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10
The Virtuous and the Vicious:


Considering Character


Psychologists, criminologists, and others who study criminal behavior have, for some time now, dedicated
substantial attention to a certain subgroup of offenders: those often described in everyday language as the
embodiment of evil. While we suggested in Chapter 2 that the majority of “evil” in the world results from
well-intentioned people making poor choices as they go about their everyday activities, there remain
inexplicable acts of harm and cruelty that can only be described as wicked acts of bad people. The label
psychologists typically reserve for the worst of such people is that of the psychopath—those described by
Robert Hare as “social predators . . . [c]ompletely lacking in conscience and in feelings for others, they
selfishly take what they want and do as they please, violating social norms and expectations without the
slightest sense of guilt or regret.”1


Fortunately, psychopaths are rare, accounting for only about 1 percent of the population, and up to
25 percent of jail and prison inmates,2 and news-making crimes commonly associated with psychopathic
offenders, such as serial homicide and sadistic sexual assault, represent only a very small percentage of all
criminal offenses. However, there is at least one important parallel between our moral evaluations of the
heinous crimes of some psychopathic offenders and far more common instances of schoolyard bullying,
callous property offending, or manipulative heartbreaking. In both kinds of cases, we tend not only to
negatively assess the action, but also the person engaging in that action. We say not that the bully is a good
person who made a poor choice or didn’t fully consider the consequences of his actions; rather, we are
more apt to assume that the bully is a certain type of person—one with enduring personality characteris-
tics that lead to him to consistently demonstrate selfish behavior patterns, disregard for the welfare of
others, and so forth. For most, there is an important relationship between evil deeds and evil persons.
Our discussion of normative ethics, then, must account not only for actions and consequences, but also
for types of people.


In the previous two chapters, we explored normative ethical theories that concentrate on the con-
sequences of our actions and on our actions themselves. Consequentialist ethics asks that we consider
the results of our actions, with those that produce the greatest benefit (i.e., good consequences)—for
oneself and/or others—being the “right” ethical choice in a given situation or with regard to a particular
issue. Deontological ethics, in turn, asks that we consider relevant duties and principles, making choices
and engaging in actions that are consistent with those duties and principles. What each has in common
is an emphasis on doing. The overriding question of both types of theories is, “What should I do?”
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The importance of actions and consequences notwithstanding, what each of these types of theo-
ries fails to consider is the types of people we should be. When we shift moral focus from our
actions and their consequences toward the notion of good moral character, we begin asking ques-
tions common to the third major tradition of normative ethics—that of virtue ethics.


Virtue ethics is the eldest of all ethical traditions, having its roots in the ancient Greek and
Roman moral philosophies of Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics, and Epicureans, as well as a storied history
in Eastern philosophical traditions such as Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism. Each of these
philosophers and philosophical traditions shares an interest in examining what it means to lead a
“good” life, with the “goodness” of our lives having much to do with the kinds of people that we are.
In short, they are each concerned with our being virtuous people. The principal question asked and
contemplated by the virtue tradition is, “What kind of person should I be?” Consequently, our goal
or task as moral people is to develop into and continue to be that type of person; that is, to develop
certain types of character traits (i.e., virtues), while seeking to “avoid or extinguish” others 
(i.e., vices).3 In this third and final chapter on normative ethics, we explore this eldest of all ethical
traditions and the crucial questions it poses about what it means to be a moral person.


VIRTUE AND VICE


Think of the people that you most admire ethically—people that can and do commonly serve as
ethical role models or after whom you pattern (or try to pattern) your own moral behavior. Now,
consider if you will what all of those people have in common. Most likely, it is not that they were
all skilled at considering the consequences of their actions. It is also probably not that they were
steadfastly committed to certain ethical imperatives and always placed their duty to abide by
certain moral laws above all else. While they may have demonstrated one or both of these quali-
ties, it is more likely that what they all have in common is that they are all certain types of people.
Perhaps the people that came to mind are historical figures such as Jesus, the Buddha, Mother
Teresa, or Martin Luther King Jr.; perhaps they are parents, family, friends, or teachers. In any
case, what the people we most admire as exemplars of moral goodness seem to share is usually
not so much about what they do, but the types of people they are. They tend to be caring people,
compassionate, forgiving, merciful, respectful, and considerate of the needs and interests of
others. In short, when we think of ethical or moral people, we probably think of what moral
philosophers would call virtuous people.


Virtue and Character


When we talk about the types of people that we or others are, we usually do so in terms of character
traits. A character trait is “a tendency to behave in certain ways in certain circumstances.”4 Character
traits can dispose us toward moral or immoral behaviors; they can encourage us to be honest,
responsible, and considerate of the needs and interests of others, or incline us to be dishonest, decep-
tive, fraudulent, irresponsible, or indifferent to or harmful toward others. What is important about
character traits is not only that they define us as people, but that they dispose us to act in certain ways
when we encounter certain types of situations.


When taken together, character traits define a person’s character. By character, we mean
a collection—a “cluster, or perhaps system”—of character traits as they appear in a given
person.5 Thus, a person who possesses the individual traits of honesty, integrity, humility, and
self-respect possesses an overall character that is constituted by these dispositions. Ultimately,
as we will see, being a “good” or virtuous person requires more than simply possessing a few
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individual character traits; rather, it is about possessing a collection of traits that work together
to generate a moral character that is typified by its collective “goodness” (see Box 10.1).


While it is common in everyday language to refer to “character traits,” moral philosophers
have historically used the more specific terms virtue and vice to refer to traits of character that are
regarded as “good” or “bad” in moral contexts. Good character traits such as honesty and integrity
are considered moral virtues, while traits such as selfishness and arrogance are regarded as moral
vices. Most generally, then, moral virtues are traits of character that dispose a person to act in a
moral fashion, while moral vices are traits of character that dispose a person to act in an indifferent
or harmful fashion. In the remainder of our discussion of moral character, we will typically use the
terms “moral virtues” and “moral vices” rather than the more generic term “character traits.” Here
are but a few character traits that are widely regarded as virtues:6


Benevolence Compassion Courage
Faithfulness Generosity Gratitude
Honesty Humility Integrity
Justice Kindness Loyalty
Mercifulness Modesty Nonharm
Open-mindedness Patience Politeness
Prudence Reliability Responsibility
Self-control Self-respect Sincerity
Tactfulness Tolerance Trustworthiness
Unselfishness Wisdom


BOX 10.1


Virtue and Leadership


As Judith Boss points out, people tend to emulate
those who are at a higher stage of moral development.
Because of this tendency, placing virtuous persons in
leadership roles can have a positive moral impact
on an entire organization, community, or society.
Think of persons you know who are in leadership
roles—presidents, legislators, judges, police chiefs—
and discuss whether those people serve as good moral
role models by exhibiting virtue. What virtues should


persons in such positions embody? What, if any, vices
should they embody? What are the dangers of
embodying different virtues and vices for each of the
following positions?


• The President of the United States
• Legislators in your state
• Judges and Supreme Court Justices
• Chiefs of Police


VIRTUE, CHARACTER, AND BEHAVIOR


Moral virtues are thus dispositions to act, out of habit, in ways that benefit self and others.7


Compassion, generosity, and tolerance, for instance, are most always cited as examples of
virtue—as character traits that, when motivating action, stand to benefit all those affected by
the action. Persons of virtuous character are those who are disposed to act in ways compas-
sionate, generous, and tolerant in situations that demand such actions. Importantly, to say
that we act out of habit or in light of virtue is different from saying that we act on principle or
in consideration of consequences. Instead, dispositions and habits are part of who we are as
people. As we will see, however, this does not mean that we somehow either have these virtues
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Good
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Virtuous
Character


Right Actions
Good


Consequences


FIGURE 10.1 Correlativity of Character, Action, and Consequences


or do not (e.g., as a function of personality); rather, virtue is something that, through regular
practice, one comes to and continues to embody.


The exercise of virtue, then, does not follow from rational reflection or a desire to conform
to duty; rather, it simply emanates from the person herself or himself. In other words, persons
who demonstrate prudence through their choices and actions tend to be prudent people. This
does not, however, mean that we should regard virtue as independent of actions and conse-
quences. Rather, it is important to realize that there is a strong correlation between character and
behavior. Though admittedly oversimplified, on the whole we can think of the relationship as
depicted in Figure 10.1


In other words, virtuous character gives rise to good intentions which lead to right actions
which produce good consequences. Part of the reason that right actions and good consequences
are less significant in the virtue tradition than character is that the former tend to follow automat-
ically from the latter. In other words, if we are virtuous people, we will almost invariably engage in
right actions and right actions, in turn, often lead to good consequences. It would be difficult, for
instance, for the kind person not to act kindly; it would be difficult for she or he who is compas-
sionate to act other than compassionately. Virtue ethics recognizes that if we focus on character,
ethically sound choices and behaviors will often follow (see Box 10.2).


Virtue and Negative Emotions


Virtues are not only tendencies to act in certain ways in certain situations, they are also tenden-
cies to think, feel, believe, and desire in certain ways.8 Humility, for instance, has much to do with
how we think about ourselves, our accomplishments and importance, while tolerance has much
to do with how we think and feel about others. Having moral character is not simply a matter of
being disposed to have good intentions and engage in right actions, but also concerns the psycho-
logical states that give rise to intentions and that inform our choices and behaviors.


Especially problematic within the virtue tradition are incentives for human action that
stem from “negative emotions”—often referred to as vices. Whereas virtues are dispositions to
act in ways that benefit self and others, vices are traits of character or dispositions to act in
ways that are indifferent toward or that harm oneself and/or others. In other words, vices are
those characteristics that interfere with our capacity to be moral and that dispose us toward
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indifference or harm rather than morally desirable behavior. Below is a list of some character
traits that are widely regarded as vices or “ways-of-being” that are in some ways harmful to
oneself and/or others:9


Arrogance Callousness Cowardice
Cruelty Dishonesty Disloyalty
Envy Faithlessness Greed
Ignorance Impatience Imprudence
Ingratitude Insincerity Intolerance
Irascibility Irresponsibility Jealousy
Laziness Manipulativeness Mercilessness
Prejudice Promiscuity Rudeness
Selfishness Servility Shamelessness
Tactlessness Unreliability Untrustworthiness


BOX 10.2


Actions and Intentions


Consider the following two scenarios:


Ralph is independently wealthy.
Several years ago, he sold a company that
he owned for a hefty $400 million. As
part of that deal, he continues to receive
an annual “payment” of $4 million per
year. Yesterday, Ralph donated $1 million
to Cure for Cancer—a charitable organi-
zation. His donation, of course, is tax
deductible. In addition, Cure for Cancer
has decided to use the money to open the
“Ralph Research Center.”


Louisa is a seventy-two-year-old
widow who is currently unemployed and
lost her entire retirement savings in an
investment scandal. She has no savings,
no checking account, no investments,
and about $20 in her purse to last her
until next week. While walking down-
town yesterday, she came upon a home-
less person who seemed tired, hungry,
and suffering a good deal. After talking
with him for several minutes, Louisa took
her last $20 to the grocer on the corner
and bought the homeless person food
and a warm jacket.


Looking at the stories of both Ralph and Louisa,
who would you consider to be the most virtuous?


Why? The difference between the two is not the
action, nor is it the consequences of those actions.
Ralph’s donation might be regarded as a right action
with overall good consequences—particularly for
himself. Louisa also performed what would likely be
considered a moral action. The consequences of her
charity, however, will not have the large-scale impact
that Ralph’s did.


This, however, is where virtue ethics differs
somewhat from Kant’s ethics and from utilitarian
ethics in particular. Virtuous persons act on the basis of
an “underlying disposition of concern for the well-
being of others and themselves.” Louisa’s actions, it
would appear at least, were motivated by just such a
concern—she acted, in short, out of compassion. One
might have difficulty, however, saying the same of
Ralph’s actions. More likely, Ralph donated to the Cure
for Cancer Foundation not out of compassion for
persons with cancer, but largely from self-interest.
While Ralph’s actions have far-reaching consequences,
most of us would likely consider Louisa to be the more
virtuous (and, therefore, moral) of the two. If we 
were interested only in consequences, we would be
logically forced to regard Ralph’s actions as of higher
moral quality. This is a function of something to which
utilitarian moral philosophers do not attend; namely,
the role of intention.


Source: Jupith Boss, Ethics for Life (Mountain View: CA.
Mayfield, 2001). Quote is from p. 405.
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Part of the importance or value of virtue is that it enables us to overcome these sorts of
negative emotions, desires, and tendencies. Contemporary virtue ethicist Philippa Foot
suggested that virtues are corrective—they “correct” our tendencies toward indifference or
harm.10 The virtues of compassion and forgiveness, for instance, help us to overcome tendencies
toward anger, hatred, and the desire for revenge; open-mindedness can help us overcome
tendencies toward prejudice; and humility and modesty can help us overcome arrogance and
excessive pride. Virtues not only have the positive function of disposing us to do good, but have
the negative function of aiding us in overcoming tendencies to think, feel, and act in ways that
are immoral or otherwise demonstrate a lack of moral goodness (see Box 10.3).


VIRTUE AND THE GOOD LIFE


Ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle (384–322 B.C.E.) is perhaps the most widely recognized
and widely discussed of virtue ethicists. Some would argue, in fact, that his Nichomachean
Ethics (titled in reference to his son, Nichomachus) is the most important book ever written
on ethics and morality. In any case, it is a text of crucial significance in philosophy, ethics,
and virtue ethics more specifically. While some of Aristotle’s conclusions have since been the
subject of controversy, his general theses about morality, virtue, and the “good life” are
mainstays in discussions of ethics. In what follows, we outline several ideas that play a
central role in the Nichomachean Ethics and that are vital to our discussion of virtue and
its importance.11


BOX 10.3


Crime, Anger, and Forgiveness


In a recent essay on the role of virtue in criminal justice,
Williams argues that the vice of resentment has come
to define the American public’s attitude toward crimi-
nal offenders and, consequently, has come to play an
important role in many criminal justice practices 
(e.g., determinate sentencing, capital punishment).
Problematically, he argues, the embodiment and
expression of resentment and related desires for
vengeance, retribution, and punishment more often
lead only to further harm. Virtues such as forgiveness
and mercy are crucial in helping us to overcome the
negative emotions of resentment and the passion for
revenge and punishment.


