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Introduction

As the authors of this book, we feel strongly about the
importance of ethics. Ethics marks off one of the most
fascinating — and difficult — aspects of human life.
Whether you're a university student who's taking an
ethics course and needs some of the theories clarified or
you're someone who wants to live a life that’s more
aligned with what’s right, Ethics For Dummies is just for
you. Philosophy courses on ethics can be pretty stuffy
material, but this book tries to cut to the chase and gives
you what you need to know while making you smile at the
same time.

To take ethics — or the investigation of what ought to be
— seriously is to engage head on with the question of
value. Of course, it also involves jumping into the thick
controversy that involves debating what you ought to do
and why. Taking ethics on involves applying different
answers about what you ought to do to the world you live
in. That means thinking about how to interact with other
people, animals, perhaps your colleagues at work, and
the environment. By the time you’'re done reading this
book, ethics will no longer be mystifying. It will seem like
familiar territory.

About This Book

We — your humble authors — are both university
professors. Each of us regularly teaches courses on ethics
at our colleges. As a result, we're well acquainted with
how difficult and frustrating a subject ethics can be for
students or other people who know little about the



subject and are approaching it for the first time. We were
there once too.

Our first-hand knowledge of the difficulties of teaching
ethics puts us in a good position to write this book for
you. We've laid out the book in a particular way that
helps you get a better grasp on the many topics in ethics
that you're likely to study. Basically, we want to translate
these sometimes confusing topics into plain English. No
matter whether you're taking a college ethics course and
need some clarification or you're just taking an interest in
this field, we hope our explanations help you grasp the
main concepts.

Most importantly, we’ve arranged this book so you don’t
need to read it straight through like a novel. Feel free to
jump around. You can open up the book wherever you
want and start reading. It’s written so you can understand
any part of it without needing to read the others. At the
same time, the book also is arranged in a way that makes
it worthwhile to read straight through from start to end.
Ethics has many side topics and points that you don’t
need to fuss with right now, so we give you just the need-
to-know information on a topic.

We’'ve also written this book with humor foremost in our
minds. Philosophy and ethics can sometimes be dry, so
we’ve done our best to make sure that our book doesn’t
come across that way. We want Ethics For Dummies to be
informative and helpful, but we also want it to be
enjoyable to read.



Conventions Used in This
Book

In our book, we’ve used a few conventions to help make
the text more accessible and easier to read. Consider the
following:

We boldface the action parts of numbered steps
and the keywords of bulleted lists.

We Jtalicize new terms and provide definitions of
them so you’'re always in the loop.

We also include some conventions that are strictly ethics
related. We tend to gloss over some things in this book in
order to get the basic points across and not make things
too complicated. So instead of constantly using caveats
and pointing your attention to fine print or footnotes at
the end of the book, keep in mind the following
conventions we use:

The uses of terms like morality and ethics are
typically seen as separate in ethics. We use them
interchangeably. To see why, head to Chapter 1.

We wrote this book as if you believe it’'s important
to want to be a better and more ethical person.
This is a bit of a slide toward virtue ethics, but
studying ethics won’t do you much good unless you
actually try to implement what you’ve learned.

We believe that people of all faiths and spiritual
belief systems — even those without faith or
spiritual beliefs — can join together in a critical
discussion of ethical issues and their foundations.



So we didn’t write this book for one group or
another. Everyone can benefit from reading it.

Occasionally it may seem like we’re being preachy
or ruling things out too quickly. We usually do this
because we’'re trying to challenge you, not because
we’'re holier-than-thou philosophers. And
sometimes it’'s because we can only stick so many
pages between the covers. Trust us, what’s in these
pages are just the tips of argumentative icebergs.

What You’re Not to Read

Because we poured our hearts and souls into this book,
we’'d love for you to read everything word for word.
However, we also know that as a student of ethics, you're
likely short on time and want to get what you need and
get out. For that reason, we want to tell you upfront that
you don’t need to read the shaded sidebars that pop up
throughout the chapters in this book. They're super-
interesting tidbits that we’re sure you’ll enjoy, and they’ll
make you more fun at parties, but they aren’t necessary
to be an ethics whiz kid. It's not unethical to skip them!

Foolish Assumptions

As authors, it’s difficult not to make some basic
assumptions about the subject you're writing about —
and, more importantly, about the readers you’'re
communicating to. So before we started writing, we made
the following assumptions, thinking that at least one or
more of them were likely true of you:



You may be a student in an undergraduate ethics
course and need some clarification of the
sometimes confusing topics you're studying. If so,
look through the table of contents. You'll notice
that it's arranged in a way that makes course
referencing easy: You'll see theories, applications,
and starting questions. Typically, university syllabi
are organized in a similar manner.

You don’t know too much about the subject, but
you have an informal interest in ethics. We've tried
our best to argue as strongly as we can for all the
theories within this book — without taking any
sides. It's important that you make up your own
mind about what’s right, so we’ve tried to stay
balanced. (However, that doesn't mean we don’t
have our favorite theories. In fact, we don’t agree
about which ethical theory is the best one!)

You’'re annoyed by some of the crazy stuff going on
in the world today and want a way to think about it.
If you need a more sophisticated language through
which you can express that frustration, we provide

it for you.

How This Book Is
Organized

If you’'d like to get a feel for how we organized this book,
the following sections explain the overall aims of each
particular part. This overview may help you to get a feel
for where you’d like to get started.



Part I: Ethics 101: Just the
Basics, Please

Ethics is a big field, so there’s a whole lot to talk about!
However, because the landscape is so vast, you first need
to get your footing by looking at some basic issues and
questions that should be addressed before you dive into
the more complex stuff. We provide that footing in Part I,
looking at the basic question, “What is ethics?” We
examine some basic vocabulary and distinctions and ask
why being ethical is such a big deal. Finally, we move into
a discussion of relativism, which examines whether ethics
is true, justified, or just a matter of opinion.

Part lI: Uncovering the Roots
of Ethics

It's difficult to avoid the fact that when people think of
ethics, they want to know whether it fits into a larger
context. With this question in mind, in this part we devote
chapters to thinking about how ethics and human nature
may be related and to the possible connections and
misconnections between ethics and God and ethics and
science. We finish the part with a chapter that hashes out
the three famous challenges to the idea of ethics.

Part Ill: Surveying Key Ethical
Theories

This part is the meat of the book. We dedicate chapters to
each of the central theories in ethics. We start off with



