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Jay Weinroth

Course Structure

 

First, in order to accommodate all interested students, while there will be a significant focus in this course on ethical issues of concern to the discipline to Information Systems, any area of application of ethical concerns within business will be legitimate as a topic of student research.

 

Second, what we will do in the course, in addition to each student’s individual research project, is to divide our attentions between classical philosophical sources, in order to understand what ethical argument really is, and contemporary ethical issues in IS and elsewhere, for example, marketer databases gathered with or without customer permission from web log-ons.  It will be seen that most writers and speakers who claim to be stating ethical positions on issues in the world of IS and business in general do not understand the process of philosophical reflection, making assumptions clear.  In short, they don’t understand the process of ethical argument.  Frequently their positions taken are not ethical arguments at all, but merely statements of their moral position.  Ethical argument is a three thousand year old art and can be used very powerfully to one’s advantage, and also to try to seriously to get at what is probably the most sensible position one can take on an issue.

 

Third, each student will identify a research issue, based on a good literature review of the topic.  Each student will present his/her outline for the research paper to the class and receive a critique, then a first draft of the paper, and then the final draft.  This process will begin very early in the semester so that students both benefit from each other’s ideas and are moving along continuously in order to complete a publishable paper within the time limits of the semester.

 

Students will be graded on the outline, the first draft, and the final draft.  The class will determine if they wish any additional element of grading, e.g. participation.

Contributions to our efforts at ethical analysis -- techniques and articulations of texts.

General comment -- I did this stuff for twenty years and it doesn't really change. However, the identifying terms I use are probably my own and might not be found in the literature.

A. Philosophical analysis. As I keep saying (and as Plato and Aristotle would agree), it is learned by practice, like any other form of expertise. When I reduce Republic and the Politics plus the Ethics to a few paragraphs, a question may be why didn't Plato and Aristotle write it that way? Different time. The value of stylist writing. This becomes a philosophical debate in itself. Bottom line, I think, is that I can give you this overview because I did it for years, and it will help the content fall into place for you.

The possible value of this kind of articulation of another writer's meaning, as I have done here for the article by Laurie Calhoun, is that is reduces the scope of our focus and thus supports our efforts in moving forward in discussion. The possible dangers include the likelihood that at least some portion of the original writer's meaning has been lost or distorted.

When we study the classical philosophers, the web-sites will give you detailed maps. Think of my analysis as an AAA Trip-Tik.

 

B. A note on logical analysis. Propositional logic/predicate logic. Somewhat like class membership in closed form derivations. Two-valued truth table is the basis. A short way to visualize logical validity, as compared with long symbolic deductive proofs and memorized forms (but do see the on-line material including a proof program!).

If Ethics in IS depends on an understanding of ethical argument, then we need to learn ethical argument. Ethics in IS does depend on an understanding of ethical argument. Therefore we need to learn ethical argument.

Let p = Ethics in IS depends on an understanding of ethical argument.

Let q = we need to learn ethical argument

> is used to represent if-then

& is used to represent and

^ is used to represent therefore

P > q

P

^ q

[ (p > q) & p ] > q

A short-cut proof method depends on the fact that in an implication, if the antecedent is false, the proposition is automatically false -- no test.; and if the consequent is true, the implication is automatically true. This is because the definition of if-then (implication) in formal logic is that the implication relation is false only when the antecedent is true and the consequent is false (in this case, where Ethics in IS depends on understanding ethical argument but somehow we do not need to learn ethical argument, then p > q would be false). Similarly the relationship p & q can be true only where both p = T and q = T. And so on.

There are 2 cases

1) q = T, so test = T

2) q = F

sub-cases

2a) p = F

then [(p > q) & F) = F, so test = T

2b) p = T

then [(T > F) & T] = F, so test = T

Practicing symbolized proofs is more useful for acquiring a sense of demonstrative argument than for anything else. Hopefully it leads to the sort of thing in my examples.

C. Some uses of philosophical analysis --

1) Dialectic as in the example of cyberjury -- try to prove a point by deductive argument. However, there will virtually always be room for argument about some of the basic premises. The technique is useful more for clarifying positions than for proving the point, since often the other person does not accept some of your premises.

2) Closely related to (1), and more useful. Trace the position held by others back to premises that they cannot in good conscience defend.

(3) Often a means to (2) -- articulate the implied argument. At times you will succeed in ridiculing it, as when it turns out to depend on silly assumptions or is surprisingly simplistic in its essence.

(4) Discovery technique -- look for some unseen conclusions by articulating the nature of the practice being discussed -- e.g. what is use of the internet like -- what shared values and assumptions does it imply, etc.

(5) A sometimes effective method of proof -- assume the opposite of what you want to prove, and generate unacceptable consequences.

Something like discovery technique can turn into modeling. These models are views of the world. Like scientific models, their value is a function of how well they explain a particular field of activity/phenomena.

D. Laurie Calhoun, The Metaethical Paradox of Just War Theory.

First, note that my analysis here could be further reduced to short logical propositions, as in the cyberjury exercise. Frankly, that would take much more time than I have right now in preparing these notes. We can try to do it in class. Often less is indeed more.

