Chapter 4

In the last chapter | tried to get you famliar with the approach to
ethics that says, "W determine how right or wong an action is by finding out
how much actual good or harmit produces.” And the two men we | ooked at,
Jereny Bentham and John Stuart M1, define human good and harm (or human
happi ness and unhappi ness) in ternms of pleasure and pain. There are sone
problems with this approach if we talk about just the quantity of pleasure
produced, but as long as we factor in the quality of the pleasures and pains
and make sure we look at long termas well as short term consequences, this
| ooks like a fairly reasonable system It may take time, patience, research
and speculation. It nmay depend on certain assunptions. But you really can
systematically anal yze and neasure the consequences of an action.

Nonet hel ess, a teleological or results-oriented approach has sone
i mportant drawbacks. |In theory, it's still possible to say that as |ong as
t he pain or unhappi ness of sone people is offset by the high quality pleasure
it produces for others, there's nothing norally wong going on. For exanple,
what if the Nazis' nedical experiments on Jew sh prisoners had actually led to
great discoveries that benefited the whole world? Wuld that have justified
the forced experinents? O course not!

O take an exanple closer to home. Imagine that your search for a job
after you graduate has cone down to two possibilities. One job is with a
fledgling record conmpany; the other is with a major corporation. The record
conpany is small and financially precarious, but the people are young and
i nteresting; and you're excited about seeing what the nusic world is |ike.

The other company is large and financially strong with a lot of possibility
for advancenent; but it's pretty stodgy and conservative. Both conpani es have
advant ages and di sadvant ages, but you're hankering after a taste of "life in
the fast lane." And you figure that the record industry is going to be pretty
gl anorous. You and your nother don't see eye to eye on this, however. Your
not her, who is a vice-president of an inportant corporation, warns you that
the record conpany will be out of business in six nonths. Furthernore, she
says that she knows you really well and has heard a | ot about the nusic

i ndustry, and as a result she's sure that you'll actually hate the job.

Let's say you've left your nother's number with the two companies for
when they want to contact you. Suppose the record conpany calls and asks your
not her to have you get in touch with them she figures it's a job offer. What
woul d you think if she deliberately didn't give you the message believing that
she's doing this for your own good? She waits until the other conpany calls

with an offer, and then says, "If | were you, |I'd take this job because it's a
good opportunity and it |ooks |like your only option. After all, that record
conpany never even called you after your last interview. They're obviously a
sl oppy, fly-by-night operation." So you take the job and it works out really
wel | .

What do you think of what she did? Was it right? |'ve presented this
case to lots of nmy students and virtually all of themthink that what the
not her did was wong, even though she was notivated by |ove for you and even
t hough her judgnment that you'd be happier at the corporati on was probably
right (given what she knew about you and the record industry). That is, they
think that even if her action produces good consequences, she still didn't
have the right to interfere with your life like that.

And if you agree with that, then you can see why a results-oriented
approach is still missing something.

Furthernore, sonetines all of us say things like, "I don't care about the
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consequences. |'ve just got to do what's right and tell the truth,” or "I

don't care if | can get away with it. |It's the principle of the thing.
Cheating on an examis sinply wong and |'mnot going to do it." Sometines
we're nmore concerned with the deed we're thinking about doing, rather than the
out core.

A results-oriented approach, then, can't be all there is to ethics.

Renenmber that | mentioned in an earlier chapter that the U N's Universa
Decl arati on of Human Ri ghts says not only that people need to live under
certain material conditions, but also that we need to be treated in certain
ways? Accordingly, the nore we treat soneone in line with these guidelines,
the better her Ilife will be. The nore we depart fromthem the worse it will
be. If you and | aren't treated with sinple fairness, equality and respect,
our lives are missing sonmething and we won't feel really satisfied or content
with life. Even if your nother the VP is right, how would you feel if you
found out what she did?

This way of | ooking at things is the basis of the second major approach
we find in phil osophical ethics--determning the noral character of an action
by examining the action itself. This approach says that human beings are
special things, different fromchairs, tables, rocks, trees, cows and dogs.
There's an appropriate way to treat people and an inappropriate way.
Appropriate treatnment will make soneone's |ife happier or nore fundanentally
sati sfying; inappropriate treatment will make it worse. And because of this
connection with the notion of human happi ness or human wel |l -being, this way of
| ooking at things then says that certain ways of treating people are worse--
noral |y wrong--and others better--norally right--in and of thensel ves.

This type of ethical thinking says that whenever we deal with another
human bei ng we have a duty or obligation to treat himor her in a particular
way just because they're human. W have a duty to respect people's rights,
dignity and the like. Because of this, such theories are called
deontol ogical, a word that conmes fromthe Greek word deontos, which means
"duty." A deontol ogical theory exam nes how we are obligated to treat other
peopl e, what duties we have to themjust because they're fell ow humans.

VWhen an act-oriented or deontol ogical theorist goes to neasure or
eval uate human behavior, he holds his "ethical yardstick" solely against the
action itself. He doesn't even |look at the results. He is looking for the
intrinsic worth or value of an action. He is |ooking to discover how good an
action is in and of itself.

This is very different froma results-oriented or tel eol ogi cal approach
In essence, a teleological thinker says that there's nothing right or wong in
any deed by itself; an action is nade right or wong by good or harmthat's
external or extrinsic to the act. A deontol ogical thinker clainms just the
opposite. Actions are intrinsically right or wong.

The easi est way of getting in to "act-oriented" ethical theory m ght
actually be to cheat a little and start with something that conbi nes that
approach with a "results-oriented" one. In a way, we could say that the
reason an action is norally better or worse is that it produces so much high
quality pleasure (or pain) that there's no way that any positive results could
offset it. It's like assigning a virtually infinite value to soneone's
pl easure or pain in a nunerical calculation of the consequences.

Take the exanple of the forced nedical experinents | nentioned at the
begi nning of this chapter, or recall fromchapter 2 the question of forcing
the Andes villagers to nove for their own good. W could say that freedomis
such a high quality conmmodity that no matter how nuch good is produced from
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coercion, it can't outweigh the extraordinarily high quality harmthat it
depends on.

We nmight even put it this way. In discovering that sonme things have such
hi gh val ues, we've found a way to cut down the tine of anal yzing consequences.
After all, if we can see fromthe outset that sonmething like slavery is going
to produce such incredibly high negative values, there's little point to
bot her going through the whole analysis to figure out the other consequences.
It would be virtually inmpossible that there'd be enough good to outweigh the
harm Looking at the action first--especially in light of the quality of
pl easure or pain involved--is at the very least a nore efficient and
econoni cal use of tine.

Fromthis point of view, liberty, equality, fairness, justice, various
freedons and the |like are so essential to human happi ness that anything
fostering them produces human good of an alnpst infinite value and anything
preventing themresults in pain of an alnost infinite value. So there's nuch
nerit in analyzing the action itself.

