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~ to FEthics

No marv:is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part

of the main. If a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less, as well as if a
promontory were, as well as if a manor of thy friend’s or of thine own were. Any
man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind; and therefore never
send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.

-JouN DonNNE, Meditation XVII

Introduction

IMAGINE HOVERING ABOVE THE EARTH IN A SPACECRAFT ON A CLOUDLESS NIGHT.
Looking down upon our planet, you see beautiful constellations of artificial light (Fig-
ure 2.1). The stars in these incandescent galaxies are our communities.

Forming communities allows us to enjoy better lives than if we lived in isolation.
Communities facilitate the exchange of goods and services. Instead of each family as-
suming responsibility for all of its needs, such as food, housing, clothing, education,
and health care, individuals can focus on particular activities. Specialization results in
higher productivity that increases everyone’s quality of life. Communities also make
people more secure against external dangers.

There is a price associated with being part of a community. Communities prohibit
certain actions and make other actions obligatory. Those who do not conform with
these prohibitions and obligations can be punished. Still, the fact that people do live



54

2.1.1

CHAPTER 2 INTRODUCTION TO ETHICS

F1GURE 2.1 Looking down on London, England, at night from space. (Courtesy of NASA)

in communities is strong evidence that the advantages of community life outweigh the
disadvantages.

Responsible community members take the needs and desires of other people into
account when they make decisions. They recognize that virtually everybody shares the
“core values” of life, happiness, and the ability to accomplish goals. People who respect
only their own needs and desires are taking the selfish point of view. Moving to the
“ethical point of view” requires a decision that other people and their core values are
also worthy of respect [1].

People who take the ethical point of view may still disagree over what is the proper
course of action to take in a particular situation. Sometimes the facts of the matters
are disputable, At other times, different value judgments arising from competing ethical
theories lead people to opposite conclusions. For this reason, it is worthwhile to have a
basic understanding of some of the most popular ethical theories. In this chapter we will
describe the difference between morality and ethics, discuss a variety of ethical theories,
evaluate their pros and cons, and show how to use the more viable ethical theories to
solve moral problems.

Defining Terms

A society is an association of people organized under a system of rules designed to ad-
vance the good of its members over time [2]. Cooperation among individuals helps
promote the common good. However, people in a society also compete with each other;
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FiGURE 2.2 An analogy explaining the difference between ethics and morality. Imagine
society as a town. Morality is the road network within the town. People doing ethics are in
balloons floating above the town.

for example, when deciding how to divide limited benefits among themselves. Some-
times the competition is relatively trivial, such as when many people vie for tickets to a
movie premiere. At other times the competition is much more significant, such as when
two start-up companies seek control of an emerging market. Every society has rules of
conduct describing what people ought and ought not to do in various situations. We call
these rules morality.

A person may simultaneously belong to multiple societies, which can lead to moral
dilemmas. For example, what happens when a pacifist (according to the rules of his
religion) is drafted to serve in the armed forces (according to the laws of his nation)?

Ethics is the philosophical study of morality, a rational examination into people’s
moral beliefs and behavior. Consider the following analogy (Figure 2.2). Society is like
a town full of people driving cars. Morality is the road network within the town. People
ought to keep their cars on the roads. Those who choose to “do ethics” are in balloons
floating above the town. From this perspective, an observer can evaluate individual
roads (particular moral guidelines) as well as the quality of the entire road network
(moral system). The observer can also judge whether individual drivers are staying on
the roads (acting morally) or taking shortcuts (acting immorally). Finally, the observer
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can propose and evaluate various ways of constructing road networks (alternative moral
systems). While there may in fact be a definite answer regarding the best way to construct
and operate a road network, it may be difficult for the observers to identify and agree
upon this answer, because each observer has a different viewpoint.

The study of ethics is particularly important right now. Our society is changing
rapidly as it incorporates the latest advances in information technology. Just think about
how cell phones, portable digital music players, laptop computers, and the World Wide
Web have changed how we spend our time and interact with others! These inventions
have brought us many benefits. However, some people selfishly exploit new technologies
for personal gain, even if that reduces their overall benefit for the rest of us. Here are two
examples. While most of us are happy to have the ability to send email to people all over
the world, we are dismayed at the amount of spam—unsolicited bulk email—we receive.
Access to the World Wide Web provides libraries with an important new information
resource for its patrons, but should children be exposed to pop-up advertisements for
pornographic Web sites?

When we encounter new problems such as spam or pornographic Web sites, we
need to decide which activities are “good,” which are “neutral,” and which are “bad.”
Unfortunately, existing moral guidelines sometimes seem old-fashioned or unclear. If
we can’t always count on “common wisdom” to help us answer these questions, we need
to learn how to work through these problems ourselves.

Four Scenarios

As an initiation into the study of ethics, carefully read each of the following scenarios.
After reflection, come up with your answer to each question.

SCENARIO 1

Alexis, a gifted high school student, wants to become a doctor. Because she
comes from a poor family, she will need a scholarship in order to attend college.
Some of her classes require extra research projects in order to get an A. Her high
school has a few, older PCs, but there are always long lines of students waiting
to use them during the school day. After school, she usually works at a part-time
job to help support her family.

On some evenings Alexis goes to the library of a private college a few
miles from her family’s apartment, where she always finds plenty of unused
PCs connected to the Internet. On the few occasions when a librarian asks her
if she is a student at the college, she says “Yes,” and the librarian leaves her
alone. Using the resources of this library, Alexis efficiently completes the extra
research projects, graduates from high school with straight As, and gets a full-
ride scholarship to attend a prestigious university.

Questions
1. Did Alexis do anything wrong?

2. Who benefited from Alexis’s course of action?
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3. Who was hurt by Alexis’s course of action?
4. Did Alexis have an unfair advantage over her high school classmates?

5. Would any of your answers change if it turns out Alexis did not win a college
scholarship after all and is now working at the Burger Barn?

6. Are there better ways Alexis could have accomplished her objective?

7. What additional information, if any, would help you answer the previous
questions?

< SCENARIO 2

An organization dedicated to reducing spam tries to get Internet service
providers (ISPs) in an East Asian country to stop the spammers by protecting
their mail servers. When this effort is unsuccessful, the anti-spam organization
puts the addresses of these ISPs on its “black list.” Many ISPs in the United States
consult the black list and refuse to accept email from the blacklisted ISPs. This
action has two results, First, the amount of spam received by the typical email
user in the United States drops by 25 percent. Second, tens of thousands of
innocent computer users in the East Asian country are unable to send email to
friends and business associates in the United States.

(Juestions
1. Did the anti-spam organization do anything wrong?

2. Did the ISPs that refused to accept email from the blacklisted ISPs do anything
wrong?

3. Who benefited from the organization’s action?
4. Who was hurt by the organization’s action?

5. Could the organization have achieved its goals through a better course of
action?

6. What additional information, if any, would help you answer the previous
questions?

~ SCENARIO 3

In an attempt to deter speeders, the East Dakota State Police (EDSP) installs
video cameras on all of its freeway overpasses. The cameras are connected to
computers that can reliably detect cars traveling more than five miles per hour
above the speed limit. These computers have sophisticated image recognition
software that enables them to read license plate numbers and capture high-
resolution pictures of vehicle drivers. If the picture of the driver matches the
driver’s license photo of one of the registered owners of the car, the system issues
a speeding ticket to the driver, complete with photo evidence. Six months after
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the system is put into operation, the number of people speeding on East Dakota
freeways is reduced by 90 percent.

The FBI asks the EDSP for real-time access to the information collected by
the video cameras. The EDSP complies with this request. Three months later,
the FBI uses this information to arrest five members of a terrorist organization.

QQuestions

1. Did the East Dakota State Police do anything wrong?
2. Who benefited from the actions of the EDSP?

3. Who was harmed by the actions of the EDSP?
4

. What other courses of action could the EDSP have taken to achieve its
objectives? Examine the advantages and disadvantages of these alternative
courses of action.

5. What additional information, if any, would help you answer the previous
questions?

~ SCENARIO 4

You are the senior software engineer at a start-up company developing an
exciting new product for handheld computers that will revolutionize the way
nurses keep track of their hospitalized patients. Your company’s sales force has
led hospital administrators to believe your product will be available next week.
Unfortunately, at this point the package still contains quite a few bugs. The leader
of the testing group has reported that all of the known bugs appear to be minor,
but it will take another month of testing for his team to be confident the product
contains no catastrophic errors.

Because of the fierce competition in the medical software industry, it is
critical that your company be the “first to market.” To the best of your knowledge,
a well-established company will release a similar product in a few weeks. If its
product appears first, your start-up company will probably go out of business.

Questions

1. Should you recommend release of the product next week?

2. Who will benefit if the company follows your recommendation?

3. Who will be harmed if the company follows your recommendation?
4

. Do you have an obligation to any group of people that may be affected by
your decision?

5. What additional information, if any, would help you answer the previous
questions?
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Reflect on the process you used in each scenario to come up with your answers. How
did you decide if particular actions or decisions were right or wrong? Were your reasons
consistent from one case to the next? Did you use the same methodology in more than
one scenario? If someone disagreed with you on the answer to one of these questions,
how would you try to convince that person that your position makes more sense?

Ethics is the rational, systematic analysis of conduct that can cause benefit or harm
to other people. Because ethics is based in reason, people are required to explain why
they hold the opinions they do. This gives us the opportunity to compare ethical eval-
uations. When two people reach different conclusions, we can weigh the facts and the
reasoning process behind their conclusions to determine the stronger line of thinking.

It's important to note that ethics is focused on the voluntary, moral choices people
make because they have decided they ought to take one course of action rather than
an alternative. Ethics is not concerned about involuntary choices or choices outside the
moral realm.

For example, if I am ordering a new car, I may get to choose whether it is red, white,
green, or blue. This choice is not in the moral realm,

Now, suppose I'm driving my new, red car down a city street. A pedestrian, obscured
from my view by a parked car, runs out into traffic. In an attempt to miss the pedestrian,
I swerve, lose control of my car, and kill another pedestrian walking along the sidewalk.
While my action caused harm to another person, this is not an example of ethical
decision-making, because my decision was a reflex action rather than a reasoned choice.

However, suppose | did not have full control of the car because I had been driving
while intoxicated. In that case the consequences of my voluntary choice to drink affected
another moral being (the innocent pedestrian). Now the problem has entered the realm
of ethics.

Overview of FEthical Theories

The formal study of ethics goes back at least 2,400 years, to the Greek philosopher
Socrates. Socrates did not put any of his philosophy in writing, but his student Plato
did. In Plato’s dialogue called the Crito, imprisoned Socrates uses ethical reasoning to
explain why he ought to face an unjust death penalty rather than take advantage of an
opportunity to flee into exile with his family [3].

In the past two millennia, philosophers have proposed many ethical theories. In this
chapter we review some of them. How do we decide if a particular theory is useful? A
useful theory allows its proponents to examine moral problems, reach conclusions, and
defend these conclusions in front of a skeptical, yet open-minded audience (Figure 2.3).

Suppose you and I are debating a moral problem in front of a nonpartisan crowd.
You have concluded that a particular course of action is right, while I believe it is wrong.
It is only natural for me to ask you, “Why do you think doing such-and-such is right?” If
you are unable to give any logical reasons why your position is correct, you are unlikely
to persuade anyone. On the other hand, if you can explain the chain of reasoning that
led you to your conclusion, you will be more likely to convince the audience that your
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FIGURE 2.3 A good ethical theory should enable you to make a persuasive, logical argument
to a diverse audience.

position is correct. At the very least you will help reveal where there are disputed facts
or values. Hence we will reject proposed ethical theories that are not based on reasoning
from facts or commonly accepted values.

In the following sections we will consider seven ethical theories—seven frameworks
for moral decision-making. We will present the motivation or insight underlying each
theory, explain how it can be used to determine whether an action is right or wrong, and
give the “case for” and the “case against” the theory. The workable theories will be those
that make it possible for a person to present a persuasive, logical argument to a diverse
audience of skeptical, yet open-minded people.

The principal sources for these brief introductions to ethical theories are Ethical
Insights: A Brief Introduction, Second Edition by Douglas Birsch [4] and The Elements
of Moral Philosophy, Fourth Edition by James Rachels [5]. Consult one or both of these
books if you'd like to explore any of these theories in greater depth.

Subjective Relativism

Relativism is the theory that there are no universal moral norms of right and wrong.
Different individuals or groups of people can have completely opposite views of a moral
problem, and both can be right. Two particular kinds of relativism we’ll discuss are
subjective relativism and cultural relativism.

Subjective relativism holds that each person decides right and wrong for himself or

herself. This notion is captured in the popular expression “What’s right for you may not
be right for me.”
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2.2.1 The Case for Subjective Relativism

1. Well-meaning and intelligent people can have totally opposite opinions about moral
issues.

For example, consider the issue of legalized abortion in the United States. There
are a significant number of rational people on each side of the issue. The reason
people cannot reach the same conclusion is that morality is not like gravity; it is
not something “out there” that rational people can discover and try to understand.
Instead, each of us creates his or her own morality.

2. Ethical debates are disagreeable and pointless.

Going back to the example of abortion, the debate in the United States has been
going on for more than 30 years. An agreement about whether abortion is right or
wrong may never be reached. Nobody is all-knowing. When faced with a difficult
moral problem, who is to say which side is correct? If morality is relative, we do not
have to try to reconcile opposing views. Both sides are right.

