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Moral courage is something all people struggle to consistently exhibit. Because of this, when 
one act of courage is exhibited, it must be recognized regardless of the magnitude of the act. The 
following situation is one of moral courage. It fits the definition as testing the principles of the person 
making the decision, possible danger on that person, and endurance of the person to deal with the 
possible danger.  
 I was friends with many people of all ages by the time I was a senior in high school. I was even 
close to several freshmen. This was because I played soccer with them in the fall, and we had developed 
a friendly relationship that allowed us to throw quick insults at each other, all of us trying to come up 
with the best one. But come springtime the dynamic had flipped.  
 One of the players, whom for purposes of the story I will call Nick, texted me just after I had 
taken one of his friends home from a tutoring session. I had received texts in the past from Nick, playful 
jabs to mess with me about my girlfriend, but none quite like this. My cellphone read: “Hey Renner, I 
have a favor to ask you.” I had a pretty good idea of what it was about; I wasn’t an idiot. If it had been a 
harmless favor he would have just outright asked, but no he asked for a favor. This most likely meant it 
was something his mom probably wouldn’t approve of. He was slowly getting around to the question, 
trying to be cool about its intent.  
 Turkish Blend cigarettes. I worked at a convenience store that sold cigarettes and I talked to 
many of the customers. Camel Turkish Blend cigarettes had the reputation of being the worst cigarette 
made by Camel for a person’s health because they were unfiltered. Not many people smoked Turkish 
Blend cigarettes for that reason, so it was a bit of a shock to hear that, of all the things he could have 
asked for, this was what he wanted. Many thoughts ran through my head. I understood his curiosity and 
desire to feel older, but I also knew cigarettes were not the way to do that. He would only be hurting his 
lungs, and for what? A slight head buzz? I also knew Nick would play on the varsity soccer team next 
year. I knew he would make a name for himself in the high school soccer world, and I knew he would get 
offers to play college soccer if he worked hard. The whole world would be in his hands. But the 4.0 
student could also throw it all away. If he were to get addicted to nicotine he would probably move on 
to other substances, like drugs and alcohol. I had seen that happen before; he would quit soccer 
altogether and focus his free time on getting high and obsessing over the pseudo-pleasure of being high.  
 But I tried to relate; I tried to understand. One pack probably wouldn’t get him addicted. Some 
professional soccer players smoke, and they do fine. Nick probably wouldn’t do that much damage to his 
lungs and would still make the team next year. I was doing what most people do when faced with a 
difficult decision: lie to paint the immoral decision as a moral one. I didn’t want to disappoint Nick. I 
valued our friendship. But my moral conscience just couldn’t rationalize the thought of buying a young, 
promising, 14-year-old athlete a pack of cigarettes.   
 This situation can loosely be described as a right versus right moral dilemma. One right is 
obvious: decline his favor, but the other is more difficult to describe as right. Although it would be very 
wrong to buy cigarettes for him, the pseudo-right and the dilemma actually lies in my fear that his 
opinion of me would be tarnished. He might think I am a loser or a goody two shoes who doesn’t 
understand what is cool. So the dilemma can be written as this; I can buy him cigarettes and he will 
think I am cool or I can deny him cigarettes and he might think I am a loser. Questions arise: is a pack of 
cigarettes worth damaging a friendship?  Likewise, is a cool reputation really worth buying a young man 
a pack of cigarettes?  
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 Rushworth Kidder addresses difficult decisions in his books Moral Courage and How Good 
People Make Tough Choices. In both books Kidder introduces a group of tools. First, Kidder says that 
each right vs. right dilemma can be categorized into one or more of four different paradigms.  The 
paradigms are justice versus mercy, truth versus loyalty, long term versus short term, and individual 
versus community. These are general terms to describe where the dilemma lies and are tools for a 
person to rationally visualize their conflict. Then, Kidder says, to resolve the dilemma a person can use 
one of three methods of thinking: ends-based thinking, rule-based thinking, or care-based thinking. All 
are valid methods of thinking about a dilemma, but each method focuses on a different principle or ideal 
for the person making the decision. To highlight one paradigm, my dilemma was one of the short term 
versus long term sort. 

Whether I bought Nick cigarettes or not, a short term and long term consequence would result 
from the decision. I could buy them for him, and I would for a short time be “the cool guy,” but after 
some time passed, whether it be months or even years, Nick would remember me as the guy who 
bought him cigarettes as a freshman. I wouldn’t have any respect from him. If anything he would lose 
respect for me because I was the loser whose life consisted of buying freshmen cigarettes. The other 
choice, to deny him the cigarettes, could result in a short period of time where he would be angry at me. 
But the long term result would yield a positive outcome as he would think of me as the guy that knew 
better than to buy cigarettes for freshmen in high school. He would eventually respect me because I was 
able to stand for my set of values even when I was pressured by a friend to break them.  

