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INTRODUCTION

Why Ethics, Why Now?


He that is most deficient in the duties of life makes some atonement for his faults if he warns others against his own failings, and hinders, by the salubrity of his admonitions, the contagion of his example.

SAMUEL JOHNSON: RAMBLER #14 (MAY 5, 1750)



Why Ethics, Why Me?

I am an accidental ethicist.

I do not have a doctorate in philosophy. I’ve not taught ethics at any university. I have no ethicist credentials. I am a writer whose essays and fiction have appeared in many magazines and several books. I’ve written for Late Night with David Letterman and other television shows. I studied music in college, attending graduate school as a composition student, a field for which I am singularly unsuited.

None of this deterred the editors of the New York Times Magazine, who, early in 1999, asked if I’d like to discuss a weekly feature to be called “The Ethicist.” Note that this is the title of the column, not the profession of its author. The idea for the column, now carried by many newspapers, as “Everyday Ethics” originated at the magazine. I believe that when the editors were planning it, they discussed several people who might write it, some of whom were true professionals, university professors mostly. As I understand it, they concluded that, in a democracy, ethics ought not be a specialized field, but should comprise a set of questions every ordinary citizen can—must—address. I think I met their definition of an “ordinary citizen,” and one who might make the discussion illuminating, the analysis thoughtful, and the prose lively. At least, that’s what I try to do, and if I can present the questions in a way that lets the reader see them afresh, I’m pleased. (And I take some comfort in reminding myself that Cat Fancy magazine is not written by a cat.)

Several candidates were invited to audition for the job. We were each given the same three letters to respond to. Here is the first test letter:


As I was dropping a memo on a colleague’s desk, I glanced—inadvertently, I promise—at her computer screen and saw my name. She had written an e-mail to our boss deftly attributing the failure of a recent project to me. That was a rash overstatement, but how can I defend myself without acknowledging my inadvertent e-mail read?



It’s a cunning problem, raising issues of privacy, deceit, and self-interest, all faced by a person who’d already acted imperfectly. I found it intriguing to try to devise an answer that could balance conflicting ethical principles and personal desires. (To see my reply, go to this page.)

I would, of course, feel better about the job if I had a Ph.D. (And a nicer apartment. And one of those neat little sports cars. It may not be directly related to the work itself, but it couldn’t hurt.) It is always better to know more. However, one function of such credentials is to help a prospective employer predict how well one will do in the job, much as the SATs are meant to assist college admissions officers by predicting how well a student will perform freshman year. Once one has been on the job for a couple of years, such credentials may no longer be germane. In fact, looked at with perhaps excessive generosity, there is an unexpected advantage to my lack of formal training. The reader must consider not my credentials but my argument, and be persuaded—or unpersuaded—by that. I can make no appeal to my own authority.

It is also true that ethics is not physics. While the latter has a body of knowledge and a methodology accepted by all practitioners, the former does not. Every physicist must know mathematics, general science, and the history of his own field. Every physicist must practice the scientific method. However, any discussion of ethics will come down to the values of the writer and how clearly and persuasively he can articulate those values and apply them to the particular scenario under discussion. That is to say, ethics is an ideal subject for the general reader and the general writer, and perhaps that is what the Times editors concluded when assigning me the column.

Or perhaps there was some kind of clerical error.

Or perhaps writing for David Letterman is not such unlikely training for writing about ethics as it might first appear. A case could be made that Late Night was an essentially moral enterprise, one that encouraged its writers to subject their work to ethical scrutiny.

To begin with, Late Night was based on a coherent thesis: Your childhood has been bought and sold for profit, and as a consequence you grew up in a world of witless pop-culture junk. If the show was about anything, it was a critique of that culture, especially television. The show was built around a sense of right and wrong, and its mission was to articulate the difference between the two (sometimes through the use of glamorous actresses and trained circus animals).

This task was to be undertaken in honorable ways, governed by implicit guidelines for the writers. Most comedy attacks; the important question is whom do you attack and why? Dave intended the show to assail the wicked and powerful, not bully their victims. It was his policy that we attack someone only for what he does (e.g., his inept acting), not for what he is (a guy with a big hideous nose). That is, we are free to attack that which is volitional but not those things over which a person has no control.

If Dave, and the show, sometimes fell short, well, so do we all, but his moral intent was always present. Dave lived in a moral universe. He saw the show, and its staff, as subject to moral scrutiny. And while I can’t really know the source of his values—he was my boss, not my pal—it seemed that he would have felt ashamed to do anything that would have disappointed his mother. Like most of us, he tried to live the values on which he was raised.

And so perhaps I am, despite myself, a highly trained, albeit inadvertent, ethicist, lucky enough to have an opportunity to see what ethical questions are on the minds of readers and to grapple with those fascinating problems. The column and the correspondence it generates have given me a vantage point from which to observe the moral landscape. This is how it looks from here.

What Ethics? The Most Frequently Asked Ethical Question

That a newspaper feature about ethics has become popular is gratifying if somewhat mysterious. My first thought was that ethics is popular for the same reason antique furniture is popular: One sees so little of it. But as I continued in this work, it became apparent that those writing the letters had a sincere interest in the question of how to be good, not as an abstract matter, but in deciding how to respond to the conundrums of daily life.

The query I receive most often by far is “Do You Tell?” in all its variations—about the infidelity of a friend’s spouse, the kickbacks extorted by a coworker, the shoplifting of a granny in a grocery store. These sort of Duty to Report questions are of continuing interest to my readers. They are tough questions, forcing one to find a balance between the socially beneficial effects of minding one’s own business, so essential to a tolerant society, and the deleterious effects of ignoring wrongdoing, which can lead to a corrupt society indifferent to the suffering of others.

While laws vary—and I should say, not for the last time, that I am not a lawyer and do not purport to give legal advice—an ordinary civilian is seldom legally obliged to report a crime. Some professionals do have an affirmative duty to do so: Physicians are generally required to report a suspected case of child abuse, for example. But most people, in most places, have no such legal obligation.

The legal and the ethical are not necessarily synonymous—as I say, not for the last time—but the law is often worth noting as a guide to certain kinds of officially sanctioned behavior. And there are surely times when one has an ethical duty to call the cops—to avoid future wrongdoing, for example, particularly when it might lead to harm to another person. (If you saw someone heading for my house with a bomb, I hope you’d pick up the phone.)

Yet our culture seems ambivalent about this question. The whistle blower is a heroic figure, particularly in a David and Goliath story (particularly if David is Julia Roberts with her fabulous teeth and lingerie), the honest little guy takes on the big corporation. But much as we admire the whistle blower, we hate the squealer, the rat. “The Informer” is never a term of approbation, as Victor McLaglen discovered to his peril in John Ford’s 1935 movie of that name. In part, this comes from a distrust of authority: We don’t trust the cops; we’ll settle this among ourselves. But it’s more complicated than that.

These questions raise issues of loyalty, that dubious virtue. (Loyal to whom? Loyal to what?) We admire the courage of an undercover cop making war on the mob, but only as long as we see him as an outsider opposed to a despised group. We don’t—I don’t—admire the undercover FBI agent who “infiltrates” the civil rights movement.

And the cops (at least movie cops) certainly don’t admire an undercover cop who is investigating them. In cop movies, no matter how pervasive the misdeeds in a corrupt precinct, no matter how sincere everyone’s disdain for a crooked colleague, the Internal Affairs officer called in to investigate is treated with contempt; the blue wall of silence is sacrosanct. (Everybody was so mean to Al Pacino in Serpico.)

Perhaps the interest in these “Do You Tell?” questions reflects an admirable willingness on the part of my readers to grapple with tough questions. Or perhaps it is evidence of a nation that’s grown too lazy to commit crimes of its own, instead wringing its hands over other people’s chicanery. It’s so much easier to watch than to do.

A pessimist would say we Americans have lost the gumption to get out there and have an affair or rob a convenience store. But I am not a pessimist. I know we are a vigorous people, and my mail confirms this, sometimes in frightening ways, via the next most common class of questions, rationalizations. Some people describe behavior they almost certainly know is wrong, hoping that I—or more precisely, the New York Times—will endorse their bad behavior, thereby absolving them. The typical letter begins, “I’m planning to get liquored up, steal a car, cram the trunk with illegal fireworks, and head for the beach at an excessive rate of speed and shoot a guy.” Then come the mitigating details. “But lots of people do this, and I’m much more handsome than they are, plus I’m kind to animals and I really need the money, so isn’t it okay?” Well, no. Still, it is a heartening trend. If more people would ask for the okay of the Times before doing wicked deeds, the world would be a tidier place. For one thing, that whole Watergate mess could have been avoided.

Ethics and the Just Society

The mail sent to “The Ethicist” offers an impressive picture of people sincerely struggling to be good. But if these letters exist in the foreground, they imply a background of action without inquiry. For every question posed, there are many more that are never asked at all. It would, of course, be impossible to pause and question the propriety of each of our actions. Such constant analysis would be immobilizing, or at least so time consuming that we’d never get out of the house, stuck by the closet door as we pondered the acceptability of leather shoes. Rather than subject every decision of daily life to moral scrutiny, most of us act as our culture directs, behaving no better and no worse than our neighbors. In his profound and moving book, The Face of Battle, the British military historian John Keegan considers the question of why, when faced with the horror and suffering of combat, most soldiers don’t simply run away. He concludes that they are motivated not by high ideals of patriotism, not by ideology, not by anything one would identify as ethics. Keegan sees these soldiers standing fast so as not to be the least worthy among those assembled. And by that he does not mean the entire army, but those few men nearby. Keegan suggests that even under the most extreme and appalling conditions, most of us will behave about as well as our neighbors.

Something similar has been observed in the early careers of police officers. If a rookie cop is assigned to a corrupt station house, he stands a good chance of being corrupted himself. Put the same young officer in a clean station, and there’s a very good chance he’ll turn out to be an honest cop. His or her personal ethics hardly come into it.

In Fast Food Nation, his muckraking book on the fast food industry, Eric Schlosser makes a related observation. He reports that a high percentage of the robberies committed against McDonald’s and similar joints are perpetrated by former employees. Schlosser attributes this to a reaction to low pay, poor working conditions, the lack of a chance to advance, and union busting. He sees these crimes not merely as the perfidy of a sociopath who works the deep fryer, but as a predictable response to a deplorable (i.e., unethical) work environment. Schlosser cites a study by Jerald Greenberg, professor of management at the University of Ohio, an expert on workplace crime, who reports that “when people are treated with dignity and respect, they’re less likely to steal from their employer. ‘It may be common sense,’ Greenberg says, ‘but it’s obviously not common practice.’ The same anger that causes most petty theft, the same desire to strike back at an employer perceived as unfair, can escalate to armed robbery.”

This is not to depreciate individual virtue, but we are unlikely to understand any behavior if it is seen only as a matter of individual moral choice detached from any social context. And we are unlikely to significantly increase honorable behavior if we rely only on individual rectitude. There is a kind of ecology of ethics. No matter how much you hector them, most Spartans will act like Spartans; most Athenians will act Athenian.

Just as individual ethics can only be understood in relation to the society within which it is practiced, it is also true that individual ethical behavior is far likelier to flourish within a just society. Indeed, it might be argued that to lead an ethical life one must work to build a just society. That is, if most of us will behave about as well as our neighbors, it is incumbent on us to create a decent neighborhood. Every community is dynamic—Sparta or Late Night. We not only live in it, but by our actions we create it. And as important, our community exists not only in the world but in our minds. It forms our values even as we shape its structures.

Sadly, the very idea of civic life is increasingly out of favor, superseded by the values of the marketplace, privatized. The idea of public life is generous, encouraging you to see yourself as living among other people, and to identify yourself as one of those others, with common purpose and problems. The marketplace is where interests clash: The buyer’s low price is the seller’s lost profit. Privatization is a world of antagonists at worst, of autonomous, isolated figures at best. But in an age where all of our lives are interconnected—in our economy, our infrastructure, even in our health—this notion of the lone cowboy is a fantasy.

Civic life is a public park, paid for by all of us, enjoyed by all of us. Its ethical necessities demand that we act in ways that make other people’s happiness part of its use. Private life is a walled pool in your backyard. You need consider no one else, you need compassion for no one else: You can fill it with piranha if you like.

My Ethics

When I respond to readers’ queries, I work from this premise: Ethics is the rational determination of right conduct, an attempt to answer the question “How should I act now?” Ethics is not just knowing; it is doing. And so it is necessarily a civic virtue, concerned with how we are to live in society; it demands an understanding of how our actions affect other people. There can be solitary sin—you can sit at home alone and covet your neighbor’s ox—but there is no solitary unethical behavior. If you want to be unethical, you’ve got to get up, get dressed, get out of the house, and actually try to con your neighbor out of his ox. That is, ethics isn’t ethics until other people are involved.

