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Abstract
What is the most general common set of attributes that characterises something as intrinsically valuable

and hence as subject to some moral respect, and without which something would rightly be considered
intrinsically worthless or even positively unworthy and therefore rightly to be disrespected in itself? This
paper develops and supports the thesis that the minimal condition of possibility of an entity’s least
intrinsic value is to be identified with its ontological status as an information object. All entities, even
when interpreted as only clusters of information, still have a minima mora worth qua information
objects and so may deserve to be respected. The paper is organised into four main sections. Section 1
models mora action as an information system using the object-oriented programming methodol ogy
(OOP). Section 2 addresses the question of what role the several components constituting the moral
system can have in an ethical analysis. If they can play only an instrumental role, then Computer Ethics
(CE) B probably bound to remain at most a practical, field-dependent, applied or professional ethics.
However, Computer Ethics can give rise to a macroethical approach, namely Information Ethics (IE), if
one can show that ethical concern should be extended to include not only human, animal or biological
entities, but also information objects. The following two sections show how this minimalist level of

analysis can be achieved. Section 3 provides an axiological analysis of information objects. It criticises



the Kantian approach to the concept of intrinsic value and shows that it can be improved by using the
methodology introduced in the first section. The solution of the Kantian problem prompts the
reformulation of the key question concerning the moral worth of an entity: what isthe intrinsic value of x
gua an object constituted by its inherited attributes? In answering this question, it is argued that entities
can share different observable properties depending on the level of abstraction adopted, and that it is till
possible to speak of moral value even at the highest level of ontological abstraction represented by the
informational analysis. Section 4 develops a minimalist axiology based on the concept of information
object. It further supports IE's position by addressing five objections that may undermine its

acceptability.
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1. INTRODUCTION: AN OBJECT-ORIENTED MODEL OF MORAL ACTION
This section introduces the technical concepts and terminology necessary to develop an
informational gpproach to the concept of mord patient. The reader acquainted with the
Object Oriented Programming (OOP) methodology’ may wish to move directly to
section two.

The fird task is to andyse a mord action as a dynamic system arising out of the
interaction of seven principad components. (1) the agent, (2) the patient, (3) ther
interactions, (4) the aget’'s gened frame of information, (5) the factuad information
concerning the gtuation that is a least partly avalable to the agent, (6) the generd
environment in which the agent and the patient are located, and findly (7) the specific
gtuaion in which the interaction occurs. The second task is to show how this dynamic
sysem can be moddled in tems of an information sysem by usng the OOP
methodol ogy.

Any action, whether mordly loaded or not, has the logicd dructure of a
variably interactive process relating one or more sources (depending on whether one is
working within a multiagent context), the agent a, with one or more destinations, the
patient p. The agent initiates the process and the patient reacts more or less interactively
to it? Once a and b are interpreted, their analysis depends on the level of abstraction
(LoA) adopted and the corresponding set of obsarvables available at that level.
Suppose, for example, that we interpret p as Mary (p=Mary). Depending on the LoA
and the corresponding set of observables, p=Mary can be andysed as the unique
individua person cadled Mary, as a woman, as ahuman being, as an animd, as a form

of life, as physcd body and so forth. The higher the LoA, the more impoverished is the



st of observables, and the more extended is the scope of the andyss. As the Turing
Test shows, ‘erasng observables raises the LOA, until it becomes impossble to
discriminate between two inputs sources. If Mary is andysed as a human being, more
observables could lead one to andyse Mary a a lower LOA as a woman, and less
observables could lead one to andyse Mary at ahigher LOA asan animal.

At the LoA provided by an informationa andysis (LoA)), both a and p are
information objects. In our example, this means tha p=May is andysed as an
information object that interacts and shares a number of propeties with other
informetion objects, like a digitd cusomer profile. It does not mean that a or p are
necessarily only information objects.

The OOP gpproach provides a very flexible and powerful methodology with
which to claify and make precise the concept of ‘information object’ as an entity
condtituted by a bundle of properties, to use a Humean expresson. Before introducing
it, an example may help to outline the basic idea.

Congder a pawn in a chess game. Its identity is not determined by its contingent
properties as a physica body, including its shape and colour. Rather, a pawn is a set of
data (properties like white or black and its strategic position on the board) and three
behaviourd rules. it can move forward only, one square a a time (but with the option
of two squares on the firds move), it can capture other pieces only by a diagond,
forward move, and it can be promoted to any piece except a king when it reaches the
opposite sde of the board. For a good player, the actua piece is only a placeholder.

The red pawn is an ‘information object’. It is not a materid thing but a menta entity,



to put it in Berkdey's terms. The physica placeholder can be replaced by a cork
without any semantic loss at the LOA required by the game,

Let us now turn to a more theoretica andyss. OOP is a revolutionary method
of programming that has radicdly changed the approach to software development.
Higtorically, a program was viewed as an agorithmic procedure that tekes input data,
processes it, and produces output data. The difficulty was then represented by the
elaboration of the dgorithmic process. OOP has shifted the focus from the logic
procedures required to manipulate the objects to the objects that need to be
manipulated. In OOP, data structures (cf. the pawn’s property of being white) and their
behaviour (programming code, cf. the pawn's power to capture pieces only by moving
diagondly forward) are packaged together as information objects. Objects are then
grouped in a hierarchy of classes (eg. pawns), with each dass inheriting characterigtics
from the class above it (e.g. dl pieces but the king can be captured, so every pawn can
be captured). A class is a named representation for an abgtraction, where an abstraction
IS a named collection of atributes and behaviour rdevant to moddling a given entity
for some particular purpose a a certain LOA. The routines or logic sequences that can
manipulate the objects are called methods. A method is a paticular implementation of
an operation, i.e. an action or transformation that an object performs or is subject to by
a certain class. Objects communicate with each other through wel-defined interfaces
cdled messages. Examples of objects range from the buttons and scroll bars in a
window to human beings like Mary (described by name, address, and so forth), from
stock-exchange shares to buildings and pawns. This ontologica concept should not be

confused with the purdy syntacticd and quantitative concepts of information available



in information and computation theory, or with the semantic approach popular in the
philosophy of language, in the philosophy of mind and in cognitive science
Henceforth, ‘information object’ and its cognate terms will be used in the OOP sense
just introduced. Small caps (IKE THIS) will hep to indicate that the object in question is
an information object.

Let us now return to the informationd moddling of a and p. When a and p are
analysed as information objects a LoA' this means that they are considered and treated
as discrete, sdlf-contained, encapsulated” packages containing (i) the appropriate data
dructures, which conditute the nature of the entity in question: date of the object, its
unique identity, and dtributes and (ii) a collection of operdions, functions, or
procedures (methods), which are activated (invoked) by various interactions or stimuli,
namey messages recaved from other objects or changes within itsdf, and
correspondingly define how the object behaves or reacts to them. Both a and p are
aufficiently permanent (continuant) information objects. They can be smple or
complex systems congtituted by less complex information objects.

The mord action itsdf can now be moddled as an information process, i.e a
series of messages (M), invoked by a, that brings about a transformation of Sates
directly (more on this qudification shortly) afecting p, which may varioudy respond to
M with changes and/or other messages, depending on how M is interpreted by p's
methods.

So the firgt three information components of our sysem are a, p and M. The
fourth component is the personad or subjective frame of information within which the

agent operates. This shel,®> which is redly an integra pat of a's nature but that it is



useful to trest separatdy, is the information frame that encapsulates the subjective
world of informaion of the agent (a's subjective infosphere, see beow). It is
condituted by interndly dynamic and interactive records (modules) of a's mord
vaues, prgudices, past paterns of behaviour, attitudes, likes and didikes, phobias,
emotional  inclinations, moral  beliefs acquired through educetion, past ethicd
evduations, memories of mora experiences (eg. of dImilar dtudions in which she
acted as a witness) or of other mora actions performed in the past, and so forth. In
short, it represents the ethicd and episemic conceptudising interface between a and
the environment. The shdl, dthough it embodies aspects of the agent's life is
congantly evolving through time, may contain shared or imported eements from other
agent’s shells, may be epigemicdly only partly accessble to a hersdf and in practice
only partly under the control of a's will. Neverthdess, it contributes subgtantidly to the
shgping of a's behaviour, by screening a from the direct impact of the information
environment, filtering and regulating a's access to, and hence highlighting and
interpreting the relevant aspects of, the factud information concerning the specific
mora Stuation in which the agent isinvolved in space and time.

The factud information concerning the mord dStuation represents the fifth
dynamic component of the sysem. It is the only dement in the modd that remains
unmodified when the LOA changes. We ill spesk of factud information even a the
lower LOA, where there are sufficient observables to andyse both a and p not just as
two information objects but aso as two persons, for example. For this reason, the
magority of ethicd theories are ready to recognise factud information as playing an

indrumenta role in any mora action. Socratic pogtions explan the exisence of evil in



terms of ignorance. According to Warnock 1971, for example, lack of information is
one of the main factors that cause ‘things to go badly’. More ‘weekly’, it is common to
assume that an action with a potentid mord value can be treasted as actudly mord or
immord only insofar as its source a is, anong other things, conscious (@ is avare of a's
actions), sufficently free (a is rationdly autonomous in the Kantian sense, and can
intentionally bring about, sop or modify the course of action in question, a least partly,
depending on the Stuation), reasonable (a is inteligent in Mill's sense, i.e has some
capacity to forecast the consequences of a's actions) and informed. Traditiond ethicd
theories share the view that a mord action and its corresponding evauation can take
place in a sae of only relaive scarcity of freedom and information and that there is no
mordity in agtate of total determinism or ignorance (cf. anima behaviour).

