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The Night, Max Beckmann, 1918-19

 

There  is  interplay  between  belief  and  behavior  such  that
people act in the world on their beliefs, and as a result, the
world,  consisting  of  multiple  factors  and  layers  of
environment,  gives  feedback  in  context.  Understanding  this
interplay can help us understand the nature of morality as a
subjective construct, and ethics as an objective concept, and
ultimately lead to evaluating ideas, separating the good from
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the bad.

 

 

The essence of culture is the way we do things. Leonardo da
Vinci painted the Mona Lisa using certain methods, based on
certain  assumptions,  giving  objective  substance  to  those
methods and assumptions. The painting that resulted is not
culture  but  is  rather  an  artifact  of  culture;  no  small
distinction.

 

Cultural artifacts have both an objective and a subjective
dimension. Objectively, the Mona Lisa exists and has mass,
takes up space, etc. Subjectively, the Mona Lisa is accorded
the  renown  that  it  has  as  one  of  Western  Civilization’s
greatest works of art and that renown gives it a particular
value and a consequent need for security. Take away the belief
that the Mona Lisa is so valuable and the need for security is
also removed.

 

There  is  interplay  between  belief  and  behavior  such  that
people act in the world on their beliefs, and as a result, the
world,  consisting  of  multiple  factors  and  layers  of
environment,  gives  feedback  in  context.  The  image  below
illustrates this interplay, which is our cultural heart throb.



© Copyright 2017 by Lawrence A. Howard

 

Sometimes the feedback the world gives humans affirms their
beliefs and other times it does not. At a deep level, the
feedback may reinforce basic socialization. For example, a
mother may tell her child, “don’t touch that pan, it is hot!”
In his/her limited experience, the child has never been burned
and fearlessly touches the hot pan, only to get burned. The
child  thereafter  believes  his  mother  and  understands  the
concept of “don’t touch, it’s hot!”

 

The opposite happens when worldly feedback to human action is
at odds with the belief(s) that motivated the action.  For
example, as a child in the Midwest, I gained an impression
from adults, and television, particularly the news coverage of
the Kitty Genovese case, that New York City dwellers were cold
people who thought only of themselves. [1]

 

I kept that impression with me until, on my first business
trip to New York, I witnessed a man impeccably dressed in
business attire hold back traffic at a green light while a
courier picked up boxes accidentally dropped during his failed
attempt to cross an intersection. Thereafter I was singularly



more  open  to  the  idea  that  New  Yorkers  could  act  with
compassion,  and  treated  New  Yorkers  with  more  respect.

 

There are instances where socialization has so structured and
strengthened an individual’s beliefs about something that it
takes a considerable amount of objective, worldly feedback to
change  those  beliefs.  The  process  of  objective  worldly
feedback being at odds with the subjective beliefs of a person
is cognitive dissonance, i.e. reality contradicts belief.

 

When an individual becomes aware of the extant contradictions
involved in cognitive dissonance, objective facts have crossed
an individual’s cognitive threshold. When cognitive dissonance
happens, a range of outcomes is possible, depending on the
individual’s context and psychology.

 

Context is singularly important. For example, at school a
child may be told in no uncertain terms by another student
that “Santa Claus is make believe!” Suppose the child is told
this by another who is popular among his/her peers, and that
other is also supported by most of the child’s friends. The
child’s reasoning tells him that there must be something to
the idea that Santa is fake and when he returns home that day,
his first words to his mother are, “Mommy, you lied to me!”

 

The mother’s reaction is important, because she is likely the
center of the child’s universe. Suppose the mother gently
explains that Santa Claus is “good make believe,” because it
is based on the Christmas spirit and the true characters of
the three Wise Men and Saint Nicholas. She takes the time to
sit with the child, explain the concepts, and answer all of



his questions. The child is then led to an understanding in
such terms that he continues to think well of his mother and
“Santa  Claus,”  and  is  less  likely  to  adopt  any  negative
formulations,  whatever  they  might  have  been.  Cognitive
dissonance is resolved in a positive way that may forever be
an internal, mental reference throughout the child’s life.

 

The  mother  could  have  reacted  in  a  way  that  negatively
resolved the child’s cognitive dissonance. What then for the
developing child’s mindset and behavior? One can envision the
development of a child who doesn’t trust adults, and perhaps
later the ultimate result, i.e. a cynical adult.