Calhoun does not propose, at least not directly, to argue (note -- "argue" is a more accurate word than "prove") simply that war is wrong. Rather, she argues that Just War Theory is hopelessly inconsistent and often quite a poor intellectual effort. But -- and of course she knows this -- we then need to consider what the implications are for the possibility of ever justifying any specific war if her destruction of Just War Theory holds. As a preliminary thought, either there are alternate justifications of specific wars, or, if Just War Theory as she articulates it is all there is, no wars are justifiable.

Calhoun probably has two main points of argument. The first is that when we analyze Just War Theory into its respective parts, none of these hold up. The second is that a "metaethical" analysis of Just War Theory shows that it tries to maintain two contradictory positions, that is, moral absolutism and moral relativism, at the same time. Moral absolutism is called on when the leaders of a nation declare that actions of another nation's leaders so grievous as to justify a mass production undertaking of an action typically condemned in all societies when undertaken by individuals, killing other humans. The fact that the other society's population, in the main, accept the actions which "we" condemn is not admitted as an acceptable excuse. There is right and wrong and "they" are wrong. But moral relativism enters in the fact that both sides view their respective views of right and wrong as justified just because they happen to hold them. Or, better said, each side assumes the relativistic right to declare what it will believe with indifference to any outside would-be universal standard applying to its decisions. It is like the magician's sleight of hand trick. You are not supposed to watch the relativism when the absolutism is being called on, or vice versa.

Calhoun shows effectively, I believe, that the various components of the traditional arguments of jus ad bellum (just entry into war) and jus in bello (proper conduct of war) are all inconsistent. Further, I think that Calhoun pursues the argument of the absolutism-relativism contradiction inherent in Just War Theory in a second way as well. She argues that the entire undertaking of declaring and waging war, especially including the application of the several components of jus ad bellum, is totally dependent on the entirely subjective decisions of a nation's leader. But, as there is no logical requirement as to the size of nations, there is no difference between the magisterial declarations of a major nation state concerning war and the oft-labeled 'terrorist' actions of a small group of people who declare themselves some kind of nation. I'm not sure I could go that far, but she argues that in the long run theoretically a nation as a group of people could be a group of one, which takes us to the point where the act of one person murdering another becomes justified.

In retrospect, Calhoun talks briefly of submission of disputes to international tribunals as a much more morally consistent alternative to war. Here I have to ask, does this part of the argument hold up? How are nations and leaders to be brought before such tribunals? I think it is a fair treatment to say that her implied argument is that we can move toward such an alternate world becoming a reality only if (not necessarily just if -- note the difference -- p if q versus p only if q -- sufficient versus only necessary condition) we stop accepting the patent inconsistencies of Just War Theory. Unlike the case for Plato, modern writers are subject to the oversight of editors. Calhoun provides us with an e-mail address. You could ask.

E. Plato. Historical background of Athens and Socrates is probably helpful to our understanding.

Two basic ideas -- Order, and Knowledge as a function of how you live.

What really happens in the first books of Republic?

They play games about the possible misuse of the word "justice", but then when they shift to the question, "why be just when injustice pays?", it seems clear that the discussants use a common sense understanding of "justice", and that the whole argument is about this question, and not about defining "justice".

So Plato wants to prove that justice pays, even where a bad society rewards injustice. However, a trick is used to get us into the argument. In a good society we would not have this problem. Since the things that make a society a bad one do not properly belong, are not properly functional parts of a society, we sketch the basic needs of a society, and then assign the needed action steps to various groups who by their specific natures are the natural ones to perform the specified functions. We have provision of economic necessities, defense and peace-keeping, and government for the moral good, and three classes, artisans, soldiers, and philosophers or guardians to carry these out. No one challenges 'Socrates' in this -- Plato is building his model and gets the reader's assent by telling it as a story.

Now that these three social classes have been introduced, the story-line returns to the question of justice. However, it has again become not "does justice pay?", but now again "what is justice?" It is assumed that there are four cardinal societal virtues -- justice, wisdom, courage, and temperance. Why? Not clear, but it goes where Plato wants. We get to the central part of the argument -- 

Two sub-parts --

a) there are three parts of the soul (something like "living human being") -- intellect, spirit, and appetites, just as there are three parts of the state

b) the structures of the two are governed by the same principles, and therefore the state is a magnified and more easily viewed version of the soul

The major intersection, so to speak, of the argument, is where the theory of the three parts meets the search for the identity of the four major virtues. The scheme --

Guardians -- wisdom -- intellect

Soldiers/auxiliaries -- courage -- spirit

Artisans -- temperance (but only in concert with auxiliaries/spirit) -- appetites

The concept of spirit, as 3rd element, is interesting. Knowing what is good is not the same as being able to do it. Moreover, spirit appears to be related to, e.g. a concern for justice, righteous indignation.

They now ask, where is justice? The answer is a return to the conventional idea of each one getting what properly belongs to them.

