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What is the basis for making ethical decisions? Should Joan challenge Fred the next
time he cracks a chauvinist joke? Should John refrain from lying on his job applica-
tion despite his temptation to do so? What, if anything, should make Hillary decide
that eating meat is corrupting, whereas vegetarianism is uplifting? It is obvious
that the kind of evidence required for an ethical decision is different from that
needed to make a nonethical one; but what is the nature of the difference? These
questions give rise to a search for a method of ethical justification and decision
making, a method that will specify the conditions that any good ethical decision
should meet.

To see how such questions arise concretely, consider the following case.’

Some years ago, a large German chemical firm, BASF, decided to follow the lead of
many other European firms and build a factory in the United States. BASF needed
land, lots of it (1,800 acres), an inexpensive labor pool, almost 5 million gallons of
fresh water every day, a surrounding area free of import taxes, and a nearby railroad
and ocean port. Obviously, only a handful of locations could meet all these require-
ments. The spot the company finally picked seemed perfect, an area near the coast of
South Carolina called Beaufort County. It purchased 1,800 acres.

South Carolina and Beaufort County were pleased with BASF’s decision. The sur-
rounding area, from which the company would pick its workers, was economically de-
pressed and per capita income stood well below the national average. Jobs of any kind
were desperately needed. Even the Governor of South Carolina and his staff were
eager for BASF to build in South Carolina, and although BASF had not yet finalized
its exact production plans, the State Pollution Central Authority saw no problems
with meeting the State pollution laws. BASF itself said that although it would dump
chemical byproducts into the local Colleton River, it planned not to lower the river’s
quality.

But troubled started immediately. To see why, one needs to know that Beaufort
County is the home of the internationally famous resort area called “Hilton Head.”
Hilton Head attracts thousands of vacationers every year—most of them with plenty of
money—and its developers worried that the scenic splendor of the area might be
marred by the air and water pollution. Especially concerned about water pollution, re-
sort developers charged that the proposed chemical plant would pollute the Colleton
River. They argued that BASF plants in Germany had polluted the Rhine and, in Bel-
gium, the Schelde River. Further, they noted that on BASF’s list of proposed expendi-
tures, pollution control was allocated only one million dollars.

The citizens of Beaufort County, in contrast to the Hilton Head Developers, wel-
comed BASF. They presented the company with a petition bearing over 7,000 signatures
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endorsing the new plant. As one local businessman commented, “I would say 80 per-
cent of the people in Beaufort County are in favor of BASF. Those who aren’t rich.”
(William D. McDonald, “Youth Corps Looking for Jobs,” The State, February 23, 1970.)

The manager of BASF’s U.S. operations was clearly confronted by an econom-
ic and moral dilemma. He knew that preventing massive pollution was virtually im-
possible and, in any case, outrageously expensive. The eagerness of South Carolina
officials for new industry suggested that pollution standards might be “relaxed” for
BASF. If it decided to go ahead and build, was the company to push for minimum
pollution control it could get away with under the law? Such a policy might maxi-
mize corporate profits and the financial interests of the shareholders, while at the
same time it would lower the aesthetic quality of the environment. It might make
jobs available to Beaufort County while ignoring the resort industry and the enjoy-
ment of vacationers. Moreover, the long-term effects of dumping chemicals were
hard to predict, but past experience did not give the manager a feeling of opti-
mism. Pollution seemed to be not only a business issue, but a moral one. But how
should the manager sort out, and eventually decide upon, such a moral issue?

To solve his moral problem, BASF’s manager might try a variety of strategies.
He might, for example, begin by assuming that he has three basic options: (1) Build
with minimal pollution control; (2) build with maximal pollution control; or (3) do
not build.

Then, he might reason:

The consequences of option 1 will be significant but tolerable water pollution, hostili-
ty from the Hilton Head Developers, high short-term corporate profits, and satisfied
shareholders.

The consequences of option 2 will be unnoticeable pollution, no complaints from
the Hilton Head Developers, high pollution-control costs, low profits, and unsatisfied
stockholders.

The consequences of 3 will be approval from the Hilton Head Developers, low
short-term profits (while a search for a new location is underway), strong disapproval
from the local townspeople.

