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Summary 

It should be noted first of all, that professional ethics is a certain particularisation of 

general ethics. This particularisation does not mean, however, that in comparison with the 

general ethics, it addresses minor issues dealing with fragments of reality, or the problems 

faced by only a certain group of people engaged in particular profession. Problems of 

professional ethics are basically the same problems which general ethics is trying to solve, the 

same in the sense that there is no difference between general values and the values realized 

by exercising a profession or difference between moral virtues in general and the virtues 

which appear to be particularly important for those practicing a specific profession. Truth, for 

example, is a moral value, irrespective of whether it is the truth within the understanding of 

a journalist, teacher or doctor, as well as truthfulness is a virtue, regardless of whether it is a 

truthful journalist, doctor, etc. This also means that any decisions made within professional 

ethics are also valid for all members of the community. Recognizing for example that one of 

the basic moral standards of medical ethics is the duty of concern for the patient, we 

recognize at the same time, that this injunction applies in all situations in which one man’s 

welfare depends on the behaviour of another. The primary objective of professional ethics is 

not, therefore, to determine moral standards for situations that happen only sporadically in 

everyday life of the most people, and which therefore would apply primarily within the 

relevant professional groups. 
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It should be noted first of all, that professional ethics is a certain particularisation of 

general ethics. This particularisation does not mean, however, that in comparison with the 

general ethics, it addresses minor issues dealing with fragments of reality, or the problems 

faced by only a certain group of people engaged in particular profession. Problems of 

professional ethics are basically the same problems which general ethics is trying to solve, 

the same in the sense that there is no difference between general values and the values 

realized by exercising a profession or difference between moral virtues in general and the 

virtues which appear to be particularly important for those practicing a specific 

profession. Truth, for example, is a moral value, irrespective of whether it is the truth 

within the understanding of a journalist, teacher or doctor, as well as truthfulness is a 

virtue, regardless of whether it is a truthful journalist, doctor, etc. This also means that 

any decisions made within professional ethics are also valid for all members of the 

community. Recognizing for example that one of the basic moral standards of medical 

ethics is the duty ofconcern for the patient, we recognize at the same time, that this 

injunction applies in all situations in which one man’s welfare depends on the behaviour 

of another. The primary objective of professional ethics is not, therefore, to determine 

moral standards for situations that happen only sporadically in everyday life of the most 

people, and which therefore would apply primarily within the relevant professional 

groups. If professional ethics actually sought to identify this type of profession-specific 

moral standards, then it would mean division of the whole sphere of human life into two 

distinct areas: the area of private life, common to all people (regardless of their profession, 

because we all have a private life) and the professional activity area, where there are moral 

conflicts which are different from those we face in the sphere of privacy. The sphere of 

activity, in turn, would disintegrate into a number of separate ethical "fields", relatively 

isolated from each other and differing among themselves depending on the type of moral 

conflicts that occur in each of them. The particularity of the issues of professional ethics is 

something quite different - it is based, as it seems, on the reinterpretation of issues which 

are the subject of interest to the general ethics in such a way, that they relate to situations 

and conflicts that appear to be particularly common (or particularly important) from the 

point of view of people practicing a certain profession. By formulating the tasks of 

professional ethics in this way, we see that they are not only a kind of logical inference 

based on deriving conclusions related to the moral problems specific to certain 

professions from the general conditions (formulated by the general ethics). One can even 

venture to claim that the distinction between professional and general ethics is rather a 

certain result of - suitable indeed - the custom of the language, than the actual 

manifestation of the differences between these two areas of ethical reflection.  

Professional ethics become in this way a kind of general ethics (or rather its fragments), 
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and the conclusions drawn in the area of these ethics apply to the whole of ethics, 

including professional ethics for other professions. General ethics and professional ethics 

operate not so much at different levels of general issues, as they are serving a different 

purpose. Ethics seeks to formulate general statements relating to the moral problems as 

such - but since there are no moral issues "as such", but only the problems in a specific 

context, therefore, ethics accomplishes far-reaching theorization of moral problems, and 

aims primarily to construct abstract models of morality. Professional ethics also construct 

a kind of abstract models, however, they try to put them in context and to express them 

using language less abstract than the language of general ethics and yet being in a way a 

part of the specific language of certain profession.  

