Chapter 4. Philosophic Belief Systems

4.1.  Introduction 

Almost everyone would agree on the need for ethical standards. The problem comes in determining how those standards are to be derived.  The area of philosophy known as "metaethics" is helpful in this task. However, metaethics is subject to misunderstanding. William Halverson (1981) regards metaethics as "The generic name for inquiries that have as their object the language of moral appraisal." This definition reflects the viewpoint of a philosophy known as Linguistic Analysis. Metaethics is better conceived of as the generic name for inquiries about the source of moral judgments (i.e., about the foundation of moral judgments) and how such judgments can be justified.  Taken in this sense, metaethics is not about isolated individual judgments concerning whether certain actions are right or wrong.  It is about how a particular worldview -- or more precisely, a weltanschauung -- underlies and determines the formulation of such ethical judgments.

Before one can make a judgment on whether a particular action is right or wrong one must have adopted a weltanschauung, i.e., have made an assumption that reality has a particular meaning. After that one can ask whether a particular action is in harmony with one's basic understanding of the meaning of reality and thus can judge whether it is right or wrong. In philosophy, the study of the basic meaning of reality is called metaphysics. A person's metaphysics is basically a statement of that person's belief about fundamental reality. It is a "belief" because it is the most fundamental of all assumptions one can make. As such, this assumption cannot be proven. The ancients defined metaphysics as "first principles" because once one assumes a ground of meaning, or worldview, only then can one go on to interpret the meaning of particular things and actions within that larger universe of meaning. Perhaps the reason that there exists a multiplicity of metaphysical theories is that each person must ultimately give a personal explanation of the meaning of reality...and there are a number of such possible meanings. Once a person adopts a metaphysical worldview, that worldview will necessarily govern that person's decisions about ethical matters (assuming that the person is ethically consistent).  To put this another way, a person's viewpoint on reality will determine that person's viewpoint on value questions.

4.1.1. The concept of a system: 

A "system" is a unified whole made up of interdependent parts. A part is said to be "interdependent" if it is necessary for the performance of the unit's functions. It must depend on the other parts, and the other parts must depend on it. Take, for example, a microcomputer system. In order to use a microcomputer, one needs the following parts: 1) An input device (e.g., a keyboard) to supply data to the computer. 2) A microprocessor to compare or to change the data (i.e., to process it in some way). 3) An output device (e.g., a monitor screen, printer, or storage disk) to receive and/or display the results of the data processing. Notice that each part of this trio (input device, processor, and output device) depends on the other parts to do its job. If one of the parts is removed, no results will be received/displayed. It is also worth noting that the parts must be "compatible." That is, they must interface, or work together, properly. You cannot, for example run a Windows software package on a UNIX operating system because they are not designed to work together. 

4.1.2. Philosophic Systems: 

There are philosophic systems, just as there are computer systems. There are essentially four such systems in philosophy. These are Idealism, Realism (sometimes known as Naturalism), Pragmatism (sometimes known as Utilitarianism), and Existentialism. A synopsis of each of these systems will be given below. Idealism and Realism are absolutist philosophies, since they base their views on an unchanging universe -- whether it be spiritual (as with the Idealists) or material (as with the Realists). Pragmatism and Existentialism are relativist philosophies since their views are subject to change based on consequences (with the Pragmatists) or on subjective outlook (with the Existentialists). Additional notes on a non-system called Linguistic Analysis (also known as Logical Analysis) will also be given. Philsophic systems, like other kinds of systems, are composed of interdependent parts. The parts of a philosophic system are: metaphysics (basically indistinguishable from what is sometimes called ontology), epistemology, and axiology. Axiology is, in turn, divided into ethics and aesthetics.

4.1.3. Metaphysics: 

Metaphysics is the theory of the ultimate nature of reality. It asks the question: what is real? It is the starting point for all other philosophical questions and determines a person's views on knowledge and value.

4.1.4. Epistemology: 

Epistemology is the theory of truth or knowledge. It asks the question: what is true, and how do we come to know that truth? We will not consider epistemology in this analysis of computer ethics since epistemology does not directly influence ethics. 