2.2.2 The Case against Subjective Relativism

1. With subjective relativism the line between doing what you think is right and doing
what you want to do is not sharply drawn.

People are good at rationalizing their bad behavior. Subjective relativism provides
an ideal last line of defense for someone whose conduct is being questioned. When
pressed to explain a decision or action, a subjective relativist can reply, “Who are
you to tell me what I should and should not do?” If morality means doing whatever
you want to do, it doesn’t mean much, if it means anything at all.

2. By allowing each person to decide right and wrong for himself or herself, subjective
relativism makes no moral distinction between the actions of different people.

The fact is that some people have caused millions to suffer, while others have led
lives of great service to humanity. Suppose both Adolf Hitler and Mother Teresa
spent their entire lives doing what they thought was the right thing to do. Do you
want to give both of them credit for living good lives?

A modification of the original formulation of subjective relativism might be: “I
can decide what’s right for me, as long as my actions don’t hurt anybody else.” That
solves the problem of Adolf Hitler versus Mother Teresa. However, as soon as you
introduce the idea that you shouldn’t harm others, you must come to an agreement
with others about what it means to harm someone. At this point the process is no
longer subjective or completely up to the individual. In other words, a statement of
the form “I can decide what’s right for me, as long as my actions don’t hurt anyone
else” is inconsistent with subjective relativism.

3. Subjective relativism and tolerance are two different things.

Some people may be attracted to relativism because they believe in tolerance. There
is a lot to be said for tolerance. It allows individuals in a pluralistic society like the
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United States to live in harmony. However, tolerance is not the same thing as sub-
jective relativism. Subjective relativism holds that individuals decide for themselves
what is right and what is wrong. If you are a tolerant person, is it okay with you if
some people decide they want to be intolerant? What if a person decides that he will
only deal fairly with people of his own racial group? Note that any statement of the
form “People ought to be tolerant” is an example of a universal moral norm, or rule.
Relativism is based on the idea that there are no universal moral norms, so a blanket
statement about the need for tolerance is incompatible with subjective relativism.

4. We should not give legitimacy to an ethical theory that allows people to make decisions
based on something other than reason.

If individuals decide for themselves what is right and what is wrong, they can reach
their conclusions by any means they see fit. They may choose to base their decisions
on something other than logic and reason, such as the rolling of dice or the turning
of Tarot cards. This path is contrary to using logic and reason.

If your goal is to persuade others that your solutions to actual moral problems are
correct, adopting subjective relativism is self-defeating because it is based on the idea
that each person decides for himself or herself what is right and what is wrong. Accord-
ing to ethical relativism, nobody’s conclusions are any more valid than anyone else’s, no
matter how these conclusions are drawn. Therefore, we reject subjective relativism as a
workable ethical theory.

Cultural Relativism

If subjective relativism is unworkable, what about different views of right and wrong
held by different societies at the same point in time, or those held by the same society at
different points in time?

In the modern era, anthropologists have collected evidence of societies with moral
codes markedly different from those of the societies of Europe and North America.
William Graham Sumner described the evolution of folkways, which he argues even-
tually become institutionalized into the moral guidelines of a society:

The first task of life is to live . . . The struggle to maintain existence was not carried
on individually but in groups. Fach profited by the other’s experience; hence there
was concurrence towards that which proved to be the most expedient. All at last
adopted the same way for the same purpose; hence the ways turned into customs
and became mass phenomena. Instincts were learned in connection with them. In
this way folkways arise. The young learn by tradition, imitation, and authority.
The folkways, at a time, provide for all the needs of life then and there. They
are uniform, universal in the group, imperative, and invariable. As time goes on,
the folkways become more and more arbitrary, positive, and imperative. If asked
why they act in a certain way in certain cases, primitive people always answer that
it is because they and their ancestors always have done so . . . The morality of a
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group at a time is the sum of the taboos and prescriptions in the folkways by which
right conduct is defined . . . ‘Good’ mores are those which are well adapted to the
situation. ‘Bad’ mores are those which are not so well adapted [6].

Cultural relativism is the ethical theory that the meaning of “right” and “wrong”
rests with a society’s actual moral guidelines. These guidelines vary from place to place
and from time to time.

Charles Hampden-Turner and Fons Trompenaars conducted a modern study that
reveals how notions of right and wrong vary widely from one society to another. Here is
a dilemma they posed to people from 46 different countries:

You are riding in a car driven by a close friend. He hits a pedestrian. You know he
was going at least 35 miles per hour in an area of the city where the maximum
allowed speed is 20 miles per hour. There are no witnesses other than you. His
lawyer says that if you testify under oath that he was driving only 20 miles per hour,
you will save him from serious consequences.

What right has your friend to expect you to protect him?

¢ My friend has a definite right as a friend to expect me to testify to the lower
speed.

» He has some right as a friend to expect me to testify to the lower speed.

* He has no right as a friend to expect me to testify to the lower speed.

What do you think you would do in view of the obligations of a sworn witness
and the obligation to your friend?

e Testify that he was going 20 miles per hour.
* Not testify that he was going 20 miles per hour [7].

About 90 percent of Norwegians would not testify to the lower speed and do not
believe that the person’s friend has a definite right to expect help. In contrast, only about
10 percent of Yugoslavians feel the same way. About three-quarters of Americans and
Canadians agree with the dominant Norwegian view, but Mexicans are fairly evenly
divided [7]. Cultural relativists say we ought to pay attention to these differences.

2.3.1 The Case for Cultural Relativism

L. Different social contexts demand different moral guidelines.

It’s unrealistic to assume that the same set of moral guidelines can be expected
to work for all human societies in every part of the world for all ages. Just think
about how our relationship with our environment has changed. For most of the past
10,000 years, human beings have spent most of their time trying to produce enough
food to survive. Thanks to science and technology, the human population of the
Earth has increased exponentially in the past century. The struggle for survival has
shifted away from people to the rest of Nature. Overpopulation has created a host
of environmental problems, such as the extinction of many species, the destruction
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of fisheries in the world’s oceans, and the accumulation of greenhouse gases. People
must change their ideas about what is acceptable conduct and what is not, or they
will destroy the planet.

. Itis arrogant for one society to judge another.

Anthropologists have documented many important differences among societies
with respect to what they consider proper and improper moral conduct. We may
have more technology than people in other societies, but we are no more intelligent
than they are. It is arrogant for a person living in twenty-first-century America to
judge the actions of another person who lived in Peru in the fifteenth century.

. Morality is reflected in actual behavior.

We often find people saying that certain actions are wrong, but then they do them
anyway. Some parents tell their children, “Do as I say, not as I do.” Looking at the
actual behavior of people (their de facto values) gives a truer picture of what a society
believes is right and wrong than listening to their hypothetical discussions about
how they ought to behave.

2.3.2 The Case against Cultural Relativism

1. Just because two societies do have different views about right and wrong doesn’t imply

that they ought to have different views.

Perhaps one society has good guidelines and another has bad guidelines. Perhaps
neither society has good guidelines.

Suppose two societies are suffering from a severe drought. The first society con-
structs an aqueduct to carry water to the affected cities. The second society makes
human sacrifices to appease the rain god. Are both “solutions” equally acceptable?
No, they are not. Yet, if we accept cultural relativism, we cannot speak out against
this wrongdoing, because no person in one society can make any statements about
the morality of another society.

. Cultural relativism does not explain how an individual determines the moral guidelines

of a particular society.

Suppose I am new to a society and ] understand I am supposed to abide by its moral
guidelines. How do I determine what those guidelines are?

One approach would be to poll other people, but this begs the question. Here’s
why. Suppose I ask other people whether the society considers a particular action to
be morally acceptable. 'm not interested in knowing whether they personally feel
the action is right or wrong. I want them to tell me whether the society as a whole
thinks the action is moral. That puts the people I poll in the same position I'm in—
trying to determine the moral guidelines of a society. How are they to know whether
the action is right or wrong?

Perhaps the guidelines are summarized in the society’s laws, but laws take time
to enact. Hence the legal code reflects at best the moral guidelines of the same
society at some point in the past, but that’s not the same society I am living in
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today, because the morals of any society change over time. That leads us to our next
objection.

. Culrural relativism does not do a good job of characterizing actions when moral guide-
lines evolve.

Until the 1960s many southern American states had segregated universities. Today
these universities are integrated. This change in attitudes was accelerated by the
actions of a few brave people of color who challenged the status quo and enrolled in
universities that had been the exclusive preserve of white students. At the time these
students were doing what they “ought not” to have done; they were doing something
wrong according to the moral guidelines of the time. By today’s standards, they did
nothing wrong, and many people view them as heroic figures. Doesn’t it make more
sense to believe that their actions were the right thing to do all along?

. Cultural relativism provides no framework for reconciliation between cultures in con-
flict.
Think about the culture of the poverty-stricken Palestinians who have been crowded
into refugee camps in the Gaza Strip for the past 50 years. Many of these people are
completely committed to an armed struggle against Israel. Meanwhile, many people
in Israel believe the Jewish state ought to be larger and are completely committed to
the expansion of settlements into the Gaza Strip. The values of each society lead
to actions that harm the other, yet cultural relativism says each society’s moral
guidelines are right. Cultural relativism provides no way out—no way for the two
sides to find common ground.

. The existence of many acceptable cultural practices does not imply that any cultural
practice would be acceptable.

Judging many options to be acceptable and then reaching the conclusion that any
option is acceptable is called the many/any fallacy. To illustrate this fallacy, consider
documentation styles for computer programs. There are many good ways to add
cominents to a program; that does not mean that any commenting style is good.

It is false that all possible cultural practices have equal legitimacy. Certain
practices must be forbidden and others must be mandated if a society is to survive
[1]. This observation leads us directly to our next point.

. Societies do, in fact, share certain core values.

While a superficial observation of the cultural practices of different societies may
lead you to believe they are quite different, a closer examination often reveals similar
values underlying these practices. James Rachels argues that all societies, in order to
maintain their existence, must have a set of core values [5]. For example, newborn
babies are helpless. A society must care for its infants if it wishes to continue on.
Hence a core value of every society is that babies must be cared for. Communities
rely upon people being able to believe each other. Hence telling the truth is another
core value. Finally, in order to live together, people must not constantly be on guard
against attack from their community members. For this reason a prohibition against
murder is a core value of any society.
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Because societies do share certain core values, there is reason to believe we
could use these values as a starting point in the creation of a universal ethical theory
that would not have the deficiencies of cultural relativism.

7. Cultural relativism is only indirectly based on reason.

As Sumner observed, many moral guidelines are a result of tradition. You behave in
a certain way because it’s what you're supposed to do, not because it makes sense.

Cultural relativism has significant weaknesses as a tool for ethical persuasion. Ac-
cording to cultural relativism, the ethical evaluation of a moral problem made by a
person in one society may be meaningless when applied to the same moral problem
in another society. Cultural relativism suggests there are no universal moral guidelines.
It gives tradition more weight in ethical evaluations than facts and reason. For these
reasons cultural relativism is not a powerful tool for constructing ethical evaluations
persuasive to a diverse audience, and we consider it no further.

Divine Command Theory

The three great religious traditions that arose in the Middle East—Judaism, Christianity,
and Islam—teach that a single God is the creator of the universe and that human beings
are part of God’s creation. Each of these religions has sacred writings containing God’s
revelation. If you are a religious person, living your life aligned with the will of God may
be very important to you.

Jews, Christians, and Muslims all believe that God inspired the Torah. Here is a
selection of verses from Chapter 19 of the third book of the Torah, called Leviticus:

You shall each revere his mother and his father, and keep My sabbaths. When
you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap all the way to the edges
of your field, or gather the gleanings of your harvest. You shall not pick your
vineyard bare, or gather the fallen fruit of your vineyard; you shall leave them for
the poor and the stranger. You shall not steal; you shall not deal deceitfully or falsely
with one another. You shall not swear falsely by My name. You shall not defraud
your neighbor. You shall not commit robbery. The wages of a laborer shall not
remain with you until morning. You shall not insult the deaf, or place a stumbling
block before the blind. You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against your
kinsfolk. Love your neighbor as yourself [8].

The divine command theory is based on the idea that good actions are those aligned
with the will of God and bad actions are those contrary to the will of God. Since the holy
books contain God’s directions, we can use the holy books as moral decision-making
guides. God says we should revere our mothers and fathers, so revering our parents is
good. God says do not lie or steal, so lying and stealing are bad (Figure 2.4).
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Stealing is wrong.
Exodus 20:15

FiGURE 2.4 The divine command theory of ethics is based on two premises: good actions
are those actions aligned with the will of God, and God’s will has been revealed to us.

2.4.1 The Case for the Divine Command Theory
1. We owe obedience to our Creator.

God is the creator of the universe. God created each one of us. We are dependent
upon God for our lives. Hence we are obligated to follow God’s rules.

2. God is all-good and all-knowing.

God loves us and wants the best for us. God is omniscient; we are not. Hence God
knows better than we do what we must do to be happy. For this reason we should
align ourselves with the will of God.

3. God is the ultimate authority.

Since most people are religious, they are more likely to submit to God’s law than
to a law made by people. Our goal is to create a society where everyone obeys the
moral laws. Hence our moral laws should be based on God’s directions to us.

2.4.2 The Case against the Divine Command Theory
1. There are many holy books, and some of their teachings disagree with each other.

