What is Ethics?
Ethics is a major branch of philosophy that studies the value or quality of an action: e.g., “Is Euthanasia ever moral?” It provides an organized construct for debating such questions by breaking the problem down into categories of principles and ideas. For example, in the question above we might consider opposing issues (or ideas): is it in society’s best interest to allow euthanasia (which entails the principle of justice)?; and, the issue/idea of why shouldn’t we allow individuals to make up their own minds about when they die (which entails the principle of autonomy)?  In other examples, there may not be opposing issues. Ethics offers a framework to help us solve our moral problems systematically.
There are different branches of ethics. For this rotation, we’ll stick to applied ethics, which analyzes specific problems and tries to solve those problems by developing a moral philosophy that we can apply to both the specific situation and related ones in the future. 
An important part of understanding ethics is knowing what they are not. Ethics are not laws. While laws may be based, in part, on ethical standards, things that are legal may not always be ethical, and things that are ethical may not always be legal. For example, it may not be ethical to kill, but capital punishment is legal in many states. 

Ethics are also different from religious beliefs. While religion typically espouses ethical standards, principles of ethics are universal and should be determined from a common ground position. Similarly, ethics are not cultural norms. 

Nevertheless, people have to live together, despite their different feelings and beliefs. As a result, it is important to follow a rigorous process as you debate ethical issues.  



