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Introductory Memo

A Note to Our Suppliers in the US and the UK: Support Philosophy, It Uses Lots of Paper!

To: Wernham-Hogg, UK and Dunder-Mifflin, USA

From: J. Jeremy Wisnewski, philosophy enthusiast and paper

connoisseur RE: The importance of philosophy (for paper companies)

I have a business proposition for you. From a paper production and consumption standpoint, it makes oodles of business sense, as I’m sure you will see. I am part of an enterprise that requires ample use of paper: we write and revise, speak and argue, and then revise again. The only thing we actually need to complete our work is paper, something to write with, and a trash can (and some in my line of work don’t even bother with the trash can). We are thinkers, and because writing is a form of thinking, we are writers. And we use paper. Paper, gentlemen.

And so we need you. But you need us too! Philosophy is important. It refuses to let us rest our minds with comfortable conclusions or flaccid, empty ideas. It acts as a constant impetus to revisit our views, and to take seriously our own fallibility. But we matter to you guys more directly, too. You see, most of what gets said in the name of philosophy is incomplete, and a lot of it is just not right—it is incredibly interesting, and it is even important, but it just isn’t right. And so we keep writing and thinking, and we keep using more paper. More paper, gentleman. More paper.

We’ve been doing this for two and a half millennia, and I don’t envision it ending anytime soon. And that spells continuous investigation, and more paper than even you can imagine. Even when we think we’ve nailed something down—perhaps something about the nature of knowledge, or value, or self-deception—there will always be clarifications that need to be made, criticisms that need to be met, and additional questions to be considered. And besides, there will always be some schmoe who will claim that what we’ve said is wrong, or misses the point, or doesn’t go far enough, or is nonsense, or trivial, or something else.

So philosophy will always need paper. We can support your offices. I ask in return that you also support ours. In the following pages you will find some of the things we do, and I hope you will agree that, even if we aren’t coming up with final answers, we are nevertheless doing something of great importance—we are exercising our minds, exploring assumptions, and doing our best not to let dogma get in the way of what matters. And we’re using paper to do it. Paper, gentleman.

We will be there for you great paper companies. And perhaps you could even learn something about the workings of your own organizations from what we have to say here. Perhaps, Michael and David, you’ll even learn something about yourselves in the process. And paper will be there. Paper.

Spread the word about philosophy, boys! It’s the key to the future of paper, and maybe even to the future of civilization. And if you don’t buy that, at least think of all the philosophers who need employment! Are either of your guys hiring, by the way?





A Note to Bitter Brits and Confused Americans …

Some of you are unhappy, and others are confused. The bitter Brits are clenching this book tightly, wondering why there are so many chapters on the American version of The Office, when the British version was what started it all. These Anglophiles are grinding their teeth and shaking their fists. “The British version,” they are thinking, “is the superior version of the show, not some cheap knock-off. The book should have been only on the British version of the show!” And then there are the confused Americans, puzzling over some of the chapter titles, wondering “Who is this David Brent, and what’s he got to do with The Office?” You see, they didn’t even know there was a British version of the show.

Bitter Brits, meet Confused Americans. Confused Americans, meet Bitter Brits.

There will be no placating some of the Brits, and no clarifying things to some of the confused Americans. It’s true, The Office did originate in Britain, and the British version is excellent in every respect. But it’s also true that the American version now has a life of its own—it isn’t a cheap knock-off. And, for you Anglophiles out there, I want to remind you that Ricky Gervais (co-creator of the show, with Stephen Merchant, for any confused Americans not familiar with the name) has done some writing for the American Office, and is routinely credited as a producer. So pooey on your elitist cynicism! If Ricky Gervais approves of the show, so can you! This book is dedicated to doing philosophy on both sides of the Atlantic, in Slough and in Scranton.

And besides, we love both versions of the show enough to spend a good deal of time investigating them carefully and critically. The same can’t be said for every version of The Office. We make no mention (other than the one coming up) of the French knock-off (Le Bureau), the German knock-off (Stromberg), or the French-Canadian one (La Job). If you Brits think you’re angry, you should see the rest of the world!





The Dundies: Some Awards for Making this Book Possible

Paper, I love thee. Without you, where would I be? From birth certificates to parking citations, you allow me to organize my life. Without you, I would have no grocery list, no “to-do” list—probably no lists of any kind. For this, you deserve the most prestigious of the Dundies: the Michael Scott Award. You make things happen. Admittedly, they’re not always the greatest things—I could do without death certificates and notices of eviction—and they’re never entirely rational, but you do get things going …

Scrantonicity kept me pumped while working on this book. Kevin’s drumming and vocals are superb, and the cover songs the band does are incredibly well executed. If ever I’m in the Scranton area, in need of some live music, you can bet I’ll be hiring Scrantonicity. And you should too! (Call 555–Rock, or just look up Kevin in the local phone book.) For the groove and the inspiration, you guys get the Old Rocker Award. Thanks for keeping The Police alive.

I’d also like to thank everyone who wrote for this book. You guys have produced wonderful work here, and have really managed to do the show—and philosophy—justice. Working with you guys (or all but two of you, anyway!) was a real joy. For the two of you who gave me headaches, I’ve reported you to corporate, and you’ll be written up for your behavior. Unfortunately, this means absolutely nothing, as there isn’t really a corporate, and if there were, they sure as hell wouldn’t give me any power. So, really, never mind that last bit. We’ll give you guys the Philosophy Award (I’m going to stop giving out awards and just start saying thanks, I think. Clearly, my creative energies have been exhausted. And I don’t want to face the wrath of an angry Michael Scott … )

I’d like to thank my colleagues at Hartwick for talking to me about the show, and encouraging me to pursue the project in its early stages. I’d also like to thank Bill Irwin, the series editor, and Jeff Dean, of Blackwell, for their help and support in executing the project. It’s been great working with you guys. I hope you’re taking my recent proposal to branch out into the paper business seriously.

Lots of folks read parts of the book, providing comments, corrections, and criticism. Even more have talked with me about the ideas in these pages. Thanks to those students of mine who read chapters of the book—and there were lots of them. In particular, I’d like to thank Nick Forst and Meg Lonergan. Meg, who acted as my Faculty Research Assistant and deserves special thanks, is perhaps the most dedicated fan of the show in the world. She read the entire manuscript more than once, hunting down errors of all kinds, double-checking quotations and references, and being an all around delight to work with. Way to go, Sparky.

As a family guy who spends a good deal of time in the office, I also want to thank my wife, Dorothy Wisnewski, for her continued support. You’re the best thing since paper. Thank you for everything you do for me. I also want to thank Audrey Wisnewski, simply because I can. She is wonderfully capable of keeping my spirits where they should be.

Hartwick College provided me with funds to support my work on this book. I’d like to thank the institution for its generous support. I am grateful for this, and for the opportunity to work in such a nice environment. There are others I could thank, but I’ll leave it at this.

The real measure of appreciation, after all, is the Christmas bonus.





MEMO 1 PAPER THIN MORALITY





1

Screws and Nails: Paper Tigers and Moral Monsters in The Office

J. Jeremy Wisnewski

We’re Screwed

The problem with doing what’s right is simple: there are too many ways to screw it up, and usually only one way to nail it. From the moment I get up in the morning, I’m ready for something to go wrong—and I don’t have to wait long for it to happen.

The odds are just against us. Given all the things that might happen in a day (and there’s a lot that happens every day), the likelihood that those things will not involve somebody screwing up in some way are just abysmally small. Even given the number of things that I do in a day—the number of possibilities I have to choose from—the chance that I’ll pick the thing that isn’t messed up is pretty much negligible. So, I’m screwed—but so are you—and for some reason, knowing that makes me feel better. I see vindication for my view everywhere— especially in The Office. No matter how much people try to get things right, no matter what their intentions are, things are always screwed up; no one seems to nail decency.

We fail to be decent for different reasons. Philosophers generally consider three categories of moral failure: evil (wanting to do wrong), weakness of will (not being able to stop yourself from doing wrong), and ignorance (not knowing that what you’re doing is wrong). Knowing the ways we mess up, philosophers often contend, might help us limit our propensity to screw things up so completely.

But there’s an important category of moral failure missing from this list—one that The Office helps us see clearly. This is the category of moral blindness. Even when we want to do what’s right, and know what rules we should follow, and have the strength of will to follow these rules, we still botch things up in tremendous ways. My solitary piece of evidence for this category of moral failure is found in one place: the manager’s office at Dunder-Mifflin, and his name is Michael Scott.

Getting to Know Yourself: Some Species of Moral Failure

The rather despairing view of our daily lives that I’ve been painting (we’ll call it the “we’re screwed view”) has prompted some great work in moral philosophy—the branch of philosophy that is fundamentally concerned with the nature of right and wrong, good and evil, and with our capacity to engage in one sort of action rather than another. Indeed, our most famous moral theories are dedicated to telling us what we can do to guarantee that we won’t screw things up.1 Plato (c. 427–347 BCE), for example, thought that all moral failure was the result of ignorance. The reason people fail to do what’s right is just that they do not know what’s right. Once you know what the right thing to do is, you can’t help but do it.