4.1.5. Axiology: 

Axiology is the theory of value or worth. It asks the questions: what is good and what is bad? Axiology is made up of two sub-parts: ethics, which is the theory of the goodness or badness of human behavior, and aesthetics, which is the theory of the goodness or badness of visual appearance or audible sound (expressed in terms of beauty or ugliness). We will not consider aesthetics in this analysis of computer ethics since, again, aesthetics has no direct influence on ethics.

4.1.6. Compatibility: 

The parts of a philosophic system must be compatible with one another, just as the parts in a computer system must be compatible with one another. A person's view of reality (metaphysics) must be consistent with how that person thinks reality is known (epistemology) and how that person thinks reality is to be valued (axiology). As will be seen, it would be incompatible for a person with, for instance, an Idealistic view of reality to adopt a Pragmatic view of value. 

4.1.7. The fundamental component of philosophic theory: 

Metaphysics (one's explanation of reality) is the fundamental, or controling, element of philosophy. Metaphysics determines epistemology and axiology. That is, the way you explain reality will determine how you explain knowledge and value. In other words, if you tell me what your view of reality is (i.e., what you think is the meaning of life and the universe) then I can  predict how you will think knowledge is to be gained and what you will think is of value. 

4.2.  Idealism 

4.2.1. Idealistic Metaphysics: 

The person with an Idealistic worldview believes that reality is basically mental, rather than physical. For the Idealist, the idea is more real than the thing, since the thing only reflects or represents the idea. The world of spirit or idea (i.e., the immaterial world) is static and absolute. Socrates (470-399 BCE) and Plato (ca. 427-ca. 327 BCE) are perhaps the best known ancient representatives of this view. See Plato's parable of the Cave for a parable on his idea of what reality is. [1]

4.2.2 Idealistic ethics: 

For the Idealist, goodness is found in the ideal, that is, in perfection. It is found on the immaterial level, that is, in the perfect concept, or notion, or idea, of something. Thus, perfect goodness is never to be found in the material world. Evil, for the Idealist, consists of the absence or distortion of the ideal. It is a breaking of the eternal law. Goodness involves conformity to the ideal. Since ideals can never change (because they are static and absolute), moral imperatives concerning them do not admit of exceptions. That is, these imperatives are stated in terms of "always" or "never." For example: "Always tell the truth" or (put negatively) "Never tell a lie." Since truth is the knowledge of ideal reality and a lie is a distortion of that reality, truth must always be told and lying can never be fully justified. Idealists judge solely on the action itself and not on the results of the action. If an action is wrong then it may not be performed even if its performance resulted in a great deal of good. Sometimes an Idealist might excuse the performance of a wrong action on the grounds that it is the "lesser of two evils." For example, breaking into a computer to get vital medical information might be justified if it was necessary to save a life. This would not make the action good but would be a lesser evil than allowing a person to die if the vital medical information was not obtained. Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) is a modern Idealist. See Geoffrey Sayre-McCord's commentary on "Kant's Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals." [2] Kant believed that moral principle could be summed up in what he called the Categorical Imperative. He had two formulations of this Imperative, each of which he considered equivalent to the other. The first was: "Act only according to that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law." This is very close to the Golden Rule of Jesus, who said: "Do to others what you would want them to do to you." The second was: "Act so that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in that of another, always as an end and never as a means only." [3] Notice that Kant does not say "never as a means," but rather "never as a means only." The Categorical Imperative is not influenced by any conditions or circumstances or achievement of results. It is to be done simply because a person has a duty to do it and not for the reason of any good results that might come from doing it. It is to be done simply because it is the right thing to do. If something that is done is to be judged good, then it must be done for reasons that would be acceptable to any person. If it is good to do, then it must be good for everyone to do. The demands of this imperative are universal and thus the requirement that everyone be treated the same.

4.2.3 An illustration of Idealist ethics:

This illustration is taken from Plato's dialogue known as the Crito. [4] The setting is a prison where Socrates had been kept while awaiting execution after his conviction by the citizens of Athens for misleading the Athenian youth. He is visited by Crito who tells Socrates that he and his friends have made plans for Socrates' escape from prison so that he may avoid the death penalty. A dialogue begins between Crito and Socrates, with Crito arguing that most people do not think that the sentence was just. Socrates responds that the right thing to do is not to be decided by public opinion. He makes clear that rightness must be decided by principle and by reason and that it is never right to do wrong. He goes on to say that if he were to escape from prison he would be betraying the laws of the State with which he has agreed to comply, whether the laws happened to benefit him or not. Even though he was unjustly condemned, he must obey the laws. 


