[bookmark: _Toc461869567][bookmark: _Toc459633561][bookmark: _Toc20990833]Transition: Bad Apples and Respect
“It takes two” is an adage that parents and teachers often use to prompt self-reflection in children.  Later in life it remains appropriate when both parties to a dispute have been selfish or callous or otherwise less than exemplary. Like most adages, there’s a seed of truth. But the adage is false.  It only takes one clever bad apple to spoil an entire institution – or even an industry.  It only takes one superchicken who knows how to game the pecking order.  
Why? The same psychological phenomenon that makes regulatory capture both fast and insidious also makes the bad apple or the super-pecker mentality infectious: Humans are wired to emulate each other. This phenomenon is sometimes called “sympathy”, sometimes “social contagion” or “situationalism”.  We model each other and “pick up” accents, attitudes, body postures, and a whole host of phenomena.  Yawning is contagious, but seldom morally significant.  Pecking your co-workers is contagious and damaging.  
Bad apples literally spoil the bunch because the chemical process in apple-rotting outgasses ethylene, which the ripening process in other apples. Infectious diseases, on the other hand, spread a pathogen from one carrier to another.  In the Boyd article, this epidemiological model is used to identify three friends as “patient zero” in the spread of “irredeemably unethical behavior”.  
The level and kind of harm their companies caused is good evidence of depraved indifference to the suffering of children and their families.  This is an extreme form of contempt that need not be accompanied by any feeling. 
Specious/fallacious/illegitimate bad apple arguments:  Scapegoating the one or the few bad apples as a being solely responsible for the wrongdoing in order to exonerate the guilty. The executives of Wells Fargo blamed bad apples – 5,000 lower level employees they fired – so that they could escape personal responsibility for creating the conditions in which fraud thrived.
Valid bad apple argument: One or a few perpetrators corrupted the institution, usually people who were in highly protected decision-making positions like CEO. Once in a very long while there will be a full confession or a smoking gun.  Usually not. So how else can we determine whether this was a bad apple problem?
How does Boyd’s argument work?
1. List the paradigm examples of corporate wrongdoing from the 1980s.
2. Identify any individuals who had positions of power in more than one of these.
3. If there are any, you have a correlation.
4. Once you have a correlation, you can posit a causal hypothesis: Probably/maybe these people were responsible for the wrongdoing.
5. Map the connections, as one would in tracking an infectious disease.
6. Try to test the hypothesis.  What additional evidence can you find? Memos? Miraculous recovery from senile dementia?
7. If the red flags are jointly sufficient, or the evidence stacks up so that the best explanation for the correlation is that these people were responsible for the wrongdoing, you have a sound inductive inference.
8. As with any inductive argument, new evidence could invalidate the argument. 
Notice that we don’t need a huge amount of inside information for this kind of argument.  We don’t need to diagnose whether Saunders is a psychopath or Fürer is a megalomaniac. We don’t need to articulate their ideology or identify their rationalizations.  We can determine that something is seriously wrong with these guys without knowing precisely what.
Respect
Everywhere you look these days, you see appeals to toxic corporate culture as a primary cause of catastrophic failures that make headlines.  Everywhere management is being held responsible for failing to build and maintain healthy corporate culture.  The solution is to sensitize ourselves to the ethical environment and take responsibility for keeping it healthy.  “Tone from the top” isn’t good enough anymore.  Many people are promoted into lower management positions with no training and poor role models (e.g. one mediocre boss and a lot of television).  So we need to spend some time thinking about what management is and how to do it well. 
The introductory TED talks were our first foot in the door to understanding how corporate culture can be shaped by concrete features of the work experience - concrete features that management can determine.  Good managers think about how to build social capital by synchronizing coffee breaks or promote autonomy by implementing a ROWE.  (Notice that a fully implemented ROWE would make it very hard to build social capital.) Then we had some examples of toxic culture, which took a variety of forms at Wells Fargo, the Fed, and Nestle. Consider how genuine respect for people – from personal bankers to customers – might have made a difference.    
Creating culture isn’t magic.  It can’t be accomplished with vision statements and pithy adages alone.  It takes thoughtful work.  Respect is central to creating and maintaining a healthy corporate culture.  But what is respect?

