, the assertion is false, but false-
ness would still not be a characteristic of the desk or
the notebook. Equally, the number nine is neither true
or false, but the equation 9 + 5 = 14 is true, while 9 +
15 = 23 is false.

Truthful statements or assertions represent “things”
as they are—reality. False assertions do not depict
things as they are. Truthful statements and false-
hoods depend on those things as they are, not on a
person’s (or a society’s) beliefs, desires, wishes, or
prejudices. Furthermore, at the elemental level of
logic, the “law of the excluded middle” is operative.
According to that law, it is assumed that statements or
claims have only two possible conditions: A claim is
either true or false.

Throughout history, philosophers have attempted
to develop sweeping theories to explain the nature of
truth and its opposite, falsehood.

Coherence Theory
Several philosophical theories of truth are extant,

one being the coherence theory. Its groundbreakers
include such thinkers as Baruch Spinoza, G. W. F.
Hegel, and Gottfried Leibniz, and it is associated
with the great rationalist system-making metaphysi-
cians. In coherence theory, when one says that a
statement or judgment is true or false, one means that
the statement coheres or does not cohere with other
statements, which, taken together, create a “system”
that is held together either by logic or by pure mathe-
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matics. To be called “true,” a statement must fit into a
comprehensive account of the universe and its real-
ity. In everyday language, people often reject out-
landish assertions (such as someone claiming that he
or she sees ghosts or claiming that God visits him or
her every day) because the assertions do not cohere
with other scientific views or even with common
sense.

Believers in the coherence theory justify their po-
sition, in part, on the basis of their view of the theory
of knowledge and also, in part, on the basis of a priori
reasoning such as that found in such fields as mathe-
matics and logic. They believe that all knowledge is a
vastly organized and logically expressed interlock-
ing series of statements or judgments.

Critics who reject the coherence theory point out
that a priori statements that are typical of mathemat-
ics and physics are unlike empirical statements about
observations of everyday life, and thus they give pri-
ority to empirical evidence rather than a priori judg-
ments. For example, scientists may have determined
by observation that water boils at 100 degrees Celsius
but may, after further observation, learn that the state-
ment is true of water at sea level but is not true of
water at higher altitudes; either way, empirical evi-
dence is the key to “the truth.”

Correspondence Theory
Influenced by Bertrand Russell, many modern

philosophers embrace the correspondence theory of
truth, which holds that the truth corresponds to real-
ity. As Russell defined the term, truth exists in some
form of correspondence between belief and fact (re-
ality). Actually, the lineage of this belief can be
traced back to Aristotle, who held that “A” is always
“A” and “non-A” is never “A.” By the “facts” of a
case, the case is true if the “facts” are true or is false if
the “facts” are untrue. The “liar’s paradox,” however,
bedevils those who embrace this theory. Eubulides, a
Megarian philosopher, a near contemporary of Aris-
totle, first formulated the paradox: “I am a liar, and
what I’m now saying is false.” Correspondence theo-
rists would have to reason that the statement is true if
the man is a liar; that is, it is true if it itself is false, but
false if it is true.

Writing after the turn of the twentieth century,
G. E. Moore justified the correspondence theory on
the grounds that statements that reflect reality are
true and those that do not reflect reality are false.

Moore held that truth is agreement between belief
and fact. If the former is true, there is a “fact” in the
universe to which the belief corresponds; if the belief
were false, there would be no “fact” to which it could
correspond. Bertrand Russell added that there can be
no incompatibility among “real” facts, but there are
many incompatibilities among falsehoods.

Pragmatic Theory
Pragmatic theory holds that the truth is the satis-

factory solution to a problematic situation. This the-
ory developed, in part, as a reaction against Cartesian
logic. René Descartes considered matters individu-
ally and subjectively, believing that an idea was clear
and true if it seemed to him to be clear and true, never
considering that an idea might seem clear and true
even though it was false. Pragmatists such as Charles
S. Peirce, who wrote during the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, argued that truth had a pub-
lic rather than an individual character and that it
should never be severed from the practicality and re-
ality of human life or from the human pursuit of
knowledge. Peirce then defined scientific truth as a
learned judgment ultimately agreed upon by all who
investigate a certain statement, issue, or problem.

John Dewey’s definition of pragmatic theory dif-
fered from that of Peirce; Dewey held that truth origi-
nates with doubt, which in turn prompts an investiga-
tion. First, relevant “facts” are gathered and applied;
they mark off what seems safe and secure (true). In-
vestigation then begins, lasting until “reality” (truth)
is verified. Russell disagreed with Dewey, however,
holding that truth is still truth even if it is not verified
by an investigator. Another critic formed an example
of what Russell meant: Smith committed a crime on
Monday that was not discovered until Friday. The
truth (the crime), “happened” on Monday and be-
came reality then even if the authorities did not verify
that truth until later.

Another pragmatist, William James, developed
his own views of truth, holding that truth was expedi-
ent—it was whatever put one in a satisfactory posi-
tion with the world. James came under attack from
others who objected to his amoral approach, for if
truth was only an expedient and a satisfactory position
then lies might become truth, good might become bad,
and all definitions of truth would be torn asunder.

Many pragmatists are also empiricists. For exam-
ple, Isaac Newton’s theory of gravitation is true be-
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cause Newton’s ideas lead to computations that agree
with observations. The old corpuscular theory of
light was eventually rejected because certain of its
ideas did not agree with experience and observation.

Early Evolution of the Philosophical
Concern for the Truth

Many early philosophers, in addition to those
mentioned above, decided that objective truth ex-
isted. Plato’s ideas included elements of both the cor-
respondence and coherence theories, and, as men-
tioned above, Aristotle also developed the correspon-
dence model. Challenges and criticisms of this idea
were made by the early Sophists, who held that the
truth was relative, and early skeptics, who argued that
the real truth is not knowable by humans and that
people should therefore live in a state of suspension
of judgment.

During the Middle Ages, the doctrine of double
truth was in vogue, largely because it appeared to
save theology from philosophy. Those who stressed
double truth claimed that what might be true in philos-
ophy might be false for religion. Thomas Aquinas
contributed to the debate by modifying the correspon-
dence theory. He held that truth was the “adequation”
of thought to things, and added that since truth is a
transcendental concept, the highest truth was that of
God. In the modern era, the double truth doctrine re-
mains in vogue, as would-be religionists allow sci-
ence and theology to coexist.

Later philosophers added depth to the search for
truth. Baruch Spinoza, for example, argued that truth
was the standard literally of itself and of the false as
well. Leibniz drew a distinction between truths of
reason and truths of facts (today’s analytic-synthetic
distinction). The former relied on the principle of
identity and the latter simply on “sufficient” reason.
John Locke joined the debate by drawing distinctions
between truths of thought and truths of words; the
former rested on the agreement of ideas with things,
the latter on the agreement of ideas. Hegel explored
what he called the “historical truth” versus formal
truth, with the former relating to concrete existence
and the latter to mathematics.

Truth, Error, Logic, and Morality
Formal logic holds that a proposition or a fact is

true if it reports, portrays, or describes “things” as
they are (reality). A true idea corresponds in structure

to reality. Formal logic, however, cannot account for
certain types of falsehoods or errors, especially those
that have moral or ethical overtones. Out of prejudice,
ignorance, willfulness, or “feelings,” people may
embrace error. Many, for example, are superstitious;
some deny certain scientific “truths” because they are
not in accord with feelings or beliefs. Others embrace
patently false philosophies and doubtful theological
heresies because such heresies make them “feel”
better. Worse, humans who are ignorant of “facts” ex-
perience a certain type of a void or a vacuum, and
they often fill in their void or vacuum with errors.

Volitional untruth often leads to immorality and/
or unethical behavior. Many a liar, for example, justi-
fies his or her falsehoods with the phrase “everyone
does it.” Many a politician justifies the courting and
the accepting of bribes because “everyone does it.”
Many a priest, preacher, or rabbi professes good-
ness while leading a private life that no “good” God
could condone. Unfortunately, religion provides fer-
tile ground for volitional untruth. Religionists be-
lieve in doctrines and ideas that are impossible to
prove true. Yet many religionists still persecute and
discriminate against those who do not embrace their
unprovable assertions.

Prejudice appears to be a major source of voli-
tional untruth that causes great harm. Historical ex-
amples could include the Holocaust, the German
slaughter of at least six million Jews; Joseph Stalin’s
mass murders before and during World War II; and
Serbia’s “ethnic cleansing,” a euphemism for attacks
(that led to much destruction and many deaths) on
other ethnic groups in what used to be Yugoslavia. It
is clear that, worldwide, much racism and rabid
ethnocentrism still exists.

Truth as Common Sense
When “common” people, living in the real world,

use the term “common sense,” they generally con-
trast the term with its opposite, nonsense, for what is
opposed to common sense is nonsensical. Generally,
people who have common sense tend to trust their
five senses of perception and therefore to trust the
observations about reality that their senses record.
Common sense as a form of truth is usually opposed
to “high” and obvious paradox, and it offers people
protection from gross absurdity. For example, a per-
son with common sense probably will not give much
consideration to the following question: “if a tree
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falls in the forest, does it make a noise if no one is
there to hear it?” Common sense dictates that one
should disregard that question, because it involves
only mental gymnastics. Likewise, most people do
not attempt to determine how many angels can stand
on the head of a pin.

In terms of the truth (or philosophy) of common
sense, Aristotle was one of the first to stress “A” and
“non-A” and to argue that the reality of the world was
for the most part exactly what it seemed to be. Some
modern philosophers echo Aristotle’s dictum. For
example, G. E. Moore developed “truisms” that im-
plied the correctness of common sense: Earth has ex-
isted many years in time and in space; human beings
have also existed for many years and have related to
the material Earth and to each other. Thus, Moore
condemned philosophers who tried to deny the exis-
tence of material things, of space, and of time. Some
woebegone philosophers, Moore complained, had
even denied the existence of minds other than their
own; thus, they had to convince their listeners or their
readers that they—the listeners and readers—did not
exist, but if they did not exist, how could they hear of
or read about the philosopher’s opinions in the first
place?

Commonsense observations do, of course, have
limitations. Common sense can produce error. Primi-
tive humans probably could not have believed the
modern “view” that the earth is always revolving in
an orbit around the Sun. Trusting their powers of ob-
servation, primitives would likely laugh at such a
statement because the earth under their feet was not
moving. Philosophers who stress common sense,
however, argue that such error is always temporary
because common sense evolves as more is learned
about the world and reality.

Truth and Untruth in the World of
Politics and Economics

In the real world in which people live, falsehoods
and unethical behavior abound (caused by, for exam-
ple, personal character flaws or someone’s drive for
power). Nowhere is this more evident than in the
United States’political system and economic system.
In politics, for example, in recent decades Americans
have witnessed something of a public circus. The
Watergate scandal of the early 1970’s disgusted many
people, especially after certain tapes revealed that
President Richard Nixon, in speaking to aides, acted

much like a Mafia chieftain who plotted the destruc-
tion of his political enemies (real or imagined). The
tapes also proved that Nixon was deeply involved in
the scandal, not blameless as he had earlier main-
tained.

The 1980’s and early 1990’s witnessed such epi-
sodes as the “Iran-Contra” affair, which tainted Pres-
ident Ronald Reagan, and various congressional
scandals involving the House of Representatives’
“bank,” its “post office,” and its restaurant. Concern-
ing economics, people witnessed such developments
as the savings and loan scandal, a scandal that cost
billions of dollars, most of which the general public
ultimately will have to pay.

If one multiplied the examples above by one hun-
dred, one might begin to approach the number of
scandals that have occurred in modern America. The
root cause has to do with unethical behavior, with
falsehood rather than truth, with “bad” rather than
“good.” So wrong have things gone that many people
have despaired and become apathetic, not knowing
whom to trust. Furthermore, many analysts from dif-
ferent academic fields now talk about the decline of
American civilization.

James Smallwood
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Tutu, Desmond
Identification: South African cleric and rights ac-

tivist
Born: October 7, 1931, Klerksdorp, Transvaal,

South Africa
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: As an Anglican cleric, Tutu contrib-

uted moral force to help end South Africa’s racial
segregation.

Of native African heritage, Desmond Tutu grew up in
Johannesburg, South Africa, under the rigid racial
segregation system of apartheid. After training to be-
come a teacher in black Africans schools, he left that

profession because of the country’s
inherently unequal educational sys-
tem. Eventually convinced only a
moral challenge to apartheid could
forcefully combat the system, he
became a priest in the Anglican
Church in 1961. The church was
a worldwide body known for its
forthright opposition to racism.
Tutu spoke against the inhumanity
of racial segregation to increasingly
sympathetic listeners in South Af-
rica and abroad. While the South
African government used repres-
sive force against violators of seg-
regation laws, Tutu advised his fol-
lowers to respond with the greater
moral force of nonviolence.

After being appointed a bishop,
Tutu became secretary-general of
the South African Council of
Churches in 1978. From that na-
tional platform, he courageously
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Archbishop Desmond Tutu (right) shakes hands with former South Afri-
can president P. W. Botha in 1996. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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transmitted his message of nonviolent opposition to
racism and published a series of books, the first of
which, Hope and Suffering, appeared in 1983. For his
sustained nonviolent challenge to apartheid, he re-
ceived the Nobel Peace Prize in 1984.

Ten years later apartheid definitively ended when
South Africa elected its first black majority govern-
ment and Nelson Mandela became president of the
country. By then Tutu was archbishop of Cape Town.
In 1995 he was selected to preside over the govern-
ment’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission. Re-
quiring a firm sense of moral balance, the commis-
sion investigated atrocities by all factions in the
struggle against apartheid. When the commission
presented its final report in 1998, it concluded that
primary blame lay with the former apartheid govern-
ment, but that all sides were guilty of outrages. Tutu
himself later spoke out against Israeli treatment of
Palestinians, calling it a form of apartheid.

Edward A. Riedinger

See also: Apartheid; Mandela, Nelson; Nobel Peace
Prizes; Nonviolence; South Africa’s Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission.

Two Treatises of Government
Identification: Book by John Locke (1632-1704)
Date: Published in 1690
Type of ethics: Enlightenment history
Significance: A seminal work of classical liberal-

ism, the Treatises argued for natural rights, pri-
vate property ownership, limited government, and
the construction of legitimate government on the
basis of consent and a social contract.

Two Treatises of Government was supportive of the
political agenda of the Whigs and articulated a revo-
lutionary sophisticated political theory of classical
liberalism. John Locke’s political theory and politi-
cal ethical arguments were derived from his interpre-
tation of the natural and rational human self-interests
to survive and to acquire private property. The moral
premises of universal natural rights and govern-
ment’s ethical obligation to protect such rights un-
derpinned Locke’s interpretation of natural law.

The law of nature was a source of rational moral
political principles and a universal code of ethics. It
was morally obligatory for all individuals to consult
and comply with these moral precepts. Because of
partiality, self-interest, and the personal pursuit of
private property, however, humans often misunder-
stood the law of nature. The law of nature required all
individuals to preserve their own lives and property,
and “no one ought to harm another in his life, health,
liberty, or possessions.”

Locke asserted a moral objectivist perspective,
based on his assumption that the law of nature had
universal applicability and transcended any particu-
lar historical or social context. In the state of nature,
because of the lack of public authority each individ-
ual was responsible for the interpretation and imple-
mentation of the law of nature as well as for the pun-
ishment of transgressors. Although individuals were
relatively equal, free, and independent rational moral
agents who pursued property in the state of nature,
inconveniences and disputes regarding property
transactions prompted individuals to unite by means
of a social contract to institute a civil society.

The concept of a state of nature was viewed by
Locke as a fictional contrivance that served to dem-
onstrate the normative basis of legitimate political
authority. Unlike Thomas Hobbes’s political ethical
theory that humans were primarily motivated by fear
of violent death to fulfill their moral obligations to
the state, Locke’s moral political philosophy held
that individuals were guided by reason in the creation
of their social and political institutions. Locke inter-
preted the political authority relationship as being
derived from the consent of citizens to government.
Governments were entrusted specifically to protect
the natural rights (particularly of private property) of
individuals.

Locke’s First Treatise rejected the political theory
of royal absolutism, monarchical prerogative, patri-
archalism, and divine right of kings advocated by Sir
Robert Filmer’s Patriarcha. In contrast to Hobbes’s
theory of political absolutism, which was based upon
the passive obedience of citizens, Locke’s political
theory of classical liberalism was grounded in the
normative principles of limited government, govern-
mental accountability, and the active moral assess-
ment by citizens of public authority. Locke justified
rebellion against an arbitrary, tyrannical sovereign
who ruled by absolute power and existed in a state of
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war with the people. In addition to simply being a
moral justification of an individual’s natural right to
mix his or her labor with material objects and thereby
claim exclusive property ownership, Locke’s labor
theory of value and concept of property were broadly
identified with the ethical principle of individual
moral autonomy.

Mitchel Gerber

See also: Constitution, U.S.; Hobbes, Thomas; Le-
viathan; Liberalism; Locke, John; Natural law; So-
cial contract theory.

Tyranny
Definition: Oppressive power unjustly exerted by a

government over its people
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Classically, there are three forms of

political tyranny: dictatorship, or tyranny by an in-
dividual; oligarchy, or tyranny by a group; and
nonrepublican democracy, or tyranny of the major-
ity. Each form has been condemned on the grounds
that it abridges the right to self-determination.

In seventh century b.c.e. Greece, aristocrats ruled
city-states called poleis, whose citizens obeyed the
laws made by kings and governing councils, called
archons in Athens. The first tyrant was Cypseleus,
who took power by force in Corinth in 657 b.c.e. Pi-
sistratus overthrew the political leadership in Athens
with his army and ruled as a tyrant from 546 b.c.e. to
his death in 528 b.c.e. A Greek tyrant was not neces-
sarily feared or hated. Pisistratus, for example, built
temples, sponsored festivals, and was admired, if not
loved, by many Athenians. Tyranny, however, was
established through extralegal means, and even if the
tyrant later obtained popular approval, he still im-
posed his will on the people. It is this aspect of tyr-
anny that has been emphasized in criticisms of rulers
from George III of England by the Americans to Czar
Nicholas II by the Russian revolutionaries. Tyranny
implies the use of force by a powerful leader to con-
trol the people. It results in the denial of freedom and
the imposition of the will of the ruler.

James A. Baer

See also: Arendt, Hannah; Assassination; Dictator-
ship; Fascism; Hitler, Adolf; Hussein, Saddam; Levi-
athan; Machiavelli, Niccolò; Oppression; Two Trea-
tises of Government.

Tzaddik
Definition: Jewish ideal of a person who is just,

righteous, pious, and virtuous, or an action that is
morally correct

Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The concept of the tzaddik provides

Jews with an ideal model of moral and ethical be-
havior. In Hasidism, it is synonymous with the
rebbe, the leader of a Hasidic court.

The Bible considers the tzaddik, who lives by faith, to
be an abomination to the wicked and holds that the
actions of the tzaddik can influence others to be righ-
teous. Several of the prophets, however, along with
the books of Ecclesiastes and Job, suggest a di-
lemma: The tzaddik is rewarded with material pros-
perity and divine blessings but suffers tribulations;
his merit may endure forever, but he may perish in his
righteousness. For the rationalist rabbis, the concept
of absolute righteousness is unattainable. In their
opinion, however, the tzaddik is to be praised more
than are the ministering angels; his creative acts are
coequal with those of God, and he is capable of can-
celing or at least minimizing the stern decrees of
Heaven and Earth.

Indeed, it is because of the sustaining merit of the
tzaddikim, rather than psychological determinism
and mechanics, that the world exists. The Kabbala
teaches that the soul of the tzaddik exhibits a harmo-
nious relationship between the hidden aspect of the
divine and the divine as it is manifested. The
tzaddik’s life, therefore, suggests that the inner tur-
moil of one’s soul is not a problem that defies solu-
tion but a mystery that can be resolved if, following
the tzaddik’s narrow path to otherworldliness, one
loves and fears God in joy. In the words of one tal-
mudist-kabbalist, “The justification of [man’s] life is
that, at every moment, he burns in the consuming fire
of the Lord, for his soul is the candle of God.”

A central concept in the Kabbala is the symbiotic
interaction of God and humanity, in which the ac-
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tions of the lower world have an impact on the higher
world. In the Hasidic world, this developed into the
complementary roles of the rebbe/tzaddik and the
hasid (“pious”). During the Shoah (the Holocaust),
for example, the cadres of rebbeim/tzaddikim were a
source of hithazqut (“encouragement”), which served
to diminish despair (ye’ush) among the Hasidim. The
rebbeim/tzaddikim acted as a kind of sponge for mis-
ery, absorbing pain and cruelty before they spilled
out and overcame all else. They taught that multiple

acts of holiness in the service of God and humanity
help to restore dignity and self-respect, and can bring
sanity to a shattered world. This view provides a
marked contrast to the “theology of suffering,” which
views sainthood in terms of martyrdom.

Zev Garber

See also: Hasidism; Hebrew Bible; Jewish ethics;
Kabbala; Talmud; Torah.
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U
Unamuno y Jugo, Miguel de

Identification: Spanish philosopher
Born: September 29, 1864, Bilbao, Spain
Died: December 31, 1936, Salamanca, Spain
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: In such works as The Life of Don Qui-

xote and Sancho (Vida de Don Quijote y Sancho
según Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra, explicada y
comentada por Miguel de Unamuno, 1905), The
Tragic Sense of Life in Men and Peoples (Del
sentimiento trágico de la vida en los hombres y en
los pueblos, 1913), and The Agony of Christianity
(La agonía del Cristianismo, 1925), Unamuno
explored his own soul in an attempt to understand
humankind’s quest for immortality. He believed
that faith and emotion were the best tools with
which to explore the tragedy of life.

Subjectivity, individualism, an acknowledgment of
the role of irrationality, and a sense of life’s anguish
and tragedy were among the existential values that
Miguel de Unamuno y Jugo shared with Søren Kier-
kegaard, Martin Heidegger, and Friedrich Nietzsche.
Although he gave his own distinctive accent to their
concept of the tragic sense of life, Unamuno rejected
their idea that life was nothingness. He found mean-
ing in his own passionate desire to escape annihila-
tion by questing for the immortality of body and soul,
and he concluded that this quest was common to all
people. This perception was not derived from the
principal philosophical systems of the day. Those sys-
tems were too abstract for Unamuno because they
yielded only dehumanized ideas about human nature
and human beings themselves: “thinking man,” “eco-
nomic man,” or “freedom-seeking man.”

Having devoted his intellect to exploring his inner
self, Unamuno viewed humanity as a creature of
flesh and bones, not as a philosophical object or an
academic construct. Real humans were driven by
passions and by faith. Since reason could explain nei-
ther the human search for immortality nor its own ex-

istence, Unamuno viewed humanity as being caught
in a tragic struggle between reason and faith—faith
being simply the hope that death does not bring anni-
hilation. Unamuno’s faith had, as Catholic theolo-
gians say, a “vital” religious base that also provided a
foundation for his subjectivity and his intense indi-
vidualism. Regarding most political systems as, at
best, cloaks for civil privateering or masks for tyr-
anny, and remaining innately suspicious of ethical
and scientific ideals, he was a lifelong champion of
the divine rights of individuals and of the battle for
the human spirit.

Clifton K. Yearley

See also: Being and Nothingness; Beyond Good and
Evil; Hare, R. M.; Heidegger, Martin; Kierkegaard,
Søren; Ortega y Gasset, José; Tillich, Paul.

Uncle Tom’s Cabin
Identification: Novel by Harriet Beecher Stowe

(1811-1896)
Date: Published in 1852
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: One of the most influential and best-

selling didactic novels in American history, Uncle
Tom’s Cabin used Christian ethics to attack slav-
ery as immoral and to arouse popular sentiment
against it.

Harriet Beecher Stowe’s best-selling novel was the
most influential antislavery work published in the
years just prior to the American Civil War. It was a di-
rect response to the moral concessions in the Com-
promise of 1850, and particularly the Fugitive Slave
Law, which required citizens of northern states to re-
turn runaway slaves to their southern owners. The
novel also refuted some contemporary religious ar-
guments that attempted to justify slavery through
biblical evidence.
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Stowe was committed to exposing slavery as anti-
family and atheistic. She believed that the materialis-
tic values of mid-nineteenth century commerce had
numbed Americans’moral sense and blinded them to
the tragic consequences of the slave trade. Stowe be-
lieved that the Christian, domestic values embodied
by wives and mothers were the best antidote for this
evil, and her book makes numerous appeals to Amer-
ican women to use their humanizing influence to end
slavery. Another ethical issue raised by the novel is
the appropriate response of slaves to oppression. Al-
though some modern readers question the docility of
the titular hero, Stowe’s purpose was to create a

Christ-like figure who embodied superior
character traits, such as humility, good-
ness, and submission to God’s will, that
were essential in Stowe’s Christian value
system.

William L. Howard

See also: Abolition; Narrative ethics; Rac-
ism; Slavery.

Unconditional surrender
Definition: Total military capitulation in

which the losing side has no power to
negotiate and must accept any condi-
tions that are imposed upon it by the
victor

Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: Refusal to accept anything

less than unconditional surrender may
significantly prolong military conflicts
or increase the destruction they cause,
raising ethical questions about the per-
missible or justifiable scope of war-
fare.

During some of the most critical days of
World War II, American president Frank-
lin D. Roosevelt and British prime minis-
ter Winston S. Churchill met in January,
1943, in Casablanca, Morocco. Their in-
tent was to plan future Allied operations
and to reassure their hard-pressed Soviet
ally that they would make no diplomatic

deals with the common Axis enemy. Concluding this
Allied North African Conference (ANFA), Roose-
velt publicly announced that the war against Nazi
Germany, Japan, and Italy would end only with the
“unconditional surrender” of those countries. Roose-
velt made it clear that the Allies were conducting war
not against the peoples of these enemy nations but
against their governments and military machines.
Enunciated after Great Britain had been at war for
nearly four years and the United States had been at
war for two, the doctrine of unconditional surrender
signaled the Allied resolve to fight the war to the fin-
ish. Roosevelt’s announcement surprised some of his
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Notice posted in Boston in 1851—the year before Uncle Tom’s
Cabin was published in book form—warning African Americans
about the dangers of slave catchers. (Library of Congress)



own military chiefs, as well as Churchill, and it sub-
sequently proved to be a source of confusion and con-
troversy.

The Doctrine’s Origins
Just as the French Revolution introduced Europe-

ans to the realities of the beginnings of total war, so too
did the U.S. Civil War introduce Americans to them.
In February, 1862, the previously little-known Briga-
dier General Ulysses S. Grant gained recognition by
demanding the “unconditional surrender” of Confed-
erate Fort Donelson. One year later, in January, 1863,
he gained fame for demanding unconditional surren-
der at Vicksburg, when the commander of Confeder-
ate forces holding the town, Simon Bolivar Buckner,
requested terms of surrender from Grant. Buckner had
reason to expect generosity, for he and Grant had been
friends at West Point. Grant’s reply, however, was “un-
conditional surrender.” In making this reply, Grant ex-
pressed his, and the Union’s, acceptance of a grinding,
bloody total war. In terms of doctrine, it hardly mat-
tered that Grant later allowed his exhausted and starv-
ing Confederate prisoners to go home on parole or that
the terms that Grant offered to Confederate general
Robert E. Lee, which ended the war at Appomattox,
were extremely generous.

The Doctrine’s Evolution
The diplomacy preceding and during warfare was

something with which Americans had little experi-
ence between the Civil War and the nation’s partici-
pation in the last years of World War I. The issuance
of President Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points in
January, 1918, marked a fresh and controversial ap-
proach to settling with the enemy, chiefly Wil-
helminian Germany. An armistice was predicated on
the overthrow of Kaiser Wilhelm and his government
and the installation of a government that represented
the German people—one that thereby became ac-
ceptable to Wilson. On November 9, 1918, the kaiser
abdicated and a new government was formed; on No-
vember 11, an armistice ended the fighting. Subse-
quently, Wilson’s detailed peace plans were compro-
mised and the planned American participation in a
League of Nations failed to materialize. Supporters
of Wilson believed that Wilson’s Fourteen Points and
armistice terms, by separating the German people
from the policies of the kaiser’s government, had
helped to shorten the war.

Many people believed, however, that Germany
should have been crushed, that Berlin and most of
Germany should have been occupied by the United
States and its allies. By the mid-1930’s, American
disappointment over its wartime experience, com-
bined with the new presence of a rearmed and mili-
tant Hitlerian Germany, led to the conclusion that
Germany had profited from too much leniency in
1918. The unlimited warfare unleashed by Germany,
Japan, and their allies in World War II provided am-
ple grounds for reviving Grant’s concept of uncondi-
tional surrender.

The Doctrine during World War II
President Roosevelt’s reassertion of uncondi-

tional surrender at Casablanca was aimed at attaining
several immediate objectives. A global war had
reached a critical stage. A long string of unbroken
Allied defeats had just been ended. The Battle of the
Atlantic was still being lost. Mistrust persisted be-
tween Britain and the United States, on one hand, and
their invaluable ally the Soviet Union, on the other.
Thus, the doctrine was intended to raise Allied mo-
rale, reassure the Russians, and signal Allied resolve
to the enemy. Scholars later noted that of all the
Allied statements, this was the only one that Adolf
Hitler believed completely.

In 1943, Roosevelt’s military chieftains appar-
ently had little or no prior knowledge of the uncondi-
tional surrender doctrine. Initially, therefore, the doc-
trine did not represent a military initiative. Roosevelt
probably drew upon the recommendations of a 1942
State Department Advisory Committee on Postwar
Policy that had been passed on to him by Committee
Chairman Norman Davis. The recommendation was
that “nothing short of unconditional surrender by the
principal enemies, Germany and Japan, could be ac-
cepted” (The way was left open for a “negotiated
peace” with Italy.) Amid the drama of Casablanca,
Roosevelt apparently recalled the Committee’s rec-
ommendation.

After the Allies won a number of victories in
1944, Roosevelt and his military commanders de-
cided that German resistance had been stiffened by
the doctrine, thus prolonging the war, but Winston
Churchill adamantly refused to abandon the doc-
trine. Consequently, in order to preserve harmony
within the Grand Alliance, unconditional surrender
was retained.
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Ethical Implications
The questions of whether the doctrine of uncondi-

tional surrender lengthened the war, whether it was
necessary for military victory, and whether it was
morally justifiable continued to be controversial after
the war’s end. Did the ruthless acts of the Axis na-
tions make it ethically permissible to match total war
and terror with more total war and terror? No conclu-
sive answers to this question have been found. Amer-
ican Cold War doctrine (1946 to 1986) in reaction to
Soviet policy indicated, however, that if war came,
the United States and its allies were prepared for a
nuclear war of mutually assured destruction (MAD).
Logically, the doctrine of unconditional surrender
meant annihilation.

Clifton K. Yearley

Further Reading
Armstrong, Anne. Unconditional Surrender. New
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Icon, edited by Gabor Boritt. New York: Oxford
University Press, 2001.

Matloff, Maurice. Strategic Planning for Coalition
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See also: Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings;
Limited war; Military ethics; Mutually Assured De-
struction; On War; War.

UNESCO Declaration
on the Human Genome

and Human Rights
Identification: First universal instrument in the

field of biology and ethics
Date: Adopted on November 11, 1997
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Written in several iterations by repre-

sentatives from around the world, this statement
aims at striking a balance between the rights and
freedoms of human beings and the goal of ensur-
ing freedom of research.

In early 1995 the Bioethics Unit of the United Na-
tions Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organiza-
tion (UNESCO) prepared a draft declaration regard-
ing human genome research. The purpose was to
prepare a universal instrument designed to safeguard
cultural diversity while presenting an ethical stand on
genetic research. In September, 1995, that draft was
revised by a committee that met in Paris. The revised
draft was given to the meeting of government experts
in July, 1997, for their comments. The fifth session of
the UNESCO International Bioethics Committee re-
convened in October, 1997, in Cape Town, South Af-
rica. The final version that emerged was the Univer-
sal Declaration on the Human Genome and Human
Rights, which was adopted unanimously by the 188
members of the general conference of UNESCO on
November 11, 1997. Five years later, the Interna-
tional Society for Bioethics (SIBI) awarded its SIBI
Award to UNESCO for the declaration.

The preamble of the declaration presents
UNESCO’s mandate and previous declarations re-
garding human rights, discrimination, research, and
related issues ratified by member states. The declara-
tion’s first section is about human dignity and the hu-
man genome. It underscores the unity of all human
beings and calls for scientists to respect their subjects,
not reduce individuals to genetic characteristics or
base their work solely on financial gain. The second
section, about the rights of concerned persons, calls
for informed consent, rigorous preliminary research,
nondiscrimination, confidentiality, and punitive dam-
ages for violation of an individual’s genome.

The third section is about research on the human
genome and has three articles that call for respect of

1522

UNESCO Declaration on the Human Genome and Human Rights Ethics



human rights over research; forbidding practices con-
trary to human dignity, such as human cloning and
making universally available the results of research.
The fourth section deals with the conditions under
which scientific research is conducted. Its four arti-
cles pertain to meticulousness in inquiry, intellectual
freedom, restriction of uses to peaceful purposes, and
committee assessments. The fifth section pertains to
solidarity and international cooperation, with two ar-
ticles about global cooperation. The sixth section is
about the promotion of principles in the declaration,
and the final section is about implementation of the
declaration by each of the member states.

Manoj Sharma

Further Reading
Boon, Kevin Alexander. The Human Genome Pro-

ject: What Does Decoding DNA Mean for Us?
Berkeley Heights, N.J.: Enslow, 2002.

Roberts, Leslie. “Controversial from the Start.” Sci-
ence 291 (2001): 1182-1188.

Sulston, John, and Georgina Ferry. The Common
Thread: A Story of Science, Politics, Ethics and
the Human Genome. New York: Bantam, 2002.

Toriello, James. The Human Genome Project. New
York: The Rosen Publishing Group, 2003.

See also: Biotechnology; Genetic engineering; Ge-
netic testing; Human Genome Project; International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.

Union of Concerned Scientists
Identification: Organization established to exam-

ine the uses and hazards of nuclear energy
Date: Founded in 1969
Type of ethics: Scientific ethics
Significance: The Union of Concerned Scientists

pursues a vigorous program of public advocacy
and education concerning the effects of advanced
technology on society and public policy.

At the end of the 1960’s, the testing of nuclear weap-
ons had been suspended by the United States, the So-
viet Union, and other nations with nuclear arms, but
the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT) talks
that would halt the construction of weapons had not

yet begun. In addition, the first nuclear power plants
were either on the drawing boards or actually under
construction. The Union of Concerned Scientists
(USC) was founded at this time to gather information
on the nuclear arms race, arms control, nuclear reac-
tor safety, energy policy, and other related matters.
(Although the membership of the USC is not made
up exclusively of scientists, a core of technically
competent professionals makes its studies definitive
and disinterested.)

The USC’s findings are made available in its own
periodicals, in conferences, in public presentations,
in the media, in speaking engagements, and in educa-
tional packets provided for school use. The USC also
provides court testimony and appearances at hear-
ings such as those conducted by the U.S. Nuclear
Regulatory Commission (NRC) regarding the
relicensing of atomic power plants. More recently,
the USC has broadened its scope to deal with the im-
pact of advanced technology in general on society
and has organized scientists on a worldwide basis out
of concern for the earth’s ecology.

Robert M. Hawthorne, Jr.

See also: Atom bomb; Atomic Energy Commis-
sion; Earth and humanity; Mutually Assured De-
struction; Nuclear energy; Nuclear Regulatory Com-
mission; SALT treaties; Science.

United Nations
Identification: Intergovernmental world organiza-

tion established for the promotion of international
peace and security

Date: Established in 1945
Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: As an international mechanism for

collective security, conflict resolution, and pro-
motion of prosperity and humanitarian welfare,
the United Nations is frequently involved in dis-
putes that bring the competing goals and varying
ethical standards of different nations into conflict.

Established at San Francisco by fifty world govern-
ments in 1945, the United Nations (U.N.) repre-
sented an effort to foster international cooperation, to
encourage peaceful settlement of disputes, to prevent
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war, to punish aggression, and to control conflict
through a collective security system. After the wide-
spread destruction of World War II, which left tens of
millions of people dead, governments realized a need
to prevent and control conflict through legal and dip-
lomatic means, while addressing the underlying
causes of conflict, such as poverty, ignorance, cul-
tural misunderstanding, injustice, and disrespect for
the dignity of the human person, human rights, and
fundamental freedoms.

The United Nations was designed to be a compre-
hensive venue in which causes of conflict could be
identified and addressed by governments so as to re-
duce the propensity to war among nations, and as a
place where imminent threats to peace or threats of
aggression could be prevented or managed. The U.N.
General Assembly, comprising all member states,
was charged with overall coordination of U.N. activi-
ties, while the Security Council, comprising a smaller
number of states—including five great powers as
permanent members—was established as the primary
U.N. body for maintaining international peace. To
address the promotion of human rights, humanitarian
assistance, and economic development the Economic
and Social Council (ECOSOC) was also established.

Basic Ethical Principles
The U.N. system is rooted in several important

ethical principles. The U.N. Charter recognizes the
principle of the sovereign equality of its members,
who are called to cooperate with one another through
common efforts to achieve a better world. This re-
flects the important ethical principle of solidarity.
The cooperation is to be achieved by the mutual ef-
forts of governments within their own domestic sys-
tems of government. This represents the ethical prin-
ciple of subsidiarity, which is reflected in the
sovereignty, territorial integrity, and political inde-
pendence of each member state.

The United Nations is not an overarching or all-
powerful world government, but rather a system
through which politically independent and legally
sovereign nations can cooperate to achieve common
objectives such as collective security, peace, and
greater social and economic advancement. To ad-
vance these goals, U.N. member states agree to re-
frain from the threat or use of force against fellow
member states, and to cooperate with other members
in punishing member states that violate their obliga-

tions to resolve disputes peacefully. The United Na-
tions is rooted in the ethical principles of charity and
preventing harm. However, charity can hurt as well
as help and preventing harm often involves threats of
harm against those who would inflict harm unjustly.
U.N. efforts to oppose aggression may involve the
use of force to punish egregious violations of Charter
obligations. Wherever it turns the United Nations
faces ethical dilemmas.

Human Rights and Self-Determination
Although member states may expect no interfer-

ence in their domestic affairs or infringement upon
their territorial integrity, the U.N. Charter does pro-
vide for the promotion of human rights, and it recog-
nizes the principle of self-determination of peoples.
If a member state engages in gross violation of hu-
man rights, may it expect the United Nations to re-
frain from any form of intervention? If a member
state faces a civil war in which a portion of its pop-
ulation expresses a desire for self-determination,
should the United Nations support the existing legal
sovereign or should it honor the principle of self-
determination of peoples?

These tensions complicate the work of the United
Nations, which as a general rule has honored the
principle of national sovereignty over that of human
rights. The United Nations worked aggressively for
the principle of self-determination for colonial areas,
which rapidly gained independence and U.N. mem-
bership. However, many of these newly independent
member states proved to be politically unstable, eco-
nomically weak, and badly divided along ethnic lines
from within. When civil wars and human rights abuses
erupted in many of these countries, the tendency of
the United Nations was to honor the principle of sov-
ereignty to the detriment of human rights and self-
determination. The civil wars were seen as largely do-
mestic disputes lying outside the competence of U.N.
collective security efforts, which were designed pri-
marily to prevent international conflicts. There were
exceptions to this, as when the United Nations inter-
vened after the independence of the Congo in 1960 to
put down civil wars and prevent the self-determination
claims of the resource-rich Katanga Province.

As a rule, the Cold War that swiftly overtook in-
ternational relations after World War II led to a stale-
mate among the permanent members of the Security
Council that possessed veto power and could thus
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prevent common action against international security
threats. Not until the end of the Cold War in the late
1980’s and early 1990’s did the Security Council
emerge as an active enforcer of collective security,
and when it did so, it confronted primarily civil war
situations where conflicting claims to self-determi-
nation complicated its work.

Solidarity and Subsidiarity
At the very heart of the U.N. system is the mutual

link between the principles of solidarity and subsidi-
arity. Solidarity is a quality of mutual support, coop-
eration, loyalty, and fellow feeling. It is most pro-
foundly characteristic of families, where mutual love
and support are most deeply felt. It is characteristic of
local communities, of church groups, and of clan as-
sociations. It is also often exhibited in the feelings of
patriotism of citizens toward their country, although
in many parts of the world such a national sense of
solidarity has never developed, which leaves such
countries vulnerable to civil disturbance among com-
peting groups with high levels of solidarity. Finally,
the United Nations reflects an effort to develop a
sense of global solidarity, in terms of achieving inter-
national peace and security. Clearly, solidarity is
weakest at this international level, and it will likely
always remain so. Still, a degree of solidarity is nec-
essary at this level to encourage basic international
cooperation in the interest of collective security and
international justice.

Closely coupled with the principle of solidarity is
that of subsidiarity, which acknowledges the proper
independence of each level of human activity, from
individuals and families, to local associations and
civic bodies, to provincial and national political life,
and to international associations. Subsidiarity asserts
that each sphere of human activity should be left to its
proper pursuit of human goods. Each person should
be respected as endowed with fundamental rights and
freedoms. Families have a right to beget and raise
children into human maturity and to serve as the first
educators and primary teachers of ethics and of soli-
darity to their children. However, individuals and
families cannot provide for all things. Thus local
governments come into being to promote the safety,
security, and good public order in which individuals
and families can thrive.

National governments arise to promote the gen-
eral welfare, to provide for common defense, and to

support, not to displace, the efforts of local govern-
ments and of families in their primary duties. Simi-
larly, history shows that nations must cooperate to
maintain international peace and security and pre-
vent humanitarian disasters. Global tasks require a
concomitantly global organization to promote coop-
eration. The aim should be support rather than to dic-
tate to governments how they must order their do-
mestic life. Every level of human organization has an
appropriate role to play in advancing the human good
and in supporting those institutions that are best
suited to achieve those goods.

Subsidiarity in Peacemaking
The U.N. Charter acknowledges the principle of

subsidiarity in two ways: first, in honoring the princi-
ple of sovereignty and the inherent right of each
member state to act in self-defense when facing im-
minent threats to security, and second, in providing
for regional collective security organizations. The
seventh chapter of the U.N. Charter provides that
member states may join together in regional organi-
zations to promote regional peace and security.

Member states have an obligation to keep the U.N.
Security Council informed of acts of self-defense and
regional collective security actions, but they are free
to act in situations in which delay or even the impos-
sibility of the Security Council to reach consensus on
a decision to act would compromise their national
safety and security. Thus, the U.S. action in Afghani-
stan to remove terrorist threats after the September
11, 2001, attacks, though controversial, won the gen-
eral endorsement of the United Nations. The United
States, Great Britain, Spain, and several other U.N.
members, though failing to win explicit U.N. en-
dorsement, justified the use of force against Iraq in
2003 on grounds of peremptory self-defense.

Subsidiarity in Social and
Humanitarian Policy

The promotion of human rights, the achievement
of social and economic advancement, and the appli-
cation of humanitarian assistance are primarily the
right and duty of national governments, not of the
United Nations itself, whose role is supportive. Simi-
larly no government of a country can promote such
causes without vigorous local action and implemen-
tation. When there is a disastrous breakdown in the
capacity of local or national efforts to achieve such
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goals, countries often turn to the United Nations for
assistance. This happens during famines, natural di-
sasters, or widespread civil disturbances. Normally,
local nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), reli-
gious groups, private enterprises, and businesses in
cooperation with governments of countries are the
institutions in healthy civic settings where this work
is more directly and effectively accomplished. If
U.N. bodies or international nongovernmental orga-
nizations lose respect for these local capacities and
cultural values and resources, or when they attempt
to monopolize or co-opt them, even during an emer-
gency, the principle of subsidiarity is compromised.

The spectacular growth in the numbers of NGOs
and international advocacy groups, coupled with the
growing number of U.N.-sponsored conferences to
which such groups are now routinely invited along
with governments, has created situations where the
principle of subsidiarity can be violated. Some NGOs
advance ideas and principles in such settings that
could not gain legislative support within their own
nations. Examples include various attempts at inter-
national conferences to redefine the traditional fam-
ily values, to advance abortion as a human right, and
to advance population control in ways that violate
local cultural and religious norms. Such issues are
politically controversial, culturally explosive, and
deeply personal ones that beg for local and per-
sonal resolution in keeping with the principle of sub-
sidiarity.

Conclusion
Questions concerning the cardinal virtues of jus-

tice, prudence, temperance, and fortitude populate
the U.N. agenda. Just as individuals and governments
must reflect these virtues, so must the United Nations
wrestle in its often highly controversial debates with
matters of public policy and ethics. It does so imper-
fectly. It is often unable to achieve consensus on ap-
propriate action, leaving member states to accommo-
date as best they can.

When, how, and whether to intervene where hu-
man rights abuses of a member state shock civilized
consciences remains a question of both politics and
prudence. The failure of the United Nations and its
members to effectively intervene in the Rwandan
genocide of 1994 left hundreds of thousands dead,
when minimal action might have saved countless
lives. Ineffective though well-intentioned U.N. inter-

vention in Bosnia in the early 1990’s contributed to
human suffering in that strife-torn country. U.N. eco-
nomic sanctions in Iraq and Haiti did little to force in-
transigent regimes to change invidious policies but
imposed considerable hardship on innocent popula-
tions. On the other hand, U.N. economic sanctions
were instrumental in paving the way to the demise of
the racist apartheid system and the attainment of ma-
jority rule in South Africa, and U.N. charitable aid
for starving peoples and displaced refugees has saved
tens of millions of lives over the decades. The U.N.
record is one of mixed failure and success that none-
theless illustrates the need for international institu-
tions aware of both their limits and their potential in
advancing the human good.

Robert F. Gorman
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United Nations Convention on
the Prevention and Punishment

of the Crime of Genocide
Identification: International treaty
Date: Adopted on December 9, 1948; became law

on January 12, 1951
Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: The United Nations (U.N.) conven-

tion allows all the nations that sign it to take ap-
propriate actions against countries and individu-
als implementing genocide.

At the end of World War II, the horrifying visible evi-
dence of the Holocaust illustrated to the world the ef-
fects of genocide on a massive scale. In 1948, when
the General Assembly of the United Nations unani-
mously adopted the Convention on the Prevention
and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, it pro-
vided a way to inhibit this crime in the future. The in-
tent of the framers of the convention was to establish
a system of collective security for designated groups.
Under the terms of the convention, any attempt to de-
stroy a national, ethnic, racial, or religious group
should result in the United Nations taking appropri-
ate steps to stop the genocide. Moreover, charges
should be filed against those attempting to develop or
implement such a policy.

Ethically, it seems like a simple and straightfor-

ward process to eliminate genocide. However, the
U.N. attempt to achieve what seemed to be a sim-
ple ethical goal has raised many other issues. For
example, should political groups or others that are
not specifically national ethnic, racial, or religious
groups also be afforded protection? Is it possible to
practice genocide against members of one’s own
group—which is what some people have said that the
Khmer Rouge did in Cambodia during the 1970’s?

Within the context of the convention, only the
physical destruction of a group—by killing, inflict-
ing bodily or mental harm, imposing intolerably
harsh living conditions, or preventing births or taking
away children—is considered genocide. Should
other acts, such as cultural assimilation, be consid-
ered genocide? The convention states that for poli-
cies to be genocidal, they must intend to “destroy, in
whole or in part” a protected group. How many mem-
bers of a group must be killed or harmed to consider a
policy one of genocide?

Two other, somewhat opposite, ethical consider-
ations also relate to the convention. The agreement
gives only the contracting parties that have signed the
convention the right to invoke its provisions. That
limitation leaves many groups at risk with no re-
course against genocide. Do signatories of the con-
vention have any responsibility for protecting them?
How extreme must the circumstance get before other
countries are willing to intervene? What does this do
to the traditional ideal of national sovereignty?

At the other extreme, some countries are worried
about false charges being brought against their citi-
zens. This concern is the principal reason that the
United States did not ratify the convention until
1988, even though it was one of the original signato-
ries. What protection can be afforded innocent coun-
tries or individuals in these cases?

Donald A. Watt
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See also: Geneva conventions; Genocide and demo-
cide; Genocide, cultural; Genocide, frustration-
aggression theory of; International law; Lemkin, Ra-
phael; Peacekeeping missions; Rwanda genocide;
United Nations; Universal Declaration of Human
Rights.

United Nations Declaration of
the Rights of the Child

Identification: Official edict laying out ten princi-
ples under which individuals, organizations, and
governments should aid and protect children

Date: Promulgated in 1959
Type of ethics: Children’s rights

Significance: The U.N. Declaration of the Rights of
the Child formally recognized the ethical obliga-
tions of governments toward children. It paved
the way for the Convention on the Rights of the
Child, in which the nations of the world agreed to
honor those theoretical obligations in practice.

The Declaration of the Rights of the Child grew out
of earlier international accords: the 1924 League of
Nations Declaration of the Rights of the Child and
the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
The 1959 declaration reiterates that all people—
regardless of race, color, religion, sex, and so on—
have rights and freedoms simply because they are
human. Children are often neglected or abused, how-
ever, because they cannot stand up and claim their
basic human rights. Therefore, it is the duty of every
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Ten Principles of the U.N. Declaration of the Rights of the Child

1. All children shall enjoy all the rights set forth in the declaration, without regard to race, color, sex,
language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status.

2. All children shall enjoy special protection and be given opportunities and facilities, by law and by other
means, to enable them to develop physically, mentally, morally, spiritually and socially in a healthy and
normal manner and in conditions of freedom and dignity.

3. Every child shall be entitled from birth to a name and a nationality.

4. Every child shall enjoy the benefits of social security and be entitled to grow and develop in health and
have the right to adequate nutrition, housing, recreation and medical services.

5. Children who have physical, mental or social disabilities shall be given the special treatment, education
and care required by their conditions.

6. All children shall, wherever possible, grow up in the care and under the responsibility of their parents, and
always in an atmosphere of affection and of moral and material security.

7. All children are entitled to education, which shall be free and compulsory, at least in the elementary stages.

8. Children shall in all circumstances be among the first to receive protection and relief.

9. Children shall be protected against all forms of neglect, cruelty and exploitation and shall not be admitted
to employment before an appropriate minimum age or be placed in any occupation or employment that
might prejudice their health, education, or physical, mental or moral development.

10. Children shall be protected from practices that may foster racial, religious or any other forms of
discrimination. They shall be brought up in a spirit of understanding, tolerance, friendship among peoples,
peace and universal brotherhood, and in full consciousness that their energy and talents should be devoted
to the service of fellow human beings.

Source: Markkula Center for Applied Ethics.



person and every government to take extra steps to
guarantee the rights of children. The declaration
spells out principles to guide this effort. All children
are entitled to a name, a nationality, medical care, nu-
trition, housing, education, and recreation. Handi-
capped children have rights to special care. Govern-
ments should assist families in caring for children,
and children without families are entitled to care.
Children should not be subject to discrimination or
taught to discriminate.

The declaration remained the primary United Na-
tions statement on the rights of children until 1989,
when a formal convention was adopted and opened
for ratification by member nations. The Convention
on the Rights of the Child was ratified by the requisite
twenty states and entered into force on September 2,
1990. This convention listed thirty-eight rights of
children that ratifying nations must respect, and it es-
tablished an international oversight committee to
which all such nations must periodically report. By
the end of 1995, 185 nations had ratified the conven-
tion, making it both the most universally adopted and
the most quickly ratified human rights treaty in his-
tory. Additionally, the U.N. adopted two Optional
Protocols to the Convention on May 25, 2000. These
protocols, which signatories to the convention could
join at their discretion, banned child slavery, prostitu-
tion, and pornography, and also raised from fifteen to
eighteen the minimum age for military service.

Cynthia A. Bily

See also: Child labor legislation; Child soldiers;
Children; Children’s Bureau; Children’s rights; Head
Start; International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights; United Nations; Universal Declaration of
Human Rights.

United Nations Declaration on
the Rights of Disabled Persons

Identification: Official proclamation stating that
people with physical disabilities have the same
rights that other human beings have

Date: Promulgated in 1975
Type of ethics: Civil rights
Significance: The declaration was the first of sev-

eral attempts by the United Nations to address the

specific rights and needs of people with physical
disabilities.

Adopted in 1975, the U.N. Declaration on the Rights
of Disabled Persons confirmed and expanded the
1971 Declaration on the Rights of Mentally Retarded
Persons. Although the preferred terminology has
changed since these declarations were made, their in-
tention was to recognize the humanity of mentally
and physically challenged people. The 1975 declara-
tion defines “disabled person” as anyone who is pre-
vented, because of a physical or mental deficiency,
from pursuing a normal life.

The declaration promises the same rights to per-
sons with disabilities that other human beings share
and recognizes that delivering on these promises may
mean providing special programs. People with dis-
abilities are entitled to proper medical care, physical
therapy, education, and training. They have a right to
economic security. They have a right to guardians
and advisers, when needed, and the right to be pro-
tected from abuse and exploitation. The adoption of
the declaration led to further study and action by the
United Nations, which sponsored an International
Year of the Disabled (1981) and a U.N. Decade of
Disabled Persons (1983-1992).

Cynthia A. Bily

See also: Americans with Disabilities Act; Disabil-
ity rights; International Covenant on Civil and Politi-
cal Rights; United Nations.

Universal Declaration of
Human Rights

Identification: Formal proclamation of fundamen-
tal principles of human rights to which all nations
should adhere

Date: Promulgated on December 10, 1948
Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: The Universal Declaration of Human

Rights, as an unbinding statement of basic princi-
ples, provided common standards of basic rights
for all persons. This theoretical statement of stan-
dards later became the basis of binding agree-
ments meant to enforce the principles laid out in
the declaration.
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The charter of the United Nations affirms the world
organization’s faith “in fundamental human rights”
and its commitment to promote and encourage “re-
spect for human rights.” To fulfill that responsibility,
the U.N. formed a Commission on Human Rights in
1946 to begin drafting an international bill of rights.
On December 10, 1948, the General Assembly of the
United Nations adopted the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights. This declaration was not legally
binding on member nations, but it established the
fundamental principles upon which legally binding
treaties would be based.

The declaration proclaimed several principles of
civil and political rights that were already found in
many declarations and constitutions: that all human
beings are free and equally valuable; that everyone is
entitled to freedom regardless of race, color, nation-
ality, political opinion, and so on; that humans have
rights to life, liberty, and security; and that all people
are entitled to freedom from torture, freedom to
travel, and freedom to own property. The declaration
was unusual in also proclaiming several principles of
economic, social, and cultural rights. These two sets
of principles were regulated in 1966 by U.N. Cove-
nants, which are legal treaties.

Cynthia A. Bily

See also: Human rights; Human Rights Watch; In-
ternational Covenant on Civil and Political Rights;
International justice; International law; United Na-
tions; United Nations Convention on the Prevention
and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide; United
Nations Declaration of the Rights of the Child.

Universalizability
Definition: Logical possibility of making the mo-

tive behind a moral decision into a general moral
law

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: A key concept for German philos-

opher Immanuel Kant, universalizability is
founded upon Kant’s notion that the only valid
moral law is one that has the formal structure of
law as such, regardless of content. If it is possible
to turn an individual’s motive into a universal
maxim without contradicting the laws of reason,

Kant argued, then that motive has a logical struc-
ture which validates it ethically.

Immanuel Kant’s ethical theory is called a deon-
tological or nonconsequential or duty-based ethical
theory. According to Kant, an action is right if it fol-
lows from duty; that is, an action should be done not
because of its consequences but because it is the right
thing to do. The principle that one follows must be
universalizable; in other words, it should be possible
to argue that everyone ought to act the same way in a
similar situation. For example, the rules that prom-
ises should not be broken by anyone, that no one
should kill others, and that no one should cheat
should be followed by everyone always. There are
certain moral rights that everyone possesses.

Kant uses the example of making a false promise
to make his point. In a particular situation, making a
false promise might suit one’s purpose, yet one can-
not make the principle of making a false promise into
a universal law, because then the concept of promis-
ing would have no meaning.

Krishna Mallick

See also: Consistency; Deontological ethics; Golden
rule; Kant, Immanuel; Moral principles, rules, and
imperatives; Promises; Utilitarianism.

Upani;ads
Identification: Ancient Hindu scriptures
Date: Written between 1000 and 400 b.c.e.
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The Upani;ads stress the importance

of physical, mental, ethical, and spiritual disci-
plines as the prerequisites for the realization of
the knowledge of Br3hmin, or ultimate reality.

The Upani;ads, literally meaning “to sit near some-
one,” constitute the concluding portion of the Vedas,
the first original Hindu scripture, which has four sec-
tions: Samhit3s or collections—hymns, prayers, and
formulas of sacrifice; Br3hma]as—prose treatises
discussing the significance of sacrificial rites and
ceremonies; #ra]yakas, or forest texts; and the
Upani;ads, or later Vedas. The Upani;ads are the
main basis for the Ved3nta school of philosophy. The

1530

Universalizability Ethics



doctrines of the Upani;ads were imparted orally.
Groups of students sat near the teacher to learn from
him the truths by which ignorance could be de-
stroyed. The authors of the Upani;ads, of which there
are more than two hundred, are not known.

The principal Upani;ads are the Ísa, Kena, Katha,
Prakna, Mu]8aka, M3]kya, Taittirtya, Aitareya,
Ch3ndogya, and Bjhad3ra]yaka Upani;ads. Ka\-
kara, a Ved3nta philosopher, wrote commentaries on
the above ten and on the Kvet3kvatara Upani;ad. In
addition, the Kau;itaki, Mah3n3r3yana, and Maitri
are also considered principal Upani;ads. These
Upani;ads were written partly in prose and partly in
verse.

The Upani;ads are concerned with the meaning
of the sacrificial rites, and in the process of discuss-
ing them, they introduce some profound metaphysi-
cal and religious ideas. With the Upani;ads began the
period of speculative research into human nature and
the individual’s position in the universe. The practi-
cal result of the Upani;ads was to depersonalize the
universe and to minimize the importance of earlier
Vedic gods. The Upani;ads were not philosophical
treatises, but they contained certain fundamental
ideas that form the basis of a philosophical system
out of which the orthodox schools of Indian philoso-
phy—S3[khya, Yoga, Ny3ya, Vaíse;ika, Mtm3[s3,
and Ved3nta—developed their systems.

The Upani;ads have for their ideal the realization
of Br3hmin, becoming one with God. The world is
not an end in itself. It comes from God, through his
mysterious power, and it ends in God. Everything in
the phenomenal world, including the individual,
must realize the infinite, must strive to reclaim the
highest. The Absolute is the highest and most desir-
able ideal. The performance of duty is necessary if
one is to achieve the highest perfection. Morality is
valuable because it leads one toward this highest per-
fection. Inner purity is more important than outer
conformity. The ethics of the Upani;ads insist on the
transformation of the whole person. In the process of
this transformation, one knows that one’s liberation
from the phenomenal appearance depends on oneself
and not upon the grace of transcendent deity. The
idea of rebirth, the idea that the individual who has
not gained the ultimate reality will be subject to the
cycle of birth and death, is also presented for the first
time in the Upani;ads.

Krishna Mallick

See also: Ahi[s3; Asceticism; Aurobindo, Sri;
Wall3j, al-; Hindu ethics; Mysticism; Ka\kara;
Tagore, Rabindranath; Ved3nta.

Utilitarianism
Definition: School of philosophy that defines the

good as that which is useful
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Utilitarianism marks an early attempt

to devise a secular, rational, scientific moral sys-
tem; its influence can be attributed to its simplic-
ity, its adaptability, and the talent of its defenders.
Its most important ethical ideas are that indi-
viduals should strive for maximum pleasure and
minimum pain and that society should strive to
achieve the greatest amount of happiness for the
greatest number of people.

Utilitarianism is a decision procedure for normative
ethics that holds that the rightness (or wrongness) of
human actions, policies, or rules is determined by
their effects on the general welfare. Since the late
eighteenth century, it has been one of the most promi-
nent moral theories. In addition, utilitarian principles
have become major factors in shaping social policy
and have given rise to numerous applications, rang-
ing from behaviorist psychology to cost-benefit anal-
ysis. Utilitarianism has undergone many changes,
and it exists in many forms. Consequently, there are
many versions of utilitarianism, which makes it diffi-
cult to discuss in general terms.

Jeremy Bentham
The dominant version was developed and articu-

lated by Jeremy Bentham, who applied it to the refor-
mation of the legal, political, social, educational, pe-
nal, and economic institutions of Britain and other
countries. His principle of utility formed the standard
by which actions are judged: “It is the greatest happi-
ness of the greatest number that is the measure of
right and wrong.” Classical utilitarianism is based on
a hedonistic theory of value. Happiness (that is, plea-
sure and the absence of pain) is the only thing that is
intrinsically good. Other things are valuable only to
the extent that they bring happiness. Thus, moral ac-
tions result in producing the greatest balance of plea-
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sure over pain. Bentham held that pleasure and pain
(in the basic, feeling sense) are quantifiable, and he
devised a “felicific calculus” to measure the utility of
acts numerically and to make comparisons among
them.

Utilitarianism is consequentialist, not deonto-
logical: Actions are evaluated by their outcomes and
not by the agent’s intentions or motives. This is con-
sistent with Bentham’s desire to devise a system that
would be objective and scientific. Although one can
empirically ascertain the results of people’s actions,
one can only guess regarding their intentions. Utili-
tarianism is universalist rather than egoistic. One
should seek to maximize the pleasure of all, not act
selfishly to maximize one’s own pleasure at the ex-
pense of others. Hence, utilitarianism is egalitarian,
since each person’s happiness is of equal value. Even
the feelings of animals can be taken into account.
Bentham claims that the principle of utility is not sus-
ceptible to direct proof, because it is the principle that
is used to prove everything else.

Bentham’s moral system drew storms of protest.
Many critics complained that an ethics based on he-
donism legitimized crass self-indulgence and base
animal pleasures. Christians were troubled by utili-
tarianism’s secularism. Critics also complained that
utilitarianism reduced ethics to cold, impersonal cal-
culations; that it was too difficult and demanding;
that it was too simplistic and easy; and that it could
easily lead to rights violations and injustices. The
history of utilitarianism since Bentham consists of
the ways in which its advocates have reacted to critics
by reshaping and improving the theory.

John Stuart Mill
Bentham’s chosen successor was his godson John

Stuart Mill. In his major ethical work, Utilitarian-
ism (1861), Mill responded to the aforementioned
charges. He defended utilitarianism (to varying de-
grees of success), but he also changed Bentham’s he-
donism in significant ways. Responding to Thomas
Carlyle, whose distaste for ethical hedonism led him
to denounce utilitarianism as a “sordid pig-philoso-
phy,” Mill argued that pleasures differed qualitatively
and that some pleasures are superior to others. An-
other significant change came forty years later, when
G. E. Moore articulated his “ideal utilitarianism,”
which allows for the intrinsic goodness and desirabil-
ity of other values besides happiness.

Charges that utilitarianism could lead to injustice
have persisted despite the explanations of Bentham,
Mill, and a host of others. The strong claim that one
should always do whatever results in the greatest util-
ity has prompted critics to imagine scenarios in
which utilitarianism is construed to endorse such de-
testable actions as gladiator fights (if the aggregate
pleasure of the multitudinous spectators outweighs
the pain of the participants), the punishing of inno-
cents (if convicting someone of committing a sensa-
tional crime appeases the masses, staves off riots, and
restores faith in the system), torture (if torture could
force a captured terrorist to confess where a bomb
has been planted), and even murder (if surgeons har-
vest an individual’s organs for transplant in other pa-
tients, thus improving and saving several lives).

Such problems have led to the distinction be-
tween act- and rule-utilitarianism and the view that
utilitarianism is more effective as a formula for de-
veloping basic rules than as a method for rationaliz-
ing the best action in a particular case. John Rawls
has argued that utilitarianism neglects basic princi-
ples of justice and fairness by ignoring the distinction
between persons and the distribution of goods. He
believes that emphasizing the sum total of happiness
or average utility not only leads to inequalities but
also legitimizes them. Utilitarians maintain that there
is a natural dynamic that favors egalitarianism, in that
a given sum of money will likely have greater utility
value for a poor person than for a wealthy person.
Moreover, utilitarians claim that it is unlikely that an
extremely inegalitarian distribution of resources or
benefits would bring about the greatest possible
amount of happiness.

The success of utilitarianism is remarkable. Few
persons regard themselves as utilitarians, yet utilitar-
ianism remains among the dominant schools of ethi-
cal theory. Its influence extends beyond ethics into
social sciences and formal decision theory. Thanks to
its able advocates, its appeal to basic rational princi-
ples, and its flexibility, utilitarianism has adjusted to
the challenges of critics and maintained its promi-
nence.

Don A. Habibi
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Utopia
Identification: Book by Sir Thomas More (1478-

1535)
Date: Published in 1516
Type of ethics: Medieval history
Significance: A description of a supposedly ideal

society, Utopia revitalized ethical thinking on so-
cial planning, prompting a flood of utopian litera-
ture over the ensuing centuries.

Thomas More coined the word “utopia” for this book
and simultaneously provided a noun to describe an
ideal society and an adjective—utopian—to signify a
hopelessly impractical approach to living. The word
“utopia” derives from the Greek for “no place,” but it
is also a pun on “good place.” With this play on
words, More sowed the seeds of argument regarding
his book: Was he serious? Was he a communist, a lib-
eral, an autocrat? Was he an advocate of euthanasia
and divorce?

Utopia shows many influences. More was a clas-
sical scholar of high standing—a product of the Re-
naissance. He also pursued a career in law with great
success. Amerigo Vespucci’s writings on America
inspired him with references to paradisiacal lands

and the communal ownership of property. The Ro-
man Catholic Church was the dominant influence of
his boyhood, and perhaps of his whole life. Interest-
ingly, More wrote Utopia in a lull before the Refor-
mation; one year after its publication, Martin Luther
defied the Church by nailing his ninety-five theses to
the door of All Saints Church in Wittenberg.

Utopian Practices and Ethics
Book 1 of Utopia describes meeting a man called

Hythloday, who first castigates European society and
then proceeds in book 2 to describe Utopia with
heartfelt admiration. Hythloday condemns the idle of
Europe, including noblemen and their servants. He
asserts that rulers wage war, not peace, and that min-
isters at court do not listen to arguments, but indulge
in politics for their own gain. His remedies for eco-
nomic ills include stopping the enclosure and mo-
nopoly of land by the rich. With strong words, he
condemns the execution of thieves as unfair and inef-
fective, stating that it incites men to kill, since murder
carries the same penalty.

Book 2 describes More’s fictional state in detail.
The Utopians live a regulated, standardized life. All
the cities are beautiful and identical. All citizens
wear the same simple clothes, with some modifica-
tions for gender. They live together in families of spe-
cific size and work six hours a day, spending their lei-
sure time reading and attending lectures. Women
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may marry at the age of eighteen, men at twenty-two.
Adultery is strongly condemned and can result in
slavery or even execution. In extreme circumstances
of recurrent adultery or perversion, however, divorce
is permitted.