But, it is further apparently the argument that the good state of affairs for anything is the proper order. Guardians/auxiliaries/artisans, and intellect/spirit/appetites is the right order. However, what happens when an auxiliary, or worse still, an artisan, tries to make the ruling element, rather than the enforcing element or the obeying element the dominant element within his/her own individual soul. The ability will not be there. The result will be awkward, foolish, tragic, to degrees. In the same way, the historical sketch of the state that Plato gives shows a series of declines, as the wrong elements try to rule. We end up with what Plato views as the chaotic condition of his contemporary Athens, when fools preside at court and condemn a man like Socrates to death. For ourselves, think of any example we chose, from the absurdities of government bureaucracy, to the daily chaos of places like Los Angeles and NYC.

So we have learned (1) that there is a natural order to things and that problems consist in departures from that order and (2) the reason it pays to be just is that otherwise you end up with a soul that is as much a disaster as the completely bad state. This last point is the one that Plato really cares about, in fact. He says near the end of Republic that philosophy has to content itself with a bunch of social misfits, and that is the story for how much he believes there can be an ideal state.

An essential subordinate question is that of how the Guardians know the truth. How do they discover the difference between truth and the common nonsense of their society? Plato holds that there are underlying principles of reality that differ from the way things appear. For us this is a lot like principles of science. But for Plato, it goes beyond science, and into a philosophical understanding of all the principles of the nature of things and life in general. The best thing we can do here is to remember that the most appropriate thing to be understood in this arena of argument is the nature of justice! The true Guardian makes the right decision because she/he knows what justice is. How is this learned? Not from books, not by definition (despite the endless arguments of the Dialogues). Justice, and other truths, are grasped only when the person has practiced the sort of life that leads to this understanding -- education in the arts & sciences, a career or public responsibility, being an auxiliary to the guardians, practicing the virtues. The person changes as a result of all this, and accordingly the ideas his/her mind can grasp change. But you have to be born with the talent for it. 

Post-script. It took me almost as much space to analyze Calhoun as to analyze Plato's time-honored classic. That may be mere accident on my part, or it may be because Plato's thinking is on such a large scale, or has been with us for such a long time, and is in a way easier to summarize. Less is more, again?

 

F. Aristotle -- my analysis here will be added next week. The texts in the Nicomachean Ethics and Politics are fragmented, but when understood in their entirety they contain perhaps the most comprehensive theory in existence concerning ethical behavior. The question of whether and how individuals can be held responsible for their behavior is integrated with a model of a political society with maximum stability and domestic peace.

Update I owe you my analysis of Aristotle's ideas -- will get these added to this part of the course web page sometime this week. For the moment, here are the passages you should concentrate on in your reading preparation for discussion --

In the Politics: Book One -- entire. Book Three -- entire. Book Four -- entire. Book Five, Parts I, VII, VIII. Book Six, Parts IV & V. 

In the Nicomachean Ethics: Book II -- entire. Book III, Part 5. Book V, Parts 1 thru 5.

 

Update

A web-site relating to consumer privacy issues. 
 

Update

Notes on Aristotle

 

Saint Thomas Aquinas recaptured our knowledge of Aristotle for us, referring to him as "The Philosopher." By Thomas' time, the original ancient Greek texts had been translated into Latin, then Aramaic, then Hebrew (in Spain), then medieval Latin, until the two chances of making any sense of the texts were slim and none. With the aid of his almost equally famous secretary (Albert Magnus, if I remember correctly), Thomas performed the extraordinary task of scholarship of retrieving authentic copies of the original Greek texts for all the works of Aristotle with which we are currently familiar, plus four works that became lost again. This while using 13th century technology.

 

Aquinas, who wrote more than thirty huge volumes of theological/philosophical argument, is largely responsible for the paradigm of late medieval argument form, or mature scholastic disputation. In turn, modern scientific thinking owes a great deal to the scholastics, for example, exhaustive examination of all the logical alternatives on an issue. Thus Aristotle remains into much of the 20th century a major influence on our practices of serious academic analysis.

 

We may start our examination of Aristotle's model of justice and ethics in the passages I recommended from the Nichomachean Ethics. A virtue, and similarly a vice, is defined by Aristotle as a characteristic pattern in the soul. In other words, it is a habit in a person's behavior that is not merely incidental but has become centrally established, a cornerstone of his or her personality. Aristotle, in a manner that is characteristic(!) of his way of working, inventories a large number of facets of human behavior in which there is a perfect point of balance, and extremes to both sides. Three from Plato's list -- justice, temperance, and courage are among those treated. Wisdom, for Aristotle is not a moral virtue, but rather an intellectual one and outside the realm of ethics.

 

Temperance, for example, is not a virtue in an absolute sense. Nothing is. There is such a thing as too much temperance, as well as too little. You need to satisfy your appetites to a sufficient degree to make for the good life. Ascetics, for Aristotle, are not good neighbors, not good citizens, not even good persons. Gluttony is, of course, also a vice. We clearly go beyond Plato's views in this, or at least far away from them.

