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The Ethics of Choosing

Careers and Jobs
Michael Cholbi

If you're getting a degree to get a job, what job should it be? We might
think: whatever job you want! However, since your work affects
others, it seems that you have some moral responsibility to choose
wisely. In this essay, Cholbi argues that you do have this responsibil-
ity, but that it doesn't demand that you do what'’s best for others. In-
stead, you should find a job that lets you do your fair share, but that
also lets you become the kind of person that you're interested in
becoming,

is to improve their professional prospects. In fact, important

choices students make about college, such as which institution to
attend or what discipline to study, are often guided by their desire to im-
prove their professional prospects.

But our professional choices don’t just affect ourselves. They also
affect others, thus making it reasonable to ask how ethical considerations
should shape such choices. Before I explain the view I'll defend about
such choices, we need some basic vocabulary.

Probably the most common reason students pursue a college degree
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A career refers to the sort of work a person does for economic rea-
sons. Careers include things like pediatrician, accountant, or game de-
signer. Careers are different from jobs, which are the specific economic
arrangement(s) by which a person earns income by working. To give one
example: Lionel Messi’s career is to be a professional footballer, while his
job is to play for Barcelona football club. A person with a given career may
switch jobs while retaining the same career, moving from one employer
to another, say. And a person may switch careers within her lifetime.

No doubt many factors influence the careers and jobs we choose: our
personal interests and talents, pay, job security, location, and so on. But
should we take ethical factors into account in our professional choices?
Clearly we should, for there are some careers that are decidedly unethical.
Working as a professional assassin or a torturer is ethically wrong, be-
cause it is almost never ethically justified to kill others or to inflict hor-
rendous cruelty on them. Likewise, within a particular career, there may
be specific jobs that are ethically indefensible even if the career itself is
not. Accounting is not an unethical career, but keeping the books for the
Mafia is unethical; cybersecurity is not an unethical career, but black-
mailing people with information you have stolen from bank databases is
unethical; biological research is not an unethical career, but developing
ever more lethal agents of microbial warfare is unethical; etc.

Hence, there are careers—and jobs—that it would wrong to pursue
or accept. A precise criterion for which careers and jobs are inherently
wrong is hard to come by, but I would include those that involve killing
or severely injuring others, cheating or swindling them, violating their
rights, or causing them significant harm.

But is that all we need to consider in order to make ethical profes-
sional choices—that the careers or jobs we pursue aren’t wrong in them-
selves? Some philosophers (particularly utilitarians) would go further,
arguing that we are ethically required to choose our careers and jobs
based on what is best overall. On their view, working ethically asks more
than that we avoid careers or jobs that are inherently wrong. Rather, our
professional choices are opportunities to maximize goodness or value in
the world— opportunities to benefit others, say, or to address injustice.
Since the view understands the ethics of professional choices in terms of
maximizing value or goodness, I will call this the maximalist view.!

How to best pursue the maximalist goal will vary from person to
person.? For some, this goal is best pursued by making professional
choices with that goal directly in mind, so that a person might use his

fis63337_p11_ch57_878-889 879 05/04/20 08:56 PM



880 EDUCATION, ACCESS, AND CAREER CHOICE

teaching skills to educate students in economically disadvantaged com-
munities, her engineering skills to build wells in the underdeveloped
world, or her legal skills to help refugees find permanent homes. Other
workers might better pursue this goal indirectly, choosing careers or jobs
that provide incomes large enough that they can donate large chunks of
money to ethically worthwhile causes. For instance, a wealthy investment
banker should support the goal of maximizing overall value by donating
money to charitable organizations.

For my purposes, figuring out how individuals should go about pur-
suing the maximalist view is beside the point. For I want to convince you
that the maximalist view is incorrect. While it would not be unethical to
make career choices based on the maximalist view, we are not ethically
obligated to do so. The main problem with the maximalist view is that it
makes unreasonable ethical demands on us. I will instead argue for a
more moderate view of the ethics of professional choices. According to
my view, some professional choices are inherently unethical—again,
being a professional assassin is wrong. But within the range of careers or
jobs that are not inherently unethical, it is ethically permissible to choose
jobs that enable us to contribute our fair share in addressing the world’s
problems. Fortunately, though, there are plenty of desirable careers and
jobs that allow us to contribute that fair share, so that working ethically
need not involve onerous sacrifices. Being a good person and having a
good job need not conflict.