Utopia is a state founded on compassion and al-
truism. No one wants for material goods. Health care
is universal, though few get sick. Society gently en-
courages euthanasia when a mortally ill person suf-
fers from great pain. All property is owned commu-
nally. Every ten years, a family exchanges its house,
which is supposed to encourage people to take proper
care for the next tenant. Even their eating takes place
in a large hall that holds as many as thirty households.

Ultimately, authoritarianism is a strong feature of
this model state. No one has the freedom to remain
idle. Everyone needs permission to travel. Any discus-
sion of government matters outside official meeting-
places is punishable by death. Utopia also has rigid hi-
erarchies: children defer to adults, women to men,
younger to older, and families to their elected repre-
sentatives. Paradoxically, however, Utopia has strong
democratic elements, including voting for all key po-
litical posts, though people are barred from canvassing
votes, to minimize corruption. Slavery replaces hang-
ing as the deterrent for deviant behavior. Serious crimi-
nal behavior leads to slavery, which entails working
constantly in chains, performing the meanest labor.

Citizens may practice any religion, but strong
proselytizing is barred for fear that it may lead to ar-
gument. Certain tenets must be held by all: belief in a
wise Providence and an afterlife. Utopians pursue
pleasure as natural and logical, but they abhor vanity
and pomp and place no value on gold and silver, even
while storing it for economic advantage and for trade.
They avoid war whenever possible but conduct mili-
tary training for both sexes. When threatened by an-
other nation, they offer rewards to kill the ruler of the
opposing nation. Failing that, they sow contention in
that nation and, as a last resort, hire mercenaries to
fight alongside their own soldiers.

Discussion
More uses this book to debate opposing view-

points for intellectual stimulation. For example,
when Hythloday says that as long as there is property
there will be no justice, More counters that in a com-
munist society people would not work or have any in-

centive to better themselves. Hythloday contrasts the
greed and selfishness of Europe with Utopia’s com-
munism based on a harmony of purpose, with the
family unit at its core. Utopia also, however, has in-
ternal contradictions. The residents’ humanistic val-
ues—respecting individual inquiry and religious
freedom—contrast with the total conformity of their
lives and the fact that certain basic beliefs must be
held by all.

Utopia is a commentary on More’s own society,
a combination of monasticism and feudalism, but
Utopia is founded on reason, not Christianity. More
is pleading: If they can do so well without divine rev-
elation, why can Europe not do better with it? It is im-
possible to believe that More meant Utopia as a blue-
print for an ideal society. Elements that support this
conclusion include the deadpan humor (Anider, a
river, means “no water”; Utopians use gold in making
chamber pots) and the contrast with More’s own reli-
gious convictions (he persecuted heretics and chose
execution rather than compromise his opposition to
divorce). Ultimately, Utopia is not so much interest-
ing or original in itself as it is noteworthy because it
stimulated discussion regarding “social engineering”
as a remedy for society’s ills.

Philip Magnier
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V
Value

Definition: Relative level of worth, goodness, sig-
nificance, or utility possessed by an entity, attrib-
ute, or event; or, an intangible quality or attribute
that has intrinsic worth in itself

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: For an objectivist, value is the basis

of judgment. For a subjectivist, value is the thing
produced by judgment. Thus, all moral judgment
involves either assigning value to an action, per-
son, or thing, or accurately perceiving the value
that exists within an action, person, or thing.

Values are of signal importance; without them, hu-
man life would be drained of significance, a bland
and textureless existence without differentiation. Ac-
ademic disciplines focus on value in a variety of
ways: The arts explore expressions of value; sociol-
ogy, anthropology, and history all examine the ways
in which values are embedded in society’s structures;
and psychology, including the work of philosophical
psychologists such as Friedrich Nietzsche, looks at
the ways in which individuals acquire their beliefs
about values and the roles these beliefs play in their
psyches. The philosophical study of value, axiology,
tries to step back from these particular inquiries and
look instead at the question “What is value?”
Axiology has been a central focus of philosophical
inquiry throughout the history of the discipline. For
all that, however, little consensus has emerged, al-
though certain positions tend to run as threads
throughout the discussion.

Answers to the question “What is value?” take
two possible forms. The first and simplest provides a
list of values, such as courage, honesty, beauty, and
compassion. The second attempts to answer the
question “What is value in general?” It may seem rel-
atively simple to compile a list of values, but history
and anthropology reveal that such lists vary consider-
ably at different times and in different cultures. Ho-
meric heroes were applauded for their ability to lie

and dissimulate, and classical Japanese samurai were
expected to test a new sword by slicing through an
unlucky wayfarer from the shoulder to the opposite
flank. The honor of both the samurai and the sword-
maker depended on a clean bisection.

Assuming that a list of values can be compiled,
the inevitable next question is “What exactly is meant
by ‘courage’ or ‘beauty’ or ‘friendship’?” The an-
cient Greek philosopher Plato focused on questions
of this “What is X?” form in his early dialogues. The
Laches seeks the definition of courage, the Euthyphro
that of piety, and the Lysis that of friendship. Al-
though these dialogues are notorious for providing
few answers and for clearly showing how quickly
simplistic answers become tangled in their own con-
tradictions, one important implication becomes
clear: One cannot know what particular values are
unless one knows the nature of value in general.

Subjectivism/Objectivism
Plato begins to address the question “What is

value in general?” in the Meno, and it is a central
theme in many of his other dialogues. One view to
which he is clearly attracted is that personal excel-
lence is knowledge; that view, however, is replaced
in later dialogues, notably his Republic, by the view
that there is a source of excellence, for both people
and objects, that can be known. He argues that, since
all instances of a certain value—for example, beauty
or courage—share some property, there must be
something, the “form” of that excellence, that they
make manifest. Forms for Plato are separable es-
sences, with an independent existence, that infuse the
objects or people who display them. Objects or peo-
ple are excellent or have value insofar as they make
manifest the form of a particular value. There are,
therefore, forms of all excellences, and the highest
of these is the form of the good. One’s own particu-
lar excellence or excellences are produced by one’s
knowledge of the good, and it is this knowledge
that is the ultimate goal of all philosophical inquiry.
This emphasis on an external source of value is one
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of the threads that runs through all discussions of
value.

The second thread arises from the indubitable fact
that people have emotional responses to instances of
value. Humans are moved by compassion and re-
pulsed by wanton cruelty; they admire bravery and
appreciate beauty. This raises the following question.
Do people have these responses to these actions and
objects because they have the value they do or do they
have the value they do because people have these re-
sponses to them? In this article, “subjectivism” is
taken to be the position that human emotional re-
sponses to actions, character traits, or objects are
what endow them with value.

“Objectivism” is taken to be the position that
there is some source or standard of value that is sepa-
rate from the emotions; emotional responses to ac-
tions, character traits, or objects are prompted by, but
in no way contribute to, their having value. Both neg-
ative and positive values are included in these analy-
ses. Plato clearly took the objectivist path, and in this
he was followed by many other great thinkers: Saint
Thomas Aquinas, echoing Aristotle, said in his In
Divinus Nominibus (1265), “It is not that a thing is
beautiful because we love it, but we love it because it
is beautiful and good.” Other philosophers, however,
have argued powerfully that what makes something
valuable is the act of valuing it; perhaps the greatest
of these thinkers is David Hume.

David Hume
Hume drew an important distinction between

matters of fact and matters of value. In a famous pas-
sage from his Treatise of Human Nature (1739-
1740), he said,

In every system of morality . . . I have always
remark’d, that the author proceeds for some time in
the ordinary way of reasoning . . . when of a sudden
I am surpriz’d to find, that instead of the usual copu-
lations of propositions, is, and is not, I meet with no
proposition that is not connected with an ought, or
an ought not. This change is imperceptible; but is,
however, of the last consequence. For as this ought,
or ought not, expresses some new relation or affir-
mation, ’tis necessary . . . a reason should be given,
for what seems altogether inconceivable, how this
new relation can be a deduction from others which
are entirely different from it.

The illegitimacy of deriving value (ought) statements
from factual (is) propositions alone was later labeled
the “naturalistic fallacy” by G. E. Moore.

Hume’s views on human psychology are an inte-
gral part of his answer to how one moves from mat-
ters of fact to matters of value. He identifies two dis-
tinct psychological processes: reason and sentiment.
Reason establishes matters of fact, while sentiment,
or the passions, provide a motive for action. For ex-
ample, one’s reason may tell one that one is standing
on a railway line, that a train is coming, and that if one
does not move one will be crushed, but it is only one’s
desire not to be crushed that provides the motive
force to move. Given that moral judgments provide
motives for action, Hume reasoned that they must be
the result of sentiment “gilding and staining all natu-
ral objects with [its] colours.”

Distinguishing between matters of fact and mat-
ters of value and locating the source of value in hu-
man sentiment—usually some form of happiness or
pleasure—are integral parts of the subjectivist posi-
tion. People value, and ascribe value to, those things
that make them happy or sad, or that cause them plea-
sure or pain. Although the notion of what consti-
tutes happiness or pleasure can be somewhat crude
(Aristippus opted for immediate physical pleasures,
whereas Epicurus advocated philosophical reflection
and a diet of bread, cheese, and milk), in the hands of
someone like David Hume, it is a subtle and many-
layered aspect of the psyche.

Although subjectivism holds that all positive
value has its source in positive human sentiment, the
corollary does not hold; not everything in which peo-
ple find happiness or pleasure is good. Pulling the
wings off flies is not good simply because genera-
tions of small children have relished it; there are
better and worse pleasures. John Stuart Mill recog-
nized this distinction in the quality of pleasures, and
in Utilitarianism (1863) he wrote that

Few human creatures would consent to be changed
into any of the lower animals, for a promise of the
fullest allowance of that beast’s pleasures; no intel-
ligent human being would consent to be a fool, no
instructed person would be an ignoramus, no per-
son of feeling and conscience would be base, even
though they should be persuaded that the fool, the
dunce or the rascal is better satisfied with his lot
than they are with theirs.
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For Mill, the good life was founded on the refined
pleasures of the higher faculties. The pleasures of a
life of intelligent understanding, fine feeling, and ele-
vated conscience are better than the pleasures of a life
of ignorance, selfishness, and lack of restraint. His
evidence for this is the fact that those who have had a
chance to experience both types of life overwhelm-
ingly prefer the more refined variety.

Objections and Replies
Locating the source of value in refined human

sentiments brings with it three serious problems. The
first is that, as G. E. Moore pointed out in an applica-
tion of the naturalistic fallacy, simply because people
do seek and value what provides them with pleasure
does not mean that they ought to seek it. Subjectiv-
ists, including Mill and Hume, have tried to get
around this objection by asserting that happiness is
the only good in itself and that all else is sought as a
means of obtaining it, but this fails to answer the
thrust of Moore’s objection. Even if everything else
is sought as a means to happiness, it still does not
mean that happiness is that which people ought to
seek. The second problem is the parochialism of the
idea of refined sentiment. While everyone can recog-
nize what is wrong with the sadist who relishes in-
flicting pain, it is harder to say with any credibility
that someone whose life is dedicated to a sybaritic
wallow in the pleasures of the flesh is doing some-
thing wrong. (There is, of course, the issue of harm to
others caused by this indulgence, but that is a sepa-
rate question.) With this parochialism comes a poten-
tially disturbing paternalism; if the refined pleasures
are somehow better, then I may have some moral
grounds for forcing unenlightened others to enjoy
them. There are undertones of this view in Mill’s On
Liberty (1859).

Finally, there is the problem that if the source of
value lies within the sentiments, then the value of an
individual to others depends on their, the others’, sen-
timents. X’s value to Y depends on Y’s feelings about
X, not on some source of value possessed by X, and
this does not seem to capture what philosophers
mean when they talk about the moral value of per-
sons. People, as Immanuel Kant pointed out, are
valuable as ends in themselves, not simply as means
to another’s ends (in this case, the enjoyment of cer-
tain individual or social passions). These consider-
ations have led many thinkers to reject the subjectiv-

ist source for value and to seek instead a source
external to the human psyche. Plato identified the
form of the good as this source, and generations of
theistic writers including Thomas Aquinas and Saint
Augustine of Hippo have taken a similar line by iden-
tifying God as the source of all value. Immanuel Kant
saw the dictates of pure practical reason as the test for
what was good and bad, and Moore argued that the
good was an unanalyzable nonnatural property that
one came to know by means of ethical intuition.

Although there is a problem of relativism with
this position similar to that of subjectivism (Which
religion or religious person has heard God’s word
correctly? Whose intuition has apprehended the
good?), objectivism at least has a ready reply: Al-
though humans may have an imperfect understand-
ing of the good, there is nevertheless one right answer
that they must find. A second difficulty is what J. L.
Mackie in Ethics (1977) called the problem of
“queerness.” If there is an external, objective value,
what would it look like; what kind of existence would
it have? Clearly, it would have to be unlike anything
else anyone has ever come across. The third and more
serious problem comes by way, once again, of the
naturalistic fallacy. Even supposing that there is a
standard of right and wrong, a source of objective
value, why should it necessarily be the case that we
should accede to it? Assuming that God decrees com-
passion to be a valuable character trait, one still must
decide, presumably by some separate standard,
whether one ought to follow God’s word. As Hume
would say, the fact that God approves of compassion
has no power over one’s action unless one already
wants to, or feels one ought to, obey God. Kant tries
to argue that duty, one’s motive force for obeying the
dictates of pure practical reason, is not a sentiment,
because it is produced by internal reason and not by
fear or desire of external conditions, but this answer
is extremely thin.

Other Alternatives
Faced with the seeming failure of both objecti-

vism and subjectivism to provide an unequivocal and
palatable answer to the question “What is value?” phi-
losophers have tried other approaches. Existentialists
such as Søren Kierkegaard, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Al-
bert Camus focused on the fundamental choices and
commitments by which people create value in the face
of an absurd world. In the analytic school during the
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mid-twentieth century, axiology waned as the focus
switched to analyzing the meaningfulness of value
language. A. J. Ayer and Charles L. Stevenson both
argued that value language had no literal meaning,
that it described no real property or object, and that it
was rather an expression of emotion. Saying “Justice
is good” was semantically equivalent to saying “Jus-
tice—hooray,” and the theory quickly became known
as the “boo hooray” theory.

The problem at the heart of this issue is that both
the factual aspects of actions or character traits and
human emotional responses to them are important el-
ements in valuation. The sharp division in West-
ern philosophy between reason and emotion means
that the issue has usually been framed as a dichot-
omy: The source of value is either in the emotions or
in some objective standard. One way around this
disjunction is to deny the dichotomy and to see value
as an emergent property arising from the interaction
between factual characteristics and beliefs about, and
emotional responses to, those characteristics. Emer-
gent properties are those properties that exist as part
of a dynamic system and are not reducible to any part
or additive combination of parts of that system.
Therefore, people appreciate a beautiful object or a
noble deed because it exhibits certain characteristics,
and it is those characteristics that make it beautiful or
noble. What isolates those characteristics from the
total description of the action or object, groups them
together, and endows them with significance, how-
ever, are one’s beliefs about and emotional responses
to them. These responses, in turn, are shaped and
guided by the characteristics that one perceives as
significant.

In observing a bullfight, for example, one can iso-
late and describe many of the natural features of the
event: the size and color of the bull, the number of
people in the crowd, the blood of the bull on the sand,
the color of the matador’s trousers, the pleasure expe-
rienced by the crowd, the day of the week, the pain
experienced by the bull, the color of the sky, and so
on. Only some of these features will be relevant to an
ethical assessment of the value of a bullfight, and the
network of beliefs and emotions through which we
perceive them will group some of those features to-
gether and endow them with significance. For most
observers, the pain of the bull will be relevant, while
the color of the sky will not. The way in which that
pain is interpreted, however, will vary depending on

the beliefs of the observer; it may be seen as evidence
of the nobility of the bull and the bullfight or as evi-
dence of the cruelty of both the event and the mata-
dor. It is not that the source of the value lies solely in
the beliefs and emotions of the observers or solely in
the natural features of the bullfight that one groups
together, but rather in the interaction between the
two. Such a process will, as Hume says, “raise, in a
manner, a new creation.” Out of the vast array of fea-
tures, beliefs, and emotions will rise a morally signif-
icant event, an odious or noble bullfight.

Robert Halliday
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Values clarification
Definition: Series of strategies designed to help in-

dividuals who have mutually exclusive values
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Values clarification seeks to develop

an umbrella set of ethical values that will be able
to reconcile conflicts between more specific val-
ues. This overall ethical framework, once devel-
oped, guides one’s individual decisions and helps
one to lead the kind of life one desires.

Traditionally, educators have taught values develop-
ment through such strategies as didactic moralizing,
prescriptive modeling, inspiring, and appealing to
conscience. Yet these traditional strategies have not
noticeably produced the desired results—at least, so
believe the proponents of values clarification, who
advocate a different set of strategies to develop effec-
tive values consciousness.

Background
Values clarification evolved during the mid-

1960’s, when American activists challenged the war
in Vietnam, along with the political system, and pro-
moted civil rights for minorities. Concurrently, crit-
ics attacked the schools for ignoring the teaching of
values in a time of crises. Noting that parents and reli-
gious institutions had little impact, critics believed
that the media, particularly television, adversely af-
fected the values of the young. Hence, they argued

that education should teach the young how to develop
appropriate values.

The first major book on values clarification, Louis
Raths’s Values and Teaching (1966), argued that
Western pluralistic society made it impossible to in-
culcate a uniform set of values. Instead, Rath wanted
to teach individuals the processes through which val-
ues emerge and may be acted upon. Rath and his as-
sociates proceeded to devise the theoretical construct
of values clarification and create appropriate strate-
gies.

The clarifying stage is most crucial because clari-
fication cannot occur unless values collide with com-
peting values. Suppose that one strongly believes in
the importance of sustaining life. Place that value in a
particular situation, such as that of an elder suffering
unbearable pain caused by an incurable disease. Two
values thus conflict: the importance of sustaining life
and the importance of lessening or eliminating pain.
To clarify and then resolve the conflict of what to do,
one must proceed through the seven-question frame-
work established by Raths.

The goals of values clarification are to help indi-
viduals select and reflect on the values chosen that
best suit a particular situation. Borrowing from John
Dewey the basic tenet that values are not fixed but
change as life situations change, advocates of values
clarification perceive all values as relative.
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Louis Rath’s Seven-Question
Framework

1. What are the alternatives, given the choices?

2. What are the consequences of each alternative?

3. Can one’s choices be made independently?

4. What are one’s value preferences?

5. Can one declare one’s preferences publicly?

6. Once decisions are made, can one act upon
one’s choices?

7. Can one develop a values stance that is
consistent with a long-term framework of
personal conduct?



To engage in values clarification, its advocates
recommend the workshop, with small informal
groups providing an interchange of ideas. The
leader-teacher stimulates the moral reasoning within
the group, often providing some subject for the val-
ues discussion; for example, a story, poem, cartoon,
game, or news event. After recapping the subject’s
content, the leader-teacher and the group probe both
the intrinsic values of the material itself and the val-
ues of the group.

Values Clarification and Ethics
Values clarification was initially regarded as an

exciting area in education, filled with potential.
Later, values clarification became an explosive edu-
cational issue.

Protest activists of the mid-1960’s brought values-
clarification techniques to the attention of the public
through media events. Suddenly values clarification
was “in.” Teachers, too, reported that it stimulated
students because of its wide applications to everyday
experiences. Students not only learned to deal with
their feelings but also practiced communication and
decision-making skills and articulated their value
judgments.

Values clarification advocates such as Sidney Si-
mon, Howard Kirschenbaum, and Jack Fraenkel cre-
ated innovative strategies. Both teachers and students
delighted in using value ladders, role playing, value
grids, rank-order and forced-choice dilemmas, time
diaries, and so forth.

Later Reactions
Once the novelty of values clarification lessened,

some educators raised warning flags. For example,
hard research data on its effectiveness was nonexis-
tent. Because values clarification deals with feelings
and emotions, some critics equated it with “touchy-

feely” activities found in sensitivity training. Others
questioned the idea that values-clarification strate-
gies are value free, noting that the valuing process it-
self, the seven-step criteria, held hidden values.

Likewise, inexperienced teachers allowed values
discussions to drift and, on occasion, because of cul-
tural differences, provoked unsettling confrontations
among participants. Peer pressures among young-
sters often discouraged the open, free exchange of
ideas, while teachers were uncertain as to how far
they should go in accepting all values. Were all val-
ues equal?

Parents, once aware that their children were en-
gaging in values clarification, complained the chil-
dren were not mature enough to participate in such
complex processes. Moreover, if all values were
viewed as equal, children were not learning right
from wrong.

Pressure groups increasingly charged that values-
clarification practices confused children because
schools and teachers lacked standards of conduct.
They also claimed that the schools brainwashed the
children, insisting that teachers cannot remain ethi-
cally neutral and that they manipulate student val-
ues—inadvertently or by design.

When pressure groups offered values-clarification
activities as evidence that schools were practicing
“secular humanism,” many school boards banned
books and workshops on values clarification. The
real conflict was over whose values should be taught
and how.

Since the late 1970’s, educators have sought com-
promise, attempting to balance the clarification of
personal values with the transmission of lawful soci-
etal values. In sum, the major contribution of values
clarification to the field of ethics has been the devel-
opment of innovative exercises and strategies de-
signed to allow individuals to clarify their values.

Richard Whitworth
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Three Stages of Values Clarification

1. identifying and analyzing values

2. clarifying the values

3. internalizing or acting upon the reconstituted
values
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Vardham3na
Identification: Ancient Indian religious reformer
Born: c. 599 b.c.e., Kundagrama, Bihar, Magadha

(now in India)
Died: 527 b.c.e., Pavapuri, Bihar, Magadha (now

in India)
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Vardham3na was the founder of the

Jain religion and an important teacher of the ethi-
cal values of nonviolence and spirituality.

Once, when he was attacked by a powerful man,
Vardham3na, also known as Mah3vtra, responded
not with violence, anger, or fear but with love. This
approach conquered his assailant, and thus Mah3vtra
discovered the power of nonviolence. A new reli-
gion in India, Jainism, arose from the flames of
Mah3vtra’s love. In a world of destructive force,
Mah3vtra bequeathed a great weapon to those seek-
ing peace and justice: moral force. This moral force
influenced the peace, civil rights, and animal rights
movements.

In the sixth century b.c.e., India was dominated
by Hinduism and the caste system. Mah3vtra re-
belled against this system, and at age thirty he re-

nounced wealth, position, and his own family to seek
spiritual fulfillment. Practicing an extreme asceti-
cism, in twelve years he became a perfected soul, a
jina, or “conqueror,” of passions. The focus of his
teaching was love of all life. To Mah3vtra, true jus-
tice meant to cause no suffering for any life, and thus
required the practice of vegetarianism.

Salvation required the three jewels of the soul:
right knowledge, right conviction, and right conduct.
Mah3vtra regarded right conduct as the most pre-
cious jewel of the three. It consists of five vows: no
killing of any living creature, no lying, no stealing, no
sexual pleasure or alcohol, and no desire or attach-
ments.

Mah3vtra believed that no harm could ever befall
a good man. Ritual, prayer, sacrifice, and social
power could not make one worthy. The only value is
the good life, which must be realized by right con-
duct.

Mah3vtra and the Jains so loved life that they
would not even harm insects. At a time when life has
become cheap, perhaps nothing is more ethically rel-
evant than the reverence for all life that Mah3vtra so
fervently practiced.

T. E. Katen
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Ved3nta
Definition: Major school of Indian philosophy as-

sociated with monism, transcendentalism, and
mysticism

Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: The goal of Ved3nta is to achieve the

ultimate reality, or Br3hmin, by breaking the cy-
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cle of birth and rebirth in three different ways: the
way of knowledge, or jñ3na; the way of devotion,
or bhakti; and the way of action, or karma.

Ved3nta, literally meaning the “end of the Vedas,” is a
school of Indian philosophy. The Upani;ads,
Bhagavadgtt3, and Brahma Sntra, together with their
commentaries, form the essence of the Ved3nta phi-
losophy.

Advaita, or Nondualistic, Ved#nta
Ka\kara (788-850) is considered the most power-

ful advocate of pure monism, or Advaita.Ka\kara ad-
vocates the way of knowledge, or jñ3na, as the only
way to attain liberation, or mok;a. The basic question
of Advaita is the nature of Br3hmin, or ultimate real-
ity. Br3hmin is pure consciousness, devoid of attrib-
utes. Br3hmin is nondual (advaita) and transcends
the distinction between the knower, knowledge, and
the known. The world is not real; it is an illusion, or
m3y3. It appears to be real because of ignorance, or
avidy3, but when one comes to the realization of
Br3hmin, one realizes the illusoriness of the world. In
understanding Indian philosophy, one must realize
that it believes in different levels of being. Therefore,
one who comes to the realization of Br3hmin be-
comes identical with Br3hmin and is, therefore, at the
highest level of being and has the highest reality. Ev-
ery individual has a phenomenal self, which is empir-
ically real, since it is a part of his or her experience,
and a real self, or 3tman, which is transcendentally
real and is one with Br3hmin.

ViKi:tadvaita, or Qualified Monism
The early twelfth century philosopher Ramanuja

refutes the absolute monism of Ka\kara and denies
that the world is illusory, or m3y3, and emphasizes
bhakti, or worship, as a means of liberation. He advo-
cated the way of devotion as opposed to the way
of knowledge advocated by Advaita Ved3ntins. For
Ramanuja, Br3hmin, or ultimate reality, is spirit but
has attributes. Br3hmin has self-consciousness and
has a conscious will to create the world and bestow
salvation. For Ramanuja, Br3hmin is a whole consist-
ing of interrelated elements. There is no pure, undif-
ferentiated consciousness. Br3hmin, for Ramanuja,
is not a formless entity but a supreme person quali-
fied by matter and souls. Matter (achit), soul (chit),
and God (Ikvara) are real, but matter and soul are de-

pendent on God. God (Ikvara) is Br3hmin, and he
manifests himself in various forms for his devotees.
Souls are in bondage because of ignorance. Libera-
tion can be achieved, according to Ramanuja, by
the intuitive realization that the soul is a mode of
God. The soul that is liberated is not identical with
Br3hmin because soul is always finite and God is infi-
nite. That is why Ramanuja believes that liberation
can be achieved only after death, when the soul is
separated from the body. Ramanuja’s view opened
the way for theism, especially Vaiknavism, within
Ved3nta.

Dvaita, or Dualistic, Ved#nta
During the thirteenth century, M3dhava devel-

oped the philosophical view called Dvaita, or
dualistic, Ved3nta, and he was outspoken against
Advaita Ved3nta philosophy. M3dhava was consid-
ered an incarnation of the god Vi;]u. He stressed du-
ality and, like Ramanuja, advocated the way of devo-
tion, or bhakti. For M3dhava, God is distinct from
individual souls and matter, an individual soul is dis-
tinct from another individual soul, the individual soul
is distinct from matter, and when matter is divided,
each part of that matter is distinct from each other.
According to M3dhava, souls can be classified into
three groups: those who are devoted to God alone and
are bound to achieve liberation, those who will never
attain liberation and are destined to perpetual rebirth,
and those who revile Vi;]u and are subject to damna-
tion. M3dhava believed that there are different de-
grees of knowledge and enjoyment of bliss in liber-
ated souls. The worship of Vi;]u in thought, word,
and deed was for him the way to liberation.

Modern Ved#nta
During the early twentieth century, Sri Aurobindo

made a unique contribution to Ved3nta philoso-
phy. His view is popularly called the Philosophy of
Integralism, or Integral Nondualism. His teaching is
that the Absolute, God, world, and souls are One.
His philosophy is a reinterpretation of traditional
Ved3nta that applies it to the social context. Accord-
ing to Aurobindo, human life can be transformed into
the highest form of spiritual reality by practicing
yoga. If one searches for the divine force that is
within one and accordingly transforms all dimen-
sions of life, one will be able to live in the highest
possible divine way. Society should also be reshaped
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in such a way that is helpful to this transformation of
life.

Vivek3nanda, a late ninteenth century disciple of
Ramakrishna, organized the Ramakrishna Mission
(it is also called the Ved3nta Society in the United
States). Vivek3nanda considered himself an
advaitin, but his Advaita viewpoint did not lead to in-
active meditation; it was instead a call to action. He
viewed knowledge, devotion, and action as three
paths leading in different directions but reinforcing
each other. He stressed practical work to achieve lib-
eration. Since a person is identical with God, one
should seek to abolish the indignities of the world.

The Indian philosopher Sarvepalli Radhakrish-
nan, who served as the second president of India
(1962-1967), contributed to Advaita Ved3nta philos-
ophy by providing a positive approach to Br3hmin in
which human values were preserved. He argued that
the phenomenal world is temporal, which does not
mean that it is unreal and does not have any meaning
and significance. Karma should not be interpreted
pessimistically. It is true that the past cannot be
changed, but the past does not determine the future.
An individual is still free to act within the limits of the
past. He emphasized that one can lead a meaningful
life here and now. His view constitutes a spiritual de-
mocracy that allows everyone to work side by side.
He stressed unity rather than diversity. He conveyed
his teaching to the West by stating that each religion
is valid to the extent that it helps one to achieve spiri-
tual realization.

Krishna Mallick
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Vegetarianism
Definition: Dietary practice of subsisting primarily

or entirely without eating meat, especially red
meat or poultry

Type of ethics: Animal rights
Significance: Vegetarian diets have been advocated

on ethical grounds, because they are believed to
prevent famine, animal suffering, and environ-
mental degradation.

Although vegetarian diets have been advocated for
ethical reasons since ancient times, the English term
“vegetarian” came into general use upon the found-
ing of the Vegetarian Society at Ramsgate, England,
in 1847.

Types of Vegetarians
Modern nutritionists recognize several catego-

ries of vegetarians. Vegans are strict vegetarians
who consume neither meat nor meat “by-products”
(animal-based foods, such as dairy products and
eggs, that can be obtained without slaughtering the
animal). Among less strict vegetarians, lactovege-
tarians eat no meat or eggs but do eat dairy products,
ovovegetarians eat no meat but do eat eggs, and
lacto-ovovegetarians eat no meat, but do eat both
dairy products and eggs. Pescovegetarians eat fish
but neither poultry nor red meat (from mammals),
and semi-vegetarians eat dairy products and eggs,
and some poultry and fish, but no red meat.

Ethical Arguments for Vegetarianism
Several kinds of ethical arguments have been

given for adopting vegetarian diets. These arguments
differ in terms of the entities for which they express
concern (human beings versus nonhuman animals
and/or ecosystems) and which kinds of vegetarian-
ism they support (semi-vegetarianism or lacto-
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ovovegetarianism versus veganism, for example).
Arguments from human health are based on sci-

entific studies of the effects of vegetarian diets on hu-
man health. During the 1970’s and 1980’s, evidence
accumulated that diets high in saturated fats contrib-
ute to cardiovascular disease and that diets emphasiz-
ing vegetables might help to prevent certain cancers.
Jeremy Rifkin and John Robbins emphasized these
concerns in popular books which combined this hu-
man health argument with concerns about famine,
ecology, and animal welfare related to diets heavy in
meat and animal by-products.

Although a broad consensus emerged that Ameri-
cans were eating too much red meat for their own
good, arguments from human health do not deci-
sively support veganism so much as semi-vegetarian,
pescovegetarian, or lacto-ovovegetarian diets, for
two reasons.

First, even lacto-ovovegetarian diets can be high
in saturated fats (if one eats a lot of cheese and eggs,
for example), and saturated fat can be reduced signif-
icantly without eliminating meat. As beef consump-
tion dropped during the 1980’s, consumption of
poultry and fish (which are lower in fat) increased,
butchers began removing more fat from cuts of meat,
and farmers experimented with leaner breeds of pigs
and cattle.

Second, some nutritionists believe that vegan di-
ets are inordinately risky, especially for women and
young children. Vegans commonly are cautioned to
plan their diets carefully in order to avoid deficien-
cies of nutrients such as iron and calcium, which are
either less prevalent in or less efficiently absorbed
from nonanimal sources, and vitamin B12, which is
present only in animal products. Nutrition research-
ers have tended, however, to identify vegans with
members of religions and cults who eat extremely
simplified diets and eschew medical supervision and
nutritionally fortified foods, and research on these in-
dividuals may not accurately portray the risks and
benefits of a vegan diet.

Two other arguments support limited vegetarian-
ism. The argument from famine, popularized by
Frances Moore Lappé, stresses that vegetarian diets
are a particularly efficient way to feed the hungry.
More people could live by virtue of grains and vege-
tables that could be produced on the good farm land
that is now used to raise feed grains supporting only
feedlot cattle. Related ecological arguments oppose

the consumption of meat, especially beef, produced
by razing Third World rain forests or in other ecolog-
ically unsustainable ways. Both arguments, however,
support only semi-vegetarian or pescovegetarian di-
ets. Two alternative ways to help alleviate hunger
would be to harvest fish from the oceans and to raise
livestock on rangelands unsuitable for row crop pro-
duction, and neither of these practices is necessarily
ecologically unsustainable.

Ethical support for stricter vegetarian diets comes
from animal rights and animal welfare arguments,
such as those popularized by Peter Singer and Tom
Regan, whose arguments were criticized in detail by
Raymond Frey. Many in the animal rights movement
became vegetarians because they believed either that
intensive, “factory” farming is inhumane (an animal
welfare perspective) or that it is inherently wrong to
slaughter animals for food, no matter how humanely
they may have been treated (a true animal rights per-
spective).

Although primarily concerned with slaughter, the
animal rights movement also targeted egg production
as a particularly inhumane form of animal agricul-
ture. Following World War II, economies of scale
were achieved by confining laying hens in crowded
“battery” cages in highly mechanized operations, in
which the entire flock is slaughtered and replaced
when average egg production drops below a certain
level (approximately every twelve to fifteen months).
Consequently, more than 90 percent of American
laying hens were caged by 1990.

Dairy products also came under fire from some in
the animal rights movement, because of intensi-
fication (epitomized by the development of bovine
growth hormone during the 1980’s and 1990’s) and
because of ties between the dairy industry and the
veal and beef industries. Male offspring of dairy cat-
tle are sold as veal calves, and dairy cows themselves
spend only three to four years (on average) in produc-
tion, after which they are slaughtered as low-grade
beef. On these grounds, animal rights and animal
welfare arguments are used to support not only lacto-
ovovegetarianism but also veganism.

Gary E. Varner
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Veterans’ rights
Definition: Special rights due to former members

of the military services
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: The citizens of most nations recog-

nize the principle that those who serve to protect
their countries—and especially those who risk
their lives in combat—deserve special privileges
and should be accorded special respect.

Before 1636, wounded soldiers were not considered
to be the responsibility of either the military branches
in which they served or the governments that oversaw
the military branches. During that year, the govern-
ment of Plymouth Colony passed a law providing for
the government to provide financial support to sol-
diers who were disabled in the recent war with the
Pequot Indians. That colonial legislation was the first
recognition of the ethical principle that a government
has an obligation to care for soldiers after they have
honorably served it in armed combat.

In 1776, the Continental Congress provided pen-
sions for soldiers who were disabled. The thirteen

colonies that became states of the United States also
gave direct medical and hospital care to their veter-
ans. In 1811, the U.S. Congress set up the first home
and medical facility for military veterans. After the
mid-century Civil War, Congress authorized benefits
and pensions not only for veterans, but also for their
widows and dependents. At the same time, many
state governments established veterans’ homes to
provide medical treatment for all injuries and dis-
eases incurred by veterans, even ailments not related
to the veterans’ military service.

After the Civil War, the idea arose that veterans
should not be penalized for the time taken away from
their civilian jobs while they are serving their coun-
try, so they were accorded veterans preferences in
employment. These meant that the veterans were to
be the first applicants hired and the last to be laid off
among other qualified job applicants and holders. By
the beginning of the twenty-first century, veterans of
the United States military were entitled to get back
their former civilian jobs, with the same pay in-
creases and seniority they would have received if
they had never left their jobs.

In 1917, the U.S. Congress established veterans
programs for disability compensation, insurance,
and vocational rehabilitation for veterans with dis-
abilities. In 1944, Congress passed the G.I. Bill,
which provided veterans with funds to complete their
educations, including college education. By the end
of the century, the educational benefits of the bill ap-
plied to veterans of military service even if they were
never involved in armed combat.

The modern United States has the world’s most
comprehensive veterans assistance. Some programs
are considered entitlements that the government is
required to provide; others are incentives offered to
encourage new enlistments. Distinctions between
rights, or entitlements, and incentives is not always
clear, however.

One of the principles of veterans’ rights is that
they are granted only to those who receive honorable
discharges when they leave military service. Since
the opinions of superior officers about what consti-
tutes good and bad conduct can be arbitrary, veterans
who receive dishonorable discharges have the right
to have their discharges reviewed before impartial
adjudicative bodies.

What are considered veterans’ rights in one coun-
try may not be so perceived in another. Within some
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countries, local jurisdictions may provide more gen-
erous programs for veterans than those of their na-
tional governments. Thus, the determination of vet-
erans’ rights ultimately depends more on what
political leaders believe that veterans are entitled to
receive than on abstract ethical principles.

Michael Haas
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Vice
Definition: Indulgence in immoral or depraved

sources of pleasure, or a specific moral flaw or in-
herent depravity of character

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: The term “a vice” usually refers to a

minor foible or weakness, such as smoking or
buying lottery tickets. This type of vice, while
possibly a subject of negative moral judgment, is
rarely a criminal offense. Vice as a collective
noun, however, can refer to much more serious
moral and legal transgressions.

Deriving from the Latin word for “flaw,” “vice” orig-
inally meant any defect of the will predisposing an
individual toward socially unacceptable behavior.
The opposite term, “virtue,” also refers to habitual
behavior. The so-called “seven deadly sins” of medi-
eval moralists—pride, envy, anger, sloth, avarice,
gluttony, and lust—are more properly termed cardi-
nal vices, because they are habitual character defects
that affect large numbers of people

The general concept of vice can be derived from
observation and is not culture-specific, but the list of
vices and the gravity ascribed to each vary markedly
from culture to culture and historically within a cul-
ture. For example, masturbation, which was regarded
as an exceedingly grave vice in early twentieth cen-
tury European and American society, is ignored by
many traditional cultures and has become acceptable
in Western culture in recent years; attitudes toward
homosexuality similarly range from acceptance to
extreme condemnation.

Vice can involve any habitual act or attitude, but
the vices that plague society are the common ones—
those that tempt the average person and that the per-
petrator may recognize as unwise, illegal, and poten-
tially damaging, but not as heinous or depraved.

Vice and Criminal Justice
In modern U.S. law enforcement, vice has come

to be roughly synonymous with victimless crimes,
including alcohol and drug abuse, prostitution, gam-
bling, pornography, and sexually deviant behavior
between consenting adults. This catalog of modern
vices includes behavior that is damaging to the per-
petrator, to society as a whole, and to indirect tar-
gets (notably, the family of the perpetrator), rather
than to a specific intended victim. Such vices are typ-
ically psychologically if not physically addictive. In-
deed, the medieval concept of vice and the modern
concept of psychological addiction are surprisingly
close.

Efforts to combat vice through the criminal jus-
tice system have a poor record of success and a ten-
dency to co-opt the machinery of justice. Strong psy-
chological, physiological, and financial motivations
to persist in exercising proscribed vices have created
a powerful underground subculture capable of cor-
rupting and intimidating police and government offi-
cials. The collapse of communism in the Soviet
Union demonstrated that even a regimented totalitar-
ian regime is more effective at hiding than at sup-
pressing vice, which blossomed with amazing rapid-
ity once controls were loosened.

Vice and Biology
The question of the origin of vice has long been a

subject of debate and speculation, and, like most
complex questions of human nature, probably has no
single answer. The concept is not simply an artifact
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created by human prejudice; it is a product of long
experience identifying what is harmful in a particular
social context. Prejudice and changing conditions,
however, can and often do cause harmless actions to
be labeled as vices.

The prevalent medieval view of vice (exemplified
by Thomas Aquinas) stated that human beings, hav-
ing free will, are free to choose evil, and they acquire
vices by repeatedly performing evil acts. Since peo-
ple are also free to choose virtue, vices can be over-
come through grace, the exercise of virtue, knowl-
edge, and prayer. Restated in modern terms, vice is
learned, self-reinforcing behavior that can be over-
come by education and behavior modification.

The alternative view, that vice is an innate, con-
genital quality, possibly suppressible but ultimately
incurable, is in its earliest formulation a corollary of
predestination: The qualities that damn the sinner are
preordained by God, and neither petition nor the ex-
ercise of virtuous acts can change the underlying re-
ality.

During the early part of the twentieth century, the
popularization of Charles Darwin’s theory of evolu-
tion and especially of Social Darwinism, the applica-
tion of Darwinian biological models to society and
psychology, led to a revival of the idea of vice as
an innate quality. The Italian criminologist Cesare
Lombroso proposed the theory of atavism, which
gained wide currency. According to this theory, vices
are relics of a lower state of evolution, are inherited,
and are correlated with apelike physiognomy. Such a
model readily lends itself to the labeling of non-
European physical characteristics as atavistic, citing
them as proof of the moral inferiority of other ethnic
groups, and atavism was accepted as scientific
dogma in Nazi Germany. Sociobiology also hypothe-
sizes that certain types of habitual antisocial behavior
(such as lust and aggression) may be a legacy from
primitive hominid ancestors, but it does not postulate
that atavism is more pronounced in any race or social
group.

There is also some recent evidence that specific
genetic factors may predispose individuals to vice. A
large Danish study of children of criminal parents
adopted at birth showed a high incidence of crime in
this population, and a study of men with a doubled Y
chromosome suggested that this group was prone to
violence. The precise physiologic mechanisms for
this behavior are unknown, however. Human person-

ality is complex and malleable, and a genetic predis-
position toward particular behavior is not equivalent
to a mandate.

Martha Sherwood-Pike
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Victims’ rights
Definition: Special legal and moral rights of vic-

tims of crimes
Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: The recognition or failure of recogni-

tion of victims’ rights shapes in part what and
when legal proceedings are affected by victim tes-
timony. For supporters of victims’ rights, their
recognition helps balance the legal and moral
concerns of victims with those of offenders. For
critics of victims’ rights, their recognition con-
taminates the presumption of innocence and due
legal process.

By early 2003, two-thirds of the states in the United
States had constitutional amendments recognizing
and identifying specific rights of crime victims. In
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addition, a bill had been proposed in the U.S. Senate
to amend the U.S. Constitution with a Victims’
Rights Amendment. That bill addressed a concern
felt by many people that the legal criminal system
had long emphasized the rights of the accused over
the rights of victims. For example, while persons ac-
cused of crimes have the legal right to speedy trials
by juries of their peers and a legal right to be present
throughout their trials, the victims of the accused
have no legal right to either. The issue of victims’
rights, then, falls under the larger issues of retributive
justice, which is concerned with punishing criminals,
and restorative justice, which is concerned with re-
storing or compensating victims.

Who Is the Victim?
A central issue within the scope of victims’ rights

is who actually should be considered the victim of a
crime. Although it is obvious that the persons most
directly harmed are victims, other people can be and
are often indirectly harmed, such as the families of
murder victims. This issue becomes especially im-
portant when victim impact statements (VIS) are al-
lowed into legal proceedings.

A VIS is a written or verbal statement of a vic-
tim’s views concerning the impact the crime has had.
In cases in which the direct victim cannot give a VIS,
other relevant persons—notably family members—
can submit them. These statements, usually offered
during sentencing or release hearings, provide not
only the victims’ opinions on the impacts of the
crimes on their lives but also their recommendations
of appropriate sentences, and even what they believe
may be the risks to their own persons if the accused or
convicted defendants are released or are given short
sentences.

Rights to What?
To exactly what do, or should, victims have

rights? Answers to this question vary from state to
state, but they generally fall under several types of
categories.

In some states, victims have the right to informa-
tion about numerous concerns, such as assistance
programs for victims, compensation programs, pro-
tection and safety programs, and the status and loca-
tion of the offenders. Victims may also have the right
to participate in the different stages of the legal pro-
ceedings involving the offenders. These may include

the right to attend relevant hearings, to provide state-
ments (including a VIS) within the context of the pro-
ceedings, to designate and confer with lawful repre-
sentatives, and to contest the post-conviction releases
of the offenders.

Victims may also have a right to restitution or
compensation, that is, to have prosecutors ask judges
to order the offenders to reimburse them for expenses
incurred as a result of the offenders’ crimes. Victims
may also have access to special educational or em-
ployment services designed for people who, because
of the crimes inflicted on them, cannot continue in
their previous careers.

Objections to Victims’ Rights
In spite of the apparently clear reasons for recog-

nizing and supporting victims’ rights, many people,
groups, and organizations have expressed skepticism
and concern over such rights and how they are to be
understood. One concern is the question of who the
victims are. Indirect victims, such as family mem-
bers, are usually included as victims of crimes. Ex-
tending the definition of “victim” to indirect victims
is usually explicit in victim impact statements.

A second concern is that allowing the views and
interests of victims to be heard in a trial before a
judge or jury returns a verdict contaminates the legal
deliberation process and runs counter to the idea that
the accused is innocent until proven guilty. Such vic-
tim testimony violates due process at two levels, say
critics: first, prior to the decision about conviction,
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Victims or Not?

A central difficulty in defining “victims” of crimes
lies in drawing nonarbitrary lines between indirect
victims and others. For example, if a person’s home
is burgled, and the next-door neighbor then pur-
chases a home security system in order to avoid be-
ing similarly burgled, should that neighbor be con-
sidered an indirect victim? Or, suppose that a person
driving into a convenience store parking lot sees an
armed robbery taking place within the store and then
suffers a serious injury in a collision while rushing
to exit the lot to seek police help. Is that person a vic-
tim of the armed robbery crime?



and second, in sentencing after a conviction. For the
determination of guilt or innocence, the burden of
proof must lie with the state, but victim impact state-
ments are not criminal evidence and so should not be
allowed at this stage of legal proceedings. Once guilt
is determined, victim statements can only inject emo-
tion, perhaps simply revenge, into the process.

Critics also claim that victim impacts run counter
to equal justice under the law, since the offenders are
not being sentenced on objective common standards
of punishment, but at least in part on how well vic-
tims can make their cases of suffering. That is, two
similar or legally identical crimes might result in
very dissimilar sentences because of the different el-
oquence of victims. Despite these objections, there
has been growing support for the recognition, enun-
ciation, and codification of victims’ rights at the na-
tional level.

David Boersema
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Vietnam War
The Event: Civil war between North Vietnam and

South Vietnam, in which the United States partic-
ipated on the South Vietnamese side

Date: August 5, 1964-April 30, 1975
Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: The morality of U.S. participation in

the Vietnam War was questioned by many at the
time it occurred and has been questioned ever
since. The war’s greatest legacy has arguably
come in the form of its effects upon U.S. foreign
policy, U.S. self-perception, and the world’s per-
ception of the United States. It was as a direct re-
sult of the Vietnam War that both the moral purity
of the United States’interests and the invincibility
of the U.S. military came to be questioned on a
significant scale, both at home and abroad.

The question of when a powerful nation should inter-
vene militarily in the affairs of a small country is not
susceptible to a simple answer. Failure to intervene
can mean that a small country will be subjected to
tyranny, anarchy, or even genocide. Yet a military in-
tervention that is bloody and inconclusive can also
wreak havoc on a small country; furthermore, send-
ing troops into a combat situation abroad means that
some people will be killed or wounded. The unsuc-
cessful end of the costly and controversial American
intervention in Vietnam by no means ensured that
policymakers would be spared similar dilemmas in
the future.

The United States had been involved in the affairs
of Vietnam ever since that country was divided, in
1954, into a communist North and an anticommunist
South. As long as the American military mission in
South Vietnam was small-scale, it aroused little op-
position in the United States. Between 1965 and
1968, however, the number of American combat
troops in Vietnam rose from 50,000 to 500,000; the
casualties suffered by the troops and the monthly
draft calls soared; and the loud debate at home
reached an unprecedented level.

Religious Opposition to the War
Although at least one theologian (R. Paul

Ramsey) did support the American military interven-
tion in Vietnam, members of the clergy and theolo-
gians were conspicuous in the movement against
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such intervention. In 1966, the organization Clergy
and Laymen Concerned About Vietnam was formed.
Vocal opponents of the American war effort included
the Protestant theologian Robert McAfee Brown;
Yale University’s Protestant chaplain, William
Sloane Coffin; and two Roman Catholic priests, Dan-
iel Berrigan and Philip Berrigan.

The Just War Tradition
The just war tradition was first elaborated by the

theologians of Christian Europe during the late Mid-

dle Ages. After centuries of indifference by peoples
and governments, this tradition was revived by the
Nuremberg War Crimes Trials of 1946, which fol-
lowed the defeat of Nazi Germany in World War II
(1939-1945).

The just war tradition sets forth six criteria for de-
termining whether a particular war is just. The war
must be waged for a just cause; it must be waged as a
last resort; the intent behind the war must be right;
there must be a reasonable hope of success; the
war must be waged by a legitimate, duly constituted
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authority; and the harm inflicted by the war must not
be disproportionate to the good that one hopes to
achieve. During the Vietnam War, America’s clergy,
theologians, and laypersons questioned whether
American military intervention in Vietnam met all or
even most of these criteria for a just war.

Opposition to the War
The U.S. Constitution, while making the presi-

dent commander in chief of the armed forces, gives
Congress the right to declare war. Yet the massive
war effort in Vietnam, dissenters pointed out, had
come about through presidential orders alone. The
first substantial increase in troop levels in Vietnam
had been announced on July 28, 1965, at a little-
publicized presidential news conference. The dis-

senters did not have an airtight case, however: The
Korean War (1950-1953) had also started without a
congressional declaration.

The official justification for the war, given by
presidents Lyndon Baines Johnson (1963-1969) and
Richard M. Nixon (1969-1974), was that the Ameri-
can military was in South Vietnam to repel aggres-
sion launched from communist North Vietnam. De-
fenders of the war viewed the conflict through an
ideological lens, as an assault by international com-
munism against those who loved freedom. The moral
and material support that the world’s major commu-
nist states, China and the Soviet Union, gave to North
Vietnam was cited as evidence for this interpretation.

The opponents of the war, by contrast, stressed
the facts that both sides of the conflict were ethnic
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Vietnamese and that Vietnam had been a single coun-
try until 1954. Dissenters viewed the United States as
meddling in another country’s civil war and thus
committing aggression itself, rather than nobly de-
fending a victim of unprovoked aggression; hence,
the war did not meet the “just cause” criterion.

The dissenters’ localized view of the Vietnam
conflict led them to scorn the notion that defeating
the communists in South Vietnam was necessary to
protect the United States itself. The dissenters saw
the Vietnamese communists as nationalist defenders
of Vietnamese independence, not as the Southeast
Asian arm of a worldwide conspiracy against Ameri-
can democracy. Hence, the war, dissenters believed,
did not meet the “last resort” criterion.

War Crimes
Until the early 1970’s, the spearhead of the com-

munist assault on the South Vietnamese government
was not the North Vietnamese Army, but the so-
called National Liberation Front, or Viet Cong. The
Viet Cong, drawn from communist sympathizers in
the South, were not regular troops in uniform; in-
stead, they were guerrillas who wore peasant cloth-
ing and blended in with the villagers after conducting
hit-and-run raids against American or South Viet-
namese troops.

It was nearly impossible for American troops to
fight such an enemy without hurting some innocent
civilians. The American military attacked villages
whence sniper fire had come (one officer declared
that he had had to destroy a village in order to save it)
and decreed whole areas to be free-fire zones, where
anybody who moved was assumed to be the enemy.
The chemical Agent Orange was used to defoliate
certain areas, in order to deprive the Viet Cong of
food. Napalm, a burning jelly, was dropped on cen-
ters of enemy fire; inevitably, some children were
hurt. In the My Lai massacre of March, 1968 (made
public in 1969), all the people in a village were killed
by American troops under the command of Lieuten-
ant William Calley.

Such suffering led all dissenters to question
whether the war met the “proportionality” criterion;
some dissenters even condemned the war as geno-
cidal. Defenders of the war effort pointed out that the
Viet Cong also committed atrocities and that the per-
petrators of My Lai were finally subjected to Ameri-
can military justice.

The Debate After the War’s End
In April, 1975, the North Vietnamese, having

signed a peace agreement with the United States in
January, 1973, overran and conquered South Viet-
nam. As a result, the United States admitted, by air-
lift, a wave of refugees. Contrary to the fears of
earlier American administrations, the loss of South
Vietnam did not lead to a communist advance to Ha-
waii or even to the fall of all of eastern Asia; the only
other Asian countries to become communist were
Vietnam’s neighbors, Laos and Cambodia. By 1979,
however, the repressiveness of the communist re-
gime led to another massive flight of refugees, this
time by boat; ironically, at least a few of the new refu-
gees were former Viet Cong. The results of defeat
started a new debate in America.

In 1978, historian Guenter Lewy published a his-
tory of the Vietnam War, defending American inter-
vention in that conflict; in 1982, magazine editor
Norman Podhoretz did the same thing. Both looked
back on the Vietnam War as a noble effort to defend a
free people against communism; so also did the pres-
ident of the United States during the 1980’s, Ronald
Reagan. Political philosopher Michael Walzer, in
Just and Unjust Wars (1977), condemned the means
used in the Vietnam War without thoroughly dis-
cussing the issue of the war’s rationale. In 1985,
former president Richard M. Nixon published No
More Vietnams defending his administration’s Viet-
nam policy. Podhoretz’s view, that post-1975 com-
munist repression provided a retrospective justifica-
tion for the American war effort of 1965 to 1973,
never won a great following among academics or the
general public. By the end of the 1980’s, as the Cold
War ended, the question of the morality of the war
was still controversial among historians and jour-
nalists.

Paul D. Mageli
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Violence
Definition: Intentional infliction of physical or

emotional harm or injury
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: It is a matter of debate whether vio-

lence is ever justified in, for example, a just war or
the revolutionary overthrow of a tyrannical re-
gime.

When people think about violence, they tend to think
most often of a person being physically assaulted,
raped, or murdered. As Robert McAfee Brown has
noted in his book Religion and Violence, however, vio-
lence may be either personal or institutional, either
overt or covert. Thus, personal overt violence may be
physical assault. Personal covert violence could be
psychological or emotional abuse of another person.
Institutional overt violence may take the form of war

or revolution. Covert institutional violence may take
the forms of repression, racism, or the denial of human
rights. This article will be primarily concerned with is-
sues of institutional violence—just war theory, vio-
lence and the Civil Rights movement, violence and
revolution in liberation theology, and Marxism.

It is not clear whether violence or aggression is a
natural part of the human species or a learned behav-
ior. Thomas Hobbes, the author of Leviathan (1651),
advocated a strong authoritarian government, partly
using arguments based on a naturalistic concept of
aggression. Chapter 13 of Leviathan, the famous pas-
sage on the “Natural Condition of Mankind,” claims
that because of a kind of natural equality, human be-
ings are, in their natural condition, always in a state of
war, a Bellum omnium contra omnes, a “war of all
against all.” He characterized the life of man as “soli-
tary, poore, nasty, brutish and short.” He held to a dim
view of human nature. Behavior arises because of
“aversions” from fear and want and the desires for se-
curity and gain. A commonwealth becomes a neces-
sary antidote to the horrors of human nature.

From a psychoanalytic point of view, Sigmund
Freud argued that aggression was a natural human in-
stinct. In his early writings, he developed the idea of
instinctual conflict within the human psyche be-
tween two principles: the pleasure principle and the
reality principle. The pleasure principle is the most
impulsive instinct in driving the organism toward im-
mediate gratification. The reality principle, however,
operates as a rational mechanism that allows the or-
ganism to defer gratification and to sublimate poten-
tially destructive wishes by means of a redirection of
energy toward work. Both principles operate to re-
duce stress. Freud also discovered a compulsion on
the part of neurotics to repeat past negative experi-
ences as a defensive measure that often turned self-
destructive. This led Freud to postulate the death in-
stinct, or Thanatos. The death instinct preserves the
organism from threats of death. When it confronts
such threats, aggression results. Directed at the self,
aggression becomes self-destructive.

Konrad Lorenz worked out a theory of aggression
based on Charles Darwin’s theory that struggle is
pervasive in nature and in evolution. It appears in the
struggle for survival, the defense of offspring, and the
improvement of the species. The question therefore
arises, “Does aggression play a positive and neces-
sary role in furthering the organization of the human
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species?” That aggression can be destructive and
harmful is indisputable, but can aggression be di-
rected rightfully for the just pursuit of good and bene-
ficial consequences? Can violence be a force for
good?

Just War Theory
Saint Augustine, in The City of God (413-427),

argues that not all homicide is murder. Even God, the
supreme authority, makes exceptions to the law
against killing. The law against killing, says Augus-
tine, is not broken by those who wage war by the au-
thority of God or impose the death penalty by the au-
thority of the state. Thus, Augustine sets up the state
and God as authoritative and just sources of power.
Here, then, is one of the criteria for waging a just
war—it must be declared by a legitimate authority.

Aggression may also be justified on account of
the wickedness of a neighboring nation. In Augus-
tine’s opinion, honest people do not go to war against
peaceful neighbors. Thus, the cause must be just. It is
not enough to wage war to increase one’s borders.
The increase of the empire may be justified, however,
by the wickedness of those against whom war is
waged.

The increase of empire was assisted by the wick-
edness of those against whom just wars were waged.
In Augustine’s words, “For it is the injustice of the
opposing side that lays on the wise man the duty of
waging wars; and this injustice is assuredly to be de-
plored by a human being.”

In the thirteenth century, Thomas Aquinas gave
fuller exposition to the just war theory. In answer to
the question “Is it always sinful to wage war?” Aqui-
nas set forth criteria for a just war. First, there must be
a declaration on the part of a legitimate authority—
the ruler of the state, for example. War may not be de-
clared by a private individual. It is not the business of
the private individual. Second, a just cause is re-
quired. Those who are attacked should be attacked
because they deserve it, on account of some fault.
Third, war should be waged with the right intention
so that either good is advanced or evil is avoided.
Fourth, the outcome of war must be peace. Fifth, a
just war must avoid inordinate and perilous arms.

Martin Luther, in his political tract “Temporal
Authority: to What Extent It Should be Obeyed”
(1523), formulates the two-kingdoms theory, a the-
ory obviously acquired from Augustine’s The City of

God—civitas Dei (spiritual authority) and civitas
mundi (earthly authority). Luther attempts to answer
questions concerning the division of powers between
Church and state. Is the Church an earthly power?
Can secular rulers claim spiritual authority? Luther
recognized the secular authority of the state and the
spiritual authority of the Church. Each has its own
realm. Each realm is a tool of the Regnum Dei (King-
dom of God) to fight the Regnum diaboli (Kingdom
of the Devil). The state’s weapons are law, power,
force, and authority. The Church’s weapons are faith
and the Gospel. In effect, the individual becomes bi-
furcated into a public person and a private person. As
a private person the individual abides by the gospel of
love, but as a public person the individual may serve
the state with the sword to inflict punishment on
wrongdoers. The two-kingdoms theory was used by
the Lutheran State churches in Germany to remain
neutral in the face of Nazism (Ansbach Decree, 1935).

Violence and the Civil Rights Movement
The American civil rights leader Martin Luther

King, Jr., embodied a nonviolent philosophy of social
change. He was catapulted to public attention by the
bus boycott in Montgomery, Alabama, in 1955. He
led voter registration drives and a desegregation cam-
paign. His famous March on Washington eventually
led to the signing of the Civil Rights Act in 1963, and,
in 1964, he won the Nobel Peace Prize. His influence
waned after the Watts riots in 1965. He came to his
philosophy of nonviolent resistance through read-
ing Henry David Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience”
(1849). He also studied Walter Rauschenbusch’s
Christianity and the Social Crisis (1907), which laid
the theological foundations for Christian social ac-
tion and connected socioeconomic conditions to
spiritual welfare.

Karl Marx sharpened King’s consciousness of the
gap between superfluous wealth and abject poverty.
King was also influenced by Mohandas K. Gandhi’s
concept of satyagraha—“truth force” or “love
force”—which advanced a love ethic as a powerful
instrument of social and collective transformation.
Gandhi presented the method of nonviolent resis-
tance as the only moral way out for oppressed people.
Reinhold Niebuhr refuted the false optimism of liber-
alism, and his work helped King to see the destruc-
tive power of sin not only at the level of personal life
but also at the social, national, and international
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levels. E. S. Brightman and L. Harold Dewolf, King’s
Boston University professors, insisted, in their phi-
losophy of personal idealism, that personality is ulti-
mately and cosmically real. This idea laid the ground
for conceiving a personal God and the concept of
cosmic backing for justice and the dignity of human
beings.

King was convinced that love is an instrument of
social transformation and that suffering is to be ac-
cepted without retaliation because unearned suffer-
ing is redemptive. Hate destroys, but love builds up.
King set forth his method of nonviolence in the fol-
lowing principles: ascertain the situation of justice,
attempt revolution by dialogue, undergo personal pu-
rification and accept violence, and use direct nonvio-
lent action. In his famous “Letter from a Birmingham
Jail,” King also delineated several principles of non-
violent direct action: do not be cowardly; do not seek
to defeat the opponent, but seek friendship and un-
derstanding; defeat the forces of evil, not people;
accept suffering without retaliation; reject inward
violence; and have faith that justice has a cosmic
backing.

Malcolm X, King’s contemporary in the leader-
ship of the African American Civil Rights move-
ment, rejected King’s nonviolent philosophy and ad-
vocated his own brand of social revolution, which
made room for violence. Malcolm X believed that
when the law failed to protect African Americans,
African Americans were justified in using arms to
protect themselves from harm at the hands of whites.
He believed that it was criminal to remain passive in
the face of being attacked. He not only encouraged
self-defense but also mandated it. In his own words,
“I am for violence if nonviolence means we continue
postponing a solution to the American black man’s
problem—just to avoid violence. I don’t go for non-
violence if it also means a delayed solution.”

Violence and Liberation Theology
As has been shown, Christian thinkers have con-

cerned themselves with the ethics of violence. Atti-
tudes toward institutional forms of violence have in-
cluded just war, holy crusades, pacifism, and civil
disobedience. With liberation theology, Christian
thinkers took seriously the question of a just revolu-
tion. Dom Helder Camara, a bishop in Recife, Brazil,
believed that a repressive state starts a spiral of vio-
lence through institutional injustice that leads the op-

pressed to revolt. In his eyes, people had a right to re-
volt against an unjust government. Yet he cautioned
that revolt would only lead to more repressive mea-
sures on the part of the government. Because of the
fear of brutal retaliatory measures on the part of the
state, Camara advocated a nonviolent approach.

A Colombian cleric, Camilio Torres, was exas-
perated by the brutality of the repressive state and be-
lieved in the people’s right to revolt. Unlike Camara,
however, Torres did not turn to passivism out of fear
of the military and police apparatuses of the state. In-
stead, Torres left the church and joined guerrilla
forces in the mountains to overthrow the unjust gov-
ernment. He believed that the essence of Christianity
consisted in the love of one’s neighbor. He also con-
cluded that the welfare of the majority could be at-
tained only through a revolution. Taking state power
was necessary to complete the teaching of Jesus
Christ to love one’s neighbor. According to Torres,
love must be embodied in social structures and the
concern for well-being must be translated into a pro-
gram for change. If those in power will not willingly
share power, then the only other effective means of
change is revolt. Revolution becomes obligatory for
Christians in order to realize their love of humanity.
In the viewpoint of Torres, there can there be a just
revolution.

Hugo Assmann, a Brazilian philosopher and theo-
logian, argues for a Third World anti-imperialistic
revolution for a universal and equitable share of the
world’s goods and for antioligarchic revolutions for
political freedom. Assmann defines the world as
a world in conflict. He argues for a language of liber-
ation denouncing domination, articulating the me-
chanics of dependence, opposing capitalist eco-
nomic systems, and breaking with unjust political
governments.

Gustavo Gutierrez, a Peruvian priest, points out
that the unjust violence of the oppressor is not to be
equated with the just violence of the oppressed. Thus,
he makes a distinction between just violence and un-
just violence. Repression is unjust, but revolt against
tyranny is just. For Gutierrez, the goal of the struggle
against institutional injustice is the creation of a new
kind of human being. The Exodus of the Hebrew
slaves from Egypt serves as the model for active par-
ticipation in the building of a new society. Christian
brotherhood, according to Gutierrez, must be under-
stood within the context of class struggle. Class
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struggle, in his opinion, is a fact; therefore, neutrality
is impossible. Universal love cannot be achieved ex-
cept by resolutely opting for the oppressed, that is, by
opposing the oppressive class.

In the view of José Miguez Bonino, of Argentina,
history is a dialectic that implies a certain violence
for the emergence of the new. Hence, violence will be
accepted in the struggle for justice or rejected in the
state’s attempt to create law and order at all costs.
Miguez Bonino agrees with Gutierrez and Assmann
that class struggle is a fact. On one side, the dominant
class tries to maintain the status quo; on the other, the
oppressed classes struggle for a new society.

Violence and Marxism
The question of violence, in liberation theology,

had to do with making Christian love effective in a
situation of oppression. The issue of violence for
Marxism has to do with the relationship between
means and ends in the struggle for social transforma-
tion. That Karl Marx was a passionate and ardent rev-
olutionary goes without saying. His advocacy of vio-
lence must be carefully regarded in the context of his
writings. In his “Introduction” to Towards a Critique
of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right (1844), Marx claims
that the weapon of criticism cannot supplant the criti-
cism of weapons and that material force must be
overthrown by material force.

In the famous Communist Manifesto, written on
the eve of the 1848 revolutions, Marx clearly re-
garded the takeover of state power as the aim of the
Communist Party: “The immediate aim of the com-
munists is the same as that of all the other proletarian
parties: formation of the proletariat into a class, over-
throw of the bourgeois supremacy, conquest of politi-
cal power by the proletariat.”

Speaking in Amsterdam in 1872, Marx made it
clear that the use of violence varies from circum-
stance to circumstance. In his own words, “there are
countries like America, England . . . and Holland
where the workers can achieve their aims by peaceful
means. . . . [I]n most of the countries . . . it is force that
must be the lever of our revolutions.”

Marx believed that violence may be necessary to
effect a socialist revolution, but he was not dogmatic
and absolute about the use of violence. He also was
not adamant about the velocity of the transformation
to socialism. For Marx, violence was a means, not an
end.

What Marx was unbending about was the fact that
class struggle involves violence, coercion, and re-
pression. Workers are exploited and alienated. Be-
cause of propertylessness, workers are coerced into
selling their labor power for means of subsistence. If
they try to organize themselves, mobilize, and politi-
cize their interests, they are met with repression. Vio-
lence breeds violence. The workers’ revolution may
require violence.

Mikhail Bakunin, an erstwhile companion of
Marx, believed that destruction was a necessary tool
of social change. Georges Sorel, who lived from
1847 to 1922, was a syndicalist Marxist who de-
nied the then-popular theory that capitalism would
collapse because of its own contradictions. He es-
poused a radical brand of revolutionary syndicalism.
In 1906, in Reflections on Violence, he set up class
war as the very essence of socialism. Acts of vio-
lence, he believed, would create a workers’ morality,
destroy the bourgeoisie, and lay the foundations for
socialism.

