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WHY INFORMATION ETHICS MUST BEGIN WITH
VIRTUE ETHICS

RICHARD VOLKMAN

Abstract: The information ethics (IE) of Floridi and Sanders is evaluated here in

the light of an alternative in virtue ethics that is antifoundationalist, particularist,

and relativist in contrast to Floridi’s foundationalist, impartialist, and universalist

commitments. Drawing from disparate traditional sources like Aristotle,

Nietzsche, and Emerson, as well as contemporary advocates of virtue ethics like

Nussbaum, Foot, and Williams, the essay shows that the central contentions of
e . et p —

commitments grounded in the particular perspectives we already inhabit, or be
without rational or ethical force for us.

Keywords: ethical individualism, foundationalism, information ethics, particular-
ism, virtue ethics.

I can think of no better way to begin an essay on the information ethics (IE)
of Floridi and Sanders than with the words of Emerson: “Every surmise and
vaticination of the mind is entitled to a certain respect, and we learn to
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digested systems which have no one valuable suggestion” (Emerson 1982b,
77). While there are glimpses of truth in IE, its inherent foundationalism and
extreme impartialism and universalism cannot do full justice to the rich data
of ethical experience. To show this, it is requisite to unpack an alternative
account that is exphcltly antifoundationalist and fully agent -relative. I shall
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as emerging from within our various partlcular perspectives mstead of being
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putting information at the heart of ethics results in an “‘ontocentric” theory,
concerned with what things are, in contrast to the “situated action ethics” of
the standard utilitarian, contractualist, and deontological alternatives. This
ontocentrism issues in a very broad understanding of what commands
moral respect: “From an IE perspective, the ethical discourse now comes to
concern information as such, that is not just all persons, their cultivation,
well-being and social interactions, not just animals, plants and their proper

natural life, but also anything that exists, from paintings and books to stars
vd wanay cuuthive deat mrarmaor oillecsr of Klre Frtnmo_seromannen a=de—
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382 RICHARD VOLKMAN

solve a foundationalist crisis in computer ethics by getting at a single notion
that can make sense of all the rest. We should be skeptical, however, of the

such foundations. “Theory typically uses the assumption that we probably
have too many ethical ideas, some of which may well turn out to be mere
prejudices. Our major problem now is actually that we have not too many
but too few, and we need to cherish as many as we can” (Williams 1985,
117). It would be most ironic if a philosophy that asserts the fundamental
value of information as such should be eager to abstract from the concrete
information needed to make one’s way in the world. We experience a world
of incommensurable and conflicting values, and we must be careful not to
smooth this over in first principles of ethical theory. Virtue ethics eschews
foundations and proposes we start where we are. This approach will
occasion objections of relativism. Just how diverse human virtues actually
are is an empmcal matter, but in pr1n01ple V1rtue ethlcs embraces a narrow

We shall see that such relativism does not run contrary to our actual ethical
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History, Historicism, and Context

Floridi repeatedly intimates that IE is simply the next logical step in a long
historical dialectic from the anthropocentric, particular, partial, and paro-
chial toward universal and impartial verities in ethics. “Investigations have
led researchers to move from more restricted to more inclusive. anthropo-
centric criteria and then further on towards biocentric criteria. As the most
recent stage in this dialectical development, IE maintains that even
biocentric analyses are still biased and too restricted in scope” (Floridi
2002, 297). However, the siren of historicist reasoning must be resisted here
as elsewhere; as usual, a closer inspection reveals this is, as Popper puts it,
“merely one of the many instances of metaphysical theories seemingly
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selected in the light of the very theories they are supposed to test” (1985,
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to conceive the unfolding of the history of moral theory as progress from the

narrow parochlahsm of virtue ethics, to the asplratlons of umversal and
154 ey e ﬂ;
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of thought challenging the notion that ethics requires impartiality and
universality—to name just a very few obvious and illustrious cases, we have
Kierkegaard and Nietzsche and Emerson in the nineteenth century, and
Foot and Williams and Nussbaum and the whole resurgence of virtue ethics
since. With this pedigree, unrepentant opponents of universalism and
impartialism cannot be cast as mere fringe characters. Furthermore, this
alternative historical emphasis indicates that the drive to be universal and
impartial is a newcomer to ethical discourse, and it remains to be seen
whether it will ultimately be judged a wrong turn.