 

An individual’s psychology and mental strength is as important
as context in resolving cognitive dissonance. A fragile mind
can shatter when forced to admit that the world is not what
the person believed it to be. A strong mind can also be a
negative thing in that it can filter the real world such that
objective reality is warped into perceived conformity with the
strong  mind’s  belief  system.  Zealots  and  others  who  have
closed minds fall into this category.

 

There  is  thus  a  mental  range  along  which  we  can  plot
individuals,  a  fragile  mind  at  one  extreme,  a  strong  and
warping mind at the other extreme; I think that most people
are  desirous  of  a  society  in  which  individuals  generally
possess a balanced, open mind, strong enough not to shatter
when reality contradicts cherished beliefs, and strong enough
to adapt belief to reality, rather than try to make reality
conform to belief. Most people throughout history have been
generally balanced, evidenced by the fact that the human race
has survived several millennia of incredible change. But those
of strong and warping mindsets have caused much chaos, death,



and destruction throughout those same millennia. To quote the
Bronx-born longshore philosopher, Eric Hoffer:

 

It is the true believer’s ability to “shut his eyes and stop
his ears” to facts that do not deserve to be either seen or
heard  which  is  the  source  of  his  unequaled  fortitude  and
constancy. He cannot be frightened by danger nor disheartened
by obstacle nor baffled by contradictions because he denies
their existence.[2]

 

In  the  aggregate  across  all  individuals  who  collectively
identify  as  “we,”  e.g.  “we  are  Americans”  or  “we  are
Russians,”  their  cultures  are  dynamic,  powerful  processes,
fueled  by  interplay  between  belief  and  behavior  that
determines  economics,  politics,  and  social  environment.  In
this way, culture creates some of its own environment, i.e.
the mental, human part; the other part of the environment of
culture  is  the  natural,  physical  environment  that  exists
independently of human beings. The tree exists in the forest
whether or not humans know about it.

 

Culture  is  both  affected  by  and  creates  its  environment.
Morality,  for  example,  consists  of  the  norms  of  behavior
transmitted  from  generation  to  generation  by  socialization
processes that include everything from engaging in the “good
make believe” of Santa Claus, to distinguishing between first
degree murder and negligent homicide. Morality is therefore
subjective in substance; morality is only objective insofar as
we can discern that a certain group of norms are adhered to.
It is not historically unusual to find different human systems
of morality almost completely at odds with each other. There
are no universal moral concepts although there are some that
are professed to be, and there are also many that are similar



to each other across different cultures. This situation makes
the  study  of  culture  and  its  manifestations  particularly
difficult, as T.S. Eliot pointed out:

 

From the sociological point of view, the truth or falsity (of
religious precepts or atheist beliefs) is irrelevant: we are
concerned  only  with  the  comparative  effects  of  different
religious structures upon culture. Now, if students of the
subject could be neatly divided into theologians, including
atheists,  and  sociologists,  the  problem  would  be  very
different from what it is. But, for one thing, no religion can
be wholly “understood” from the outside—even the sociologist’s
purposes. For another, no one can wholly escape the religious
point of view, because in the end, one either believes or
disbelieves.  Therefore,  no  one  can  be  as  detached  and
disinterested  as  the  ideal  sociologist  should  be.  [3]

 

Nothing  is  harder  to  accomplish  for  a  human  being  than
stepping  outside  the  box  of  his/her  own  culture,  and
objectively  trying  to  understand  an  alien  culture.  This
difficulty is summed up in a statement made to the author by a
former  US  Marine:  “I  frankly  don’t  care  what  motivates  a
terrorist; just put him in front of my gunsight and I’ll take
care of him.” While there is some immediate practicality to
the Marine’s outlook, it is wanting on several levels.

 

This  situation  makes  the  results  of  different  studies  in
anthropology, comparative politics, sociology and other social
sciences extremely “hot” and controversial, depending upon the
reviewer’s cultural box and therefore, the reviewer’s moral
precepts.  Two  examples  presented  here  demonstrate  the
objective  truth  of  the  foregoing.



 

Example  one  is  of  Nazi  Germany.  The  very  fact  that  Nazi
Germany is used as an example lights the fuse of controversy.
The fact is, the Nazis had a system of morality; of course, a
morality fundamentally repugnant to most other extant human
systems of morality, but nevertheless.