There is no single holy book that is recognized by people of all faiths, and it is
unrealistic to assume everyone in a society will adopt the same religion. Even among
Christians there are different versions of the Bible, The Catholic Bible has six books
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not found in the Protestant Bible. Some Protestant denominations rely upon the
King James version, but others use more modern translations. Every translation
has significant differences. Even when people read the same translation, they often
interpret the same verse in different ways.

. It is unrealistic to assume a multicultural society will adopt a religion-based morality.

An obvious example is the United States. In the past two centuries, immigrants rep-
resenting virtually every race, creed, and culture have made America their home.
Some Americans are atheists. When a society is made up of people with different
religious beliefs, the society’s moral guidelines should emerge from a secular au-
thority, not a religious authority.

. Some moral problems are not addressed directly in scripture.

For example, there are no verses in the Bible mentioning the Internet. When we
discuss moral problems arising from information technology, a proponent of the
divine command theory must resort to analogy. At this point the conclusion is based
not simply on what appears in the sacred text but also on the insight of the person
who invented the analogy. The holy book alone is not sufficient to solve the moral
problem.

. It is fallacious to equate “the good” with “God.”

Religious people are likely to agree with the statement “God is good.” That does
not mean, however, that God and “the good” are exactly the same thing. Trying to
equate two related but distinct things is called the equivalence fallacy. Instead, the
statement “God is good” means there is an objective standard of goodness that God
meets perfectly.

Here’s another way to put the question. Is an action good because God com-
mands it, or does God command it because it’s good? This is an ancient question:
Plato raised it about 2,400 years ago in the Socratic dialogue Euthyphro. In this dia-
logue Socrates concludes, “The gods love piety because it is pious, and it is not pious
because they love it” [9]. In other words, “the good” is something that exists outside
of God.

We can reason our way to the same conclusion. If good means “commanded by
God,” then good is arbitrary. Why should we praise God for being good if good is
whatever God wills? According to this view of the good, it doesn’t matter whether
God commanded, “Thou shalt not commit adultery” or “Thou shalt commit adul-
tery.” Either way, the command would have been good by definition. If you object
that there is no way God would command us to commit adultery, because marital
fidelity is good and adultery is bad, then you are arguing that there is a standard of
right and wrong separate from God. In that case, we can talk about the good with-
out talking about God. That opens the door to a rational discussion of the good,
which we will pursue in the next section.

. The divine command theory is based on obedience, not reason.

If good means “willed by God,” and if religious texts contain everything we need
to know about what God wills, then there is no room left for collecting and an-
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alyzing facts. Hence the divine command theory is not based on reaching sound
conclusions from premises through logical reasoning. There is no need for a person
to question a commandment. The instruction is right because it's commanded by
God, period.

Consider the story of Abraham in the book of Genesis. God commands Abra-
ham to take his only son, Isaac, up on a mountain, kill him, and make of him a
burnt offering. Abraham obeys God’s command and is ready to kill Isaac with his
knife when an angel calls down and tells him not to harm the boy. Because he does
not withhold his only son from God, God blesses Abraham [10]. Earlier in Gene-
sis God condemns Cain for killing Abel [11]. How, then, can Abraham’s sacrifice of
Isaac be considered good? To devout readers, the logic of God’s command is irrel-
evant to this story. Abraham is a good person, a heroic model of faith, because he
demonstrated his obedience to the will of God.

The fact that moral guidelines are not the result of a logical progression from a set
of underlying principles is a significant obstacle. While you may choose to align your
personal actions with the Divine will, the divine command theory often fails to produce
arguments that can persuade skeptical listeners whose religious beliefs are different.
Hence we conclude the divine command theory is not a powerful weapon for ethical
debate in a secular society, and we reject it as a workable theory for the purposes of this
book.

Kantianism

Kantianism is the name given to the ethical theory of the German philosopher Immanuel
Kant (1724-1804). Kant spent his entire life in or near Kénigsberg in East Prussia, where
he was a professor at the university. Kant believed that people’s actions ought to be
guided by moral laws, and that these moral laws were universal. He held that in order
to apply to all rational beings, any supreme principle of morality must itself be based
on reason, Hence, while many of the moral laws Kant describes can also be found in the
Bible, Kant’s methodology allows these laws to be derived through a reasoning process.
A Kantian is able to go beyond simply stating that an action is right or wrong by citing
chapter and verse; a Kantian can explain why it is right or wrong.

Good Will and the Categorical Imperative

Kant begins his inquiry by asking, “What is always good without qualification?” Many
things, such as intelligence and courage, can be good, but they can also be used in a way
that is harmful. For example, a group of gangsters may use intelligence and courage to
rob a bank. Kant’s conclusion is that the only thing in the world that can be called good
without qualification is a good will. People with good will often accomplish good deeds,
but producing beneficial outcomes is not what makes a good will good. A good will is
good in and of itself. Even if a person’s best efforts at doing good should fall short and
cause harm, the good will behind the efforts is still good. Since a good will is the only
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thing that is universally good, the proper function of reason is to cultivate a will that is
good in itself.

Most of us have probably had many experiences when we’ve been torn between
what we want to do and what we ought to do. According to Kant, what we want to do
is of no importance. Our focus should be on what we ought to do. Our sense of “ought
to” is called dutifulness [12]. A dutitul person feels compelled to act in a certain way
out of respect for some moral rule. Our will, then, should be grounded in a conception
of moral rules. The moral value of an action depends upon the underlying moral rule.
It is critical, therefore, that we be able to determine if our actions are grounded in an
appropriate moral rule.

What makes a moral rule appropriate? To enable us to answer this question, Kant
proposes the Categorical Imperative.

<
CATEGORICAL IMPERATIVE (FIRST FORMULATION)

Act only from moral rules that you can at the same time will to be
unjversal moral laws.
==

To illustrate the Categorical Imperative, Kant poses the problem of an individual
in a difficult situation who must decide if he will make a promise with the intention of
later breaking it. The translation of this moral rule could be: “A person may make a false
promise when that is the only way to escape a difficult situation.”

To evaluate this moral rule, we universalize it. What would happen if everybody in
extreme circumstances made false promises? If that were the case, nobody would believe
promises, and it would be impossible for our individual in distress to make a promise
that anyone believed. The moral rule self-destructs when we try to make it a universal
law. Therefore, it is wrong for a person in distress to make a promise with the intention
of breaking it.

It is important to see that Kant is not arguing that the consequences of every-
body breaking promises would be to undermine interpersonal relationships, increase
violence, and make people miserable, and that is why we cannot imagine turning our
hypothetical moral rule into a universal Jaw. Rather, Kant is saying that simply willing
that our moral rule become a universal law produces a logical contradiction.

Let’s see how. Suppose 1 am the person who can escape from a difficult situation by
making a promise I intend to break later on. On the one hand, it is my will that I be able
to make a promise that is believed. After all, that’s what promises are for. If my promise
isn’t believed, I won’t be able to get out of the difficult situation I am in. But when I
universalize the moral rule, 1 am willing that everybody be able to break promises. If
that were a reality, then promises would not be believable, which means there would be
no such thing as a promise [13]. If there were no such thing as a promise, I would not
be able to make a promise to get myself out of a difficult situation. Trying to universalize
our proposed moral rule leads to a contradiction.
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FiGuRe 2.5 The second formulation of the Categorical Imperative states that it is wrong for
one person to use himself or another person solely as a means to an end.

Here’s another way to see why the proposed action is wrong. In order for my false
promise to be believed, I want everyone except myself to be truthful all the time. Because
there is a contradiction between what I wish to do and how I expect others in a similar
situation to act, I know that what I am considering doing is wrong.

Kant also presents a second formulation of the Categorical Imperative, which many
find more useful.

<
CATEGORICAL IMPERATIVE (SECOND FORMULATION)

Act so that you always treat both yourself and other people as ends in
themselves, and never only as a means to an end.
<>

To use popular terminology, the second formulation of the Categorical Imperative
says it is wrong for one person to “use” another (Figure 2.5). Instead, every interaction
with other people must respect them as rational beings.

Here is an example that illustrates how we can apply the second formulation. Sup-
pose I manage a semiconductor fabrication plant for a large corporation. The plant
manufactures integrated circuits on 8-inch wafers. I know that in one year the corpora-
tion is going to shut down the plant and move all of its production to other sites capable
of producing 12-inch wafers. In the meantime, I need new employees to work in the
clean room. Many of the best applicants are from out of state. [ am afraid that if they
knew the plant was going to shut down next year, they would not want to go through the
hassle and expense of moving to this area. If that happens, I'll have to hire less-qualified
local workers. Should I disclose this information to the job applicants?
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According to the second formulation of the Categorical Imperative, I have an obli-
gation to inform the applicants, since I know this information is likely to influence their
decision. If I deny them this information, I am treating them as a means to an end (a
way to get wafers produced), not as ends in themselves (rational beings).

2,5.2 Evaluating a Scenario Using Kantianism
~ SCENARIO

Carla is a single mother who is working hard to complete her college education
while taking care of her daughter. Carla has a full-time job and is taking two
evening courses per semester. If she can pass both courses this semester, she will
graduate. She knows her child will benefit if she can spend more time at home.

One of her required classes is modern European history. In addition to
the midterm and final examinations, the professor assigns four lengthy reports,
which is far more than the usual amount of work required for a single class.
Students must submit all four reports in order to pass the class.

Carla earns an “A” on each of her first three reports. At the end of the term,
she is required to put in a lot of overtime where she works. She simply does not
have time to research and write the final report. Carla uses the Web to identify a
company that sells term papers. She purchases a report from the company and
submits it as her own work.

Was Carla’s action morally justifiable?

Analysis
Many times it is easier to use the second formulation of the Categorical
Imperative to analyze a moral problem from a Kantian point of view, so that’s
where we begin. By submitting another person’s work as her own, Carla treated
her professor as a means to an end. She deceived her professor with the goal
of getting credit for someone else’s work. It was wrong for Carla to treat the
professor as a grade-generating machine rather than a rational agent with whom
she could have communicated her unusual circumstances.

We can also look at this problem using the first formulation of the
Categorical Imperative, Carla wants to be able to get credit for turning in a
report she has purchased. A proposed moral rule might be: “I may claim credit
for a report written by someone else.” However, if everyone followed this rule,
reports would cease to be credible indicators of the students’ knowledge, and
professors would not give academic credit for reports. Her proposed moral rule
is self-defeating. Therefore, it is wrong for Carla to purchase a report and turn it
in as her own work.

Commentary
Note that the Kantian analysis of the moral problem focuses on the will behind
the action. It asks the question: “What was Carla trying to do when she submitted
under her own name a term paper written by someone else?” The analysis ignores
extenuating circumstances that non-Kantians may cite to justify her action. ~
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2.5.3 The Case for Kantianism
1. Kantianism is rational.

Unlike the moral theories we have already described, Kantianism is based on the
premise that rational beings can use logic to explain the “why” behind their solu-
tions to ethical problems.

2. Kantianism produces universal moral guidelines.

Kantianism aligns with the intuition of many people that the same morality ought
to apply to all people for all of history. These guidelines allow us to make clear moral
judgments. For example, one such judgment might be, “Sacrificing living human
beings to appease the gods is wrong.” It is wrong in North America in the twenty-
first century, and it was wrong in South America in the fifteenth century.

3. All persons are treated as moral equals.

A popular belief is that “all people are created equal.” Because it holds that people in
similar situations should be treated in similar ways, Kantianism provides an ethical
framework to combat discrimination.

2.54 The Case against Kantianism
1. Sometimes no single rule fully characterizes an action.

Kant holds that every action is motivated from a rule. The appropriate rule depends
upon how we characterize the action. Once we know the rule, we can test its value
using the Categorical Imperative. What happens when no single rule fully explains
the situation? Douglas Birsch gives this example: Suppose 'm considering stealing
food from a grocery store to feed my starving children [4]. How should I charac-
terize this action? Am I stealing? Am I caring for my children? Am I trying to save
the lives of innocent people? Until I characterize my action, I cannot determine the
rule and test it against the Categorical Imperative. Yet no single one of these ways of
characterizing the action seems to capture the ethical problem in its fullness.

2. There is no way to resolve a conflict between rules.

We may try to address the previous problem by allowing multiple rules to be rele-
vant to a particular action. In the previous example, we might say that the relevant
rules are (1) You should not steal, and (2) You should try to protect the lives of in-
nocent persons. Unfortunately, Kantianism does not provide us a way to put moral
laws in order of importance. Even if we could rank moral laws in order of impor-
tance, how would we compare a minor infraction of a more important law against
a major infraction of a less important law? One conclusion is that Kantianism does
not provide a practical way to solve ethical problems when there is a conflict be-
tween moral rules.

3. Kantianism allows no exceptions to moral laws.

Common sense tells us that sometimes we ought to “bend” the rules a bit if we
want to get along with other people. For example, suppose your mother asks you if
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you like her new haircut, and you think it is the ugliest haircut you have ever seen.
What should you say? Common sense dictates that there is no point in criticizing
your mother’s hair. She certainly isn’t going to get her hair un-cut, no matter what
you say. If you compliment her, she will be happy, and if you criticize her looks,
she will be angry and hurt. She expects you to say something complimentary, even
if you don’t mean it. There just seems to be no downside to lying. Yet a Kantian
would argue that lying is wrong because it goes against the moral law. Many people
hold that any ethical theory so unbending is not going to be useful for solving “real
world” problems.

