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Take-Aways
	Your choices create who you are.
	Who you are is your character.
	Your character is your legacy.
	Doing right is harder when you are affected by fear.
	Doing right often means taking action you’d rather leave to the experts.
	Choosing involves practical wisdom.
	The important choices don’t have black and white answers, but instead offer a colorful moral spectrum to choose from.
	You can have morality without moralizing.
	Seven key philosophies influence how you make choices.
	When you’ve clarified your values and virtues, you are better prepared to make choices.


Recommendation
Discerning right from wrong can present difficult choices, but author David A. Shapiro tries to cut through the ethical fog to clarify your moral decisions. His thought-provoking, conversational guide to moral choices offers multiple insights. While he acknowledges how difficult ethical decisions can be, he also clearly sets down many ways to understand them and make them, whether they involve personal or professional considerations. The book is readable, not self-righteous or preachy. It simply shines a light on the processes involved in selecting your actions from across a broad right-to-wrong spectrum, and gives a number of real-life examples.getAbstract.comrecommends this book to everyone, because everyday decisions can be more complicated than they look

Summary
Your Moral Legacy
Everyone makes moral choices all day long, day in and day out, every day. What goes into making these choices? Typically, you do the best you can with your experience and the information at hand to make decisions that reflect your values and the kind of person you’d like to be. Every choice you make helps to create your identity. Who you are is your character, which becomes the legacy you leave behind.
“Most businesspeople are interested in doing the right thing - up to a point.”

How do you know if you’re doing the right thing when you make these endless choices? Do you care? Each choice carries a moral legacy. Is that important to you? How do you define morals or ethics? Many factors color our moral choices, particularly fear although, ironically, a lack of fear can also play a strong role: Courage propels many choices.
“When the dual demands of conscience and competition pull us in conflicting directions, competition often wins out.”

Societies that combine being afraid with being indifferent end up doing nothing in the face of crisis except sitting in silence and watching atrocities occur around them and around the globe. Often the legacy of these societies is this terrible inaction "not simply through lack of compassion, but through lack of knowledge." People are paralyzed because they feel powerless. Their rationalization is "If no one else can do anything, why should we?"
“Our character is our legacy. And our legacy is ultimately a moral legacy. It is the story of the good and bad things we did to and for other people.”

Most societies have accepted a code of ethics and behavior that assigns many personal choices to the experts. "We assume that the experts will solve our problems for us," so nobody loses much sleep over the hole in the ozone, the destruction of the rainforest or the disposal of nuclear waste. People inwardly believe that "somewhere, somebody is making everything all right." Your failure to take action doesn’t necessarily mean you don’t care, it can often mean you believe that it’s not your responsibility to act. However, leaving everything to the other guy, to the "experts," doesn’t work and never has. It’s just a convenient rationalization for choosing to remain silent.
“In a perfect world, there would be a direct correspondence between people’s character and their success on the job.”

Doing right is easy for some people and very difficult for others. To some, it is instinctive; to others it is calculated. Most people put survival first and that guides all their moral or ethical decisions. But if your own survival is all you ever think of, how can you help others, preserve a good society or even preserve a planet? What would the world be like if "this survival-first message was the moral legacy of Socrates or of Martin Luther King, Jr., or of Ghandi?"
“Every choice we make goes into creating who we are. With every move we make - every action, every inaction, every thought that flashes through our minds - more sand trickles from the top of life’s hourglass into the bottom.”

Sometimes people don’t act because they don’t trust their own senses. They filter information through a protective shield. When the information is troublesome, they begin to wonder if they really saw what they thought they saw. History and its moral choices recede into a cloudy past, as if the entire society suffers from collective amnesia.
“When we look back upon things, it becomes obvious how much more enduring is what we give than what we take.”

This forgetfulness best defines the moral legacy of the twentieth century. Obviously, people have proven that they can overlook anything, including World War I, the Holocaust and the atomic bomb. The memories of these and other horrors are fading, just when people most need to remember precisely these things, since these events comprise our moral legacy.
“What we can take responsibility for - and what we must - is how we act now. Our moral legacy is still being formed, and it is still possible to craft it well.”

Everyone’s moral legacy is being formed constantly, so the choices you make today are the keys to your future. Everyone can learn to make better choices, ones that more accurately reflect their deepest values. Do better and worse choices exist? Philosophers have wrestled with that question for thousands of years.
The Moral Spectrum
The process by which everyone learns to perceive and choose the right thing involves learning to examine each particular issue from as many perspectives as possible. Through this process, you can make better, more sophisticated judgments about what to do and not do.
“What makes the good things good and the bad things bad?.”

Choosing involves a practical wisdom explored by the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle in his classic work, Nichomachean Ethics, which focuses on the intellectual component of virtue. "It is knowledge of how to secure the good life, which for Aristotle is happiness." Above all, Aristotle concluded, practical wisdom must be a "reasoned and true capacity to act with regard to human goods." Aristotle believed that having practical wisdom, therefore, enables you to attain true happiness.
“If we examine the manner in which we arrive at our moral conclusions, we can increase the likelihood that those conclusions will consistently reflect our deepest, most abiding values.”

