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WELCOME AND INTRODUCTION 
 
Prof. Ali Dhansay (NSTF Chairperson) opened the meeting and welcomed everyone. This discussion 
forum forms part of an annual series. The programme of presentations was reduced to allow time for 
robust discussion. The topic is important for society at large and the science community in particular.  
 
ETHICS AND PROFESSIONAL INTEGRITY (PROF. ALI DHANSAY, NSTF CHAIR, MEDICAL 
RESEARCH COUNCIL) 
 
Prof. Dhansay’s presentation drew on the work of Dr David B Resnik, What is Ethics in Research and 
Why is it Important? (2011). 
 
Ethical norms are so ubiquitous that one might be tempted to regard them as simple common sense, 
but, if morality were nothing more than common sense, then why are there so many ethical disputes 
and issues in our society? South African society reflects ethical disputes and issues. 
 
One plausible explanation of these disagreements is that all people recognise some common ethical 
norms, but different individuals interpret, apply, and balance these norms in different ways in light of 
their own values and life experiences. As Albert Einstein said: “Relativity applies to physics, not 
ethics.” Prof. Dhansay’s view was that Einstein’s position is open to debate. 
 
Many different disciplines, institutions and professions have norms for behaviour that suit their 
particular aims and goals. These norms also help members of the discipline to coordinate their 
actions or activities and to establish the public’s trust in the discipline. For instance, ethical norms 
govern conduct in medicine, law, engineering and business. Ethical norms also serve the aims or 
goals of research and apply to people who conduct scientific research or other scholarly or creative 
activities. There is even a specialised discipline, research ethics, which studies these norms. 
 
Ethics and law may diverge in many ways. What is considered lawful, or is considered to be lawful, 
may be judged by some (or many) to be unethical. 
 
PLAGIARISM IN SCIENCE/TECHNOLOGY (DR KEVIN BEHREN, STEVE BIKO CENTRE FOR 
BIOETHICS, UNIVERSITY OF THE WITWATERSRAND) 
 
Plagiarism and its consequences 
One reason not to plagiarise is because it can have some very serious consequences. Universities 
fail masters and doctoral students for plagiarism. Student penalties include: getting zero for 
assignments, suspension, and exclusion from courses or even the institution. 
 
Some high-profile examples from around the world include: 

• At Ohio University, serious plagiarism was found in 40 master’s dissertations over a twenty-year 
period. Two professors were dismissed for collusion in these cases, and as a result of the 
negative publicity, there was a significant drop in donations to the university. 

• At the University of the Witwatersrand, a professor was dismissed in 2011 because of plagiarism 
in nine of his publications. 

• In 2013, the University of Bochum launched a plagiarism investigation into German parliamentary 
speaker Norbert Lammert’s 1974 dissertation. 

• In February 2013, German Education Minister Annette Schavan resigned after an investigation 
found her PhD submitted to the University of Dusseldorf was plagiarised. 

• German Defence Minister Karl-Theodor zu Guttenberg resigned for similar reasons in 2011. 
 
There are differences between scholarship in the humanities/arts and science/technology. In the 
humanities, protecting exact words is very important. In the sciences, findings, data and ideas are 
more valued. However, that does not mean that science writers are free to use the words of others 
without attribution. 
 
What is plagiarism and what’s wrong with it? 
Plagiarism is the act of presenting another’s work or ideas as your own. Presenting the words, ideas, 
processes or research results of another as though it is your own is theft. Doing the same for 
examination purposes is also cheating. 
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What and when should you cite? 
The presentation drew on Palgrave Study Skills.  
 
The key is to ask whether the author has added anything new or distinctive. You do not need to cite 
what is common knowledge. You need to cite: 

• Facts, hard data, statistics etc. (When they are not common knowledge or the findings of your 
own research) 

• Distinctive ideas or opinions from a particular source 

• Distinctive organisation of ideas or information, or distinctive structure 

• Verbatim passages (word for word) 

• Obviously paraphrased distinctive passages 

• Distinctive ideas or opinions from a particular source. 
 
Ideas scientists might want others to cite include: hypotheses to explain phenomena, and new 
experimental techniques. It is professional courtesy to acknowledge you found something somewhere 
else. 
 
Journals are increasingly retracting articles that are found to be plagiarised. It is difficult to identify 
plagiarism if you do not know the literature. However, the language itself may betray plagiarism in that 
the usage may not be typical of students. 
 
Easy ‘cut and paste’ has increased the temptation to use verbatim passages without attribution. 
Scientists may be less proprietorial about their exact words, but using verbatim passages without 
attribution is still stealing, even if not as much value is put on words by scientists. It only takes some 
quote marks and a reference to do what is right. 
 
Thin paraphrasing, citing the original source, might sometimes be acceptable, but is best avoided. 
Too many instances of thin paraphrasing in a single work does nothing to convince the reader that 
you have made a unique contribution to the field, nor does it demonstrate your ability as an 
independent researcher. All it shows is that you can use a thesaurus. 
 
Self-plagiarism 
Self-plagiarism is the inappropriate re-use of your own work. This is not theft, but it can be academic 
dishonesty and even fraud. It is morally wrong to present the same work for credit more than once. 
Getting a subsidy more than once for the same work is fraudulent. 
 
Appropriate re-use of one’s own work includes: 

• One can sometimes re-use a published article or parts thereof in a book, with permission of the 
journal in which the work was originally published. 

• In the case of a dissertation or thesis, verbatim or slightly edited sections can be published before 
or after submission for examination, but this must be acknowledged. 

• One can refer to and even quote verbatim one’s previously published work, but treat yourself as 
you would any other author, and cite yourself. 

• Stock passages can be republished, for example, descriptions and justification of methods used, 
or overlap in the use of data in multiple articles based on the same study. The important thing is 
to be transparent. 

 
In almost all cases of plagiarism, fabrication or falsification of data was also found. Where plagiarism 
is detected, this makes the reader wonder if the author is also capable of other forms of deception. 
 
Discussion 
 
Question: When does a distinctive opinion or idea in a field become common knowledge and no 
longer needs to be cited? 
 
Dr Behren: There are grey areas and it depends on one’s position in the field; for example, an 
undergraduate student may have to cite more than a doctoral student, as they do not yet know the 
field. There is a need to be reasonable in what is considered plagiarism in some areas, whereas other 
areas are uncontroversial. 
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Prof. Eloff (University of Pretoria): A professor should never refer to the thesis or dissertation of 
one of their students without recognition. Academics should avoid over-citation of their own work, but 
should include such citations where necessary, for example, to refer to their own method in an earlier 
paper. One of the problems is that journals limit the number of citations that are allowed. Common 
knowledge is not cited. For journal editors, it may be difficult to control falsification. 
 
Dr Behren: A questionable practice used by some journals is to publish editorials citing previous 
articles that appeared in the journal in order to push up the citation rating. 
 
Prof Eloff: Another dishonest practice is for a journal editor to encourage authors to cite other papers 
in the journal to push up the citation rating. Thomson Reuters has removed certain journals from its 
list for that reason. 
 
Question: How is it possible to identify when plagiarism has occurred and what should the response 
be? 
 