 

Delving into the example; it begins with an anecdote. As a
student  at  the  University  of  Washington  I  took  a  course,
“Revolutionary  Regimes,”  taught  by  Professor  Charles  W.
Cassinelli.[4] Some students, enrolling in the course with the
expectation of being given lectures admiring of Che Guevara
and other leftist icons, were surprised to find that Adolph
Hitler’s Nazi regime was included in the course. When the
professor came to the Nazi regime in his syllabus and began
objectively describing it, one student with a contorted, angry
face  jumped  up  in  class  and  shouted,  “You’re  preaching
fascism!” Cassinelli calmly replied, “I’ll get to Mussolini
and his Fascists, but right now I am explaining to you the
nature of National Socialism. Do you want to learn, or do you
want to leave the class?” The student responded by stalking
out of the class. The student was so deeply immersed in his
cultural box that he had become one of the people described by
Eric Hoffer as a “true believer.”

 

One of the norms of the Nazis’ system of morality was the
belief in the superiority of the German people and in wider
scope, the superiority of the “Aryan Race;” the Nazis acted
upon that belief. One example of action that conformed to this
Nazi belief was to single out one group of untermenschen, the
Jews, and force them to wear the Star of David, prominently
sewn on a subject individual’s clothing. The rationale for
this  requirement  was  to  clearly  distinguish,  in  an



unflattering way, a Jew from an Aryan, because (objectively,
of  course)  there  was  otherwise  no  natural,  distinguishing
features that denoted an Aryan German from a Jewish German.
This use of the Star of David was one of the ways in which the
Nazi true believers, using the power that was available to
them, tried to make reality conform to their beliefs. The
primary purpose of the Star of David patch was to affirm an
Aryan German’s sense of superiority every time the “Aryan” saw
the patch on the Jew.

 

Most  outside  analyses  would  simply  overlook  the  internal
cultural logic of the Nazis and excoriate the use of the Star
of  David  patch  as  reprehensible  racism;  in  doing  so  such
analysts would be following his/her own, subjective concept of
truth but come nowhere close to understanding why the Nazis
did what they did.

 

Dare we make a contemporary comparison of this Nazi action,
and its purpose, with identity politics in the contemporary
West?  If  the  “differences”  between  people  are  continually
highlighted, those groups can be more easily brought into
confrontation with each other.[5] As a consequent objective
fact, the members of the groups will never be unaware of their
differences, and therefore racism, etcetera, will never end.
The policies and programs ostensibly designed to end racism
become perpetual motion political machines. Who benefits from
that situation?

 

The second example demonstrating how hard it is for a human
being to step outside his/her cultural box is the case of the
Soviet  biologist,  Trofim  Lysenko.  Lysenko  was  favored  by
dictator Josef Stalin and made “Director” of Soviet biology
because he had rejected the theories and research in genetics



of  Gregor  Mendel  and  Thomas  Hunt  as  being  constructs  of
bourgeois  capitalist  society.  Whereas  Mendel  and  Hunt’s
research led them to believe that animals and plants evolved
and developed in an environment where individuals competed for
the available resources and survived as a species by passing
on  their  chromosomes  and  other  genetic  material,  Lysenko
claimed that successful organisms originated from cooperation,
and proposed to change spring wheat into a hardier winter
wheat  using  his  theories.  Unfortunately  for  Lysenko,  and
Soviet agriculture, he failed because his theories were at
odds with reality and, unlike the Nazis in the case of the
Star of David patch, Lysenko did not have the power to appear
to bend genetics to his belief system.[6] Stalin executed and
sent to the Gulag many “bourgeois” biologists and others who
did  not  embrace  Lysenko’s  theories,  and  set  back  Soviet
genetics and agriculture by a generation.

 

Dare we make a contemporary comparison of this Soviet action
with attempts in the contemporary West to show that first,
“global  warming,”  and  now  its  successor  reformulation,
“climate change” is caused by human beings? President Obama
announced that “the debate is settled” on climate change,
despite the fact that it isn’t,[7] much as Stalin decreed that
Lysenko’s theories were the truth, when they were not. The
President  followed  through  on  his  statement  by  enacting
executive orders and directing executive agencies to engage in
such policies as “the war on coal.”[8] He entered into the
Paris Climate Accords that, had the United States not later
withdrawn from them, would have redistributed trillions of
dollars of American wealth to dubious Third World regimes and
international organizations while simultaneously not having a
significant  impact  on  greenhouse  gas  emissions  into  the
atmosphere. Likewise, Stalin had heavily invested in Lysenko’s
theories and bankrupted Soviet agriculture.