Other philosophers have taken darker views of human motivation, recognizing that some people are just downright malicious. No amount of moral education will ever enable such people to do the right thing. There are a couple prime candidates for this kind of moral failure in The Office: Creed and Andy. Creed is routinely weird, but he’s also often surprisingly creepy, and sometimes in a downright malicious way. When Pam begins to dress less conservatively in the office, for instance, Creed loiters at her desk, staring at her chest for several moments. Pam is obviously distressed by Creed’s lustful looks, and she asks him to go back to his desk. He ignores her request, continues to ogle her breasts, and says “in a minute …” (“The Coup”).

In certain respects, Stamford’s Andy is even worse. It’s Andy, after all, who essentially engineers Dwight’s short-lived departure from the office. After botching up a sales call, Andy continues an attempt to convince Michael that Dwight is utterly worthless:

Andy: So sorry man. I really screwed that up.

Michael: Oh, don’t worry about it.

Andy: I really Schruted it.

Michael: What?

Andy: I Schruted it. It’s just this thing people say around your office all the time, like when you really screw things up in a really irreversible way: you Schruted it. I don’t know where it comes from though. Think it comes from Dwight Schrute?

Michael: I dunno. Who knows how words are formed … (“Traveling Salesmen”)

Earlier in the same episode, Andy had compared the staff to the “Superfriends,” insisting that in this regard Dwight was the odd man out: “It’s like everyone has their own special skill, you know, just like the superfriends … except for Dwight, who’s more of a super dud. I mean, he’d be a superfriend if there was a superfriend whose superpower was always being late.”

When these first efforts at bad-mouthing Dwight fail to get Michael’s attention, Andy ups the ante: he breaks into Dwight’s car, looking for something he can use against Dwight. He finds a receipt from a New York City toll booth, and uses this to convince Michael that Dwight is attempting another coup. This is obvious malicious self-service: Andy wants Michael’s affection to further his own career, and wants to ruin Dwight because Dwight stands in his way (and, well, because he’s Dwight).

Fortunately for us, malice is not the most common cause of inappropriate action. Much more common is our inability to refrain from acting on our desires. The term philosophers often use for such weakness of will is akrasia: when one’s desires overpower one’s rational decision-making. The Office is bubbling with akrasia—it occurs here and there in most of the characters on the show. Some of the more striking examples of this are Jan’s consistent giving in to her desires for Michael. She admits that he’s bad for her, that there’s something idiotic about him—but she nevertheless goes home with him time and again, reason be damned. (Eventually, of course, Jan decides to simply stop fighting her irrational and self-destructive desires for Michael, on the advice of her therapist.)

Meredith is an even more striking example of akratic action. Despite a decision to be done with alcohol, she repeatedly comes back to it. As the office is spring cleaning, for instance, we see her throwing out an empty bottle of vodka that she had been keeping in her desk (“The Secret”). Likewise, when alcohol is brought to an office party, she quickly gives in to her temptations, despite her decision to stay on the wagon.

The last of the common trio of moral failure is ignorance. Sometimes we fail morally because we just don’t know what the right thing to do is, either because we don’t have all the information, or because we don’t know the relevant moral principles. We see this kind of moral failure in “Christmas Party,” when Pam chooses to take a video iPod from Michael instead of Jim’s heartfelt gift (a teapot full of personal affects, intended only for Pam). Pam isn’t malicious. She has no desire to hurt Jim. Likewise, she’s not just giving in to her desire for a video iPod, despite Jim’s feelings. Rather, she doesn’t know how much Jim has put into his gift for her, and so she initially opts not to take it. The key evidence that Pam’s failure is ignorance, of course, is that she trades Dwight her iPod for the teapot as soon as she realizes what’s going on. In any instance where new knowledge will change one’s behavior substantially, it’s likely that the cause of one’s moral failure is ignorance.

But the really interesting examples of moral failure—from my philosophical vantage point, at any rate—are not when we are evil, or when we give in to our desires, or even when we are ignorant of all the facts, or of the relevant moral rules. The really fascinating moral failures are failures to see that there is even a moral issue at stake.2 It is this kind of failure, I contend, that we see in Michael Scott.

Knowing But Not Seeing

Does Michael understand what it means to be offensive? In one respect, the answer must be “no.” Everyone who has even casually watched The Office will be quick to recognize that Michael is a master of the art of unintentional offense. But why is this so? Is it simply that no one has taught Michael what’s offensive, or is it something deeper? I’ll call this one like I see it: no number of rules will ever help Michael. The problem isn’t failing to know the rules. The problem is a failure to see when the rules are relevant.3

Deciding what Michael’s problem is turns out to be a thorny task. In many cases, he really seems just plain ignorant: he doesn’t seem to know what’s going on, or what he’s saying, or how it relates to other things in the world. When Michael decides to run his own diversity day, for example, he immediately kicks Toby out of the meeting for making a joke. “This is an environment of welcoming, so you should just get the hell out of here!” (“Diversity Day”). It’s as though there is a short-circuit between the words Michael utters and his ability to comprehend those words—after all, one doesn’t need a PhD in philosophy to recognize that kicking someone out of a welcoming environment is contradictory! A welcoming environment is one where you welcome people!

In other contexts, Michael attempts to justify his actions by analogy —by relating what a decent person would do in other contexts. Once again, he seems oblivious to what a decent person would do. In these situations, it looks like Michael is ignorant of the rules of the moral life. In trying to justify his email forwards to his employees, Michael claims that he doesn’t come up with these jokes. He just delivers them, and “you wouldn’t arrest a guy who was just delivering drugs from one guy to another” (“Sexual Harassment”). When Toby tells him he shouldn’t send out inappropriate jokes, regardless of their source, Michael replies that “there’s no such thing as an appropriate joke. That’s why it’s a joke.” When Jan tells Michael that there will be downsizing, Michael doesn’t see the point of letting the gang know about the possibility of losing their jobs. “As a doctor, you would not tell a patient if they had cancer” (“Pilot”). Things only get worse when Michael has people wear tags with particular races on them to encourage awareness of diversity (“Diversity Day”). Michael wears a tag that says “Martin Luther King, Jr.,” apparently not recognizing the difference between a person and a race. Michael explains why he has not included some groups among those named: it would be “explosive” to include Arabs in a diversity exercise, “no pun intended … [pauses] … Maybe next year. The ball’s in their court.” In attempting to encourage awareness of diversity, Michael brazenly invokes the very stereotypes he supposedly wants to overcome.

Episodes like this make Michael seem downright idiotic. He just doesn’t seem to know what doctors should do, or what the law says, or what races are, or even that jokes can be offensive. But, I’ll confess, I don’t think simply listing some rules would help Michael navigate the murky waters of the moral life. Michael knows plenty of rules. His problem isn’t that he can’t recite what the moral rules are. His problem is that he has no idea what they mean, or how they apply, or what the hell to do with them. As a way of dealing with diversity issues, for example, Michael’s first idea is to talk about the diverse people you might want to screw!

Michael: You know what? Here’s what we’re going to do. Why don’t we go around and everybody … everybody … say a race that you are attracted to sexually. I will go last. Go!

Dwight: I have two …

Michael: Nice.

Dwight: … white and Indian.

Although Michael quickly realizes this isn’t the best route to diversity training, his later ideas are nowhere near representative of the real issues in dealing with diversity in the workplace. Michael claims, for example, that he’s “2/15ths Native American Indian.” When Oscar says this fraction doesn’t make sense, Michael claims that it’s painful for him to talk about! He recognizes (on some level, anyway), that we should be sensitive concerning race—that we should not say things to make people of other races self-conscious, or that might lead them to suffer. This recognition of a general moral principle comes out clearly when Michael talks to Oscar about his status as a Mexican-American:

Michael: Let me ask you … is there a term besides Mexican that you prefer? Something less offensive?

Oscar: Mexican isn’t offensive.

Michael: Well, it has certain connotations …

Oscar: Like what?

Michael: Like … I don’t … I don’t know.

Oscar: [getting irritated] What connotations, Michael? You meant something.

Michael: Now remember … honesty …

Oscar: I’m just curious.

Michael: … empathy, respect …

Michael appeals to a general principle to avoid using offensive terms, but he’s got no idea what counts as offensive. He then appeals to certain virtues (honesty, empathy, and respect) while at the same time violating these very values! He cites honesty at the very moment he refuses to be honest about the connotations he thinks the term Mexican has! Indeed, the very cause of diversity training (Michael doing an offensive impersonation of Chris Rock) is totally lost on Michael. While he recognizes, in some abstract way, that diversity and tolerance are important—even essential—to the moral life, he simply does not see that his own actions might violate the respect he owes to his fellow human beings. He’s unable to take diversity training seriously, but yet he knows that diversity is important (in some sense of the term “know”). His problem results from an inability to see the morally salient features of a situation.