Even the figures that seem to be most friendly to IE are at best mixed in

PR
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Floridi 2006, 31), but both traditions appreciated the importance of
grounding moral concern in the good life. The Stoics exerted tremendous
influence on Nietzsche and Emerson, both of whom regard the rejection of
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by an appropriate reverence and affirmation with respect to the unfolding of
Nature and logos. In light of Floridi’s repeated emphasis on impartialism
and universalism in his articulation and defense of IE, and especially the
principle of ontological equality, any honest evaluation of IE needs to
address itself to the ethical tradition that eschews impartialism and
universalism while affirming the constructionist vocation of humanity. In
particular, we need to ask what it can mean to be a good creator if one is
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384 RICHARD VOLKMAN

After all, the referee acts wrongly who decides the game based on whom he
likes better rather than the competitors’ performance according to the rules
of the game. While nothing could be more obvious, note that this reasoning
is what Floridi calls * snuated action ethics.” It is no coincidence that
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history of philosophy just as constructionist concerns fade in favor of moral
theory that focuses on action. While rules of conduct and policy are
certainly bound in their formulation and application by considerations of
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smallest part of normative discourse as a whole. Let us mark off this
part of normative discourse by the designation “politics,” since it deals
with matters of policy rather than the constructionist concerns of virtue and
flourishing. This distinction reveals that impartiality and universalism are
appropriate in circumstances of conflict or competition, especially involving
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Impartiality and universalism are ideals associated with justice—the virtue
concerned with giving others their due. But justice only arises as a concern
when one might be tempted to give less than others are due. “When men are
friends, there is no need of justice” (Aristotle 2009, VIII:1). Not only is
justice unnecessary among friends, it is positively unwelcome, as are the
impartialism and universalism that characterize it.

It has become a commonplace, starting especially with Kant and
Bentham, to suppose that an attitude of universal impartiality is simply a
requirement of reason itself. On this view, it is irrational to cast one’s self as
an exception to some universal rule or policy without some justification,
since that would involve asserting an arbitrary difference. If it is wrong for
you to lie to me, then I have to admit it is wrong for me to lie to you; if my
Dlpoes St maend Fo dosp n L0 (i ArK L LY
pleasure counts too. If there is some reason why I count and you don’t (or
vice versa), then I need to be prepared to show the difference that justifies
the difference in treatment. If ethics is conceived as casting about for just
such rules of conduct, on the grounds that reasons for action must apply
equally for everyone as reasons, then it follows that ethical reasons must be
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of some agent (often named A or B) in some abstractly specified situation;
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ethical choice as it actually takes place. To boil down all the facts into the
thin descriptions of casuistry is to have already done all the real ethical
work behind the scenes, instead of confronting the messy multitude of
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386 RICHARD VOLKMAN

“overall good,” no matter what one’s specific value theory says, since the
consequentialist approach to ethics implies the agent who is committed to

doing the right thing must be nrepared to abandon his own constitutive
. . 4 ‘

|7

fl

One’s integrity cannot be simply weighed against other considerations as
if it was something commensurable with them. Being prepared to do that
is already to say one will be whatever the utilitarian standard says one

. o P i g b ormaletd ol rdened ap Voo i, W SN e

of the particular in Aristotelian ethics emphasizes that our moral
experience is shot through with this sort of radical incommensurability,
and constructing a good life out of such material requires real sensitivity
and judgment. Rules and policies are no substitute for this.

In my experience, proponents of situated action ethics are impatient
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ethics, these arguments are particularly telling against IE’s uncritical
acceptance of impartialism and universalism, since IE purports to value
construction, and integrity is a constitutive virtue of a valuable structure.

To understand the ethical cost of abandoning the concrete perspective
of actual agents, it helps to reflect on the sentiment expressed by Ivan in
The Brothers Karamazov regarding the proposal that an eternal harmony
of the universe answers the problem of evil. The usual conclusion of the
Argument from Evil is that God does not exist, since an all-knowing, all-
powerful, all-good God would not permit the evil we see in the world.
One standard retort, captured powerfully and poetically in the answer
from the whirlwind of the book of Job, is that God knows what He is
doing even if the particulars of God’s plan are often beyond our limited
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388 RICHARD VOLKMAN

including others in my very constitution. By far the most celebrated
and widely discussed counterexamples to the pervasiveness of nngartlahtv

ships, and with good reason. In cases of love and friendship, “the agent’s
own historical singularity (and/or the historical singularity of the relation-
sh1p 1tself) enter into moral deliberation in a way that could not even in

e T 0 EC ) T QLN el 1 {Fciinid g
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(L i
a being not like anyone else in the world” (Nussbaum 1990, 72). We have
alreadv noted that friendship excludes justice., and we are now in a pQsition

to locate the crucial difference in the very being of the friendship. While
anything like a complete account is well beyond the scope of this essay, even