Dr Behren: Universities have plagiarism policies. The University of the Witwatersrand, for example, 
has three levels of plagiarism infringement. At undergraduate level it is regarded as a developmental 
problem. At postgraduate level, any act of plagiarism is considered to be a level 3 and subject to 
discipline. However, the university has somewhat moved away from imposing the policy very strictly, 
as postgraduate students sometimes have no knowledge of the concept of plagiarism. Students 
cannot be expected to have a moral obligation to avoid something unless they know they should. 
Students are encouraged to submit drafts of their own work through Turnitin before formal submission 
in order to identify and address potential plagiarism. 
 
Comment: It is also necessary to teach students positive reasons for citing the work of others (such 
as ‘standing on shoulders of giants’). If one quotes in order to reference a research community, one 
becomes a better-focused researcher. 
 
Dr Behren: Positive reasons for citing strengthen the arguments. 
 
Prof. Dhansay: The Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE) is a forum for editors and publishers of 
peer-reviewed journals to discuss all aspects of publication ethics. It also advises editors on how to 
handle cases of research and publication misconduct, and publishes flow charts of how to respond to 
plagiarism. 
 
Ms Niehaus (NSTF): Plagiarism has become widespread, from primary school upwards. School 
children are encouraged to find information on the internet but are not taught to cite. There is thus a 
need to curb the damage done at school level among university students. 
 
PROFESSIONAL INTEGRITY OF ENGINEERING AND OTHER PRACTITIONERS, CODES OF 
CONDUCT/ETHICS AND PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATIONS (MR DAWIE BOTHA, SOUTH 
AFRICAN ACADEMY OF ENGINEERING) 
 
For the material in this presentation, recognition is given to the Global Infrastructure Anti-Corruption 
Centre and special thanks to Neill Stansbury. 
 
We are living in a world with divergent approaches to values. The older generation tends to think that 
the younger generation has no values, but perhaps they have different values. 
 
Codes of ethics relate to values, and organisations are grappling with how to make such codes 
effective. Watching children play shows that people are not born with a sense of ethics but have to be 
taught. The breakdown in ethics that we often witness today relates to upbringing, as there is less 
discipline in homes and schools. 
 
Professions did not previously have a code of ethics, but now such codes have to be written down in 
order to get people to confirm. People’s conduct is often driven by greed and the desire for status, 
which might drive them to corruption to achieve their ends. 
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After the arms industry, the construction industry worldwide is most susceptible to corruption. The civil 
engineering profession has taken steps towards the development of ethical professionals that will 
abide by codes of conduct. There have been advances, particularly in the USA, to develop codes of 
conduct.  
 
The devastating effects that fraud, bribery and corruption in engineering and construction have had 
worldwide inspired the creation of the video Ethicana about a corrupt island, which is the centrepiece 
production of the Anti-Corruption Education and Training (ACET) initiative, a consortium of 12 
cooperating agencies including the American Society of Civil Engineers. The video is accompanied by 
a comprehensive set of training materials and is intended for corporate training and university 
teaching. ACET is a collaborative effort led by a global team of educators, engineering professionals 
and communicators. The motivation for Ethicana includes: 

• Corruption in the construction and engineering industries robs communities of the funds to build 
schools, hospitals, roads, water projects and other vital infrastructure.    

• Corruption promotes violence and costs lives.  

• Corruption is a huge economic burden (http://www.ethicana.org/). 
 
However, the video had to be withdrawn after a year as a particular country complained that it was 
based on their particular circumstances (but perhaps many countries could identify with the corruption 
it portrays). Ethicana was developed into a play, which is used in South Africa. 
 
Codes of ethics establish guidelines and should be displayed on office walls as a reminder. It is 
difficult to expose and oppose corruption, particularly for a young professional. A code of ethics may 
strengthen them to blow the whistle. We teach ethics, but in the workplace whistle-blowers are often 
punished. 
 
As Einstein said, “The world will not be destroyed by those who do evil, but by those who watch them 
without doing anything.” 
 
 ‘Corruption’ has no fixed definition. The narrow definition is ‘bribery’. The wide definition is that 
‘corruption’ is an umbrella term for activities involving bribery, deception and/or dishonesty in order to 
gain personal or corporate profit. These activities are criminal offences in most jurisdictions. The wide 
definition encompasses the following as aspects of corruption: 

• Bribery, including extortion and facilitation payments 

• Fraud, including collusion, embezzlement and secret ownership 

• Abuse of power 

• Money-laundering. 
 
The various forms of corruption, discussed in more detail, include: 

• Bribery entails offering, giving, soliciting or receiving a bribe as an inducement to act dishonestly. 
Bribes can include: money, other property or assets, entertainment, paying for a holiday, promise 
of future work or anything of value to the recipient. 

• Extortion entails demanding money (or other benefit) in order not to inflict damage or in order to 
perform a service that is properly due. If the victim of the extortion provides the money or other 
benefit, then he/she may become liable for bribery or a similar offence. The victim of the extortion 
may have a defence to bribery if a threat was made of imminent death or personal injury. 

• A facilitation payment is a payment made to induce performance of an act which is a proper duty. 
Examples include payments to secure issuing of a visa or import permit, award of contract, issue 
of a certificate, or making of payments, all of which are properly due but which are not being 
carried out, or are being carried out unduly slowly. 

• Fraud entails using deception to gain some financial or other advantage. 

• Collusion entails two or more persons conspiring to defraud or deceive another party, including 
cartels, loser’s fee (where firms agree which contracts they will tender for and pay another firm a 
loser’s fee not to tender), bid-rigging, price fixing and cover pricing. 

• Embezzlement entails dishonestly appropriating money or other assets with which one has been 
entrusted. 

• Secret ownership entails concealing the true ownership of a company in order to profit illegally 
from a contract or other benefit provided to the company. 
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• Abuse of power entails the abuse of a position of trust for the purposes of illicit gain. A 
government official or any other individual who accepts a bribe, commits a fraud, or embezzles 
funds will also be abusing his or her power. 

• Money-laundering entails the movement of cash or assets obtained by criminal activity from one 
location to another. 

 
Corruption offences are often linked, for example, tenderers may collude to rig bids; the tenderers 
may bribe the procurement officer to award the contract according to the bid rig; the procurement 
officer may mis-award the contract (which could involve bribery or abuse of power) and commit fraud 
in pretending that the tender was carried out properly. There could be money-laundering of illicit 
profits made by all concerned. 
 
In another example, a contractor could submit an inflated claim to the engineer (fraud); the contractor 
could offer to bribe the engineer to approve the inflated claim (bribery/collusion); the engineer could 
accept the bribe (bribery/abuse of power); the engineer could issue a certificate approving the claim 
(fraud/abuse of power). There could be money-laundering of illicit profits made by all concerned. 
 
Anti-corruption actions within an organisation include: 

• Board commitment 

• Anti-corruption code 

• Compliance officer 

• Employment terms 

• Gifts/hospitality policy 

• Training 

• Financial controls, audits and random checks 

• Reporting procedures 

• Independent assessment of anti-corruption programme 

• Requiring related companies to adopt anti-corruption measures. 
 
Anti-corruption actions external to an organisation include: 

• Due diligence 

• Fair and transparent procurement procedures 

• Anti-corruption contract terms 

• Monitoring the execution of contracts 

• Reporting procedures. 
 
Anti-corruption action by associations and societies could include: 

• Speaking out against corruption 

• Raising awareness through publicity and training 

• Working with other stakeholders, both national and international 

• Business associations encouraging members to adopt anti-corruption measures 

• Professional institutions promoting a code of conduct that includes an anti-corruption policy 

• Imposing disciplinary sanctions for breach of the code. 
 