Thus, even though his employees were offended enough to call corporate to complain about Michael’s antics, Michael fails to recognize that he ought to be more sensitive. Instead, he mocks the very idea that he doesn’t know the importance of diversity. Reading the contract corporate forces him to sign, Michael is obviously oblivious to the issues that underlie his employees’ complaints:

I regret my actions. I regret offending my co-workers. I promise to bring my best spirit of honesty, empathy, respect and openmindedness … Openmindedness? Is that even a word? … into the workplace. In this way, I can truly be a hero. Signed … [Michael holds up the contract] “Daffy Duck” [cackles].

This is not simply a failure to know the rules. If we were to give Michael a multiple choice test on issues of diversity, he would be able to identify some core things to avoid (provided we worded the test the right way!). He would know, for example, that we should promote tolerance, that we should avoid racism, and that sexual harassment was utterly unacceptable in the office. Yet his actions show that regardless of the knowledge he has—regardless of the sentences he would affirm on our imagined multiple choice test—he suffers from a kind of moral blindness. He doesn’t see that some actions conflict with the very things that he says he values. When Michael intervenes to defend Phyllis during one of Todd Packer’s sexually explicit stories, he displays his moral blindness in classic Office style:

Michael: You know what? I love Phyllis. And you know what else? I think she is gorgeous. [kneels down beside Phyllis, wrapping his arms around her] I think she is an incredibly, incredibly attractive person. [To Phyllis] Come here. Give me a kiss. C’mon [kisses Phyllis on the cheek].

Phyllis: [smiling and laughing] Michael, come on. You don’t have to worry. I’m not … I’m not gonna report you to HR.

Michael: I’m not worried! You know what? The only thing I am worried about … is getting a boner [Phyllis looks distraught].

Michael’s heart is probably in the right place—but, as usual, his mouth is not. In trying to defuse a pending sexual harassment issue, Michael actually engages in sexual harassment. He is utterly blind to the offense (and disgust) his action causes Phyllis, while also being fully aware of the rule that sexual harassment is morally reprehensible.

In another case, Michael is explaining to Ryan (who’s having his first day at Dunder-Mifflin) that he is a friend first, a boss second, and an entertainer third. He then calls Pam in, presumably to reveal what a fun-loving guy he is. The conversation is unforgettable:

Michael [to Pam]: As you know, there’s going to be downsizing, and you have made my life so much easier in that I am going to have to let you go first.

Pam [shocked]: What? Why?

Michael: Why? Well, theft. And stealing.

Pam: What am I supposed to have stolen?

Michael: Post-It Notes.

Pam: Post-It Notes? What are those worth, like 50 cents?

Michael: Yeah. If you stole 1000 Post-It Notes at 50 cents then you’ve made a profit … margin. You’re going to run us out of business Pam.

Pam: Are you serious?

Michael: Yeah. I am.

Pam: Oh, wow … I can’t believe this. I mean, I’ve never even stolen so much as a paper clip and now you’re firing me.

Michael: But the best thing is … uh … we’re not going to have to give you any severance pay because [puts hand over mouth to cover any smile] that’s gross misconduct and, uh … just clean out your desk. I’m sorry.

[Pam covers her eyes and begins to cry]

Michael [now smiling]: You’ve been x’d punk! Surprise! It’s a joke. We were joking around. Ok. He was in on it. He was my accomplice [pointing to Ryan, who shakes his head no]. It’s kind of a morale-boosting thing … and we were showing the new guy around … kinda, kinda giving him a feel of the place. Wow! We totally got you!

Pam [in tears]: You’re a jerk!

Michael: Uh … I don’t know about that.

[Pam leaves. Michael looks awkwardly at a fax Pam brought in, then tries to get Ryan to look at it. Ryan refuses.]

A friend first indeed! It is his blindness to what matters morally in concrete situations that leads him to fail (morally speaking) again and again. When he orders lunch at Hooters, for example, he says “I will have the chicken breast, hold the chicken” (“The Secret”). He is utterly incapable of keeping Jim’s secret, blurting out Jim’s affection for Pam. When he wants to engage in conflict resolution in the office, he tells Toby (probably the nicest guy in the office) that he’s in no position to resolve conflicts: “What do you know about conflict resolution? Your answer to everything is ‘get divorced’” (“Conflict Resolution”). And the list goes on.4

A Few Cases of Getting Things Right: Getting Unscrewed

But Michael has his good moments too. He’s no moral monster. In fact, he’s more like a paper tiger: he looks ferocious far away, but up-close he’s fragile—and laughable in his attempts to be more than he is. After a dispute with Dwight (involving a trip to the dojo, no less!), Michael tries to make up with Dwight by promoting him from Assistant to the Regional Manager to Assistant Regional Manager (though he insists that the promotion be kept secret). He then confides to the cameraman his motivations: “I told Dwight that there is honor in losing—which is completely ridiculous. But there is however honor in making a loser feel better, which is what I just did for Dwight” (“The Fight”).

Michael has no idea what he’s talking about. He’s trying to make himself look good by talking abstractly of virtues like honor. What’s interesting here, though, is that Michael did do the right thing. He has upset Dwight, and he steps in to rectify the situation. The same thing happens in “Drug Testing,” when Michael asks Dwight for his urine (“I want him to have all the urine he needs,” Dwight admits). After Dwight resigns as a volunteer deputy sheriff, Michael recognizes that Dwight has been hurt by the entire affair. As a way of making it up to him, Michael decides to make him “the official supervisor of security” (learning that he cannot have a gun, Dwight replies: “Ok. I’ll have to bring my bo staff.”). Finally, Michael shows a truly humane side when he goes to Staples to ask Dwight to come back to Dunder-Mifflin. Again, though, he seems to misconstrue what he is doing. (“It takes a big man to admit when he makes a mistake,” Michael says, “and I’m that big man.”)

What these examples show, I think, is that knowledge isn’t all that important for the moral life. When Michael has knowledge, it doesn’t help him do the right thing (he knows that sexual harassment is wrong, but he tells Phyllis she’ll give him a boner). When he lacks knowledge, it doesn’t hurt him that much (he thinks he’s done something special whenever he tries to right the wrongs he’s committed, when really he’s just done what any decent person would). What’s important is responding to others in the right ways—seeing what’s required when it’s required—and no knowledge of rules will ever enable us to acquire this kind of sight. Much like studying theories of art won’t teach you to paint beautifully, so too studying ethical theory (or ethical rules) won’t help you to act morally. What is required is much more basic: it is seeing what a situation requires.

Despite my claim that Michael is a prime example of moral blindness, I do admit that he has his moments (Michael’s support of Pam’s art in “Business School” is unforgettable)—and the other folks in the office have their moments too. Pam, for instance, is particularly sensitive to the emerging (and continuing) relationship between Dwight and Angela—so much so that she goes out of her way to protect their secret. When Dwight gets a concussion and has to go to the emergency room, Pam makes a point to tell Oscar that Dwight will be ok, making sure that Angela hears what she’s saying.5 Pam knows that Angela is worried about Dwight, but she also knows that Angela is trying to keep her relationship with Dwight quiet. Pam is sensitive to both Angela’s concern for Dwight and her desire to keep that concern a secret (“The Injury”). And Pam doesn’t screw things up. She finds a way to respect Angela’s concern, as well as her desire to keep this concern a private matter.

In this same episode, Jim shows some real decency as well. When Dwight collapses on his desk, Jim jumps to the rescue. He insists that Dwight needs medical attention, ignoring Michael’s ridiculous crying about his foot:

Jim [sees Dwight collapse, walks over to him]: Ok, I think we need to take him to the hospital. I’m pretty sure he has a concussion.

Dwight [barely coherent]: No, no, no, no.

Michael [on crutches, foot wrapped in bubble-wrap]: Oh, now you feel some compassion for him.

Angela: He needs to go right now, and you’re his emergency contact. I think you should go with him.

Michael: Why don’t you go with him?

Angela: I barely know him.

Dwight [moaning]: I want Michael to take me.

Michael: I can’t take you. I don’t have my car and yours is all vomity.

Meredith: You can take my van!

Michael [irritated]: Oh, ok. That’s great. No. I can’t drive. Jim, why don’t you drive?

Jim: Fine.

Michael: We’ll go. I’m still recovering so let’s just … Ryan, will you get my coat please?

Jim [holding Dwight up]: Slowly, slowly … let’s just get to the elevator

[Dwight begins to make helicopter sounds.]

Jim: What are you doing?

Dwight: Vietnam sounds.