4.3. Realism

4.3.1. Realistic Metaphysics: 

The person with a Realist worldview believes that reality is basically matter (i.e., the physical universe), rather than spirit. For the Realist, the thing is more real than the idea. Whatever exists is therefore primarily material, natural, and physical. "Whatever exists at all exists in some amount" (as Edward Lee Thorndike, one of the first experimental psychologists, has said). [5] It exists independently of any mind and is governed by the laws of nature, primary among which are the laws of cause and effect. The universe, according to the Realist, is one of natural design and order. Aristotle (384-322 BCE) was an early representative of this view. B.F. Skinner (1904-1990), a well-known behavioral psychologist, is a more current representative. Another contemporary Realist is Professor John Searle (1932-) of the University of California - Berkeley, whose position is that mental states are all variable states of neuron firing, that consciousness is a feature of the brain, and that brains cause minds. [6]

4.3.2. Realistic Ethics: 

For the Realist, the baseline of value is that which is natural, that is, that which is in conformity with nature. Nature is good. One need not look beyond nature to some immaterial ideal for a standard of right and wrong. Rather, goodness will be found by living in harmony with nature. Evil, for the Realist, is a departure from this natural norm either in the direction of excess or defect (i.e., having, or doing, too much or too little of something which is naturally good). It is a breaking of the natural law.

4.3.3. An illustration of Realist ethics:

This illustration consists of a quotation of two paragraphs from John Locke's An Essay Concerning Human Understanding:

5. Moral good and evil. Good and evil, as hath been shown, (Bk. II. chap. xx. SS 2, and  chap. xxi. SS 43,) are nothing but pleasure or pain, or that which occasions or procures pleasure or pain to us. Moral good and evil, then, is only the conformity or disagreement of our voluntary actions to some law, whereby good or evil is drawn on us, from the will and power of the law-maker; which good and evil, pleasure or pain, attending our observance or breach of the law by the decree of the lawmaker, is that we call reward and punishment.

6. Moral rules. Of these moral rules or laws, to which men generally refer, and by which they judge of the rectitude or pravity of their actions, there seem to me to be three sorts, with their three different enforcements, or rewards and punishments. For, since it would be utterly in vain to suppose a rule set to the free actions of men, without annexing to it some enforcement of good and evil to determine his will, we must, wherever we suppose a law, suppose also some reward or punishment annexed to that law. It would be in vain or one intelligent being to set a rule to the actions of another, if he had it not in his power to reward the compliance with, and punish deviation from his rule, by some good and evil, that is not the natural product and consequence of the action itself. For that, being a natural convenience or inconvenience, would operate of itself, without a law. This, if I mistake not, is the true nature of all law, properly so called. [7]

5.1. Pragmatism

5.1.1. Pragmatist Metaphysics: 

For the Pragmatist, reality is not so easily pinpointed as it is for the Idealist and Realist. Reality is neither an idea nor is it matter. It would be a mistake to view reality as either a spiritual or physical "something." Rather, the Pragmatist believes that reality is a process. It is a dynamic coming-to-be rather than a static, fixed being. It is change, happening, activity, and interaction. In short, it is experience. Reality is more like a verb than a noun. It is flux and flow where the concentration is not so much on the things as on the relationship between the things. Since everything changes nothing can have any permanent essence or identity. An ancient Greek Pragmatist used to say in this regard: "You can't step in the same river twice." For the Pragmatist, everything is essentially relative. The only constant is change. The only absolute is that there are no absolutes. The British authors Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) and John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) and the Americans William James (1842-1910) and John Dewey (1859-1952) are representatives of this view. Pragmatism is essentially a form of Consequentialism or Utilitarianism. Note that William James dedicated his book Pragmatism to John Stuart Mill, the father of Utilitarianism, saying that he fancied that Mill would be "our leader were he alive today." [8]

