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Question

People often are skeptical about the relevance of ethics to thinking about public policy, in part because there is widespread disagreement about ethical issues and people are doubtful about whether such disagreement can be overcome, and in part because they doubt that political outcomes have much to do with moral beliefs. What is the relevance - if any - of ethical arguments to public policy? In addressing this question, be sure to consider different types of issues, from different weeks of the course, such as the ethics of political action, political decision making in the presence of moral conflict, the ends of policy, and the responsibility of officials.

Introduction


In looking at politics today, many are often convinced that ethics either have no place or are completely ignored in actual decision making.  Yet, I believe that ethics, with one caveat are at the core of every responsible political decision.  Ethics in my view are innately relative, and so any decision that is made via an ethical compass or ethical considerations will not appear to be made in an ethical manner to all individuals and institutions.  Two major factors contribute to such discrepancy in ethical judgment.  The first is the school of ethical thought that one prescribes to, and one’s own variation and combination of the two.  The two schools are deontology and utilitarianism.  The second major factor that contributes to differences in ethical judgment in public policy is the scope of constituents.  Additionally, policymakers often make concessions and compromise to bring about better outcomes in future decisions by working together with other policymakers.  While some will claim that this kind of public policy decision making is inherently unethical, it may help some pursue policies in greater accord with ethical principles.  Public policy, often seen as a dirty fight of “power mud-slinging,” is designed to provide services, rights, and protections for individuals.  In the purest form of politics, in which ethics are pursued in every decision, conflict is inevitable because of differences in perspective on ethics and one’s scope of constituency.

Ethical Schools of Thought

Deontology and utilitarianism both provide a framework for ethical decision making.  While both contain different roots and supports for their respective frameworks, they both have risen to prominence because of their broad applicability to questions of ethical decisions.  Yet, strict adherence to these schools of thought often leads to different decisions and varying applications of law.  Some individuals develop ethical schemes that combine factors from both schools, usually favoring one over the other.

A deontological approach to governance is one that is guided by “universal law through all its maxims.”  This unbiased approach provides the groundwork for just treatment through unconditional application of laws.  One of the positive parts of this perspective is that it provides for fair treatment for all individuals, justifying the protection of a minority of the population.  One of the other benefits of a deontological approach is that it calls for decisions to always be made the same way, regardless of outside circumstances.  This is particularly useful in that political questions are often raised many times before a solution is decided upon.  This framework helps legislators convince others that they must stay steadfast to what the “right” decision is, disregarding the political climate and other possibly mitigating factors.  

The existence and origin of a universal code does vary between different deontologists.  Kant, a German philosopher from the eighteenth century, a universal code through abstract reasoning.  He suggests that humans should all be treated as ends, and not as means.  With such distinction, each individual has dignity, and therefore intrinsic value.  A “kingdom” of rational beings is then developed as each joins, respecting each other as an end and not a means for themselves.  Hence, a universal code is developed.  John Rawls suggests that “reflective equilibrium” is developed as we weigh our judgments and institutions.  Eventually, a point of equilibrium is reached at which a common set of moral principles is formed.  Ross argues that there is a set of basic principles that each individual is to abide by.  These principles are underivitive by nature and self-evident to everyone.   While deontologists may vary in how they explain the derivation of a universal code of principles, the universal code itself provides a blueprint of action for policymakers who value consistency in application (Ethics in Practice).  

Many public policymakers are attracted to a utilitarian approach that maximizes the public good of political decisions.  By appropriating more money for a worthwhile project, allowing citizens to participate in a desired activity, or prohibiting a destructive activity, the government presumably increases the total good.  More simply, by maximizing pleasure and minimizing pain, the entirety of the public is presumably more well off.  While some members may benefit by a given decision and others may be hurt, as long as the sum total of positive effects and negative effects is positive, the public is better off (Bentham).    This approach has merit for increasing productivity, effectiveness, and efficiency in society and has significant attractiveness for politicians who strive to reduce the costs of government and maximize the use of the government dollar.  