My job from a moral perspective is to weigh these consequences and consider which
of the alternatives constitutes a maximization of good. Who will benefit from each de-
cision? How many people will be adversely affected and in what ways?

Or the manager might reason:

Both BASF Corporation and I are confronted with a variety of duties, rights, and
obligations. First there is the company’s obligation to its stockholders, and my duty as
manager is to protect the economic interests and rights of our stockholders. Next
there are the rights of those Beaufort residents and visitors in the area to clean air and
water. Finally there are the rights of other property owners in the area, including the
Hilton Head Developers, not to be harmed unreasonably by other industries. There is
an implied obligation to future generations to protect the river. And finally, there are
broader considerations: Is this an act I would want others to do? What kind of moral
example will I be setting?

My job from a moral perspective is to balance and assess these duties, rights, and ob-
ligations, and determine which have priority.
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Finally, the manager might reason:

I cannot confront a moral problem from either the abstract perspective of “conse-
quences,” or of “duties, rights, and obligations.” Instead, I must use a concrete concept
of human nature to guide my deliberations. Acts that aid persons to develop their po-
tential human nature are morally good; ones that do the opposite are bad.

I believe that the crucial potentialities of human nature include such things as
health, knowledge, moral maturity, meaningful employment, political freedom, and
self-respect.

My job from a moral perspective is to assess the situation in terms of its harmony or
disharmony with these basic concepts of human potential.

Notice how different each of these approaches is. The first focuses on the con-
cept of consequences; the second on duties, rights, and obligations; and the third on
human nature. Of course, the three methods may overlap; for example, applying the
concept of “human nature” in the third approach may necessitate referring to con-
cepts drawn from the first and second, such as “consequences” and “rights,” and
vice versa. Even so, the approaches reflect three classical types of ethical theory in
the history of philosophy. Each has been championed by a well-known traditional
philosopher, and most ethical theories can be categorized under one of the three
headings. The first may be called consequentialism, the second, deontology, and the
third, human nature ethics.

CONSEQUENTIALISM

As its name implies, a consequentialist theory of ethical reasoning concentrates on
the consequences of human actions, and all actions are evaluated in terms of the
extent to which they achieve desirable results. Such theories are also frequently la-
beled teleological, a term derived from the Greek word telos, which means “end” or
“purpose.” According to consequentialist theories, the concepts of right, wrong,
and duty are subordinated to the concept of the end or purpose of an action.
There are at least two types of consequentialist theory. The first—advocated by
only a few consequentialists—is a version of what philosophers call ethical egoism. It
construes right action as action whose consequences, considered among all the alter-
natives, maximizes my good—that is, action that benefits me the most or harms me the
least. The second type—advocated by most consequentialists—denies that right ac-
tion concerns only me. Rather, right action must maximize overall good; that is, it must
maximize good (or minimize bad) from the standpoint of the entire human commu-
nity. The best-accepted label for this type of consequentialism is utilitarianism. This
term was coined by the eighteenth-century philosopher Jeremy Bentham, although
its best-known proponent was the nineteenth-century English philosopher John Stu-
art Mill. As Bentham formulated it, the principle of utility states that an action is right
if it produces the greatest balance of pleasure or happiness and unhappiness in
light of alternative actions. Mill supported a similar principle, using what he called
the “proof” of the principle of utility—namely, the recognition that the only proof
for something’s being desirable is that someone actually desires it. Since everybody
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desires pleasure or happiness, it follows, according to Mill, that happiness is the most
desirable thing. The purpose of moral action is to achieve greatest overall happiness,
and actions are evaluated in terms of the extent to which they contribute to this end.
The most desirable state of affairs, the greatest good and the goal of morality, said
Mill, is the “greatest happiness for the greatest number.