But even if that process makes sense, it isn't a purely act-oriented or
deont ol ogi cal approach. |It's still naking a decision according to the good or
harm sone deed produces. An action is evaluated according to its extrinsic or
instrumental value. And to sonmeone with a tel eol ogical orientation, |ooking
at the outcone nmight tenpt us to fudge on an ethical decision because we can
see what will advance our own interest. The worst version of this is giving
into the tenptation of saying "the ends justify the means"” (the results
justify the actions). So the best thing fromthis point of viewis to exam ne
not hi ng but the actions at stake.

In addition to the problem of peeking at the outcone, don't you think
somet hing would be really amiss if we sincerely believed that stealing things,
ensl avi ng peopl e, mani pul ating or breaking prom ses to our friends are all

perfectly o.k., just so |long as they produce enough pl easure or happi ness?
The process of resolving noral dilemras in your own life, then, wouldn't be
i ke what nost of us experience now. Instead, it would |ook like |ogical,

di spassi onate conparison shopping for a rock video, VCR, personal conputer or
car (depending on the severity of the ethical problen). Don't we mx apples
and oranges when we tal k about, weigh, measure, and bal ance the joys and pains
felt by our sisters and brothers as though they' re nothing nore than naterial
comuodi ties?

O maybe it's nore serious than m xi ng appl es and oranges. Perhaps it
doesn't even nmake sense to treat human good or harmas though it can be
wei ghed and neasured. Maybe human good is | ess tangi ble than that.

| manuel Kant, a great CGernman noral phil osopher whose ideas we're going
to look at shortly, wote that "everything has either a price or a dignity.
What ever has a price can be replaced by sonething else as its equivalent; on
t he ot her hand, whatever is above all price, and therefore admts of no

equivalent, has a dignity. . . . Skill and diligence in work have a market
val ue; . . . but fidelity in pronises and benevol ence on principle
have intrinsic worth." This is ultimtely the nost basic idea of "act-

oriented" or "deontological" ethics--the real stuff of human happi ness can't
be quantified, assigned a value, weighed and neasured. You can do that with
mat eri al objects but not with people. Your car may have a price, but you
don't. You have such intrinsic worth as a human being that it doesn't even
nmake sense to assign a naterial value to you.

To a deontol ogical thinker, trying to quantify what MII| calls the high

quality pleasures is a project dooned to fail. |It's trying to quantify the
unquantifiable. It can't be done. It's like trying to figure out how

i nportant a mate, lover or parent is to you by deterni ning how much tine,
effort and noney he or she saves you. It's sinply ridiculous to approach it
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t hat way.

You may not be able to quantify the stuff of human happi ness, but that

doesn't mean you can't neasure it. After all, neasuring it is precisely what
we try to do in an act-oriented approach. But what does an "act-oriented
ethical yardstick" look like? 1It's not marked off in units of pleasure, |ike

a results-oriented one. Wat does it neasure?

Renenmber that a little while ago | said that an act-oriented approach
says that some actions are appropriate and others inappropriate. A fuller
statenment of this idea is that some actions are appropriate and others
i nappropriate for humans to do or experience. An act-oriented "yardstick,"

t hen, neasures how human sone deed, policy or treatnent is. |It's a standard

t hat measures humanity, not pleasure, pain, happiness or unhappiness. It
tells us how nuch an action fits, is consistent with or conforns to a standard
of human behavior. So when we take an act-oriented approach, we | ook to see
how wel|l an action "neasures up" against a standard of what's appropriate for
people to do or what's appropriate to be done to them Another way of putting
it is that we ook to see whether an action goes with or against the grain of
humanity. According to a deontol ogi cal (act-oriented) thinker, actions that
“measure up" or "fit" are norally good, and those that don't are norally

wWr ong.

In nmany ways the nost basic spirit of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights is deontological. (This also true of our own country's Declaration of
| ndependence with its claimthat we all have inalienable rights to "life,
liberty and the pursuit of happiness." In fact, the same could be said of any
docunent or line of argument that tal ks about rights.) The Declaration says
t hat people have rights to certain things just because they're human. Having
these rights doesn't depend on their nationality, race, sex, age, political or
religious beliefs. They're entitled to these things sinply by virtue of being
human. Actions that respect these rights conformto a basic concept of
"humanity." Those that violate these rights don't. The bottomline of the
Declaration is: "People are entitled to these things, and that's all there is
toit. If you violate people's rights, you' re doing something norally wong
because you're violating a fundanmental standard of “humanity.' |f you think
it's norally justifiable not to respect people's rights, it's because you
either don't understand or don't care about what it nmeans to act |ike a human
being or to treat another person appropriately."

But understand that with this kind of approach, we don't find out what's
"human" by studying different societies and deternining what is conventiona
human behavi or. That's the approach of sociol ogi sts and ant hr opol ogi sts. No,
wi th a phil osophical approach we're tal king nore about how peopl e can be
rat her than how nost of us are. O perhaps a better way of putting it is:
we' re tal ki ng about the best qualities and possibilities of humanity, the
characteristics of people that are positive and uni quely human. So our
standard nay be nore idealistic and theoretical than realistic and enpirical

The obvi ous next question is, "So what's "~hunan' behavi or and how do you
recogni ze it?" But before taking that up I want to say a few words about the
abstract or theoretical direction this whole discussion is taking.

One of the difficulties of act-oriented ethics is that it's based so nuch
| ess than results-oriented ethics in the ordinary, tangible things of everyday
life. A deontol ogical approach seens to be nore difficult both to explain and
under st and because it depends so nmuch on abstractions. W all know what
Bent ham neans when he tal ks about "pleasure." However, "actions appropriate
to a human being," "consistent with a standard of human behavior" or
"characteristics that are positive and uniquely human" aren't quite so
obvious. The vocabulary we've got to use in discussing act-oriented ethics is
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increasingly less tangible. And that means that with this approach, you're
going to have to rely nore on your mnd--your intuition, insight and judgnent-
-than you did with results-oriented ethics.

Don't let this bother you, however, and don't think that an act-oriented
approach to ethics will only anpbunt to subjective nonsense. The tendency of
the world we live inis to think, "If you can't see, snell, taste, touch,
count, weigh or neasure it, it isn't inportant."” |It's understandable that
| ots of people have this attitude, because that's part of the |egacy of
enpirical science and technology. But it's absolute rubbish.

The essence of many of the things you value greatly in life--love, trust,
generosity, sincerity--elude our five senses. But they're certainly real and
powerful. Try telling yourself when an inportant ronance crashes that it
doesn't really hurt and that you don't have sonething najor to contend wth.