Jim steps up to the plate, while Michael doesn’t even know what game is being played! On the way to the car, Michael calls shotgun. When Jim replies that Michael should sit in the back with Dwight (to make sure he’s ok), Michael responds with indignation. Later, talking to the cameraman, Michael explains his indignation by citing the rules of shotgun! “The rules of shotgun are very simple and very clear. The first person to shout ‘shotgun’ when you’re within sight of the car gets the front seat. That’s how the game is played. There are no exceptions for someone with a concussion” (“The Injury”). On the way to the hospital, Jim keeps Dwight’s best interests in mind (while Michael just sits shotgun, ignoring the severity of Dwight’s injury), eventually getting him to the hospital for treatment, and making sure to keep Michael in check on the way (by squirting him in the face with a water gun).6

Jim also rescues Michael on occasion: he steps up to the karaoke mic when Michael is stuck singing alone, even though Michael has shown up to a party uninvited. Rather than letting Michael make a fool of himself, or sink to new lows of self-esteem, Jim croons along to “Islands in the Stream” (“Email Surveillance”). In another case, Jim recognizes how painful the annual Dundie jokes about Pam’s long engagement are. Rather than confront Michael about hurting Pam’s feelings (which Michael likely wouldn’t understand), Jim gets Michael to tell another joke by pandering to his comedic sensibilities. “Using the same joke every year,” Jim says, “just looks lazy.” Jim sees what a situation requires, and effectively orchestrates a different Dundie award for Pam: she wins “the Whitest Sneakers Award” rather than “the Longest Engagement Award”7 (“The Dundies”). I’m certain that her joy in getting the award was helped by her alcohol consumption (she drank so much, you’ll recall, that the manager banned her from the chain!)—but it certainly wasn’t just that. Once again, Jim made someone’s life a little less messed up.

Having the Patience of Toby: A Lesson About a Vagina

Is there a moral hero in the office? Well, there are certainly no moral saints. No one nails decency with every action on every day. Nevertheless, there are some downright decent moments in The Office—moments when folks aren’t utterly self-absorbed, and see the needs of those around them. Consider what happens when Toby announces that he will answer any questions that the office staff might have. Dwight comes to him, very seriously, with a problem (presumably misunderstanding that Toby was volunteering to answer questions about Dunder-Mifflin’s sexual harassment policy):

Dwight [entering Toby’s office]: Hey Toby.

Toby: Hey Dwight.

Dwight: You said we could come to you if we had any questions.

Toby: Sure.

Dwight [long pause]: Where is the clitoris? [pauses again] On a website it said, “At the crest of the labia.” What does that mean?

[Toby looks at Dwight. Dwight looks back.]

Dwight: What does the female vagina look like?

[Scene cuts to Toby, talking to cameraman]: Technically, I am in human resources, and Dwight was asking about human anatomy. Umm … I’m just sad that the public school system failed him so badly.

[Scene cuts back to Toby, talking to Dwight in his office, clearly in the middle of whatever conversation ensued following Dwight’s initial questions]: You know, maybe when you get really comfortable with each other, you can ask for that.

Dwight: Good. And …

Toby [slowly and nicely]: I … should get back to work.

Dwight: Ok.

(“Sexual Harassment”)

This respect and patience is the most we can ask from anyone. Despite not being friends with Dwight, not having sex ed as part of his job description, and having plenty of other things to do, Toby responds to Dwight’s needs—even though Dwight has not been particularly nice to him. If we could all be more like Toby, I think, we’d be nowhere near so screwed.

NOTES

1 Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) and John Stuart Mill (1806–1873) both thought they could identify moral actions by applying their respective theories to particular cases. Kant claimed that a moral action was one done from duty, and that we could check our intentions to determine whether our actions were so motivated by using his “categorical imperative.” Mill claimed that we could determine what course of action was appropriate by asking what actions would increase the total amount of pleasure over pain for all affected by a given action. For Aristotle, who bears some resemblance to the view defended here, see chapter 5 of this volume.

2 The notion of moral perception is discussed in a wide variety of places. See, for example, Iris Murdoch, The Sovereignty of the Good (New York: Routledge, 1970); Lawrence A. Blum, Moral Perception and Particularity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994); John McDowell, Mind, Value, and Reality (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998); and Maurice Mandelbaum, The Phenomenology of Moral Experience (Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 1955). For an argument for the importance of this notion, see J. Jeremy Wisnewski and Henry Jacoby, “Failures of Sight: An Argument for Moral Perception,” American Philosophical Quarterly, 44:3.

3 Dwight has a similar problem. He routinely cites laws and rules as a way of saying what ought to happen—but his slavish adherence to the letter of the law often leads him to miss its spirit entirely.

4 A failure to see is, of course, a failure to know in some sense. This might lead folks to suspect that moral blindness is just a species of ignorance. I have no real problem with this, provided we know what we’re saying! The kind of ignorance involved in moral blindness is not the kind of ignorance that can be cured by the simple assertion of sentences. The kind of ignorance we’ve been talking about, however, can. If I don’t know the meaning of a word, or the square root of -2, or the time of my next class, a simple sentence that conveys this information would cure me of my ignorance. Moral blindness is importantly different. Simply telling the morally blind person that they should be sensitive to racial differences won’t do any good. Something else is needed to cure this kind of blindness (art, literature, and even pop culture can often get people to see things much more clearly than argument). So, we can call moral blindness ignorance, if we like, but we should know exactly what we mean by this. It isn’t the same kind of ignorance as the kind we cure by, say, reading biology textbooks.

5 Recall that Dwight gets a concussion when he crashes his car. The car crash is the result of trying to quickly speed off to pick up Michael, who has burnt his foot by stepping on a George Foreman grill. (He really likes to wake up to the smell of bacon!)

6 Compare this to Michael’s antics in the same episode: he tries to convince the doctor that his foot injury is more serious than Dwight’s head injury!

7 Both Pam and Jim have their weak points too, though. There are occasions when they’re just downright mean. Think, for example, of all of the pranks Jim plays on Dwight. He even tries to get Dwight to quit at one point! (“The Fire”).
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Flirting in The Office: What Can Jim and Pam’s Romantic Antics Teach Us About Moral Philosophy?

Mark D. White

Ah, Jim and Pam, Pam and Jim, sigh … Sitcom audiences just love romance, and the more tortured the relationships, the better. We had Sam and Diane, David and Maddie, Frank and Hot-Lips, Michael and KITT … the list goes on and on. But there weren’t just sparks (or spark plugs) in these hot couples. They also had something else in common—they worked together. (That’s why I didn’t mention Ross and Rachel—Friends is finished, people, get over it!)

Of course, Jim and Pam haven’t actually dated—at least not when I wrote this chapter. (And I haven’t watched since then—don’t tell me what happens!) They certainly each know how the other feels, and they’ve even kissed, but mostly they flirt, flirt, and then flirt some more. (And then date other people.) But again, it’s not just flirting, but flirting in the office—The Office, to be precise.

Is this a problem? In the real world, workplace romances are a sticky issue, and for many reasons. Obviously, there’s the issue of other relationships—for instance, Pam flirting with Jim while engaged to Roy can be considered infidelity to some degree, though people will disagree about how serious it is. (And we know how Roy feels about that, don’t we?) But that issue isn’t specific to workplace flirting and dating, so we won’t worry about it here. (Roy, however, will—you can count on that.)

When considering workplace dating in particular, the most serious problem is sexual harassment, especially when a superior is involved (or wants to be involved) with someone he or she supervises. (Think of Jan and Michael—or Michael and Ryan!) Considering everybody’s favorite Dunder-Mifflin couple—no, not Angela and Dwight—we have to remember after all that Jim is Assistant Regional Manager. Another issue is the effect of such romantic canoodling on the company itself. We know that other Dunder-Mifflin employees have noticed Jim and Pam’s flirting, which can affect morale, especially if they see Pam favored by Jim in assigning work. And that points to a more basic issue—what if Jim favors Pam, or evaluates her less harshly than he otherwise would? Dunder-Mifflin’s profitability could be affected if Pam were a horrible receptionist but were allowed to stay because of Jim’s feelings for her.

In this chapter, we’ll examine these issues in light of several prominent theories of ethics: act utilitarianism, rule utilitarianism, and deontology. What relevance does each of these concepts have to the issue of office flirting and dating? We’ll hear from most of the Dunder-Mifflin Scranton crew along the way—a little too much from Kelly, but you know Kelly! Now into the conference room, everybody, because it’s time to start, and don’t worry—Michael did not prepare a movie or a rap video.

Someone Get The Lights (Oh No …)

One group of ethical theories would say that office flirting or dating is bad if it lowers total happiness or “utility.” These theories are known generally as utilitarianism, but utilitarianism comes in many different varieties—just like paper products.1 (True fans know that The Office is not about the people who work there—it’s about the paper. Paper rules.) Versions of utilitarianism that focus on individual actions and their effect on utility are called act utilitarianism. Other versions that focus on rules or guidelines for action, and their general effects on utility, are known as rule utilitarianism. There are pros and cons to each, as we will see when we apply each to the most pressing ethical issue of our time: workplace nookie.