 



Morality  is  a  subjective  concept,  rooted  in  a  person’s
culture, conditioned by his/her upbringing and socialization.

 

Ethics, in contrast, are objective, based on verifiable fact.
The cases of Copernicus and Galileo demonstrate this basic
characteristic of ethics.

 

Most people in Europe believed the sun revolved around the
earth until Nicolaus Copernicus, a sixteenth century Polish
astronomer and mathematician, showed them otherwise—at great
risk to him. It was Church dogma at the time Copernicus lived
that the earth was the center of the universe; nowhere does
the Bible state this notion, and even though the idea had
originated  in  classical  Greece  with  Aristotle,  Christian
theologians ironically inferred it from Genesis. That which
the  theologians  inferred  and  made  into  dogma  was  given
temporal  enforcement  by  the  Inquisition,  and  by  the
aristocratic authorities of the time. Publically stating and
professing any other ideas was heresy, a crime punishable in
some cases by torture and death. Copernicus understood his
danger, and he may have delayed publication of his ideas until
he  was  on  his  death  bed  in  1543  to  escape  persecution,
ridicule, and worse.[9] What made Copernicus undertake his
research and write his conclusions? People believed something
that wasn’t true; scientific inquiry and reasonable discussion
was forbidden on painful penalty.

 

Copernicus generally is accorded the distinction of having
initiated the Western concept of the scientific method. The
essence of the scientific method is to try and falsify a
hypothesis; if it can be falsified, as Copernicus did with the
dogma of the earth being the center of the universe, then a
new, “tentative truth” has been found. “Tentative;” because,



the new paradigm may also be falsified at some later point.
Essentially the scientific method is a method of progress,
i.e.  yesterday  we  were  ignorant,  today  we  have  learned  a
little, and tomorrow we can discover more. Physicists are
still trying to falsify Einstein’s Theory of Relativity; after
all, we cannot do warp speed without exceeding the speed of
light. To borrow a phrase from the Beatles, “it’s getting
better all the time.”[10]

 

People living in the thrall of a false dogma suffer great
harm, enjoined from progress and kept from improving their
knowledge and understanding; finally, they are enjoined from
improving the quality and meaning of their lives. How could we
possibly get to relativity if we still believed and acted on
the  idea  that  all  celestial  bodies  circled  the  earth?
Copernicus initiated the release of an entire civilization
from  a  critically  harmful  thralldom  by  establishing  what
became known as the scientific method and factually verifying
that the dogma was wrong. This ethical action of verification
resulted in objective fact, compared with the moral action of
Lysenko that entailed an attempt to make reality conform to a
subjective principle.

 

But everything happens in context. Copernicus’s ideas, despite
the efforts of the Church, permeated throughout Europe after
his death. Galileo Galilei, the man who became Copernicus’s
greatest disciple, was born a generation after the death of
Copernicus in 1564 in Pisa, Italy, during a time when the
temporal power of the Roman Church was on the wane and faced
the growing challenge of the Protestant Reformation; Galileo
died 6 years short of the Treaty of Westphalia, the first
major  agreement  between  European  autocrats  that  was  not
approved by the Pope. He died in the same year that the
English Civil War began to rage. Maybe even more importantly,



he was better able to conduct astronomical observations than
Copernicus because he had a powerful new instrument in the
telescope.

 

After learning in 1609 about the invention of some Dutch lens
makers, Galileo acquired the lenses and constructed his own
telescope  within  a  year.  He  trained  his  telescope  on  the
heavens and discovered…that although many of his calculations
needed  to  be  refined,  Copernicus  was  right.  Galileo
embellished Copernican theory by discovering that Jupiter had
moons, and the sun had spots. All of his discoveries, when
announced and professed, were still against dogma; in fact, in
1600 the Roman inquisition had first hung upside down naked in
the public square, then burned to death the Dominican friar,
Giordano  Bruno,  who,  among  other  sins  had  supported  the
theories of Copernicus.[11] In 1616 the Church Inquisition
convened a council under the auspices of Pope Paul V which
condemned Copernican theory. As the years waxed on, Church
personnel changed, some supportive of Galileo; but, finally
Galileo was tried for heresy.