In considering an ethical question, whether concerning the right conduct of an individual or the society within which we function, I refer to a set of principles I cherish as profoundly moral. This constellation of values includes honesty, kindness, compassion, generosity, fairness. I embrace actions that will increase the supply of human happiness, that will not contribute to human suffering, that are concordant with an egalitarian society, that will augment individual freedom, particularly freedom of thought and expression.

It can be difficult to satisfy any one of these principles without neglecting another. To answer an ethical question placed before me, I must mediate among them as if they were quarreling factions, each with its own demands. This is an approach to ethics that requires something like diplomacy among the competing principles. My challenge is to devise a course of action that best serves all of these clamoring constituencies. Is there such a course? What behavior comes closest? It is ethics as problem solving.

Other People’s Ethics

There are, of course, other ways to make ethical choices. One such method, transparency, advises us to act as if everyone in the community could see what we were doing. In a letter he wrote at Monticello on May 21, 1816, Thomas Jefferson recommended this to his young friend Francis Eppes:


Never suffer a thought to be harbored in your mind which you would not avow openly. When tempted to do anything in secret ask yourself if you would do it in public. If you would not be sure it is wrong.



This approach, tenaciously adhered to, would no doubt eradicate much bad behavior (and many naked aerobic workouts, if one were literal about the phrase “see what we were doing”). A limitation of this method is its essential conservatism. It does not encourage a rational system of decision making; it demands only that we live according to the conventions of our society. If you were a Hun and you indulged your taste for slaughter on horseback, Attila would love you, and your Hun buddies would admire you, but a thousand years later, you’d come in for a lot of criticism from many Americans. There is nothing in this approach that would stimulate reforms in Hun culture.

A system more amenable to reform is that of the heroic model. When in a quandary, ask yourself this: What would Lincoln do? The benefit of this strategy is that it makes possible the transformation of society. Lincoln was able to issue the Emancipation Proclamation. The unfortunate thing about this system is that Lincoln is never around when you need him. Lacking his profound moral understanding, it is difficult to know just what he’d say about your perplexing circumstances. And even if death were no barrier to some kind of phone call, Lincoln doesn’t drive stick, or trade stocks on-line, or for that matter, know how to use a telephone. Would he be able to apply his genius to your particular problem?

We see a vivid example of the heroic model—albeit a fictional one—in Atticus Finch, that magisterial figure of Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mocking Bird. In the book, and even more so in the movie where Gregory Peck’s very tone of voice radiates compassion and understanding, Atticus Finch is presented as a thoroughly admirable man. He is wise. He is good. He is kind. And if everyone acted like Atticus Finch, segregation would still be the law of the land. His ethical behavior is applied only to the most immediate personal exchanges, the narrowest social encounters. It provides him with no way to challenge the status quo. If an injustice is enshrined by custom, Finch accepts it. It is then called a way of life, and he treats it with the respect it requires to endure forever. Thus Finch might bravely represent the defendant at a trial steeped in racism, but he is unable to seek any real reform in the society that demanded this trial. We find in Atticus Finch the limitations of an ethics based on the heroic model, of transparency, and of an ethics divorced from politics.

Another ethical tool many people find helpful is the categorical imperative: Act as if everyone were to do as you do. It is, alas, not entirely reliable. If everyone followed your lead and went to the beach today, it would be pretty crowded. If everyone kissed your wife, you’d have to buy an enormous supply of Chap Stick. And yet kissing your wife, even at the beach, does seem a benign activity.

Some people employ the test of utilitarianism: Seek the greatest good for the greatest number. However, even if hanging an innocent guy in town square each day would deter crime, and thus do enormous good for the entire community, that hanged man is likely to object. People can be so selfish.

Unsurprisingly, the system of moral thought referred to by most of my correspondents is that of the religion in which they were raised, Christianity or Judaism more often than not. For many of these folks, there can be no ethical thought divorced from religion; the two are nearly synonymous. And while I was raised in an observant household (suburban Reform Judaism) and am undoubtedly affected by the experience, my approach to these questions is, at least overtly, resolutely secular.

Mafia Ethics

Unlike these ethical systems, some make distinctions not on what one does but on who one is. The most familiar version of a moral code based on the actor not the action is Mafia ethics. Or at least Mafia movie ethics. The code runs like this: It’s okay to lie and cheat and kill those outside the family, those who threaten the family, but you must be honest to those in the family. It’s not what you do; it’s to whom you do it.

The most glorified and revered version of this system is nationalism. Thou shalt not kill, except the enemy. And while even war itself has, to some extent, been regulated by a code of conduct proscribing particular actions for all, such efforts cannot eradicate the us-vs.-them assumptions that underpin nationalism.

The pettiest version of this system is at play on many a TV talk show. I worked at one such place where a writer was called on the carpet by the show’s host for “offending the child of a celebrity.” It wasn’t that the writer had done anything particularly unpleasant, it was whose feathers he ruffled. Here is an ethic where the determining factor is not what is done, but who is doing it. If you kill a guy, it’s bad. If Barbra Streisand kills a guy, it’s magnificent and—in a just universe—Oscar-worthy. Unless she kills Steven Spielberg, in which case it’s an unimaginably painful moral crisis, an unanswerable ethical question, and any talk show staff member who tried to resolve it would probably burst into flames.

Such deference to an aristocracy is strikingly un-American, in principle if not in practice. Equal protection under the law is a cornerstone of our society. Our legal system is meant to enunciate acts not actors. Robbing a bank is illegal for everyone. It doesn’t matter who the robber is. Similarly, one does not consider who is acted upon. It is just as wrong to rob your grouchy next-door neighbor who runs his power mower at six in the morning as it would be to rob that attractive and amusing Cameron Diaz. Ethics considers actions.

Of course, we do have a persistent aristocracy of money. The rich get to do much more under our legal system, not officially but in fact, if only because it is they who can afford better attorneys. If we are going to operate this way, let’s at least create an aristocracy worth having, not rich layabouts, not pretty-boy actors, not the feckless children of genuinely accomplished parents. In Japan, an adroit practitioner of an important art or craft can be declared a Living National Treasure, the human embodiment of a valued cultural heritage. Surely we could try something like that here. What this would mean is James Brown gets to run his car over anyone he likes: The man recorded “Cold Sweat” and “Got the Feeling” and “Sex Machine.” He’d get a free pass. And while there are certainly disadvantages to such a system—particularly to the person who finds himself beneath the wheels of James Brown’s Cadillac —it represents a kind of moral progress from the current, nudge-and-wink system of a money aristocracy.

We are hardly the first culture to employ a two-tiered system. In ancient Mesopotamia, Babylon, Hammurabi’s code made distinctions of social class and gender, writes Gerald LaRue in his essay “Ancient Ethics”: “Personal injuries to members of the aristocracy called for the lex talonis, an eye for an eye. For injury to freemen and slaves, fines sufficed, and in the case of injury to a slave, the fine was paid to the master as recompense for damage to property.” (A Companion to Ethics. Peter Singer, ed. p. 32)

William Bennett’s Ethics

In “Responsibility,” the third chapter of The Book of Virtues, perhaps the bestselling book of ethics of the past several decades, William Bennett takes another approach as he explicates The Three Little Kittens:


Children should learn early the practical lesson that responsibility leads to reward, which leads to further responsibility. We must keep track of our mittens if we expect pie, and then we must wash them if we expect ever to have any more dessert.



By “practical” Bennett seems to mean “profitable”—not so much right behavior as behavior that will get those kittens what they want, and by dint of their own kittenish efforts. It is a curious notion of “virtue,” although any kitten raised according to the stern precepts of this book will make an excellent employee someday. If I ran a mitten laundry, I’d hire that kitten.

It is interesting to read Bennett’s book eight years after its enormously successful publication because in many ways, it is a precursor to “The Ethicist.” Both The Book of Virtues and “The Ethicist” discuss the ethical implications of brief stories: the latter in the actual accounts readers send me, the former in the diverse moral tales Bennett has anthologized. Both apply to these particular examples general rules of conduct, and both reflect the very different values of their authors. In Bennett’s case, the values are Victorian and the tone is cranky nostalgia. In just the first few pages, he mentions “time-honored tasks,” material that schools, homes, and churches “once taught” and that “many no longer do.” He wistfully invokes “a time—not so long ago.”

Bennett admires his own courage as he knocks down modern straw men: “I know that some of these stories will strike some contemporary sensibilities as too simple, too corny, too old-fashioned.” He sniffs at that newfangled soft target, television, asserting that “Nothing in recent years, on television or anywhere else, has improved on a good story that begins ‘once upon a time …’ ” So much for all contemporary literature, drama, film, and some quite terrific stuff that’s run on TV.

As Bennett notes, there are various lessons to be drawn from any story, and it is often interesting to see which one he emphasizes. For instance, to him John Henry is a story of courage and pride. But while it would have gladdened the heart of, say, Andrew Carnegie, if each of his employees had seen it that way—choosing in the face of dreadful working conditions not to petition for improvements, but to work harder, even to work themselves to death—the United Mine Workers, for example, might read this story differently.

But then, Bennett’s heart is with the boss not the worker (unless the worker is working himself to death), with the general not the troops. In his chapter on courage, Bennett presents an excerpt from the last letter of Robert Scott, the British Antarctic explorer: “The causes of the disaster are due not to faulty organization, but to the misfortune in all risks which had to be undertaken.” Scott led his party to ruin; every man on his push to the Pole died. (Amundsen’s expedition not only beat Scott to the Pole, but every member survived.) That Scott possessed physical courage cannot be denied, but is this the lesson to draw from his story? Might one not learn about inept leadership, a cavalier attitude toward other people’s lives, and a nearly criminal vanity?

One can’t quite shake the feeling that Bennett is inviting us readers to think of ourselves as courageous people who’d do well in a crisis. Such a flattering image allows us to go about daily life less scrupulously than we perhaps should, like an out-of-shape boxer who ambles through the early rounds, confident that he can make it all good with a knock-out in the tenth. However, real virtue lies not in heroically saving poor orphans from burning buildings but in steadfastly working for a world where orphans are not poor and buildings have decent fire codes. The B of V’s hero is Horatio at the Bridge; “The E’s” is Horatio at the Office Filling Out His Time Sheets Honestly Even When His Supervisor Is Not Around.

Citing only ten virtues, Bennett still finds room for Loyalty, that quality so prized by dog fanciers and Richard Nixon. And while Bennett mentions that one can be loyal not just to a person but to an ideal, his stories tend to celebrate personal loyalty—Castor and Pollux, Penelope and Odysseus, the Little Hit Man That Could Have (But Did Not) Rat Out His Capo (I may be misremembering that last one). And if loyalties occasionally clash, he is sanguine about how easily such conflicts can be resolved: “The times when one cannot stand both ‘for God and for country’ are rare indeed.” This curious assertion would startle those Americans who opposed the Vietnam War, or the abolitionists in the early nineteenth century, or those fighting for women’s suffrage in the early twentieth.

Of course, the virtues Bennett wishes to instill in the young are fine things. We all honor work and honesty, compassion and friendship. However, we do not all see virtue as an accretion of cowboy qualities, practiced by solitary and disconnected figures. For “The Ethicist” virtue resides in how we behave among others; it is a quality not just of individuals but of the societies they create. The Book of Virtues is the champion of individual rectitude. “The Ethicist” sees honorable behavior reflected in, affected by, and helping to bring about an honorable society. But I do want that pie, and so I will wash my mittens.

Law Book Ethics

Many ethical systems, both secular and sacred, delineate good conduct as a list of do’s and don’ts. This sort of moral rule book is seen in most professional codes of conduct—medical ethics, legal ethics; even interior designers have a formal code. The rule of law is itself based on this approach. When it achieves nobility and grandeur, our legal system is not just the codification of self-interest, it is a guide to right conduct with a coherent moral base.

This approach, too, has its limitations. For one thing, it is impossible to stipulate every possible human action. If such a taxonomy of behavior attempts to regulate every conceivable interaction, it becomes unwieldy and overly specific. If it articulates more general laws, it can end up so vague as to become less a guide to good behavior than a stimulus to disputation.

Another limitation, the proscriptions are specific, the prescriptions are vague. Thou shalt not kill is about as clear as can be. However “love thy neighbor as thyself” is so vague as to be useless, ordering merely a general sense of: Be compassionate. We’re provided with clear orders about how not to be bad, but we’re given little specific information about how to be good. Neither law nor theology includes many injunctions as direct as this: Thou shalt mow thy neighbor’s lawn if he’s laid up with a bad back because he slipped a disc when he tried to move a piano himself because he was too cheap to call a real moving company.