1. Choosing Careers

Many everyday choices shape how well our lives go (choices about what to
have for breakfast, say, or whether to respond to a text message before or
after your class). But some choices are more monumental. Take, for ex-
ample, the choice of whether (and whom) to marry. Choices about mar-
riage should not be made lightly. After all, making a bad marital choice
can lead to long-term unhappiness or divorce. But marital choices also
matter a lot because they should reflect our deepest values and concerns.
Before tying the marital knot, a wise person thinks carefully about her
compatibility with a prospective marriage partner with respect to per-
sonality, religion, attitudes toward having and raising children, etc. To
marry also means to commit ourselves to another person: to show love,
devotion, and care toward them for (presumably) the rest of our lives. In
choosing to marry, we should therefore take stock not only of who we are
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but of also of who we want to become. Marital choices are pivotal pre-
cisely because we must decide what matters to us and what we want to
matter to us in the future.

Marriage thus provides one example of a class of choices that I will
call identity-based. An identity-based choice is one where who we are and
who we will become—our identities across our lifetimes—are at stake.

Crucially, our career choices are identity-based too. Such choices re-
flect both what we value and what we hope to become. A student who
chooses a career as a heart surgeon does so because of who she is (a stu-
dent with an interest in physiology) but also because of what kind of
person she hopes to be (a professional willing and able to operate on vital
organs). Indeed, work impacts the direction and shape of our lives at least
as much as who we marry. One of the few philosophers to have addressed
the ethics of professional choice, Norman Care, explains the role of work
in shaping our identity in this way:

One’s thoughts, hopes, aspirations, energy, and sense of worth may
be wrapped up in and dominated by the material and apparatus of
one’s career, that is, by its goals, techniques, and standards, and by
the conditions of its pursuit in one’s social environment. . . . one may
be, in important part, one’s career.’

Granted, people often end up in careers or jobs with which they don’t
identify. They are, as Karl Marx might have said, alienated from their
work. But we tend to regard that as unfortunate—that people ought to
have the opportunity to have careers with which they identify precisely
because our careers, in addition to involving a large investment of time
and energy, do shape the kinds of people we can hope to be.

Notice, though, that identity-based choices are not subject to the
maximalist demand that we do the most good in the world. Take mar-
riage again. Marriage is subject to some ethical demands—not to marry
someone under false pretenses or not to marry someone in order to
commit fraud, for example. Yet it would be astonishing to think that mar-
rying is wrong unless a person thereby does the most good possible. Sup-
pose that Stella asks Truman to marry her: Truman likes Stella but does
not care for her enough for their marriage to be in his best interests. How-
ever, it’s clear that Truman marrying Stella would be in her best interests
and the best interest of others as well—because not only does Stella adore
Truman, her entire family hopes for their union and their friends are
actively rooting for it too. Although Truman’s accepting Stella’s proposal
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would be devastating to him, his rejecting it would be devastating to far
more people.

Despite the good that he could do by marrying Stella, Truman is not
ethically obligated to marry her. And this conclusion illustrates a critical
ethical point: there are areas of life where it is unfair to demand that
people choose what is best for the world at large. Marriage is among these;
some ethical considerations apply to it, but we are entitled to marry based
largely on what is best for us. And this is because marriage is an identity-
based choice—we do not only choose a partner, we choose what we are
and what we are to become.

Choices of a career should therefore be seen in the same light. As an
identity-based choice, it should (except in rare instances, such as choos-
ing to be an assassin) be largely left up to an individual to decide based on
her values, tastes, and goals. It impacts the person that we can become
and hope to be, and so it is unreasonable to insist, as the maximalist view
does, that the only permissible career choices are those that make the
world best off overall.

2. Choosing Jobs

Ethically speaking, then, in choosing our careers, we are not required to
choose those careers that are most beneficial to others, do the most to ad-
dress injustice, and the like. But recall that individuals on a particular
career path also face choices about which specific jobs to take. And there
can be vast ethical differences between jobs within the same career. An
expert in interpersonal communications can teach others how to build
respectful relationships or how to manipulate people for personal gain.
An architect can design housing for the homeless or prisons for criminal
offenders. A neuroscientist knowledgeable about addiction can study
how to treat addiction or study how to make cigarettes more addictive.
Careers come with specific knowledge or skill sets, and so we must decide
whether to use these for good or ill.