 

His many friends and personal connections stood him well,
because he was given house arrest rather than the crueler
penalties that were levied upon Giordano Bruno. He was also
allowed to write and receive visitors, so his teachings and
papers were disseminated throughout Europe. It wasn’t until
over 300 years later in 1992 that Pope John Paul II admitted
the  mistake  of  the  Church  in  condemning  Copernicus  and
convicting  Galileo  that  the  Church  dogma  was  formally
vanquished; but, in all practical reality, Galileo had struck
the fatal blow to the false dogma by the time of his death in
1642.[12]

 



Galileo finished the ethical action begun by Copernicus that
transformed a civilization from thralldom to the freedom of
inquiry and innovation.

 

The question at the center of ethics is, “what actual harm is
being caused by whom or what to who or what; and why?” Can the
objective harm be justified according to objective criteria or
conversely, can it be condemned? In contrast, the question at
the  center  of  any  moral  system  is,  “does  it  violate  the
belief?” In other words, the moral issue is whether an action
can be justified because it “keeps the faith,” or condemned
because  it  is  heresy,  reactionary,  counter-revolutionary,
racist, fascist, etc.

 

Look no further than the case of the shooting of Michael Brown
by Ferguson, Missouri Police Officer Darren Wilson on August
9, 2014 to distinguish between the ethical question and the
moral question as they manifest themselves in everyday life.
Officer  Wilson  encountered  Michael  Brown  shortly  after  a
Ferguson Police Department Dispatch went out about “stealing
in  progress;”  Brown  had  stolen  cigarillos  from  a  nearby
convenience store and physically accosted the store owner.
Wilson was aware of the dispatch and called for backup when he
saw Brown and a friend walking. Wilson then blocked the two
from walking further by parking his SUV at an angle. Wilson
then tried to get out of his vehicle; the door was blocked by
Brown, who then reached into the window and grabbed Wilson. A
struggle ensued in which Brown nearly gouged out Wilson’s eye
and Wilson shot Brown.

 

It took nearly 8 months for the United States Department of
Justice, relying on all of the evidence that was available,
including  video,  eyewitnesses,  and  forensic  evidence,  to



establish  the  actual  events  and  to  conclude  that  “Darren
Wilson’s  actions  do  not  constitute  prosecutable  violations
under the applicable federal criminal civil rights statute, 18
U.S.C. § 242, which prohibits uses of deadly force that are
“objectively unreasonable,” as defined by the United States
Supreme Court. The evidence, when viewed as a whole, does not
support the conclusion that Wilson’s uses of deadly force were
“objectively  unreasonable”  under  the  Supreme  Court’s
definition. Accordingly, under the governing federal law and
relevant  standards  set  forth  in  the  USAM,  it  is  not
appropriate to present this matter to a federal grand jury for
indictment,  and  it  should  therefore  be  closed  without
prosecution.”[13]

 

Before,  during,  and  after  the  DOJ  investigation  into  the
killing  of  Michael  Brown,  there  were  riots,  protests,
punditry,  media  speculation  and  demagoguery  all  centering
around the idea that when Officer Wilson shot Brown, the man
was standing with his hands up and saying “don’t shoot!” It
doesn’t stretch the truth to characterize the afore-mentioned
collection of people, who claimed that they wanted “justice,”
as a mob that fueled itself on subjective passion. To them it
was obvious that Darren Wilson was a racist white cop who had
killed an innocent black man.[14]

 

In the case of the killing of Michael Brown, the ethics of the
issue  are  not  ambiguous.  Ironically,  the  moral  principles
embraced by the mob were also not ambiguous—to the mob!

 

Another, dramatic example of the difference between morality
and ethics is the mandatory use of seatbelts. It is both moral
and  ethical  to  save  lives,  correct?  But  what  if  you  are
dealing in probabilities, and there is a statistical minority



of people whose death or injury will be caused or facilitated
by the otherwise “life-saving” safety device?