Consider that most often invoked code of conduct, the Ten Commandments. Given the frequent call to post this list in the classroom, it is a curious guide to student behavior.


	Thou shalt have no other gods before me.

	Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image.

	Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain.

	Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy.

	Honor thy father and thy mother.

	Thou shalt not kill.

	Thou shalt not commit adultery.

	Thou shalt not steal.

	Thou shalt not bear false witness.

	Thou shalt not covet.



The first four Commandments—40 percent of the list—consist of God talking about himself. (You’d think being God would give Him some confidence, but no; despite His widespread popularity—people do worship Him—He’s as jittery and insecure as Marilyn Monroe.) Surprisingly, for a code so central to several monotheistic faiths, the first Commandment does not ban other gods, just assigns them a secondary rank: no other gods before Him. Surely this is, if not an invitation to, at least an acknowledgment of, polytheism. These are interesting strictures, but not all that useful to a student wondering if it’s okay to download a prewritten essay from the Internet.

Number seven, “Thou shalt not commit adultery,” presumably has little relevance in the third grade, what with so few of the kids being married.

Number ten, “Thou shalt not covet,” is less a guide to behavior than a recommended attitude: Don’t be jealous. Easy to say. Certainly a worthy goal. But can it be achieved as an act of will?

The fifth Commandment, honor your parents, if read to refer to all those in authority, does have something to say to a student: Treat your teachers with respect. As do numbers six, eight, and nine. “Thou shalt not kill.” “Thou shalt not steal.” “Thou shalt not bear false witness.” Certainly these four precepts would be endorsed by most of us. Indeed, so broadly are they accepted that we hardly need a biblical injunction to embrace them. One wonders why there is such determination to see these ideas expressed as religious doctrine.

By articulating general ethical principles, the Commandments provide rather a meager guide to right behavior in school. What about treating your fellow students with civility? Valuing learning for its own sake? Being kind? Or these modest but nonetheless useful ideas: No hitting? Do your best? Seek the truth? Don’t be a bully? Be kind to even the least popular kids? Easy on the sex and drugs until you get a little older? Don’t make a big mess in the cafeteria for others to clean up?

Perhaps its enthusiasts wish to post the Ten Commandments on the classroom wall not for pedagogical but for symbolic purposes, as a statement of American values, much as we display the American flag and the image of George Washington; not to instruct but to declare. But that other American value, the separation of church and state, might encourage us to find a more secular expression of these ideals.

Relationships and Obligations

Regardless of what system of ethics one employs, it will be severely tested by the behavior of actual human beings, who seldom behave as systematically as the code by which one strives to assess them. For one thing, our sense of ethical obligation is very much affected by relationship of the people involved. You have a different set of responsibilities to your children than you do to your boss or to a customer in your shop or to a stranger on the street. These obligations are often unspoken, and hence we may not all agree what they are, leading to confusion and conflict. Further, these relationships, and their attendant obligations, are often multiple and hence contradictory: They overlap or clash. Your boss is also, to some degree, your friend. The shopkeeper’s daughter goes to school with your son. In many situations, it is hard to know whether to kiss or to kick.

It is not the ethicist but the novelist who most skillfully limns the complex and subtle relationships and the unspoken obligations that bind people together. The ethicist is obliged to provide a concise and direct answer to the questions put to him, one that applies a broadly applicable principle. This means employing the approach of the lawyer, invoking the proper general rule—a rule that could be applied to every similar case—and so necessarily advising: You shouldn’t shoot the guy. It would, however, be more congenial to me to employ the methods of the novelist, seeking not for the general but the particular. To do this, the column would have to be much longer, not so much for my answers, but so the questioner could present a more richly detailed picture of his situation. If I knew more about the complicated people involved, their long and tangled history, the mitigating circumstances and painful emotional blows, the financial pressures the cousin was under, the medical problems of the aunt, the romantic betrayal of the brother-in-law, the hundred ameliorating circumstances and exacerbating conditions, maybe the most honorable advice I could give would be: Shoot the guy. But you can’t do that in four hundred words. That’s why we read novels. And have gun control laws.

And so, considering one particular relationship, should you not have the same ethical obligations to any child you see on the street that you have toward your own? You have no more right to treat a strange child unkindly, but clearly you feel a more tender attachment to the child you know. Not necessarily a bad thing. You do indeed have a particular responsibility to that child. While it is fitting—indeed, inevitable—that you would feel a profound affection and sense of obligation to your own child, one must also deal honorably with strangers. One must be wary of an ethics that is based not on what we do but to whom we do it.

Is Ethics Etiquette? Is Ethics Politics?

Some forms of etiquette can be seen as ethics practiced on the small scale—in the number of people involved, in what’s at stake. Much that is dismissed as mere etiquette does indeed have a moral foundation. (I take up this question more fully in the chapter “Social Life.”) One way to understand right conduct is to imagine it on a continuum—etiquette, ethics, politics. And indeed, sometimes the column has been criticized for conflating ethics and politics. But I maintain that the difference between the two is artificial, if indeed there is a significant difference at all.

Sometimes, as with etiquette and ethics, the distinction is a matter of scale. If one guy robs you, it’s ethics, but when 435 people rob you, it’s politics—or the House of Representatives is in session. But surely the deliberations of that body are subject to an ethical analysis.

Politics can be a necessary expression of ethics: Often the only way to achieve an individual ethical goal is through group endeavor, i.e., politics.

Some political questions are not essentially ethical but a matter of two competing interests each with a morally legitimate claim. For instance, there is that cowboy movie classic: Should the land be used by the cattle herders or the sheep herders? There is a kind of partisan politics that an ethicist should, of course, eschew, no matter his personal feelings about cows. However, it is also his job to point out that the land belongs to the Navajo, and both the cattle and sheep herders should get permission before any grazing takes place. That is where what some call politics is quite properly a subject for ethical scrutiny.

An ethics that eschewed such nominally political questions would not be ethics at all, but mere rule following. It would be the ethics of the slave dealer, advocating that one always be honest about a slave’s health and always pay his bills promptly. But surely any ethics worth discussing must condemn the slave trade absolutely, not quibble about its business practices.

Ethics and Incompetence

Much of the world’s misery can be traced not to a lack of virtue but to a lack of ability—not wickedness but ineptitude. The transportation system that mires you in traffic for an hour while thousands of cars spew pollutants, the leaky pipe at the nuclear power plant, the witless sitcom are not the work of evil people but of maladroits. And this is a sad thing. To be a great villain requires intelligence and skill and clarity of vision, qualities in short supply. Shakespeare’s Richard III was a man of magnificent towering wickedness; Captain Joseph Hazelwood, the skipper of the Exxon Valdez, was a doofus. Great evil is achieved by few, but bungling is accomplished by many. Fortunately, we live in a nation where one must not choose between these two qualities; indeed, we sometimes find both within a single person, often with a Washington address.

It is possible for ineptitude to become evil. When you realize that you are not likely to excel in a position of responsibility and seek it out of vanity, your fumbling is transmuted into iniquity. Incompetence is unethical when it involves the casual use of duct tape in a bypass operation because somebody sipped malt liquor and dozed through key lessons in medical school. Persisting as a foul-up heart surgeon is not merely inept; it is wicked. To fulfill certain obligations one must perform ably or step down.

There are other times when one must allow for innocent errors rather than pounce on them as an opportunity to make a few bucks. When you notice someone drop his wallet, you don’t swipe the cash. When you get the wrong change, you inform the cashier. This is not just a matter of ethics but of civility. It would be exhausting to live in a world where one slipup meant death or replacing all your credit cards. Living an ethical life obliges us to tolerate imperfections in others (and to hope others will tolerate our own).

Ethics and Intent

No one deliberately sets out to become incompetent, but ethically, would it matter if someone did? Well, yes. In ethics intent counts. (This same principle appears throughout our legal system, where, for example, a distinction is made between negligence, manslaughter, and various degrees of murder, distinctions all having to do not with the act itself but with the intent of the actor.) There is a very different ethical meaning if I accidentally drop my bowling ball out the window than if I deliberately hurl it from the window to smite James Brown walking below, so angry am I at what he’s been doing with that car of his. Although why I was bowling in my apartment to begin with is a reasonable question, and one my downstairs neighbors frequently ask. Samuel Johnson put it this way:


The morality of an action depends on the motive from which we act. If I fling half a crown to a beggar with intention to break his head, and he picks it up and buys victuals with it, the physical effect is good; but, with respect to me, the action is very wrong. So, religious exercises, if not performed with an intention to please God, avail us nothing. As our Savior says of those who perform them from other motives, “Verily they have their reward.”



This view is not universally held. Samuel Butler argued against it in The Way of All Flesh: “The more I see the more sure I am that it does not matter why people do the right thing so long as they do it, nor why they may have done wrong if they have done it. The result depends upon the thing done and the motive goes for nothing.” (as quoted by Singer, this page)

And certainly, it may matter little to the recipient of charity what motivated the donor. Did she contribute a vast sum to build a new hospital out of piety, out of vanity, out of remorse for her tobacco company wealth, in pursuit of a tax break? To the utilitarian—or the patient—the important thing is the act itself. The motives are between the donor and her conscience and perhaps her therapist and accountant. Indeed, much of our legal system is designed to encourage or discourage particular acts. It doesn’t matter to a state trooper if you obey the speed limit out of a sense of civic obligation or out of a fear of getting a ticket.

Even Johnson himself is oddly contradictory on this question, as we see in this conversation with Boswell about the social harm wrought by the writings of Rousseau:


BOSWELL: I don’t deny, Sir, but that his novel may, perhaps, do harm; but I cannot think his intention was bad.

JOHNSON: Sir, that will not do. We cannot prove any man’s intention to be bad. You may shoot a man through the head, and say you intended to miss him; but the Judge will order you to be hanged. An alleged want of intention, when evil is committed, will not be allowed in a court of justice. Rousseau, Sir, is a very bad man. I would sooner sign a sentence for his transportation, than that of any felon who has gone from the Old Bailey these many years. Yes, I should like to have him work in the plantations.



So where does that leave us? Doing the right thing for the wrong reason? Doing the wrong thing for the right reason? It leaves us with the ethical obligation not to be a boob. It is not enough to be well intentioned; one must strive to put those intentions into action in a capable way. One must consider the effect his actions will have on others. Looked at like this, to persist in ignorance is itself dishonorable.

Ethics and Dr. Johnson

Perhaps it is because I operate without reference to a formal system of ethics that I am drawn to a great moralist who did likewise, although it is true that what I sometimes do out of ignorance Samuel Johnson did out of inclination. Still, Johnson wrote from no particular system, although a strong and coherent sensibility emerges from his writing, particularly in his two series of essays, The Rambler and The Idler. He is informed by a knowledge of life, an understanding of the human heart, a love of sociability, a generosity of spirit, and an intimate awareness of life’s hardships (“Human Life is everywhere in a state in which much is to be endured and little to be enjoyed”). It is a bleak view of life for so wise and good a man. (“The natural flights of the human mind are not from pleasure to pleasure but from hope to hope.”) And if from our point of view, 250 years after his writing, he appears to be wrong at times, he is right as often as any person can be. While I cannot hope to be like him, this immortal genius, I can be grateful to him and strive to learn from his writing and his example.

Articulating no formal system, Johnson is very much a man of his time. He is informed by his Christianity, and shares the devotion of many of his contemporaries to an inflexible social order, a society dominated by a hereditary aristocracy, what Johnson called “subordination.” However, his openheartedness and beneficence everywhere prevail. Despite his conservative leanings, he was quick to recognize the merit of others. And while he reveals a lamentable double standard about sexual behavior, finding adultery tolerable, albeit regrettable, in men but anathema in women, it is also true that he delighted in the company of women of accomplishment. Unlike his friend and biographer, James Boswell, Johnson took genuine pleasure in bluestocking society. For all Johnson’s conservative—and sexist—proclamations, he treated people as individuals and was proud of his ability to converse easily and pleasurably with all whom he encountered.

It is Johnson’s kindness and vitality that make him so appealing. He was bursting with life: While in his sixties, he joined some school boys in rolling down a hill; when quite elderly he stood up at a dinner for Captain Cooke to demonstrate the locomotion of a kangaroo by hopping around the room. He was, above all, the most sociable of men. “I consider a day lost,” he said, “when I do not make a new acquaintance.” As a consequence, his contemporaries didn’t just respect him as the great moralist of his day, they loved Dr. Johnson.