The emotional experience of anger, Williams sug-
gests following Aristotle, is not one and the same with
the belief that the offender should endure harm as a
consequence of her or his offense. The experience of
anger is justified; in fact, ignoring, overlooking, or for-
getting about harms caused would be equally vicious
(a deficiency indicative of an absence of proper anger).
Yet the desire to express anger through harming the


offending party is a learned response to those initial
feelings. Alternatively, the virtue of forgiveness asks not
that we cease to feel anger, but that we overcome the
desire to cause further harm that often issues from our
emotional experience of anger. In this case, forgiveness
“checks” anger, encouraging us to feel it with proper
intensity and for the right length of time. Excessive
anger can easily lead to hatred and the desire to
respond excessively to an offense, causing more harm
that what is called for.


Do you feel that the American criminal justice sys-
tem is built upon resentment or the desire for vengeance
and retribution? What practices demonstrate this? What
practices are at odds with this claim? What role do you
feel forgiveness plays in our current system of criminal
justice? What role can or should forgiveness play?


Source: Christopher Williams, “Toward a Transvaluation of
Criminal ‘Justice’: On Vengeance, Peacemaking, and
Punishment,” Humanity and Society, 26 (2), 100–116 (2002);
reprinted in Joseph L. Victor (Ed.), Annual Editions: Criminal
Justice 05/06 (Dubuque, IA: McGraw-Hill).
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The Purpose of Human Life


Aristotle begins the Nichomachean Ethics by offering a simple but significant point—every
action and every pursuit aim at some end or good.12 In other words, all actions are done for a
reason or purpose. Why do we wake up in the morning? Eat breakfast? Brush our teeth? Go to
school or work? To each of these questions we could no doubt offer one or more reasons 
(e.g., because we want to be healthy, because we want to make money or earn college credit).
For Aristotle, however, each of these reasons has a further aim or purpose—we want to earn
college credit so that we can get a job, we want a job so that we can earn money, we want to earn
money so that we can . . . and so on. Ultimately, Aristotle tells us, all of these aims are motivated
by one overriding aim or purpose. What is this ultimate aim or “highest good” toward which all
of our actions in some way lead?


ARISTOTLE’S TELEOLOGY In asking what we aim at in life, Aristotle was ultimately concerned
with what makes a life worthwhile or “good.” Answering this question, however, requires some
understanding of the ultimate purpose of human life. It is only once we know the purpose of
human life that we can begin to talk about what a “good” human life would be. This notion of
“purpose” is fundamental to Aristotle’s ethics and his philosophy more generally. Aristotle has a
teleological (end, purpose, goal) view of the world, meaning that he understands behavior to be
goal-directed or aimed at achieving some purpose or end. Everything in the world—from inani-
mate objects such as knives, to plants and animals, to human beings has some “inborn” purpose.
Knives cut, flowers blossom, caterpillars turn into butterflies, and so forth. If we know that the
purpose of knives is to cut, then we can deduce that a “good” knife is one that cuts well; if we know
that the purpose of a flower is to blossom, we might say that a flower which has blossomed has in
some sense lived a good, meaningful life in that it has fulfilled its purpose.


INTRINSIC GOODNESS Aristotle applies this same logic to human purpose and existence. What
is the highest human good or ultimate purpose of human existence? Before looking more closely
at this idea of “purpose” as it relates to human life, we need to revisit an idea we were exposed to in
Chapter 2 and again in Chapter 8. In our discussion of values, we briefly discussed the distinction
between intrinsic and instrumental goods and values—the former being those things that are good
in themselves, and the latter being those things that are good only because they allow us to get
some higher or more important good. Money, status, and power, for instance, are instrumental
goods in that they are valuable only to the extent that they allow us to achieve or maintain other
things that are more intrinsically valuable or desirable. Other things such as health and knowledge
are regarded by many to have intrinsic value. Even if health and knowledge may help us to achieve
or maintain other goods (in fact, they may even be necessary to achieve or maintain certain other
goods), they are valuable in and of themselves. The purpose of health, for instance, is simply to be
healthy. The value or “goodness” of health and knowledge do not disappear even if they are not
used for anything in particular.


THE HIGHEST GOOD You may recall that we mentioned in this same context that, for many
of the ancient Greeks, the only thing that was intrinsically good was happiness. Happiness was
the “highest good” and, ultimately, all other goods, values, and human pursuits could be
reduced to means or efforts to attain or maintain a “happy” existence. Indeed, Aristotle makes
precisely this claim in the Nichomachean Ethics. His answer to the question of what we aim at
in life is that we aim at happiness. This, for Aristotle, is the “highest good”—the good toward
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which all other goods lead. Leading a “happy” existence, in fact, is the very purpose of human
life—it is what we aim for in life, what we naturally strive to achieve, and what all of our other
pursuits are ultimately about. If we think about why we do anything at all, our answers will
eventually lead us to realize that everything we do is done to further our pursuit of happiness.
Consider the following example:


Why do I wake up in the morning?
I wake up in order to go to school.


Why do I go to school?
I go to school in order to get a degree.


Why do I want a degree?
I want a degree in order to get a job.


Why do I want a job?
I want a job in order to make money.


Why do I want money?
I want money in order to buy a house, food, etc.


Why do I want these things?
I want these things so that I can have shelter, nourishment, etc.


Why do I want these things?
Ultimately, I want these things because they allow me to pursue a “happy”
existence.


Although your answers to the above questions may vary, Aristotle would argue that even-
tually we are led to conclude that everything we do is ultimately done as a means for achieving
the highest human good—a happy existence. All other goods are good only in that they allow us
to pursue or maintain happiness, and all other values are valuable only in this same sense. Yet
what exactly is “happiness”? How are we to achieve it? We will return to these concerns shortly.
Before we judge Aristotle on this claim, however, we should understand that what Aristotle
means by “happiness” and “happy existence” is a bit different from how we might use these
terms in everyday conversation.


The Fulfilled Life


“Happiness” has a particular meaning for Aristotle (and the ancient Greeks more generally), and
one that is central to understanding his ethics. The term Aristotle uses to describe the “good life” is
eudaimonia—a Greek term that is often translated as “happiness” or “well-being” but, for Aristotle,
means something closer to “flourishing.” To be “happy” or to “flourish” is to live a fulfilled life.
When flowers blossom and caterpillars become butterflies, they are flourishing in that they are
fulfilling their ultimate purposes. In an important way, they are living “good” or “happy” lives.
To know the “good life,” we must know in what the fulfilled life would consist; and to know the
fulfilled life, we need to know something about the function or ultimate purpose of that life.
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BEING EXCELLENT So far, we know that the highest good for human beings is happiness, that
happiness consists in flourishing, that flourishing has to do with living a fulfilled life, and that
fulfillment has something to do with our ultimate purpose as human beings. What is a realized
or fulfilled life for human beings? To answer this, we need to consider Aristotle’s conception of
human function. Before doing so, however, we need to consider one more concept that appears
prominently in Aristotle’s ethics—that of “excellence.”


For Aristotle, “function” is closely linked with the notion of “excellence” or “virtue.” The
“good” or “fulfilled” life requires the embodiment and exercise of excellence (or virtue) in relation
to function (i.e., performing one’s function with excellence). Thus, a knife is good to the degree
that it excels at the function of cutting, while a medicine is good to the degree that it excels at its
intended function of healing or alleviating symptoms of illness. By knowing the function of some-
thing, we can know what it means to be an “excellent” or virtuous thing of that sort. Generally, to
exercise excellence or virtue is to do something “in such a way that one’s skill, or virtue, is
expressed in the way it is done.”13 The degree to which someone or something acts or performs its
function with excellence or virtue, in turn, is the degree to which we can attribute “goodness” and
“fulfillment” to that person or thing.


The excellences or virtues that are of primary concern for Aristotle are those that belong
to one’s moral character. Courage, for instance, might be regarded as a moral excellence, and
the exercise of moral excellence or virtue would entail doing something in such a way that
one’s courageousness is expressed in how it is done. Again, moral excellences or virtues are
traits that would allow for human beings to flourish in pursuing their ultimate function or
purpose as human beings. To talk about moral virtues, then, we need to ask questions about
the function of human beings, the purpose of human existence, and the qualities and charac-
teristics that allow for human beings to fulfill those functions and flourish with respect to
those purposes.


HUMAN FUNCTION AND PURPOSE Aristotle would thus suggest that when we talk about the
virtue, excellence, or goodness of a thing, we should understand it in relation to the function of
that thing (i.e., what the thing is for). “Excellences” or virtues are traits that enable things to
flourish in performing their intended functions or in fulfilling their purposes (e.g., a knife is for
cutting and the sharpness of a knife is an excellence or virtue that assists in the performance of
that function). If we know that the function of ears is to hear and the function of teachers is to
impart knowledge, then we can deduce whether someone’s ears are excellent and whether a
given teacher is excellent. Both ears and teachers are excellent or virtuous to the extent that they
fulfill their function. Logically, if we can know the function of human beings, we can know
what it means to be an excellent or virtuous human being. What does Aristotle suggest is the
function of human beings?


If we are looking for an answer that is provocative, controversial, or entertaining, we are
not going to find it in Aristotle. However unsatisfying it may be to some, Aristotle’s answer to this
question is nevertheless an important one. Specifically, he claims that the function and purpose
of human being, and thus the characteristic feature of human excellence, is rational activity. Our
capacity to reason is what distinguishes us from all other living (and nonliving) things. Unlike
pleasure and procreation (other common answers to the question of human purpose), higher-
level reasoning is a characteristic that human beings do not share with other animals. Thus, the
good or excellent human life must have something to do with making use of this distinctive
capacity. Being excellent or virtuous is thus about utilizing and expressing our rational potential
in our choices and actions.
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For Aristotle, then, virtue is a kind of practical use of reason, whereby we utilize our specifi-
cally human capacity for reason and rational reflection to determine what choices to make and
what actions to undertake. We will see shortly that the exercise of virtue is not as simple as being
a certain way in a certain situation. For Aristotle, there are no easy answers to what types of
choices or actions are virtuous in a given context. Instead, we have to “figure it out”—we must
use judgment. In so doing, we are employing practical wisdom or moral rationality. When we
lead our lives in such a way that we exercise practical wisdom or moral rationality, we are acting
with virtue and we are living a fulfilled or “happy” human life.


THE ACTIVITY OF VIRTUE In other words, for Aristotle, the fulfilled life is a life in which our
specifically human capacity for rational activity is put to good use. We are well, happy, and
flourish when we exercise virtue. Importantly, happiness and flourishing are ways of doing
things. They are activities. Excellence or virtue, well-being and happiness are not about possessing
something or attaining a certain condition or state of affairs; rather, they are about living our
lives a certain way. A flourishing life is a life of virtuous activity. More specifically, flourishing
involves the exercise of reason or practical wisdom as we make the choices that we do and
engage in the actions we undertake while experiencing our lives. Before we turn to a closer
examination of virtue and practical wisdom, let us conclude here with several summary points
about Aristotle’s conception of the “good life.”


• The good life involves the possession of good character
• More specifically, the good life further involves living in such a way that one expresses one’s


good character in one’s choices and actions
• Expressing virtue (moral character) in our choices and actions is the foundation of well-being,


happiness, and flourishing (i.e., eudaimonia)
• Well-being, happiness, or flourishing is ultimately what we aim at in life (i.e., the highest good)
• In living a life according to virtue, we are flourishing and, in so doing, we are fulfilling our


very function or purpose as human beings


VIRTUE AND HUMAN FLOURISHING


We have seen that, for Aristotle, everything in the world has some “inborn” purpose. Just as
flowers blossom and caterpillars turn into butterflies, all things strive to fulfill their purpose—
including human beings. Once we have identified these purposes, we can then talk about what
traits enable them to flourish in fulfilling that purpose. Once we recognize that the purpose of a
knife is to cut, for instance, we can ascertain that the trait of “sharpness” is that which allows it
to excel at that purpose. In the context of human life, once we understand human purpose and
what we aim for in life (i.e., the highest good), we can begin to talk about what traits of character
and what types of behaviors are necessary for helping us live purposively. Virtues become moral
excellences that enable humans to function well, and vices become precisely the opposite.
In other words, we can redefine virtue and vice, respectively, as traits of character that promote
human flourishing, and those that hinder it.


Consider, for instance, how embodying the virtue of courage might assist a person in living
a good life (earning respect from peers, doing well in academic and athletic pursuits, interviewing
for and getting a job); alternatively, consider how lacking the virtue of courage might inhibit a
person in these same pursuits. Some traits of character clearly aid us in living a good life, while
others such as envy and jealousy clearly interfere with this purpose.
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Human Flourishing


Aristotle was interested in offering a generalized portrait of human well-being, happiness, and
flourishing that applies to all people everywhere. In other words, Aristotle believed that, despite
individual differences, all human beings are similar in certain respects. It is not differences between
people that tell us something about human happiness and flourishing; rather, it is the similarities
that we share as human beings that can help us to understand what it means to be well, flourish,
and be happy. Though we depart somewhat from Aristotle’s conception of human flourishing
here, we might consider more recent philosophical and psychological insights into human 
well-being. Our interest in this section is in outlining what we can call “universal conditions 
of well-being, happiness, and flourishing”—those elements of being well, happy, and flourishing
that are characteristic of and sought after by all people and, consequently, represent a foundation
for thinking about virtues and vices, good and evil in relation to human life.