e ardalana olaman ii [igzgnt-iq rm;j-naaln ..I n[D, i a“l!g}

politics misses but also what virtue ethics has to contribute. Specifically, we
can begin to sketch the ontological orientation of virtue ethics in unpacking

o Coatsin e end il o o e vl v wl i daeing o ecnrs 1
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conception of self and other or a shallow account of the relations that bind
us together.
On Anstotle s view, the friend is a second self ” in a quite literal sense that

surface of a pond upon the introduction of a stone. The boundaries that
define an 1nd1v1dual are the circles pushmm t across the sy ch ( TeDICSCnL-
o

represented as 01rcles pushing out from their own distinct points of entry. The
whole of one’s life is the history of those circles as they expand through
the pond, including especially the complicated emergent properties that issue
from encounters with the ripples that are other lives. The resulting patterns
become hopelessly intertwined and fused., and it becomes immpossible
to distinguish any precise boundaries. Whether a given part of the pond
“belongs” to one or another wave becomes a hopeless question, but it
remains that each circle expands from its own center. and that it pushes out to
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tax break for a married couple filing jointly is a legal benefit for the
husband or for the wife. Thus, the friend is valued for her own sake, and
not as an instrument or from duty. Make no mistake about it, there is
excellent reason to make friends; friendship is a construction that makes
each of us ereater than we could be apgrt. It follows that I have excellent
reasons to make myself the sort of thing that can enter into these
relations, and this is a sufficient consideration to underwrite all the
various social virtues (e.g., honesty, compassion, benevolence) without
appeal to impartiality or universality.

These points about the relation of one’s self to one’s friends apply equally
well to the manifold other goods that constitute the good life. The contours
of one’s life story are composed of the various projects, values, and
commitments that interact to define the narrative center of gravity, like so
many stones in the pond. These considerations cannot be reduced or boiled
down without distortion or extirpation of real pieces of one’s self. “If thy eye
offend thee, pluck is out” is one imperative; “Learn to see well” is quite
another. Only the latter is consistent with the full flourishing of one’s self as
having all good things in the right proportion, which is the central concern
of eudaimonia. Safety is good, but it is not the only good. Hence, I must
become the sort of thing that cares not too much for safety and not too little
for safety—I must be courageous. Pleasure is good but. if we aeree that

infmixr . xi]lm d oy v Aailla jogal 2 «H,ﬂﬁ jpntainleimat tha
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only good. Hence, I must become the sort of thing that cares not too much
or too little foy vleasure—I must be temperate rather than_gluttonousor
puritanical. Even anger is a good, in the right proportion, defining good
temper against slavish submissiveness. But too much anger, or inappropriate
anger, or anger that lingers makes one a hothead or short tempered or sulky,
and these traits threaten to upset one’s navigation through the crashing
waves in the great sea of competing claims of value. This is the level of
description adopted by virtue ethics, and these observations may be obscured

i~ or_tes {0 of rary e i ot o

The imperative to make something of my self is not chosen; it is thrust
upon me by being what I am. It is a mistake of the highest order to

sunoose that thji project of construction can be simnljfied bv thgorv. or

that conditions it without entering into it. Justice is a good. Benevolence
is a good. These are virtues that can be affirmed from within the
viewpoint described above. But the imperialism of these considerations
that opposes one’s ability to become who one is must be opposed by the
whole project. My life is already overfull in craftine for myself a character
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outcome” as it relates to benevolent concern for others’ welfare: ““It is not
that in the guise of ‘the best outcome’ [the idea of maximum welfare]
stands outside morality as its foundation and arbiter, but rather that it

( 8 il R T N I af a- = i ma "2
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the universal acid that permits us to dissolve all good things into a single
thin solution for weighing and comparison. No, pleasure is not such a
universal acid. Nor is information.

Obviously, the observation that neither pleasure nor information can
serve this role is a substantive premise that could be disputed, but this deep
pluralism about value is a central feature of the V1rtue ethlcs perspectlve and

IE‘, ‘most of this description of virtue ethics is perfectly congenial to
the information turn. Nothing in virtue ethics supposes that the agents are
anything but information entities, or that only human agents are agents. The
representation of agents as interacting waves in a field of possible interac-
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should flourish as the thing it is, in which case the object-level judgments
of virtue ethics and IE may have an identical extension. But that is

iermn_ivlv rj:{t_ﬂm vyT! ﬂmp:j In]E! ooa C«iﬂlﬂr i{war ﬁf !z cf Lai)i.l i[‘?iﬁhl

to a sufficiently concrete level of abstraction, we find a raucous competi-
tion between the flourishings of various info entities, and even a
competition between alternative descriptions of the same info entity.