If Jim and Pam were to reflect on the morality of their flirtation, they might ask themselves—after asking if there’s any way to use philosophy to torture Dwight2—how their flirting affects the well-being or utility of those affected by it. Presumably, they themselves enjoy it, so that’s a plus. (Viewers obviously enjoy it too, but let’s not break the fourth wall here!) But, as we mentioned before, it may affect their co-workers, or even Dunder-Mifflin itself, negatively—that’s a minus. In act utilitarianism, the balance of the good and bad determines the overall effect of Jim and Pam’s carrying on.

So what Jim and Pam will have to do is go around the office and ask each and every one of their co-workers—even Dwight—how their, uh, special friendship affects him or her. (For instance, Kelly would squeal with glee, Creed would ask for pictures, and Toby would just cry.) And then they have to examine all the ways their flirtation may affect the Dunder-Mifflin bottom line—go to corporate, meet with Jan, bring in a few consultants …

Ugh—this is really hard.3 Doesn’t seem to have much to do with right and wrong, does it? And isn’t that what ethics is supposed to be about? “This seems more like, uh, math!” Yes, Kelly, it does—the effects of an action on utility can be a matter of intense computation if they are wide-ranging and uncertain. There are also issues of quantifying the utility changes—how do we compare the tender feelings of Jim and Pam to the adverse effects on Dunder-Mifflin’s stock price? Given that there is no easy way to do this, Jim and Pam could always claim they are so happy with their odd, Zen-like state of togetherness-without-being-together that it exceeds all negative impact of it on anyone else. And how can we prove that it doesn’t?

Who Likes Rules? (Put Your Hand Down, Dwight!)

For these reasons, and many more, most philosophers shy away from act utilitarianism like Pam avoids thongs, and adopt some version of rule utilitarianism, which side steps the problem of assessing each individual action and instead judges a general practice or institution. For instance, act utilitarianism is often criticized for condoning punishment of the innocent, such as framing an innocent man for an unsolved murder if it would help deter future murders. Common sense would say that couldn’t possibly be right, but artful manipulation of the costs and benefits would easily justify such an act by demonstrating an increase in utility. (A more realistic example may be torturing a terror suspect in hopes of extracting information that could save thousands of innocent lives.)

But surely a government that practiced such actions would be reviled, and would likely result in widespread disenchantment, civil unrest, and perhaps revolution? While one instance of punishing the innocent may increase utility, adopting the practice of doing so would not. Rule utilitarians prefer this sort of reasoning, because it avoids the case-by-case, detailed examination of costs and benefits, and instead evaluates the general practice of the action in question.

This is the approach that most businesses take to problems such as office dating. They realize that not every instance of office dating will be harmful, but in general they feel that it lowers morale, weakens the chain of command, and may even lower profits. Jim and Pam could appeal to the human resources department (skipping Toby, for obvious reasons), arguing that none of these negative effects would occur in their relationship. But HR would likely reply, “that’s the policy—sometimes we block harmless relationships, but if the policy results in more harm than good, then the policy works.” In other words, the rule maximizes utility across all the instances of workplace dating, even though some great relationships are wrecked along the way.

The fact that rule utilitarianism comments on practices in general and not particular acts lends it the flavor of distinguishing between right and wrong that we “want” from our ethical systems. Or does it? Well, rule utilitarianism doesn’t actually say that, for instance, office dating is always bad, just that it tends to be bad more often than not, and for that reason the company forbids it. So if we’re looking for definitive statements on right and wrong with all the authority of Michael—or even more—rule utilitarianism may not give it to us.

Another problem with rule utilitarianism is that despite all its good intentions, act utilitarianism tends to rear its ugly head. Let’s suppose that Dunder-Mifflin forbids office dating, and corporate explains the rationale so that everyone seems fine with it. But then Jim and Pam make a case that while they agree that office dating in general is bad, their relationship is good—their co-workers don’t mind, morale won’t suffer, there are no sexual harassment issues, and since Jim doesn’t evaluate Pam or assign her duties, there’s no favoritism to threaten the bottom line. Their case to corporate would be: prohibiting office dating completely may increase utility over allowing it freely, but prohibiting it while making an exception for Jim and Pam would increase it even more.

I Think We’ve Got A Problem … Don’t Tell Ryan!

The general problem for a policy justified by rule utilitarianism is this: How do you handle exceptions that would clearly increase utility? If the government followed a policy of not punishing innocent persons, but then came across an instance in which making an exception to that policy would definitely increase well-being, what then is the rationale for sticking to the policy? In that instance, adhering to the policy would lower utility. One of the benefits of rule utilitarianism is that it eliminates the need to make case-by-case evaluations of acts, but that doesn’t mean we can’t, or that it makes that evaluation irrelevant when the results are obviously positive. So it’s not at all inconsistent for Jim and Pam to say, “we understand the policy against office dating, we agree with it in general, but we should not be subject to it because we know our relationship will increase utility.”

Rule utilitarians can argue that exceptions destroy the value of a policy—in other words, a rule subject to exceptions isn’t truly a rule. If Michael enforces a Hawaiian dress code at Dunder-Mifflin Scran-ton, but lets Pam out of it because she says she’s allergic to macadamia nuts, and then lets Stanley out of it to show Michael’s solidarity with African-Americans, and then Angela because she was offended when Michael said “we’re all getting lei’d,” and so on … Well, it’s not much of a policy if Michael and Dwight end up the only ones following it. To some extent, the utilitarian value of a rule or policy depends on how strictly it’s enforced, so even if there are exceptions which would increase utility by themselves, they would reduce the value of the rule by more, and therefore lower overall utility. But this still allows for cases when the exception is so beneficial, it would outweigh the harm done to the institution, and we’re back at the beginning.4

We could also consider issues of authority—even if Jim and Pam are right, they do not have discretion to disobey a policy from “above.” Even if their relationship were harmless, and it would not endanger the anti-dating policy itself, they would be flouting the authority of the company leaders to set policies regarding allowable interactions among employees. This would be another sort of disutility that would speak against even the best relationships—but still, if the relationship would provide enough benefit, well, anything is possible (or permissible).

When you get down to it, in the end—don’t say it, Michael—any sort of utilitarianism is the process of adding up benefits and harms, pleasures and pains, and seeing whether the total is positive or negative. Some may feel that such a process—highly contingent on the particular characteristics of any one ethical decision—does not reflect the strength and universality of true morality. Such scholars favor a general type of ethics known as deontology—

“Deontology—oh, right, like Tom Cruise? I love him!”

No, Kelly, deontology is—

“Not as much as Ryan, of course, but I mean, like, if Tom Cruise asked me out, I’d be like, totally, what about Katie? But then I really wouldn’t care—I mean, it’s Tom Cruise, and he’s so gorgeous, and rich—HE’S SO RICH—we wouldn’t have to go to Chili’s all the time, and …”

(Poor Ryan. No wonder he usually made Toby look giddy in comparison.)

Anyway, a deontological approach judges an act by properties intrinsic to the act itself, rather than any consequences the act may have. For instance, because of the inherent dignity or rights of persons, punishing the innocent is simply wrong to a deontologist. A deontologist would hold that no considerations of utility would ever justify punishing an innocent person. Likewise, deontologists usually forbid telling lies or breaking promises, no matter how beneficial doing so in this case would be. This is not because such practices are generally harmful (though they may be), but because doing these things is wrong, a judgment based on the actions themselves—the consequences, good or bad, play no role in deontological statements of right or wrong.5

So if a deontologist decided that office dating was wrong, that’s it, end of story—you just don’t do it.6 Jim and Pam can’t appeal to the personal happiness their union would create, nor do they have to dispute the possible harm done to their co-workers or Dunder-Mifflin—none of this matters to a deontologist. But that still leaves the question—would a deontologist have a problem with office dating?

Well, it doesn’t help that there are many understandings of the term “deontology.” In an article exploring the topic, philosopher Jerry Gaus found ten different (and not entirely consistent) meanings of “deontology.”7 But most of them focus on some sense of obligation or duty that transcends any consideration of utility or well-being, such as a duty to tell the truth even when the truth may hurt somebody. (Examples: “Kevin, your band Scrantonicity probably won’t be offered the opening slot on The Police reunion tour,” or “Dwight, you’re assistant to the regional manager,” or telling Karen anything about Jim and Pam’s past.) Since they can’t be based on consequences, these duties or obligations are often based on rights, which are themselves grounded in various ways, such as human dignity, equal treatment or respect, or legal/political convention.8

So can we find any duties that would be threatened by office romance? Well, the easiest would be the duty of an employee to obey company policy, based on the agreement he or she made when the job was taken, but that doesn’t provide a rationale for the policy itself. And I’m going to assume that sexual harassment violates deontological ethics, based on its violation of personal dignity and equality. What we need is a justification for denying one employee the right to hang out at another employee’s reception desk for half the day, planning oh-so-cute practical jokes on other employees (usually with names that rhyme with “night”).