BIOGENIC NEEDS At a most fundamental level, all human beings have basic biological needs
that must be met as a precondition for the possibility of further well-being, happiness, and flour-
ishing. How, for instance, can we expect the homeless person who struggles for food and warmth
to spend time developing traits of character that will enable him to flourish? What we might call
biogenic needs are those linked with the maintenance of life.14 These include such universally
necessary and desired goods as food, housing, clothing, clean air, adequate medical care, and
exercise and physical recreation. To this we might also add goods such as safety and security that
are necessary for biological survival (animals will go days without even food and water if they feel
their physical safety is at risk). Each of these goods must necessarily be met before one can pursue
higher goods. It will do little good, for instance, to encourage the homeless, starving, and
physically ill person to pursue a life of compassion, justice, and generosity.


COOPERATION Fulfillment of biogenic needs is, however, not sufficient for well-being, happiness,
and flourishing. As psychologist Erich Fromm (1900–1980) reminds us, “man does not live by 
bread alone.”15 Indeed, simply having one’s basic biological needs fulfilled does not make for the
“good life” in the sense in which Aristotle discussed it. In large part, this is because human beings
also share another universal feature—in addition to being biological entities, we are also
social beings. Our nature as human beings demands that we live in communities, cooperating with
and depending upon one another—not merely for survival, but also to be well, happy, and flourish.


Aristotle recognized that human beings, like many other species of beings, are social animals.
In other words, we are not best suited for solitary lives independent of other human beings. We live
in groups because we must live in groups to survive and to have better opportunities for being well
and flourishing. As interdependent creatures, our needs and desires are best met or satisfied by
cooperating with others. If John is a good farmer yet knows nothing about managing finances 
or building houses, Liz has exceptional money-management skills yet knows little about farming
and building houses, and Jane is adept at building houses but not so good with farming or money,
then each stands to benefit from the others. Liz’s financial talents do little for her flourishing if she
has no house in which to live and no food to eat. The same logic applies to John and Jane. Although
this is obviously an oversimplified example, it demonstrates Aristotle’s point that human beings
must live in groups if we are, collectively, to survive and flourish.


CONNECTEDNESS Because we are social animals, destined to live interdependently and
cooperatively in groups, we have other types of social needs that emerge from these living
circumstances. We seem, for instance, to have needs for affection, love, friendship, and family,
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as well as those for belonging and to be “connected” in meaningful ways with other people.
We thus depend on other people not only for survival and for purposes of meeting basic
biological needs, but also to meet social and psychological needs.


The necessity that human beings live in groups to flourish creates consequent needs.
While French existentialist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre once suggested that “hell is—other
people!”16 there is a sense in which life without other people would be equally hellish. Imagine,
for instance, having to live the rest of your life on a deserted island or in solitary confinement
in a prison.17 Even if your basic needs were met, chances are you would not consider it a life of
well-being, happiness, and flourishing. Humanistic philosopher Carliss Lamont once 
suggested that “ . . . people experience their deepest and most enduring joys, not as solitary
hermits on some mountain top or desert isle, but in association with their peers, their friends,
or their family.”18


The Value of Virtue


Healthy, cooperative, and caring relationships with other people thus become necessary
elements of the “good life.” Much as life as social animals provides us with opportunities to
flourish that we would not otherwise enjoy, it also creates difficulties that we would not experi-
ence in solitary circumstances. In short, group life means that we must be able to “get along”
with one another. We must cooperate with one another, respect one another, care for one
another, and be considerate of one another’s interests; we must reach compromises with others,
be willing to sacrifice our own wants and desires for the sake of the needs of others; we must be
able to resolve conflicts—ideally in constructive, nonviolent ways—when they arise; on 
the whole, we should be able to be well, happy, and flourish ourselves while contributing to the 
well-being, happiness, and flourishing of others. This, we might suggest, is precisely where the
value of virtue is to be found.


Imagine, for instance, the difficulties that might arise in a family, organization, community,
or society in which members are disposed toward selfishness, prejudice, envy, and intolerance.
Not only will such persons be unhappy themselves, as Aristotle suggested, but their dispositions
will give rise to a host of interpersonal conflicts and problems. In such a situation, we would no
doubt find a family, organization, community, or society in which the possibility of well-being,
happiness, and flourishing for all people would be substantially diminished—in fact, nearly
impossible. Part of the value of the virtues is that they can assist us in overcoming these vices,
thus allowing for meaningful, productive human relationships that benefit the well-being of all
involved. Dispositions toward compassion, care, and concern for others, for instance, not only
give rise to positive relationships (thus augmenting our own pursuit of happiness), but also
create a foundation for group life wherein all people have a better opportunity to realize their
own potential and thus flourish as human beings.


Virtues, then, are not valuable in that they can get us money, status, power, or other
instrumental goods; rather, virtues are good in that they allow us to pursue the ultimate or
highest “good” of human existence—happiness or flourishing. The embodying and practice
of virtue (and the avoidance or elimination of vice) will, in turn, provide the greatest
opportunity to live a life of wellness, flourishing, and happiness and, simultaneously,
provide the same sorts of opportunities for others. Thus virtues can be understood as all of those
traits that in some way contribute to human well-being and flourishing, while vices
are those traits that interfere with human well-being and flourishing or make them 


less likely.19 With this in mind, let us look more specifically at the types of character traits that
are typically regarded as virtues.
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VIRTUE, WISDOM, AND THE “GOLDEN MEAN”


Of moral virtue, Aristotle suggested that it, “is concerned with feelings and actions, and these
involve excess, deficiency, and a mean.”20 One of Aristotle’s most widely discussed ideas on
virtue is this notion of the golden mean (sometimes called the “doctrine of the mean”).
Aristotle suggested that all virtues are means between two extremes of deficiency and excess. More
specifically, he suggests of virtue that it is, “a mean between two kinds of vice, one of excess and
the other of deficiency.”21 In any given situation and with regard to any given feeling or action,
it is possible to have too much or too little of something. In both instances, what amounts is
vice. In addition, we can find virtue by identifying these vices of deficiency and excess and
finding the “middle road” between the two. It is possible, for instance, to feel too much anger,
pity, or pleasure. It is equally possible to feel too little of these things. Virtue requires that we
have such feelings, “at the right times on the right grounds towards the right people for the right
motive and in the right way.”22 This “middle way” of feeling, he tells us, “is the mark of virtue.”


For every type of feeling, Aristotle is suggesting, there is some form of it that would be
considered excessive and some form of it that would be regarded as deficient. The same applies
for every type of action:


• “For both excessive and insufficient exercise destroy one’s strength, and both eating and
drinking too much or too little destroy health, whereas the right quantity produces,
increases and preserves it.”23


• In cases where we face danger, being “cowardly” would constitute a moral deficiency,
whereas being “foolhardy” would constitute a moral excess. The mean lying between the
vicious extremes of cowardliness and foolhardiness is the virtue of courage.


• With regard to how we should feel about ourselves and our own accomplishments, we
might recognize as vices the excessive trait of arrogance (thinking too much of oneself) and
the deficient trait of servility (thinking too little of oneself). Somewhere between these
vices of deficiency and excess lies a middle ground that entails “self-respect” and 
“self-esteem,” or what Aristotle called “proper pride.” Self-respect and self-esteem can
benefit one’s well-being, happiness, and flourishing, while traits such as servility and
arrogance will have a detrimental impact on this pursuit.


The Golden Mean and Practical Wisdom


Recall that Aristotle suggested that virtue had to do with practical wisdom. This link with human
reason and rationality is most evident in his conception of virtue as a mean. Supposing we know that
courage is a virtue, what exactly is a courageous act? Aristotle in no way meant for his doctrine of the
mean to serve as a “science”of ethical decision-making and behavior. In fact, he tells us that virtue and
morality are in no way exact. Instead, they are situational—what may be courageous for one person
may be cowardly for another, and what may be courageous in one situation may be cowardly in
another.24 The exercise of virtue demands that we exercise practical wisdom in any given situation.25


In other words, virtue requires experimentation. It requires that we engage in life. Persons of
practical wisdom “have developed skills to make the right decision at the right moment and to act
efficiently on those decisions.”26 A courageous act is one that a person of practical wisdom deems
to be courageous at a given moment in a given situation. As there is no “quick and easy” defini-
tion of virtue and virtuous behavior that can apply to all persons in all situations, the exercise of
virtue requires that we practice, learn from our experiences, and make an effort to continually
develop our moral character. While some traits are inborn, the moral virtues must be developed.
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They are habits of character, and habits are developed through practice. We learn the virtues by
exercising them regularly. In Aristotle’s terms:


Anything that we have to learn to do we learn by the actual doing of it. People become
builders by building and instrumentalists by playing instruments. Similarly we
become just by performing just acts, temperate by performing temperate ones, brave
by performing brave ones.27


Aristotle’s Virtues


Aristotle named only a handful of virtues, including the “intellectual” virtues of wisdom and
prudence, and the “moral” virtues of courage, temperance, liberality (i.e., generosity), magnificence,
proper pride, gentleness, truthfulness, justice, patience, friendliness, modesty, and wittiness. In
relation to these named virtues, his “golden mean” looks something like this:


Deficiency (Vice) Mean (Virtue) Excess (Vice)


Cowardice Courage Foolhardiness
Inhibition Temperance Overindulgence/intemperance
Miserliness Liberality Prodigality/extravagance
Shabbiness Magnificence Bad taste/vulgarity
Lack of ambition Proper pride Ambitiousness
Poor-spiritedness Gentleness Irascibility
Peevishness Friendliness Obsequiousness/flattery
Maliciousness Righteous indignation Envy
Sarcasm Truthfulness Boastfulness
Boorishness Wittiness Buffoonery
Shamelessness Modesty Shamefacedness


Attitude toward Self


Vices of Deficiency Virtues Vices of Excess


Attitude toward Self Self-deprivation;
Servility


Proper self-love; 
Proper pride; 
Self-respect


Arrogance; Egoism;
Narcissism; Vanity


Attitude toward Our
Own Offenses


Indifference;
Remorselessness;
Downplaying


Agent regret; Remorse; 
Making amends; 
Learning from them; 
Self-forgiveness


Toxic guilt;
Scrupulosity; Shame


Attitude toward Our
Own Good Deeds


Belittling;
Disappointment


Sense of
accomplishment;
Humility


Self- righteousness


Attitude toward Our
Own Desires


Adhedonia Temperance;
Moderation


Lust; Gluttony


We can also think of vices of excess and deficiency as they appear in our attitudes toward ourselves
and our attitudes toward others. Contemporary moral philosopher Lawrence Hinman gives us the
following list:28


(continued)
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The Unity of Virtue


Finally, we should point out that, even though it is common to discuss the virtues as though they
were individual traits, Aristotle reminds us that virtue is better regarded as an “overarching quality of
goodness or excellence that gives unity and integrity to a person’s character.”29 On this note, we can
think of virtuous people not only as those who exhibit virtuous traits, but also as those who serve as
examples to follow—as role models for moral behavior. They are people who can be “counted on to act
in a manner that benefits others” and who show a “willingness to perform supererogatory actions—
going beyond what is required by everyday morality.”30 Rather than a collection of personality traits,
then, virtue is best thought of as a unifying concept.31 A “good person” is virtuous in the sense of
having a more global disposition to act in ways that benefit herself or himself and others.


THE ETHIC OF CARE


In Chapter 7 we were briefly introduced to Carol Gilligan’s research on gender differences in
moral development and moral reasoning. Gilligan’s insights, along with those of Nel
Noddings and others, are sometimes referenced as grounds for an alternative moral
framework that emphasizes care and related virtues such as compassion, tolerance, and
benevolence.32 Though not identical to virtue ethics, an ethic of care shares much in common
with the tradition of virtue.33


Based on her research, Gilligan suggests that there are two fundamentally different orienta-
tions toward moral scenarios—one more characteristic of, but not limited to, males; the other
more characteristic of, but not limited to, females. The “male” orientation (termed the
rights/justice orientation) is more consistent with the dominant mode of Western moral reasoning
that perceives the world as comprised of isolated, independent, rights-bearing individuals.
Through this lens, justice is a matter of impartially and universally applying laws, rules,
procedures, and principles to the case at hand.34 Importantly, the justice approach tends to
dismiss or deny a role for emotions—even those that may be beneficial such as care, compassion,
love. Each of the approaches to moral decision-making examined prior to this chapter—
utilitarianism, duty- and rights-based ethics, social contract theory—encourage the application
of abstract principles to moral dilemmas, often specifically cautioning against allowing emotions
to bias our judgment.


