GOATS: Moral Reasoning

(excerpted from:  Joseph DesJardins, Environmental Ethics: Concepts, Policy, Theory, Mayfield, 1999)

Step One. Take a Stand

During the 1920s park rangers at Olympia National Park in Washington State introduced mountain goats into the park primarily as a game species for hunters.   The goats adapted quite well, increasing to a population of over twelve hundred by the mid-1980s. At that time, the U .S. Park Service concluded that the goats posed a threat to the native ecosystem, causing erosion along steep hillsides and eating endangered native plants. After various attempts to sterilize- and capture these goats failed to rid the area of all goats, the Park Service began to shoot the remaining goats. Citing ecological reasons, various environmental groups agreed with the Park Service plan. Animal welfare groups opposed these plans by arguing, in part, that the goats bad once been native to the area.
1. Read the preceding case study.  Based on your initial inclination (which may well change over the class period), choose a seat in the classroom, like so: 

· If you're not really sure, sit toward the middle of the room. 
· If you believe it's wrong to shoot the goats, sit beside the windows; the stronger your conviction, the closer to the windows. 

· If you believe the goats should be shot, take a seat on the hall side of the classroom.

2. Discuss the case as a class. You are free to change positions, and thus seats, at any point during the discussion.  Take note of 'moves' people, causing them to change positions.

Step Two. Ask the Moral Questions
Morally problematic situations raise several kinds of questions:

· GOOD / Questions about what is the good, what is valuable, what is worthy, what ends we ought to pursue.

· RIGHT / Questions about what acts are right, what ought to be done.

· VIRTUE/ Questions about what personal attributes are the best, what character, what intentions. Also, questions about what it means to thrive as a human being: what kind of life should I aspire to?  What kind of world should I aspire to live in?  What is the best a human can achieve?
· PUBLIC POLICY / Questions about how institutions, societies, practices should be structured.
a. Working with a person close to you, formulate questions arising from the goat case, one for each category above.
b. To resolve the goat case, which of these sorts of questions do you think is most important?  Do different answers to this question come from different sides of the room?

Step Three:  Formulate a Moral Argument

A moral argument has three elements.  The first premise is a moral principle; this provides the rule or reason for judging a course of action to be right or wrong. The second premise is the set of relevant facts; these tell you whether the course of action falls within that rule.  From the first and second premises, a conclusion follows; it tells you whether the proposed course of action is right or wrong.

Over many years, civilizations have suggested many different moral principles.   Here are some of them:
· Traditional utilitarianism: An act is right if it creates a greater balance of human happiness over unhappiness than any other act possible under the circumstances.

· Expanded utilitarianism: An act is right if it creates a greater amount of human happiness than any other act possible under the circumstances, understanding that human well-being may well depend on the well-being of other creatures and ecosystems.  

· Leopold's Land Ethic: An act or practice is right if it tends to increase the beauty, stability, and integrity of the biotic community. It is wrong if it tends otherwise.  
· Deep Ecology: The well-being and flourishing of human and nonhuman life have value in themselves.  It is wrong for humans to reduce this well-being and flourishing except to satisfy vital human needs.

· Virtue ethics: Act is such a way that your act exhibits the highest human virtue.

1. Write, here, the first premise of a moral argument that answers the question, Should park rangers shoot the last of the mountain goats?  Note that this requires you to take a moral stand, that is, choose which moral principle you will use. 
PASS YOUR PAPER (to the next person)

2. On the paper just handed to you, write the second premise of the moral argument. This will require you to choose which facts about the case are relevant to a decision, given the moral principle that your neighbor has chosen.

PASS YOIJR PAPER (to the next person)
3. On the paper just handed to you, write the conclusion of the argument. Note that the conclusion will be a 'normative’ judgment, a judgment that makes a moral claim, a claim about what ought to be done or not done.

Step Four: Take a Stand, Repris:

a. Choose one of the cases below.   Take a stand on the issue presented, as in Step One above. Discuss as a class, again moving positions as you change your mind.
b. Consider the quality of the discussion and the arguments that were most persuasive.  Did students use their skills of moral reasoning>  Were carefully framed arguments more effective
1. Some years ago, people introduced pigs to Santa Cruz Island in the Channel Islands off the coast of California. The pigs "went wild,' dramatically increasing in number. With this abundant food, golden eagles began lo frequent the island, and, in the early 1990s, began to nest there.  The golden eagles impacted the pig population very little, but their effect on the island's endemic foxes was dramatic, driving the fox almost to extinction through hyper-predation.   The population of the competitively inferior island skunks increased by means of competitive release. Trying lo restore some semblance of balance, officials recommend a campaign to kill the pigs.
2.  In May 1999, under permission granted by the International Whaling Commission and the Clinton administration, a group of Makah Indians killed a gray whale as part of a tribal ritual.  Whaling is a traditional practice of these northwest coastal people, one they have been forbidden to exercise for 70 some years ever since the gray whale was hunted to near extinction by the whaling industry and subsequent killings were banned.  After gray whales were removed from the endangered species list, the Makah gained permission to kill up to 20 whales over the next four years only for “subsistence and ceremonial purposes”   Makah hunters stalked the 30 foot juvenile from traditional cedar canoes and used steel-tipped harpoons in their initial strike, but the whale was ultimately killed with several shots from a .50 caliber rifle and towed to shore by a motorized boat.  Some environmentalists protested the hunt.  

3.  Traveling Through the Dark by William Stafford

Traveling through the dark I found a deer

dead on the edge of the Wilson River road.

It is usually best to roll them into the canyon:

that road is narrow; to swerve might make more dead.

By glow of the tail-light I stumbled back of the car

and stood by the heap, a doe, a recent killing;

she had stiffened already, almost cold.

I dragged her off; she was large in the belly.

My fingers touching her side brought me the reason--

her side was warm; her fawn lay there waiting,

alive, still, never to be born.

Beside that mountain road I hesitated.

The car aimed ahead its lowered parking lights;

under the hood purred the steady engine.

I stood in the glare of the warm exhaust turning red;

around our group I could hear the wilderness listen.

I thought hard for us all--my only swerving--,

then pushed her over the edge into the river.
