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Ethics in Science Fiction


Modern Science Fiction is considered by most people to be for entertainment purposes at best and escapism at worst.  Set in future times and locations that we have little to no knowledge of, we do not expect to find traditional ethical values such as rights and responsibilities, family values, and self-sufficiency.  In fact, we almost expect something more modern such as rights alone, pure individualism, and  socialism. What most people do not realize is that a traditional code of ethics can be conveyed by the author while we are not looking. The author can use several devices to show these values, narrative episodes dealing with both extreme and everyday occurrences, teaching situations, or family interactions. The works of Robert Heinlein not only offer a great deal of entertainment but a deeply philosophical experience in his attempt to show a traditional code of ethics in an untraditional setting.  


Traditional ethics all the way back to Plato tell us that the higher ranking you are the more privileges you have, but you also have more responsibilities to go along with that rank.  Modern beliefs in ethics tend more toward thinking only of the privileges, the good parking spot, the corner office, and stock options, and ignoring the responsibilities.  Responsibility can be for not only your own actions but the actions of those under your care and supervision, such as a Captain of a ship or a military officer is responsible for the actions of their subordinates even if they were not directly under their command at the time.  Mr. Heinlein is well aware of this principle of ethics, as a graduate of Annapolis Navel Academy he was commissioned as a Navel officer in 1929 and served six years of active duty in the United States Navy before being medically retired.  In the story ‘The Roads Must Roll`, part of a “moveable road” comes to  a stop unexpectedly causing massive injury and loss of life.  The Chief Engineer of this road feels  guilty and sad about the pain and suffering caused by the failure of the road because, as he says: “Although he was not aware of any personal omission, nevertheless, the fault was somehow his, for authority creates responsibility.”�  In another story, `Starship Troopers`, the situation deals with an instance  at military boot camp: “In the first place I had been busted out of my boot chevrons, not over what I did but over something one of my squad did when I wasn’t even around…He told me I coldly that I was responsible for what my men did, regardless.” �


In a traditional code of ethics the family is the main building block, it is where you learn, where you live and a good part of who you turn out to be. Traditional family values include marriage, taking care of the children and protecting the family from outside influences.  It can be said that the Scottish Highlanders took this feeling of family to its most extreme with their system of Clans and Tartans and interclan warfare, but the idea of the family as a unit standing against the world has always been a part of traditional ethics.  In Mr. Heinlein’s book `Farnham’s Freehold` the main character is expecting a nuclear attack, his wife of several years is drinking herself to sleep and his grown son is berating him for causing his mothers alcoholism by insisting on having a bomb shelter under the house: “As you are aware, there isn’t much companionship left in my marriage.”





“I am aware, all right.  But it’s your own fault.  You’re crowding mother into  a nervous breakdown.”


“I wish it were that simple.  In the first place- You were at law school when I built the shelter, during that Berlin crisis.  Your mother perked up and stayed sober.  She would take a martini and let it go at that- instead of four as she did tonight. Duke, Grace wants that shelter.”


“Well- maybe so. But you aren’t soothing her by trotting around with that plug in your ear.”


“Perhaps not. But I have no choice.”


“What do you mean?”


“Grace is my wife, Son.  `To love and to cherish` includes keeping her alive if I can.”�


This attitude of staying and even caring about the other after the “companionship” is gone from the relationship is very unusual in today’s world.  The prevailing attitude today is that it is time to call it quits and go your own way when things start to get hard.


In the story `Methuselah’s Children` the main character, Lazarus Long, saves the lives of several thousand members of a group called The Howard Families, a group he belongs to but admittedly had no contact with for over a century.�  Heinlein’s books have several other instances of family coming first, but they are best read in full to get the proper impact.


	


Another part of the Traditional Ethic is self sufficiency, not to the exclusion of the family but inside its structure.  Being able to take care of yourself  without asking for help at the drop of the hat has long been a frontier tradition, and some of Mr. Heinlein’s best stories are set on the frontier, either physically or spiritually.  This is not to say that help is not accepted when needed, in fact helping ones family out of whatever situation they have gotten into is another long standing tradition, as well as expecting help from them whenever necessary.  The entire book `Farnham’s Freehold` is an example of what people can and will do if they must.  The story is about a small family group that is caught in a nuclear war and somehow transported into the  far future where they must survive on their wits and the few items that they had in the bomb shelter that allowed them to survive the initial attack.�  In the story `The Long Watch` the main character stops a global takeover from the moon by disabling every atomic bomb there and dies of radiation poisoning in the process.�  Another example would be the story of Rhysling, the blind singer of the spaceways, who started off as a crewman in the engine room, but lost his sight in an accident.  Since he had always written songs and poetry, he decided to make a living at it and traveled around the solar system like a modern day troubadour.�  Mr. Heinlein’s stories are full of  such men and women, who are willing to go out and do what needs to be done and not cry about the consequences to themselves, simply because someone had to do it and they were there at the time.  


