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Introduction

Imagine this: a trolley is travelling along a track which divides into two just a little further on. If the trolley continues in the direction it is currently heading, it will hit five people standing in its way. But there is a lever at the junction. If you pull it, the trolley will take a second track, killing the one person who is standing there. So, if you do nothing, five people will die, but you will not be responsible. If you pull the lever, only one person dies, but it will be your fault. What should you do?

Don’t worry if you don’t know the answer. Some of the greatest minds have grappled with the “Trolley Problem” since it was thought up by the brilliant British philosopher Elizabeth Anscombe in 1967. The debate goes on.

Welcome to the world of Ethics. It is a world all of us live in every day, perhaps without realizing it. We constantly ask ethical questions – what is the right thing to do in a certain set of circumstances? What can we base our decisions on? Is there always, as some philosophers argue, a correct choice, or, as others have argued, is it not always clear?



This book will explore everyday Ethics, drawing on some of the greatest thinkers of all time, from Aristotle, who wrote the first systematic book of Ethics sometime between 335 and 322 BCE (Before Common Era), to contemporary philosophers grappling with issues such as genetic engineering and AI (artificial intelligence).

Should you read on? For this question, there is really only one answer…
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An Introduction to Ethics

Most people are introduced to Ethics before they even know what it is. Many of the first lessons we learn are about good and bad, and right and wrong. They say we are born without sin – but soon after, an entire world of moral rules descends on us. Some of these are the laws of the land we live in, others, the laws of our family – which can be even more confusing! But several thinkers throughout history have tackled the problem for us. In this chapter, we’ll meet some of them, and see how ethical questions have evolved over thousands of years – and also the ways they haven’t…




What Is Ethics?

Ethics is a huge part of philosophy, but it is also a huge part of life. Every day we are faced with moral choices: some big and some small, some of which can be solved in an instant, some of which remain unsolved over a lifetime. As will be seen, some of these moral problems have remained with us since the time of Aristotle at least, while new ones continue to emerge and vex philosophers, scientists, politicians – and everybody else!

In its most basic form, Ethics is about deciding what is right and what is wrong. It also looks at such things as good and evil, virtue and vice, and crime and punishment. As some, such as Aristotle, have argued, it is also about how to live – what does it mean to be an ethical person or to live an ethical life? And the opposite, of course. How do we define an unethical person, an unethical decision, an unethical life? And can this be changed, either by reason, revelation or punishment?





Ethics, Morality and Etiquette

The English word “ethics” is derived from the Ancient Greek word ēthikós, which means “relating to one’s character”. This is similar to the derivation of the word “morality”, from the Latin moralitas, which means “manner, character, proper behaviour”. The two terms, ethics and morals, are often used interchangeably. Ethics, however, tends to be used as the stricter philosophical definition, incorporating not only morality but such things as bioethics, where contemporary questions about cloning and genetic engineering, for example, are debated.

But that’s not to say that all ethical questions concern life and death, or even the big choices in our own lives. The word “etiquette” means “little ethics” – ethics that we deal with constantly in social situations. Should we take our shoes off when we go into someone’s house? Should we reply to a text straight away or wait a while? Should we sit next to that person on the train or leave a seat or two between us? Across time and cultures, these little ethics can change – imagine having to follow the etiquette of the French court of Louis XIV when visiting a neighbour!



But does this mean there are no little ethics, and no big ethics, that stay the same? As we will see, for some thinkers, there are immutable values – that is, values that are not subject to change. It was wrong to kill a thousand years ago, it is wrong to kill now, and it will be wrong to kill in another 1,000 years.

For others, ethics change all the time – and there is no final ethical position that is not subject to this. They can point to historical examples, and also examples across the contemporary world, and show how many different systems there are and have been. Does that mean that “anything goes”? Or do these people have some anchor for their ethical thinking?

Ethical questions show how we each live in an ethical community, whether it be global or local, and within ethical micro-communities such as our family, circle of friends and workplace. And these can have their own differences. What is acceptable around our friends may not be acceptable in the company of strangers or our parents.

But what is important to realize is that Ethics is everywhere.





Would You Kill a Baby?

In October 2015, New York Times Magazine asked its readers how they would answer the above question. Some 42 per cent said yes, 30 per cent said no and 28 per cent were not sure. These are remarkable results until you realize that the question was not about any baby. It was about baby Hitler. By going back in time and killing Adolf Hitler as an infant, the Second World War might never have happened, nor the Holocaust and the death of 6 million Jews.

