Bruton, 1/06

Notes on Ross
1. Ross's moral theory is an example of non-consequentialism (or deontology) – the view that the moral rightness and wrongness of actions does not depend solely on their consequences. Unlike a consequentialist theory, which understands right actions as those that have the best consequences, non-consequentialist theories don't define morally right actions as those that produce the most good. Instead, a non-consequentialist theory must provide some other way of distinguishing right from wrong. Someone who thinks, for example, that some things are just inherently wrong, e.g. stealing, holds a non-consequentialist view, because to say that something is inherently wrong is to say that it is wrong regardless of its consequences. Or, someone who thinks that what makes wrong actions wrong is that God forbids them holds a non-consequentialist view; so too for someone who believes that the Golden Rule is all there is to ethics.  In any event, as Rawls puts it, for deontologists rightness is prior to goodness (i.e., not defined in terms of it). 

2. While Ross might agree that some actions are "inherently" wrong, he is not an ethical absolutist, if by 'absolutism' we mean the view that there are true, exception-less moral rules. (An absolutist of the sort I'm thinking of would be someone who held that lying is always wrong, no matter what.) The problem with this sort of absolutism, from Ross's point of view, is that there are cases where, for example, a lie might be morally acceptable or even required. (Think of a Schindler's list style case, where Nazis are banging on the door wanting to know if there are any Jews hiding in the house, which there are.) Instead of exception-less moral rules, Ross proposes seven principles (or types) of duty. His list is:

1) duties of fidelity (promise-keeping, truth-telling), 2) duties of reparation (making up for previous wrongful acts), 3) duties of gratitude, 4) duties of justice, 5) duties of beneficence (to improve others' condition in life), 6) duties of self-improvement (to make oneself better, e.g., by increasing one's knowledge or correcting a moral flaw in oneself), 7) duties of non-injury (not harming others).

3. Ross refers to these as principles of "prima facie" duty. ('Prima facie' is a Latin term meaning "at first appearance," or "immediately, clearly".) In cases where only one principle applies, or when more than one principle applies but these principles do not conflict, then determining one's actual duty will be straightforward. Suppose you make a promise, say, to help a friend move her furniture on Saturday. Saturday rolls around, and then you no longer feel like helping her - you'd rather stay on your couch and watch a football game. You have no recognizably moral justification for watching a football game rather than helping her - you just want to. In this case, then, only one of the seven principles is relevant - you made a promise and so you ought to keep it. Thus, helping your friend and honoring your promise - your prima facie duty - is also your actual duty or obligation, i.e., your duty all things considered. Note that Ross's theory supposes that when in conflict, principles of duty always trump simple self-interest. It doesn't matter how much you want to watch the football game, in other words. If it's an issue of duty versus what you want to do, duty should always win.)

4. But that's the simple case. Life, however, often involves situations where principles of duty conflict. Consider the hiding-Jews-from-the-Nazis case mentioned above. Nazis knock on the door, asking if there are any Jews hiding in the basement. (Suppose, perhaps unrealistically, that by lying to them you can get the Nazis to go away.) If you say "yes, there are Jews hiding in the basement," the Nazis will send the Jews to a concentration camp, where they will likely die. So the duty of beneficence suggests that you should not tell the Nazis the truth - you should help the Jews. On the other hand, the duty of fidelity suggests that you should tell the Nazis the truth. So what would Ross say? He intentionally refrains from offering guidance about what to do in conflict of duty cases. He says we must simply consider which of the relevant duties is most important in the situation. In this case, it seems that the duty of beneficence is more important, but he wouldn't want to say that the duty of beneficence always trumps the duty of fidelity when the two conflict. Suppose you are a doctor trying to decide whether or not to tell a patient the truth about her medical condition, which is hopeless. You might think that she will better enjoy her last days if you lie to her and tell her that there's a good chance that she will recover. Thus, it seems like the duty of beneficence might well recommend lying. More plausible, though, is that the patient should be told the truth. If so, here the duty of fidelity trumps the duty of beneficence. Or suppose a prosecutor is trying to convict a dangerous criminal. Imagine that the prosecutor tells the defense attorneys that she lacks some evidence she in fact has, because she hopes to "spring it on them" at the trial. (Prosecutors are generally expected and required to turn over the evidence against the defendant to the defense attorneys in advance, so they can prepare for the evidence against their client.) While dishonest, and thus a violation of the duty of fidelity, we might think that the prosecutor's lie allows her to honor her duty of beneficence by helping to put a dangerous a criminal behind bars, thus helping the community. (It wouldn't help the criminal, though, obviously.) We might think that the prosecutor's actions are also justified by the duty of justice - she's trying to put a dangerous predator away. (On the other hand, though, another aspect of justice is the thought that defendants in a court of law have a right to a fair trial.) Here, though, it looks like the duty of fidelity should prevail, not the duty of beneficence. For these reasons, Ross resists laying down rules as to which principles of duty should trump in cases of conflict. Nonetheless, he says we can make some rough generalizations. The duty of justice will usually take precedence over the duty of gratitude, for instance, and the duty of non-injury will usually trump the duty of beneficence. (It would be wrong, for example, to kill one person to take his kidney to save another.)

5. Ross's principles of prima facie duty are prima facie in a couple of different ways. First, they specify our duties "at first appearance."  When only one principle of duty is relevant, he thinks our prima facie duty is our actual duty - the first appearance is correct. But when two or more principles are relevant and give conflicting guidance, our actual duty - our duty all things considered - cannot be determined by mechanically applying the principles. In these cases, we must reflect, think it through, and use our best judgment. Second, Ross thinks these principles of duty are self-evident and known immediately. He does not attempt to give reasons for the principles - he does not try, for example, to justify them by appealing to overall utility, as a rule utilitarian would - he just thinks they are obvious to everyone of sound mind. Perhaps the greatest strength of Ross's system is that it seems to do a decent job of capturing ordinary moral thinking. Usually, we think that the fact that something is an act of stealing, for example, means that it's wrong - we don't feel the need to justify this judgment by appealing to the consequences of stealing or some more abstract justification. Nonetheless, we realize that in exceptional circumstances stealing might turn out to be acceptable or even right. And Ross's system of non-consequentialist rules that can be over-ridden in unusual situations seems pretty much to reflect the way many of us think about ethics.


  

