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Lecture Six : Ethics
1. Ethics : Definition and Sources
Ethics is the branch of philosophy that studies ideas about right and wrong. Whenever you think about, or discuss, whether something is right or wrong, you are doing ethics. For example, is it always wrong to steal or to tell a lie? What if your family was starving, Would you steal some food to feed them?
One of the biggest questions for philosophers in ethics is what they are based on. Where did moral rules like 'do not lie' or 'do not steal' come from? 
1.1.  Divine Command: Religion as the Source of Moral Ideas
 Ideas about what is right or wrong have often been based on religious beliefs. A god, gods or a spiritual force decided if something was right or wrong. This is known as 'divine command' theory. The Five Precepts of Buddhism or the Ten Commandments of Christianity are examples of rules from divine command. Morality based on divine command usually includes consequences. If someone follows divine moral rules in their present life they will be rewarded in their next life or afterlife. However, if people break those rules, there will be punishment in the next life or afterlife. 
1.2. The 'Golden Rule': People as the Source of Moral Ideas 
Different religions might have different ideas about what is moral and what is not. For example, whether someone can marry more than one person or whether people are permitted to eat certain foods. However, some ethical or moral ideas are found in almost all religions and cultures, in many different parts of the world. A moral rule found across most religions and cultures is that people should treat other people the way that they want to be treated themselves. This idea has become known as the 'Golden Rule'. People generally follow this idea in their daily lives so they can live and work with others. Therefore, the Golden Rule cannot really be claimed by any one religion or culture.
2. Everyday Ethics 
Everyday situations often involve ethical decisions. However, you may not have thought about those situations and decisions as 'ethics'. Thinking ethically means asking questions about your actions and about the possible effects of your actions on yourself and on others. 
Some things to consider about a decision: 
• Physical or emotional harm that it could cause to you or to others. 
• Effects on your reputation and your relationships with other people.
 • Wider effects on society and on the environment. 
• Legal problems that it could cause. 
The questions that you ask, and the answers that you give yourself, should act as guidelines for your decision making. They can help you to decide if your actions are ethically right or wrong. Some questions that we can ask ourselves when we are trying to decide if something is right or wrong:
 1. Would it break the Golden Rule? 
2. Could it harm anyone? 
3. Is it fair? 
4. Will it cause more harm or more good? 
5. Have I ever been told that it is wrong?  If so, by whom? 
6. How would I feel about it later if I did it? 
7. How would it affect friends or family? 
8. Does it have any impacts on society or the environment?
Following Rules and Laws 
Life is full of both rules and laws. They are similar but slightly different. We are usually expected to follow them.
 • Rules are created by a person, such as a parent or religious leader, or by an institution, such as a university or a club. You do not (usually) go to jail for breaking rules, but there may be other consequences, such as your mother shouting at you or being expelled from university.
 • Laws are created by governments. The job of the police, who work for the government, is to make people follow laws. People who do not follow laws can be arrested by the police, tried in court and punished if the court finds them guilty. Punishments for breaking laws can include fines, prison sentences or, in some countries, even death.
 There are so many rules and laws that it may be difficult to always follow them. Some (like the Golden Rule) are important because they allow society to function properly. However, some may not be fair or appropriate. Sometimes, the law may not be clear, or laws may not be properly enforced. Thinking ethically helps us make decisions about following rules and laws, when it is ethical not to, and what to do when a law or rule is unclear.
Rule-Based and Consequential Ethics
Rule-based (or 'deontological') ethics are based on the idea that rules should always be followed because following the rules is a good act, regardless of the consequences. In other words, in rule-based ethics, it is the rule and not the consequences that decide if an action is considered right or wrong. Hence, one should always follow an ethical rule because s/he would want everyone else to also follow that rule too. For example, you would not want other people to kill, steal or lie to you, so you should not do those things to other people. For instance, A dangerous-looking man carrying a gun comes to your house. He asks you where your best friend is. Folowing rule-based ethics, you should not lie whatever the consequences are. Similar example would appear if a patient i shaving a killing disease, as a doctor, are you going to tell him the truth?
The opposite of rule-based ethics is consequential ('teleological') ethics. . In consequential ethics, the consequences of actions decide if the actions are considered right or wrong.