Pnfpgrrygidie miec prg t9 g7 gwlss sielin ob i JIR( rosgdaies K

applied ontologies in the formulation of policies and life plans. Ontological
equality is not proposed as a rich guide to action, and the point of view of
the universe was never intended to supplant our particular points of view.
Rather, ontological equality was intended as supplement and corrective to
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description of the specific essence of classes of information entities is a task
to be left to a plurality of ontologies . .. IE relies on the agent’s knowledge
for the implementation of the right acuon” (F10r1d1 1999, 45) It may seem
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considerations emerging from the personal point of view described above.
“I am using ‘ontology’ to cover the outcome of a variety of processes that
allow an agent to appropriate (be successfully embedded in), semanticize
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ahgexplain) her environment” (Floridi 2007, 5).
These Varlous ontologles are related to the levels of abstraction one
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392 RICHARD VOLKMAN

matter little, if at all” (Nussbaum 1995, 121). Floridi has sometimes
resisted describing IE in such terms, but it is not clear what else to make

e et g™ T I L O T,

from an objective perspective” (Floridi 2006, 26). This language of
== v S 1] i e T D T —
standpoint is required in order to see the matter correctly, but it must not
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added or extended to other ways of seeing the world. When we abstract

awav from varticular contexts. we should no more synoose we still hayg a
clear idea of what we mean than when we try to sort out the “real”

relative merits of chicken salad and salami.
These concerns can be illustrated using Floridi’s own examples. He
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junk cars (Floridi 1999). The case stipulates that these windscreens will not
be used or even seen by anyone in the future, so there is no question about
the boy’s actions in relation to utility or the interests of others. According to
IE, the boy’s actions are rightly condemned as vandalism, and Floridi
asserts that this matches our intuitive sense of the case. Since the observa-
tion that the boy’s vandalism is wrong makes sense only on the assumption
of the intrinsic right of the windshields to be what they are, that is, only if we
assume the principle of ontological equality, Floridi concludes this case is
evidence of the value of IE. However, there is much to dispute in this case.
First of all, it is hardly obvious that this is a case of wrongful vandalism.
The proponent of situated-action ethics will surely claim that our observa-
tion is tainted by imagined uses of these windscreens or the property rights
of whoever owns the junk cars; the virtue ethicist will complain that the
story is far too thin to make any adequate judgment. Is the boy really just
getting mindless kicks, or is he rehearsing his shot? How much time are we
talking about? What are the alternatives open to him? What brought him
here, and where is he going? There are myriad coherent stories in which it
would be perfectly O.K. to smash things.

But the deeper problems with the case are matters of ontology. The
description of “vandalism” presupposes that the windscreens are properly
described according to some essence or nature that is Vlolated in the act of

IRty (L gy B0

wmdshlelds demands that we not smash them w1thout reason. But 1t is

from the point of view of the universe. The boy treats them as targets. In
fact, the story posits that no one will ever treat them as windshields ever

aredpem oot wiie-letall v wrirten te poakedt ey,
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Floridi means not to privilege that description but merely to treat it as one
ontology alongside others. But in that case, there can be no way to respect
this entity for what it is and promote its flourishing, since its flourishing
under one ontoloev excludes ite flourichine under another From the
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nature and no flourishing. From a point of view such that it has a nature
and can flourish as the thing it is, it does not command any particular
respect (by hypothesis, it will never fulfill its function as a windscreen),
and it may even cry out to be smashed (the flourishing of a target).
Perhaps the boy behaves wrongly unless he smashes it!

This may sound like an objection Floridi has repeatedly tried to
address—that IE either is not a precise or clear guide to action or leads
to relativism. However, my point is much deeper: Whatever observations
may seem to make sense from the point of view of the universe are irrelevant
to the project of a human life. IE can guide action, but it guides us badly by
suggesting an equality that does not exist at the relevant level of abstraction.
While previous critics of IE have generally admitted IE’s impartialism or
universality as important values, virtue ethics disagrees on these first
premises of the IE project, and that transforms the nature of the critique.
For example, Stahl questions IE’s claims to universality by noting that one’s
level of abstraction expresses an ontology and, ““as the choice of the LoA
[level of abstraction] is not determined and given that it determines
ontological commitments, it seems that an agent is free to choose, albeit
indirectly, the ontology of a phenomenon. This allows the interpretation