Vladimir Ilich Lenin believed that the Marxist
doctrine of the dictatorship of the proletariat meant
the seizing and holding of state power by the use
of violence. Karl Kautsky argued in Terrorism and
Communism (1919) that Lenin’s concept of the dicta-
torship of the proletariat was leading away from the
essence of socialism. Leon Trotsky replied, in his
own book Terrorism and Communism (1920), that a
violent revolution was necessary because parliamen-
tary means were ineffective. The revolutionary class
should attain its end by any means at its disposal—
even terrorism. György Lukács decried Kautsky’s
peaceful transistion to socialism and denied the va-
lidity of the question of the legality or illegality of
means. For him, what counted was what would be
most successful in achieving social transformation.
A sense of world history and the sense of the world
mission of the proletariat would determine the ques-
tion of tactics and ethics.

Michael R. Candelaria
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Virtual reality
Definition: Computer-generated experiences

meant to resemble in form or content the percep-
tual experience of reality

Type of ethics: Scientific ethics
Significance: Virtual reality is designed to be the

most visceral possible form of representation. It
therefore raises all the issues raised by representa-
tion generally, involving responsible and irre-
sponsible portrayals of people, social groups, and
issues; the function of ideology within represen-
tation; and the ability or desirability of art to in-
struct people morally. In addition, virtual reality
intensifies debates over whether “mere” repre-
sentation is ultimately innocuous, or whether its

effects on the world are significant enough to
merit moral concern or even legal regulation.

Virtual reality (VR) is a computerized system of data
presentation that allows the user to project himself or
herself into a simulated three-dimensional space and
move about in that space, introduce other objects into
it, change the positions and shapes of objects already
there, and interact with animate objects in the space.
VR was made possible by the enormous increase in
computer memory and data-processing capacity,
even in personal computers (PCs), and by the devel-
opment of miniaturized video and audio devices and
motion sensors that give the illusion of motion and of
touching and manipulating material objects. Other
descriptive names for this technology are artificial
reality, virtual environment, telepresence, and
immersive simulation, but VR is the preferred term.

Software and Presentation Devices
The memory software of VR consists of many,

many points of a three-dimensional grid, built from
either an actual scene or a computer-generated space.
The array of coordinates must be complete enough to
allow the space to be rotated on three axes and the
viewpoint to be moved similarly. In addition, other ob-
jects, animate and inanimate, must be held in mem-
ory with complete manipulability (including the tac-
tile sensing of shape, inertia, texture, and so forth);
and provision must be made for the creation of new
objects with equal flexibility. Clearly, this technol-
ogy calls for enormous memory capacity and com-
plex programs to accomplish the apparent motion.

VR presentations can be very simple, such as
viewing a scene on a PC monitor, or very complex,
such as donning a helmet containing a miniature tele-
vision screen for each eye, to give stereoscopic vi-
sion; headphones for directional sound; motion sen-
sors to slew the scene left or right, up or down as the
viewer’s head moves; and a so-called Dataglove both
to accept motion commands from the hand and to
give back pressure information to define objects, mo-
tion, and so forth. Presentations between the simple
and the complex seem to be missing; at the upper end,
a whole-body sensing suit is expected to be available
in the future. This very brief description of equip-
ment may suggest why VR had to wait until micro-
chip technology made the necessary memory avail-
able within reasonably sized computers.
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Positive Applications of Virtual Reality
Many uses of VR raise few if any ethical ques-

tions. It is used, for example, to train surgical stu-
dents on a “virtual” patient before they actually per-
form an operation. Experienced surgeons can
practice a complex new procedure before using it in
the operating room. Operators of heavy construction
equipment can train on VR devices, and in some
cases controls have been redesigned for greater sim-
plicity and efficiency on the basis of such experience.
Physiological chemists can manipulate molecules in
VR to see—or feel—how they fit together in three di-
mensions. Attractions and repulsions of functional
groups in the molecules are programmed into mem-
ory, and the user can actually feel, through the Data-
glove, when a drug molecule fits or fails to fit in a cel-
lular structure, or when a virus clicks into place on a
cell receptor. Pilots can be trained in VR simulations
so lifelike that an hour of training is considered as ef-
fective as an hour of actual flying time. In fact, the
Air Force was an early major developer of VR pre-
sentations. Architects and their clients can stroll
through a building that has yet to be built, to get the
feel of it and to identify where the design needs to be
changed for greater comfort. These are all fairly un-
exceptionable applications.

Possible Ethically Negative Aspects
One of the most frequently voiced criticisms of

VR is that it makes possible what might be called par-
ticipatory pornography—not simply reading, video
viewing, or telephone talk, but all these combined but
together with the tactile feedback of a whole body
suit that will allow virtual sexual experience of all va-
rieties. Some designers and marketers of VR equip-
ment speak enthusiastically of such pornography as
an exciting prospect for the future. Critics view it as a
real moral menace in a society that is already awash
in casual sexuality. Others believe that it is merely an
extension of the pornography that has always existed.

One commentator spoke sourly of “the myth that
sex and pornography are the keys to understanding
the growth of all new technologies.” Perhaps the real
menace here is that VR can be a powerful new device
for furthering the alienation of individuals by making
artificial experience easier and more exciting than
actual human contact. This is true not only of VR sex
but also potentially of all VR experience except train-
ing applications. Another aspect of this ethical con-

cern lies in the enormous amount of time and atten-
tion that could be wasted because of VR. In a society
that already spends a tenth of its time in front of tele-
vision, imagine what the effect would be if every
household had its own VR.

Other questions raised by VR that are perhaps
medical rather than ethical but are worth mentioning:
Can the tactile feedback become vigorous enough to
cause physical damage? VR causes physical reac-
tions for some users (such as nausea and actual vom-
iting in flight simulations); can it cause mental dam-
age as well? Is this a technology that should be kept
away from the undeveloped psyches of children and
restricted to adults? All these ethical questions have
yet to be addressed.

In sum, VR appears to be simply another new
technology that can be used well or badly. Its capaci-
ties for good and evil seem not much greater than
those of electric power, the automobile, or the tele-
phone. The decisions lie, as always, in human hands.

Robert M. Hawthorne, Jr.
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Virtue
Definition: Moral excellence, or a specific morally

admirable quality, value, or characteristic
Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: In most classical ethical systems, vir-

tue both constitutes morality and stands as its ulti-
mate goal or aim—an idea encapsulated in the
phrase “virtue is its own reward.”

Each thought and act a person takes sets in motion
two tendencies: a greater likelihood to engage in sim-
ilar thoughts and acts, and a change in the character
of the person. Thinking and action that lead a person
away from life, goodness, and perfection of inner na-
ture create vice—evil or wicked behavior and charac-
ter. Conversely, those thoughts and acts that are life-
promoting, aim for goodness, and work to perfect the
inner nature lead to virtue—moral excellence of be-
havior and character. When people choose vice, their
inner natures change and it becomes easier for them
to choose the bad and more difficult for them to
choose the good. In contrast, choosing virtue
changes the inner nature so that it becomes easier,
and more natural, to choose good rather than evil.
Furthermore, this same principle appears to be opera-
tive with groups of individuals. For example, it seems
quite logical that if a society wishes to prosper and to
promote the well-being of its members, it should
teach and encourage those people to pursue that
which is virtuous. After all, is it possible to have a
good society without good people? It is, therefore, in
the best interests of both the individual and society to
identify, promote, and practice those principles that
work toward the ultimate good.

Numerous lists of virtuous principles have been

put forth by diverse cultures over thousands of years
to serve as moral guidelines for those particular cul-
tures. One such list, the Seven Virtues, which in-
cludes the cardinal and the theological virtues, has
been particularly influential in Western thought. Al-
though the Seven Virtues deserve special attention, it
is important to consider conceptions arising from
other cultures. Only by doing so can the attempt be
made to identify virtues that are both universal and,
perhaps, eternal.

Confucian Virtue
Confucius, who lived in the sixth century b.c.e.,

was the most influential person in the shaping of Chi-
nese ethics. In The Confucian Analects, he describes
himself as a transmitter of ancient wisdom, particu-
larly in regard to distinctions between right and
wrong and the characteristics of a virtuous character.
In The Doctrine of the Mean, Confucius considers
virtue to be a mean between the extremes of excess
and deficiency. In the short treatise known as The
Great Learning, steps for promoting personal and
governmental virtue are described.

Confucianists believe that there are five primary
virtues: charity, righteousness, propriety, wisdom,
and sincerity. All these virtues are described in detail
in The Confucian Analects. Charity is the virtue of
human relations, the practice of benevolence and re-
spect to others. Confucius believed that this virtue
was summed up in the most important principle guid-
ing a person’s life: the golden rule (Do unto others as
you would have them do unto you). Righteousness is
the virtue of public affairs: duty, responsibility, and
the following of just principles. Propriety is con-
cerned with fitting and proper behavior in human af-
fairs. Confucius taught that propriety must always
be accompanied by charity to keep a person from
pride. Wisdom about humans, divine commands, and
language is extolled by Confucius as the virtue of
personal growth that comes only from study and
practice. The final virtue, sincerity, is concerned
with truthfulness and faithfulness in interactions
with others.

Buddhistic Virtue
Siddh3rtha Gautama, who lived in India in the

sixth century b.c.e., taught that right thinking and
self-denial would enable a person to reach true wis-
dom and, ultimately, nirvana—a state free of all suf-
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fering and sorrow. Gautama was given the title of
Buddha—one who embodies the divine characteris-
tics of virtue and wisdom. The Eightfold Path, con-
sisting of rightness of views, speech, thoughts, ac-
tions, living, recall, exertion, and meditation, was
taught by the Buddha as the way to nirvana. In the
Dhammapada, a collection of proverbs and moral
principles, it is said that a person can rightly be called
a br3hmin—a Hindu of the priestly class—if that in-
dividual leads a life that expresses such virtues as
patience, self-restraint, contentment, sympathy, and
mildness. As precepts for all Buddhists, the Buddha
set forth five commandments: Abstain from killing,
stealing, adultery, lying, and strong drink. An inter-
esting feature of Buddha’s teaching was that these
moral principles were interpreted particularly strin-
gently for those aspiring to be monks or nuns. Thus,
while the ordinary person was enjoined to simply re-
frain from adultery, absolute abstinence from all sex-
ual activity was required of monks and nuns.

The closest Buddhist teaching to a list of virtues is
contained in the six p3ramit3s—perfections of char-
acter. The p3ramit3s are virtues of love, morality, pa-
tience, courage, meditation, and knowledge. Fol-
lowers of the Buddha are enjoined to exercise these
virtues perfectly.

MuWammad and Islam
The Arabian prophet Muwammad, who lived from

570 to 632, wrote in the Qur$3n (the sacred book of
Muslims) that it is the duty of all people to believe in
Allah (the Muslim name for God) and to live a life of
high moral standards. Although the Qur$3n presents
numerous moral principles such as kindness to par-
ents, kin, and strangers, the sum of Muwammad’s
teaching consists of believing in Allah and living a
virtuous life according to the Five Pillars of Islamic
law: the creed, the prayer ritual, beneficence (loving
acts to others), fasting, and the pilgrimage, or hajj,
to Mecca. The golden rule was also taught by
Muwammad and could plausibly be considered a
sixth primary moral duty.

Teutonic Virtues
Tacitus, the Roman historian of the first and sec-

ond centuries c.e., describes in his book Germania
the social and moral lives of the Teutonic peoples—
inhabitants of northern Europe. The Teutonic virtues
identified by Tacitus in the first century have been

greatly influential in the shaping of Western ideals in
the succeeding centuries. Eight of these virtues have
particular relevance to nobility of character: endur-
ance (of purpose), loyalty, generosity, hospitality,
truthfulness, modesty, marital purity (abstinence
from adultery), and courage—considered the most
important virtue by the Teutons.

Virtue in Classical Greek Philosophy
The great Greek philosophers of the fifth and

fourth centuries b.c.e., Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle,
devoted much attention to the subject of virtue. Their
teachings on virtue have a timeless quality, shaping
and stimulating modern thinking on moral matters.
The ideas of Aristotle will be discussed first; Socra-
tes and Plato will be dealt with in the discourse on the
Seven Virtues.

In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle distin-
guished between theoretical and practical virtues.
The three theoretical virtues included wisdom (the
ability to order knowledge into an ultimate system of
truth), science (the ability to draw knowledge from
demonstrations), and understanding (the ability to
apprehend the truths that lie at the roots of knowl-
edge). The two practical virtues were art (the ability
to know how to produce or create things) and pru-
dence (the ability to know how to act well in life’s af-
fairs). Prudence is considered to be the virtue most
applicable to living a good moral life.

Like Confucius, Aristotle also proposed a doc-
trine of the mean, arguing that the essence of virtue is
a middle ground between the vices of excess and de-
ficiency. Thus, the virtue of courage can be consid-
ered the middle ground between cowardice on one
hand and impulsiveness on the other. Aristotle did
not intend to convey the notion that people should
therefore look for the middle ground between lead-
ing a moral versus an immoral life. On the contrary,
he said that people should find virtue and live it to the
fullest. For example, the soldier should not settle for
a middle ground between rashness and cowardice,
but instead should serve as courageously as possible.

The Seven Virtues in Western Thinking
Socrates, according to Plato in the Republic (book

4), contends that the ideal state would exemplify and
promote four main qualities: wisdom, courage, tem-
perance, and justice. Although the implication in the
Republic is that these virtues were known and taught
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by the predecessors of Socrates, it is Plato who first
identifies these as the core components of the noble
moral character. The four qualities are called the car-
dinal virtues (from the Latin word cardo, meaning
“hinge”), because all other virtues are seen to hinge,
or be dependent, on them. These four virtues, accord-
ing to Plato, promote health and harmony of the
soul—Plato’s definition of virtue. These virtues also
correspond to Plato’s conception of the soul: Wis-
dom is the virtue of the intellect, courage that of the
will, temperance that of feelings, and justice that of
the soul’s relation to others—that is, society.

The acceptance of the four cardinal virtues as pri-
mary qualities of the moral life can be seen in the
writings of subsequent Greek and Christian philoso-
phers. Aristotle centered his Nicomachean Ethics on
them, although he opposed the Platonic idea of innate
virtue, arguing instead that they are acquired through
experience. The Stoic school, opposing the Epicu-
reans, who were promoting pleasure as the ultimate
good, contended that virtue is the only good. The
fourth century b.c.e. Stoic philosopher Zeno of
Citium taught that people should live their lives in ac-
cordance with the divine plan of nature and that vir-
tue alone was important in living the good life.

Among the early Christian writers, Origen, born
in 185, taught that science and philosophy could be in
accord with Christian teachings, and was among the
first Christian writers to argue that the four cardinal
virtues were essential to the Christian moral charac-
ter. The crucial step in Christianizing the cardinal vir-
tues was taken by Saint Augustine, who interpreted
the cardinal virtues in light of the love of God: pru-
dence is love’s discernment; courage, love’s endur-
ance; temperance, love’s purity; and justice is the ser-
vice of God’s love. It is in the teachings of Saint
Augustine that the cardinal virtues are placed along-
side the theological virtues of the New Testament
(I Corinthians 13): faith, hope, and love. Among later
Christian philosophers, Saint Thomas Aquinas in the
thirteenth century, preeminent as a champion of the
virtuous life, presents in works such as Summa
Theologica the seven virtues as the chief signs of the
Christian moral character. More recently, the great
Christian author of the twentieth century, C. S.
Lewis, in his classic defense of the Christian faith,
Mere Christianity (1943), wrote that proper Chris-
tian behavior manifests the qualities of the seven vir-
tues.

The Seven Virtues Described
Prudence means exercising common sense and

sound judgment in practical matters, carefully con-
sidering the consequences of one’s actions. It in-
volves forethought, caution, discretion, discernment,
and circumspection. It is not the same thing as intelli-
gence; great geniuses may act imprudently. The pru-
dent person can speak the “fitting” word at the proper
time, knows when and how to promote the interests
of both self and others, and knows how to arrange his
or her affairs for the greatest benefit.

Temperance refers to moderation and self-restraint
in the pursuit and expression of all pleasures. The es-
sence of temperance is self-control, not, generally
speaking, complete abstinence. It involves modera-
tion with food, chastity with sexuality, and humility
with great success. A person lacking in temperance
would be given to gluttony, promiscuity, and arro-
gance. Conversely, too much restraint would leave a
person with austere eating habits, excessive prudish-
ness in sexual behavior, and a self-deprecating per-
sonality.

Justice demands that affairs among people be
guided by fairness, impartiality, and equality. Aris-
totle divided justice into general and particular cate-
gories. General justice can be construed as a social
justice in which societies are organized in such a way
that all members contribute to and benefit from the
common good. Particular justice is subdivided into
corrective justice—the fulfilling of contracts between
people—and distributive justice—fairness and im-
partiality in the distribution of goods and burdens.
The just person is honest, is truthful, stands for what
is right, and keeps his or her word.

Courage is the ability to face danger and distress
with endurance and purpose of heart. Courage in-
volves not only withstanding evil but also attacking it
and working to overcome it. The courageous person
will stand for the moral right and persevere in it no
matter how unpopular that may be. Bravery, determi-
nation, sturdiness, and tenacity are the characteristics
of those who are courageous. Courageous people are
not those who lack fear. Courageous people act in
spite of fear, work to overcome their fears, and tri-
umph in the face of fear.

Faith, according to the New Testament writer Paul
(Heb. 11:1), is “the substance of things hoped for,
the evidence of things not seen.” Faith, in the theolog-
ical sense, involves apprehending, trusting, and hold-
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ing on to spiritual truth. Although the context of faith
in the writings of the apostle Paul certainly empha-
sizes the divine dimension, the importance of faith in
the human condition cannot be ignored. The faithful
person demonstrates the traits of loyalty, steadfast-
ness, dependability, and trustworthiness. Faith works
to bring and keep people together in marriage, poli-
tics, and religion (with God). It is the glue that binds
one human heart to another. Infidelities of all sorts
serve to separate even the closest of human relation-
ships.

Hope is the expectation that one’s desires will be
realized. Hope is forward-looking, giving direction,
purpose, and energy to life. The apostle Paul (Heb.
6:19) describes hope as the “anchor of the soul, both
sure and steadfast.” The person who hopes is stimu-
lated to greater personal growth, works toward a
better society, and believes in something better to
come. Lack of hope—apathy, helplessness, and pessi-
mism—saps life from individuals, brings stagnation
to civilizations, and empties religion of its meaning.

Love is a transcending devotion to another. In his
great discourse on love in I Corinthians 13:4-8, the
apostle Paul describes love as “always patient and
kind; it is never jealous; love is never boastful or con-
ceited; it is never rude or selfish; it does not take of-
fense, and is not resentful. Love takes no pleasure in
other people’s sins but delights in the truth; it is al-
ways ready to excuse, to trust, to hope, and to endure
whatever comes. Love does not come to an end.”
Love is affective; it involves feelings of closeness,
tenderness, and passion. Love is behavioral; it has to
do with how one person acts and intends to act toward
another. Love is cognitive; it involves knowing an-
other, wishing for and thinking of another’s best. The
loving person cares for others, is benevolent, and
stands against hatred and malice wherever it appears.
In I Corinthians 13:13, love is considered to be pre-
eminent over faith and hope. Indeed, many have
called love the greatest of the seven virtues.

It is notable that in religiously inspired lists of vir-
tues, love is almost always included and occupies a
prominent position. In many secular lists, such as the
cardinal virtues, love is often absent or is only indi-
rectly mentioned. Perhaps to consider the greatest
good, God, necessitates the consideration of the
greatest virtue, love.

Paul J. Chara, Jr.

Further Reading
Aristotle. On Man in the Universe. Introduced and

edited by Louise Ropes Loomis. New York: W. L.
Black, 1943. English translations of five of Aris-
totle’s greatest works are presented: Metaphysics,
Parts of Animals, Nicomachean Ethics, Poli-
tics, and Poetics. The first seven books of Nico-
machean Ethics are particularly concerned with
virtue and closely related issues.

Darwall, Stephen, ed. Virtue Ethics. Malden, Mass.:
Blackwell, 2002. Anthology collecting the major
classical texts in virtue-based ethical theory (Ar-
istotle, Hutcheson, Hume), as well as contempo-
rary essays by Philippa Foot, Alasdair MacIntyre,
and others.

Erikson, Erik H., ed. Adulthood. New York: W. W.
Norton, 1978. Erikson’s theory of personality de-
velopment is one of the few modern psychologi-
cal theories to integrate the notion of virtue into
psychological growth. Erikson’s description of
the virtues attainable in each development stage is
presented in the first chapter of the book, “Dr.
Borg’s Life Cycle.”

Fagothey, Austin. Fagothey’s Right and Reason: Eth-
ics in Theory and Practice. 9th ed. Columbus,
Ohio: Merrill, 1989. A general introduction to the
study of ethics written in a style accessible to the
novice reader. Many of the chapters are relevant
to the topic of virtue; however, the sixteenth chap-
ter, “Habit,” specifically goes into detail regard-
ing the cardinal virtues.

Lewis, C. S. Mere Christianity. London: Collins,
1988. This book, written by a Cambridge scholar,
is a lucid exposition of the Christian faith and is
considered to be among the greatest Christian
works ever penned. Book 3, “Christian Behav-
ior,” relates each of the seven virtues to Christian
living.

MacIntyre, Alasdair. After Virtue: A Study in Moral
Theory. 2d ed. Notre Dame, Ind.: University of
Notre Dame Press, 1984. One of the most signifi-
cant works of twentieth century moral philoso-
phy. In an attempt to revitalize moral theory, Mac-
Intyre redefines a “virtue” as a value necessary to
the preservation of a specific institution of social
practice.

Plato. The Collected Dialogues of Plato. Edited by
Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns. 1961. Re-
print. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press,
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1984. English translations of five of Plato’s great-
est works are presented: Apology, Crito, Phaedo,
Symposium, and Republic. Book 4 of the Republic
deals specifically with the cardinal virtues. It is
here that these virtues are first accepted as the
standard virtues of the ancient world.

See also: Aristotelian ethics; Augustine, Saint;
Buddhist ethics; Christian ethics; Confucian ethics;
Plato; Platonic ethics; Socrates; Thomas Aquinas;
Vice; Virtue ethics.

Virtue ethics
Definition: Practical approach to both understand-

ing and living the good life that is based on con-
ceptions of moral excellence

Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Virtue ethics eschews or minimizes

talk of rules, principles, obligation, duty, or con-
sequences. Instead, it focuses primarily on the no-
tion of the good or virtuous person: It seeks to de-
velop a concrete and nuanced understanding of
what such a person is like, and then to use that the-
oretical exemplar to guide actual behavior.

Everyday life and the actions that constitute it in-
volve patterns of interaction. People do good and per-
form right actions not so much as a consequence of
individual acts of moral reasoning but as a conse-
quence of inherited patterns of right and wrong, good
and bad. It is in taking responsibility for these inher-
ited patterns that meaningful ethical life takes place,
not in esoteric discussions and tentative moral ac-
tions related to new technologies, fads, and lifestyles
that seek ethical justification. Certainly, discussions
of new ethical challenges must take place, but sup-
port for and recognition of the importance of charac-
ter, values, and virtues in everyday life must be rec-
ognized as imperative.

One’s point of view is expressed in one’s thoughts
and actions. Actions manifest one’s values, commit-
ment, and character. Good character is not an acci-
dent. It requires discipline, reflection, and responsi-
bility. A virtue is a reflection of good character
because it is a pattern of action. It should not be sug-
gested, however, that one’s ethical life is isolated and

is developed apart from other people. One’s virtues
depend on others for their origin and sustenance—
for their origin, because one usually inherits the vir-
tues of parents, peers, and significant others; for their
sustenance, because to sustain a pattern of action
over a prolonged period of time, one needs encour-
agement and positive reinforcement.

Focusing on Human Life Rather
than Human Rules

Much of modern ethics focuses on specific acts
that are justified by rules or consequences. Virtue
ethics focuses on good judgment as a consequence of
good character. Beliefs, sensitivity, and experience
are of more importance than are rules and conse-
quences for determining one’s ethical life. Because
its focus is on human life rather than on human rules,
virtue ethics becomes involved with various psychol-
ogies of ethics as well as with the ways in which gen-
der, race, ethnicity, economics, and power shape
character and thus the experience of virtue.

How is one fulfilled as a human being? Does ful-
fillment vary on the basis of gender, race, ethnicity,
and economic position? The answer to these ques-
tions is of vital importance to virtue ethics.

Difficulties
Since virtue ethics gives a significant role to feel-

ings in the ethical life, many wonder where the con-
sistency necessary for ethical living, independent of
the subjectivity of daily life and transitory human
feelings, exists. If feeling is central to virtue, then the
ethical life is built on the shifting sands of human
emotion. Those who practice virtue ethics recognize
this difficulty and agree with the thrust of the cri-
tique. Yet it must be recognized that one reason for
the growth of virtue ethics is that “rules and conse-
quences ethics” leaves out an essential part of human
life—feelings. All ethical theories and practice must
deal with the whole person: mind and feelings, rules
and consequences.

Virtue ethics presupposes that one will be drawn
to the personally perceived good. Christians suggest,
however, based on the doctrine of Original Sin, that
humans are more attracted to the bad than to the
good. The increase in the prison population as well as
daily experience may cause many non-Christians to
fear an ethic based on human perfectibility. One can-
not say, “I will be good someday, but not today,” they
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claim. One must see one’s duty and do it. These indi-
vidual acts are important and cannot wait to become
part of some overall pattern of living.

Virtue ethics, while reaffirming that people readily
deceive themselves when searching for the good,
prefers to speak about development. Human perfect-
ibility is the base principle. Vice will always be part
of that journey of perfectibility. Virtue is gained only
in dealing with vices, but it is gained, say virtue
ethicists, only because virtue is seen as better than
vice.

Some virtues are part of any listing of virtues: jus-
tice, prudence, generosity, courage, temperance, mag-
nanimity, gentleness, magnificence, wisdom. Yet
there is no agreed-upon list of virtues. Some authors
point out that there may be conflicts between some
virtues—gentleness and justice, for example—that
cannot be resolved. These authors suggest that the
only way to resolve such conflicts is to give primacy
to “rule and consequences ethics” rather than virtue
ethics. Yet the challenge of human living is to deal
with conflict in a constructive way, and virtue ethics
holds that dealing with such conflicts will lead to
growth in a person’s ethical character.

Nathan R. Kollar
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Carr, David. Educating the Virtues: An Essay on the
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University of Notre Dame Press, 1981.
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MacIntyre, Alasdair. After Virtue: A Study in Moral
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Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press,
1988.

Smith, R. Scott. Virtue Ethics and Moral Knowl-
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Yearley, Lee H. “Recent Work on Virtue.” Religious
Studies Review 16 (January, 1990): 1-9.

See also: Benevolence; Good, the; Morality; Role
models; Sin; Vice; Virtue.

Vivisection
Definition: Invasive surgical experimentation upon

living animals
Type of ethics: Animal rights
Significance: In current usage, “vivisection” car-

ries a strong negative connotation. It is used by
people opposed to the practice of animal experi-
mentation in general, or by people condemning a
specific experiment as cruel or unnecessary.

Formed from the Latin words vtvi (living) and sectio
(cutting), the word “vivisection” was used as early as
1707 to refer to an operation performed on a living
animal. In both the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries, people opposed to research on animals orga-
nized under the heading of “antivivisection” (for ex-
ample, the National Anti-Vivisection Society). Since
animal rights activists do not necessarily oppose all
animal experimentation, however, “vivisection” usu-
ally is taken to refer specifically to operations per-
formed without anesthesia or for trivial reasons.

Many or most scientists (and some animal rights
advocates) assume that if the animals involved feel
no pain or distress (for example, they are anesthe-
tized), then no moral issues are raised by their use.
The development of paralytic drugs in modern medi-
cine created a problem. These strong muscle relax-
ants thoroughly immobilize the subject, allowing
very delicate operations (like open heart surgery) to
be performed, but when used alone (a practice called
“chemical restraint”), they do not deaden sensations
of pain. Chemical restraint is sometimes practiced on
animals and human infants.

Gary E. Varner
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See also: Animal consciousness; Animal re-
search; Animal rights; Cruelty to animals; Na-
tional Anti-Vivisection Society; Sentience; So-
ciety for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals.

Voltaire
Identification: French writer and philoso-

pher
Born: François-Marie Arouet; November 21,

1694, Paris, France
Died: May 30, 1778, Paris, France
Type of ethics: Enlightenment history
Significance: The author of Candide: Or, All

for the Best (Candide: Ou, L’Optimisme,
1759), Voltaire viewed morality as a com-
mitment to justice and humanity that was
based on the universal ethical precepts of
natural law.

One of France’s greatest writers, Voltaire dis-
tinguished himself as a historian, novelist, dra-
matist, poet, philosopher, and crusader against
religious intolerance. As a rationalist and De-
ist, he rejected the traditional Christian view of
God and belief in the immortality of the soul.
He adhered to a natural religion, believing in an im-
personal, remote deity whose attributes were beyond
human understanding but who inspired a great sense
of awe. Voltaire shared the belief of fellow Deists
who considered the essence of religion to be moral-
ity, a commitment to justice and humanity.

Voltaire strongly believed that universal ethical
principles were inherent in natural law and that the
merit of human laws was determined by the extent to
which they reflected such just and humane standards.
Even though all religions derived from a universal ra-
tional source, the teachings of theologians and priests
distorted the common truth, divided humanity, and
perpetuated intolerance. Only under the guidance of
enlightened thinkers who rose above superstition and
prejudice could a rational morality be cultivated that
would bring about human brotherhood.

In practice, Voltaire promoted a social ethic that
was conducive to the harmonious interests of the en-
tire society. In pursuing this goal, he was quite will-

ing to accept socially useful beliefs that he personally
rejected. Thus, he held that, even though the deity
probably did not concern himself with human affairs,
it was good for the people to believe that there are re-
wards and punishments for human actions. Among
his deepest concerns was the happiness of the indi-
vidual in society. In Candide, he satirized the view
that this is the best of all possible worlds, but he nev-
ertheless imagined that in time reason and enlighten-
ment would lessen superstition and fanaticism and
bring about a more harmonious social order. To this
end, Voltaire remained a passionate advocate of indi-
viduals who had been denied justice, especially by
the power of the Church, and of judicial reform.

George P. Blum

See also: Deism; Enlightenment ethics; God; Hu-
manism; Hume, David; Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm;
Locke, John; Montesquieu; Natural law; Rousseau,
Jean-Jacques; Social justice and responsibility.

1565

Ethics Voltaire

Voltaire. (Library of Congress)



Voting fraud
Definition: Violations of laws governing the privi-

lege of voting
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: Voting fraud can not only unfairly af-

fect the outcomes of elections but also contribute
to corrosion of the basic legitimacy of democratic
society. American courts have responded by pass-
ing down decisions that expand definitions of
fraud and stress the importance of legitimacy.

To have the privilege of casting a ballot in the United
States, a person must be an American citizen over the
age of eighteen years and comply with relevant fed-
eral, state, and local statutes. The individual states set
the conditions for voting under a basic framework
laid down by the U.S. Constitution and its amend-
ments. For example, a state may insist on voters reg-
istering before they vote but may not deny the right to
vote to a person on any grounds prohibited by the
Fourteenth, Fifteenth, Nineteenth, Twenty-fourth,
and Twenty-sixth Amendments to the U.S. Constitu-
tion. The prohibitions include denying persons the
vote because of their race or sex.

Moreover, while the individual states grant voting
privileges, or the franchise, they must also comply
with the Fourteenth Amendment’s equal protection
clause by setting and applying equal conditions to ev-
ery person eligible to vote. In the United States, the
franchise is thus considered a legal right, though it is
not considered a basic human right.

The Ethics of Equal Protection
While the concept of equal protection has served

as a potential legal standard for determining vote
fraud for years, the Supreme Court first made that
standard explicit in its 2000 Bush v. Gore decision.
The Court made its ruling at a moment when charges
and counter-charges of voting fraud were swirling
around Florida’s tightly contested presidential elec-
tion. The Court’s ruling applied the equal protection
clause to stop a recount of votes in Florida, effec-

tively giving the national election to George W. Bush.
The Court asserted that Bush and his supporters
would be denied equal protection if Florida counted
some, but not all, Florida ballots. At the same time,
the Court did not consider other equal protection is-
sues, such as whether Florida’s African American
voters might be denied equal protection because of
discriminatory voting-list purges, absentee ballot ir-
regularities, and possible misuse of certain kinds of
voting machines and ballots.

While the U.S. Supreme Court majority attempted
to limit the scope of their judgment to the specific
facts of the case, it is unlikely that the logic of equal
protection can be so easily contained. Equal protec-
tion has become a complicated, demanding standard
posing serious ethical issues relating to all aspects of
voting and elections throughout the nation’s fifty
states, with their diverse voting laws. The new stan-
dard has expanded the scope of fraud, making many
laws open to legal challenge. What were once limited
questions to be resolved by state courts are now na-
tional constitutional fraud issues. In the years imme-
diately following the 2000 presidential election, the
final outcome of this ethical debate remained far
from clear.

Richard L. Wilson

Further Reading
Dionne, E. J., Jr., and William Kristol, eds. Bush v.

Gore: The Court Cases and Commentary. Wash-
ington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 2001.

Rakove, Jack N. The Unfinished Election of 2000:
Leading Scholars Examine America’s Strangest
Election. New York: Basic Books, 2001.

Rubin, Barry. A Citizen’s Guide to Politics in Amer-
ica: Expanded Edition. Armonk, N.Y.: M. E.
Sharpe, 2000.

Scher, Richard K., Jon L. Mills, and John J. Hotaling.
Voting Rights and Democracy. Chicago: Nelson-
Hall, 1997.

See also: Campaign finance reform; Fraud; Nader,
Ralph; Poll taxes; Suffrage.
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W
Wage discrimination

Definition: Payment of different wages to members
of different social groups for reasons uncon-
nected with job performance

Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: Taken in the aggregate, wage dis-

crimination violates such values as fairness, eq-
uity, and social justice. It is difficult to combat,
however, because any single instance of the prac-
tice may seem justifiable to an employer, who
may point to factors other than social identity that
influenced the wages of a particular individual.

During the 1960’s, various disadvantaged groups as-
serted their rights in the job market. The Equal Em-
ployment Opportunity Commission and various laws
provided for equal access to jobs in the United States,
but little was said about the compensation for those
jobs. Studies quickly established that white men in
the United States earned more than people of any
other race-and-sex combination.

Business advocates quickly postulated reasons
for the discrepancies, including differences in expe-
rience, intelligence, education, on-the-job training,
occupational choice, and attachment to the labor
force. Many studies focused on women, who, it was
argued, are more prone to periodic absences resulting
from child care responsibilities and also are more
likely to leave their jobs for long periods, or perma-
nently, to have children. These propensities make
them less valuable in the long run, even if their daily
performance while on the job is identical to that of
men. Employers defended their right to invest less in
workers who were less likely to stay around and pay
back the investment. One argument thus became cir-
cular: Women were paid less because they had less
training, and they were given less training because
they were women. Defenses of lower wages for mi-
nority workers rested primarily on lack of experience
and lower levels of education and training.

Various studies explored these reasons for wage

differences. They typically found about half of the
differences between men’s and women’s wages to be
explained by objective factors, leaving the other half
of the difference unexplained, possibly a result of
discrimination.

A. J. Sobczak

See also: Affirmative action; Equal pay for equal
work; Equal Rights Amendment; Hiring practices;
Inequality; Minimum-wage laws; Social justice and
responsibility.

Walden
Identification: Book by Henry David Thoreau

(1817-1862)
Date: Published in 1854
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Walden provides a model of the

proper ethical treatment of nature and serves al-
most as a handbook for an environmental ethics.

Henry David Thoreau’s two-year experiment of liv-
ing at Massachusetts’s Walden Pond was on one level
an effort to determine whether a person really needed
the material possessions that were considered essen-
tial in mid-nineteenth century America. His book
demonstrated that one could attain the good life by
living in harmony with nature supplied only with the
bare necessities. The first chapter, entitled “Econ-
omy,” demonstrates that human needs are few; thus,
there is no need to exploit nature to attain them. Much
of the rest of the book attacks the acquisitive spirit. At
bottom, Thoreau argues, materialistic values indicate
not enterprise but a basic lack of spiritual self-
reliance. In Thoreau’s ethic, ownership of the land is
invalid. Humans should act as stewards rather than
squires.

Thoreau’s own love of nature is illustrated in the
intricate detail with which he describes the seasons,
flora and fauna, natural processes, and Walden Pond
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itself. If he measures and documents, plumbs the
depths of the lake, scrupulously counts every penny
spent in the building of his house, and ponders his
profit after selling produce from his garden, it is to
show that empirical science does have a use, but that
it should be subordinate to a guiding spirit that re-
spects and loves the natural environment rather than
exploits it. Walden continually demonstrates “corre-
spondences”; that is, clear relationships between the
ethical life of humankind and nature, an interconnec-
tedness that Thoreau believed deserved more ac-
knowledgment and respect.

William L. Howard

See also: Earth and humanity; Nature, rights of;
Thoreau, Henry David; Transcendentalism.

Wang Yangming
Identification: Chinese philosopher
Born: November 30, 1472, Youyao, Zhejiang,

China
Died: January 9, 1529, Nanen, Jiangxi, China
Type of ethics: Medieval history
Significance: In Instructions for Practical Living

(Zhuan xi lu, 1527), Wang rejected the Confucian
dualism of principle and material force, insisting
instead on the unity of knowledge and action in
human affairs.

At the time that Wang developed his ideas, Confu-
cianism had been a major religion in China for more
than 1,700 years, from the time when the ideas of
Confucius were gathered, along with commentaries,
during the Han Dynasty (256 b.c.e.-220 c.e.). Confu-
cianism was a secular religion emphasizing proper
conduct and relationships learned by observation of
exemplary individuals.

The eclectic writings of Confucianism were codi-
fied in the twelfth century c.e. by Zhu Xi, who clari-
fied the notion of principle (li, somewhat like the Pla-
tonic “idea”), which acted through the mind and
material things to create the world, physical and
moral, that people perceive. Wang regarded this as an
unacceptable dualism, insisting that principle and
mind are one, that knowledge and action are insepa-
rable and are related to principle and mind, and that

the way to understand these things is not through
study of canonic writings, as Zhu Xi taught, but by
direct investigation of one’s own mind to find the
knowledge of the good that resides there. These ideas
led to the practice of a Zen-like form of meditation.
Wang’s ideas were influential in Chinese Confucian-
ism well into the eighteenth century, and even later in
Japan.

Robert M. Hawthorne, Jr.

See also: Confucian ethics; Confucius; Secular eth-
ics; Theory and practice; Zhu Xi.

War
Definition: State of armed combat between enemy

states
Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: War raises many ethical questions,

including attempts to determine when—and if
ever—waging war is morally permissible and
what means combatants may use to gain their ob-
jectives.

The starting point of all discussions of the philosophy
of war is the just war theory first articulated by the
fourth-fifth century North African philosopher Saint
Augustine and developed by later medieval philoso-
phers, including Saint Thomas Aquinas. According
to that theory, waging war is morally permissible if
and only if seven conditions pertain.

The first condition is that the war must be de-
clared legally by rightful authority. Second, the war
must be pursued for a morally just cause. Next, the
war must be undertaken with a morally permissible
intention. This condition rules out waging war for
reasons of greed, cruelty, mere vengeance, or hatred.
The fourth requirement is that the just cause behind
the war must be reasonably probable. This condition
aspires to limit the unnecessary, purposeless slaugh-
ter of human lives. The fifth requirement is that war
must be waged only as a last resort. While this con-
dition cannot be taken literally—for nations almost
always have one more available maneuver prior to
declaring war—the principle requires that all reason-
able efforts be made to resolve disputes peacefully
before resorting to violence.
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The sixth and seventh requirements concern the
actual conduct of war. Any war must achieve a good
that is greater than the amount of harm produced by
military action. Finally, a war must be fought by
means that are not inherently immoral. This condi-
tion precludes directly killing innocent people, inflict-
ing more injuries than necessary, torturing people un-
justifiably, and otherwise not undertaking actions that
go beyond the immediate necessities of successful
combat.

Doctrine of Double Effect
Just war theory addresses two aspects of the justi-

fication of war: the reasons and causes for fighting
(jus ad bellum) and the means used to secure military
objectives (jus in bello). Even if a nation is morally
justified in waging war it may be morally unjustified
in the way it conducts the war. The doctrine, or prin-
ciple, of double effect is sometimes invoked to justify
means that may be morally troubling that are used to
secure military objectives. According to this doc-
trine, acts that bring about foreseen evil effects, such
as the deaths of innocent people, are morally permis-

sible if and only if those same acts also produce good
effects that outweigh the bad ones. Such acts are not
inherently immoral because the evil effects are not
the means to the good effects, and only the good ef-
fects are intended.

To understand this doctrine, suppose that a nation
passes the conditions of just war theory pertaining to
jus ad bellum. The nation decides to bomb its evil en-
emy even though its leaders foresee that their attack
will kill people who are clearly innocent, such as
children, people with mental disabilities, and civil-
ians who oppose the wrongful objectives of their own
leaders. At first view, the foreseen killing of innocent
human beings contaminates the attacking nation in
terms of jus in bello, even though the nation may be
morally justified in waging war. The doctrine of dou-
ble effect, however, justifies the bombing when all its
conditions are fulfilled.

The doctrine of double effect, however, invites se-
rious questions. Is it possibly truly to distinguish a
combatant’s intentions when they are mixed? Is it not
intuitively obvious that the more closely the two ef-
fects of the act—one focused on securing legitimate
military objectives, the other centered on the fore-
seen killing of innocent human beings—are con-
nected, the less plausible is the moral agent’s claim to
intend one but not the other effect? Also, is it clear
when the evil effects—for example, the killing of in-
nocent human beings—are not the means to the good
effects of attaining justified military goals?

The Realist Argument
The seemingly insurmountable moral puzzles

surrounding the waging and conduct of war lead
some thinkers to conclude that moral theorizing is ir-
relevant in the context of military action. The realist
argument claims that nations at war operate within a
Hobbesian state of nature, a condition in which moral
notions are unenforceable because no force is power-
ful enough to guarantee compliance. Moral notions
bear currency only within civilized settings in which
contractual promises are enforceable. Talk of nei-
ther fairness nor unfairness is coherent in a state of
nature.

The realist argument tends to exaggerate the
global conditions surrounding war. Numerous inter-
national treaties pertaining to the conduct of war af-
firm that talk of a state of nature is extravagant. Even
during times of war, nations are not fully independent
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Ethical Questions Posed by
Just War Theory

• Is it possible to measure the benefits and devasta-
tion of war even though numerous elements of
each are not comparable? For example, how can
lives lost in present combat be weighed against
future possible gains in liberty?

• Do the “rightful” authorities that are permitted to
declare war include all legally established gov-
ernments? Or, must such governments them-
selves be morally rightful authorities?

• Must the intentions animating declarations of
war be entirely pure? Or, can they be mixed, so
long as the primary intentions are morally per-
missible?

• Is it inherently wrong for a nation or a group of
soldiers to fight for a just cause that is likely to be
crushed by a more powerful and evil enemy?



of all other nations. World opinion still bears moral
currency as some warring nations are praised and
others are disparaged for their reasons for waging
war and their use of means to attain military objec-
tives. The realist argument would be persuasive only
in a global moral vacuum in which all nations re-
nounce all efforts to make moral distinctions. How-
ever, such a moral vacuum did not occur even during
the waging of the two great world wars of the twenti-
eth century.

The Argument from Innocence
Beginning from a Kantian premise that it is never

morally permissible to kill innocent human beings
directly, the argument from innocence holds that
the use of certain modern weapons, such as nuclear
arms, is morally impermissible. Noncombatants are
nonthreatening bystanders to war and thus innocent
people. The notion that it is morally impermissible to
treat human beings as a mere means to one’s ends is a
generally accepted Kantian maxim. People may not
treat others as less than they themselves are, regard
them as mere instruments for their own purposes, or

disregard their moral status to achieve their
own goals. If a state harms nonthreatening by-
standers to achieve its legitimate military goals,
it wrongfully uses those innocent people as
mere means to its (rightful) ends. Accordingly,
the use of modern weapons that have a high
probability of killing numerous noncombatants
is morally impermissible because such use fore-
seeably and directly exploits innocent people.

The argument from innocence places a limit
on jus in bello. Those who advocate the use of
modern weapons despite the fact that noncom-
batants will thereby be foreseeably harmed
sometimes appeal to the doctrine of double ef-
fect. The loss of innocent lives is not directly
intended, but only a foreseen, unavoidable side
effect of attaining a justified military objective.
Only the good effect is intended, and the death
of innocent people is not the means to secure
the good effect. All other conditions of the doc-
trine of double effect are also satisfied. Advo-
cates of modern weapons point out the differ-
ences between intentionally and wrongfully
using innocent persons as, for example, human
shields against an enemy, and foreseeably and
indirectly killing noncombatants as an unin-

tended consequence of an otherwise legitimate mili-
tary attack.

The argument from innocence bears considerable
moral currency. However, it must refine its notion of
innocence. The combatant/noncombatant distinction
is too crude. Not all combatants are soldiers by
choice, while numerous noncombatants directly sup-
port the war efforts of their national leaders through
the work they do, their advocacy of war, and money
they give to their governments. Moreover, the argu-
ment from innocence resists all appeals to conse-
quences. What if foreseeably and indirectly, or even
directly, killing a few noncombatants might result in
a faster ending of a war than otherwise available, in
favor of a just cause that would lessen the number of
overall war casualties?

Pacifism
Some thinkers, such as the philosopher Robert

Holmes, use the argument from innocence to con-
clude that all modern wars are presumptively im-
moral because they invariably and foreseeably result
in the direct killing of numerous innocent people.
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Holmes denies a sharp distinction between jus ad
bellum and jus in bello. He argues that it is not possi-
ble morally to assess the justice of waging war in iso-
lation from the inevitable means used to conduct
modern wars.

Holmes understands the fragility of identifying
the wrongfulness of war with the killing of noncom-
batants. Instead of stressing combatant/noncomba-
tant distinctions, he advances innocent/noninnocent
distinctions. People are innocent to the degree that
they lack responsibility for wrongful aggression. Most
initiators of wrongdoing, such as governmental lead-
ers, and some agents of wrongdoing, such as military
commanders and combat soldiers, are noninnocents
because they are morally responsible for wrongful
aggression. Some contributors to war efforts, such as
munitions workers, military researchers, and taxpay-
ers, and some who otherwise approve of the war are
less morally responsible for wrongful aggression,

but are not clearly innocents. Clearly innocent are
noncontributors to, and nonsupporters of, the wrong-
doing such as young children, the insane, and active
opponents of the war who refuse to pay taxes or are
jailed for refusing induction into the armed forces.

In assessing these categories, one should pay spe-
cial attention to the enormous social pressures upon
citizens deciding whether to consent to their nations’
military actions. Citizens are inclined to support their
governments because of their habits of obedience to
their governments, the psychological forces of patri-
otism, the moral investments they typically make in
their nations, the misinformation and limitations on
information typically provided to them by their gov-
ernments, and, very often, fears that opposition to of-
ficial policies will bring governmental and social re-
taliation.

Holmes argues that even a wrongfully aggressive
nation—one that is deficient from the vantage point
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Children take shelter under a makeshift bomb shelter in a Karen refugee camp, into which guerilla allies of
Myanmar’s military government began firing mortar rounds in early 1998. As in other civil wars around the
world, children endured a disproportionate amount of the suffering. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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of jus ad bellum—includes numerous innocent peo-
ple. At least some of those people will necessarily be
killed in modern warfare, regardless of the intentions
and motivations of the opposing sides. A morally
righteous nation, for example, cannot be expected
adequately to distinguish innocent from noninnocent
members of its enemy. Moreover, the killing done by
the wrongfully aggressive nation is the killing of in-
nocents because it involves killing those who have
done no wrong relative to the war. The morally righ-
teous nation, presumably, contains only innocent
people focused on morally permissible self-defense.

Virtually all members of a morally righteous side
and many members of the wrongfully aggressive side
can be considered innocent people. Given the inabil-
ity of opposing sides clearly to distinguish innocent
from noninnocent enemies, and given the nature of
modern weapons, it is clear that waging modern war
will inevitably kill innocent people. The impossibil-
ity of jus in bello destroys the possibility of jus ad
bellum. Accordingly, modern war is presumptively
wrong because it inevitably destroys innocent lives.
As an antidote, Holmes champions nonviolent resis-
tance as a way of life.

One might ask whether Holmes mistakenly re-
duces complex moral questions about the nature of
war to only one of their components, the killing of in-
nocent people. Does he take an unreasonably abso-
lutist position on the notion that killing innocent peo-
ple is always wrong? Is there a practical, less violent
alternative to war when confronting wrongfully ag-
gressive enemies? Moreover, is it possible that even
innocent people might sometimes pose threats to the
well-being of others that permit a right to self-
defense? Finally, what would be the transition costs
of moving to national pacifism?

Walzer’s Alternative.
Michael Walzer, influenced by just war theory, of-

fers an alternative to Holmes. He argues that the
knowing, foreseeable, but merely incidental killing
of noncombatant innocents of the aggressive nation
is justified only when killing such people prevents
the loss of a greater number of innocent lives; when
such killing is done as a last resort; when the killers
minimize the evil involved, including the manner and

number of killings; and when the killers accept rea-
sonable risks and costs to themselves in minimizing
the evil. If successful, Walzer’s alternative permits at
least the theoretical possibility that a morally righ-
teous nation could fulfill the standards of both jus ad
bellum and jus in bello.

Raymond Angelo Belliotti
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War crimes trials
Definition: International tribunals convened to try

persons responsible for genocide and other gross
violations of human rights during military con-
flicts

Date: First trial began in 1945
Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: Trying war criminals for their acts

has developed into an important way to confront
and perhaps deter some of the worst atrocities of
war, but the ethics of war crime trials themselves
have been challenged.

The idea of crimes of war and the legal prosecution of
war criminals have had a brief and troubled history.
Traditionally, moral and legal sanctions have been
considered out of place in times of war, in which the
rape and murder of innocents has been considered
standard practice—and, in some eras, regarded as
spoils of war—and thus beyond the boundaries of
law. While it is true that since antiquity ethical objec-
tions have occasionally been raised about the con-
duct of war, only during the twentieth century did
individuals begin to face criminal trials and punish-
ment for their deeds.

The first major war crimes trials were in Nurem-
berg, Germany, and Tokyo, Japan, to try Axis leaders
after World War II. After a five-decade silence during
the ensuing Cold War, war crime trials returned in the
wake of mass atrocities in Yugoslavia and Rwanda.
Further, the International Criminal Court, which was
established in The Hague in 2002, has the authority
to prosecute war criminals who fall under its jurisdic-
tion.

The laws of war crimes originate primarily through
two series of treaties: The Hague Conventions of
1899 and 1907 and the Geneva Conventions of 1949.
These collected treaties, along with other treaties,
United Nations conventions, and precedents set by
the post-World War II trials, established a framework
for defining which acts are permissible in wartime and
which merit prosecution. Among the war crimes that
merit consideration for prosecution are waging ag-
gressive warfare, genocide, deliberately targeting ci-
vilians, mistreating prisoners of war, and using such
banned weapons as chemical and biological agents.

Numerous ethical and moral issues arise from war
crime trials. Many observers have questioned the ap-

propriateness of trials for acts carried out under the
stresses of war. They argue that the concept of the
trials represents a civilian bias against the horrible
military necessities of war. Others have wondered
whether criminal trials for war crimes can ever be
fair, as the trials usually lack objective courts, and
their verdicts resemble punishments inflicted by vic-
tors on the vanquished. This criticism has led to
charges of “victor’s justice” and a lingering bitter-
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Adolf Eichmann

One of Nazi Germany’s bloodiest war criminals,
Adolf Eichmann was responsible for sending mil-
lions of people to extermination camps during World
War II. After escaping from Allied troops when the
war ended, he fled to Italy and eventually settled in
Argentina, where he assumed the name “Ricardo
Klement” and lived quietly as a Buenos Aires fac-
tory worker. In 1960, agents of the Israeli Security
Service found him and brought him to Israel, where
he was tried for his war crimes in a sensational tribu-
nal that was televised around the world. He was
found guilty and hanged in Israel on May 31, 1962.

(Library of Congress)



ness over some of the trials. Some would argue that it
would be better to have a postwar amnesty, or even
summary executions of enemy leaders, than apply
peacetime civilian notions of right and wrong to the
horrors of war.

Traditionally, theories of criminal justice have
implied that punishments are somehow equal to the
crimes for which they are inflicted, that punishments
somehow restore the moral balance that the crimi-
nals have disrupted, and that punishment puts things
“right.” However, in cases in which criminals have
taken hundreds or thousands or even millions of
lives, it is difficult to imagine how punishing a few
individual criminals—no matter how harshly—can
provide satisfaction for the victims.

Aaron Fichtelberg
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Warranties and guarantees
Definition: Assurances made by manufactuers or

dealers to consumers that if the products or ser-
vices they sell fail to meet certain standards, they
will repair or replace the goods or otherwise com-
pensate buyers

Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: In modern society, warranties and

guarantees represent legally binding contracts
between manufacturers and consumers. Ethical
issues relating to warranties include consumer
fraud (a consumer may pretend that a product had
a defect when it was really damaged through care-

lessness), evasion of duty (a company may pretend
that damage resulted from consumer carelessness
rather than defect), and the proper calculation of a
fair and reasonable warranty period.

The terms “guarantee” and “warranty” are virtually
synonymous in their marketplace meanings. Laws in
the United States generally use the term “warranty,”
while “guarantee” is perhaps more common in every-
day speech. Both terms imply some sort of assurance
of quality or standards to the buyer of a product or
service. Sellers of products have probably always of-
fered some form of guarantee, if nothing more than
their reputation. During the Middle Ages, guilds for
various professions set standards for the training and
qualifications of their members. This could be con-
sidered to be the first formal type of guarantee.

Forms of Warranties
Product warranties can take the form of written or

oral statements. Some warranties are implied and are
in force even though they are not directly communi-
cated from seller to buyer. Sellers have some protec-
tion, in that they can specify that products are
warrantied only for “reasonable use” or can attach
warnings that products are not suited for particular
uses. Many product liability lawsuits hinge on the
meaning of “reasonable use” and whether a product
is as safe as could reasonably have been expected.

In the United States, written warranties are cov-
ered by the Magnuson-Moss Warranty Act of 1975.
According to the provisions of that act, a warranty
must describe the specific coverage offered and what
the purchaser of a product has to do to obtain it, as
well as what the warrantor must do to remedy a prob-
lem. Prior to passage of the act, a warranty could be
used to limit the seller’s responsibility to what was
stated on the warranty, thus breaking some reason-
able expectations on the part of the buyer. The act
states that warranties must be available in writing and
must be available for purchasers to read before a pur-
chase is made.

The Magnuson-Moss Warranty Act specifies two
types of implied warranties that almost always are in
force even though they are not stated in a seller’s
written warranty. In most cases, sellers are not able to
release themselves from these implied warranties.
The implied warranty of merchantability states that
the product or service is suited for ordinary use. The
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implied warranty of fitness for a particular purpose
states that sellers are responsible for providing cor-
rect information regarding particular uses to which a
buyer might put a product. Sellers in this case repre-
sent themselves as experts whom consumers can
trust for advice. For example, a consumer might tell a
vacuum-cleaner salesperson what types of carpets
the vacuum cleaner is being purchased to clean. The
salesperson then would make a recommendation
based on this information. The consumer has a right
to expect that the vacuum cleaner will perform, even
if the use to which it is put is not ordinary.

Warranties can be either full or limited. The
Magnuson-Moss Warranty Act states conditions that
must be met for a warranty to be labeled as “full.”
Limited warranties restrict the promises made by
sellers. They can include clauses calling for pay-
ment of labor charges by the purchaser, reinstallation
charges, or pro-rata refunds based on how long the
product had been in use.

Many warranties apply only to new products.
Consumers have less protection when they buy used
goods, particularly if the goods are specifically sold
“as is.” Implied warranties most often do not apply to
such sales.

Ethical Implications
Warranties and guarantees protect consumers both

from unscrupulous behavior and from unanticipated
consequences. An honest seller may unintentionally
sell a defective product. His or her guarantee to the
purchaser may be a simple oral statement that the
product can be returned if it is defective. It may also
take a formal contractual form. In either case, buyers
face little risk when dealing with honest sellers.

Written warranties protect consumers from sell-
ers who misrepresent their products, perhaps lying
about the characteristics or expected performance of
the product or about what the sellers will do to rem-
edy defects or other consumer dissatisfaction. In the
absence of enforceable warranties, sellers would be
able to make any claims about their products, and
consumers would have no way of making judgments
other than basing them on the reputation of the seller.
Unscrupulous sellers could then make sales based on
exaggerated claims, then refuse to back those claims.
The marketplace might even offer an incentive for
such behavior, since consumers would be drawn to
products for which exaggerated claims had been

made, at least until the sellers’ dishonesty had been
established.

Warranties thus provide protection against dis-
honest marketplace behavior. They serve to make
marketplaces more efficient, because consumers can
be more certain of the information provided to them
rather than having to rely on reputation. Warranties
also increase the rewards to honest sellers, who are
not faced with dishonest competitors who can make
sales through false claims about their products. War-
ranties thus serve to enforce and reward ethical be-
havior.

A. J. Sobczak
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Washington, Booker T.
Identification: American educator
Born: April 5, 1856, Hale’s Ford, Virginia
Died: November 14, 1915, Tuskegee, Alabama
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: Washington was the founder and

principal of Tuskegee Normal and Industrial In-
stitute and author of Up from Slavery (1901). He
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interpreted human actions by utilitarian and prag-
matic principles, focusing on their results rather
than their motives.

Booker T. Washington’s ethical position is set against
the cultural, political, and societal forces of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. His life cor-
responded with the Reconstruction years and their
aftermath, when the South was adjusting to the post-
Civil War trauma. The United States was emerging as
a powerful industrial nation, and few restraints had
been placed on economic competition. The era was
dominated by industrialists who amassed great
wealth through hard work and shrewd business prac-
tices. Some of the wealth, however, was diverted to
select philanthropic causes.

By 1881, when Washington became principal of
the Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute, the sta-
tus of African Americans, particularly in the South,
had eroded. Jim Crow laws, supporting racially dis-
criminatory practices, proliferated. There was grow-

ing support in all sections of the country for disenfran-
chisement. The U.S. Supreme Court, in 1883, over-
turned that portion of the 1875 Civil Rights Act that
had prohibited racial discrimination in the public
sector. In 1896, the Court held in Plessy v. Ferguson
that “separate but equal” public facilities were con-
stitutional. In this context, Washington lived and de-
veloped his ethical and social views.

The International Exposition Address
Washington’s speech at an exposition in Atlanta,

Georgia, on September 18, 1895, established him as
a spokesperson for many African Americans, those
he called the “masses of my race.” The speech sum-
marized his position on race relations, and it found an
enthusiastic audience, especially among white lis-
teners. Thereafter, he was in great demand as a
speaker and a national symbol for his race, being
publicly recognized by presidents William McKin-
ley, Theodore Roosevelt, and William Howard Taft
as well as Queen Victoria of England.

In his Atlanta address, Washington pro-
posed a compromise through which demands
for full political and civil rights of African
Americans would be exchanged for a share in
the economic benefits that were expected to
arise out of industrial development in the South.
Instead of appealing for political power and
recognition, he urged African Americans to
establish respect by developing marketable
vocational skills. He asserted that prosperity
would come “in proportion as we learn to dig-
nify and glorify common labor and put brains
and skills into the common occupations of
life.” Without confrontation and with practical
skills, African Americans could present them-
selves as law-abiding and nonoffensive citi-
zens so that the social standards of the South
would not be challenged.

In a separate-but-equal appeal, Washing-
ton found a willing audience when he said, “In
all things purely social we can be as separate as
the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things es-
sential to mutual progress.” Social equality
was rejected in exchange for “material prosper-
ity [which] will bring into our beloved South a
new heaven and a new earth.” Later, when he
proposed greater economic cooperation be-
tween the races, he was reminded by the white
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establishment that even business relationships were
social and therefore should be treated as separate. His
correspondence, however, reveals that Washington
was secretly working to combat disenfranchisement
and segregation.

Although Washington’s Atlanta address brought
him praise and fame as a nonthreatening voice for
African Americans, he was never able to move sig-
nificantly from the compromise position he had so
convincingly established in the speech. Strong oppo-
sition to his philosophy of accommodation was vo-
calized by W. E. B. Du Bois, founder of the Niagara
Movement, and, later, executive secretary of the Na-
tional Association for the Advancement of Colored
People. Du Bois was a staunch advocate of full so-
cial, civil, political, and economic opportunities and
recognition for all African Americans.

Up from Slavery
Since there was widespread interest in Washing-

ton’s life, his 1901 autobiography presented the story
of his rise from slavery, his diligent effort to re-
ceive an education, particularly at Hampton Institute,
and his ensuing dedication to the development of
Tuskegee and his race.

His story became a sacred text for many of his
readers, and he was regarded as a hero, even a messi-
anic figure. The autobiography was widely translated
and was read in Africa, Asia, and Europe. Some re-
garded his story as an inspirational example of suc-
cess against great odds, but others saw it as a safe
statement intended for a white audience. Washington
saw himself, however, as a moral leader who was ca-
pable of guiding both races to a new level of racial
justice. He verbalized the traditional views of Ameri-
can society toward nonwhites, presenting an uncom-
plicated and childlike image of African Americans.

Ethical Implications
Washington’s strategy was both utilitarian and

pragmatic. His prevailing view was that economic
success was the key to success in other areas of life.
He was convinced that manual labor brought dignity
and self-esteem. He wanted to send each of his gradu-
ates into society “feeling and knowing that labor is
dignified and beautiful.” Success came as a result of
using practical principles to meet racial goals. Al-
though some of his critics insisted that he was perpet-
uating a caste system, he insisted that industrial, vo-

cational, and agricultural education were morally
valuable. He strongly believed that it was the duty of
an African American “to deport himself modestly in
regard to political claims, depending upon the slow
but sure influences that proceed from the possession
of property, intelligence, and high character for the
full recognition of his political rights.” Washington’s
pragmatic approach deemphasized claims to inher-
ent rights.

At the conclusion of his autobiography, although
he was optimistic about the future, Washington rec-
ognized that there was an ongoing struggle “in the
hearts of both southern white people and their for-
mer slaves to free themselves from racial prejudice.”
Washington left no successor to guide the Tuskegee
enterprise, and because his dreams were rooted in the
past, his influence on the resolution of twentieth cen-
tury racial complexities was marginal.

Coleman C. Markham
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Watergate scandal
The Event: Burglary of Democratic presidential

campaign headquarters by agents working for Re-
publican incumbent president Richard M. Nixon

Date: June 17, 1972
Type of ethics: Politico-economic ethics
Significance: The Watergate break-in scandalized

the American people and caused them to question
the ethics of all politicians and the fairness of the
electoral process. It provided the national vernac-
ular with a new suffix, “-gate,” which has since
adorned several major political scandals, such as
“Irangate,” “Whitewatergate,” and “Debategate.”

In early 1972, on behalf of President Richard M.
Nixon’s reelection campaign, a group of so-called
“plumbers” broke into the Democratic national head-
quarters, which was located in the Watergate com-
plex in Washington. They photographed various doc-
uments and “bugged,” or tapped, the phone lines.
Later, the plumbers broke in again to photograph
more material, but the second time they were caught
by an observant security guard.

Although the Watergate crisis seemed to drag on
forever, eventually some of the truth finally came out
in the courts and in the U.S. Senate Watergate hear-
ings; the crusading newspapermen Bob Woodward
and Carl Bernstein managed to learn some of the
truth because they would not give up on the story.
Eventually, investigators learned that President
Nixon had approved of the Watergate break-in.

Many people who were linked to the break-in
served terms in prison, including several high-rank-
ing Nixon associates. After Nixon was pardoned by
Gerald Ford, the public’s esteem for politicians (most
of them lawyers) fell to an all-time low.

James Smallwood

See also: Corruption; Freedom of Information Act;
Pentagon Papers; Political realism; Politics; Private
vs. public morality; Truth.

Weakness of will
Definition: Inability to act on what one knows to be

the best course of action
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Weakness of will creates questions

not only in ethics and generally in philosophy of
mind about the notion of rational action, but also
in economics and psychology about the notions of
rational choice and cognition.

To act deliberately against one’s better judgment is to
fall prey to weakness of will in action. This is also
known as incontinence, or akrasia, in its Greek form.
Adam and Eve of the Bible knew that they ought not
to eat the forbidden fruit but ate it all the same. Their
behavior is an example of what the Roman poet Ovid
called seeing and approving the better course and yet
following the worse course. Similar experiences are
well known to those who wish to give up bad habits
but yield to temptation. Since the time of the early
Greek Plato, philosophers have been interested in
this phenomenon as a problem in morality. They ask
questions such as, What leads a rational person to
perform an action he or she believes to be wrong?
However, the difficulty posed by such questions goes
beyond morality by focusing attention on the very
idea of rational action.

Rational actions are not those that deserve praise
for their intelligence or logicality, but those that are
rational in the light of their agents’ beliefs, desires,
and intentions—the ingredients of what are thought
to be an agent’s reasons. According to the principles
of rational agency, insofar as an agent regards one of
two courses of action as better, then that agent wants
most to do that which is better and will in fact do it.
However, according to this conception of rational
agency, weakness of will is impossible, since an in-
continent agent does something intentionally while
believing there to be another available course of ac-
tion which, all things considered, the agent deems as
genuinely better. Few instances are needed to show
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that akrasia, far from being impossible, is common-
place in people’s lives.

Weakness of will is, therefore, a form of inconsis-
tency, since the agents’ actions are not of the kind
specified in their practical reasoning. However, in-
consistency is itself a form of irrationality, and, thus,
akrasia is a type of irrationality. It is an irrationality
that at least involves an evaluative inconsistency be-
tween one’s judgment about what is best to do and
what one actually does.

There is no universally agreed approach to the
problem of incontinence, and intuitions vary on its
source and solution. However, there is a consensus
that the phenomenon poses problems in general con-
ceptions of what it is to act for reasons, thus creating a
scope that straddles the frontiers between philoso-
phy, psychology, and economics. As a kind of irratio-
nality, incontinence has interested economists be-
cause of its impact on the rationality/irrationality of
human choices and deliberations. Many issues in
psychology are also germane. Those most closely al-
lied with weakness of will include compulsiveness,
self-deception, unconscious motivation, and the pos-
sibility of dividing the human mind into a multiplic-
ity of interacting subsystems. Generally, the problem
highlights the complexity of mind and its activities.