5.1.2. Pragmatist Ethics: 

The Pragmatist believes that value claims must be tested and proven in practice. In the Pragmatist 's view, things are value-neutral in themselves. There is nothing that is always good, nor is there anything that is always bad. Thus, the Pragmatist believes that moral judgments should not be based on the action that is done, but rather on the results of that action. It is possible that a Pragmatist might be a pacificist (believing that killing is always wrong). But if a particular Pragmatist would believe that killing is always wrong it would be because that Pragmatist believes that killing always leads to worse consequences than any other action that could be performed, and not because that Pragmatist believes that killing is intrinsically wrong. The value of anything is determined solely in terms of its usefulness in achieving some end. In answer to the question, "Is that good?" a Pragmatist would probably reply, "Is it good for what?" Pragmatist ethics are relativistic, that is, relative to the end to be achieved. Thus, the Pragmatist believes that the end justifies the means. That is, if something is useful for achieving some end or goal, then it becomes good. To state this another way, a means gets its positive value from being an efficient route to the achievement of an end. The more efficient a means is in bringing about an end, the better it is. Thus, a means is not valued for its own sake, but only in relation to its usefulness for achieving some end. Results or consequences are the ultimate measure of goodness for a Pragmatist. The usefulness of a means to an end can only be judged after the fact by its efficiency in bringing about an end. Thus, for the Pragmatist, there can be no assurance that something is good until it is tried. Even then, it can only be held tentatively as good, since a thing is good only as long as it continues to work. Evil, for the Pragmatist, is that which is counterproductive. It is (usually) a breaking of a civil or criminal law. 

There can be a dispute about which means are more effective for achieving an end. So there can be a dispute about which ends should, in fact, be pursued. Thus, the Pragmatist looks for guidance from the group. The reasons for this are metaphysical: reality is experience, but it is the experience of the whole (the group). For the Pragmatist, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. This means that the whole is more valuable than any of its parts. Thus, in the field of value judgments, the group's collective wisdom is to be more highly esteemed than the wisdom of any individual within the group. Also, a Pragmatist will base moral judgments on what is best for the greatest number of people. This means that the Pragmatist attempts to achieve "the greatest good for the greatest number." The Pragmatist thus hopes to achieve a mathematical optimization of good results over a minimum of bad results in looking at what should be done in the context of any given group. Pragmatists like Bentham recommended a measure of pleasure over pain as a way of making this calculation. If the alternatives in a situation all seemed to produce varying degrees of bad outcomes, then Bentham recommended choosing that alternative which would produce the least amount of undesirable results.

5.1.3. An illustration of Pragmatic ethics:

This illustration of Pragmatist ethics is taken from Article Two - What the School Is, in John Dewey's My Pedagogic Creed:

I believe that moral education centres about this conception of the school as a mode of social life, that the best and deepest moral training is precisely that which one gets through having to enter into proper relations with others in a unity of work and thought. The present educational systems, so far as they destroy or neglect this unity, render it difficult or impossible to get any genuine, regular moral training.

I believe that the child should be stimulated and controlled in his work through the life of the community.

I believe that under existing conditions far too much of the stimulus and control proceeds from the teacher, because of neglect of the idea of the school as a form of social life.

I believe that the teacher's place and work in the school is to be interpreted from this same basis. The teacher is not in the school to impose certain ideas or to form certain habits in the child, but is there as a member of the community to select the influences which shall affect the child and to assist him in properly responding to these influences.

I believe that the discipline of the school should proceed from the life of the school as a whole and not directly from the teacher.



I believe that the teacher's business is simply to determine on the basis of larger experience and riper wisdom, how the discipline of life shall come to the child. [9]

4.6. Existentialism 

4.6.1. Existentialistic Metaphysics: 

The Existentialist joins with the Pragmatist in rejecting the belief that reality is fixed and static. But instead of believing that reality is a process whose meaning is defined primarily by the controlling group, the Existentialist believes that reality must be determined by each autonomous individual. An atheistic Existentialist, e.g., Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980), would find the world to be "absurd," that is, literally "without meaning." The meaning of things must be chosen by the individual, and that meaning will hold only for that individual. A theistic Existentialist, e.g., Gabriel Marcel (1889-1973), would say that meaning is not so much chosen as it is "recognized." Either way, each person's world, as well as each person's own identity, is the product of that person's subjective choice or willful perception. Each person is self-defined and each person's world is essentially what that person views it to be. Thus, reality is different for each individual. We each live in our own world and we are who we decide to be. 