To analyze this even further, Kidder suggests using the three different methods of thinking to 
truly grasp the dilemma and the potential consequences. To use ends-based thinking, one should think 
like a utilitarian and maximize the greater good. In my dilemma, the utilitarian would argue I maximize 
the greatest good when I deny him the cigarettes. For starters, he will not damage his lungs in any way. 
Next, I cannot get in trouble with the law for supplying tobacco to a minor, and for the final reason, I will 
be remembered as the person that tried to keep him away from harmful substances and not the one 
that supplied him. To use rule-based thinking, one should think like a Kantian and try to set a standard 
that others, when faced with one’s dilemma, will follow. For my situation, a Kantian would suggest that I 
again deny Nick cigarettes as the world does not need more adults buying cigarettes for minors. 
Kantians would argue that I should set the standard that an adult should not buy tobacco products for 
minors. Finally, to access a dilemma one can use care-based thinking. This method is used to make a 
decision based on others involved and how much the person making the decision cares for the others. 
This method can become rather biased towards the assessor’s opinion on the subject. Some would 
argue that if I cared for Nick, I would buy him the cigarettes to keep him happy. Others would argue that 
this will hurt Nick, and that I should deny him the cigarettes because I care about his health and ability 
as a soccer player. Both statements are logical in their argument, although they lead to two very 
different outcomes. With my personal bias, if I were to access this using the care-based thinking I would 
agree with the latter because I believe in a quality, healthy lifestyle and I care about the lifestyles of 
others as well.  

So for the dilemma of whether to buy Nick those short, unfiltered Turkish blend cigarettes, 
Kidder’s tools all lead to one outcome: Deny Nick the cigarettes. They are not worth damaging his 
health, and regardless of the method of thinking, each will arrive at the same outcome. At the time, 
without knowledge of Kidder’s methods in analyzing a dilemma, I most closely followed the method of 
care-based thinking assuming my own personal bias. I could not see him damage his lungs in an effort to 
get high, and I cared more about his potential future than I did about the current state of his emotions 
towards me.  

So I said no. I told him how I felt about cigarettes; what they would do to his lungs. But then I 
shared with him my thoughts on his future. I told him he could be a great athlete and player at both the 
high school and college levels.  I shared with him every thought that had run through my head just a 
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minute before, all in hopes that he would feel the same way and forget about cigarettes altogether. I 
valued our friendship and wanted to keep it the way it was. I didn’t want to be his “hook-up” for 
cigarettes and I certainly would not see him throw away his career as a soccer player. He could get angry 
and that would test our relationship for a short time but I didn’t care, I knew everything would 
eventually return back to normal. 

My response seemed like a small book but I was surprised when he responded so quickly. He 
agreed and actually thanked me. Something I thought wouldn’t happen for a few years, after he 
matured, but he thanked me for everything. He thanked me for keeping him focused on his goals and 
reminding him of his potential. My moral courage in this dilemma had a positive outcome. By standing 
up for what I believed in, I was able to help a young man in a positive way.  

Kidder would also consider this situation as an act of moral courage. Although moral courage 
may end in a positive or negative outcome, Kidder believes all attempts at moral courage can be 
outlined by three characteristics. The three characteristics are, the set of principles of an individual must 
be broken or tested, the individual must understand the danger involved in making one decision as 
opposed to another, and the individual must endure for some time the consequences of the decision 
they make.  In my case, I had a set of moral principles that were tested. Young men and especially 
athletes should not smoke cigarettes. I understood the danger involved, and that I could anger him for a 
short time by denying him the cigarettes. To fulfill the last characteristic, I was ready to endure the 
consequences of denying him the cigarettes.  If he were to be mad at me, I was willing to deal with that. 
Fortunately for my situation, he understood immediately why I wouldn’t buy him cigarettes and actually 
agreed that he should stay away from smoking to maximize his potential as an athlete. Nick could have 
gotten angry as I predicted and I would have dealt with that, but in this case I was fortunate and my 
moral courage had a positive outcome. 
 Moral courage was easy to exhibit in this right versus right situation. I was stubborn in holding 
to my ideals. I would not break them and would not let Nick break them either. Although I knew there 
could be damage to our friendship, I could not allow myself to buy him cigarettes and watch him 
damage his lungs. I did not have Kidder’s advice on moral courage and tough choices, but I was still able 
to do the right thing and keep a young athlete away from harmful drugs. 
   