While these objections point out weaknesses with Kantianism, the theory does
support moral decision-making based on logical reasoning from facts and commonly
held values. It is culture neutral and treats all humans as equals. Hence it meets our
criteria for a workable ethical theory, and we will use it as a way of evaluating moral
problems in the rest of the book.

Act Utllitarianism

Principle of Utility

The English philosophers Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) and John Stuart Mill (1806~
1873) proposed a theory that is in sharp contrast to Kantianism. According to Bentham
and Mill, an action is good if it benefits someone; an action is bad if it harms someone.
Their ethical theory, called utilitarianism, is based upon the Principle of Utility, also
called the Greatest Happiness Principle.

<>
PrINCIPLE OF UTILITY (GREATEST HAPPINESS PRINCIPLE)

An action is right (or wrong) to the extent that it increases (or decreases) the
total happiness of the affected parties.
<

Utility is the tendency of an object to produce happiness or prevent unhappiness
for an individual or a community, Depending on the circumstances, you may think of
“happiness” as advantage, benefit, good, or pleasure, and “unhappiness” as disadvan-
tage, cost, evil, or pain.

We can use the Principle of Utility as a yardstick to judge all actions in the moral
realm. To evaluate the morality of an action, we must determine, for each affected
person, the increase or decrease in that person’s happiness, and then add up all of
these values to reach a grand total. If the total is positive (meaning the total increase in
happiness is greater than the total decrease in happiness), the action is moral; if the total
is negative (meaning the total decrease in happiness is greater than the total increase in
happiness), the action is immoral. The Principle of Utility is illustrated in Figure 2.6.
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Figure 2.6 Utilitarianism is based on the Principle of Utility, which states that an action is
good (or bad) to the extent that it increases (or decreases) the total happiness of the affected
parties.

Note that the morality of an action has nothing to do with the attitude behind the
action. Bentham writes: “There is no such thing as any sort of motive that is in itself a
bad one. If [motives] are good or bad, it is only on account of their effects” [14]. We call
utilitarianism a consequentialist theory, because the focus is on the consequences of an
action.

Act utilitarianism is the ethical theory that an action is good if its net effect (over all
affected beings) is to produce more happiness than unhappiness. Suppose we measure
pleasure as a positive number and pain as a negative number. To make a moral evaluation
of an action, we simply add up, over all affected beings, the change in their happiness. If
the sum is positive, the action is good. If the sum is negative, the action is bad.

Did you notice that I used the word “beings” rather than “persons” in the previous
paragraph? An important decision an act utilitarian must make is determining which
beings are considered to be morally significant. Bentham noted that at one time only
adult white males were considered morally significant beings. Bentham felt that any
being that can experience pain and pleasure ought to be seen as morally significant.
Certainly women and people of color are morally significant beings by this definition,
but in addition all mammals (and perhaps other animals) are morally significant beings,
because they, too, can experience pain and pleasure. Of course, as the number of morally
significant beings increases, the difficulty of evaluating the consequences of an action
also increases. It means, for example, that the environmental impacts of decisions must
often be included when performing the utilitarian calculus.

2.6.2 Evaluating a Scenario Using Act Utilitarianism

~~ SCENARIO

A state is considering replacing a curvy stretch of highway that passes along the
outskirts of a large city. Would building the highway be a good action?
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Analysis
To perform the analysis of this problem, we must determine who is affected
and the effects of the highway construction on them. Our analysis is in terms of
dollars and cents. For this reason we’ll use the terms “benefit” and “cost” instead
of “happiness” and “unhappiness.”

About 150 houses lie on or very near the proposed path of the new,
straighter section of highway. Using its power of eminent domain, the state
can condemn these properties. It would cost the state $20 million to provide
fair compensation to the homeowners. Constructing the new highway, which
is three miles long, would cost the taxpayers of the state another $10 million.
Suppose the environmental impact of the new highway in terms of lost habitat
for morally significant animal species is valued at $1 million.

Every weekday 15,000 cars are expected to travel on this section of highway,
which is one mile shorter than the curvy highway it replaces. Assuming it costs
40 cents per mile to operate a motor vehicle, construction of the new highway
will save drivers $6,000 per weekday in operating costs. The highway has an
expected operating lifetime of 25 years. Over a 25-year period, the expected total
savings to drivers will be $39 million.

We'll assume the highway project will have no positive or negative effects on
any other people. Since the overall cost of the new highway is $31 million and
the benefit of the new highway is $39 million, building the highway would be a
good action.

Commentary

Performing the benefit/cost (or happiness/unhappiness) calculations is crucial to
the utilitarian approach, yet it can be controversial. In our example, we translated
everything into dollars and cents. Was that reasonable? Neighborhoods are the
site of many important relationships. We did not assign a value to the harm the
proposed highway would do to these neighborhoods. There is a good chance that
many of the homeowners will be angry about being forced out of their houses,
even if they are paid a fair price for their properties. How do we put a dollar

value on their emotional distress? On the other hand, we can’t add apples and

oranges. Translating everything into dollars and cents is the only way we can do
the calculation. <

Bentham acknowledged that a complete analysis must look beyond simple benefits
and harms. Not all benefits have equal weight. To measure them, he proposed seven
attributes that can be used to increase or decrease the weight of a particular pleasure or
pain:

* intensity: magnitude of the experience

¢ duration: how long the experience lasts

* certainty: probability it will actually happen

* propinquity: how close the experience is in space and time

s fecundity: its ability to produce more experiences of the same kind
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e purity: extent to which pleasure is not diluted by pain, or vice versa
* extent: number of people affected

As you can see, performing a complete calculation for a particular moral problem
can be a daunting prospect!

2.6.3 The Case for Act Utilitarianism
1. It focuses on happiness.

By relying upon the Greatest Happiness Principle as the yardstick for measuring
moral behavior, utilitarianism fits the intuition of many people that the purpose of
life is to be happy.

2. It is down-to-earth.

The utilitarian calculus provides a straightforward way to determine whether a
particular action is good or bad. By grounding everything in terms of happiness and
unhappiness resulting from an action, it seems more practical than Kantian ethics,
which is focused on the Categorical Imperative. For this reason it is a good way for a
diverse group of people to come to a collective decision about a controversial topic.

For example, suppose your state needs to build a new prison because the num-
ber of prisoners is growing. Everybody understands the prison must be built some-
where in the state, but nobody wants the prison in their neighborhood. A panel of
trusted citizens considers a variety of siting options and, after a series of public hear-
ings to gather evidence, weighs the pluses and minuses of each location. At the end
of the process the panel recommends the site with the highest total net good. While
some will be unhappy at the prospect of a prison being built near their homes, an
open and impartial process can speed their acceptance of the decision.

3. It is comprehensive.

Act utilitarianism allows the moral agent to take into account all the elements of
a particular situation. Recall the problem of having to decide what to say about
your mother’s haircut? Since telling the truth would cause more pain to all parties
involved than lying, deciding what the right thing to do would be a “no brainer”
using the utilitarian calculus.

2.6.4 The Case against Act Utilitarianism

1. When performing the utilitarian calculus, it is not clear where to draw the line, yet
where we draw the line can change the outcome of our evaluation.

In order to perform our calculation of total net happiness produced by an action, we
must determine whom to include in our calculation and how far into the future to
consider the consequences. In our highway example, we counted the people who
lost their homes and the people who would travel the new highway in the next
25 years. The proposed highway may cut neighborhoods in two, making it more
difficult for some children to get to school, but we did not factor in consequences
for neighbors. The highway may cause people to change their commutes, increasing
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traffic congestion in other parts of town, but we did not count those people either.
The highway may be in existence more than 25 years, but we didn’t look beyond that
date. We cannot include all morally relevant beings for all time into the future. We
must draw the line somewhere. Deciding where to draw the line can be a difficult
problem.

. It is not practical to put so much energy into every moral decision.

Correctly performing the utilitarian calculus requires a great deal of time and effort.
It seems unrealistic that everyone would go to so much trouble every time they were
faced with a moral problem.

A response to this criticism is that act utilitarians are free to come up with
moral “rules of thumb.” For example, a moral rule of thumb might be “It is wrong
to lie.” In most situations it will be obvious this is the right thing to do, even without
performing the complete utilitarian calculus. However, an act utilitarian always
reserves the right to go against the rule of thumb if particular circumstances should
warrant it. In these cases, the act utilitarian will perform a detailed analysis of the
consequences to determine the best course of action.

. Act utilitarianism ignores our innate sense of duty.

Utilitarianism seems to be at odds with how ordinary people make moral decisions.
People often act out of a sense of duty or obligation, yet the act utilitarian theory
gives no weight to these notions. Instead, all that matters are the consequences of
the action.

W. D. Ross gives the following example {15]. Suppose I've made a promise to
A. If T keep my word, I will perform an action that produces 1,000 units of good for
him, If I break my promise, I will be able to perform an action that produces 1,001
units of good for B. According to act utilitarianism, I ought to break my promise to
A and produce 1,001 units of good for B. Yet most people would say the right thing
for me to do is keep my word.

Note that it does no good for an act utilitarian to come back and say that
the hard feelings caused by breaking my word to A will have a negative impact on
total happiness of —N units, because all I have to do is change the scenario so that
breaking my promise to A enables me to produce 1,001 + N units of good for B.
We've arrived at the same result: breaking my promise results in 1 more unit of good
than keeping my word. The real issue is that utilitarianism forces us to reduce all
consequences to a positive or negative number. “Doing the right thing” has a value
that is difficult to measure.

. Act utilitarianism is susceptible to the problem of moral luck.

Sometimes actions do not have the intended consequences. Is it right for the moral
worth of an action to depend solely on its consequences when these consequences
are not fully under the control of the moral agent? This is called the problem of
moral Juck.

Suppose 1 hear that one of my aunts is in the hospital, and I send her a bouquet
of flowers. After the bouquet is delivered, she suffers a violent allergic reaction
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to one of the exotic flowers in the floral arrangement, extending her stay in the
hospital. My gift gave my aunt a bad case of hives and a much larger hospital bill.
Since my action had far more negative consequences than positive consequences,
an act utilitarian would say my action was bad. Yet many people would say I did
something good. For this reason, some philosophers prefer a theory in which the
moral agent has complete control over the factors determining the moral worth of
an action.

Two additional arguments have been raised against utilitarianism in general. We’ll
save these arguments for the end of the section on rule utilitarianism.

While it is not perfect, act utilitarianism is an objective, rational ethical theory that
allows a person to explain why a particular action is right or wrong. It joins Kantianism
on our list of workable ethical theories we can use to evaluate moral problems.

Rule Utilitarianism

Basis of Rule Utilitarianism

The weaknesses of act utilitarianism have led some philosophers to develop another
ethical theory based on the Principle of Utility. This theory is called rule utilitarianism.
Some philosophers have concluded that John Stuart Mill was actually a rule utilitarian,
but others disagree.

Rule utilitarianism is the ethical theory that holds we ought to adopt those moral
rules which, if followed by everyone, will lead to the greatest increase in total happiness.
Hence a rule utilitarian applies the Principle of Utility to moral rules, while an act
utilitarian applies the Principle of Utility to individual moral actions.

Both rule utilitarianism and Kantianism are focused on rules, and the rules these
two ethical theories derive may have significant overlap. Both theories hold that rules
should be followed without exception. However, the two ethical theories derive moral
rules in completely different ways. A rule utilitarian chooses to follow a moral rule
because its universal adoption would result in the greatest happiness. A Kantian follows
a moral rule because it is in accord with the Categorical Imperative: all human beings are
to be treated as ends in themselves, not merely as means to an end. In other words, the
rule utilitarian is looking at the consequences of the action, while the Kantian is looking
at the will motivating the action.

Evaluating a Scenario Using Rule Utilitarianism

SCENARIO

A worm is a self-contained program that spreads through a computer network by
taking advantage of security holes in the computers connected to the network. In
August 2003 the Blaster worm infected many computers running the Windows
2000, Windows NT, and Windows XP operating systems. The Blaster worm
caused computers it infected to reboot every few minutes.
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Soon another worm was exploiting the same security hole in Windows to
spread through the Internet. However, the purpose of the new worm, named
Nachi, was benevolent. Since Nachi took advantage of the same security hole as
Blaster, it could not infect computers that were immune to the Blaster worm.
Once Nachi gained access to a computer with the security hole, it located and
destroyed copies of the Blaster worm. It also automatically downloaded from
Microsoft a patch to the operating system software that would fix the security
problem. Finally, it used the computer as a launching pad to seek out other
Windows PCs with the security hole.

Was the action of the person who released the Nachi worm morally right or
wrong?

Analysis

To analyze this moral problem from a rule utilitarian point of view, we must
think of an appropriate moral rule and determine if its universal adoption would
increase the happiness of the affected parties. In this case, an appropriate moral
rule might be: “If a harmful computer worm is infecting the Internet, and I
can write a helpful worm that automatically removes the harmful worm from
infected computers and shields them from future attacks, then I should write
and release the helpful worm.”

What would be the benefits if everyone followed the proposed moral rule?
Many people do not keep their computers up to date with the latest patches
to the operating system. They would benefit from a worm that automatically
removed their network vulnerabilities.

What harm would be caused by the universal adoption of the rule? If
everyone followed this rule, the appearance of every new harmful worm would
be followed by the release of many other worms designed to eradicate the
harmful worm. Worms make networks less usable by creating a lot of extra
network traffic. For example, the Nachi worm disabled networks of Diebold
ATM machines at two financial institutions {16]. The universal adoption of the
moral rule would reduce the usefulness of the Internet while the various worms
were circulating.