4.6.2. Existentialistic Ethics: 

The individual must create his/her own value. There is no escape from the necessity of creating values, since not to decide is to decide (that is, we have decided not to decide). The individual must express her/his own preferences about things. In making choices, or defining values, the individual becomes responsible for those choices. The individual cannot deflect praise or blame for those choices onto others. If the choices were freely made, then responsibility for them must be accepted. While heredity, environment, and society might influence what choices an individual makes, the Existentialist believes there is a zone of freedom within each individual that cannot be conditioned or predetermined. Evil, for the Existentialist, is being false to self. It is a breaking of one's personal law. An Existentialist is not necessarily a non-conformist, but if an Existentialist conforms to the values of a group it will be because that person has freely chosen to do so -- not because that person has been pressured to do so by the group. An Idealist, a Realist, a Pragmatist, and an Existentialist may all agree upon the morality of a particular action, but for different reasons. The Idealist because it conforms to some ideal, the Realist because it is natural, the Pragmatist because it is socially useful, and the Existentialist because she/he has decided (through whatever personal process) that it is good. Individual choice and responsibility are thus primary concerns for the Existentialist. Existentialism is not necessarily a "selfish" type of philosophy. It is not primarily concerned with one's own interests but rather with one's own conscience.

4.6.3. An illustration of Existentialist ethics: 

This illustration of Existentialist ethics is a summary of Chapter 5, The Grand Inquisitor, from The Brothers Karamazov by Fyodor Dostoevsky. It actually illustrates Existentialism by negation since Dostoevsky, an Existentialist, uses as his main character the Grand Inquisitor, who is the exact opposite of an Existentialist. 

The story is meant to be a satirical account of the Roman Catholic Church during Dostoevsky's time. Ivan, one of the Karamazov brothers, creates a legend that is set in sixteenth century Spain during the height of the Inquisition. He describes the Grand Inquisitor as walking down a street one day with his henchmen. He sees in the distance a man who is healing the sick and raising the dead. A crowd gathers and, recognizing the man by his works, the crowd begins to shout: "It is He! It is He!" Immediately understanding what is happening, the Grand Inquisitor orders his henchmen to arrest that man. That night the Grand Inquisitor visits the man in his dungeon cell. He says: "I know who you are, or at least whom you seem to be. You came once before, but you failed man. I have corrected your work. I have chosen to serve man better." He continues by explaining, "the one thing that man cannot bear is his freedom. But instead of taking this awful burden away from him, you only made it worse. You made his responsibility for decisions total, forever binding. But I have lifted this burden from his shoulders. I have freed man from his freedom. In this way, I have protected weak man from himself." Although Dostoevsky's Grand Inquisitor is pictured as well intentioned, for the Existentialist he is the greatest of all heretics because he wants to take away human freedom.

4.7. Linguistic Analysis 

4.7.1 Introduction to Linguistic Analysis: 

Linguistic Analysis (also known as Philosophical Analysis or Logical Analysis) is not a true philosophic system. It has no interdependent parts. It might even be considered an anti-system because it holds that the only valid consideration in philosophy is epistemology. It does not believe that metaphysics and axiology can be discussed, for reasons that will be seen below. The person most often associated with the formulation of this philosophic view is Ludwig Wittgenstein (1899-1951). 

4.7.2. Linguistic Analysis' Dismissal of Axiology: 

According to Linguistic Analysis, knowledge may be determined (i.e., verified) in two ways -- and only two ways. Those ways are by the use of logic and the use of sense experience. Since questions of right or wrong are not subject to analysis by logic or by sense experience, those questions are beyond the bounds of verifiable (i.e., logical or sensible) discussion. According to Linguistic Analysis, there are indeed questions of value, but they simply cannot be talked about in a logical or sensible way. In this regard, Ludwig Wittgenstein once said that philosophy leaves the essential problems of human life untouched. Axiology is important, but it cannot be discussed. Wittgenstein has written: "What we cannot speak about, we must pass over in silence." [11] Analysts would say that when people speak of something as "good," they are really just expressing their feeling about it. Hence, analysts call these sorts of statements "emotive" statements. 