O tell yourself it doesn't really matter when your best friend breaks a

prom se to help you study for an I nportant exam and goes off to a party
instead. "CGivil rights,” "rights to life" and "human dignity" (not to nention
"l'iberty" and "taxation w thout representation”) are ultimately only

i ntangi bl e i deas, and yet look at their power in the "real" world.

The upshot of this is: Don't wite sonething off just because it's
intangible. If you work at it, you'll see these invisible things quite well.
Only you'll be using your "mind' s eye." And in this chapter in particular,
you're going to have to rely a lot on your mnd or intuition to cone to a
solid understanding of act-oriented ethics. |If you make the extra effort
that's necessary, it'll pay off because you'll acquire a new skill--seeing the
invisible. And as they say in that comercial, be willing to spend that extra
effort, because you're worth it.

But if the bad news about act-oriented ethics is that it's pretty
abstract, the good news is that it's nuch nore focused than a results-oriented
approach. You don't have to | ook at consequences that'll come about in a
particul ar situation, specul ate about the different results fromdifferent
options, or try to figure out |long termconsequences. Al you have to do is
exam ne the action you're thinking about doing. And in some ways it's a whole
| ot easier to answer a question like "lIs there anything intrinsically wong
about |ying?" than "What are the short and | ong term consequences (neasured in
terms of high versus low quality pleasure) if | lie to nmy boyfriend tonight
and tell himthat I'msick when I'mreally going out with another guy?"

As | said before going off about the intangible quality of all of this,
after seeing that an act-oriented "yardstick" measures how human sone deed,
policy or treatnment is, the logical question is: "Wat's "“human' behavi or?"
But let's work up to that through sone "non-humans.'

Imagine that it's late Septenber and you're watching sonme squirrels
gather nuts for the winter. (You have a habit of doing strange things. After
all, you're taking a philosophy course, aren't you?) One squirrel (named
Rocky) takes a few acorns from anot her squirrel (named Apollo). Wuld you say
that Rocky has "stolen" the nuts fromApollo? |s Rocky a "thief" who deserves
to be arrested, tried and convicted for his disgraceful and unethica
behavi or? Should he at |east get a stern |l ecture on the inportance of
respecting others' property? O course not! He's a squirrel; there's nothing
"inappropriate” about his actions. Wat he does is perfectly "squirrel-like."
He's driven by instinct and his instinct tells himto take the nearest acorns
he can find.

O take another case fromthe animal world. |If you have any cats at
hone, you know they establish a real hierarchy or "pecking order." The
strongest cat is top dog (so to speak). But as that cat gets ol der and
weakens, the younger cats sense this and start pushing it around. |nstead of
showi ng synpat hy and conpassi on, the stronger felines see their chance to
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advance in the hierarchy. "Survival of the fittest” and "rule by the strong”
govern the world of nature. The animal kingdomregards illness and old age as
weaknesses and treats them accordingly. But if you saw a young cat (naned
Aristotle) asserting itself against an old and infirmcat (Plato), would you
feel justified in punishing it for acting "cruelly"? Wuld you swat Aristotle
and say, "Aristotle! I'msurprised at you. You should know better than that.
Ni ce cats don't do things like that."? Wuld you think that he had acted in a
way that was "norally reprehensible"? Hardly. Cats have no choice in the
matter. W may not enjoy seeing a strong, healthy cat inflict pain on one
that's weak and dying, but we can't "blane" an animal that's only follow ng
its instincts.

But what if you saw your friend Holly steal a book from her sister Susan?
O what would your reaction be if you heard that a classmate nanmed Loui s
DaPal na said to his sick father, "O k., Pops. The jig is up. |'mtaking
over." Most of us would be appalled. To say there's sonething
"i nappropriate" about such m serabl e behavi or woul d be accurate, even if it's
a col ossal understatement. Although Holly and Louis did the same things as
Rocky and Aristotle, we'd certainly judge themdifferently.

The reason we'd judge the people differently, of course, is that neither
Rocky the squirrel nor Aristotle the cat knows any better nor has any choice
inthe mtter. But humans are different because we have precisely what these
animals lack. W freely choose our actions and we have the intelligence that
| ets us think about what we're doing. That's what makes us human. W aren't
call ed "honmpo sapiens"--"thinking nman"--for nothing. W think about our
options and we choose on the basis of our conclusions. (I know there's a |ot
of debate about just how free we really are, but I'mnot going to get into
that in this handbook. But even if we don't have total freedom we do have
nore control over our actions than cats and dogs do.)

So this is a foundation on which we can build a standard about "human"
actions--choice and intelligence. Actions that foster these are closer to the
standard. Deeds that interfere with themare farther away. In the eyes of
act-oriented ethics, the forner are better; the latter worse.

Despite my trying to explain these ideas using such ordinary things as
cats and squirrels, this whole discussion mght be getting too abstract or
theoretical. So let's take a nmonent and try to ground what we have in reality
before we press on. Take the idea of choice, for exanple.

How woul d you feel if your friend Wayne told his friend Carlos that you
and Wayne woul d be glad to drive himto the airport--in your car? O what if
your parents told you they'd chosen someone for you to marry or selected your
life's career for you? Wat would your reaction be to soneone forcing you to
do sonet hing agai nst your will? | inmagine that in each case you'd be pretty
angry. Wiy? Mst likely you think that other people don't have the right to
do these things. You see yourself as being entitled to make deci si ons about
your own |life, and your basic freedomto do so is underm ned in each instance.

That human beings are essentially free creatures is the nost basic
precept of an act-oriented approach to ethics. Forcing sonmebody to do
somet hing just doesn't square with choice or human freedom So an act-
ori ented approach says that anything that doesn't agree with the idea of hunan
freedom anything that interferes with people choosing what to do, is on the
face of it norally wong.

Now al |l sorts of things don't square with personal freedom and aut onony,
rangi ng from forci ng soneone at gunpoint to subtly manipulating themin a way
they're unaware of. Still, what these actions have in common is that they
conprom se sonmebody's freedom And that's what nmakes them noral |y dubi ous.
And it doesn't make any difference if the results of the action are good ones.
There's still sonething indefensible about what's going on. Even if you neet
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some fantastic person that you fall madly in love with when you're at the
airport with Wayne and Carlos, it doesn't make what Wayne did right. He stil
interfered with your right to choose what you wanted to do.