A. The negative definition 
A negative definition defines a term or thing by clearly identifying what it’s not.  So what’s the opposite of respect? Disrespect, obviously!  Well, not so fast. Besides being a pretty circular definition, “disrespect” also carries a lot of connotations that might be a poor fit for the situation (e.g. when authority and politeness aren’t relevant), and it might be a counterproductive appeal (sometimes saying you’ve been disrespected just looks like petty whining).  So it’s wise to begin with a broader range of terms at the outset.  Think about when “disrespect” is used and what kind of moral complaint it raises in those contexts.  Then think about its family of synonyms. 
Terminology of disrespect

Business Ethics	65	WSU (Castro)

Contempt
Derision
Condescension
Patronizing
Infantilizing
Insubordinate
Repressive
Oppressive
Uppity


Some of these terms are used to rationalize poor treatment of others, most notably “uppity”.  Others identify a particular wrong, e.g. infantilization (treating an adult like an infant) is an extreme form of patronization that’s never morally justified.  Some are a bit trickier to pin down.  Contempt can be deserved, e.g. contempt for a genocidal dictator.  But contempt for others can also be a morally culpable failure, and a deep one.  Even the genocidal dictator is a person, and that carries moral weight.  Consequently we must distinguish between a) the kind of moral respect that every person (and perhaps many animals) deserves by virtue of the fact that they are sentient or autonomous beings, and b) the kind of moral respect that a person deserves because they’re a good person who behaves well….and a few others.


B. Respect for “humanity” or “respect for persons” = respect for all people 
· Even the worst villains have human rights that must be respected.  
· We owe even the worst of our acquaintances professionalism.
C. Respect for a person’s character = respect for most people:
· Some rights are contingent upon minimally adequate cooperation, e.g. murderers may thereby forfeit their right to freedom of movement.
· Sufficiently immoral behavior is reliable evidence of poor character, which merits disapproval of the person (and possibly other consequences).

Respect for persons is morally mandatory.
Only when you know someone is personally guilty of genuinely despicable things is it morally permissible to have contempt for the person.  Even then, we should be conservative in expressions of contempt without thereby being overly permissive.  
· It’s all too easy to let anger, vengeance, mob mentality, or your predatory nature get the best of you.  It’s easy to be judgy.  Tempting to troll or x-shame. We need to carefully curb that aspect of human nature.
· Yet if we take no corrective action when someone is doing real damage, we become complicit bystanders.  We have an obligation to take a stand and do something.  Expressing contempt can be part of an appropriate response. We need to carefully consider how to respond to contemptible behavior.
Respect is not reducible to a feeling or emotion.
Yes, there is a characteristic set of feelings, conscious attitudes, and dispositions that belong to our understanding of respect and contempt.  But no, they don’t perfectly track respect and contempt. I can feel all warm and fuzzy about you as I deny you the promotion because I just don’t think our folk would be comfortable taking orders from ‘someone like you’. I can like you while I completely disregard the instructions you gave me.  I can think your local norms are cute and quaint while I do my own thing.  Infantilization can be kindly dispensed. Contempt doesn’t have to be malicious or sadistic.
Claiming to harbor no ill will towards someone does not prove that you haven’t treated them with contempt.  Callous disregard, negligence, reckless endangerment, and a host of other terms characterize what we might call ‘cold’ contempt. Many forms of contempt and disrespect are offhand, unconscious, or carry no affect at all. If your humanity just doesn’t factor into my calculation and I have no feeling at all about it, I’m still treating you with contempt.
When the contemptuous are contemptible
Contempt for a class of people is always morally wrong. Contempt for a person because they belong to a particular demographic class is called prejudice – prejudging the person on the basis of their group membership.  We’ll go into more depth on this soon. For now, we’ll just say this.  Contempt for a person is only morally justified when that particular person is guilty of serious moral wrong.  Engaging in class-based, therefore morally unwarranted, contempt is itself morally contemptible.  This is the simplest explanation of why racism, classism, sexism, and ableism (the Isms) are morally wrong and why they make us worthy of contempt. 
D. [bookmark: _Toc20990819]Respect for authority = obedience; conformity
· It’s usually wise to respect an expert, up to a point, when they offer a carefully researched opinion and you aren’t in a position to judge better for yourself.  Even so, it’s wise to do a little verification of your own, to make sure the opinion is reasonably trustworthy.
· It’s usually a job requirement to obey those higher in the workplace hierarchy, and to defer to the client/customer’s wishes. Even so, your job also carries a responsibility of expertise that requires you to limit your deference and obedience. 
E. [bookmark: _GoBack]Respect as civility = politeness; pro tanto respect for/abiding by local norms
· Some socio-cultural norms are morally wrong, so the ethical obligation is only pro tanto
· Many local rituals and norms may be uncomfortable, e.g. taking off your shoes when you enter a person’s home, but that in itself doesn’t justify disrespect. 
· Discomfort can be a red flag for a moral wrong, so critical reflection and sometimes discussion or consultation are required. 