The important issues everyone faces rarely have black and white answers. It’s too simplistic to say that they’re gray, though. Instead, view them as multicolored, across a very broad spectrum. Each day, you have to discriminate among them to make wise choices. When you are looking at the choices in this moral spectrum, remember that unless your own perceptions are clear, "moral blindness" is an ever-present possibility, one that severely hampers your ability to make the best choices.
Morality Without Moralizing
The 20th-century American philosopher and educator John Dewey wrote: "Moral theory cannot emerge when there is a positive belief as to what is right and what is wrong, for then there is not occasion for reflection. It emerges when men are confronted with situations in which different desires promise opposed goods and in which incompatible courses of action seem to be morally justified. Only such a conflict calls forth personal inquiry into bases of morals."
“Examining the way a person resolves moral dilemmas provides insight into his or her decision-making process. And when it’s our own process we’re examining, the insight is even more telling.”

Morality can be discussed pragmatically. Confronting morality without moralizing helps you determine the right thing to do. Right and wrong do matter, and there are indeed better and worse choices to be made in every situation, but those who are most affected by a choice often make the best choices. When you moralize or choose for others, you are not necessarily going to make the best choice.
Making Choices
When you’re trying to figure out the right thing to do, you will be affected by many considerations that represent a spectrum from which you must choose:
	Feelings vs. principles.
	Motives vs. outcomes.
	Individual vs. societal considerations.

“What about the many times when doing the right thing means we get screwed? What about all those instances when it really does seem as if the nice guy finishes last?.”

In looking at these three considerations, you will be affected by one or more of the seven philosophical theories along this decision-making spectrum:
	Existentialism - This philosophy is commonly understood as saying that there is not "any objective meaning to be found in the universe," and there is no right or wrong, so "anything goes." It says that each person must determine the meaning of his or her life. Existentialism is an often-misunderstood 20th-century philosophy. It doesn’t say that there is no right or wrong and that "anything goes." To the contrary, it says the universe offers no objective principles, so "each of us must realize that, in any choice we make, we are implicitly choosing for all of humanity." Thus, if you say that you shouldn’t steal something from your local store, you are saying that no one should. "The awesome responsibility that this places on each of us every time we make a choice is the source of our deep existential anguish." The realization that everyone is free to choose what’s right and what’s wrong is based on the idea that freedom is that foundation for all values. Therefore, says Jean-Paul Sartre, existentialism’s most famous proponent, the ultimate significance of the actions of people of good faith is the quest for freedom, and existentialism’s guiding principle is enlarging the realm of human freedom. "According to existentialism, then,"the right thing to do will be the choice that sets people most free."
	Deontology - This philosophy represents "duty based" ethics. The 18th-century philosopher Immanuel Kant, author of this moral theory, believed that an action is "morally worthy only if it is undertaken out of a sense of moral duty," and that you should behave only in a way that you’d be willing to have everyone else in the world behave.
	The Ethics of Caring - Feminists Nel Noddings and Carol Gilligan are the most recognized proponents of this 20th-century contemporary philosophy. In this theory, "the right thing to do is to be found through an emphasis on the relationship of caring between human beings."
	Communitarianism - Educators and social policy makers are currently paying attention to communitarianism, which was influenced by the moral theory of 18th-century British philosopher David Hume. He believed that "assessing the rightness or wrongness of someone’s actions is a matter of assessing someone’s motives for the choices they make."
	Utilitarianism - Nineteenth-century English philosopher Jeremy Bentham developed utilitarianism. His pupil and colleague John Stuart Mill expanded it, in the belief that "to determine if something is the right thing to do or not, we calculate how much pleasure and how much pain will be generated by doing it." If the consequences lead to more pleasure and less pain, not just for you, but for everyone else, then the action is morally justified.
	Virtue Ethics - This school of thought is rooted in the Aristotelian moral theory that states, "Virtuous acts are those performed by a virtuous person." To become a virtuous person, you must train your feelings and attitudes to take pleasure in virtuous action.
	Egoism - This is the idea that "the right thing to do is whatever best succeeds in helping us achieve our rationally chosen ends." The 18th-century philosopher and political theorist Adam Smith argued that rational self-interest should be "the determining factor in what makes right acts right." Thomas Hobbs believed war would disappear if everyone could "establish self-interested covenants with one another." In this way, people acting egotistically, and maximizing benefits for themselves, would also "maximize the common good." Egoism, then, boils down to an "everybody’s happy" philosophy.

Making Your Moral Choices
When you face a choice, examine the situation through a number of different moral points of view by asking yourself the following questions that stem from the seven philosophies:
	What course(s) of action will set people most free?
	What would I do if everyone in the world were to do as I did?
	What course of action will best sustain and nurture caring relationships? 
	How would I act if everyone in my community knew exactly what I am doing?
	What course of action will best maximize total happiness in the world?
	What would the most virtuous person I know do in this situation?
	What course of action will ensure that I reach my short- and long-term goals?

Look at what matters to you, what is important? Those are your values. Then look at the virtues you believe are necessary to express these values: security, cooperation, truth, fun, power, recognition, freedom and wealth. These are supported by the virtues of competitiveness, generosity, artistic skill, loyalty, speed, courage and determination.
When you’ve clarified your values and virtues, you will be better prepared to make the right choices in any situation.

About the Author
David A. Shapiro is a writer, consultant and curriculum designer who specializes in progressive business and personal development programs. He is co-author of  Repacking Your Bags: Lighten Your Load for the Rest of Your Life. 
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