Another negative consequence would be potential harm done to computers
by the supposedly helpful worms. Even worms designed to be benevolent may
contain bugs. If many people are releasing worms, there is a good chance some
of the worms may accidentally harm data or programs on the computers they
infect.

A third harmful consequence would be the extra work placed on system
administrators. When system administrators detect a new worm, it is not
immediately obvious whether the worm is harmful or beneficial. Hence the
prudent response of system administrators is to combat every new worm that
attacks their computers. If the proposed moral rule is adopted, more worms will
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be released, forcing system administrators to spend more of their time fighting
worms [17].

In conclusion, the harms caused by the universal adoption of this moral
rule appear to outweigh the benefits. Therefore, the action of the person who
released the Nachi worm is morally wrong. ~

2.73 The Case for Rule Utilitarianism
1. Performing the utilitarian calculus is simpler.

When calculating the expected total happiness resulting from an action, act utilitar-
ians struggle with determining whom to include in the calculation and how far into
the future to look. It’s easier for a rule utilitarian to think in general terms about the
long-term consequences on society of the universal adoption of a particular moral
rule.

2. Not every moral decision requires performing the utilitarian calculus.

A person that relies on rules of behavior does not have to spend a lot of time and
effort analyzing every particular moral action in order to determine if it is right or
wrong.

3. Exceptional situations do not overthrow moral rules.

Remember the problem of choosing between keeping a promise to A and producing
1,000 units of good for A, or breaking the promise to A and producing 1,001 units of
good for B? A rule utilitarian would not be trapped on the horns of this dilemma. A
rule utilitarian would reason that the long-term consequences of everyone keeping
their promises produce more good than giving everyone the liberty to break their
promises. Hence in this situation a rule utilitarian would conclude the right thing
to do is keep the promise to A.

4. Rule utilitarianism solves the problem of moral luck.

Since it is interested in the typical result of an action, the occasional atypical result
does not affect the goodness of an action. A rule utilitarian would conclude that
sending flowers to people in the hospital is a good action.

5. It appeals to a wide cross section of society.

Bernard Gert points out that utilitarianism is “paradoxically, the kind of moral
theory usually held by people who claim that they have no moral theory. Their
view is often expressed in phrases like the following: ‘It is all right to do anything
as long as no one gets hurt, ‘It is the actual consequences that count, not some silly
rules, or ‘What is important is that things turn out for the best, not how one goes
about making that happen. On the moral system, it is not the consequences of the
particular violation that are decisive in determining its justifiability, but rather the
consequences of such a violation being publicly allowed” [18]. In other words, an
action is justifiable if allowing that action would, as a rule, bring about greater net
happiness than forbidding that action.
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The Case against Utilitarianism in General

As we have just seen, rule utilitarianism seems to solve several problems associated with
act utilitarianism. However, two criticisms have been leveled at utilitarian theories in
general. These problems are shared by both act utilitarianism and rule utilitarianism.

1. Utilitarianism forces us to use a single scale or measure to evaluate completely different
kinds of consequences.

In order to perform the utilitarian calculus, all consequences must be put into the
same units. Otherwise, we cannot add them up. For example, if we are going to
determine the total amount of happiness resulting from the construction of a new
highway, many of the costs and benefits (such as construction costs and the gas
expenses of car drivers) are easily expressed in dollars. Other costs and benefits
are intangible, but we must express them in terms of dollars in order to find the
total amount of happiness created or destroyed as a result of the project. Suppose
a sociologist informs the state that if it condemns 150 homes, it is likely to cause
15 divorces among the families being displaced. How do we assign a dollar value to
that unhappy consequence? In certain circumstances utilitarians must quantify the
value of a human life. How can the value of a human life be reduced to an amount
of money?

2. Utilitartanism ignores the problem of an unjust distribution of good consequences.

The second, and far more significant, criticismn of utilitarianism is that the utilitar-
ian calculus is solely interested in the total amount of happiness produced. Suppose
one course of action results in every member of a society receiving 100 units of good,
while another course of action results in half the members of society receiving 201
units of good each, with the other half receiving nothing. According to the calculus
of utility, the second course of action is superior because the total amount of good
is higher. That doesn’t seem right to many people.

A possible response to this criticism is that our goal should be to promote the
greatest good of the greatest number. In fact, that is how utilitarianism is often
described. A person subscribing to this philosophy might say that we ought to
use two principles to guide our conduct: (1) we should act so that the greatest
amount of good is produced, and (2) we should distribute the good as widely as
possible. The first of these principles is the Principle of Utility, but the second is
a principle of justice. In other words, “act so as to promote the greatest good of
the greatest number” is not pure utilitarianism. The proposed philosophy is not
internally consistent, because there are times when the two principles will conflict.
In order to be useful, the theory also needs a procedure to resolve conflicts between
the two principles. We'll talk more about the principle of justice in the next section.

The criticisms leveled at utilitarianism point out circumstances in which it seems
to produce the “wrong” answer to a moral problem. However, rule utilitarianism treats
all persons as equals and provides its adherents with the ability to give the reasons why
a particular action is right or wrong. Hence we consider it a third workable theory for
evaluating moral problems, joining Kantianism and act utilitarianism.
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Social Contract Theory

In the spring of 2003 a coalition of military forces led by the United States invaded
Iraq and removed the government of Saddam Hussein. When the police disappeared,
thousands of Baghdad residents looted government ministries [19]. Sidewalk arms mer-
chants did a thriving business selling AK-47 assault rifles to homeowners needing pro-
tection against thieves. Are Iragis much different from residents of other countries, or
should we view the events in Baghdad as the typical response of people to a lack of gov-
ernmental authority and control?

The Social Contract

Philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1603-1679) lived during the English civil war and saw
firsthand the terrible consequences of social anarchy. In his book Leviathan he argues
that without rules and a means of enforcing them, people would not bother to create
anything of value, because nobody could be sure of keeping what they created. Instead,
people would be consumed with taking what they needed and defending themselves
against the attacks of others. They would live in “continuall feare, and danger of violent
death,” and the life of man would be “solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and short” [20].

To avoid this miserable condition, which Hobbes calls the state of nature, rational
people understand that cooperation is essential. However, cooperation is possible only
when people mutually agree to follow certain guidelines. Hence moral rules are “simply
the rules that are necessary if we are to gain the benefits of social living” [5]. Hobbes
argues that everybody living in a civilized society has implicitly agreed to two things: (1)
the establishment of such a set of moral rules to govern relations among citizens, and
(2) a government capable of enforcing these rules. He calls this arrangement the social
contract.

The Franco-Swiss philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) continued the
evolution of social contract theory. In his book The Social Contract he writes, “Since no
man has any natural authority over his fellows, and since force alone bestows no right,
all legitimate authority among men must be based on covenants” [21]. Rousseau states
that the critical problem facing society is finding a form of association that guarantees
everybody their safety and property, yet enables each person to remain free. The answer,
according to Rousseau, is for everybody to give themselves and their rights to the whole
community. The community will determine the rules for its members, and each of its
members will be obliged to obey the rules. What prevents the community from enacting
bad rules is that no one is above the rules. Since everyone is in the same situation, no
one will want to put unfair burdens on others.

While everyone might agree to this in theory, it’s easy for a single person to ratio-
nalize selfish behavior. How do we prevent individuals from shirking their duties to the
group? Suppose Bill owes the government $10,000 in taxes, but he discovers a way to
cheat on his taxes so that he only has to pay $8,000. Bill thinks to himself, “The gov-
ernment gets billions of dollars a year in taxes. So to the government another $2,000 is
just a drop in the bucket. But to me, $2,000 is a lot of money.” What restrains Bill from
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acting selfishly is the knowledge that if he is caught, he will be punished. In order for the
social contract to function, society must provide not only a system of laws, but a system
of enforcing the laws as well.

According to Rousseau, living in a civil society gives a person’s actions a moral
quality they would not have if that person lived in a state of nature. “It is only then,
when the voice of duty has taken the place of physical impulse, and right that of desire,
that man, who has hitherto thought only of himself, finds himself compelled to act on
other principles, and to consult his reason rather than study his inclinations” [21].

James Rachels summarizes these ideas in an elegant definition of social contract
theory:

P
SociaL CONTRACT THEORY

“Morality consists in the set of rules, governing how people are to treat one
another, that rational people will agree to accept, for their mutual benefit,
on the condition that others follow those rules as well” [5].
<

Both social contract theory and Kantianism are based on the idea that there are
universal moral rules that can be derived through a rational process. However, there is
a subtle, but important difference in how we decide what makes a moral rule ethical.
Kantianism has the notion that it is right for me to act according to a moral rule if
the rule can be universalized. Social contract theory holds that it is right for me to
act according to a moral rule if rational people would collectively accept it as binding
because of its benefits to the community.

Hobbes, Locke, and many other philosophers of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries held that all morally significant beings have certain rights, such as the right
to life, liberty, and property. Some modern philosophers would add other rights to this
list, such as the right to privacy.

There is a close correspondence between rights and duties. If you have the right
to life, then others have the duty or obligation not to kill you. If you have a right to free
health care when you are ill, then others have the duty to make sure you receive it. Rights
can be classified according to the duties they put on others. A negative right is a right
that another can guarantee by leaving you alone to exercise your right. For example,
the right of free expression is a negative right. In order for you to have that right, all
others have to do is not interfere with you when you express yourself. A positive right is a
right that obligates others to do something on your behalf. The right to a free education
is a positive right. In order for you to have that right, the rest of society must allocate
resources so that you may attend school.

Another way to view rights is to consider whether they are absolute or limited.
An absolute right is a right that is guaranteed without exception. Negative rights are
usually considered absolute rights. For example, there is no situation in which it would
be reasonable for another person to interfere with your right to life. A limited right is
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a right that may be restricted based on the circamstances, Typically, positive rights are
considered to be limited rights. For example, American states guarantee their citizens
the right to an education. However, because states do not have unlimited budgets, they
typically provide a free education for everyone up through the 12th grade but require
people to pay for at least some of the costs of their higher education.

Proponents of social contract theory evaluate moral problems from the point of
view of moral rights. Kant argued that rights follow from duties. Hence Kantians evalu-
ate moral problems from duties or obligations.

Rawls’s Theory of Justice

One of the criticisms of utilitarianism is that the utilitarian calculus is solely interested
in the total amount of happiness produced. From a purely utilitarian standpoint, an
unequal distribution of a certain amount of utility is better than an equal distribution
of a lesser amount of utility.

Social contract theory recognizes the harm that a concentration of wealth and
power can cause. According to Rousseau, “the social state is advantageous to men only
when all possess something and none has too much” [21]. John Rawls (1921-2002), who
did much to revive interest in social contract theory in the twentieth century, proposed
two principles of justice that extend the definition of the social contract to include a
principle dealing with unequal distributions of wealth and power.

<>
JouN RAWLS’S PRINCIPLES OF JUSTICE

1. Each person may claim a “fully adequate” number of basic rights and
liberties, such as freedom of thought and speech, freedom of association,
the right to be safe from harm, and the right to own property, so long as
these claims are consistent with everyone else having a claim to the same
rights and liberties.

2. Any social and economic inequalities must satisfy two conditions: first,
they are associated with positions in society that everyone has a fair and
equal opportunity to assume; and second, they are “to be to the greatest
benefit of the least-advantaged members of society (the difference
principle)” [22].

<>

Rawls’s first principle of justice, illustrated in Figure 2.7, is quite close to our original
definition of social contract theory, except that it is stated from the point of view of rights
and liberties rather than moral rules. The second principle of justice, however, focuses
on the question of social and economic inequalities. Tt is hard to imagine a society in
which every person has equal standing. For example, it is unrealistic to expect every
person to be involved in every civic decision. Instead, we elect representatives who vote
in our place and officials who act on our behalf. Likewise, it is hard to imagine everybody
in a society having equal wealth. If we allow people to hold private property, we should
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Just Unjust

FIGURE 2.7 Rawls’s first principle of justice states that each person may have a “fully
adequate” number of rights and liberties as long as they are consistent with everyone else
having the same rights and liberties.

expect that some people will acquire more than others. According to Rawls, social and
economic inequalities are acceptable if they meet two conditions.

First, every person in the society should have an equal chance to assume a position
of higher social or economic standing. That means that two people born with equal
intelligence, equal talents, and equal motivation to use them wisely should have the same
probability of reaching an advantaged position, regardless of the social or economic
class to which they were born. For example, the fact that someone’s last name is Bush
or Kennedy should not give that person a greater probability of being elected President
of the United States than any other American born with equal intelligence, talent, and
determination.

The second condition, called the difference principle, states that social and eco-
nomic inequalities must be justified. The only way to justify a social or economic in-
equality is to show that its overall effect is to provide the most benefit to the least ad-
vantaged. The purpose of this principle, illustrated in Figure 2.8, is to help maintain a
society composed of free and equal citizens. An example of the difference principle in ac-
tion is a graduated income tax system in which people with higher incomes pay a higher
percentage of their income in taxes. An example of a violation of the difference principle
would be a military draft system in which poor people had a higher probability of being
drafted than wealthy people.