To Johnson, matters of morality were not abstractions, they were immediate questions of how to live among others, and he enjoyed applying his prodigious learning and intelligence to the practical problems of daily life. There are narrower people who practice ethics without affection—little, crabbed people who need to be in the right, who adhere to social rules to feel themselves superior to others, who enforce moral precepts to avenge themselves on their antagonists or to air a grievance in disguise. But to Johnson, ethics was an instrument of benevolence and civility, an expression of our humanity.

Ethics and Authors


Be not too hasty … to trust, or to admire, the teachers of morality; they discourse like angels, but they live like men.

SAMUEL JOHNSON, RASSELAS




How to Read This Book

Each of the following chapters takes up the ethical questions of one particular aspect of life. I begin by considering some of the themes that will run through the chapter, and then turn to particular ethical questions. In addition, each chapter includes the following:

Ethics Pop Quizzes

Because the newspaper column replies only to actual queries from actual readers, there are many intriguing hypothetical questions I’ve not had a chance to consider. I pose some of these at the start of each chapter for you, the reader, to answer. You are invited to submit your replies to theethicistbook.com, or e-mail me at theethicist@randomhouse.com. The most interesting of these, along with my comments, will be included in the paperback edition of The Good, The Bad & The Difference.

Q & A

Each chapter includes some of my favorite questions and my answers, categorized for your convenience. Those few unsigned questions are hypotheticals, generated in-house in the early days of the column. All others, even those signed “Anonymous” are actual questions from actual readers of the column.

Guest Ethicist

Every ethics question can be answered many different ways. Another writer responding to these inquiries might employ a different methodology than I do, based upon values different from mine. To give some sense of the breadth of possibilities, each chapter features someone other than me responding to a question. I then take up the same question immediately after.

Arguing with The Ethicist

The columns that generate the most mail from readers are seldom those that discuss the great ethical issues of the day, like organ transplants or responding to Third World poverty. They are the small, homely questions. This should not be surprising: Such questions involve situations in which the readers have actually found themselves, questions they’ve asked themselves, and answers they’ve reached that are different from—and in the view of many readers, better than—mine, as they are quite willing to point out.

Readers often discern an aspect of the question I’d not considered or suggested another way to approach it. If I’ve seldom recanted a column as a result of this thoughtful correspondence, I’ve often revised my thinking. I’m able to respond to most of my mail, and these exchanges create a kind of dialogue around a particular ethical issue, a form of discourse that seems a particularly fruitful way to examine such questions.

I realize I may not be the first person to notice this.

I include just such dialogues under the rubric “Arguing with The Ethicist,” presenting the original column and then a series of points raised by readers to which I respond. (When I do not cite a particular reader, I am paraphrasing arguments made by several people.)

Postscripts

Those who give advice for a living never hang around long enough to learn if they were of any use at all. However, I was curious to discover if the folks who wrote to the column took my advice or rejected it, and how their situations have since developed. Each of their questions is a kind of story, and I was eager to learn how these stories ended. And so I invited a few people to review my advice and to let me know how they resolved their problem. These follow-ups generally appear at the end of each chapter.


Commercial Life


Whoever commits a fraud is guilty not only of the particular injury to him who he deceives, but of the diminution of that confidence which constitutes not only the ease but the existence of society.

JOHNSON, RAMBLER #79 (DECEMBER 18, 1750)



That this is one of the book’s longest chapters is unsurprising: It takes up the ethics of commercial transactions, our culture’s most common sort of human interaction. One way or another, these questions involve money. In particular, they deal with shopping and with the essential conflict between buyer and seller. The former wants to pay the lowest price, the latter wants to receive the highest; the temptations of deceit are powerful. That is why the used-car dealer has long been depicted as a reviled and tormented soul. If the car had been invented one hundred years earlier, Verdi would no doubt have written an opera about a used-car dealer. (And he would have taken very different sorts of vacations, perhaps driving along the seacoast with a backseat full of kids singing “Are We There Yet?”)

There is an entire body of ethics and a great deal of law designed to keep the wheels of commerce turning smoothly, and that’s not entirely a bad thing. It’s nice to be able to buy groceries knowing that your pound of coffee is an actual pound. And actual coffee. And it makes the shopkeeper’s job more relaxing if he can be confident that you’ll pay for it, rather than slip it down your trousers. (And it makes your guests happier, knowing they won’t be drinking trouser coffee.)

Commercial codes are ancient and nearly universal; laws touching on business practices can be found among Roman law, and farther back among the Egyptians and Babylonians. The earliest such provisions were little more than caveat emptor, but we have made a kind of moral progress. In America, there has been something of a revival of such codes under the rubric of consumerism. Most Americans appreciate measures to ensure that today even the unwary are unlikely to buy tainted pork or a cardboard sedan.

But an uneasy tension persists between consumerism and commerce. We are, after all, a country that both discourages the sale of tobacco, a toxic product, and subsidizes its cultivation. Were you to introduce some other new product that killed off its users at so impressive a rate—some kind of exploding hat, perhaps—one suspects that Congress would take more vigorous steps to discourage its sale (at least to minors).

Health and safety are not the only factors in the creation of consumer law. Tradition and self-interest also play their parts. Philip Morris is reluctant to give up its enormous profits; tobacco farmers find a sentimental comfort (and a hardscrabble livelihood) in the family farm. Of course, similar arguments have been made by Colombian cocaine cartels and small coca growers. Someday, perhaps, a satisfyingly ironic solution to our tobacco problem will be found when the Colombian government sends us a billion dollars in foreign aid so we can attack the big tobacco traffickers and shift the small farmers to alternative crops, something less deadly and less addictive. Marijuana?

There are broad ethical implications in what is sometimes referred to as the “consumer movement.” Its virtues are those of our democracy itself, high among them being truthfulness and the free flow of information that enables consumers (and citizens) to make informed choices, albeit when choosing breakfast cereal rather than a congressman (although, come to think of it, lately there may be less of a distinction here than the Founding Fathers could have anticipated).

And yet, conceding the righteousness of this crusading zeal, there is something in me that does not wish to be referred to as a “consumer.” It smacks of the French Revolution somehow, only instead of being addressed as Citizen Cohen, I’m now Consumer Cohen, an honorific that rather overemphasizes a single sphere of existence. The problem is not so much that commerce dominates public life, it is that commerce is public life. It is often noted that too few of us vote, but we turn out in impressive numbers to any event that includes the phrase “10% Off!” We spend less time in the town square than we do at the mall, where there is, for example, no guarantee of free speech (although there is occasionally a nice free sample of cheese at that snack shop). All too often, shopping is what we have instead of civic activity.

The centrality of shopping is seen in the clash between those who cherish “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” and the “life, liberty, and property” crowd. Indeed, the sanctification of property “rights” by the latter group has contributed much to human misery. It is difficult to make an ethical case for those whose worship of property has led them to challenge, for example, the very idea of environmental protection laws.

Such private property extremists dwell in a fantasyland of the rugged farmer living in isolation, on his autonomous homestead, out in the wilderness, where his actions affect no other person; except, perhaps, in the case of Jefferson and his slaves. But here on Earth, a more powerful case could be made that this solitary farmer is not so solitary, that his fertilizer washes off his field into the stream from which, many miles away, others must drink; that his produce is brought to market on roads others must pay for, in a truck that spews fumes others must breathe. He learned to do his crop calculations at a public school; he follows crop prices on-line, using the Internet created by government researchers.

It is environmentalism that provides a counterargument to the worship of private property, and it is a morally superior argument, not because it proposes a more austere lifestyle, but because it recognizes that we each live among others, affecting and being affected by one another. While honorable people may differ about any particular policy, this much seems unarguable. Those private property fanatics (to whom the current Supreme Court is increasingly and distressingly sympathetic) act unethically, not just because they espouse greed and relentless self-interest, but because their assertion of autonomy is intellectually dishonest. That is to say, that there can be no meaningful ethics that does not consider human beings as social creatures.

It must also be noted that profit is not the loftiest goal to which we can aspire, nor are commercial exchanges the most deeply satisfying human encounters. Much as one enjoys the mall, there is something to be said for the library or the school, the theater or the park, or indeed for the bedroom. Even in nineteenth-century London, that proud capital of a mercantile empire, the English dreamed of traveling to Italy; one reads so few novels where a woman from Tuscany yearns to live nearer the London Stock Exchange. A society where all human interaction is a form of commerce is hardly a society at all. In other words, if I ran my life the way I ran my business, it would barely be a life at all. Although I’d give more of my friend’s coffee mugs with my picture on them. And I’d have a jaunty and memorable catchphrase to sum myself up. And my name would be written in an instantly recognizable typeface.

This is not to decry commerce, but to assign it a more reasonable place in human affairs. Johnson himself was not averse to commerce, which he knew improves the condition of humanity in manifold ways. After the death of his friend Henry Thrale, Johnson pitched in enthusiastically to help Thrale’s widow sell her husband’s brewery, showing an understanding of the buyer-seller relationship that presaged modern advertising’s awareness that it must sell the sizzle, not the steak:


… [W]hen the sale of Thrale’s brewery was going forward, Johnson appeared bustling about with an ink-horn and pen in his button-hole, like an excise-man; and on being asked what he really considered to be the value of the property which was to be disposed of, answered, “We are not here to sell a parcel of boilers and vats, but the potentiality of growing rich, beyond the dreams of avarice.”



But Johnson did not let his commercial zeal compromise his integrity, nor did this most sociable of men lose his awareness of himself as a person living among others.


Ethics Pop Quiz

Below are four hypothetical questions for you the reader to answer.

Replies can be submitted to theethicistbook.com or e-mailed to theethicist@randomhouse.com.

Selected responses will appear in the paperback edition of the book.

Whenever I go to buy a nice pocket T-shirt, I worry that it’s so affordable because it was probably made by some Pakistani kid who earns about 9¢ a day. If I buy the shirt, I’m exploiting him, but if I (and everyone else) don’t buy the shirt, the plant closes and he’s thrown out of work. Neither alternative seems very good. What should I do?

For years, I’ve patronized prostitutes, mostly through escort services. I practice safe sex, treat the prostitute with courtesy, and tip generously. These transactions, while illegal, are consensual, freely chosen by prostitute and client. Our interaction may not be based on love, but few jobs are. And it is certainly higher paying and less dangerous than say, working in a coal mine used to be. Is there some ethical objection I’m missing?

I’ve used the same excellent stockbroker for years, in part because of the first-rate job he does researching various companies. He’s always up on who’s about to launch a great new product or lose an important contract. Recently, he was indicted for insider trading for having just this sort of information. But isn’t that what I pay him for?

Last week at the mall, the security guards evicted some folks outside a clothing store protesting Third World sweat shops. I say the mall had the right to eject these people; it’s private property, and people come here to shop not for politics. What do you say?



Q & A

Entrance Exams

DOOR POLICY

I was at the tailor when a young, casually dressed black man came in through the front door and said he was to meet a friend there. The shop owner (who is white, as am I) immediately told him that there was no one there, and closed the door, locking it behind him. But in fact there was a young woman in a fitting room—the friend in question—and, hearing his voice, she rushed out after him. Was the shopkeeper’s lie blatantly racist? Should I have acted?

—ROBERTA POSNER, NEW YORK CITY

You could not be certain in that brief encounter if the tailor was being deliberately, malevolently racist—nor, I suspect, could he. He may well believe that he does not exclude men who are black, but merely men who look threatening. But if he considers every African American younger than eighty-five threatening, then regardless of his intent, the result is racial discrimination. And in any case, a quick glance through the door is a dubious way for anyone to spot a potential criminal.

The frail and elderly proprietor of the Delicate Lace Shoppe may bar her door to a menacing gang of club-wielding, beer-swilling teen thugs when her experience tells her that these louts are unlikely lace fanciers. That is, she may exclude them on the basis of their behavior, i.e., what they are actually doing. But barring people from stores based simply on how they look is a violation of the public-accommodations laws (and of fundamental decency) that, because it’s so hard to prove, leaves victims with little recourse.

While the tailor’s security is a genuine problem that must be taken seriously, the use of buzzers is not a good solution to that problem because, far too often, it becomes a device not to deter crime but to exclude African Americans. Another solution must be found. Neighborhood policing, for example, has been quite effective in dealing with just this sort of problem. So if the tailor is frequently robbed, he might ask his local precinct to put a cop outside the door, albeit not a New Jersey State Trooper if the tailor lives in the mid-1990s.