Arguably, however,“cultivating appropriate feelings and emotions” is a key part of becoming
ethical—“we should try to make ourselves more empathic, sympathetic, compassionate, loving,
and caring and less indifferent, hostile, and prejudiced.”35 As an alternative to the justice mode of


Attitude toward Others


Attitude toward Other
People


Exploitation Respect Deference


Attitude toward
Offenses of Others


Ignoring them; Being
a doormat


Anger; Forgiveness; 
Understanding


Revenge; Grudge;
Resentment


Attitude toward Good Suspicion; Envy; Gratitude; Over-indebtedness
Deeds of Others Ignoring them Admiration
Attitude toward
Suffering of Others


Callousness Compassion Pity; “Bleeding heart”
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moral reasoning, an ethic of care stresses relationships, situational and contextual factors, and the
unique needs and interests of affected parties as key considerations for moral issues and dilemmas.
It conceives morality “contextually and in terms of interpersonal relationships and connections.”36


Rather than isolated, independent individuals, we are each fundamentally interdependent and
connected to one another; rather than justice being linked with impartiality and universally
applicable rules, it is best understood in relation to the situation and the particular or unique
needs and interests of all parties involved;37 and rather than asking questions about relevant moral
duties or applicable general principles, we should ask,“What is the loving or caring thing to do?”38


Care should not be confused with a moral duty or principle which should or must be followed;
rather, it has more in common with virtue—it is an attitude or disposition, a way of perceiving,
experiencing, and responding to the world. Especially important to a caring disposition is that we be
mindful—seeking to understand and know the needs and interests of others and take these into
consideration in our moral reasoning. We must “take on the standpoint or role of others . . . We must
imaginatively project ourselves into the emerging dramas of their lives . . . ” Consider the problem of
homelessness. Being mindful, compassionate, and caring might entail imagining what it would be like
to be homeless and thereby becoming connected to the nature of that form of suffering; “ . . . being
upset, distressed, regretting the different aspects of [the] plight”of the homeless, and wishing that such
suffering did not exist; and “giving thought to what might be done to alleviate” that suffering.39 It is
not so much that we feel a moral duty or obligation to aid the homeless, but that we perceive ourselves
as being connected to them through their suffering, and this connection inclines us to act in benevo-
lent ways and to avoid causing further harm or exploitation (see Box 10.4).


An ethic of care thus offers an alternative approach to moral issues and dilemmas which
allows for greater sensitivity to the needs and interests of others. At the risk of oversimplifying,
we might summarize by noting that an ethic of care:


BOX 10.4


Caring, Suffering, and the Perception of Desert


Especially important to an ethic of care is that we rec-
ognize that, despite our superficial differences, we are
all similar in important respects. We are, for instance,
“fellow sufferers”—we know, on some level, what it is
like to suffer physically and emotionally. Whether we
have limited food to eat, not enough money to pay
bills, are victims of crime and abuse, grapple with a
debilitating illness, or are shunned by friends, suffering
is an experience to which all of us can relate. Because
it is universal, suffering is perhaps the most fundamen-
tal way in which we are all connected to one another.
Recognizing this connectedness allows us to increase
our awareness of and sensitivity toward the pains and
struggles of others.


Indeed, suffering is a fundamental human
experience that cuts across social divisions such as
race, class, gender, religion, and age. Moreover, it


does not discriminate between those who deserve it
and those who do not. However, we often perceive
suffering as something experienced only by those
who do not deserve to deal with the situation in
which they find themselves—the undeserved suffer-
ing of innocent children, crime victims, persons
afflicted with disease, and the like. In contrast, oth-
ers are perceived as deserving of their condition and,
consequently, may be considered less worthy of our
care and sympathy. Aristotle made precisely this
point in his discussion of the virtue, noting that our
experience and exercise of compassion may be tied
to our perception of whether a fellow sufferer
deserves her or his suffering. In other words, our
belief about whether suffering is justified may
interfere with our capacity to relate to others in
compassionate ways.


(continued)
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• Values “compromise and accommodation”;
• “Seek[s] solutions that will minimize pain and suffering for all involved”;40


• Focuses on relationships between people, seeking to create, preserve, or strengthen rela-
tionships while addressing the needs and interests of all involved—particularly those with
the least power, status, and thus the most vulnerability;


• Attends to “all of the concrete details of a situation in order to understand it in all of its
individuality and specificity”;41 and


• Encourages us to imagine alternative solutions that we may not have considered—“focus[ing]
less on deciding between given alternatives than on envisioning new alternatives . . . that we
meet everyone’s needs . . . ”42


VIRTUE, CARE, AND CRIMINAL JUSTICE


As we have seen, virtue ethics emphasizes moral character, the embodiment of virtue in one’s deci-
sions and actions, and the avoidance of vice. The ethical codes and statements of principles devel-
oped by professional organizations in virtually every field of practice continue to emphasize traits of
character that are regarded as necessary and beneficial within those professions. Within criminal
justice, some virtues are conventionally regarded and commonly cited as critical. Examples include:


Honesty


• Law enforcement officers “ . . . shall be accurate, complete, and truthful in all matters.”
(International Association of Chiefs of Police, “Model Policy on Standards of Conduct”);


• Lawyers “shall not . . . engage in conduct involving dishonesty, fraud, deceit, or misrepresen-
tation” and “shall not . . . use or participate in the use of any form of public communication


In a study of contemporary American attitudes,
for example, Candice Clark found that sympathy is
less forthcoming when we perceive suffering to result
from malfeasance, negligence, risk-taking, or when it
is perceived as in some way being brought on by the
sufferer’s own actions. Poverty may be regarded as a
deserved form of suffering if perceived in terms of
personal responsibility rather than economic forces or
“bad luck,” and even sexual assault victims are some-
times regarded as provoking or precipitating their
own victimization. In the context of criminal offend-
ing, of course, we regularly regard the suffering of
legal punishment as deserved—even as “justice.”


Even in such cases where persons “deserve” to
suffer by most accounts, the absence of compassion
is not justifiable from a care or virtue perspective.
How are we to have compassion for a convicted
criminal offender? As moral philosopher Lawrence
Blum suggests, we can “ . . . have compassion for
someone in a difficult or miserable situation without


judging his overall condition to be difficult or miser-
able.” In other words, it is possible to regard the
condition of imprisonment as just and deserved
without losing our compassionate awareness for the
suffering an offender endures as a consequence of
that imprisonment (e.g., isolation, separation from
family, victimization by other offenders).


How might we “care” in such a situation? If
compassion inclines us to refrain from adding more
suffering to those who already suffer, what policies
and practices might we support (or oppose) within jails
and prisons? As is often argued with regard to impris-
onment, offenders are sent to prison as punishment,
not for it. Combined with compassionate awareness,
what implications might this logic have for how we
treat incarcerated criminals?


Source: Candice Clark, Misery and Company: Sympathy and
Everyday Life (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1999);
Lawrence Blum, “Compassion.” In A. Rorty (Ed.), Explaining
Emotions (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1980).
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involving a false, fraudulent, misleading, deceptive, self-laudatory or unfair statement or
claim.” (American Bar Association, “Code of Professional Responsibility”).


Justice


• “Corrections leadership . . . must ensure that employees are treated with righteous standards of
fairness and justice . . . ” (American Correctional Association, “Declaration of Principles”).


Wisdom/Knowledge


• “Corrections must be committed to pursuing a continual search for new knowledge . . . ”
(American Correctional Association, “Declaration of Principles”);


• “A lawyer is aided in attaining and maintaining his competence by keeping abreast if current
legal literature and developments, participating in continuing legal education programs . . .
and by utilizing other means.” (American Bar Association, “Code of Professional
Responsibility”).


Responsibility/Accountability


• “Accountability is a keystone of sounds corrections practice; therefore, all those engaged in
corrections activity should be held responsible for their actions and behavior.” (American
Correctional Association, “Declaration of Principles”);


• “Officers shall accept responsibility for their actions without attempting to conceal, divert, or
mitigate their true culpability . . . ” (International Association of Chiefs of Police, “Model
Policy on Standards of Conduct”).


Temperance


• “A lawyer . . . should be temperate and dignified, and he should refrain from all illegal and
morally reprehensible conduct.” (American Bar Association, “Code of Professional
Responsibility”).


Other virtues, however, appear less frequently in discussions of moral character and criminal justice.
While bravery and courage are widely regarded as admirable qualities among criminal justice profes-
sionals, are compassion, mercy, and love desirable qualities for police officers, judges, prosecutors,
prison guards, and others in the practice community? Moreover, is the “masculine” justice orienta-
tion to criminal justice policy and practice more desirable than its care-based alternative? Although
the implications of caring as an ethic have not been fully developed within criminal justice studies,
it raises some important questions about (and criticisms of) many current criminal justice policies
and practices.


Justice and the Ethic of Care


As previously discussed, a key component of caring is having and utilizing the capacity to
empathize—to consider the needs and interests of all people involved in a situation. Seeking
to know others and project ourselves into their situations is not only the basis of caring, but
arguably is crucial to justice as well. It is this element of the ethic of care that is perhaps most
relevant to the resolution of conflicts, cases, and issues in the realm of criminal justice. Those
promoting an ethic of care would point out that the American criminal justice system leaves
little—if any—room for the types of considerations that are central to caring. The American legal
system, for instance, operates largely according to the “rights/justice” approach. Judges are
expected to decide cases with reference to the rule of law and legal precedent; to approach cases in
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an impartial, unbiased fashion and decide similar cases in a like-minded fashion. In other words,
the same resolution (e.g., determination of guilt, sentencing decision) may be applicable in many
different cases, so long as the legal facts of those cases are similar.


The ethic of care would seem to promote a radically different approach to the resolution of
legal cases. Rule of law, legal precedent, and legal facts would be less important considerations than
contextual or situational factors. As we have seen, the ethic of care centralizes contexts, situations,
and relationships. Justice cannot follow from the application of universal rules and principles;
rather, justice emerges when we attend to the uniqueness of human situations and of the people
involved in those situations (see Box 10.5). Resolving conflicts in both criminal and civil spheres
would require that judges come to know the details of a particular situation, the persons involved in
and affected by that situation, and make a determination on the basis of those particulars—not, as
traditional conceptions of law and justice would have it, on the basis of a law, rule, principle, or
precedent that is meant to apply to all similar cases. In a criminal case, for instance, this may mean
that judges would need to make an effort to “know” the defendant, consider her or his life circum-
stances and motives, and take these into consideration when making a ruling.


BOX 10.5


Restorative Justice


As an example of an alternative approach to criminal
justice which focuses less on abstract legal principles
and more on the needs and interests of all parties
affected within a particular situation, consider the rela-
tively recent movement toward restorative justice.
Restorative justice is an approach to justice which
focuses on repairing harms caused by criminal offend-
ing through programs that seek to involve the offender,
the victim, and the community in the restorative
process.43 Rather than focusing on the individual
offender and abstract principles such as those derived
from law, restorative justice emphasizes relationships
and the needs and interests of all parties affected by
crime. As traditional approaches to criminal justice
focus almost exclusively on the offender, restorative
justice is argued to provide an alternative that allows for
the forgotten victim as well as representatives from the
community to become involved in forging a solution
that benefits all parties involved.44


One of the more popular and widely used restora-
tive justice programs is Victim-Offender Reconciliation.
Victim-Offender Reconciliation Programs (VORP)
bring offenders and victims together in a setting that
promotes a healthy interaction between them. Under
the guidance of a trained mediator, victims have the
opportunity to explain the harm that was caused by
the offender and the ways in which the criminal event
has affected their lives. The offender, in turn, has an


opportunity to explain her or his motivations to the
victim. As John Fuller writes,


Sometimes all the victim wants is to 
tell his or her story to the offender and
receive an apology. Sometimes the offender
welcomes the opportunity to confess his
or her transgression without fear that
the court will use it to impose a harsh
sentence.45


Overall, as “each side learns more about the
humaneness and circumstances of the other, they are
able to craft solutions” that identify the injustice,
make things right, and establish mechanisms for
future action.46


Victim-Offender Reconciliation Programs, as well
as other restorative justice programs such as family
group conferencing and victim-offender panels seek to
re-involve the victim and the community in a legal
process that has lost sight of them. Justice, some have
argued, requires that victims, offenders, and communi-
ties be healed, and that all involved parties are offered
an opportunity to participate in the healing or restora-
tive process.47 Doing so not only repairs the harm
caused, but arguably does much more for the preven-
tion of future offending than traditional models of
criminal justice.
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A contemporary criminal justice trend that would seem to be at odds with this type of approach
is the movement toward determinate sentencing schemes. Many states have now implemented
sentencing guidelines that severely restrict the amount of discretion judges have in deciding sentences
in individual cases. Consequently, judges are unable (or less able) to take situational and circumstan-
tial factors into consideration. Instead, judges are forced to impose sentences within a limited range
that is defined by legislatures. For example, an offender convicted of a residential burglary might
be sentenced to twenty-three months in prison, as mandated by sentencing guidelines, regardless of
the circumstances of the crime or the offender. In theory, determinate sentencing produces
uniformity, proportionality, and equity in sentencing decisions. In addition, it prevents judges from
considering the types of situational factors that an ethic of care might otherwise showcase.


Beyond judicial decisions, the ethic of care would seem to have relevance for a range of
decisions and decision-makers in criminal justice settings. In policing, for example, caring
would entail officers seeking to know the people and circumstances involved in the situations
they confront on a daily basis. Approaching law enforcement scenarios in this way would
require individual officers to make liberal use of discretionary powers, considering the needs
and interests of all parties involved in a conflict or situation before resolving it. To illustrate, not
all persons who violate the law would require arrest. In at least some cases, the needs and
interests of lawbreakers, victims, and the public may be better served by not making an arrest (or
not ticketing traffic violators, etc.). This is commonly referred to as selective enforcement of the
law. Because situations and the people involved in them are unique, the same approach may not
be desirable in all factually similar cases. In addition, critics of selective enforcement have
argued that allowing officers to rely on their own judgment (including moral sensibilities) in
deciding when to make arrests markedly increases the likelihood of discrimination, favoritism,
and other undesirable influences affecting decision-making. In other words, discretion might
not always be used in the interest of care (see Box 10.6).


Do the benefits of adopting a care orientation in judicial and law enforcement decision-
making outweigh the potentially negative consequences of selective enforcement and individualized
sentences? Should judges, juries, police and correctional officers, and others involved in the criminal
justice system embody an ethic of care when deciding cases or making decisions? Do virtues such as
compassion, mercy, tolerance, and benevolence have a place in criminal justice? From a care
perspective, these are precisely the questions that we should be asking ourselves. Further, our 
answers to these and related questions might have a profound impact on the future of criminal
justice practice.