While later utilitarians accept the general framework of Mill’s argument, not
all utilitarians are hedonists. That is, not all utilitarians equate “the good” with
pleasure or happiness. Some utilitarians have argued that in maximizing the
“good,” one must be concerned not only with maximizing pleasure, but with maxi-
mizing other things, such as knowledge, moral maturity, and friendship. Although
it could be claimed that such goods also bring pleasure and happiness to their pos-
sessor, it is arguable whether their goodness is ultimately reducible to whatever pleas-
ure they bring. These philosophers are sometimes called pluralistic utilitarians. Still
other philosophers have adapted utilitarianism to modern methods of economic
theory by championing what is known as preference utilitarianism. Instead of referring
to the maximization of specific goods, such as pleasure or knowledge, preference
utilitarians understand the ultimate foundation of goodness to be the set of prefer-
ences people actually possess. One person prefers oysters to strawberries; another
prefers rock music to Mozart. Each person has a set of preferences, and so long as
the setis internally consistent, it makes no sense to label one set morally superior to
another. Preference utilitarianism thus interprets right action as that which is op-
timal among alternatives in terms of everyone’s preferences. Disputes, however,
rage among preference utilitarians and their critics over how to specify the meaning
of optimall.

Bentham and Mill thought that utilitarianism was a revolutionary theory, both
because it accurately reflected human motivation and because it had clear applica-
tion to the political and social problems of their day. If one could measure the ben-
efit or harm of any action, rule, or law, they believed, one could sort out good and
bad social and political legislation as well as good and bad individual actions.

But how, specifically, does one apply the traditional principle of utility? To
being with, one’s race, religion, intelligence, or condition of birth is acknowledged
to be irrelevant in calculating one’s ultimate worth. Each person counts for “one,”
and no more than “one.” Second, in evaluating happiness, one must take into ac-
count not only present generations, but ones in the future. In calculating the ef-
fects of pollution, for instance, one must measure the possible effects pollution
might have on health, genetics, and the supply of natural resources for future gen-
erations. Third, pleasure or happiness is measured in toto so that the thesis does not
reduce to the idea that “one ought to do what makes the most persons happy.” Util-
itarianism does not reduce to a dictatorship of majority interests. One person'’s con-
siderable unhappiness might outweigh the minor pleasures of many other persons
added together. Utilitarians also consider the long-term consequences for single in-
dividuals. For instance, it might be pleasurable to drink a full bottle of wine every
evening, but the long-term drawbacks of such a habit might well outweigh its tem-
porary pleasures.
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Finally, according to many utilitarians (such as Mill), some pleasures are quali-
tatively better than others. Intellectual pleasure, for example, is said to be higher
than physical pleasure. “Better to be Socrates unsatisfied,” writes Mill, “than a pig
satisfied.” The reasons that drove Mill to formulate this qualitative distinction
among pleasures are worth noting. Since Mill believed that the optimal situation
was one of “greatest happiness for the greatest number,” than what was he to say
about a world of people living at the zenith of merely physical happiness? If science
could invent a wonder drug, like the “soma” in Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World,
which provided a permanent state of drugged happiness (without even a hang-
over), would the consequence be a perfect world? Mill believed not, and to remedy
this difficulty in his theory, he introduced qualitative levels of happiness. For exam-
ple, he said that the happiness of understanding Plato is “higher” than that of
drinking three martinis. But how was Mill to say which pleasures were higher? Here
he retreated to an ingenious proposal: When deciding which of two pleasures is
higher, one should poll the group of persons who are experienced—that is, who
know both pleasures. Their decision will indicate which is the higher pleasure. Ah,
but might the majority decision not be wrong? Here Mill provides no clear answer.

Modern-day utilitarians divide themselves roughly into two groups: act utili-
tarians and rule utilitarians. An act utilitarian believes that the principle of utility
should be applied to individual acts. Thus one measures the consequences of each
individual action according to whether it maximizes good. For example, suppose a
certain community were offered the opportunity to receive a great deal of wealth
in the form of a gift. The only stipulation was that the community force some of its
citizens with ugly, deteriorated homes to repair and beautify them. Next, suppose
the community held an election to decide whether to accept the gift. An act utili-
tarian would analyze the problem of whether to vote for or against the proposal
from the standpoint of the individual voter. Would an individual’s vote to accept the
gift be more likely to maximize the community’s overall good than would a vote to
the contrary?