When you witness this kind of odious behavior, you could start by asking why you were admitted to the shop and the other customer was not. (If you are uneasy about a confrontation at that moment, write him a letter.) If you are unsatisfied with his response, tell him so. Then take the matter further. Write to the mayor, to your city council representative, to your city’s human-rights agency, the Civil Liberties Union, and, indeed, to the newspapers. After all, this is a matter of social policy. You would be doing a fine thing to make this matter a part of our public discourse.

TICKET MASTER

My fiancé and I waited in line for four hours to buy tickets to a show. There were a limited number, so each person was allowed only two. We were approached by a man who offered us a $100 bonus to each buy an extra ticket. I was ready to accept, but my fiancé said it wouldn’t be fair to those who’d waited in line. Was he right? What if no bonus money had been offered?

—R.A., CONNECTICUT

I’m with your fiancé. The money-waving guy was trying to cut in line, showing contempt for everyone behind you. And by offering money, he showed contempt for you, implying that even if you disapproved of his request, you’d set aside your values if the price was right. Furthermore, because tickets were in short supply, his jumping the line means that someone farther back who might otherwise have seen the show may not get to.

Even if this smoothie had offered no “bonus”—a delightful euphemism for “bribe,” by the way—his behavior would still be objectionable because it undermines one of the small civilities of ordinary life. He affronts the sense of fairness, of equal opportunity, that distinguishes a line from a mob. But that’s the kind of savage behavior people might have been driven to in a desperate attempt to see the final performances of Cats.

EARLY ADMISSION

Until recently, I was too young to be admitted to R-rated movies. If my parents didn’t mind my seeing a movie, was it wrong for me to lie about my age or buy a ticket to another movie and then sneak in? After all, I wasn’t cheating the theater out of any money.

—DAN MARGOLIS, PENNSYLVANIA

If your parents are okay with your movie viewing, you have no ethical obligation to kowtow to the industry’s ratings. That system might be defensible were it used merely to inform parents, but for a multiplex manager to rule on what someone else’s children may or may not see is impertinent. A case could be made that when you engage in a voluntary act like going to the movies, you ought to obey the rules. However, rules ought to be reasonable, hardly the case with this capricious and arbitrary rating system (no to sex but yes to violence, vulgarity, and Chevy Chase).

When you lie to get into an unauthorized movie, you do the theater no harm: Indeed, you increase its profits without threatening its sanctimonious pose of social responsibility. However, if you buy a ticket to a G-rated movie and then sneak into an R, you deprive the creators of that movie of your nine dollars.

Lying is always unfortunate, but in this case it is a lesser transgression than sneaking, and it’s not nearly as depraved as pouring a sinister glutinous substance onto popcorn and calling it “topping.”

Of course, if that R-rated movie sells out, your stealth entrance may leave a late arrival seatless. So maybe the more honorable course is to lie about your age or to sneak into only unpopular R-rated movies: There’s a rich cultural life.

To lie here is regrettable, but it is the less regrettable path. Your alternative is to truckle to an overreaching authority that imposes an unreasonable stricture simply to keep the wheels of commerce turning. Obedience to such rules isn’t honesty; it is docility.

SNEAK INTO BAD MOVIES

I am considering sneaking into the movies, but only into bad movies. I’ll pay for independent films shown in small art houses, but not studio films in multiplexes. Given the quality of movies like Mission to Mars that leave me feeling as if someone stole my nine bucks, is it fair to say that until studios start making better films I may bend the rules?

—C. GILMORE, LOS ANGELES

I receive many letters from people eager to justify bad behavior, but yours is the first that attempts an aesthetic argument: It’s okay to steal from those who make bad art. I admire your ingenuity but must, alas, reject your logic.

Ethics requires an examination of the act, not the person acted upon. If it is wrong to sneak into The Producers, perhaps the funniest movie ever made, then it is also wrong to tiptoe into anything that inflates a five-minute Saturday Night Live sketch into a ninety-minute feature. In short, no. You don’t get to sneak into a bad movie. Not only is your proposal unethical, it’s perverse: Anyone with a lick of sense wants to sneak out of a bad movie.

Let the Buyer Be Square

STOLEN BIKE?

I recently bought a secondhand bicycle from a chap working out of an empty lot. He asked $75 for it—cheap, considering what I got. But now I wonder whether I ought to have been more diligent, and worry that there’s a good chance my bicycle was stolen.

—F.S., NEW YORK CITY

Your concern does you credit—not as much credit as thinking of it before you bought the bike, though. Let’s say partial credit. Sometimes there is an ethical obligation not to be a bonehead or, more kindly, not to become a partner in a famously questionable enterprise. In this case, you ought to have known that many used bikes sold in New York City are indeed stolen and you should therefore have made an effort to shop where they’re not. Ask any bike shop employee to suggest a legitimate dealer. Incidentally, that three-card monte? A poor way to invest your aged mother’s life savings. Magic beans, indeed!

TANK UP

When my boyfriend and I rent a car, the way he follows the requirement to “return the car with a full tank of gas” makes me uncomfortable. He has me sit in the driver’s seat and call out when the gas gauge just touches the “full” line, hoping that this is gallons—and dollars—away from a full tank. He says he has no way of knowing that he received the car with a truly full tank. Is he right?

—ERIC WEST, WASHINGTON, D.C.

He is right on paranoia, wrong on ethics. The rental agreement he signed says fill the tank, not refuel until the semiaccurate gas gauge registers something vaguely fullish. His obligation is unambiguous.

It’s true that he can’t know if the car’s previous renter topped up the tank, but that does not justify tailoring his own conduct to match that of the worst-behaved members of society. He also can’t know if other drivers are carrying weapons, but he really ought not mount a machine gun on the roof of your rental car. (For one thing, he’d scratch the paint; that can be a pricey repair.) That there are petty scoundrels among us does not preclude the duty to behave honorably.

One technical consideration: On most cars, the gas gauge registers only when the engine is on. If your boyfriend insists on running the engine while he gasses up, he puts himself and anyone near him at risk of a dramatic explosion. This is a fine thing in a Schwarzenegger movie—it cuts down on the dialogue—but a poor way to economize.

MEAT MATTERS

A sign at the supermarket said “London Broil $2.67 lb.,” but the actual packages were priced at $.07 a pound. I tried to buy two, but the cashier said the meat was mispriced. I think the store should honor the pricing on its packages and should have relabeled them as soon as they spotted the mistake.

—THERESA OGDEN, JERSEY CITY, NEW JERSEY

I don’t agree. You knew perfectly well that London broil was not seven cents a pound. Taking advantage of an honest error is the improper act here. One must allow for the possibility that people make mistakes; it’s what happens next that separates the ethical from the unethical.

Stores, of course, may not promote a product at one price and then refuse to sell it. This is not just a matter of ethics, but in many places it is a matter of law. But what you describe is not “bait and switch”; it’s a comical foul-up. And while the store should certainly correct errors promptly, its behavior suggests a maladroit manager, not a moral transgression.

A heads-up for the future: General Motors does not currently produce a three-dollar Buick.

TWO LEFT FEET

I just purchased a pair of sneakers and did something I had contemplated in the past but never did. My feet are two different sizes, which has always been a source of frustration. This time, I switched sizes in the box and so, although buying only one pair, I have one of each size. I am not feeling particularly guilty but am wondering what you would say about this.

—J.N., CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS

Were I not the amiable fellow I am, I’d say you stole a pair of shoes. But it’s such a nice day out, so I’ll say you, in effect, stole a pair of shoes. It is unfortunate that shoes are sized the way they are, so unrelated to everyone’s asymmetrical feet (and I won’t even go into my own pants problem), but the solution can’t be for you to render another pair unsalable.

Of course, the store may be able to return them to the factory, and the factory may be able to find each of those solo shoes a mate, but that’s not your decision to make. You really ought to have asked.

But happy running. Away from the security guard.

NOTE: Many readers wrote to say that the department store Nordstrom offers properly sized shoes, even if the customer wears two different sizes, by breaking up pairs. No additional charge.

SWEATERS BORROWED, USED, RETURNED

My sister was going to buy some colorful sweaters to use in a family picture and then return them for a refund. When I chided her on this, she said it was the same as when I went to Barnes & Noble and looked up European restaurant numbers in the Michelin Guide without buying the book. What do you think?

—M.L., VERMONT

Here’s one way to sort it out: Ask a clerk’s permission, or at least imagine asking a clerk (who could be incredibly charming and attractive; after all, it’s your imagination). I suspect that the B&N clerk would let you look up a couple of numbers, but I’d be astonished if the clerk at the clothing store would let you borrow a wardrobe. There is not an absolute distinction between these two acts, but there is an absolute door to the store, and when merchandise passes through it, things change. At least your sister didn’t plan to photograph a family dinner; it’s so hard to return even a slightly used pot roast.

WINDOWS SHOPPING

I needed a video camera, so I went to a department store where the clerk educated me on the various models and let me try them out to see which I liked best. Then I went home and bought it for $100 less on the Internet. I feel bad about it, but not $100’s worth. Is that terrible?

—W.W., LUBBOCK, TEXAS

It depends on your motives. If you were determined to buy your camera on-line, it would have been exploitive to enter the store intending to use it only as a source of information. But if you entered the store with an open mind, then you’re in the clear.

Many shoppers would be happy to buy their video camera at a bricks-and-mortar operation (what we old-timers call a “store”) if the price is right. In fact, many would pay more to buy it at the store, but not infinitely more. And no one is obliged to buy it at the store if it costs, say, a million dollars more. Entering the store does not obligate you to buy the camera there at any price. Just as you can shop around, checking prices at other stores, you are free to shop around on-line.

One thing you might have tried is haggling. If you’d returned to the store and said the same camera was a hundred dollars cheaper elsewhere, they might have been willing to lower the price.

However, your nonterrible behavior can lead to terrible results: If everyone does what you did, the store will go under, and you’ll have nowhere to try out new cameras. You must make a rational calculation of what is in your best interest—short-term savings or long-term shopping opportunities.

Ultimately, this problem may be resolved by changes not in the buyer but in the seller. To survive, stores must provide incentives for people to shop there: helpful staff, quick repairs, great service, free pony rides for the kids. Otherwise, they can’t vie with on-line outlets that have advantages of their own: low overhead, no sales tax, huge inventory. It’s that edge that lets a savvy outfit like Amazon lose—what is it?—a billion dollars a minute?

WITH CERTAIN RESERVATIONS

Last night, my wife and I went to a popular local restaurant, where we were told there’d be a 1½- to 2-hour wait, so we found a spot at the bar. Twenty minutes later, they told us our table was ready. After seating us, the captain said, “Enjoy your dinner, Mr. Towns.” We’d been given someone else’s table. Not wanting to return to the bar for another hour, I chose not to correct his error. Was I wrong?

—ANTHONY LETO, LIBERTYVILLE, ILLINOIS

You were wrong, partly because you jumped the line (even if without knowing it), but mostly because poor Mr. Towns is probably still at the bar. The captain believes they’ve seated him; he must be getting awfully hungry. You should have told the captain that you’d like to keep your seats, but he should attend to poor starving Mr. Towns. All you would have risked is your table; losing it, while regrettable, would have been only fair.

Politics and Shopping

BOYCOTT COORS

When my pal ordered a Coors at lunch the other day, I read him the riot act: “You can’t drink that; they’re treacherous right-wing fanatics.” He countered that an evil of McCarthyism was denying someone a livelihood because of his beliefs. Maybe he had a point. If it was wrong for Jack Warner to fire a movie actor for being a Red, isn’t it equally wrong to shun Coors for its nonbrewery politics?

Each of us is free to follow the dictates of conscience in the beer aisle, but the question gets more complicated when you move beyond an individual act to a boycott with economic consequences. In your case, the big guy–little guy argument obtains. Your action may have the form of a boycott, but unallied with any organized movement, it’s really just a way to display your anti-Coors sentiments. And unless I underestimate your beer-drinking capacity, you’ll have no effect on the company you disparage: The ineffectualness of your protest becomes its justification. Jack Warner, on the other hand, was powerful enough to throw people out of work and wreck their lives—and to set a standard for the rest of his industry.

But what if your actions were part of an effective organized movement (such as that against Domino’s, the perfect pizza not to eat with that beer you’re not drinking)? Donna Lieberman, an attorney with the New York Civil Liberties Union, approaches the question differently. “You boycott Coors,” she says, “because they use their profits for political activities you despise. Jack Warner blacklisted writers not for anything they did, but simply for having unpopular ideas.” No one believed Zero Mostel was a threat to public safety. So you’d be wrong to organize a boycott of a company just because you didn’t like the boss’s thoughts. But when he uses your beer money to put those thoughts into action by supporting causes you oppose, you have every right to find another brand.

