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George Washington 
 

Mythical cherry tree notwithstanding, George Washington was surely one of America’s first 

public administration ethicists.  Beyond his behavior as President, his “Rules of civility & decent 

behavior in company and conversation” is still a fun read today, while his 1796 Farewell Address 

includes a couple of passages relevant both to this class… 

It is substantially true that virtue or morality is a necessary spring of popular government. 

The rule, indeed, extends with more or less force to every species of free government. 

Who that is a sincere friend to it can look with indifference upon attempts to shake the 

foundation of the fabric? 

…and to the current political scene: 

…the common and continual mischiefs of the spirit of party are sufficient to make it the 

interest and duty of a wise people to discourage and restrain it.  It serves always to 

distract the public councils and enfeeble the public administration. It agitates the 

community with ill-founded jealousies and false alarms, kindles the animosity of one part 

against another, foments occasionally riot and insurrection. 

 

Lecture goals: Introduce the course! 

*  
Thompson and Leidlen.  Well discuss their chapter 1.  Beyond their questions, have you got a 

major take-away from this? 

 

Cooper.  Terry Cooper opens his The Responsible Administrator with the major reason for his 

interest in the topic of administrative ethics: 

The education, training, and day-to-day of public administrators tend to be dominated by 

the practical problems of getting the job done.  Concerns about what should be done and 

why it should be done get swept aside by the pressures of schedule and workload.  

Modern society is preoccupied with action, to the exclusion of reflection about values and 

http://www.usc.edu/schools/sppd/faculty/detail.php?id=6
http://www.whitehouse.gov/about/presidents/georgewashington
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=1248919
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=1248919
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/washing.asp
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principles. Theory is diminished to theories that concern means – “how to” crowds out 

“toward what end?”   

Ethical theory, in particular, tends to suffer under the sway of this mentality.  Because 

ethics involves substantive reasoning about obligations, consequences, and ultimate ends, 

its immediate utility for a producing and consuming society is suspect.  Principles and 

values, goods and oughts, seem pretty wispy stuff compared to cost-benefit ratios, GNP, 

tensile strength, organizational structures, assembly lines, budgets, downsizing, 

deadlines, outsourcing through contracts, interest group lobbying, and political pressures.  

The payoff for dealing formally with ethics is unclear for individual administrators and 

for organizations as well. (p. viii) 

 

What is ethics? (Cooper, pp. 1-4) 

Quotes: 

 “the attempt to state and evaluate principles by which ethical problems may be solved.” – 

More or less random textbook/dictionary definition. 

 “the normative standards of conduct derived from the philosophical and religious 

traditions of society.” – Means. 

 “the task of careful reflection several steps removed from the actual conduct of men” 

concerning “the assumptions and presuppositions of the moral life.” – Gustafson. 

 “ethics is concerned about what is right, fair, just, or good; about what we ought to do, 

not just about what is the case or what is most acceptable or expedient.” – Preston. 

 Moral philosophy, with four main goals of clarification of moral concepts, critical 

evaluation of moral claims, constructing an inclusive perspective by identifying 

connections among moral ideas and values, and providing moral guidance through 

improving practical judgment. – Martin. 

 “Ethics seeks to clarify the logic and adequacy of the values that shape the world; it 

assesses the moral possibilities which are projected and betrayed in the social give-and-

take” – Winter. 

Cooper’s definition: 

 “For the purpose of this book, ethics may be understood as the study of moral conduct 

and moral status.  Ethics and morality are often used interchangeably, but here I will 

distinguish them.  Morality assumes some accepted modes of behavior that are given by a 

religious tradition, a culture (including an organizational culture), a social class, a 

community, or a family…  Ethics…is one step removed from action.  It involves the 

examination and analysis of the logic, values, beliefs, and principles that are used to 

justify morality in its various forms” (p. 2). 

Descriptive v. normative 

 “Descriptively, ethics attempts to reveal underlying assumptions and how they are 

connected to conduct. 

 “Normatively, ethics attempts to construct viable and defensible arguments for particular 

courses of conduct as being better than others in specific situations” (Cooper, p. 3). 

Deontological v. teleological 

 “Deontological approaches to ethics focus on one’s duty to certain ethical principles such 

as justice, freedom, or veracity without regard for the consequences of one’s actions. 

 “Teleological ethics, in contrast, involves a concern for the ends or consequences of 

one’s conduct” (Cooper, p. 3). Examples: 
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o “...it is the greatest happiness of the greatest number that is the measure of right 

and wrong.” – Jeremy Bentham, A Fragment on Government (1823). 

o “Utility holds that actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote 

happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness.” – John Stuart 

Mill, Utilitarianism (1863) 

Cooper, again:  

Doing ethics, then, involves thinking more systematically about the values and principles 

that are embedded in the choices we otherwise would make on practical or political grounds 

alone.  As we reflect on these implicit values, we ask ourselves how they are consistent with 

our duties and toward what ends and consequences they lead.  Keeping in mind the 

obligations and goals of the roles we occupy, we seek to rank-order them for a particular 

ethical decision we confront in the course of carrying out a specific role. (pp. 3-4) 

 

Law v. ethics 

…law specifies the moral minimum.  It is the minimum level of conduct that we as a 

society can agree to impose on all of us through the threat of force and sanctions…  from 

an ethicist’s point of view, law must always stand under the judgment of ethics.  