(continued)


BOX 10.6


Domestic Violence and Mandatory Arrest Policies


A good example of a conflict situation involving rela-
tionships and unique needs and interests—yet for
which the breadth of officer discretion has been
criticized—is that of domestic violence. Historically,
domestic violence offenders were not always—or
even often—arrested. Decisions about whether to
arrest, separate the parties for a temporary “cooling


off” period, attempt to mediate the dispute, refer the
couple to counseling, or employ some other means of
resolving the conflict were largely in the hands of the
officer(s). In part because of concerns raised by
victim’s advocates, some police agencies have imple-
mented mandatory arrest policies that require
police officers to make an arrest wherever possible.
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Summary


Virtue ethics differs from consequentialist and deon-
tological ethics in the very question with which it
begins. Rather than asking the question, “What
should I do?” virtue ethics insists that we ask a differ-
ent normative question—“What kind of person
should I be?” In so doing, the virtue tradition
displaces emphasis on duties and consequences and
shifts it to considerations of moral character—on
“being” a certain kind of person instead of “doing”
certain kinds of actions or bringing about certain
types of consequences. Character is thus emphasized
more than duties, principles, rules, or consequences.
This is not to say, however, that we should under-
stand character as entirely independent of actions
and consequences. Many would argue that “being”
certain kinds of people means we are disposed
toward “doing” certain kinds of actions, while those
kinds of actions, in turn, have a tendency to produce
certain types of consequences.


Historically, it is this emphasis on being as
opposed to doing that distinguishes virtue ethics
from other moral theories. Importantly, people
who embody virtues—those disposed to be kind,


caring, compassionate, forgiving, respectful, gener-
ous, and just—act out of a genuine respect and
concern for the well-being of themselves and
others. Compassion, for example, does not stem
from a commitment to the principle of compas-
sion, conformity to a duty to be compassionate, or
a thoughtful and rational consideration of the
consequences of being compassionate. Instead,
people who act out of compassion tend to be
compassionate people. Mother Teresa—perhaps
the quintessential exemplar of the compassionate
character—was not exercising compassion in the
interest of acting morally; rather, her compassion
was a function of her character as a compassionate
person. It is for this reason that the virtue perspec-
tive regards right actions and good consequences as
less morally significant than developing good
habits of character that dispose us to do the right
thing or incline us to act in a certain fashion. If we
are disposed, by way of our character, to be com-
passionate, caring, forgiving, and so on, our actions
will naturally follow from these dispositions or
traits of character.


Key Terms and Concepts


biogenic needs 198
character 189
character trait 189


determinate sentencing 207
ethic of care 203
eudaimonia 195


golden mean 200
mandatory arrest policies 207
moral vices 190


Nonarrest often requires written justification, and
failure to follow departmental policy may result in
disciplinary action against the officer. Do such poli-
cies potentially undermine the possibility of exercising
an ethic of care? Consider whether any or all of the
following should influence how domestic violence
scenarios are handled by law enforcement officers:


• Whether the couple is married, separated,
divorced, etc.


• Whether the victim and offender are of the
same sex


• The potential financial consequences of making
an arrest (for one or both parties)


• Whether there is a history of prior incidents
• Whether alcohol or drugs are involved
• The emotional state of the victim
• The emotional state of the offender
• The extent of injuries
• The victim’s expressed desires


Source: William Doerner and Steven Lab, Victimology, 2nd ed.
(Cincinnati: Anderson, 1998), pp. 151–153.
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Discussion Questions


1. Describe in detail the difference between moral virtue
and moral vice. As you think about criminal justice
professionals (e.g., police officers, probation/parole
officers, lawyers) list the five characteristics that you
would argue are most typical of the character of these
types of professionals. Are these characteristics virtues
or vices? Finally, list five characteristics that you feel
would be ideal or desirable for such professionals to
embody.


2. Using an example from juvenile justice (e.g., teenage
prostitution, underage drinking, waiver to the adult
system, execution), explore how virtuous or vicious
character might influence the decisions of all parties
involved at all levels of the process, from the deviant
behavior itself to disposition of the juvenile within the
justice system.


3. Recalling the section of this chapter on virtue and the
good life, what is the end to which criminal justice is
directed? To what extent is this end consistent with the
highest good as described by Aristotle? Use examples to
explain and/or justify your response.


4. What is the function and purpose of the criminal
justice system? To what extent are these functions and
purposes consistent with Aristotle’s notion of the
“good life”? To what extent do these functions and
purposes promote or fail to promote the good life for
citizens? Be specific!


5. Explain the relationship between virtue and human
flourishing. In what ways are biogenic needs, coopera-
tion, and connectedness important to this relationship?
Do you believe that the adult and juvenile justice
systems are structured to support these values? If not,
what does this tell you about virtue ethics and the
overall criminal justice system?


6. As the ethic of care requires us to consider situational
factors before making decisions, what types of situa-
tional factors might be important in determining
whether an arrest needs to be made in the following
cases: solicitation of prostitution, possession of small
quantities of illicit substances, a simple assault stem-
ming from a drunken verbal confrontation at a bar,
public intoxication, loitering.
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11
The Examined Life: A Guide to


Critical Ethical Thinking


Morality is ultimately about the choices we make and the actions we undertake (or fail to take) as a
result of our decisions. Whether our choices are informed by our character, our commitment to moral
duties and principles, our obligations, or a rational consideration of the potential consequences of our
actions, moral goodness is ultimately reflected in morally good choices. Yet what makes a choice
“good”? For example, on what grounds can we say that one’s decision to support the death penalty, to
endorse racial profiling as a legitimate method of policing, or to promote the waiver of juveniles to the
adult criminal justice system is, indeed, morally justified or “sound”? On what grounds can we say that
one’s decision to “rat on” a fellow police officer, to “look the other way” when stopping a friend for
driving under the influence, or to accept bribes from drug dealers is morally unjustified? On what
grounds can we claim that our choice to be truthful with a friend or colleague even though in doing so
considerable harm comes to a third party was the “right” one? What conditions make decisions morally
right or wrong, good or bad?


Recall from Chapter 1 that while “morality” has to do with people’s beliefs about right and wrong,
good and bad, and the choices they make and the actions that they take as a result of those beliefs, “ethics”
has more to do with critically reflecting on moral values, beliefs, choices, and actions. As a process of
critically reflecting on morality, ethics should not simply describe moral issues and present moral
perspectives; rather, ethics should also offer us some strategies that can be used to determine what
position we should take on moral issues and what choices we should make in given moral contexts.
Determining what position to take on moral issues such as capital punishment, racial profiling, or
abortion requires a thorough analysis of the issue, utilizing principles of reasoning as well as whatever
evidence we have available. Determining how we should choose or what we should do in a given
situation requires the same sort of analysis—in this case, not of the issue, but of the situation, its
circumstances, and how moral values and principles might be applied in that situation.


In this portion of Ethics, Crime, and Criminal Justice, we outline a number of concerns with
specific relevance to moral decision-making. In a way, we hope that readers will understand what
follows as a collection of “tools” that can be used as aids in moral choice-making. Though admittedly
not exhaustive, our aim is to assist crime and justice professionals as they confront any number of
possible moral issues and dilemmas in their everyday personal and professional lives. The observations
that follow might be thought of as a practical “guide” for ethical choice-making and behavior. The types
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of skills and tools emphasized are essential components of morality. They help us make sound
moral judgments, and these judgments or choices become the basis for undertaking right actions.
Arguably, if these skills and tools become a part of how the criminal justice professional
approaches moral dilemmas, they help to ensure that the person will lead a life built on character,
integrity, and virtue.


JUSTIFYING BELIEFS AND DECISIONS


This is perhaps the most important point to be made about moral beliefs and ethical decision-
making. The ethical life requires that we make good decisions, and good decisions are justified
decisions.1 To say that a particular choice, decision, belief, action, law, policy, practice, punish-
ment, or sentence is “justified” is to be able to show that there are good reasons for it. Beyond this,
justification also requires that we be able to show that our “good reasons” are better than those for
alternative decisions, policies, and so forth. While you may be able to produce good reasons for
being dishonest at a court appearance, if there are better reasons for being honest, we cannot
claim that dishonesty is a justified choice.


• We cannot simply seek to develop reasons for our decisions; rather, we must assess reasons for
all possible alternatives, choosing the alternative that is supported by the best reasons.


Moral Reasons Are Different from Personal Reasons


Personal reasons for decisions are those that appeal to our personal needs, desires, emotions, and
interests. Most of the everyday, nonmoral decisions we make can be justified by appealing to
personal reasons. One might have chocolate ice cream for dessert rather than chocolate cake
because it sounds more pleasurable, because it has fewer calories, or perhaps because it is the
middle of summer and ice cream seems more refreshing.


• What reasons can you provide for your position on gun ownership, abortion, or flag burning?
How many of those reasons appeal to self-interest? Emotion? Personal needs and desires? How
many of them are reasons you have adopted from parents? Friends? Religious teachings?


Personal Reasons Are Not Sufficient Reasons for Moral Decisions


While perhaps justifying everyday (nonmoral) sorts of decisions, personal reasons are not
sufficient to justify decisions with moral implications. We might support equal treatment of women
because we recognize that equality is an important part of a just society, not because we are 
trying to impress our parents, pastor, or a romantic interest.


Good Reasons Are the Result of Careful, Rational, and Unbiased
Consideration


While most of us can offer a variety of reasons for our beliefs and decisions, closer examination
oftentimes reveals that our reasons are flawed in one or more ways. More often than not, this is
a result of our tendency to accept beliefs and make decisions without having fully and carefully
scrutinized them. Good ethical decision-making and sound ethical actions require that we
spend some time considering where our beliefs and opinions come from, how and why we
believe certain things or have certain opinions, and, most importantly, whether we are justified
in having them.
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Ethical Frameworks Can Serve as Bases for Thinking about Reasons


Moral reasons often stem from ethical frameworks.2 Over the course of this text, we have been
exposed to a variety of ethical frameworks, all offering reasons for moral decisions. Moral reasons
may appeal to the consequences of our actions for other people, to moral duties or principles
(e.g., it is wrong to take an innocent life), or to the value of virtue. The frameworks outlined in
Chapters 8, 9, and 10 are good starting points for developing good reasons for moral decisions.


UTILIZING OUR CAPACITY TO REASON


The ethical life is not simply about “doing the right thing,” it is about doing the right thing for the
right reasons. When we talk about good or right reasons, we are stressing the importance of
human rationality and the capacity for reasoning which it provides. Reasoning skills are and have
always been considered an important—indeed necessary—part of the pursuit of the ethical life.
When making choices in both personal and professional contexts, we must utilize our uniquely
human capacity to reason.3


Defining Reasoning


Reasoning refers to any process whereby we apply available information such as evidence or principles
(i.e., reasons) to a question, issue, or dilemma in the interest of reaching a conclusion. When we think
critically about whether we should support capital punishment, whether we should lie to a friend
when telling the truth could be harmful, or about what we should believe or do with regard to any
issue or in any situation, we are engaged in reasoning.4


Broadly Speaking, There Are Two Basic Types of Reasoning


These include theoretical or pure reasoning and practical reasoning. Though there is some considerable
overlap between the two, for our purposes they can be described as follows:5


• Theoretical or pure reasoning involves deciding what we should or ought to believe. When
we reason theoretically, we are not figuring out what we should do in a given situation, but
attempting to reach conclusions about morally responsible beliefs. Thus, theoretical reasoning
is what guides our thinking.


• Practical reasoning involves deciding what we should or ought to do. We involve ourselves in
practical reasoning anytime we deliberate an action. Thus, practical reasoning is what guides
our actions.


Theoretical Reasoning Assists Us in Developing Good Moral Beliefs


As we will see shortly, an important part of becoming a moral person is critically reflecting on the
values and beliefs we hold, the principles we follow, the policies and practices we support and
uphold, and the ends toward which we strive. We do so in the interest of identifying desirable
values and principles, distinguishing justified from unjustified beliefs, and determining good
policies and practices.


• Should the value of life outweigh the value of choice? Should the virtue of loyalty be held in higher
esteem than that of honesty? Are the consequences of our actions more important considerations
than our moral duties? Is the overriding goal of our system of punishment and corrections to 
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deter would-be criminals? To rehabilitate convicted criminals? To exact vengeance? Are nonviolent
strategies of conflict resolution more desirable than violent ones? How can we use ideas from moral
theory (e.g., utilitarianism, Kantian ethics) to justify our answer?


Practical Reasoning Assists Us in Applying Values, Beliefs, and Principles
to “Practical” Issues or Situations


Practical reasoning is crucial when we are facing an issue or situation about which something
needs to be done. It guides our choices and actions by aiding us in determining how best to achieve
ends that we have determined to be good, how we should choose when faced with conflicting
ends, and most generally how the insights we gain from theoretical reasoning can be used over the
course of our everyday personal and professional lives.6


• If rehabilitation is determined to be a desirable end or goal for our system of punishment and
corrections, practical reasoning is necessary to determine the best method(s) by which to
achieve this outcome.


• Law enforcement officers are sometimes forced to choose between being loyal to a fellow agent
versus telling the truth in a court of law. This sort of ethical dilemma can materialize when
concerns are raised about an officer’s investigative techniques or respect for the constitutional
rights of suspects. Reasoning helps to clarify and evaluate the options we possess, enabling us to
make more informed (and hopefully “better”) decisions.


• If nonviolent strategies of conflict resolution are more desirable than violent strategies, we need
practical reasoning to tell us how to apply nonviolent strategies in a given situation or with
regard to a given issue.