	Mr. Heinlein’s  feelings about traditional ethics can probably be summed up in a passage from `Starship Trooper`, as part of a class on History and Moral Philosophy the instructor says: 


“Young lady the tragic wrongness of what those well meaning people did, contrasted with what they thought they were doing, goes very deep.  They had no scientific theory of morals. They did have a theory of morals and they tried to live  by it, but their theory was wrong -half of it fuzzy-headed wishful thinking, half of it rationalized charlatanry.  The more earnest they were, the farther it led them astray.  You see, they assumed that Man has a moral instinct.”


“Sir?  I thought—But he does!  I have.”


“No, my dear, you have a cultivated conscience, a most carefully trained one.  Man has no moral instinct.  He is not born with moral sense.  You are not born with it, I was not—and a puppy has none.  We acquire moral sense, when we do, through training, experience, and hard sweat of the mind.  These unfortunate juvenile criminals were born with none, even as you and I, and they had no chance to acquire any; their experience did not permit it.  What is `moral sense`?  It is an elaboration of the instinct to survive.  The instinct to survive is human nature itself, and every aspect of our personalities derives from it.  Anything that conflicts with the survival instinct acts sooner or later to eliminate the individual and thereby fails to show up in future generations.  This truth is mathematically demonstrable, everywhere verifiable; it is the single eternal imperative controlling everything we do.


“But the instinct to survive, can be cultivated into motivations more subtle and much more complex then the blind, brute urge of the individual to stay alive.  Young lady, what you miscalled your `moral instinct` was the installing in you by your elders of the truth that survival can have stronger imperatives than that of your own personal survival.  Survival of your family, for example. Of your children, when you have them.  Of your nation, if you struggle that high up the scale.  And so on up.  A scientifically verifiable theory of morals must be rooted in the individual’s instinct to survive—and nowhere else!—and must correctly describe the hierarchy of survival, note the motivations at each level, and resolve all conflicts.”


“The basis of all morality is duty, a concept with the same relation to group that self-interest has to the individual. Nobody preached duty to these kids in a way they could understand—that is with a spanking.  But the society they were in told them endlessly about their `rights.`  The results should have been predictable, since a human being has no natural rights of any nature.”


“Sir?  How about `life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness`?”


“Ah, yes, the `unalienable rights.`  Each year someone quotes that magnificent poetry.  Life?  What `right` to life has a man who is drowning in the Pacific? The ocean will not hearken to his cries.  What right to life has a man who must die if he is to save his children?  If he chooses to save his own life, does he do so as a matter of `right`?  If two men are starving and cannibalism is the only alternative to death, which man’s right is `unalienable`?  And is it `right`?  As to liberty, the heroes who signed the great document pledged themselves to buy liberty with their lives.  Liberty is never unalienable; it must be redeemed regularly with the blood of patriots or it always vanishes.  Of all the so-called natural human rights that have ever been invented, liberty is least likely to be cheap and is never free of cost .


“The third `right`--the `pursuit of happiness`?  It is indeed unalienable but it is not a right; it is simply a universal condition which tyrants cannot take away nor patriots restore.  Cast me into a dungeon, burn me at the stake, crown me king of kings, I can `pursue happiness` as long as my brain lives—but neither gods nor saints, wise men nor subtle drugs, can insure that I will catch it.”�


This quotation comes from a work of science fiction that mainly deals with a young man’s military adventures.  It is set several hundred years in the future and the enemy he spends his career fighting is not remotely human, yet we find  in the middle of this `Space Marine shoot’em up` a lesson in morals and ethics that rivals a textbook.  These lessons are not confined to Mr. Heinlein’s work alone, indeed even to science fiction as a genre.  Every good work of fiction, either novel, short story, or movies even will have some kernel of traditional ethics somewhere inside it.  We only have to look. 
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