We now come to the sixth component. At LoA!, a does or does not implement, and
hence varioudy controls and adjusts, a's autonomous and informed behaviour in a
dynamic interaction with the generd environment in which a is located, eg. a given
culture, society, family gtuation, financid datus, group of individuds set of working
conditions, and so forth. The same holds true for p. In Floridi 1999a and 1999b, this
informationd environment has been described as the infosphere. It is a context
condituted by the whole sysem of information objects including dl agents and
patients, messages, their attributes and mutua relations.

The specific region of the infosphere in space and time within which the mord
action takes place represents the last component of the sysem, namely the mord
gtuation. Borrowing a term from robotics, this information microworld can be defined

as the envel ope® of the mord action.



To summarise, here is the complete ligt of information components:
1. a=mord agent
2. p=mord patient
3. M =mord action, congtructed as an interactive information process
4. shell = a’spersond world of information
5. factual information = information about the mord Stuetion
6. infosphere = the generd environment
7. envelope = the mord Stuation
Two comments are now in order. Firs, when the message is a reflective process or a
process with a feedback effect, a may be identicd with, or treated as, one of the p. |
shal come back to this important point in section 3. Second, it is hardly ever the case
that a message affects only a discrete set of well-specified patients p. It is convenient to
limit our atention to a amplified dynamic modd, and this is why | specified ‘directly’
above, but one needs to remember that a message functions like a vector, with a given
direction and a discrete force, not as a binary switch. Once the message has been
released, its direct and indirect effects dmost immediately cease to be under the control
of its source a, while ther life extends in time and space, in the form of a gradudly
decreasing continuum. Using another OOP concept, we can then spesk of the
propagation of an operaion, which sarts a some initid OBJCT and flows from OBJXECT
to OBECT through associion links in the sysem and according to possibly specifigble
rules. During the propagation, the vector may change both in direction and in force.
Clearly, a message affects not just the immediate target of the process but aso the

envelope? hence a as wdl, a's shdl and the factud information? and findly the whole



infosphere. Think of an abused child who, as an adult, becomes an abuser. In principle,
al seven components may be treated as patients. We shall see in section 4.3 that a
negative axiology (a theory of intrindc unworthiness) requires a more adequate

conception of what kind of entity may count as a patient.

2. THE ROLE OF INFORMATION IN ETHICS

We are now ready to phrase the foundationdist problem in CE in terms of LoA'. Does
LoA' provide an additional perspective that can further expand the ethica discourse so
& to indude the world of mordly dgnificant phenomena involving information
objects? Or does LOA' represent a threshold beyond which nothing of mord
sgnificance redly happens? Does looking at redity through the highly abdtract lens of
information anadyss improve our ethicd underdanding or is it an ethicaly pointless
(when not mideading) exercise?

In Horidi 1999, it is argued that if information objects can have & most only an
indrumental vaue then CE is likdy to reman a most a Microethics, i.e. a practicd,
fidd-dependent, applied or professond ethics (Gotterbarn 1991, 1992, 2001; Langford
1995), which plays only an ancillary role with respect to other Macroethics, i.e
theoreticd,  fidd-independent, gpplicable ethics such as Deontologisn  or
Consequentialism (Johnson 2000). This is because Macroethics attempt to establish not
just the necessary and sufficient conditions of adequacy for the occurrence of a mora
action, eg. its information input, but, more importantly, what ought to be the very

neture of the action in question, why a certain action would be mordly right or wrong,
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what ought to be done in a given mora Stuation, and what the duties, the ‘oughts and
‘ought nots of amora agent may be.

Sill in Horidi 19994, it is argued that |IE, as the foundation of CE, can devedop a
Macroethical approach. To do so, IE needs to be able b show that the agent-related
behaviour and the patient-related status of information objects qua information objects
can be mordly dggnificat, over and above the ingrumenta function tha may be
atributed to them by other ethica approaches, and hence that they can contribute to
determining, normatively, ethicd duties and legdly enforcegble rights.

IE's clam congsts of two theses. The fird thesis dtates that information objects qua
information objects can be mora agents. This means not just analysing an interpreted a
as an information object (eg. a=Mary)? this is dementary, as it requires only the
adoption of the right LoA? but rather showing that a can be correctly interpreted as an
information object (eg. that an atificid agent, like a piece of software, can play the
role of a mora agent) at the usua LOA adopted by other ethica theories, that is a the
LoA where p=Mary is andysed as a human being. The thesis has been discussed and
defended in Floridi and Sanders 2001a and 2001b. It will not be re-addressed here.

The second thess dates that information objects qua information objects can have
an intrindc mord vaue, dthough possbly quite minima, and hence that they can be
moral patients, subject to some equaly minima degree of mord respect? a
disinterested, appreciative and careful attention (Hepburn 1984)? again & the ordinary

LoA where a=Mary is andysed as a human being. The task of the rest of this aticle is
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to clarify and support this second thesis. Since the drategy is complex, it may be worth
outlining it at the outset.

The issue is agpproached top-down, dating from the discusson of the
unproblematic case in which the patient is an ordinay human being, who is recognised
to have intrinsc mora worth. At this low LOA, one of the best philosophicd postions
avalable, namdy Kant's suggests that only rationd beings have an intringc mord
worth. The objection is that the Kantian pogtion is not fully satisfactory, and needs to
be modified. This is shown by gradudly impoverishing the ontologicd daus of
p=Mary (for a discusson of this ‘argument from margind cases see Bard Calicott
1980). By diminaing more and more of the properties enjoyed by Mary, the LOA is
rased until the sage is reached a which, on the one hand, one would 4ill like to be
able to undersand why p=May may 4ill enjoy some degree of intrinsc mord vaue
and hence be subject to some level of mord respect, even if Mary is reduced to a mere
brainless entity, but on the other hand the Kantian andyss is unable to provide a
satisfactory answer. At this point, two arguments support the atribution of an intringc
mora vdue to information objects. The fird, postive argument conssts in showing
that an information-object-oriented approach can successfully ded with the problem
left unsolved by Kant. The second, negative argument conddts in dismantling not only
the Kantian position but aso any other postion that adopts some other LOA higher than
the Kantian-anthropocentric one but ill lower than LoA!, like a biocentric LOA.
Showing that both an anthropocentric and a biocentric axiology are unsatisfactory is a
crucia gep, dince it re-opens the fundamental problem of what entities can quaify as

centres of some mora worth, dlows one to approach it afresh, and shifts at least part of



the burden of proof on IE's critics. If ordinary human beings are not the only entities
enjoying some form of mord respect, what dse qudifies? Only sentient beings? Only
biologicd sysems? Wha judifies incuding some entities and exduding others?
Suppose we replace an anthropocentric approach with a biocentric one. Why
biocentrism and not ontocentrism? Why can biologicd life and its preservatiion be
conddered mordly reevant phenomena in themsdves, independently of human
interests, but not existence and its protection? In many contexts,” it is perfectly
reasonable to exercise mord respect towards inanimate entities per se, independently of
any human interest; could it not be just a maiter of ethical senshility? It seems that any
attempt to exclude non-living entities is based on some specific, low LoA and its
corresponding observables but that this is an arbitrary choice. In the scde of beings,
there may be no good reasons to stop anywhere ese but at the bottom: ‘dl things in the
biogphere have an equd right to live and blossom’ (Naess, 1973). There seems to be no
good reason not to adopt a higher and more inclusive, ontocentric LOA.

In Horidi 1999, the previous two arguments are paradleled by two other lines
of reasoning, one metatheoretica the other higtorical. Although the reader is referred to
that longer discusson for further details, it may be ussful to summarise them here
since they bear further support in favour of IE’s position.®

The metatheoreticd argument has dready made a brief gppearance. Enlarging
the conception of what can count as a centre of morad respect has the advantage of
enabling one to make sense of the innoveative nature of CE and to ded more
satisfactorily with the origind character of some of its mora issues by gpproaching

them from atheoreticaly strong perspective.
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The higtoricd argument is connected with the negative one. Through time,
ethics has seadily moved from a narrow to a gradudly more inclusve concept of what
can count as a centre of mora worth, from the citizen to the biosphere (Nash 1989).
The emergence of the infogphere, as the new environment in which human beings
gpend much of ther lives explans the need to enlarge further the conception of what
can qudify as a mord patient. IE represents the most recent development in this
ecumenical trend, a Platonist environmentalism without a biocentric bias, as it were.
More than fifty years ago, Leopold defined land ethic as something that ‘changes the
role of Homo sapiens from conqueror of the land-community to plan member and
ctizen of it. It implies respect for his fdlow-members, and adso respect for the
community as such. The land ethic smply enlarges the boundaries of the community to
include soils, waters, plants, and animds, or collectively: the land’ (Leopold 1949, p.
403). The time has come to trandae environmentd ethics into terms of infosphere and
information objects.”