 

Aristotle believes extensively that we can determine a thing's nature and/or function, whatever it is, and by this determine what is good and bad for it. However, his general theory is that of the importance of balance. A good illustration of his point is the orbit of a celestial body. Aristotle did not know that the earth had an orbit, but the astronomy of his time perceived various prominent stars, including the visible other planets, as having orbits. He was correct on the planets, not knowing what they were, and incorrect on the actual stars. Anyway, a circular orbit was thought of here as a perfect motion, because it is unbroken and unchanging. If the orbiting object were in any way to be deflected away from its orbital path, the orbit would deteriorate and the existence the object has experienced would be flung away into undefined space.

 

In contrast and comparison with Plato's focus on right order, this is the center of Aristotle's model of life, including ethics and the state. A system in balance endures. Deflecting the system from its state of balance leads from one deterioration to the next in the orbit until collapse occurs. For Aristotle, this is true for our lives, and true for our societies.

 

For the individual, growth and development, up to the point of maturity, is important and critical. Moreover, as argued in the Ethics, to be able to correctly say that an individual is living the good life, all the means to this end must be present. I cannot learn to exercise the virtue of magnanimity if I have no wealth with which to be magnanimous. The imaged ideal is that of reaching a state of maturity, with a life time up to that point of learning through practice to strike the perfect balance point in all the virtues, perfect, that is, for one's circumstances of birth (differences in wealth, for example). 

 

Looking at justice and injustice, injustice is taking either too much or taking too little. The analogy that vigorously leaps into my mind right now is golf, even though I do not play! What club do you use for this shot? A lifetime of learning goes into finding the point of taking just enough, or the club that will be best for the shot. Further analogy is available. The characteristically under-confident golfer probably goes through life using a club that is too long for the shot in question and usually overshooting the green. But that is the way the shot always looks to him, because that is part of his personality, at least on the golf course. Similarly, the greedy person really thinks it looks just right for her or him to take too much and leave little or none for you.

 

In this context of argument, Aristotle considers the concept of voluntary behavior. This concept, by the way, is critical to most if not all of our currently popular notions of moral responsibility, right and wrong, crime and punishment. "He could have acted otherwise." It is a blanket assumption, except where the instantiation of legal insanity is accepted for a case, or mental incapacity. Aristotle disagrees. Living in a certain way is like throwing a stone. Once you have thrown it, none of your good intentions will suffice to make it come flying back into your hand.

 

But if that is the case, then how can a society maintain itself against behaviors that will destroy it? Here we need to turn to the Politics.

 

The start of the Politics is well calculated to turn the modern reader against Aristotle immediately. It accepts both slavery and a society in which women have no independent status outside the household. Here Plato seems far preferable. I will ask you to suspend judgement momentarily and return to these points by and by. What you do get in Book I of the Politics that is important for understanding Aristotle is the view that the form of societal structure which makes for the most lasting orbit is that of a society focused on economically self-sufficient feudal estates. Note, by the way, that the word "economics" comes from the Greek "oikos", or household! Indeed, somewhere in his writing Aristotle notes that a city-state whose citizenry is primarily made up of these self-sufficient farmers is ideal in various ways, including the fact that they are often too busy to spend their days idling around the assembly and the law-courts. Money-making for itself Aristotle views as something which has no defined balance point. You never know when you have done enough. Therefore it can have no virtue, indeed no intrinsic function. It should only be a means to an end, i.e. commercial exchange for enhanced economic well-being of the community.

 

What I am saying now is that as we follow the trail of Aristotle's theory of the balanced political state, in the process we will encounter his clear answer with respect to the question of wrong behavior and responsibility for such acts. A great deal is said of citizenship and constitutions. As you may recall, both Plato and Aristotle were, among other things, masters of their respective schools, the Academy and the Lyceum, so named from the popular names of the physical sites of the schools. Aristotle's people collected all manner of things, from biological specimens to constitutions of the various city-states of ancient Greece. Under the Macedonian governor of Athens, Aristotle, a Macedonian himself and former resident at the royal court, wrote a new constitution for Athens, which was put into effect. So his views are quite practically oriented.

 

A constitution, then defines citizenship. More than this, it defines the shares of power in the state that the various classes of citizens inherit. Further, these shares must be in proportion to the specific contributions of the several classes to the communal well-being. At the same time, the function of a constitution is to preserve the existence of a state indefinitely (Aristotle and Thomas Jefferson probably would not have gotten along very well -- a revolution every generation or so, and all that. And yet, Jefferson owned a heck of a lot more slaves than Aristotle did. Hmmm.). Further, a constitution will be long-lived exactly in those circumstances where every single social class among the citizenry realizes that, however short their share of power falls from their greedy absolutist ambitions (no, Aristotle does not believe that the good state will necessarily be made up primarily of perfectly balanced and just individuals, and that is part of what makes this so interesting!), they have a better deal with this constitution than they could expect under any alternative arrangement (such as bringing in a foreign power to overthrow the existing order -- see his concept of "causes of revolution".)

 

Again, he makes it very clear that if true aristocracies existed in the past (government by the virtuous), they do not exist any longer. We need governments that are as good as we can make them for ordinary human beings as the citizens. The good constitution, will balance the several classes against one another (a little like balance of powers? -- yes, a little), will balance the contributions of the several classes with their characteristic (!) contributions, and at the same time will assign political responsibilities which in each case match the abilities of the recipients. Thus, the rich are expected, in Aristotle's good polis, to serve as magistrates and officials of the assembly. They have the time, they have the education, they probably have some of the training in the virtues. The poor, if they are not to become the basis for revolution, must have a share in office which is both appropriate to their lesser individual talents and at the same time assures a cooperative situation between themselves and their wealthy counterparts.