A utilitarian approach also fits with a constant reality in decision making:  no decision makes everyone happy.  Generally, public policymakers attempt to yield the greatest benefit for the public good, or at least for their constituency.  This approach benefits the policymaker because he is serving in a perceived beneficial manner and he is pleasing the greatest number of members in his constituency.  This concept is particularly relevant for policymakers who are elected.  By following a utilitarian framework, the politician can maintain ethical decision making and concurrently maximize his ability to maintain office by providing the greatest amount of good.  In other words, the politician can maximize opportunities to gain political capital and maintain ethics.  While a utilitarian would likely raise concerns with this assertion, expressing that opportunities to gain political capital do not necessarily relate to the greater good, politicians will likely find the two fairly similar from their subjective viewpoint.

The utilitarian approach does not prohibit the government from serving the minority.  To the contrary, often the best course of action supports the minority.  Government action that serves to greatly increase the happiness of the minority may increase the total happiness if its yield is greater than that of an action that has minor positive effects on the majority.  Yet, it is conceivable that actions that serve the interests of the greater good will far more often outweigh those of the minority.

One might consider the utilitarian approach to public policy a more objective approach, considering that the ethics and standards of a diverse constituency are likely to vary, at least in the interpretation by each member.  Pursuing the greater good allows a policymaker to respect and pursue the values and virtues of each member, while not prescribing to one set of universal values.  If successful in a utilitarianist approach, a policymaker can respect everyone’s values and code of ethics by not showing undue favoritism to one style of thought and pursue greater political outcomes.

Scope of Constituency


 Most ethical models consider the constituency of a given decision to be all those who are affected.  Yet, most public officials pledge allegiance to those of a more limited constituency.  This constituency is usually derived from the electorate or citizens of a given jurisdiction or political zone.  Policymakers tend to prioritize these limited constituencies because their authority stems from these groups.  This dedication comes in conflict with ethical frameworks when decisions are made in the ethical scope of the limited constituencies with disregard for the effects to others.  While some may claim that this type of decision making is unethical, it is common practice in our representative democracy today because policymakers owe their authority to a given set of individuals; their descript role is to serve these people.  Now, I will not dispute that the framework of self-interested government is unethical, but I am not willing to dismiss all political actions as unethical because of the biased framework.  Further, I find that ethics are alive as policymakers work within these frameworks.


In American politics, this set core constituency for policymakers varies among each level of government and within each level.  First, a distinction must be made between appointed public servants and elected public servants and their allegiance to different constituencies.  Because elected individuals report directly to their electorate, they often are tied closer to their electorate constituency and not the entire political unit.  For elected officials, significant conflicts of constituencies arise when a policymaker is elected by and to represent one portion of political unit as part of a greater political institution.  Such a policymaker might be a state legislator from a given district.  This individual is faced with balancing the interests of the greater political institution with serving and representing the political interests of the local district.  To elaborate, many politicians chose to vote in accordance with the ethical views of their constituents as opposed to their own personal ethics, beliefs, and best judgment.  An example might include a policy to further limit rights for illegal aliens; the policymaker might feel the need to provide for these individuals, while members of the district may feel otherwise.  While these political structures seemingly prevent politicians from making universally ethical decisions, ethics still can and often do play a prominent role in the decision making within these frameworks of constituencies.  In other words, politicians mostly make decisions that they feel ethically are in the best interest of their constituency, while they may not be universally ethical.  Inherent in this argument is that one’s view of ethics is relative, while ethical principles are universal.

Appointed individuals may find it easier to approach broader and sometimes universal ethics, wherein their term of office is not directly reliant on a representative constituency, but another policymaker.  Because they have no direct constituency that performs a referendum on their performance, they can better pursue their personal ethical scheme.  Yet, the lack of accountability leaves more room for the policymaker to pursue an unethical agenda because there is no review of his performance.  

Other conflicts arise when a policymaker is charged to work for one political unit, but decisions that are made affect politically independent units and nations.  For instance, a decision to build a fence on a national border has implications on the neighboring country; yet a policymaker who strictly considers the implications for his country would ignore the ethical implications of the other country.  This type of conflict is often flared when dealing with environmental and climate change issues.  Local rivers are often a point of contention, wherein the pollution of an up-river state has a greater effect on low-river states.  On a broader scale, the pollution and energy use around the globe has an impact on nearly everyone via global warming.  In such predicaments where actions by one political unit affect another political unit, political compacts are often formed.  Yet these compacts struggle because officials often maintain priority allegiance to the home political institution.  