Majid Amini
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See also: Consistency; Good, the; Kant, Immanuel;
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Weapons research
Definition: Investigation and experimentation to

develop more effective means of waging war
Type of ethics: Military ethics
Significance: Perhaps more than any other branch

of science, weapons research raises the question
of the ethical relationship between theory and
practice. In other words, when new forms of
weaponry are used on the battlefield, does the re-

sponsibility for the effects of those weapons lie
with their inventors, or does it lie only with their
wielders?

The ethical stance used to justify research into devel-
oping more efficient weapon systems is nearly the
same as that used to justify standing military forces—
defense. The theory is that a society with a well-
trained and well-equipped military force is the one
best prepared to defend itself from outside aggres-
sion. Historically, the most efficient means to pro-
mote a military force’s victory is to provide it with
quality leadership and supply it with weapon systems
superior to those of the adversary. Traditionally, any
participation in the defense of one’s nation and its
people is seen as a moral, noble, and patriotic act.
These reasons often motivate members of the scien-
tific community to participate in defense projects in
much the same way that they inspire other people to
enter diplomatic or military service.

Ethical Justifications
Ethical justification for any defense-oriented ser-

vice to one’s nation is readily accepted if the motivat-
ing force is to provide protection of way of life, fam-
ily, sovereignty, territorial integrity, political agenda,
or philosophical belief. On occasion, however, the
missions of defensive weapons have been redefined
or new weapons have been sought for purely offen-
sive purposes in order to foster a society’s political,
territorial, or philosophical agenda. While the use of
such weapons may be ethically and morally justified
by those seeking to expand their political or philo-
sophical influence, these weapons present many sci-
ence professionals with an ethical dilemma involving
their personal beliefs and the demands of their voca-
tion: Do their personal or professional ethics conflict
with the research that society demands of them, and
if so, should they withhold their expertise and skills,
or should they set aside personal beliefs and allow the
ends to justify the means?

In an idealistic world, science professionals
would work only on projects that conformed to their
personal ethical standards. As a community, science
professionals abide by a code of ethics governing sci-
entific methodology, and adherence to this code in-
fluences their dedication, discipline, and loyalty in
the pursuit of scientific goals. As individuals, how-
ever, science professionals are like all other citizens

1579

Ethics Weapons research



in that they are members of society and by their
choice of vocation have become providers of unique
services to that society: They are educators, inven-
tors, engineers, physicians, explorers, and theoretical
and applied researchers in all fields. For this reason,
science professionals have been asked throughout
history to help solve problems for humanity. In most
instances, society’s requests of science pose little
ethical difficulty: finding cures for disease, improv-
ing crop yields, designing safe products.

Another of society’s requests, however, is that sci-
ence professionals commit their knowledge and
skills to aid in the defense of their society. As a result,
many scientific discoveries are transformed into
weapons systems providing more effective means for
nations to defend themselves. Intellectually, science
professionals participating in weapons research proj-
ects know that their work, if used, may cause the
death of other living things, but this knowledge is
complicated by a paradox: Technologies specifically
developed for weapon systems have resulted in prod-
ucts that improve the quality of life, and, conversely,
research done for totally benign purposes has re-
sulted in very effective weapons.

Some examples are lasers, whose use has revolu-
tionized both medical surgery and the delivery of
explosive ordnance; computer systems that speed
computations and communication yet also control
weapons systems; materials research that provides
energy savings, durability, and protection in com-
mercial packaging as well as for armored vehicles;
and aircraft designs that improve the performance of
both civilian and military aircraft. The multiple uses
of modern technologies make it nearly impossible to
predict their long-term applications.

Ethical Codes of Professionals
Science professionals understand that the special-

ized educations and skills that they possess do not
come with an inherent moral or ethical code, and
each time they consider participating in a research
project, their decision to participate or not is based on
their perception of the research’s possible ramifica-
tions. Each individual’s choice may be influenced
by theological beliefs, personal values, professional
agendas, political motives, emotions, patriotism, or
societal demands. These personal values have influ-
enced many science professionals to turn away from
all weapons research.

After World War II, many scientists and engi-
neers, appalled by the massive civilian casualties re-
sulting from the uncontrollable destructive force of
tactical nuclear weapons, refused to continue work-
ing on weapons research. Other science profession-
als, who are opposed to the use of tactical nuclear
weapons but aware of their society’s defensive needs,
have chosen to engage in “smart bomb” research, de-
signing nonnuclear explosive ordnance that can be
directed to point-specific military targets with mini-
mal danger to civilian noncombatants.

Science professionals understand that the discov-
eries, inventions, and technologies that arise from
their scientific inquiries are in themselves amoral.
They view their input in the development and per-
fecting of new weapon technologies as something
quite separate from the production and use of these
technologies. Science and military professionals do
not operate with carte blanche in the field of weapons
research. It is society and its representatives, based
on their interpretation of perceived threats, that es-
tablish a weapons research agenda. Society utilizes
the services of science and military professionals to
ensure that its defense agenda is fulfilled. It is also so-
ciety that instructs these professionals to use weapon
systems to make war. All too often, society proves re-
luctant to accept the ethical burdens and responsibili-
ties resulting from war, and science and military pro-
fessionals find themselves blamed for the efficiency
with which they have carried out the will of their na-
tion.

Randall L. Milstein

Further Reading
Atiyah, Michael. “Science and the Military.” In Sci-

ence and Technology Ethics, edited by Raymond
E. Spier. New York: Routledge, 2002.

Barke, Richard. Science, Technology, and Public
Policy. Washington, D.C.: Congressional Quar-
terly, 1986.

Bronowski, Jacob. Science and Human Values. Rev.
ed. New York: Harper & Row, 1965.

Dyson, Freeman. Disturbing the Universe. New
York: Harper & Row, 1979.

Florman, Samuel C. Blaming Technology: The Irra-
tional Search for Scapegoats. New York: St. Mar-
tin’s Press, 1981.

Lakoff, Sanford A., ed. Science and Ethical Respon-
sibility. Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1980.
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Rose, Hilary, and Steven Rose, eds. The Political
Economy of Science: Ideology of/in the Natural
Sciences. London: Macmillan, 1976.

See also: Atom bomb; Industrial research; Man-
hattan Project; Military ethics; Nuclear arms race;
Nuclear energy; Science; Technology; War.

Weber, Max
Identification: German sociologist
Born: April 21, 1864, Erfurt, Prussia (now in

Germany)
Died: June 14, 1920, Munich, Germany
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Weber was one of the most promi-

nent social scientists of the early twentieth cen-
tury. His The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism (Die protestantische Ethik und der
Geist des Kapitalismus, 1904-1905) explored the
ways in which Protestant religious and ethical be-
liefs influenced the development of modern capi-
talism.

Weber is considered to be one of the founders of
modern social science. His intellectual achievement
reflected extraordinary breadth, including original
studies of economy and law, social structure, com-
parative civilizations, and methods of the social sci-
ences. He is best known for The Protestant Ethic and
the Spirit of Capitalism, in which he analyzed human
motives—that is, beliefs and values determining ac-
tion—in the development of capitalism and con-
cluded that certain religious beliefs could be linked to
economic trends.

The Calvinist doctrine of predestination held that
God had singled out humans before their births either
to be saved by grace or to be damned. The uncertainty
of not knowing whether believers were saved or
damned prompted them to exhibit controlled and me-
thodical conduct in the pursuit of their worldly call-
ing, which Weber called “inner-worldly asceticism.”
Many Calvinists came to regard economic success,
including the accumulation of capital, as a possible
sign of God’s grace and salvation, which often had
been achieved by abstinence from “unnecessary”

consumption, leading to savings and reinvestment in
economic growth. Weber did not deny that other ma-
terial and psychological factors were conducive to
the development of capitalism, but he pointed out
that never before the advent of capitalism had reli-
gious beliefs viewed economic success as a sign of
God’s grace.

In studies of world religions, Weber attempted to
explain how religious beliefs shaped a people’s so-
cial and political institutions and economic activities.
He argued, for example, that in Confucianism and
Hinduism particular doctrines inhibited economic
advance under conditions that were otherwise favor-
able to economic pursuit. Such a finding, he hoped,
would make more convincing the uniqueness of reli-
gious and ethical factors in the development of West-
ern European capitalism.

George P. Blum

See also: Calvin, John; Capitalism; Economics; Lu-
ther, Martin; Marxism.
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Welfare programs
Definition: Publicly funded, state-run distribution

of money or material resources to those in need
Type of ethics: Human rights
Significance: Welfare programs are designed to en-

sure that all members of a given society enjoy a
minimum standard of living. They raise theoreti-
cal issues about the responsibility of the state to-
ward its citizens and the responsibility of individ-
uals to support themselves, as well as practical
concerns about the liability of welfare systems to
fraudulent claims and their tendency to motivate
people to remain unemployed or otherwise de-
pendent on the state.

One of the first compulsory national programs of so-
cial insurance was instituted in Austria in 1854, but
societies have always recognized responsibilities to
less fortunate members. Welfare programs simply in-
stitutionalize society’s responses to the various prob-
lems that individuals face.

Private vs. Public Programs
Many of the tasks of national or state welfare pro-

grams have been, and still are, performed by smaller
groups. Many families care for their sick, old, or un-
employed members. In other cases, individuals form
voluntary organizations to protect their standards of
living. Insurance companies and mutual aid societies
are examples of individuals agreeing to provide for
others in exchange for a guarantee that they will be
provided for if necessary. Governments step in when
families or other larger groups are unwilling to or
cannot provide what is deemed to be an adequate
standard of living.

Private systems of contracting sometimes break
down, or the scale of programs becomes so large that
government provision becomes the least costly
means of delivery. In other cases, society may declare
that a condition is desirable, in opposition to individ-
uals. One example concerns child labor and educa-
tion. Poor families may decide that having a child
work and provide an income is preferable to having
the child become educated. Society as a whole may
enforce education and prohibit child labor, both for
the children’s immediate good and to break a cycle of
poverty in which uneducated children grow up un-
able to earn a living.

Types of Welfare
The most basic welfare programs provide cash

grants so that recipients can buy what they need.
Concerned that welfare recipients may make poor
choices, welfare providers sometimes provide goods
“in kind”; for example, food stamps and housing
vouchers that can be used only for those specific
goods or services. These restrictions on welfare are
sometimes justified on the basis of the argument that
the adult direct recipients of welfare may not, in the
absence of restrictions, pass on benefits to indirect
recipients such as children.

Welfare programs correct a variety of individual
problems. People may be unable to work because of
illness or injury, or simply because they cannot find
jobs. They may have the responsibility of caring for
someone else. Perhaps society deems that people
above a certain age should not have to work. In any of
these cases, welfare programs may provide income
to take the place of wages or salaries.

Programs can also provide particular goods and
services. Provision of food, housing, health care, and
education is common. Health care and education pro-
grams have become so institutionalized that many
people do not consider them to be welfare. In many
cases, however, these services are provided to con-
sumers at a price lower than would exist in a free,
competitive market.

International Comparisons
Typically, the countries of Western Europe have

the most extensive welfare systems. Great Britain,
for example, has a national health care system. Sev-
eral Western European countries provide widespread
housing allowances. Switzerland went so far as to
provide that local governments would plant rose-
bushes on graves if the friends or relatives of the de-
ceased were unwilling or unable to do so. Clearly,
different governments have differing definitions of
an adequate standard of living and how far govern-
ment should go to provide it. It is not uncommon for a
Western European government to spend 20 percent
or more of its gross national product on welfare pro-
grams. Much of this spending takes the place of pri-
vate spending, as in the case of housing allowances,
but the figure still illustrates a deep commitment to
social welfare.

In less developed countries, an adequate standard
of living may mean simply having enough food to
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avoid starvation. These countries cannot afford to set
higher standards, even though such standards obvi-
ously are desirable. Some of the wealthier countries
therefore have extended welfare programs to encom-
pass foreign aid.

Ethical Issues
Ethical issues arise regarding both the acceptance

and the provision of welfare. Acceptance of welfare
implies a moral choice. Numerous cases exist in
which people have abused welfare systems by claim-
ing benefits for which they have no true need, per-
haps choosing not to work when they are able and
when jobs exist. Some programs insist that able-
bodied welfare recipients either work or enroll in
training programs to enhance their job skills.

Welfare providers must make choices. Money
spent to achieve one standard of living cannot be
spent on another goal, and money spent on one fam-
ily cannot be spent on another. Some system of prior-
ities therefore is necessary. A further trade-off is that
money spent on welfare programs cannot be spent on
other types of programs such as national defense or
research. Finally, money given to one person must be
taken from someone else. Governments must decide
how much redistribution is equitable and must be
concerned that taking money from those who work
discourages them from working.

A different set of issues concerns the goals of wel-
fare programs. An obvious goal is ensuring that indi-
viduals achieve a minimum standard of living.
Means of achieving that goal, however, differ in their
consequences. Providing aid to someone, for exam-
ple, may destroy private initiative. People may be-
come dependent on welfare. Rules of welfare pro-
grams may also instigate a “cycle of poverty” in
which children raised on welfare learn the rules of
that system but do not learn how to earn a living on
their own. Welfare rules that provide extra payments
to families may encourage women to have children,
thus locking them in to child care and dependence on
the welfare system. Welfare planners must consider
such unintended consequences.

A. J. Sobczak

Further Reading
Bryner, Gary. Politics and Public Morality: The
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Gregg, Pauline. The Welfare State: An Economic and
Social History of Great Britain from 1945 to the
Present Day. Amherst: University of Massachu-
setts Press, 1969.

Levitan, Sar A., and Clifford M. Johnson. Beyond the
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in America. Cambridge, Mass.: Ballinger, 1984.

Lutz, Mark A., and Kenneth Lux. The Challenge
of Humanistic Economics. Menlo Park, Calif.:
Benjamin/Cummings, 1979.
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come: The Nixon Administration and the Family
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See also: Altruism; Entitlements; Generosity; Home-
less care; Hunger; Social justice and responsibility;
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Welfare rights
Definition: Legitimate claim of all persons, regard-

less of status, to the basic economic resources
needed to maintain well-being

Type of ethics: Human rights; Politico-economic
ethics; Religious ethics

Significance: The principle of welfare rights is cen-
tral to many modern arguments about the nature
and scope of justice and human rights.

In traditional (precapitalist) societies, persons recog-
nized a mutual obligation to meet the essential eco-
nomic needs of all other members of the community.
This obligation is asserted in Judaism, Christianity,
Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Daoism, and Confu-
cianism. In African and Native American traditions,
moral development was demonstrated by giving
away personal wealth during festivals. All these vari-
ous traditions operated with a kinship model of ethics
(in which all members of the community are to be
treated as family). As these traditions developed,
their morality was universalized so that all humanity
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was to be regarded as family. Based on these reli-
gious foundations, peasants in feudal societies re-
tained certain economic rights (subsistence rights)
vis-à-vis the nobility. The modern concept of welfare
rights draws on this earlier, highly developed concept
of community obligation.

Modern History
The rise of industrial capitalism in the nineteenth

century destroyed the earlier model. Modern individ-
ualism and laissez-faire economics separated the in-
dividual from the community and made survival de-
pendent upon individual employment, effort,
opportunity, and reward. In the process, poverty was
reconceptualized as being self-caused and the poor
were denigrated as being lazy and immoral. Conse-
quently, society renounced any moral obligation to
help the poor. A distinction was drawn between the
deserving poor (disabled and orphans) and the unde-
serving, but programs to help the poor became a mat-
ter of optional private charity, not of justice and so-
cial policy.

The right to accumulate unlimited personal wealth
by almost any means, regardless of social cost, was
given moral priority over meeting the needs of all per-
sons in the community. In response, protest against
the widespread harsh forms of poverty generated by
capitalism developed. Recognizing that the primary
causes of poverty were economic cycles of depres-
sion and unemployment, exploitation of workers,
low wages, and lack of educational opportunity, so-
cialist movements reasserted the right of all to basic
economic security. Karl Marx proposed an economic
system based on the following principle: “From each
according to ability, to each according to need.”
Frightened by threats of socialist revolution and la-
bor unrest, models of capitalism were proposed that
included welfare rights, a guaranteed level of subsis-
tence for all. A rudimentary welfare state was imple-
mented in Germany in 1871.

This model gained influence during the 1930’s in
response to the Great Depression. U.S. president
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal incorporated
many of the elements of the welfare state. The actual
term “welfare state” was first employed in 1941 by
British archbishop William Temple. Following
World War II, most European nations adopted sys-
tems based on a recognition of welfare rights, which
included health care, adequate diet and housing, and

guaranteed employment or a guaranteed minimum
annual income for all. Such policies were endorsed
by the United Nations Declaration on Human Rights
(1948). The United States was one of the few devel-
oped nations to reject such rights.

The 1960’s recognized the emergence of a new
period of social activism on behalf of welfare rights.
Socialist revolutions erupted in numerous de-
veloping nations. In the United States, George Wiley
formed the National Welfare Rights Organization
(NWRO) and Lyndon Johnson initiated the War on
Poverty, expanding welfare programs. In 1966, the
United Nations ratified the Covenant on Economic,
Social, and Cultural Rights, giving universal valida-
tion to the concept of welfare rights. Welfare rights,
however, continue to conflict with the basic premises
of American individualism and laissez-faire eco-
nomics.

The United States did not endorse the United Na-
tions’covenant and during the 1980’s began a conser-
vative attack on welfare programs and welfare rights.
Nineteenth century arguments against helping the
poor and distinctions between the deserving and the
undeserving were resurrected and used to shape so-
cial policy. The number of the poor and severity of
their conditions increased dramatically. This attack
was resisted by liberal religious groups that insti-
tuted programs to feed and house the poor. They also
reaffirmed the centrality of the moral obligation to
meet the needs of the poor. Third World liberation
theologians and the U.S. Catholic Bishops’ pastoral
Economic Justice for All (1986) cite a “preferential
option for the poor” that should inform all social pol-
icy. A similar concept is articulated by philosopher
John Rawls in his earlier work A Theory of Justice
(1971). The central issue remains the relative rights
and obligations of persons in a community to one an-
other.

Ethical Arguments Employed
(1) Basic economic needs (food, shelter, educa-

tion, health care) must be met, since they are neces-
sary for survival and development. (2) All persons
have equal worth. (For religious persons, all are cre-
ated equal.) (3) Greed and personal pleasure are not
sufficient reasons for depriving others of resources
needed for human survival. (For religious persons,
God created the world to benefit all.) (4) The primary
causes of poverty are a function of chance (place of
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birth, social location, innate capabilities, economic
cycles). Therefore, there exists a moral obligation to
meet the basic needs of others. (5) For religious per-
sons, the primary moral requirement “Love your
neighbor” obligates persons to meet others’ needs.
(6) As part of a community that provides myriad ben-
efits, members of the community have a moral obli-
gation to ensure the economic subsistence of all other
members. (7) Fulfilling welfare rights improves the
quality of life for all by reducing crime, reducing
class antagonisms and conflicts, and providing a
healthy, well-educated workforce.

Charles L. Kammer III

Further Reading
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Whistleblowing
Definition: Publicly revealing, or reporting to ap-

propriate authorities, that one’s employer is guilty
of corporate or professional wrongdoing

Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: Whistleblowing may violate both ethi-

cal values, such as loyalty and confidentiality, and
specific legal requirements, such as nondisclosure
agreements. It is generally defended, however, on
the grounds that it serves the public interest and
protects third parties from harm. Whistleblowing
laws have been passed in many states to protect
whistleblowers from corporate reprisals such as
lawsuits, dismissal, or demotion.

Blowing the whistle on a person or activity is in-
tended to bring to a halt some activity that will cause
harm to the public. Since it is generally recognized
that one should prevent harm to others if one can do
so without causing great harm to oneself, whistle-
blowing would seem to be morally required. It is
also generally recognized, however, that one should
be loyal to one’s employers and professional col-
leagues. Since whistleblowing by an employee ap-
pears to breach this loyalty by reporting the harmful
activity to those outside the organization, the em-
ployee who discovers misconduct is faced with a
moral dilemma.

Some writers argue that such “ratting” on one’s
employer is always wrong. Others argue that those
who are willing to risk their futures to expose wrong-
doing are heroes. Still others assess individual acts of
whistleblowing by asking various questions: Have
all the internal reporting channels been exhausted
without results? Is the harm to the public without a
report significantly greater than the harm to the orga-
nization with a report? What is the likelihood that the
report will actually prevent the harm; that is, is the re-
port believable and substantiatable?

Ruth B. Heizer

See also: Business ethics; Confidentiality; Corpo-
rate responsibility; Corporate scandal; Loyalty; Obe-
dience; Professional ethics.
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White-collar crime
Definition: Criminal activity in the corporate, com-

mercial, professional, and political arenas
Type of ethics: Business and labor ethics
Significance: The treatment of white-collar crime

both by law enforcement officials and by the me-
dia raises fundamental issues of social justice and
equal treatment under the law, since such crime is
often under-prosecuted in comparison with simi-
lar crimes committed by working-class people.

White-collar crimes are distinguished by the fact that
they most commonly take place at the workplace and
involve activities related to otherwise legitimate oc-
cupations. In addition, white-collar criminals rarely
use violence or weapons.

The lowest level of white-collar crime, and the
one easiest to identify and prosecute, is employee
theft, ranging from taking office supplies for non-
work use to the theft of products intended for sale.
Higher levels of white-collar crime typically involve
manipulations of bookkeeping accounts or legal doc-
uments. These crimes are more difficult to trace, par-
ticularly as more records are kept in electronic form,
with fewer “paper trails” to identify wrongdoing. A
variation of this type of crime involves violating the
terms of a business contract or law with the intent of
earning a profit in a way not intended by the other
contracting parties or by society. An example is in-
sider trading, in which stock, bond, or commodity
traders use information they have learned earlier than
other traders in order to make a profit in their trading.
This example points out a difficulty in prosecuting
some white-collar crime: It is difficult to say what in-
formation is illegal to use, since financial markets are
designed to reward those who make effective use of
information. The lines of ethical and legal behavior
are also difficult to draw in cases of political corrup-
tion; “constituent service” to one person might be
considered to be political favoritism or graft to an-
other.

A. J. Sobczak

See also: Business ethics; Corporate responsibility;
Corporate scandal; Corruption; “Everyone does it”;
Fraud; Insider trading.

Whitehead, Alfred North
Identification: English mathematician and philos-

opher
Born: February 15, 1861, Ramsgate, Isle of

Thanet, Kent, England
Died: December 30, 1947, Cambridge,

Massachusetts
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: In such works as Science and the

Modern World (1925), Religion in the Making
(1926), Process and Reality: An Essay in Cosmol-
ogy (1929), Symbolism: Its Meaning and Effect
(1927), and Adventures of Ideas (1933), White-
head applied mathematical and scientific princi-
ples to philosophical ethics.

In 1924, at the age of sixty-three and nearing compul-
sory retirement at the Imperial College, London,
Whitehead accepted an appointment to teach philos-
ophy at Harvard University in Cambridge, Massa-
chusetts. For the next thirteen years, he lectured and
developed his metaphysics. Influenced by the thought
of Henri Bergson and, at the same time, an erstwhile
Platonist, Whitehead considered the requirements
for an ethical society through an analysis of religion
(Religion in the Making) and the fundamental require-
ments for a dynamic society (Adventures of Ideas).
He argued that religion—realized only through pro-
found human reflection—contributed to an ethical
understanding of the relationship of the individual in
society and the universe.

After earlier affiliations with Anglicanism and Ro-
man Catholicism, Whitehead did not identify with any
organized religion; he did not consider religion as a so-
cietal institution to be very meaningful. Adventures of
Ideas constituted Whitehead’s most comprehensive
statement of his philosophy and has been his most
widely acclaimed and read book. Individual freedom
required an ordered society; Whitehead was not sym-
pathetic to anarchism, which frequently advanced val-
ues similar to his. Whitehead was concerned with the
nature of beauty, art, and peace, predicated upon an
ethics that recognized the fundamental primacy of the
individual within the context of Western civilization.

William T. Walker

See also: Bergson, Henri; Hartshorne, Charles; Ide-
alist ethics; Plato; Platonic ethics; Russell, Bertrand.
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Wickedness
Definition: Quality of desiring to do wrong for its

own sake; evil
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: Wickedness, far more than vice, is

the precise opposite of virtue. It is the positive val-
uation of evil as its own reward.

The problem of evil is an ancient problem in philoso-
phy and religion. In religion, the problem consists in
explaining why God, who is all good, can allow for
evil in the world; in philosophy, the problem entails
accounting for the motives that lead people to do evil
things. Socrates, for example, denies that people are
motivated to do evil; he claims that people are moti-
vated to do what is good and that it is only from igno-
rance of what is good that people do evil. Thus, peo-
ple do not knowingly do wrong. Others have taken a
similar stance with respect to God, arguing that God
does not allow for evil and that it is only the inade-
quate and finite human knowledge of God that leads
people to think that evil exists. Both these responses
to the problem of evil, therefore, simply deny the ex-
istence of evil. In the philosophical discussion that
has surrounded the topic of wickedness, however,
there has been an acceptance of the fact that evil does
indeed exist; because of this acceptance, the problem
of why people are wicked (the problem of evil) reap-
pears with all its force.

In Immanuel Kant’s article “Of the Indwelling of
the Bad Principle Along with the Good” (1927), he
argues that evil results when people are not properly
motivated. By being properly motivated, Kant means
that one should be motivated to act out of respect for
the moral law (that is, universal moral principles), not
from self-interest. It is when one’s moral principles
follow from one’s self-interest, and not the other way
around as it should be, that one can be wicked and
evil. Despite this account of why people do evil, Kant
nevertheless believes that evil actions are to be under-
stood in the light of the good that motivates them—
that is, the good as perceived in terms of self-interest
rather than of the universal moral law. Kant conse-
quently does not believe that people are ever wicked
or do evil for the sake of wickedness or evil, and thus
he is part of the tradition that denies the existence of
evil as such.

Arthur Schopenhauer, in his book The World as

Will and Representation (1818), denies the tradi-
tional rejection of evil and sets forth the notion of
“pure wickedness” as an act done solely for the sake
of evil. Citing the character Iago from William
Shakespeare’s play Othello, Schopenhauer claims
that people can be wicked because they derive disin-
terested pleasure from the suffering of others or be-
cause they are motivated to act by evil.

Types of Wickedness
S. I. Benn has set forth a more detailed typology

and discussion of wickedness in his article “Wicked-
ness” (1985). Benn cites two ways in which one can
be wicked: either one is wicked in pursuing what one
perceives to be good, or one is wicked in acting for
the sake of evil. Benn further divides the first class
of wickedness into “self-centered,” “conscientious,”
and “heteronomous” wickedness. With self-centered
wickedness, one acts in order to promote the interests
of oneself or one’s family, company, or nation, but
does so with a ruthless disregard for others. With con-
scientious wickedness, one believes that the good
that one pursues is universally valid, not only valid
for oneself, and pursues this good ruthlessly while
excluding others. A Nazi, for example, may act ac-
cording to a good that he or she believes to be univer-
sally valid, but will exclude others to the point of
genocide. Heteronomous wickedness entails choos-
ing to act according to another’s principles—princi-
ples that can be seen to be evil.

The second class of wickedness that Benn dis-
cusses, acting for the sake of evil, corresponds to
Schopenhauer’s idea of “pure wickedness”; Benn la-
bels it “malignity” or “unalloyed wickedness.” In
discussing this class of wickedness, Benn turns to the
problem of evil: Why are people wicked if they are
not motivated by self-interest or by something that is
thought of as good? Benn’s answer to this question
consists largely of showing the inadequacy of at-
tempts to subsume all evil actions under a motivation
to do good; when it comes to stating why one would
be motivated to do evil because it is evil, however,
Benn for the most part avoids the issue.

The problem of why people are wicked, or why
evil is pursued as an evil and not as a good, is the cen-
tral theme of Mary Midgley’s book Wickedness: A
Philosophical Essay (1984). Midgley argues that
wickedness cannot be explained by referring it to ex-
ternal, social causes or by denying it exists. Wicked-
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ness, she argues, is a real potential that all people
have. This potential results from what Midgley takes
to be a perversion of natural hostilities and conflicts
with others. Midgley claims that this perversion is
not the same thing as Sigmund Freud’s concept of the
“death-instinct” (which is an instinct that serves to
bring about death and destruction). People have mo-
tives that aim toward negative, destructive ends (such
as eliminating enemies and threats), and the perver-
sion of such motives leads to the pursuit of negative
ends for their own sake. In short, this perversion en-
tails doing something evil simply because it is evil; it
is, as Midgley and others have understood it, wicked-
ness.

Jeff Bell
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and Representation. Translated by E. F.
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Wiesel, Elie
Identification: Romanian-born author and rights

activist
Born: September 30, 1928, Sighet, Transylvania
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: Wiesel, an outstanding defender of

human rights and a pioneer interpreter of the
Shoah (Holocaust), is the author of Night (Un di
Velt hot geshvign, 1956), one of the most impor-
tant and widely read memoirs of a concentration
camp survivor. In that and other works, he ex-
plores ways in which the faith of Holocaust survi-
vors can be used to help heal the post-Holocaust
world. Wiesel was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize
in 1986.
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Elie Wiesel’s writings have made him the messenger
of the Jewish Holocaust dead and the prophetic muse
of the post-Auschwitz age. This fact may explain
why he wrote his first published memoir, Night, in
Yiddish, the lingua franca of the murdered Jewish
people, rather than in French, the language in which
he wrote all of his other works. Wiesel writes master-
fully, with a Kafkaesque pen, and his themes include
pogroms, the destruction of the shtetls (Jewish vil-
lages), songs of mourning and exile, the madness of
the Messiah, divine love and silence, and the guilt
and obligation of survival, all of which are interwo-
ven with threads of Hasidic tales, Kabbalistic mysti-
cism, talmudic wisdom, and pietistic folklore.

Theologically, Wiesel’s testimony is a continuous
Din Torah (a disputation based on the judgment of
the Torah) with God, who allowed Auschwitz to oc-
cur, and with radical dehumanization, the existence
of which raises the possibility that the world is either
not listening to or does not care about the lessons that
can be learned from the Shoah. Wiesel has done more
than anyone to establish “Holocaust” (a word that in-
vokes images of fire and burnt offerings) as the ac-
cepted term for the Judeocide that occurred during
World War II. Because the term is associated with the
akedah, or “binding,” of Isaac in the biblical story in
which Abraham is tested and Isaac is victimized
(Gen. 22), the use of the term permits Wiesel to ques-
tion the intentions of God. This act of questioning
does not diminish the paradox of the Shoah, but
serves to make the issue more significant and more
troubling, and therefore also more full of hope.
Wiesel has strongly advocated that the specific les-
sons of the Shoah should never be lost. His eyewit-
ness approach to the issue, which is rooted in the re-
demptive quality of memory, carries the message that
one can survive with morality, a message that will ap-
peal to all those who have suffered or will suffer.

Zev Garber

See also: Anti-Semitism; Concentration camps;
Hasidism; Holocaust; Jewish ethics; Lemkin, Ra-
phael; Nobel Peace Prizes.

Wilderness Act of 1964
Identification: Federal law setting aside specific

tracts of land to be preserved and managed so that
the natural conditions of the wilderness ecosys-
tem remain unaltered

Date: Enacted on September 3, 1964
Type of ethics: Environmental ethics
Significance: Designed to ensure that wilderness

would be available as a resource for future gener-
ations, the Wilderness Act brought into federal
law for the first time the principle that nature is
valuable for its own sake, not only for the uses to
which humans can put it.

A wilderness bill was first introduced in the U.S.
Senate in 1956, but because of conflicts between eco-
nomic interests and conservationists regarding the
appropriate uses of land in areas set aside for wilder-
ness, it was not until 1964 that the Wilderness Act
was finally made law. The Wilderness Act of 1964
defines wilderness as “an area where the earth and
community of life are untrammeled by man, where
man himself is a visitor who does not remain.”

The act does allow prospecting for minerals and
protects mining interests that existed as of January 1,
1964, but it does not allow any new mineral patents
after that date. This was a compromise that was diffi-
cult to effect. No motorized equipment, motor vehi-
cles, motorboats, or commercial enterprises are al-
lowed in wilderness areas. Supporters of the act stated
that these exclusions did not violate the multiple-use
principle, which calls for public lands to be used for
their highest and best use, but indeed applied the prin-
ciple by reserving some lands for the whole of the
community to enjoy. The act embodies the principle
that nature should not be managed, in these wilder-
ness areas, merely to suit people, but so as to preserve
and protect the land in its natural condition in accor-
dance with wilderness values.

Sandra L. Christensen

See also: Conservation; Ecology; Environmental
movement; Future generations; Leopold, Aldo;
Muir, John; National Park System, U.S.; Sierra Club.
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Will
Definition: Mental faculty used by conscious be-

ings to initiate autonomous action
Type of ethics: Theory of ethics
Significance: In traditional philosophical models

of the mind, reason is used to evaluate one’s de-
sires to determine whether or not they should be
acted upon, and will is the faculty that carries out
those decisions once they have been made. Thus,
it is the will in conjunction with reason that makes
morality possible on a practical level by prevent-
ing people from becoming automatons ruled
solely by brute impulse and instinct.

One of the presuppositions of morality is the belief
that a human being is a special kind of agent that is to
be held morally responsible for its actions. A boulder
that tumbles from a precipice and crushes the leg of a
climber is an agent, because the energy that it has ac-
quired is a source of change, the crushing of the
climber’s leg. Nevertheless, the boulder is not held
responsible for its actions, since it is not deemed a
moral agent. Although there have been periods when
animals other than human beings have been treated
as moral agents, it is generally true that human beings
alone are held morally responsible for their actions
and thus are taken to be the only moral agents within
the natural order. (This remark must be confined to
the natural order, since many theists believe that God
and other spiritual beings—angels, demons, and so
forth—are moral agents.) The conviction that a hu-
man being is an agent in this special way is often ex-
plained by claiming that a human being has a will, a
capacity to initiate action through the formation of
mental events (volitions) that prompt the desired ac-
tion.

Nature of the Will
Although philosophers who believe in the will are

in agreement concerning its importance to moral re-
sponsibility, there is considerable disagreement over
what kind of thing it is. Some philosophers (for ex-
ample, Plato, Saint Augustine, and Thomas Aquinas)
maintain that the will is a faculty that is literally a part
of the soul. The will, according to this view, is dis-
tinct from other mental faculties such as the intellect
and also distinct from its volitions.

Other philosophers (such as Baruch Spinoza and

David Hume) reject the notion that the will is literally
a part of the soul. These thinkers maintain that the at-
tribution of a will to human beings is simply a short-
hand way of saying that the human soul can form vo-
litions and that these volitions can initiate action. In
this view, there is no distinct faculty or part of the soul
that stands behind its volitions; rather, the will is sim-
ply the sum total of all the soul’s volitions.

Regardless of the stand that one takes on the pre-
cise nature of the will, one still must deal with the two
most difficult issues confronting any adequate theory
of the will. The first issue is that of explaining the
mechanism whereby volitions exert their influence.
This issue is one aspect of the larger philosophical
problem of explaining how the mind and the body
interact—the so-called “problem of interaction.” The
second issue is that of specifying what it is about the
will’s agency that distinguishes it from other agents
in a morally significant way. This second issue is that
of the will’s freedom or autonomy.

Problem of Interaction
Experience seems to indicate that bodily events

can cause mental events and that mental events can
cause bodily events. The unfortunate climber men-
tioned at the beginning of this essay experienced the
bodily event of a broken leg and then experienced the
pain, a mental event, caused by this physical trauma.
In fact, all sensations, all cases of tasting, touching,
seeing, smelling, and hearing, seem, at least uncriti-
cally, to involve bodily events (in which the physical
environment acts upon one’s sensory organs) that
cause mental events (the actual sensory experiences).
By the same token, experience indicates that mental
events cause bodily events. The mental event of will-
ing to raise one’s hand does, under normal circum-
stances, lead to the bodily event of one’s hand raising.
The problem of interaction refers to the challenge of
explaining this apparent causal interplay between the
mind and the body. With regard to the will, the prob-
lem of interaction arises in terms of the need to ex-
plain how the mind’s volitions can give rise to bodily
actions.

Although the problem of interaction was explic-
itly formulated at least as early as the fourth century
b.c.e. in Aristotle’s De anima, attention to it intensi-
fied dramatically in the seventeenth century in re-
sponse to René Descartes’s promulgation of sub-
stance dualism. Substance dualism is a theory of
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human nature that holds that human beings are com-
posed of two radically different kinds of substances:
mind and body. Descartes conceived of the mind as
an immaterial (spatially unextended) substance and
the body as a material (spatially extended) substance.
In addition, he maintained that the mind and the body
can exist apart from each other.

Although the Cartesian philosophy grew in popu-
larity during the late seventeenth and early eigh-
teenth centuries, concern over the problem of inter-
action grew as well. The radical heterogeneity of the
mind and the body upheld by Cartesian dualism led
thinkers to wonder how such radically different sub-
stances could interact. Descartes himself never fully
came to grips with this issue; however, a number of
solutions were developed by those who were either
avowed Cartesians or were at least heavily influ-
enced by Descartes’s philosophy.

The late-seventeenth century French philosopher
Nicholas Malebranche attempted to solve the prob-
lem by conceding that the mind and the body do not
really interact. The reason that mental events appear
to cause bodily events is that God creates these events
so that they exhibit the correlation that people experi-
ence. Thus, the connections between willing to raise
one’s arm and the subsequent act of arm raising must
be explained in terms of God’s causing the arm to
raise on the occasion of the volition that it be raised.
Insofar as it implies that mental events and bodily
events are not true causes but are only occasions upon
which God acts as a cause, this view is known as
occasionalism.

The late-seventeenth century German philoso-
pher Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz worried that the
occasionalists’ supposition of God’s ongoing inter-
vention in the world was an unjustifiably complex as-
sumption that would destroy the possibility of there
being laws of nature. He preferred his own view of
pre-established harmony. Like occasionalism, pre-
established harmony conceded that the mind and the
body do not really interact. Unlike the occasionalists,
however, Leibniz explained the correlation between
mental and bodily events by supposing that the
events occurring within a substance result from an in-
ternal principle of development that God placed in
the substance from the outset and designed so that the
events unfolding in the mind would be in harmony
with the events unfolding in the body.

A third response to the problem of interaction was

that of rejecting the dualism that gave rise to the prob-
lem. In the seventeenth century, this solution was at-
tempted in two very different theories. First, the
seventeenth century British philosopher Thomas
Hobbes maintained that the very concept of an imma-
terial substance was a contradiction in terms, for sub-
stance could only mean body. According to this ma-
terialism, then, mental events are nothing other than
internal bodily events; thus, the interaction of the
mind with the body is always nothing more than mat-
ter acting upon matter.

Also rejecting the dualism of Descartes was the
seventeenth century Dutch philosopher Baruch
Spinoza. Like Hobbes, Spinoza maintained that there
is only one substance in the universe. Unlike Hobbes,
however, he maintained that this substance should not
be characterized exclusively as material, for spatial
extension and thought are both attributes of the single
substance constituting the universe. In keeping with
this dual-aspect theory, Spinoza maintained that cor-
related mental and bodily events are really the same
event viewed from different standpoints: the stand-
points of thought and extension. Insofar as there is, at
bottom, only one event behind any given mind-body
correlation, the problem of explaining the interaction
of distinct events dissolves in Spinoza’s system.

Regardless of which of these avenues one chooses
to explain the efficacy of volitions, one still must un-
dertake the task of explaining why the agency mani-
fested by the will is of a special type that can support
the attribution of moral responsibility. Although rec-
ognition of the will’s special agency is commonly
made by referring to it as free and autonomous, there
is considerable disagreement concerning the nature
of this freedom and autonomy.

Freedom and Autonomy
Numerous theories of human freedom have been

defended throughout the history of philosophy; how-
ever, it does not do excessive violence to the subtle-
ties of these theories to classify them all in one of
the two following categories: voluntarism and com-
patibilism.

Advocates of voluntarism note that people nor-
mally do not punish others for actions that they could
not have altered, and they thus maintain that the
agency underpinning moral responsibility cannot
be one that is governed by causal necessity. With this
in mind, voluntarists (also known as incompatibilists
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and indeterminists) maintain that the will’s free-
dom entails that its volition not be necessitated by
antecedent causes or conditions. According to the
voluntarist, if one could reproduce the external and
internal conditions immediately preceding an indi-
vidual’s choice, the individual would still be free to
choose otherwise than he or she actually did. Thus
it is that voluntarists such as John Duns Scotus
(c. 1265-1308) and William of Ockham (c. 1280-
1347) explain the will’s freedom in terms of its com-
plete independence of causally determining factors.

In direct opposition to voluntarism, compatibilism
maintains that it is possible for certain human actions
to be both free and causally determined. Also known
as soft determinism and necessitarianism, compati-
bilism admits that all human actions are causally de-
termined; it maintains, however, that certain human
actions are still free insofar as they are free from ex-
ternal constraint and compulsion. One’s walking to
the corner to mail a letter is, in this view, free, even
though it is causally determined by one’s beliefs, de-
sires, and character traits. Were another individual to
force one to post the letter and drop it in the box, how-
ever, one’s action would be compelled and hence not
free. Freedom thus does not consist in an absence of
all causes; rather, it consists in being caused by the
right kind of causes: beliefs, desires, and character
traits.

Compatibilist Definitions of “Free”
Fully aware that their attempt to reconcile free-

dom with causal determinism seems to amount to
nothing more than inventing a new meaning for the
term “free,” the compatibilists are quick to point out
that it is their definition of “free,” not that of the vol-
untarists, that makes sense of moral responsibility.
According to the compatibilist, voluntarism makes
free choice a random affair, since it implies that no
sufficient explanation can be given for an individ-
ual’s choices. This is problematic, according to the
compatibilist, because people do not hold others
morally accountable for actions that happen ran-
domly or by chance. People do not think that the lot-
tery official who randomly pulls the ticket of a desti-
tute mother is more charitable than is the official who
randomly draws the name of a tycoon. These events
happen by chance and are thus to neither official’s
moral credit or discredit. For this reason, the
compatibilist charges the voluntarist with having re-

duced human freedom to a kind of internal lottery, a
lottery that undermines the very moral responsibility
that freedom is supposed to explain.

In defense of their own definition of “free,”
compatibilists point out that people do think it appro-
priate to punish those whose actions flowed from
wicked wants or a wicked character and to praise
those whose actions flowed from virtuous wants or a
virtuous character. This fact shows, they argue, that
people do not hesitate to hold people responsible for
actions that are caused, provided they are caused by
the appropriate internal states.

The debate is not thus decided in favor of the
compatibilist, however, for the voluntarist will note
that the compatibilists’ attempt to uphold freedom
only succeeds while one focuses upon the immediate
causes of free action, the agent’s beliefs, desires, and
character traits. When one considers the causes of
these internal states, one quickly sees that com-
patibilism implies that they are ultimately caused by
factors that are wholly external to the individual in
question, factors that obtained even before the indi-
vidual was born. The voluntarist therefore notes that
the causal determinism that is part of compatibilism
undermines its attempt to redefine freedom. Since
determinism implies that all of an agent’s actions are
ultimately the results of wholly external causes, it
turns out that no actions are free even according to the
compatibilists’ definition of “free.”

Convinced of the inability of both voluntarism
and compatibilism to offer a satisfactory account
of moral responsibility, some philosophers have re-
sisted the call to offer a theory of freedom. Such hard
determinists as the late-eighteenth century English
philosopher Joseph Priestley resist the call by simply
denying that there is any such thing as free agency.
Freedom, they insist, is merely an illusion created by
one’s ignorance of those causal factors that have de-
termined the way that one will act on a given occa-
sion. Other philosophers, such as Immanuel Kant,
see freedom as a necessary condition of moral re-
sponsibility and thus are not willing to dismiss it;
nevertheless, they resist the call to supply a theory
of freedom by maintaining that the nature of free
agency is a mystery that cannot be penetrated by hu-
man reason.

Although philosophical discussion of the will’s
freedom and autonomy normally focuses on the de-
gree to which the will must be immune from deter-
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mining factors, an interesting sidelight to this debate
concerns the possibility that an individual can, freely
and knowingly, choose evil.

Weakness of Will
Acting in a way that is contrary to one’s moral ob-

ligation while one is fully aware of that obligation
constitutes weakness of will. Sometimes called
moral weakness or incontinence, weakness of will
seems to be a part of most individuals’ experience.
What is philosophically interesting about inconti-
nence is that some philosophers have been uncon-
vinced by the abundance of experiential evidence for
its occurrence and have insisted that it never actually
happens.

Probably the best-known advocate of the impos-
sibility of incontinence is Socrates. He rejected in-
continence on the grounds that no person wants to be
miserable and that the surest way to make oneself
miserable is by disregarding the demands of moral-
ity. Having accepted these points, Socrates was led to
explain those who do choose lives of vice by suppos-
ing that they must be ignorant of the true nature of a
virtuous life.

Other philosophers (such as R. M. Hare) have re-
jected incontinence on the grounds that it is impossi-
ble to act contrary to the moral principles that one
holds insofar as the only true indicators of one’s
moral principles are the actions that one performs.
According to this view, it is what a person does and
not what he or she says that reveals his or her actual
moral principles. It is only because people delude
themselves into thinking that they hold certain moral
principles that the illusion of incontinence is so prev-
alent.

James M. Petrik
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dom and liberty; Hare, R. M.; Nietzsche, Friedrich;
Plato; Thomas Aquinas; Weakness of will.

Wisdom
Definition: Accumulated knowledge and the abil-

ity to exercise sound judgment, especially in diffi-
cult ethical cases

Type of ethics: Personal and social ethics
Significance: Traditionally regarded as a cardinal

virtue, wisdom remains a moral ideal, although
modern critics reject the concept as elitist or arbi-
trary.

Wisdom, or good judgment, comprises both knowl-
edge about facts and values and the ability to apply
relevant knowledge appropriately in decision mak-
ing and action. Wise judges possess discernment,
fairness, and openness. They discern hidden pos-
sibilities and discover among conflicting interests
unsuspected options for compromise. This ability re-
quires patience and a tolerance for ambiguity. Aris-
totle emphasizes that fairness or “equity” prevents
sacrificing the spirit of a rule in order to adhere to
its letter. Wise judgment requires a flexible approach
to rules, so the wise path may appear foolish. A long
tradition concerning the so-called “wisdom of the
fool” testifies to the shifting boundary between wis-
dom and folly. If wisdom turns into clichés, slo-
gans, and rigid dichotomies, it may take a foolish
mental openness—what in Zen Buddhism is called
“emptiness”—to reveal what is truly real.

Prudence or practical wisdom (Aristotle’s
phronesis) is considered the key virtue necessary for
living a morally good life. Theoretical wisdom
(sophia) by itself is insufficient, as amply illustrated
by such familiar Platonic examples as foolish theo-
rists falling into wells or selfish sophists claiming
that might makes right. In Aristotle’s analysis of
moral virtue as a mean between contrary vices of too
much and too little, the correct judgment (orthos lo-

gos) required to determine what is “just right” de-
pends on the phronesis of the morally serious judge
(spoudaios). However, Aristotle’s arbitrary charac-
terization of this judge and moral mistakes like his
defense of “natural slavery” create doubt about his
“wisdom.”

Contests among competing “experts” in lawsuits
and on opposing sides of almost every political de-
bate give rise to suspicion that their show of knowl-
edge is merely a power struggle. Philosophers such
as Friedrich Nietzsche and Michel Foucault make
suspicion about the uses of disguised power central
to their interpretations of ethical discourse. Tradi-
tional appeals to knowledge, truth, or wisdom appear
as rhetorical maneuvers for foisting one’s preferred
definitions of reality upon those whom one wishes to
control. Suspicion provides a way of changing the
subject and challenging the moral status quo.

Wisdom allows those who are—or believe they
are—oppressed to challenge their oppressors’claims
to deference, based on sex, race, age, or other catego-
ries. Attacks on conventional beliefs as “pseudo-
wisdom” have figured prominently in social debates
over civil rights, multiculturalism, feminism, sexual
preference, and other areas. Attacks on the objectiv-
ity of science, in the work of Thomas Kuhn and oth-
ers, have indirectly raised doubts about wisdom re-
garding human values, as have the social scientific
ideas of David Hume and Max Weber.

Edward Johnson

Further Reading
Kekes, John. Moral Wisdom and Good Lives. Ithaca,
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ton: Houghton Mifflin, 1998.
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gins, and Development. New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1990.

See also: Aristotelian ethics; Avalokitekvara; Daoist
ethics; Hume, David; Platonic ethics; Prudence; Soc-
rates; Weber, Max.
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Wittgenstein, Ludwig
Identification: Austrian-born British philosopher
Born: April 26, 1889, Vienna, Austro-Hungarian

Empire (now in Austria)
Died: April 29, 1951, Cambridge, England
Type of ethics: Modern history
Significance: The author of Tractatus Logico-

Philosophicus (“Logisch-philosophische Abhand-
lung,” 1921) and Philosophical Investigations
(Philosophische Untersuchungen/Philosophical
Investigations, 1953), and one of the most impor-
tant philosophers of the first half of the twentieth
century, Wittgenstein argued that value, including
moral value, falls outside the purview of philo-
sophy, which he viewed as an activity that is pri-
marily concerned with the explanation and de-
limitation of meaning to facilitate purely factual
descriptions of the world.

Wittgenstein’s philosophy is divided into early and
later periods. The early period is marked by his inter-
est in the formal semantics for possible languages.
Wittgenstein believed that language could be mean-
ingful only if sentences are analyzable into ultimate
atomic constituents that, in a one-to-one correspon-
dence, exactly mirror possible facts, thereby provid-
ing a picture of the world. The sentence that describes
a fact about the world is a concatenation of names for
simple objects that corresponds to a juxtaposition of
the named objects. The implication is that language
is meaningful only if it describes contingent empiri-
cal states of affairs. This means that sentences that
purport to express moral judgments and values are
literally meaningless.

Wittgenstein regards this conclusion as showing
that ethics must be transcendent, by which he means
that value—right and wrong, good and evil—is nei-
ther part of the world nor a truth about the world.
From this it follows that there simply is no matter of
fact about whether it is right or wrong to do some-
thing; instead, moral value is a function of subjective
attitude, aesthetic taste, or emotional response to the
facts of the world. It is in this sense that Wittgenstein,
in the Tractatus (6.421), enigmatically declares: “It
is clear that ethics cannot be expressed. Ethics is tran-
scendental. (Ethics and aesthetics are one).” Witt-
genstein sees the mind’s transcendent moral stance
toward the world of facts as vitally important to phi-

losophy and the conduct of life, despite the claims
that value statements are literally meaningless and
that value judgments cannot be stated, but only shown.

In his later development, Wittgenstein rejected
the picture theory of meaning but continued to regard
ethics as being deeply rooted in common social prac-
tices, or forms of life. There can be no adequate
reductive philosophical theory of forms of life, be-
cause they are too basic, and they constitute the foun-
dation in Wittgenstein’s later work for the philosoph-
ical explanation of the meaningfulness of discourse.
After rejecting the semantic theory of the Tractatus,
Wittgenstein, in the Philosophical Investigations and
other posthumously published writings, continued to
regard philosophy as a kind of therapy for eliminat-
ing problems that arise through the misunderstand-
ing of language. It is not the function of philosophy to
offer a positive doctrine of right and wrong, of good
and evil, but only to explain what Wittgenstein calls
the philosophical grammar of these terms as they can
permissibly be used in the language of ethics. The
business of philosophy is to arrive at a correct under-
standing of meaning, not to formulate and defend
substantive commitments to particular doctrines of
morally justified action or the good.

Dale Jacquette

See also: Art; Intersubjectivity; Language; Right
and wrong; Skepticism; Transcendentalism; Truth;
Value.

Wollstonecraft, Mary
Identification: English journalist and educator
Born: April 27, 1759, London, England
Died: September 10, 1797, London, England
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the

Rights of Woman (1792) brought together her in-
terests in women’s education and democratic hu-
man rights to argue that women deserve an educa-
tion equal to that of men.

Wollstonecraft’s significant public activities in-
cluded running a girls’school and working with radi-
cal political groups that supported the French Revo-
lution. She wrote many articles that were published
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in left-wing periodicals as well as eight books, in-
cluding novels, educational manuals, and partisan
political treatises. In her most famous work, A Vindi-
cation of the Rights of Woman, Wollstonecraft criti-
cized the view that women should learn only how to
keep house and be attractive. Being admired for one’s
beauty and vocational skills, she said, is demeaning
to a human being. Human beings, both male and fe-
male, are distinguished from animals in that they
were created by God with the ability to shape their
emotions and morals through reason. All human be-
ings deserve an education that cultivates their reason.
If all people had such an education, they would be
able to respect one another as self-controlled, inde-
pendent, moral, and rational beings. Mutual respect
of this sort between husbands and wives is the only
route to a happy marriage. In her second-most-
famous work, A Vindication of the Rights of Men
(1790), Wollstonecraft argued that mutual respect of
this sort between social classes is the route to a just
society.

Laura Duhan Kaplan

See also: Equal pay for equal work; Equal Rights
Amendment; Suffrage; Women’s ethics; Women’s
liberation movement.

Women’s ethics
Definition: Study or advocacy of distinctively fem-

inine or feminist ethical values
Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: Women’s ethics has challenged the

traditional emphasis on reason, impartiality, au-
tonomy, and universal principles, arguing that tra-
ditional moral philosophy has portrayed as uni-
versal values which are actually masculine or
masculinist. The question of what makes a value
feminine or masculine—whether it is a matter of
essential biological difference, or of the particular
processes of socialization prevalent in a given
culture—is a matter of significant controversy.

The inclusion of women’s experience and the in-
creasing number of women philosophers have had an
impact on ethical theory and practice. This impact
has been enormous and varied. It is difficult to iden-
tify “women’s experience.” Women are not only
women alone, but also belong to socioeconomic
classes, racial groups, religions, geographical areas,
and cultures. What is common to women’s ethics is
that experience matters. Just as women’s experience
is varied, so is women’s ethical theory and practice
varied.

The common classifications of women’s ethical
theory are maternal, psychoanalytic, liberal, socialist,
Marxist, radical, and lesbian. Each of these views can
be divided further among those who extol some aspect
of the “feminine” as the highest virtue, those who ac-
cept the traditional “masculine” values but seek to re-
define them as human, and those who propose a chal-
lenge to the idea of feminine and masculine virtues
and seek to generate new concepts of morality.

Women’s ethics, of any variety, recognizes “tradi-
tional” ethical theories as male centered. These theo-
ries either intentionally exclude women (and people
of certain races and classes) from moral experience
or unintentionally use certain male moral experience
as the standard for all moral experience, thus effec-
tively excluding women (and people of certain races
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and classes). The result of such exclusion is a tradi-
tion that generally favors reason over emotion, im-
partiality over partiality, autonomy over interdepen-
dence or dependence, the abstract over the concrete,
the universal over the particular, and justice over car-
ing. In response to this exclusion, and the resulting
tradition, women’s ethics consciously considers
women’s experiences.

Maternal Ethics
Maternal ethics, also referred to as the ethic of

care, holds that women’s unique experiences as
mothers (biological or social) lead to an ethic that fo-
cuses on relationships and interdependence, and in-
cludes self-sacrifice and care for others as primary
moral qualities. Whether they believe women are
specially suited for such moral action by biology or
by socialization, proponents of such theories believe
that it is these moral characteristics that women
should be recognized as having. Celebrating women’s
differences from men leads some theorists to suggest
that women’s morality is different from but comple-
mentary to the more male voice of justice. Others
suggest that the feminine voice is superior and should
be the model for all humanity.

Psychoanalytic Ethics
Psychoanalytic feminists see the family arrange-

ment, in which it is primarily the woman who stays
with and cares for the children, as problematic. They
believe that it is this arrangement that leads to sharp
gender distinctions and inequalities. Because girls
stay attached to the same-sex parent and never learn
to define themselves as selves, they remain depen-
dent. Boys, however, must define themselves in op-
position to the mother and therefore become exces-
sively autonomous. These differences have played
out in power struggles in which boys learn to break
away and be independent and girls learn to compro-
mise and save relationships. These gender distinc-
tions could be minimized, such feminists believe, by
increasing dual parenting. This approach challenges
the tradition by questioning the moral superiority of
autonomy over interdependence.

Political Ethics
The liberal feminist generally calls for the equal

education of women and equal opportunity to pursue
traditionally male occupations. It is at times summa-

rized as fighting for the opportunity for women to be-
come men. Liberal feminism does not go too far in
challenging the traditional approach to ethics; in-
stead, it asks that women be included as human under
the same definition as men—as rational, autonomous
moral agents.

Marxist feminists see the power imbalance as pri-
marily economic. If the marketplace is changed,
women will no longer be available to be possessions
of men and equality will emerge. Socialist feminists
share this concern about the need to change the mar-
ket but also believe that it will be necessary to change
education, the home, media, and women’s self-
images if equality is to emerge. These approaches
also accept much of the tradition and ask that condi-
tions be changed so that women too can be rational
autonomous actors.

Radical and lesbian feminists call for women to
separate from men (the length and extent of the
called-for separation vary). They claim that women
cannot know who they are or what they believe unless
they define themselves in terms of relationships with
other women rather than relationships with men. If
they are to avoid copying the oppression and power
inequalities of patriarchy, they must first break out of
it. This approach seeks to challenge the tradition at its
very foundation, by rejecting it and calling women to
build a separate tradition for themselves that is based
on their own rich and varied experiences.

Conclusion
Despite the variations in theories of women’s eth-

ics, they do pose some common challenges to the tra-
dition. These theories bring to the forefront the dy-
namics of power that are present in almost any given
situation. The solutions that they offer to address the
power imbalance between men and women vary, but
they all suggest a reevaluation of the assumption that
moral decisions are faced by, or made by, people with
real or perceived power. They ask people to evaluate
traditional “universal values” from the point of view
of the disempowered and ask if they still appear to be
universal values. They force people to see that being
inclusive of many different viewpoints requires a
willingness to be critical of the canon of traditional
ethics in ways not previously attempted. It would be a
mistake to remove the word “man” and replace it
with “human.” The differences between men and
women must be addressed.

1597

Ethics Women’s ethics



Some of these possible differences include seeing
relationships and interdependence as the moral start-
ing point and questioning the ideals of impartiality
and autonomy as absolute moral values. Women’s
ethics forces people to rethink the concept of the
moral agent and the moral act. It is necessary to see
the connectedness of feeling and thinking and to
broaden the notion of what counts as moral.

Erin McKenna
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Women’s liberation movement
Definition: Set of social and political movements

resisting patriarchy and advocating the interests
of women

Type of ethics: Sex and gender issues
Significance: The women’s liberation movement

began by seeking to achieve equal rights and
equal treatment for women and men. Later, how-
ever, this model of liberation became controver-
sial, as some feminists began to question the as-
sumption behind it that men and women share the

same basic values. The response of this so-called
Second Wave of feminism was to advocate treat-
ing feminine values as just as legitimate as mascu-
line values, rather than pretending that one set of
values fits both genders equally.

Women’s liberation is the dominant version of femi-
nism in modern American society. Women’s libera-
tion emerged in the political context of the American
New Left during the 1960’s. Prior to this time, the
earlier feminist movement, often called the “Old
Wave” or “First Wave,” referred to the formation of
the suffrage movement in the United States and in
Britain between about 1840 and 1920. The suffrage
movement stressed reforms for women in family law,
economic opportunity, and obtaining the right to
vote.

First Wave feminists of the 1960’s carried on the
suffrage movement tradition by promoting a vision
of equality between men and women. They spoke
and thought in terms of equality of rights, nondis-
crimination, equity, and fair treatment for everyone,
and they worked for constitutional changes to guar-
antee equal opportunity, especially in politics and ed-
ucation. For example, a prominent First Wave advo-
cate, Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg,
championed a vision of women’s liberation during
the 1970’s that rejected the traditional belief that men
and women lived in separate and different spheres.
Laws based on this distinction were designed to
seemingly protect the “weaker sex” by, for exam-
ple, limiting work hours or acceptable occupations.
These laws created the perception that women could
not take care of themselves and needed special legal
protection. Ginsburg and other feminists, however,
argued that such laws only justified legal subordina-
tion. They attacked laws that treated men and women
differently and demanded that men and women be
given equal rather than special treatment. The ac-
complishments of this contemporary First Wave
women’s liberation constitute a great and significant
American success story.

Second Wave Women’s Liberation
During the 1960’s and 1970’s, a different and

more radical women’s liberation movement evolved.
Self-examination in consciousness-raising groups
caused the unifying theme to emerge that women
were systematically and thoroughly dominated, con-
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Milestones in Women’s Liberation

Year Event Significance

1848 Declaration of Sentiments at Seneca
Falls Convention

Crucial document of nineteenth century feminism.

1848 Geneva Falls Convention of Women First women’s rights convention.

1869 American and National Suffrage
Associations

Early Old Wave feminist organizations founded.

1869 Wyoming grants woman suffrage First woman suffrage law in the United States.

1920 Nineteenth Amendment is ratified Women given the right to vote.

1937 U.S. Supreme Court upholds
Washington States’s minimum wage
law for women.

Women workers given new legal supports.

1947 Fay v. New York Supreme Court rules that women are equally qualified to
serve with men on juries.

1963 The Feminine Mystique Pioneering First Wave book by Betty Friedan.

1963 President’s Commission on the Status
of Women

Recommends appointment of women to important
political positions.

1964 Title VII of the Civil Rights Act Prohibits employment discrimination on the basis of race,
color, religion, national origin, or sex.

1966 National Organization of Women
(NOW) is founded

Influential contemporary women’s organization.

1968 Executive Order 11246 Prohibits sex discrimination by government contractors.

1970 The Female Eunuch Important Second Wave book by Germaine Greer which
focused media attention on women’s oppression.

1972 Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) is
passed by Congress and sent to the
states for ratification

Takes an important step toward guaranteeing equal rights
to all women.

1972 National Women’s Political Caucus
is organized

Pioneering group for involving women in the political
process.

1972 Title IX is passed by Congress Prohibits discrimination based on sex in schools
receiving federal monies.

1973 Roe v. Wade Supreme Court ruling affirming  a woman’s right to
abortion via her right to privacy.

1975 Signs: Journal of Women, Culture
and Society founded

Groundbreaking forum for publication of feminist
scholarship and theory.

(continued)
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Year Event Significance

1976 Democratic National Convention A rule is made that women must make up half of all
delegates.

1978 Pregnancy Discrimination Act Bans job discrimination against expectant mothers.

1981-
1989

Reagan administration The administration’s antifeminist tone causes many
setbacks for women’s movement.

1981 Greenham All-women’s peace camp is set up at an Air Force base;
positive use of feminist theory.

1981 Sandra Day O’Connor is appointed
to U.S. Supreme Court

First woman Supreme Court justice.

1982 ERA is defeated Not ratified by enough states.

1984 Geraldine Ferraro runs for vice
president on the Democratic ticket

First woman to run for national office on a major party
ticket.

1991 Anita Hill-Clarence Thomas hearings Catalyzed the women’s movement; key event in
consciousness-raising.

1992 Casey v. Planned Parenthood Abortion rights somewhat limited.

1992-
1993

“Year of the Woman” Historic number of women run for and are elected to
Congress.

1993-
2000

Clinton administration Many women appointed to important positions, including
secretary of state and attorney general.

1993 Ruth Bader Ginsburg is appointed
to U.S. Supreme Court

Second woman Supreme Court justice.

1993 Violence Against Women Act Enhances penalties for crimes motivated by gender.

1994 Gender Equity in Education Act Federal law to train teachers in gender equity.

Violence Against Women Act Funds services for rape and domestic violence victims.

1996 United States v. Virginia Supreme Court rules that male-only admission policy of
the state-supported Virginia Military Institute (VMI) is
unconstitutional.

1996 Summer Olympic Games in Atlanta Spectacular successes of U.S. women are credited to
advances in women’s sports fostered by Title IX.

1997 Reinterpretation of Title IX Supreme Court rules that college sports programs must
involve roughly equal numbers of men and women.

2000 United States v. Morrison Supreme Court permits victims of rape and domestic
violence to sue their attackers in federal courts.

Milestones in Women’s Liberation — continued



trolled, victimized, and oppressed legally, economi-
cally, and culturally by a male-dominated social
structure (“andro-centricity,” “hetero-patriarchy,” or
“sex-gender system”). As part of consciousness-
raising, women would come to realize that this op-
pression and victimization on an individual level
could form the basis for collective action, activism,
and political change at a group level. This shift from
stressing equity and fair treatment for everyone to
stressing the oppression and victimization of women
by men and the differences between men and women
characterizes the “Second Wave” of women’s libera-
tion, a term coined by Marsha Weinman Lear in
1968.

Comparing the Two Waves
The First and Second Waves of women’s libera-

tion are similar in that they both believe that sexual
politics is central in the struggle for women’s rights.
Many of their goals are the same in terms of improv-
ing the position of women in society. Certainly, both
waves have had a profound effect on American poli-
tics and society, American consciousness, and
awareness of gender roles and the relationship be-
tween men and women. The fundamental difference
between the First and Second Waves is that the Sec-
ond Wave is, as Maggie Humm pointed out, an ideol-
ogy whose purpose is to create an environment for
women that transcends social equity. That is, the
Second Wave stresses the separateness of and differ-
ences between women and men and the communality
between women, and it seeks to provide for the
emancipation of women from their yoke of male op-
pression, victimization, and dominance. A major
goal is to challenge and change the relevant social in-
stitutions and their practices, which have created and
perpetuated these oppressive systems.

These goals of Second Wave feminism can be ac-
complished only by developing “gynaesthesia,” a
term coined by Mary Daley in 1978 to describe the
radically new and altered perception and understand-
ing that occur in women when they become Second
Wave feminists. Christina Hoff Sommers describes
this situation as a “gyncentric prism”; that is, a shar-
ing among women of certain women-centered be-
liefs and social organizations. Rather than viewing
men and women as equals, Second Wave feminists
generally believe that equality is impossible to
achieve given the patriarchical structure and orienta-

tion of American society. To adhere to equality be-
tween men and women would be like sleeping with
the enemy. Men are the enemies of women, and there
is a gender war in progress. The difference between
the First and Second Waves is starkly defined in
three statements, two by First Wave feminists Betty
Friedan and Iris Murdoch, and one by Germaine
Greer, a Second Wave feminist. According to Betty
Friedan, “We must not let feminism be co-opted as a
mask for cynical corruption by women or by men.
We must resist that polarization of us against them
(women against other women, even women against
men) with our new vision of community that puts
first the real needs of people in life.” Iris Murdoch
says, “to lay claim to [Second Wave feminism] . . . is
to set up a new female ghetto. . . . It is a dead end in
danger of simply separating women from the main-
stream thinking of the human race.” According to
Germaine Greer, however, “male hostility to women
is a constant; all men hate all women some of the
time; some men hate all women all of the time; some
men hate some women all of the time. . . . What is re-
markable, given the implacability of male hostility to
uppity women, is that we have survived.”