There is an alternative that obviates your Coors conundrum. Each day for much of his life, former Indian Prime Minister Morarji Desai drank his own urine, so he always knew the political implications of his beverage. He lived to be ninety-nine.

GERMAN CAR EMBARGO

Because of our national and religious background (English and Jewish) my family does not purchase German automobiles due to the sorry wartime history of BMW, Mercedes, and Porsche. Having said that, I really like the BMW Z3. Can I make an ethical case for buying a used one because no additional dollars will flow to BMW?

—STEPHEN E. WIMBOURNE, CHICAGO

If you decided simply to drop your embargo, you might make a persuasive case. Few, if any, people at those companies were adults during the war; most of the current employees weren’t even alive then. However, if you choose to maintain your embargo, your used-car argument is unpersuasive. The point of such an action is not merely to deprive a company of profits. It can be a refusal to show forgiveness, even symbolically, for the enormities a company perpetrated. And it is a statement made not just to the company but to the world at large. As such, it can be a means of pressing a company and, in turn, a nation, to confront the past. And it could be argued that such efforts are partly behind the extensive reparations Germans have paid to Israel and to individual Jews.

Sorry, I’m afraid that BMW has driven you to rationalization.

APOTHECARY QUERY

It seems unethical for Wal-Mart, which does sell guns, to refuse to sell Preven, a morning-after contraceptive. Would I be in the right to protest Wal-Mart’s policy? After all, my bookstore doesn’t carry every book.

—ANN MOLLIVER RUBEN, MIAMI LAKES, FLORIDA

Many factors influence how a store selects its merchandise; some good, some not so good. Few would object when, due to lack of demand, a pastry shop declines to sell mint’n’bacon doughnuts. And there are times when ideological criteria are reasonable. Laissez Faire Books sells works with a right-wing slant; Revolution Books stocks its shelves from the left.

But our health care system only works if pharmacists distribute the medication doctors prescribe, not veto intimate medical decisions. A bookstore that doesn’t stock your book will still order it, and there are few books one can’t wait a week to read. But Preven must be taken quickly—ideally within twelve hours of unprotected sex, seventy-two hours at the absolute latest. (That’s why Washington State now permits women to get Preven directly from their pharmacist, without visiting a doctor first, and why Britain is considering making it an over-the-counter drug.) The largest retail chain in the world, Wal-Mart is often the only or one of a very few pharmacies in town. A bookstore’s values might inconvenience a customer; a drugstore’s can put her in peril.

That is, if values comes into it. “This decision had nothing to do with our morality,” says Jessica Moser, a Wal-Mart spokeswoman. “We look at many factors, including customer demand, what we already stock, and the expected sales of a product.” And Wal-Mart does fill prescriptions for birth control pills, which can also be prescribed as emergency contraception.

But the company has a history of letting pressure groups dictate its inventory. Wal-Mart refuses to carry stickered music, though much of it goes Top Forty; they don’t carry adult videos, yet surely we Americans have a hardy appetite for pornography.

While Wal-Mart did once sell handguns, says Ms. Moser, they now do so only in their stores in Alaska. And recently Wal-Mart has responded to its critics. In a policy change praised by Planned Parenthood, Wal-Mart ordered its pharmacists either to fill all prescriptions or to refer the customer to a pharmacy that will. This is a real improvement but still far from ideal. While Wal-Mart certainly has the right to decide if they want to operate a pharmacy, once they choose to do so, they have an ethical obligation to fill any legal prescription. It does them no credit to stand between a woman and her doctor’s advice. And as this book goes to press the chain still refuses to carry Preven, so protest away. America is a free market, not just of doughnuts but of ideas.

Guest Ethicist

CAR TALK

I have been taking my car to the same great mechanic for years. Today I called to change an appointment; I’d forgotten a lunch date with a friend and, as I happened to mention, his boyfriend. Upon hearing this, my mechanic spewed forth a torrent of antigay rage. I was offended and horrified, and I told him so. Obviously, I’m not paying him for his personal beliefs. So am I justified in never taking my car to him again? Or should I overlook his nasty beliefs and keep patronizing his shop?

—E.S., ITHACA, NEW YORK

DAVID H. LINCOLN IS THE SENIOR RABBI AT NEW YORK’S PARK AVENUE SYNAGOGUE. THIS IS HIS RESPONSE:

My son-in-law, who is a native Spanish speaker, recently had the good fortune to find a taxi during a New York City rainstorm. The cab driver, not thinking that he may be Jewish, proceeded to make various slurs against the Jews in the city. My son-in-law kept quiet. The driving was bad enough already and he did not wish to further endanger his life. As far as the tip was concerned …

Reflecting our particular dilemma I ask myself what I would do if my barber made anti-Semitic remarks. This, in fact, is unlikely since he is Israeli! I naturally would not return to his shop. Shouldn’t I feel almost equally upset when other groups are maligned? Furthermore, if I still maintain a relationship with such a hateful person, surely I would be condoning his behavior.

In many ways it is easy for me to be so high-minded living in a large metropolis, for I have a wide choice of good mechanics. However good this particular one may be, I could go elsewhere.

Jewish law and tradition teaches that one should keep far from an evil person. Certainly, one can try to persuade such people of the errors of their ways. This, however, goes just so far. If after repeated attempts to reason with the other party he fails to respond, then the advice I would give would be to look for another mechanic. Surely, I should expect decency and ethical behavior from everyone with whom I do business, regardless of their job or profession.

MY OWN RESPONSE HAS A DIFFERENT EMPHASIS:

While his technical skills are paramount, they are not the only reason you have chosen this mechanic. If his shop were downwind from a rendering plant, you would feel free to avoid it. And so you might reasonably drive—or push—your car down the road to the shop with the Alpine air and enlightened crew.

But you must not retreat too quickly. Having known the mechanic for years, you have a chance to change his mind. So why not take up the debate—softly, calmly, reasonably? You’ll feel better about yourself if you don’t allow his intolerance to pass without comment, and it will do him good, too. Perhaps if you deploy all your rhetorical powers, he’ll be doing free repairs on the floats at next year’s Gay Pride Parade.

Of course, you may end up provoking yet more rancor. If after one of your discussions your car starts making eerie noises and bursts into flames, it’s time to find a less hostile mechanic.

As you suggest, you don’t need philosophical consensus to get your car fixed. A diverse and tolerant society does not require each shop to tack an ideological summary to its door, like a restaurant posting its menu. But once your mechanic thrusts his beliefs forward so venomously, you must respond. Stay or go, you cannot let his vitriol pass in silence.

Shoppers’ Special

THIEVIN’ GRANNY

At the supermarket, a charming woman in her seventies paid the checker, then popped a box of cereal, which had not been scanned, into her bag. A cheery “Good-bye” and off she went. I wanted to ask, “Did you forget to pay for that?” but I couldn’t. What was my responsibility?

—MAUREEN ARMSTRONG, NEWTOWN, CONNECTICUT

No one wants to encourage crime, but neither does one want to violate the benign injunction to mind his own business. If we each saw everyone else as eager to turn us in for every petty infraction—drinking a beer in the park, jaywalking—we would inhabit a tense and intolerant world (or Switzerland). On the other hand, tolerance can be a pretty name for indifference to other people’s distress. So how do we strike a balance?

Many people who would like to think they would intercede to aid Kitty Genovese would be loath to rat out that thievin’ granny. For one thing, people are reluctant to yell “Stop, thief!” when they’re not certain that what they’re witnessing is a crime. (What if your cashier had simply rung up that woman’s cereal by hand?) And they’re especially reluctant when the hypothetical criminal is so charming. For another, Genovese was the victim of a violent crime, not a petty theft. But also, it is an attack on a particular individual, rather than on a vague corporate entity. Some hesitate to turn in a shoplifter because the consequences to the criminal seem overly harsh (go to jail, lose a job, be humiliated before family), while the harm to the store is diffuse and already budgeted for. What’s forty dollars to Kmart? This argument is not morality, it is rationalization. But it can inhibit a potential Samaritan. Just as there are hierarchies of crimes and punishments, there is a more emotional triage of victims. Help protect Kmart? Probably not. A neighborhood deli, maybe. A neighbor’s car, definitely. A friend’s skull, instantly.

So where does that leave you? Ethically you are indeed obliged to alert the clerk when you spot someone stuffing a sweater or a pot roast into her shoulder bag. But you won’t enjoy it. To witness a small crime against a big institution is to be afflicted with unwanted information, which is why I resent the incompetence of our nation’s thieves. A really skilled shoplifter wouldn’t let you see his sleight of hand; you wouldn’t be made an involuntary accomplice. There’s just no pride in craft.

CLASS ACTION

I’ve been invited to join a class action suit against the manufacturer of a computer I recently purchased. I’ve had no problems with the machine; in fact, I can’t even understand the techno-legalese description of its apparent defect. But I’m advised that I may be entitled to over $400 in compensation. Is it ethical for me to join the suit?

—JACK GISIGER, WASHINGTON, D.C.

Your first task is to get a clearer idea of what may be wrong with your computer. It is possible to be cheated without knowing it: A work crew comes by and offers to “reseal your driveway”—you might not realize until years later that they’d merely painted it black. (And stolen your dog. And painted him blue.) Similarly, it may turn out, as you hack your way through the thicket of legal prose, that your computer may burst into flames in eighteen months or, on its own volition, crank out a Danielle Steel novel. Frightening flaws. And ones that might impel you to join the suit. However, if after becoming apprised of the problem, you remain content with your computer, then—as you seem to know perfectly well—you ought not participate in the litigation. A class action suit is not a lottery. It is a way to compel a company to compensate those it has injured, and to discourage it from doing future harm. No injury, no compensation.

BANK ERROR

More than twelve months ago, our bank overcredited our checking account. I pointed out their $400 error twice, in person and with full documentation. When each monthly statement arrives—service charges have now reduced the balance to $385—I wonder, “Should I just ask for the balance, and send it to a couple of charities?”

—R.B., DALLAS, TEXAS

Even if the tellers are surly, the lines are endless, and the Muzak is some horrible marching band medley, you still don’t get to keep the $400. The bank’s error—no matter how persistent—does not justify theft.

Your situation is undoubtedly frustrating. If you’d found a bag of cash that no one came forward to claim, you would eventually be allowed to keep it. But all you’ve discovered are numbers on a bank balance. Such are the vexations of the cashless economy. That, and the fact that you can’t tip an attractive waitperson by making an origami bird out of a Visa card.

While these monthly reminders of the bank’s ineptness may be irksome, they are not malevolently intended, and they do you no real harm. The simplest solution is to send the money back. A certified check sent to the bank via certified mail will provide you with a reliable record of the transaction. A more poetic, if riskier, approach is simply to let the money sit there. It will gradually decay and be absorbed back into the bank in nature’s timeless cycle of service charges. It’s humbling, really.

FRANC IN SENSE

When I got home from an outlet of a fast food chain I discovered that my change included an old French franc instead of a quarter. May I pass the franc on to the next victim? Could I bring it back to the restaurant that gave it to me in the first place?

—LARRY HEROLD, NEW YORK CITY

Your suffering a loss does not entitle you to make it up by cheating the next sap you encounter. You can try to exchange the franc at the fast food place (although I wouldn’t count on success) or simply endure your loss with courage. As for fobbing it off at the same place, well, there’s a kind of rough justice in that, but if you believe that passing bad money is wrong, it remains wrong even at McBurger’s.

The saddest part of the story is that some poor French family finally arrives in America, and instead of enjoying our native cuisine, they’re eating deep-fried who-knows-what. At least that would be the sad story if we had a native cuisine. The happiest part of the story is that this old franc will turn out to be incredibly valuable and you’ve eaten your last meal on a bun. Bonne chance!

The most metaphysical part of the story: It’s alchemy. As long as you and everyone else don’t realize you’re handling a foreign coin, that franc has in effect been transformed into a quarter. After all, a coin is only a symbol, and for a while the franc worked fine. Indeed, in border regions, many people accept the currencies of two nations interchangeably. It’s only when you realized what it was that it turned back into a franc, and then you had to endure your small loss rather than pass it on to another person. I suppose this is yet another case when ignorance yields greater happiness than does knowledge. (And yet I persist in sending my daughter to school. Some people—me—never learn.)

CAR SEAT OF THE PROBLEM

We are cleaning out our basement, selling a few yard sale items and giving others to charity, including two child-safety car seats built five years ago. At that time, they met all safety standards, but they fall short of today’s stricter standards. Is it ethical to sell them? To give them away? What if a warning is provided?