O take something |ike snmoking cigarettes or drinking alcohol. If we
outl awed cigarettes and liquor in this country, we'd surely decrease the
i nci dence of sone diseases. But we'd be telling people what they may and may
not do. W' d be taking a choice away fromthemand limting their freedom
Even t hough we'd be banni ng al cohol and tobacco "for people's own good," an
act-oriented thinker would probably object. He'd argue that there was
sonething intrinsically wong with what we were doing. No matter how nuch good
i s produced, what we're doing doesn't agree or harnmoni ze with human freedom

Now before you think that deontol ogical theorists are anarchists, realize
that an act-oriented thinker sees sone realistic limtations on human freedom
as justifiable. (For exanple, it's o.k. to violate the freedom of soneone
who's hurting soneone el se by stopping them) Nonetheless, an act-oriented
t hi nker woul d demand an expl anation of why any such limtations are justified.
(After all, an act-oriented approach to ethics sees actions which conprom se
human freedom as being norally questionable--they conflict with an essenti al
feature of "humanity.") But a deontol ogical thinker wouldn't accept a
utilitarian justification--one that defended violations of freedom by saying
that on bal ance they produced nore good than harm The argurment woul d have to
show sonmething Iike how the rights of the innocent person are stronger than
the attacker's.

Personal freedomis so fundanental to an act-oriented approach to ethics
t hat some phil osophers have built entire noral theories on the idea. One such
t hi nker is Immanuel Kant, one of the "all-time greats” in the history of

west ern phil osophy. Kant (1724-1804) lived before MII, spending his entire
l[ife in the city of Ko"nigsberg in Prussia (nbdern day Russia). Unlike
Bent ham and M 11, Kant was a professional acadenmician. First a tutor and then

a private lecturer, Kant eventually was appointed to a professorship at the
Uni versity of Ko"nigsberg.

Kant is nmenorable for many reasons. One story has it that his life was
so regul ar that the people of Ko"nigsberg set their watches as Kant passed by
on his daily walk. Mre inmportant is that Kant produced one of the nost
i mportant systens of thought in philosophy's two thousand year old lifetine.
Al so noteworthy, however, is that Kant was 57 when he started explaining this
systemin his Critique of Pure Reason and that he turned out one extraordi nary
work after another for the next nine years. Mathenaticians and conputer
programmers nay be over the hill at 30, professional athletes at 40, but
phi | osophers may just be warmi ng up at 50. (Philosophy's a good |line of work
to gointoif you want to avoid feeling old before your tine. At 50 you can
still be a "prom sing young thinker.")

Kant is particularly fanbus for his work in ethics. He is the nobst
i mportant act-oriented or deontological thinker in the history of phil osophy.
In his classic Gounding for the Metaphysics of Mrals he explains what he
takes to be the basic noral principle or noral |aw agai nst which we can
neasure our actions to see how good they are. Kant calls this principle the
categorical inperative--a conmand (inperative) that holds with no exceptions
or qualifications (categorically). 1In Kant's opinion, to find out how right
or wong an action is, all we have to do is to see if it conforns to or
"obeys" the "nmoral law."™ This is his "ethical yardstick."

Kant doesn't think he's really found anything new. He believes that we
all actually know the difference between right and wong. W just have
troubl e explaining the difference.

So what is this noral |law? Kant comes up with three or four different
ways of putting it, but the nost inportant one for our purposes cones out of
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Kant's understandi ng of human dignity and freedom He wites, "Act in such a
way that you treat hunmanity, whether in your own person or in the person of
any other, always at the sane time as an end and never sinply as a neans."

The key here is understanding what it neans to treat sonmeone as an "end"
rather than "sinply as a means.” Kant illustrates the nmoral law with four
exanpl es: suicide, a false prom se, devel oping one's talents, and hel pi ng
others in need. The second is the best one to ook at. Kant wites,

[A] man in need finds hinmself forced to borrow nobney. He knows wel |
that he won't be able to repay it, but he sees also that he will not get
any |loan unless he firmy pronmises to repay it within a fixed time. He
wants to make such a prom se, but he still has consci ence enough to ask
hi nsel f whether it is not permissible and is contrary to duty to get out
of difficulty inthis way. . . . [He] will imediately see that he intends
to make use of another man nerely as a means to an end which the latter
does not |ikew se hold. For the man whom | want to use for my own purposes
by such a pronise cannot possibly concur with ny way of acting toward him
and hence cannot hinself hold the end of this action. This conflict
with the principle of duty to others becones even cl earer when instances of
attacks on the freedom and property of others are considered. For then it
becomes clear that a transgressor of the rights of men intends to nake use
of the persons of others nerely as a nmeans, without taking into
consi deration that, as rational beings, they should al ways be esteened at
the sane tine as ends, i.e., be esteened only as bei ngs who nust thensel ves
be able to hold the very sane action as an end."

The person naking the fal se promise is using sonmeone else sinply as a means to
his own end.

In Kant's mind, to treat soneone as an "end" is to treat himwth all of
the respect due to a human being--to treat her in a way that is appropriate, a
way that "fits" the fact that |'mdealing with a human bei ng. However,
treati ng soneone as an "end" neans to Kant particularly that his freedom her
right to choose her own actions is respected. Treating sonmeone as a "neans"

violates precisely this point. If | treat soneone as a "nmeans," |'musing him
for my ends, not his. | don't care about what he wants. | see her mainly as
an object or atool that | can use to get what | want. | inpose ny choice, ny

deci sion on soneone el se, whether he or she likes it or not.

Treating soneone as a neans to your own end takes an alnost infinite
nunber of shapes. It can range from crude physical threats and intimdation
("Go get this book fromthe library for me or I'Il break your face!"), to
skil I ful nanipulation that soneone isn't even aware of ("CGee boss, |1'd really
like to work with you on the Snmith account. | know | could |earn so nuch from
your skill and experience. You d be doing me a big favor.") to using |ove or
sex to to get soneone to do sonething they don't want to do ("Wat do you nean
“dishonest'? |If you really loved me you'd wite this paper for ne. And if
you don't love me, | guess | can't go to bed with you anynore.").

But what these actions all have in common is that they don't respect the
ot her person's freedom and dignity, her right to freely choose what she does.
My mani pul ation short-circuits sonebody else's right to nake a decision in the
matter. | don't treat himas a free person whose wants and needs shoul d be
considered. | treat her as an object to be used for ny ends.

So Kant's "ethical yardstick" is pretty straightforward. An action
"measures up" to the extent it respects personal freedom choice and autonony.

A need for personal freedom and choice is one of the nobst obvious
features of human beings. Actions that don't respect that sinply "cut against
the grain" of the stuff we're nade from But many other qualities go into
defining "humanity." What else can we add to our "yardstick" so that it can
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tell us which actions are "appropriate" and which "inappropriate"?

Well, equality rmust be al nost as inportant as freedom How do you react
to actions that treat people unequally for no good reason? What if you found
out that you didn't get a job you were qualified for just because of your sex,
race or nationality? Wuldn't you say sonething like "That's not fair"? Many
peopl e believe that so-called "reverse discrimnation" is nmorally wong sinply
because it treats people differently because of their race or sex. And that
isn't treating people "equally." |If we believe that people are all equal,
actions that are consistent with or respect "human equality" are
"appropriate" or fit the standard; arbitrary or discrimnatory actions fal
short.