Laurence Miller
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Work
Definition: Exertion of effort to perform a task or

accomplish a goal, especially habitually as one’s
means of livelihood; labor

Type of ethics: Beliefs and practices
Significance: The meaning or function of work, for

an individual and for a society, is one of the cen-
tral problems of social philosophy. Many philoso-
phers ascribe to work either an inherent ethical
value—seeing all work as a good in itself—or a
potential ethical value—seeing work as poten-
tially expressive of human freedom when per-
formed under the proper circumstances or in the
ideal society.

The Hebrew Bible, known to Christians as the Old
Testament, in the mythology of creation in Genesis
and in the pessimistic poetry of Ecclesiastes, evinces
both a positive and a negative attitude toward work.
According to the Genesis myth, God commanded the
first human pair to subdue and have dominion over
the earth (Gen. 1:28). God placed Adam in the Gar-
den of Eden “to dress it and keep it” (Gen. 2:5). Thus,
work was considered a necessary and integral part of
human life in this world.

According to the Genesis myth, however, because
of the sin of Adam and Eve, work would be filled
with hardship and toil:

Cursed is the ground for thy sake; in sorrow
shalt thou eat of it all the days of thy life. Thorns
also and thistles shalt it bring forth to thee; and thou
shalt eat the herb of it all the days of thy life; In the
sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread, till thou re-
turn unto the ground; for out of it was thou taken;
for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return. . . .
Therefore, the Lord God sent him forth from the
garden of Eden to till the ground from whence he
was taken (Gen. 3:17-19, 23).

This ambivalent attitude toward work also ap-
pears in Hebrew wisdom literature. The author of Ec-
clesiastes, an anonymous Hebrew poet, rhetorically
asks with a pessimistic tone, “What profit hath a man
of all his labour which he taketh under the Sun?”
(Eccles. 1:3). Human labor appears to be empty and
futile. “Then I looked on all the works that my hands
had wrought, and on the labour that I had laboured to
do: and behold, all was vanity and vexation of spirit,
and there was no profit under the sun.” The poet, who
is traditionally held to be Solomon, also expresses a
positive attitude, and, in the end, seems to be as am-
bivalent as are the Genesis myths. “There is nothing
better for a man, than that he should make his soul en-
joy good in his labour. This also I saw, that it was
from the hand of God.”

The ancient Greeks were just as ambivalent to-
ward work as were the Hebrews, although, overall,
the Greek attitude toward work, especially manual
labor, was pessimistic. Plato, writing in the States-
man, depicts primordial life in the mythical time of
Chronos as idyllic. Work was not necessary in those
days because the earth, unaided by human cultiva-
tion, brought forth fruits from trees that no human
had planted. The seasons were mild, the air was fresh,
and the people were naked and lounged on couches
of grass. In the Laws (book 4), Plato called the time of
Chronos a “blessed rule” in which humans were
happy and provisions were abundant and spontane-
ously generated.

Not only the ancients but also the moderns were
unsure about the role of work in early human life.
Jean-Jacques Rousseau postulated an early state of
nature in which the needs of human beings were pro-
vided for by a generous, benevolent world: “The pro-
duce of the earth furnished him with all he needed,
and instinct told him how to use it” (A Discourse
upon the Origin and Foundation of Inequality Among
Mankind, 1761). Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel,
even though he castigated early human beings as
lazy, regarded toil as a universal feature of human ac-
tivity intended to satisfy need (Philosophy of Right,
1875).

Work as Necessity
Even the fanciful and speculative ancient Greeks

realized that labor was necessary in order to make lei-
sure and happiness possible. Plato, in Critias, stated
that mythology and intellectual inquiry were possi-
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ble only after the necessities of life had been pro-
vided for. In the Metaphysics, Aristotle claimed that
the arts of recreation, which were more esteemed
than the arts of life’s necessities, could be practiced
only in an environment of leisure. In book 10 of the
Ethics, Aristotle opined that happiness depended
upon leisure and that people occupied themselves
in work in order to have leisure. In book 1 of the
Politics, he made the commonsense claim that one
cannot live well until the necessities of life are pro-
vided for.

Hegel, in the Philosophy of History, held that the
worker, in diligently providing for his or her needs,
created his or her dignity. Montesquieu, in the Spirit
of the Laws (1748), wrote that the activity of an “in-
dustrious” people was the source of their “blessing.”
Adam Smith held that the industriousness of even the
lowest type of worker made possible the necessities
and conveniences of life.

The Nature and End of Work
Usually, a distinction has been made between

types of work. One distinction was between honor-
able and dishonorable types of work. In Charmides,
Plato quoted Hesiod, who held that work is no dis-
grace. In fact, Plato made reference to things nobly
and usefully made as works, although he explicitly
excluded such ignominious activities as shoemaking
and pickle selling. Plato’s distinction seems to be
based on the belief that things that serve a utilitarian
purpose are mundane and therefore ignoble. Plato, in
Republic and Timaeus, separated the class of hus-
bandmen and artisans from the class of guardians. In
Laws, Plato strictly forbade artisans from participat-
ing in politics and citizens from occupying them-
selves in the handicraft arts. The craft of citizenship
requires much study and knowledge, and no individ-
ual could occupy himself well with two different arts.

In the Politics, Aristotle agreed with Plato and in-
sisted that the citizen refrain from the trades and
crafts; otherwise, there would be no distinction be-
tween master and slave. According to Aristotle, the
food-producing class and the artisans provide for the
necessities of life and thus are necessary elements of
the life of the state, but the state has a higher end: pro-
viding for the greater good. Aristotle also deemed the
mastercraftsman more honorable and wiser than the
manual laborer because the former has thorough
knowledge about his activity, whereas the latter

works in ignorance. In Politics, Aristotle wrote that
some duties are necessary but others are more honor-
able.

In the Critique of Judgment (1790), Immanuel
Kant made a similar distinction between artistic pro-
duction and manual labor. Artistic production is dis-
tinguished from labor in that the former is free and
the latter is drudgery.

Hegel, however, was not so pessimistic about the
nature of labor. He believed that adults, in working,
devoted their lives to labor for definite intelligent
and objective aims. Adam Smith echoed the ancient
Greeks in his claim that people who pursue trades for
a livelihood that others pursue merely as diversions
are inferior people. Smith also made a distinction
between productive and nonproductive labor that
would figure prominently in the thought of classical
political economy. Labor that adds value to the prod-
uct is productive labor, and labor that merely renders
a service but fails to add value to a product is non-
productive labor. This distinction yielded ethical ad-
vantages for the advocates of capitalism, who wanted
to justify the social utility and ethical value of wage
labor.

Thomas Hobbes’s attitude toward work was prac-
tical and utilitarian. He advocated the creation of
laws that would force those with strong bodies to be
employed in useful arts and manufacture. Rousseau,
with his negative attitude toward the stultifying and
dehumanizing aspects of modern civilization, de-
plored the unhealthy trades because they shortened
human life and destroyed human bodies.

Work and Property
Jesus said that “The workman is worthy of his

hire” (Matt. 10:10). The social philosophy embedded
in this pithy epigram simply sets forth the ethical
principle that the worker deserves just compensation,
in some form, for his or her labor. Each deserves what
is proper. Property means what properly belongs to a
person. Views on property have ranged from the
communitarianism of Plato and Karl Marx to the
concepts of private ownership found in John Locke.

In Laws, Plato advocated communal ownership of
property and cited the old saying that “Friends have
all things in common.” The communal state, accord-
ing to Plato, is the ideal state. Plato argued that in the
ideal state there should exist neither the extreme of
poverty nor that of wealth, for they produce social
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evils. Aristotle modified Plato’s concept of property
ownership. Property should be common but private.
In other words, the production of property should be
social but ownership should be private.

Aristotle presumes that individuals will be more
industrious if they look out for their own property and
attend to their own business. Yet extreme poverty
should not be allowed, because it lowers the charac-
ter of democracy. People should be given the oppor-
tunity to start a farm or learn a trade. As Hobbes saw
it, accident and fortune may make it impossible for
some to sustain themselves by means of their labor;
therefore, the state must force the physically fit to
work, thereby creating social resources to be distrib-
uted to the unfortunate. Rousseau, like Plato and
Aristotle, believed that government should prevent
inequality by denying individuals the ability and op-
portunity to accumulate wealth. Rousseau believed
that society enslaved the poor and empowered the
rich, thereby destroying natural human liberty. Prop-
erty laws and inequality worked for the advantage of
the few and subjected the many.

Rousseau claimed that he could not conceive how
property could come about except for manual labor.
John Locke appears to agree with Rousseau, but in
the end Locke took a decidedly opposing stand. In the
Second Treatise of Government (1690), Locke began
the section on property by ostensibly arguing for lim-
ited appropriation on the basis that an object that was
created by means of one’s labor was one’s property.
Yet, as he saw it, the introduction of money allowed
the unlimited appropriation of property. According
to Hegel, what makes an object the property of a per-
son is that the person stamps his or her will into the
thing. Hegel believed that property could be alien-
ated only because it was external to the essential be-
ing of the worker. An individual may alienate—give
up, sell, set aside, yield, or abandon—any posses-
sion, because it is external to the personality of the in-
dividual. Personality, ethical character, morality, and
faith are essential characteristics of the self and there-
fore may not be alienated. Hegel believed that an in-
dividual could alienate his or her abilities to another
person for a restricted period but not for a whole life-
time, because that would amount to making the es-
sence of the self into a thing.

Even Adam Smith conceded that the entire prod-
uct of labor does not belong to the laborer. According
to Smith, in the original state of nature the entire

product belonged to the producer; he deplored the
condition in modern society in which, all the lands
having been converted into private property, the land-
lords reaped where they did not sow.

Marxism and Work
Karl Marx condemned capitalism because it

ripped away the meaningfulness of work from the
worker and, through the imposition of alienated la-
bor, dehumanized the worker. For Marx, the question
of work is central to the social question, because the
mode of production of material life determines the
social, political, and cultural aspects of life. Work is
essential to human nature, first of all, because it pro-
vides for the physical existence of human life. Work
is not, however, only a means for physical existence;
work is valuable for its own sake. Work is human life-
activity itself. It is the realization and the fulfillment
of human capacities and drives.

By means of work, human beings objectify them-
selves and create a human world, an environment that
is conducive to the full development and flowering of
all human potentials and capacities. The object of la-
bor is not only to create a product but also to build the
objective social world. The construction of the hu-
man world is the primary end of work.

Under capitalism, however, human work be-
comes alienated labor. Alienated labor dehumanizes
the worker by enslaving the worker to an activity in
which the worker becomes a passive object rather
than an active agent. The worker becomes a slave of
work because work is given by the capitalist and be-
cause work becomes necessary in order to maintain
existence as a physical organism. The alienation of
labor stems from the fact that the human being is not
realized or fulfilled in work; such work does not af-
firm the humanity of the worker but denies it. Work is
not freely entered into but is coerced. In the modern
industrial world, the worker becomes a commodity,
because the worker not only produces commodities
but also is a commodity.

Alienated labor presupposes private property.
Therefore, the emancipation from alienation, the
process of dealienation, entails the abolition of pri-
vate property. Dealienated labor becomes the foun-
dation for the formulation of just political institutions
and social arrangements and must be included in any
conception of justice. Work is essential to human na-
ture, a necessary expression of human life-activity
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and the form of human self-realization. Finally, work
is the foundation of culture. By means of their work,
human beings shape and construct a human world in
all its aspects: culture, politics, society, and so forth.

Herbert Marcuse, in Eros and Civilization (1955),
viewed emancipation in terms of the play impulse.
The character of work itself could be changed in ac-
cord with the nondistorted needs of the life instincts.
The very character of production could change as a
result of instinctual transformation entering into the
relations of production. The character of the working
day would change, causing the elimination of the dis-
tinction between necessary time and leisure time.
Human production and self-creation would lose their
antithetical character. Technological advancement
would allow labor to be transformed into a realm of
freedom within the realm of necessity. Rationality of
gratification would inform new science and new
technology. It would require a new worker and a new
sensibility that would abolish the distinction between
productive utilitarian labor and the creative aspects
of work. The new sensibility would unite work and
play. Such a unity can come about, however, only if it
becomes a basic need of human nature.

In An Essay on Liberation (1965), Marcuse stated
that aim-inhibited sexuality develops in individuals a
sense of what is permissible and what is not—the re-
ality principle. Repression is heightened in advanced
capitalism to prevent human beings from enjoying
emancipatory possibilities; it keeps them in produc-
tive gear. In socialism, a properly repressed libido
will emerge in new human relations and in culture-
building activities. The prospect of automation sug-
gests the elimination of the distinction between labor
and leisure.

Christianity and the Social
Question of Work

Saint Paul enjoined Christians to work and not be
idle. The Cistercians’ ora et labora cautioned the
faithful to pray and work. Martin Luther interpreted
the call to salvation as being inextricably tied to the
position that one held in society. One’s call to salva-
tion was also a call to accept work as vocation. John
Calvin interpreted work as enterprise and held that
success justifies work. Max Weber demonstrated
that, for Calvinist Protestants, successful work
proved God’s election. This idea found fertile soil in
the Puritan ethos, where frugality and hard work

were believed to be the keys to success. Weber called
this Protestant ethic the “spirit of capitalism.” Jürgen
Moltmann interprets work as participation in God’s
history. Work is not only self-supporting but also
self-realizing. Work affirms existence; therefore,
work is a right that presupposes freedom. Work must
allow for self-formation. Work requiring cooperation
helps in the socialization of the individual. There-
fore, work should be understood as part of the social-
ization process. Through work, people participate in
creating or destroying the world. Thus, work has es-
chatological significance.

In Laborem exercens (1982), Pope John Paul II
strongly emphasized the central role that work plays
in solving social ills. Making life more human pre-
supposes making work more human. Men and
women participate with God in creation by carrying
out the mandate given in Genesis to subdue and dom-
inate the earth. Men and women are created in the im-
age of the Creator. Therefore, human beings are cre-
ative subjects and agents who are capable of planning
and rationally deciding about the future.

Men and women are not only workers but also the
subjects of work. They are persons apart from their
work. Thus, work should realize their humanity.
From this idea is derived the ethical idea of work.
Work is ethical because in it, and by means of it, hu-
man beings realize their humanity and rationally de-
cide to bring about their future. The dignity of work
therefore is based on the subjectivity of the person
who works. Accordingly, Pope John Paul II stressed
the primacy of work over capital, the priority of hu-
man beings over things. Work is also considered to
be a means toward self-realization, as is expressed in
the Vatican II documents Mater et Magistra (1961)
and Gaudium et Spes (1965). The Roman Catholic
Church views the commodification of the worker, the
treatment of the worker as a mere means of produc-
tion, as a denial of human dignity.

Pope John Paul II also affirmed the world-shaping
power of work. It is the foundation of the family and
society. It is foundational for the family because it
provides for the subsistence of the family. Work,
combined with the virtue of industriousness, influ-
ences the process of family education. In Roman
Catholic social teaching, work has been considered
as a fundamental force shaping the world of culture
and society in a human and rational manner.

Michael R. Candelaria
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Further Reading
John Paul II, Pope. Laborem exercens. Boston: St.

Paul Editions, 1981. Laborem exercens sums up
centuries of Catholic social teaching on work and
characteristically takes up a middle position be-
tween capitalism and socialism. It is crystal clear
in its call for the right to meaningful work.

Marcuse, Herbert. Eros and Civilization: A Philo-
sophical Inquiry into Freud. Boston: Beacon,
1974. Using Freudian categories, Marcuse argues
that advanced capitalism represses the fundamen-
tal creative powers of human beings. He sets forth
the idea that the very nature of work should
change and that work and leisure should not be so
radically distinguished.

_______. An Essay on Liberation. Boston: Beacon
Press, 1969. Written in the turbulent late 1960’s,
An Essay on Liberation offers a new vision of so-
cialism in which unchained aesthetic sensibilities
would unleash creative productive powers that
would make possible an environment of freedom.
Work is interpreted as being playful.

Marx, Karl. Selected Writings. Edited by David
McLellan. 2d ed. New York: Oxford University
Press, 2000. Includes the Economic and Philo-
sophical Manuscripts of 1844, in which Marx de-
velops his fullest expression of both free and
alienated labor, as well as selections from Capital
on the labor theory of value.

Plato. The Republic. Translated by Desmond Lee. 2d
ed. New York: Penguin Books, 2003. This book
captures Plato’s vision of the good city, which is di-
vided into three classes with three varieties of duty.

Schaff, Kory, ed. Philosophy and the Problems of
Work: A Reader. Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Lit-
tlefield, 2001. An anthology collecting a wide-
ranging group of texts by scholars of every politi-
cal stripe, covering such subjects as work and
technology, market socialism, exploitation, and
the welfare state.

Weber, Max. The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism. Translated by Talcott Parsons. Intro-
duction by Anthony Giddens. New York: Rout-
ledge, 2001. This classic text successfully dem-
onstrates the power of ideas to influence social
and economic structures. It does not quite refute
Marx’s materialist concept of history but does a
convincing job of linking the origins of capitalism
with the Calvinistic-Puritan work ethic.

See also: Calvin, John; Capitalism; Communism;
Economics; Freedom and liberty; Hegel, Georg
Wilhelm Friedrich; Marx, Karl; Smith, Adam; So-
cialism.

World Health Organization
Identification: International agency that initiates

and coordinates efforts to solve global health
problems

Date: Founded in 1948
Type of ethics: Bioethics
Significance: Also known as WHO, the World

Health Organization was founded in response to
the perceived need for an entity capable of ad-
dressing medical and health problems that cross
national boundaries to affect entire regions, conti-
nents, or the planet as a whole.

International health organizations have existed from
the first decade of the twentieth century, but WHO’s
scale is far larger than that of anything that existed
earlier. It admits and provides services to all states,
regardless of whether they are U.N. members. Its
tasks fall by their nature into three categories. The
first, carried out mainly at headquarters in Geneva,
might be called “minding the store”: maintaining
international drug standards and sanitary and quaran-
tine regulations, and disseminating information re-
garding epidemics, drug addiction, chemical resi-
dues, radiation hazards, and so forth. The second
involves providing education and technical assis-
tance for member nations, experts to help plan and set
up local health centers, teachers, temporary medical
personnel, and so forth. The third is mobilization to
deal with specific diseases, including services pro-
vided by the central organization, national health
bodies, medical laboratories, and other entities.

Smallpox was declared eradicated from the world
in 1980. The list of other diseases that WHO has tar-
geted for eradication is striking. In 1988, the organi-
zation set the year 2000 as the target date for eradicat-
ing polio. That goal was not met, but by the year
2004, only 530 cases of polio were reported world-
wide, and those cases were confined to six nations:
India, Pakistan, and Afghanistan in South Asia, and
Nigeria, Niger, and Egypt in Africa. WHO also set
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2000 as the target date for eradicating leprosy. Prog-
ress in eradicating that bacterial disease has not been
nearly as dramatic as has been the case for polio, but
the incidence of leprosy through the world was dra-
matically reduced by 2004 and was continuing to de-
cline. Other diseases that WHO has targeted for erad-
ication include AIDS, tuberculosis, malaria, yellow
fever, cholera, and diphtheria.

In the nondisease category, WHO’s goals include
the providing of new contraceptives, chemical and
mechanical, male and female; the promotion of health
practices for mothers and children in developing
countries; and even antismoking campaigns. As its
charter states, WHO aims for “the highest possible
level of health” for all people.

Robert M. Hawthorne, Jr.

See also: Bioethics; Geneva conventions; Interna-
tional Red Cross; League of Nations; United Na-
tions.

World Society for the
Protection of Animals

Identification: International organization dedi-
cated to the protection of domestic and wild ani-
mals, including their natural habitats

Date: Founded in 1981
Type of ethics: Animal rights
Significance: The World Society for the Protection

of Animals (WSPA), which has more than 460
member organizations, as well as offices in
twelve countries, monitors and intervenes in
cases of animal cruelty and detrimental ecologi-
cal practices.

Formed by the merger of two international organiza-
tions, the World Federation for the Protection of Ani-
mals (founded in 1950) and the International Society
for the Protection of Animals (founded in 1959), and
by absorbing the International Council Against
Bullfighting in 1984, the World Society for the Pro-
tection of Animals has more than 100,000 interna-
tional members. The society studies international an-
imal welfare laws and intervenes in a diverse variety
of cases involving cruelty. In 1990, for example,
WSPA activities included a campaign against the an-

nual Texas rattlesnake roundup, which was con-
demned because of the suffering of the snakes and
because of adverse ecological effects.

The society also operates an emergency rescue
service for individual distressed animals, which took
action, for example, in 1989, when Colombian peas-
ants discovered and aided a wounded Andean con-
dor. The WSPA engineered the condor’s removal to a
Bogotá zoo and found a sponsor to pay for its exten-
sive medical treatment.

Mary E. Virginia

See also: Animal rights; Conservation; Ecology;
Humane Society of the United States; Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals.

World Trade Organization
Identification: International body that promotes

and enforces trade laws and regulations
Date: Began operating in 1995
Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: A global international body, the World

Trade Organization manages the rules of trade
among nations; its international ethics have come
under attack because critics argue that its trade
rules are undemocratic and affect not only people
from member countries but the environment as
well.

The World Trade Organization (WTO) was created
in 1994 to replace the General Agreement on Tariffs
and Trade (GATT). The WTO began officially func-
tioning the following year, with its headquarters in
Geneva, Switzerland. By the beginning of the twenty-
first century, it had nearly 150 member countries.

The WTO’s mission is to help those who produce
goods and services, including importers and export-
ers, conduct their business. WTO agreements ensure
member countries that their exports will be treated
fairly in other countries’ markets. Similarly, member
countries promise to do the same for imports into
their own markets. Supporters of the WTO argue that
the organization adheres to ethical principles: It han-
dles disputes constructively, it provides training and
technical assistance for developing countries, and
it provides more choices of products and qualities.
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The world trade that it fosters raises income levels
and stimulates economic growth, cuts the costs of
living, promotes peace, and encourages good gov-
ernment.

Critics argue that the WTO is too powerful be-
cause it can declare the laws and regulations of sover-
eign nations in violation of trade rules. They allege
that the WTO pressures nations into changing trade
laws. Developing countries that are WTO members
complain that a few powerful member countries
dominate WTO discussions. Other critics maintain
that WTO trade rules do not adequately protect work-

ers’ rights, the environment, or human
health. United States consumer advo-
cate Ralph Nader believes that WTO
policies are undemocratic because they
erase national laws and move far be-
yond settling disputes over tariffs and
import quotas. An activist group called
the Global Trade Watch wants the
WTO to restore each nation’s right to
make its own decisions about goods
sold in its own domestic market and to
allow individual nations to set their
own environmental and health stan-
dards. Environmentalists have initiated
the most powerful lobbying efforts
against WTO policies. They argue that
the WTO has canceled modern envi-
ronmental protection by nullifying pol-
lution prevention efforts through the
use of bans.

When WTO leaders met to discuss
trade policy in Seattle, Washington, in
late 1999, thousands of people gath-
ered there to protest against the organi-
zation. The protesters maintained that
the organization neglected poor coun-
tries and endangered the environment
with its policies.

Legal observers have pointed out
significant gaps in WTO agreements
and treaties. These include unclear def-
initions and articles, and contradictory
elements within them that have be-
come sources of disagreement among
WTO members. The challenge for the
WTO in the future is to become an eth-
ically sound bargaining forum because

of changing mixes of cooperation and aggressive
unilateralism present in many countries.

David Treviño

Further Reading
Barfield, Claude E. Free Trade, Sovereignty, Democ-

racy: The Future of the World Trade Organiza-
tion. Washington, D.C.: American Enterprise In-
stitution, 2001.

Cockburn, Alexander, and Jeffrey St. Clair. Five
Days That Shook the World: Seattle and Beyond.
London: Verso, 2000.
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Mounted Australian police run down protestors demonstrating
against a meeting of World Trade Organization trade ministers in
Sydney in November, 2002. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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Danaher, Kevin, and Roger Burbach, eds. Globalize
This! The Battle Against the World Trade Organi-
zation and Corporate Rule. Monroe, Me.: Com-
mon Courage Press, 2000.

Rugman, Alan M., and Gavin Boyd, eds. The World
Trade Organization in the New Global Economy:
Trade and Investment Issues in the Millennium
Round. Cheltenham, England: Edward Elgar,
2001.

Sampson, Gary P., ed. The Role of the World Trade
Organization in Global Governance. New York:
United Nations University Press, 2001.

Wallach, Lori, and Michelle Sforza. The WTO: Five
Years of Reasons to Resist Corporate Globaliza-
tion. New York: Seven Stories Press, 1999.

See also: Developing world; Free enterprise; Glob-
alization; International Monetary Fund; Multinational
corporations; Nader, Ralph; Poverty and wealth.

The Wretched of the Earth
Identification: Book by Frantz Fanon (1925-1961)
Date: Les Damnés de la terre, 1961 (The Damned,

1963; better known as The Wretched of the Earth,
1965)

Type of ethics: International relations
Significance: Focusing on Africa, The Wretched of

the Earth condemns colonialism and neocolo-
nialism from a Marxist perspective and calls for
natives to rise in violence against foreign settlers.

Frantz Fanon indicted colonialist countries for using
force to exploit raw materials and labor from colo-
nized countries. Attempting to justify their actions,
colonialists stereotyped natives as savages and re-
ferred to natives’ “precolonial barbarism.” Colonial-
ists proclaimed that European culture was the ideal
for native peoples to emulate and used violence and
divide-and-conquer strategies to keep the natives
down. Fanon advocated violence against the settlers
as the way for colonized people to regain their sense of
self-respect. Although he was a psychiatrist, Fanon
did not show that such violence would be psycholog-
ically liberating. Instead, he cited cases in which such
violence led to psychological degeneration. Even if
anticolonial violence were the only way to regain a
sense of self-respect, however, such violence would
not be automatically justifiable. Rape is not justifi-
able, for example, even if it appears to be the only
way for a person to gain a feeling of self-respect.
Thus, it is a mistake to think that Fanon has ade-
quately justified terrorist attacks on the innocent.
Fanon encouraged the colonized to reject the dehu-
manizing domination of Western culture. He claimed
that Western culture corrupted the leaders of the de-
colonized state, making them put their own interests
above the interests of the people. He urged former
colonial powers to compensate their former colonies
instead of continuing to exploit them.

Gregory P. Rich

See also: Colonialism and imperialism; Revolution;
Violence.
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Xunzi

Identification: Ancient Chinese philosopher
Born: c. 307 b.c.e., Zhao Kingdom, China
Died: c. 235 b.c.e., Lanling, Chu, China
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Xunzi (Hsün Tzu in Wade-Giles spell-

ing) superseded Mencius (371-289 b.c.e.) as the
foremost interpreter of Confucius. His humanis-
tic philosophy was primarily concerned with the
moral education and training necessary to culti-
vate the self and develop character, whereas Men-
cius had held that people are inherently good from
birth and that they should depend on transcenden-
tal power and project universal love.

Xunzi’s philosophy was primarily humanistic and re-
alistic, being focused on humanity and the investiga-
tion of things. He rejected human dependence on any
transcendental power or spirit, such as heaven (tian).
Instead, he recommended that people depend on their
own proper actions as spelled out by the rules of right
conduct (li), especially in the Li ji (The Book of

Rites), and by justice (yi), combined with their own
experience. Although people are born evil—that is,
“uncivilized”—and are moved by desire, like other
animals, they have intelligence and sympathy, which
are beyond the abilities of other animals, and can
learn to act righteously through knowledge and wis-
dom acquired by education, self-cultivation, and
moral training. They can thus control their animal
drives by an act of will and sense of discipline.

Xunzi thought that Mencius’s idea of universal
love (jian ai), which involved loving everyone in the
world equally, was unrealistic and impractical. In-
stead, he held that knowledge gained by study (xue)
and wisdom (zhi) would enable people to control
their desires. He also realized that the basis of educa-
tion was the proper understanding of language and a
rational approach. Hence, he stressed the importance
of linguistic analysis under the rubric of “the rectifi-
cation of names.”

Richard P. Benton

See also: Confucian ethics; Daoist ethics; Human-
ism; Mencius.



Z
Zen

Definition: Buddhist school of thought whose ad-
herents seek direct, unmediated knowledge of re-
ality through meditation

Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: A major religion in its own right, Zen

Buddhism adheres to principles that have also
been extremely influential in secularized form as
the basis for various nondenominational spiritual
philosophies.

Zen, or Zen Buddhism, is a major religion of China
and Japan. The name (Chan in Chinese, Zen in Japa-
nese) means “meditation.” Zen is one branch of the
Mah3y3na School of Buddhism. Buddhism origi-
nated in India before 500 b.c.e. The historical Bud-
dha (“Enlightened Being”)—whose sculpted image
is familiar worldwide—taught followers to meditate
to gain understanding of the true self, or Buddha-
nature. Bodhidharma, the legendary founder of Zen
in China, came from India during the late fifth cen-
tury c.e.

Great teachers and Daoist doctrine helped shape
Zen, and two Chinese schools developed, with differ-
ent methods of seeking enlightenment and using
meditation; these had entered Japan by the fourteenth
century as Rinzai and Sftf. Temples and monasteries
arose, and Zen influenced Japanese military life, po-
etry, art, and landscape gardening. In the twentieth
century, writings by Daisetz Teitaro Suzuki and Alan
Watts helped to popularize Zen in the West.

Ethical Implications
A compassionate realist, Buddha hoped to control

suffering and eliminate possessiveness, greed, and
self-centeredness. Nirvana, freedom from all earthly
ties, was a spiritual goal. Although Buddha avoided
specific ethical rules, his Eightfold Path sought to
cure humanity’s “dislocation” with right views, right
aspiration, right speech, right conduct, right voca-
tion, right effort, right mind control, and right medi-

tation. Still central to Zen, these steps encourage
careful, truthful thought and speech; respect for basic
moral laws; useful work that hurts no one; and sup-
pression of physical appetites and materialism. Al-
though Zenists have sometimes been stereotyped as
“happy have-nothings,” one traditional Zen precept
has been daily work.

Zen stresses inwardness over altruism or social
interaction, assuming that people who are at peace
with themselves will harmonize with the world and
others. Zen tries to eliminate selfishness by curbing
ego, teaching that the intuitively wise person is com-
passionate and humane. It encourages restraint, hu-
mility, patience, and quietness. It emphasizes the
symbiotic continuity of life and the connectedness of
thought and action.

Roy Neil Graves

Further Reading
Abe, Masao. Zen and Western Thought. Edited by

William R. LaFleur. Honolulu: University of Ha-
waii Press, 1985.

Katagiri, Dainin. You Have to Say Something: Mani-
festing Zen Insight. Boston: Shambhala, 1998.

Kopf, Gereon. Beyond Personal Idenity: Dfgen,
Nishida, and a Phenomenology of No-Self. Rich-
mond, Surrey, England: Curzon, 2001.

Ross, Nancy Wilson. Three Ways of Asian Wisdom:
Hinduism, Buddhism, Zen, and Their Significance
for the West. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1966.

Suzuki, Daisetz Teitaro. Zen Buddhism: Selected
Writings. Edited by William Barrett. Garden City,
N.Y.: Doubleday, 1956.

Suzuki, Shunryu. Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind. Edited
by Trudy Dixon. Rev. ed. New York: Weatherhill,
1999.

Watts, Alan W. The Way of Zen. New York: Vintage
Books, 1999.

See also: Bodhidharma; Buddhist ethics; Bushido;
Daoist ethics; Dfgen; Five precepts of Buddhism;
Huineng; M3dhyamaka.
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Zero-base ethics
Definition: Moral theory arising from the premise

that one person’s gain is always balanced by an-
other’s loss

Type of ethics: Legal and judicial ethics
Significance: Zero-base ethics takes zero-base, or

zero-sum, economics as an axiom and attempts to
ascertain the moral consequences of this axiom.
In particular, it develops models and principles to
guide decisions about who should suffer and who
should benefit in the economic realm, given the
assumption that for one person to benefit, another
must necessarily suffer.

The zero-base concept is an economic concept that is
often illustrated by means of the “fixed pie” analogy:
The pie is of a fixed size, so if one person gets a larger
piece, another person must get a smaller piece; if one
person gets a piece at all, someone else must get
none.

Zero-base economics has two major implications
for ethics. First, it primarily involves the distribution
of resources, not their production. Second, the ques-
tion of distribution becomes the problem of deciding
whose interests must be sacrificed so that others’may
be satisfied.

Those who accept zero-base economics often use
“lifeboat” scenarios to illustrate the essence of ethics.
If eight people are on a lifeboat that contains provi-
sions only for six, then the task is to decide which two
must be sacrificed, voluntarily or not, so that the
other six can live.

Zero-base economics is contrasted to the “ex-
panding pie,” or “win/win,” model of production and
distribution. Advocates of the expanding pie model
argue that the production of wealth can be a dynamic,
ever-increasing process, and therefore that ethics is
fundamentally about production, not distribution.
They point out, for example, that between the years
1750 and 2000, the world’s population increased by
roughly a factor of 6, yet during that time the world’s
production increased roughly by a factor of 1,600.

Stephen R. C. Hicks

See also: Conflict of interest; Distributive justice;
Economic analysis; Economics; Lifeboat ethics;
Population control; Poverty and wealth.

Zhu Xi
Identification: Medieval Chinese philosopher
Born: October 18, 1130, Yougi, Fujian, China
Died: April 23, 1200, Jianyang, Fujian, China
Type of ethics: Medieval history
Significance: An influential historian and philoso-

pher, Zhu Xi (Chu Hsi in Wade-Giles spelling)
advocated extending knowledge “through the in-
vestigation of things” (“dan jin zai ge wu”), which
referred particularly to the study of ethical con-
duct in and out of government. His neo-Confu-
cianism dominated the intellectual life of China
into the first decade of the twentieth century and
was influential in Korea and Japan as well.

Zhu Xi’s major works are virtually all revisions of,
compilations of, or commentaries upon the work of
others. His Outline and Digest of the General Mirror
(1172) is a revision of Sima Qian’s history of China,
Comprehensive Mirror for Aid in Government (late
eleventh century), and his philosophy is put forward
in commentaries upon the texts of his precedessors,
especially Confucius and Mencius. Possibly his most
famous work, Reflections on Things at Hand (1175),
collects the writings of the foremost neo-Confucian
philosophers.

Zhu Xi’s own neo-Confucianism embraces cos-
mology and metaphysics as well as ethics and a theory
of evil. What he calls the supreme ultimate (tai ji) is
the summation of emptiness, or the realm of no-things
(li), which is “above shapes”; it is the ideal prototype
and standard that determines the nature of things. The
concrete physical world is determined by the vital
force (qi; literally, “breath”), which is “within shapes.”
It individuates each thing. In this way, each thing has
a nature (li) and a specific character (qi). Every single
thing is instilled with the supreme ultimate, which is
the totality of li in all things. Every man can cultivate
tai ji through earnest investigation of things and ex-
tend his knowledge of li; such research includes the
study of the Four Books (Si Shu) of Confucianism
and the study of ethical conduct. People are born with
either good or bad qi: If it is pure and clear, they are
talented and wise; if it is impure and turgid, they are
foolish and degenerate. In China, Zhu Xi’s philoso-
phy was called the school of li (li xue). From a West-
ern point of view, it is a variety of idealism.

Richard P. Benton
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See also: Confucian ethics; Daoist ethics; Mencius;
Wang Yangming.

Zhuangzi
Identification: Ancient Chinese philosopher
Born: c. 369 b.c.e., Meng, Kingdom of Song,

China
Died: 286 b.c.e., Nanhua Hill, Caozhou, Kingdom

of Qi, China
Type of ethics: Classical history
Significance: Zhuangzi (Chuang Chou in Wade-

Giles spelling) developed relativism and intro-
duced naturalism and individualism into Daoist
philosophy.

Zhuangzi criticized the other schools of thought in
feudal China, such as Confucianism, Mohism, and
Legalism, for their artificiality. He argued that their
political and social ethics were conducive to the very
disharmony that their proponents appeared to be
combating. Words such as “duty” and “righteous-
ness,” as well as concepts of “good” and “evil,” were
the unnatural products of thinkers who were ignor-
ing the real nature of humanity and its place in the
universe. The way, or dao, of the universe was non-
judgmental. Nothing was either good or bad. In fact,
the concept “good” could not exist without the con-
cept “bad,” and thus any effort to promote one of
these concepts led to the unwitting encouragement of
the other. As the Zhuangzi (his collected works)
states, “The Dao is hidden by meaningless disputa-
tion, and speech is subsumed by artificiality. The
Confucians and Mohists argue endlessly that each
school is ‘right’ and the other ‘wrong,’ but the Dao is
universal and does not recognize right or wrong.”

Zhuangzi
The text of the Zhuangzi has been corrupted by

additions and emendations, and there is much contro-
versy regarding which parts constitute the inner core
of Zhuangzi’s thought. Despite this uncertainty, it is
possible to perceive several consistent themes in the
work. Zhuangzi was continuing the Daoist relativism
of the Dao De Jing, a work attributed to a philosopher
by the name of Laozi (“Master Lao”). The essence of
this work is that there is a dao, or “way of the uni-

verse,” which encompasses all things and cannot be
reduced into words, which have parameters. The dao
is not subject to parameters of any kind. The first
paragraph in this short work states that the dao that
can be spoken about or identified cannot be the true
dao. Nevertheless, Laozi’s book has eighty subse-
quent chapters that attempt to identify the manifesta-
tions of the dao. The Dao De Jing implies that if left
alone, people are naturally peaceful and harmonious,
but if they are harangued by moral argumentation,
they can change for the worse. Just as concepts of
shape, size, and aesthetics are all relative, so too are
ethical dictates that become counterproductive be-
cause of the relativity of language.

In a sense, Zhuangzi’s writing is more consistent
with Laozi’s injunction against trying to verbalize or
even conceptualize the dao than is any other work of
Daoism. Instead of sermonizing, Zhuangzi’s work
primarily relates anecdotes and parables, leaving the
reader to intuit the universality of the dao. Reality
and illusion are integral parts of the dao, and the sage
does not try to distinguish between the two. Thus,
Zhuangzi states simply that, on a given night, he
dreamed that he was a butterfly but wondered if he
were a butterfly dreaming that he was a man. In order
for skepticism to be in accord with the dao, it must be
an all-inclusive skepticism that doubts even doubt it-
self.

Instead of despairing at this uncertainty, Zhuangzi
suggests that one should act as if what one is doing
is real and important but should also know that it
might be an illusion. This is an important point in un-
derstanding Zhuangzi’s ethics. He does not dismiss
moral behavior, and he frequently suggests that one
should live simply and harmoniously with others.
What he does dismiss, however, is the act of attribut-
ing much importance to what one does. According to
Zhuangzi, therefore, ceremonies and sermons do
nothing to induce moral behavior. Simplicity, and by
inference what is “good,” can be achieved only by
“getting closer to the dao.”

When Zhuangzi’s wife died and he beat on a drum
instead of mourning for her, he answered his critics
by explaining that perhaps his wife had evolved into a
happier existence than that which she had enjoyed
while in human form. It was not wrong to have loved
her and to miss her, but it was wrong to mourn her
change from one form to another. Zhuangzi’s para-
bles point out that one cannot be certain what is best
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for other people and that one should therefore avoid
imposing tentative and uncertain values on others.

In several tales in the Zhuangzi, men who, be-
cause they are criminals, have been punished by am-
putation seem to possess considerable wisdom, most
of which has to do with not valuing things, including
their limbs. Zhuangzi suggests that these men are in
some ways more honest than others and have attained
contentment and even “virtue” by losing that which
other people strive so desperately to keep.

Zhuangzi also ridiculed those who would try to
define the dao as a philosophy of action or ethics, per-
haps anticipating the plethora of “The Zen of . . . ”
and the “Dao of . . . ” literature that abounds today. A
famous bandit by the name of “Robber Zhi,” to whom
an entire chapter of the Zhuangzi is devoted, is said to
have argued that there is even a dao of stealing:
“There is cleverness in locating the booty, courage
and heroism in taking it, and the intelligence of plot-
ting the theft. Finally, there is the honesty of dividing
it fairly.”

Although Zhuangzi calls for individualism and
skeptical relativity, he does not argue in favor of self-
ishness or dissipation. Instead, his ethics consist of
leaving other people to decide for themselves what
is right and wrong and having no state, religion, or
social organization make such determinations. To
Zhuangzi, one could best perfect oneself by blending
with nature and not competing with it. Only when
people ceased to interfere with nature or with other
people could there be peace.

Hilel B. Salomon

Further Reading
Allinson, Robert. Chuang-Tzu for Spiritual Trans-

formation. Albany: State University of New York
Press, 1989.

Giles, Herbert Allen, trans. Chuang Tzu: Taoist Phi-
losopher and Chinese Mystic. 2d rev. ed. London:
Allen & Unwin, 1961.

Hansen, Chad. A Daoist Theory of Chinese Thought:
A Philosophical Interpretation. New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 2000.

Kjellberg, Paul, and Philip J. Ivanhoe, eds. Essays
on Skepticism, Relativism, and Ethics in the
“Zhuangzi.” New York: State University of New
York Press, 1996.

Waley, Arthur. Three Ways of Thought in Ancient
China. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1956.

Watson, Burton, trans. The Complete Works of
Chuang Tzu. New York: Columbia University
Press, 1968.

Wu, Kuang-ming. The Butterfly as Companion: Medi-
tations on the First Three Chapters of the Chuang
Tzu. Albany: State University of New York Press,
1990.

See also: Confucian ethics; Confucius; Daoist eth-
ics; Laozi.

Zionism
Identification: Historical movement to establish a

national Jewish state in Palestine, or, the political
movement supporting the national and interna-
tional interests of modern Israel

Date: Formally established on August 29, 1897
Type of ethics: Race and ethnicity
Significance: The original Zionists believed that

the reestablishment of a Jewish state was the
only realistic means of escaping virulent anti-
Semitism and the only way that Jews could fully
implement Judaism as a way of life. Modern day
Zionism is a form of nationalism which is closely
associated with the extreme complexity and
moral ambiguities of the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict.

In 1882, after a series of pogroms (organized perse-
cutions of Jews) in Russia, Russian Jewish youths
formed a group called the Wovevei <iyyon (“Lovers
of Zion”) to promote immigration to Palestine.
“Zion” is the ancient Hebrew poetic term for the
abode of the faithful; specifically, Jerusalem and the
Holy Land. The Wovevei <iyyon began what was
called “practical Zionism.”

In 1896, after witnessing anti-Semitic demonstra-
tions in Paris resulting from the Dreyfus affair, Theo-
dor Herzl wrote The Jewish State, in which he rea-
soned that if the Jewish army officer Alfred Dreyfus
could be falsely convicted of treason in a country
supposedly as enlightened and ethical as France sim-
ply because he was Jewish, there was no hope for
Jews to live in peace anywhere except in an indepen-
dent Jewish national state. Subsequently, Herzl orga-
nized “political Zionism” on a worldwide scale at
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the First Zionist Congress in Basel, Switzerland, in
1897.

After Herzl’s death in 1904, Zionist leaders
worked tirelessly in the face of Arab hostility and the
horrors of the Holocaust to bring about the founding
of the state of Israel on May 14, 1948. By the 1980’s,
practically all Jews of the Diaspora had become com-
mitted to Zionism, or at least to its mission of sup-
porting Israel and human rights for Jews.

Andrew C. Skinner

See also: Anti-Semitism; Bigotry; Hitler, Adolf;
Holocaust; Israeli-Palestinian conflict; Nationalism;
Nazism; Oppression; Pogroms.

Zoroastrian ethics
Definition: Ethical values and principles of the Zo-

roastrian religion
Type of ethics: Religious ethics
Significance: Zoroastrian ethics emphasizes per-

sonal free choice and individual responsibility for
good or evil behavior, measured according to a
person’s effects in the world. It has heavily influ-
enced the ethical doctrines of Judaism, Christian-
ity, Islam, and Buddhism.

Zoroastrian doctrine teaches that human beings
freely choose right or wrong behavior and are per-
sonally responsible for their conduct. To achieve last-
ing happiness, people should recognize and engage
in right conduct as it is defined in Zoroastrian teach-
ings. At death, the good and evil thoughts, words, and
actions of each person are judged by God; the good
souls are rewarded in Paradise, while the bad are pun-
ished in Hell. Right and wrong conduct, which are
clearly defined in Zoroastrian texts, encompass
thoughts, words, and actions.

The basic doctrines of Zoroastrianism were first
expressed in the Gathas (inspired poems, or manthra),
which were composed from approximately 1700 to
1500 b.c.e. Their author, Zoroaster (Zarathustra),
was a priest in a preliterate society probably in east-
ern Iran, where he experienced a series of divine vi-
sions and a call to teach all people a new spiritual way
that would become the first divinely revealed world
religion.

This way emphasizes right conduct and teaches
a cosmic duality of two opposing divine spirits: the
All-Wise and Good God (Ahura Mazda) and the All-
Ignorant and Evil Adversary (Angra Mainyu). Dur-
ing Zoroaster’s life, a system of rituals and customs
developed as part of the new religion, many of them
adapted from the older polytheistic religion that he
had practiced. These rituals and customs are strik-
ingly similar to early Hindu religious observances,
suggesting a common origin of Hinduism and Zoro-
astrianism.

By 600 b.c.e., Zoroastrianism had become the
state religion of the widespread Persian Empire and
eventually was adapted by peoples from the borders
of Greece in the West to those of India and China in
the East. It remained the official state religion of Per-
sia until around 700 c.e., when Islam replaced it.
Through the tweleve centuries that followed, it grad-
ually lost both prestige and membership. It continues
to be practiced in small communities, chiefly in Iran
and India.

Ethical Doctrine
Human conduct plays a crucial role in the fate of

the world, according to Zoroastrian teachings. By
choosing the right conduct defined by Zoroaster, hu-
mans join the All-Wise God and the accompanying
six holy immortal ones and other divinities (yazatas),
including Mithra, in an ongoing cosmic battle against
the Adversary and his followers, the race of evil ones.

This battle, which began when the Adversary at-
tacked the newly created world, will continue to rage
until righteousness finally overcomes evil, the savior
of the world appears, and the day of final judgment
arrives. Therefore, the personal choices in daily hu-
man life are a battleground of good and evil forces.
When individuals choose good thoughts, words, and
actions, they support the All-Wise One and strengthen
the world’s prosperity, growth, and natural order: the
power of the just (asha). When individuals choose
evil thoughts, words, and actions, they support the
Adversary and increase distortion, decay, and con-
flict in the world: the power of the evil force (drug).
Followers of this teaching must, therefore, recognize
and follow right conduct, resist the temptations of
wrong conduct, and purify themselves when they
think, say, or do evil.

Human conduct not only influences the outcome
of the cosmic battle of good and evil but also is the
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sole basis of individual reward or punishment in life
after death. After death, humans continue to exist in a
spiritual state and are judged by the All-Wise God re-
garding their right or wrong conduct; good and evil
conduct are placed on the scale of justice to deter-
mine reward or punishment in an afterlife of paradise
or hell, with a shadowy place for the indeterminate
ones.

Thus, good conduct leads to a place of joy and
peace, while evil conduct leads to a place of suffering
and conflict. Another judgment and a permanent as-
signment occur on the day of resurrection and judg-
ment, when all living and dead people meet and are
finally judged based on their conduct to be sent to ei-
ther eternal life in a perfect material paradise or final
destruction.

Right Conduct
Since both individual and world salvation de-

pend on the sum of an individual’s own thoughts,

words, and actions, the precepts of right conduct are
paramount. They are the means of both fighting evil
and supporting good in daily life. Good thoughts in-
clude intention and effort to preserve good and op-
pose evil. Good words include prayers, agreements,
and promises. Good actions include protection of
the natural world, a perfect creation of the All-Wise
God.

These precepts entail many rituals that are found
in other religions: daily prayer, careful preparation
of food, and caring for the poor and sick. Other,
less common practices include marrying next of
kin (brother-sister, father-daughter), conserving land
and vegetation, protecting water and fire from pollu-
tion, and treating carefully dead bodies and waste
material. Conserving the purity found in nature (veg-
etation, lakes, and so forth) and purifying unclean
pollutants (decaying flesh, sewage, and so forth) be-
come the basis of personal and world salvation.
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Influence of Ethics
Although Zoroastrian ethics have insignificant

direct influence today, they have indirectly influ-
enced modern societies through other religions, in-
cluding Judaism, Christianity, and Buddhism, which
adapted and preserved these teachings. This influ-
ence occurred when these religions came into pro-
longed contact with Zoroastrianism and Zoroastrian
ideas gained recognition and respect.

Chief among the adapted teachings are these: In-
dividuals are solely responsible for their own spiri-
tual destinies; the individuals freely choose good or
evil conduct; individuals can learn to support good
and oppose evil conduct; conduct has permanent
moral consequences; and salvation is based on the
sum of thoughts, words, and actions. These ethical
ideas survive today in religions practiced by millions
of people.

Patricia H. Fulbright

Further Reading
Boyce, Mary. Zoroastrians: Their Religious Beliefs
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1979. Reprint. New York: Routledge, 2001.
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Ohio: World Publishing, 1963.
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Christian ethics; Hindu ethics; Islamic ethics; Jewish
ethics.
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Biographical Directory

All the ethicists, philosophers, and historical figures listed here are discussed in the main body of essays. Figures
whose names are printed in small-capped letters are subjects of essays, which are alphabetically arranged. For
additional information on all figures, see the Personages Index.
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whose theory denied the existence of physical ob-
jects. Everything that exists is said to exist in the
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Binet, Alfred (1857-1911): French psychologist and
physician who tried to scientifically evaluate in-
telligence—it was Binet who invented the expres-
sion “intelligence quotient.” Binet was most con-
cerned with how the normal mind works.

Black, Hugo L. (1886-1971): American Supreme

Court associate justice (1937-1971) who at-
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Bodhidharma (fifth century-sixth century): Bud-
dhist monk who founded Chinese Chan Bud-
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Boethius (c. 480-524): Roman philosopher and au-
thor of The Consolation of Philosophy (523) who
mixed classical philosophical ideas with Chris-
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Bonhoeffer, Dietrich (1906-1945): German
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Brandeis, Louis D. (1856-1941): American Su-
preme Court Justice (1916-1939) who incorpo-
rated moral values into his legal reasoning and
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Brandt, Richard (1910-1997): Notable American
moral philosopher of the twentieth century. His
most celebrated book on ethics is A Theory of the
Good and the Right (1979).

Buber, Martin (1878-1965): Austrian philoso-
pher and author of I and Thou (1923). Buber be-
lieved the core of ethics centered on the “I-Thou”
personal relationship rather than the detached “I-
It” relationship.

Buddha (c. 566-c. 486 b.c.e.): Indian religious
leader who started Buddhism and developed its
moral code. Buddhism is one of society’s primary
religious orders.

BNkh#rI-, al- (810-870): Islamic scholar who as-
sembled the al-J3mi$ al-:awtw, a collection of
customs, or wadtth from Muwammad’s life.

Burger, Warren (1907-1995): Chief Justice of the
United States Supreme Court (1969-1986) who
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Burke, Edmund (1729-1797): English politician
and author of Reflections on the Revolution in
France (1790). He provided the model that serves
as the foundation of modern conservatism.

Bush, George W. (1946- ): President of the
United States (2001- ) during a time that the
United States faced several significant moral is-
sues such as the war in Iraq, stem cell research,
and capital punishment.

Butler, Joseph (1692-1752): English cleric and
author of Fifteen Sermons Preached at the Rolls
Chapel (1726), in which he emphasized the sig-
nificance of morals in life and decisions.

Calvin, John (1509-1564): Swiss theologian who
believed in the supremacy of God’s will—every-
one’s destiny is predetermined.

Camus, Albert (1913-1960): French Algerian
journalist and author of numerous works such as
The Stranger (1942), The Myth of Sisyphus
(1942), The Plague (1947), The Rebel (1951), and
The Fall (1956). Camus was an advocate of the in-
dividual and opposed to totalitarianism.

Carritt, Edgar F. (1876-1964): Twentieth century
ethicist who explained his view of ethics in his
Theory of Morals (1928).

Cicero (106-43 b.c.e.): Roman orator, politician,
and writer of essays including On the Republic
(52 b.c.e.), On the Laws (52 b.c.e..), On the Chief
End of Man (45 b.c.e.), Tusculan Disputations
(44 b.c.e.), and On Duty (44 b.c.e.). He believed
just men dedicated their lives to public service.

Clausewitz, Carl von (1780-1831): Prussian intel-
lectual and soldier whose On War (1832) is the
most significant work of military philosophy—
theory and strategy of warfare—in the Western
world.

Clinton, Bill (1946- ): President of the United
States (1993-2001) who was charged with per-
jury and obstruction of justice because of his role
in the Monica Lewinsky scandal. Clinton’s im-
peachment led to an ethical debate over whether a
president’s private life should be used as a crite-
rion to assess his public performance.

Cohen, Randy (1948- ): American author of
a syndicated column on applied ethics. Cohen
has also published a collection of his columns
called The Good, the Bad, and the Difference:
How to Tell Right from Wrong in Everyday Situa-
tions (2002).

Comstock, Anthony (1844-1915): American postal
official who lobbied Congress to pass the Federal
Anti-Obscenity Act (1873), popularly known as
the “Comstock Law.” The statute prohibited the
sending of materials judged “obscene, lewd, or
lascivious.”

Comte, Auguste (1798-1857): French philoso-
pher who was the father of positivism. He stressed
the importance of “moral progress” as a vital re-
sponsibility of society.

Confucius (551-479 b.c.e.): Chinese philosopher
who stressed the idea of combining morality with
the act of governing. Confucianism became the
official state philosophy of China in the second
century b.c.e. and it remained as the primary phi-
losophy until the early twentieth century. Confu-
cianism continues to be a significant influence on
people throughout East Asia.

Dalai Lama (Tenzin Gyatso; 1935- ): Tibetan
spiritual leader of the Buddhist community in Ti-
bet who has ruled the government in exile because
of Chinese occupation. His teachings stress the
importance of mixing ethical values and ethical
politics. The Dalai Lama was awarded the 1989
Nobel Peace Prize.

Dallaire, Roméo (1946- ): Canadian com-
mander of the U.N. peacekeeping force in
Rwanda during that nation’s 1994 genocide.
Dallaire explored the world community’s negli-
gent behavior in response to the warnings about
the uprisings in his Shake Hands with the Devil:
The Failure of Humanity in Rwanda (2003).

Darwin, Charles (1809-1882): English naturalist
whose concept of evolution through natural selec-
tion, which he detailed in On the Origin of Species
(1859), has been the foundation of numerous
movements within ethics, such as Social Darwin-
ism and evolutionary ethics.

de Klerk, F. W. (1936- ): President of South Af-
rica who started the process of ending the racist
system of apartheid.

Derrida, Jacques (1930-2004): Jewish philoso-
pher renown for founding the deconstructionist
school of philosophy. His most noted works, in-
cluding Speech and Phenomena (1967), Writing
and Difference (1967), and Margins of Philoso-
phy (1972), offer lengthy evaluations of the meta-
physical model underlying all of conventional
Western philosophy. This analysis has forced phi-
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losophers to reexamine the very nature, method-
ology, and boundaries of the field of ethics.

Descartes, René (1596-1650): French mathema-
tician and philosopher whose teachings changed
philosophy from a metaphysical science to one
more interested in the individual, which raised
awareness in ethics and conduct.

Dewey, John (1859-1952): Notable American phi-
losopher whose ethical theory defines ethical
conduct as a function of human behavior initiated
by the individual. He was the author of Outlines of
a Critical Theory of Ethics (1891), The Study of
Ethics: A Syllabus (1894), “Theory of the Moral
Life” (1908, 1932), Human Nature and Conduct
(1922), and Theory of Valuation (1939).

Dbgen (1200-1253): Founder of Japan’s Sftf school
of Zen Buddhism.

Dostoevski, Fyodor (1821-1881): Russian au-
thor whose fiction describes the individual expe-
rience of morality and its connection to Christian
religion.

Du Bois, W. E. B. (1868-1963): African American
writer and social activist who was one of the
founders of the National Association for the Ad-
vancement of Colored People. Du Bois examined
the ethical consequences of racism.

Dunant, Jean Henri (1828-1910): Swiss founding
father of the humanitarian organization the Inter-
national Red Cross and cofounder of the Young
Men’s Christian Association.

Durkheim, Émile (1858-1917): Founder of the
French school of sociology who voiced concerns
about the influence of modern society on the eth-
ics of humankind.

Edwards, Jonathan (1703-1758): American theo-
logian and philosopher who tried to provide a
sound interpretation of predestination.

Emerson, Ralph Waldo (1803-1882): American
theologian and author who was a leader of the
American Transcendentalist movement.

Epictetus (c. 55-c. 135 c.e.): Greek philosopher
who founded a school of Stoic philosophy. His
ethical theory urged leading disciplined lives in
accordance with natural law.

Epicurus (341-270 b.c.e.): Greek philosopher
whose ethical system is based on the belief that
seeking personal pleasure results in the highest
good. He founded the Garden School to put this
philosophy into practice.

Evers, Medgar (1925-1963): African American
civil rights activist who staged an immense pro-
test to bring attention to the unjust policies of dis-
crimination and segregation in Mississippi. He
became a martyr of the Civil Rights movement af-
ter his murder.

F#r#bi-, al- (870-950): Muslim philosopher who
influenced Islamic ethics and thought in medieval
Europe. He tried to reconcile the ideas of Aris-
totle, Plato, and Neoplatonic thought.

Farrakhan, Louis (1933- ): African Ameri-
can leader of the Nation of Islam who has made
statements involving Malcolm X and Jesse Jack-
son that have raised ethical concerns about his
character.

F#Zima (c. 606-632): The revered daughter of the
Prophet Muwammad who is viewed as a paragon
of Islamic spirituality.

Fichte, Johann Gottlieb (1762-1814): German phi-
losopher who provided the groundwork for the
school of German Idealism.

Foucault, Michel (1926-1984): French philoso-
pher and author concerned with the effects of im-
prisonment and whose work generated reforms in
the prison system. He is well known for such
works as Madness and Civilization (1961), The
Order of Things (1966), The Discourse on Lan-
guage (1971), Discipline and Punish (1975), and
his three-volume The History of Sexuality (1976-
1984).

Freud, Sigmund (1856-1939): Austrian founder
of psychoanalysis whose work had an enormous
influence on the field of ethics.

Galen (129-c. 199): Greek physician and philoso-
pher who was instrumental in formulating logical
empiricism.

Galileo (1564-1642): Italian astronomer who was a
principal figure of the early scientific revolution.
His work helped develop the modern scientific
methods of observation and experimentation. Ga-
lileo’s Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World
Systems (1632) was condemned by the Vatican.

Gandhi, Mohandas K. (1869-1948): Indian na-
tionalist leader who used nonviolent protests as a
means to fight for Indian independence, women’s
rights, and the untouchables.

Garvey, Marcus (1887-1940): Jamacian-born jour-
nalist and orator who founded the Universal Ne-
gro Improvement Association. A proponent of
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black nationalism, he urged African Americans to
move back to Africa.

Gewirth, Alan (1912- ): Gewirth is one of the
foremost American ethicists from the late twenti-
eth century. He is renowned for his belief in the
ethical commitment to respect human rights.
Gewirth has written over one hundred articles on
ethical, moral, political, and social philosophy
and some of his books include Reason and Moral-
ity (1978), Human Rights: Essays on Justification
and Applications (1982), The Community of
Rights (1996), and Self-Fulfillment (1998).

Ghaz#li-, al- (1058-1111): Persian author who is
well known for his writings on ethics and mysti-
cism.

Gilligan, Carol (1936- ): American psycholo-
gist and author. Gilligan’s early work focused on
moral development in girls, leading to the forma-
tion of her “difference feminism”—women pos-
sess different moral and psychological inclina-
tions than men. Her most famous book is In
a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and
Women’s Development (1982).

Goldman, Emma (1869-1940): Russian-born Amer-
ican anarchist who criticized the capitalist and so-
cialist systems. Goldman supported the ideals of
anarchy through her fight for women’s rights.

Gregory, John (1725-1773): Scottish physician who
wrote Lectures on the Duties and Qualifications
of a Physician (1772). The book stressed the vir-
tues of the physician and described the physi-
cian’s obligations.

Grotius, Hugo (1583-1645): Dutch philosopher
who provided the framework for such pacts as the
Geneva Conventions which dictate the conduct of
war, through his influential book On the Law of
War and Peace (1625).

Habermas, Jürgen (1929- ): German philoso-
pher who was an influential member of the Frank-
furt School for Social Research. Habermas is well
known for trying to articulate an inclusive theory
of communication, language, and the develop-
ment of society within an ethical system. His prin-
cipal works include Theory and Practice (1963),
Knowledge and Human Interests (1968), The The-
ory of Communicative Action (1981), Between
Facts and Norms (1992).

Wall#j, al- (c. 858-922): Persian mystic whose
martyrdom was vital to the growth of Sufism.

Hardin, Garrett James (1915-2003): American
ecologist and microbiologist. A prolific author,
Hardin wrote articles and books on numerous
subjects such as bioethics, ecology, ethics, immi-
gration, and population theory. In Filters Against
Folly (1985), he discussed the three intellectual
filters necessary for a useful ethical theory. His
other principal works include the essays “The
Tragedy of the Commons” and “Living on a Life-
boat” and the books Living Within Limits: Ecol-
ogy, Economics and Population Taboos (1993),
The Immigration Dilemma: Avoiding the Tragedy
of the Commons (1995), Stalking the Wild Taboo
(1996), and The Ostrich Factor: Our Population
Myopia (1999).

Hare, R. M. (1919-2002): English philosopher and
author of The Language of Morals (1952), Free-
dom and Reason (1963), Applications of Moral
Philosophy (1972), Moral Thinking (1981), Es-
says in Ethical Theory (1989), and Essays on Po-
litical Morality (1989). Hare developed a moral
theory called “universal prescriptivism.” He also
displayed an interest in difficulties related to
moral education and moral decision making.

Hart, H. L. A. (1907-1992): English philosopher
who wrote on numerous topics, including the na-
ture of obligation, punishment, and the role of
pardons in ethics and law. He contended that law
and morality are not necessarily connected. One
of his most famous works is The Concept of Law
(1961).

Hartshorne, Charles (1897-2000): American
philosopher, theologian, and author who was a
proponent of a logical, germane view of ethics.

Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich (1770-
1831): German philosopher who developed nu-
merous doctrines that influenced various disci-
plines such as anthropology, history, psychology,
political theory, and sociology.

Heidegger, Martin (1889-1976): German phi-
losopher whose theories were concerned with the
study and meaning of “being.”

Hippocrates (c. 460-c. 377 b.c.e.): Greek physi-
cian known as the “father of Western medicine.”
He wrote the guidelines for ethical conduct within
the medical profession—the Hippocratic oath—a
standard for physician behavior in medicine.

Hitler, Adolf (1889-1945): German dictator who
was responsible for the death of thousands of peo-
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ple during the Holocaust and for triggering the
events that started World War II.

Hobbes, Thomas (1588-1679): English political
philosopher well known as a proponent of politi-
cal absolutism.

Holmes, Robert (1935- ): American philoso-
pher who inferred that all modern wars are im-
moral because innocent people are killed. He ar-
gued for the practice of nonviolence. Holmes is
the author of On War and Morality (1989) and Ba-
sic Moral Philosophy (1992) and the editor of
Nonviolence in Theory and Practice (1990).

Huineng (638-713): Chinese Buddhist monk who
taught that freedom is achieved when one realizes
that there is no self.

Hume, David (1711-1776): English philosopher
who was a proponent of empiricism.

Wusayn (626-680): Grandson of the Prophet
Muwammad, who served as a political and reli-
gious leader. Wusayn’s death was a defining mo-
ment in Sht4a Islam.

Hussein, Saddam (1937- ): Dictatorial Arab
leader of Iraq (1979-2003), who brutally re-
pressed his people and was responsible for the
death or inhuman treatment of thousands of civil-
ians.

Hutcheson, Francis (1694-1746): Scottish moral
philosoper who was celebrated for his ethical phi-
losophy of innate moral sense. He also wrote In-
quiry into the Original of Our Ideas of Beauty and
Virtue (1725), Essay on the Nature and Conduct
of the Passions and Affections (1728), and System
of Moral Philosophy (1755).

Ibn al-4Arabt (1165-1240): Arab philosopher who
articulated a systematic philosophical account of
Sufism that remains influential in modern prac-
tice. His writings include Meccan Revelations
and Gems of Wisdom (1229).

Ibn Gabirol (c. 1020-c. 1057): Arab philosopher
and poet. Ibn Gabirol’s version of Neoplatonism
philosophy came to be intergrated within Chris-
tian Augustinian thought. He authored The
Source of Life (eleventh century).

Ibn KhaldNn (1332-1406): Arab philosopher who
was the first and one of the best philosophers
in history. He produced a system of political eth-
ics that he trusted would assist in the growth of
civilization and better society. His massive work,
The Muqaddimah (1375-1379) is the first known

work in the philosophy of social and cultural his-
tory.

Jackson, Jesse (1941- ): Noted African Ameri-
can Christian minister and civil rights leader whose
ethical conduct has come into question on two oc-
casions. Jackson has faced criticism for making
disparaging racial and religious remarks and for
committing adultery and fathering a child outside
of his marriage.

James, William (1842-1910): American philoso-
pher whose ethical theory is based upon human-
kind’s freedom of choice. His most significant
works include The Principles of Psychology
(1890), The Varieties of Religious Experience: A
Study in Human Nature (1902), Pragmatism: A
New Name for Some Old Ways of Thinking
(1907), and A Pluralistic Universe (1909).

Jaspers, Karl (1883-1969): Leading German phi-
losopher who provided the foundation for the ex-
istential movement.

Jefferson, Thomas (1743-1826): American phi-
losopher and third president of the United States.
Jefferson was the author of the Declaration of In-
dependence, and he strived to expand and protect
civil rights, democracy, public education, and re-
ligious freedom.

Jesus Christ (c. 6 b.c.e.-30 c.e.): Religious teacher
who initiated Christianity and instructed that love
is the consummate value and that sin may be for-
given through genuine penance.

Johnson, Lyndon B. (1908-1973): Thirty-sixth presi-
dent of the United States who was a proponent of
civil rights and increased the government’s role in
social welfare through his Great Society programs.

Jung, Carl (1875-1961): Swiss psychologist and
father of analytical psychology. Jung is probably
best known for his descriptions of the orientations
of the personality, “extroversion” and “introver-
sion.”

Kant, Immanuel (1724-1804): German philoso-
pher who combined empiricism and rationalism
into a new system of philosophical thought.

Keller, Helen (1880-1968): Blind and deaf Amer-
ican social activist who committed her life to
serving disabled people. Keller was also an author
who wrote The Story of My Life (1903), The World
I Live In (1908), Out of the Dark (1913), Helen
Keller’s Journal (1938), and Teacher: Anne Sul-
livan Macy (1955).
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Kennedy, John Fitzgerald (1917-1963): Thirty-
fifth president of the United States who contrib-
uted to the tendency toward dishonesty within po-
litical circles when he received the Pulitzer Prize
for a book he did not write.

