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The study of ethics in the modern era has shifted from purely abstract speculation to a rigorous, systematic 

application of logic and critical thinking. This evolution is perhaps most clearly articulated in the pedagogical 

framework established by Lewis Vaughn in the seminal work, Doing Ethics: Moral Reasoning and 

Contemporary Issues. As we navigate a landscape defined by rapid technological advancement and complex

social shifts, the ability to 'do' ethics—to actively engage in moral reasoning rather than passively absorbing moral

dogma—becomes a critical professional and personal competency.

The Theoretical Architecture of Moral Reasoning

Moral reasoning is not merely an expression of opinion or feeling; it is a structured cognitive process that utilizes 

logical arguments to reach conclusions about right and wrong. At its core, the technical architecture of a moral 

argument consists of two essential components: moral premises and non-moral (factual) premises. To

understand the mechanics of this, we must look at the syllogistic structure often employed in applied ethics.

The Structural Logic of Moral Arguments

In the Vaughn framework, a moral argument is invalid if it attempts to derive a moral conclusion solely from non-

moral premises. This is often referred to as the 'is-ought gap.' To bridge this gap, at least one premise must be a

moral principle. The standard logical flow follows this pattern:

•  Premise 1 (Moral Principle): An action is wrong if it violates the autonomy of a rational agent.

•  Premise 2 (Non-moral/Factual Claim): Procedure X involves deceiving a patient, thereby bypassing their 

rational consent.

•  Conclusion (Moral Judgment): Therefore, Procedure X is morally wrong.

By breaking down ethical dilemmas into these components, analysts can pinpoint exactly where a disagreement

lies. Is the dispute over the moral principle (Premise 1) or the factual interpretation of the situation (Premise 2)?

This level of technical clarity is what distinguishes professional ethical analysis from casual moralizing.

Comparative Analysis of Normative Ethical Theories

To engage in moral reasoning, one must operate within a normative framework. These frameworks provide the 

'operating systems' for ethical decision-making. The Second Edition of Doing Ethicsemphasizes the importance

of understanding these theories not as competing ideologies, but as different analytical lenses. Below is a

comparison of the primary theories utilized in contemporary applied ethics.



Theory Type Primary Metric Core Mechanism Logical Strength Common Criticism

Utilitarianism Utility / Happiness Consequentialist 
calculation of net 
benefit.

Objective, 
quantifiable metrics.

May overlook 
individual rights for 
the majority.

Kantian Ethics Duty / Autonomy The Categorical 
Imperative; 
universalizability.

Strict adherence to 
moral law.

Inflexible in 
conflicting duty 
scenarios.

Virtue Ethics Character / 
Eudaimonia

Development of 
virtuous traits 
(Aristotelian).

Focuses on the 
agent's long-term 
growth.

Lack of specific 
action guidance.

Natural Law Human Nature Reasoning based on 
the inherent 
'purpose' of life.

Links morality to 
biological/social 
facts.

Subjective 
interpretation of 
'natural.'

Consequentialist Mathematical Models

Utilitarianism, a dominant force in policy-making and bioethics, often utilizes a pseudo-mathematical approach 

known as the Felicific Calculus. While difficult to apply with absolute precision, the theoretical model is essential

for large-scale ethical evaluations, such as resource allocation in healthcare. The formula can be conceptualized as:

U = "� (P * M * D) - "� (P' * M' * D')

Where: U = Total UtilityP = Probability of pleasure/benefitM = Magnitude of pleasure/benefitD = Duration of 

pleasure/benefitP', M', D' = The same variables for pain/harm.

Contemporary Issues and the Anthology of Practice

The transition from theory to practice occurs in the realm of contemporary issues. The Second Editionof Vaughn’s

work famously expanded this by adding 38 new readings and two new major topics, reflecting the dynamic nature

of applied ethics. These readings act as case studies for the application of the logical structures discussed above.

Bioethics and Clinical Decision-Making

One of the most technically demanding fields of applied ethics is bioethics. Here, the four-principle approach 

(Autonomy, Beneficence, Non-maleficence, and Justice) provides a workflow for resolving conflicts in clinical 

settings. For example, in end-of-life care, the principle of Autonomy (the patient's right to refuse treatment) often 

conflicts with Beneficence (the physician's duty to preserve life).