And we could tick off a nunber of other things that nost of us would
agree shoul d govern or be respected in our dealings with each other--dignity,
respect, fairness, justice, privacy, toleration, and the like. |'mnot going
to take the tine to go into all of these because the point would be the sane
in each case. These are things that all of us as ordinary humans are entitled
to experience at each other's hands just because we're human. Fromthe
st andpoi nt of an act-oriented approach to ethics, actions that don't respect
these qualities don't agree with or fit a reasonabl e understandi ng of
"humanity." And again let me stress that an act-oriented approach says it
doesn't matter how much good woul d conme from such actions. They're just in
and of thenselves "inappropriate" for humans to do or to experience.
Accordingly, they're questionable froman ethical point of view

There is one other feature of "humanity" that's worth taking a cl oser

| ook at, however--our ability to think. In fact, biologists would probably
argue that this is an even nore basic characteristic of "humanity" than
freedomis, whence the |abel "honp sapiens." So let's see howthis fits into

an act-oriented approach to ethics.

Renenmber earlier in this chapter when | was tal king about squirrels and
cats? Well, the conclusion | came to fromthose exanples was that there are
two reasons we don't say animals "do wong" or are norally responsible for
their acts. They don't have a lot of choice in their actions (or maybe it
woul d be better to say that the choices we see them naking usually are heavily
i nfluenced by instinct). And they don't know any better. Since humans have
precisely these things that aninmals | ack, we hold ourselves norally
responsible. This led me to say that choice and intelligence were a pretty
good foundation on which to build a standard about "hunman actions."”

Aski ng whether or not an action is consistent with "personal choice" is
easy to understand. W all know what "freedom of choi ce" means and nost of us
bel i eve there's sonething wong with being forced to do sonet hi ng agai nst our
will. So we can see the connection between freedomand ethics. But what
about intelligence?

I1igence" connects with ethics in two ways. First, conbining the
idea of "intelligence" with "choice" nmakes the whole idea of "norality”
possible in the first place. Also, like freedom it's going to give us a
standard we can use to evaluate how "human" different actions are. Let ne
explain the first point quickly, because the second one will take a little
whi | e.

"Inte
i
[

The first way that "intelligence" relates to ethics is very basic and
very inportant. Ethical judgnents are possible only because of the
conbination of "intelligence" and "choice." The key here is the concept of
noral responsibility.

When do you hol d soneone fully responsible for his actions? First of
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all, when he freely chooses what he does. You wouldn't blanme a bank teller for
handi ng noney over to a robber at gunpoint or a friend who accidentally broke
one of your records when he tripped over the dirty laundry you left lying on
the floor. If sonebody's action was either forced or accidental, we don't
think of it as being really "theirs." He or she didn't "choose" to behave
that way, and so we're willing to excuse them |It's |ike what we were talking
about with animals. W don't hold an aninmal "responsible" for its actions
because it doesn't have the same power over its behavior that we have over
ours.

But the difference between human and ani nal behavior is that we can think
about what we do. W don't just act, we think and then act (or at |east we
should). And that's ultimately why we hol d peopl e responsi ble for what they
do- - because their "intelligence" gives themthe power to choose how they'l|
behave. And that's where norality cones from W think that it's o.k. to
eval uate what people do because we believe they can choose how they act, that
it's in their power to act better or worse. Renenber, the main aimof ethics
is to evaluate human behavior. But there'd be no purpose in eval uating
actions if we couldn't do anything about them CQur rationality, our
intelligence gives us the power to anal yze and eval uate our actions,

i ntentions and the consequences of what we do. Wthout reason we would no
nore nake ethical judgnments about humans than about the creatures in the
forest.*

| said alittle while ago that "intelligence" connects with ethics in two
ways. The second way is that "intelligence" or "reason,” like "freedom" is
going to give us a way to evaluate the ethical character of actions w thout
reference to an act's consequences.

(By the way, "intelligence" is just another way to refer to our m nds,
our rational abilities. Wen we think about what we do, we use our reason.
And because "reason" and "rational" are narrower and nore specific ternms, |I'm
going to use theminstead of "intelligence." I1t'Il nmake it easier to

understand how this can provide us with a way to neasure actions.)

| just said that "reason" is going to give us a way to eval uate actions.
But how does that work? \Wat does it nean to say that "reason" is a standard
for judgi ng how "human" particular actions are? The key here is to understand
"reason" in its narrowest sense--those nental operations governed by the rules
of logic. The nost basic rule of logic is sinply that contradictions aren't

allowed. If a friend asks "Are you going to the party toni ght?" and you
answer "l'mgoing and I'mnot going," your friend will probably think you
haven't fully recovered fromthe | ast bash you went to. Wat you said doesn't
make any sense. Both can't be true--"going" and "not going." You've
contradicted yourself. |It's like saying "Today is Tuesday" and "Today is not
Tuesday. "

Now "rationality" is such a basic feature of "humanity" that saying that
someone is acting "irrationally" is a pretty obvious charge that they're not
acting the way a mature, healthy human being usually acts. Especially froma
phi | osophi cal point of view, we can say that behavior that's "rational" rather
than "irrational” is nore appropriate to hunmans. A contradiction is
"illogical" and thus, strictly speaking, "irrational." So there's sonething
i nappropriate about contradictions when we hold them up agai nst our standard
of "humanity."

(This doesn't nean that we don't all experience contradictory ideas,
beliefs and feelings. But it does nmean that we [and the people around us]
don't find the experience confortable. |If we don't resolve our opposing
convictions or enotions, we feel tense or unsettled. The human spirit doesn't
experience contradictions with a cal msoul and peaceful nmnind.)

But what does all of this have to do with ethics? Well, remenber that
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this is part of a discussion about evaluating actions w thout reference to
their consequences. Let's take the exanple of lying. Wiat's a lie? And why
do nost people think that there's something wong with |ying?

Let's go back to the exanple with your nother and say that you later find
out that the record conpany left a nmessage with her. You ask her and she
denies it. Presuming that we all agree that |lying about it only makes matters
worse, what's wong with the lie? You mght first be tenpted to say that the
lie is "deceptive," and that there's sonething inherently wong with
deception. But let's get even nore narrow and technical than that. Wat's the
nost basic thing going on in this |ie? That what your nother is saying is
false. And what does that nean but that her statenent doesn't square with
reality. That is, the nost basic feature of a lie--and its essential flaw-is
that it contains an inconsistency between fact and statenent. Lies cut
agai nst the grain of the nmind s nost basic requirenent for |ogica
consi st ency.