[bookmark: _Toc522369013][bookmark: _Toc20990823]Through the next few pages we’ll take a closer look at these forms of respect.  

Respecting Humanity
[bookmark: _Toc20990824]Mini-Introduction to Immanuel Kant: Two Formulas[footnoteRef:1] of the Moral Law [1:  There are three (or maybe 5), but we’ll only use these two in class.] 

Kant is widely recognized as the founder of deontology, the ethical theory that is most prominent in the US and which most deeply shapes our legal system and corporate governance.  Respect, human dignity, and the inalienable freedom to govern oneself are core values of his theory.  The current US understanding of treating people with respect, as a criterion of professional conduct, is deeply shaped by Kant’s philosophy.  So you need a basic understanding of his first two moral principles.  
· Kant is famous for advocating a moral principle called the formula of humanity: 
Act so that you treat humanity whether in your own person or in that of another always as an end in itself and never as a mere means.
Now that’s pretty vague and unhelpful.  As it has come to be understood, the basic meaning of the principle is that to treat someone as an end is to treat that person respectfully, whereas to treat someone as a mere means is wrong because it’s disrespectful or contemptuous.  So treating someone as a mere means is a foot in the door to understanding what respect is.
Means vs. mere means
To treat someone as a means is to use that person to further one’s own ends.  We do this all the time.  Every form of cooperation, including all the business forms of cooperation, involves treating people as means.  To treat someone as a mere means is to use that person in a way that denies their humanity. 

[bookmark: _Toc20990825]Modes of disrespect/denials of humanity
· Demeaning someone; treating a person as a thing, a mere means, a number on a page, a cog in the machine, etc.
· Interfering with or violating a person’s rights, infringing their freedom to (e.g. to smile), compromising their freedom from (e.g. freedom from undue risk)
· Tricking, deceiving, or coercing someone; using someone against their will; treating a person as if she’s not autonomous.
· Failing to recognize human need; treating a person as if he doesn’t need to sleep or eat or connect with other human beings.
Q: How does the stereotypical use of “It’s not personal, it’s just business” express contempt for those who’ve been harmed by a transaction or decision?

Policies can treat people with contempt.



Kant is also famous for the even more opaque formula of universal law:
[bookmark: GIICIFormula]Act only in accordance with that maxim through which you can at the same time will that it become a universal law.
The meaning of this formula can be glossed in (at least) two useful ways: 
1. Golden Rule: Treat others the way you’d want them to treat you. 
2. No Cheating: Morality applies to everyone equally, no exceptions, no gaming the system, no free riders. 
“If we now attend to ourselves in any transgression of a duty, we find that we do not really will that our maxim should become a universal law, since that is impossible for us, but that the opposite of our maxim should instead remain a universal law, only we take the liberty of making an exception to it for ourselves (or just for this once) to the advantage of our inclination.” (Kant 4:424)
“There is something splendid about innocence; but what is bad about it, in turn, is that it cannot protect itself very well and is easily seduced. …  The human being feels within himself a powerful counterweight to all the commands of duty, which reason represents to him as so deserving of the highest respect – the counterweight of his needs and inclinations, the entire satisfaction of which he sums up under the name happiness. … But from this there arises…a propensity to rationalize against those strict laws of duty and to cast doubt upon their validity, or at least upon their purity and strictness.” (Kant 4:405)