The South African construction industry has gone through a difficult time with allegations of collusion. 
For a firm investigated for corruption, the stigma sticks to the professionals named in investigations, 
whether or not they are found guilty.  
 
Professionals should not focus only on statutory law, but should also remember common law and 
good manners. 
 
Professionals should consider etiquette with respect to the e-mails and SMSs that they send, which 
create a paper trail that can be used against one. Good advice to young professionals is ‘How would 
my choice look on the front page of a newspaper’. They should also be careful about what they place 
on Facebook. Another consideration is the self-respect test (‘How will I feel if I commit corruption or 
misuse of power?’). To be an effective ethical leader sounds like common sense, but has to be taught 
these days. 
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The South African Institution of Civil Engineers (SAICE) has a young members’ panel that plays a role 
in spreading the word about professional ethics. 
 
The Global Infrastructure Anti-Corruption Centre (GIACC) is an independent not-for-profit organisation 
that provides resources to assist in the understanding, identification and prevention of corruption in 
the infrastructure, construction and engineering sectors. A number of companies in South Africa use 
the system they developed to fight corruption. 
 
Engineers now have a charter that professionals can sign, but it is not enforced (as in the medical 
profession). In the USA civil engineers, get a ring made of metal from an old bridge to remind them of 
the oath they swore to conduct themselves as ethical professionals. 
 
Let us stand together and give a clear message against corruption. 
 
Discussion 
 
Dr Becker (SACNASP): We will not fix the problems by carrying on with the way we do things. In 
many countries of the world, one will not get a job unless one pays a bribe. One solution might be to 
make bribery tax deductible, thereby bringing it into the open. (This is not his original idea, but was 
mentioned as an approach under consideration by someone he met on a flight from France to Egypt 
in a discussion about doing business in their respective countries). 
 
Mr Botha: One hears that overseas contractors involved in initiatives in South Africa such as the 
Arms Deal, Gautrain and World Cup Stadiums committed bribery because they thought this was how 
to do business in Africa. 
 
Some examples of moral dilemmas for contractors in the construction industry include: 

• Designing a palace to be built beside a slum 

• Building an abortion clinic if one believes that abortion is wrong 

• In preparation for the Soccer World Cup held in South Africa in 2010, the announcement of the 
location of the stadiums came too late, and no company had the capacity to build all of them, but 
all the eligible civil engineering firms wanted to make sure they received some of the tenders. In 
such cases, a firm may pay a loser’s fee to another firm in return for them not tendering on a 
particular job. 

 
Comment: A company could take a person’s ideas and turn them into a profitable business venture. 
If a person writes a company report, should they be concerned about plagiarism or rather only be 
concerned about patents? 
 
Mr Botha: This is a hotly contested issue. A company will not allow an employee to take an idea to 
another company. The NSTF faces this debate each year when NSTF awards are made. The NSTF 
may want to recognise and reward an individual or team for an innovation, but a company might own 
it. In engineering, professionals may ‘steal’ ideas with their eyes, on a construction site. It could be 
debated whether there is anything wrong with this practice as the idea may not necessarily be 
patentable. Knowledgeable professionals are struggling with such issues. A facilitation fee is wrong, 
but an acceleration fee is common where a contract has fallen behind. An acceleration fee is legal, 
and is not considered corruption or bribery, except where the party that issued the contract knows that 
the job could not be done in the allotted time and then pays an acceleration fee.  
 
Prof. Dhansay (Medical Research Council): I would like to add three points to the discussion: 

• For the medical profession, the fundamental framework for ethics is similar to that presented for 
civil engineering. 

• Once when I applied for a visa, I was asked to pay an acceleration fee, but this could be ethically 
dubious.  

• How does one deal with narcissism in leadership, where the reality often is ‘if you scratch my 
back, I’ll scratch yours’? 

 
Mr Botha: Max du Preez published an enlightening article about narcissism in politics. Many political 
leaders have a narcissistic trait; otherwise they would not push themselves to the fore. If a leader is 
ethical, their level of narcissism is probably within acceptable bounds. 
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One is sometimes allowed to pay an additional fee to get something faster (e.g. a visa); this is legal, 
but the question is whether it is ethical. 
 
THE ROLE OF RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEES TO ESTABLISH INTEGRITY AWARENESS IN 
A UNIVERSITY RESEARCH CONTEXT (DR WILLEM HOFFMAN, CHAIR: RESEARCH ETHICS 
COMMITTEE, TSHWANE UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY) 
 
Ethics means applying reason to everything you do. One needs to justify one’s choice in an ethical 
decision. 
 
Research shows that students who sleep less than six hours per night are more likely to cheat than 
those who sleep longer. 
 
Ethics in academia is not a new idea but a fundamental part of scholarship since ancient times. In 
ancient curricula, the classical academy subjects included: Mathematics, Literature, History, Music, 
Gymnastics and Philosophy (Ethics). 
 
According to the Universal Declaration on Bioethics and Human Rights (2005), “ethics committees 
should … foster debate, education and public awareness of … (bio)ethics” [Article 19(d)]. South Africa 
is a signatory to the declaration. The word ‘should’ in this declaration conveys a strong obligation. 
 
The functions of a research ethics committee at a university include: 

• Independent ethics review 

• Ethics monitoring 

• Ethics reporting 

• Ethics education 

• Guideline development 

• Ethics advice. 
 
The Research Ethics Policy of Tshwane University of Technology, for example, states the role of the 
research ethics function in the university as “to independently evaluate, approve and monitor research 
that involves humans, animals and the environment within a framework of generally accepted 
research ethics guidelines”. 
 
The presentation focuses on research ethics education in a university. Ethics committees are already 
overburdened with ethics reviews and decisions, and there are thus practical challenges to their 
becoming more involved in ethics education, but the ideas need to be considered and debated in a 
forum such as this. 
 
Ethics education in a university relates to undergraduate students, postgraduate students, 
postgraduate supervisors and ethics educators. 
 
Undergraduate students 
Ethics education for undergraduate students is already fairly well developed in the health and social 
science disciplines, but the ancient curricula required students of all disciplines to have a good grasp 
of ethics. In universities, ethics education needs to be fundamental to education and training in all 
disciplines, including Health Sciences, Arts, Social Sciences, Management Sciences, ICT, 
Engineering and Law. Such education should not be restricted to an isolated lecture. The current 
recurriculation in which South African universities are involved provides opportunities to include ethics 
education in undergraduate courses in order to teach professional integrity and codes of ethics. Ethics 
committees are approached to advise in this regard. 
 
Another means of teaching ethics at undergraduate level includes promotional material on topics such 
as plagiarism and integrity. The library of the UP medical campus has concrete seats as artworks 
embellished with words on ethics as a reminder to students (e.g. integrity, respect, diversity). 
 
Postgraduate students 
For postgraduate students, ethics education should include research ethics principles, with a focus on 
awareness, knowledge, critical reflection, application, integrity and moral accountability, as well as 
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national and international guidelines. Effort is required to bring ethics education to postgraduate 
students. It should not be taken for granted that they understand all the implications of research ethics 
at their level.  
 