This is more difficult than it may seem. (Thanks to Michael, I can no longer use the word h-a-r-d-e-r. Sadly, spelling the word seems to get around this problem.) Based on ideals of equal treatment, an employee such as Jim has a duty not to show undue preference toward some employees with regard to evaluation or work assignments based on personal feelings. But if Jim is careful not to do this, or removes himself from situations where this may be a problem, then that duty would not be endangered by his relationship with Pam. Along similar lines, Jim has a duty to perform his own job responsibilities without undue distraction (for instance, if Pam ever wears the clothes she bought online while he was in Stamford). But again, if he is careful, this won’t be a problem.

Let’s approach this from the other direction—might there be deontological arguments supporting employees’ right to make goo-goo eyes at each other? Do Jim and Pam have a valid moral right to their flirtation? In one view, it really comes down to a right to privacy, which most philosophers believe is not absolute. Privacy rights grant people the right to do anything not forbidden by duties to the contrary, or that interfere with other people’s rights (which in turn generates a duty not to do such a thing). In that view, since we were unable to support any firm duties against office dating, we would conclude that employees do have such a right. But that seems like shaky ground to support a right, since it is only valid as long as no one provides a duty to contradict it.

So Who Wins? Somebody’s Gotta Win, Right?

In the end,9 it would seem that in the absence of sexual harassment issues—the reason behind many corporate office dating policies— there is little deontological rationale for forbidding flirting or dating between co-workers, or for giving employees the right to date co-workers. We may have to dip back into the utilitarian punch bowl to settle the question of the pros and cons of office dating, and that opens the door to all of the objections covered earlier.

Does this speak against deontology as a general approach to addressing ethical issues? Not at all—remember, there are many varieties of deontology, and many concepts other than rights to support them (as well as many concepts of rights themselves), so one or more of them may fit this issue. Plus, even if deontology doesn’t help with office dating, there are—seriously—other, possibly more pressing moral issues in the world, such as bringing strippers to the office for bachelor and bachelorette parties, or distributing vacation photos of your semi-nude boss over the company email system. (Not to mention terrorism, world hunger, and the continuing popularity of American Idol.)

So Jim and Pam, you two crazy kids go ahead and flirt until 5 p.m. every day like you always do. The deontologists cannot stop you. Just be on the look-out for nasty, vengeful utilitarians—or Roy. Or Angela. Or Toby. (Mark my words, someday that guy’s gonna snap, and it will be just like Milton at the end of Office Space–oops, wrong “office.”) Mind you, we didn’t touch other areas of ethics, like virtue ethics, but we’ll leave that for “Jim Loves Pam” and Philosophy, the follow-up book covering the best spin-off ever! (And no, I didn’t forget Joey—though I wish I could.)

NOTES

1 The “classic” utilitarians include Jeremy Bentham, John Stuart Mill, and Henry Sidgwick. For modern debates over utilitarianism (or the more general theory of consequentialism), see J. J. C. Smart and Bernard Williams, Utilitarianism: For and Against (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973) and Samuel Scheffler (ed.), Consequentialism and Its Critics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988).

2 Then they’d giggle, Jim would give one of his innocent “who me?” looks to the camera, and they’d part, only to succumb to their irresistible mutual attraction after the next commercial break. But you know that, or you wouldn’t be reading this book.

3 “That’s what she said” (Michael Scott, 2007).

4 For a comprehensive summary of arguments for and against rule utilitarianism (or, more generally, rule consequentialism), see Brad Hooker’s entry on “Rule Consequentialism” at the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (www.plato.stanford.edu/entries/consequentialism-rule/).

5 Major deontological thinkers include Immanuel Kant and W. D. Ross; see note 7 for a recent paper surveying the subject.

6 Just between you and me, there are always exceptions. Kant made room for apparently conflicting duties (I say “apparently” because duties can never truly conflict in Kantian ethics, but obligations can), and Ross wrote only of prima facie duties, which can conflict with others. Both of these ideas open the door for exceptions, but not nearly as easily as utilitarianism does.

7 Gerald F. Gaus, “What Is Deontology? Part One: Orthodox Views,” Journal of Value Inquiry 35(2001), 27–42.

8 For an excellent introduction to rights, see William Edmundson’s cleverly titled An Introduction to Rights (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004).

9 Nothing? He must not have gotten this far …
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Can Michael Ever Learn? Empathy and the Self-Other Gap

Andrew Terjesen

Michael Scott may just be the most clueless person on the planet. You would think he would realize that having an online dating alias of “littlekidlover” is not the best way to let potential dates know (in his words) “where my priorities are at” (“Take Your Daughter to Work Day”). And you would definitely expect a boss to have a better handle on his employees’ feelings. He should at least recognize when his choices of motivational activities, like the Dundies or a Booze Cruise, are not actually motivating his employees—but are, in fact making them uncomfortable (as when handing out Dundies like the Spicy Curry Award to Kelly and Hottest in the Office Award to Ryan). One might wonder if Michael will ever learn to act more appropriately and with a greater regard for the feelings of others. (In a deleted scene from “The Dundies” episode, Toby even confronts Michael about how uncomfortable Ryan is with the award he received—but Michael dismisses Toby.)

To ask the question “Will Michael ever learn?” is to miss the point. After all, from a comedic point of view, Michael’s cluelessness adds many opportunities for humor. It would be more productive from a philosophical point of view to ask the question, “Can Michael ever learn?” In philosophy, our aim is to understand the meanings of various concepts, not to predict the future of our favorite sit-com. With this in mind, let’s examine the nature of Michael’s lack of regard for the feelings of others and whether it is something that he has the potential to overcome (putting aside the question as to whether he will ever exercise that ability). Exploring this philosophical question will help us to clarify our understanding of the extent to which people in general can understand each other. Michael may be an extreme example of cluelessness, but we have all had our inconsiderate moments. If Michael has the potential to be more considerate, then so do we. And since we have the potential, we have a certain moral responsibility to exercise it whenever possible.

How Clueless is Michael? Ping, Yankee Swap, and the “Faces of Scranton”

Much of Michael’s clueless behavior involves inappropriate and insensitive comments. A classic example of this is the “Ping” impression Michael does at every Dundies ceremony. In a deleted scene from “The Dundies” episode, Oscar and Kelly talk to Michael about Ping and try to convince him not to perform the routine. Michael’s response to this is twofold. First, he states that Ping is based on his delivery person (he seems to think it’s ok either because he’s making fun of a particular person or because it’s based in truth). And secondly, Michael says to Kelly and Oscar, “neither of you are Chinese, so why do you care?” Michael clearly believes that a joke is only offensive if it is actually heard by and offends a person it is about.1

Of course, part of the reason that Michael may not make a distinction between offensive and inoffensive humor is that he doesn’t see one. As he says at one point, there is “no such thing as an appropriate joke—that’s why it’s a joke” (“Sexual Harassment”). Because he doesn’t make the distinction between an inappropriate and an appropriate joke, Michael thinks it best to make everything funny—with disastrous results. Consider what he says about AIDS jokes: “AIDS is not funny, believe me I tried … I hope to live in a world where someone can tell a hilarious AIDS joke, it’s my dream” (“Casino Night”). Such a desire would strike most of us as misguided, but notice that what motivates Michael is a desire to make everyone laugh. What he fails to recognize is that not everyone will find it funny.

Michael’s insensitivity is not limited to tasteless jokes. In numerous situations, especially when dealing with the women in his life, Michael says and does things that upset people (without ever really understanding why). He sees nothing wrong with sending out a Christmas card that Photoshops himself into a scene with his girlfriend Carol and her two kids, taking the place of Carol’s ex-husband. As Jim remarks, “It’s a bold move to Photoshop yourself into a picture with your girlfriend and her kids on a ski trip with their real father, but then again Michael is a bold guy. Is bold the right word?” (“A Benihana Christmas, Part I”) Boldness would indicate courage in the face of fear, but Michael has no comprehension of how Carol might be disturbed by this action (or his planning of a Christmas getaway for the two of them without consulting her). In fact, he is stunned when these actions lead Carol to dump him. Similarly, Michael doesn’t seem to realize that when he institutes “Yankee Swap” at the office Christmas party because he is unhappy with the homemade gift he got from Phyllis, that Phyllis will be deeply offended (“Christmas Party”). He doesn’t even seem to realize that the reason he instituted “Yankee Swap” is obvious to everyone in the room.