The Ethical Life Thus Requires That We Make Good Use of Both
Theoretical and Practical Reasoning Abilities


Morally, some “ends” are better than others, and some means are better than others for achieving
those ends. Theoretical reasoning aids us in contemplating the goodness of ends, while practical
reasoning assists us in determining what to do in the interest of attaining those ends. Assuming
that equality, for instance, is a desirable end, theoretical and practical reason together may help us
determine: (1) that equality is a desirable end or state of affairs; and (2) what means (e.g., laws,
policies, personal or institutional practices, character traits) are best—practically and morally—
for achieving the end-state of equality.


Effective Reasoning Requires That We Have Skills and Tools
with Which to Work


Reasoning about ethics is not something we simply “do”; rather, it is something that requires
knowledge, skills, tools, and a good bit of critical reflection. These skills and tools of reason are
often discussed as those of critical thinking.


THINKING CRITICALLY


The ethical life certainly involves making good decisions and performing right actions on the basis
of those decisions. Good decision-making in ethics, in turn, has much to do with being a good
critical thinker. To be a good critical thinker is to clearly possess and routinely use the knowledge,
skills, and tools necessary to work through ethical dilemmas, and to effectively analyze laws, policies,
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practices, and other concerns of moral significance. Knowing how to think provides us with a founda-
tion for being ethical people, for making morally good choices, and for reaching justified
conclusions on complicated moral issues. As we come to incorporate critical thinking strategies
into various facets of our personal and professional lives, practicing them with regularity, this
tendency to think critically and to make sound decisions becomes almost second nature.7


Critical Thinking Is the “Activity of Reason” or “Reason in Action”


It is the process by which we actively use our innate capacity for rational thought to make good
choices or decisions, as well as to justify and carefully assess beliefs, principles, laws, policies,
and the like.8


The Goals of Critical Thinking Include


(1) understanding and evaluating reasoning, including existing and proposed laws, policies, and
court decisions; (2) making well-reasoned choices and decisions, both in our personal lives and in
professional contexts; and (3) being fair-minded, avoiding the traps or pitfalls of emotion, convention,
and other problematic—though common—influences on moral judgments and decisions.9


Accomplishing These Goals Requires a Good Mind-Set Coupled with an
Understanding of How Reasoning Works and Where It Can Go Wrong


While we cannot hope to consider even most of what needs to be said in this context in a short
chapter, we have identified some of what we believe are the most important points to be
considered as you embark on the journey that is the ethical life. Attaining a good ethical mind-
set and making good ethical decisions requires, in part, that we: (1) recognize uncritical
thinking in ourselves and others; (2) be willing to explore ways unseen; (3) recognize and seek
to avoid common errors in reasoning and judgment, including assumptions, errors of relevance,
and errors of evidence; (4) be able, on at least a basic level, to evaluate our own reasoning and
that of others; and (5) be able, on at least a basic level, to apply moral principles and ethical
frameworks to issues, situations, and dilemmas of ethical relevance.


RECOGNIZING UNCRITICAL THINKING


In The Republic, Plato asks us to envision an underground cave with the mouth open toward the light
of a fire. Within the cave are cave dwellers (i.e., prisoners) who are chained such that they are unable
to move, seeing only the cave wall directly in front of them. The light from the fire illuminates
the wall so that shadows of people and objects can be seen, but not the people and objects themselves.
Because it is all they know—all they can see and experience—the cave dwellers come to equate these
shadows with truth and reality, naming them and talking about them as if they were real. In other
words, truth and reality for the prisoners are merely shadows of what is.


Plato suggests that if one of the cave dwellers were to escape or be allowed to leave the cave,
he would realize that the shadows were merely reflections of a more complex reality. He would
realize that what had been truth and reality for him and his fellow cave dwellers—what they had
taken to be knowledge of the world—was flawed and distorted. Having experienced what exists
outside of his imagined world, our escaped prisoner would never be able to live the old way—
having seen the world outside, he would never be able to return to the cave and the world of
images that he once took to be real. He would no longer be able to accept his confinement, and
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he would pity the ignorance of his fellow dwellers. If he were then to share his newfound knowl-
edge with his fellows, he would be met with ridicule, derision, and mockery. To the prisoners, the
images of the cave wall are a meaningful reality—far more meaningful than a world they had
never experienced. Furthermore, because our once-released prisoner would be unable to resume
life in the imagined world, he would be perceived by the others as dangerous. Consequently, they
would come to believe the world outside to be dangerous, favoring their world of images only
that much more. What lessons can we learn about critical thinking and ethical decision-making
from Plato’s “allegory of the cave”?


It Is Easy to Become Imprisoned by Favored Ways of Seeing the World


We too easily slip into habits of thought, belief, opinion, preconception, prejudice, stereotype, and the
like. If we are not careful, we can become “trapped” in certain ways of thinking about or seeing
the world, unable or unwilling to recognize alternative possibilities. When challenged, rather
than critically assessing the value of alternative thoughts, opinions, policies, and so forth, we tend
only to become even more strongly attached to our favored ways of thinking. Our thoughts come
to take on a power of their own, exercising control over us and shaping—if not determining—the
way we perceive, experience, and interpret the world.10


We Think “Uncritically” When We Accept Ideas, Opinions, and Beliefs
without Carefully Assessing Their Merit


Plato’s cave demonstrates the need to think rather than accept things as they appear or are
given/taught/preached to us. For Plato, this kind of critical reflection is the path out of our
metaphorical “imprisonment”—the means by which we escape the state of being confined in a
“cave” of ideas and opinions that we have accepted but left unexamined.


Socialization and Experience Tend to Provide Us with a Limited and
Incomplete Portrait of Ourselves, Others, and the World in Which We Exist


Beginning at a very young age, we unknowingly absorb the ideas and opinions that are presented
to us. We are largely passive products of our socialization and environment, digesting almost
everything our parents, teachers, religious leaders, and others tell us. As we mature, we are bom-
barded by the advertising industry, mass media, political officials, and other assorted “experts”
telling (or “advising”) us as to how to think, what to know, and how to be. This extended process,
in conjunction with the personal experiences we have along the way, shape and largely determine
the way we perceive and understand the world. Consequently, our understanding is often limited
and incomplete, subsequently making it difficult to engage in objective, unbiased, careful, and
critical examination of moral concerns.11


The Ethical Life Requires That We Develop Our Own Reasons for Beliefs,
Opinions, Decisions, and Actions


The value of socialization and experience is not to be altogether dismissed. Much of what we are
taught or exposed to, as well as that which we learn from personal experience, can have value.
We should first simply recognize that we come to accept a good many ideas, beliefs, and opinions
without ever having decided their merits ourselves. Whether we continue to accept them or
decide to reject them after critical reflection is less important than developing our own reasons for
accepting or rejecting them. Developing our own reasons is what thinking critically is all about.
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The ethical life requires that we objectively weigh ideas, opinions, and arguments when presented
to us and, through this process, reach sound conclusions.


Ways of Seeing Can Become Ways of Not Seeing


When we think in exclusive ways—as “Christians,” “liberals,” “women,” “environmentalists,” and
so on—no matter how attractive those ways might seem and how much easier it makes under-
standing the world, we can be prevented from considering new methods of understanding or new
ways of seeing existing problems. When this occurs, the process of intellectual growth and
moral development is inhibited, and efforts to find desirable solutions to ethical dilemmas 
and moral issues are hindered. In short, our “ways of seeing” become ways of not seeing.12


• Think, for instance, of how absorbed people can become in the beliefs and opinions of their
political party or religion when discussing current issues such as crime or poverty. When trapped
in such favored ways of seeing, they become unable (or simply unwilling) to consider alternative
perspectives. Rather than talking with one another and engaging in reasoned discourse in the
interest of a desirable and agreeable resolution, they simply talk past one another.


Critical Ethical Thinking Requires That We Approach Issues in Unbiased,
Unprejudiced, and Open-Minded Ways


When we engage an issue by starting with a conclusion or answer that is consistent with our feelings,
politics, religious sentiments, etc., we trap ourselves into not seeing. Oftentimes, we make the
critical mistake of seeking out evidence or justifications to support our preestablished conclusion. In so
doing, we are likely not to see beyond the limits of our own point of view.13


• If we strongly believe that executing juveniles under the age of sixteen is a morally acceptable
criminal justice response to offender behavior and then proceed to search only for evidence that
supports our position, we will never “get to the bottom” of the issue. More than likely, there are
many important points to be considered and not all (or even most) of them will necessarily be
consistent with what we already believe. What is important is that we consider all of these
points, arguments, and sources of evidence. Only by approaching complex crime and justice
issues in unbiased, unprejudiced, and open-minded ways can we hope to be good ethical
thinkers and make sound, informed, and morally responsible decisions.


Sometimes, Traps of Not-Seeing Can Have Their Basis in the Beliefs and
Norms of Entire Cultures, Communities, or Organizations


Sometimes the traps of not-seeing are much broader in scale than we realize. They can stem from
traditions that have existed for hundreds or thousands of years; they can stem from the largely
shared beliefs or norms of entire countries or cultures. In these cases, ways of seeing or doing can
seem perfectly “natural” and “normal.” What is regarded as natural and normal, in turn, is often
presumed to be the “right” or “correct” way of seeing or doing.


• Consider, for instance, the ways in which the tradition of patriarchy impacts the organization
and practice of law enforcement. Patriarchy is a form of social organization in which men and
typically masculine values are granted priority over women and values that are customarily
defined as feminine. Under these conditions, patriarchy becomes a cultural force that can serve
as a conceptual prison. For instance, without our conscious awareness of it, patriarchy can
encourage us to regard masculine values as somehow better, more important, or more desirable
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that feminine ways of knowing, being, and doing. One of the practical effects of patriarchy in law
enforcement is that this profession has tended to structure itself around masculine values, with
the majority of senior positions within precincts and departments occupied by men. Values such
as aggressiveness, control, and forthrightness are deemed more desirable with in law enforce-
ment than the values of human relating, compassion, and reconciliation. Interestingly, however,
most police work is not physically demanding. In fact, aggressiveness is seldom a necessary
characteristic for successful performance. Instead, the skills that are most useful to police officers
include communication, negotiation, and nonviolent problem-solving. In many important
respects, these skills are consistent with feminine ways of knowing, interacting, and being.


EXPLORING WAYS UNSEEN


We noted earlier that good (justified) decisions require not that we develop reasons for our
decisions, but that we assess reasons for all possible alternatives, choosing the alternative that is
supported by the best reasons. As ethical thinking requires exploring and considering all possible
ways of seeing an issue or situation, it requires that we always make a point to seek out and
consider various explanations, reasons, forms of evidence, and the like. Doing so can go a long
way toward helping us overcome the inevitable prejudices or selfish interests that often shape our
reasoning about difficult moral issues. Problematically, many of us put up a good bit of resistance
to this necessity. How willing are we to explore ways unseen?


• Think of a moral issue that you feel quite strongly about (e.g., abortion, sexual abuse, murder, flag
burning, or police use of lethal force). First, identify three reasons to support your position
(some people have trouble even with this). Next, identify three reasons in support of the opposing
position. When asked to do so, many people eventually realize that they are so committed to their
own perspective that they cannot cite many (if any) reasons to support the contrasting viewpoint.
Most often, what this indicates is a failure to adequately consider alternative possibilities.


Living the “Examined Life” Requires That We Regularly Take a Step Back
in Order to See What Is in Front of Us


The ethical life entails subjecting our beliefs, opinions, and ideas to critical scrutiny. Making
ethical choices and undertaking ethical action (i.e., being moral) entails examining and continu-
ally reexamining these crucial elements of ourselves. Living the examined life means that we take
a step back from our experiences, socialization, feelings, and other influences that are potentially
bias-inducing, in order to assess thoughtfully the issue right in front of us. Failure to do so can
result in making poor choices, including the support of laws, policies, and practices that are
largely ineffective and, worst, directly harmful or counterproductive. Ethics helps not only to
clarify our thoughts and feelings on many of these matters, but also enables us to work through
those thoughts and feelings in the interest of critically evaluating their merit. In this respect, the
ethical life is about carefully reviewing moral values, principles, and arguments that form the
basis of our opinions and beliefs, as well as our decisions and actions.


The Examined Life Requires That We Maintain a Healthy 
Degree of Skepticism


Skepticism is the willing suspension of belief pending investigation of reasons. Thus, skepticism is
an attitude. To be “skeptical” of something is not to deny its validity, truth, value, or desirability.
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Rather, to be skeptical is to doubt and to maintain that uncertainty until we have sufficiently
investigated and reflected on reasons that support or fail to support the validity, truth, value, or
desirability of that which is at issue.14


• It may be helpful to think of ethical reasoning like the process of critical thinking that occurs
during a legal proceeding. In proceedings like a criminal trial, there are standards of proof,
burdens of proof (that attach to the defense or the prosecution), and judges and/or juries who
weigh the evidence presented to them. The evaluation of the evidence is undertaken in the
interest of determining whether the relevant standards and burdens of proof have been success-
fully met. Thus, when thinking critically about ethical issues, a healthy amount of skepticism
should be maintained until such time as we are confident that we have sufficient information
or evidence enabling us to believe, choose, or act a certain way.


The Examined Life Requires That We Keep an Open Mind


Narrow-minded persons avoid thoroughly considering all possibilities or courses of action, often
because they limit their considerations to preformed ideas about what is worthy of consideration.
Narrow-minded persons are sometimes dogmatic and often adopt a defensive posturing—
almost instinctively defending their preformed ideas rather than thoughtfully considering
alternatives and challenges to their ideas. In all cases, the defining feature of narrow-mindedness
is simply an unwillingness to open oneself to new ideas, learn from those new ideas, and, where
appropriate, change one’s own ideas. Remember, as soon as we believe we have found the answer
or the correct way of being or doing, we close ourselves off to other possibilities and make growth
and development nearly impossible.