Evaluating a Scenario Using Social Contract Theory

SCENARIO

Bill, the owner of a chain of DVD rental stores in a major metropolitan area,
uses a computer to keep track of the DVDs rented by each customer. Using this
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Most Advantaged Least Advantaged

FIGURE 2.8 Rawls’s difference principle states that social and economic inequalities must be
arranged so that they are of the greatest benefit to the least advantaged members of society.

information, he is able to construct profiles of the customers. For example, a
customer that rents a large number of Disney titles is likely to have children.
Bill sells these profiles to mail order companies. The customers begin receiving
many unsolicited mail order catalogs. Some of the customers are happy to receive
these catalogs and make use of them to order products. Others are unhappy at
the increase in the amount of “junk mail” they are receiving.

Analysis

To analyze this scenario using social contract theory, we think about the rights
of the rational agents involved. In this case, the rational agents are Bill, his
customers, and the mail order companies. The morality of Bill’s actions revolve
around the question of whether he violated the privacy rights of his customers.
If someone rents a DVD from one of Bill’s stores, both the customer and Bill
have information about the transaction. Are their rights to this information
equal? If both the customer and Bill have equal rights to this information, then
you may conclude there is nothing wrong with him selling this information to
a mail order company. On the other hand, if customers have the right to expect
transactions to be confidential, you may conclude that Bill was wrong to sell this
information without gaining the permission of the customer. <>
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2.8.4 The Case for Social Contract Theory

1. It is framed in the language of rights.

The cultures of many modern countries, particularly Western-style democracies,
promote individualism. For people raised in these cultures, the concept of individ-
ual rights is powerful and attractive.

. It explains why rational people act out of self-interest in the absence of a common

agreement.

Suppose we are living in a city experiencing a gasoline shortage. If every car owner
uses public transportation two days a week, there will be enough gasoline to go
around. I need to decide if I will take the bus two days a week.

Suppose no other car owners ride the bus two days a week. If I decide to ride
the bus, I will have to put up with the inconvenience and the city will still run out
of gas. Alternatively, I can do what everybody else is doing and continue driving my
car until the gasoline supply is exhausted. Since the city will run out of gas either
way, | experience less inconvenience by continuing to drive my car every day.

On the other hand, suppose all the other car owners decide to ride the bus
two days a week. If T decide to ride the bus, I will have plenty of company, which
is good, but I will still have to adjust my work schedule to fit the bus schedule,
waste time waiting at the bus stop, and so on. Alternatively, I can continue to
drive my car. That will be more convenient for me. The amount of gasoline my car
consumes is insignificant compared to the needs of the city, and the city will not
run out of gasoline, Since the city will not run out of gas either way, I experience
less inconvenience by continuing to drive my car every day.

To summarize, if no one else rides the bus, it’s better for me if I drive my car.
If everyone else rides the bus, it’s better for me if I drive my car. I have used logic to
conclude that I should continue to drive my car. Unfortunately, everyone else in the
town logically reaches the same conclusion! As a result, the city runs out of gasoline.

The reason we all decided to act selfishly was because we did not have a com-
mon agreement. If all of us agreed that everyone should ride the bus two days a
week, and those who did not would be punished, then logic would have led people
to choose to use public transportation.

Social contract theory is based on the idea that morality is the result of an
implicit agreement among rational beings who understand that there is a tension
between self-interest and the common good. The common good is best realized
when everyone cooperates. Cooperation occurs when those acting selfishly suffer
negative consequences.

3. It provides a clear ethical analysis of some important moral issues regarding the rela-

tionship between people and government.

For example, social contract theory provides a logical explanation of why it is
morally acceptable to punish someone for a crime. You might ask, “If everyone
has a right to liberty, how can we put in prison someone who has committed a
crime?” The social contract is based on the notion that everyone benefits when ev-
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eryone bears the burden of following certain rules. Knowledge that those who do
not follow the rules will be punished restrains individuals from selfishly flouting
their obligations. People will have this knowledge only if society punishes those
who commit crimes.

Another example is the problem of civil disobedience. While civil disobedience
is difficult to justify under Kantianism and utilitarianism, social contract theory
provides a straightforward explanation of why civil disobedience can be the morally
right decision.

Consider the lunch counter sit-ins of the 1960s. On February 1, 1960, four
African-American students from North Carolina A&T walked into the Woolworth’s
store on South Elm Street in Greensboro, sat down at a whites-only lunch counter,
and asked for service. When they were denied service, they refused to leave. Two
days later, 85 students participated in the “sit-in” at Woolworth’s. All of these stu-
dents were breaking segregation laws, but according to social contract theory their
actions could be considered morally justified. As we have said, the social contract is
based on the idea that everyone receives certain benefits in return for bearing certain
burdens. The segregation laws were designed to give people of color greater burdens
and fewer benefits than white people. Hence they were unjust.

2.8.5 The Case against Social Contract Theory
1. None of us signed the social contract.

The social contract is not a real contract. Since none of us have actually agreed to
the obligations of the citizens of our society, why should we be bound to them?

Defenders of social contract theory point out that the social contract is a theo-
retical notion that is supposed to explain the rational process through which com-
munities adopt moral guidelines. As John Rawls puts it, social contract agreements
are hypothetical and nonhistorical. They are hypothetical in the sense that they are
what reasonable people “could, or would, agree to, not what they have agreed to”
[22]. They are nonhistorical because they “do not suppose the agreement has ever,
or indeed ever could actually be entered into” [22]. Furthermore, even if it could be
entered into, that would make no difference. The reason it would make no differ-
ence is because the moral guidelines are supposed to be the result of analysis (facts
and values plus logical reasoning), not history. Social contract theory is ot cultural
relativism in disguise.

2. Some actions can be characterized multiple ways.

This is a problem social contract theory shares with Kantianism. Some situations are
complicated and can be described in more than one way. Qur characterization of a
situation can affect the rules or rights we determine to be relevant to our analysis.

3. Social contract theory does not explain how o solve a moral problem when the analysis
reveals conflicting rights.

This is another problem social contract theory shares with Kantianism. Consider
the knotty moral problem of abortion, in which the mother’s right to privacy is
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pitted against the fetus’s right to life. As long as each of these rights is embraced by
one side in the controversy, the issue cannot be resolved. What typically happens in
debates is that advocates on one side of the issue “solve” the problem by discounting
or denying the right invoked by their adversaries.

4. Social contract theory may be unjust to those people who are incapable of upholding
their side of the contract,

Social contract theory provides every person with certain rights in return for that
person bearing certain burdens. When a person does not follow the moral rules, he
or she is punished. What about human beings who, through no fault of their own,
are unable to follow the moral rules?

A response to this objection is that there is a difference between someone
who deliberately chooses to break a moral rule and someone who is incapable of
understanding a rule. Society must distinguish between these two groups of people.
People who deliberately break moral rules should be punished, but people who
cannot understand a rule must be cared for.

However, this response overlooks the fact that distinguishing between these two
groups of people can be difficult. For example, how should we treat drug addicts
who steal to feed their addiction? Some countries treat them as criminals and put
them in a prison. Other countries treat them as mentally ill people and put them in
a hospital.

These criticisms demonstrate some of the weaknesses of social contract theory.
Nevertheless, social contract theory is logical and analytical. It allows people to explain
why a particular action is moral or immoral. According to our criteria, it is a workable
ethical theory, joining Kantianism, act utilitarianism, and rule utilitarianism.

Comparing Workable Ethical Theories

The divine command theory, Kantianism, act utilitarianism, rule utilitarianism, and
social contract theory share the viewpoint that moral good and moral precepts are
objective. In other words, morality has an existence outside the human mind. For this
reason we say these theories are examples of objectivism.

What distinguishes Kantianism, utilitarianism, and social contract theory from the
divine command theory is the assumption that ethical decision-making is a rational
process by which people can discover objective moral principles with the use of logical
reasoning based on facts and commonly held values. While each of these four theories
has weaknesses, all of them are workable in the sense that they pass this test.

We can make several important distinctions among the four workable theories.

1. Faced with a moral problem, what is the motivation for taking a particular action?

Do we think about rights, responsibilities, and duties, or do we consider the con-
sequences of the action? Kantianism and social contract theory are clearly oriented
toward the notion that people should “do the right thing.” Kantianism starts more
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Theory Motivation Criteria Focus
Kantianism Dutifulness Rules Individual
Act Utilitarianism Consequence Actions Group
Rule Utilitarianism Consequence/Duty Rules Group
Social Contract Rights Rules Individual

TasBLE 2.1 Comparison of four workable ethical theories. All of these theories are based on
objectivism and reasoning from facts or commonly held values.

from the viewpoint of duty, while social contract theory begins by considering the
rights of the persons involved. Utilitarian theories are oriented toward the conse-
quences of actions, the notion that people should “do good.” Note, however, once a
complete analysis has been done, rule utilitarians adopt rules that people are obliged
to follow without exception. Hence rule utilitarianism ends up with a mixed moti-
vation.

. What criteria are used to determine if an action is ethical or unethical?

Kantianism, rule utilitarianism, and social contract theory use universal moral rules
as their metric. An act utilitarian computes the total change in utility to determine
if an action is right or wrong,.

. Is the focus on the individual or the group?

Kantianism and social contract theory focus on the individual decision-maker. In
contrast, act and rule utilitarianism must consider all affected parties when evalu-
ating the consequences of an action.

Table 2.1 provides a summary of these differences among Kantianism, act utilitari-

anism, rule utilitarianism, and social contract theory.

Morality of Breaking the Law

What is moral and what is legal are not identical. Certain actions may be wrong, even if
there are no laws forbidding these actions. Is it possible that an illegal action may be the
right action?

Let’s analyze this question from the point of view of our four workable ethical

theories. To ground our analysis, we will consider a particular illegal action: violating
a licensing agreement by copying a CD containing copyrighted music and givingittoa
friend.

2.10.1 Social Contract Theory Perspective

Social contract theory is based on the assumption that everyone in society ought to
bear certain burdens in order to receive certain benefits. The legal system is instituted
to guarantee that people’s rights are protected. It guarantees people will not choose their
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Ficure 2.9 According to social contract theory, we have a prima facie obligation to obey the
law. (Beth Anderson)

selfish interests over the common good. For this reason we have a prima facie obligation
to obey the law (Figure 2.9). That means, everything else being equal, we should be law-
abiding. In return, our own legal rights wiil be respected. Our obligation to obey the law
should only be broken if we are compelled to follow a higher-order obligation.

From the point of view of social contract theory, then, it is wrong to give a friend a
copy of a CD containing copyrighted music, because that action violates the legal rights
of the person or organization owning the copyright.

2.10.2 Kantian Perspective

According to the Categorical Imperative, we should act only from moral rules that we
can at the same time will to be universal moral laws. Suppose I think the current copy-
right laws are unjust because they unfairly favor the producers of intellectual property
rather than the consumers. I could propose the following rule: “I may ignore a law that
[ believe to be unjust.”

What happens when we universalize this rule? If everyone acted according to this
rule—ignoring laws they felt to be unjust—then the authority of Congress to legislate
laws would be fatally undermined. Yet the goal of Congress is to create laws that ensure
we live in a just society. Hence there is a logical contradiction, because I cannot both will
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there be justice (by ignoring what I consider to be an unjust law) and will there be no
justice (by denying Congress the authority it needs to create a just society).

Another line of Kantian reasoning leads us to the same conclusion. If I copy a CD
containing copyrighted material, I am violating the legal rights of the person who owns
the copyright. No matter how good my intended use of the CD, I am using the copyright
owner if | make a copy without their permission. This violates the second formulation
of the Categorical Imperative. Hence it is wrong to copy the CD.

2.10.3 Rule Utilitarian Perspective

What would be the consequences of people ignoring laws they felt to be unjust? A bene-
ficial consequence is the happiness of the people who are doing what they please rather
than obeying the law. There are, however, far more harmful consequences. First, the peo-
ple directly affected by lawless actions will be harmed. Second, people in general would
have less respect for the law. Third, assuming increased lawlessness puts an additional
burden on the criminal justice system, society as a whole would have to pay for having
additional police officers, prosecutors, judges, and prisons. Hence, from a rule utilitarian
viewpoint, breaking the law is wrong.

2.10.4 Act Utilitarian Perspective

We will do an act utilitarian analysis to show there can be situations where the benefits
of breaking a law are greater than the harms, Suppose [ purchase a music CD. I play it,
and I think it is great. A friend of mine is in a terrible automobile accident. While he
recovers, he will need to stay quiet for a month. I know he has no money to spend on
music. In fact, people are doing fundraisers simply to help his family pay the medical
bills. I don’t have money to contribute to a fundraiser, but I think of another way I could
help him out. I give my friend a copy of the CD. He is grateful for having a diversion
during his time of bed rest.

What are the consequences of my action? As far as I can tell, there is no lost sale, be-
cause even if T had not given my friend a copy of the CD, he would not have bought it. In
fact, giving a copy of the CD to my friend may actually increase the sales of the CD if my
friend likes it and recommends it to other people who do have money to spend on CDs.
I am not likely to be prosecuted for what I did. Therefore, there will be no impact on the
legal system. No extra police detectives, prosecutors, or judges will need to be hired as a
result of my action. The principal harm I have done is to have violated the legal rights of
the owner of the copyright. The benefits are that my friend is thrilled to have something
to do during his recovery and I am happy to have been able to do something to help him
out during his time of need. Overall, the benefits appear to outweigh the harms.