A rule utilitarian, on the other hand, believes that instead of considering the
results of specific actions, one must weight the consequences of adopting a general
rule exemplified by that action. According to the rule utilitarian, one should act ac-
cording to a general rule which, if adopted, would maximize good. For example, in
the hypothetical case of the community deciding whether to accept a gift, a rule
utilitarian might adopt the rule “Never vote in a way that lowers the self-respect of a
given class of citizens.” She might accept this rule because of the general unhappi-
ness that would ensue if society systematically treated some persons as second-class
citizens. Here the focus is on the general rule and not on the individual act.

Critics raise objections to utilitarianism. Perhaps the most serious objection is
that it is unable to account for justice. Because the utilitarian concentrates on the
consequences of an action for a majority, the employment of the principle of utility
can be argued to allow injustice for a small minority. For example, if overall good-
ness were maximized in the long run by making slaves of 2 percent of the popula-
tion, utilitarianism seemingly is forced to condone slavery. But clearly this is unjust.
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Utilitarianism’s obvious response is that such slavery will not, as a matter of empiri-
cal fact, maximize goodness. Rule utilitarians, as we have seen, can argue that socie-
ty should embrace the rule “Never enslave others,” because following such a
principle will, in the long run, maximize goodness. Even so, the battle continues be-
tween utilitarians and their critics. Can utilitarianism account for the widely held
moral conviction that injustice to a minority is wrong regardless of the conse-
quences? The answer is hotly contested.

Another criticism concerns the determination of the good to be maximized.
Any consequentialist has the problem of identifying and ranking whatever is to be
maximized. For a utilitarian such as Mill, as we have seen, the problem involves dis-
tinguishing between higher and lower pleasures. But for pluralistic utilitarians, a
similar problem exists: What is the basis for selecting, for example, friendship and
happiness as goods to be maximized and not, say, aesthetic sensitivity? And even
granted that this problem can be solved, there is the future problem of arbitrating
trade-offs between goods such as happiness and friendship when they conflict. When
one is forced to choose between enhancing happiness and enhancing friendship,
which gets priority? And under what conditions?

An interesting fact about consequentialist reasoning is that most of us employ
it to some degree in ordinary decisions. We weigh the consequences of alternatives
in choosing colleges, in deciding on a career, in hiring and promoting others, and
in many other judgments. We frequently weigh good consequences over bad ones
and predict the long- and short-term effects of our choices. We often even cite con-
sequentialist-style principles—for example, “No one should choose a college where
he or she will be unhappy,” or, “No one should pollute the environment when his or
her action harms others.”

However, for a variety of reasons including the objections to utilitarianism
mentioned earlier, some philosophers refuse to acknowledge consequentialism as
an adequate theory of ethics. They argue that the proper focus for ethical judg-
ments should not be consequences, but moral precepts—that is, the rules, norms,
and principles we use to guide our actions. Such philosophers are known as deont-
ologists, and the next section will examine their views.

DEONTOLOGY

The term deontological comes from the Greek word for “duty,” and what is crucial ac-
cording to the deontologist are the rules and principles that guide actions. We shall
discuss here two approaches to deontological ethical reasoning that have pro-
foundly influenced ethics. The first is that of the eighteenth-century philosopher
Immanuel Kant and his followers. This approach focuses on duty and universal
rules to determine right actions. The second—actually a subspecies of deontologi-
cal reasoning—is known as the “social contract” approach. It focuses not on indi-
vidual decision making, but on the general social principles that rational persons in
certain ideal situations would agree upon and adopt.
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Kantian Deontology

Kant believed that ethical reasoning should concern activities that are rationally
motivated and should utilize precepts that apply universally to all human actions.
To this end, he opens his treatise on ethics by declaring

It is impossible to conceive anything at all in the world, . . . which can be taken as good
without qualification except a good will.?

This statement sums up much of what Kant wants to say about ethics and is
worth unraveling. What Kant means is that the only thing that can be good or
worthwhile without any provisos or stipulations is an action of the will freely moti-
vated for the right reasons. Other goods such as wealth, beauty, and intelligence are
certainly valuable, but they are not good without gratification because they have the
potential to create both good and bad effects. Wealth, beauty, and intelligence can
be bad when they are used for purely selfish ends. Even human happiness—which
Mill held as the highest good—can, according to Kant, create complacency, disin-
terest, and excessive self-assurance under certain conditions.