4.7.3. An illustration of Linguistic Analysis:

This illustration of Linguistic Analysis is composed of a series of propositions from 

Wittgenstein's Tractus Logico-Philosophicus:

6.4  All propositions are of equal value.

6.41 The sense of the world must lie outside the world. In the world everything is as it is, and everything happens as it does happen: in it no value exists -- and if it did exist, it would have no value.

If there is any value that does have value, it must lie outside the whole sphere of what happens and is the case. For all that happens and is the case is accidental.

What makes it non-accidental cannot lie within the world, since if it did it would itself be accidental.

It must lie outside the world.

6.42 And so it is impossible for there to be propositions of ethics.

Propositions can express nothing that is higher.

6.421 It is clear that ethics cannot be put into words.

Ethics is transcendental.

(Ethics and aesthetics are one and the same.)

6.422 When an ethical law of the form, "Thou shalt…", is laid down, one's first thought 

is, "And what if I do not do it?" It is clear, however, that ethics has nothing to do with punishment and reward in the usual sense of the terms. So our question about the consequences of an action must be unimportant--At least those consequences should not be events. For there must be something right about the question we posed. There must indeed be some kind of ethical reward and ethical punishment, but they must reside in the action itself.

(And it is also clear that the reward must be something pleasant and the punishment something unpleasant.)

4.8. Conclusion

The above outline of philosophical views might appear to oversimplify the basis for ethical decision--making. I would agree that ethical decision-making in real-time is a much more difficult process than might appear from the above summaries.  For instance, our research has found that students had a measurable preference for philosophic views (see Chapter 2). While most of the students surveyed had a predominant leaning toward one of the four systematic philosophies described above, they also had concomitant lesser leanings toward all or most of the other three philosophies. In other words, nobody is one-hundred-percent an Idealist, Realist, Pragmatist, or Existentialist.

 
This means that simply knowing a person's dominant philosophical outlook will not allow assured prediction of how that person might act in response to a given ethical situation. This is true for two reasons: 1) sympathies with other philosophical views besides one's dominant view might end up controlling action in this or that particular situation, and, 2) the fact that people do not always act conscientiously in a manner consistent with their beliefs.  That is, they might fail to follow through in a particular situation on what they actually believe is the right thing to do. 

4.9.  Chapter summary

This chapter begins with a treatment of metaethics, which is the study of the foundation

of moral judgments, and then considers the parts of a philosophic system: metaphysics, epistomology, and axiology. Metaphysics is the study of the basic meaning of reality. Epistemology is the study of truth and how we know it. Axiology is the study of value. The chapter then considers the metaphysics and ethics of each of the four basic philosophic views: Idealism, Realism, Pragmatism, and Existentialism. Idealism believes reality is mental in natural and therefore that goodness is found in the ideal. Realism believes that reality is material in nature and therefore that goodness is found in following what is natural. Pragmatism believes that reality is a process and therefore that goodness is found by trying things out and finding out what works. Existentialism believes that reality must be defined by each autonomous individual. At the conclusion of each philosophic view an illustration of that view is given using the writings of a philosopher associated with that view. The chapter concludes with a consideration of a non-systematic philosophy known as Linguistic Analysis. This philosophy believes that the nature of ultimate reality is beyond the ability of language to discuss and therefore that goodness, which depends upon an understanding of reality, is not able to be discussed either.

4.10. Your turn

4.10.1. Do you think one philosophy better than another? Explain.

4.10.2. How do you decide on which philosophy you believe is best?

4.10.3 Do you see a problem in a person having equal sympathy with both an absolutist 

philosophy (idealism or realism) and a relative philosophy (pragmatism or existentialism)?

4.10.4. In the illustrations given at the end of the treatment of each philosophy in this chapter, identify quotations in each of them that show that they represent a particular philosophy.

4.10.5. Now that you have studied the four major philosophies, do you think that your scores on the Philosophic Inventory that you took in Chapter 2 reflect your philosophic outlook? If not, why not?
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