 

Accordingly, Aristotle at one point assigns to the poorer citizens the task of sitting on the committees which will audit the personal finances of the magistrates at the end of their one-year terms of office. If they are found to have increased their personal wealth during the year that they were supposed to be doing nothing but serving the community, it is assumed that they profited from their term in office illegally, and they have to both pay back the amount to the treasury and be barred from public office for a period of time. At the same time, as I am arguing, it is Aristotle's point that the poorer citizens, who have less education and less leisure, when taken as a group have at least as much good judgment as that of the single individual from the more educated and privileged class. Therefore committee assignments, or sitting in the assembly or on juries are exactly the kind of political tasks they should have.

 

I believe that what Aristotle presents to us here as the most important social good of all that citizens receive in return for their contributions to the good life for the society is good reputation. He is clear about the point that a proper community must not exceed the size of a few thousand citizens. Note that he is talking about a politically sovereign entity.

 

We are ready to move toward the bottom line. What happens to the wrong-doer is that, at least for a time, he (or she?) loses the otherwise guaranteed right to political office, some worldly goods, and above all, public reputation. If we go along with Aristotle to imagine a community in which every citizen has an appropriate share of such positive goods (appropriate to what the person actually contributes), then a correction process for wrong-doing consists in temporarily subtracting from that individual's store of goods (justice -- taking from one and giving to the other to restore the balance). There is no assumption that the individual "could have acted otherwise if he really wanted to." There are just consequences, which at the same time result in what is just or fair. The little red hen model -- those who do not contribute will not share.

 

I always like to add to these observations the comments I heard back in the 1960s (neolithic era?) from a Professor Samuel Shuman, at that time from the Law School of Wayne State University. His comment was that in lawyer's parlance the poor are judgment-proof. That is to say, there is nothing they own which will be worth as much as it will cost you to attach it. Therefore the only remedy which people have seen to apply to the wrong-doing of the poor is to punish their bodies, hence the criminal law. I think Aristotle would agree with the observation.

 

This brings me to a promised last point in this highly abbreviated set of observations. In Aristotle's view, you and I are not citizens. We have no place in the constitution that recognizes our guaranteed share of political power in return for our contributions to the needs of the community. In this sense, we are, for Aristotle, no better off than the free artisans of ancient Athens, who, while not slaves, had no political rights under the constitution. Further, in Aristotle's vision of the ideal society -- not just the well-balanced society of less than perfect citizens -- any citizen is qualified to take charge of the political body that governs the state based on drawing lots. Such citizens will in some ways approach Plato's standards in terms of spending their entire lives learning how to be qualified for such responsibility. They cannot afford to spend their lives plowing their fields. In Aristotle's primitive technology, such ideal citizens need to be freed from all menial tasks and the only way to guarantee that is seen to be ownership of slaves. Nonetheless, a series of legal protections are envisioned, probably more than those enjoyed by actual free artisans of the time. Further, very often the slaves held by ancient Athenians were very educated captives from war, and became the tutors of the children of the household. 

 

All of this is to say that nothing can justify Aristotle's thinking with respect to slavery, or the place of women, but we can perhaps understand why what he argued looked different to him than it does to us. Last, last, last point -- place of women. Ancient Greece was a bunch of rocks sticking out of the Aegean Sea. They really couldn't grow enough crops to feed themselves. They grew olives and exported these to buy grain. Beyond that, going back to the 8th and 7th century B.C., they became the most popular mercenaries of the ancient world. They fought for Persia against Egypt and for Egypt against Persia and ended up defeating these vastly larger empires while themselves less than a confederation of independent city-states. They lived by war, up to the Macedonian takeover. They had waiting lists. Other enemies would wait patiently until you finished your war with the current combattant. Probably superior in virtually every way to other, truly barbarians, nonetheless, it was not a society in which there was a natural tendency to recognize the rights of women. None of that is justification, just explanation. If Aristotle was doomed in some ways to the truncated perspective of his time, it does not make him any less a great thinker in most of what he wrote. At least that is one view of the matter.

 

 Update

 Notes on Kant's Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals

 

I am having problems accessing Kant's text for the Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals from the http://ethics.acusd.edu/Kant.html site. If you experience this difficulty, pick up the text instead from the philosophypages.com site, by clicking within the commentary on Kant's Moral philosophy on the link that says Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals) (1785).

 

 

 

With respect to Kant, the commentator on the philosophypages.com site is on target. For Kant, philosophy cannot tell us anything about "the world." Metaphysics in that sense, for Kant, turns out always to be nonsense. What philosophy can do is to discover how what we regard as our knowledge of the world necessarily is structured. We reason backwards from the fact that we have scientific knowledge, to an understanding of what must take place for that knowledge to be possible. Kant's basic concepts of the nature of human knowledge are compactly well-discussed in the commentary on the philosphypages.com site and I suggest we begin our in-class discussion there.