Kevorkian, Jack (1928- ): American pathol-
ogist who assisted in the suicide of many termi-
nally ill patients. His actions were covered exten-
sively by the media resulting in an ethical debate
on the rights and wrongs of physician-assisted
suicide.

Kierkegaard, Søren (1813-1855): Danish phi-
losopher and theologian who is viewed as the
founder of existentialism. His most noted works
include Either/Or: A Fragment of Life (1843),
Fear and Trembling (1843), and Concluding Un-
scientific Postscript (1846).

Kindi-, al- (c. 800-866): A prolific author who
wrote on many subjects, al-Kindtwas the first sig-
nificant Arab philosopher. He furnished the first
methodical philosophical presentation of ethics
and moral psychology in Arabic.

King, Martin Luther, Jr. (1929-1968): Ameri-
can civil rights leader. As founding president of
the Southern Christian Leadership Conference,
King headed the nonviolent movement that led to
the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting
Rights Act. He was awarded the Nobel Peace
Price in 1964 for his role in the nonviolent war
against racial injustice and poverty.

Kohlberg, Lawrence (1927-1987): American
psychologist. He outlined his concept of moral
development—a cognitive skill that evolves in
phases—in his book Essays on Moral Develop-
ment (1981).

KNkai (774-835): Born Saeki Mao, Knkai, was a
Japanese monk who established the Shingon
school of Japanese Buddhism. He instructed that
compliance to moral and social principles com-
prised the second of the ten rungs on the ladder
that leads to actual Buddahood.

Laozi (604 b.c.e.-sixth century b.c.e.): Chinese
philosopher and religious figure who is widely
identified as one of the primary masters of Daoism,
the second of China’s great philosophical schools.

Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm (1646-1716): Ger-
man philosopher, theologian, and historian.
Leibniz contributed to the development of ratio-
nalist philosophy. His works include Theodicy:

Essays on the Goodness of God, the Freedom of
Man, and the Origin of Evil (1710) and New Es-
says Concerning Human Understanding (written
1704; published 1765).

Lemkin, Raphael (1900-1959): Renowned Polish
legal scholar and political activist who defined the
word genocide. His efforts to have genocide ac-
knowledged as a crime aided the 1948 adoption of
the United Nations Genocide Convention.

Lenin, Vladimir Ilich (1870-1924): Born Vladi-
mir Ilich Ulyanov. Lenin, a Russian political
ruler, modified Marxist theory to the politics of
late imperial Russia, establishing and heading the
Communist Party. He was the main architect of
the new socialist state that became the model for
world communism.

Leopold, Aldo (1887-1948): American scientist
and writer who has been called the father of mod-
ern wildlife management and ecology. He wrote
the influential A Sand County Almanac (1949)
and founded the Wilderness Society in 1935.

Levinas, Emmanuel (1906-1995): Levinas fos-
tered the idea that responsibility to others is the
foundation of ethics. His writings on ethics in-
clude Difficult Freedom: Essays on Judaism.

Lincoln, Abraham (1809-1865): President of the
United States who issued the Emancipation Proc-
lamation and supported other legislation to deal
with the ethical dilemma of slavery.

Locke, John (1632-1704): English philosopher who
mixed empiricism and theism, creating a power-
ful philosophy of mind and ethics. He was one of
the most powerful political theorists from the En-
lightenment era. His writings include An Essay
Concerning Human Understanding (1690) and
Two Treatises of Government (1690).

Lorenz, Konrad (1903-1989): Austrian ethologist
and zoologist who was awarded the Nobel Prize
in Physiology or Medicine in 1973. He was con-
sidered a principal founder of the science of ethol-
ogy because of his work in correlating patterns of
animal and human behavior. As a result of this
work, Lorenz developed his theory of aggression
which has numerous ethical implications.

Luther, Martin (1483-1546): German Protestant
reformer who developed a theology and a reli-
gious movement that had a profound impact
on the social, political, and religious thought of
Western society.
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McCarthy, Joseph R. (1908-1957): United States
senator who achieved notoriety for his unethical
persecution of political and entertainment figures
during the 1950’s.

Machiavelli, Niccolò (1469-1527): Italian po-
litical theorist who introduced a pragmatic man-
ner of political discourse that is completely free of
ethical considerations derived from traditional
sources of moral authority, such as classical phi-
losophy and Christian theology.

MacIntyre, Alasdair (1929- ): An influen-
tial Scottish moral philosopher. In After Virtue
(1981), MacIntyre outlines the history of Western
ethical thinking, defines the moral dilemmas of
the modern era, and provides a novel approach to
ethical theory to face and settle those dilemmas.
MacIntyre’s other works include A Short History
of Ethics (1966), Difficulties in Christian Belief
(1959), Marxism and Christianity (1968), and
First Principles, Final Ends, and Contemporary
Philosophical Issues (1990).

MacKinnon, Catharine A. (1946- ): American
lawyer, professor, author, and activist. A leader in
the formation of feminist legal theory, MacKin-
non’s argument that sexual harassment is a form
of sex discrimination was later ratified.

Maimonides, Moses (1135-1204): Jewish philos-
opher whose works were characterized by ethical
concerns, most particularly in Mishneh Torah
(1185) and Guide of the Perplexed (1190).

Malcolm X (1925-1965): Born Malcolm Little. As
an American religious leader and social activist,
Malcolm X was a proponent of using “any means
necessary” to achieve equality, justice, and free-
dom for African Americans. His actions spurred
ethical debates about nonviolent and violent pro-
test.

Malthus, Thomas Robert (1766-1834): English
economist who encouraged controls on human re-
production in his An Essay on the Principle of
Population, as It Affects the Future Improvement
of Society (1798).

Mandela, Nelson (1918- ): South African
social activist and statesman who has been a
leader or participant in many ethical issues such
as apartheid, AIDS, and human rights.

Mao Zedong (1893-1976): Chinese political figure
who established the People’s Republic of China.
His regime was one of repression and oppression

that led to the mass murder of his country’s people.
Mapplethorpe, Robert (1946-1989): American

artist whose work was the center of controversy in
disputes over censorship and public funding of
the arts during the late 1980’s and early 1990’s.

Marcus Aurelius (121-180): Born Marcus Annius
Verus. Roman emperor who produced a Stoic phi-
losophy in his Meditations (c. 171-180). This
work reflects the emperor’s efforts to achieve the
Platonic ideal of the philosopher-king and is the
last great literary statement of Stoicism.

Marcuse, Herbert (1898-1979): German philoso-
pher who was a member of the Frankfurt School
for Social Research. His works included Eros and
Civilization (1955) and One-Dimensional Man
(1964), both of which criticized capitalist society
as oppressed. In Soviet Marxism (1958) he was
antagonistic toward bureaucratic communism.

Marx, Karl (1818-1883): German political phi-
losopher. Marx’s opinions regarding economic
distribution and social class have significantly in-
fluenced theories in economic and philosophical
thought and have helped form the political struc-
ture of the modern world.

Mead, George Herbert (1863-1931): American
pragmatist philosopher and psychologist. His
principal works include The Philosophy of the
Present (1932), Mind, Self, and Society (1934),
Movements of Thought in the Nineteenth Century
(1936), and The Philosophy of the Act (1938).

Mencius (c. 372-c. 289 b.c.e.): Chinese philoso-
pher born Meng Ke. Mencius explained and de-
veloped the wisdom embodied in Confucius’s
Analects, rendering Confucian ideas more acces-
sible. His Mengzi transcended other interpreta-
tions of Confucius and gained acceptance as the
orthodox version of Confucian thought.

Mill, John Stuart (1806-1873): English philos-
opher and economist who was the most renowned
modern advocate of utilitarianism. His most in-
fluential works include On Liberty (1859), Utili-
tarianism (1863), and The Subjection of Women
(1869).

Miloševi6, Slobodan (1941- ): Serbian political
leader whose ethnic cleansing policies against
ethnic Albanians received widespread outrage
and was eventually stopped.

Moniz, Egas António (1874-1955): Portuguese
neurosurgeon who won the Nobel Prize in Physi-
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ology or Medicine in 1949 for his prefrontal
leukotomy procedure. Moniz believed that his
technique could be used to reduce apprehension
and other emotional conditions in humans.

Montaigne, Michel de (1533-1592): French essay-
ist who declared that European colonization of
the New World was morally wrong. He also de-
nounced animal cruelty.

Montesquieu (1689-1755): French political phi-
losopher who studied the nature of government,
laws, and society. His works include The Persian
Letters (1721) and The Spirit of the Laws (1748).

Moore, G. E. (1873-1958): English philosopher
who established analytic philosophy as a major
system in modern philosophical thought. His
work includes Principia Ethica (1903) and Ethics
(1912).

Moses (c. 1300-c. 1200 b.c.e.): Early Hebrew leader.
The codification of religious and ethical laws in
the Pentateuch, the first five books of the Old Tes-
tament, is traditionally attributed to him.

Mozi (c. 470-c. 391 b.c.e.): Chinese philosopher
and teacher whose philosophy advocated univer-
sal love and condemned warfare. His teachings
are preserved in a book, Mozi (fifth century b.c.e.;
The Ethical and Political Works of Motse, 1929;
also known as Mo Tzu: Basic Writings, 1963),
compiled by his disciples.

MuWammad (c. 570-632 c.e.): Founder of Islam
whose visions served as the basis for the Qur$3n.
Muslims believe that Muwammad’s life serves as
the premier example of an ethical existence.

Muir, John (1838-1914): Scottish American natu-
ralist who founded the Sierra Club and played an
important role in the conservation movement and
the development of the national park system.

Mussolini, Benito (1883-1945): Italian dictator
whose fascist regime placed the state’s interests
above individual human rights. Mussolini also or-
dered the unethical invasion and use of poison gas
against Ethiopia.

Nader, Ralph (1934- ): American advocate of
consumer rights and a proponent of responsible
government behavior.

Naess, Arne (1912- ): Norwegian philosopher
who founded the environmental movement
known as deep ecology. His most influential work
is Ecology, Community, and Lifestyle (1974).

N#g#rjuna (c. 150-c. 250 c.e.): Indian Buddhist

philosopher who founded the M3dhyamaka
school of Mah3y3na Buddhism. His most impor-
tant innovation was the concept of “emptiness,” or
knnyat3—a recognition that things derived their
only meaning from their relationships to other
things.

Nagel, Thomas (1937- ): American philoso-
pher who devised a form of ethical realism that
acknowledges objective and subjective grounds
for action. He is famous for his books, The Possi-
bility of Altruism (1970) and The View from No-
where (1986).

N#nak (1469-1539): Indian religious leader who
combined the basic principles of Islam and the
tradition of Hinduism into a new universal reli-
gion, Sikhism. His teaching emphasizes the
equality of all human beings and regards respon-
sible social action as central to true spiritual prac-
tice.

Newton, Isaac (1642-1727): English physicist whose
scientific studies served to provide an explanation
of occurrences in the physical world thereby mov-
ing away from God as the explanation for these
occurrences.

Niebuhr, H. Richard (1894-1962): American
theologian who became one of the principal
Christian ethicists of the twentieth century. He
wrote influential books such as The Meaning of
Revelation (1941) and Christ and Culture (1951).

Niebuhr, Reinhold (1892-1971): American theo-
logian who devised Neoorthodox theology. He
used the political and social arenas to place the
Christian faith in the center of the cultural and po-
litical world of his day.

Nietzsche, Friedrich (1844-1900): German phi-
losopher whose analysis of traditional ethics in
Beyond Good and Evil (1886) and On the Geneal-
ogy of Morals (1887) significantly impacted the
intellectual perspective of the twentieth century.

Nixon, Richard (1913-1994): Thirty-seventh presi-
dent of the United States (1969-1974) who was
impeached for his unethical behavior during the
Watergate scandal.

Noddings, Nel (1929- ): American professor
and education theorist. Noddings is well known
for her writings on caring and the part it plays in
ethical behavior and moral training. Noddings’s
principal works include Caring: A Feminine Ap-
proach to Ethics and Moral Education (1984),
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Educating Moral People: A Caring Alternative to
Character Education (2002), and Starting at
Home: Caring and Social Policy (2002).

Nozick, Robert (1938-2002): American philoso-
pher and author. He is most famous for his book
Anarchy, State, and Utopia (1974).

Nussbaum, Martha (1947- ): American
scholar who believes that ethical and moral inter-
ests should always be the guiding force in interna-
tional relationships.

Ortega y Gasset, José (1883-1955): Spanish
philosopher whose fame helped to bring Spain
out of a long period of cultural isolation and
whose thought contributed greatly to his coun-
try’s intellectual reawakening. He wrote the book
The Revolt of the Masses (1929).

Orwell, George (1903-1950): Born Eric Blair.
British novelist who expressed his consideration
of social concern in a diverse body of works. He
believed that people should be afforded equality
and justice under the law.

Paley, William (1743-1805): English theologian and
author who established a moral system based on
utilitarianism.

Pascal, Blaise (1623-1662): French philosopher
who believed that one should not compromise
one’s ethical beliefs to achieve political or so-
cial influence. He wrote The Provincial Letters
(1656-1657) and Pensées (1670).

Peirce, Charles Sanders (1839-1914): Ameri-
can philosopher who is one of the fathers of prag-
matism. Peirce criticized established ideas re-
garding truth and knowledge and made important
contributions to the fields of logic and episte-
mology.

Percival, Thomas (1740-1804): English physician
who wrote Medical Ethics (1803). His work laid
the foundation for the first American Medical As-
sociation Code of Ethics in 1847.

Perry, R. B. (1876-1957): American philosopher
who wrote General Theory of Value (1926) and
Realms of Value (1954). Perry is renowned for his
development of the theory of value.

Philo of Alexandria (c. 20 b.c.e.-c. 45 c.e.):
Egyptian philosopher who united Greek philoso-
phy with Old Testament teaching. He wrote The
Creation of the World, That God Is Immutable,
and On the Ten Commandments (all early first
century c.e.).

Pinchot, Gifford (1865-1946): American leader in
the late nineteenth century conservation move-
ment. He and Theodore Roosevelt wrote exten-
sively about the conservation ethic.

Pius XII (1876-1958): Italian pope who spoke on be-
half of the Church on moral issues such as eutha-
nasia and lifesaving measures. He also de-
nounced the practice of situational ethics.

Plato (c. 427-347 b.c.e.): Born Aristocles, Plato
was a Greek philosopher. He is one of the most in-
fluential thinkers of Western civilization. Plato
used the dialogue structure in order to pose basic
questions about knowledge, reality, society, and
human nature. He formulated his own philoso-
phy, Platonism, in order to answer these ques-
tions, a philosophy which has been one of the
most influential thought-systems in the Western
tradition.

Quinlan, Karen Ann (1954-1985): Comatose pa-
tient whose case is important in discussions of the
right to die, the ordinary/extraordinary care dis-
tinction, the euthanasia debate, and the need for a
living will. The removal of her respirator helped
the fight for the right to die, and her death is im-
portant in discussions regarding whether there is a
difference between active and passive euthanasia.

R#bi4ah al-4Adawi-yah (712-801): Arab mystical
poet who composed several significant poems in-
spired by the absolute love of God. Her life repre-
sents an example of religious devotion.

Rand, Ayn (1905-1982): Born Alisa Rosenbaum.
A Russian American novelist and philosopher
who promoted rational egoism and libertarian-
ism. Rand declared her philosophy in works, such
as The Fountainhead (1943), Atlas Shrugged
(1957), The Virtue of Selfishness: A New Concept
of Egoism (1964), and Capitalism: The Unknown
Ideal (1966).

Rawls, John (1921-2002): American political phi-
losopher whose theory of justice is based on the
social contract theory. Rawls is best known for his
works A Theory of Justice (1971) and Political
Liberalism (1993).

Razi, al- (c. 864-c. 925): Arab philosopher and
physician who set new standards for medical eth-
ics, the clinical observation of disease, and the
testing of medical treatment. His works include a
comprehensive medical encyclopedia in twelve
volumes; The Book of Spiritual Physick (c. 920),
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his principal ethical treatise; and the apologetic
The Philosopher’s Way of Life (c. 920).

Read, Herbert (1893-1968): English author and
critic who defined the differences between the
theory of liberty and personal freedom.

Reagan, Ronald (1911-2004): Fortieth president of
the United States (1981-1989) whose presidency
was tainted by the Iran-Contra scandal and possi-
ble cover-up. Other issues during the Reagan ad-
ministration that had ethical implications were
Reagan’s opposition to abortion rights and his
signature on a bill prohibiting the use of federal
money for what many regarded as obscene works
of art.

Regan, Tom (1938- ): American philosopher,
author and editor of several philosophy books on
animal rights, environmental policy, ethics, and
medical ethics. Regan is regarded as the “philo-
sophical father” of the animal rights movement.
Some of Regan’s principal works on animal rights
include The Case for Animal Rights (1983), The
Animal Rights Debate (2001), and Defending An-
imal Rights (2001).

Robertson, Pat (1930- ): American religious
broadcaster and politician. He is well known as
the creator of The 700 Club, a Christian television
show, and for ethical and religious views which
some view as extreme. Robertson also founded
the Christian Coalition, the conservative, grass-
roots political organization.

Roosevelt, Franklin D. (1882-1945): Thirty-second
president of the United States (1933-1945) who
passed the New Deal legislation, yet also ruled the
country in an imperial fashion.

Roosevelt, Theodore (1858-1919): Twenty-sixth
president of the United States (1901-1909) who
considered himself a moral leader and struck a
balance between the collective good and individ-
ualism.

Rorty, Richard (1931- ): American author
and philosopher who has developed his own the-
ory of ethics that addresses immigration, gender,
and democracy among other issues.

Ross, W. D. (1877-1940): Scottish moral philoso-
pher who denounced utilitarianism and promoted
a form of intuitionism. His works include Aris-
totle (1923), The Right and the Good (1930),
Foundations of Ethics (1939), Plato’s Theory of
Ideas (1951), and Kant’s Ethical Theory (1954).

Rousseau, Jean-Jacques (1712-1778): French
philosopher who helped transform the Western
world into a predominantly democratic civiliza-
tion dedicated to assuring the dignity and fulfill-
ment of the individual. He wrote A Treatise on the
Social Contract: Or, The Principles of Politic Law
(1762).

Royce, Josiah (1855-1916): American philoso-
pher who was a proponent of philosophic ideal-
ism. His works include The World and the In-
dividual (1899-1901) and The Philosophy of
Loyalty (1908).

Ruddick, Sara (1935- ): American feminist phi-
losopher and author of Maternal Thinking: To-
wards a Politics of Peace (1989). Ruddick con-
tends in her book that a focus on nurturing and
educating children has an effect on their ethical
decisions and actions.

RNmi-, Jal#l al-Di-n (c. 1207-1273): Afghan mys-
tical poet who was the founder of the MevlevtSufi
order. His most influential work is Mathnavt
(1259-1273).

Rummel, Rudolph (1932- ): American author
and professor who coined the term “democide.”
His works include Death by Government (1994),
The Miracle That Is Freedom (1996), Power Kills
(1997), and Statistics of Democide (1997).

Russell, Bertrand (1872-1970): English philos-
opher who believed that people could choose good
over evil. His most influential ethical works in-
clude On Education (1926), Why I Am Not a Chris-
tian (1927), Marriage and Morals (1929), Educa-
tion and the Social Order (1932), Religion and
Science (1935), and Human Society and Ethics
(1955). He won the 1950 Nobel Prize in Literature.

Ka|kara (c. 700-750): Indian philosopher and com-
mentator of Advaita Vedanta Hinduism, a reli-
gious and philosophical tradition based on a non-
dualist, monistic reading of the Hindu sacred
texts. He is also the author of commentaries on
the Bhaghavadgtt3 and the Upani;ads and estab-
lished four Indian monasteries.

Santayana, George (1863-1952): Spanish philos-
opher, poet, and novelist who wrote The Life of
Reason: Or, The Phases of Human Progress
(1905-1906), Scepticism and Animal Faith (1923),
and Realms of Being (1927-1940). Santayana’s
view of ethics amounted to a life that stressed de-
tachment, reflection, generosity, and faith.
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Sartre, Jean-Paul (1905-1980): French philoso-
pher, playwright, and novelist. Sartre was a prin-
cipal advocate of modern existentialist thought.
His works include Being and Nothingness (1943)
and Existentialism and Humanism (1946). He
won the 1964 Nobel Prize in Literature.

Schindler, Oskar (1908-1974): German merchant
who rescued eleven hundred Jews from death sen-
tences during the Holocaust. He risked his life and
fortune in order to act morally responsible.

Schopenhauer, Arthur (1788-1860): German
philosopher who developed a pessimistic system
of philosophy based upon the primacy of will. His
The World as Will and Representation (1819), ad-
vanced his philosophy.

Schweitzer, Albert (1875-1965): German theo-
logian and missionary who urged the public, poli-
ticians, and statesmen to come to grips with the
threat of nuclear war and work for peace. He
wrote the Philosophy of Civilization (1923). He
was recipient of the 1952 Nobel Peace Prize.

Shaftesbury, Third Earl of (1671-1713): Born
Anthony Ashley Cooper, he was an English phi-
losopher who emphasized common sense as op-
posed to logical systems and introduced the the-
ory of moral sense as a significant component of
ethical theory. Among his most important works
are An Inquiry Concerning Virtue (1699), A Let-
ter Concerning Enthusiasm (1708), Sensus Com-
munis (1709), The Moralists (1709), and Charac-
teristics of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times (1711).

Shakespeare, William (1564-1616): English Re-
naissance dramatist whose plays often touched on
the morality of issues such as assassination.

Shinran (1173-1262): Born Matsuwaka-Maru.
Shinran was a Japanese Buddhist monk who
founded the Japanese Mah3y3nist Buddhist sect
Jfdo Shinshn, or the True Pure Land Sect. He
taught the difference between faith (salvation in
the next world) and morality (one’s duty to soci-
ety in this world).

Sidgwick, Henry (1838-1900): English philoso-
pher who tried to reconcile an intuitive approach
to morality with that of utilitarianism. He pro-
duced Methods of Ethics, one of the most signifi-
cant works on ethics in English, the capstone of
nineteenth century British moral philosophy.

Singer, Peter (1946- ): Australian philoso-
pher and ethicist who wrote Animal Liberation

(1975), Practical Ethics (1979), and Rethinking
Life and Death (1994), among many other works.
Singer is an eminent authority in two areas of eth-
ics—animal rights and bioethics.

Skinner, B. F. (1904-1990): American psychologist
and behaviorist primarily responsible for the de-
velopment of modern behaviorism. Skinner be-
lieved that the fundamental traits of human nature
are neither good nor bad but the outcome of com-
plicated environmental interactions.

Smith, Adam (1723-1790): Scottish economist who
was a leading proponent of laissez-faire econom-
ics. He wrote The Theory of Moral Sentiments
(1759), and An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes
of the Wealth of Nations (1776).

Socrates (c. 470-399 b.c.e.): Greek philosopher
who is thought to have switched the focus of
Greek philosophy from the natural world to the
human mind and ethics. He believed that moral
goodness is based on objective knowledge.

Solzhenitsyn, Aleksandr (1918- ): Russian
novelist and historian who promoted the idea of
the mutuality of communal and individual ethics
within the context of the Russian Christian tradi-
tion. He advanced this idea in literary works such
as One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich (1962),
The First Circle (1968), and Cancer Ward (1968),
and in historical works such as The Gulag Archi-
pelago, 1918-1956: An Experiment in Literary
Investigation (1973-1975). He was the recipient
of the 1970 Nobel Prize in Literature.

Sophocles (c. 496-406 b.c.e.): Greek dramatist, mil-
itary and civil leader. His play Antigone (c. 441
b.c.e.) showed an awareness of the conflict be-
tween respecting civic duty versus the demands of
the conscience within the individual.

Spencer, Herbert (1820-1903): British philosopher
and sociologist who was one of the main defend-
ers of evolutionary theory. He also criticized utili-
tarian positivism.

Spinoza, Baruch (1632-1677): Dutch philosopher
who contributed much to the emergence of politi-
cal and religious tolerance. His works include A
Theologico-Political Treatise (1670) and Ethics
(1677).

Stalin, Joseph (1879-1953): Russian political
leader of the Communist Party of the Soviet
Union (1928-1953). Under his leadership, the So-
viet Union became a repressive totalitarian state.
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Stanton, Elizabeth Cady (1815-1902): Ameri-
can suffragist who was a proponent of complete
moral and social equality for women.

Stevenson, Charles L. (1908-1979): American phi-
losopher who largely developed the ethical theory
of emotivism. He also wrote Ethics and Language
(1944), one of the most pivotal works on ethics in
the modern era.

Stewart, Martha (1941- ): American entre-
preneur whose character was questioned after a
series of unethical business decisions.

Tagore, Rabindranath (1861-1941): Indian poet,
playwright, and philosopher. The foundation for
Tagore’s literary achievements is his vision of the
universal man, based on his unique integration of
Eastern and Western thought. Gitanjali (Song Of-
ferings; 1910) is his best-known work in the West.
He was the recipient of the Nobel Prize in Litera-
ture in 1913.

Tertullian (c. 155-160 c.e.-after 217 c.e.): Re-
ligious figure from the age of Imperial Rome
who is considered the prominent spokesman for
Christianity in the Latin West before Saint Au-
gustine. Tertullian’s polemical treatises set the
direction for much of later Western theology.
Among his personal beliefs was an opposition to
vivisection.

Thomas Aquinas (1224 or 1225-1274): Italian
theologian who combined elements of the Chris-
tian faith with Aristotle’s theory of ethics that had
implications for ethics, law, psychology, seman-
tics, and the nature of reason itself. His works
include Summa Theologica (c. 1265-1273) and
Summa Contra Gentiles (c. 1258-1264).

Thoreau, Henry David (1817-1862): American
writer, philosopher, and a major figure in the
Transcendentalist movement. His most signifi-
cant works include “Civil Disobedience” (1849)
and Walden: Or, Life in the Woods (1854).

Tillich, Paul (1886-1965): German American
theologian who introduced a unique and chal-
lenging approach to the area of theology. His
works include Systematic Theology (1951-1963),
Dynamics of Faith (1957), and The Protestant Era
(1948).

Tolstoy, Leo (1828-1910): Russian author who was
renowned for his fiction and later achieved promi-
nence as a moralist, pacifist, and social activist.

Tutu, Desmond (1931- ): South African advo-

cate of civil and human rights who urged the end
of apartheid by appealing to the moral conscience
of people worldwide.

Unamuno y Jugo, Miguel de (1864-1936): Span-
ish philosopher who was a key figure in the ex-
pression of the existentialist tension between rea-
son and faith. He wrote such works as The Life
of Don Quixote and Sancho (1905), The Tragic
Sense of Life in Men and Peoples (1913), and The
Agony of Christianity (1925).

Vardham#na (c. 599-527 b.c.e.): Indian religious
reformer who established the Jain religion. He in-
structed on the ethical significance of nonvio-
lence and spirituality.

Voltaire (1694-1778): Born François-Marie
Arouet. French writer and philosopher who be-
lieved that morality was an obligation to human-
ity and justice. He wrote Candide: Or, All for the
Best (1759).

Wang Yangming (1472-1529): Chinese philoso-
pher who quelled rebellions and created a reign
of peace in China that lasted a century. As a Neo-
Confucian philosopher, he exercised tremendous
influence in both China and Japan for 150 years.
He wrote Instructions for Practical Living
(1527).

Washington, Booker T. (1856-1915): African
American educator who used utilitarian and prag-
matic standards to explain human behavior. He
was the author of Up from Slavery (1901).

Weber, Max (1864-1920): German social scientist
and theorist widely acclaimed as the “father of so-
ciology.” Weber is best known for his thesis of the
Protestant ethic, which links the psychological ef-
fects of Calvinism with the development of mod-
ern capitalism. He detailed his theory in The
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism
(1904-1905).

Whitehead, Alfred North (1861-1947): En-
glish philosopher who applied mathematical and
scientific laws to philosophical ethics. He ex-
plored his theories in works such as Science and
the Modern World (1925), Religion in the Making
(1926), Process and Reality: An Essay in Cosmol-
ogy (1929), Symbolism: Its Meaning and Effect
(1927), and Adventures of Ideas (1933).

Wiesel, Elie (1928- ): Romanian-born author
and rights activist. Wiesel is a significant figure in
the human rights cause and author of Night (1956),
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one of the most influential and best known mem-
oirs of a concentration camp survivor. He was
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1986.

Wilson, Edward O. (1929- ): American scholar
and activist whose work introduced a new aca-
demic discipline, sociobiology. Wilson believes
that behavior is rooted in genetics. He has written
on numerous subjects such as animal behavior
and evolutionary psychology, biodiversity, envi-
ronmental ethics, and the philosophy of knowl-
edge. Author of the Pulitzer Prize-winning On
Human Nature (1978), Wilson went on to write
numerous other books including The Diversity of
Life (1992), Consilience: The Unity of Knowl-
edge (1998), and The Future of Life (2002).

Wilson, Woodrow (1856-1924): Twenty-eighth
president of the United States (1913-1921) and
the primary architect of the League of Nations.

Wittgenstein, Ludwig (1889-1951): Austrian-
born British philosopher. Wittgenstein is one of
the most important and influential philosophers
of the twentieth century. He believed that moral
value was outside the scope of philosophy. He

was the author of Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus
(1922), and Philosophical Investigations (1953).

Wollstonecraft, Mary (1759-1797): English
journalist and educator who developed a compre-
hensive feminist program. She described her be-
liefs in her Vindication of the Rights of Woman
(1792).

Xunzi (c. 307-c. 235 b.c.e.): Chinese philosopher
who promoted a humanistic philosophy con-
cerned with the moral training required to en-
hance one’s self and character.

Zeno of Citum (c. 335-c. 263 b.c.e.): Greek philos-
opher who founded Stoicism, the principal Helle-
nistic school of philosophy. Stoicism focused on
abstract ideas and on how an individual func-
tioned in the world.

Zhu Xi (1130-1200): Chinese philosopher whose
most important contribution to the field of ethics
was his examination of ethical behavior in and out
of government.

Zhuangzi (c. 369-286 b.c.e.): Chinese philosopher
who incorporated individualism and naturalism
into Daoist philosophy.
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Glossary

Note that many terms listed here have multiple meanings. This glossary provides only the definitions most di-
rectly relevant to ethics.

A priori. Independent of, or logically prior to, lived
experience; logically deduced solely from ab-
stract rational premises without reference to em-
pirical evidence.

Absolutist. Advocating the belief in objective truth
and universal moral values.

Absurd, the: That which points toward the ultimately
meaningless character of human life.

Accountable. Answerable for a moral or ethical
transgression.

Actual. Existing; real.
Adjudicate. To act as a judge in a legal proceeding; or,

to judge between two conflicting ethical claims or
priorities.

Adversarial. Acting as opponents in a competition.
Afterlife. Eternal existence following death, usually

in a location determined by the moral quality of
one’s actions while alive.

Ageism. Unfair treatment of people, or unjust beliefs
about them, based upon their age.

Aggression: Any behavior that is intended to harm
someone, either physically or verbally.

Ahi[s3. Hindu practice of refraining from harming
living creatures.

Alienation. Unnatural emotional isolation from, or
inability to comprehend or communicate with, ei-
ther oneself or the external world.

Alterity. Absolute radical difference; otherness.
Altruism. Unselfish devotion to helping others.
Anarchy. Political disorder; chaos.
Anathema. Hated or attacked as being diametrically

opposed to one’s own values.
Anthropocentrism. Tendency to see the world solely

in terms of human concerns.
Anthropomorphism of the divine: Description of God

or gods in terms of properties that are typical of
human beings.

Applied ethics. Branch of moral philosophy that
deals with making practical ethical choices and
solving actual problems in the real world.

Argument. Series of logical statements designed to
prove that something is true or to persuade an-
other person to believe something.

Aristotelian ethics. Ethics based on the values and
ideas central to Aristotle, especially concern with
defining the nature of the good life and with the
ultimate purpose, or telos, of all things.

Ascetic. Strictly observant of religious rules requir-
ing self-denial and abstinence.

Atheism. Belief that there is no god.
Attribute. Property; characteristic.
Authentic. Truly originating from oneself and not im-

posed by outside influences; genuine.
Authority. Legitimate right to exercise power, issue

commands, have one’s judgments accepted, or
have one’s opinions believed.

Autonomy. Complete self-sufficiency and indepen-
dence.

Bad faith. Dishonesty or insincerity behind words or
actions designed to win someone’s trust.

Benevolent. Kind.
Bigotry. Intolerance for the opinions of others.
Binding. Imposing an inescapable obligation.
Bioethics. Branch of ethics dealing with the moral

implications of science and technology for medi-
cal practices and procedures.

Bodhisattva ideal. Deferral of nirvana so that one can
help other, less enlightened people on their paths
to nirvana.

Bushido: Japanese military code meaning “way of
the warrior” that incorporates strict ethical re-
sponsibilities with a code of physical sacrifice.

Capitalism. Economic system in which private indi-
viduals and corporations are the primary owners
of the means of production, and wealth circulates
in order to create more wealth.

Casuistry. Making an argument to prove something
that one knows to be false; or, applying gen-
eral moral principles to resolve specific ques-
tions.

Character. One’s level of personal integrity.
Charity: Sharing one’s property and person with oth-

ers in order to alleviate their basic needs.
Chivalry: Medieval code of stressing loyalty, wis-
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dom, courage, generosity, religious fidelity, and
the virtues of courtly love.

Citizen. Person both subject to a sovereign state and
enjoying the full rights and privileges accorded to
the members of that state.

Civil disobedience. Intentional violation of an unjust
law; or, intentional violation of laws maintaining
social order to draw public attention to, or to pre-
vent, a specific injustice.

Class. One of the broad categories of economic iden-
tity, such as upper class, middle class, lower class,
bourgeoisie, aristocracy, or proletariat, that di-
vide and categorize the members of a given so-
ciety.

Code. System of rules or laws governing behavior.
Coercion. Use of intimidation or force to make some-

one comply with one’s desires.
Cognitivism. Belief that ethical utterances constitute

logical propositions that can be evaluated for truth
or falsity.

Command. Instruction or order given by someone in
a position of authority.

Common good. Set of interests shared by all mem-
bers of a group or society.

Common sense. Beliefs that, whether actually true or
false, seem to be obviously true and to require no
explanation or justification.

Communism. Politico-economic system in which pri-
vate property has been abolished, the means of
production are controlled by everyone equally (at
least in theory), and wealth merely circulates
without being created or increased; or, a social
theory advocating the creation of such a system.

Communitarian. Ethically concerned primarily with
the common good rather than the good of each in-
dividual member of the community.

Community. Group of people, of any size and geo-
graphic distribution, whose members perceive
themselves as sharing certain traits, interests, or
values in common.

Comparative ethics. Study of similarities and differ-
ences between the moral theories, moral values,
and moral behaviors of different cultures or com-
munities.

Compromise. To lessen one’s demands in return for
similar concessions on the part of an adversary;
or, to jeopardize or violate the integrity of a thing,
especially of something affecting one’s character
or reputation.

Conduct. Behavior, especially behavior regulated by
codes of etiquette or professional ethics.

Confidentiality. Secrecy of information, deriving from
the nature of the relationship in which the infor-
mation was shared.

Conflict of interest. Situation in which one person
has two goals or desires that are mutually exclu-
sive, especially when one goal is a private desire
and the other is a public goal; or, situation in
which one professional serves two clients who
are in direct or indirect competition with each
other.

Conscience. Intuitive sense of right and wrong influ-
encing one’s moral decisions and behavior.

Conscientious objection: Refusal to perform an ac-
tion, such as military service, on moral or reli-
gious grounds.

Consent. To give permission, especially permission
to perform a medical procedure.

Consequence. Effect or result.
Consequentialism. Doctrine that the morality of one’s

actions should be judged by the positive or nega-
tive nature of their consequences.

Conservative. Advocating or believing in traditional
values and institutions; generally resistant to
change.

Consistency. Unwavering adherence to a pattern of
behavior or belief; lack of self-contradiction.

Constraint. Physical or mental restriction, coercion,
or obligation; lack of autonomy.

Contract. Formal, morally and legally binding agree-
ment.

Conventional. Traditionally, customarily, or com-
monly done, accepted or believed.

Criterion. (plural, criteria). Standard of judgment;
yardstick.

Critique. Evaluation of the form, content, signifi-
cance, and effects of a human creation, institu-
tion, or pattern of behavior.

Culpability. Worthiness of blame; guilt.
Cultural. Deriving from culture rather than nature;

produced by humans; artificial.
Culture. Set of all distinctive or meaningful ways of

behaving, interrelating, communicating, and liv-
ing common to a given society, social group, or
subgroup.

Cynicism. Distrust of the motives of others or disbe-
lief in the ability of ethical theory to guide actual
human behavior; or, more narrowly (and always
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capitalized) a school of ancient Greek philosophy
holding that self-control is the highest good.

Daoism. Philosophical system advocating a lifestyle
of extreme simplicity and harmony with nature.

Deconstruction. Literary and philosophical move-
ment that investigates the construction and conse-
quences of truth, meaning, and value.

Defamation. Malicious lies designed to harm a per-
son’s reputation.

Deism: Belief that it is possible to establish the exis-
tence of an intelligent and ethical supreme being
on the basis of reason.

Democracy. Government in which ultimate authority
is vested in the citizenry.

Deontology. Formal study of duty and moral obliga-
tions.

Descriptive. Portraying or describing factually, with-
out making value judgments.

Desert. Just reward or punishment, or other treatment
that is merited.

Determinism. Belief that human thought and action
are governed by the laws of cause and effect.

Deterrent. Explicit or implicit threat of conse-
quences meant to discourage undesirable actions.

Diagnose. To determine the root cause of a symptom.
Difference. Existence of significant, socially mean-

ingful dissimilarities between the members of a
given community; or, quality or state of having a
trait that prevents one from resembling another.

Dignity. Recognition of or respect for a person’s in-
herent worth.

Dilemma. Problem that forces one to choose between
two evils, or, more broadly, an insoluble problem

“Dirty hands.” Taint one one bears when performing
morally or ethically questionable acts.

Discipline. Self-control or self-regulation main-
tained through training.

Discrimination. Illegitimate treatment of an individ-
ual based on the social category, such as race or
gender, to which the individual belongs.

Disempowered. Deprived of social influence or of
control over one’s own life.

Dissent. Public expression of disagreement with the
values, methods, actions, or ideology of one’s
government or of the political majority.

Distributive justice. Fair allocation of resources to all
members of a community.

Diversity. Presence of multiple types of people, with

fundamentally different identities or values,
within the same community.

Divine command theory: Belief that the ethical values
and principles binding upon human beings depen-
d only on the commands of a higher power or god.

Doctrine. Fundamental teaching or axiom advocated
by a particular religion, government, philosophi-
cal school, or other formal belief system.

Dominant values. Values or ideologies accepted or
followed by the majority of members of a com-
munity, including members whose own best inter-
ests may be damaged by their acceptance.

Dualism. Belief in the existence of two absolutely ir-
reconcilable and fundamentally opposed entities,
such as the mind and the body, good and evil, or
facts and values.

Duress. Coercion that compels and thus legally inval-
idates or mitigates an action, decision, or contract
by depriving one of the ability to consent or act
freely.

Duty. Commitment one is morally required to fulfill.

Egalitarian. Embracing equality as one of the funda-
mental moral values; treating all people in exactly
the same fashion.

Ego. Portion of the psyche, both conscious and un-
conscious, that forms the recognizable identity or
self; the “I.”

Egoism. Philosophical system that asserts that self-
interest is the highest good.

Egotism. Tendency to understand all aspects of life in
terms of their effects upon oneself.

Elitist. Characterized by a belief that one segment of
society is better than another segment, because it
is more educated, richer, or otherwise more fully
developed.

Emotivism. Philosophical theory that language ex-
presses and influences emotions, rather than sig-
nifying meanings or making logical assertions.

Empirical. Based solely upon perceptual experience
rather than abstract theory.

Empiricism. Doctrine that all genuine knowledge
and all legitimate philosophical theories derive
from perceptual experience.

End. Entity whose value comes solely from itself and
not from the uses to which it may be put; or, the ul-
timate purpose or goal.

Enlightenment, the. Philosophical movement of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries character-
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ized by a belief in the power of reason, the auton-
omy and sovereignty of the rational individual,
and the existence of natural rights.

Entity. Particular, self-contained thing.
Environmental ethics. Branch of moral philosophy

dealing with the rights and obligations of human
beings with respect to nature.

Epistemology. Philosophical study of knowledge and
the nature of truth.

Equality. State in which all people are acknowledged
to have the same moral worth and to enjoy the
same fundamental rights and privileges.

Ethics. Philosophical science that deals with the
rightness and wrongness of human actions;
closely allied with morality.

Ethnocentrism. Belief that one’s own race or ethnic-
ity is the norm according to which all others are to
be judged.

Etiquette. Formal or informal code of conduct gov-
erning proper social behavior.

Euthanasia. Killing someone, or allowing someone
to die, as an act of mercy.

Evidence. Facts, details, or observations that tend to
support a subjective opinion or prove the truth of
an objective assertion.

Evil. Clear and extreme moral transgression for the
sake of such transgression alone; or, quality of
taking pleasure in such an act; or, anything that
has only harmful effects.

Excellence. Quality of surpassing all or most others
in skill or achievement.

Excuse. Legitimate reason for a fault or transgres-
sion.

Existentialism. School of philosophy that holds that
the world lacks objective meaning or purpose, but
individuals are morally obligated to create such
meaning for themselves.

Explanation. Description of a state of affairs in terms
of causes and effects; description meant to make
something make sense.

Exploit. To treat people as a means to achieve one’s
own ends, or as objects rather than as subjects; or,
to extract surplus value from laborers.

Expression. Act of uttering, writing, or otherwise
representing one’s ideas or emotions to others;
communication.

Fact. Something that is objectively true.
Fair. Unbiased; equitable; just.

Fatalism: Belief that events are predetermined by
forces beyond human control and that individual
destinies cannot be altered.

Federal. Pertaining to the central, national govern-
ment of the United States.

Feminism. Political, social, and theoretical move-
ments resisting masculine domination and
masculinist values.

First philosophy. Branch of philosophy—different ac-
cording to different philosophers—that grounds
all other branches and that must therefore be com-
pleted prior to any other philosophical inquiry.
The Greeks believed that ontology was first phi-
losophy. In the Enlightenment, epistemology was
considered first philosophy, and for some twenti-
eth century philosophers, philosophy of language
became first philosophy.

Formal. Official, or explicitly set out in writing or in
some other manner that imparts authority or va-
lidity; or, having a rigorously defined set of ele-
ments and structure, as in a system or model.

Foundationalism. Philosophical doctrine that logical
or scientific methods of reasoning both can and
should be used to establish the objective truth or
validity of knowledge and judgment, and that this
grounding should take place prior to any further
reasoning or action.

Four noble truths. Buddhist belief that eliminating
consciousness of the individual self will enable
one to overcome desire and to eliminate all suffer-
ing in one’s life.

Fraud. Unfairly depriving someone of something of
value by means of deception.

Free-riding: Enjoying of benefits produced by the ef-
forts of others without contributing one’s own fair
share.

Freedom. Lack of constraint; autonomy of judgment
and action; or, living in a manner that allows one
to realize one’s true potential and to express fully
one’s creative impulses.

Gaia hypothesis: Belief that the earth is a living en-
tity whose biosphere is self-regulating and capa-
ble of maintaining planetary health by controlling
its chemical and physical environment.

Gender. Set of cultural meanings and values that at-
tach to or are produced by biological sex; that is,
masculinity or femininity, as opposed to maleness
or femaleness.
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Genocide. Mass murder based on shared cultural
identity of the victims.

Golden mean. Perfect balance between extremes.
Golden rule. Always do unto others as you would

have them do unto you.
Good, the. Source or embodiment of moral value; the

set of all things and actions that should be desired.
Good faith. Sincere attempt to do right by one’s ac-

tions, regardless of their actual outcome; or, sin-
cere intent to honor both the letter and the spirit of
contract or agreement and to ensure that both

parties to the agreement benefit from it.
Ground. To demonstrate logically the objective va-

lidity of a judgment, belief, or system.
Guilt. Moral culpability for wrongdoing; or, subjec-

tive awareness of such culpability accompanied
by feelings of shame and remorse.

Happiness. Joy; or, living the good life.
Hate crime: Criminal acts committed against indi-

viduals or groups because of their race, ethnicity,
religion, sexual orientation, or other group affilia-
tion.

Homophobia. Irrational hatred of nonheterosexual
people, or of one’s own homosocial impulses.

Honor. Self-esteem based upon one’s rigorous com-
mitment to a personal or conventional ethical
code.

Human nature. Qualities, capacities, or propensities
shared in common by all human beings.

Human rights. Set of basic moral rights that inhere in
all people.

Humanism. Philosophy grounded in a belief in hu-
man nature and in the ethical centrality of the val-
ues and interests shared by all people.

Humility. Self-effacement or modesty arising from
one’s recognition of people or forces whose power,
value, or significance is greater than one’s own.

Hypocrisy. Practice of condemning in public what
one does in private, or otherwise espousing values
one does not actually possess.

Id. Portion of the psyche, residing entirely in the un-
conscious, that consists solely of instinct and im-
pulse, ungoverned by reason or restraint.

Idealism. Belief in noble principles that seem to con-
flict with the state of the actual world; dedication
to achieving extremely or unrealistically high
standards.

Idealism, German. School of philosophy concerned
to investigate the nature and structure of subjec-
tive experience and its relationship to material re-
ality.

Idealism, Platonic. School of philosophy that asserts
that abstract concepts such as Justice or Equality
exist independently of human subjects and have
actual effects in the world.

Identity. Person’s fundamental continuity of experi-
ence or character over time; the specific charac-
teristic or characteristics felt to be most important
in defining one’s character; sense of self.

Identity politics. Activism rooted in specific, cultur-
ally significant categories of identity, such as
race, class, gender, or sexuality.

Ideology. Socially determined structures of thought
that make possible the conversion of perception
into meaningful experience while simultaneously
limiting the range of possible meanings of that ex-
perience; or, a specific example of these struc-
tures, as capitalist ideology, communist ideol-
ogy, feminist ideology, patriarchal ideology, and
so on.

Immediate. Intuited or known directly, without any
intervening filter or template; not mediated.

Immortality: Eternal life.
Impartial. Unbiased; objective; fair.
Imperative. Demand or requirement for action.
Imperative, categorical. Imperative that is demanded

universally by all situations, as “always treat peo-
ple as ends in themselves and never as means
only.”

Imperative, hypothetical. Imperative that is de-
manded by a particular situation or goal, as “in or-
der to keep your belongings safe, lock the door
behind you.”

Imply. To require logically, as the existence of a
watch implies the existence of a watchmaker.

Inalienable. Inherent, unquestionable, and incapable
of being taken away.

Incommensurable. Lacking any common basis for
comparison or exchange.

Individualism. Interpretation of human culture or his-
tory in terms of single persons rather than groups
or movements; belief that a single person is a
more significant moral unit than is a community.

Inherent. Permanently, definitively, inseparably, or
essentially characteristic of a person or thing; in-
nate.
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Innate. Arising necessarily as a result of the funda-
mental nature of a person or thing; inherent.

Institution. Publicly recognized, formally structured
organization or set of relationships, especially
one that generates some form of authority and dis-
tributes it hierarchically among its members.

Integrity. Strength of character; moral fortitude; hon-
esty.

Intention. Purpose or motive behind an action.
Intentionality. Property of referring to something;

“aboutness.”
Interest. State of relative fulfillment or attainment of

a need, benefit, or advantage; or, causal connec-
tion between a particular state of affairs and such
a benefit.

Intrinsic. Resulting inherently from the essential na-
ture of a thing; inseparable; innate.

Intuition. Direct, pure, immediate perception, in-
sight, or knowledge.

Intuitionism. Philosophical belief that moral truth
can be apprehended directly through intuition,
rather than being learned or deduced logically.

Investment. Expenditure of emotion, energy, or value
on a person, thing, or situation, in anticipation of a
desired or beneficial result.

Involuntary. Against or not as a result of one’s will;
unintentional.

Irrational. Not based upon or agreeing with reason;
nonsensical; illogical.

Judgment. Assignment of positive or negative value,
moral praise, or blame to a person, thing, or ac-
tion; evaluation.

Jurisprudence. Philosophy of law.
Justice. Fundamental moral principle or ideal of per-

fect correspondence between desert and actual re-
ward or punishment.

Kantian ethics. Ethics based on the values and ideas
central to Immanuel Kant, especially belief in
a categorical imperative and the importance of
moral duty.

Karma. Positive or negative spiritual energy result-
ing from moral or immoral acts.

Law. Formally or institutionally authorized rule, or
set of all such rules in a given society.

Legitimate. Backed up, verified, or validated by offi-
cial rules or standards; lawful; just.

Liable. Legitimately responsible; answerable in court.
Libel. Written defamation.
Liberal. Open to or advocating progress and reform;

disinclined to preserve traditional values for the
sake of tradition.

Liberal individualism. Central political ideology in
the United States and much of Europe, that por-
trays individuals as autonomous, rational deci-
sion makers who enjoy fundamental natural
rights.

Libertarianism. Political philosophy, combining
social liberalism with economic conservatism,
dedicated to maximizing individual liberties and
minimizing centralized government.

Liberty. Political freedom; ability to act as one sees fit
without interference by government.

Limited war. Warfare involving a fraction of the total
military resources of a nation, or whose goal is to
defeat or control only a fraction of the enemy’s
military or territory.

Lobby. To attempt to persuade a legislator to vote in a
particular way.

Logic. Formal system of reasoning, rational argu-
mentation, or analysis.

Logocentrism. Belief that logic is the superior method,
or the only valid method, for divining truth, pro-
ducing knowledge, or communicating.

Loyalty. Unwavering dedication; faithfulness.
Luck. Randomness or arbitrariness in events that af-

fect one’s life positively or negatively; fortune.
Lust. Strong or unmanageable desire, especially sex-

ual desire.

M3dhyamaka: School of Buddhist philosophy advo-
cating moderation in all things.

Manichean. Divided between two absolute extremes;
given to seeing things as black or white.

Materialism. Marxist school of philosophy that as-
serts that brute physical reality, especially eco-
nomic reality, is the ultimate determinant of his-
tory, and that economic and political changes
cause new ideas, not the other way around; or,
philosophical rejection of spirituality in favor of
beliefs that correspond with empirically verifi-
able experience; or, trait of caring excessively
about physical objects and wealth and ignoring
spiritual or intangible values.

Meaning. Source and nature of the importance of a
thing, person, idea, or situation; significance.
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Means. Tool or method used to accomplish some
goal.

Mediate. To filter, transmit, translate, or otherwise
convey in an indirect fashion.

Mercy. Leniency motivated by compassion.
Merit. Legitimate claim to recognition or reward;

desert.
Messiah. Prophesied figure who is expected to de-

liver the Jewish people from harm; or, any such
promised deliverer or savior, such as Jesus Christ.

Messianism: Belief in a messiah.
Metaethics. Branch of philosophy concerned to

ground or criticize the practice of ethics.
Metaphysics. Branch of philosophy that studies the

fundamental nature of the world, especially as
that nature relates to and is presupposed by other
branches of philosophical inquiry; or, any specific
set of presumptions about the nature of reality; or,
belief that the world humans experience has a hid-
den, objective nature lying underneath its surface.

Metaphysics of presence. Belief that the world is
composed of objects or things that exist indepen-
dently of one another, that these objects present
themselves to equally autonomous human sub-
jects who can experience and evaluate them with-
out affecting or being affected by them, and that
the objects, once evaluated, can be exhaustively
described and understood through logical propo-
sitions; or, belief that meaning is objectively pres-
ent in spoken and written language, and that lan-
guage can convey this meaning immediately from
one speaker to another without the need for inter-
pretation.

Model. System of rational principles or axioms that
define the nature or parameters of a particular dis-
cipline, practice, or thing.

Monotheism. Belief in a single, all-powerful god.
Moral equivalence: Equating of the morality and eth-

ics of two entities that are not usually seen as
comparable, such as Adolf Hitler and Saddam
Hussein.

Moral luck. Any instance of random fortune or chance
that affects a person’s ethical status.

Morality. Belief in right and wrong; or, any specific
set of ethical values or beliefs, especially absolute
or totalizing values.

Motive. Purpose or intent behind a given action; rea-
son for acting.

Multiculturalism. Diversity of cultural backgrounds

and viewpoints within a community; or, ethical
position advocating such diversity or advocating
tolerance for the mixture of values and beliefs that
results from it.

Mysticism. Belief in a reality or a spiritual or divine
entity that normally transcends human experi-
ence, but that can be contacted and provide en-
lightenment under specific circumstances.

Narrative. Story.
Nation. A people unified under, or desiring to be uni-

fied under, a centralized government; or, any such
centralized government that exercises or enjoys
sovereignty.

Nationalism. Belief that one’s national affiliation de-
fines one’s identity and that one’s nation com-
mands one’s absolute loyalty.

Natural law. Moral rules derived from objective hu-
man nature and applicable to and within all soci-
eties.

Natural rights. Rights enjoyed by all people accord-
ing to the principles of natural law.

Naturalistic fallacy. Any attempt to define moral
good in terms of something else, rather than tak-
ing it to be an irreducible concept in itself.

Necessary. Logically mandated as a prior require-
ment for some proposition to be true or for some
situation to prevail.

Negative. Bad; or, reactive rather than active—defined
primarily in terms of an opposition to some exter-
nal entity or set of values, rather than in purely in-
ternal terms.

Negligence. Failure to take proper care or otherwise
to safeguard some person or interest one was mor-
ally obligated to protect.

Nihilism. Rejection of all beliefs, except the belief
that all other beliefs should be rejected.

Nirvana. Buddhist spiritual enlightenment and tran-
scendence resulting from moral virtue.

Noncognitivism. Belief that ethical utterances are ir-
rational expressions of value rather than fact, and
that they therefore are neither true nor false.

Nonviolent resistance. Passive physical interference
with unjust activities; or, passive refusal by a pro-
tester to comply with the instructions or com-
mands of law enforcement agents who are placing
the protester under arrest, requiring the agents to
lift or drag the protester bodily in order to accom-
plish the arrest.
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Norm. Accepted, average, or customary state of af-
fairs.

Normative. Prescribing rules or making value judg-
ments about what ought to be done and what
ought not to be done.

Obedience. Compliance with commands issued by
someone in authority; or, general tendency or pre-
disposition to follow such commands.

Object. Thing or person that is acted upon, thought
about, or judged.

Objective. Existing independently of human percep-
tions, values, or interpretations; simply and unde-
niably true; or, unbiased or impartial.

Objectivism. Philosophical belief that objective facts
exist and are the necessary starting point for any
genuine philosophy.

Obligation. Moral requirement or duty.
Ontology. Philosophical study of being and the na-

ture of existence.
Oppression. Unjust, usually systematic, exercise of

power or authority to subjugate a social group.
Optimism. Tendency to interpret things in the most

positive possible light or to anticipate good things
happening in the future.

Other. Absolutely different from the self, especially,
characterized by attributes that are diametrically
opposed to one’s own or one’s culture’s most
deeply cherished values.

Pacifism. Commitment to nonviolent resolution of
conflict on all scales from the personal to the in-
ternational.

Panentheism: Belief system that attempts to mediate
between theism and pantheism.

Pantheism: Belief that God is synonymous with the
universe.

Passion. Strong and irrational emotion.
Paternalism. Practice of intrusively managing or in-

terfering in the affairs of others, purportedly for
their own good.

Perspectivism. Belief that the world has no funda-
mental or inherent nature, and therefore that no
single point of view can be exhaustive or objec-
tively valid.

Pessimism. Tendency to interpret things in the most
negative possible light or to anticipate bad things
happening in the future.

Phenomenological. Having to do with the nature of

subjective experience, especially as studied or un-
derstood from the internal point of view of the
subject having the experience.

Philosophy. Formal study of knowledge, truth, real-
ity, and value.

Platonic ethics. Ethics based on the values and ideas
central to Plato, especially belief in objective,
ideal forms and the importance of guiding all peo-
ple to lead virtuous lives.

Pleasure. Feeling produced by the satisfaction of de-
sire; enjoyment.

Pluralism. System that fosters tolerance for multiple
points of view or advocacy of a community in
which diverse perspectives are accepted or cele-
brated; or, ethical philosophy that asserts that
there is a plural but finite number of valid moral
beliefs and values.

Politically correct. In accord with or advocating an
informal set of conventions governing appropri-
ate and inappropriate forms of social and political
speech.

Politics. Practice or profession of exercising govern-
mental power; or, practice of maneuvering for
power in a nongovernmental institution.

Positive. Good; or, the opposite of negative; active
rather than reactive—defined primarily in terms
of internal traits or values, rather than in opposi-
tion to something external.

Postmodernism. Set of aesthetic and intellectual
movements within late capitalist or postindustrial
culture, characterized primarily by a celebration
of cultural fragmentation, by disbelief in any dis-
tinction between art and popular culture, and
by an extreme skepticism toward any attempt to
ground values or judgments.

Poststructuralism. School of philosophy and criti-
cism that looks at human culture as a set of texts,
and that understands those texts as rule-governed
but irrational, noncentered structures or systems
that include among their elements the philosopher
or critic who reads them.

Power. Ability to have effects in the world.
Practical. Directed toward, preparing for, informing,

or influencing concrete action.
Practice. Concrete action based upon or applying

theoretical principles; or, a meaningful social ac-
tivity that takes place within a specific institution
and that can function as an arena for achievement
or excellence.
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Pragmatism. School of philosophy asserting that the
meaning of a word or sign is a function of its prac-
tical effects in the world, and that the truth of a be-
lief is determined by its usefulness.

Prejudice. Preconception, especially an unfavorable
preconception about an individual based upon the
individual’s group affiliations; bias.

Prescription. Ethical command or edict.
Prescriptivism. Belief that moral language is meant

to command actions and omissions, rather than
describe values or express feelings or judgments.

Principle. General law or truth governing or ground-
ing more specific laws or truths within a particular
discipline or context; or, any generally accepted
rule, especially one guiding proper moral conduct.

Prior restraint. Governmental or legal action that
prevents someone in advance from publishing or
otherwise circulating specific information or
opinions.

Privacy. Right or ability to withhold some portion of
one’s life from public scrutiny or to protect it from
governmental interference.

Private. Pertaining to or located within the domestic
or personal sphere; separated from general social
interaction.

Professional ethics. Codes of conduct defined by un-
ions or other vocational organizations, or through
customary work-related interactions, that define
the moral standards of behavior required or ex-
pected of all members of a particular occupation
or profession.

Progressive. Dedicated to reforming and improving
society, especially through grassroots movements
and by lobbying or otherwise utilizing existing
social and political institutions.

Propaganda. Material designed to manipulate the
opinions of its audience in order to support a par-
ticular ideology.

Property. That which belongs legitimately to a par-
ticular person, group, corporation, community, or
government; anything that is owned; or, quality,
characteristic, or attribute.

Proscription. Command to refrain from an action; in-
terdiction; prohibition.

Prudence. Justifiable caution; good judgment.
Public. Pertaining to or located within the profes-

sional, political, or economic sphere; occurring
outside domestic space and within the general
purview of society.

Pure (of reason). Prior to or independent of practical
experience; based solely on abstract logical prin-
ciples without reference to the actual world.

Quality. Essential characteristic or attribute that dis-
tinguishes one thing from another.

Racism. Prejudice or bias that is based on race and
that exists as a structural principle within one or
more social or political institutions.

Rational. Based on reason; sensical; logical.
Rationale. Reason provided to justify something, es-

pecially an empty or specious reason invented to
justify a course of action already desired or settled
upon, or a reason created after the fact to provide
retrospective justification.

Rationalism. Doctrine that all genuine knowledge
and all legitimate philosophical theories derive
from abstract logic or reason.

Rationality. Faculty of logic and reason within the
human psyche; or, quality of being reasonable or
logical.

Realism. Moral theory that holds that values, includ-
ing ethical values, have an objective existence in
the world; or, set of aesthetic movements that at-
tempt to portray objects, or to transmit meanings,
without calling attention to the techniques, styles,
or signs used to accomplish the portrayal or trans-
mission.

Realpolitik. Doctrine that political policies and ac-
tions, especially in foreign affairs, should be based
solely on practical considerations and should be
unaffected by moral or ethical principles.

Reason. Rational faculty of the human mind that
evaluates, judges, and makes sense of its experi-
ences; logic.

Recognition. Sympathetic perception of another per-
son that acknowledges the inherent worth both of
the person and of the person’s goals, projects, and
desires.

Reconcile. To cause two contradictory principles to
coexist or fit together.

Regulation. Formal, usually quasi-legal, rule pub-
lished or circulated in an official set of guidelines
or principles.

Relationship. Connection or association between
two or more entities.

Relativism. Belief that the fundamental or inherent
nature of the world is such that it admits of an infi-
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nite number of valid, exhaustive descriptions, or
that all moral beliefs are true.

Religion. Any systematic and customary set of
shared beliefs in a supernatural or divine Entity or
entities that gives meaning to or provides expla-
nations of human experience, and that generally
includes a specific set of moral values and princi-
ples to guide human action.

Resources. Any materials, skills, objects, abilities,
currency, or other potentially useful items of value
that are in finite supply.

Responsibility. Accountability; liability; culpability.
Retaliation. Vengeful or strategic response to a wrong-

ful or transgressive action; reprisal.
Reverse discrimination. Discrimination by members

of a socially disempowered group against a so-
cially empowered group; or, institutional discrim-
ination in favor of a socially disempowered group
designed to correct or redress traditional discrimi-
nation against that group.

Revolution. Sudden social and political change or up-
heaval.

Right. That which is fair, just, and proper; the set of
all actions that are permissible or required by ac-
cepted moral principles.

Rights. Objectively legitimate, universally valid moral
claims to privileges or entitlements; or, similar
claims whose legitimacy is derived from spe-
cific laws or legal principles within a particular
society.

Rule. Principle; regulation; law.

Salvation. Deliverance from the world of pain to a
transcendent or paradisiacal existence, especially
deliverance from and redemption of sin.

Secular. Advocating belief only in empirical reality;
nonreligious.

Self. Unified entity or identity underlying all subjec-
tive experience and differentiated from the exter-
nal world of objects and other subjects; ego.

Self-regulation. Voluntary passage of formal, inter-
nal rules of ethical conduct by a professional or-
ganization or other entity that might otherwise be
subject to external regulation by the government.

Semiotics. Study of signs.
Sense. One of the five types of physical interface be-

tween the human perceiving mind and the exter-
nal world: sight, hearing, taste, touch, or smell;
or, any mental faculty that seems to convey infor-

mation or perceptions to the mind in a manner
analogous to the physical senses; intuition; or, a
specific feeling or intuition conveyed by such a
faculty.

Sentience. Conscious awareness.
Sentiment. Feeling, sense, or emotion.
Sex. Physical distinction between two biological re-

productive categories, upon which gender identi-
ties are based; that is, maleness or femaleness, as
opposed to masculinity or femininity.

Sexism. Prejudice or bias that is based on sex or gen-
der and that exists as a structural principle within
one or more social or political institutions.

Sign. Any thing that conventionally symbolizes or
stands for another thing or otherwise conveys or
expresses meaning.

Signify. To symbolize; to mean; to stand for.
Sin. Serious moral transgression, especially trans-

gression against religious moral laws.
Situated. Placed or located; having a particular posi-

tion or perspective; partial rather than impartial.
Situation. State of affairs; context.
Situational ethics. Nonuniversal, nonabsolutist eth-

ics based solely upon moral principles that arise
from the particular context in which a moral deci-
sion or act takes place.

Skepticism. Intentional doubt of apparent or obvious
truths, cultivated as a method to facilitate success-
ful philosophical inquiry; or, unintentional doubt,
or utter inability to believe in such truths.

Slander. Spoken defamation.
Slippery slope. Tendency of minor erosions of safe-

guards, scruples, or freedoms to escalate rapidly
into major erosions and to continue escalating un-
til the safeguards, scruples, or freedoms no longer
exist.

Social. Having to do with the communal or interac-
tive aspects of human behavior.

Social contract. Theoretical construct retroactively
describing the circumstances under which society
would have formed if it were formed as a result of
rational, premeditated choice.

Social Darwinism. Political philosophy, modeled
loosely and unscientifically after Darwin’s theory
of evolution by means of natural selection, that
seeks to apply the theory to societies as if they
were organisms.

Social justice. Fair and equitable distribution of
wealth, resources, and power across all levels of
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society or throughout the globe, especially to
counteract or ameliorate disparities produced by
the division of labor.

Society. Large-scale, usually national, group of peo-
ple that exists in a set of highly structured rela-
tionships, produces an identifiable culture or set
of cultures, and understands itself as a commu-
nity.

Sophism. Philosophical school popularly believed to
have taught that rhetorical skill was more impor-
tant than, or constitutive of, truth and that success-
ful legal argumentation was more important than,
or constitutive of, moral right.

Spiritual. Valuing intangible or mystical types of ex-
perience, or things of benefit to the soul, rather
than wealth or other material objects and plea-
sures of the body.

Standard. Thing to which one compares all other
things of the same class or type; basis for evalua-
tion or judgment.

State. Unit of political sovereignty, especially a na-
tion that enjoys a legal monopoly on the means of
violence within its borders.

State of nature. Philosophical fiction describing hu-
man experience prior to or outside of any commu-
nity.

Stereotype. Caricatured mental image or other pre-
conception about members of a social group or
class based upon simplification and exaggeration
of features that are common among the group.

Stoicism. Ancient Greek philosophy characterized
by studied indifference to joys and sorrows and
advocating the use of reason alone to make moral
decisions.

Subject. Self-aware, knowing, judging, willing, and
communicating entity; a total self, including the
conscious mind, the unconscious mind, and other
aspects of identity that exceed the “I” or ego.

Subjective. Biased, partial, or otherwise based upon
personal values and experience; or, perceived or
experienced by a subject.

Subjectivism. Belief that knowledge is partial or pers-
pectival by definition, and that objective knowl-
edge is not only impossible but is an incoherent
concept.

Subjectivity. Conscious, self-conscious, and uncon-
scious rational and irrational mental processes of
a sentient, social, and linguistic entity; interiority;
psyche.

Sufficient. Logically adequate in itself to cause
some proposition to be true or some situation to
prevail.

Superego. Portion of the psyche, residing largely but
not solely in the preconscious, that regulates, re-
strains, and redirects thoughts and desires before
they can become fully conscious or before they
can motivate action; conscience.

Supererogation: Doing what is morally praiseworthy
beyond what is required by duty or what is re-
quired to be free of moral blame.

Supernatural. Not explainable by the scientifically
accepted laws of nature.

Symptom. Perceivable sign that indicates the exis-
tence of a hidden problem, disease, or contradic-
tion.

System. Rationally ordered set of elements, struc-
tured in well-defined relationships to one another,
that forms a unitary whole.

Teleology. Belief that the world as a whole, or things
in the world, have objective purposes or ends.