Different are also targets of philosophers involved in these two types of ethics. 

Publications on issues of ethics in general are intended primarily for other specialists – 

ethicists, and are usually a component of the theoretical discussion on the fundamental 

ethical (or meta-ethical) issues. In the case of professional ethics, the situation is different: 

it seems that here the primary goal is to provide a useful tool (in the form of ethical 

theory) to the specific professional group, which allows making morally correct decisions. 

While in the first group discussion is purely academic and it is played among professional 

philosophers, and those who are not professional philosophers are involved at most as 

observers and are not engaged in the exchange of ideas, in the case of philosophical 

discourse whose subject is one of the professional ethics issues, specialist performing 

specific profession takes always part as "the third" - on equal terms - in the discussion. 

Participation of professional experts in ethical discussions can take one of the two forms - 

either a direct part in the discussion (authors of a substantial part of the articles on the 

subject, such as problems of medical ethics, are doctors alone), or as the recipient of 

philosophical statements, who does not participate in the discussion, but precisely because 

of his occupation - is the right, if one may say so, subject of moral dilemmas. In 

characterizing the attitude of professional ethics to the general ethics it should also be 

noted that general ethics can be understood in a narrower or a broader way. As noted by 

K. Szewczyk, "general ethics in the narrower sense is the culmination of a particular 

philosophical model of reality". General ethics in a broader sense means the whole of the 

ethical reflection of a culture (e.g., western culture). In practice, the relationship between 

professional and general ethics is particularly important in the narrower sense. This 

relationship may be stronger or weaker depending on the professed views on the nature of 

ethics. For the philosopher who understands ethics in the way Kant understood it, this 

relationship will be stronger, as to this philosopher purpose of his philosophical 

endeavours will be to apply Kant's ethics to certain types of situations relevant to the 

profession he is interested in. A separate factor is, no doubt, also the philosophical 



Paweł Czarnecki 

Humanum−Międzynarodowe Studia Społeczno-Humanistyczne 54 

tradition of ethics: the number of publications on the ethics of Kant or utilitarianism - and 

thus the amount of interpretation and multi-threading discussions - will lead a proponent 

of ethics rather to move along the beaten track, and to attempt to refer to what are 

thoughts of other philosophers, rather than starting his own reflection from the 

foundation alone. The situation, for instance, of supporters of post-modern ethics in this 

regard is clearly different, and much of the moral considerations on issues about the 

specific profession may be also regarded as an attempt of co-creation of generally 

conceived postmodern ethics. The way of practicing professional ethics depends on the 

concept of general ethics regarded by the philosopher. Proponents of deductionism 

believe for example, that the purpose of ethics is to formulate specific judgments on the 

basis of general standards. These general standards settle, in their view, all moral conflicts 

which arise in human life and thus the conflicts occurring in connection with the practice 

of a particular profession. A supporter of deductionism can be for example simultaneously 

convinced of the rightness of utilitarianism, where the guiding principle which allows for 

resolving moral questions is considered to be the principle of utility. Starting from this 

general principle, a deductionist will move "down" giving detailed judgments in such a 

way as to make them compatible with the principle of utility. According to the 

interpretation outlined above, his reasoning will be based on a kind of "translation" of the 

general principle of utility in such a way that it will refer to a particular context. 

An ethical inductionist will proceed in a different way. For him, the whole ethical 

tradition is only a certain number of concepts and theories from which you can freely 

draw, aiming to lay down rules of conduct for specific situations. Only on the basis of 

specific decisions, single conflicts, inductionist will seek to formulate more general ethical 

judgments. Some proponents of this approach, moreover, even give up the ambition of 

generalizing their own statements, and in any event they will not try to overcome a certain 

degree of generality which is necessary, for example to identify and solve crucial problems 

of a certain profession. The biggest disadvantage of this approach is that the philosopher 

abstaining from the ambitions of general exploration of moral judgments becomes, in 

practice a kind of adviser on matters of morality, which is not always met with 

understanding from the representatives of particular profession.   