Once the intrindc morad worth of an information object has been introduced as
a viable solution to the problem left unsolved by the Kantian approach, two more tasks
lie ahead. One is to show that IE's thess is coherent. The other is to show that the main
objections againg it can be answered. Both tasks are undertaken in section 4. Their

successful fulfilment further reinforces IE’ s pogition.
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3. AN AXIOLOGICAL ANALYSI SOF INFORMATION

The datus of a and p, and the possble modifications in the nature of both, brought
about by the information process M, are the axiologica dements that play a decisve
role in the normative assessment of a mora action. In what follows the andyss is
restricted to p only (we shdl return to the andyss of M in section 4.3), for three
reasons.

Fird, the problem is whether an entity x qua information object—i.e. not insofar
as it is a spedific type of entity like Mary—can have any intrindc mord vdue that
could contribute to regulating a mord action affecting it. Since it is usudly assumed
that any entity x that can act as a mord a can dso qudify as a mord p but not vice
versa? eg. it is genadly assumed that animas can a most be mord p but not mord a
(Rosenfeld 1995)? it is better to focus on the informationd nature of an object as a
possible patient.

Second, whenever the action in question is found to be either reflexive (eg.
suicide) or retroactive (eg. mord vices acquired through the repetition of actions that
are not in themsaves necessarily to be deprecated from a mora point of view) the
modd dlowsthe extenson to x = a of any conclusion reached about x = p.

Third, by discussng he mord worth of an information object as a p in the most
universal and abgract terms, it is possble to extrgpolate from the specific nature and
position taken up in a given envelope by a component of the system, and generdise the
conclusions reached about p S0 as to include any possible information dement that may
in principle be affected by the behaviour of a and hence qudify as a patient of a mord

process. Thus, other envelopes, the infosphere itsalf and the methods can be considered



patients of a’'s actions, in a way that will become fully clear once a negetive axiology is
developed, in section 4.3.

Once the andysds is redtricted to x = p, the question to be addressed is. is there
any degree of unconditiond (i.e. nether insrumentd nor emotiord) and intringc
worth in the nature of a p=information object that should determine, condrain, guide or
shape a’'s mora actions? That is, does an information object as a p have an intringc
mora vaue that, ceteris paribus, could contribute to the mora configuraion of a's
behaviour? Insofar as p has some intrindc vaue, it contributes to the configuration of a
mord action by requiring (we dhdl andyse laer what is implied in this
‘communication’, see K.2 below) that a recognises such vaue in a spedd intentiond
way, that is by having respect for it. Now a’'s respect for p’s intringc vaue condts in
two things the agppreciaion of p's specific worth and the corresponding, uncoerced,
arguably overridable dispodtion to treat p appropriady, if possble, according to this
acknowledged worth. Objects capable of intentiond states can have respect for p's
intrindc vaue and hence act as mord agents at least to this extent, but are they dso the

only entities that can have an intrinsic vaue as patients?

3.1. A Critique of Kantian Axiology

According to Kant,'° the previous question can be answered with a firm ‘yes. Either x
can rightly function only as a means to an end other than itsdf, in which case it has an
instrumental or emotional vaue (economic vaue); or x qudifies dso as an end in itsdf,
in which case it has an intrinsic, moral vaue qua x and it is vaued and respected for its

own sake!! Kant argues that anything can have an insrumental vaue for the sake of
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something ese, but that only human beings, as rationdly autonomous agents, can aso
have an intringc and absolute mord vaue, which he cdls dignity. This is because only
rationdly autonomous agents, understood as ‘good wills, can be the source of mord
goodness, thanks to their rationa and free actions. The Kantian dichotomy, intrinsc vs.
insrumenta value, has at least three mgor consequences:
K.1) the dichotomy judifies the coextenson of (i) the class of entities that enjoy mord
vaue, (ii) the class of entities cgpable of mora respect, and (iii) the class of entities that
deserve to be mordly respected. In Kant, the only type of entity that has mord vadue is
the same type of entity that may correctly qudify as a mord patient and that may in
principle act asamora agent.
K.2) the dichotomy solves the communicetion problem between a and p. Thanks to
K.1, a is immediady acquainted with the mord vaue of p, and hence can respect it,
because both entities beong to the same type of class, namedy Kant's ‘Kingdom of
Ends > We shall see that, since IE rejects K.1, it cannot rely on the solution provided
by K.2.
K.3) the dichotomy implies that an entity’'s mord vaue is a kind of unconditiond and
incomparable worth. Either x has an instrumentd vaue, subject to degrees,
economicdly ggnificant but mordly irrdevant, or x has an unconditiond and intringc
vaue, which is mordly reevant but absolute, and cannot rightly be subject to economic
assessment.

The Kantian dichotomy is questionable because K.3 clashes with some basic

intuitions and fails to take into account two important distinctions.
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It seems reasonable to assume that different entities may have different degrees
of reative vadue that can condran a's behaviour, without necessxily having an
indrumental vdue, i.e. a vdue rddive to human fedings impulses or inclinations as
Kant would phrase it. Likewise, it seems intuitively accepteble that life, biologica
organisms or the absence of pan in sentient beings can dl have a great ded of mord
vaue and deserve a corresponding amount of respect. For example, one may argue that
a human being who is even inherently (i.e not just contingently, eg. because of
unlucky circumstances that may change) incgpable of any intentiond, rationd and free
behaviour gill has some mord vaue, no matter how humble, which deserves to be
respected, athough not necessarily only for instrumental or emotional reasons. More
generdly, the default podtion seems to be that only rationd beings are cgpable of
respect but, contrary to what Kant suggests in (K.1), ‘having an absolute mora vaue
(dignity)’, ‘being capable of respect’ and ‘being intringcaly respectable do not range
over the same class of entities Rational beings are capable of various degrees of
respect, to which there seem to correspond various degrees of mora vdue. Kant is
probably right in arguing that ‘good wills definitdly deserve more respect than other
entities, because they are among the conditions of posshility of what is moraly good,
but it requires some postive argument to show that ‘good wills do not conditute only
a subclass of the entities that may have a mordly sgnificant dam on the agent, as
entities subject to some respect.

All this is prima facie reasonable and represents a serious chalenge for the
Kantian dichotomy. Kant seems unduly to redrict the sense of ‘rdaive vaue to

meaning only ‘contingent worth depending on the agent’s interest’ '3 so that if x can be
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rightly and appropriately used only as a means, then x has no absolute vaue (and this
follows), has only a reative vdue (and this dso follows), but this can only mean that
X's vdue has no mora nature whatsoever, because x's vaue is to be interpreted as
depending only on the ingrumental or emotiond interest of the agent, which is a clear

non sequitur, if one rgects the very controversa equation just spelt out.

3.2. An OOP Approach to Axiology
According to Kant, not only do the Kingdom of Ends and the Kingdom of Nature
reman largey separate and independent, but the former becomes a closed system,
which is dlowed to rule over the later without there being even the posshbility in
principle of the latter providing some congraints* Two digtinctions can hep to
improve Kant's anthropocentric axiology. ™

Let us agree with Kant that there are different ways and degrees in which an entity
may have some indrumentd vaue. When the value in quedtion is neither indrumenta
nor just emotiond,™® one can firg distinguish between extrinsic and intrinsic vaue and,
correspondingly, between two types of respect. An entity x has extringc vaue when it
is respected as y. For example, a piece of cloth may be respected as a flag, a person
may be respected as a police officer, or a practice may be respected as a cult. This sense
of reldive regpect is asociated with a sense of vaue that is no longer instrumentd or
emotional and may be caled symbolic. Symbolic vdue is 4ill utterly contingent, may
be acquired or lost, and can be increased as wel as reduced. In brief, it is utterly

extringc.
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In order to capture in full the fact that x has mord vdue in itsdf, a vaue that
belongs to x in dl circumstances (necessarily), not under certain conditions, and is not
subject to modification unless x ceases to exist as X, one needs to condder the case in
which x deserves to be respected not ust symbalicdly, as something dse, but qua x. It
IS here that the andyss must depat from the Kantian podtion more radicaly and
introduce a second distinction.

The mora vaue of an entity is based on its ontology. What the entity is determines
the degree of mora vaue it enjoys, if any, whether and how it deserves to be respected
and hence what kind of mord clams it can have on the agent. For Kant, X’'s intrinsc
vaue is indissolubly linked with X's essentid nature only as a certan type of entity.
Thus, an individud, eg. May, has mora vdue (Kant's dignity) not as a pecific
person, but only insofar as she is a token of the generd type ‘free and rationd human
being’, i.e. a member of the ‘Kingdom of Ends. In respecting p=Mary, the agent is not
primarily or directly respecting the gspecific, unique and contingent individua qua
hersdf, but rather the universd type she ingtantiates!’ So the Kantian andysis fails to
diginguish between two separate senses in which the nature of x determines x's mord
vdue. Itisacrucid oversght.

