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Is There An Ultimate Standard for Moral Decision-Making?

If we assume that those acting on behalf of DAV are
required to act in a moral way, the next question is
simple to state and difficult to answer:  What makes
right acts right?  Put a different way, what is the
standard to which moral acts should conform?

Since the beginning of recorded intellectual history,
philosophers have struggled with and tried to articulate
an answer to this fundamental question.  Textbooks on
business ethics almost invariably try to select one of the
leading theories and make it the touchstone for ethical
conduct.

THE LEADING THEORIES

Consequentialism

This theory maintains that the morality of an action is
determined by examining the consequences of the
action. Utilitarianism is the most well-known version of
this view.  It is based on the idea that actions are
morally good if they maximize well-being and minimize
suffering.

In some contexts, a simple resort to utilitarianism works
well.  For example, suppose I am a doctor working for a

nonprofit organization.  If I am treating 100 sick people
and I have 50 doses of medicine, do I split the doses in
half to give some to everyone?  If I believe that half a
dose is ineffective, it would be immoral for me to do
that because ultimately 100 people will suffer.  On the
other hand, if I give full doses, only 50 will suffer and 50
will be cured.  Utilitarianism offers a straightforward
and seemingly correct solution. 1

Utilitarianism can run aground in many cases because it
is basically a crystal-ball approach to ethics.  Since the
theory requires us to assess the consequences of
actions beforehand, it has a difficult time handling the
all-too-human fact of mistaken analysis.  What if the
doctor in our example is wrong and it turns out that half
a dose is better than none?  Does his action therefore
turn out to be bad?  Most people would have a hard
time accepting that conclusion.

Deontology

Deontology is not a common word, but it is a label for a
common theory.  The name comes from the Greek word
deon, which means “duty.”  This theory, most famously
associated with the German philosopher Immanuel

1 The attentive reader will realize that utilitarianism is decidedly less helpful in answering the question of which 50 persons get the
medicine.
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Kant, holds that certain actions are intrinsically right or
wrong, without reference to the consequences.  The
deontologist often identifies certain principles of
conduct that are supposedly inviolable.  Actions in
accord with those principles are ethical.  Actions
contradicting those principles are not.  One of the
favorite principles of deontologists is the
noncontroversial rule, “Lying is wrong.” 2

The rigid adherence to principle that characterizes the
deontologist can be problematic.  Suppose a deranged
man walks into your home and asks “Do you know
where your children are?  I would like to kill them.”  If
you know where the kids are, the deontologist would
require disclosure to avoid lying.  Such a bizarre
conclusion tells us that there is more to ethics than
duty.

Virtue Ethics

Virtue ethics finds the moral goodness of an action in
the character of the moral agent.  In other words, if the
moral actor is, say, compassionate and his actions
reflect that, his actions are moral.  In the case of the
doctor and the 100 patients, dosing either 50 or 100
would have been virtuous, since either choice would
have been motivated by compassion.

Virtue ethics may be a useful tool for evaluating moral
actions, but it stumbles when virtues conflict.  Certainly,
we would all agree that courage is a virtue.  So too, we
would certainly count honesty among the key virtues.
So how do we handle the case of a bank robber who
pulls off an incredibly daring and dangerous heist?  The
fellow has no lack of courage, yet suffers from a singular
lack of honesty.  As presented, virtue ethics presents no
clear method to reconcile the conflict.  We know that
the robbery was immoral, but we must be basing our
conclusion on something other than (or at least in
addition to) virtue ethics.

CONCLUSION

Lest the reader despair that rationality in ethics is
impossible, we cannot forget the fundamental fact that
we can, and usually do, make ethically defensible
decisions.  The fact that we cannot reduce moral
decision-making to a single sentence formula is no more
problematic than the fact that although there are many
ways to throw a curve ball, the end result of all of them
is roughly the same:  a ball that curves. In the next
issue, we will examine the anatomy of moral decisions.

2 Kant, the father of deontology, took the reliance on principles to an extreme.  Having ordered a case of rare whiskey from a
seagoing merchant, Kant was irate when the ship returned empty.  The crew had dumped the cargo to avoid a shipwreck.  Kant
berated them for immorality, claiming that “contracts must be honored” was an inviolable principle.  In his view, they should have
(voluntarily) drowned.
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