Problem: Disrespect involves treating a person as if they’re not a person.  Why is this quasi-factual mistake morally wrong?
What Kant says (more or less) 
Humans have free will. Freedom in Kant’s sense is not the freedom of a little kid to eat candy and watch cartoons all day.  Freedom is freedom from being determined by nature, thus being freed to govern ourselves.  We are essentially autonomous beings.  We not only can self-govern, we can’t help but self-govern (though we often do it badly).  Free will thus entails autonomy, which in turn entails responsibility. [Kant thinks this entailment is a logical necessity.]  In particular, freedom entails the responsibility to make the world as it ought to be – better than it is.  
“Morality is the condition under which alone a rational being can be an end in himself because only through it is it possible to be a lawgiving member in the realm of ends.  Thus morality and humanity insofar as it is capable of morality, alone have dignity.”
Moral agents have the ability to make the world as it ought to be, to make something an end and to realize that end.  This is literally a supernatural power – a power that nothing else in nature has, a free will through which we can change the natural world rather than being determined by it.  To have dignity is to be above nature in this way. 
Morally culpable mistakes involve perversions of value, especially of this value. E.g. selfishness involves disproportionally valuing oneself compared to others. Dignity is incomparable.  So it’s wrong to treat people as if they are mere commodities or things. 
A contemporary answer
Given recent events, there is a great need to revisit the importance of doxastic responsibility – our responsibility for the beliefs and opinions we hold.  This includes moral responsibility for willful ignorance, self-deception, and obstinance.  We will talk a bit about doxastic responsibility later. 
Maybe there’s just no arguing with psychopaths and egotists.  But ordinary people who want a little insight into why we should respect people we don’t like might accept human potential as a reason to treat people respectfully even when they don’t currently seem to deserve it.

[bookmark: _Toc522369016][bookmark: _Toc20990826]Respecting Authority

[bookmark: _Toc503869803][bookmark: _Toc20990827]Obedience and Corruption
Q: 	Why can’t we just follow orders or follow policy?  That seems respectful and fair.  What harm could that do?
 A: 	Half the time you’re going to be the one giving the order, making the decision, or writing the policy so you can’t just follow orders.  Whenever you’re exercising power, you’re susceptible to that old human tendency to corruption.  Corruption makes it more difficult to treat people fairly and respectfully and to give due consideration to the harm you might cause.  
The other half the time, when you’re expected to follow orders or policy, you’re still responsible for your own conduct. Moral responsibility really is inalienable.  Sometimes you’re required to disobey, even in the military. 

[bookmark: _Toc20990828]What Science Knows
The Milgram experiment , the Bohns experiment, the Stanford Prison experiment, and Bystander experiments are well-known psychological experiments that reveal the mundane roots of evil, particularly evils rooted in “authority”. They have all been replicated, with variations, and their results are robust (though interpretations of what’s going on may vary).

1. The Milgram-Bohns Experiments
Milgram results: “Of the forty subjects in the first experiment, twenty-five obeyed the orders of the experimenter to the end, punishing the victim until they reached the most potent shock available on the generator [450 volts].” [footnoteRef:2] Most teachers complied with the scientist’s orders for no better reason than “to aid science”.  In some cases the teacher continued to comply even when the learner was screaming and begging to stop. Again, for no better reason than the scientist said to, or it was for the good of science.  [2:  Milgram, Stanley (1973) “The Perils of Obedience” Harper's 247:1483] 

Conclusion: “The essence of obedience is that a person comes to view himself as the instrument for carrying out another person’s wishes, and he therefore no longer regards himself as responsible for his actions.  Once this critical shift of viewpoint has occurred …the person feels responsible to the authority directing him but feels no responsibility for the content of the actions that the authority prescribes” (Milgram, 77).
Lesson: As you know from our list of ethical fallacies, moral responsibility is inalienable.  Observers do not feel responsible, but they nevertheless are responsible for their actions.  The human tendency to obey, which is absolutely necessary for survival in small children, persists into adulthood and can easily undermine ethical judgment.  “Just following orders” is all it takes to make a holocaust.
Bohns: We have a lot more influence over other people than we think.  The egocentric bias masks this fact from us, which can then mask our own abuses of power.
We’re all susceptible to the perils of obedience.