The two senses can be darified by relying on the OOP methodology introduced in
the fird section. The specific nature (essence) of an object X condsts in certain
attributes that x could not have lacked from the dtart except by never having come into
being as x, and cannot lose except by ceasing to exist as x. This essence is a factudly
indissoluble, dthough logicaly digtinguisheble, combination of Xx's local and inherited

dtributes. For example, if PERSON is the descendant object, and LIVING ORGANISM is
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the ancestor object, we may say that ‘freedom’ is an essentid and local atribute of
PERSON, that is a new property, not previoudy implemented in any of the ancestor
objects, while ‘sentient animad’ is an essentid attribute inherited by PERSON from its
ancestor object LIVING ORGANISM. Suppose now that an object x has an intrinsc vaue.
It is correct to say, with Kant, that x's intringc vaue depends on its essence, but it is
adso important to specify that this essence, and the corresponding intringc vaue, are
both aggregates, i.e. they are the result of a specific combination of loca and inherited
dtributes. What difference does this make? In the example, one can respect Mary
because of her locd attribute ‘free agent’, which is part of her essence. Her essence dso
includes that of being a ‘living organism cgpable of fedings of pan and pleasure’. Let
us refer to the former as Mary’s F attribute and to the latter as Mary’s L attribute, and
let us amplify matters by saying that Mary inherits L from her ancestor object caled
ANIMAL. Suppose now that May is radicaly and definitdy deprived of her locd
atribute F, that is, let us imagine that she becomes inherently incapable of any free and
intentional behaviour, eg. because she is born brain-dead, so that the absence of certain
observables corresponds to a read ontological feature. What would be the Kantian
position with respect to her mord vaue? There seem to be only four aternatives. None
of them isfully satisfactory and this leads to the adoption of a different gpproach.

A radicd solution would beto ‘bite the bullet’” and argue that
A) Mary lacks the necessary dtribute F, so she can have no judified clam to mord

regpect. Citizenship of the Kingdom of Ends is a necessary and sufficient condition

but it can be lost and, without it, there are no mord rights.
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Of course, (A) is logicdly acceptable, but its unpleasant consequences inevitably clash
with some of the most dementary mora intuitions. According to (A), for example, one
could fredly dispose of Mary’s organs without being subject to any mora assessment.
If one wishes to maintain that Mary gill deserves to be respected despite the lack of
F, one may try to argue, till with Kant, that
B) Mary dill possesses mord vaue as a type, as an entity that somehow gill enjoys the
local atribute F, because in principle, though not in practice, she is gill a member
of the class ‘free agents .
(B) tries to rationdise the prima facie judified request that Mary may ill possess
some morad vaue, and hence deserve to be respected, by working on a rather
problematic interpretation—as something  ‘absent-yet-dill-present’ —of  the set  of
properties necessary to qudify as a rationa being. The trouble with (B) is that it
becomes soon unclear what it means to have ‘somehow’ and ‘in principle a certan
type of attribute, unless by this we wish to refer either to (B.1) a logical posshility or to
(B.2) the object’ s potentidity, the actud possibility being unavailable by hypothess.

Congder (B.1). The new criterion? respect any x of which it would be a
contradiction to say that it could not quaify as a ‘free agent’? becomes too vague,
becauseit isaso logicaly possible that a chicken could behave as a free agent.

Congder now (B.2). This is compeatible with Kant's ontology. The problem is
that, by saying that Mary may dill have the attribute F potentially, one may mean that
B.2.a) dthough born bran-dead, Mary is ill mordly respectable because she is

potentialy free by nature, and this is the case because she is a human being.

This ‘potentidly free festure of her naure cannot be taken away merey



because some factor (maformation, accident, disease, drugs, etc.) is in fact

preventing her from ‘actudisng that potentid. The potentid can exist

‘unectudised’ and yet condst of more than mere logicd posshility, as her lost

freedom is something she could have in away a chicken never could.

(B.2.8 would dlow the Kantian philosopher to solve the axiologica problem, if it were
not for the fact that, as it stands, it is confronted by two substantial problems.

The first problem is that (B.2.8) begs the question. In the counterexample, Mary
does not happen to lack the attribute F momentarily or just accidentally, e.g. because
she is under the temporary effect of a drug. If this were the case, (B.2.@ would be
correct, but there would be no interesting chdlenge for the Kantian axiology anyway.
Rather, it is assumed that Mary has been essentially or inherently deprived of her
atribute F. She is not and will never be capable of any free behaviour, for example
because she is born irreversbly brain-dead. There is no LOA a which Mary enjoys
atribute F. In OOP terms, the attribute F has been erased from the description of the
information object labelled ‘Mary’. A supporter of (B.2.a) could reply that May's F
atribute cannot be taken away by a contingent event, eg. a car accident. Ydt, this is
amply fase (second problem). Although essentid by hypothess, a potentid attribute is
not necessarily a permanent feature of an object and, contrary to what (B.2.d) seems to
ugged, it may be removed, even within an Aridotdian ontology. This is an intringc
feature of the potentidity/actudity didinction, which was origindly developed to
provide an explanation of change and transformation. A potentidity is an individud’s
capacity to acquire a certain new date, and this capacity can disgppear if the attribute

becomes actud, or if the conditions of posshility of the actudisation of the potentid
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atribute are irreversbly removed. If the potentidity of being x is a necessaxry attribute
to qudify as 'y, this does not mean that whatever is y cannot lose the attribute x, but
only that, if y loses X, then y becomes something dse different from y. To illudrae the
point with a more Arisotdian example: a hedthy man has the potentidity of becoming
a marathon runner, but once he has become one, this means that he has changed into
something ese and has logt the potentidity of becoming a marathon runner in favour of
the actudity of such potentidity. Likewise, if a hedthy man loses his legs, he no longer
enjoys the potentidity of becoming a marathon runner. When the potentid attribute
belongs to the essence of the object, its remova implies the re-categorisation of the
individud in a different class, but this is precisely the problem confronting us a the
moment: whether a person born brain-dead, who may not count any longer as an
ordinarily rationd human being, may ill be entitled to some mora respect even if the
only entities entitled to mord respect are rationa beings.

(B.2.@) does not provide a satisfactory answer, but it does contain a vauable
point. We have seen tha it is not true that, if the attribute F is practically not
actudisable, F is therefore utterly lost and can be regained only as a logica possihility.
Yet this is not the issue addressed by our counterexample, in which the attribute F
becomes essentially not actudisable. What must be conceded to (B.2.@), however, is
that there dill is a condderable difference between saying that a chicken could be free
and that Mary, who is brain-damaged, as a human being had the potentiality of being
free. The difference would be blurred by a mere reference to a logical possbility, but

can be captured by a counterfactua andlysis, which leads us to reformulate (B.2.a) thus.
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B.2b) to cdam tha May is potentidly free is to dam tha, under normd
circumstances, Mary woud have not been deprived of F and so she would have
been mordly respectable.

(B.2b) is quditativdly (naturdness) and quantitatively (probability) stronger than

(B.1). This is obvious if we try to replace ‘Mary’ with ‘chicken’ in (B.2.b). (B.2.b) is

aso more dringent than (A). Neverthdess, it can a most support a ‘counterfactua

respect’, which is dill too wesk for solving the axiologicd issue raised by the
counterexample. Had Mary had the attribute F (had circumstances been different) she
would fave been the object of mora respect. This is dl one can argue on the ground of

(B.2.b). Since Mary does lack the attribute F, however, the counterfactua anayss

leaves us with the posshility of being fully judified in showing no mora respect for

her. We are not denying that, in another possible world, she would have deserved some
respect. We are recdling that, given the present circumstances, sheisnot ‘digible’.

A Kantian axiology fals to accommodate the counterexample satisfactorily
because it is undble to danify, in a convincdng way, why May should be mordly
respected only on the ground of what she actudly lacks by definition and irreversbly in
the firg place. This discloses a generd problem affecting Kant's and other samilar
approaches. When Kant spesks of mora respect, he has in mind, primarily, perfectly
rationd agents and only derivaivey human beings seen as fdlen creatures. In his
deontologicd ethics, a person is mordly respectable only in an indirect sense, insofar
as she or he implements the properties necessary and sufficient to quaify as a rationd
being. If the person in question does satisfy such conditions, this hides the fact that, in

respecting her, one is redly asked to respect not the individud but a class, to which the



individua person, however, does not have to belong necessarily. If the person no
longer satisfies such conditions, it becomes clear that she was being respected only
because she was partaking of the specid properties of the class of rationad beings.