The question at hand is how much good we must realize in choosing
our jobs. Here too the maximalist view is mistaken—we need not choose
those jobs that improve the world the most by making individuals hap-
pier, promoting justice, etc. This is not because ethical considerations
don’t matter to job choice at all. Rather, job choice is subject to a less
stringent ethical standard, namely, that our choice of jobs should result in
each of us doing our fair share to make the world a better place.
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To appreciate why, consider this scenario:

Gina the Biochemist: Gina is on the verge of completing a master’s
degree in biochemistry from a reputable university. She has the good
fortune of having two job offers in hand. The first, at Urban Univer-
sity (UU), involves conducting basic experimental research in im-
munology. The research Gina would conduct at UU could lead to
important scientific discoveries down the road, for example, pharma-
ceutical treatments for diseases that are unpleasant but not life
threatening. For Gina, the job is enticing because it involves a lot of
lab-based “benchwork” that she enjoys. The second offer is from
ChemStart, a firm that recently patented a new drug. The drug allows
premature newborns to fight off infections without receiving antibi-
otics that weaken children’s natural immune systems over time.* The
new drug could help prolong the lives of hundreds of children per
year. But at ChemStart, Gina would not be conducting research. After
all, their product has already been invented. Rather, ChemStart ex-
ecutives were impressed by Gina’s communication skills during her
interview, and have offered her a job lobbying government officials to
approve the use of their new drug.

Gina wants to act in an ethically responsible way in choosing between
these two job offers. What does that require?

The maximalist view about professional choice would answer, “accept
the offer from ChemStart.” For while Gina would likely do some good
over the long run doing research at UU, she could probably do more good,
and do more good more immediately, if she accepted ChemStart’s offer.
She might find the research work at UU more gratifying than the lobby-
ing she would do for ChemStart, but it still seems that if her choices
should be guided by which option would do the most good overall, Gina
is obligated to work for ChemStart.

I do not deny that it would be admirable for Gina to accept Chem-
Start’s offer. But I doubt that she is obligated to accept it rather than work
at UU. To assert that Gina is so obligated is to impose unreasonable and
unfair burdens on Gina. Let’s consider why.

For one, suppose that Gina accepts ChemStart’s offer, and due to her
lobbying efforts, ChemStart’s drug is approved and a large number of chil-
dren go on to long and healthy lives thanks to the drug. Gina might then
hope to leave ChemStart for a position like the one she had previously been
offered at UU, doing basic immunological research, etc. But here’s the rub:
It is very likely that in the meantime ChemStart (or some other
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pharmaceutical company) will develop another drug with the same kind
of lifesaving potential. In that case, Gina is in a new version of her old
dilemma: Should she pursue the job that maximizes goodness or pursue a
job like the one at UU, that does some good but better reflects her interests
and ambitions? Again, the maximalist view obligates Gina to do the
former. This shows how the maximalist view, taken to its logical conclu-
sion, is too burdensome: Not only must Gina accept ChemStart’s first job
offer, she would also be obligated to accept every similar subsequent offer.
After all, the maximalist view insists that we “relentlessly pursue” the over-
all good, forbidding us to do anything less than make the greatest possible
contribution to the world at large.” Yet at some point, Gina would right-
fully chafe at having to work to make the world as good as it can be. And in
aworld that often falls short of being just, there will be no shortage of “op-
portunities” for Gina to maximize value through her choice of jobs. Yet she
would not be unreasonable to decline some of these opportunities.®

Second, Gina’s refusing ChemStart’s offer would not lead the com-
pany to halt its efforts to get its new drug for premature newborns ap-
proved. Rather, ChemStart can turn to any number of qualified applicants
to conduct its lobbying. Gina can think of several other chemistry stu-
dents at her university with the knowledge and skills to successfully lobby
on ChemStart’s behalf. What, then, obligates Gina to take this position
rather than any of her classmates?

Taken together, these two considerations highlight how the magni-
tude of the burdens the maximalist view imposes on us is unreasonable.
Perhaps if Gina’s taking the job at ChemStart were the only time she had
to forgo her interests in order to maximize good in the world, or if she
were the only biochemist able to lobby successfully for the drug’s ap-
proval, it would be reasonable to require her to take the job with Chem-
Start. But that is not true in this case, and it is not true in general. We face
many professional choices where we could do more good overall by
taking a particular job at the expense of our own interests, while the
number of people able to fill such jobs is numerous.