 

After that, we move to our efforts to understand Kant's moral philosophy. Frankly, I find it a lot easier to understand the philosophypages.com material on Kant's philosophy of knowledge than the material on his ethics, meaning that the material on ethics is harder. The direct parallel between Kant's ethical philosophy and his philosophy of knowledge (epistemology) is that it appears clear to us that as humans we do have a moral sense. Again, the question to which philosophy can contribute something of an answer is how is this moral sense possible. Perhaps a good common-sense way to think about this is -- what distinguishes a genuine morality from what is merely the value prejudices of one or more persons (compare this with the article we read concerning Just War Theory). If all moral perspectives are indeed merely subjective, then they have no legitimate hold on our intellectual attention. Further, if there is no demonstrable basis for morality, then indeed we might as well all do whatever we can get away with. Again, just as Kant does not believe that we can prove what the nature of the world is, but only how the structuring work of the human mind makes a perception of the world possible (and therefore, what the nature of science is), so he does not argue that philosophy tells us what is right, but rather what is required of our moral reasoning process if it is to be legitimate and not merely subjective.

 

So, looking at Kant's arguments in detail, my notes here follow the argument throughout the three parts of the book, sequentially.

 

1. 1.      To have moral worth, an action must be done not for its consequences (that would be conditional) but because it may be given as a law. This means that I put myself as well as all others under the imperative. I can put forward such a moral law simply on my own, by properly willing it. 

2. 2.      If we then remove all reference to empirical consequences from the concept of moral law, all that can be left, since we are willing x, is the qualification for universality itself. The example of lying is given. Philosophical or logical analysis can determine that willed universality is logically inconsistent for actions such as lying. 

3. 3.      It is the rational nature of a human being that permits/makes possible a moral will. We have the difference between being subject (physically) to the laws of nature, and subjecting ourselves to moral laws. 

4. 4.      "(it cannot be empirically shown) whether or not there is such an imperative;" like the a prioris of Time and Space, the Categorical Imperative cannot be generated from experience. We need a different kind of demonstration. 

5. 5.      By analysis, the nature of a categorical imperative is only that it enjoins us to will what can be universal. The application, then, is to examine your proposed action as if it were "to become a universal law of nature." 

6. 6.      The four examples -- lying, borrowing without intention to repay, slacking, taking one's own life. 

7. 7.      These establish that if moral duty exists, it can be only through a categorical imperative. We must then ask, does such an imperative exist? 

8. 8.      A proof is then offered. If all worth is conditional, then there is no stopping point. Therefore there must be a categorical imperative if there is morality. A corollary is given. Morality is based on the categorical imperative. The categorical imperative is in turn based on rational consistency. Rational consistency is found only in human nature. This gives us (how?) the practical imperative -- always treat humanity as an end only. This point is applied to the four examples. 

9. 9.      A possible side-bar here: Your sense of purpose is not conditional. This is part of your existence as a rational being. So morality, if it exists, depends on human rationality and therefore morality insists that we treat humanity only as an end. 

10. 10.  In this context, the rational, moral human being "obeys no law except that which he himself also gives." The entire concept of a rationally moral society is contained herein.. 

11. 11.  Kant now seeks the proof that morality does exist. The operative consideration is the absence of any conditional or physically relevant factor. But that is the equivalent of freedom. "As will is a kind of causality of living beings so far they are rational, freedom would be that property of this causality by which it can be effective independently of foreign causes…." 

12. 12.  So freedom belongs to will in the analogical way that necessity belongs to causality (if A causes B, then B must happen when A occurs). But we have found this connection only now because it is a synthetic discovery and we had been analyzing. 

13. 13.  "synthetic propositions are possible only by the fact that both cognitions are connected through their union with a third in which both of them are to be found." This, as the philosophypages.com commentator notes, is the synthetic a priori in Kant's ethics. We discover the categorical imperative, the necessity of freedom, and the requirement to treat all other rational beings as ends in themselves, through experience. These notions are not analytically contained in the notion of the human being. But once found, these truths are seen to be necessary and not contingent. 

14. 14.  Kant also argues, "an absolutely good will is one whose maxim can always include itself as a universal law." I think the "itself" refereed to here is the key to Kant's notion of freedom. Once we recognize the necessity of freedom in ourselves and others, it follows that we must treat others only as ends and not as means. 

15. 15.  Kant argues, much like Sartre, that human beings cannot escape freedom. "Reason must regard itself as the author of its principles, independently of foreign influences." I remember an argument with my former mother-in-law who wanted to preface all convictions with "In my opinion….." 

16. 16.  I would try to make sense of some of this in the following way. The one thing I cannot do in good conscience is to deny the significance of my own existence and thoughts to myself. If I claim that my thoughts and intentions are of no importance, why should you bother listening to me? I take my life seriously. It is totally repugnant to consider that that life means nothing. I do this as a human being, because I am self-aware. Having a moral sense comes from and depends on that intuition. This is the sense in which I am condemned to be free. I can't help having a sense of justice and injustice, for example. This is also Plato's third element of the soul -- spirit. We are also back to the idea that legitimate, categorical moral sense has to do with (note the intentional vagueness I have chosen here, rather than specifying the direction of the relationship) exercising that sense that my judgment matters, rather than relying on some supposedly external rule. In a way Kant says that the moral law is worth anything at all only because I give it to myself, rather than anyone or anything giving it to me. In a way we have here the basis of Existentialism. 