The solution of the problem requires a shift in perspective. It is hard to see how one
could explan and judify any form of respect towards May based on some locd
atribute that, ex hypothesi, does not exis. A completely different aternative condstsin
agquing tha May d4ill has some form of mord vdue as an entity that enjoys the
inherited attribute L, at a higher LOA. One may no longer express towards Mary exactly
the same respect one would have towards a free agent, but one could 4ill fed
compelled to respect her & less as a living organism capable of fedings This
dterndtive looks for the minima, not the maxima conditions of mord worth, and
gppears more reasonable and in line with our common sense. It is the one favoured by
IE, which now argues for a more decisive step in the same direction.

Once the didtinction between locd and inherited attributes is introduced, asking
what the intrindc vaue of x qua x is means to ask three different questions.

1) What is the intrindc vadue of x qua this specific entity condituted by this specific
aggregate of local and inherited attributes?

A full answer to (1) can be provided only by combining the two senses in which x has
an intringc vaue according to (2) and (3) below. A theory that concentrates only on (1)
Is a theory of individud mord vaue, i.e of the intrindc vaue that X possesses in itsdf
as a specific individua, not just as an indantiation of a type. Note that x may be either a
gngle entity (Mary) or a whole class (Women), so the theory does not have to be

nomindig.

26



2) What isthe intringc value of X qua an entity condtituted by its local attributes?

Since Kant's concepts of essence, type-token and class membership cut across our
concepts of inheritance!® and aggregate of local and inherited atributes, none of the
three questions is exactly the question addressed by Kant, yet (2) is probably the one
that comes closest to the Kantian gpproach, where the local attributes are interpreted as
the essentid properties of the class of dl human beings. A theory that concentrates on
(2) may develop a maximaist axiology like Kant's, according to which there is only a
redricted sdection of locd dtributes? eg. intentiondity, sdf-determination, and
rationdity? that qudify an object as having mord vdue Kant is right in arguing that
this specid object, defined as a ‘rational being’ or ‘good will’, is the one that has the
highest mord vaue (dignity) and hence deserves absolute respect. Nonetheless, he is
wrong in assuming tha this is the only sense in which it is possble to soesk of mord
worth and respect because one could aso ask the following question:

3) What isthe intringc value of x qua an entity congtituted by itsinherited attributes?

By progressively raisng the LoA, one can answer this question by referring to the
nature of the entity in question as an information object. We have seen that in the case
of the pawn, this is redly what matters most. In the case of Mary, the locd attributes
are far more important, yet this is not a good reason to conclude that, if Mary is reduced
to an information object, eg. as an agent in a virtud context or as an entry in a
database, then this information object is devoid of any mord value and can be rightly
vandalised, exploited, degraded, or cardesdy manipulated irrespectively of any mord

concern and congraint. As we shdl see, an entity x can be respected a different LOA,
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induding the levd a which x is only an information object. Thus, in Mary’s case, for

example, |IE argues that:

C) if May qudifies as a living organiam, biocentric ethicd concerns gpply. Suppose,
however, that Mary does not qudify as a living organism any longer. Her corpse
dill enjoys a degree of intringc mora worth because of its nature as an information
object and as such it can ill exercise a corresponding claim to mora respect.

As Apadllo in the last book of the Iliad reminds us, not even Achilles has the mord right

to ‘outrage the sensdess clay’. Hector's body deserves a minimd levd of mord

respect.

An axiology that concentrates on (3) can be plurdis or minimdis. A plurdigt
axiology finds in a sdection of inherited atributes—such as inteligence, sensations or
biologicd life—the ontologicd source of the intrindc vaue of an entity, and therefore
assgns to a wide variety of entities, namdy al those that inherit one or more of these
attributes, some mora vaue and hence a corresponding clam to a’s respect. Of course,
the mord vaue in question cannot be absolute, since the theory accepts more than one
inherited attribute as comparable, when not competing. It is likely, however, that there
may develop a hierarchy of inherited aitributes and of priorities in moral standing, and
hence aminimaligt theory.

A minimdig axiology does not necessarily have to be monigt but is not plurdist
in the sense that it does not admit that there may be more than one, incomparable and
non-equivdent, minima degree of vaue It accepts only one sat of inherited attributes
as the minimad condition of posshility of intringc worth and, as a result, assgns to dl

the objects that inherit these atributes a corresponding, minima degree of absolute
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mora vaue, in the following sense. Here ‘absolute Hill means not reldive, as in the
Kantian ‘question’. However, in (2) or more generdly in Kant's axiology, the intrinsic
vaue of an entity is incomparable because it is unique, in the sense that there are no
other types of mora vaue, and hence, a fortiori, it @n not be increased or overridden
on the bass of consderations involving other levels or degrees of mord vaue. On the
contrary, here the minima intrindc worth of an entity is incomparable because it is
unique in the sense that it can be reduced no further, it is necessarily shared,
universdly, by dl entities tha may have any intringc vaue a dl, and it deserves to be
repected by default yet only ceteris paribus, that is to say, it can be overridden in view
of condderations involving other degrees of mord vaue a lower LOA. Entities are
more or less moraly respectable, and we shal see in a moment that an action too is less
respectable the more ‘entropy’ it generates (what ‘entropy’ means in this context will

be explained shortly).

3.3. IE’sMinimalist Axiology

To the question ‘What entities have mora vaue and hence deserve respect? two types
of answvers ae now posshble one maximdig or Kantian, and the other minimdig,
depending on what we mean by ‘mord vdue. Minimdigt theories of intrindc worth
have tried to identify in various ways the inherited atributes, i.e. the minima condition
of posshility of the lowest possble degree of intringc worth, without which an entity
becomes intrindcdly worthless, and hence deserves no mora respect. Investigations
have led researchers to move from more redricted to more inclusive, anthropocentric

criteria and then further on towards biocentric criteria As the most recent stage in this
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didecticd devdopment, IE maintans that even biocentric anadyses of the inherited
atributes are ill biased and too redricted in scope. As Deegp Ecologists argue,
inanimate things too can have an intringc vaue In 1968, Lynn White asked: ‘Do
people have ethicd obligations toward rocks? ... To dmost dl Americans dill
saturated with ideas higoricdly dominant in Chridtianity...the question makes no sense
a dl. If the time comes when to any condderable group of us such a question is no
longer ridiculous, we may be on the verge of a change of vadue dructures that will
make possible measures to cope with the growing ecologic crisgs. One hopes that there
is enough time left” Today, there are geologists codes of ethics dating, for example,
‘(9) Don't disfigure rock surfaces with brightly painted numbers, symbols or clusters of

core-holes  (http://www.bbc.co.uk/education/rocks/code.shtml) for apparently no other

reason than a basc sense of respect for the environment in al its forms. Indeed, even
ided, intangible or intdlectud objects can have a minima degree of mord vadue no
matter how humble, and so be entitled to some respect. UNESCO recognises this in its
protection of ‘mederpieces of the ord and intangible heritage of humanity

(http://mww.unesco.org/culture/heritagelintangible/).  What lies behind these examples

is the view that T x can be p, then X's nature can be taken into consderation by a, and
contribute to shaping a’'s action, no mater how minimdly. The minimd criterion for
qudifying as an object that as a p may rightly cdlam some degree of respect, is more
generd than any biocentric reference to the object's attributes as a biologicd or living
entity. What, then, is the most generd possble common set of attributes which
characterises something as intrindcaly vauable and an object of respect, and without

which something would rightly be consdered intringcdly worthless (not  just



ingrumentdly usdess or emotiondly indgnificant) or even postivey unworthy and
therefore rightly to be disrespected in itsdf? The least biased and most fundamentdl
solution is to identify the minima condition of possbility of an entity’s least intringc
worth with its nature as an information object. The information nature of an entity x
that may, in principle, act as a patient p of a mora action is the lowest threshold of
inherited attributes that conditutes its minimad intringc worth, which in tun may
deserve to be respected by the agent. Alternatively, to put it more concisdy, being an
information object qua information object is the minimd condition of posshility of
moral worth and hence of normative respect. This is the centrd axiologica thess of
any future Information Ethics that will emerge as a Macroethics, to use another typica

Kantian phrase.

4. FIVE OBJECTIONS

We have seen that severd arguments support the adoption of IE, yet this does not mean
that IE's pogtion is uncontroversd. In this finad section, five possble objections are
discussed. Answering them will help to make IE more acceptable to those who are not

yet convinced of its meits.

4.1. The Need for an Ontology

The firs objection concerns the development of a user-oriented information ontology
that might help CE to ded with ICT-related mord issues. According to IE, the least
(i.e. not further reducible), unconditiond (i.e. nether instrumentd nor emotiond),

intrindc (i.e. belonging to its inherited essence in the OOP sense) and absolute (as
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darified above) worth of any entity x, which in principle may fulfil the role of p,
condsts in X's nature qua information object and in the very fact of being a possble
patient of a's action. On the one hand, the effect of X's role as p is completdy
exhaugted in inducing a’s respect. On the other hand, understanding in detail how p's
mora vaue, interpreted as an information object X, can contribute to the configuration
of a's action in some pecific circumstances seems to require an information ontology,
namey a theory of the intringc attributes of an information object and their integrity,
understood as unimpaired and uncorrupted unity and persistence'® across time. So,
whét isthe objection here?

