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INTRODUCTION

Thecentral problemin cyber ethicsisnot, asmany might
think, how to address the problems of protecting indi-
vidual privacy, or preventing software piracy, or forcing
computer programmersto takeresponsibility for the sys-
tems 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 ethicsis- how do you establish
ethical standardsin aprofessional field that isdefined by
arapidly evolving technology where the consequences
of thetechnology and the impact of any ethical standards
cannot beknowninthetimeframeinwhichthe standards
must be established? Storiesplay avery important rolein
addressingthisissue. Specifically, storiesprovideameans
of exploring ethical issues for which the full range of
consequences is not currently known. But, in order to
justify thisclaim, afew wordsof explanationarein order.

BACKGROUND

Theword “story” means many different thingsto differ-
ent people. For example, if one of your childrentellsyou
that your dog ate the neighbor’ s cat, you might challenge
theveracity of thisclaimby asking—"Isthat true, or isthat
just a story?” The implication is that there is truth and
therearestories. Andif itisastory, it cannot betrue. But
true versusfictitiousisnot the same astrue versusfal se;
and astory can containimportant truthswhile still being
wholly fictitious. If wearelooking for preciseintellectual
truths, then perhaps stories are not the best medium for
exploration. However, in areas where our understanding
is unclear, either because we do not fully understand a
phenomenon, or the phenomenon is not available for
study becauseit existsin apossible world, storiesplay a
very important role in advancing our understanding. To
put afiner point on this argument, science and logic fail
miserably at telling uswhat could be, or moreimportantly,
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
telling of aseriesof trueor fictitiousevents, connected by
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 theworld around us. They
arebothlegitimateand both can bevery rigorous(Bruner,
1986). Sometimesthey provide alternative pathsto truth
and understanding. Sometimes one or the other provides
theonly path. Logical reasoningisgeneral, context inde-
pendent, objective and leads to a single conclusion.
Narrative reasoning is specific, context dependent, open
to subjectiveinterpretation, and potentially leadsto mul-
tipleconclusions. Thecharacteristicsof narrativereason-
ing are considered flaws when applied to logical reason-
ing. Butthereverseappliesalso. A story that hasonly one
interpretation and means the same to everyone is not
much of astory. Whilenarrativeand | ogical reasoning are
different kinds of reasoning, they are not mutually exclu-
sive. A good narrative is also often quite logical in
structure, and agood | ogical 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 under-
standing.

To some extent, logical and narrative reasoning ad-
dressdifferent domains. Logiciswell suited to mechanis-
tic processes that can be reduced to logical description.
Logic is good for articulating general principles and
deductive reasons. Logic is useful for describing and
explaining. Whilelogicisgood for describing “what is,”
narrative is good for exploring “what could be” and
figuring out “what should be”. Narratives are a useful
means for understanding the complex and ambiguous
issuesinhuman affairs. They allow usto explorepossibili-
tiesand experience situationsvicariously. Narrativerea-
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soningisparticularly well suited to cyber ethics because
many issuesare not well understood and the goal of cyber
ethicsis not to discover truth about the physical world,
but truth about human nature. Narrative fiction gives us
ameansto explore and discover truths about what could
beand what should be. Through narrativeswecan explore
possible consequences of technology, construct alterna-
tive worlds and select the onein 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 principlesfrom experience. Narratives provide some
of these experiencesvicariously. Hence, narrativescan be
used inthe development of principles. Second, it isoften
unclear which principlesapply ingivensituations. Narra-
tiveexplorationsprovideinsightinto situations, allowing
usto determinethe governing principles. And narratives
can be used to explore the consequences of principled
decisionstodetermineif theoutcomesareindeed what are
intended. Finally, narrative reasoning does lead to con-
clusions - very specific conclusions about very specific
situations. Narrativereasoningislackingingenerality, as
was mentioned before, not lacking in conclusions.

THE ROLE OF EMOTION IN REASON

M ost peopl e believethat emotionshavenoroleinlogical
reasoning. After all, reasoning should be dispassionate
and free from emotional influences that may cloud our
reasoning. And thereis somebasisfor this. For example,
if you lose your temper in the middle of an argument and
start flinging 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. Y et emotions play an impor-
tant rolein reasoning and in order to understand this, we
need to better understand exactly what emotions are.
Thereisconsiderabl e debate about the exact nature of
emotions. The philosopher Robert Solomon (Solomon,
1994) offers one very useful observation that “emotions
arejudgmentsabout theworld”. If you arewalking down
apath inthewoods and it is getting dark, you might start
to get alittle nervous and walk alittle faster. If you hear
an unfamiliar noise or arustling in the leaves your heart
may begin to beat a little faster as you experience the
emotional reaction of fear. Thisfear isajudgment about
theworldinwhichyou havejudged your current situation
asunsafe. You did not arrive at this judgment through a

rational process. Specifically, you did not think —“It is
dark and hungry animals or possibly monsters come out
whenitisdark. | just heard anoisethat | cannot identify
and therefore there could be a hungry animal near me. If
| walk alittlefaster, | might get away beforetheanimal gets
me. If | am wrong then all | have done iswalked alittle
faster. If  amright, | might avoid being eaten. Hence, itis
logical and reasonablefor metowalk faster.” Infact, you
probably did not think at all. You just felt scared and
increased your pace. |f asked later why youwerewalking
so quickly you might come up with areasonabl e explana-
tion. But that reasonable explanation is certainly con-
structed after the fact.

Perhapswe have conceded at this point that emotions
are judgments about the world and that they can play an
important rolein reasoning. The obviousquestionis*“So
what?” Why dowecareand why shouldwebother to make
an effort toincorporate our emotional judgmentsinto our
reasoning? Damsio (1994) describes the case of ayoung
man who after suffering damage to part of hisbrain was
no longer able to feel emotions. The unexpected side
effect of thismalady wasthat he was al so unableto make
good decisions or assign importance to competing tasks.
He seemed normal in every other way and seemed to have
his intellectual facilities fully intact. Y et he seemed no
longer ableto feel emotionsand asaresult hewasunable
tofunctionasanormal person. Whenwe makeadecision
weevaluatealternatives. If weareunableto feel emotions
weareunableto placevaluesonthedifferent alternatives.
If we cannot place values on the different alternatives
then there is no difference between the alternatives and
decision-making becomesseriously flawed. Hence, with-
out emotions rational decision-making may not be pos-
sible.

A good story about an ethical issue is much more
likely to draw an emotional response that an intellectual
one, whereasan abstract analysisismorelikely toyieldan
intellectual response. Ultimately, ethical decisions are
emotional decisionsbecausethey embody human val ues.
For this reason, examining ethics from a purely rational
perspective completely misses the point.

IMAGINATION AND POSSIBLE
CONSEQUENTIALISM

One of the problemsin establishing standards of ethical
behavior in a field driven by technology is that the
consequences of the technology and reactions to the
technology often cannot be known. Looking to the past
to provide guidance is ineffective because the past pro-
vides few clues. Marshall McLuhan is often attributed
with the famous observation that ooking to the past to
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