Strictly speaking, all lies are illogical, irrational and don't "fit"
th the demands of "human rationality."* That's why we always feel that
ing has to be justified (at least to ourselves). There's sonething about a
e that just doesn't sit right with a normally sensitive mature human. In
ct, notice that the unflattering connotation of speaking falsely remains in
e phrase we use to refer to harm ess, defensible deceptions--"white lies."
So we can say fromthis point of view that the essential inconsistency of a
lie is (technically speaking) unhuman because it violates the canons of |ogic

*| can just hear some of you saying, "Wat does he nmean, “All lies are

illogical and irrational.' Comon sense tells you there would tines when
| yi ng nakes sense. How about lying to protect soneone fromgetting hurt?" Be
sure that you understand what | nean. To say that a lie is "defensible" and
that technically it's "irrational"™ and "illogical" are two different things.
The latter neans only that it violates the canons of logic. In sone
ci rcunst ances you might conclude that that's the right thing to do. But
that's another issue. which govern human reason. And an act-oriented approach
to ethics asserts that an action is norally questionable to the extent that
it's inconsistent with a standard of humanity.*

W
l'y
I
fa
th

The rul es of reason also give us sone insight into why an act-oriented
approach would criticize things like discrimnation and arbitrary behavior.

If we take the idea that humans are essentially equal and that race, sex and
the like are irrelevant features on which to base decisions, a classic case of
discrimnation is nothing nore than logically inconsistent behavior. |If | pay
a wonman $20, 000 and a man $25,000 for the sane job, | amtreating two
identical cases differently. These's no real difference between the two
peopl e, so there's no good reason to treat themdifferently. M behavior is
blatantly inconsistent. And since consistency is one of the first things
called for by reason, an act-oriented approach would find discrimnation

noral |y dubi ous because it falls short on a standard of "humanity."

(When it comes down to it, nost clains of "unfairness"” boil down to
sonething like this. Your "nmind s eye" perceives the conflict, even if you
don't articulate it that way to yourself. There's no acceptable reason for
your bi ol ogy professor to boost the final grade of his favorite student a
little just to nake it easier for her to get into nmedical school, for exanple.
And so we react to the inconsistency by labeling it "unfairness.")

I mentioned above that Kant gave several different formulations of his
noral |law, the "categorical inperative." WIlI, one of themtouches precisely
on this point I"'mtrying to explain--evaluating an action by seei ng how wel |
it squares with the canons of reason. So let's take a quick | ook at that and
at one of Kant's exanpl es.

Kant's version of the categorical inperative that depends mpbst closely on
the aws of reason is: "Act only according to that nmaxi m whereby you can at
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the sane tine will that it should becone a universal law " A maximfor Kant
is like a policy statement or the principle governing our action. For
exanpl e, your "maxi M when you bought this book was sonething Iike, "Wenever
| need something froma store, | will pay for the article rather than stea
it."

Kant believes that to evaluate the norality of an action, we should state
a general principle that governs what we're doing and then see how acceptabl e
that maxi mor policy is according to sinple |laws of reason. And the best way
to do this is to imagine what it would be like if everyone acted according to
this principle. Wen Kant says that we should act according to "nmaxins that
we can will to be universal |aws," he means that nothing about the principle
governi ng our act should be contradictory or inconsistent if we inmagine
everyone doing it. Picturing such a situation should reveal any probl ens.
Rational |aws--the |laws of mathematics, logic or science--are supposed to hold
uni versal ly, w thout exception. |If we can't imagine everyone acting according
to a maxi mwi thout any trouble, we've got problens. Qur nmaxi m doesn't
"measure up" to the demands of reason

The role of the rules of reason is evident when we | ook at one of Kant's
exanpl es--the fal se prom se again. Kant expl ains,

The maxi mof [the fal se pronmiser's] action would then be expressed as
follows: when | believe nyself to be in need of noney, | will borrow noney
and pronise to pay it back, al t hough I know that | can never do so. Now
this principle of sel f-1ove or personal advantage nay perhaps be quite
conpatible with one's entire future welfare, but the question i S now
whether it is right. | then transformthe requirenent of self-love into a
uni versal |aw and put the question thus: how woul d things stand if ny maxim
were to beconme a universal [ aw? He then sees at once that such a maxim
could never hold as a universal law of nature and be consistent with
itself, but must necessarily be self-contradictory. For the
universality of a |law which says that anyone believing hinself to be in
difficulty could prom se whatever he pleases with the i ntention of not
keeping it would make promising itself and the end to be attained thereby
qui te inpossible, inasmuch as no one woul d believe what was prom sed him
but would nerely l augh at all such utterances as being vain pretenses
(enphasi s n ne) .

The point here is that a fal se prom se breaks the laws of reason in a
couple of ways. First, it's self-contradictory. M stated promise ("I wll
pay back the noney") is flatly contradicted by nmy real intention ("I will not
pay back the nobney"). Second, the reason ny maximcan't hold up universally
is that if we inagine everyone behaving this way, we're faced with so nuch
i nconsi stency that promises wouldn't even exist. People would want things
that are rationally inconsistent: they'd want to have their words believed,
but they'd also want to be able to say one thing and do another. A prom se
depends on our behavior being consistent with our pledge. As soon as we stop
presunm ng this consistency, prom ses thenselves cease to exist. |If everyone
lived by the policy, "Wen it's to your advantage, say one thing and do
another," only a fool would believe sonebody's prom se.

*

The second mmj or connection between "reason"” and "norality," then, is
that we can eval uate actions by asking how cl osely the actions thensel ves or
the principles governing themfollow the |aws of reason, that is, things like
consi stency and the rules of logic. An act-oriented approach clainms that the
cl oser your actions fit the demands of rational consistency and the |like, the
better. An act-oriented approach to ethics, then, says: "In evaluating how
“human' certain actions are, we can ask not only, “Does this act agree with
certain human characteristics (freedom equality, dignity, and so on)?" but
al so "How does this act--its principles or intentions--fit when eval uated by a
standard of rationality? 1Is it self-contradictory or inconsistent in any
way?' "
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Before we | eave this approach to ethics, with its talk about maxins,
universal laws and treating people as ends in thenselves, we should |ook to

see what this looks like in ordinary life. Take dating. |nagine that you're
living on canpus away from home. Before you left, you said to your high
school sweetheart, "Don't worry. | love you. |'mnot going to get involved
with anyone else.” And for a while you keep your word.

But then one day you neet this terrific guy/girl (take your pick). You
start spending tinme together, just to get to know one another better. And
soon you're together a lot. But now you wonder if you're doi ng sonething
wong. You still feel as though you |ove your sweetheart back hone, your new
friend understands this, and you don't know if this new relationship wll
really ampunt to anything. But your new friend is attractive in a very
different way fromyour |ove back hone and conmes froma different part of the
country; you find all of this intriguing. You tell yourself that your
sweet heart back honme isn't being hurt by what you're doing and that you really
aren't "getting involved" with this new person. You're just getting to know
each ot her and having some fun together. But you al so ask yourself if this
isn'"t just a rationalization for cheating. You' re honest enough to know t hat
you wouldn't like it if the shoe were on the other foot.