—JACK CUSHMAN, BETHESDA, MARYLAND

Your intentions are honorable, but at least two of your yard sale choices are ill advised. There is something unseemly about selling subpar baby seats to the poor (or the overly frugal). Surely we don’t want a society with one set of safety standards for those with money and a set of inferior standards for those without.

Giving away your car seat might remove the taint of financial gain, and providing a warning allows the recipient to make an informed decision. He’s made the wrong decision, however, if he decides to use the car seats, according to Liz Neblett of the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration. In addition to today’s stricter standards, “The Juvenile Product Manufacturers Association recommends that seats not be used after six years, and some manufacturers have adopted a five-year standard because of the possible degradation of material,” she says.

Don’t be swayed by the argument that an inferior car seat is preferable to none, either: “There are organizations in almost every state that make seats available free or at reduced prices to those who truly can’t afford them,” says Neblett.

Certainly, as standards are upgraded for various products, we needn’t discard all of our old stuff. For example, you might ethically sell a used car that lacks air bags. But in this case the NHTSA’s position is wise, car seats being relatively inexpensive and children relatively fragile.

WHAT A TANGLED WEB SITE WE WEAVE …

Many Web sites require you to register to gain access, the equivalent of being asked to produce ID and a personal history to walk into Macy’s. Sometimes I give false or partial replies on their surveys. They get some data (but not private info) for their database, and I get to cyber-window-shop in peace and anonymity. Sound fair?

—A.M., TEL AVIV, ISRAEL

It’s fine to omit personal information, not fine to lie. Fortunately, there is a technical solution. While many boxes on these questionnaires must be filled in before you gain access to the site, this can be done in a variety of ways. Rather than insert a fake address, for example, type in your protest: “This question is intrusive.” You’ll gain access to the site, and the proprietor will understand your objection and have a chance to change his ways.

Of course, you always have the option of not visiting a Web site that you think is making impertinent demands. Incidentally, your Macy’s/Web site analogy is an imperfect one. On the Internet, no one sprays you with perfume samples; Web technology is, mercifully, in its infancy.

CARD SHARK

After using it only twice, I lost a $15 MetroCard, which means it had 9 bus or subway rides remaining. My brother is a student and is given a free unlimited-use MetroCard. Notwithstanding that it is illegal, would my personal ethics be compromised by using his card nine times, just for the rides I’ve already paid for?

—MORRIS GINDI, BROOKLYN, NEW YORK

If it were just a matter of your personal ethics, you’d be in the clear. By finagling only those nine rides for which you’d paid, you’d not put the scales of subway justice out of balance. But there’s more to it than that.

Part of what makes civility possible is a sense that one is part of a community of honest people. Your proposed act of petty deception would undermine that sense, much as the spectacle of turnstile jumpers discourages other riders from paying their fare. (Unless, of course, you pass out handbills to bystanders explaining about your lost MetroCard.) Were there an open unattended gate and no witnesses, you might slip in nine times. But I doubt that a transit cop would be impressed with this reasoning.

There is another problem with your plan: It drags your brother’s innocent student pass into a web of deceit; if you get caught, it’s that pass that’ll have its picture plastered across the front page, shaming it in front of all the decent honorable passes. While you’re certainly entitled to the nine rides you paid for, you’re not entitled to commit fraud to get them. Or to hire a steel band to distract passersby while you limbo under the turnstile.

One way to think about it is this: Is the MetroCard analogous to a train ticket or a dollar bill? To me the distinction has more to do with behavior. If your MetroCard is truly lost, i.e., not likely to be used by another, then the train ticket analogy seems superior; if it is likely to be used by another, then I’d go with the dollar bill model. My experience with lost objects leads me to prefer the former. (I know my card is around the house someplace!) A ticket is only an enforcement mechanism to ensure that we pay our fare. Thus, it hardly seems unethical for you to take the rides you paid for if there were a way for you to do so without committing other transgressions (which, alas, there may not be).

Losing things is not a moral failing; if there’s a way to soften the blow, that’s all to the good.

Keep It Real Estate

CO-OP COP

I am a member of my co-op board. A prospective buyer’s tax return showed that she had deducted the entire cost of her Ivy League MBA, a clear violation of the tax laws. I am appalled by her deceit and wonder if it is a legitimate reason to reject her application. Should I report her to the IRS?

—ANONYMOUS, NEW YORK CITY

You should neither reject her application nor report her to the IRS, at least not based on what you’ve described. You have no idea if her deduction was deceitful or an honest error—or if, indeed, it was an error at all. “If education or training is undertaken to qualify you for a new profession, it is not deductible,” says Curtis Arluck, a partner in the accounting firm Weikart Tax Associates. “But if it’s further training within your field, it may be deductible.” Either way, the case should be settled by the IRS, not a co-op board. And the IRS has every opportunity to do so if it wishes: The woman declared her tuition on her tax forms, after all.

While you have a legitimate interest in assessing a prospective buyer’s financial strength, you should use each applicant’s private information for that purpose only, not to snare tax cheats or otherwise clean up Dodge City. Unless you learn that an applicant is engaged in a serious and ongoing crime—a string of grisly murders, say, or touring with ’N Sync—then you must respect her privacy.

PSYCHICS DOWNSTAIRS

Our landlady decided to sell our apartment, and people have started coming over to see it. A storefront in our building is owned by a family of psychics, who blast music at all hours, yell at one another a lot, and are completely unreasonable if anyone complains. My husband insists that we have a duty to inform potential buyers of this nuisance. Not wanting to anger our landlady, I wonder if we should say something only if asked about problems. What do you think?

—E.T., BROOKLYN, NEW YORK

It sounds to me (over the yelling from downstairs) that we’ve entered Golden Rule territory. If you were the potential buyer, surely you’d want to know all you could about the building. While your landlady, as the person actually selling the apartment, has a greater ethical obligation than you in this case, you ought not be a party to deception. And so, while you don’t want to make the place harder to sell, thereby making life more difficult for your landlady, you should not cover up a serious problem.

This means you should not wait passively for the buyer to pose a specific question about every possible exigency. If, for example, he wonders about vermin, he need not inquire about each mouse by name. Instead, you should voluntarily tell him how much you’ve enjoyed living in your apartment, despite some drawbacks, preceding your account of the psychics with this tactful phrase: “As I’m sure our landlady mentioned …”

And by the way, with psychics right downstairs, why are you seeking advice from me?

FREE SKI

Telemarketers offered us a free weekend at a fabulous ski resort if we attend a one-hour sales presentation. I’d love to go, but my husband thinks it would be unethical since we have absolutely no intention of purchasing a time share. What do you say?

—CAROLYN THORNBURROW, KINGSTON, ONTARIO

I say go. You’re not misleading the telemarketers: They asked you to take a certain action, not to have a particular attitude. And you may not be as adamant as you think. Your feelings may shift once you savor the sight of the pine trees and the scent of the skiers. (Or have I got that jumbled?) That’s why the telemarketers want to get you there.

To ease your conscience, when you call for a reservation share your feelings and let them decide if they want you. I suspect they’ll be undeterred by your declared immunity to their fabulous time-share opportunity.

A note of caution: Many telemarketers believe if they can just get you there, in range of their glib line of patter and twinkly blue eyes, they can have their way with you. Or maybe they say that about the young Paul Newman. But either way, don’t be so certain you’re immune to their marketing charms. Your free ski weekend could turn out to be a very expensive vacation indeed.

Arguing with The Ethicist

AIRLINE SEAT

On a recent airline flight, I had eased my seat down when the hulking guy behind me shouted, “Hey, it’s tight back here” and ordered me to return to upright. When I wouldn’t, he actually kicked my seat back in place. Worse, when I called the flight attendant, all she did was harrumph, “Miss, I do think you should put your seat up.” The guy in front of me had his seat back, so I would have been forced into a cramped little rhomboid had I complied. What should I have done?

—K.R., NEW YORK CITY

You should have held your tiny ground. When you buy an airline ticket, you purchase more than a chance to re-create the confinement of a galley slave on a Greek trireme at the Battle of Salamis. You rent a slender swath of space, both vertical and inclined those few, almost imperceptible, degrees.

Of course, if you can, accommodate the passenger behind you. That’s a courteous thing to do, but it is not an obligation. And it is certainly not a courtesy he may demand pedally.

Next time it happens, ask the flight attendant if she can move you to another seat, or the obnoxious guy behind you to cargo.

DAVID OWENS ARGUES:

As a six-foot five-inch frequent traveler of over twenty years, I beg to differ. Nowhere on my tickets has it ever said the passenger in front of me can put his/her seat back, thereby removing 10 percent or so of my space. When I squeeze into a typical coach seat, my knees are literally jammed into the seat in front of me. It’s usually so tight, I remove the in-flight magazine for an extra quarter inch. I’ve had many an encounter with passengers in front attempting to recline their seat, only to be met by my kneecap. Reclining of one’s seat requires the concurrence of the person behind you!!

I REPLY:

I sympathize with your suffering, but the party who inflicted it on you is the airline, and it is to them you should complain, rather than attempt to gain more space at the expense of the passenger in front of you. The size of airline seats is not an immutable law of nature; it is a deliberate choice by the airlines, willing to trade your comfort for their profit. Rather than fighting for crumbs with the passenger in front of you, I encourage you to write a fierce letter to the airline.

RICHARD MERSON DEMURS:

The consensus among travelers is that reclining a seat is RUDE—with the exception of early-morning or late-night flights when the seat is reclined to enable the passenger to rest more comfortably.

I REPLY:

I’m curious about your assertion that yours is the consensus view. It is obviously not the view of K.R. Is there someplace I might read the study that backs this up?

A.S. WARINNER PROPOSES A TECHNOLOGICAL SOLUTION:

The suggestion has been made, which is a long way from gathering steam, that airline seats be modified or come equipped with an enabling button on the back that can be used by the passenger sitting behind to limit the reclining travel of the forward seat when both are occupied.

I REPLY:

An interesting idea. But how about the suggestion that the airlines might actually provide a humane amount of room? Why should passengers be so docile in their dealings with the real source of their misery, and so fierce in battling one another?

A FINAL THOUGHT:

Nearly all the men who wrote in—many of whom noted their height—argued that K.R. ought to have remained in a locked and upright position. The few women who wrote defended K.R. against her neighbor’s bullying. K.R. is herself a woman. Gender plays its part here, not just in the size of the passenger, but in her vulnerability to bullying and his sense of entitlement.

DO YOUR BIDDING

At an annual charity quilt auction for a Mennonite camping association, prices were running lower than usual, so I bid up the price on a quilt I didn’t want but could see that another guy really wanted. Eventually, he got his quilt and the camp got some extra money. But was I wrong to cause him to spend more than he otherwise would have?

—ANONYMOUS, COPENHAGEN, NEW YORK

You did nothing wrong. Indeed, you abetted the mission of the event, which was to attract charitable contributions, not just bargain hunters.

Unlike auction scams where a dealer’s shills bid up a price, you’d have had to pay for the quilt had your bid prevailed. That is, you would have had to take responsibility for your actions, one aspect of ethical behavior. In addition, the other guy was free to drop out at any time. While your motives were different from his—philanthropic rather than acquisitive—there was no deceit, no compulsion, and no impropriety.

A READER BEGS TO DIFFER:

A bid means you want the object. If you do not want the object and bid on it, you are telling a lie. In this case, The Ethicist is saying “the end justifies the means.”

I REPLY:

A bid is a promise to pay, and he’d have kept that promise. Not dishonest in the least.

LEONARD BERKOWITZ ARGUES:

A shill is a shill. Despite the fact that Anonymous risked actually buying the quilt that he bid up in price, the action was not philanthropic but deceitful. He gave no money from this transaction to the cause. Bidders at charity auctions, probably not experienced in the ways of big-time auctions, expect a level playing field.

I REPLY:

In an auction-house fraud, the shill is not really bidding at all. He is an agent of the auction house and, if his bid prevails, no money changes hands; the item simply goes back into inventory. Our guy is not a shill; he’s an authentic bidder. If his bid prevails, as it well may, he’s bought himself a quilt. Both bidders are doing the same thing—bidding on a quilt—albeit with different motives. You might not like his motives, but I’m not so sure they’re relevant. It is his actions we must judge, and they strike me as reasonable and honest.

MP3

I am a college student who listens to music I download from the Internet. This is probably illegal and in a sense it is stealing. However, I do not want to buy CDs just to listen to one or two songs. Can I continue to do it, just as many ethical people jaywalk? Or is this akin to walking into a store and stealing something?