17. 17.  Kant ends this short book with the admonition that what has been argued here is as far as we can go. Freedom exists, and therefore proves that our moral sense is legitimate. But where freedom comes from is only a question for idle speculation, parallel to the epistemological search for "things in themselves." 

18. 18.  Some thoughts tying Kant's perspective partly to considerations about computer technology of the foreseeable future and its possibility of replacing humans in basic social functions in a cyber-community. From the perspectives of Plato, Aristotle, and Kant --

a. a.      Can a computer follow the categorical imperative? 

b. b.      Can a computer care about whether it is deprived of respect and a role in self-government 

c. c.       Can a computer grasp the idea of justice through the practice of justice?

1. 1.      If one were to try to meet all the readily imaginable objections to an argument that the computer cannot do these things (note, this is a good technique of argument in general), might one come up with a demonstration that it can?

 

Update

Demonstration of technique of philosophical argument. 16 February, 2002

 

My argument concerns the justification offered by the judge for his decision allowing a corporation to fire its employees after it had promised in writing that (a) their communications on the company e-mail facility would be entirely confidential, and (b) such communications would never constitute a basis for termination.

 

Before proceeding to a brief analysis of the judge's argument, it is worthwhile to reflect momentarily on the extraordinary hubris of the first part of the company's statement. Anyone with any knowledge of modern technology knows that our electronic communications are always accessible to those persons who run the network we are using. By contrast with the company's statement, perhaps an appropriate social goal would be a determination that network managers are subject to a special code of ethics which prevents them, like attorneys, from revealing the content of their users' messages. The moral significance of this case, by the way, is magnified by the fact that the employee in question sent the communication, to the company network, but from the employee's private residence! So much for privacy in the modern world, if this decision is allowed to stand by subsequent courts.

 

Now, as to the judge's equally extraordinary arguments, these appear to amount to two. First is the point that the artificial person constituted by a corporation is entitled to break its promises wherever these involve use of something that is its property. Second is the point that an action which in general we regard as morally reprehensible becomes, through repeated occurrence of the condemnable action, morally acceptable.

 

I will deal first with the second point of argument. It would be most interesting to give this general principle some applications. Consider the example of abortion. To a particular segment of the American population, abortion is morally wrong. However, it has been publicly practiced now for more than thirty years. Therefore, however this may pain the moral sensibilities of this segment of the population, they must forever accept the morally permissible status of abortion, because it is now a regularized and common practice. The same argument would be rather amusing to apply to the sentiments of persons who oppose the teaching of Darwinian concepts of evolution in the public school. I have intentionally chosen sentiments which I happen personally to regard as crackpot to make the point of the amazing content of this principle that the judge has used in argument.

 

As to the first point of the argument, it is difficult to imagine a more morally corrosive principle than this one. Corporations have been treated as identical in legal status with ordinary human persons ever since U.S. Supreme Court interpretations of such status under the provisions of the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution. Thus, what would be good for the corporation would certainly be good for the rest of us. If I make a promise to that in some way involves the use of my property, as the owner I am justified in breaking that promise with impunity. This would clearly include business dealings. You are a customer and I run a health club. In the middle of your exercise session I decide to throw you out in the cold, regardless of the fact that our contract declares that you are entitled to use the facilities because you have paid your monthly fee. In the process of tossing you out the door, I say, "Hey, why are you surprised? You should have realized that I would control the use of my own property."

 

The counter-argument here would perhaps be that the case with the e-mail communications did not involve monetary considerations and more than that, the one party to the dispute was an employee. So be it. We can so limit the ruling and accordingly still extend it, for example, to the company's installing bugs in the offices and hiring informers. "Hey, it's our company office -- what did you expect?" Again, there are conceivable counter-arguments. For one thing, the company would not normally promise to not hire informers. For another thing, electronic communication facilities are special. We should realize that they "naturally" would be used in a different fashion.

 

Neither of these efforts will wash. On the first point, the principle espoused in the judge's ruling precisely encourages companies to engage in a range of such practices. On the second point, precisely what is at issue in today's world with respect to questions of ethics in the realm of information technology is whether there need to be moral controls corresponding to the "special" nature of this realm.

 

However, all of this is offered primarily to demonstrate the totally irresponsible character of this particular judicial decision. By contrast, it is not difficult even for those not licensed in the legal profession to come up with a socially productive train of reasoning on this issue. One such approach is now offered.

 

To begin with, let us assume that modern business practices will, for some time, include the understanding blithely assumed by the judge. That is, employees are openly informed by employers that the company net is not a confidential medium. More than this, they are informed that their communications over the company net may be used against them in such things as discipline or terminations. There might or might not be litigation as a result of such declarations, and the results would surely be interesting. In any case, I think the most significant point in all that is involved in this case is that the company was allowed to totally ignore a publicly made promise. Again, the implications are morally corrosive. At best, what should have been done in this case was for the judge to rule that the employees were entitled to the return of their jobs and any related damages, and that the company must now declare its new policy and would thereafter be entitled to enforce such a policy.

