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Preface

Who or what is an ethicist, and what does it mean to “do ethics”? There was a time not so long
ago when the answers to these questions would have been fairly straightforward: an ethicist
is a member of an academic department, typically in philosophy (and occasionally in the-
ology), whose primary research interests lie in the area of moral theory. The scope of doing
ethics was in large part limited to theorizing about the foundations of morality and the nature
of the good life, with the occasional concern for the bearing of traditional and contemporary
ethical theory on issues of social import. This latter concern grew alongside the societal
changes and rapid technological advances of the 20th century whose moral implications
called for nuanced ethical analysis. In the academy, this call was manifested in the emergence
of “applied ethics,” born in part from the collaboration between philosophers and colleagues
in a variety of disciplines, which resulted in a proliferation of courses addressing ethical issues
in medicine, business, law, and other professions, as well as in government and public policy.!
To “do ethics” thus came to include, in addition to the traditional approach to moral theory,
the application of moral principles to issues with ethical implications within a specific context
or for the wider society. From this initial impetus, the field (and subfields) of applied ethics
expanded over time to cover a wide and continually developing range of concerns.

Over the past several decades, the scope of possible responses to the opening questions has
widened considerably. Today, individuals in settings as varied as academia, business con-
sulting, compliance, hospital committees, public policy think tanks, and others can claim to
be an ethicist or to do ethics work. This edited volume aims to provide a comprehensive explo-
ration of the roles, responsibilities, and challenges faced by contemporary ethicists across
such domains.

The volume begins with discussions on how to approach doing ethics work in the class-
room and on campus. Chapters in Part 1 address challenges that instructors face in a variety
of classroom settings (including those in business and engineering ethics courses), as well as
how institutional context and mission can impact the teaching of ethics as a subject (for
example, at Catholic colleges).

Throughout the past few decades, ethics centers have proliferated at higher education
institutions, charged with spearheading efforts to promote ethics instruction, among other
initiatives. The chapters in Part 2 offer perspectives from several leaders of such centers,

1 An illuminating account of the transformation of ethics curricula in higher education in the United
States throughout the 20th century can be found in Sloan, D. (1980), The Teaching of Ethics in the
American Undergraduate Curriculum. In D. Callahan & S. Bok (Eds.), Ethics Teaching in Higher Education
(pp. 1-57). © 1980 The Hastings Center. New York, NY: Plenum Press.
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particularly around how they have navigated questions of activism and integrity in their
centers’ work.

While ethicists have now served in various capacities in medical institutions for a number
of years (as medical ethicists, hospital ethicists, and ethics committee members), it is still a
frontier where reflection on ethics work is necessary. Part 3 addresses fundamental questions
about the role and scope of the duties of ethicists in such contexts, and how they can approach
ethical dilemmas encountered by healthcare practitioners.

In recent years, ethics has come more into the public sphere with the increasing number
of ethicists engaged in public philosophy. Part 4 contains chapters interrogating the role of
ethicists in this work, how they can navigate the space between argument and uptake, and
what role ethicists can play in promoting public deliberation of ethical issues.

It is also of the utmost importance to recognize that ethics work goes on around the world,
and such work often draws on ethical perspectives that have not always been centered in
Western frameworks. Part 5 features discussions of ethics informed by African, Native, and
Latin American perspectives, and includes chapters on other emerging areas of ethics work
such as artificial intelligence and parenthood.

Overall, A Companion to Doing Ethics seeks to provide a snapshot of what it means to be
engaged in ethics work in the 21st century.

The editors would like to thank Will Croft, Giles Flitney, Juhitha Manivannan, and Sarah
Milton of Wiley-Blackwell for their support and assistance throughout this project. We would
also like to thank Christopher Meyers and Daniel Wueste for their encouragement. Finally, we
are grateful to the editors of Teaching Ethics for allowing us to include reprints of multiple con-
tributions to that journal.
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