 

In 49 states of the Union, state law requires driver and
passenger to “buckle up.” In New Hampshire, all passengers
under 18 must wear seat belts, but it is the choice of those
over 18 to wear the restraint or not. An overview of all the
studies that were done from the 1950s through today show that
the methodologies and reporting of those studies focus on the
reduction of fatalities and injuries in automobile accidents;
no  methodology  has  so  far  been  employed  in  examining  the
question of whether, in the event of grave injury or fatality
when seat belts were worn, whether the wearing of the seatbelt
contributed to or was a cause of the injury or death.[15] No
test  or  study  has  ever  claimed  100%  effectiveness  for
seatbelts – so what about that group of people who died or
were  severely  injured  while  wearing  them?  What  about  the
circumstances of the survivors who were not wearing seatbelts?

 

Here, of course, utilitarian philosophy, part of America’s
dominate political culture, extends its influential umbrella,
i.e. advocate and support the greatest good for the greatest
number. But what about the minority? Utilitarianism doesn’t
concern itself with the minority.

 

My  brother  is  alive  today  because  he  was  not  wearing  a
seatbelt during an accident in a 1973 Gran Torino. He was
traveling  along  a  graveled,  country  road  in  northern
Wisconsin, watching for deer out in the fields as he passed
by, an activity that locals refer to as “road hunting.” His
bow and arrows lay unstrung in the back seat; if he saw deer,
his plan was to pull off alongside the road, get the weapon,
and stalk his quarry. He was intent on this activity and had



let his speed gain momentum; he was also not paying attention
to the road in front of him. He suddenly remembered the road,
looked ahead, and saw a vehicle coming towards him. Surprised
and traveling too fast for the gravel, he jerked the Gran
Torino over to the right. The car wildly skidded, hit some
boulders, rolled and bounced into a tree.

 

Things took a little longer in 1973 than they might today; no
cell phones or 911 systems for one thing. By the time the
ambulance and police arrived almost an hour had gone by. The
Gran Torino was crushed against the tree and the area behind
the steering wheel was tightly mashed to the dash and steering
column.  Looking at it, the responders anticipated a fatality.
Finally, they were able to determine that nobody was in the
car! They looked, and found my brother, lying in the field. He
was  unconscious,  and  remained  so  for  several  hours,  but
otherwise, was unscathed.

 

Had he been wearing his seatbelt the strong likelihood is that
he would have been held in place by that safety restraint as
the car collapsed against the steering column and dash. My
brother had broken the law by not wearing his seat belt and in
so doing he had saved his own life. Had the accident occurred
in a different set of circumstance, yes, he might have been
hurt or killed because he wasn’t wearing the restraint; but is
it ethical to require him or anyone else to wear the seatbelt
knowing that the seatbelt can become an instrument of harm?
Why not simply inform people, and let individuals decide? That
would be the ethical way, as opposed to the moral, mandated
way of “saving lives.”

 

Morality is a subjective concept. Ethics is based on objective
truth, i.e. verifiable evidence. When humans are moral, they



follow the learned precepts arising from their culture. When
humans are ethical, they try to step outside the box of their
culture and discover that which is actually extant.

 

Ethics is therefore the key to objectively analyzing the value
of ideas, philosophies, and morality, and yes, cultures. If
there was no possibility of objective analysis, those who
claim that beliefs, and the values associated with them, are
all relative, would be correct. No one set of beliefs would be
better than another. Christianity, Islam, democracy, American
or North Korean possession of nuclear weapons, it would all be
the same. In such a world, good and evil are simply a matter
of  how  you  view  things;  all  things  and  ideas  are  equal.
Fortunately, such cultural relativists are wrong and it can be
proven.

 

The grand irony is of course that even cultural relativists
are hard put to describe Nazi morality as being “relative” and
equal to other ideas, and the same for haters of capitalism
and other haters. Such people demonstrate the problem of human
subjectivity but do not understand how they are doing so.

 

Consideration of the role of women in society provides a good
exercise  for  identifying  some  ideas  as  being  better  than
others;  the  key  to  performing  the  analysis  is  to  set  up
criteria  against  which  the  implementation  of  ideas  is
compared. For example, radical Islamists believe that women
must be covered head to toe, and only their husbands may see
their skin. Women who do not at least wear the hijab are
disgraceful and there are many cases of women without that
covering being publically accosted and insulted. “Whore” is a
common epithet used by the attackers.[16]



 

In contrast, the general Western idea is that women are free
to  exercise  their  own  judgement  and  dress  as  each  thinks
desirable and appropriate for an occasion. Western women are
not often publically accosted and insulted because of their
choice of clothing; but if they are it is generally those
making the insults who are perceived to be in the wrong, not
the women.