Telos. Greek word referring to the “final cause” or ul-
timate purpose of an entity.

Terror. Violence perpetrated to eliminate difference.
Theism. Belief in the existence of a higher power, or

god, who is responsible for creating the earth and
humankind and on whom all finite things are in
some way dependent.

Theodicy. Theological explanation for the presence
of evil in a world created by a benevolent deity.

Theology. Study of religion; or, a particular body of
religious belief or doctrine.

Theory. Abstract rational knowledge of general rules
or principles; or, a proposed fact or principle that
has yet to be proven or disproven; or, a nickname
(often capitalized) for a large body of academic
social, literary, and cultural theory that is meant to
be applicable to the interpretation and analysis of
every meaningful aspect of human existence; crit-
ical theory.

Tolerance. Allowing or acceptance of difference.
Totalizing. Claiming to apply to or include every-

thing, without exception.
Traditional. Rooted in the practices or values of the

past; conventional; customary.
Transcendental. Investigating subjective experience

in order to deduce facts or truths that exist beyond
or prior to subjective experience.
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Transgression. Violation; crime; impermissible or
forbidden act.

Truth. Quality of beliefs that causes them to count as
knowledge, of statements that causes them to
count as honest or accurate, and of propositions
that causes them to count as factual.

Tyranny. Cruel, domineering, or illegitimate rule.

Understand. To know the meaning or importance of;
to comprehend.

Universal. Applying equally to all things in all times
and all places.

Utilitarianism. Hedonistic social philosophy that as-
serts that usefulness is the highest good.

Value. Goodness or badness; worth.
Vice. An immoral or merely frowned-upon pleasure;

or body of such pleasures generally.
Violence. Material or spiritual attack causing physi-

cal or emotional harm.

Virtue. An inherent moral value, or body of such val-
ues generally.

Voluntary. Caused through the exercise of will; freely
chosen.

War. Large-scale combat between societies, usually
nation-states or national factions.

Western. Having to do with the dominant or the tradi-
tionally dominant cultures or values shared by
Western Europe and the United States.

Will. Ability intentionally to act or to refrain from ac-
tion; volition.

Worth. Relative value.
Wrong. That which is unfair, unjust, or improper; the

set of all actions that are impermissible or forbid-
den by accepted moral principles.

Zen: Buddhist school whose adherents seek an expe-
riential perception of reality through meditation.

Andy Perry
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Nobel Peace Prize Winners
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Year Recipients Reason

1901 Jean Henri Dunant (Swiss) Founding of International Red Cross and Geneva Convention
Frédéric Passy (French) Founding of first French peace society

1902 Élie Ducommun (Swiss) Work with Permanent International Peace Bureau
Charles Albert Gobat (Swiss) Administration of Inter-Parliamentary Union and

International Peace Bureau
1903 Sir William Cremer (British) Founder and secretary of International Arbitration League
1904 Institute of International Law Development of international law and studies of laws of

neutrality
1905 Bertha von Suttner (Austrian) Support of pacifist societies; founding of Austrian peace

society
1906 Theodore Roosevelt (American) Negotiations to end Russo-Japanese War
1907 Ernesto Teodoro Moneta (Italian) Work with Lombard League for Peace

Louis Renault (French) Organization of peace conferences
1908 Klas Pontus Arnoldson (Swedish) Founding of Swedish Society for Arbitration and Peace

Fredrik Bajer (Danish) Work with International Peace Bureau
1909 Auguste Beernaert (Belgian) Work with Permanent Court of Arbitration

Paul d’Estournelles de Constant
(French)

Founding and direction of French Parliamentary Arbitration
Committee

1910 Permanent International Peace Bureau Promotion of international peace and arbitration
1911 Tobias Asser (Dutch) Conferences on international law

Alfred Fried (Austrian) Writings on peace; editor of Die Friedenswarte
1912 Elihu Root (American) Organization of Central American Peace Conference;

settlement of problem of Japanese immigration into
California

1913 Henri Lafontaine (Belgian) President of International Peace Bureau
1914-1916 No awards
1917 International Committee of the

Red  Cross
War relief

1918 No award
1919 Woodrow Wilson (American) Support for League of Nations
1920 Léon Bourgeois (French) President, Council of League of Nations
1921 Karl Hjalmar Branting (Swedish) Promotion of Swedish social reforms

Christian Lous Lange (Norwegian) Secretary-general, Inter-Parliamentary Union
1922 Fridtjof Nansen (Norwegian) Russian relief work; originated Nansen passports for refugees
1923-1924 No awards
1925 Sir Austen Chamberlain (British) Locarno Peace Pact

Charles G. Dawes (American) Plan for German reparations
1926 Aristide Briand (French) Locarno Peace Pact

Gustav Stresemann (German) German acceptance of reparation plan; development of
Locarno Peace Pact

1927 Ferdinand Buisson (French) President, League of Human Rights
Ludwig Quidde (German) Writings on peace; participation in peace conferences

1928 No award
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1929 Frank B. Kellogg (American) Negotiations for Kellogg-Briand Peace Pact condemning
war as means of solving international problems

1930 Nathan Söderblom (Swedish) Writings on peace; association with ecumenical movement
1931 Jane Addams (American) Work for international peace; president, Women’s

International League for Peace and Freedom
Nicholas Murray Butler (American) Work with Carnegie Endowment for International Peace;

promoter of Kellogg-Briand Pact
1932 No award
1933 Norman Angell (British) Work for international peace; author of The Great Illusion
1934 Arthur Henderson (British) President, World Disarmament Conference of 1932
1935 Carl von Ossietzky (German) Promotion of international disarmament; pacifist writings
1936 Carlos Saavedra Lamas (Argentine) Negotiation of peace settlement between Bolivia and

Paraguay
1937 Lord Robert Cecil (British) Working with peace movements; founding of International

Peace Campaign
1938 Nansen International Office for

Refugees
Relief work among refugees

1939-1943 No awards
1944 International Committee of the

Red Cross
War relief

1945 Cordell Hull (American) Work for peace as United States secretary of state; work on
formation of United Nations

1946 John R. Mott (American) YMCA work/relief for displaced persons
Emily Greene Balch (American) President, Women’s International League for Peace and

Freedom
1947 Friends Service Council and the

American Friends Service
Committee

Humanitarian work

1948 No award
1949 Lord John Boyd-Orr (British) Directing United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization
1950 Ralph Bunche (American) Mediation of Israeli War for Independence; director,

Division of Trusteeship of the United Nations
1951 Léon Jouhaux (French) Organization of national and international labor unions
1952 Albert Schweitzer (German) Humanitarian work in Africa
1953 George C. Marshall (American) Promotion of European Recovery Program
1954 Office of the United Nations High

Commissioner for Refugees
Work on refugee problems

1955-1956 No awards
1957 Lester B. Pearson (Canadian) Organization of United Nations’ Egyptian force; president,

United Nations General Assembly
1958 Georges Pire (Belgian) Settlement of displaced persons
1959 Philip Noel-Baker (British) Promotion of peace; author of The Arms Race: A Program

for World Disarmament
1960 Albert Lutuli (South African) Campaign against South African racial segregation
1961 Dag Hammarskjöld (Swedish) Work for peace in Congo; secretary general of United Nations
1962 Linus Pauling (American) Work for elimination of nuclear weapons
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1963 International Committee of the
Red Cross and the League of
Red Cross Societies

Humanitarian work

1964 Martin Luther King, Jr. (American) Nonviolent protests in support of civil rights for blacks
1965 United Nations Children’s Fund

(UNICEF)
Worldwide aid for children

1966-1967 No awards
1968 René Cassin (French) Promotion of human rights; drafter of United Nations

Declaration of Human Rights
1969 International Labour Organisation Improvement of working conditions
1970 Norman E. Borlaug (American) Increases in food production through development of high-

yield grains of wheat and rice
1971 Willy Brandt (German) Improvement of East-West relations and promotion of

European unity
1972 No award
1973 Henry Kissinger (American) and

Le Duc Tho (Vietnamese)
(Declined award)

Negotiation of Vietnam War cease-fire

1974 Seán MacBride (Irish) Work for human rights
Eisaku Satf (Japanese) Work to improve international relations; work toward

limitation of nuclear weapons
1975 Andrei Sakharov (Soviet) Promotion of peace and respect for human rights for the

individual
1976 Mairead Corrigan (Irish) and

Betty Williams (Irish)
Organization of movement to end sectarian violence in

Northern Ireland
1977 Amnesty International Aid for political prisoners
1978 Menachem Begin (Israeli) Efforts in settling Middle East conflict

Anwar el-Sadat (Egyptian)
1979 Mother Teresa (Agnes Bojaxhiu;

Albanian)
Aid and service to India’s poor

1980 Adolfo Pérez Esquivel (Argentine) Promotion of human rights and nonviolence
1981 Office of the United Nations High

Commissioner for Refugees
Support for refugees

1982 Alva Myrdal (Swedish) and Alfonso
García Robles (Mexican)

United Nations disarmament negotiations

1983 Lech Wauesa (Polish) Nonviolent campaign for workers’ rights in Poland
1984 Desmond Tutu (South African) Nonviolent campaign against South African racial separation
1985 International Physicians for the

Prevention of Nuclear War
Campaign on potential effects of nuclear war

1986 Elie Wiesel (American) Efforts on behalf of victims of repression and racial
discrimination

1987 Oscar Arias Sánchez (Costa Rican) Attempts to end wars in Central America
1988 United Nations peacekeeping forces Prevention of military conflicts
1989 The Dalai Lama (Tibetan) Nonviolent efforts opposing Chinese occupation of Tibet
1990 Mikhail Gorbachev (Soviet) Promotion of world peace by reducing East-West tension
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1991 Aung San Suu Kyi (Burmese) Nonviolent promotion of human rights and democracy in
Burma

1992 Rigoberta Menchú (Guatemalan) Work for social justice and recognition of the cultures of
indigenous peoples

1993 Nelson Mandela and F. W. de Klerk
(South African)

Work for a negotiated end to apartheid

1994 Yasir Arafat (Palestinian) and Shimon
Peres and Yitzhak Rabin (Israeli)

Efforts to end the Middle East’s Israeli-Palestinian conflict

1995 Joseph Rotblat (British) and Pugwash
Conferences on Science and
World Affairs

Development of the Russell-Einstein Manifesto, which
established the annual Pugwash Conferences for limiting
and ultimately eliminating nuclear weapons

1996 Carlos Filipe Ximenes Belo and José
Ramos-Horta (East Timorian)

Work to end the conflict between East Timor and the
government of Indonesia

1997 International Campaign to Ban
Landmines; Jody Williams
(American)

Work to eliminate land mines throughout the world

1998 John Hume and David Trimble
(British)

Efforts to end Northern Ireland’s Protestant-Roman Catholic
conflict

1999 Médecins Sans Frontières Humanitarian medical work throughout the world
2000 Kim Dae-jung (South Korean) Work in support of human rights in South Korea and

Southeast Asia
2001 Kofi Annan (Ghanaian) and

United Nations
Work to resolve international conflicts

2002 Jimmy Carter (American) Longtime efforts to find peaceful solutions to conflicts and
promotion of international social and economic
cooperation

2003 Shirin Ebadi (Iranian) Championing of women’s and children’s rights in Iran
2004 Wangari Muta Maathai Leading Green Belt Movement that has contributed to

sustainable development in Africa by planting more than
thirty million trees and campaigning for women’s rights.



Organizations

Listed below are centers, institutions, organizations, and societies that dispense information, conduct research,
sponsor education, and advocate policies promoting ethical issues and topics.

AARP
Founded: 1958
601 E Street NW
Washington, DC 20049
Phone: (888) 687-2277
Fax: (202) 434-2320
Web site: www.aarp.org/
Ethical concerns: Civil rights; elder rights;
politico-economic ethics

Formerly known as the American Association of
Retired Persons, AARP is committed to helping
older Americans achieve lives of dignity, indepen-
dence, and purpose. Members are afforded easy ac-
cess to information on such topics as computers and
the Internet, finances, health and wellness, legislative
issues, and leisure activities.

Accuracy in Media (AIM)
Founded: 1969
4455 Connecticut Avenue NW, Suite 330
Washington, DC 20008
Phone: (800) 787-4567
Fax: (202) 364-4098
E-mail: info@aim.org
Web site: www.aim.org/
Ethical concerns: Media ethics; professional
ethics

Grassroots news media monitoring group that as-
sesses “botched and bungled” news stories and cor-
rects the record on significant issues that have re-
ceived biased coverage. AIM’s intent is to promote
fair and objective media coverage without bias or
partisanship.

American Academy of Religion (AAR)
Founded: 1909
825 Houston Mill Road NE, Suite 300
Atlanta, GA 30329-4205
Phone: (404) 727-3049
Fax: (404) 727-7959
Web site: www.aarweb.org/
Ethical concerns: Religion; religious ethics

World’s largest organization for American schol-
ars in the field of religious studies. The Ethics Sec-
tion of the AAR provides a symposium for the ethical
issues all religious bodies face.

American Association of Retired Persons. See
AARP

American Bar Association (ABA)
Founded: 1878
321 North Clark Street
Chicago, IL 60610
Phone: (312) 988-5000
E-mail: askaba@abanet.org
Web site: w3.abanet.org/home.cfm
Ethical concerns: Attorney conduct; legal ethics

Organization founded to serve as the voice of the
legal profession. Although the ABA does not have
the authority to chastise attorneys, it influences attor-
ney behavior through its ethical guidelines. One of
the ABA’s goals is “to achieve the highest standards
of professionalism, competence and ethical con-
duct.” The ABA has three committees relating to eth-
ics: the Special Committee on Bioethics and the Law,
the Standing Committee on Ethics and Professional
Responsibility, and the Legal Ethics and Professional
Responsibility committee.

American Catholic Philosophical Association
Founded: 1926
Administration Building
Fordham University
Bronx, NY 10458
Phone: (718) 817-4081
Fax: (718) 817-5709
E-mail: acpa@fordham.edu
Web site: www.acpa-main.org/
Ethical concerns: Ethical issues; philosophy

The members of the association, largely com-
posed of college and university professors of philos-
ophy, incorporate the work of major philosophers
from every era into the issues and focus of modern
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philosophy. Basic ethical issues are often the focus of
conferences and research carried out by the associa-
tion.

American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU)
Founded: 1920
125 Broad Street, 18th Floor
New York, NY 10004
Phone: (212) 344-3005
Web site: www.aclu.org/
Ethical concerns: Civil liberties; civil rights;
legal ethics

Established to safeguard civil liberties, the ACLU
works in communities, courts, and legislatures to de-
fend First Amendment rights, equal protection, right
to due process, and the right to privacy laws afforded
to all Americans under the Constitution and Bill of
Rights.

American Enterprise Institute
Founded: 1943
1150 Seventeenth Street NW
Washington, DC 20036
Phone: (202) 862-5800
Fax: (202) 862-7177
E-mail: info@aei.org
Web site: www.aei.org
Ethical concerns: Domestic policy; international
policy; moral issues

Think tank established to uphold and enrich cul-
tural and political values in the United States. Re-
search on moral issues and domestic and interna-
tional economic policy is conducted and published
by the institute.

American Federation of Labor and Congress of
Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO)

Founded: 1955
815 16th Street NW
Washington, DC 20006
Phone: (202) 637-5000
Fax: (202) 637-5058
Web site: www.aflcio.org/
Ethical concerns: Business and labor ethics;
economic justice; social justice

Formed through a merger, the AFL-CIO was cre-
ated to fight for economic and social justice in the
workplace and throughout the United States. It is a
voluntary federation of national and international la-

bor unions whose goals include empowering
working families, strengthening the political voice of
families, and providing a voice for workers in the
global economy.

American Humanist Association (AHA)
Founded: 1941
1777 T Street NW
Washington, DC 20009-7125
Phone: (202) 238-9088
Fax: (202) 238-9003
E-mail: aha@americanhumanist.org
Web site: www.americanhumanist.org/
Ethical concerns: Civil liberties; education;
humanism; human rights

The AHA introduces social reforms and estab-
lishes new programs. Much notable progress in the
areas of civil liberties, education, human rights, hu-
manistic psychology, and science was first proposed
and supported by the AHA and by Humanists.

American Inns of Court (AIC)
Founded: 1985
1229 King Street
Alexandria, VA 22314
Phone: (703) 684-3590
Fax: (703) 684-3607
E-mail: info@innsofcourt.org
Web site: www.innsofcourt.org/default.asp
Ethical concerns: Legal and judicial ethics;
professional ethics

Organization of legal professionals whose pur-
pose is to enrich the abilities, ethics, and profession-
alism of judges and lawyers. Most inns focus on is-
sues encompassing civil and criminal litigation.
There are others that focus on administrative law,
family law, federal litigation, labor law, white-collar
crime, and numerous other types of law.

American Medical Association (AMA)
Founded: 1847
515 North State Street
Chicago, IL 60610
Phone: (800) 621-8335
Web site: www.ama-assn.org/
Ethical concerns: Bioethics; medical ethics;
professional ethics

Principal organization of medical doctors that ad-
vocates for patients and physicians and works toward
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the betterment of the health care system in the United
States. The AMA’s code of medical ethics, first is-
sued in 1847, underwent several substantial revisions
during the twentieth century. In 1997 the AMA es-
tablished the Institute for Ethics, an academic re-
search center that conducts research on end-of-life
matters, genetics, managed care, and professional-
ism. The institute’s own Web site is located at
ife@ama-assn.org. The AMA also sponsors the Eth-
ics Resource Center, which provides students and
physicians with the instruments and ability to handle
ethical difficulties in a transforming health care cli-
mate. Its Web site is erc@ama-assn.org.

American Philosophical Association (APA)
Founded: 1900
31 Amstel Avenue
University of Delaware
Newark, DE 19716-4797
Phone: (302) 831-1112
Fax: (302) 831-8690
E-mail: apaOnline@udel.edu
Web site: www.udel.edu/apa
Ethical concerns: Ethical issues; philosophy

One of the largest philosophical societies in the
world, with a membership of over 10,000. Ethical is-
sues are a major focus of the association. The APA
publishes newsletters and holds conferences related
to many issues in ethics such as computer use, the en-
vironment, feminism, law, medicine, and race.

American Society for Bioethics and Humanities
(ASBH)

Founded: 1998
4700 West Lake
Glenview, IL 60025-1485
Phone: (847) 375-4745
Fax: (877) 734-9385
E-mail: info@asbh.org
Web site: www.asbh.org/
Ethical concerns: Bioethics; professional ethics

ASBH strives to further the sharing of ideas and
promote “multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary, and
interprofessional scholarship, research, teaching,
policy development, professional development, and
collegiality” among those working in fields related to
bioethics and health-associated humanities.

American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty
to Animals (ASPCA)

Founded: 1866
424 East 92nd Street
New York, NY 10128-6804
Phone: (212) 876-7700
E-mail: napcc@aspca.org
Web site: www.aspca.org/site/PageServer
Ethical concerns: Animal rights

The ASPCA promotes respect for and humane
treatment of all animals. The ASPCA conducts na-
tionwide programs in humane education, public
awareness, government advocacy, shelter support,
and animal medical services and placement.

American Society of Newspaper Editors (ASNE)
Founded: 1922
11690B Sunrise Valley Drive
Reston, VA 20191-1409
Phone: (703) 453-1122
Fax: (703) 453-1133
E-mail: asne@asne.org
Web site: www.asne.org
Ethical concerns: Media ethics; professional
ethics

The goals of the ASNE are to maintain the propri-
ety and rights of the craft of journalism, to contem-
plate and institute ethical standards of professional
conduct, and to exchange ideas for the promotion of
professional ideals.

Amnesty International (AI)
Founded: 1961
322 8th Avenue
New York, NY 10001
Phone: (212) 807-8400
Fax: (212) 463-9193
E-mail: admin-us@aiusa.org
Web site: www.amnesty.org/
Ethical concerns: Death penalty; human rights;
international relations

Watchdog organization established to campaign
for internationally accepted human rights. AI con-
ducts research and seeks to prevent and end human
rights abuses worldwide. The following are some of
the types of campaigns initiated by AI: ending vio-
lence against women, controlling arms, ending the
use of child soldiers, eradicating the death penalty,
ending torture, fighting for international justice,
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fighting for economic globalization and human
rights.

Anti-Defamation League (ADL)
Founded: 1913
823 United Nations Plaza
New York, NY 10017
E-mail: webmaster@adl.org
Web site: www.adl.org/adl.asp
Ethical concerns: Anti-Semitism; civil liberties;
discrimination; prejudice

Founded to combat the vilification of Jewish peo-
ple, the ADL strives to achieve fair and just treatment
for all citizens. The league also monitors the activi-
ties of hate groups. In 1977, the ADL founded the
Braun Center of Holocaust Studies (later renamed
the Braun Holocaust Institute). It also publishes a
magazine on the Holocaust, Dimensions: A Journal
of Holocaust Studies.

Association for Practical and Professional
Ethics (APPE)

Founded: 1991
Indiana University
618 East Third Street
Bloomington, IN 47405-3602
Phone: (812) 855-6450
Fax: (812) 855-3315
E-mail: appe@indiana.edu
Web site: www.indiana.edu/~appe/
Ethical concerns: Professional ethics

Established to foster high-caliber interdisciplin-
ary scholarship and teaching of ethics, APPE sup-
ports this mandate by advancing communication and
shared ventures among centers, colleges, and profes-
sional associations.

Association for the Prevention of Torture (APT)
Founded: 1977
Route de Ferney 10
P.O. Box 2267
CH-1211 Geneva 2
Switzerland
Phone: 41 22 919 21 70
Fax: 41 22 919 21 80
E-mail: apt@apt.ch
Web site: www.apt.ch
Ethical concerns: Human rights; torture

Independent nongovernmental organization
working worldwide to prevent torture and inhumane
treatment of prisoners.

Brookings Institution
Founded: 1916
1775 Massachusetts Avenue NW
Washington, DC 20036
Phone: (202) 797-6000
Fax: (202) 797-6004
E-mail: webmaster@brookings.edu
Web site: www.brook.edu/
Ethical concerns: Economics; foreign policy;
government

Independent and nonpartisan think tank devoted
to research, analysis, and public education, with a fo-
cus on economics, government, and foreign policy.

Carnegie Council on Ethics and International
Affairs

Founded: 1914
Merrill House
170 East 64th Street
New York, NY 10021-7478
Phone: (212) 838-4120
Fax: (212) 752-2432
E-mail: info@cceia.org
Web site: www.cceia.org
Ethical concerns: Armed conflict; economics;
environmental protection; global justice; human
rights

Organization’s original objective was to achieve
world peace. The council has evolved into a medium
for education and study in ethics and international
policy. The council gathers specialists to discuss nu-
merous ethical approaches to confusing moral prob-
lems such as environmental protection, human rights
violations, and global economic disparities.

Center for Environmental Philosophy (CEP)
Founded: 1989
University of North Texas
370 EESAT
P.O. Box 310980
Denton, TX 76203-0980
Phone: (940) 565-2727
Fax: (940) 565-4439
E-mail: cep@unt.edu
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Web site: www.cep.unt.edu/
Ethical concerns: Environmental ethics

CEP publishes the journal Environmental Ethics,
promotes research in environmental ethics through
conferences and workshops, reprints significant
books through its book series Environmental Ethics
Books, and promotes graduate and postdoctoral re-
search and education in environmental ethics.

Center for Professional Responsibility
Founded: 1978
321 North Clark Street, 15th Floor
Chicago, IL 60610
Phone: (312) 988-5323
E-mail: ETHICSearch@staff.abanet.org
Ethical concerns: Legal ethics

Established by the American Bar Association
(see above), the center produces and interprets prin-
ciples and academic resources in legal ethics, profes-
sional behavior, professional responsibility, and cli-
ent protection mechanisms. A feature of the center is
its Ethics Department, which is the nucleus for devel-
opment, research, and implementation of legal and
judicial ethical principles. The department distrib-
utes information in various ways, such as advis-
ing the ABA Standing Committee on Ethics and Pro-
fessional Responsibility and through its use of
ETHICSearch. ETHICSearch is a comprehensive re-
search service that studies ethical predicaments and
identifies suitable standards to settle the problems.

Center for Science in the Public Interest (CSPI)
Founded: 1971
1875 Connecticut Avenue NW, Suite 300
Washington, DC 20009
Phone: (202) 332-9110
Fax: (202) 265-4954
E-mail: cspi@cspinet.org
Web site: www.cspinet.org/
Ethical concerns: Consumer protection; health
and nutrition

Consumer advocacy organization that has fo-
cused on health and nutrition and food safety issues
for the American public. The CSPI conducts research
on issues such as alcohol, the environment, food, and
health and dispenses up-to-date, unbiased informa-
tion to consumers and policymakers.

Children’s Bureau
Founded: 1912
330 C Street SW
Washington, DC 20447
Web site: www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/cb
Ethical concerns: Children’s rights

Oldest federal organization to advocate for chil-
dren’s rights. Its original intent was to handle prob-
lems related to infant mortality, preventive medicine,
orphanages, the juvenile justice system, and child la-
bor. The agency’s efforts have evolved to include pre-
venting child abuse and finding new homes for chil-
dren who have been removed from their homes
because of neglect or abuse.

Congress of Racial Equality (CORE)
Founded: 1942
817 Broadway
New York, NY 10003
Phone: (212) 598-4000
Fax: (212) 598-4141
E-mail: core@core-online.org
Web site: www.core-online.org/index.html
Ethical concerns: Civil rights; equal rights; race
and ethnicity

CORE’s goal is to establish “equality for all peo-
ple regardless of race, creed, sex, age, disability, sex-
ual orientation, religion or ethnic background.” In
striving to reach its goal, CORE attempts to identify
and reveal discriminatory acts in the private and civil
sectors.

Council on Foreign Relations
Founded: 1921
The Harold Pratt House
58 East 68th Street
New York, NY 10021
Phone: (212) 434-9400
Fax: (212) 434-9800
Web site: www.cfr.org/
Ethical concerns: Foreign policy

Independent, nonpartisan body in which senior
government officials, scholars, world leaders, and
members of the council debate and examine the cur-
rent significant foreign policy concerns facing the
world. The council generates articles and books that
analyze these concerns and recommend solutions to
these policy issues. Foreign Affairs is a journal pub-
lished by the council, covering U.S. foreign policy

1673

Ethics Organizations



and international affairs. The council also supports
autonomous task forces whose reports assist in set-
ting the public foreign policy agenda.

Elie Wiesel Foundation for Humanity
Founded: 1988
529 Fifth Avenue, Suite 1802
New York, NY 10017
Phone: (212) 490-7777
Fax: (212) 490-6006
E-mail: info@eliewieselfoundation.org
Web site: www.eliewieselfoundation.org/
Ethical concerns: Human rights

The foundation promotes human rights by devel-
oping platforms for the debate and resolution of
pressing ethical problems. The Prize in Ethics Essay
Contest was started by the foundation in 1989. Each
year, students from colleges and universities across
the United States participate in the contest by submit-
ting an essay on an ethics issue of their choice. The
foundation also sponsors a humanitarian award,
which was established to recognize notable individu-
als whose achievements are consistent with the aims
of the foundation. Recipients of this award have in-
cluded Danielle Mitterrand (1989), George H. W.
Bush (1991), King Juan Carlos of Spain (1991), Hil-
lary Rodham Clinton (1994), and Laura Bush (2002).

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
Founded: 1970
Ariel Rios Building
1200 Pennsylvania Avenue NW
Washington, DC 20460
Phone: (202) 272-0167
Web site: www.epa.gov/epahome/
Ethical concerns: Environment; environmental
ethics

Federal government agency whose objective is to
safeguard human health and the environment. Some
of the functions of the EPA include developing and
executing the regulations of environmental laws,
conducting environmental research, and promoting
environmental education.

Ethics and Public Policy Center (EPPC)
Founded: 1976
1015 15th Street NW, Suite 900
Washington, DC 20005
Phone: (202) 682-1200

Fax: (202) 408-0632
E-mail: Ethics@eppc.org
Web site: www.eppc.org
Ethical concerns: Public policy

The EPPC emphasizes the role of moral tradition
in the area of domestic and foreign policy issues. The
center has various programs, such as research, writ-
ing, publication, and conferences to encourage de-
bate on public policy issues in the Judeo-Christian
moral tradition.

Ethics Resource Center (ERC)
Founded: 1977
1747 Pennsylvania Avenue NW, Suite 400
Washington, DC 20006
Phone: (202) 737-2258
Fax: (202) 737-2227
E-mail: ethics@ethics.org
Web site: www.ethics.org
Ethical concerns: Global ethics

The ERC aims to support global ethical leader-
ship through the use of education, partnerships, and
research. The goals of the ERC are for individuals
to act in an ethical manner toward one another, for in-
stitutions to act ethically, and for individuals and in-
stitutions to work together to encourage or nurture
ethical communities. Ethics Today is sponsored by
the ERC as a platform for examining an immense
scope of business ethics and character development
questions and for presenting and addressing busi-
ness ethics, global ethics, and character develop-
ment ideologies. It is a free monthly publication that
is e-mailed to subscribers. Each issue is also posted
online for a month and then stored in the Ethics Today
archive.

Facing History and Ourselves
Founded: 1976
16 Hurd Road
Brookline, MA 02445
Phone: (617) 232-1595
Fax: (617) 232-0281
Web site: www.facing.org
Ethical concerns: Human rights; racism

Educational organization whose mission is to
fight prejudice and racism and to promote human
rights through the study of the Holocaust and other
incidents in the history of collective violence. The or-
ganization conducts research, holds seminars, and
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has an extensive collection of resources available to
promote critical thinking and moral behavior.

Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting (FAIR)
Founded: 1986
112 West 27th Street
New York, NY 10001
Phone: (212) 633-6700
Fax: (212) 727-7668
E-mail: fair@fair.org
Web site: www.fair.org/
Ethical concerns: Censorship; media bias;
professional ethics

National media-monitoring group that works to
vitalize the First Amendment by urging for greater
diversity in the media and studying media prac-
tices that marginalize public interest, minority, and
opposing views. FAIR also serves as an anticen-
sorship organization by uncovering slighted news
stories and supporting journalists who have been si-
lenced.

Gray Panthers
Founded: 1970
733 15th Street NW
Washington, DC 20005
Phone: (800) 280-5362
Fax: (202) 737-1160
E-mail: info@graypanthers.org
Web site: www.graypanthers.org/
Ethical concerns: Discrimination;
environmental issues; rights for the disabled

National organization of activists committed to
social change. The Gray Panthers includes more than
fifty local networks that advocate for antidiscrimi-
nation legislation, campaign reform, disability rights,
employment, environmental issues, families, hous-
ing, and peace. The organization has helped fight
mandatory retirement age regulations, revealed nurs-
ing home abuse, and has supported a national health
care system.

Greenpeace International
Founded: 1971
Ottho Heldringstraat 5
1066 AZ Amsterdam
The Netherlands
Phone: 31 20 5148150
Fax: 31 20 5148151

E-mail: supporter.services@int.greenpeace.org
Web site: www.greenpeace.org/international_en/
Ethical concerns: Environmental protection;
international relations

Global organization dedicated to protecting the
earth’s biodiversity and environment. Greenpeace’s
campaigns have included trying to stop climate
change, the nuclear threat, war, and whaling; elimi-
nating toxic chemicals; protecting ancient forests;
saving the seas; encouraging sustainable trade; and
saying no to genetic engineering.

Hastings Center
Founded: 1969
21 Malcolm Gordon Road
Garrison, NY 10524-5555
Phone: (845) 424-4040
Fax: (845) 424-4545
E-mail: mail@thehastingscenter.org
Web site: www.thehastingscenter.org
Ethical concerns: Bioethics

Bioethics research institute established to exam-
ine vital and developing questions in biotechnology,
health care, and the environment. It conducts many
research projects on issues that concern medical pro-
fessionals, the public, and social policy such as ge-
netics and biotechnology; ethics, science, and the en-
vironment; health care and policy; and ethics and
scientific research. The Hastings Center publishes
IRB: Ethics & Human Research, a journal that dis-
cusses the ethical issues facing administrators, inves-
tigators, participants, and others involved in research
with human subjects.

Human Rights Information and Documentation
Systems, International (HURIDOCS)

Founded: 1982
HURIDOCS Secretariat
48, chemin du Grand-Montfleury
CH-1290 Versoix, Switzerland
Phone: 41 22 755 52 52
Fax: 41 22 755 52 60
E-mail: info@huridocs.org
Web site: www.huridocs.org/
Ethical concerns: Human rights

Worldwide network of human rights organiza-
tions concerned with improving access to and dis-
semination of information regarding human rights.
HURIDOCS organizes documentation practices and
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examines difficulties and procedures of data han-
dling in this domain.

Human Rights Watch
Founded: 1978
350 Fifth Avenue, 34th Floor
New York, NY 10118-3299
Phone: (212) 290-4700
Fax: (212) 736-1300
E-mail: hrwnyc@hrw.org
Web site: www.hrw.org/
Ethical concerns: Arms control; children’s
rights; human rights; international relations;
women’s rights

Organization that monitors the human rights
practices of more than seventy nations around the
globe. It determines whether the practices are in har-
mony with principles recognized by agreements such
as the Helsinki Accords and the United Nations Dec-
laration of Human Rights. It also tracks children’s
rights, women’s rights, and arms control and reports
abuses. Other areas of interest for Human Rights
Watch include academic freedom, drugs, interna-
tional justice, prisons, and refugees.

Humane Society of the United States
(HSUS)

Founded: 1954
2100 L Street NW
Washington, DC 20037
Phone: (202) 452-1100
Web site: www.hsus.org/ace/352
Ethical concerns: Animal rights

Organization that promotes the elimination of an-
imal abuse and exploitation, protection for endan-
gered species and their environments, and a relation-
ship of compassion and respect for all animals. The
society has become the world’s largest animal pro-
tection organization and addresses global animal
abuses and concerns through advocacy, education,
litigation, and rehabilitation.

Institute for Global Ethics
Founded: 1990
11 Main Street
P.O. Box 563
Camden, ME 04843
Phone: (207) 236-6658
Fax: (207) 236-4014

E-mail: ethics@globalethics.org
Web site: www.globalethics.org
Ethical concerns: Global ethics

Organization whose goal is to foster ethical be-
havior in people, institutions, and the world through
discussion, education, practical action, and research.
The institute also publishes the weekly Ethics
Newsline, an online source for news and information
on ethics and current events.

Institute for Philosophy and Public Policy
Founded: 1976
Maryland School of Public Affairs
3111 Van Munching
College Park, MD 20742
Phone: (301) 405-4753
Fax: (301) 314-9346
Web site: www.puaf.umd.edu/IPPP/
Ethical concerns: Public policy

Established to investigate complex and ethical
questions of public policy debate and formulation,
this organization concentrates on issues such as the
teaching of ethics, equal opportunity, and democratic
values.

Intercollegiate Studies Institute (ISI)
Founded: 1953
3901 Centerville Road
P.O. Box 4431
Wilmington, DE 19807-0431
Phone: (800) 526-7022
Fax: (302) 652-1760
E-mail: info@isi.org
Web site: www.isi.org/
Ethical concerns: Economics; politics

Organization established to promote among col-
legians a deeper understanding of the economic, po-
litical, and spiritual principles that support a free and
ethical society. ISI sponsors more than three hundred
educational programs, such as lectures and seminars,
and offers graduate fellowships to teachers.

International Business Ethics Institute (IBEI)
Founded: 1994
1725 K Street NW, Suite 1207
Washington, DC 20006
Phone: (202) 296-6938
Fax: (202) 296-5897
E-mail: info@business-ethics.org
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Web site: www.business-ethics.org
Ethical concerns: Business ethics

Nonprofit, educational organization dedicated to
elevating public understanding of international busi-
ness ethics matters and distributing information
about corporate responsibility through the use of ed-
ucational resources. IBEI’s educational resources in-
clude its Web site, its roundtable discussion series,
and the publication International Business Ethics
Review.

International Committee of the Red Cross
Founded: 1863
19 avenue de la Paix
CH 1202 Geneva, Switzerland
Phone: 41 22 734 60 01
Fax: 41 22 733 20 57
Web site: www.icrc.org/
Ethical concerns: Humanitarianism;
international relations

Organization established to assist in humanitarian
efforts around the globe on a neutral and impartial
basis. The Red Cross visits prisoners of war to ensure
they are being treated properly, searches for missing
people, provides food, water, and medical assistance
to people in need, and fosters regard for international
humanitarian law.

International Labour Organization (ILO)
Founded: 1919
4, route des Morillons
CH-1211 Geneva 22
Switzerland
Phone: 41 22 799 61 11
Fax: 41 22 798 86 85
E-mail: ilo@ilo.org
Web site: www.ilo.org/public/english/index.htm
Ethical concerns: Human rights; business and
labor ethics

Dedicated to fostering social justice and interna-
tionally accepted human and labor rights, the ILO
creates international labor standards by setting mini-
mum standards of basic labor rights, such as the erad-
ication of forced labor, implementation of collective
bargaining, equal opportunity and treatment, free-
dom of association, and freedom to organize. The
ILO also advocates the growth of independent em-
ployer and employee organizations and provides ad-
vice and training services to the organizations.

JCT Center for Business Ethics & Social
Responsibility

Founded: 1992
P.O. Box 16031
Jerusalem 91160 Israel
Phone: 972-2-675-1182
Fax: 972-2-642-2075
Web site: www.besr.org/
Ethical concerns: Business ethics; Jewish
ethics; personal and social ethics

Center that fosters and encourages a high level
of business integrity through promoting an under-
standing of Jewish ethical teachings. The center pro-
duces a weekly column called the “Jewish Ethicist,”
in which a question regarding a business dilemma
is posed and answered by a rabbi who includes gen-
eral standards of Jewish ethics and law into his re-
sponse. The public may suggest questions for the col-
umn by submitting them to: jewishethicist@yahoo
.com. The Web site offers an archive of previous
questions.

Josephson Institute of Ethics
Founded: 1987
9841 Airport Blvd., #300
Los Angeles, CA 90045
Phone: (310) 846-4800
Fax: (310) 846-4857
E-mail: webmaster@jiethics.org
Web site: www.josephsoninstitute.org/
Ethical concerns: Business ethics; education

Established to promote the teaching of ethics in
businesses, schools, and workplaces, the institute
conducts numerous programs and workshops catered
to influential persons, such as mayors, judges, report-
ers, corporate executives, and military and police of-
ficers. The institute also conducts an “Ethics in the
Workplace” training seminar.

Kennedy Institute of Ethics
Founded: 1971
Healy, 4th Floor
Georgetown University
Washington, DC 20057
Phone: (202) 687-8099
Fax: (202) 687-8089
Web site: www.georgetown.edu/research/kie/site/

index.htm
Ethical concerns: Bioethics
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Center focuses on research and teaching on such
bioethical issues as cloning, eugenics, gene therapy,
and reproductive and feminist bioethics. The insti-
tute is a source of information for those who analyze
and study ethics, as well as those who debate and de-
cide public policy.

League of Women Voters (LWV)
Founded: 1920
1730 M Street NW, Suite 1000
Washington, DC 20036-4508
Phone: (202) 429-1965
Fax: (202) 429-0854
Web site: www.lwv.org
Ethical concerns: Politico-economic ethics;
public policy; sex and gender issues

Nonpartisan political organization that promotes
the participation of all citizens in government, works
to further the understanding of significant public pol-
icy issues, and addresses public policy through advo-
cacy and education.

Markkula Center for Applied Ethics
Founded: 1986
500 El Camino Real
Santa Clara, CA 95053
Phone: (408) 554-5319
E-mail: ethics@scu.edu
Web site: www.scu.edu/ethics/
Ethical concerns: Applied ethics

Established at Santa Clara University, the center
focuses on the research and dialogue of ethical is-
sues. The center fosters communication among com-
munity leaders, faculty, staff, students, and the public
to face ethical issues effectively in action, teaching,
and research. The center focuses on ethical issues in
the fields of biotechnology and health care, business,
character education, global leadership, and govern-
ment. In 1996, the center launched Ethics Connec-
tion, its interactive Web site which provides informa-
tion and useful tips on making ethical decisions and
allows visitors to communicate with one another and
the Ethics Connection staff through the use of mes-
sage boards and a feedback feature. Ethics Connec-
tion also features a section on case studies, on which
visitors may comment and study.

Media Institute
Founded: 1979
1800 North Kent Street, Suite 1130
Arlington, VA 22209
Phone: (703) 243-5060
Fax: (703) 243-2453
E-mail: info@mediainstitute.org
Web site: www.mediainstitute.org/
Ethical concerns: Media ethics; free expression

Think tank that studies the First Amendment and
communications practices. The institute fosters and
advances the growth of awareness and understanding
of American communications and the media. The
three goals of the institute are freedom of speech,
a competitive communications and media industry,
and virtue in journalism. The institute fosters re-
search into the economic, ethical, legal, and political
arenas of the media and communications fields.

National Anti-Vivisection Society (NAVS)
Founded: 1929
53 West Jackson Boulevard, Suite 1552
Chicago, IL 60604
Phone: (800) 888-NAVS
Fax: (312) 427-6524
E-mail: feedback@navs.org
Web site: www.navs.org/
Ethical concerns: Animal rights; bioethics;
scientific ethics

Educational organization founded to abolish the
use of animals in product testing and biomedical re-
search. NAVS aims to educate manufacturers, physi-
cians, researchers, teachers, and government offi-
cials about the alternatives to using animals, which
will save millions of animal lives each year and still
achieve the goals of these individuals.

National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP)

Founded: 1909
4805 Mount Hope Drive
Baltimore, MD 21215
Phone: (877) NAACP-98
Web site: www.naacp.org/
Ethical concerns: Civil rights; prejudice; race
and ethnicity

Civil rights organization that aims to eradicate ra-
cial prejudice by ending discrimination in all areas of
the public and private sectors, including business,
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employment, housing, the judicial system, schools,
transportation, and voting.

National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL)
Founded: 1975
444 North Capital Street NW, Suite 515
Washington, DC 20001
Phone: (202) 624-5400
Fax: (202) 737-1069
Web site: www.ncsl.org/programs/ethics/overview_

ethics.htm
Ethical concerns: Government ethics

Nonpartisan, nonprofit organization established
to address the loss of trust in democracy by the Amer-
ican people. The Ethics Center of the NCSL has as-
sembled information from every state on legislative
ethics laws in five primary areas: gifts, honoraria,
lobbyists, nepotism, and revolving door policies.

National Gay and Lesbian Task Force (NGLTF)
Founded: 1973
1325 Massachusetts Avenue NW, Suite 600
Washington, DC 20005
Phone: (202) 393-5177
Fax: (202) 393-2241
E-mail: ngltf@ngltf.org
Web site: www.thetaskforce.org/index.cfm
Ethical concerns: Gay rights; sex and gender
issues; civil rights; hate crime

Civil rights organization that directs national ef-
forts to organize legislative actions and nationwide
grassroots organizing on a number of issues of spe-
cial concern to the gay, lesbian, bisexual, and trans-
gender population, such as domestic partnership and
same-sex marriage. The NGLTF also recognizes is-
sues outside its own community such as affirmative
action, aging, civil rights, families, hate crimes, and
schools.

National Institute Against Prejudice and
Violence. See Prejudice Institute

National Legal and Policy Center
Founded: 1991
107 Park Washington Court
Falls Church, VA 22046
Phone: (703) 237-1970
Fax: (703) 237-2090
E-mail: nlpc@nlpc.org

Web site: www.nlpc.org
Ethical concerns: Legal ethics

Center established to foster ethics in government
and to give visibility to the Code of Ethics for Gov-
ernment.

National Organization for Women (NOW)
Founded: 1966
733 15th Street NW
Washington, DC 20005
Phone: (202) 628-8669
Fax: (202) 785-8576
E-mail: now@now.org
Web site: www.now.org/
Ethical concerns: Civil rights; feminism; sex
and gender issues; women’s rights

Women’s rights organization established to eradi-
cate discrimination and prejudice against women in
all areas of life. The organization seeks to acquire
economic equality for women and assure it through a
constitutional amendment that guarantees equal rights
for women; supports abortion and reproductive free-
dom rights; fights racism and bigotry against lesbians
and gays; and opposes violence against women. NOW
uses civil action, organizing marches and rallies,
lawsuits, and lobbying to work toward its goals.

New York Society for the Prevention of Cruelty
to Children (NYSPCC)

Founded: 1875
161 William Street
New York, NY 10038
Phone: (212) 233-5500
Fax: (212) 791-5227
Web site: www.nyspcc.org/index.htm
Ethical concerns: Children’s rights

Oldest organization in the world dedicated to pro-
tecting the interests of children. The society strives to
develop and introduce educational, legal, and mental
health programs that assure the healthy development
of children and shield them from harm.

Office of the High Commissioner for Human
Rights (OHCHR)

Founded: 1993
United Nations Office at Geneva
8-14 Avenue de la Paix
1211 Geneva 10
Switzerland

1679

Ethics Organizations



Phone: 41 22 917 9000
Fax: 41 22 917 9011
E-mail: 1503@ohchr.org
Web site: www.unhchr.ch/
Ethical concerns: Human rights

Branch of the United Nations that strives for the
international community and its member states to
abide by universally agreed upon human-rights stan-
dards. The OHCHR serves as the voice of people
whose human rights have been violated; it pushes the
international community to thwart violations.

People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals
(PETA)

Founded: 1980
501 Front Street
Norfolk, VA 23510
Phone: (757) 622-PETA
Fax: (757) 622-0457
E-mail: info@peta.org
Web site: www.peta.org/
Ethical concerns: Animal rights

Militant animal-rights organization committed to
establishing and defending the rights of all animals.
PETA’s guiding principle is that “animals are not ours
to eat, wear, experiment on, or use for entertainment.”

Philosophy Documentation Center
Founded: 1966
P.O. Box 7147
Charlottesville, VA 22906-7147
Phone: (800) 444-2419
Fax: (434) 220-3301
E-mail: order@pdcnet.org
Web site: www.pdcnet.org/
Ethical concerns: Ethics; philosophy

Information center that specializes in biblio-
graphical and other types of information pertaining
to ethics, philosophy, and philosophers. It is commit-
ted to providing affordable access to these materials.
The center produces academic journals, conference
and reference materials, and instructional software.

Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine
(PCRM)

Founded: 1985
5100 Wisconsin Avenue NW, Suite 400
Washington, DC 20016
Phone: (202) 686-2210

Fax: (202) 686-2216
E-mail: pcrm@pcrm.org
Web site: www.pcrm.org/
Ethical concerns: Animal rights; medical ethics

Professional organization of physicians and
laypersons working together for humane and effec-
tive “medical practice, research, and health promo-
tion.” PCRM opposes unethical human experiments
and encourages alternatives to animal research.

Population Connection
Founded: 1968
1400 16th Street NW, Suite 320
Washington, DC 20036
Phone: (202) 332-2200
Fax: (202) 332-2302
E-mail: info@populationconnection.org
Web site: www.populationconnection.org
Ethical concerns: Environmentalism; population
control

National grassroots organization that champions
efforts to stabilize world population at a level that
can be sustained by the earth’s resources. Formerly
known as Zero Population Growth, Population Con-
nection influences political action on international,
national, state, and local levels; conducts teacher ed-
ucation and public education programs; provides ed-
ucational materials; participates in coalitions; con-
ducts research; and provides a forecast on the effect
of the population on environmental and social prob-
lems. The organization encourages measures that
seek voluntary compliance.

Prejudice Institute
Founded: 1985
2743 Maryland Avenue
Baltimore, MD 21218
Phone: (410) 243-6987
E-mail: prejinst@aol.com
Web site: www.prejudiceinstitute.org/
Ethical concerns: Prejudice; violence

Originally known as the National Institute Against
Prejudice and Violence, the institute was reincorpo-
rated as the Prejudice Institute in 1993. The institute
examines and conducts research into the occurrence
of prejudice and violence and its effects on the vic-
tims and society. The issue of violence surrounding
anti-gay, ethnic, racial, and religious prejudice is also
addressed.
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President’s Council on Bioethics
Founded: 2001
Web site: www.bioethics.gov/
Ethical concerns: Bioethics; cloning; research
ethics; stem cell research

Federal government agency that advises the presi-
dent of the United States on ethical matters related to
progress in biomedical science and technology. In
addition to the concerns listed above, the council
also deals with aging and the end of life; biotechnol-
ogy and public policy; bioethics in literature; drugs,
children, and behavior control; memory boosting/
suppression; mood control; neuroethics; organ trans-
plantation; and sex selection in reproductive tech-
nology.

Public Responsibility in Medicine and Research
(PRIM&R)

Founded: 1974
126 Brookline Avenue, Suite 202
Boston, MA 02215
Phone: (617) 423-4112
Fax: (617) 423-1185
E-mail: info@primr.org
Web site: www.primr.org/
Ethical concerns: Medical ethics

Organization committed to developing, activat-
ing, and promoting the highest ethical principles in
the fields of biomedical and behavioral research. It
has been the prominent source for education, prog-
ress, and resource sharing in all areas relating to the
ethical, regulatory, and societal considerations of re-
search. The organization conducts educational and
training programs and holds conferences to achieve
its mandate.

Sierra Club
Founded: 1892
85 Second Street
San Francisco, CA 94105
Phone: (415) 977-5500
Fax: (415) 977-5799
E-mail: information@sierraclub.org
Web site: www.sierraclub.org/
Ethical concerns: Environmental ethics;
environmentalism

Oldest, largest, and most powerful grassroots en-
vironmental organization in the world. Its aims are to
foster the responsible use of the earth’s resources and

ecosystems, protect wild habitats, teach and recruit
people to preserve and revive the natural and human
environment, and use just methods to achieve these
objectives. The club’s top priorities are ensuring
clean water, ending commercial logging, stopping
sprawl, and protecting wildland. Sierra is a magazine
published by the club.

Society for Business Ethics (SBE)
Founded: 1980
School of Business Administration
Loyola University Chicago
820 North Michigan Avenue
Chicago, IL 60611
Phone: (312) 915-6994
Fax: (312) 915-6988
E-mail: jboatri@luc.edu
Web site: www.societyforbusinessethics.org/
Ethical concerns: Business ethics

International organization of intellectuals who
are concerned with the academic examination of
business ethics. An annual meeting is held by SBE to
offer research in the field. SBE publishes the journal
Business Ethics Quarterly to distribute significant
scholarship in the discipline.

Society of Christian Philosophers
Founded: 1978
Department of Philosophy
Calvin College
Grand Rapids, MI 49546-4388
Web site: www.siu.edu/~scp/
Ethical concerns: Ethics; philosophy

The society promotes the exchange of informa-
tion about issues relating to ethics and the philosophy
of religion. Faith and Philosophy is published quar-
terly by the society and is an influential journal in the
field.

Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC)
Founded: 1971
400 Washington Avenue
Montgomery, AL 36104
Phone: (334) 956-8200
Web site: www.splcenter.org/index.jsp
Ethical concerns: Civil rights; legal rights

Organization of legal professionals established to
defend and promote the legal and civil rights of indi-
gent people through legal means and education. Fre-
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quently the SPLC’s work has centered on aiding indi-
viduals harmed or intimidated by actions of the Ku
Klux Klan and other white supremacist organiza-
tions.

Union of Concerned Scientists (UCS)
Founded: 1969
2 Brattle Square
Cambridge, MA 02238-9105
Phone: (617) 547-5552
Fax: (617) 864-9405
Web site: www.ucsusa.org/
Ethical concerns: Environmentalism; food
safety; scientific ethics; nuclear weapons

Organization of science professionals established
to guarantee that all people have clear air, energy,
transportation, and food that is manufactured in a safe
manner. UCS conducts studies on the impact of global
warming, the risks of genetically engineered crops,
renewable energy options, and other related areas.

United Nations (U.N.)
Founded: 1945
United Nations
New York, NY 10017
Phone: (212) 963-4475
Fax: (212) 963-0071
E-mail: inquiries@un.org
Web site: www.un.org
Ethical concerns: Human rights; international
relations

International organization to which virtually ev-
ery sovereign nation belongs. The United Nations,
along with its many specialized branches, attempts to
identify and settle international feuds that jeopardize
world peace and security. A proponent of human
rights, the United Nations strives to foster conditions
in which justice and honor for international law and
treaties can be preserved.

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum
Founded: 1980
100 Raoul Wallenberg Place SW
Washington, DC 20024-2126
Phone: (202) 488-0400
Web site: www.ushmm.org/
Ethical concerns: Genocide; moral awareness

Museum dedicated to increasing public aware-
ness of the Holocaust, perpetuating the remembrance

of those who suffered, and encouraging visitors to
contemplate on the moral and spiritual consider-
ations raised by the Holocaust. The museum aims to
increase public knowledge of the Holocaust through
exhibits, research, and annual Holocaust commemo-
rations referred to as the Days of Remembrance. The
museum also serves as a memorial to the millions of
people who were murdered during the Holocaust.

World Health Organization (WHO)
Founded: 1948
Avenue Appia 20
1211 Geneva 27
Switzerland
Phone: 41 22 791 21 11
Fax: 41 22 791 31 11
E-mail: inf@who.int
Web site: www.who.int/en/
Ethical concerns: Bioethics; environmental
ethics; health care; international relations

Branch of the United Nations (see above) whose
goal is the highest possible level of health—total
physical, mental, and social well-being by every indi-
vidual inhabiting the earth.

World Society for the Protection of Animals
(WSPA)

Founded: 1981
34 Deloss Street
Framingham, MA 01702
Phone: (508) 879-8350
Fax: (508) 620-0786
E-mail: wspa@wspausa.com
Web site: www.wspa-americas.org
Ethical concerns: Animal rights

Animal-rights organization whose goal is the
worldwide advancement of animal welfare standards.
The vision of the WSPA is a world in which the wel-
fare of animals is appreciated and regarded by all
peoples and safeguarded by legislation. The WSPA
exposes animal abuse and dispatches animal rescue
teams to save abandoned or neglected animals.

Zero Population Growth. See Population
Connection

Andrea E. Miller
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Time Line of Primary Works in Moral and Ethical Philosophy

This table lists works chronologically to show the historical evolution of ethical thought.

Date Work Author

1200-100 b.c.e. Old Testament Hebrew scribes
1000-400 b.c.e. Upani;ads Hindu sages
800-200 b.c.e. Dao De Jing Attributed to Laozi (fl. sixth century b.c.e.)
c. 500-320 b.c.e. The Art of War Attributed to Sunzi (fl. c. 500 b.c.e.)
c. 500 b.c.e. The Analects of Confucius Confucius (c. 551-c. 479 b.c.e.)
399-390 b.c.e. Apology Plato (427-347 b.c.e.)
388-368 b.c.e. Republic
335-323 b.c.e. Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle (384-322 b.c.e.)
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1961 The Wretched of the Earth Frantz Fanon (1925-1961)
1962 The Structural Transformation of the
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Jürgen Habermas (1929- )

1969 The Possibility of Altruism Thomas Nagel (1937- )
1969 Lenin and Philosophy Louis Althusser (1918-1990)
1971 A Theory of Justice John Rawls (1921- )
1972 Margins of Philosophy Jacques Derrida (1930- )
1975 Discipline and Punish: The Birth of
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Michel Foucault (1926-1984)

1979 The Claim of Reason Stanley Cavell (1926- )
1981 After Virtue Alasdair MacIntyre (1929- )
1982 In a Different Voice Carol Gilligan (1936- )
1985 Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy Bernard Williams (1930-2003)
1990 Love’s Knowledge Martha Nussbaum (1947- )
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Lazarus, Arnold, 1095
Le Duc Tho, 1045, 1667
Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm, 838-

839, 1320; on truth, 1511; on
will, 1591

Lemkin, Raphael, 583, 839
Lenin, Vladimir Ilich, 324, 358, 839-

843; on assassination, 100; on
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capitalism, 272; on class struggle,
256; dictatorship, 1149, 1173;
labor camps, 614; and Marxism,
277, 1277; and party discipline,
1410; and Stalin, Joseph, 1410;
on violence, 1556

Leo IV, Pope, 654
Leo IX, Pope, 654
Leo X, Pope, 14
Leo XIII, Pope, 1433
Leohardi, Hermann von, 1085
Leonard, Stephen T., 339
Leopold, Aldo, 361, 503, 843-844
Lessing, Gotthold Ephraim, 70, 1495
Levinas, Emmanuel, 845, 1076; and

Derrida, Jacques, 369-370
Lewinsky, Monica, 257-258
Lewis, C. S., 343, 490, 553, 1561
Lewis, Hunter, 959
Lewy, Guenter, 1552
Ley, Robert, 1061
Lieberman, Joseph, 1399
Limbaugh, Rush, 1446
Lincoln, Abraham, 861-862, 1379;

and Emancipation Proclamation,
2, 434-435, 862; egoism of, 1279

Linnaeus, Carolus, 418
Linzey, Andrew, 343
Locke, John, 448, 865-867, 1018,

1507, 1513; on consent, 315; on
cruelty, 342; and Declaration of
Independence, 357; on
egalitarianism, 423;
epistomology of, 964; on human
rights, 684; on individualism,
730; on infanticide, 735; and
libertarianism, 848; on nature,
966; and Nussbaum, Martha,
1062; on parenting, 1089; on
property, 421; and Shaftesbury,
Third Earl of, 1359; on social
contract theory, 1386; on state of
nature, 1414; Two Treatises of
Government, 1516; on violence,
1474; on work, 1604

Lombroso, Cesare, 1547
“Lord Haw-Haw,” 1507
Lorenz, Konrad; on aggression, 39,

1553; on ethology, 493
Lovejoy, Arthur O., 15
Lovelock, James, 558
Lucretius, 691
Ludacris, 993

Luther, Martin, 876-877, 1533; and
Augustine, Saint, 108; censorship
of, 203; on divorce, 398; on duty,
1435; on equality, 465; on
tyrants, 99

Lutuli, Albert, 1046; Nobel Peace
Prize, 1666

Lynch, William, 879
Lysenko, T. D., 1320

MacBride, Seán, 1667
McCarthy, John, 1289
McCarthy, Joseph R., 882; and

academic freedom, 15
McCorvey, Norma (“Jane Roe”),

1293
MacDonald, Ramsay, 1154
McDowell, John, 961
McGinnis, James, 1102
McGinnis, Kathleen, 1102
Machiavelli, Niccolò, 883-885,

1008, 1174, 1507; on cruelty,
340; on dirty hands, 386; on
nationalism, 1007; Prince, The,
340, 386, 883, 1174; on private
vs. public morality, 1189

MacIntyre, Alasdair, 279-280, 495,
885-886, 1256

Mackie, John, 1252
McKinley, William, 56, 100
MacKinnon, Catharine, 160, 1160-

1161, 1243
Maclean, Donald, 1507
McNamara, Robert, 1307
McNaughtan, Daniel, 100
McVeigh, Timothy, 1474
Madison, James; and Bill of Rights,

130; on conscientious objection,
313; on sovereignty, 1404

Mah3vtra. See Vardham3na
Mahvra. See Vardham3na
Maier, Hans, 652
Maimonides, Moses, 48, 791, 889-

890, 1496-1497
Malatesta, Enrico, 56
Malcolm, Janet, 795
Malcolm X, 521, 890-891, 996; on

violence, 1555
Malebranche, Nicholas, 1591
Malthus, Thomas, 41, 419, 492, 555,

659, 891-892; and birth control,
150; on population control, 555

Mandela, Nelson, 76, 892-894,

1401; Nobel Peace Prize, 1046,
1668

Mandeville, Bernard; on altruism, 47
Mani, 895-896
Manson, Marilyn, 1399-1400
Mao Zedong, 382, 1173; and famine,

520; mass murders of, 583
Mapplethorpe, Robert, 89, 897
Marcel, Gabriel, 497
Marcus Aurelius, 898
Marcuse, Herbert, 339, 1458, 1605
Margolin, Gayla, 515
Margulis, Lynn, 558
Mariana, Juan de, 99
Marlowe, Christopher, 99
Marshall, George C., 882, 902;

Nobel Peace Prize, 1666
Marshall, John, 130, 1456
Marshall, Thurgood, 170, 999
Martel, Charles, 792
Martin, Judith, 481
Martin, Michael W., 122
Marty, Martin E., 280
Marx, Karl, 903-904; on alienation,

44-45; on capitalism, 712, 1604;
censorship of, 203; on class
confict and morality, 968; on
class struggle, 255-256; on
communism, 276-277;
Communist Manifesto, The, 277-
278; and critical theory, 339; on
distributive justice, 392; on free
markets, 421-422; on gratitude,
604; and Hegel, Georg Wilhelm
Friedrich, 1120; on human
nature, 680; ideology of, 712,
1147-1148, 1584; and King,
Martin Luther, Jr., 1554; and
Lenin, V. I., 840; and Marxism,
905; on morality, 968; on power,
1174; on socialism, 1391-1392;
on violence, 1556; on work, 1604

Mary, Virgin, 91, 523, 1228
“Mary Ellen,” 218
Maslow, Abraham, 680
Masters, William H., 1345
Mather, Cotton, 923
Mather, Stephen, 1003
Mathers, Marshall, III (Eminem),

1399-1400
Matza, David, 486
May, Larry, 270
May, Mark, 209
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Mbiti, John S., 33
Mead, George Herbert, 1177
Mecklin, John M., 15
Medawar, Peter, 1072
Medici, Lorenzo de, 883-884, 1174
Meier, Asher, 761
Meiklejohn, Alexander, 204, 545
Melanchthon, Philipp, 99, 1435
Menchú, Rigoberta, 1668
Mencius, 303-304, 928-929, 1610;

and Zhu Xi, 1612
Mendel, Gregor Johann, 570, 1388
Mendelssohn, Moses, 1495
Menedemus, 345
Mengzi. See Mencius
Menippus of Gadara, 345
Menninger, Karl, 1371
Merchant, Carolyn, 417
Merton, Robert, 732
Mesmer, Franz Anton, 700
Metrocles of Maronea,, 345
Miescher, Friedrich, 570
Milgram, Stanley, 945
Milken, Michael, 741
Mill, John Stuart, 948-949; and

Bentham, Jeremy, 948; on
coercion, 828; on free speech,
545; on harm, 620; on hedonism,
631, 681; on impartiality, 720; on
liberalism, 846; and naturalistic
fallacy, 1024; On Liberty, 1067-
1068; on parenting, 1089; on
paternalism, 1098; on pride,
1182; on privacy, 1187; on
punishment, 195; on tolerance,
1495

Miller, Arthur, 1504
Miller, Neal, 582
Miller, Tim, 90
Miloševi6, Slobodan, 164, 818; and

Kosovo, 817
Milton, John; on censorship, 545
Mises, Ludwig von, 848
Mishima, Yukio, 180
Miyamoto Musashi, 180
Mo Ti. See Mozi
Mo Tzu. See Mozi
Mohr, Richard, 561
Molina, Luis de, 1092
Moltmann, Jürgen, 1605
Moneta, Ernesto Teodoro, 1665
Monimus of Syracuse, 345
Monmouth, Duke of, 1507

Monroe, James, 897
Montagnier, Luc, 1320
Montaigne, Michel de, 340, 383,

1332; tolerance of, 1495
Montesquieu, 952-953; and anti-

Semitism, 70; on honor, 674
Moore, G. E., 101, 265, 772, 953,

1248, 1272, 1466-1467; on is/
ought distinction, 772; and
naturalistic fallacy, 475, 600,
619, 631, 766, 824, 944, 961,
1024, 1049, 1248, 1536-1537;
and nonnaturalism, 1112; on
truth, 1512, 1514; on
utilitarianism, 1532

More, Thomas, 78; Utopia, 1533-
1534

Moreno, Jacob, 611
Morgan, Lewis H., 493
Moses, 618, 871, 875, 939, 958,

971-973, 1226, 1450, 1472,
1496-1497; and God, 594; and
Ten Commandments, 629

Moses ben Maimon. See
Maimonides, Moses

Moss, Pamela A., 1180
Mott, John R., 1666
Mott, Lucretia, 1426
Motze. See Mozi
Mozart, Wolfgang Amadeus, 426,

962
Mozi, 928, 977-978
Mu4awiyya, 43, 1361
Muwammad, 772, 979; and Abn

Bakr, 12; and 4Alt ibn Abt Z3lib,
43; on asceticism, 95; and
environmental movement, 456;
and Wadtth, 616; and the Qur$3n,
1226-1227; successor of, 12; and
virtue, 1560; and women’s rights,
775

Muhammad, Elijah, 521, 996
Muhammad, Warith Deen, 996
Muir, John, 980-981, 1364
Müller, Max, 1012
Mumford, Lewis, 1458
Münzer, Thomas, 276
Muravyov, Mikhail Nikolayevich,

579
Murdoch, Iris, 1601
Murdoch, Rupert, 911
Mussolini, Benito, 135, 522, 835,

1009, 1148-1149

Myers, David, 37
Myrdal, Alva, 1667

Nader, Ralph, 323, 456, 990-991;
and Green Party, 607; on World
Trade Organization, 1608

Naess, Arne, 361
N3g3rjuna, 886, 991
Nagel, Thomas, 992
N3nak, 992-993
Nansen, Fridtjof, 1665
Napoleon Bonaparte, 952, 1323; and

censorship, 203; and fascism, 522
Narcissus, 995
Narveson, Jan, 1089
Nasser, Gamal Abdel, 164
Neal, Claude, 880
Nehru, Jawaharlal, 164, 559
Nelson, Gaylord, 417
Nero, 345, 544
Neurath, Constantin von, 1061
Nevin, John A., 607
Newkirk, Ingrid, 63, 1107
Newton, Isaac, 1320, 1457, 1478,

1505, 1512; and the
Enlightenment, 444; influence of,
1318; and religion, 964

Nicholas II, 578, 1517
Nicholas V, Pope, 1231
Nicole, Pierre, 1092
Nicomachus, 1037
Niebuhr, H. Richard, 1037-1038; on

revelation, 1272
Niebuhr, Reinhold, 1038, 1188; on

coercion, 263
Nietzsche, Friedrich, 1038-1040,

1519; on altruism, 47; on
atheism, 102; on benevolence,
122; Beyond Good and Evil, 126;
on compassion, 284; on cruelty,
341; on elitism, 433; and
existentialism, 497, 499; and
genealogy, 531; on God, 489; on
gratitude, 604; on hate, 622-623;
on mercy, 940; on morality, 967-
968; on nihilism, 1041-1042; on
power, 1139, 1172, 1174; on
Socrates, 852; on superman,
1174, 1504; on tragedy, 1503; on
wisdom, 1594

Nightingale, Florence, 578
Nixon, Richard M., 1307, 1552; and

the arts, 89; and biochemical
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weapons, 135; and campaign
finance reform, 190; corruption
of, 331, 1514; and Environmental
Protection Agency, 458;
hypocrisy of, 702; on Miranda v.
Arizona, 950; and Pentagon
Papers, 1106; resignation of,
1189; and SALT treaties, 1308;
and Title IX, 1488; and Vietnam
War, 675, 1551; and Watergate
scandal, 1578