2.10.5 Conclusion

There is nothing intrinsically immoral about copying a CD. However, our society has
chosen to enact laws that grant intellectual property rights to people who do creative
work and distribute it on CDs. From the viewpoint of Kantianism, rule utilitarianism,
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and social contract theory, breaking the law is wrong unless there is a strong overriding
moral obligation. Copying a disc to save a few dollars or help a friend does not fall
into that category. Copying a CD containing copyrighted music is immoral because it
is illegal.

From an act utilitarian viewpoint, it is not hard to devise particular instances where
making a copy of a copyrighted CD is the right action. Put another way, a blanket
prohibition against copying cannot be morally justified from an act utilitarian point of
view.

Summary

We live together in communities for our mutual benefit. Every society has guidelines
indicating what people are supposed to do in various circumstances. We call these guide-
lines morality. Ethics, also called moral philosophy, is a rational examination into peo-
ple’s moral beliefs and behaviors. In this chapter we have considered a variety of ethical
theories with the purpose of identifying those that will be of most use to us as we con-
sider the effects of information technology on society.

Relativistic theories are based on the idea that people invent morality. A relativist
claims there are no universal moral principles. Subjective relativism is the theory that
morality is an individual creation. Cultural relativism is the idea that each society de-
termines its own morality. If morality is invented, and no set of moral guidelines is any
better than another, then there are no objective criteria that can be used to determine
if one set of guidelines is better than another. Under these circumstances, the study of
ethics is extremely difficult, if not impossible. For this reason we shall not make use of
relativistic theories.

In contrast, objectivism is based on the idea that morality has an existence outside
the human mind. It is the responsibility of people to discover morality. An objectivist
claims there are certain universal moral principles that are true for all people, regardless
of their historical or cultural situation.

The first objectivist theory we considered was the divine command theory. The
divine command theory is based on the idea that God has provided us with moral
guidelines designed to promote our well-being. These guidelines are to be followed
because they reflect the will of God, not because we understand them. Because this
theory does not rationally derive moral guidelines from facts and commonly held values,
we reject it as a useful ethical theory.

The second objectivist theory we considered was Kantianism, named after Im-
manuel Kant. Kantianism is focused on dutifulness. If we are dutiful, we will feel com-
pelled to act in certain ways out of respect for moral rules. A moral rule is appropriate
if it is consistent with the Categorical Imperative. Kant provides two formulations of the
Categorical Imperative. The first is: “Act only from moral rules that you can at the same
time will to be universal laws.” The second is: “Act so that you always treat both yourself
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and other people as ends in themselves, and never solely as a means to an end.” While
both Kantianism and the divine command theory hold that actions should be motivated
by the desire to obey universal moral rules, Kantianism holds that rational beings can
discover these rules without relying upon divine inspiration. Kantianism is considered
a non-consequentialist theory because the morality of an action is determined by eval-
uating the moral rule upon which the will to act is grounded rather than the action’s
consequences.

Utilitarianism, developed by Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill, is based upon
the Principle of Utility, also called the Greatest Happiness Principle. According to this
principle, an action is right (or wrong) to the extent that it increases (or decreases) the
total happiness of the affected parties. Utilitarianism is called a consequentialist theory,
because its focus is on the consequences of an action. Act utilitarianism is the theory that
an action is good if its net effect (over all affected beings) is to produce more happiness
than unhappiness. An action is bad if its net effect is to produce more unhappiness
than happiness. Rule utilitarianism is the ethical theory that holds we ought to adopt
those moral rules which, if followed by everyone, will lead to the greatest increase in
total happiness. In other words, rule utilitarianism applies the Principle of Utility to
moral rules, while act utilitarianism applies the Principle of Utility to individual moral
actions. Both of these theories hold that rational beings can perform the analysis needed
to determine if a moral action or moral rule is good or evil.

The final ethical theory we considered was social contract theory, identified with
Thomas Hobbes, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and John Rawls. Social contract theory holds
that “morality consists in the set of rules, governing how people are to treat one another,
that rational people will agree to accept, for their mutual benefit, on the condition that
others follow those rules as well” [5]. Rawls proposed two principles of justice that are
designed to maintain society over time as an association of free and equal citizens. Like
Kantianism and both forms of utilitarianism, social contract theory is based on the
premise that there are universal, objective moral rules that can be discovered through
rational analysis.

Our survey identified four practical ethical theories: Kantianism, act utilitarianism,
rule utilitarianism, and social contract theory. We used these theories to analyze the
question, “Is it morally acceptable to break the law?” According to social contract theory,
Kantianism, and rule utilitarianism, the answer to this question is “No.” It is wrong
to break the law unless there is an overriding moral concern. From an act utilitarian
perspective, however, it is possible to devise a situation in which the benefits of breaking
the law outweigh the harms.

Our discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of Kantianism, act utilitarianisim,
rule utilitarianism, and social contract theory revealed that none of these theories is
perfect. Considering any one of the theories, we will find some moral problems that it
is able to solve easily. We will find other moral problems that it is unable to solve. While
it is disappointing that no one ethical theory is clearly superior to the others, these four
theories together have a lot of power.
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FIGURE 2.10 Terry Winograd likens “doing ethics” to being a member of a juggling troupe.

Consider the analogy between ethical theories and tools in a toolbox. A toolbox
that contains only a hammer is not very useful, but a well-equipped toolbox enables a
handy person to fix a wide range of household problems. In the chapters that follow,
we’ll use our “toolbox” of Kantianism, act utilitarianism, tule utilitarianism, and social
contract theory to propose solutions to many problems arising from the introduction of
information technology into society.

Finally, it's important to remember that “doing the right thing” does not refer sim-
ply to those situations where we have plenty of time to sit and ponder our choices. Terry
Winograd has likened “doing ethics” to being part of a troupe of jugglers (Figure 2.10)
[23]. The metaphor conveys the idea that everyday life is filled with situations in which
we have to make sound decisions quickly. It also emphasizes our interconnectedness with
other people. Jugglers cannot be self-absorbed, thinking only about their own actions.
Instead, they must think about how their tosses affect the other members of the troupe
and what they are trying to accomplish. The adaptability of jugglers to unexpected sit-
uations is a good metaphor for how new information technologies can raise interesting
new moral dilemmas.

In the chapters that follow, we’ll use Kantianism, act utilitarianism, rule utilitarian-
ism, and social contract theory to propose solutions to many problems arising from the
introduction of information technology into society. You'll also have the opportunity to
examine a wide variety of additional situations in the exercises ending these chapters.
The goal is to help you improve your ability to recognize moral issues in everyday life
and make appropriate choices.
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Review Questions

1.
2,
3.
4
5

Define in your own words what “the ethical point of view" means.
Define morality and ethics in your own words.

What is the difference between morality and ethics?

. What is the difference between relativism and objectivism?

. What are the advantages of using an ethical theory in which all humans are treated

equally and guidelines are developed through a process of logical reasoning?

. Two people are debating the morality of a particular action. Person A explains why he

believes the action is wrong. Person B disagrees with Person A. Her response to him is,
“That’s your opinion.” Person B has not made a strong ethical argument. Why not?

. What do we mean when we say an ethical theory is rational?

8. What is the many/any fallacy? Invent your own example of this fallacy.

10.

11,

12,
13.

14,

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.
22,
23,

24,

. What is the equivalence fallacy? Invent your own example of this fallacy.

Come up with your own example of a moral rule that would violate the Categorical
Imperative.

What is plagiarism? Describe four different ways that a person can commit plagiarism.
(See Appendix A.)

What is the difference between plagiarism and misuse of sources?

What is the difference between a consequentialist theory and a non-consequentialist
theory?

Give three examples of a situation in which your action would be primarily motivated
by a sense of duty or obligation. Give three examples of a situation in which your action
would be primarily motivated by its expected consequences.

What is the problem of moral luck?

Why do businesses and governments often use utilitarian thinking to determine the
proper course of action?

What is the difference principle?

Is social contract theory as first presented a consequentialist theory or a non-consequen-
tialist theory? Is social contract theory as articulated in Rawls’s two principles of justice
a consequentialist theory or a non-consequentialist theory?

Describe similarities and differences between divine command theory and Kantianism.

Describe similarities and differences between subjective relativism and act utilitar-
ianism.

Describe similarities and differences between Kantianism and rule utilitarianism.
Describe similarities and differences between act utilitarianism and rule utilitarianism.

Describe similarities and differences between cultural relativism and social contract
theory.

Describe similarities and differences between Kantianism and social contract theory.
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25.
26.
27.
28.

29,

Evaluate the four scenarios presented in Section 2.1 from a Kantian perspective.
Evaluate the four scenarios presented in Section 2.1 from an act utilitarian perspective.
Evaluate the four scenarios presented in Section 2.1 from a rule utilitarian perspective.

Evaluate the four scenarios presented in Section 2.1 from the perspective of social con-
tract theory.

A college student attached a webcam to his laptop computer and left the computer
running in his dormitory room in order to broadcast video images of his roommate
and his roommate’s girlfriend engaged in sexual intercourse. They were unaware of his
actions. The student’s Web site accumulated thousands of hits for the two weeks it was
up. Copies of some images were posted on at least one other Web site [24]. Using each of
the four workable ethical theories presented in this chapter, evaluate the actions of the
college student.

Discussion Questions

30.

31.

32,

33.

34,

35.

36.

37.

If everyone agreed to take the ethical point of view by respecting others and their core
values, would there be any need for a rigorous study of ethics?

If you had to choose only one of the ethical theories presented in this chapter and use it
for all of your personal ethical decision-making, which theory would you choose? Why?
How would you respond to the arguments raised against the theory you have chosen?

Most ethical theories agree on a Jarge number of moral guidelines. For example, it is
nearly universally held that it is wrong to steal. What difference, then, does it make
whether someone subscribes to the divine command theory, Kantianism, utilitarian-
ism, or one of the other ethical theories? (Hint: Think about which theories are more
persuasive when they lead to different conclusions about the right thing to do.)

Suppose a spaceship lands in your neighborhood. Friendly aliens emerge and invite
humans to enter the galactic community. You learn that this race of aliens has colonized
virtually the entire galaxy; Earth is one of the few inhabitable planets to host a different
intelligent species. The aliens seem to be remarkably open-minded. They ask you to
outline the ethical theory that should guide the interactions between our two species.
Which ethical theory would you describe? Why?

According to the Golden Rule, you should do unto others as you would want them to
do unto you. Is the Categorical Imperative simply the Golden Rule in disguise?

Are there any ethical theories described in this chapter that would allow someone to use
the argument “Everybody is doing it” to show that an activity is not wrong?

How well does Moor’s theory of “just consequentialism” (described in the interview
at the end of this chapter) solve the problems associated with Kantianism and rule
utilitarianism?

What are some examples of contemporary information technology issues for which our
society’s moral guidelines seem to be nonexistent or unclear? (Hint: Think about issues
that are generating a lot of media coverage or lawsuits.)
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40.
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People give a variety of reasons for copying a music CD from a friend instead of buying
it [25]. Refute each of the reasons given below using one of the viable theories described
in this chapter. (You don’t have to use the same theory each time.)

a. I don’t have enough money to buy it.

. The retail price is too high. The company is gouging customers.

. Since I wouldn’t have bought it anyway, the company didn’t lose a sale.

. I'm giving my friend the opportunity to do a good deed.

. Everyone else is doing it. Why should I be the only person to buy it when everyone

else is getting it for free?

f. This is a drop in the bucket compared to Chinese pirates who sell billions of dollars
worth of copied music.

g. This is insignificant compared to the billions of dollars worth of music being ex-
changed over the Internet.

o A0 g

Suppose a society holds that it is wrong for one individual to eavesdrop on the telephone
conversations of another citizen. Should that society also prohibit the government from
listening in on its citizens’ telephone conversations?

Should moral guidelines for individuals apply to nation-states as well? Are the inter-
actions of nation-states analogous to the interactions of individuals? Should there be
a different kind of morality to guide the actions of nation-states, or are the actions of
nation-states with each other outside the moral realm?

Are the citizens of a representative democracy morally responsible for the actions of their
government?

In-Class Exercises

42.

43.

Students in a history class are asked to take a quiz posted on the course Web site. The
instructor has explained the following rules to the students: First, they are supposed to
do their own work. Second, they are free to consult their lecture notes and the textbook
while taking the quiz. Third, in order to get credit for the quiz, they must correctly
answer at least 80 percent of the questions. If they do not get a score of 80 percent, they
may retake the quiz as many times as they wish.

Mary and John are both taking the quiz. They are sitting next to each other in the
computer room. John asks Mary for help in answering one of the questions. He says,
“What's the difference if you tell me the answer, I look it up in the book, or I find out
from the computer that my answer is wrong and retake the quiz? In any case, Ill end up
getting credit for the right answer.” Mary tells John the correct answer to the question.

Discuss the morality of Mary’s decision.
In Plato’s dialogue The Republic, Glaucon argues that people do not voluntarily do what

is right [26]. According to Glaucon, anyone who has the means to do something unjust
and get away with it will do so. Glaucon illustrates his point by telling the story of Gyges.

Gyges, a shepherd, discovers a magic ring. He accidentally discovers that wearing

this ring renders him invisible. He uses the power of the ring to seduce the queen, kill
the king, and take over the kingdom.
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Glaucon believes that whenever people have the opportunity to act unjustly without
any fear of getting caught or anyone thinking the worse of them, they do so. If they do
not act to their own advantage when given the opportunity, others will think they are
fools. Do you agree with Glaucon?