Tshwane University of Technology has a training session as part of postgraduate programmes to 
ensure that students understand the principles and processes of ethics. Ethics is about more than 
facts. Ethical compliance is not achieved just through a checklist. There is a need for critical reflection 
on how to respond when confronted with ethical dilemmas. A person who knows about plagiarism and 
still commits it becomes morally accountable.  
 
Ethics committees should be well versed in national and international ethical guidelines. Students 
sometimes consider ethical clearance as just a stumbling block to get through as soon as possible. 
There is a need to show students the bigger picture and instil an understanding of ethics in research. 
 
Postgraduate supervisors 
Universities often seem to overestimate the ethics awareness of postgraduate supervisors. 
Supervisors tend to rely on their own experience of being supervised as a postgraduate student. 
There is a need for more training in postgraduate supervision at universities. (e.g. licence to supervise 
programmes). For postgraduate supervisors, ethics education should include an in-depth 
understanding of research ethics principles. Supervisors should be able to provide guidance on 
project ethics to postgraduate students, be role models of integrity and have the ability to instil ethics 
in postgraduate students.  
 
Ethics educators 
Ethics education should be seen as a specialist field requiring specialist knowledge and skills. 
Lecturers who present research methodology courses are often expected also to teach research 
ethics. They are specialists in research methodology but not necessarily in research ethics. Research 
ethics education for postgraduate students thus often tends to be at a low level, without reflection and 
reasoning. Universities need to assist lecturers to become ethics educators, which implies proper 
knowledge, reasoning, presentation and assessment skills.  
 
Another challenge is how to assess the outcome of ethics education in students, since students not 
only require a sound theoretical foundation, but also an understanding of ethical principles (which is 
not just rule based). Ethics education should involve some games (so as to learn by having fun or a 
sense of humour). In ethics education, students should be forced to make a choice, justify their choice 
and provide feedback. Applications and case studies can challenge students and become the 
foundation for education. The process should be based on getting students to debate (Socratic 
dialogue), not just to regurgitate facts. Authenticity is required, in that ethics educators should be role 
models of ethics. Not attending a scheduled meeting with a postgraduate student, for example, or not 
giving prompt feedback, is unethical. 
 
Research Ethics Committee members 
Research Ethics Committee members require proven ethics educator skills. 
 
According to Ssebunnya (2013:49), “ethics cannot be taught but rather, can be learnt through 
observational and educational learning, and through experiential participation”. 
 
Recommendations with respect to ethics education at universities include: 

• ‘Ethics’ should be developed as a fundamental concept in all tertiary curricula. 

• Ethics education scholarship should be recognised as a specialist area. 

• Research Ethics Committee members should be involved in direct training of postgraduate 
supervisors and educators. 

 
Discussion 
 
Comment: The mining industry has undergone change with respect to the focus on safety in mines in 
order to entrench safety as a mindset (e.g. not walking on a construction site while talking on a cell 
phone; holding the handrail when using a flight of stairs). Perhaps a similar dedicated focus is needed 
in addressing ethics in the scientific world, from school level up to university, in order to educate 
people.  



NSTF Discussion Forum on Ethics and Professional Integrity 

9 
Proceedings of 19 March 2015 

 
Dr Hoffman: The importance of ethics cannot be emphasised enough. We assume people know how 
to be ethical, but need to be explicit, talk about it and build critical mass. Ethics should be an inherent 
part of one’s conduct. 
 
Question: The share price of a mining company is dictated by adherence to safety rules (e.g. in a 
meeting such as this the chairperson would start by pointing out the emergency exits). Attention to 
safety or ethics should not just be in response to monetary loss, however, and the consequences 
should be more severe than just ‘a slap on the wrist’. 
 
Dr Hoffman: We talk of ethics in terms of play acting at tertiary level, but need to start much earlier. 
Ethics education needs to be taken out to communities that are not necessarily university educated, 
where ethics may become regarded as a science rather than an integral part of human behaviour. I 
have been successfully involved in ethics awareness and education in church communities, for 
example. 
 
Comment: Ethics education needs to start the day you are born. There are opportunities for 
Research Ethics Committees (RECs) to become involved in community work if we realise that we 
have a good story to tell. We could take the message out to all communities, not just select ones, by 
speaking at prisons or youth groups, for example. This is an aspect of community service, which is 
accepted as one of the roles of universities and academics, but tends to be neglected. 
 
Prof. van Niekerk (Stellenbosch University): I agree on one level that REC members should 
become involved in research ethics education, but deeply disagree on another level. REC members 
can contribute to heightening moral awareness. Ethics should not only be taught in departments of 
philosophy, but in all courses at all levels. However, I have concerns about REC members taking on 
the task of educating people on ethics on a large scale. REC members are already overburdened to 
unacceptable levels.  
 
This disagreement results from a lack of clarity about terminology. Formal ethics education is one of 
the oldest disciplines, with a literature that stretches back to the Greeks. There are ways to assess 
critical thinking, which requires years of intense training. This type of training should be distinguished 
from the heightening of moral awareness and conscientisation. I disagree with the idea of RECs 
becoming involved in the construction of ethics curricula, as most REC members do not have the 
training and experience to do so. Ethics as a science and academic discipline should be kept 
separate. 
 
Prof. Eloff (University of Pretoria): I am involved in work with animal experiments. In the case of 
such research, RECs need knowledge to weigh up the scientific benefit compared with the potential 
pain. Such knowledge could either exist within the committee, or a competent reviewer could be used. 
Good in vitro results are needed to support applications for animal experiments. 
 
Dr Hoffman: If such knowledge is lacking in an REC, then the membership is inadequate, which 
becomes a regulatory matter. 
 
Comment: REC members at universities work in a voluntary capacity, and RECs have very limited 
resources. We have been asked to approve ethics guidelines for the university and flagged the need 
for education. RECs can contribute to raising awareness of ethics but should not be expected to 
become involved in formal ethics education. 
 
Dr Hoffman: Serving on an REC tends to be a thankless job. Institutions need to give recognition to 
REC members. RECs have a role to play in providing advice on areas to be addressed in an ethics 
curriculum, not writing the curriculum themselves. 
 
Question: When we talk of teaching ethics, what do we mean? In the context of research, ethics 
relates to the protection of human and animal subjects and research integrity. We can teach ethics 
codes and guidelines. There may be a tension between enforcing codes of ethics, and doing the right 
thing just because it is the right thing to do. Codes of ethics will not have any meaning for students 
unless the underlying values are in place. Without an inherent sense of ethical values, it will always 
be possible to find a way of getting around a code. 
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Prof. Dhansay (Medical Research Council): Prof van Niekerk raised the issue of what the duties of 
an REC should be, and what should not be included in their responsibilities. This raises the issue of 
who should ‘police’ postgraduate supervisors in a university, outside the role of the REC. 
 
Dr Hoffman: Part of the bigger process should be to challenge RECs to think more widely about their 
role and to involve REC members who are willing and have the time. Supervisor training now has a 
larger component of ethics training, which is sometimes addressed as part of the staff development 
programme at a university. The knowledge and experience of REC members should be integrated 
into these processes. 
 
NSTF SURVEY ON PERCEPTIONS OF ETHICS AND PROFESSIONAL INTEGRITY IN SET 
(JANSIE NIEHAUS, NSTF) 
 
The NSTF conducted an informal online survey conducted through the NSTF newsletter and website, 
prior to the announcement of the present discussion forum. The answers were submitted 
anonymously. A total of 56 responses were returned. 
 
