Ethics: “Acts and Omissions”
This is the doctrine that makes an ethical difference to whether an agent actively intervenes to bring about a result, or omits to act in circumstances in which it is foreseen that as a result of the omission the same result occurs. Thus suppose I wish you dead. If I act to bring about your death I am a murderer, but if I happily discover you in danger of death, and fail to act to save you, I am not acting, and therefore according to the doctrine not a murderer. Critics reply that omissions can be as deliberate and immoral as commissions: if I am responsible for your food and fail to feed you, my omission is surely a killing. ‘Doing nothing’ can be a way of doing something, or in other words, absence of bodily movement can also constitute acting negligently, or deliberately, and depending on the context may be a way of deceiving, betraying, or killing. Nevertheless, criminal law often finds it convenient to distinguish discontinuing an intervention, which is permissible, from bringing about a result, which may not be, if, for instance, the result is death of a patient. The question is whether the difference, if there is one, between acting and omitting to act can be described or defined in a way that bears general moral weight.

Double Effect: 
The double effect principle attempts to define when an action that has both good and bad results is morally permissible. In one formulation such an action is permissible if (i) the action is not wrong in itself, (ii) the bad consequence is not that which is intended, (iii) the good is not itself a result of the bad consequence, and (iv) the two consequences are commensurate. Thus, for instance, I might justifiably bomb an enemy factory, foreseeing but not intending the death of nearby civilians, whereas bombing the civilians intentionally would be disallowed. The principle has its roots in the moral philosophy of Aquinas. Its applications include the problem of removing (thereby killing) a life-threatening fetus. All the clauses of the definition are highly controversial, but the second especially gives rise to deep problems about the relation between action, consequence, and intention.
The Trolley Problem

This problem in ethics was posed by the English philosopher Philippa Foot in her “The Problem of Abortion and the Doctrine of the Double Effect”. A runaway train or trolley comes to a branch in the track. One person is working on one branch, and five on the other and the trolley will kill anyone working on the branch it enters. Clearly, to most thinkers, the driver should steer for the less populated branch. But now suppose that, left to itself, it will go to the branch with five people on it, and you as a bystander can interfere, altering the points so that it veers towards the other. Is it right, or obligatory, or even permissible for you to do this, thereby apparently involving yourself in responsibility for the death of the one person? After all, whom have you wronged if you leave it to go its own way? The situation is structurally similar to others in which utilitarian reasoning seems to lead to one course of action, but a person's integrity or principles may oppose it.




Discussion Questions: 

1. What are your overall impressions of these philosophical principles? 

2. How do these principles apply to the medicine? i.e.) abortion, euthanasia, and the Hippocratic Oath? 

3. How do these principles apply to law? i.e.) Accessory to the crime, legal responsibilities to assist others. 

4. How do these principles apply to personal dealings? i.e.) Should you reveal certain information, even if sworn to secrecy if it creates a greater good?  
5. What other applications of these principles can you and your group come up with? 

6. What is your personal assertion regarding these principles? 
