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Ethics in a Changing World

In a rapidly changing world a personal definition of ethics may be ambiguous at best.  This paper will outline an approach to ethics which will include the ethics of everyday life, of work, and of teaching (mentoring).  These key areas may require slightly different approaches, but also provide similarities in ethical practice.

The Ethics of Ordinary Life

Ordinary life includes relationship with self, relationship with a Higher Power, and relationships with others.  The crucial questions here are:  Can I live with myself?  Can I face myself in the mirror?  Have I said or done to another that with which I can live?  Will I stand before a Higher Power at death free and clear?  These are very personal questions one must ask of oneself.

For most people one’s moral character is shaped by authority figures outside oneself.  Parents, the church, schools all have expectations about behavior to which children must conform or suffer consequences.  As an adult, however, the choice of what is or isn’t moral (and/or ethical) becomes an internal one.  His Holiness the Dalai Lama (1999) comments that, 

“there is … an important distinction to be made between what we might call ethical and spiritual acts.  An ethical act is one where we refrain from causing harm to others’ experience or expectation of happiness.  Spiritual acts we can describe in terms of those qualities mentioned earlier of love, compassion, patience, forgiveness, humility, tolerance, and so on which presume some level of concern for others’ well-being.  We find that the spiritual actions we undertake which are motivated not by narrow self-interest but out of our concern for others actually benefit ourselves.  And not only that, but they make our lives meaningful.  At least this is my experience” (His Holiness the Dalai Lama, 1999, p. 61).

In another passage the Dalai Lama (1999) asks, “But how are we to determine whether an act is genuinely non-harming?” (p.72) and answers with, “if we cannot at least imagine the potential impact of our actions on others, then we have no means to discriminate between right and wrong, between what is appropriate and what is not, between harming and non-harming” (p. 73).  His Holiness seems to be directing us toward the consideration of consequences; our own internal value system.  Finally, he concludes, 

“The world’s major religious traditions each give the development of compassion a key role.  Because it is both the source and the result of patience, tolerance, forgiveness, and all good qualities, its importance is considered to extend from the beginning to the end of spiritual practice.  But even without a religious perspective, love and compassion are clearly of fundamental importance to us all.  Given our basic premise that ethical conduct consists in not harming others, it follows that we need to take others’ feelings into consideration, the basis for which is our innate capacity for empathy.  And as we transform this capacity into love and compassion, through guarding against those factors which obstruct compassion and cultivating those conducive to it, so our practice of ethics improves.  This, we find, leads to happiness both for ourselves and others” (His Holiness the Dalai Lama, 1999, p. 76-77).

Love and compassion, empathy, consideration of our effect on others – form the basis for developing the ethical code of conduct for our relationship with self, others, and a Higher Power.

The Ethics of Work

Work includes one’s professional life and one’s avocations, such as religious leadership or community service.  In this context work refers to how one presents one’s self in the world.  If we consider work to be that which we love doing, ethical considerations broaden and take on new meaning.

For scientists ethical considerations may become more about approved conduct.  Hamner (1992) reviewed the professional ethics project of the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS).  In 1979 over half of the 241 member organizations had some kind of ethical rules.  However, as Hamner (1992) delved further into this issue, he found some confounding information.  There was a belief that ethics was not the right word; that a professional code of conduct was really what was needed.  There was a belief that scientists were being taught about ethics and professional behavior in graduate school.  However, there was no agreement regarding what was being taught, what the disciplinary measures might be for misconduct, and what the real benefits of ethical or professional behavior might be (Hamner, 1992).  It is interesting to note that a search of the current AAAS (2002) website ( http://www.aaas.org/ ) using the keyword, “ethics”, resulted in 1087 hits, including an excellent online slide presentation on ethics in science publishing (Fischer, 1999).  

Can Ethics Be Taught?

The current ENRON scandal underscores the professional consequences of misconduct in the corporate world (ERC, 2002).  The Ethics Resource Center is 

“a nonprofit, nonpartisan, educational organization whose vision is an ethical world. Its mission is to be a leader and a catalyst in fostering ethical practices in individuals and institutions. The ERC fulfills its vision and mission through its groundbreaking ethics work in four core leadership areas: institution and coalition development, research and knowledge building, consulting and technical assistance and education and advocacy” (ERC, 2002).

The ERC provides a multi-faceted training curriculum for organizations and individuals (ERC, 2002).  Even the ERC admits that “at best, training is a means to communicate goals and expectations, transfer knowledge and help employees develop skills” (ERC, 2002).  Following Kohlberg’s theory of moral development, it is believed that education can effect change in a person (Santa Clara University, 1998).  With these ideas in mind the following online sources were found relating to professional ethics education:

· http://www.ethics.org/catalog/index.html (Ethics Training, The Ethics Resource Center, Washington, DC)

· http://onlineethics.org/edu/cwethed.html (Undergraduate Education in Practical Ethics -- A general  plan plus sample assignments for engineering students       using materials from the Online Ethics Center, Caroline Whitbeck)

· http://www.towson.edu/~sweeting/ethics/ethicsyl.htm (Professional Ethics for Scientists, Dr. Linda M. Sweeting, Towson University, SC)

If ethics per se cannot be taught, but acceptable conduct can be prescribed by certain rules of behavior, then it would seem to follow that the crucial issue is consequences.  What will be the consequences of unethical behavior?  Bauer (1995) describes the consequences of misconduct in science, while Hamner (1992), a student of Bauer’s, elaborates on this further.  Basically both Bauer and Hamner believe that misconduct in science prevents good science from being done, stops the flow of knowledge and the piece by piece creation of the whole picture.  It would, therefore, seem to follow that there must be severe professional consequences to misconduct, with the expectations and consequences spelled out clearly through codes of ethics and/or enforceable codes of conduct.

The Ethics of Teaching

Teaching may be a professional vocation, but this area also includes mentoring and coaching of those with whom one comes into contact.  Older adults, whether parents or not, find themselves being the example for younger people.  Teaching becomes an integral part of life.

Creating in oneself acceptance of cultural diversity is one aspect of successful mentoring.  Lin (2001) makes a case for caring-centered multicultural education.  While a social justice approach may contribute to a better society in the long run, a social activism approach may be more useful to a failing student (Lin, 2001, p. 3).  Another aspect is context.  For a white middle class woman, poverty may not be a state that she can understand.  It is important to step out of one’s comfort zone economically and to be very aware of one’s class bias when teaching, mentoring or facilitating learning in populations very different from one’s own.  This involves the principles of compassion and empathy referred to earlier by His Holiness the Dalai Lama (1999, p. 76-77).  McPhail (2001) makes the case of developing empathy with others through business ethics education among accounting students.  McPhail (2001) laments the fact that accountancy as a profession has become dehumanised and that emotional commitments to others must be fostered to counteract this trend.

In summary, ordinary life, professional life, and mentoring or teaching require some level of compassion, as well as an understanding of the consequences of one’s behavior.  These qualities may (or may not) have been developed by the authority figures in one’s childhood.  As an adult, we become responsible and accountable for knowing what is appropriate conduct.  Where that knowing is faulty, education may help.
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