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INTRODUCTION

The central problem in cyber ethics is not, as many might 
think, how to address the problems of protecting individual
privacy, or preventing software piracy, or forcing computer 
programmers to take responsibility for the systems that they 
build. These are, of course, legitimate concerns of cyber 
ethics, but the central problem is how you decide what the 
right thing to do is with regard to these issues when the 
consequences of any responses cannot be known in advance. 
Stated more clearly, the central problem in cyber ethics is - 

consequences of the technology and the impact of any ethical 
standards cannot be known in the time frame in which the 
standards must be established? Stories play a very important 

means of exploring ethical issues for which the full range of 
consequences is not currently known. But, in order to justify 
this claim, a few words of explanation are in order. 

BACKGROUND

The word “story” means many different things to different 
people. For example, if one of your children tells you that 

veracity of this claim by asking – “Is that true, or is that just 
a story?” The implication is that there is truth and there are 
stories. And if it is a story, it cannot be true. But true versus 

we are looking for precise intellectual truths, then perhaps 

in areas where our understanding is unclear, either because 
we do not fully understand a phenomenon, or the phenom-
enon is not available for study because it exists in a possible 
world, stories play a very important role in advancing our 

and logic fail miserably at telling us what could be, or more 
importantly, what should be. In these two areas stories are 
powerful vehicles for intellectual explorations. A story, for 
the purposes of the current discussion, is a rendition or a 

narrative in which a set of characters experience and react to 
a set of actions or events and in doing so reveal something 
about the human character or condition. In order to see the 
value of stories for the exploration of issues in cyber ethics, 
three prior arguments must be made. 

NARRATIVE VS. LOGICAL THINKING

Narrative and logical reasoning represent two distinct 
methods of making sense out of the world around us. They 

and understanding. Sometimes one or the other provides the 
-

dent, objective and leads to a single conclusion. Narrative 

interpretation, and potentially leads to multiple conclusions. 

when applied to logical reasoning. But the reverse applies 
also. A story that has only one interpretation and means the 
same to everyone is not much of a story. While narrative 
and logical reasoning are different kinds of reasoning, they 
are not mutually exclusive. A good narrative is also often 
quite logical in structure, and a good logical argument can 
often be better understood with a good narrative example. 
But for the most part, they are complimentary, alternative 
modes of thinking that provide different paths to truth and 
understanding.

To some extent, logical and narrative reasoning address 
-

good for articulating general principles and deductive rea-

logic is good for describing “what is,” narrative is good for 

Narratives are a useful means for understanding the complex 
and ambiguous issues in human affairs. They allow us to 
explore possibilities and experience situations vicariously. 
Narrative reasoning is particularly well suited to cyber ethics 
because many issues are not well understood and the goal 
of cyber ethics is not to discover truth about the physical 

us a means to explore and discover truths about what could 
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be and what should be. Through narratives we can explore 
possible consequences of technology, construct alternative 
worlds and select the one in which we would like to live. 

Critics of the use of narrative in ethics point out that 
after exploring narratives you always have to come back to 
principles. Ethics, they argue, is too messy without principles 
and discussion of narratives does not lead to consistent 
conclusions. This view misses the point of narratives. First, 
principles are developed by extracting the principles from 
experience. Narratives provide some of these experiences 

of principles. Second, it is often unclear which principles 
apply in given situations. Narrative explorations provide 
insight into situations, allowing us to determine the govern-
ing principles. And narratives can be used to explore the 
consequences of principled decisions to determine if the 
outcomes are indeed what are intended. Finally, narrative 

-

lacking in generality, as was mentioned before, not lacking 
in conclusions.

THE ROLE OF EMOTION IN REASON

Most people believe that emotions have no role in logical 
reasoning. After all, reasoning should be dispassionate and 

And there is some basis for this. For example, if you lose 

personal insults at your opponent, rational people would 
not consider you as having advanced your position. Most 
would say that you lost the argument when you lost your 
temper. Yet emotions play an important role in reasoning 
and in order to understand this, we need to better understand 
exactly what emotions are.

There is considerable debate about the exact nature of 

are judgments about the world”. If you are walking down 
a path in the woods and it is getting dark, you might start 
to get a little nervous and walk a little faster. If you hear an 
unfamiliar noise or a rustling in the leaves your heart may 
begin to beat a little faster as you experience the emotional 
reaction of fear. This fear is a judgment about the world in 
which you have judged your current situation as unsafe. You 
did not arrive at this judgment through a rational process. 

-
mals or possibly monsters come out when it is dark. I just 
heard a noise that I cannot identify and therefore there could 
be a hungry animal near me. If I walk a little faster, I might 
get away before the animal gets me. If I am wrong then all 
I have done is walked a little faster. If I am right, I might 

me to walk faster.” In fact, you probably did not think at all. 
You just felt scared and increased your pace. If asked later 
why you were walking so quickly you might come up with 
a reasonable explanation. But that reasonable explanation 
is certainly constructed after the fact.

judgments about the world and that they can play an important 
role in reasoning. The obvious question is “So what?” Why 
do we care and why should we bother to make an effort to 
incorporate our emotional judgments into our reasoning? 

suffering damage to part of his brain was no longer able to 
feel emotions. The unexpected side effect of this malady was 
that he was also unable to make good decisions or assign 

other way and seemed to have his intellectual facilities fully 
intact. Yet he seemed no longer able to feel emotions and 
as a result he was unable to function as a normal person. 
When we make a decision we evaluate alternatives. If we 
are unable to feel emotions we are unable to place values 
on the different alternatives. If we cannot place values on 
the different alternatives then there is no difference between 
the alternatives and decision-making becomes seriously 

may not be possible.
A good story about an ethical issue is much more likely to 

draw an emotional response that an intellectual one, whereas 
an abstract analysis is more likely to yield an intellectual 

-
sions because they embody human values. For this reason, 
examining ethics from a purely rational perspective com-
pletely misses the point. 

IMAGINATION AND POSSIBLE CONSE-
QUENTIALISM

One of the problems in establishing standards of ethical be-

of the technology and reactions to the technology often 

is ineffective because the past provides few clues. Marshall 

that looking to the past to provide guidance for the future is 
like driving by looking in the rear-view mirror. Although it 
is disputed as to whether he ever said that or not, it is a rich 
metaphor for understanding how we should think about the 
future in times of rapid technological change.

Imagination is the key to understanding the future. The 
problem though, in using imagination to understand the fu-
ture, is that we have a cognitive bias against understanding 
the future. We feel quite comfortable that we understand the 
past, but the future is the domain of prophesies. Yet asser-
tions about the past are never testable because the past is 
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