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Many people reason that we don’t need ethics because our system of laws, when
consistently enforced, provides sufficient protection of our rights. In order to assess
this idea we must understand who makes laws and how they make them. Who makes
them is easy to answer: local, state, and national legislators. How they are made is
somewhat more difficult. We know that legislators must get together to talk about a
particular behavior and then vote on whether they want to criminalize it. But what
do they say to one another? On what basis do they conclude that one act deserves to
be classified criminal and another one doesn’t? What kinds of reasons do they offer
to support their views? How can they be sure those reasons are good ones?

What, for example, did legislators say before they decided that sexual
harassment is illegal? Certainly something more than “I wouldn’t commit such an
act.” The fact that two or ten or five hundred legislators expressed that personal view
would not be sufficient reason to conclude that a law should be passed preventing
other people from committing the act. Remember that according to relativism no one
has any business criticizing other people’s moral decisions. If that principle is valid,
then the sexual harasser should be free to follow his or her preference. The only
rational basis for a law against sexual harassment is that the act is wrong, not just
for those who think so but for everyone. The proper focus for lawmakers is not on
their subjective preferences but on the nature of the actions in question.

Why do we need ethics if we have laws? @yBecause law is not possible without

ethics. The only way for a law to be enacted or repealed is for one or more people to
make a decision about right and wrong. That has always been true, whether the
lawmaker was the chieftain of a nomadic band or tribe, a king or queen, or a group
of elected officials.

@ If human beings were wise enough to create one set of laws that would last

for all time, we might say that ethical judgment was once important but no longer

is. Alas, humans are not that wise. New circumstances arise and laws must be
revised to fit them. In addition, new insights sometimes reveal that a law punishes

behavior that does not deserve punishment or makes unreasonable demands on
| people. The Eighteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution made Prohibition the
law of the land—until the Twenty-first Amendment repealed it in the name of justice.
Members of the Amish religious community, whose way of life called for less formal

schooling than the law prescribed, were judged criminals for withdrawing their



children from school—until the U.S. Supreme Court declared the application of the
law to them unjust.

Ethics is the study of right and wrong conduct. Let us expand on that definition.
In the scientific sense, ethics is a descriptive discipline, involving the collection and
interpretation of data on what people from various cultures believe, without any
consideration for the appropriateness or reasonableness of those beliefs. In the
philosophical sense, the sense that concerns us, ethics is a two-sided discipline. One
side, normative ethics, answers specific moral questions, determining what is
reasonable and therefore what people should believe. (The term normative means
setting norms, or guidelines.) The other side of philosophical ethics, metaethics,
examines ethical systems to appraise their logical foundations and internal
consistency.

The focus of ethics is moral situations—that is, those situations in which there
1s a choice of behavior involving human values (those qualities that are regarded as
good and desirable). Thus, whether we watch TV at a friend’s house or at our own is
not a moral issue. But whether we watch TV at a friend’s house without his or her
knowledge and approval is a moral issue. Similarly, filling out an application for a
job is a morally neutral act. But deciding whether to tell the truth on the application
is a moral issue. Consider also something many people spend a great deal of time
doing these days—texting. In many cases, this way of communicating with friends
and family is not a moral issue. But when it is done while driving a car, it could
endanger other people and therefore is a moral issue. The same is true when an

employee texts at work and thus takes time away from the job she is paid to do.

H 8 : Republished with permission of McGraw Hill LLC from Thinking critically
about ethical issues,Vincent Ryan Ruggiero,2012 ; permission conveyed
through Copyright Clearance Center,Inc.
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(4) AXEHHD “Many people reason that we don’t need ethics because our system

of laws, when consistently enforced, provides sufficient protection of our rights.”
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