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A focus on unworkable ethical theories
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Who is your computer/technology hero?
a. Bill Gates

Steve Jobs

Sergey Brin (substitute here Larry Page)
R2-D2

The whole enterprise is sexist, Euro-centric, heterosexist and
| reject the entire premise of choosing a ‘hero’.
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* Initial exploration of the concepts of morality, ethics, an
ethical point of view, and ethical theories

* Questions we might ask when making an ethical
argument

* What makes some arguments stronger than others?
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‘Today’s class

* Explore four ethical theories identified as ‘unworkable’
by the textbook. Explore their pros and cons:

* Subjective Relativism

* Cultural Relativism

* Divine Command Theory
* Ethical Egoism

* Hone our argumentation skills, and further explore what
good (and bad) arguments look like
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Take a stab at defining relativism.

Morality is relative
No universal norms of right and wrong

| or my group can say something’s moral, you or your group
can say something’s immoral. | cannot judge you, you
cannot judge me

We’ll consider two variants of relativism.
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We each create our own morality—we each decide what
is right and wrong

“I think it’s immoral for a CEO to make 400 times what her
employees make. | think extreme wealth disparity is
unethical. You don’t think that. That’s just your opinion;
Let’s agree to disagree”

What do you think about subjective relativism?
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* Well-meaning and intelligent people disagree on moral
issues (e.g., taxation & wealth disparity; abortion)

* Ethical debates are disagreeable and often get us
nowhere.
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1. Blurs doing what you think is right and doing what you
want to do. People are good at rationalizing bad
behaviour

2. No way to say one person has behaved more morally
than another

3. Can be confused with tolerance, but different

— arelativist has to accept intolerance too

4. Not based on reason; not persuasive
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* What do we mean?

Which of these could form a cultural relativism argument?

a. “I’'m going to download this pirated CD because
everyone else is doing it”

b. “l don’t think people under 25 should drive because
they’'re too immature”

c. At our StarTrek conventions, we insult each other.
That’s just what we do.

d. People should pay taxes because it’s legally required
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What is ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ depends on a group’s guidelines

Guidelines vary across time and place

Particular action may be wrong in a society at one time and
wrong in another society or in another time—e.g., slavery

Brainstorm positions that have been defended by appeals to
cultural relativism
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Different social contexts may require different moral
guidelines (e.g., from resource constraints)

It is arrogant for one society to judge another

We rarely understand enough to be able to judge fairly or
adequately
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Because two societies do have different moral views
doesn’t mean they ought to have different views

It doesn’t explain how moral guidelines are determined
What if there are no cultural norms?

Cultural norms are often not accepted across the culture
It doesn’t account for evolution of moral guidelines

It provides no way out for cultures in conflict

Existence of many acceptable practices does not imply
all practices are acceptable (many/any fallacy)

Societies do, in fact, share certain core values
Only indirectly based on reason. History not reason
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The problem with moral relativism is...it doesn’t exist

Internal logical inconsistency

The assertion that all morality is relative, and we cannot
judge others’ morality, is necessarily taking a normative
position and is not a relative statement.

Some would argue relativism is moral absolutism (always
moral/immoral regardless of context)

Others argue it is nihilism (rejection of all morality and
values)
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The Church of Kopimism

Listen to the clip—focus on his argumentation

http://www.cbc.ca/video/news/audioplayer.html?clipid=21
37818658

Argument: | just feel it (I feel it in my gut). | just believe it

Common to relativism and to divine command theory (and
to other arguably unworkable theories)
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http://www.cbc.ca/video/news/audioplayer.html?clipid=2187818658
http://www.cbc.ca/video/news/audioplayer.html?clipid=2187818658

Divine Command Theory

« Argunmetit Basedon what we believe our religion tells us
* Googmgc on : those alighed with God’s will
. Bad

astio those contrary to God’s will
* Leade ,- andtexts reveal God’s wil

- W ﬁﬁlﬂ’ glous leaders say and what our holy books
tell or our interpretation of them) are our moral

gui i( e.g., Killing is wrong because the bible says it’s

oy ito the idea of secular law. Our laws say
it is wrong—Ilegalistic interpretation of morality and
ethics. Law=ethics (Killing is wrong because the law says
it’s wrong)
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* We owe obedience to the creator

* God knows what’s best for us—so we must follow him
* God not humans are ultimate authority

More Nuanced Arguments...

* God as the ultimate reality—reasonable people can
disagree

* Evidence that religious rules often benefit society—e.g.,
our legal code based on the 10 commandments, Jewish
law. Likewise, our laws benefit society—there is often
overlap with laws/religious doctrine and ethical practice

* Our spiritual and religious beliefs/texts can be our guiding
compass in our values and assessment of situations
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- Different holy books disagree—and different legal
codes don’t always line up.

» Soclety is multicultural, secular—we cannot impose
our religious views on others in a mixed society

- Some modern moral problems not addressed in
scripture or laws

- Any/many fallacy: Just because some laws or
religious codes benefit society and are ethical, not
all of them may be

- Based on obedience rather than a form of
argumentation grounded in reason (again, a form of
argumentation with which we cannot engage—who
am | to say God Is wrong?)
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You can’t really make a good argument from them. Conversation
stoppers

You can’t evaluate whether what | did was unethical because all
morality is personal Subjective relativism

You can’t evaluate whether what our group did was wrong because it’s
OK for us to do it—you don’t have to do it. This is what we’ve always
done, and we, as a group, think it’s OK Cultural relativism

You can’t judge what | did as unethical because I've got God on my
side— “Anyone who blasphemes the name of the Lord must be put to
death. The entire assembly must stone him.” (Lev 24:16) | choose to
interpret this literally—therefore, | was entirely ethical when my
community stoned a tourist to death for saying “Oh my God”. Divine
Command Theory

(Legalism: in our law it says we should imprison men with beards, so
therefore it’s wrong to have beards)
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ievement of your happiness
only moral purpose of your
nd that happiness, not pain
s self-indulgence, is the
ur moral integrity, since
proof and the result of
ty to the achievement of
your values.”
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‘Selfinterest

Psychological egoism: We act in our own self-interest

Ethical egoism: We ought to act in our own self-interest. It
is morally right

- Each person should focus exclusively on his or her
self-interest

- Morally right action is the action that provides self
with maximum long-term benefit not instant
gratification (misunderstanding of ethical egoism)
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“The case for ethical egoism

- It is practical since we are already inclined to do
what's best for ourselves

- The community can benefit when individuals put
their well-being first

- Some other moral principles are rooted in the
principle of self-interest

- If you are rational and really understood your self-
Interest, you would act in a way that would do no

harm to others as you would see it would do harm to
you
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“The case against ethical egoism

- An easy moral philosophy may not be the best moral
philosophy

- Not true that people naturally act in their own long-
term self-interest (criticism of rationality assumption)

- Social injustices have occurred when individuals
have put their own interests first

« Altruism before self interest?

» Other moral principles are superior to principle of
self-interest

« Ethical egoism is a form of bigotry—what makes
my interests more important than yours?? Does
not acknowledge social obligations
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Be alert over the next two days to arguments based on
unworkable ethical theories—from family, friends, the
media...

See if you can come with an example next class that relates
in some way to new technologies

Based on slides © 2011 Pearson Education, Inc. Publishing as Pearson Addison-Wesley