Utilitarianism grew out of consequential ethics. It is the idea that an action is ethically right if the consequences of an action produce the 'greatest good for the greatest number' of people. A criticism of utilitarianism is that a good outcome for the majority of people does not mean a good outcome for everyone. For example, imagine a small boat with too many people in it that is sinking in the sea. If one person was pushed out of the boat into the sea, the boat would be able to keep floating with the other people who could be saved. While this might produce a good outcome for most of the people who are on the boat, it would be a very bad outcome for the person who was pushed out.

Practice
Exercise 1. Are these statements true or false? If false, say why. 
1. We often make ethical decisions without realising that we are doing so. 
2. We only need to think about the consequences for ourselves when making ethical decisions. 
3. 'Would I get rich?', is a question to consider when making an ethical decision. 
4. How you will view your decision in the future, after you have done something, should be considered when making an ethical decision. 
Exercise 2.
 a. Read the scenarios below and use the questions for making ethical decisions on the previous page to help you decide, for each scenario: i. what you would do; ii. why you would do that.
 b. Explain to a partner or in groups, what you would do and your reasons why for each scenario. 
Everyday Situations Involving Ethics 
a. A friend posts on Facebook. It says negative things about a different ethnic or religious group. Would you share it? Why?
 b. You buy something at a shop and the shopkeeper gives you 200 MMK more in change than they should have. Would you give it back? Why? 
c. The person in front of you in the street throws an empty plastic water bottle on the path. What would you do? Why? 
d. A friend has dressed in new clothes and done their hair before going out for the evening. You think they don't look good. They ask you if you think they look good. What would you say? Why? 
e. The day before you sit an exam, a friend offers you a copy of the answers. Would you take them? Why? 
f. You think that someone in your class stole your mobile phone. They leave the room and you see a phone like yours on their desk. Would you take it to see if it is yours? Why? 
g. During a test in class, you see your best friend looking over at the answer book of the person next to them. What would you do? Why?
Exercise 3. Match examples 1–4 to the ethical idea that they best demonstrate (rule-based or consequential). 
1. You hear about a new medicine that can cure a serious disease but it makes about one in every 10,000 people very sick. The government allows it to be used because it cures most people of the disease. 
2. You believe children should always have access to education and should never have to work before the age of 15. 
3. You were once arrested and spent a week in jail. The police did not keep an official record of your arrest. You are at an interview for a new job and the employer asks if you have ever been arrested. You say yes. 
4. You need to take your mother to hospital because she is very ill. You have no money for the taxi. Your friend's wallet is on the table. You take 10,000 MMK for the taxi fare.
Exercise 4.
Read the scenarios below and, for each scenario: 
1. Decide what you would do and why. 
2. Identify which ethical approach your decision demonstrated: rule-based or consequential/utilitarian.
 3. In pairs, explain your decision for each situation and why it matched that ethical approach. 4. As a class, discuss what you would do in each situation and the ethical approach it demonstrates .



Ethics Thought Experiments 
a. You have no food or money and your family are starving. You walk past a shop. The owner is in the back and cannot see you. You have a chance to steal some food from the shop to feed your family. Would you steal the food? Why? 
b. You have no food or money and your family are starving. You see a blind beggar on the side of the road. He has enough money in his cup for you to buy food for your family. Would you steal the money? Why? 
c. A small child is on her way to the dentist to have a tooth extracted. She has never been to the dentist before and she is very scared. You know that it will hurt. She asks you if it will hurt. Would you tell her? Why? 
d. You are a doctor. A patient has a serious disease. You know that they only have a 50% chance of surviving it. They ask you what their chances of surviving are. Would you tell the patient? Why?
 e. A man has put a bomb in a large shopping mall. It will explode in ten minutes and you cannot get everyone out before it explodes. You have arrested the bomber. You want him to tell you where the bomb is before it explodes. Would you torture him to tell you where the bomb is and stop it? Why? 
f. You have also arrested the bomber's wife and child. Would you torture them to make the bomber tell you where the bomb is and stop it? Why? 
g. You don't have much money, and need to support your family as well as yourself. You see a person who looks poor. They drop 5,000 MMK on the road. You pick it up. Do you keep it? Or run after the person and give it back? Why? 
h. You don't have very much money and need to support your family as well as yourself. You see a person who looks rich. They drop 5,000 MMK on the road. You pick it up. Do you keep it? Or run after the person and give it back? Why ?
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