rein _drtanncaa Pl infareaiar petitiss aviet Loge

level of abstraction that is appropriate for all purposes, some levels of
abstraction are more or less appropriate for given purposes. Thus, he
maintains against Stahl that worries about relativism are misplaced because
one’s level of abstraction may be more or less appropriate to a task at hand,
and the level of abstraction that reveals ontological equality happens to be
useful for our ethical purposes. “So, the position held by IE is that, when it
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394 RICHARD VOLKMAN

the informational LoA is not appropriate, unless one’s purposes are
exhausted in a concern for ethics in an “‘ontocentric and more inclusive,
non-anthropocentric way.”” The fact that everything seems to be valuable
when 1 ignore how things differently impact my actual projects and
constitutive commitments can only ground a reason to treat all things as
having intrinsic value as the things they are if I already have a reason to

ey i AT
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constitutive commitments, which would change who I am, which means

IE is not merely supplementing my perspective but really does ask me to
abandon my perspective in favor of another.

Thi problem is not mere underdetermination of puzzlement ahout how ta
- e

only lead to misunderstanding one’s circumstance. It cannot inform good
deliberation. If I am a musician working on a song that includes a banjo
track, should I add a bit of distortion to it? Although it is quite literally adding
noise to the signal, knowing when to use distortion effects in music is plainly a
matter of good construction, and I submit this knowledge is not advanced
one bit by considering the effects of distortion on the banjo signal as an object
of moral concern. To the contrary, this can only muddle a case that must be
handled with a subtle sensitivity to the concrete facts of the case: What is the
genre? What is the musical motive of the piece? Who is the audience? How

o doap it adbefit wetriveely i e v e wed e el ridiane W01 ) ——

distortion on the banjo track mean m this context? A brilliant move in
bluegrass can be a mistake in jazz. While there is no formula or simple
algorithm for all this, we must emphasize that this analysis does not entail a
shallow relativism or subjectivism, and it is not an empty situation ethics. It is
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a dog? In contrast, suppose the Mona Lisa is on my floor. Now, there is
no question that I should not permit my dog to chew on it, and there is no
question that a sensitive agent will perceive the story of this information
entity and what it means to respect its integrity and flourishing without
anthropomorphizing or personification. Since there is no narrative center
of gravity for the chew toy, it does not merit my respect, and cataloguing
its trajectory through time and space is not meaningful. A chronicle is not
a history, because it is not a story. But the story of the Mona Lisa centers
on itself as a thing in its own right (and not just as the creation of

ey’ O P e NI R T e

rather than as the birthright of its being as an information object. The
importance of coherent storytelling is not meant to deny the reality of
information in the absence of the storvteller_:g; points us to the factthat
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Sociopoiesis: Justice Means Competition Is Cooperation

Some information entities craft their own stories, including the stories
that define them. These entities will always merlt the respect described
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are no sharp boundaries between 1nd1v1duals so defined. Our lives qulte
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others. Sometimes, that intermingling is best conceived as forming an
altogether distinct and coherent information entity with a story of its
own—a friendship. In other cases, the story is more perspicuous that
treats these waves as confronting and competing against one another. It is
in these cases that politics and the virtue of justice enjoy their full

pendp ersehiiegn g Sl O P P v s 0f
friendship nor entirely matters of justice. It requires discernment to know

which claims demand attention when.
Many virtue ethicists have incorrectly supposed that politics involves
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whole, and this seems to be Floridi’s own conception of the virtue ethics
T — R a s ar e h

2005). However, this communitarian approach to politics mistakes society
for friendship. Insofar as we really are sorting out relations that are not
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plant competition as combat, and market institutions harness the wisdom
of crowds as information-processing technologies of the highest order.
“Market institutions” must not be understood in a narrowly economic
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marketplace of ideas and underwrites progress as the condition of cultural
and social evolution. This is the only way to proceed if sociopoiesis
matters in the information age of complex and open societies. “It is in the
utilization, in the mutually adjusted efforts of different people, of more
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1994, 47). If we remain open to whatever possibilities and arguments we
may confront when we start where we are, there is nothing narrowly
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ethical concern has to be addressed to us as a concern of us, it does not
follow that every concern is reducible to self-concern.

This responds directly to Floridi’s defense of ontological equality, which
“consists in shifting the burden of proof by asking, from a patient-oriented
perspective, whether there is anything in the universe that is intrinsically and
positively worthless ethically and hence rightly disrespectable in this partic-
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subject to revision. We expect the value of things to be revealed in the light of
pudcoe ied 3 g 10 e A LN T ik O
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that fails to speak to these concerns can ground the reasons we actually have
as the things we actually are. So, the challenge should be clear enough: For
anv entitv voll like oo abhead and <et o1t to show that thic entitv commands
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