Developing Political Capital

Compromise, networking, and favors are mainstays of political institutions today.  These strategies help policymakers operate business in an organized and potentially more efficient manner.  Policymakers compromise on varying policies and make concessions in order to network among other policymakers.  In its purist form, the end goal of these strategies is to develop political capital in order to more pursue greater accordance with ethical principles.  Yet along the way, policymakers may choose to make what may appear to be politically unethical decisions.  This type of political maneuvering thrives in long-standing institutions because relationships and compromise help develop coalitions, which stand a better chance for progressing agendas against fragmented individual policymakers.  Once a strong coalition is set on an ethical agenda, it has the great power to achieve ethical policies.  Yet, being able to lead such a coalition may take ethical compromises to progress and maintain prestige and stature.  


Additional pressures are applied through political coalitions in representative institutions of policymakers, such as a legislature, because of the varying constituency groups. Such institutions may include political parties, regional delegations, and issue compacts, among others.  Those in leadership of a given political coalition are more likely to advance their constituency’s specific agenda.  Advancing in stature within the coalition and receiving respect from the leaders in order to pursue ethical advances requires compromises that may be unethical.  A related practice of bundled policies in legislation forces legislators to make a decision of multiple policies and provisions together.  In other words, a policymaker may agree with a majority of a set of policies, but may be opposed to a few provisions within a piece of legislation.  This type of legislation is exacerbated by political coalitions, which put forth sweeping legislation for which members of the coalition are supposed to support.  Often, the leaders of the coalition are able to tweak the legislation and add additional measures for the benefit of a particular group they support or their home constituency.  While voting for such measures may seem unethical alone, rising to the top of such institutions allows a policymaker to bring home such provisions to the people and ideas they represent.


Many argue that political institutions would be much better off if policymakers avoided political coalitions and maintained moral principles in their decision making.  While a noble effort, a policymaker who strictly pursues his own agenda is bound to politically fail and become alienated amongst colleagues.  As long as political coalitions exist, legislators will struggle to both effectively pursue their ethical agenda and maintain political independence.  Consider Senator Lyndon Johnson’s efforts to pass civil rights legislation in the late 1950’s.  While some of his tactics in passing the measure were questionable as well as his previous track record as he assimilated into Senate leadership, the outcome of the passed legislation produced long-needed ethical provisions for treatment of minorities.  While political coalitions may dissipate and grow over time, their existence is seemingly inevitable because of the potential power they possess.  Such constructs can produce positive ethical policies despite the seemingly unethical tactics needed to maintain their vitality.


From the administrative side of policymaking, the development of political capital is more reliant on relationships with co-workers and superiors and performance in the position.  The higher one advances, the more he is able to influence policy in the administrative arena.  Yet, to advance in the administrative arena, the bureaucrat must be trusted and deemed competent.  While competence can be achieved independently, trust and relationships must be fostered within the administrative institution for one to gain influence.  So, the individual is faced the dilemma of speaking up and out during policy conversations in line with ethical principles or swallowing disagreements in order to maintain and develop stature.  The idea behind this strategy is that the more one advances, the more political capital is accumulated.  Then, when one speaks out and defends an ethical agenda, the weight carried is much stronger.  One classic example is work in engineering and the military where research and study is conducted to expand potentially harmful systems and materials.  Some might argue that participating in these fields is unethical, yet advancing in these fields and becoming a leader in decision making gives one the potential to make prudent and responsible decisions amongst the industry.

Is Politics Really Ethical Then?  

Arguably, this paper proves that ethics are dead in politics.  The conflict of ideologies and varying interpretations of ethical schemes has developed a society of individuals who rarely collectively agree on ethical decisions.  Representatives of the people and other policymakers come in greater conflict as they serve different constituencies and are often pressured into viewing ethics from a biased perspective.  And further, as policymakers pursue their agendas and ethical positions, they are faced with the decision to speak up and defend each of their ethical principles or to make compromises and concessions in order to gain political capital.  In other words, politicians do not know what ethics really are, they do not serve the greater good, and they have to compromise ethics to be effective.   Yet, within these frameworks and limitations to ethics, policymakers have the opportunity to and often do pursue the greater good and their ethical standards.  Ethics are alive, yet without due consideration can appear dead.  Understanding political structures and institutions and empathizing with varying ethical perspectives leads one to realize that ethics are alive in public policy today.