According to Kant, reason is the faculty that can aid in the discovery of correct
moral principles; thus it is reason, not inclination, that should guide the will. When
reason guides the will, Kant calls the resulting actions ones done from “duty.” Kant’s
use of the term duty turns out to be less formidable than it first appears. Kant is sim-
ply saying that a purely good and free act of the will is one done not merely because
you have an inclination to do it, but because you have the right reasons for doing it.
For example, suppose you discover a wallet belonging to a stranger. Kant would say
that despite one’s inclination to keep the money (which the stranger may not even
need), one should return it. This is an act you know is right despite your inclinations.
Kant also believes you should return the wallet even when you believe the
consequences of not returning it are better. Here his views are at sharp odds with con-
sequentialism. Suppose that the stranger is known for her stinginess, and you plan to
donate the money to a children’s hospital. No matter. For Kant, you must return the
wallet. Thus the moral worth lies in the act itself and not in either your happiness or
the consequences brought about by the act. Acts are good because they are done for
the sake of what is right and not because of the consequences they might produce.

But how do I know what my duty is? While it may be clear that one should re-
turn a wallet, there are other circumstances in which one’s duty is less evident. Sup-
pose you are in a six-person lifeboat at sea with five others and a seventh person
swims up? What is one’s duty here? And how does one even know that what one
thinks 1s right is right? To settle such problems, Kant claims that duty is more than
doing merely what you “feel” is right. Duty is acting with respect for other rational be-
ings. It almost goes without saying, then, that “acting from duty” is not to be inter-
preted as action done in obedience to local, state, or national laws, since these can
be good or bad. Instead, “duty” is linked to the idea of universal principles that
should govern all our actions.
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But is there any principle that can govern allhuman beings? Kant believes the
answer is yes, and he calls the highest such principle the “categorical imperative.”
He formulates the categorical imperative in three ways (although we shall only con-
sider two formulations here). The first formulation, roughly translated, is

One ought only to act such that the principle of one’s act could become a universal law
of human action in a world in which one would hope to live.

For example, one would want to live in a world where people followed the
principle “Return property that belongs to others.” Therefore, one should return
the stranger’s wallet. We do not, however, want to live in a world where everyone
lies. Therefore, one should not adopt the principle “Lie whenever it seems helpful.”

The second formulation of the categorical imperative is

One ought to treat others as having intrinsic value in themselves, and not merely as
means to achieve one’s ends.

In other words, one should respect every person as a rational and free being.
Hitler treated one group of persons as nonpersons in order to achieve his own
ends, and thus he acted contrary to the categorical imperative. Another instance of
treating persons as means would occur if a teacher looked up the grade records of
new students to determine how to assign grades in her own class. She would be
treating students as if they had no control over their destinies. Such actions are im-
moral according to Kant because they fail to respect the inherent dignity of ration-
al beings.

Ethical reasoning for Kant implies adopting principles of action and evaluat-
ing one’s actions in terms of those principles. Even Kant grants that the evaluation
is sometimes difficult. For example, there is the problem of striking the proper level
of generality in choosing a principle. A principle that read, “If one is named John
Doe and attends Big State University and has two sisters, then he should borrow fifty
dollars without intending to repay it,” is far too specific. On the other hand, the
principle “You should always pay your debts” might be too general, since it would
require that a starving man repay the only money he possesses to buy a loaf of
bread. Because of the problem of striking the proper degree of generality, many
modern deontologists have reformulated Kant’s basic question to read, “Could I
wish that everyone in the world would follow this principle under relevantly similar
conditions?”

As with utilitarianism, critics challenge deontological reasoning. Some assert
that fanatics such as Hitler could at least believe that the rule “Persecute Jews when-
ever possible” is one that the world should live by. Similarly, a thief might universal-
ize the principle “Steal whenever you have a good opportunity.” Moreover, a strict
interpretation of deontological ethical reasoning is said to allow no exceptions to a
universal principle. Such strict adherence to universal principles might encourage
moral rigidity and might fail to reflect the diversity of responses required by com-
plex moral situations. Finally, critics argue that, in a given case, two principles may
conflict without there being a clear way to decide which principle or rule should
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take precedence. Jean-Paul Sartre tells of his dilemma during World War II when he
was forced to choose between staying to comfort his ill and aging mother and fight-
ing for the freedom of France. Two principles seemed valid: “Give aid to your father
and mother,” and “Contribute to the cause of freedom.” But with conflicting prin-
ciples, how is one to choose? Nevertheless, deontological ethical reasoning repre-
sents a well-respected and fundamentally distinctive mode of ethical reasoning, one
which, like consequentialism, appears in the deliberations of ordinary persons as
well as philosophers. We have all heard actions condemned by the comment “What
would it be like if everyone did that?”