One can venture to guess that the popularity of professional ethics may be the result of 

increasing specialization and seemingly, the disintegration of society into individual 

professional specialties. Although professional specialization in itself does not seem to be 

wrong, the accompanying phenomena may be disturbing. This phenomenon may be, for 

example, the tendency of defining one's own identity through the exercise of the specific 

profession. The tendency to define oneself primarily as a doctor or primarily as a scientist, 

or an artist etc. can lead to the conclusion that the moral problems with which one is 
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struggling as a physician, as a scientist, or as an artist, etc. are of different nature and are 

more important than the problems one is facing as a man. The growing professional 

specialization, leading to the emergence of a cult of experts seems to be a disturbing 

phenomenon also due to the fact that with narrowing and independence of individual 

disciplines, the increasing "specialization" affects also the language, and this leads to 

difficulties in communication. Cult of experts can lead, in other words, to the interruption 

of communication between the groups practicing specific disciplines - including the 

interruption of communication on moral issues. Professional ethics in this regard can 

fulfill a useful function, by restoring the ability to communicate (at least in matters of 

morality). Using the language which partly consists of the conceptual apparatus 

appropriate for the specialization (profession), and partly of the language of philosophy, 

they allow persons who are not specialists in a particular profession to realize the essence 

of the moral problems connected with this profession. This is important, because these 

problems usually arise as a result of contact of people engaged in the profession (an entity 

of action) with people who, from the point of view of this profession are "objects" of 

action. For example, the nature of moral conflict, which must be resolved by the doctor, 

although it is primarily important for the physician alone, as he takes the decision and 

assumes responsibility for it, at the same time, however, these conflicts arise during 

contact of the patient with the doctor, and how they are solved seem to be even more 

important for the patient than for the doctor (the doctor assumes moral responsibility, but 

the patient bears the practical consequences of the doctor's moral decision). Ethics of 

medicine, can, on one hand, be the basis for resolving moral questions for the doctor, but 

on the other hand, it may provide the patient with the necessary knowledge to understand 

his rights (and possible limits of his rights) in relation to the doctor. The same also applies 

to other professions. On the other hand one has to note that the fact of the emergence of 

professional ethics from general ethics can testify about a belief, rooted in our 

consciousness, about the existence of a variety of professional moralities, differing from 

the general morality. If we agree that morality is a set of moral principles that induce 

people to particular conduct, and ethics is a normative science of morality, it turns out 

that by making a distinction between general ethics and professional ethics, we assume - 

more or less consciously - that splitting corresponds to the division between the general 

morality and individual professional moralities. This thesis seems to be confirmed in the 

habit of placing the general morality against professional morality (for example medical) 

in some publications.   

What also seems worrying is the growth of specializations within ethics alone. Very 

rare are philosophers dealing with both general ethics and professional ethics or several 

different professional ethics - in the vast majority we are dealing with "experts"in the field 
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of professional ethics of only a single profession. This may lead to the loss of 

communication between the general philosophical reflection on morality and research 

relating to morality, understood as a set of problems specific to a profession. Meanwhile, 

as noted by K. Szewczyk, professional ethics, which ceases continuously to refer to the 

general ethics "closes itself in a professional ideology" which in the authoritarian manner 

imposes its own understanding of good. The need to continue to refer specific moral 

allegations to statements of general ethics also constitutes a confirmation of the 

competence of the philosophy that in the area of professional ethics in some way invades 

the competence of other professionals, by wishing to conduct an equal dialogue on ethical 

issues with doctors, lawyers, biologists, etc. If awareness of the close connection between 

the professional ethics and general ethical reflection is to be maintained, then this 

function can only be fulfilled by philosophy.  