Nkrumah, Kwame, 272, 1084
Nobel, Alfred Bernhard, 1044
Noddings, Nel, 284, 526
Noebel, David, 1398
Noel-Baker, Philip, 1666
Nolen, William, 510
Norman, Richard, 48
Norris, Clarence, 1326
North, Oliver, 1398
Northcliffe, Lord, 910
Nott, Josiah, 1377
Nowell-Smith, P. H., 962
Nozick, Robert, 950, 1053-1054; on

consent, 315; and corporate
compensation, 327; on
distributive justice, 393; and
libertarianism, 848; on poverty,
1170

Nunn, Sam, 1399
Nussbaum, Martha, 49, 1062-1063;

and literature, 995

Oastler, Robert, 219
O’Connor, Sandra Day, 91, 1600
Ofili, Chris, 91
Ogburn, William F., 1458
O’Hair, Madalyn Murray, 101
Olson, Mancur, 1186
Onesicritus, 345
Oppenheimer, J. Robert, 895
Origen, 1561
Orne, Martin T., 143
Ortega y Gasset, José, 1073-1074;

on love, 869
Orwell, George, 737, 1074-1075
Oscar II, 1044
Osler, William, 914
Ossietzky, Carl von, 1666
O’Sullivan, John L., 897
Oswald, Lee Harvey, 99
Ovid, 1578
Owen, Robert, 1391

Pacelle, Wayne, 690
Pacheco, Alex, 63, 1107
Page, David C., 1354
Paley, William, 47, 674, 1505
Palmore, Erdman, 37
Pankhurst, Emmeline, 1427
Papen, Franz van, 1061
Papp, Joseph, 89
Parker, Mack Charles, 880
Parks, Rosa, 249, 1064
Parsons, Frank, 15
Pascal, Blaise, 497, 1091-1093
Passy, Frédéric, 1046, 1665
Paton, William, 61
Patterson, Orlando, 1376-1377
Paul IV, Pope, 158
Paul, Alice, 463, 1427
Paul, apostle. See Paul of Tarsus
Paul of Tarsus, 95, 308, 323, 875,

1351, 1562; on family values,
517; on gluttony, 593; on hope,
1562; on love, 1562; on sin,
1369; and situational ethics,
1373; on work, 1605

Pauling, Linus, 1666
Pearson, Lester B., 1666
Peirce, Charles Sanders, 763, 1104,

1512; on pragmatism, 1177-1178
Peltier, Leonard, 1106
Percival, Thomas, 138, 912, 914
Peres, Shimon, 1045, 1668
Pericles, 544
Périer, Jacqueline, 1091
Perón, Juan, 389
Perot, H. Ross, 990
Perry, R. B., 1112
Pétain, Henri-Philippe, 1507, 1508
Petronius, 592
Philby, Kim, 1507
Philip the Chancellor, 308
Phillips, Wendell, 1379
Philo of Alexandria, 1122
Piaget, Jean, 954
Pinchot, Gifford, 138, 316, 455-456
Pinel, Philippe, 933
Pire, Georges, 1666
Pius X, Pope, 1167
Pius XII, Pope, 484, 1073, 1283,

1373
Plato, 1130-1135; on abortion, 4,

1205; Apology, 78; on art, 87;
and Augustine, Saint, 108; on
authority, 313; on censorship,

203; on consent and coercion,
315; on elitism, 432-433; on
emotion, 284; and the
Enlightenment, 444; on equality,
465; on excellence, 495; on
families, 514; on friendship, 552;
on glossolalia, 510; and God,
594; on the good, 599; and
Homer, 158; on idealism, 707; on
incommensurability, 729; on
infanticide, 735; on justice, 801;
on marriage, 1114; on morality,
1111; ontology of, 474; on piety,
1132; on property, 1603-1604; on
prudence, 1214; on public
interest, 1221; on reason, 1131-
1133; on religion, 1256;
Republic, 276, 322, 333, 424,
444, 474, 495, 559, 635, 708,
801-802, 967-968, 1114, 1130-
1134, 1173, 1214, 1256, 1262-
1263, 1331, 1334, 1389, 1560,
1603; on self-interest, 1334; on
sin, 1367; on social justice, 1389;
and Socrates, 475, 1130-1132;
and Sophists, 1401; on suicide
assistance, 1430; on tragedy,
1503; on work, 1602-1603

Plumwood, Val, 417
Plutarch; and role models, 1295
Podhoretz, Norman, 1552
Pol Pot, 382
Politics (Aristotle), 322
Pompanazzi, Pietro, 14
Poole, Ross, 102
Popeil, Ron, 736
Popper, Karl, 600, 1318
Porter, Cole, 1397
Porter, Ray, 606
Post, Emily, 481
Postman, Neil, 1460
Pound, Ezra, 1507
Powderly, Terence, 816
Presley, Elvis, 1447
Priestley, Joseph, 1592
Prince, 1398
Protagoras, 315, 691, 1134, 1401,

1424
Proudhon, Pierre-Joseph, 56
Pufendorf, Samuel von, 1019
Pulitzer, Joseph, 910
Pybus, Elizabeth, 503, 566
Pythagoras, 1134
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Qin Shi Huangdi, 381
Quidde, Ludwig, 1665
Quinlan, Karen Ann, 484, 1225,

1282
Quisling, Vidkun, 1507
Qutb, Sayyid, 656

R3bi4ah al-4Adawtyah, 1228, 1428
Rabin, Yitzhak, 1045, 1668
Rachels, James, 1278
Radhakrishnan, Sarvepalli, 1543
Radice, Anne-Imelda, 89
Raeder, Erich, 1061
Ramanuja, 1542
Ramos-Horta, José, 1668
Ramsey, Paul, 915
Rand, Ayn, 122, 1236-1237; and

atheism, 101; and ethical egoism,
315, 1280; on human nature, 680;
and liberalism, 847; and
objectivism, 101, 1065-1066,
1236, 1336-1337; on objectivism,
1065-1066

Randi, James, 510-511
Randolph, A. Philip, 252, 999
Rath, Louis, 1539
Rauschenbusch, Walter, 814
Rawls, John, 182, 1244; and

campaign finance reform, 191;
on consent, 315; and corporate
compensation, 327; and
distributive justice, 393, 949; on
impartiality, 720; on
utilitarianism, 1532; on justice,
368; and Kantian ethics, 807; and
Nozick, Robert, 1054; on
personal relationships, 1115; on
self-respect, 1342; Theory of
Justice, A, 368, 495, 508, 1244,
1342, 1479, 1584

Raz, Joseph, 621
Razi, al-, 1244
Read, Herbert, 57
Reagan, Ronald
Reagan, Nancy, 570, 1415
Reagan, Ronald, 1189, 1307; vs.

abortion, 1293; alleged greed of,
606; Alzheimer’s disease of, 570;
and the arts, 89; and Bennett,
William J., 123; and censorship,
159; and cigarette advertising,
25; and Civil Liberties Act, 77;
and income tax, 1453; and

“Irangate,” 672; on Miranda v.
Arizona, 950; and Peace Corps,
1100; on SALT, 1308; and
women’s rights, 1600

Regan, Tom, 64-65, 342, 1544; on
animal rights, 61, 64, 66, 966

Rehnquist, William, 469
Remington, Frederic, 910
Renault, Louis, 1665
Ribbentrop, Joachim von, 1061
Richard, M. P., 1393
Richardson, Samuel, 730
Riefenstahl, Leni, 652
Riggs, Marlon, 89
Riis, Jacob, 513
Robb, Carol, 527
Roberts, Oral, 510, 1468
Robertson, Pat, 89, 510, 1467
Robinson, Jackie, 1000
Robinson-Gaither, Andrew, 1261
Rockefeller, John D., Sr., 1388
Rodriguez, Alex, 1196
“Roe, Jane.” See McCorvey, Norma
Rogers, Carl, 118; on human nature,

680
Roosevelt, Franklin D., 1520-1521;

and atom bomb, 895; on
discrimination, 467; on fascism,
522; and Japanese American
internment, 296, 783; and New
Deal programs, 89, 535, 658,
882, 949, 1584; and stock
market, 1269

Roosevelt, Theodore, 138, 328, 952,
1221; and antitrust legislation,
73; on conservation, 316; and
environmental movement, 455;
and Geneva Conventions, 580;
Nobel Peace Prize, 1665; and
progressivism, 1204; and
Washington, Booker T., 1576

Root, Elihu, 1665
Rorty, Amélie, 1137-1138
Rorty, Richard, 1138, 1298; on

human nature, 679
Rose, Pete, 126
Rosenberg, Alfred, 1061
Rosenberg, Ethel, 1507
Rosenberg, Julius, 1507
Ross, David; on is/ought distinction,

772
Ross, Edward A., 15

Ross, William D., 961; and
intuitionism, 368, 1278

Rotblat, Joseph, 1668
Rothermere, Lord, 910
Roubiczek, Paul, 101
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques, 74, 445,

465, 1298-1299; on alienation,
44; and anti-Semitism, 70; on
authenticity, 110; on evil, 1022;
on government, 1165; on human
goodness, 891; on human nature,
680; and Nussbaum, Martha,
1062; on social contract, 1385-
1387, 1390; on sovereignty,
1404; on state of nature, 1414,
1602-1604

Rousset, David, 651
Royce, Josiah, 707, 873, 1300; on

loyalty, 872
Ruby, Jack, 99
Ruddick, Sara, 526, 694; on

trustworthiness, 1510
Ruether, Rosemary, 417
Rnmt, Jal3l al-Dtn, 1300-1301
Rummel, Rudolph, 583
Rupke, Nicolaas, 60
Rush, Benjamin, 914, 932
Rushdie, Salman, 160, 204
Russell, Bertrand, 708, 1301-1302,

1318; on truth, 1512
Russo, Anthony, Jr., 1106-1107
Ruth, Babe, 1195

Sadat, Anwar, 656; Nobel Peace
Prize, 1667

Sade, Marquis de, 340
Said, Nuri al-, 770
Saint-Simon, Claude, 730, 1391
Ka\kara, 1311-1312, 1531, 1542
Samaritan, Good, 602, 907, 939; and

supererogation, 1435
San34t, 1301, 1428
Sánchez, Oscar Arias, 1667
Sanger, Margaret, 150
Ka\kara, 1311
Santayana, George, 1312-1313
Sanz del Rio, Julian, 1085
Sartre, Jean-Paul, 102, 604, 870,

1042, 1173, 1248, 1288, 1313-
1314, 1425, 1537; on
authenticity, 110; on bad faith,
115; and Beauvoir, Simone de,
116, 1326; Being and
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Nothingness, 121; and
existentialism, 497-498; on God,
490; on human nature, 679; on
meaning of life, 852; on personal
relationships, 1116

Satf, Eisaku, 1667
Sauckel, Fritz, 1061
Saussure, Ferdinand, 359
Scaife, Richard Mellon, 18
Scalia, Antonin, 562, 796
Schacht, Hjalmar, 1061
Schachter, Stanley, 1095
Schindler, Oskar, 1315-1316
Schirach, Baldur von, 1061
Schleiermacher, Friedrich, 488
Schlesinger, Arthur M., Jr., 982
Schönerer, Georg von, 644
Schopenhauer, Arthur, 47, 976,

1316, 1510; on cruelty, 340; on
evil, 1587; on tragedy, 1503

Schwarzenegger, Arnold, 571
Schweitzer, Albert, 982, 1317;

Nobel Peace Prize, 1046, 1666
Scopes, John T., 51
Scott, Dred, 1325
Scotus, John Duns, 113
Searle, John, 93
Selig, Bud, 1383
Sen, Amartya, 377
Seneca and suicide assistance, 1430
Sepúlveda, Juan Gines de, 1012
Serrano, Andres, 89, 207
Sextus Empiricus, 1374
Seyss-Inquart, Arthur, 1061
Shack, Dove, 1399
Shaftesbury, third earl of, 343, 505,

825, 1359; on altruism, 47; and
Locke, John, 866; on moral
philosophy, 964; on moral sense,
964

Shakespeare, William, 497, 1587; on
assassination, 99; censorship of,
160; on love, 1115; on mercy,
939

Sharon, Ariel, 779
Sharp, Granville, 1378
Sharswood, George, 837
Shaw, George Bernard, 342-343
Sher, George, 942
Sherman, William Tecumseh, 1324
Shinran, 1361
Siddh3rtha Gautama. See Buddha

Sidgwick, Henry, 1363; on altruism,
47; on prudence, 1215

Siger of Brabant, 113
Sima Qian, 305, 1612
Simon, Julian, 858
Simon, Sidney, 954
Simpson, O. J., 1123
Singer, Isaac Bashevis, 622
Singer, Jerome, 1095
Singer, Peter, 907, 1107, 1371-1372,

1544; on affirmative action, 942;
on animal rights, 61-62, 64-66,
503, 1343; on exploitation, 502;
on infanticide, 735; on lifeboat
ethics, 858

Sittler, Joseph, 456
Skilling, Jeffrey, 329
Skinner, B. F., 118-119, 680; and

behaviorism, 120; on greed, 607
Slote, Michael, 907
Smith, Adam, 419, 659, 674, 950,

964, 1383-1385, 1603; on the
ideal observer, 706; on pride,
1182; on sales ethics, 1305; on
sympathy, 965; Wealth of
Nations, The, 421, 730, 951,
1384; on work, 1603-1604

Smith, Kiki, 89
Smith, Leighton, 765
Smith, William, 15
Smuts, J. C., 834
Snepp, Frank W., 160
Snow, C. P., 1458
Socrates, 474, 631, 1263, 1374,

1395-1396; on absolutism, 10; on
academic freedom, 14; and
Apology, 78; and Aristotle, 49;
and atheism, 101; on beauty, 87;
on bribery, 169; and Cyrenaics,
347; death of, 169, 246, 433, 852,
1133, 1503; dialectic method,
1041, 1134; on elitism, 432; on
evil, 1587; and existentialism,
851-852; on the good, 601; on
incontinence, 1593; and inductive
reasoning, 1133; on justice, 801-
802, 1262; on language, 824; on
legitimacy of the state, 248; on
loyalty, 871; on meaning of life,
1173; on moral perfection, 371;
on moral relativism, 1132-1133;
on ethical self-consciousness,
347; on intellect, 496, 499;

paradoxes, 1132-1133, 1395; on
piety, 851, 1254, 1256; and Plato,
475, 1130-1132; on sin, 1133; on
Sophism, 1252, 1401; and
Sophists, 1395; on the soul, 10,
475; trial of, 78; on virtue, 1133-
1135, 1560

Söderblom, Nathan, 1666
Solomon, Robert, 869
Solovyov, Vladimir S., 124
Solzhenitsyn, Aleksandr, 1396-1397;

Gulag Archipelago, 614-615; and
Nobel Prize, 747; and Stalin,
Joseph, 204

Sophocles, 313, 1047, 1121;
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Cicero, 245, 544; on conscience,

308; on custom, 345; on
formalism, 600; on friendship,
552-553; on gratitude, 604; on
just war, 800; on natural law,
1017, 1019, 1021; on self-
control, 1332

CIO. See Congress of Industrial
Organizations

Circumcision, 34
Citizenship, 245-247; and civic

virtue, 1344; and democracy,
366; and slavery, 1380

City of God, The (Augustine), 108,
383, 1554; on self-love, 1338

Civil disobedience, 247-250, 837,
1555; and Greenpeace, 609; and
Mandela, Nelson, 892; Thoreau,
Henry David, on, 1484, 1554

Civil liberties, 251, 1144; and
libertarianism, 847-848; and
Magna Carta, 887-888; and
privacy, 1187

Civil Liberties Act of 1988, 77
Civil rights, 251-252; and

Americans with Disabilities Act,
54; and artificial intelligence, 93;
Commission on Civil Rights,
U.S., 273; and Constitution, U.S.,
320; and integration, 743-745;
International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights, 751; and
Jackson, Jesse, 780; and police
brutality, 1139-1141

Civil Rights Act of 1866, 1380
Civil Rights Act of 1964, 250, 440;

and affirmative action, 29; and
business ethics, 184; and Civil
Rights movement, 254; and
disability rights, 54, 388; and
discrimination, 391; and equal
pay for equal work, 462; and gay
rights, 561

Civil Rights movement, 252-254;
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and civil disobedience, 249; and
equality, 466; and King, Martin
Luther, Jr., 814-815; and National
Association for the Advancement
of Colored People, 999; and
violence, 1554

Civil service, 726
Civil Service Reform Act of 1883,

190
Civil Service Reform Act of 1978,

496
Civil War, U.S.; and abolition

movement, 2; and electronic
surveillance, 428; and
Emancipation Proclamation, 2,
434-435, 862; and Lincoln,
Abraham, 434-435, 862; and
loyalty oaths, 874; and Native
Americans, 1016; scorched-earth
tactics, 1324; and temperance
movement, 1469; and total war,
1521; veteran benefits, 1545

Civil wars and peacekeeping
missions, 1103

Civitas, 544
Clap, Thomas, 15
Clark, Kenneth, 1000
Clarke, Samuel, 965
Class action lawsuits, 1194
Class structure and slavery, 1378
Class struggle, 255-256; and

Marxism, 905
Classical liberalism, 846
Claudius, 544
Clausewitz, Carl von, 578; On War,

1069
Clayton Antitrust Act of 1914, 73
Clean Air Act of 1963, 256-257
Clean Air Act of 1977, 455
Clean Air Act of 1990, 1153
Clean Water Act of 1972, 140, 257
Clean Water Restoration Act of

1966, 257
Cleanthes of Assos, 1340
Cleisthenes, 544
Cleland, John, 159
Clemency and erroneous

convictions, 469
Cleveland, Grover, sexual

improprieties of, 257
Clinton, Bill, 140, 257-258, 573,

738, 892, 1417; and bioethics,
1459; honesty of, 672; and

Kosovo, 818; and Lewinsky,
Monica, 258; and NEA, 90-91;
and stem cell research, 1415; and
tobacco industry, 1490

Clinton, Hillary Rodham, 257
Clitoridectomy, 34, 581
Cloning, 259-261, 570, 678, 922,

926; of humans, 926;
reproductive, 260; and stem cell
research, 1416; therapeutic, 260

CNN. See Cable News Network
Coalition for Environmentally

Responsible Economies
(CERES), 453

Cocaine, 153, 408; Freud, Sigmund,
on, 1220

Code of Professional Responsibility,
261-262, 838

Code Pink, 911
Codes of civility, 262
Codes of conduct; and

telemarketing, 1464
Coercion, 263-264; vs. consent, 315;

and free enterprise, 536; and
freedom, 540; and taxes, 727

Coetzee, J. M., 995
Coffin, William Sloane, 1550
Cognitivism, 264-265, 1112; and is/

ought distinction, 771; and
metaethics, 944

Cohen, Hermann, 806-807
Cohen, Randy, 266, 391
Cold War, 266-269; and antislavery

movement, 1380; and
biochemical weapons, 135; and
doctrine of unconditional
surrender, 1522; and electronic
surveillance, 429; espionage,
1507; foreign policy agendas,
376; and mercenary soldiers,
937; and mutually assured
destruction, 985; and North
Atlantic Treaty Organization,
1050; and nuclear arms race,
1054-1056; and peacekeeping
missions, 1102-1103; and
Potsdam Conference, 1169; and
SALT treaties, 1306-1308; and
United Nations, 1524

Cole v. Richardson (1972), 873
Coleridge, Samuel Taylor, 1505
Collateral damage, 800
Collective bargaining, 496, 1001;

and free-riding, 537; and
National Labor Relations Act,
1001

Collective guilt, 269-270
Collectivism, 497, 541-542, 731,

1147; and communism, 276, 520,
1411; and property, 1210

College applications, 270-271
Colonialism, 271-273, 580, 1007-

1008, 1251, 1404, 1609; in
Africa, 36, 1008, 1082; and
developing world, 376; in India,
312, 558, 1154; in Middle East,
792; and nationalism, 1007;
resistance to, 1006; in Rwanda,
1302; and Social Darwinism,
1387

Columbia Broadcasting System
(CBS), 912

Columbine High School massacre,
1399

Columbus, Christopher, 1013
Commission on Civil Rights, U.S.,

273-274
Commission on Interracial

Cooperation, 880
Common Cause, 191
Common good, 274-275; and public

interest, 1221. See also Good, the
Communication and terrorism, 1474
Communism, 276-277; and

censorship, 203; and the Cold
War, 266-268; and collectivism,
276, 520, 1411; and Lenin,
Vladimir Ilich, 839-842; and
Marx, Karl, 903-904; and
Marxism, 905; and
neoconservatism, 316; and
professional ethics, 1201; and
slavery, 1380; Soviet, 296

Communist Manifesto, The (Marx
and Engels), 277-279, 421, 903,
906, 1556; censorship of, 203

Communist Party of the U.S.A., 874
Communitarianism, 279-281; and

consent, 315; and drug testing,
410; and immigration, 715; and
televangelism, 1468

Community Reinvestment Act of
1977, 1250

Comoro Islands, 937
Comparative ethics, 281-283
Compassion, 47, 95, 283-285; and
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Avalokitekvara, 112; and
Buddhism, 154, 176-177, 402,
988, 1043, 1611; and
Confucianism, 928; and health
care, 1183; and mercy, 938-939;
Plato on, 932; Rousseau, Jean-
Jacques, on, 1414; and self-
righteousness, 1343; and utopia,
1534; and value, 1535-1537

“Compassionate Conservatism,” 658
Compatibilism, 1266, 1591-1592;

and accountability, 16; and
determinism, 373; and
responsibility, 1265-1266

Competition and charity, 211
Comprehensive Environmental

Response, Compensation, and
Liability Act of 1980, 1502

Compromise, 285-286; and
Christianity, 242

Compulsory labor and slavery, 1380
Computer crime, 286-290, 291-292;

and electronic mail, 427; and
hackers, 287, 289, 326, 738,
1461; and identity theft, 709-711;
and Internet piracy, 761-762;
viruses, 93

Computer technology, 293-294;
databases, 290-291; electronic
mail, 427; and ethical dilemmas,
1461; and information access,
736-738; and Internet chat
rooms, 760; and robotics, 1289-
1291; and virtual reality, 1557-
1558

Comstock, Anthony, 89
Comstock Act of 1873, 150, 159,

1159
Comte, Auguste, 294-295; on

Humanism, 690
Concentration camps, 295-296;

Bosnia, 164; and choiceless
choices, 241; French Jews in, 71;
and Nazi Germany, 1029, 1031

Concupiscence, 1, 1369-1370
Condé the Great, 1408
Condors, 441, 1607
Confessing Church, 156
Confessions (Augustine), 108, 324
Confidentiality, 297-299; and AIDS,

20; attorney-client privilege, 105;
in child psychology, 222; and
computer databases, 290; and

diagnosis, 380; and ethical codes,
471; and mental illness, 934; and
mentoring, 936; and therapist-
patient relationship, 1481; and
whistleblowing, 1585

Conflict and academic freedom, 14
Conflict of interest, 80, 299-300; and

advertising, 25; and egoism, 424;
and ethical codes, 471;
government officials, 477-478;
and lobbying, 863

Conflict resolution, 301-302; and
arbitration, 81; and compromise,
285; and values clarification,
1539-1540

Conformity and authenticity, 110
Confucianism, 303-306; and chaos,

826; and Daoism, 352; and
golden rule, 318, 597; and
humanism, 690; in Japan, 1362;
and Mencius, 928; and military
ethics, 947; and morality, 283;
and Mozi, 977; and virtue, 1559;
and Wang Yangming, 1568;
Weber, Max, on, 1581; and Zhu
Xi, 1612; and Zhuangzi, 1613

Confucius, 303-305, 1559, 1568; on
human nature, 303; and Mencius,
928; on reciprocity, 604; on
virtue, 1559-1560; and Xunzi,
1610; and Zhu Xi, 1612

Congo, 1103; and United Nations,
1524

Congress of Industrial Organizations
(CIO), 52

Congress of Racial Equality
(CORE), 253-254, 308, 1673

Congress, U.S., 306-308; antitrust
legislation, 72-73; and the arts,
88-90; and automobile safety,
990; and Constitution, U.S., 320;
and copyright, 324; and corporate
scandal, 330; and endangered
species, 441; immigration law,
718; labor legislation, 506, 1001;
on loyalty, 872; and lynch law,
880; and minimum-wage laws,
949; and song lyrics, 1398; and
stem cell research, 1416; and
Supreme Court, U.S., 1438; and
tobacco industry, 1490; and
veterans’ rights, 1545

Conscience, 308-312, 968; Butler,

Joseph, on, 187-188, 965; and
citizenship, 246-247; and
contractualism, 205; Emerson,
Ralph Waldo, on, 436; freedom
of, 55, 528, 540, 543, 687, 787,
982, 1163, 1187, 1228; and guilt,
613; and law, 828-829; and
morality, 969; and natural law,
969; and self-deception, 1333;
and Socrates, 499

Conscientious objection, 51, 313-
314; vs. civil disobedience, 248

Consent, 314-315; and Declaration
of Independence, 357; and
government, 74. See also
Doctrine of informed consent

Consequentialism, 315-316; and
Bonhoeffer, Dietrich, 156; and
censorship, 204; and duty, 414;
and national security, 1004-1005;
and teleology, 1466

Conservation, 316, 363, 418; and
biodiversity, 137; and
environmentalism, 138; and
National Park System, 1003; and
Nature Conservancy Council,
1027; and resources, 1443-1444;
and Wilderness Act of 1964,
1589

Conservatism, 316-317; and
Accuracy in Media, 17; and
Burke, Edmund, 179; and
libertarianism, 847; lifestyles,
859; and political correctness,
1142

Consistency, 318-319; and
irrationality, 318-319; and
reason, 318; and will, 1579

Constantine, 1079
Constitution, U.S., 319-321; Bill of

Rights, 130-131; and Congress,
306; on copyright, 324;
establishment clause, 244;
interpretations of, 1438; and
loyalty oaths, 873; and national
security, 1004; proposed Victims’
Rights Amendment, 1548; and
right to know, 548; and slavery,
435, 861; and sovereignty, 1404;
and Supreme Court, U.S., 1436,
1439; on treason, 1506

Constitutional government, 321-322;
and Bill of Rights, 130-131; and
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Constitution, U.S., 319-320; and
English Bill of Rights, 443; and
Enlightenment, 444; and Magna
Carta, 887-888

Consumerism, 181, 323, 361; and
International Organization of
Consumers Unions, 758

Contextual ethics. See Situational
ethics

Continental Congress, 357
Contractarianism, 368
Contracts, rights, and obligations,

1287
Contractualism and censorship, 204
Convention Against Torture and

Other Cruel, Inhuman, or
Degrading Treatment or
Punishment, 1021, 1501

Convention on the Rights of the
Child, 1528-1529

Conversion of one’s system of
beliefs, 323-324

Conway, Ruth, 1460
Cooper, Anthony Ashley. See

Shaftesbury, third earl of
Cooper, Thomas, 15
“Cop Killer,” 1400
Copernicus, Nicholas, 1275, 1408
Copyright, 324-326, 748; and “fair

use,” 762; and Internet piracy,
761-762; and Napster, 994; and
plagiarism, 1126, 1128

CORE. See Congress of Racial
Equality

Corporate compensation, 182, 326-
328

Corporate responsibility, 16, 328;
employee safety, 438-440; hiring
practices, 640

Corporate scandal
Corporate scandals, 328-330; and

ethical codes, 471-472
Corrigan, Mairead, 1667
Corruption, 331-332; and politics,

1146; and power, 1146; and
white-collar crime, 1586

Cost-benefit analysis, 182, 332-333;
and national security, 1004-1005;
and pollution permits, 1153

Council on Foreign Relations, 1673
Counterterrorism, 1474-1475
Country Music Foundation, 91

County of Allegheny v. American
Civil Liberties Union (1989), 244

Courage, 333-334; and heroism,
634-635

Covert action, 335-336
Cowardice, 1560; Aristotle on, 85;

vs. courage, 333-334; vs.
heroism, 635; Thomas Aquinas
on, 1483

Cows, 1544; cloning of, 570; and
Hinduism, 638; hormone
treatments of, 575; PETA on,
1108

CPS. See Child protective services
Cranston, Alan, 307
Crates of Thebes, 345
Credibility and lobbying, 863
Credit ratings and identity theft, 709
Cremer, William, 1665
Crick, Francis, 568, 570
Crime; and computers, 286-289; and

deterrence, 374; and “everyone
does it” neutralizations, 486; and
gambling, 125; gangs, 559-560;
identity theft, 709-711; and
paroled prisoners, 1090

Crime rates, 1224, 1485
Crimes against humanity; and

International Criminal Court, 752
Criminal justice system; and AIDS,

20; erroneous convictions, 469;
Gault, In re, 561; and jury
system, 799

Criminal punishment, 336-338;
capital punishment, 193-196; and
mental illness, 935

Criminality and corruption, 331
Critical theory, 338-340, 378
Croatian refugees, 1252
Cromwell, Oliver, 22
Crowley, Mart, 667
Cruel and unusual punishment, 194;

and English Bill of Rights, 443;
and three-strikes laws, 1486

Cruelty, 340-341, 488, 1536; to
animals, 60, 62-63, 342-344, 689,
923, 998, 1108, 1393, 1538,
1564, 1607; Machiavelli,
Niccolò, on, 883-884; and
political realism, 1146; and
torture, 1498-1499, 1501

Cruelty to Animals Act of 1876, 60

Crusades, 238, 654-655; and Islam,
792; and Zionism, 778

Cryonics, 356
C-sections. See Cesarean sections
Cultural anthropology, 394; and

absolutism, 10
Cultural relativism, 11, 68, 201, 670,

983, 1252-1253; and diversity,
394; and religion, 1255. See also
Ethical relativism; Relativism

Culture; and anthropologists, 67; and
custom, 344

Curran, Charles E., 15
Curses, 35, 112; divine, 1229; and

Noah, 1231; and taboos, 1448
Custom, 344-345; and rights and

obligations, 1288; and taboos,
1447-1448

Cybernetics, 1458
Cynicism, 345-347
Cyrenaics, 347-348; and hedonism,

631
Czolgosz, Leon, 56

Daily Graphic, 1446
Daily Mirror, 1446
Dalai Lama, 349-350; Nobel Peace

Prize, 1667; and universal
responsibility, 270

Dalkon Shield, 1490
Dallaire, Roméo, 351-352, 1304
D’Amato, Alphonse, 307
Daniels, Norman, 941
Dante Alighieri, 1114
Daoism, 352-353; and

environmental movement, 455;
and Laozi, 825-826; and
Manichaeanism, 896; and Zen
Buddhism, 1611; and Zhuangzi,
1613

Darwin, Charles, 354, 394, 492,
1025; and Beagle, 492; and
Dewey, John, 683; evolutionary
theory of, 491-493; on facial
feedback, 1095; influence of,
1318; and Social Darwinism,
1387-1388

Data Encryption Standard (DES),
738

Databases and biometrics, 145-146
Dawes, Charles G., 1665
Dawkins, Richard, 46, 284, 1394
Dayton Peace Agreement, 164
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De, 353
de Klerk, F. W., 76, 893, 1668
de Man, Paul, 359-360
DEA. See Drug Enforcement

Agency
Dead Sea Scrolls, 943
De-alienation, 44
Death, 166-167, 355-356, 854-857;

defined, 854-856; and
existentialism, 499; and karma,
808; and organ transplants, 1071;
and right to die, 1282-1283; and
suicide, 1428-1429

“Death instinct,” 1553, 1588
Decalogue, 629, 969, 972, 1448,

1472. See also Ten
Commandments

Deception in war, 92
Decision making and casuistry, 201
Declaration of Helsinki of the World

Medical Association, 915, 923
Declaration of Independence, 319,

357-358, 652, 659, 865, 1022,
1025, 1277, 1288, 1384, 1404;
and democracy, 365; and
egalitarianism, 423; and the
Enlightenment, 446; and human
rights, 684; and Jefferson,
Thomas, 787; and Lincoln,
Abraham, 862

Declaration of Sentiments, 1413
Deconstruction, 358-360, 369, 823;

and Derrida, Jacques, 369; and
nihilism, 359-360

Deep Blue, 1291
Deep ecology, 360-362; and

ecofeminism, 418; and
environmental movement, 456

Defamation, 845
Deforestation, 362-364
Deism, 364-365, 445, 491, 690; and

philosophes, 1163; and Voltaire,
1565

Democide, 583-585; defined, 583.
See also Genocide

Democracy, 365-367; and
citizenship, 366; and covert
action, 335-336; and free speech,
204; and national security, 1003;
and taxes, 1453; and trade, 1607;
and World Trade Organization,
1608

Democracy Rising, 991

Democratic Party and liberalism,
317

Demosthenes, 345
Dempsey, Jack, 1196
Denard, Bob, 937
Denial and genocide, 585
Deontology, 367-368, 1335; and

absolutism, 10; and altruism,
1066; and contractarianism, 368;
and duty, 413; and Hippocrates,
638; of Kant, Immanuel, 475,
532, 600, 878, 970, 1138, 1530;
and media ethics, 1036; and
pluralism, 1137; and right to die,
1283; and self-interest, 1335; vs.
teleology, 1466-1467; vs.
utilitarianism, 1532

Deoxyribonucleic acid. See DNA
Depression; and abuse, 13; and

anger, 58; and electroshock
therapy, 430-431; and laziness,
832; Mill, John Stuart, and, 1067;
and pessimism, 1118-1119; and
psychosurgery, 865; and rape,
1241; and suicide, 430

Derrida, Jacques, 369-370; and
deconstruction, 358-359

Descartes, René, 113, 370-371,
1092, 1120, 1393, 1408, 1457; on
cruelty to animals, 342; on
dualism, 371, 1590-1591; and
Gewirth, Alan, 586; and Locke,
John, 866; and mathematics, 476;
and Spinoza, Baruch, 1408; on
truth, 1512; on will, 1591

Descriptive ethics, 1048-1049
Desegregation, 744, 999; Brown v.

Board of Education, 170-171;
and Civil Rights movement, 252-
254; of U.S. military, 744

Desire, 371-372; and Buddhism,
533; and practical reason, 1177

Despotism and benevolence, 465
Destutt de Tracy, Antoine, 712
Determinism; and fatalism, 523; and

freedom, 373-374; and Islam,
979; and morality, 970; and
responsibility, 1264-1266

Deterrence, 374-375; and capital
punishment, 195-196; and
chemical weapons, 135; and Cold
War, 1051

Developing world, 375-377; and

business ethics, 186; and
colonialism, 271; and
International Monetary Fund,
758; and poverty, 1171; and
World Trade Organization, 591,
1607

Dewey, John, 377-379; and Darwin,
Charles, 683; on the good, 600;
on human nature, 681, 683;
Human Nature and Conduct,
683; on Humanism, 691; on
pragmatism, 1177-1178; on truth,
1512

DeWitt, John L., 783
Dharma, 96, 128, 154, 200, 282,

401, 636; and karma, 200
Diabetes, 143, 151, 721, 1321; and

genetic engineering, 569
Diagnosis, 380, 915, 1220; and

AIDS, 21; and birth defects, 153;
and genetic screening, 141; and
genetic testing, 572, 574; and
holistic medicine, 647; and
illness, 714; and mental illness,
743, 933, 935, 1217-1218, 1405,
1481; and pain, 1081

Dialectical materialism, 903
Dialectics; and Abelard, Peter, 1
Diamond v. Chakrabarty (1980),

571, 1461
“Dianetics,” 1322
Dictatorship, 381-383; and

corruption, 331; and social
justice, 393; and tyranny, 1517

Diderot, Denis, 445
Diethylstilbestrol (DES), 1194
Dignity, 149, 383-384, 1098; and

bioethics, 141; and drunkenness,
1341; and equality, 465-466; and
honor, 674; and human rights,
684-685; Kant, Immanuel, on,
195; and moral autonomy, 110;
and pride, 1182; and right to die,
484, 1282-1283, 1430-1431; and
rule of law, 322, 365; and sexual
harassment, 1350; and
technology, 1462

Dilemmas, moral, 384-386; and
leadership, 833; and Milgram
experiment, 946; and
punishment, 1223; and suicide
assistance, 1430

Din-e-Ilahi, 42
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Diogenes of Sinope, 345
DiOrio, Father, 510
Diphtheria, 1607
Direct Marketing Association, 80
Dirks v. Securities and Exchange

Commission (1983), 741
Dirty hands, 386
“Dirty war,” Argentina’s, 389
Disability rights, 386-388; and

United Nations Declaration on
the Rights of Disabled Persons,
1529

Disappeared, The, 388-389
Disbarment, 106, 1113
Discrimination, 390-392; ageism,

37; and Americans with
Disabilities Act, 54; and business
ethics, 183; gender bias, 564-565;
and inequality, 733; and poll
taxes, 1150; and redlining, 1250;
and reparations, 1261; in wages,
1567

Disease; and genetic engineering,
677; sexually transmitted, 1357-
1358

Disney Company, 327
Distributive justice, 392-393; and

biotechnology, 148; and business
ethics, 182; and corporate
compensation, 327; and divorce,
397, 400; and fairness, 507; and
health care, 626; and lifeboat
ethics, 858

Diversity, 394-395; and affirmative
action, 29; and bilingual
education, 129; and
communitarianism, 280; and
Enlightenment, 446; and
feminism, 527; and globalization,
592; and Hinduism, 638; and
homosexuality, 561; and
multiculturalism, 981-982; and
postmodernism, 1168; and racial
prejudice, 1230; and tolerance,
1494. See also Biodiversity

Divine command theory, 265, 368,
395-396, 413, 1248, 1254, 1435;
and the good, 601; and right and
wrong, 1278-1279; Socrates on,
78

Divine law and Grotius, Hugo, 610
Divine right and deep ecology, 361
Divine right of kings, 443, 541; and

Enlightenment, 444, 446, 1165;
Hobbes, Thomas, on, 844; Locke,
John, on, 1516

Divine will, 48, 1496; Ibn Gabirol
on, 705; and Islam, 588

Divorce, 397-401, 514; and child
support, 224-225; and group
therapy, 612; “no-fault,” 224-225,
399-400

Dix, Dorothea, 741
Dix, Dorothy, 28
DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid), 138,

1461; discovery of, 570; double-
helix structure, 568, 570;
recombinant, 1459; and “secret
of life,” 1462; and stem cell
research, 1416. See also Human
Genome Project

Doctrine of informed consent, 21,
111, 118, 139, 150, 222, 432,
474, 503, 1117, 1124, 1220,
1282, 1480; and abortion, 1285;
and electroshock therapy, 431-
432; and experimentation, 501-
502, 1000; and genetic testing,
574; and medical ethics, 915; and
mental illness, 931, 934-935; and
physician-patient relationship,
1125; and sterilization, 1419; and
therapist-patient relationship,
1481

Doenitz, Karl, 1061
Dfgen, 402, 887
Dollard, John, 39, 582
“Dolly,” 259
Domitian, 98, 544
Dong Zhongshu, 303-304
Dostoevski, Fyodor, 403, 497, 605,

852, 1041, 1326
Double effect, principle of, 1476,

1569-1570; and medical ethics,
915

Doubt, 490, 1086, 1199, 1500; and
conscience, 310; and skepticism,
1374-1375, 1613; and truth, 1512

Douglas, Stephen A., 861
Douglas, William O., 162, 546, 610;

on privacy, 1188
Douglass, Frederick, 1071, 1379;

and abolition movement, 3
Down syndrome, 152, 356
Downsizing, 403-404
Draco, laws of, 321

Dred Scott case. See Scott v.
Sandford

Dresden firebombing, 404-405
Dress codes, 405-407; Islamic, 775
Dreyfus, Alfred, 70, 1614
Dronenburg v. Zech, 407
Drug abuse, 407-409
Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA),

1004
Drug testing, 409-411
Drugs; and birth defects, 153; and

gambling, 868; nicotine, 1491;
and psychopharmacology, 1219-
1220; and rock and rock music,
1398

Drumont, Edouard, 70
Du Bois, W. E. B., 411-412, 1000,

1083; and Civil Rights
movement, 252; and Pan-
Africanism, 1083; and
Washington, Booker T., 1577

Ducommun, Élie, 1665
Due process, 130, 251, 412, 610; and

abortion, 1294; in Argentina,
389; Gault, In re, 561; Gideon v.
Wainwright, 588-589; Goss v.
Lopez (1975), 603; and
institutionalization of patients,
741, 935; and Japanese American
internment, 783; and juvenile
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Duncan-Jones, Austin, 962
Dunster, Henry, 15
Durenberger, David, 307
Durkheim, Émile, 412-413; on

education, 954; on socialism,
1391

Dutch Reformed Church, 76
Dutton, Donald, 13
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Earth Day, 140, 417
Earth First!, 456
Earth Liberation Front, 456
Earth Summit, 137, 454
Earthwatch, 140
East Timor, 893
Eating competitions, 593
Eaubonne, Francois d’, 417
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Etiquette, 480-482; and Internet chat
rooms, 760

Eudaimonia, 83, 85, 599
Eudemian Ethics (Aristotle), 83
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National Park System, U.S., 455,
1003; and Muir, John, 980-981

National parks and Sierra Club, 1364
National Press Photographers

Association, 1123
National Retired Teachers

Association, 50
National Science Foundation, 1458
National security, 1003-1005; and

censorship, 1106, 1222; and Cold
War, 266-268; and drug testing,
410; and freedom of expression,
546; and Freedom of Information
Act, 549; and Japanese American
internment, 784; and realpolitik,
1246; and sovereignty, 1003-
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1005, 1403-1404; and
technology, 1459, 1461

National Security Agency (NSA),
738

National Society of Professional
Journalists, 1035

National Urban League, 252
National Woman Suffrage

Association, 1426
National Woman’s Party, 1427
Nationalism, 1005-1009; and

assassination, 100; and
colonialism, 1007; and Hitler,
Adolf, 645; and loyalty, 872; and
messianism, 1006, 1008; and
Nazism, 1030; and patriotism,
1098; and racial prejudice, 1228;
and violence, 1007

Native Americans, 1012-1013; and
adultery, 22 and casinos, 1009-
1011; and Civil Rights
movement, 254; and ecology,
503; enslavement of, 1376; and
environmental movement, 456;
genocide of, 585, 1013-1016;
languages, 129; and racial
prejudice, 1229; and reparations,
78, 1260; reservation system, 295

NATO. See North Atlantic Treaty
Organization

Natural law, 1016-1020; and
abortion, 4; and conscience, 969;
and conservatism, 317; and
custom, 344-345; and Grotius,
Hugo, 610; and just wars, 800;
and reason, 756, 1414, 1483;
Voltaire on, 1565

Natural resources; rain forests, 1235;
sustainability, 1443-1445; and
technology, 1462

Natural Resources Defense Council,
456

Natural rights, 1021-1023; and
homelessness, 659; Leviathan
(Hobbes) on, 844; and rights and
obligations, 1288

Natural selection, 59, 284, 354, 491-
493, 577, 621, 926, 1387, 1393,
1461

Naturalism and hedonism, 1049
Naturalistic fallacy, 475, 600, 619,

631, 766, 824, 944, 961, 1024-
1025, 1049, 1248, 1536-1537

Nature; rights of, 1025-1026; human
dominion over, 402-403

Nature Conservancy Council, 1027
Nazi Germany, 1030-1032; anti-

Semitism in, 70, 582; and atom
bomb, 895; and Bonhoeffer,
Dietrich, 156-157; and
Eichmann, Adolf, 1573; and
eugenics, 483; euthanasia in, 483,
735; and fascism, 522, 1030,
1147; and Hitler, Adolf, 643; and
the Holocaust, 647-652; and
League of Nations, 835; medical
experiments in, 584, 923; and
Nuremberg Trials, 1060; and
science, 1027-1029; sterilization
in, 1419; and Tillich, Paul, 1487;
and Treaty of Versailles, 1508

NEA. See National Endowment for
the Arts

“NEA Four,” 90-91
Neal, Claude, 880
Needs and wants, 1033
Negligence, 1033-1034; and product

safety, 1194
Negotiation; and compromise, 285;

and conflict resolution, 301-302
NEH. See National Endowment for

the Humanities
Nehru, Jawaharlal, 164, 559
Nelson, Gaylord, 417
Nemesis, 995
Neocolonialism, 221, 493
Neo-Confucianism and Zhu Xi,

1612
Nero, 345, 544
Nestlé, 165, 186
Neurath, Constantin von, 1061
Neuroses; and hypnosis, 700; and

Internet chat room, 760; an
narcissism, 995; and revenge,
1273; and violent behavior, 1553

Neutrality; and International Red
Cross, 760; and isolationism,
776; of medical personnel, 578;
and peacekeeping missions, 164,
1102-1104; rights of, 580

Neutralization and “everyone does
it” justifications, 486

Nevada, gambling in, 867
Nevin, John A., 607
New Deal, 89, 535, 658, 882, 1584;

and minimum-wage laws, 949

New England Watch and Ward
Society, 205

New morality and premarital sex,
1179

New Testament, 108, 939, 1450; on
the Devil, 489; on equality, 465;
on faith, 1561; family values in,
517; on forgiveness, 529; on lust,
875; on mercy, 939; on sin, 1368-
1370; and Ten Commandments,
1473; on virtue, 1561

New York Daily News, 1446
New York Society for Ethical

Culture, 283
New York Society for the Prevention

of Cruelty to Children
(NYSPCC), 218

New York Times, The, 1127;
Pentagon Papers, 739, 792, 794,
1106

New York Times Co. v. Sullivan
(1964), 846, 1035

Newkirk, Ingrid, 63, 1107
News media; and Accuracy in

Media, 17; photojournalism,
1122-1123; and public’s right to
know, 1222

News sources, 1035-1037
Newspapers; and advice columnists,

28; and American Society of
Newspaper Editors, 53;
censorship of, 1035; ownership,
910-911; and sports betting, 126;
tabloids, 1446

Newton, Isaac, 1320, 1457, 1478,
1505, 1512; and the
Enlightenment, 444; influence of,
1318; and religion, 964

Nicholas II, 578, 1517
Nicholas V, Pope, 1231
Nicole, Pierre, 1092
Nicomachean Ethics (Aristotle), 83-

85, 474, 958, 1037, 1214, 1337-
1338, 1560-1562; and Boethius,
156; on courage, 333-334; on
desire, 372; on excellence, 494;
on friendship, 552; on golden
mean, 596; on humility, 695; on
justice, 508; on loyalty, 871; on
self-control, 1332; on teleology,
1466; on virtue, 597

Nicomachus, 1037
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Niebuhr, H. Richard, 1037-1038; on
revelation, 1272

Niebuhr, Reinhold, 1038, 1188; on
coercion, 263

Nietzsche, Friedrich, 1038-1040,
1519; on altruism, 47; on
atheism, 102; on benevolence,
122; Beyond Good and Evil, 126;
on compassion, 284; on cruelty,
341; on elitism, 433; and
existentialism, 497, 499; and
genealogy, 531; on God, 489; on
gratitude, 604; on hate, 622-623;
on mercy, 940; on morality, 967-
968; on nihilism, 1041-1042; on
power, 1139, 1172, 1174; on
Socrates, 852; on superman,
1174, 1504; on tragedy, 1503; on
wisdom, 1594

Nigeria, civil war, 697
Nigerian Internet scam, 287-288
Nightingale, Florence, 578
Nihilism, 1040-1042; and the

absurd, 11; Beauvoir, Simone de,
on, 117; and Buddhism, 1043;
and deconstruction, 359-360;
Derrida, James, and, 359; ethical,
967; and meaning of life, 850;
and morality, 886; Nietzsche,
Friedrich, on, 1504; and rap
music, 1400; and reason, 1041

Nike, 186
Nine-Eleven, 27, 72, 657, 1004,

1260, 1459, 1474; and
biochemical weapons, 132; and
chemical weapons, 215;
hijackers, 1004; and holy war,
657, 775; and homeland security,
657; and Islam, 792; and national
security, 1004; and United
Nations, 1525

Nineteen Eighty-Four (Orwell), 1074
Nineteenth Amendment, 1427
Ninth Amendment, 1223; and

privacy, 1187
Nirvana, 95, 112, 175-177, 809, 886,

1042-1043, 1559, 1611; Buddha
on, 1560; and mysticism, 988;
and Western Paradise, 1361

Nixon, Richard M., 477, 672, 1307,
1552; and the arts, 89; and
biochemical weapons, 135; and
campaign finance reform, 190;

corruption of, 331, 1514; and
Environmental Protection
Agency, 458; hypocrisy of, 702;
on Miranda v. Arizona, 950; and
Pentagon Papers, 1106-1107;
resignation of, 1189; and SALT
treaties, 1308; and Title IX, 1488;
and Vietnam War, 1551; and
Vietnam War, 675; and Watergate
scandal, 1578

Nkrumah, Kwame, 272, 1084
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001,

129
Nobel, Alfred Bernhard, 1044
Nobel Peace Prizes, 1044-1046;

Amnesty International, 55;
Carter, Jimmy, 55; Dalai Lama,
349-350; Dunant, Jean Henri,
760; Human Rights Watch, 689;
International Read Cross, 760;
King, Martin Luther, Jr., 814;
Mandela, Nelson, 893;
Schweitzer, Albert, 1317; Tutu,
Desmond, 1516; Wiesel, Elie,
649, 1588

Nobel Prize in Economics, Becker,
Gary, 419

Nobel Prize in Literature; Camus,
Albert, 192; Solzhenitsyn,
Aleksandr, 747, 1396; Tagore,
Rabindranath, 1449

Nobel Prize in Physiology or
Medicine; Crick, Francis, et al.,
570; Moniz, Egas, 864;
Spemann, Hans, 259

“Noble savage,” 1012
NOCM. See National Organization

of Changing Men
Noddings, Nel, 284, 526
Noebel, David, 1398
Noel-Baker, Philip, 1666
Nolen, William, 510
NOM. See National Organization of

Men
NOMAS. See National Organization

of Men Against Sexism
Noncognitivism, 114, 264-265, 772,

816; and the good, 600; and is/
ought distinction, 771; and
language, 824; and metaethics,
944

Nongovernmental organizations

(NGOs) and the United Nations,
1526

Nonviolence, 1047-1048; and
Ahi[s3, 42; and civil
disobedience, 248; in Civil
Rights movement, 253; and
Gandhi, Mohandas K., 558; and
Jainism, 781; and King, Martin
Luther, Jr., 814-815; and war,
1572. See also Violence

Norman, Richard, 48
Normative ethics, 1048-1049; and

applied ethics, 943; and egotism,
426; and liberalism, 846; and
technology, 1460

Norris, Clarence, 1326
North, Oliver, 1398
North American Committee for

Humanism, 691
North American Free Trade

Agreement (NAFTA), 590
North Atlantic Treaty Organization

(NATO), 1050-1051; and Bosnia,
765; and Kosovo, 817; and
peacekeeping missions, 1103

Northcliffe, Lord, 910
Northern Ireland, 655, 1257, 1259
Norway and the Nobel Peace Prize,

1044-1046
“Not in my backyard,” 1051-1053
Nott, Josiah, 1377
NOW. See National Organization for

Women
Nowell-Smith, P. H., 962
Nozick, Robert, 950, 1053-1054; on

consent, 315; and corporate
compensation, 327; on
distributive justice, 393; and
libertarianism, 848; on poverty,
1170

NSA. See National Security Agency
Nuclear arms race, 1054-1057; and

environmental movement, 457;
and Manhattan Project, 104, 894,
1320; and mutually assured
destruction, 985; and SALT
treaties, 1306-1308

Nuclear deterrence, 375
Nuclear energy, 1057-1058; Atomic

Energy Commission, 105; and
environmental movement, 457;
and pollution, 1152; and Union
of Concerned Scientists, 1523
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Nuclear fission, discovery of, 104
Nuclear Regulatory Commission,

105, 1059, 1523
Nuclear testing and Greenpeace, 609
Nudity, 1123; in art, 88; in films,

974
Nunn, Sam, 1399
Nuremberg Code, 912; and medical

research, 915
Nuremberg Laws, 650, 652
Nuremberg Trials, 490, 584, 1060-

1062, 1183, 1288, 1550, 1573;
and euthanasia, 735; and Lemkin,
Raphael, 839; and Nuremberg
Code, 912, 915; and obedience,
1064

Nussbaum, Martha, 49, 1062-1063;
and literature, 995

Nutrition, 139; and birth defects,
151; and children, 38; and
genetically modified foods, 575-
577; and human rights, 687;
inadequate, 696-697; and meat,
64

Oastler, Robert, 219
OAU. See Organization of African

Unity
Obedience, 1064-1065; and Milgram

experiment, 945; and power,
1065

Obesity, and children’s television,
236

Objectivism, 101, 264-265, 599,
763-764, 1065-1067, 1236, 1336-
1337; and God, 594; and Hobbes,
Thomas, 844; and morality, 1249;
and Nagel, Thomas, 992; and
selfishness, 1066; vs.
subjectivism, 264, 599, 763,
1535-1537; and value, 1535

Obligations, 1286-1288; and
intuitionism, 767; and ought/can
implication, 1076

“Obscenity,” 1158
Occult; and the Kabbala, 803; and

mysticism, 985; in song lyrics,
1398

Occupational Safety and Health
Administration, 438

O’Connor, Sandra Day, 91, 1600
O’Connor v. Donaldson (1975), 935
Odyssey (Homer), 158, 968

Office of Counsel to the President,
478

Office of Government Ethics, 477
Office of Technology Assessment,

1459
Office of the High Commissioner for

Human Rights, 1679
Ofili, Chris, 91
Ogburn, William F., 1458
O’Hair, Madalyn Murray, 101
Ohio Adult Parole Authority v.

Woodard (1998), 469
Oklahoma City federal building

bombing, 357
Old Testament, 628-629, 972; Adam

and Eve, 1114; and adultery, 22;
on assassination, 98; on business
ethics, 181; and divine command
theory, 396; divine justice in,
968; on divorce, 397; the Exodus,
815; family values in, 517; on
loyalty, 871; on lust, 875; on
mercy, 939; on the “messiah,”
942; and Moses, 971-972; on
murder, 1473; and Qur$3n, 1227;
on suicide, 1429; Ten
Commandments, 101, 282, 368,
517, 529, 534, 629, 875, 877,
958, 972, 1048, 1373, 1472-
1473; on theft, 1473; Torah,
1496-1497

Older Americans Act of 1965, 50
Older people; and advertising, 26;

Gray Panthers, 605
Olson, Mancur, 1186
Olympic Games; and gambling, 125;

security at, 1290
On Liberty (Mill), 545, 828, 831,

948, 1067-1069, 1187, 1390,
1537; on political liberty, 1144;
on tolerance, 1495

On War (Clausewitz), 1069
Oneida people, 1009, 1011
Onesicritus, 345
OnStar, 1461
Open government, 548; and public’s

right to know, 1222
Operation PUSH, 780-781
Operation Rescue, 1205
Oppenheimer, J. Robert, 895
Oppression, 1069-1071; and

ecofeminism, 417
Optimism, 1118-1119

Oregon and physician-assisted
suicide, 1432

Organ transplants, 8, 356, 926, 1071-
1073, 1294; and brain death, 166-
167

Organization of African Unity
(OAU), 1084

Organizations and ethical codes,
471-472

Organized crime and sports, 125
Origen, 1561
Original Sin, doctrine of, 242, 422,

606, 731, 1076, 1182, 1367-
1370, 1563; and collective guilt,
270

Orne, Martin T., 143
Ortega y Gasset, José, 1073-1074;

on love, 869
Orthodoxy and political correctness,

1143
Orwell, George, 737, 1074-1075
Oscar II, 1044
OSHA. See Occupational Safety and

Health Administration
Osler, William, 914
Ossietzky, Carl von, 1666
O’Sullivan, John L., 897
Oswald, Lee Harvey, 99
Other, the, 369, 1075-1076; and

alienation, 45; and generosity,
566; and Levinas, Emmanuel,
845; Sartre, Jean-Paul, on, 121

Ottawa Treaty of 1999, 823
Ottoman Empire, 817; and Iraq, 769
Ought; and accountability, 16
Ought/can implication, 1076-1077
Outdoor Advertising Association of

America, 25
Outsourcing, 1077-1078
Ovambo people, 33
Ovid, 1578
Owen, Robert, 1391
Ownership; and Nozick, Robert,

1054

PAC. See Pan-African Congress
Pacelle, Wayne, 690
Pacheco, Alex, 63, 1107
Pacific islanders and adultery, 22
Pacifism, 1079-1080; and

conscientious objection, 313; and
war, 1570, 1572

Page, David C., 1354
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Pain, 1081-1082; and animal
consciousness, 60; and
electroshock therapy, 430-431;
and sentience, 1343; and
suffering, 1081

Palestine, 776-779; and Crusades,
654; and Zionism, 1614

Palestine Liberation Organization
(PLO), 779

Paley, William, 47, 674, 1505
Palko v. Connecticut (1937), 132
Palmore, Erdman, 37
Pan-African Congress (PAC), 75
Pan-Africanism, 1082-1084
Panentheism, 1084-1086; and

pantheism, 1084-1085
Pankhurst, Emmeline, 1427
Pantheism, 1086; and panentheism,

1084-1085
Papacy and Index Librorum

Prohibitorum, 729
Paparazzi photographers, 1123
Papen, Franz van, 1061
Papp, Joseph, 89
Paradise; in Buddhism, 112, 1361; in

Hinduism, 636; and Islam, 1228;
in Zoroastrianism, 1615-1616

Paradoxes, 212, 1086-1088, 1383;
Acton’s aphorism, 1146; and
deterrence, 375; and
existentialism, 497, 499; good
and evil, 970; and hedonism,
631; and liars, 1512-1513; and
mysticism, 988; and nirvana,
1043; and pantheism, 1086; and
rationality, 1086-1088; and
reason, 1086; and rule of God,
788; and self-deception, 1333;
and the Shoah, 1589; Socratic,
1132-1134, 1395; of tolerance,
1495; and weakness of will,
1471-1472

Parenting, 1089-1090; and child
abuse, 217; and child psychology,
221; and child support, 224-225;
and confidentiality, 222; and
incest, 723-724; and jealousy,
786; and surrogate motherhood,
1440-1442

Parents Music Resource Center
(PMRC), 1398

Paris Adult Theater I et al. v. Slaton
(1973), 206

Parker, Mack Charles, 880
Parkinson’s disease, 8, 569, 721
Parks, Rosa, 249, 1064
Parole of convicted prisoners, 1090-

1091
Parsons, Frank, 15
Pascal, Blaise, 497, 1091-1093
Passion, 1093-1096; and rationality,

1093; and reason, 960
Passive resistance. See Nonviolence
Passivism and war, 947
Passy, Frédéric, 1046, 1665
Paternalism, 1097-1098; and drug

testing, 410; and parenting, 1089
Patience; and asceticism, 95; and

Buddhism, 155
Paton, William, 61
Patriarchy and gender bias, 564-565
Patriot Act of 2001, 1004, 1477
Patriotism, 1098; and fascism, 522;

and loyalty oaths, 872-873; types,
959; and war, 1571

Patterson, Orlando, 1376-1377
Paul IV, Pope, 158
Paul, Alice, 463, 1427
Paul, apostle. See Paul of Tarsus
Paul of Tarsus, 95, 308, 323, 875,

1351, 1562; on family values,
517; on gluttony, 593; on hope,
1562; on love, 1562; on sin,
1369; and situational ethics,
1373; on work, 1605

Pauling, Linus, 1666
PBS. See Public Broadcasting

System
Peace Corps, 1099-1100
Peace studies, 1100-1102
Peacekeeping missions, 1102-1104;

Bosnia, 163-164; Rwanda, 351
Peacemaking for Families, 1101
Pearson, Lester B., 1666
Peasants, 1376
Pedophilia and homosexuality, 865,

1296
Peirce, Charles Sanders, 763, 1104,

1512; on pragmatism, 1177-1178
Peloponnesian Wars, 946, 1324
Peltier, Leonard, 1105-1106
Pennsylvania, University of, 15
Pensions; military, 1545; and

retirement funds, 1269-1270
Pentagon Papers, 1106-1107; and

public’s right to know, 1222

Pentecostalism, 510
People for the Ethical Treatment of

Animals (PETA), 63, 456, 924,
1107-1108, 1680; advertising, 27

Pequot people, 1009-1010
Percival, Thomas, 138, 912, 914
Peres, Shimon, 1045, 1668
Perfectionism, 1109-1110, 1466
Pericles, 544
Périer, Jacqueline, 1091
Perjury, 1110
Permanent International Peace

Bureau, 1665
Permanent Court of Arbitration, 752
Permissible acts, 1111-1112
Perón, Juan, 389
Perot, H. Ross, 990
Perry, R. B., 1112
Persian Empire, 1615
Persian Gulf War; chemical

weapons, 215; and mercenary
soldiers, 938

Personal injury attorneys, 1113
Personal relationships, 1113-1117
Personal Responsibility and Work

Opportunity Reconciliation Act
of 1996, 449

Personality; and behaviorism, 120;
and character, 208

Personhood; and abortion, 5-6; and
electronic surveillance, 430

Perspectivism, 10
Pessimism, 1118-1119; and

Schopenhauer, Arthur, 1316
Pesticides, 455, 503, 733, 759; and

Environmental Protection
Agency, 458; Zyklon B, 651

PETA. See People for the Ethical
Treatment of Animals

Pétain, Henri-Philippe, 1507-1508
Petronius, 592
Pharmaceutical industry;

advertising, 27; and bioethics,
141

Phenomenology, 1425
Phenomenology of Spirit (Hegel),

44, 708, 1120-1121
Philby, Kim, 1507
Philip the Chancellor, 308
Phillips, Wendell, 1379
Philo of Alexandria, 1122
Philosophes, 1163-1166, 1277;

Montesquieu, 952
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Philosophy and ethics, 845
Philosophy Documentation Center,

1680
Phoenix Park murders, 100
Photojournalism, 1122-1123
Physician-patient relationship, 139,

297, 912, 1117, 1124-1126; and
genetic testing, 574, 1125; and
paternalism, 1098

Physicians. See Medical ethics
Physicians Committee for

Responsible Medicine, 1680
Physiology and emotions, 1093
Piaget, Jean, 954
Piety, 1254, 1535; and Christianity,

241; filial, 283, 304, 512; and
loyalty, 871; Plato on, 1132;
Socrates on, 851, 1254, 1256

Pilgrim’s Progress (Bunyan), 1230
Pinchot, Gifford, 138, 316, 455-456
Pinel, Philippe, 933
Pire, Georges, 1666
Pius X, Pope, 1167
Pius XII, Pope, 484, 1073, 1283,

1373
Plagiarism, 1126-1129; and

intellectual property, 748; and
research, 1319

Plague, 134-135, 923, 1014
Planned Parenthood, 610, 1187
Planned Parenthood of Southeastern

Pennsylvania v. Casey (1992),
1293

Plato, 1130-1135; on abortion, 4,
1205; Apology, 78; on art, 87;
and Augustine, Saint, 108; on
authority, 313; on censorship,
203; on consent and coercion,
315; on elitism, 432-433; on
emotion, 284; and the
Enlightenment, 444; on equality,
465; on excellence, 495; on
families, 514; on friendship, 552;
on glossolalia, 510; and God,
594; on the good, 599; and
Homer, 158; on idealism, 707; on
incommensurability, 729; on
infanticide, 735; on justice, 801;
on marriage, 1114; on morality,
1111; ontology of, 474; on piety,
1132; on property, 1603-1604; on
prudence, 1214; on public
interest, 1221; on reason, 1131-

1133; on religion, 1256;
Republic, 276, 322, 333, 424,
444, 474, 495, 559, 635, 708,
801-802, 967-968, 1114, 1130-
1134, 1173, 1214, 1256, 1262-
1263, 1331, 1334, 1389, 1560,
1603; on self-interest, 1334; on
sin, 1367; on social justice, 1389;
and Socrates, 475, 1130-1132;
and Sophists, 1401; on suicide
assistance, 1430; on tragedy,
1503; on work, 1602-1603

Platonic ethics, 1132-1135; on
idealism, 707; and
Phenomenology of Spirit (Hegel),
1120

“Playing god,” 1136; and medical
research, 926; and surrogate
motherhood, 1442

Pleasure; and Cyrenaics, 347; and
existentialism, 498; and
hedonism, 630-631; and
sentience, 1343

Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), 170, 391,
798, 1136-1137, 1329, 1437

PLO. See Palestine Liberation
Organization

Plumwood, Val, 417
Pluralism, 10, 1137-1138; and

ecofeminism, 418; and liberal
lifestyles, 859; and
multiculturalism, 982

Plutarch and role models, 1295
Plymouth Colony, 1545
PMRC. See Parents Music Resource

Center
Podhoretz, Norman, 1552
Pogroms, 582, 1138-1139, 1589,

1614
Pol Pot, 382
Police brutality, 1139-1142
Polio, eradication of, 1606
Political action committees, 190
Political advertising, 26
Political contributions and ethical

codes, 471
Political correctness, 1142-1143; and

multiculturalism, 981-982
Political ethics, Nozick, Robert,

1053
Political liberty, 1144-1145; and

Supreme Court, U.S., 1436
Political morality, 386

Political realism, 1145-1146
Politics, 1146-1150; and

accountability, 16; campaign
finance reform, 189-190;
conservatism, 316-317; and
corruption, 1146; Cynics on, 346;
and democracy, 365; and “dirty
hands,” 386; and feminist ethics,
527; libertarianism, 847-848; and
Marxism, 905; and nationalism,
1005-1008; progressivism, 1204;
and realpolitik, 1247; and
televangelists, 1468

Politics (Aristotle), 84, 322, 1603
Poll taxes, 391, 1150-1151
Pollution, 1151-1152; permits, 1153;

and sustainability of resources,
1444; and technology, 1458

Polygamy, 581, 900, 1253; in Africa,
35; among Eskimos, 670; and
Islam, 773, 979; in Turkey, 101

Polygraph tests, 1218
Pompanazzi, Pietro, 14
Poole, Ross, 102
Poona Pact, 1154-1155
Popeil, Ron, 736
Popes; Eugenia IV, 1231; Gregory

VII, 654; Innocent III, 654, 887-
888; John Paul II, 1605; Leo IV,
654; Leo IX, 654; Leo X, 14; Leo
XIII, 1433; Nicholas V, 1231;
Paul IV, 158; Pius X, 1167; Pius
XII, 484, 1073, 1283, 1373

Popper, Karl, 600, 1318
Population Connection, 1155, 1680
Population control, 1155-1157; and

environmental movement, 457;
and future generations, 555; and
genetic engineering, 572; and
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Buddhism

Zeno of Citium, 1340, 1421-1422,
1561

Zero-base ethics, 300-301, 1612
Zero Population Growth, 1155
“Zero-sum” economics, 300, 1612
Zhu Xi, 1568, 1612
Zhuangzi, 352, 1613-1614
Zionism, 776, 1614-1615; and anti-

Semitism, 70
Zola, Émile, 730
Zoos, 441, 690, 1607
Zoroaster, 1615; and Mani, 896
Zoroastrianism, 1615-1617; and evil,

489; and golden rule, 597; and
homosexuality, 666; and
Manichaeanism, 896; and Satan,
489
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