2. The Stanford Prison Experiment
Setup: College students are divided into two groups, “guards” and “prisoners”.  The two groups are sent to a basement where cameras are set up to observe their behavior for two weeks.  
Research question: What are the psychological effects of perceived power? Or alternately, how easily does power corrupt?
Results: The experiment was terminated in 6 days.
" I ended the study prematurely for two reasons. First, we had learned through videotapes that the guards were escalating their abuse of prisoners in the middle of the night when they thought no researchers were watching and the experiment was "off." Their boredom had driven them to ever more pornographic and degrading abuse of the prisoners.  Second, Christina Maslach, a recent Stanford Ph.D. brought in to conduct interviews with the guards and prisoners, strongly objected when she saw our prisoners being marched on a toilet run, bags over their heads, legs chained together, hands on each other's shoulders. Filled with outrage, she said, "It's terrible what you are doing to these boys!" Out of 50 or more outsiders who had seen our prison, she was the only one who ever questioned its morality. Once she countered the power of the situation, however, it became clear that the study should be ended. And so, after only six days, our planned two-week prison simulation was called off." – Professor Philip G. Zimbardo
Conclusion: Power corrupts very easily and very quickly. Corruption can be strangely invisible to those caught in it. 
We’re all susceptible to situational corruption.
How could this happen? Consider the following psychological progression:
1. Autonomy feels good.
2. Being entrusted with responsibility feels good.
3. Exercising power feels good.
4. Exercising power over others feels good.
5. Predation feels good.
6. Transgression feels good. 
7. Harming the vulnerable makes me powerful.
8. It’s my right as one of the powerful to harm the vulnerable.
9. In order to maintain my power, I need to keep others in their place.
10. It’s my duty to demean and attack anyone who steps out of place.
Predation and transgression feel good, when they do, because they involve an adrenaline rush.  Adrenaline can be psychologically interpreted positively or negatively.  “Adrenaline junkies” tend to experience adrenaline rushes as thrilling rather than as terrifying.  This interpretability of the adrenaline response makes us all susceptible to 5 and 6.  But notice that 2 involves trust.  A fiduciary duty is a duty of trust.  1 and 2 already entail moral responsibilities to not abuse power.  When the fiduciary duty gets lost (they’re not explicit in 4), the lure of predation and transgression lead rather quickly to toxic personalities and behaviors (cf. Stanford prison experiment).  This can generate an invisible hand effect that leads to toxic institutions.  Tendencies to obey (cf. Milgram experiment), prey instincts, and other psychological phenomena contribute to bystanding (up next!).  These enable, maintain, and reinforce toxic institutions.  Sometimes the hand isn’t invisible at all.
3. The Bystander Effect[footnoteRef:3] [3:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OSsPfbup0ac&feature=youtu.be] 

Many of our norms are implicit.  We follow the herd whether or not we’re even conscious that there’s a “policy” in place.  The inalienability of moral responsibility then requires that sometimes we must break from the herd and expose ourselves. (Take your own notes!) 
As you listen or read, consider the role of the orchard in sheltering bad apples and allowing them to thrive. Maybe it doesn’t take two. Maybe it takes a whole village.













[bookmark: _Toc20990831]Exceptions: When to not follow policy…without disrespecting its authority
Earlier we emphasized that policy implementation failures are a common source of corruption that compromises the integrity of the institution.  When left uncorrected, policy implementation failures culminate in toxic culture that harms both people and the business.  But we also noted that sometimes policy is wrong and that good policy includes a) a good process for revising policy, and b) a good exceptions procedure.  
Easy cases:  If your policy is good, its implementation facilitates cooperation. Good policy isn’t hard to implement or follow.
Hard cases: No matter how good your policy is, there will always be weird situations that the policy wasn’t designed to handle.  In these exceptional cases, don’t just break the rule.  Disrespect for policy is corrosive.  Instead of just breaking the rule, develop a good procedure for handling exceptions.  Exceptions are inevitable, and you can’t just keep codifying them all.  
Judgement is always required to decide hard cases. The facts are objective grounds, but there’s no single clear procedure by which to render a decision. “More than rudimentary cognitive skill” is required.  
Making exceptions where they’re due respects the complexities of human life.
So what are the basic elements of a good exceptions procedure?