The Contractarian Alternative

Kant assumes that the categorial imperative is something all rational individuals can
discover and agree upon. A different version of deontology is offered by many
philosophers who focus less on the actions of individuals and more on the princi-
ples that govern society at large. These include two philosophers whose writings ap-
pear in our book: the seventeenth-century political philosopher John Locke and
the twentieth-century American philosopher John Rawls. They and others try to es-
tablish universal principles of a just society through what might be called “social
contract thought experiments.” They ask us to imagine what it would be like to live
in a situation where there are no laws, no social conventions, and no political state.
In this so-called state of nature, we imagine that rational persons gather to formu-
late principles or rules to govern political and social communities. Such rules would
resemble principles derived through the categorical imperative in that they are pre-
sumable principles to which every rational person would agree and which would
hold universally.

Locke and Rawls differ in their approach to establishing rules or principles of
justice, and the difference illustrates two distinct forms of contractarian reasoning.
Locke argues from a “natural rights” position, while Rawls argues from a “reason-
able person” position. Locke claims that every person is born with, and possesses,
certain basic rights that are “natural.” These rights are inherent to a person’s na-
ture, and they are possessed by everyone equally. Like other inherent traits, they
cannot be taken away. They are, in the words of the Declaration of Independence,
“inalienable.” When rational persons meet to formulate principles to govern the
formation of social and political communities, they construct a social contract that
is the basis for an agreement between themselves and their government and whose
rules protect natural rights. Rights, then, become deontological precepts by which
one forms and evaluates rules, constitutions, government, and socioeconomic sys-
tems. While many philosophers disagree with Locke’s view that each of us has in-
herent or natural rights, many do utilize a theory of human rights as the basis for
justifying and evaluating political institutions.

Rawls adopts a different perspective. He does not begin from a natural rights
position. Instead, he asks which principles of justice rational persons would formu-
late if they were behind a “veil of ignorance”—that is, if each person knew nothing
about who he or she was. That is, one would not know whether one were old or
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young, male or female, rich or poor, highly motivated or lazy, or anything about
one’s personal status in society. Unable to predict which principles, if picked, will
favor them personally, Rawls argues, persons will be forced to choose principles that
are fair to all.

Rawls and Locke are not in perfect agreement about which principles would
be adopted in such hypothetical situations, and more will be said about their views
later in this book. For now it is important to remember that the social contract ap-
proach maintains a deontological character. It is used to formulate principles of jus-
tice that apply universally. Some philosophers note, however, that from an original
position in a “state of nature” or behind a “veil of ignorance,” rational persons could
adopt consequentialist principles as rules for a just society. Thus, while the social
contract approach is deontological in style, the principles it generates are not nec-
essarily ones that are incompatible with consequentialism.

In the moral evaluations of business, all deontologists—contractarians includ-
ed—would ask questions such as the following:

1. Are the rules fair to everyone?
2. Do the rules hold universally even with the passage of time?
3. Is every person treated with equal respect?

What may be missing from a deontological approach to ethical reasoning is a
satisfactory means of coping with valid exceptions to general rules. Under what cir-
cumstances, if any, are exceptions allowed? Deontologists believe that they can an-
swer this question, but their solutions vary. Suffice it to say that deontologists, just as
utilitarians, have not convinced everyone.

HUMAN NATURE ETHICS

According to some contemporary philosophers, the preceding two modes of ethical
reasoning exhaust all possible modes. That is to say, all theories can be classified as
either teleological or deontological. Whether this is true cannot be settled here, but
it will be helpful to introduce briefly what some philosophers consider to be a third
category, namely, the human nature approach.