If the objection is that the need of an ontology affects only IE, it is obvioudy
mistaken. Every Macroethics is based on a specific ontology. Aristotle's, Kant's, Mill’'s
and Environmentdist theories, to mention only four examples tha privilege the human
or biologicd naure of p as the ground of p's worth, are dl based on specific
anthropologica, psychologica, physologica or biologicd theories.

If the objection is that IE would find developing an information ontology an
impossible task, again it is mistaken. One of the main reasons to adopt OOP as a
modelling methodology is precisdly because it provides the kind of theoreticaly
powerful gpproach needed to develop successfully an information ontology that is not
ethicaly pre-loaded or biased.

If the objection is that IE needs to provide its own ontology in order to avoid
being normativdly empty, it is gill migaken. By suggesting that information objects
may require respect even if they do not share human or biologica properties IE

provides a generd frame for mord evauation, not a lis of commandments or detailed
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prescriptions (compare this to the ‘emptiness of deontological approaches). In Horidi
19993, 2001a and 2001b this frame has been built in terms of ethica stewardship of the
information environment, the infogphere. It may be worth recdling here the four
universd laws againg information entropy? tha is the destruction, pollution and
depletion (marked reduction in quantity, content, qudity and vaue) of information
objects:

1. information entropy ought not to be caused in the infosphere

2. information entropy ought to be prevented in the infosphere

3. information entropy ought to be removed from the infosphere

4. the infosphere ought to be protected, extended, improved, enriched and

enhanced.

Probably the right way of reading the objection is as a reminder that much work ill
needs to be done to develop IE in full. This is correct and | shdl say a bit more about it

in section 4.5.

4.2. How can an information object have ‘a good of itsown’?
This objection is based on Taylor 1981 and 1986. Here is the outline:
) an entity x is subject to mora respect if and only if x hasan intringc value
i) X hasanintringc vadueif and only if
i)  x‘hasagood of itsown’, that is x can be benefited or harmed; and
i.b)  x'sflourishing isagood thing
i) biologicd entities (Taylor's ‘tdeologicd centres of lif€), incduding non

sentient beings, stisfy (ii.a) and (ii.b)



iv) it follows that biologicd entities have an intrinsic vaue®® and hence are subject
to moral respect
V) non-biologica entities, induding information objects, fal to stidfy (ii.g and
therefore (ii.b)
Vi) it follows that non-biologica entities do not have any intringc vaue and are not
subject to moral respect.
The argument is designed to promote an enlargement of the domain of entities subject
to mord respect, s0 as to include animads and plants (argument ad includendum). It
does s0 by means of condition (ii), which is basicdly an ingruction to adopt a higher
LoA than the anthropocentric one. As for the rest of the Kantian axiologica frame, the
agument drives to keep everything unchanged. In particular, ‘intrindc vaue and
‘mora respect’ are treated as binary phenomena, which can ether occur or fall to do so,
but have no degrees. Judged in terms of its god, the argument ad includendum may
seem reasonable and convincing. All its weakness emerges in (v) and (vi), when the
agument has the effect of excluding what cannot and should not be subject to moral
respect (argument ad excludendum).?*
Regarding (v), anyone endorsing the argument must also accept that a company,
a paty, or a form of government can dl saisfy both (ii.a) and (ii.b), and hence that
premise (v) is unjudified. Recdl that the argument is meant to show that some nor
sentient beings dso qudify as mordly respectable What (v) should date is that non
teleologicad entities fal to satidfy (ii.@ and (ii.b). But now, what are we supposed to

conclude about atificid sysems like software agents in cyberspace, which are



endowed with teeologica capecities? From a drictly biocentric  perspective, the
argument istoo permissve,

Regarding (vi), the argument purports to show tha anything whose ontologicd
daus is ether ‘highe’ or ‘lower’ than tha of a biologicd entity must inevitably be
excluded from mora congderations concerning its intrindc vaue and respectability.
This is probably wrong. If God exigs (and this is a conditiond <Statement), God
certainly does qudify as an entity with intrinsc mord vaue, deserving to be respected.
And yet, God cannot be benefited or harmed, a least not in the teleologica sense
required by the argument. God cannot flourish either, so according to the argument God
has no intringc vaue and is not mordly respectable. A less dringent but Smilar case
can be made for physcad objects like the two giant Buddha dtatues near Bamiyan.
According to the argument, they had no intringc vaue and did not qudify for any
degree of mora respect.

One can adways bite the bullet, but it seems that something has gone badly
wrong with the argument. The fact is that condition (ii) is too strong and rather ad hoc.
In order to defend the mora respectability of biologicd entities, it introduces an
unnecessaxrily drict teleological bias, which requires x to have the capacities to interact
with the environment, to go through a cycle of various developmenta dates and to
pursue gods for its own good. Now, adding a robust dose of teleologism certainly does
the trick and (ii) succeeds in enlarging the domain of mordly respectable entities, but
the gpproach is too strong and backfires. The enlargement is obtained a the expense of
non-biologica entities that one may not have any reason to exclude in principle. This is

an unreasonable cost once we redise that the argument is a the same time very



ecumenical when it comes to a vaiety of tdeologicd systems, incduding atificid and
socid agents.

To fix the agument one needs to invet the reation between X having an
intrindc value and x having a good of its own. If x has a good of its own and X's
flourishing is a good thing, then x has an intrindc vaue, not vice versa, and certanly
not ‘if and only if. This inverson requires a re-consderation of the teleologicd
component in (ii). The proper LOA is not represented by the andyss of what X
dynamicdly drives to be, but by the properties that x has as an entity, even daticdly.
Therefore, the correct terminology to express this point should not be biocentricaly
biased in the firg place. After dl, the ham/benefit par is only a biocentric and
teleologicd kind of the more genera par damage/enhancement. Here is how the
argument should be revised:

1) an entity X is subject to mord respect if and only if x hasanintringc vaue
i) x hasan intringc vdueif and only if

i.8)  x‘hasagood of itsown’, that isx can be enhanced or damaged; and

iib)  X'sexigenceasx isagood thing
iii)  dl exiging entities, including information objects, sy (ii.a) and (ii.b)

Iv) it follows that dl exiging entities have some intrindc vadue and are subject to
some moral respect.

The new verdon is no longer a biocentric objection agangt IE but actudly an

ontocentric argument in its favour. It now fosters mora respect not only for a spider,

but also for God (if God exists), for the two Buddha statues, for Mary’s corpse and for

adatabase.



Clearing condition (ii) of its biologicd and teleologica bias has a least three
consequences. The firg two are favourable and show that |E is perfectly coherent with
drands of environmenta ethics that defend a nonbiocentric approach (see for example
Hepburn 1984). Fird, the origind argument implicitly assumes tha the true vaue-
bearers are only biologicd individuds, not sysems (imagine a whole valey taken as an
ecosysem), o mora respect is pad to individuas and only derivatively
(indrumentaly) to sysems encompassng them. In the new verson, the argument
defends the intringc vaue and mora respectability of sysems as wdl as individuds.
Second, since we now condder the whole domain of exising entities as being subject
to some degree of morad respect, it would be unreasonable to assume that they all
qudify for exactly the same kind of absolute respect. A biocentric ethics can gill adopt
a one-dimensona view of vaue and respect. Once the Kantian scheme collapses, it
must be replaced by a nonrabsolutis, multidimensona gpproach. Things have various
degrees of intringc vaue and hence demand various levels of mora respect, from the
low-level represented by an overridable, disnterested, gppreciative and careful
attention for the properties of an information object like a customer profile to the high-
level, absolute respect for human dignity.

The lagt consequence is that now the argument is purdy ad includendum. As
such, it may be just too inclusve and turn into a counterargument. The latter could take
two forms.

Firg, one may be reuctant to endorse an ‘ontocentric outlook on nature, to
adapt Taylor's phrase, because the idea that any entity may enjoy a lees a minima

levdl of morad status may be hard to swdlow. Isn't |E unbearably supererogatory? The
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replies to this protest can be various. One should recal the recurrent qudifications
‘overridable and ‘ceteris paribus and the crucid importance of what have been caled
‘levds of abdraction’ a which a mord dtudion is andysed. Environmentd ethics
accepts culling as a mora practice and does not indicate as on€'s duty the provison of
a vegeaian diet to wild camnivores |E is equdly ressonable fighting information
entropy is the generd mord law to be followed, not an impossble and ridiculous
druggle againg thermodynamics, or the ultimate benchmark for any mora evaudtion,
as if human beings had to be treated as mere numbers. ‘Respect information objects for
ther own sske, if you can’, this is the injunction. We need to adopt an ethics of
dewardship towards the infosphere; is this redly too demanding or unwise? Perhaps
we should think twice is it actudly easer to accept the idea that dl non-biologicd
entities have no intringc vaue whatsoever? Perhaps we should consder that the ethica
game may be more opague, subtle and difficult to play than humanity has so far wished
to acknowledge. Perhgps we could be less pessmidic: human sengtivity has dready
improved quite radically in the past, and may improve further. Perhgps we should just
be cautious given how fdlible we ae it may be better to be too incusve then
discriminative. In each of these answers, one needs to remember that |E is meant to
address a context, CE problems, where agents are above al creators not just users of
the surrounding ‘nature, and this new dtuation brings with it ‘diving€ respongbilities
that may require a specid theoreticd effort.