a. Clean Fiduciary Hands: Several of the most common forms of corruption involve making exceptions for oneself or for “one’s own”, e.g. one’s friends (cronyism), which is a violation of Kant’s formula of universal law. 
Even when you’re trying very hard to be objective and you believe you can, any time you make an exception for “your own”, it will appear unfair to others.  This is why conflicts of interest must be eliminated.  How? A good exceptions policy has multiple people who can receive a request for exception, all of whom have been trained and who are accountable. Sometimes there’s a committee with broad representation at the management level.  Anyone who has a conflict of interest is recused. 
b. Sufficient Grounds:  Whenever it seems that following policy would be bad, e.g. harmful or unfair, someone needs to clearly state why.  What are the grounds for exception here?
Illness, injury, trauma (bank robbery!), and bereavement are often adequate grounds for exception. Good policy includes some tolerance for these without need for any exception, e.g. flu season happens every year and people need to go to funerals so we have sick leave or personal days or some mechanism to normalize handling these. If I’ve just been diagnosed with cancer and I’m sick as a dog on chemo, or my kid is, I’m probably owed a lot more slack.  Being liked or disliked by my colleagues is not a justificatory ground for exception.  What about breaking in new technology?  
c. Proper Documentation:  The request, the grounds, the evidence, the decision, and who made it should all be documented and kept for future reference.  
Unless the exception is truly trivial, documentation of the grounds is typically required. Even when you like and trust the person, a witness or a photo or something to provide evidence really helps ensure no one is gaming the system. 
The requirement to document reduces the opportunity for cronyism, selective enforcement, and erratic enforcement.  It also creates the formal conditions necessary for transparency and precedent.  
d. Broad Transparency: The process for exceptions and the decisions made should be public within the work group or company. 
When there is genuinely confidential information involved, e.g. someone’s medical information, that information must be redacted.  
Transparency exposes shady business, promotes trust, and allows patterns to be recognized and tracked. 
e. Setting Precedent: When a record of past exceptions is available to everyone, prior decisions can be treated as precedent.  
This enables decision-makers to maintain consistent standards even in the face of wildly various exceptional circumstances, and it gives people who need an exception some idea of what to expect. 


[bookmark: _Toc20990832]Respect as Civility
The easiest and most superficial form of respect is politeness or civility.  Civility is basic and important, but shallow.  It is also extraordinarily context sensitive because it engages conventions.  Conventions of interaction vary across the world and even within social groups.  Because civility is extraordinarily context sensitive, we all have a duty of respect to develop our soft skills, read the room, and do as the locals do.
Example: Americans have a tendency to take up a lot of space.  When we sit on trains and park benches, we slouch and sprawl.  We splay our legs, cross our legs with one foot or knee sticking out, reach out over the seat backs, etc.  In many countries this is deeply uncivil.  Respect for other people in public spaces requires that we sit up straight and minimize the space we take up.  Americans are space hogs – we take up more than our share of public space.  We are not merely breaking with local convention, we’re actually doing something wrong when we sprawl.
I’ll give more examples in class.