A human nature approach assumes that all humans have inherent capacities
that constitute the ultimate basis for all ethical claims. Actions are evaluated in
terms of whether they promote or hinder, coincide with or conflict with these ca-
pacities. One of the most famous proponents of this theory was the Greek philoso-
pher Aristotle. In Aristotle’s opinion, human beings have inherent potentialities, and
thus human development turns out to be the struggle for self-actualization or, in
other words, the perfection of inherent human nature. Consider the acorn. It has
the natural potential to become a sturdy oak tree. Its natural drive is not to become
an elm or a cedar or even a stunted oak, but to become the most robust oak tree
possible. Diseased or stunted oak trees are simply deficient; they are instances of
things in nature whose potential has not been fully developed. Similarly, according
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to Aristotle, persons are born with inherent potentialities. Persons, like acorns, nat-
urally are oriented to actualize their potentialities, and for them this means more
than merely developing their physical potential. It also means developing their
mental, moral, and social potential. Thus, human beings in this view are seen as ba-
sically good; evil is understood as a deficiency that occurs when one is unable to ful-
fill one’s natural capacities.

It is important to understand that the concept of human nature need not be
an individualistic one. According to Aristotle, persons are “social” by nature and
cannot be understood apart from the larger community in which they participate.
“Man,” Aristotle wrote, is a “social animal.” For Aristotle, then, fulfilling one’s natu-
ral constitution implies developing wisdom, generosity, and self-restraint, all of
which help to make one a good member of the community.

The criterion for judging the goodness of any action is whether or not the ac-
tion is compatible with one’s inherent human capacities. Actions that enhance
human capacities are good; those that deter them are bad unless they are the best
among generally negative alternatives. For example, eating nothing but starches is
unhealthy, but it is clearly preferable to starving.

This theory puts great emphasis on the nature of persons, and obviously how
one understands that “nature” will be the key to determining both what counts as a
right action and how one defines the proper end of human action in general. Aris-
totle argued that intelligence and wisdom are uniquely human potentialities and
consequently that intellectual virtue is the highest virtue. The life of contemplation,
he believed, is the best sort of life, in part because it represents the highest fulfill-
ment of human nature. Moral virtue, also crucial in Aristotle’s theory, involves the
rational control of one’s desires. In action where a choice is possible, one exercises
moral virtue by restraining harmful desires and cultivating beneficial ones. The de-
velopment of virtue requires the cultivation of good habits, and this in turn leads
Aristotle to emphasize the importance of good upbringing and education.

One problem said to affect human nature theories is that they have difficulty
justifying the supposition that human beings do have specific inherent capacities
and that these capacities are the same for all humans. Further, critics claim that it is
difficult to warrant the assumption that humans are basically good. Perhaps the fa-
mous psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud is correct in his assertion that at bottom we are
all naturally aggressive and selfish. Third, critics complain that it is difficult to em-
ploy this theory in ethical reasoning, since it appears to lack clear-cut rules and
principles for use in moral decision making. Obviously, any well-argued human na-
ture ethic will take pains to spell out the aspects of human nature which, when ac-
tualized, constitute the ultimate ground for moral judgments.

CONCLUSION

The three approaches to ethical reasoning we have discussed—consequentialism,
deontology, and human nature ethics—all present theories of ethical reasoning dis-
tinguished in terms of their basic methodological elements. Each represents a type
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or model of moral reasoning that is applicable to practical decisions in concrete sit-
uations. Consider, for example, the case study with which we began our discussion,
involving BASF and its proposed new plant. As it happened, BASF chose option 3
and decided to build elsewhere. In making his decision, did the BASF manager ac-
tually use any or all of the methods described earlier? Although we cannot know the
answer to this question, it is clear, as we saw earlier, that each method was applicable
to his problem. Indeed, the three methods of moral reasoning are sufficiently broad
that each is applicable to the full range of problems confronting human moral ex-
perience. The question of which method, if any, is superior to the others must be left
for another time. The intention of this essay is not to substitute for a thorough study
of traditional ethical theories—something for which there is no substitute—but to
introduce the reader to basic modes of ethical reasoning that will help to analyze the
ethical problems in business that arise in the remainder of this book.
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