So how do your actions neasure up in this case? Well, first, are you
failing to treat anyone as an "end in thenselves"? The best test for this is
to ask if everyone involved would consent to how they' re being treated. Your
| ove back home probably wouldn't. |If you' ve got an understanding that you
aren't going to be spending significant anounts of tinme with avail able nmenbers
of the opposite sex who may become your sweetheart's rival, he or she would
likely think that you' re breaking your word. O course, the easiest way to
find out is to ask. |If your newrelationship really isn't a threat to the old
one, you mght be able to get your sweetheart to consent to what you're doing.
O, if you realize that it actually is a conpeting relationship, you and your
| ove back honme m ght be able to work out a new understanding in which he or
she is entitled to do the same thing you' re now doing. On the other hand,
definitely not wanting to bring it up is a bad sign. You' re probably afraid
that you'll | ose your |ove back home when you don't really know you feel about
your new friend. In this case, odds are that you're then using your
sweet heart as a kind of safety net in case your new rel ati onship doesn't work
out. And that sure sounds to ne like treating them"as a nmeans only."

And how do your actions | ook against a strictly "rational" standard?
First, what kind of "nmaxinms" or policy statenents can we conme up with that
descri be your actions? What you told your |love at horme | ooks sonething like:
"When I'maway fromyou, | won't do anything that will lead to nmy falling in
| ove with soneone else." Your recent behavior night be governed by: "Wen
neet soneone attractive and interesting, | want to be able to get to know them
and spend tine with them" 1s there any kind of flat contradiction or
i nconsi stency here? Probably. Let's be realistic. Spending a lot of tine
with an attractive, interesting and avail abl e nenber of the opposite sex isn't
going to bring you and your high school sweetheart closer! So you' re probably
doi ng the kind of thing you said you wouldn't do. It doesn't natter if you
still love the person back honme, that "what they don't know can't hurt thent
or if your new rel ationship doesn't work out. Wat you' re doing doesn't
really square with what you said you'd do

Can your maxinms hold universally? What would the world look like if
everyone acted according to then? If we all reserve the right to spend tine
with attractive nenbers of the opposite sex, despite any commitnents we've

made to others, we'd be crazy to believe any such prom ses. |In practice such
a promise would anpunt to "I'Il be true to you until sonmeone nore interesting
cones along." And that's not nuch of a coormitnent. And a pronise to be true

no matter what keeps us fromexploring interesting relationships w th other
potential lovers. The two nmaxi ns cancel each other out. You couldn't have a
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world in which both of them hel d.

O course, you can have a world in which one or the other holds. People
either stand by their word or there's no pretense of comm tnent and everyone
runs the same risks. |In short, if you really want your actions to nmeasure up,
you've got to give up either the new relationship or the exclusivity of the
ol d one.

| hope that by now the idea of evaluating the noral character of actions
wi thout referring to consequences makes some sense. As | said before, an act-
oriented or deontol ogi cal thinker holds his "ethical yardstick"” only against
the actions in question and | ooks to see how well they "neasure up" to a
standard of "humanity." How appropriate are the actions for humans to do or
experi ence? How nuch do these actions fit, agree with or harnmonize with a
basi ¢ standard of hunmanity?

And what's a good standard of "humanity"? Well, we |looked in depth at at
| east two of the nmpbst inportant conponents--choice and rationality--and we saw
how | nmanuel Kant bases his conception of a noral |aw on them And
mentioned in passing that there are many nore concepts to bear in mnd:
dignity, respect, fairness, justice, privacy, toleration and so on. Think
about what is unique or nost positive about hunmans and you' ve got your
standard. As far as an act-oriented approach to phil osophical ethics is
concerned, the nore an action conforns to such a standard, the nore likely
it's promoting or fostering human good or happi ness, and so the better it is
noral | y.

However, | want to conclude with a few words that you should find
surprising. Because there is nore that we can add to our standard or
yardstick for evaluating actions. | nean things |ike conpassion,

under st andi ng, sensitivity, synpathy and the like. These qualities are al
deci dedly enotional, but how could we exclude themif we're trying to describe
a standard of what is best and npbst positive in humanity?

| said at the outset of this handbook that enotion doesn't play a | arge
role in ethics, but | was talking there about not using your feelings as a
gui de for your noral beliefs. But that doesn't mean that positive and
altruistic enptions can't cone to play in analyzing sone action or that they
don't tell us sonmething that a strictly logical analysis nisses.

Take the case of so-called "reverse discrimnation,"” for exanple. A
strictly logical act-oriented approach would probably reject using race or sex
for any kind of decision because it's inconsistent with the idea of hunman
equality. However, a sensitivity to the present, practical consequences of
generations of discrimnination against non-whites and wonen and to the
frustration and indignity suffered by people who are in a conpetition which
gives white nen a head start m ght suggest that the "truly human" approach to
this problemshouldn't be quite so cut and dry.

It's not easy in appraising the noral character of an action to shift
froma strictly rationalistic viewoint to one that is nore all enconpassing
of human virtues. And it's difficult to know when to give one nore wei ght
than the other. But remenber that | said that an act-oriented approach deals
alot with intangi bles and that you have to use your intuition and judgnent.

Well, this is where you can see what that neans. | can say this, however. The
nore you're self-consciously aware of trying to do this kind of juggling act,
the better you get at it. It's like any skill--you inprove with practi ce.

Before ending this chapter altogether | want to add a word about an
approach to evaluating the nmorality of actions that, strictly speaking, is
deontol ogical, but also significantly different fromwhat |'ve been
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describing. And that's the approach that says that acts are inmoral by virtue
of being "unnatural."

As | said, this way of appraising actions is deontol ogi cal because it
eval uates deeds solely in terns of their internal character. Actions are
intrinsically right or wong. People who think this way adopt "nature" as the
standard by which they judge the intrinsic nerit of actions. You find this
styl e of thinking surfacing nost frequently in discussions of sexual norality.
Honosexual ity, oral and anal sex are considered norally wong by sone people
because these practices don't conformto the "natural"” pattern of heterosexua
intercourse. Simlarly, the Roman Catholic Church bars artificial nmeans of
contracepti on because such devices or chenicals interfere with the "natural™
reproductive function of the sexual organs.

On the other hand, this approach is different than what |'ve been talking
about for two reasons. First, sone people try to settle ethical disputes by
using the idea of what's "natural" as an authority. And this is no nore
acceptabl e than using the authority of law, religion, individual opinion or
personal feelings.