For 42 per cent of respondents, it was worth killing a baby in order to stop the carnage and suffering he would cause.

(Of course, some people pointed out that if you had a time machine it might be better to go back and stop Mr and Mrs Hitler, Alois and Klara to their friends, from meeting by engineering some mix-up about German restaurants, so they both sit in separate locations waiting for each other, watching the candles gutter before slouching home defeated in love again. But this has less of an ethical punch.)

Of course, it is easier to say you would kill a baby from the comfort of your armchair than in the room with the baby itself. This shows the difference between a theoretical ethical question – if you had a time machine, knew what baby Hitler would do later, could go back and kill him (and presumably get away with it, or even be regarded as a hero) – and a practical one (here is a baby, here is a knife, do it). It is always important to remember that an ethical question viewed from afar can seem much easier to solve than one we have to tackle in our own lives.



And as we will see, ethical philosophy is full of thought experiments designed to tease out our ethical positions. Sometimes, these can surprise even ourselves when a series of puzzles leads us somewhere we don’t want to go. It is unlikely that the 42 per cent would have thought of themselves as baby-killers before they took the poll. And yet their value systems led them to that conclusion – better a dead baby than a live Adolf Hitler.





Any Answers?

Some religions believe they have hard and fast answers to ethical questions, and some philosophers, such as the eighteenth-century German thinker Immanuel Kant, did too. But in general, as we all well know, deciding what is right and wrong in many situations is not always easy. Sometimes we have to choose between two things we believe are right; sometimes we have to choose between two things we believe are wrong.

Can philosophers help us make the right choice? As with so many questions to do with Ethics, the answer is “yes and no”. Very few ethical questions have definite answers that work in any time, place and situation. But by exploring what some of the greatest thinkers have said and written about Ethics, we might find new ways of looking at our difficult problems, even if, instead of answers, we find new and better questions to ask. And by asking those questions, you may find yourself coming up with new and novel answers to some of the biggest questions in human life.





Why Study Ethics?

If the answer to so many ethical questions seems to be “yes and no” or even “maybe” or “I just don’t know”, why study Ethics? Isn’t it better to devote one’s time to pursuits that have a chance of a successful outcome and to problems that have solutions?

This is, of course, an ethical question itself. What should we do for the best for ourselves or society? How do we live most fully as a person, in a way that makes us feel good about ourselves, or at least satisfied that we are not being bad? Also, what does it mean to say something has a successful outcome or a problem has a solution? Science seems to operate by offering solutions, but science is fuelled by the desire to keep proving that previous solutions were wrong.

Perhaps the first lesson we can take from studying Ethics is that ambiguity – the need to be open to more than one solution, more than one interpretation – is not a fault in the system, but the system itself. The “right answer” changes constantly. Studying Ethics makes that clear.





Moral Hypocrisy

A few years ago, the Australian philosopher Peter Singer came up with the following thought experiment for his students. Imagine you are walking along, wearing an expensive brand-new suit or dress, with your phone in your pocket. You see a child drowning. If you dive in, you will ruin your expensive clothes and phone. Should you dive in and save the child?

Singer’s students unanimously said yes, of course they would. The life of a child is worth so much more than anything that would be lost.

Singer then asked: what if the child was far away in another country? We have all seen ads in which we are told a small donation – often less than the cost of new clothes or a phone – will save the life of a child. Isn’t this the same scenario? Given that we know a child’s life could be saved by our money, whenever we decide it would be better spent on clothes or technology, we are doing exactly the same as if we left a child to drown. Surely none of us would want to argue that we have different moral systems based on proximity?



Singer identified this as a case of moral hypocrisy. We know that every few seconds, a child dies somewhere in the world due to a preventable cause, such as hunger or a treatable disease. By donating just a small amount of money we could save that life. But we don’t.

So, it is possible to argue that every nonessential thing we buy – a haircut, a doughnut, a coffee, the latest book or music download, some flowers, or a car – has cost the life of a child or even hundreds of children.

Singer’s thought experiment was not designed to find out how good someone is – this is, in fact, a case where there is a lot of agreement about what should be done. It’s designed to show that a moral position such as this – I will save a child in cases where there is a small cost to myself – is very difficult to sustain.

In 2021, Singer won the Berggruen Prize for Philosophy and Culture for his lifetime’s work on Ethics. It is the most
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