A classic example of Michael’s cluelessness also illustrates why we might find him endearing. He doesn’t seem to really hate women or people of different ethnic groups, nor does he seem not to care about his employees. Instead, his problem seems to be an inability to appropriately match situations and emotional responses. A classic example of this (and one which is not actually offensive) is the video that Michael makes for his presentation to corporate entitled “The Faces of Scranton” (“Valentine’s Day”). Michael makes this video— showcasing various employees while U2’s “With or Without You” plays in the background—the centerpiece of a presentation designed to prevent downsizing. In a commentary to this episode, Mike Schur remarks that “‘With or Without You’ is perfectly wrong—the song isn’t about anything related to what he’s talking about—it’s a great Michael Scott choice—it’s emotional, but it’s emotional in totally the wrong way” (“Valentine’s Day”). And that perfectly sums up the problem with Michael. While Michael’s offensive jokes and insensitive remarks might be what attracts attention, they are really reflections of a deeper problem.

HERO: The Key to Curing Michael’s Cluelessness

According to Mr. Brown (from Diversity Today), the key to a comfortable workplace is to follow the acronym HERO: Honesty, Empathy, Respect, and Openmindedness (“Diversity Day” and “Gay Witch Hunt”). People who routinely do wrong, such as psychopaths, are said to lack empathy. In the case of a moral wrong like racist or sexist speech, it seems obvious that one cause could be a lack of empathy. However, while there appears to be some truth to this claim, it is complicated by the fact that “empathy” does not have a universal meaning. In general, it’s difficult to pin down the meanings of words that refer to things that are not publicly observable— such as beauty, justice, pain, and love. We can’t just direct someone’s attention to what we’re talking about—instead, we have to gesture towards it and hope they get the idea. When it comes to the word “empathy” things are especially complicated because “empathy” was a word invented in the twentieth century to serve as a translation of the German word Einfühlung (literally “feeling in”). Over time, “empathy” has been used in place of “sympathy,” but that has only further served to confuse the issue.

There are two main things that people could be referring to when using the word “empathy.” One is the understanding we have that someone is in pain, love, or any sort of emotional state. This is a popular usage among psychotherapists. Such understanding is nothing more than the belief that one has concerning someone’s mental states. Because it focuses on the beliefs we have about others, this form of empathy is referred to as cognitive empathy. The other thing that people could be referring to with the term “empathy” is the actual experience of pain or love that we feel when we see someone in pain or love. Because this kind of empathy involves actually feeling something, it is referred to as affective empathy.

In everyday language, people tend not to discriminate between the kinds of empathy. But philosophy is about being careful with words so that we do not confuse our concepts and get misled about our conclusions. For example, one would normally say that a psychopath does not have empathy. This is somewhat misleading, since a psychopath who lacked cognitive empathy would be very frustrated. After all, if his goal were to harm or torture people, then he wouldn’t know whether or not he was doing it right! It would seem then, that if he lacked anything it was affective empathy—he doesn’t truly feel the pain he is causing. So, we need to ask ourselves, what kind of empathy does it take to be a HERO? The answer is both, which then raises the question: What kind of empathy does Michael have?

Not Totally Clueless: Oscar, Phyllis, and the Client

To suggest that Michael is totally clueless is to miss what it is about him that keeps him from getting fired. For example, Michael didn’t offer the “Faces of Scranton” video as the only part of his presentation—he had prepared reports on the profitability of his branch. Michael’s problem was that he thought the video should be what swayed the board as opposed to the economic data. In general, Michael couldn’t have been a good salesman if he didn’t have some understanding of what people were thinking and what would motivate them to buy from Dunder-Mifflin. Consider “The Client,” in which Michael lands a large account with the county by wining and dining a Lackawanna County official at Chili’s. Although Michael’s actions seem inappropriate, he seals the deal. Similarly, when Michael goes on a sales call with Andy, he uses his understanding of how other business people think—and he only fails because of Andy’s cluelessness (“Traveling Salesmen”). Ironically, Michael’s comments about Andy suggest that even he recognizes when someone else has crossed the line. As Michael says, “I don’t understand how anyone could have so little self-awareness” (“The Return”). Although one might wish Michael had a little more self-awareness, he does have some other-awareness: he recognizes how much Andy ignores negative feedback about his behavior.

Michael was successful as a salesman, so it’s no surprise that he’s able to make use of empathy when making a sale. But even as a manager, it’s clear that Michael understands the importance of empathy— even if he rarely seems to make good use of it. After learning that Ryan had predicted the failure of Dunder-Mifflin in class, Michael scolds Ryan, but doesn’t fire him. According to Michael, “A good manager doesn’t fire people. He hires people and inspires people. People, Ryan. And people will never go out of business” (“Business School”). Sometimes Michael really lives up to that standard—as when, later in the episode, he goes to Pam’s art show (and is the only one other than Oscar, who dismisses her work as “motel art”) and tells Pam how proud he is of her and even buys a picture of the office building that he proudly displays in his office. Michael recognizes the need to understand people as a manager and usually tries to do so, though he often fails. One thing that might explain his frequent failure is his inability to draw clear boundaries—as when he dismisses Ryan’s apology that the prediction was nothing personal and tells Ryan, “Business is always personal. It’s the most personal thing in the world” (“Business School”). Clearly, Michael doesn’t see the world the way most of us do, and so it’s not surprising that he often misreads people’s moods and expectations when it comes to things other than sales.

In situations where Michael has been made aware of how people might be offended—notably, Oscar’s feeling about being outted in “Gay Witch Hunt” and the effect of Todd Packer’s jokes—Michael reacts and even tries to comfort the offended parties. For example, when Packer tells a joke in front of Michael that is offensive to Phyllis, Michael jumps to her defense and even tries to say things that might make her feel better—such as “You know what? I love Phyllis. You know what else? I think she’s gorgeous. I think she is an incredibly, incredibly attractive person. Come here, give me a kiss” (“Sexual Harassment”). However, even in his attempts to comfort and defend her, Michael fails to act appropriately. After all, he disciplines Kevin for laughing at the joke, not Packer for telling it. And he definitely crosses the line while hugging Phyllis when he says, “The only thing I am worried about is getting a boner.”

To understand why things go awry with Michael, it helps to understand how cognitive empathy probably works. According to Bertrand Russell (1872–1970), we understand what goes on in other people’s minds by way of an analogy between their behavior and our behavior. For example, when you see Michael hopping around screaming and holding his foot, it seems analogous to the time that happened to you (although there was no George Foreman Grill involved in your case, I hope). When it happened to you, you had just dropped something on your foot and felt excruciating pain. Making the connection between Michael’s behavior and yours, you realize that Michael must be in pain. This act of cognitive empathy relies on your ability to make such analogies. In Michael’s case, the limited cognitive empathy might be the result of the limitations in his ability to make analogies between himself and others. Thus, when Oscar returns to work, Michael tries to make him feel that he needn’t worry about homophobia—but Michael focuses on the homophobia issue and neglects all similar forms of discrimination, as is evident when Michael tells Oscar, “Your gayness does not define you, your Mexicanness defines you” (“The Return”).

So, why does Michael get it so wrong in some cases, but not others? Well, when he gets it right, Michael seems to be dealing with people much like himself—especially in the world of sales. But when he gets it wrong, Michael is trying to deal with someone whose life experiences are radically different from his (or someone who just doesn’t see the world the way he does—remember how he thinks about business). In effect, while he can do simple analogical reasoning, he has difficulty with complex acts of imagination since they require him to feel something he doesn’t normally feel. Usually, this is where affective empathy might come in and bridge the gap between self and other. However, in Michael’s case there seems to be a lack of affective empathy—but why is that? And can he overcome it?

That’s What She Said: A Catalogue of Kelly’s Lack of Consideration

In order to appreciate the root of Michael’s problem with affective empathy (and consequently the root of his cluelessness) let’s look at another member of the office who exhibits similar traits—Kelly Kapoor. Admittedly, Kelly doesn’t usually say things that are deeply offensive, but she does exhibit a complete lack of empathy (both cognitive and affective) in some situations. For example, when Kelly is talking she doesn’t really seem to care what her conversation partner says or thinks. In fact, when Jim is jinxed (and hence not allowed to talk), and Kelly must do all of the talking, she says, “We’re having the best conversation ever” (“Drug Testing”).

Not only does Kelly talk incessantly without any consideration for what others might want to say, she is not always aware of who it is she is talking to. As a result, when she complains to Toby about Ryan, she doesn’t recognize that he is the Human Resources person and is treating this as a complaint—because she thought she was talking to a friend (even though Toby would never identify himself as Kelly’s friend) (“Conflict Resolution”). And in her interactions with Ryan, Kelly seems to be totally focused on what she wants out of the relationship and not at all concerned with what Ryan wants. She even seems oblivious to his obvious discomfort with how she treats him in the relationship.