Sometimes laws may be deemed unjust and therefore unethical. (p. 4) 

 

Responsibility and role.  

…the concept of role becomes a convenient way to package expectations and obligations 

associated with the modern world… 

The problem is that although public administrators are responsible for certain duties 

(those that constitute the professional role), they sometimes believe they are obligated to 

act otherwise.  This is because administrators, along with everyone else in modern 

society, maintain an array of roles related to family, community, and society, each 

carrying a set of obligations and vested with certain personal interests. (p. 5-6) 

 

The responsible administrator. 

Responsible administrators must be able to account for their conduct to relevant others 

such as supervisors, elected officials, the courts, and the citizenry, which means being 

able to explain and justify why specific actions they took resulted in particular 

consequences. They must be able to act in ways that are consistent with their inner 

convictions as professional guardians of the public good.  (p. 5-6) 

 

The design approach.  “This orientation assumes that there is no single best solution to a 

significant ethical problem, but rather numerous possible solutions, some of equal value but 

others of greater or lesser worth.  The task is to design a response to a problem at hand that 

addresses the immediate short-term situation but looks to the wider organizations, legal, and 

social contexts for the longer-term answers” (p. 6). 

 

Whitbeck’s moral lessons for design problems (p. 7-8): 

 Begin with a consideration of the uncertainties involved in any ethical problem. 

 The generation of alternative solutions to an ethical problem is separate from defining the 

problem and may necessitate gathering additional information. 

 One is always acting under time pressure. 
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 Ethical problems are dynamic. 

   

Ethics in America in comparative context 

 

Table 1 – Some comparative ethics data 

 Corruption 

perceptions
1 

Civil 

freedom
2 

Economic 

freedom
3 

Income 

per capita
4 

Social 

expenditure
5 

Inequality
6 

G7+       

US 7.1 1 7.96
6 

47,020 16.2 40.8 

Australia 8.7 1 7.90 38,510 16.0 35.2 

Canada 8.9 1 7.95 37,280 16.9 32.6 

France 6.8 1 7.32 34,440 28.4 32.7 

Germany 7.9 1 7.46 38,170 25.2 28.3 

Italy 3.9 1.5 6.90 31,090 24.9 36.0 

Japan 7.8 1.5 7.46 34,790 18.7 24.9 

Sweden 9.2 1 7.28 39,600 27.3 25.0 

UK 7.6 1 7.81 36,580 20.5 36.0 

       

BRICs       

Brazil 3.7 2 6.18 10,920 -- 55.0 

China 3.5 6.5 6.65 7570 -- 41.5 

India 3.3 2.5 6.51 3560 -- 36.8 

Russia 2.1 5.5 6.62 19,160 -- 43.7 

Sources: 
1 – Transparency International’s 2010 Corruption Perceptions Index.  Higher scores indicate less perception of 

corruption. 

2 – Freedom House’s 2011 Freedom in the World Report. Freedom House rates countries in terms of civil and 

political freedom, on a 1 (free) to 7 (unfree) scale. The number presented here is the average of these two scores. 

3 – Fraser Institute and Cato Institute’s 2010 Economic Freedom of the World Report. The data is on a 1-10 scale, 

with 10 equal to more economic freedom (i.e. less government ‘meddling’). The data are for 2008. 

4 – World Bank. The indicator used is gross national income per capita, at purchasing power parity. This seeks to 

correct for price differences between countries. The data are for 2009 or 2010. 

5 – Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, Statistics Portal. The figure is Public Social welfare 

spending as a percentage of GDP, and includes spending on old age, survivors, disability, health, family, 

unemployment, housing, and other social areas.  

6 – United Nations Development Program’s 2010 Human Development Report. The numbers are a Gini coefficient, 

which measures inequality. Higher scores indicate more inequality. The data can be found on pages 152-5. 

 

Note that America is one of the wealthiest countries in the world, relatively ungenerous to its 

poor, the most unequal rich country. It also enjoys high levels of civil and political freedom, and 

has levels of corruption among the lowest in the world. 

* 

II. Course and the instructor 

* 

The course  
   

The instructor  
* 

http://www.transparency.org/
http://www.freedomhouse.org/
http://www.fraserinstitute.org/
http://www.cato.org/
http://www.fraserinstitute.org/uploadedFiles/fraser-ca/Content/research-news/research/publications/economic-freedom-of-the-world-2010.pdf
http://data.worldbank.org/
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GNP.PCAP.PP.CD
http://www.oecd.org/
http://www.oecd.org/statsportal/0,3352,en_2825_293564_1_1_1_1_1,00.html
http://www.beta.undp.org/undp/en/home.html
http://www.beta.undp.org/undp/en/home/librarypage/hdr/human_developmentreport2010.html
http://www.unf.edu/~g.candler/PAD6436/home.html
http://www.unf.edu/~g.candler/vita.htm
http://www.unf.edu/~g.candler/vita.htm