Increasing specialization has also caused the situation in whichthe line between 

profession and professional specialization has become fluid. The different competencies 

and tasks (and thus responsibilities) practiced for example by doctors of various 

specializations, or by teachers teaching different subjects or skills,sometimes reaches so 

deep that the ethics of particular profession cannot provide solutions to all problems 

within a single profession with all of its specializations. In addition to the professional 

ethics, being philosophical reflection on morality of professions in the traditional sense, 

there are, therefore, ethics treating the individual specializations within the profession, 

almost as an independent profession. In addition to the ethics of a teacher, for example, 

there is the ethics of a teacher of philosophy, and in addition to medical ethics – the ethics 

of the profession such as a psychiatrist. 

The subject of professional ethics is, of course, a profession; therefore, it will be useful 

to further define what a profession is and what specific moral difficulties are related to its 

execution. An interesting concept of a profession presents M. Gogacz. According to this 

author, "Professional ethics is the philosophical doctrine of human moral improvements 

needed to carry one's favourite work". M. Gogacz is satisfied with this statement, however, 

it is proper to note, that the term profession as a "favourite work" (Gogacz also uses the 

phrase "the work one likes the most") indicates the moment of choice of occupation. Since 

only the work that you like, you can perform well and while the good performance of the 

work is obviously subject to compliance with certain moral standards, so the same, choice 

of profession is in some sense a moral decision.The term profession as the work that one 

likes and knows how to do well, means therefore, that in deciding to choose a profession 

(or to change, because, as shown by statistics, one changes his occupation a few times in 

life), we should be guided by our own preferences and interests, not because the exercise 

of the profession we like will bring us more satisfaction (pleasure) in the future than the 
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exercise of the profession which we do not like, but because being guided by our own 

preferences in choosing a profession should be treated as a moral imperative.  

As one of the essential components of professional ethics M. Gogacz recognizes the 

concept of responsibility for the work. One should note however, that the responsibility 

for the work can be understood in two ways: either as the responsibility for the actual 

outcome of work which the employer expects from his employee or as a liability for the 

consequences of their work done for other people (such as responsibility of a physician 

towards the patient, educator's to the pupil, etc.). Injunctions from these two types of 

responsibility can sometimes fall into conflict. The employer is usually concerned with 

maximizing profit, which from the employee's perspective may mean a need for action 

which is contrary to his accepted moral values. It seems also useful to distinguish between 

different professional ethics in the sense in which that term was previously used in this 

work, and ethics of the professional work (occupational ethics). Professional work ethics 

should be, in turn, distinguished from work ethics as such, because not every job is 

professional work. The object of work ethics defined in this way could be, for example, the 

moral aspect of the relationship between employee and employer, responsibility for the 

effects of work, the problem of proper motivation for a particular profession, etc. 

Development of science and technology has become a cause of a series of new 

questions and moral dilemmas, which in the history of civilization (and philosophy) 

either did not exist or played a marginal role. An example of such new problems are issues 

related to the development of biomedical sciences, through which doctors have gained, 

among others, the possibility of artificially maintaining and extending the life of the 

patient, often at the expense of great physical and mental suffering. These questions must 

be primarily answered by the doctors, but they are also relevant for philosophers, and not 

only those occupied with bioethics. It has turned out, in fact, that the basic moral norms 

governing the relations between human beings until present suddenly were more or less 

challenged. A need appeared to define them anew, so that they can once again become the 

basis for solving the most important moral challenges. Therefore, the above mentioned 

need to maintain a close link between general ethics and professional ethics does not 

appear to be sufficient. Ethical reflection should, in fact, arise from some broader concept 

of man, which is the justification for moral norms. Otherwise, morality is merely a set of 