3. Doing Our Fair Share

Gina can thus defend her decision to decline ChemStart’s offer against
the maximalist who insists that she must accept it: it imposes unreason-
able burdens on her. But she also has available to her a defense of her
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decision to accept UU’s offer: that she would be doing her fair share to
address the misery and injustice in the world.

The maximalist view invites us to think of our professional choices in
isolation from the choices and actions of others. Suppose, instead, that
our obligations to improve the world—to alleviate misery, end injustice,
and so on—are a collective obligation, an obligation we fulfill in coopera-
tion with others.” On this picture, each of us has an obligation to contrib-
ute to the larger goal of improving the world. But the extent of those
obligations is determined by what each of us would have to do if each of
us did our part. In other words, no one individual is obligated to make
her professional choices (or any choices for that matter) with the goal of
making the world as good as possible. A person may “maximize” if she
wishes. But her obligation is merely to do her fair share, that portion of
the collective obligation to improve the world that would fall to her if
everyone did their fair share to improve the world.

If this fair share view is correct, then Gina can argue that she would
be fulfilling her ethical obligations by taking the job with UU. For assum-
ing that UU’s research does significantly contribute to the world by devel-
oping promising treatments, Gina’s job contributes her fair share to
improving the world.

The fair share view of professional choice is plausible because it
honors two important ethical facts. On the one hand, we live in a world
with others (including non-human others), others whose lives and con-
cerns are as real and important as our own. And what we do affects how
the lives and concerns of others play out, just as much as what others do
affects how our lives and concerns play out. We thus share our fates with
others, and our professional choices, like any other important choices we
make, should reflect our shared fate. Conversely, we each have but one life
to live, one opportunity to live a life that we can endorse, enjoy, and be
proud of.® To ask us (as the maximalist view does) to subject our profes-
sional choices, choices which play a large role in the sort of lives we have,
to the ethical expectation to improve the world as much as possible is to
ask us to make our identities and lives unfairly and unreasonably be-
holden to others. The fair share view is more moderate: In our profes-
sional choices, we are ethically accountable to others both insofar as they
stand to benefit from those choices and insofar as they too are ethically
accountable for their choices. We are responsible to the world but not for
the world. Again, the fair share view does not deny that heroic
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“maximizing” choices about our careers or jobs are laudable. But it denies
that merely doing our fair share, without being a hero, is ethically wrong.

Let me comment briefly on three points related to the fair share view.

First, notice that on the fair share view (but not on the maximalist
view), a person’s obligations do not depend on whether others actually do
their fair share or not: our obligation to do good through our work does
not increase when others don’t pull their ethical weight, so to speak. But
this is a feature, rather than a bug, of the fair share view. The fair share
view claims that we have genuine responsibilities with respect to our pro-
fessional choices, but our responsibilities are limited to contributing as
much as we would need to contribute if others contributed their part too.
In contrast, the maximalist view implies that what particular individuals
are obligated to do depends on what other individuals do. If others fail to
alleviate misery or promote justice, you may be required to do even more
to alleviate misery or promote justice. Not so on the fair share view, and
this is to its advantage: for is it not unfair that others can, through their
selfishness, make it the case that we have to be even more selfless than we
would otherwise have to be?

Second, I have not said much about what precisely a person’s fair
share is. It may be that this cannot be estimated in a precise way. All the
same, one thing that can be said is that fair shares are not necessarily
equal shares. Certain social, historical, or psychological facts imply that
some person’s fair shares, and hence how much good they are obligated to
do through their professional choices, will be more than others. Those
who have benefitted from just social arrangements will likely have larger
fair shares than those who have been wronged by unjust social arrange-
ments. Those whose lives have been happy and prosperous will likely have
larger fair shares than those whose lives have been painful. And those
with a greater range of professional opportunities available to them will
likely have larger fair shares than those with fewer such opportunities. So
in thinking about how to do our fair share, we cannot consider only how
many individuals there are and how much work would need to be done to
improve the world. We must also consider our own individual positions
within that larger world. Some readers of this essay, living in comfortable
circumstances in societies that are more or less just, may have to do more
than they might anticipate in order to do their fair share.

