Kantian Ethics, Rights, and Virtue

Big Brother at Procter & Gamble

P&G’s CEO Edward Artz got angry at Wall Street Journal’s report on (1991)

1. B. Jurgen Hintz  (executive vice president and heir apparent as CEO who was kicked out over difficulties in the food and beverage division) and on 

2. the possibility of the company’s selling certain product lines, and thus,

To locate the source of information, citing as reason “Significant and ongoing leaks of confidential biz. data to competitors as well as to the media,

Searched (with the support from the legal body in Cincinnati) its records for all calls in the 513 and 606 area phone calls to Alecia Swasy’s (the reporter) home or office and all fax transmissions to the news records of 803,847 home and business telephone lines from which users had placed more than 40 millions long-distance calls 

Artz’s attempt has failed and received criticism from the media circle: Leak hunt at the expense of the public, abuse of power and invasion of privacy… 

Intro

P&G’s possible violation of rights (right of reporter and right of ordinary citizens not to have their telephone records searched) has something wrong about a company snooping on its own employees and using law enforcement officials for company purpose.

Two approaches that do not appeal to consequences.:

1. Deontological theory (Kantian ethics)

2. Virtue ethics (Aristotle) –not covered by this sessions’ reading 

Kant’s ethical theory (Deontological theory)

· Restore reason to what he regarded as its rightful place in our moral life; 

· Something that we ought to do and others that we ought not to do merely by virtue of being rational. 

· Moral obligation thus has nothing to do with consequences, but arises solely from a moral law that is binding on all rational beings
· Duty rather than good (Utilitarian) is the fundamental moral category. Performing an action solely because it is our duty

Hypothesis and categorical Imperatives

· Hypotehcial imperatives: they tell us to do something only on the condition that we have the relevant desire.

· Categorical imperative: They are uses of the wore ought that tell us what to do regardless of our desire. “Do______. (period)”

The categorical imperative

“Act only on the rules that you would be willing to see everyone follow” (Thought experiment)

The Principal of Universalizability

We must be consistent in the judgments we make. 

1. Counters temptation to make exceptions for ourselves or to apply a double standard

2. “What if everyone did that?” (It would be undesirable for everyone to cheat, no one ought to do so.)

Limitation: 

1. People can insist that significant differences exist between their actions and those of others. 

2. Principle of universalizability is incapable of refuting fanatics who would be content for everyone to act as they do. (Nazi)

Respect for Persons

2nd formulation of categorical imperative.

· Utilitarian: Human beings are creatures capable of enjoying pleasure, and so we are morally obligated to produce as much pleasure as possible, taking into consideration of pleasure of everyone alike.

· Kant: Lower animals are capable of enjoying pleasure, too; what distinguishes human beings, is their capacity for using reason. To respect persons, is to respect them as rational creatures. 

Kant’s Conception of Rationality

· The only thing that has unconditional value and is an end in itself is that which gives value to other things: namely, human beings vs. books, music and food (conditional value)

· A rational being is a being who is autonomous (because reason gives enables human beins to have a free will). 

Strengths and Weakness

· Weakness: it does not lend itself to a precise method for decision making. Individual over society at large, (Where to draw the line?) Welfare of individual in conflict with their freedom to choose, (Regulate? Let them choose?)

· Strengths: Despite shortcomings, Kant’s ethical theory yields two important results: 1)Principles of Universalizability / 2) Respect for persons:important avenues of ethical reasoning that serve as valuable correctives to the utilitarian approach.  Also provide strong foundation for rights.

The concept of a right

Rights of employers, employees, consumers, abortion, life-support systems, discrimination in housing and education, First Amendment of free speech, UN-declared human rights…

Confusing when it’s ethical issues

· The term is used in many different ways

· Many rights come into conflict

· Because of the moral significance that we attach to the right, there is a tendency to stretch the concept in ways that dilute its meaning, (right to receive adequate food, clothing, and medical care…)

· Disagreement over the very existence of a right

The Nature and Value of Rights

Rights can be understood as entitlements:

To have rights is to be entitled to act on our own or to be treated by others in certain ways without asking permission of anyone or being dependent on other people’s goodwill.

Kinds of rights

1. Legal and Moral Rights

Legal rights: recognized and enforced as part of a legal system. 

Moral rights : the rights we ought to have regardless of whether or not they are recognized by law.

2. Specific and General Rights

Specific rights: involve identifiable individuals (contracts)

General rights: Involves claims against humanity in general. (Right of free speech)

3. Negative and Positive Rights

Negative rights: obligation on the part of others to refrain from acting in certain ways that interfere with our own freedom of action. (Right of property) 

Positive rights: obligations on other people to provide us with some good or service and thereby to act positively on our behalf. (Right to adequate health care)

Questions: 

Are rights some fundamental moral categories with their won source of support?

Are rights part of some more general ethical theory, such as utilitarianism or Kantian ethics?

To Answer: 

Natural Right Theory: John Locke

Natural or human rights: Inalienable rights: the rights that belong to all persons purely by virtue of their being human. 

Universality: possessed by all persons, without regard for race, sex, nationality, or any specific circumstances of birth or present condition.

Unconditionality: do not depend on any particular practices or institutions in society.

Utility and Rights: Mill

The major stumbling block: Rights often serve to protect individual interests against claims based on general welfare. (e.g. Freedom of Speech: The Utilitarian optimum would be to permit only beneficial speech, while suppressing that is socially undesirable)

A Kantian Foundation For Rights

Our rights must be in accord with universal law.

· Only one fundamental innate right: the right to be free from the constraint of the will of others insofaras this is compatible with a similar freedom for all. (subsidiary rights: right to equal treatment, equal opportunity, ownership of property)

· Criticism: 

Fundamental rights it supports is excessively narrow. 

Provides few resources for determining what rights we do have. 

Fundamental challenge: Exactly how much freedom and well-being must we have to be rational, or autonomous agent?