44. Is the right to life a negative right or a positive right? In other words, when we say
someone has the right to life, are we simply saying we have an obligation not to harm
that person, or are we saying we have an obligation to provide that person what he or
she needs in order to live, such as food and shelter?

45. Which of the following rights should be considered legitimate positive rights by our
society?
a. The right to a K-12 education
b. The right to a higher education
¢. The right to housing
d. The right to health care
e. The right of a Presidential candidate to receive time on television

Further Reading

Douglas Birsch. Ethical Insights: A Brief Introduction. 2nd ed. McGraw-Hill, New York, NY,
2002.

Brian Hansen. “Combating Plagiarism: Is the Internet Causing More Students to Copy?” The
CQ Researcher, September 19, 2003 (entire issue).

Oliver A. Johnson. Ethics: Selections from Classical and Contemporary Writers. 8th ed. Har-
court Brace, Fort Worth, TX, 1999.

Immanuel Kant. Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals and What Is Enlightenment? Trans-
lated, with an introduction, by Lewis White Beck. Prentice Hall, Upper Saddle River, NJ,
1997.

John Stuart Mill, On Liberty and Utilitarianism. with an introduction by Alan M. Dershowitz.
Bantam Books, New York, NY, 1993.

Plato. Gorgias. Translated, with an introduction, by Walter Hamilton. Penguin Books, Har-
mondsworth, England, 1960.

James Rachels. The Elements of Moral Philosophy. 4th ed. McGraw-Hill, New York, NY, 2003.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau. The Social Contract, Penguin Books, London, England, 1968.

References

[1] James H. Moor. “Reason, Relativity, and Responsibility in Computer Ethics. In Readings
in CyberEthics. 2nd ed. Edited by Richard A. Spinello and Herman T. Tavani. Jones and
Bartlett, Sudbury, MA, 2004.

[2] John Rawls. A Theory of Justice, Revised Edition. The Belknap Press of Harvard Univer-
sity Press, Cambridge, MA, 1999.



REFERENCES 101

[3] Plato. Portrait of Socrares: Being the Apology, Crito and Phaedo of Plato in an English
Translation. Translated by Sir R. W. Livingstone. Clarendon Press, Oxford, England,
1961.

[4] Douglas Birsch. Ethical Insights: A Brief Introduction. 2nd ed. McGraw-Hill, Boston,
MA, 2002.

[5] James Rachels. The Elements of Moral Philosophy. 4th ed. McGraw-Hill, Boston, MA,
2003.

[6] William Graham Sumner. Folkways: A Study of the Sociological Importance of Usages,
Manners, Customs, Mores, and Morals. Ginn and Company, Boston, MA, 1934.

[7] Charles M. Hampden-Turner and Fons Trompenaars. Building Cross-Cultural Compe-
tence: How to Create Wealth from Conflicting Values. Yale University Press, New Haven,
CT, 2000.

[8] The Torah: A Modern Commentary. Union of American Hebrew Congregations, New
York, NY, 1981.

[9] Plato. Plato’s Euthyphro: with Introduction and Notes and Pseudo-Platonica. Arno Press,
New York, NY, 1976.

[10] The Holy Bible, New Revised Standard Version. Genesis, Chapter 22. Oxford University
Press, Oxford, England, 1995.

[11] The Holy Bible, New Revised Standard Version. Genesis, Chapter 4. Oxford University
Press, Oxford, England, 1995.

[12] Lewis White Beck. “Translator’s Introduction.” In Foundations of the Metaphysics of
Morals. 2nd ed. Library of Liberal Arts / Prentice Hall, Upper Saddle River, NJ, 1997.

[13] William K. Frankena. Ethics. 2nd ed. Prentice Hall, Englewood Cliffs, NJ, 1973.

[14] Jeremy Bentham. An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation. Oxford,
1823.

[15] W. D. Ross. The Right and the Good. 2nd ed. Oxford University Press, Oxford, England,
2003.

[16] Kevin Poulsen. “Nachi Worm Infected Diebold ATMs” The Register, November 25,
2003. www.theregister.co.uk.

[17] Florence Olsen. “Attacks Threaten Computer Networks as Students Arrive for the Fall
Semester.” The Chronicle of Higher Education, September 5, 2003.

[18] Bernard Gert. “Common Morality and Computing.” In Readings in CyberEthics. 2nd ed.
Edited by Richard A. Spinello and Herman T. Tavani. Jones and Bartlett, Sudbury, MA,
2004.

[19] John Daniszewski and Tony Perry. “War with Irag; U.S. in Control; Baghdad in U.S.
Hands; Symbols of Regime Fall As Troops Take Control.” The Los Angeles Times, April
10, 2003.

[20] Thomas Hobbes. Leviathan, Penguin Books, London, England, 1985.

[21] Jean-Jacques Rousseau. The Social Contract. Translated by Maurice Cranston. Penguin
Books, London, England, 1968.

[22] John Rawls. Justice as Fairness: A Restatement. The Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press, Cambridge, MA, 2001.



102

CHAPTER 2 INTRODUCTION TO ETHICS

[23] Terry Winograd. “Computers, Ethics, and Social Responsibility.” In Computers, Ethics
& Social Values. Edited by Deborah G. Johnson and Helen Nissenbaum. Prentice Hall,
Englewood Cliffs, NJ, 2005.

(24] Schellene Clendenin. “Student Punished for Webcam Misuse.” The Daily Barometer
(Oregon State University), November 26, 2002.

(25] Sara Baase. A Gift of Fire. 2nd ed. Prentice Hall, Upper Saddle River, NJ, 2003.

[26] Plato. The Republic of Plato. Translated by F. M. Cornford. The Oxford University Press,
London, England, 1941.



James Moor

James Moor is a professor of philosophy at Dartmouth College. He
is currently President of the International Society for Ethics and
Information Technology, as well as Editor-in-Chief of the philosophical
journal Minds and Machines.

Professor Moor has written extensively on computer ethics, the
philosophy of artificial intelligence, the philosophy of mind, the
philosophy of science, and logic. His publications include “Why we
Need Better Ethics for Emerging Technologies,” Ethics and Information
Technology, Vol. 7, No. 3 (2005) pp. 111-119. He and Terrell Bynum co-
edited The Digital Phoenix: How Computers Are Changing Philosophy (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Publishers,
1998 and revised edition 2000) and Cyberphilosophy: The Intersection of Compuiing and Philosophy (Oxford:
Basic Blackwell Publishers, 2002).

In 2003 Dr. Moor received the Making a Difference Award from the Association for Computing
Machinery’s Special Interest Group on Computers and Society. He holds a Ph.D. from Indiana
University.

What stimulated your interest in studying the philesophy of technology?

My interest developed initially through a fascination with computing. The philosophy of computing
is a combination of logic, epistemology, metaphysics, and value theory—the complete philosophical
package wrapped up in a very practical and influential technological form. Who wouldn’t be interested
in that? Many standard philosophical issues are brought to life in a computer setting. Consider a simple
example: In the Republic Plato tells a story about the Ring of Gyges, in which a shepherd finds a ring
that, when he wears it and turns it, makes him invisible. Being a clever but rather unethical shepherd,
he uses the power of the ring to take over the kingdom, including killing the king and marrying the
queen. Through this story Plato raises a deep and important philosophical question: Why be just if one
can get away with being unjust? Today the Internet offers each of us our own ring of Gyges. Agents on
the Internet can be largely invisible. The question for us, echoing Plato, is why be just while using the
Internet if one can get away with being unjust?

What distinguishes ethical problems in computing from ethical problems in other fields?

Some have argued that the ethical problems in the field are unique. This is difficult to show, because
the problems involving computing usually connect with our ordinary ethical problems in some way.
Nevertheless, what makes the field of computer ethics special and important, though probably not
unique, is the technology itself-the computer. Computers are logically malleable machines in that
they can be shaped to do any task that one can design, train, or evolve them to do. Computers are
universal tools, and this explains why they are so commonplace and culturally transforming. Because
they are used in so many ways, new situations continually arise for which we do not have clear policies
to guide actions. The use of computing creates policy vacuums. For instance, when wireless technology
first appeared, there were questions about whether one should be allowed to access someone else’s
wireless system, e.g., when driving down the street. Should such access be considered trespassing?
Ethical rights and duties of novel situations are not always clear. Because computers are universal
tools and can be applied in so many diverse ways, they tend to create many more policy vacuums than



other technologies. This is one respect in which the ethical problems in computing are different from
other fields at least in degree if not in kind. This makes computer ethics an extraordinarily important
discipline for all of us.

How has information technology affected the field of ethics in the past two decades?

Twenty years ago I had to search newspapers and magazines to find stories on computer/information
ethics. Such stories were uncommon. Now many such stories appear daily. They are so common that
the fact that computing is involved is unremarkable. Stories about body parts being sold on eBay or
identity theft over the Internet or spam legislation all presuppose computing, but computing has so
permeated our culture that it is not something uncommon, but something almost everybody uses. In
a sense, much of ethics has become computer ethics!

Why do you believe it is helpful to view computer ethics issues in terms of policies?

When we act ethically, we are acting such that anyone in a similar situation would be allowed to do
the same kind of action. I am not allowed to have my own set of ethical policies that allow me to do
things that others in a relevantly similar situation cannot do. Ethical policies are public policies. An
act utilitarian, by contrast, would consider each situation individually. On this view, cheating would
not only be justified but required if the individual doing the cheating benefited and others were not
harmed because they did not know about it. This seems to me to be a paradigm of unethical behavior,
and hence I advocate a public policy approach. If cheating is allowed for some, then everyone should
be allowed to cheat in similar situations.

Rather than using “policies” I could use “rules.” But ethical rules are sometimes regarded as binding
without exceptions. A system of exceptionless rules will never work as an ethical theory, for rules can
contlict and sometimes exceptions must be made because of extraordinary consequences. One might
be justified in lying to save a life, for example. I prefer using the word “policy” because I want to suggest
modification may be necessary in cases of conflict or in extraordinary circumstance. Notice that the
policies involving exceptions must themselves be treated as public policy. If it is justifiable for someone
to lie to save a life, it will be justified for others to lie to save a life in similar circumstances.

Please explain the process of resolving an ethical issue using your theory of “just conse-
quentialism.”

The view is somewhat like rule utiliatrianism and somewhat like Kantian ethics, but differs crucially
from both of them. Rule utilitarians wish to maximize the good, but typically without concern for jus-
tice. Just consequentialism does not require maximization of the good, which is in general unknowable,
and does not sanction unjust policies simply because they have good consequences. Kant’s theory re-
quires us to act only on those maxims that we can will to be a universal law. But Kant’s theory does not
allow for exceptions. Kant thought one ought never lie. Moreover, the typical Kantian test question of
what would happen if everyone did a certain kind of action is not the right question, for this test rules
out far too much, e.g., becoming a computer programmer (what if everyone were to become a com-
puter programmer?). For just consequentialism, the test question is what would happen if everyone
were allowed to do a certain kind of action. We need to consider both the consequences and the justice
of our public policies.

In ethics we are concerned about rights and duties, and consequences of actions. Just consequentialism
is a mixed system in that it is part deontological and part consequential. Rights and duties can be
challenged if they are unfair or cause significant harm, but usually are properly taken as normative



guides. One’s rights as a citizen and one’s duties as a parent are examples. In evaluating consequences
we need to consider values that all people share, because we want to develop a policy that we can
impartially publicly advocate. Everyone in similar circumstances should be allowed to follow it. At least
some of these universal values to be considered will be happiness, life, ability, security, knowledge,
freedom, opportunity, and resources. Notice that these are core goods that any sane human wants
regardless of which society the human is in.

In the ethical decision process, step one is to consider a set of policies for acting in the kind of situation
under consideration. Step two is to consider the relevant duties, rights, and consequences involved
with each policy. Step three is to decide whether the policy can be impartially advocated as a public
policy, i.e., anyone should be allowed to act in a similar way in similar circumstances. Many policies
may be readily acceptable. Many may be easily rejected. And some may be in dispute, as people may
weigh the relevant values differently or disagree about the factual outcomes.

In general, rights and duties will carry prima facie weight in ethical decision making, and in general
cannot be overridden lightly. But if the consequences of following certain rights and duties are bad
enough, then overriding them may be acceptable as long as this kind of exception can be an acceptable
public policy. In controversial cases there will be rational disagreements. Just consequentialism does
not require complete agreement on every issue. Note that we have disagreements in ordinary non-
ethical decision making as well. But just consequentialism does guide us in determining where and
why the disagreements occur so that further discussion and resolution may be possible.

You have also studied the field of artificial intelligence from a philosophical point of view.
Do you believe it is possible to create a truly intelligent machine capable of ethical decision
making? If so, how far are we from making such a machine a reality?

Nobody has shown that it is impossible, but I think we are very far away from such a possibility. The
problem may have less to do with ethics than with epistemology. Computers (expert systems) some-
times possess considerable knowledge about special topics, but they lack common-sense knowledge.
Without even the ability to understand simple things that any normal child can grasp, computers will
not be able to make considered ethical decisions in any robust sense.

Can an inanimate object have intrinsic moral worth, or is the value of an object strictly
determined by its utility to one or more humans?

I take values or moral worth to be a judgment based on standards. The standards that count for us
are human. We judge other objects using our standards. This may go beyond utility, however, as we
might judge a non-useful object to be aesthetically pleasing. Our human standards might be challenged
sometime in the future if robots developed consciousness or if we become cyborgs with a different set
of standards. Stay tuned.
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