The NSTF newsletter is distributed by e-mail to a database of about 7 000 subscribed individuals. The 
NSTF has addressed issues of ethics in science, engineering and technology sporadically over the 
years, mainly through gatherings organised to address these issues. 
 
Survey findings 
The findings of the survey were as follows: 

• In response to the question ‘Does your organisation/ institution have measures in place, such as 
an ethics committee?’, 84% answered ‘Yes’. 

• In response to the question ‘Are existing measures effective?, 50% answered ‘Yes’ and 27% 
answered ‘Partially’. 

• In response to the question ‘Are the existing measures sufficiently enforced?, 46% answered 
‘Yes’ and 30% answered ‘Partially’. 

• In response to the question ‘Is there unnecessary red tape, which causes delays?, 43% answered 
‘Yes’, 25% answered ‘No’ and 25% answered ‘Partially’. 

• In response to the question ‘Are there enough training and courses available?, 18% answered 
‘Yes’, 46% answered ‘No’ and 27% answered ‘Partially’. 

• In response to the question ‘Is there enough awareness among STEM professionals?, 20% 
answered ‘Yes’, 43% answered ‘No’ and 34% answered ‘Partially’. 

• In response to the question ‘Is there enough awareness of critical issues among the public?, 63% 
answered ‘No’, 16% answered ‘Partially’ and 14% answered ‘Don’t know’.  

 
Conclusions 
The survey reached the following conclusions: 

• The overwhelming majority of organisations associated with the respondents are reported to have 
structures and measures in place to promote ethical practices. 

• There is not the same level of certainty about the effectiveness and enforcement of such existing 
measures. 

• Opinion about unnecessary red tape around procedures to promote ethical practice is divided. 
However, a majority of respondents (68%) thought either that this was indeed an issue of concern 
or that it was partially an issue of concern. 

• Opinion is divided on the availability of suitable training courses, as well as the level of awareness 
of issues of ethics among science, engineering and technology professionals. 

• There is clear agreement, however, that there is not enough awareness among the public in this 
regard, with 63% of respondents agreeing, and a further 16% partially agreeing. 

 
Discussion 
 
Mr Botha: Without data, there is no way of testing whether codes of ethics are effective or not. 
 
Dr Lyn Horn (Stellenbosch University): It would be valuable to make a distinction whether the 
respondents were indicating whether their Research Ethics Committee is effective, or whether value 
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systems are changing. The challenges to ethics in the higher education environment include the 
tendency at South African universities not to make cases public, which is different from overseas 
where cases are publicised. We are protective of our academics in South Africa as we have so few, 
and do not want to lose or alienate them. Cases where academics are found guilty of breaching 
research integrity are not publicised unless they get into the media. Universities are trying to do much 
with few resources. Raising awareness takes resources, and few universities invest in officers for 
research integrity. 
 
Ms Niehaus: It needs to be explored whether people do what is right because it is right, or because 
the rules require it. 
 
The audience suggested that a further survey be conducted, making a clear distinction among the 
various types of organisations. 
 
DISCUSSION OF PROGRESS IN ESTABLISHING GUIDELINES, CODES, STRUCTURES AND 
PROCEDURES (MS JANSIE NIEHAUS, FACILITATOR) 
 
A number of members of the audience were, or had been, members of their institutions’ Research 
Ethics Committees. Ms Niehaus posed the question of what they would like to see improved with 
respect to research ethics at their own institution. 
 
Prof. Nicolaides (University of South Africa): At national level, it is time for the South African nation 
to recapture human consciousness. The moral fibre of society is deteriorating. We need a society that 
is empathetic to human existence and serving others, right from preschool level, in order to regain 
ethical consciousness. 
 
Ms Niehaus (NSTF): There seems to be a general feeling that everyone in South African society is 
corrupt, but we know that is not true. The SET community tends to mirror the overall community. To 
what extent is moral degeneration taking place? We need a moral barometer, and cannot assume 
that SET is immune. 
 
Prof. van Niekerk (Stellenbosch University): Debates on morality take place in the humanities, but 
the ability to destroy the environment and human life comes from SET. It is imperative that ethics 
sensitisation take place in the ranks of the ‘hard sciences’. 
 
Comment: Martha Nussbaum’s article on education for citizenship in an era of global connection 
made a deep impression. This includes the Socratic ability to self-critically examine the tradition of 
one’s own discipline, and the ability to think as a world citizen. What is needed is a narrative 
imagination, by putting oneself in the shoes of others. 
 
Mr Botha: The engineering community across the world is addressing issues of ethics and 
introducing changes to the engineering profession. Vision 20/25 addresses sustainability, and how to 
be a custodian in caring for planet Earth. A number of engineers work for political masters, and have 
to decide where to draw the ethics line for themselves (e.g. would they participate in designing and 
building an abortion clinic; should we mine resources, build mammoth ships). A lot is being done with 
respect to acting responsibly. Green buildings and sustainable water supplies, for example, relate to 
ethics and caring for the Earth and people. Such actions are not necessarily defined as ethics but in 
codes of conduct. 
 
Comment: There are aspects to be considered other than behavioural ethics. Scientists create 
ethical dilemmas by developing knowledge that people do not know how to deal with (e.g. cloning, 
nanotechnology). We need a concerted effort to respond quickly. 
 
Prof. Dhansay (Medical Research Council): There are basic issues we can agree on, but tensions 
exist as South Africa is so diverse. There are tensions in research ethics guidelines compared to 
legislation, and how to deal with instances where one trumps the other. We need debate and training 
to address such issues. 
 
Comment: The notion of moral-less youth is coming through strongly. We can no longer work 
prescriptively. Codes and guidelines are good, but we need to create ethical mindsets and 
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frameworks to work according to. We have heard comments that the country is in moral decline, but 
disagree that things were better in the past. The challenge to the youth is that tradition is not the way 
to go. We are making rules for ourselves, which is difficult, complex and murky, with no right or wrong 
answers. 
 
Comment/question: I am glad that the forum is emphasising the value of the humanities, which are 
often degraded. There has been no mention of breaches in clinical trials. Perhaps this is because big 
money is involved. Universities tend not to proscribe prominent professors if they breach the 
guidelines, because of the research funds they bring in. In our quietness, evil thrives. What is the 
message of this forum about what we can do? 
 
Ms Niehaus: The youth today have huge dilemmas as there are no rules. In the past, with strict 
upbringings reinforced by religion, children grew up knowing what was right and wrong. Now young 
people have to rely more on their intuition with respect to what is right and wrong, as the rules are not 
as clear cut as for previous generations. 
 
Have we made progress since the last NSTF discussion on ethics five years ago, when many 
institutions did not have a research ethics committee? 
 
Prof. Eloff (University of Pretoria): There has been progress at the University of Pretoria. It is not 
possible to publish a paper with experimentation on animals without approval of the research ethics 
committee, or to submit any research on animals unless the researcher has attended a course on 
animal science ethics. Ethics is also important when conducting a survey, but supervisors are not 
always aware of the implications. 
 
Mrs Gwynne-Evans (University of Cape Town): One of the reasons for heightened awareness is 
the Companies Act of 2010, which requires companies to have an ethics committee, but we are not 
looking at the quality of the engagement. This has not yet become the rationale to do what we know is 
right. Ethics also relates to where our money is spent; for example, why was the decision taken to 
hold this discussion forum at a casino? 
 