Second, one may object that the argument fals to account for the existence of
the mordly unworthy in generd and of evil in paticular. Is there anything that actudly

does not qudify as intringcdly vdudble even in the mog minima sense? At the



moment, we are missing a revised verson of conditions (v) and (vi). This objection is

more substantial than the former and deservesits own separate trestment.

4.3. What happened to Evil?

An axiology thet accorded some postive degree of intrindc worth and hence of mord
respectability to literdly anything would be of very little vaue in itsdf, because in 0
doing, it would clearly fal to make sense of a whole sphere of mord facts and the
commonly acknowledged presence of worthless and unworthy patients. If |[E hopes to
be trested as a Macroethics, it must be able to provide a negative axiology as well (for
an extended discusson of the concept of ‘artificia evil’ see Floridi and Sanders 2001a
and 2001b).

There seems to be no specific verb in English that fully conveys exactly and
only the oppodite of ‘respect’, s0 let us treat ‘irrespect’ as meaning smply ‘lack of both
respect and disrespect’. By ‘disrespect’ and its cognate words one can then refer to the
mordly judified and active form of ‘anti-respect’ towards an ‘unrespectableé X, which
condgs in not causng X, preventing X, removing X, or modifying x so tha it is no
longer to be disepected. If something is intringcaly worthless, then it is smply
unrespectable, and it is mordly indifferent whether a respects it as a p. If something is
intringcaly unworthy, then it is podtively to be disrespected inasmuch as it has a
cartan degree of ‘indignity’, and not only is it mordly wrong if a shows respect for it
as p, but mordly right if a shows a corresponding degree of disrespect for it, in the

technica sense introduced above.
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Now, according to IE, something is intringcaly worthless, lacks any mord
vaue and cannot be a centre of mord respect if and only if it does not have even the
minima datus of information object. But the only meeningful sense in which it is
possble to spesk of a ‘something’ that fals to quaify as an information entity is by
goesking of an object that is intrindcaly impossble, i.e a logicd contradiction in
itsdf. There are an infinite number of inconggtent objects, but since anything may be
predicated of any inconsstent object, there is only one object-type that qudifies as
intringcaly worthless and unrespectable. Let us call it C. C represents the zero degree
in our scle of mora worth. It indicates the precise sense in which LoA' is the highest
level of abstraction.

Bdow C, we find anything that has some possble degree of intrinsc
unworthiness and is correspondingly to be disrespected. Information objects can at
word be worthless, never unworthy. Does this mean that the class of unworthy
eements is empty? Obvioudy not. Actions can dso be patients and, insofar as they
have an information nature as messages, it is possble to gpply to them what has been
sad above about the intringc worth of information objects. However, while objects can
a worg be intrindcaly worthless, messages can dso be unworthy and deserve to be
disrespected. Messages ae not only informaion objects in themsdves but dso
processes that affect other information objects ether podtively or negatively. Let us
cal messages that respect and teke adequate care of the wefare of p ‘postive
messages, and messages that do not respect or take adequate care of the welfare of p
‘negative messages. Negative messages are unworthy and hence deserve to be

disrespected inasmuch as they ‘madtreat’ their patients. A message that ‘mdtreats p is



a message that does not respect p's information nature, i.e. a message tha increases
information entropy (in the sense specified above). It is never mordly right to show
respect for a negative message and a has a duty to be comparatively disrespectful
towards an unworthy message and to ty not to cause, but rather to prevent or remove
information entropy.

Messages, but not objects, can rightly deserve to be disrespected as intringcaly
unworthy. In more metgphysical language, any process that denies existence, insofar as
it denies exigence, deserves no respect (note that it may ill deserve respect for other,
overiding reasons), but anything that is, insofar as it is, deserves some respect qua
entity. Ultimate and absolute evil as an object has no mord vaue a dl, and is smply
unrespectable because it is an ingance of C, in other words it is logicaly impossible,
for it would have to be an object without the status of information object. From an OOP
perspective, there can be evil only in terms of negative messages, that is mordly bad
actions. These are intrinscally more or less to be disrespected, and ought not to be
caused, but prevented, removed or modified in such a way as to become no longer evil.
The degree of disrespect that a ought to show towards a negaive message is
proportionate to the degree of its unworthiness.

In a possble infogphere in which there were no changes whatsoever there would
be no evil. This is the IE verson of the Platonic thess concerning the goodness of
being. It daifies the sense in which something can be extrinscdly disrespected: an
agent that activates a negaive and hence unworthy message is indirectly and

contingently deserving of disrespect, but only as a source of M, hence extringcdly.
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The extenson of the concept of intringc worth to any X qua information object
iIs now pardlded by the extenson of the concept of intringc unworthiness to any
message qua negative process and source of entropy. Messages do not need to be
intentiond to be unworthy and hence deserving of disrespect, so not every naturd
process deserves to be respected for the smple fact that it is naturd. We live in an
improvable infosphere, where mord agents have a duty to apply ther ethicd
dewardship. Their essentid cgpacity to implement positive messages and disrespect
negeative ones is precislly what makes them the objects with the highet mora vadue

(dignity).

4.4. |stherea Communication Problem?

We saw in (K.2) that, when there is no asymmetry between a and p, in principle a
should encounter no conceptua difficulties in recognisng p’s mord vaue, and hence
in behaving respectfully. Both entities bedong to the same class share the same
essentid nature and hence the same kind of mora vaue. The process of communication
between p's essence, p’'s mord value, a's respect for p’s mord vaue and M’ s adequacy
to both a's respect and p’'s mora value is granted by a principle of reflective respect,
whereby the agent can recognise in the patient a member of the same ontologicd
community, a sort of ‘dter-ego’, and thus easly extend to p dl the condderaions of
mora worthiness and requirements of adequate respect that a would expect to be
rightly applied to a itself. This reflective respect is a the root of the Golden rule a can

adequately regulate a’'s actions towards p in a way which is dready moraly successtul
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even if a condgders only (perhaps just empathicdly if not rationdly) how a would like
to betrested if a werein p’s pogtion.

The principle of reflective respect cannot easily be exported when there is an
asymmetry in the naure of a and p. Human sdf-respect and persond interest in one's
own wel-being provide some guidelines on how to behave towards p that are less and
less intuitive the more p is ontologicdly digant from a. Smplifying, some reflective
regpect can ill be a work when one is deding with an anima, but much less so when
a tree or a mountain is in question (Leopold 1949, ‘Thinking like a Mountain’), and
reflective respect becomes truly problematic when the redlity one is dedling with is not
biologicd, like a unique database, a patient that, according to IE, can ill enjoy some
minima mord vaue per se because of its satus as an information object. The risk is to
fdl into some form of naive anthropomorphism. What seems to be required, on a's
dde, is a ‘transpersond identification’, as environmentd ethicigs like to say. This
‘infophilic or information-friendly attitude is rather more abstract and less spontaneous
than commonsensical or empathic fedings. To be able to expand ‘the ever-widening
circle of ecologicd consciousness (Nash 1989) and to appreciate what a has in
common with p when p is an information object, a should try to transcend a's own
paticular nature, recognise a’'s own minima daus as an information object as wdl,
and then extend the respect? which a would expect any other agent to pay to a as an
information object? to any other information object that may be the patient of a's
actions All this requires a change in ehicd senshility. If over-amplified, the
perspective can easly be made absurd or ridiculous. Of course, |IE does not argue that

destroying an old copy of a database is a mord crime in itsdf. This is just too slly. 1E



argues that destroying a unique database can be mordly evauated a different levels of
abdraction, and that most macroethics work a the low leve represented by
anthropocentric or biocentric interests, and are perfectly judified in doing so, but that
there is dso a higher, more minimdig level a which dl entities shae a lowest
common denominator, their nature as information objects, and that this level too can
contribute to our ethicad underganding. This means tha when any other leve of
andyss is irrdevant, IE's high LoA is dill sufficent to provide the agent with some
minima normaive peroective. Putnam’'s twin earth mentd experiment can hep to
clarify the point. Suppose there is a pefect copy of the world; cal it twin earth.
Suppose that our world and twin eath differ only in this the unique database is
destroyed in our world, but is left intact in twin earth. There is absolutely no other
difference. IE accepts the view that twin eath would be a dightly, perhaps very
dightly, but ill recognisably a better place just because it would be an ontologicaly
richer place. The principle of ontic uniformity grants that the agent a acknowledges a’'s
membership of the infosphere and s0 recognises the inherited attributes a shares with
dl other information components of the infosphere as the ontologica ground of ther
common minima mord vaue. The principle of ontic solidarity grants that, by default,
the agent a will treat dl dements of the infosphere, including a, as having a lesst a
minima, overridable mord vaue qua information objects. The mord attitude promoted
by IE that emerges from the two principles can be defined, with a play on words, as an
‘Object-oriented”  attitude. In environmenta circles this is discussed in terms  of

ontological or cosmologicd identification with Being (Fox 1990).



