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EXCERPT FROM 

2 
Core Moral Frameworks 

 
 
 
 
 
 

A K E  A  C L I P B O A R D ,  G O  O U T  O N  T H E  S T R E E T ,  and ask random people, 
“Excuse me, I’m taking a survey: Can you tell me if stealing is wrong, and 

why?” You might get a few responses like “What are you, stupid?” or “What do I 
look like, a philosopher?” But more likely you’ll hear answers like these:  

“It’s just wrong: ‘Thou shalt not steal’ is one of the Ten Commandments.”  
“Stealing is selfish—it hurts other people.” 
“Stealing breaks an important rule. If everybody did it, society would fall 

apart.” 
“People have a right not to be victims of theft.” 
“There might be rare exceptions—like if a family is starving and they steal 

from the rich—but otherwise it’s almost always wrong.”  
“I don’t know, stealing just feels evil.” 
There you have it—wisdom from sidewalk philosophers! They’ve done pretty 

well, too, because while entire libraries could be filled with books on moral phi-
losophy, the six responses above encompass the main ways of judging moral 
conduct that have been devised over the millennia.  

This chapter will explore the principal moral frameworks that have devel-
oped in Western thought. They’re quite intriguing in themselves—and they draw 
you into very human dilemmas. Understanding them has practical value in 
everyday life for several good reasons.  

T 
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 First, if you want to be a decent, moral person, you’ll need to make decisions 
in lots of tough situations. Life is just like that; it can’t be avoided. And those 
situations will often present conundrums: 

 
• Do you tell a “white lie” because it spares feelings (or maybe it’s not so 

“white,” and just serves your selfish purposes)?  

• Do you report a coworker friend because he did something bad and   
reporting him is the right thing to do—or is that a personal betrayal? 

• Do you have a duty to tell your cousin that her husband is cheating on 
her, or is that wrongful meddling?  

• Do you secretly look at your teenager’s computer, or is that an immoral 
invasion of privacy?  

• Do you cheat on your taxes “a little”—because, after all, “everybody 
does it” and you don’t want to be “the dummy”?  

 
In deciding such things, you can just go with your gut and muddle through. 

But at some point, your conscience will ask, “Am I sure I’m doing the right thing? 
How can I decide between several actions when none of them feels exactly 
right?” 

First, having a moral framework you understand and trust can help you 
make tough decisions like these, and be at greater peace with your conscience. 
Amusingly, the erudite website Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy states that 
“ethics is widely regarded as the most accessible branch of philosophy . . . 
because many of its propositions are, seemingly, self-evident or trivial truths.” 
Yet ethical choices are often neither self-evident nor trivial.  

Second, moral frameworks help us be more effective. Nobody is morally per-
fect, and we all do unkind or dishonest things. But we don’t want to compound 
that by doing what we intend as a good act only to find that it has the reverse 
effect. But unless you understand your moral framework—what factors you 
weigh most and what principles you’re trying to uphold—you will stumble into 
that mistake.  

Effective morality is an intellectual and social skill; it can be practiced and 
improved. Understanding your personal moral framework helps you hit the tar-
get you’re aiming at. Let me use an analogy. Let’s assume you want to be a really 
good parent. Fine, but unless you reflect on your core beliefs—when it’s best to 
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guide children or let them find their way; why you nurture or withhold; why 
you forgive or punish them—you won’t wind up being the effective parent you 
want to be. Likewise, you will find it hard to be the kind of moral person you want 
to be unless you understand why you make moral choices as you do.  

 Third, moral frameworks focus on different elements of morality and so at 
times they can lead to very different actions. Yes, people acting within each 
framework can be good and moral. Yes, they frequently reach similar conclu-
sions. But other times they differ—and that’s why your framework matters. As 
you read about these frameworks, one or two may feel more sensible and virtu-
ous to you than the others. It makes sense to pay attention to that feeling. 

A final reason for learning about moral frameworks is that you’ll often need 
to argue with others who have different moral viewpoints. Morals are not like 
food or movies, where we don’t really care much if others have different tastes. 
On moral issues, people believe they are right and that others ought to see that. 
Strong disagreements create emotional divides.  Understanding the moral 
frameworks we’ll examine can be essential to conveying your convictions, bridg-
ing to another person’s viewpoint, and perhaps finding common ground.  

The goal of learning about moral frameworks is not necessarily for you to 
select one as the perfect framework to follow in all circumstances. In practice, 
all of us switch back and forth between moral frameworks while wrestling with 
significant challenges. Humans are not purists who routinely rely only on one 
approach, and that reveals a lot about morality. (We’ll explore that in the chap-
ters that follow.)  

One simple tool for puzzling through a moral issue is to ask yourself ques-
tions such as these: 

 
1. What do I feel about this situation? What does my gut tell me? 

2. What’s my main reason for seeing this action as good or bad? 

3. What will be the consequences for people? 

4. Can I think of a principle that could usually guide us well in this kind of 
situation? 

5. Are there good exceptions to that principle or rule? Is this situation one 
of them? 

6. What would a good person do here? How will I feel about myself if I do 
A or do B? 
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