—ANONYMOUS, NEW JERSEY

To download music from the Net illegally is theft, depriving songwriters, performers, and record companies of payment for their work. It is not so iniquitous as tossing a canvas sack over Elton John’s head and swatting him with a stick until he sings “Candle in the Wind” (or stops singing it, depending on your taste), but it is dishonest, and you should not do it.

Your temptation is understandable. In a perverse kind of social progress, the Internet makes it easy to steal songs right in your own home while you’re still in your pajamas. You might almost make a case that it is unethical of Napster, say, to tantalize honest music lovers beyond human endurance. This is a ticklish line of reasoning, however; perilously close to blaming the victim. That is, even if I sashay around town in a sport coat made of hundred-dollar bills, your robbing me is unethical. Unethical, but understandable.

Yours is an intriguing sort of mischief, less likely to be deterred by calls for individual rectitude than by technological innovation. What stops many people from photocopying a book and giving it to a pal is not integrity but logistics; it’s easier and inexpensive to buy your friend a paperback copy. Similarly, technologies will soon be in place to encrypt music so it can’t easily be stolen and that make it convenient to pay for just the songs you want.

“There will be all kinds of new ways to legally download music—by single cut or for a limited number of plays or for a limited amount of time,” Marc Morgenstern has told me. He runs new media activities for ASCAP, an organization that protects songwriters’ rights and collects their royalties. “We’re going on the assumption that people want to be good, and we’re looking for ways to help make it easy for them to do the right thing.”

In fact, ASCAP seems less interested in helping people be good than in making it impossible for them to be bad. But if their system means that songwriters can make a living and college students can walk in the sun once again, that’s not such a terrible thing.

SIVA VAIDHYANATHAN, DEPARTMENT OF CULTURE AND COMMUNICATION AT NEW YORK UNIVERSITY, MAKES THE COUNTERARGUMENT:

You should not rely on the testimony of interested parties such as ASCAP when determining the terms of your ethical calculus. Contrary to conventional wisdom (and the efforts of media companies), copyright is not property. It’s the result of a complex series of deals that publishers have made with the American people over the past 210 years. We allow them to set monopoly prices and create false scarcity for a product for limited purposes and limited times. This creates an economic incentive to publish that might not exist under perfect competition. This is very different from property. Copyright is a state-granted limited monopoly.

When I was fourteen years old, a friend played for me his copy of The Clash’s album London Calling. I loved it. I put a tape in his deck and recorded it. I listened to it for about a year. When I turned fifteen, I earned a bit more money. So I bought the album and recorded over my tape. Is this theft? Is it unethical?

I REPLY:

If you phrase your argument as impoverished young hipster versus bloated parasitical record company weasel, well, it’s hard for me to type with my eyes so clouded with tears. But if you acknowledge that the music you’re downloading is by the very emerging and cutting-edge artist you champion, it looks a little different. It may indeed be in their interest to have you do so, but that’s their decision, not yours.

SIVA SAYS:

When Sheryl Crow released her second album, many of the cuts received substantial airplay on FM radio and VH1. I liked all the songs I heard and enjoyed hearing them for free. I even turned up the volume when they came on. But I never bought the CD. I enjoyed the music enough for free, and felt no urge to pay eighteen dollars for them. This is private, noncommercial use. I paid nothing. Is this theft? Is it unethical?

What is the practical difference between listening to downloaded music in the privacy of my apartment and listening to broadcast music in the privacy of my car?

I REPLY:

Here’s the difference: The band gives its permission for the airplay (indeed, their record company has no doubt sent a CD to the station, which in 1957 would have been accompanied by a delightful bribe. Nothing says “play my song” like a thick slab of untraceable cash), but they’ve not given you permission to download. I’m a big big fan of the artist having control over his work. If he wants to give it away, fine. Quibble all you want about the word, but when you take someone’s work without his permission, stealing seems a serviceable term.

I see all this from a slightly different perspective. The history of popular culture is a continuous struggle on the artist’s part not to get robbed. As I’m sure you know, R&B artists in particular were generally shafted by their record companies. And it took a series of painful strikes before scriptwriters won royalties for their work. It seems to me that what MP3 does is democratize the ability to rip off an artist. And what’s particularly galling is that you not only want to do it, you want to be praised as a social progressive when you do.

SIVA GETS THE LAST WORD:

I do not mean to glorify or even encourage the further exploitation of artists by anyone—consumer or corporation. What I meant to do with my examples was to complicate your analysis. You believe that ASCAP still defends the mythical artist. It was started for that purpose, but it in fact defends the established artist and taxes the emerging artist.

MP3 democratizes many things. But it is a mistake to see the rise of tech and its use by young people as exclusively exploitational. As I said, it depends on the use, extent, and context. It is a mistake to assume that the potential for mass piracy equals the existence of mass piracy. Again, there is no evidence that MP3 actually hurts artists in any tangible way. No one can deny the potential to hurt artists. But piracy is already actionable and unethical, as it should be.

LADIES’ NIGHT

Yesterday we were walking in Park Slope and noticed an unusual sign in the window of a kids’ clothing and toy store: “Lesbian Moms, 10% Off.” Is this sort of discount ethical (not to mention legal)? I can’t imagine a store boasting a sign stating “White People, 10% Off,” for example. This line of thinking started my friends and me wondering about those “Ladies’ Night” discounts offered by some bars. Are they ethical?

—GINA D., MANHATTAN

By filing complaints against Ladies’ Nights with the D.C. Office of Human Rights, John Banzhaf, a law professor at George Washington University, and his students forced several bars to abandon this practice. But while this argument is right on the law, it’s wrong in the heart. Of all the places to demand strict economic equality, it would be cold and unfeeling to start, say, at the movie theater box office. Pay up, Granny! And you, too, little baby! You infants and oldsters have had a free—or at least moderately discounted—ride for too long.

Equal pricing is fair only in a world of equal paychecks. If women earn less than men, why not offer them nickel beer? If lesbian moms are hard pressed in other ways, what’s the harm in giving them a break here? While these pricing policies are certainly not meant as economic justice, they do provide a kind of unintended compensation.

Professor Banzhaf and his team were on stronger ethical ground when they filed suits against the all-male Metropolitan and Cosmos clubs, and when they forced dry cleaners to charge women the same price as men are charged for cleaning shirts. The former was an egregious policy of segregation, the latter a failure of the law to recognize the decline of the elaborately pleated blouse. But courtship and mating—and surely that is at the heart of Ladies’ Nights—are different.

The ethics of such policies must be judged by the actual effect they have on the society and not only by their adherence to abstract legal principles. Ladies’ Nights subsidize a supply of amorous tipsy women to attract thirsty and infatuated men. If the result is sociability, flirtation, and an increase in the supply of human happiness, drink up. If the result is drunkenness, despair, and grim misalliances, it is not just the pricing policy that discredits this institution.

SHERI WEINSTEIN SAYS:

Ladies’ Nights have NOTHING to do with reparations for unequal pay. If anything, they work to ensure age-old strategies for male privilege and advantage. Ladies’ Night is based on the premises that women need to be lured to a bar, and don’t “naturally” enjoy drinking as much as men do; a bar without women is useless; the drunker the women, the more fun for the men.

And have you noticed that any and every bar advertising Ladies’ Nights is invariably a cheesy, meat-market, Jell-O-shot, wet-T-shirt-contest bar? I challenge you to show me a jazz club, a comfortable cigar bar, or a place for people over thirty (the age at which society begins to deem most women no longer sexy, or “bar worthy”) that advertises Ladies’ Night.

I REPLY:

Yours is a good point, and it is just the argument Banzhaf made (successfully) in his D.C. lawsuit. But while the intent of Ladies’ Nights is certainly not reparations, the effect may be. And while gender (or age) discrimination is unsupportable, I don’t have it in me to begin my social reforms by taking away my grandmother’s movie discount or my sister’s nickel beer.

The atmosphere in the bars you describe seems more a matter of taste, age, and social class than social justice, although I’m afraid I’m baffled by the phrase “comfortable cigar bar.” I keep picturing Donald Trump and hideous respiratory diseases. But romance is such a personal thing.

SHERI WEINSTEIN COUNTERS:

Your grandmother does not get a movie discount because she is female, but because she is elderly. Your sister does not get beer for a nickel in bars that aren’t based on a theory that drinking women need to be bribed, seduced, and patronized. But here’s an idea: Why not have women carry a general “gender card” around with them? It should, according to your argument, be good at restaurants, dry cleaners, and especially be good at getting women’s clothing and haircuts down to the prices of men’s.

I REPLY:

My point is that we ought not begin by leveling down, i.e., by removing these petty forms of discrimination that if anything benefit the disadvantaged group, albeit in small ways; rather we should turn our attention to genuine social reform.

I love your idea of the gender card as long as it can be expanded, through an elegant and refined set of computations, to include more members of the society: The more disadvantaged you’ve been, the less you pay for a haircut. It seems a lot better than the current system of tax breaks for millionaires and free parking for celebrities, all glossed over with a veneer of pseudoequality that enables both Bill Gates and my hypothetical granny to pay the same ten dollars (oh yes! It’s New York) for a movie.

Postscripts

MICROSOFT REBATE

Microsoft recently offered a $400 rebate to people who bought a computer and subscribed to its on-line service. To comply with a state law, the company added a clause about California consumers being able to cancel the service anytime. Many people took the rebate and immediately canceled the service, pocketing $400. Since Microsoft must have anticipated that some people would do this, is it unethical?

—T.J., CALIFORNIA

If you signed up for Microsoft’s on-line service intending to use it but then canceled because you were dissatisfied, enjoy your $400. But if you signed up only to cadge a rebate, never intending to use the service, then you have behaved badly. That Microsoft anticipated this sort of thing doesn’t alter the equation. Banks anticipate getting robbed, and so they install big, heavy vaults; that doesn’t make robbery acceptable. Foreseeing crime, I stuff mousetraps into my pockets, but that doesn’t make pickpocketing okay, and now I stink of cheese.

I reach this conclusion reluctantly, because if the tables were turned and you offered a $400 rebate to Bill Gates, there’s every reason to believe he would take it, and your car, and your house, and your immortal soul. At least that’s the impression one forms from the government’s investigation of Microsoft’s business practices.

Full disclosure: For several years I regularly wrote for Slate, an online magazine that is owned by Microsoft. But then again, what isn’t?

T.J. FOLLOWS UP:

I did take your advice and promptly returned the DVD player I received for free, courtesy of Microsoft, as I never intended to subscribe to MSN. Your amusing advice only made me a stronger believer of what I knew in my gut to be right anyway.

On a side note, Microsoft was notified by the State of California a few days after their rebate news spread that they had misinterpreted California law. Originally they had allowed customers to buy, then cancel, an MSN subscription but keep the rebate, thinking this was required by law. In fact, they can require that a customer purchase something non-cancelable (the MSN subscription in this case) in order to receive a rebate. By the time they pulled the rebate promotion, most of the damage had been done: Thousands of customers had received millions of dollars’ of merchandise with the rebates, and immediately canceled their MSN subscription. Microsoft said they believed most people would not take advantage of them. Clearly, they didn’t anticipate how enticing such a loophole can be to people. You were right to say that it is unfair, even for Microsoft, to be taken advantage of in this manner.

SNEAKY SENIOR DISCOUNTS

My friend and I buy senior tickets through Moviefone, which does not define “senior.” The theaters we attend offer lower prices to those over 62; we are both 55. However, we are members of AARP, which you can join at 50, so by that measure, we are seniors. The ticket takers never notice the type of ticket, and given how outrageous movie prices have become, is what we are doing unethical?

—J.N., QUEENS, NEW YORK

I’m afraid that what you’re doing is indeed unethical. You’re going to the movies on tickets to which you’re not entitled. Your saying AARP defines senior as fifty years old is beside the point. I define senior as “anyone older than me,” but that has little clout at the box office. The movie theater is entitled to set its own prices. And while tickets are indeed expensive, so are beachfront houses on Cape Cod, and you don’t get to work a little fiddle to get yourself one of those either, which is too bad, because I love the beach. Furthermore, while a ticket taker may be inattentive, that does not mean you get to slip her an unauthorized ticket or swipe her wallet. Much that is possible remains, alas, unethical.

J.N. FOLLOWS UP:

I did not take your advice with regard to the senior tickets. My friend and I still do it, although I perhaps feel a bit more guilty about it (she doesn’t at all) once I received your opinion on the subject. On the other hand, I wouldn’t be seeing a lot of those movies in the theaters if I were to pay full price, so at least the theaters get some business from me. As far as the theaters are concerned, I have not polled them to ascertain their thoughts on the subject.
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