 

Beyond this, if managers and owners in the business community (or even in the non-profit community) believe that electronic eavesdropping is essential to the well-being of their institutions, then they need to bring this doctrine forward for a public debate, and suffer the consequences. In saying that, I point out that political objectives are not necessarily achieved through power at no real cost to the winner. The loss of employee trust may turn out to be far greater in cost than what is gained for the company. I suspect that my argument here is of little social significance, inasmuch as the very social cost to which I here allude is already being paid. What is of significance, hopefully, is our opportunity to remedy the situation by appropriate debate, in the public realm and within the ranks of information technology professionals, in the interest of established codes of conduct that will result in positive solutions to such problems.

 

And now, a brief meta-argumentative commentary. This treatment is not in depth. I did it in a few minutes just to demonstrate some of the technique involved. What I did included restating the opponent's argument in a merciless way. It is a technique at least as old as Plato. You can't put your foot in your mouth until you open that mouth, but you can't take a position without opening your mouth. Part of the fun and sometimes the destructiveness of philosophical technique is that it is very easy to attack someone's position. Hopefully, if one continues long enough with the effort one then arrives at some insights that are of positive social value. Offering an alternative view of the problem is obviously another technique just used here. Still another, which is both productive of new insights and also represents an important effort at responsibility, is to explore counter-arguments to one's own position and see whether they look formidable or not. Still a further technique that I have used in part, but not so much with a formal announcement of such, is assuming the opponent's position is correct and then deriving a number of consequences from this that are totally unacceptable, either factually or morally.

 

 

 

 

Some web-sites to be used in this course.

 

1. 1.    Classical sources in ethics we will study together: 

a) http://classics.mit.edu/index.html 

Click on the first red x in the upper lefthand corner. Then go to the philosopher's name and then to his specific works. We will use Plato's Republic, Aristotle's Politics, and Aristotle's Nichomachean Ethics.

http://ethics.acusd.edu/Kant.html 

On this second site you will access a copy of Immanuel Kant's Foundations of a Metaphysics of Morals. It will be useful to you to study any other materials on this site dealing with Kant's work on ethics.

b) http://www.kluweronline.com/issn/1386-2820/contents 

This is the proprietary site for the on-line journal Ethical Theory and Moral Practice.  See if it is included via the university library web page.

 

c) http://www.scu.edu/SCU/Centers/Ethics/homepage.shtml 

This is a promising site from Santa Clara University's project on Issues in Ethics. Markula Center for Applied Ethics. To access the really interesting material, go to Articles Database under the menu choice Publications.  We may want to discuss some of these issues, although the treatments are non-academic.

d) http://www.ram.org/ramblings/philosophy/fmp/copying_primer.html
This short page deals with issues of intellectual property.  However, going to the link on Further Reading leads to several papers with further links within them and some of which provide cogent arguments and non-main-stream significant information on the issue of intellectual property in the world of the internet.

e) http://www.wkap.nl/journalhome.htm/1388-1957 

The site for another journal -- Ethics and Information Technology. Access through university library web page via OhioLink under on-line journals.

f) http://www.csee.usf.edu/~morales/phil/phil.html 

C.S. Pierce web site -- Read The Fixation of Belief for the pragmatist view of knowledge -- the 4 methods. Pierce is an American 19th century philosopher of knowledge whose arguments have a startling clarity. 

g) http://www.philosophypages.com/index.htm 

This site has excellent introductory material, including all the basic techniques of syllogism and symbolic logic and a brief but good treatment of dozens of major philosophers' ideas. Keep it hand throughout the semester, but spend at least some time in preparation for second week of class looking at the material on syllogism and logical analysis.

1. 1.    Broad on-line sources on ethics in the computing professions.

(a) Major source for on-line materials on Ethics in IS, and some materials on moral philosophy as well:

http://www.ethics.ubc.ca/resources/computer
Two sub-headings -- work with both. Note the 3 dozen or so cases.

Under Applied Ethics Resources on WWW, check all six topics. Under each, start with Publications. The other sub-sub-headings are valuable also. Note the topic on Moral/Ethical Decision Making!

Under Centre for Applied Ethics Resources, follow various links to on-line sources. Note that under the link to Working Papers, you should especially investigate Other Electronic Essays.

(b) http://www.isworld.org/ 

Here, go to link for Professional Ethics. Explore everything. This is one of the sites on the web that links to a considerable amount of ongoing activity in the arena of Ethics in IS, including various proposed codes concerning IS Ethics, software rights, etc. 

c) http://www.utm.edu/research/iep/.cgi/Index.html A good on-line data-base of the major concepts and theories of philosophers throughout the centuries. The treatment of Kant's ideas is very good, for example, and the range of subjects is very large. We should use this as a support set of materials in our study, continuously. It may be our most valuable overall source on classic philosophical concepts.

 