Ms Niehaus: The decision was related to the cost. 
 
Mrs Gwynne-Evans (University of Cape Town): We are thus not exempt. 
 
Prof. Ramphal (University of South Africa): Unisa has a research ethics committee in all faculties 
and many related programmes. 
 
Mrs Gwynne-Evans: We should not equate progress with whether there are structures in place. We 
need to differentiate between just ‘ticking boxes’, and internalising ethics in planning and processes.  
 
Comment: I disagree. Putting in place structures is a way to bring about awareness. 
 
Dr Lyn Horn (Stellenbosch University): There is a role for the many new policies, regulations and 
officials (e.g. the research integrity officer). South Africa unfortunately does not have a national 
register of ethics infringements. A person that is fired from an institution for breaching the regulations 
can take up employment at another institution without any impediment. 
 
Dr Becker (SACNASP): Animal research has come a long way in the last 30 years and there has 
been a gradual improvement. The red tape involved means that research takes more time.  
 
There has been resistance among professional scientists to register with SACNASP, more so among 
academics than those in industry. Academics claim that they are ethical and do not need to register. 
They have to be convinced that it is for the greater good. 
 
Prof. Dhansay: Is the Department of Science and Technology (DST) developing ethics guidelines 
and discussing the issues? 
 
Ms Niehaus: The DST is often involved with other departments; for example, they are involved with 
bioethics along with other stakeholders. 
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Prof. van Niekerk: It is difficult to identify measurables on whether we are making progress. An audit 
of all ethics committees at South African universities and on the African continent, sponsored by the 
EU, showed tremendous progress in setting up structures, but not whether we are becoming an 
ethical society. That is another matter. The South African National Health Research Ethics Council, 
for example, publishes an annual report and has a website. In some respects we are making 
progress. Few can doubt moral progress in history (e.g. in the treatment of women). Society has 
come a long way, and progress has been slow but sure. In some respects we can identify moral 
progress. 
 
Representative of Geological Society of South Africa: There has been enormous progress in the 
professional practice world in the last five to six years. Codes of ethics were developed, but then lay 
moribund, until complaints against professionals started coming in, mostly from the public (including 
investors, particularly in the mining sector), and had to be addressed. It was necessary to develop a 
system with teeth, and consequences for not adhering to the codes, such as deregistration by roll 
vote. The Geological Society is working with SACNASP (where membership is voluntary). 
Committees are in place to address complaints, which are dealt with on a confidential basis. 
 
Canada is at the forefront with professional practice examinations, but South Africa is lagging behind. 
We do not have legal resources to deal with many of the issues, and professionals risk ending up in 
court. A company could be financially ruined by having to fight a single slander case. Progress has 
been difficult, dealing with about five cases a year, for example, breach of contract, which is usually 
due to lack of training among members, or young professionals being accused of theft of data by their 
employer, but they did not understand it did not belong to them. We need to address these gaps in 
knowledge and understanding. I look forward to having professional practice examinations for 
geologists.  
 
APPLIED ETHICS FOR PROFESSIONALS PROGRAMME: PHILOSOPHY AND ETHICS 
EDUCATION (DR BRIAN PENROSE, APPLIED ETHICS FOR PROFESSIONALS PROGRAMME, 
UNIVERSITY OF THE WITWATERSRAND) 
 
The Applied Ethics for Professionals (AEP) Programme is located within the Philosophy Department, 
School of Social Sciences, University of the Witwatersrand.  
 
The programme is structured in two streams: a master’s degree and a postgraduate diploma, both 
part-time. The postgraduate diploma comprises one and a half years of course work. One core course 
in the first semester is taken by everyone, and there are two electives in the second and third 
semesters, with some choice of electives. The master’s degree takes two years (ideally). The same 
core course in the first semester is taken with the postgraduate diploma participants, followed by a 
supervised research essay of 15 000–20 000 words. 
 
The programme is not offered through distance education: attendance at seminars (about eight per 
semester) is required. Seminars are held on Saturday mornings. 
 
The programme began in 2002, with 12 participants. Prof. Penrose has been the coordinator since 
2004. Until 2015, there was a biannual intake of participants. Intakes increased to about 25 
participants, but with high attrition rates; intakes have decreased again to around 12 to 13 per year. 
There are currently 25 participants, plus some late finishers from previous years. There have been 55 
graduates, with others in the pipeline. 
 
The majority of participants are mid- to late-career professionals, with the ages ranging from 25 to 65, 
in a wide variety of professions, including doctors, health administrators, business people, NGO 
workers, government employees, educators and diplomats. 
 
A minimum of an honours degree or equivalent is required for admission. Hardly any of the students 
have a background in philosophy. The aim of the programme is to infuse philosophical thinking about 
ethics into the thinking of intelligent non-philosophers interested in learning about ethics. 
 
The programme is not intended to make participants more ethical. This may seem obvious, but this is 
a frequent enquiry (‘Will this course make me a more ethical person?’). This is a fundamental error. A 
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central (but not the only) feature of an ‘ethical person’ is a certain motivational structure. For example, 
there may be different motivations to give back excess change given in error by a cashier: (1) 
reputation, to be seen to be doing the right thing, or (2) ethical desire to do the right thing. The ethical 
person is motivated by the fact that certain behaviour is ethically called for. 
 
However, motivation is a feature of our psychologies. It is not clear that any form of ‘ethics education’ 
can, or should aim to, alter that. Therapy, religious conversion or sensitivity training might be 
efficacious, but not philosophy (as conceived of by the AEP programme). The participants are 
interested in ethics; that may or may not be accompanied by ethical motivation. The programme deals 
with the former, not the latter. 
 
The programme does not deal with ‘professional ethics’. ‘Professionals’ in the programme name 
refers to the participants, not the kind of ethics covered. There is certainly a place for the study of 
professional ethics, for example, business, particular business professions, health care, engineering, 
research (with or without human subjects) or government. Different professions face distinct ethical 
challenges, and to think about how those challenges ought to be met is a worthwhile undertaking. 
Some of the electives in the AEP cover such matters (e.g. Morality and the Marketplace, or Issues in 
Biomedical Ethics). There is also an elective on Information and Privacy. The participants have 
produced many research reports on matters of professional ethics. 
 
Professional ethics (of whatever sort) rests on deeper, more philosophical bases that transcend 
professional contexts; this is closer to the heart of the programme. Similarly, the programme does not 
deal with the content of ‘codes of conduct’ or ‘codes of ethics’. There is an important place for these 
as well, to guide behaviour in the profession, the workplace, or the research programme, but these, 
themselves, rest on underlying principles, values and questions, such as ‘What is “integrity,” or 
“honesty,” or “responsibility”?’, or ‘Why, and in what sense, are these important?’ Codes of conduct 
presuppose answers to such questions; they do not answer them (nor is it their place to). 
 
The AEP programme is a more academic, philosophical programme about how to think about ethical 
issues. It is ‘philosophical’ in two sorts of ways:  

• With respect to content, considering these sorts of questions: ‘What is it about ethical conduct that 
makes it ethical, and unethical conduct unethical?’ ‘Why?’ ‘What sorts of character traits will 
ethical people try to develop, and what to rid themselves of?’ ‘Why?’ ‘What sorts of things will 
ethical people value or disvalue?’ ‘Why?’ Our philosophical approach to applied ethics, and to 
professional ethics, requires thinking about these abstract questions. Note, regarding codes of 
conduct, that we can ask similar questions about them: ‘What should a code of conduct for 
example, human research ethics, require and prohibit?’ ‘Why those things and not others?’ 