Warning: You’re about to be exposed to an expletive!
What do to when someone is being uncivil?
Uncivil behavior can be the result of cluelessness, but it can also stem from an entrenched sense of entitlement.  When incivility stems from a person’s character, it may be incorrigible. Clueless incivility can usually be correct with a hint, a quiet word, or a friendly reminder.  
Sometimes, however, a typically civil person is having a bad day.  If you’re angry, irritable, impatient, and self-absorbed, your ability to be civil is likely to suffer.  In such cases we often resort to name calling.  Once upon a time, calling someone “uncivil” had teeth.  It was a real insult that operated as a wake up call.  Being called “uncivil” should give one pause and reason to course correct. Today we might instead call someone an “asshole”.
Now as you know from critical reasoning, ad hominem arguments are fallacious.  As you know from Kindergarten, name calling is bad behavior.  Even so, expletives have a proper function in language. We can use this to figure out what’s really wrong with uncivil behavior.  (Even when expletives are descriptively appropriate, they may nevertheless be unproductive or uncivil. )
Not all expletives are alike.  Some expletives are so mild that young children may use them, and they might even be said in sacred spaces without profanity.  At the other end of the spectrum, there are expletives so obscene that it would arguably be unethical to even say them aloud in any context, much less ever use them.  (This is called the use/mention distinction: It is one thing to talk about a word, i.e. to mention it, and a different thing to use the word.  Calling someone a name is different from discussing what that name means. The grand obscenities collapse the distinction from a moral perspective - mentioning the word by actually saying it or spelling it out could be as bad as using it.)
“Asshole” is in the middle.  It’s a strong expletive that serves an important sociomoral function. In some contexts it would be profane.  In others, it might not even operate as an expletive.  We’re going to mention it a lot, but we’re not going to use it.  I’ve censored the reading to protect your delicate sensibilities as much as possible, but I’m pretty sure that most of you are adult enough to handle it. The objective is to tease out why we want to call people “assholes” so that we can understanding how the name-calling temptation operates as a moral red flag. 

Incivility is a petty corruption that desensitizes us to greater ones.
Q: Why did James call his book Assholes: A Theory rather than Egotists: A Theory?  
The expletive is a marketing tool. It commands attention by transgressing a norm. Transgression is a standard vehicle of humor.  The style of the prose combined with overuse of the expletive make the book funny and entertaining to those who find this form of transgression funny. 
The expletive is also accurate vernacular.  James is trying to articulate something important about how we live and how we think, without hifalutin’ academic mumbo-jumbo.  If his language is too strong for your context, you can substitute a milder term to make the same point. 

So how do expletives work?
The proper function of an expletive is to express vehemence and command attention. We can express vehemence and command attention to varying degrees using volume, tone of voice, and a host of other non-verbal cues.  In text, our options are limited.  (What would the emoji look like?)  
The primary way an expletive commands attention is by transgressing a norm.  The norm is that we don’t say such things.  Transgression signals the abnormal. There is something aberrant or extraordinary here! Pay attention! 
Overusing an expletive can undercut its efficacy because norms can change over time.  (Rock climber example in class.)  This is not always the case, however. The attempt by African Americans to co-opt the n-word and reclaim its power hasn’t made it innocuous. 
In some contexts expressing emotion directly is interpreted as a lack of self-control, emotional instability, or hysteria.  It backfires sometimes, even when the inciting cause is something that should genuinely get us all worked up, e.g. genocide.  The primary virtue of an expletive is that it allows us to decouple the verbal or written expression of vehemence from its natural expression.  
It can be civil to use an expletive.  Suppose you’ve tried really hard to make a schedule that accommodates everyone’s requests and that fairly distributes the shifts.  You post it.  Then Jun comes along and says, “Hey, I told you I’m having surgery on Wednesday so I can’t work.” You could say, “Oh! I’m so sorry!  I totally forgot.  I’ll work on it and change the schedule.”  This is perhaps the best response for most oversight mistakes.  On the other hand, Jun may have shared with you how worried she is about the surgery.  This raises your burden of care somewhat.  “Oh!” typically expresses surprise. You might want to express contrition rather than surprise, so you might better say, “Damn!” than “Oh!”.  “Damn” expresses vehemence of contrition in this context. 

Assignment: Read the excerpt provided.  Prepare to concisely explain what it is that makes being an asshole or acting like one morally objectionable.  Could you explain it without any expletives or name calling? 

Food for thought: What’s the difference between being an asshole and being a racist?  Is there any overlap?  Do the epithets operate differently?  Why isn’t “racist” a swear word? What about other demographically laden words? We’re going there, so start thinking about broader implications of James’ theory.


Appeal to Civility as a Fallacy: When Civility is Used as a Cudgel Against People of Color
The value of civility is one of the few things Americans can all agree on — right? That's the common assumption. And yet it's an assumption that depends on everyone thinking they're a full member of the community.
But what about when they aren't?
For many people of color in the United States, civility isn't so much social lubricant as it is a vehicle for containing them, preventing social mobility and preserving the status quo....pushing back against the status quo will be seen as inherently uncivil by the people who want to maintain it.
Take notes!