Third, you might worry that I (and proponents of the maximalist
view) have overlooked a key fact relevant to professional choice: Job mar-
kets are competitive, so many people will not be able to find jobs that
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allow them to do their fair share of the ethical burdens of improving the
world. Some will have to settle for jobs that do little to improve the world
as a whole. In that case though, the fair share view implies that we should
try to discharge our fair share obligations outside of our professional
lives, by engaging in volunteer or charitable work. The fair share view
thus offers an attractive ethic not only to guide professional choices but
other choices about how we use our time and energy.

4. Good Jobs for Good People

I have argued for two main claims about the ethics of professional choice:
(1) Besides careers are inherently unethical, we are free to choose our ca-
reers as we see fit because of the large role career choices have in shaping
and reflecting our identities. (2) Our choice of jobs should be judged by
the standard of doing our fair share to make the world a better place, not
by the maximalist standard of making the world the best place we can.

In arguing for (1) and (2), I have rejected the maximalist view of pro-
fessional choices as being too demanding. Still, you might bristle at even
the lesser demands of the fair share view. Is it possible to do one’s ethical
fair share while still having a professional life that is rewarding, both fi-
nancially and otherwise?

Fortunately, doing our fair share nevertheless leaves plenty of desir-
able careers available to us, careers that are challenging, meaningful, and
lucrative. Many of the careers that offer students the best futures (includ-
ing many jobs in scientific research, counseling, data analysis, or medi-
cine)® or are judged to be most meaningful by those who work in them
(such as clergy, education, or “care work”) '° can provide job opportuni-
ties that allow someone to do their fair shares (or more) to make the world
a better place. Of course, we must be careful not to select jobs within
those fields that are either inherently unethical or that prevent us from
doing our ethical fair share. Nevertheless, we are not ultimately forced to
choose between being good people and having good jobs.

Comprehension Questions

What’s the difference between a career and a job?

What is the maximalist view in the ethics of professional choices?
What is an identity-based choice?

Why is the fair share view preferable to the maximalist view?

B
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Discussion Questions

1. What do you think about when considering what kind of career and
job you want after college? Do you worry about your impact on the
world? Your personal happiness? Has reading this essay encouraged
you to change the way you think about your professional choices?

2. Which view do you find more compelling, the maximalist view or
the fair share view? Why?

3. What do you think about the Stella and Truman example? Do you
think that choosing a profession is relevantly similar to getting mar-
ried? Why or why not?

Case Study

Consider this Reddit post from “conflictedcalgarian,” a person who works
in the oil and gas industry in Alberta, Canada:

| work for a producer. | really like my job, and | am so appreciative of
everything that | have. My work environment is awesome, and my co-
workers are great. | am well paid. | have great career prospects, and
overall I'm pretty darn happy. | actually work in the environmental
group, so my job is making sure the company is always in compliance,
| do feel good about that.

That being said, | feel like I'm kind of a fraud. | am not exactly “pro-
oil” ... (although not against it [either]). | voted [for the New Demo-
cratic Party, a far-left Canadian political party] (which | can't tell
anybody at work). When people are going off about how the NDP are
going to drive Alberta into the ground, | just look the other way. | be-
lieve that decreasing our dependency on fossil fuels is the direction
we need to go as a society. However, | do understand that right now,
we use a lot of oil, and somebody needs to produce that, so it might as
well be Alberta. | believe the government and the people need to
make changes happen, and that business (oil companies) shouldn’t be
expected to do anything more than grab a buck when there’s one
there to grab. But | guess ... | think oil sands (SAGD [steam-assisted
gravity drainage] and mining) IS a dirty way to produce oil, mostly be-
cause it's so energy intensive and there are less energy intensive ways
to produce oil out there right now.

Anyway, this is turning into long rambly rant. | am totally aware
that | am the definition of “sold out.” Does anybody else feel this way?

| do work with a girl, a total environmentalist, who claims that she
is “affecting change from the inside.” | guess | see how that might be

fis63337_p11_ch57_878-889 888 05/04/20 08:56 PM



The Ethics of Choosing Careers and Jobs 889

possible one day, but right now I'm just a minion who isn't affecting
change anywhere, so | don't think | can use that argument.....

| guess the gist is: Do your values have to align with your compa-
ny's values?"

What do you think of what “conflictedcalgarian” says here? Do you thinkit’s
a moral mistake for this person to keep working in the oil and gas industry?
Why or why not? What sort of advice do you think Cholbi would give this
individual? What sort of advice would you give?
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