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Ethics Unbound:
The Complexities of Unethical Behavior and its Consequences
In January of 2023, Speaker of the House, Kevin McCarthy, spoke about his fellow congressman George Santos who was being investigated. McCarthy said, “Santos could be removed from Congress if an ethics probe finds he the broke law.” (Woodall)
What law did they break?
Ethics, often intertwined with the law, extends beyond mere adherence or violation of legal statutes. While laws provide a framework for societal conduct, ethical considerations encompass a broader spectrum of moral principles and values. Unethical behavior warrants scrutiny and potential repercussions regardless of legal ramifications. 
The questions of ethics is more than discovering the breaking of a law. Unethical behavior encompasses actions or decisions deemed morally wrong or unacceptable, transcending legal boundaries. In his "Nicomachean Ethics," Aristotle emphasizes the cultivation of virtues such as his four cardinal virtues: prudence, justice, courage, and temperance (Summers) According to Aristotle, ethical conduct involves pursuing the golden mean—a balance between excess and deficiency. (Flanagan) Aristotle states, “The good of man is an activity of the soul in conformity with excellence or virtue.” This good activity of the soul, eudaimonia, is the aim of ethics, and suggests that unethical behavior involves deviations from virtuous conduct, whether by excess or deficiency. (Marshall p24)
When Speaker McCarthy said, “Santos could be removed from Congress if an ethics probe finds he broke the law” it showed a disconnect between a good and virtuous ethic and a law-breaking finding. It may be possible to be a law-abiding congressman and lack a golden mean. Excess and deficiency are not necessarily actionable in a court of law, but they point to an unethical life. 
Immanuel Kant, a proponent of deontological ethics, emphasizes the importance of moral duties and universal principles. Kant's categorical imperative posits that actions should be guided by principles that could be universally applied. According to Kant, unethical behavior occurs when individuals act contrary to moral duties or treat others merely as a consequential means to an end. Kant’s categorical imperative famously stated, " I ought never to act except in such a way that I can also will that my maxim become a universal law." (Flanagan) Therefore, unethical behavior is characterized by actions that violate universal moral principles or fail to respect the inherent dignity of individuals and not simply the laws of government.
Justification for Penalizing Unethical Behavior:
Penalizing actors for unethical behavior serves several purposes beyond legal enforcement. Firstly, it upholds societal standards of morality and reinforces the importance of ethical conduct in interpersonal relationships, professional settings, and broader communities. Secondly, penalization is a deterrent, discouraging individuals from engaging in unethical behavior and promoting adherence to ethical principles. As Aristotle noted, "In poverty and other misfortunes of life, true friends are a sure refuge. They keep the young out of mischief; they comfort and aid the old in their weakness and  incite those in the prime of life to noble deeds." (Goodread) Thus, penalizing unethical behavior fosters a culture of accountability and mutual respect, contributing to the well-being of society as a whole.
Conclusion:
December 1, 2023, nearly a year after Speaker McCarthy’s comments, the slow gears of Congress did, in fact, expel George Santos. “He is only the sixth lawmaker to be removed from the lower chamber of Congress.” (BBC) In the end, the Santos decision was based upon allegations and patterns of unethical behavior and not a court deciding a law had been broken.
Ethics transcends legal frameworks, encompassing moral principles and values that guide human behavior. Unethical behavior, characterized by deviations from virtuous conduct, violations of moral duties, or disregard for consequences, warrants scrutiny and potential penalization. Upholding ethical standards fosters a more just and harmonious society where individuals strive to fulfill their moral duties and contribute to the common good.
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