 

To evaluate which idea is better, the radical Islamist, or the
general Western, we need only look at the actual facts of the
implementation, i.e. the consequences of women not covering
themselves head-to-toe in the real world.

 

First, we must factually consider the Islamists’ insult: are
women who are not covered head to toe in public “whores?” How
best to factually answer this question? A survey? Observation?
Admittedly an exhaustive empirical study is outside the range
of this presentation; but, anecdote and testimony can suffice
for the exercise. I have known Muslim women who do not cover
themselves as desired by the radical Islamists, and of those I
know, none are whores. I have also known Western women, none
of whom covered them in such dress; again, none are whores.
So, objectively there is evidence that failure to don a hijab,
burqa or chador does not cause whorish behavior.

 

A larger issue looms in conjunction with whether the lack of a
hijab, burqa or chador causes whorish behavior and that is the
fact that the head-to-toe covering is mandated in places like
Taliban-controlled Afghanistan, Pakistan and ISIS-controlled
territory; women do not have the freedom of choice to dress as
each thinks appropriate. By law women in those places are



prohibited from showing skin to a man not their husband. What
are the consequences of the implementation of this mandated
dress VS freedom of choice?

 

The consequences include:

Lacking  freedom  of  choice,  women  become  chattel  of
men[17]
Unable to show their skin to a man not their husband (or
the  eldest  male  in  the  family)  women  cannot  easily
consult physicians for even routine healthcare. Because
women are not allowed to be professionals, all doctors
are male.[18]
Women face a health challenge in constantly wearing the
prescribed  clothes,  including  Vitamin  D  deficiencies.
Given freedom of choice, most people would not engage in
behavior that threatened their health.[19]
Cruel and unusual punishment for breaking the mandated
strictures[20]

 

In contrast to the implementation of the ideas of the radical
Islamists, the general Western view of the role of women stand
as polar opposites, as are the general consequences.

 

Women  have  freedom  of  choice.  The  consequence  of  the
implementation of this idea is that women are legal persons,
equal  before  the  law  in  all  contractual  relationships
sanctioned by the society, from marriage to buying and selling
property, and of course, securing a license to drive a car.
Women are not chattel.

 

Women in the west can secure healthcare, from a male or a



female doctor, when they need it.

 

Women are free to change their clothing as they individually
think it to be appropriate.

 

Nobody can legally sanction a woman in the West, certainly not
in any cruel and unusual fashion, for lawfully exercising her
freedom of choice.

 

The analysis is complete, begging a conclusion. The conclusion
is a statement of value, i.e. which idea was best, that of the
radical Islamists, or that of the general approach in the
west? Even if the analysis is objective, and the facts that
are  arrived  at  documented,  how  can  a  value  statement  be
anything except subjective?

 

The answer is to ask the foremost question that ethics must
answer: “what actual harm is being caused by whom or what to
who or what; and why?” Can the objective harm be justified
according  to  objective  criteria  or  conversely,  can  it  be
condemned?

 

Because of the implementation of the radical Islamic ideas in
places like ISIS-held territory, women as a class of human
beings are being harmed. Their health, well-being, and natural
freedom  is  put  at  severe  risk.  Nobody  is  harmed  by  the
implementation of the Western ideas that encompass women as
free to choose and be equal before the law, able to conduct
their own affairs.



 

The radical Islamists are the ones causing the harm. Why? They
are embedded in a moral system of behavior that makes them
think they are in the right. The harm that their victims
suffer is real; objectively who benefits? Nobody. Subjectively
who  benefits?  The  radical  Islamists  and  their  subjective
belief system. This conclusion is not Islamophobic, but it is
a statement of fact. In fact, the concept of Islamophobia
originated as a subjective political tool in Iran during the
Khomeini Revolution.[21] So, given that origin, the labeling
of critics of the radical Islamists as “Islamophobes” is not a
criticism of objective analysis that should be accorded any
legitimacy.

 

The harm being done to women by the radical Islamists is
unethical. The issue thus becomes whether those of us who can
step outside our subjective boxes of culture to understand the
nature of the harm can see the path to do something effective
about putting a stop to it.
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