"dos and don'ts”, which sooner or later, are called into question. Moral norm - "you shall 

not kill" is a moral norm in the strict sense, only as long as we are able to indicate, rising 

beyond that norm, a concept of man which we consider to be true. About the 

commandment "you shall not kill" John Paul II writes: "Cut off from this perspective, it 

becomes nothing more than just a ban from outside, and the man soon begins to trace its 

limitations, look for ways to mitigate it, and set aside in exceptional circumstances". 
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Although the popularity of professional ethics among philosophers, as well as 

professionals within their respective professions, is a relatively new phenomenon, along 

with separation and emancipation of certain professions appeared the reflection on the 

application of general moral norms to resolve conflicts, which occur in connection with 

the exercise of these professions.The practical result of this ethical reflection is a plethora 

of codes of ethics, which constitute a set of detailed obligatory standards in the profession, 

affecting, in greater or lesser extent, the way of understanding moral duty by persons 

carrying on the profession.The strength of this influence may vary depending on the 

ethical traditions of various occupations. Professions that emerged and became 

independent first (for example medicine), can boast the longest ethical tradition, which 

from the standpoint of ethics of these professions is not always a good thing. As noted by 

K. Szewczyk, this tradition often leads to the emergence of a specific "inner morality" of 

the profession, and to certain schemes of ethical thinking and acting. 

These schemes, however, often prove inadequate to the moral challenges posed by 

advances in science and technology and the resulting progress of the new possibilities of 

action, at the same time they are so deeply rooted in the consciousness of the professional 

specialists, that breaking and replacing the traditional principles with new ones, often 

turns out to be process much more difficult and more prolonged than it would be the case 

for professions which arose relatively recently. 

Professional ethics is one of the few disciplines of philosophy (perhaps the only such 

discipline) arousing a very keen interest of people engaged in professions other than the 

profession of a philosopher;indeed the outcome of that fact is that representatives of other 

non-philosophical professions turn to ask for the opinion of the professional 

philosophers. These philosophers, for example, are invited to participate in various 

committees, whose task is to develop codes of ethical conduct for different professions; or 

it is proposed to them to teach ethics in schools and universities at non-philosophical 

departments.All of this means that - contrary to the view represented by a large part of 

philosophers – the impact of philosophy on life, both of individuals and on the 

functioning of society as a whole, appears to be greater than ever. Especially in the 

secularized societies of Western Europe, where morality based on Christian religion, is no 

longer able to fulfill its function as a regulator of interpersonal and social conflicts, the 

impact and importance of philosophical reflection and debate is seen as particularly 

important. Professional ethics can be considered in this context as a kind of culmination 

of philosophical discourse about morality, because it provides clear and concrete guidance 

on how to behave and live as a doctor, teacher, journalist or scientist.What seems 

especially important is the fact that the function of professional ethics meets the response 

of the external social expectations toward philosophical reflection. Paradoxically, the main 
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problem of modern moral philosophy is not a lack of social interest leading to isolation of 

the philosophy from important social problems, but on the contrary - the most important 

challenge facing the philosophy is to meet those expectations. 

Professional ethics (arising, stressed once again, due to the external demand for in-

depth philosophical analysis of moral problems), which by its nature is an area of 

exchanging views and experiences between philosophers and representatives of other 

professions, and thus represents a specific channel through which philosophical concepts 

can affect the way of solving real problems – these ethics can be treated as a test of the 

ability of philosophy to meet social expectations. Its popularity seems to indicate that 

philosophy has not proved to be completely helpless facing the needs and demands which 

are addressed to it. Finally, we should say that ethicists themselves, practicing in a 

systematic way some professional ethics, should submit their own goals and commitments 

to in-depth philosophical analysis and, based on this analysis, define their own set of 

moral standards. It seems also that one of the basic standards obligatory to moral 

philosophers should be the rule that prohibits excessive compromise. Professional ethics 

should seek to clarify and justify the rules of morally legitimate conduct, but in pursuit of 

that, it should be autonomous and independent from any external pressure or intellectual 

fashions.  

It should indeed be the answer to the public need for solutions to complex moral 

issues, but satisfying this need, it should not be transformed into a kind of philosophical 

negotiation, seeking to reconcile the conflicting interests of various social groups (for 

example physicians, patients and insurance firms). The temptation of philosophizing with 

the aim to offer such a compromise solution seems to be quite strong, but – as one can 

see, witnessing the various publications on issues of professional ethics – the majority of 

moral philosophers has been able (as yet) to resist that temptation. 
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