What do we mean when we talk about ethics?

For our purposes, ethics or moral decision making, usually involve a choice between at least two competing claims.

Ethical debates are based upon foundational principles and are usually supported by a defined belief system. This often has a religious basis and if so is founded on the principles of the related teachings. This is clearly different from the approach taken by Humanist or Utilitarian views, which rule out particular moral stances based upon religious dogma. Tradition also has a direct influence.
The result of this tends to be that the choices made in answer to any particular moral question vary widely around the world and lead to massive debate on what is ‘right’ or ‘wrong’
Agreement can frequently be reached on many issues despite the different stances taken if sensible debate is allowed to take place. However there remain other issues where the only agreement which can be reached is to recognise not to agree but respect the opposing viewpoint. Or not to agree and condemn the opposing viewpoint.
So, to sum up, ethics and ethical debates are all about establishing moral truths. The problem is that most competing claims usually have some value and therefore become difficult to sort out. Indeed, competing claim often emerge within groups as well as across groups. Establishing moral truths, therefore, is extremely problematical as it relies upon argument and counter-argument on subjects that are essentially emotive.


Philosophical debate or discussion

Rules for debate can be found in ‘Cooperative learning’ and ‘critical skills’ and similar strategies. The essence is that the debate is structured around a clear set of rules and the pupils rigorously follow these. There should be no interruptions or outbursts. 
Time should be given after the introduction of the concept to be debated, for pupils to formulate their point of view through thinking, reading or discussion. Pupils may be given roles to play or texts to use in their debate, but need to be able to spend time discussing their own position again following the rules to be used.

The Lipman Method. The name for what you are doing in this lesson is philosophy. What we are about to do in this class is called a philosophical discussion. A New York professor called Matthew Lipman designed the rules for this type of discussion.

1. Pupils must wait for the teacher to ask them to speak
2. A pupil who wants to speak must use the following sentence: I agree/disagree with (the name of the last person to speak) then make their point, which should directly link to what has been said by the previous speaker
3. Pupils are allowed to express any opinion they wish, so long as it is reasonable and will not cause deliberate offence. If this rule is not respected then the teacher will stop the pupil from speaking.

Ethics
Ethics are ideas we have telling us what is right and what is wrong. – How we should behave.
Many of the philosophers who have written about ethics define them in relation to our regard for other people.  In this there is a link to all religions of the world, and religion frequently influences the ethics involved.
According to the philosopher Schopenhauer the foundation of ethics is compassion, which sits very well with the beliefs of most religions and the ideas of other philosophers such as Aristotle.

The study of ethics involves three parts

Meta ethics

the study of the origin of ethical principles 

Normative ethics

the study of our ethical principles

Applied ethics 
the study of particular issues and the ethical treatment of them


e.g. slavery, abortion, animal rights

If we link all of this we have a clear idea that ethics involves treating others as we would like to be treated by them.  The type of treatment is agreed by most people and in fact there are documents which set out these principles:

· The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
· The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
· The European Convention on Human Rights.  
These documents have been signed or ratified by the vast majority of countries.  Many individual countries have written constitutions which set out the rights, and responsibilities of their citizens.  So it is possible to argue that there is worldwide agreement on what are common ethical principles – which basically accepts that we have to respect the rights of others.

Ethics and Business

When ethics are applied to business a complication arises.  Should employees of a company behave according to the ethical principles which reflect the values of society as a whole – or should the company seek only to maximise the profits it makes in order to reward its shareholders?  Is the company responsible only to its shareholders or does it have a responsibility to society as a whole, a kind of corporate social responsibility?
We would hope that all business people would agree that they should act in the interests of society as a whole.  If society supports ethical principles then those companies which work according to them will have a good reputation and others will be condemned which may mean they will lose out in business terms.

Some people say that a way to test whether your behaviour is ethical is to think how you would feel if what you did was published in your local newspaper for all your friends and neighbours to read!