Social and Political Ethics

Contemporary issues such as economic justice, capital punishment, and environmental ethics require a different

set of analytical tools. Here, moral reasoning often intersects with legal and economic data. In analyzing the ethics

of environmental regulation, for instance, an analyst must weigh the moral obligation to future generations

(intergenerational justice) against current economic necessities.

The Pedagogy of Ethical Proficiency

The 'Doing' in Doing Ethicsrefers to the pedagogical shift toward active learning. This involves several technical

stages of student or practitioner development:



1.  Argument Identification: Distinguishing moral claims from rhetorical flourishes.

2.  Critical Evaluation: Testing premises for factual accuracy and logical consistency.

3.  Alternative Perspective Assessment: Actively seeking counter-arguments to one’s own moral position to 

avoid confirmation bias.

4.  Synthesis: Constructing a coherent moral defense that survives the scrutiny of various normative lenses.

Checklist for Evaluating Moral Arguments

When reviewing an ethical position—whether in a boardroom, a clinical setting, or a classroom—use the following

technical checklist to ensure the integrity of the reasoning process:

•  Internal Consistency: Are there any logical contradictions within the argument?

•  External Consistency: Does the conclusion align with our most reliable moral intuitions or require their total 

abandonment?

•  Factual Accuracy: Are the non-moral premises supported by the best available empirical evidence?

•  Fruitfulness: Does the moral framework help resolve future dilemmas or create more confusion?

Technical Breakdown: The 2nd Edition Improvements

The 2nd Edition of Doing Ethics represented a significant iteration in how applied ethics is taught. By incorporating 

38 new readings, the text moved closer to a 'Real-Time' ethical analysis model. The inclusion of new topics 

ensured that the moral reasoning framework was tested against the most current social friction points. This edition 

emphasized pedagogy—the method and practice of teaching—ensuring that students weren't just reading about

ethics but were equipped with the 'toolbox' to evaluate any future issue that might arise long after the course ended.

Matrix of New Topics and Readings (Analytic Overview)



Addition Type Quantity/Focus Function in Moral Reasoning

New Readings 38 unique texts Provides diverse viewpoints to test 
the 'Universalizability' of arguments.

New Topics 2 major areas Applies old theories to emerging 
social phenomena.

Pedagogical Aids Review boxes/Summary tables Reinforces core logical structures and 
prevents cognitive overload.

Troubleshooting Moral Arguments: Common Fallacies

In the field of ethics, logical fallacies can be catastrophic, leading to policies or decisions that are not only illogical

but harmful. Identifying these is a primary technical skill in the Vaughn framework.

The Naturalistic Fallacy

This occurs when one argues that because something 'is' a certain way, it 'ought' to be that way. For example:

"Human beings are naturally aggressive, therefore we ought to accept war as a moral necessity." This is a failure of

Premise 1 (the bridge between fact and value).

The Straw Man and Ad Hominem

In contemporary moral debates, it is common to attack the person (Ad Hominem) or a distorted version of their 

argument (Straw Man). A technical approach to ethics requires the Principle of Charity: interpreting an opponent’s

argument in its strongest possible form before attempting to refute it.

The Future of Moral Reasoning

As we look toward the integration of AI and automated decision-making, the framework of moral reasoning

becomes even more critical. We are now tasked with 'coding' ethics into algorithms. This requires the absolute

precision found in Vaughn’s methodology. If we cannot clearly define our moral premises and the logic that

connects them to our factual data, we cannot hope to create ethical technology.

The study of ethics, therefore, is no longer a peripheral humanities subject. It is a core technical discipline. Whether 

through the 2nd, 4th, or subsequent editions of Doing Ethics, the mission remains the same: to move beyond the

'what' of moral beliefs and master the 'how' of moral reasoning. This mastery ensures that our responses to

contemporary issues are not merely reactive, but are the result of a rigorous, defensible, and transparent logical

process.

Ultimately, the synthesis of ethical theory and contemporary application provides a roadmap for navigating the

complexities of the 21st century. By treating moral reasoning as a technical skill—complete with formulas, logic

checks, and rigorous peer review—we elevate the discourse from simple disagreement to productive, solution-

oriented analysis. The legacy of Lewis Vaughn’s work is the democratization of this skill, providing the tools for

anyone to engage in the vital work of doing ethics.
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