4.5. Right but Irrelevant?

Someone convinced of the coherence of IE's podtion could sill move the following
objection. The problem about IE is not the theory, but its practicd irrdevance: IE is too
abdract, in the technica sense that its LOA is too high. Recdl that IE fully endorses the
view that dtributing mord worth to information objects provides only a minimdist
approach, aways overidable in view of mora concerns formulated by other
macroethicadl anadlyses a lower LOA. Since in everyday life and in ordinary mord
decisons there will dways be overidhg mord concerns isn't IE completey
irrdevant, even if it isright?

The objection raises an important point, as we shall see at the end of the section,
but it is largdy unjudified. It is amply fdse that there are dways contraging and
overriding ethicad concerns (Benn 1998). Ethica theories do not necessarily have to
disagree and hence compete with each other in ther conclusons. In many cases, they
are complementary and can enrich each other. This holds true for IE as well. Moreover,
IE has its own specid fidd of application, CE, and other theories seem to have had
difficulties in adapting to this new aea?® o in this sense too there may not be
overriding concerns. |IE cdls our atention to problems that will become increasingly
important the more de-phydcdised and digitdised our environment becomes. In a
society that cdls itsdf ‘the information society’ it is vitd to devdop an ethicd theory
that has the conceptual resources to ke into account the status of information objects.
IE is an ‘architecturd’ ethics, an ethics addressed not only to the users but adso to the
cregtors and designers of the infosphere (Floridi and Sanders, 2003). Human beings

have evolved as the most successful manipulators and exploiters of nature. Past



macroethics have long recognised this fact and tried to cope with its consequences
normatively. But human hisory is dso the higory of the ontic divide, a higory of
projects and congructions, of detachment from and rgection of the physicd world, of
replacement of the naturd by a human-made environment. Eco means ‘home’, and the
infogphere is the new ‘home that is being congtructed for future generations. It is the
fast-growing environment that human beings, as information objects, are going to share
with other nonbiologicd information objects. Clearly, an ethicd agpproach to
information ecology is badly needed. |IE drive to provide a good, unbiased platform
from which to educate not only computer science and ICT students but aso the citizens
of an information society. The new generaions will need a maure sense of ethicd
repongbility and <Sewardship of the whole environment, both biologicd and
informetional, to foster responsble care of it rather than despoliation or mere
exploitation.

| said that ultimatey the objection does raise an important point. IE's god is to
fill an ‘ethicd vacuum’ brought to light by the ICT revolution, to pargphrase Moor
(1985). The objection reminds us that IE will prove its vaue only if its gpplications

bear fruit. Thisis the work that needs to be done in the near future. 2
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Notes

! This article follows the standard terminology and conceptual apparatus provided by Rumbaugh 1991.
On conceptual modelling of informational systems see also Flynn and Diaz Fragoso 1996, Veryard 1992
and Boman et al. 1997.

2 The terms ‘agent’ and ‘patient’ are standard in Ethics and therefore will be maintained in this paper;
however, it is essential to stress the interactive nature of the process and hence the fact that the patient is
hardly ever a passive receiver of an action. The unidirectional, bivalent, causal model is often far too
simplistic. A better way to qualify the patient in connection with the agent would be to refer to it asthe
‘reagent’.

% Dijkstra 1968 and Parnas 1972 are two classic papers introducing the concept of LoA, Medvidovic
1996 provides areview.

* Encapsulation or information hiding is the technique of keeping together data structures and the
methods (class-implemented operations), which act on them in such a way that the package's internal
structure can be accessed only by means of the approved package routines. External aspects of an object,
which are accessible to other objects, are thus separated from the internal implementation details of the
object itself, which remain hidden from other objects.

® The term comes from the operating system architecture vocabulary, not from OOP. It is the portion of
the operating system that defines the interface between the operating system and its users.

® The ‘envelope’ of a robot is the working environment within which it operates or, more precisely, the
volume of space encompassing the maximum designed movements of all the robot’ s parts.

" see for example the ‘Principles of Archaeological Ethics adopted by the Society for American
Archaeology, http://www.saa.org/Aboutsaa/Ethics/prethic.html, The International Journal of Cultural
Property, or the ICOM (International Council of Museums) Code of Professional Ethics
http://www.icom.org/ethics.html. In many ethical codes for librarians and other library employees
adopted by national library or librarians associations or implemented by government agencies
(http://www faife.dk/ethics/codes.ht), ‘information objects are considered to have a moral value and
deserve respect. For example, the Italian Library Association (AIB) has endorsed a ‘Librarian’s Code of
Conduct: Fundamental Principles’ (http://www.faife.dk/ethics/aibcode.htm) that is divided into 3
sections, ‘Duties toward the User’, ‘Duties toward the Profession’ and ‘Duties toward Documents and
Information’, where it is stated that ‘3.1 The librarian undertakes to promote the enhancement and
Ereservation of documents and information’.

As specified in Floridi 1999a, these arguments are ‘intellectual’ not ‘strategic’ (Norton 1989) : they are
addressed to the philosophically minded interlocutor, not to the reluctant policy-maker, who will more
easily (or perhapsjust with less difficulty) be convinced by reasonings centred on human interests.
® Mark Rowlands, for example, has recently proposed an interesting approach to environmental ethicsin
terms of naturalization of semantic information. According to him, ‘There is value in the environment.
This value consists in a certain sort of information, information that exists in the relation between
affordances of the environment and their indices. This information exists independently of [...] sentient
creatures. [...] The information is there. It isin the world. What makes this information value, however,
is the fact that it is valued by valuing creatures [because of evolutionary reasons], or that it would be
valued by valuing creaturesif there were any around.” (Rowlands 2000, 153).

10 |n the Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, p. 84 (henceforth Groundwork, published in Kant
1996) Kant writes: ‘In the kingdom of ends, everything has either a price or a dignity. What has a price
can be replaced by something else as its equivalent; what on the other hand is raised above al price and
therefore admits of no equivalent has adignity.’

1 “Intrinsic value' is often recognised to be an ambiguous expression (cf. for example Benson 2000). It
can mean ‘non-instrumental value', as in Kant and in this paper (see aso note 8 above), or ‘inherent
value' that is avalue that something enjoys independently of the existence of any evaluating source.

12 See for example Groundwork, p. 85.

13 Groundwork, p. 79.




14 Groundwork, p. 73 (‘act as if the maxim of your actions were to become by your will a universal law
of nature’), see also pp. 86-8. On p. 86 Kant writes: ‘all maxims from one’'s own lawgiving are to
harmonise with a possible kingdom of ends as with a kingdom of nature’, but on p. 88 it seems that only
God as a single sovereign can bring together the kingdom of ends with the kingdom of nature.

151t isinteresting to note that the four examples used by Kant to illustrate the application of the ‘Law of
Nature’ formulation of the imperative (‘act as if the maxim of your actions were to become by your will
auniversal law of nature’) in Groundwork, pp. 73-75 are all ‘anthropocentric’ and concern only dutiesto
oneself or to others, so when Kant speaks of the ‘Formula of Humanity’ version of the imperative in
Groundwork, pp. 80 (* So act that you use humanity, whether in your person or in the person of any other,
aways at the same time as an end, never merely as a means'), he employs the same four anthropocentric
examples.

18 ThisisKant's*fancy price’, see Groundwork, p. 84.

17 Groundwork, p. 84: ‘Hence morality, and humanity insofar as it is capable of morality, is that which
alone hasdignity’.

18 |n OOP, inheritance is the sharing of attributes and operations among classes based on an ‘is-a-kind-
of’, hierarchical relationship between objects. An object is the ancestor object of another, which inherits
its attributes and methods. An object may have more than one ancestor (multiple inheritance), may share
an ancestor with other objects (shared inheritance) and inheritance may be dynamic (ancestors can be
added, deleted or changed through time).

19 Adapting another OOP concept, persistence can here be defined as the property of any object that
outlives the process that generatesiit.

20 Thisisto be understood in perfectionist terms, following Sumner 1996.

21 For an environmentalist position that accepts the argument ad includendumbut rejects the argument ad
excludendumsee Rolston 111 (1985).

22 See papers on the uniqueness debate, Johnson 1999, Maner 1999, Floridi and Sanders, 2002, Tavani
2000, 2001 and 2002.

23 A first version of this paper was given at Computer Ethics: Philosophical Enquiry (CEPE'98) in
Association with the ACM SIG on Computers and Society, London School of Economics and Political
Science, London, 14-15 December 1998. A revised version was given at the Third University of Rome,
as part of the course for the master’s degree, in 1999. On each occasion, | received useful feedback.
Richard Keshen and Roger Crisp made a number of valuable suggestions on two other drafts of this
paper. Rondo Keele provided constructive criticisms about a previous analysis of the example discussed
in 3.2. Finaly, | am grateful to the two anonymous referees for their detailed comments and many useful
suggestions on how to improve the text. Paul Oldfield copyedited the final version. All remaining
mistakes are mine.



