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Chapter 11

Ethicsand Morality

Academictextshaveto conformto certain standards, and oneof theseis
todefinetheconceptsthey use. Textsdealingwith ethicsor morality therefore
haveto definewhat these concepts mean. In the case of English text about
computer ethics, thedefinitionsareusually doneby contrasting thetel eol ogical
andthedeontol ogical tradition. Another possibility istotalk about absol uti st
versusrelativist ethical theories. Frequently, thetermsethicsand morality are
treated as equal. Arguably, texts on computer ethics are not meant to be
expertisesin ethics and many readers of these texts tend to be practically
oriented. Itisoftenarguedthat anintroductionintothedepth of ethical theory
will domoreto confusethesereadersthan hel pthem. However, sucharguments
can beusedto blend out problemati c aspectsof ethicsand pretend that there
areclear solutionstothese problemswhentheseareinfact contentious. This
book choosesanother routeandwill spend sometimegivinganintroductionto
normative termsthat may be unfamiliar to many native English speakers.
Furthermore, it will emphasi sethat thecomplexity of theproblemswarrantsa
morefine-grained useof theterms, andthat itisuseful to distinguish between
ethicsand morality.

Theterms*ethics” and“ morality” havebeen used to describephil osophi-
cal questionsof normsand behaviour sincethetimeof Socrates. Thissection
will present two theoriesconcerning therel ationship betweenthetwoterms.
Thetwo approacheswill becalled” Frenchtradition” and“ Germantradition,”
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accordingtothenationalitiesof the philosopherswhosetheoriesareusedto
demonstrate them. The etymology of the notions does not demand any
particular distinctionbetweenthem. “ Ethics’ isderivedfrom Greek, “ morality”
fromLatin. Bothwordsrefer totheideaof customandhaveoriginally thesame
content (Ricoeur, 1991a, p. 256). Thisiswhy in Englishtextsonecanoftenfind
thetwotermsused synonymously.

Incontemporary continental European philosophy, onecanneverthel ess
findmorethan onetraditionof distingui shing betweenthetwonotions. They will
becalledthe French andthe Germantradition, despitethefact that neither all
German nor all French authorsadhereto the German and French traditions
respectively. Both of thetraditionswill beanalysed by taking alook at one
classical and onecontemporary example. For the Germantraditionwewill
introduceasrepresentati vesK ant and Habermas; theexponentsfor the French
traditionwill beMontaigneand Ricoeur.

Thepurposeof thischapter istolay thegroundwork onwhichtheterm
responsi bility canbedevel oped. Responsibility deal swithnormativeproblems,
withtheresponsestoethical, moral, legal, and other challenges. Inorder tobe
abletodevel opaconvincing account of responsibility, itisnecessary togivea
good description of normative theories. For that it isimportant to avoid
simplistic solutionsor models. Thefollowing account of ethicsand morality
attemptsto show theintricacy of theconceptsby contrasting the Frenchand
Germantradition. Thiswill allow usto observeagreat number of aspectsand
nuancesthat will later play aroleinour theory of responsibility.

THE GERMAN TRADITION

Most of thefeaturesthat definethe German tradition are aheritage of
Kant’s moral philosophy. Therelevant aspects are: (a) the deontol ogical
foundation of ethics, (b) thedistinction betweentheory and practiceinethics
and morality, and (c) thetrust in reason asthe basis of ethics. The German
traditionis, in other words, the continuation of the proj ect of enlightenment.
Both of the philosophersof the Germantraditionwhowill beanalysed here,
Kantand Habermas, believethat themoral quality of anactioncanbeverified.
For Kant theinstanceof thisverificationisreasonitself. Habermasdevel opsthe
ideafurther and arrivesat akind of cumul ativereasonintheformof discourse.
Neither of thetwo seesthetask of moral philosophy inthejudging of everyday
actionsbut intheprovisionof atheoretical model, whichallowsthespecifica-
tion of rulesand procedurestojudgethemoral quality of eventsor actions.
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