• With respect to method, our philosophical approach presupposes four claims:  
(i) Ethics is susceptible to reason. When we, or others, make ethical judgements/evaluations, it 

is appropriate to ask why we make them (i.e. what good reasons are there to support them?) 
(ii) Ethical judgements can be supported, or rejected, by appeal to moral arguments.  
(iii) Arguments can be very strong, reasonably strong, poor or very poor. This is true in other 

areas of inquiry (e.g. scientific or social scientific contexts). The claim is that, given (i) and (ii), 
it is true in ethical contexts as well. 

(iv) The strength and weakness of ethical argumentation underwrites a (non-empirical) objectivity 
about ethics. Just as there is evidence in empirical realms that gives us good reason to 
accept certain positions and reject others, so the quality of argumentation and justification for 
ethical judgements gives us evidence for the plausibility of certain ethical positions and 
evidence against the plausibility of others. The methodological focus in the AEP programme 
is in learning to recognise, critically evaluate, and devise moral argumentation. 

 
The AEP programme seeks to help its participants think through their ethical views, and those of 
others, more clearly, thoroughly and plausibly as a result of their participation in the programme. 
 
Discussion 
 
Ms Niehaus: Does communalism, or Ubuntu, dovetail with other theories or is it at odds?  
 
Prof. Penrose: A feature of many approaches is that they are very individualistic. Aristotle was not an 
individualist. We need to understand the person in their social context. Communalism takes the 
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cluster approach seriously. A key thread of research on Ubuntu is to unpack the communalist nature 
of Ubuntu, and the belief that one can only understand the person through integration with the social 
environment. 
 
Ms Niehaus: How does that apply to scientists? The reality is that people work in teams, and the 
whole team is thanked when they get an award. Very seldom is a member of the team singled out. 
 
Prof. Penrose: The notion of the team is helpful. In a team with a collective goal, the individual 
member might ask whether he/she can think of his/her individual interests independent of the team of 
which they are a part. How does a sportsman construe his/her best interests as separate from the 
team? 
 
Mr Botha (South African Academy of Engineering): Engineers tend to be individualists, and 
ultimately there can be only one solution, but huge teams work on projects in civil engineering, with 
exposure to other disciplines including environmentalists and botanists. The individual needs to think 
whether they are acting in the interests of the whole team or their own pride. 
 
Prof. Dhansay: With respect to team awards, it is a reality in research teams and publications that 
not all members are recognised. The power hierarchies and senior personnel tend to take credit. 
Research organisations need to prevent this. 
 
DEFINITION OF ETHICS AS PHILOSOPHICAL DISCIPLINE (PROF ANTON VAN NIEKERK, 
CENTRE FOR APPLIED ETHICS, STELLENBOSCH UNIVERSITY) 
 
Ethics is one of the oldest disciplines in the Western intellectual tradition, dating back to Hippocrates, 
Socrates and Aristotle; the Babylonian Code of Hammurabi is even older. Ethics and morality emerge 
from the universal phenomenon that human behaviour is normatively judged or evaluated, and 
submitted to the demands of obligation. This is what distinguishes us from the animals. 
 
There is a difference between morality and ethics: 

• Morality: Observable phenomenon that people make and accept normative judgements about 
their behaviour 

• Ethics: Intellectual endeavour, resulting from reflection about morality (i.e. reflecting about what 
makes actions right or wrong/good or bad). 

 
It is possible to distinguish between normative ethics (where we pose the questions of what is actually 
right and wrong in our actions), descriptive ethics (an aspect of sociology, describing patterns of moral 
behaviour in society without judging them) or meta-ethics (related to the epistemological analysis of 
claims we make when we use ethical language). 
 
People tend to confuse ethics and law. Ethics informs the law, but it is not the law. Acts can be 
unethical though not illegal (e.g. lying in most circumstances, although it is illegal to lie in a court of 
law), or illegal, though not unethical (e.g. sex across the colour bar during apartheid). Laws may be 
unethical. Ethics can drift into law (e.g. codes of conduct that a group subscribes to), and ethics can 
become law (e.g. when people are proscribed if they do not observe a code of conduct). 
 
The presentation is a discussion of approaches to moral reasoning and the different models or 
theories that are used to determine the rightness or wrongness of actions. The presentation quotes 
from James Rachels, ‘The Elements of Moral Philosophy’ (seventh edition edited by Stuart Rachels). 
 
Utilitarianism 
Utilitarianism is strictly speaking a sub-division of consequentialism: the approach that claims that 
only the consequences of an action and nothing in the action itself is determinate for the moral status 
of the action. This is an extremely radical claim. God, society, nature and moral intuition are left out of 
the question of whether an action is ethical. 
 
The following beliefs are at the core of utilitarianism: 

• Actions are to be judged right or wrong solely by virtue of their consequences; nothing else 
matters. 
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• In assessing consequences, the only thing that matters is the amount of happiness or 
unhappiness that is created; everything else is irrelevant. 

• Utilitarianism is egalitarian in that each person’s happiness counts the same. Thus, right actions 
are those that produce the greatest balance of happiness over unhappiness, with each person’s 
happiness counted as equally important. 

 
If only consequences and happiness matter, and everyone counts the same, the implications are 
sometimes counter-intuitive. This argument could then perhaps be used to justify torture.  
 
Examples of the application of utilitarian reasoning include: 

• During World War II, the US President Truman took the decision that dropping nuclear bombs on 
Japan was justified in order to bring the war to an end by securing the surrender of Japan, and 
hence ending fighting and further bloodshed. However, the motivation could be called in question, 
as the outcome could have been predicted to prevent the loss of many more US than Japanese 
lives. 

• Robin Hood in English folklore, who stole from the rich to give to the poor. 

• A case where utilitarianism was applied was that of the William Brown, an American ship that 
sank after hitting an iceberg on a trans-Atlantic crossing. The longboat in which nine crew 
members and a number of passengers had taken safety was overcrowded and taking in water. 
Jettisoning some of the people on the longboat seemed to be the only option in order to prevent 
the whole craft sinking. This would seem to be a terrible moral predicament, but not for a 
utilitarian. The crewman in charge of the longboat forced 16 passengers (mostly poor Scottish 
and Irish emigrants) overboard where they perished in the icy water, the argument being to 
jettison some of the people on the lifeboat in order to save the rest, instead of all going down. 
However, only passengers were forced overboard, and all the crewmen on the longboat survived. 
The crewman in charge of the longboat was charged with murder, and found guilty of 
manslaughter. 

 
The problems with utilitarianism include the question ‘Can happiness be all that counts morally?’ in 
the example of a pianist who loses her hands, if happiness is all that counts it could be restored in 
other ways. What constitutes her tragedy is the fact that she lost the use of hands, not her happiness.  
 
If the consequences are all that matter morally, there are problems with justice, human rights and 
integrity: 

• Example of problems of a utilitarian argument with respect to justice: If 20 students were in the 
library when a valuable book was stolen, the utilitarian argument would be to expel all 20, as the 
rights of the other 25 000 students at the university to access the book have been violated and 
are more important. However, it would be unjust to expel 20 people if only one of them is guilty. 