• Willingness to change—particularly in light of new evidence—is central to keeping an open
mind. The ethical life should be thought of as a work-in-progress. We regularly have new
experiences, attain new knowledge, and are exposed to new evidence and new alternatives.
The ethical state of mind is one in which we demonstrate a willingness to incorporate these new
experiences, knowledge, and alternative possibilities into our ways-of-thinking about the world.


• Clearly, it would be impossible—and detrimental—to be open to every idea and every possibility.
The ethical life requires that, to some extent, we be discriminate. As a general rule, be judicious
and use reasoned judgment when determining which ideas and alternatives may be valuable in
a given context or with regard to a given issue. We run into problems, of course, when we discrim-
inate against new ideas and possibilities simply because they are different from ideas we have
already formed.


The Examined Life Requires That We See Beyond Categories, Labels,
Stereotypes, and Other Preformed Ways of Sorting and Separating


When we categorize people or ideas, we attach generalized and stereotypical characteristics to them
before considering them on their own merit or as unique entities. Specifically, we (often
subconsciously) attach the stereotyped qualities of the category to the individual idea or person, thus
seeing the person or idea through the category. Categories such as race, gender, social class, ethnicity,
and nationality are common ways of limiting our perspective on people and, consequently,
preventing ourselves from seeing unique characteristics, circumstances, and possibilities. The same
happens when we see people through labels such as “criminal,” “convict,” or “sex offender.” At other
times, we see ideas through categories, whether these be political, religious, theoretical, philosophical,
or otherwise. Doing so prevents us from seeing ways unseen in the fullest light.


Chapter 11 • The Examined Life: A Guide to Critical Ethical Thinking 219


Ethics, Crime, and Criminal Justice, Second Edition, by Christopher R. Williams and Bruce A. Arrigo. Published by Prentice Hall. Copyright © 2012 by Pearson Education, Inc.


G
A
R
R
E
T
T
,
 
M
E
G
A
N
 
1
3
2
4
T
S








AVOIDING ERRORS IN REASONING AND JUDGMENT


The first point we made at the outset of this chapter was that the ethical life requires that our
beliefs and decisions be justified. Justifying beliefs, opinions, decisions, laws, and policies, in turn,
requires that two conditions be met: (1) that we have good reasons for them; and (2) that the
beliefs, decisions, etc., follow from those reasons. Decisions and judgments “go wrong” when they
are made on the basis of any of a number of errors in reasoning. Over the course of the next
several segments of our guide to ethical thinking and decision-making, we catalogue several of
the more common types of these errors. Before doing so, we need to look briefly at the two above-
mentioned conditions for justification.


Conclusions and Reasons Are the Basic Units of the Reasoning Process


Though reasoning is a complicated process, on its most basic level it consists of two units of
analysis: reasons (sometimes called “premises”) and conclusions.15


• A conclusion is the “point” of the reasoning process. Conclusions can be beliefs or opinions
that are upheld or adopted; they can be laws or policies that are implemented; they can be
decisions that are reached or actions that are taken. In short, the conclusion is whatever it is
that is the point, aim, or purpose of the reasoning process. If you decide, through critical
reflection, that “honesty is the best policy” in a given situation, you have concluded—
through reasoning—that telling the truth is the best moral choice. Ultimately, the process
of reasoning aims at reaching a conclusion—ideally, one supported by good reasons.


• Premises are another way of referring to the “reasons” that justify or lead to a conclusion.
Though philosophers use the term “premise,” we can just as easily substitute the more
common term “reason.” If we decide or “conclude” that being honest with a co-worker is
the right choice in a particular situation because we would want her or him to be honest
with us if we were in that same situation, we have offered a reason to support our decision.
If we determine that capital punishment is a desirable practice because it deters future
crime, we have offered a reason in support of our belief or opinion.


• In the argument, “Abortion is always wrong because taking a human life is always wrong,” the
conclusion “abortion is always wrong” is supported by the premise or reason “taking a human
life is always wrong.”


• In the argument, “It should be legal to own handguns. I saw a poll in this morning’s newspaper
that said 83 percent of Americans believe that we should have that right. How can you argue
with 83 percent of Americans?” the conclusion “it should be legal to own handguns” relies on
the fact (reason) that “83 percent of Americans believe that we should have that right” to
support the argument.


Good Beliefs and Ethical Decisions Require That Two Conditions Be Met


As a rule, good beliefs and decisions require that: (1) the reasons that lead us to have the belief,
make the decision, etc., are good, true, or acceptable and (2) the conclusion follows from the reasons.
When these two conditions are met, we can say that a belief, opinion, law, policy, decision, etc., is
good and justified.16


Inference Is the Process of Connecting Reasons to Conclusions


When conclusions are reached on the basis of reasons, we say that we have made an “inference”—
we have “inferred” a conclusion from our reason(s). Making decisions, justifying beliefs, and
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choosing actions all involve the process of inference. Good reasoning, however, requires not only
good reasons for the decisions we make and beliefs we hold, but also that the inferences we make
that lead us from reason to conclusion be good.


• Criminologists, for instance, often infer conclusions on the basis of scientific research. If, on the
basis of research on serial murder, we find that 80 percent of serial murderers were sexually
abused as children, we might infer that childhood sexual abuse has a causal influence on later
criminal behavior. In this case, the research data serve as the reason for reaching the conclusion.


Not All Inferences Are Good Ones


Think of a detective having good evidence, but “misreading” that evidence and being led to the
wrong suspect. In this analogy, we can think of the evidence as the “reason” (or pieces of evidence
as reasons), while the suspect to whom the detective is led as the “conclusion.” Even when we have
good reasons, we do not always reach the right conclusion based on those reasons. These types of
errors are errors of inference.17


• “On average, men are physically stronger than women. Therefore, men make better leaders than
women.” For this conclusion to be acceptable, we need both good (true, acceptable) reasons and
a good inference. The reason offered in this argument is, in fact, true. On average, men are
physically stronger than women. The inference, however, is faulty. While inferences can go wrong
in a number of different ways, the fault of this inference is that there is no connection between
the reason and conclusion. It would be difficult to claim that physical strength has any connec-
tion to leadership abilities. The conclusion is poor not because the reason is false, but because the
inference made assumes a connection between the reason and conclusion that is absent.


Not All Reasons Are Good Ones


While problems of inference commonly plague reasoning, equally problematic are errors that involve
reaching a conclusion on the basis of poor reasons. Because good reasons are such an important part
of ethical decision-making, we will have more to say on this subject in a moment. For now, it is worth
noting that just as a detective might have good evidence but arrest the wrong suspect because of a
faulty inference, in other cases she or he might arrest the wrong suspect on the basis of faulty or poor
evidence. Reaching a good conclusion begins with having good evidence or reasons.


Evaluating Beliefs and Decisions


Because two conditions are required for a belief, decision, etc., to be an instance of good
reasoning, the evaluation of our own beliefs and decisions and those of others (including the
reasoning underlying laws, policies, etc.) involves two basic strategies. These include the following:
(1) assessing the truth or acceptability of the reasons; and/or (2) assessing the quality of the
inference that is made. As a good starting point, when assessing beliefs, decisions, and the like:


• Identify the main conclusion (e.g., the belief, decision, law)
• Identify the reasons being offered in support of the conclusion
• Identify any problematic assumptions embedded in the reasoning (see below)
• Determine whether the reasons might not be true or otherwise acceptable (see errors of


relevance, evidence, etc., below)
• Determine whether the reasons support the conclusion (i.e., does the conclusion follow from


the reasons)?18
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AVOIDING ASSUMPTIONS


In addition to reasons and conclusions, most of the reasoning that we do also involves
assumptions. We make assumptions when we leave things unsaid or take things for granted. While
this may not always be a problem, in some cases the assumptions we make are themselves sources
of debate or are otherwise problematic. In most cases, assumptions are implicit or not specifically
considered in the reasoning process. We may not even be aware that we are making use of
assumptions in our reasoning. In other cases, we may be aware that we or others are making
assumptions. Either way, we should consider assumptions problematic if we do not have
sufficient reasons for accepting them.19


• Always be aware of assumptions that we or others may be making. Assumptions are not always
a problem in critical thinking and ethical decision-making. They may be correct, true, accept-
able, etc., elements of forming sound beliefs and reaching good decisions or conclusions.
In other cases, however, it is the things we take for granted that cause decision-making to go
wrong. Always consider whether you or others are making assumptions and, as a general rule,
if the assumption might not be true or otherwise acceptable, it is likely a problem that should be
addressed or issue that should be taken into consideration.


• In the argument, “Abortion is always wrong because taking a human life is always wrong,”
there is an important assumption. What is assumed or taken-for-granted that may not be
acceptable to all people? Hopefully, you identified the assumption as embedded in
the premise; namely, this argument assumes that unborn children (i.e., human fetuses) are
human beings. It is argued that abortion is wrong because taking human life is wrong.
The problem created by the assumption is that we can accept the conclusion if and only if
we accept the assumption that unborn children are, in fact, human beings. Of course, this
belief is a source of considerable controversy and would need to be supported by a separate
argument.


AVOIDING ERRORS OF RELEVANCE


One of the more common errors in reasoning occurs when we use reasons that are not or should
not be considered relevant to the issue or situation. There are a variety of types of errors of
relevance. We have chosen to explore only several that seem common in criminal justice: those
that rely on authority, popular opinion, expertise, tradition, and emotion as sources of justifica-
tion. We should note up front that these sources are not necessarily problematic in all ethical
thinking and decision-making. In many instances, however, they lead to problems rather than
good solutions.


The Use and Abuse of Authority


Authorities are common sources of belief, and authority is a common justification for decisions
and judgments. We routinely make appeals to the U.S. Constitution, the Bible or Koran, public
opinion polls, books, teachers, or politicians when engaging in ethical arguments or even when
making decisions about what to do in our personal and professional lives. Unfortunately,
authorities are not always good sources and authority is not always a good supporting reason for
moral judgments. This is not to suggest that authority is without place in ethics; rather, it is to
recognize that beliefs held and decisions made on the basis of authority are only as good as the
authority itself.20
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• Appeals to authority occur when we justify a belief, decision, etc., by appealing to the word of
a presumed authority. Appeals to authority typically rely on social institutions (e.g., laws,
constitutions), public opinion, social and cultural customs and conventions, religious teachers,
and scientific and moral “experts.”


• When we use authority, we need to carefully assess: (1) the reliability of the source; (2) whether
other sources can corroborate the word of the authority (e.g., do other authorities in the field
tend to agree); (3) whether the authority is sufficiently trained/educated on the subject matter
in question to be regarded as an authority; and (4) whether the authority her-, him-, or itself
has good reasons for making the claims that it does.


• Be aware of unknown or unnamed authorities. Though we sometimes make such appeals for
the sake of simplicity, claims such as “experts agree that . . . ,” “research demonstrates that . . . ,”
or “people in the know say that . . . ” may be problematic. Ask yourself, what experts? What re-
search? What people? Apply the same guidelines listed above.


The Use and Abuse of Tradition


Tradition refers to an established way of doing things. When we make an appeal to tradition, the
reason that we offer in support of a belief or decision appeals to the longevity of the belief, law,
practice, and the like.21 Appeals to tradition are beliefs or decisions based on the fact that
something has “always been that way” or “always been done that way.” While tradition is not
always problematic, it is not a good reason for ethical decisions and moral judgments. In other
words, appealing to tradition is not sufficient grounds for ethically good decisions. That women
have “always been” regarded as inferior to men, for instance, is not by itself a good reason for
continuing to regard and treat women as inferior; because the United States of America was
founded as and has always been a democracy is not by itself sufficient reason for claiming that
democracy is the best form of government for the United States. If we were to hold tradition to be
an adequate justification of policies and practices, we would have to concede that slavery was
morally acceptable up to the point at which it was abolished.


• In some cases, there may be good reasons that a tradition exists. Where this is the case, identify
and utilize those reasons rather than simply appealing to the tradition itself.


The Use and Abuse of Majority Belief


Contemporary culture barrages us with statistics everywhere we look—from the front page of the
daily paper, to the evening news, political speeches, and scholarly journal articles and books.
Problematically, these statistics are often presented in such a way as to appear as authoritative
voices. The more we become accustomed to hearing or seeing them, the more we may begin to
believe that they are, in fact, authoritative. We may begin to believe that public opinion carries
weight of some significance when it comes to current issues and events—that the “majority”
must be right. If 73 percent of Americans favor the death penalty, then the death penalty must be
morally right or, at least, acceptable. What makes 73 percent of Americans “experts” on capital
punishment, war, abortion, or any other contentious issue? We can use some of the same
criticism outlined above to judge public opinion: does the public have sufficient knowledge of
and education about the subject matter? Does the public itself have good reasons for beliefs?


• The democratic fallacy occurs where we appeal to majority belief to justify a decision or belief.
Simply because 88 percent of the population believes X, does not mean that X is good, right,
just, etc. Public opinion polls offer us interesting pieces of information about what the public
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thinks and feels, but not a good reason for our own beliefs, decisions, and judgments. Like other
sources of authority, the majority can be wrong (remember, the “majority” of people once
believed that the earth was flat!).22


The Use and Abuse of Emotion


Many philosophers and nonphilosophers alike have held a deep distrust of emotion. Emotions and
feelings have been and are commonly regarded as belonging to that part of our psychological
makeup which disposes us to poor judgment, uncritical belief, and harmful behaviors. Emotions are
often discussed as irrational forces—collectively, the antithesis of reason—impeding our capacity to
think rationally and make sound choices. Because emotions are such powerful forces, they can be
powerful influences on our decisions and actions. Many of the beliefs we hold and the choices we
make are likely informed in part by emotion. While emotions have many positive functions—even
within ethics—they do not always incline us to do the right thing. For every moral action motivated
by sympathy, there is likely an equally immoral action motivated by vengeance, hatred, or fear.