Second, this perspective differs fromthat of phil osophical ethics
because the ultimate standard is what's natural not what's conducive to human
good. Now obviously there should be a close connection between the two, but
what happens in the world of biological forces and what's nost positively and
uni quely human aren't necessarily identical. It all cones down to how you
understand "natural." Sexual intercourse for the sake of having children is
obviously "natural" in a physical way, but making |l ove solely for the sake of
experiencing affection and comuni cating our caring for someone else is
"natural" in terns of the enotional side of our beings. Honpbsexuality nmay not
be "natural" in that nost people are heterosexual and that honosexual sex
won't produce children. But that hompbsexual s can and do exist show that in
anot her sense honpbsexual ity nust be "natural "--the worki ngs of nature produce
it. And in still another sense we all know that being able to exercise free
choice in how we shape our private lives is also "natural"™ for human bei ngs.
Al so, aggression nmay be "natural" to nan in the sense that wars of conquest
characterize mllions of years of human history, but surely that doesn't make

i mperialistic aggression "good" and a positive trait for human beings. In
short, tal king about "natural" versus "unnatural" and trying to link "natural"
and "ethical" is much nore conplicated than it first | ooks.

Now |'mnot going to go on with this, although it is potentially a very
large topic. | sinply wanted to point out that you can find approaches to
ethics that sonetinmes |ook |ike a phil osophical approach, but aren't really
the sane thing. 1In this instance, if you're confronted with soneone who

equates "natural" with "ethical," you're entitled to ask for an expl anati on of
what "natural” means and how that links directly with the idea of "human
good. "

An act-oriented (or deontol ogical) approach to ethics, then, focuses
exclusively on the actions we're evaluating, instead of the results or
consequences. As is always the case in philosophical ethics, we use a human
standard or 'yardstick' to see if the deeds under question 'measure up.' So
t he basic question in an act-oriented approach is sinply: Is the action being
scrutini zed 'appropriate' for hunman beings to do or experience?

But exactly how do we deci de whether actions are norally acceptable or
not without any reference to their consequences? The fact that nora
responsi bility proceeds fromour ability to know what we're doing and to
choose our actions led us to begin with the concept of freedom W saw how
| mmanuel Kant gives us a basic noral principle which says that actions are
noral ly defensible to the extent that they respect the freedom dignity and
aut onony of people. And then working fromthe rational character of the human
personality, we saw that Kant gives us another basic guideline to the effect
that the principle of our action nmust be able to be applied universally and be
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free frominternal contradictions and inconsistencies. And if we add to our
"yardstick' concepts like justice, fairness, synpathy and conpassi on, we end
up with a fairly good standard to use to deternine the noral character of an
action itself.

1. Think about ways in your everyday |life that you make deci si ons about

whet her or not to do something because of the actions thenselves with little
or no regard for the consequences. Do you nake sone or all of your ethica
deci sions this way?

2. Do you really think that sone actions are intrinsically wong, that is,
that they're unethical no matter what the consequences? |f so, what are they?
Expl ain in conmon sense terns why you think they're wong.

3. Do you think there are tines when it's justifiable to force people to do
somet hing for their own good? How about conpul sory school attendance | aws?
VWhat about outl awi ng t obacco?

4. Cone up with your own description of how people should be treated "just
because they're hunan bei ngs."

5. Think about the "dating" exanple in this chapter. Wat would you do if
you found yourself in this situation? How would you figure out what the right
thing to do is?

6. Do you ever hear yourself saying that sone actions are wong because
they're are "unnatural" or "perverse"? Wat are they? Wat do you nean when
you say that?

*

Before going on | want to take a mnute to clarify sonmething. |'ve been
tal ki ng about human nature and saying things like "we're entitled to justice,
fairness, toleration and the |like just because we're human" and "intelligence
and a need for freedom are distinguishing human characteristics and nake the
i dea of noral responsibility possible in the first place.”" To be absolutely
preci se about it, let me explain that I"mnot really tal king about humans but
per sons.

Now t hese concepts overlap, but there's a difference. To be "human" is
to be a menber of the biol ogical category "hono sapiens.” However, as is
clear fromthe abortion debate, it's not self-evident that being hunan is
enough to nmake sonething a person. (The fetus is "human," but at best it's
only a "potential person.”) Oher things are involved than just hunman
par ent age- - sel f-consci ousness, the ability to choose, and so on. And it's

90



these other things that are inmportant in ethics.

Anot her way to look at this is that there's no reason why a non-human
can't be a person. W see this in science fiction all the time. For exanple,
Chewbacca, the Wokie in Star Wars, is clearly a person, although he is just
as obviously not honp sapiens. A better exanple for seeing the connection
bet ween being a person and ethics, however, is the novie The Day of the
Dol phin. Remenber the plot? George C. Scott is a marine biologist who has
trained a couple of dol phins, Al pha and Beta, to speak. |npressed by the
intelligence and skills of the dol phins, a group of nen kidnap the nmamual s and

try to use themto assassinate the President. |In the end, Al pha stops Beta
fromplanting a bonrb on the President's yacht. In addition, having figured
out that the conspirators are evil, the dol phins then bl ow up their boat.

Thus, these dol phins are clearly persons who are capable of noral deliberation
and choice. Even though they're not human, they're persons and thus nora
agents.

*

| can just hear some of you saying, "Wuat does he mean, "All lies are
illogical, irrational and don't fit sonme human standard?' Common sense tells
you there are tines when |lying makes sense. How about |ying to protect
someone fromgetting hurt? Furthernore, lying is very human. People do it
all the tine."

Be sure that you understand what | nean. First, to say that alieis
"defensible" and that technically it's "irrational"” and "illogical" are two
different things. The latter neans only that it violates the canons of | ogic.
In sone circunstances you might conclude that that's the right thing to do.

But that's another issue.

Second, when we lie, a different part of us than the mind's need for
| ogi cal consistency is in charge of our actions. Actually, our enmptions are
probably then in control. Think of the reasons we lie--fear, greed, |ove,
hate and the Iike. They're all enmptions. And when we lie, those feelings are
stronger than the mnd' s need for consistency. Now, the fact that people lie
so nmuch doesn't nean that, strictly speaking, lies are logical or rational.

But it does show that (as psychol ogi sts have al ways known) peopl e have an easy
time doing things for irrational reasons. However, think of the character
Spock in Star Trek. Spock is a Wulcan (o.k., half human, half WVul can) and
acts according to reason, not enotion. And what's the result? Wulcans can't
lie! Wiy not? They' d be saying sonmething illogical. Vulcans nmay suppress
their emotions nore than humans do, but reason and logic are the same for both
of us. And that's what | nean by saying that |lying doesn't fit a hunan
standard--the standard of human reason
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