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My initial reaction to the idea that there is something to be said about ethics in on-line learning was that it was like the mistaken idea that there is something to say about ethics and sex, or ethics and calculating square roots.

Now of course what is true is that sex does enter into contexts where moral issues do genuinely arise, and no doubt the same is true for square roots and on-line education or learning.  And sex, and on-line education, make certain moral issues especially prominent.  So perhaps we should note some of them.

One of the philosophers who has done most to bring on-line ethics into the limelight is Lawrence Hinman (who maintains a very extensive site for ethics and applied ethics: Ethics Matters).  Looking at some of his discussions of what he calls Computer and IT Ethics, one sees, for example, the way in which that technology has reconstructed plagiarism, converting what once had been a laborious effort akin to mediaeval monks transcribing manuscripts into an elementary exercise in cutting and pasting:

To illustrate, I will incorporate a few lines from one of his papers
 in which he harks back to a noble time when academia was like an Aristotleian polis (not the sort of place Inspector Morse found at Oxford).  He then comments:

Although the life of the academic community remains, this life now intersects with the lives we lead on the Internet. If the traditional academic community is akin to the Aristotelian polis, the world of the Internet is closer to Hobbes’ state of nature. While it would be an exaggeration to say, following Hobbes’s description of the state of nature, that 'the notions of right and wrong, justice and injustice ... have no place,' this description fits life on the Internet more closely than the Aristotelian one does. To be sure, pockets of genuine community exist on the net, and the net has made distance a much less relevant than was the case in Aristotle’s view. Genuine scholarly communities thrive on the Web, often around moderated listservers that are based on some specific noble goals. However, the Web as a whole has an anarchical structure much closer to Hobbes’s state of nature than Aristotle's polis, a structure (or perhaps, more precisely, the absence of a structure) in which right and wrong, justice and injustice have little or no place.

That only took a few moments of reformatting; quicker than if I'd had to write the words myself, much quicker than if I'd had to think them first as well.  

Of course, I've done the correct thing, and let you know what is a quotation and what isn't (though I haven't marked my silent correction of a typo), and have told you where to find it.  But let us do the Socratic thing and examine our usually unexamined lives.  What is so wrong with plagiarism?  Or what is so wrong with producing an assemblage of quotations?
  There is an obvious answer in as much as plagiarism, as distinct from acknowledging one's quotations, is a matter of attempted deceit, passing off as mine what is merely my collation of others' work.  And when, as in the traditions of academic testing, the idea is to reveal what I can do, as distinct from my skills as a collector, that is clearly dishonest, and likely to grant me rewards I have not deserved.
  But in many contexts, the question is not of my originality as against others' but of simply gathering information or opinion about a particular issue.  I might, for instance, be asked to prepare a brief for a government minister or a legal opinion for a judge.  Some audiences may wish to know where opinions come from, since they might think that relevant in some way to those opinions' value or reliability; but in general we rely on what we are told and do not seek to trace it back from source to source.  We want reliable information and intelligent opinions, but who cares whose words they are dressed in?  So it seems to me that if what we want someone to do is to produce an accurate account of how a sugar mill works, we need not look disparagingly at what seems now the norm in schools of allowing and indeed applauding work that is merely a cut and paste of various websites that set out those particular facts.

Hinman likens the web to a Hobbesian state of nature.  I have hinted at another analogy: mediaeval societies were not exactly the well-oiled police-states we are so familiar with, but they did evince collective and anonymous dedication to perhaps misguided ideals.  I have mentioned already the toil of reproducing manuscripts, but of course the obvious manifestations of this largely anonymous effort were the great cathedrals.  Hinman's "pockets of genuine community" seem to me far too constrained for the ways in which now almost anyone can make a contribution to the public good in various ways, once hooked up to the web.  Anyone can create a blog.  Anyone can join the efforts of Distributed Proofreaders to produce accurate texts for Project Gutenberg.  Anyone who writes an article can easily archive it.  And then of course there are the often much more individually significant efforts of those who are experts in the technology and software that the net uses.  As one example, let me quote again, this time from the blog accompanying Jonathan Zittrain's talk at TEDGlobal 2009:

He gives three examples of kindness on the Internet. The first one happened when the government of Pakistan blocked YouTube and one Internet service provider effected the block in such a way that it blocked YouTube for everyone around the world. But, within two hours YouTube was fixed. This was the work of NANOG or the North American Network Operators Group. He explains that these are random people who operate from nowhere, put out the fire and then leave without expecting payment or praise -- like Batman.

OK, Batman or Chartres, you pays your money ....But the basic point remains.  Comparatively altruistic behaviour at comparatively little cost.  Except perhaps, and I hope, to repressive regimes that don't want people to have access to knowledge or non-conventional ideas.

Obviously we as educators, and potential on-line teachers, can do quite a lot along these lines.  MIT and a few others have already begun.  I must say I was amazed at one remark in Hinman's discussion, about teachers who didn't want their students to read other people's websites (and I imagine books too).  What kind of teaching is that?

So, to sum up, my message breaks up into three ideas that I hope can be discerned somewhere in the preceding, although probably pretty well hidden:

1. the on-line environment provides a tremendous opportunity to do good (and get free pornography);

2. we may need to reconsider what we are really interested in and what is worth preserving, just as I would hope most intelligent publishers have now recognised that copyright needs radical overhaul, if not abolition;

3. reflection on ethical issues is not always going to underwrite our or other people's initial starting-points - that is nothing to do with the Internet in particular, but is a fact that I think promoters of the teaching of courses in encouraging good behaviour ought to reflect upon.
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�	'Virtual Virtues: Reflections on Academic Integrity in the Age of the Internet,' chapter 4 in  The Impact of the Internet on Our Moral Lives, edited by Robert Cavalier (Albany: SUNY Press, forthcoming).  I have been too lazy to check whether the book has appeared by now.


�	Coincidentally I have just acquired a translation of Benjamin's enormous work on the Arcades of nineteenth century Paris and find that much of it is more quotation than commentary.


�	I will avoid following up my general scepticism about 'desert' in this context.


�	Since may aim is to provoke rather than advocate a settled position, I ignore now the point that we also usually want, in schools at any rate, the writer to understand what is written, and to reveal that a requirement to put it in their own words is very useful.