• Example of problems of a utilitarian argument with respect to human rights: The cure for end-
stage kidney failure is a kidney transplant, and there are more than enough potential donors. A 
utilitarian argument (of the greatest happiness for the greatest number) would be to compel 
people in general to undergo tests and to donate a kidney. However, this violates human rights to 
bodily integrity, in that the only person who may take decisions on their body is the person 
themself. 

 
Utilitarianism has little patience that considerations of the past may have relevance. It is concerned 
mainly with the future.  
 
It is unethical to demand that a person take a decision that takes away their integrity. 
 
Kantian deontology/Rule morality 
The Kantian approach assumes that there are inherent moral rules (something inherent to the act 
makes it right or wrong). Insight into the morality of right actions does not originate externally, but 
springs from our own rational insight as rational beings. The question is where these inherent moral 
rules come from. Do the rules come from God, or does God say the rules are moral because they are 
right, or does God have to adhere to a higher moral law, or are people born with moral intuition? The 
latter position is implausible when one looks at the behaviour of children. 
 
According to Kantianism, we are autonomous: our own law-givers. Reason commands the will to 
moral action by means of the so-called categorical imperative. Our deeds must be capable of 
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universalisation. It must be possible to generalise the rule according to which you act for everyone 
(law of the maximum). Other people must be ends, and not means. 
 
The shortcomings of Kantianism are that it is too abstract and not easily translatable into practical 
guidelines. What happens when moral rules are at loggerheads; for example, how does a doctor act 
in the case of an HIV/Aids patient who refuses to have sex partners informed that they are HIV 
positive? 
 
Virtue ethics 
This is the oldest ethics theory. It was prominent with the Greeks and was rekindled in our time. 
Aristotle considered virtue as the mean between extremes. According to this theory, virtue is “a 
character trait that is manifested in habitual [i.e. sustained or maintained] action, that it is good for a 
person to have”. The italicised part is necessary, otherwise the definition would also apply to a vice. 
 
The philosopher GEM (Elizabeth) Anscombe had a significant influence on contemporary virtue ethics 
through her focus on the concepts of intention, action and practical reasoning.  
 
The benefits of virtue ethics are that it gives a better account of moral motivation, and a better 
explanation of the moral justifiability of special obligations (e.g. special obligations to one’s next of 
kin).  
 
The shortcomings of virtue ethics are that it does not give clear guidelines for moral action. According 
to virtue ethics, loyalty is a virtue, but in the example of two children drowning, and a parent saving 
their own child first because of their special obligation to that child as next of kin, the action could also 
be seen as reprehensible.  
 
In the example of a person working in a soup kitchen and hating what he does, but doing it because it 
is the right thing to do, the moral motivation for the action is problematic. 
 
Virtue ethics is insufficient to form the basis for moral public policy. It is not a complete moral theory, 
but must be supplemented with other theories. 
 
Social contract theories 
According to social contract theories, morality is in one way or another the outcome of a contract that 
people engage in in order to make life tolerable. Examples of such theories include: 

• Hobbes, who believed in human nature as self-interested cooperation, and saw political 
communities as being based upon a ‘social contract’. 

• Rawls, whose theory of justice takes as its starting point the argument that “the most reasonable 
principles of justice are those everyone would accept and agree to from a fair position”. 

 
Liberal individualism 
According to this theory, individual freedom is the highest value, and the right to freedom, as well as 
other rights, need to be respected. The famous claim by philosopher JS Mill needs to be considered 
in this regard, namely that “A person may cause evil to others not only by his actions but by his 
inaction, and in either case he is justly accountable to them for the injury.” 
 
Communitarianism 
According to communitarianism, the rights of individuals are subservient to those of the community. 
This approach is associated with Ubuntu philosophy, in that the community precedes the sense of 
individual self. We must take the community as seriously as we take the individual. There are 
implications for human rights and informed consent. 
 
Other possible ethics arguments or positions 

• Ethics of care, with its shift in moral perspective from what is just by impartial universal standards, 
to how to respond. 

• Casuistry, namely looking at actual cases and establishing ethics theory from the bottom up 
(whereas most theories take a top-down approach). 
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Discussion 
 
Question: Are you saying that ethics is relative? 
 
Prof. van Niekerk: Not if that means that what is right today may not be right tomorrow, or for this 
community and not that. Ethics should not only provide good reasons, but those reasons should yield 
to objective reasoning. 
 
Question: Can we teach ethics in a course? 
Prof. van Niekerk: There is a position that ethics is not taught but caught, in that it is a basic moral 
disposition infused from childhood, home and culture – a moral orientation gleaned from the 
environment. Something of that is true. Why do I teach ethics? I am sceptical that a course will make 
you an ethical person – there is no definitive empirical evidence for that. I study ethics to be better 
equipped to argue an ethical or moral position. Good training in ethics equips one with skill in 
recognising and evaluating an argument and formulating one’s own response. That is highly 
desirable. 
 
Question: The older generation often claims that the current generation is more morally degenerate. 
Is there a connection between ethics and morality? 
 
Prof. van Niekerk: There is often an idealised view that things were better in the past. I believe in the 
phenomenon of moral growth. For example, slavery was accepted and widespread in ancient times, 
and is now utterly rejected. There are now international structures in place to bring tyrants to book for 
committing atrocities. In the West, great strides have been made in treating women equally with men. 
We could argue that we have made progress, certainly on an institutional level. 
 
Mrs Gwynne-Evans (University of Cape Town): Does the failure lie in moral degeneracy, or people 
not valuing the pursuit of ethics. Students tend to be accustomed to a rule base. Those who are 
interested in ethics are not necessarily getting others to become engaged in thinking about and 
debating the issues. 
 
Prof. van Niekerk: I used to teach first-year students ethical relevance in order to encourage them to 
think more critically. 
 
Dr Becker (SACNASP): With respect to philosophy, what makes one think and grow? One generally 
encounters philosophy later in life. Each older generation claims that there is moral degeneration in 
the younger generation. There does not seem to be enough evidence to claim that our moral direction 
is improving. The evidence does not seem to indicate a direction, just more functional positions for the 
environment. 
 
Prof. van Niekerk: The presentation did not touch on theory. In terms of the theory of evolution, an 
argument could be made that those who adhere to ethical behaviour survive better. A similar 
argument could be made for religion. 
 
Ms Niehaus: Oxytocin has been discovered to be a ‘feel-good’ hormone that is released when one 
does good. There is an argument that this is part of the human evolutionary make-up and contributes 
to forming bonds in society. 
 
Prof. Dhansay: Oxytocin is related to breast milk and the contraction of the uterus and thus operates 
in a maternal context. There is a host of ‘feel-good’ hormones linked to bodily functions. 
 
CLOSURE 
 
The discussion forum closed at 15:45. 
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APPENDIX 1: LIST OF ACRONYMS 
 
ACET Anti-Corruption Education and Training 
AEP Applied Ethics for Professionals  
DST Department of Science and Technology 
NGO Non-governmental organisation 
NSTF National Science and Technology Forum 
REC Research Ethics Committee 
SACNASP South African Council for Natural Scientific Professions 
SET Science, engineering, technology 
STEM Science, technology, engineering, mathematics 
UP University of Pretoria 
Unisa University of South Africa 
USA/ US United States of America 
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