A classic example of Kelly’s obliviousness (and how it can be offensive and hurtful) is what she says to Pam at Phyllis’ wedding. After Pam says that she is ok with the fact that Phyllis’ wedding is a complete copy of Pam’s wedding plans (down to the hiring of Scrantonicity to perform), Kelly says to her, “There’s no way it’s fine. I’m sorry. If I was you, I’d just freak out, get drunk, and tell someone I was pregnant” (“Phyllis’ Wedding”). Kelly is rubbing salt in a wound, refusing to allow Pam to come to terms with what has happened to her.

So how do Kelly’s and Michael’s cluelessness parallel each other? They are both rooted in extreme egocentrism. There is no denying that both Michael and Kelly are very self-centered people. That leads them to view every situation in terms of how they see it and no one else, which leads them to say and do things that don’t take others’ feelings into account. In Kelly’s case, there are some mitigating factors—her status as an Indian woman in American society might make her more aware of discrimination. (Hence, she confronts Michael about Ping.) But in the end, she is acting out of her feeling that she would be offended if the joke were about her. When she does act on behalf of others it’s because something is connected to her.

The Root of Michael’s Problem: Firing Devon, Kevin’s Skin Cancer, and Dwight’s Concussion

Michael’s cluelessness is rooted in his egocentrism. For example, even when Michael has some sense that what he’s doing will hurt someone’s feelings—such as when corporate ordered him to fire someone —his sense of the harm seems completely out of whack. When pretending to be the employee getting fired, he says, “Arggh … I’m going to kill myself and it’s your fault. I’m going to kill you for firing me” (“Halloween”). He can’t help but see things through his own eyes, even when pretending to be someone else. (His attempts at Improv—where everything immediately jumps to dramatic gunplay (“Email Surveillance”)—and at screenplay writing (“The Client”) illustrate this very well.) For someone like Michael—for whom his job is everything—being fired is the end of the world. But when he finally fires Devon, Devon is upset to the point of smashing a pumpkin on Michael’s car, but not nearly to the extent Michael expected. Arguably, Devon is more offended by the offer of a Chili’s gift certificate to ease the pain of being fired—which was Michael’s feeble attempt to remain friends with the employee he fired (another indication that Michael makes everything about himself).

Michael’s egocentricity is very clearly displayed in his response to the revelation that Kevin may have skin cancer. Upon hearing of Kevin’s plight, which is revealed on Michael’s birthday, Michael responds, “… sorry that’s terrible news … terrible news for both of us” (“Michael’s Birthday”). Michael isn’t able to separate Kevin’s plight from how it affects him personally. Thus, when Michael says, “it’s not brain cancer, we can still have fun,” his concern is not with comforting Kevin (since that isn’t very comforting); rather, his concern is with getting everybody in the mood to participate in his surprise party (that he planned for himself). To see how this egocentricity is the source of much of Michael’s insensitive behavior, let’s return to the “Yankee Swap” incident. Michael is upset with Phyllis’ gift because he only sees it in terms of his own desires. Michael describes the intent of the oven mitt as follows: “Phyllis is basically saying: hey Michael, I know you did a whole lot to help the office this year, but I only care about you a homemade oven mitt’s worth” (“Christmas Party”). Michael is offended, because he can’t understand Phyllis’ intentions as someone who is not as well paid as he (he was the only one to get a bonus) and who also is not viewing the $20 Secret Santa gift as a statement about anybody’s personal worth. Nor does he place much value on the time and energy that go into such a homemade gift.

As the contemporary philosopher Robert Gordon notes in his article on the role of simulation in moral judgment, the key to good moral judgments is the ability to decenter one’s ego and see things from the perspective of the impartial observer.2 Gordon is continuing the ideas of the eighteenth-century philosophers David Hume (1711–1776) and Adam Smith (1723–1790). Both Hume and Smith thought that morality was based in our sentiments and that the key to learning to be moral was to be able to enter into the feelings of an impartial spectator. Impartial does not necessarily mean dispassionate—in fact, if you think that emotions are key to moral behavior (as Hume, Smith, and even some contemporary neuroscientists do), then to be impartial is to have the right kinds of feelings—the feelings that take into account the community’s perspective.

The question then becomes: How does one move from an egocentric view to a more group-centered view? After all, someone like Michael seems very resistant to getting outside of himself. A classic example of this is when Oscar expresses frustration at Michael’s attempts to show that he is ok with Oscar being gay. Oscar finally explodes and says, “I don’t want to touch you. Ever consider that? You’re ignorant. And insulting. And small” (“Gay Witch Hunt”). While this is pretty much true, Michael is hurt by Oscar’s response, but rather than recognize that Oscar’s frustration is a response to the poor way in which he has handled the situation, he places Oscar in a position where he needs to make up with Michael—as if Oscar were the only one who had done anything wrong! To an extent, this makes sense: if Michael’s problem is his egocentrism, he can’t just decide not to be egocentric—something needs to pull him out of himself.

Who Has Two Thumbs and Is Michael’s Friend: This Guy!

Hume and Smith were well aware that people did not immediately have the ability to see things from other people’s perspectives. Instead, they argued that the natural contact between people would force them outside themselves. They appealed to a kind of proto-empathy referred to as “emotional contagion.” Contagion is not a process that is in our conscious control—so we can’t prevent it from happening. An example of contagion is when a very nervous person enters the room and other people get nervous just by being around that person. Close contact with your family and friends presents situations where the needs of people other than yourself infect you. Over time, you can’t help but be pleased by the things that make your friend happy. This unconscious transmission of what it feels like to be someone else is complemented by the fact that anyone who wants to have a healthy relationship with friends and family needs to pay attention to their concerns. So, the initial feelings sneak into us through contagion, and then we build on them out of a desire to maintain these relationships.

The problem for Michael is that he is a very lonely man. Without people around him to care about, he has difficulty thinking about things from anyone else’s perspective. Consider his best friend, Todd Packer. This friendship seems entirely one-sided, as Michael himself makes clear when he says, “Todd Packer and I are total BFFs, Best Friends Forever. We came up together in sales. One time we went to a bar and met this set of twins. And Packer said that we were brothers. One thing led to another, and we took them to our hotel room … And Packer did both of them! It was awesome!” (“Sexual Harassment”). Todd Packer is even more egocentric than Michael. Packer is about taking whatever he wants and is not sorry if someone points out that he has done something to hurt someone. Michael, on the other hand, awkwardly expresses remorse.

Michael’s only other real friend is a subordinate who can’t stop sucking up to him. Although Dwight may serve as Michael’s confidant, he will always defer to Michael. In doing this, Dwight is not a real friend. Michael, of course, doesn’t seem to mind this relationship. “I don’t want someone sucking up to me because they think I can help their career. I want them sucking up to me because they genuinely love me” (“The Return”). Although this reasoning enables Michael to recognize the unhealthy nature of a friendship with Andy, it also highlights the problematic aspect of his relationship with Dwight. Dwight’s friendship will not help Michael get outside himself, since it’s always focused on what Michael wants.

The problem of finding a real friend to help Michael grow as a person is compounded by the fact that Michael’s whole life seems to revolve around the office. He can’t really be friends with his employees. As Ed Truck points out to Michael, he “can’t be their friend— they’ll always see you as the boss” (“The Carpet”). To his detriment, Michael’s entire world is designed to feed into his egocentricity since (at least in the workplace) it really is all about him.

There is a glimmer of hope for Michael. Jim doesn’t seem to view Michael solely as the boss (especially when he was away from Scranton—and since his return with promotion his status is even closer to Michael’s). Jim has acted to help Michael out—for example, when he was embarrassing himself singing karaoke (“Email Surveillance”) and when he threw an otherwise unattended party at the Mid-Market Office Supply Convention (“The Convention”). Jim has also served as a check on Michael’s egocentrism—for example, when he told him the joke about Pam’s long engagement was “lazy” (“The Dundies”) or when he told Michael that the Benihana waitress was not “the one,” she was just a rebound (“A Benihana Christmas, Part II”). If Michael is ever going to get outside himself in a major way he needs that kind of corrective feedback. The bond that he forges with Jim, when Jim confesses his affection for Pam on the Booze Cruise is another step in the right direction, as this kind of sharing of feelings and trust can serve as a conduit for the kind of emotional contagion that would drag him away from his own concerns. Of course, Michael blew that trust almost immediately in “The Secret” and that put a damper on his attempts to bond with Jim. Still, if Michael could nurture a friendship with Jim or someone like Jim, then he could build on that connection and learn to be more sensitive and considerate—though probably it would take a long time. (But hey, he was right about Jan, so maybe we should bet on him after all.)

NOTES

1 Interestingly, on the commentary to this episode, it is mentioned that Steve Carell apologized to the Asian family that had been in the background when they were filming at Chili’s—even though it should have been clear that this was a television show that was filming.

2 Robert Gordon, “Sympathy, Simulation and the Impartial Spectator,” Ethics 105:4, 1995, 727–742.
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