• When approaching ethical issues and decisions, we want to do so in a way that demonstrates
what Anne Thomson discusses as “moral fair-mindedness.” This requires that we: (1) be self-
critical, judging ourselves by the same standards we judge others; (2) judge and decide without
reference to prejudices and biases, likes and dislikes; (3) judge and decide without reference
to self-interest (or those of our race, class, gender, group, or organization); and (4) assess moral
issues and make decisions without reference to our own feelings.23


• As a compromise between eliminating emotions and being driven by emotions, we might
consider the ethical need to make assessments as to whether our feelings are appropriate
responses to the situation.


• Emotions must be governed by the rule of fair-mindedness as well. We must be able not only to
assess the appropriateness of our own emotions, but also to make an effort to understand the
emotions of others.


AVOIDING ERRORS OF EVIDENCE


Much of the reasoning we do in the social sciences is inductive in nature. Inductive reasoning
involves making inferences about a population based on known properties of a sample of that
population. We assume that the properties of the whole population in question will be more or
less similar to the properties of the sample about which we know something. Good inductions
require a sample that is similar to the population. The more similar the sample is to the population
as a whole, the more valid and reliable our inferences will be. In addition, if our sample is
dissimilar in significant ways to the population, our inferences will be poor ones. Several
common errors in reasoning result from our making a poor inference about a population based
on a sample that is dissimilar in one or more ways. Though there are others, these include hasty
induction, forgetful induction or unrepresentative sample, slothful induction, and exclusion.24


Hasty Induction


Hasty inductions are conclusions about a population based on an insufficient number of cases. In
other words, the size of the sample is too small to make a good inference about the entire population.


• Research on twenty convicted murderers demonstrates that each of them has an underdeveloped
frontal lobe of the brain. On the basis of those twenty cases, we attribute the characteristic of an
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underdeveloped frontal lobe to all (or most) murderers, claiming that this characteristic is a
causal factor in murder. Because there are thousands of convicted murderers around the world
and throughout history, we cannot justifiably attribute this characteristic to all (or even most) of
them on the basis of twenty cases. Our conclusion was reached on the basis of a hasty induction.


• The state of Oregon implements a ban on handguns and, two years later, its crime rate has
dropped by 10 percent. We conclude that crime rates can be lowered in all states by implementing
bans on handguns. We have committed an error of hasty induction because, even if we could show
that Oregon’s reduced crime rate was a result of the ban, one state’s experience is not sufficient to
claim a general rule that would apply to all states.


Forgetful Induction


While hasty inductions reflect a failure to observe a sufficient number of cases, forgetful inductions
fail to observe a sufficient variety of cases. This is sometimes referred to as an unrepresentative sample.
The problem is not that we have observed too few cases, but that the cases we have observed are not
sufficiently diverse to reflect the diversity of the population.


• On the basis of interview research with three hundred women who have had abortions, we
determine that only a handful of them had good medical reasons for doing so. As it turns out, all
three hundred women in our sample were between sixteen and twenty years of age. If we would
have interviewed women in other age categories (e.g., under fourteen, over thirty-five), we may
have found significantly more cases where good medical reasons existed for the procedure.


• Instructors typically have students do course evaluations near the end of the semester. In a
particular class, the instructor has exempted all students who have over an 80 percent in the
class from taking the final examination. The course evaluations are handed out on the last day
of class—a day which is to serve as a review session for the final examination. Problematically,
all of the “A” and “B” students in the course—a good number of whom found the course
interesting and enjoyable—are not present to do the evaluations. The evaluations ultimately
reflect the opinions of those students who struggled with the material or the instructor.


Slothful Induction


In some cases, we refuse to reach a conclusion (accept a belief, reach a certain decision) even
though there is sufficient evidence leading us to that conclusion. We induce “slothfully” when we
deny the “correctness” or value of a belief or opinion even when all available evidence tells us that
we should accept it.


• Joey has been convicted of child molestation four times. He has just been released on parole.
As Joey’s parole officer, he has assured us that “this time is different,” and we are inclined to
believe that he is rehabilitated. Each time he has been released from prison in the past, he has
committed a sex offense within two months. Each of those times, he swore that he was “better”
and would not re-offend. While we should not discount the possibility that this time is different,
all of the evidence we have should lead us to conclude that Joey will commit yet another offense
in the near future.


• Dr. Jenks hypothesizes that low serotonin levels cause aggressive behavior in adults, oftentimes
leading to violent actions. Over the years, numerous studies have failed to confirm this
hypothesis. Many violent persons did not have low serotonin levels, and many people with low
serotonin levels did not act aggressively or violently. Nevertheless, Dr. Jenks continues to
maintain that a strong relationship exists.
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Exclusion


In some cases, we ignore or exclude important evidence that would have a bearing on the
conclusions we reach or the decisions we make. The most problematic instances are those where
we refuse to acknowledge evidence because the conclusion to which it leads is undesirable or
challenges our accepted and comfortable ways of thinking and doing. Good reasoning requires
that we consider all available evidence, no matter what implications that evidence may have for
the beliefs we hold and decisions we reach.


• Over the past month, the “Wild Hearts” gang has been linked to thirty-two of thirty-eight
crimes committed in the neighborhood. Earlier today, Mrs. Robinson was robbed at gunpoint.
Chances are, the “Wild Hearts” had something to do with it. Without any other information,
this induction might not be entirely objectionable. However, if we consider that none of the
thirty-two crimes linked to the “Wild Hearts” were robberies and none of them involves the use
of handguns, our induction becomes poor. With this information, our conclusion would likely
be that this crime is not connected to the “Wild Hearts” gang.


• One of the more common types of exclusion in social science occurs when we ignore evidence
that is contrary to our hypothesis, explanation, etc. Suppose that, in justifying the merit of a
theory of crime, we refer to the twelve studies that support the theory, while ignoring or failing
to include the fourteen studies that either did not support or effectively refuted the theory.
These types of exclusions become especially likely when we become attached to favored ways of
seeing and doing.


AVOIDING OTHER COMMON ERRORS


Errors in reasoning are numerous. Those of evidence and those of relevance represent only two of
a variety of categories of faulty thinking. Rather than providing a comprehensive treatment of the
remaining categories, we have chosen to single out several additional types of reasoning errors that
may be especially useful for thinking about and making decisions within criminal justice.


Two Wrongs Don’t Make a Right


This common saying has much validity. Two wrongs always make two wrongs. If, for instance, a
suspect assaults a police officer while she or he is in the process of making an arrest, the suspect
has committed a wrong. If, in turn, the officer assaults the suspect in retaliation, the officer’s
actions are no less wrong than the suspect’s and certainly do not magically (or morally) make the
situation right. Simply because our motive is revenge or retaliation does not mean that actions so
motivated will somehow rectify, remedy, or “fix” the initial wrong.


• Many proponents of restorative justice argue that punishing criminals is an attempt to make
two wrongs equal a right. Instead, they argue, if we wish to remedy the initial wrong,
we should focus on utilizing restitution, reconciliation, and other strategies designed to restore
well-being rather than add harm to harm.


Stay Focused on the Issue and Relevant Circumstances


There are several common errors in reasoning that involve allowing ourselves to become
distracted or attempting to distract others from the real issue at hand or the relevant circum-
stances as they apply to that issue. At times, we “attack” the source of a claim rather than the ideas
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offered by that source. Commonly, this attack is of a person’s politics, religion, race or gender,
groups or organizations to which she or he belongs, her or his character or personal habits and
preferences, or the person’s situation.


• If we are politically liberal, we should not dismiss the ideas of a political candidate or commen-
tator because she or he is politically conservative. Alternatively, disregarding a person’s
argument against capital punishment because she or he is a “bleeding heart liberal” is similarly
problematic. In each case, we should seek to refute the ideas themselves, rather than attempting
to discredit the ideas by discrediting the person offering them.


• If we are interested in whether prisoners should be allowed to train with weights, we should not
dismiss the claims made by prisoners simply because they are in prison and have a vested interest
in the issue. In such a case, we should consider not the person, but the reasons the person is offering
in support of her or his position.


• It has recently been discovered that an ethics professor, married with children, has been having
an affair with a student and, further, that he lied about the affair when formally questioned.
Simply because the professor does not “practice what he preaches,” we should not discredit the
value of the ideas he taught in his courses.


Lack of Proof Does Not Disprove and Lack of Disproof Does Not Prove


This statement is self-explanatory. Simply because we have no proof that something is the case,
does not mean that it is not the case; similarly, simply because we cannot prove that something is
not the case, does not mean that it is. As a general rule, it makes good sense to err on the side of
the majority of evidence; however, in so doing we should not exclude alternative possibilities.


Avoid Black-and-White Thinking


Black-and-white thinking relies on binary or either/or logic—thinking in terms of right/wrong,
good/bad, or black/white with no consideration for what lies in between. This type of thinking
occurs when we give or are given a limited number of options with respect to a complex issue
when, in fact, there are more options available. A recent U.S. president made such a claim with
regard to the “war on terror,” offering something to the effect of, “either you’re with us or you’re
against us.” This type of either/or logic fails to consider that most issues are not “black or white.”
While commitment is an important part of moral character, we should not forget that good
answers and good decisions are sometimes—if not usually—to be found in the gray areas.
Always ask whether there are additional alternatives. Can a compromise be reached? Is there
room for a creative solution?


• The defendant is either guilty or innocent
• The defendant is either mentally healthy or mentally ill
• The defendant was either sane or insane at the time of his offense


Strive for Consistency in Moral Beliefs and Decisions


Anthony Weston calls this “judging like cases alike.” One of the key features of the examined life
and of good moral character more generally is consistency in beliefs, decisions, and actions. If a
moral belief or decision in a given situation is based on a certain moral value or principle, the
same principle should apply to all other similar beliefs and situations. Sometimes we fail to see
the similarities between issues or situations; other times, we don’t want to see the similarities,
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as doing so might require us to change our belief or decision with regard to one of them. Valuing
loyalty over honesty in one situation, and honesty over loyalty in a different but similar situation
may indicate a failure to thoroughly examine one’s value priorities. As well, it may simply
indicate a failure to see the two situations as similar and, thus, as requiring similar choices.
Good ethical thinking and decision-making demands that we be clear about our own values and
principles and that we seek to apply them regularly and consistently.25


• The principle of universalizability holds that if we judge a practice or behavior to be morally
right, we must also judge all morally similar practices to be equally right. If we judge an action
to be morally wrong because it causes suffering, then all other actions that cause suffering must
be regarded as equally wrong.


• To believe, for instance, that abortion is wrong because it is wrong to take a life while simulta-
neously believing that capital punishment (i.e., taking a life) is desirable or acceptable would
likely constitute inconsistency of belief. If you are morally opposed to acts of killing, consistency
demands that you oppose all acts of killing (or change your principle).


• When inconsistency is an issue, we have only two options: (1) we can determine ways in
which what seem to be similar issues or situations are actually different, thus requiring
different principles, decisions, etc.; or (2) we can change our minds about one or the other
issue or situation. In the above example about capital punishment and abortion, you might
determine ways in which abortion is different in morally significant ways from execution.
Your guiding principle may not be “it is wrong to take a life,” but “it is wrong to take an
innocent life.” This, in turn, might have implications for whether you support or oppose war,
whether you hunt for sport, eat meat, and engage in other practices that involve taking
innocent lives. Ask yourself what makes taking life in a time of war morally different from
executing criminals; what makes killing animals for food (or sport) different from abortion or
execution? To hold different positions on these matters, we must be able to identify exactly
how one is different (in a morally relevant way) from the others. If we cannot, then our
positions are plagued by inconsistency.


PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER: A SUMMARY OF GUIDELINES 
FOR THE ETHICAL LIFE


• In making decisions about what to believe or what to do, make sure your decisions are
justified (i.e., are backed by good reasons).


• Avoid making decisions based on self-interest or the interests of a group to which you
belong (e.g., race, gender, religion, political affiliation).


• Avoid becoming trapped in favored ways of seeing the world.
• Recognize that many of your existing beliefs, ideas, and opinions are likely limited and


incomplete.
• Seek to develop moral autonomy, developing your own reasons for beliefs and decisions.
• Practice “taking a step back” to see what is in front of you.
• Maintain a healthy, but selectively employed, amount of skepticism.
• Keep an open mind, avoiding dogmatism and defensive posturing.
• Avoid making assumptions.
• Avoid relying on authority as the sole reason for ethical beliefs and decisions.
• Avoid relying on tradition or convention as the sole source of ethical beliefs or 


reason for decisions.
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• Avoid making too much of public opinion.
• Avoid making decisions solely on the basis of emotions, passions, and desires.
• Before making generalizations, make sure you have observed a sufficient number and


variety of cases.
• Follow, do not dismiss, good reasons and evidence.
• Do not exclude important sources of information or evidence simply because they do not


support preformed ideas.
• Do not add harm or evil to already-existing harm or evil by responding to a wrong with


another wrong.
• Stay focused on relevant information.
• Keep in mind that lack of proof does not disprove, and lack of disproof does not prove.
• Avoid black-and-white thinking, thinking dichotomously, and seeing through categories


and labels.
• Finally, strive for consistency in moral beliefs and ethical decisions.
• Making an effort to “know thyself” and live an “examined life” will go a long way toward


ensuring that you adopt and maintain good moral beliefs and that you make good and
consistent ethical decisions.
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