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onservative  commentators howled when, in 1998, Princeton

Universty named Peter Singer DeCamp Professor in its Center for
Human Vdues. This bioethicist takes nothing as sacred or tabooed—not
the digtinction of humans and animas or the sacredness of dl forms of
human life. He examines our assumptions about such maiters and disturbs
their unchdlenged roots. Singer holds outrageoudy disturbing views on
the nature of human life, his critics protested, tha thresten the mord
vaues of our young. Hary T. Shapiro, then Princeton's president, took
time to defend Singer’s appointment to head off those who were preparing
hemlock or worse to withhold gifts to Princeton. Steve Forbes, for
example, promised to do the latter in order to prove his conservative
credentials during the 2000 Republican presidentid primaries.

In The President of Good and Evil, Peter Singer once again takes a very
controversd view. He posdits that Presdent George W. Bush is sincere in
the ethica vadues underpinning his decisons. He then conducts a thorough
and thoughtful examination of those ethics He begins with ground very
familiar for him—the naure of humen life—to examine the President’'s
decison on stem cdl research, perhaps his best research and thought out
one. Singer expands that examination to a broader look at the President’s
pursuit of a culture of life Other chepters smilaly teke four or five
goecific policy initidives and then examine the ethicd bass of each
initiative and a thread uniting those initiatives around broad arees—judtice
and opportunity, freedom, faith, war, internationd relations, the invasons
of Afghanistan and Iraqg, and the US world dominance.

Bush, Singer concludes, is not condstent within any ethical framework.
He defends individua rights on sem cdl ressarch but denies habeas
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corpus for “enemy combaants” His utilitarian principles are in play in
promises to increased funds to fight AIDS in Africa but asent in his
oppostion to physcianasssed suicide or the medicd use of marijuana
Ogengbly, this bornragan Chrigian could cdam Chrigian ethics He
certainly spesks often about the sacredness of human life and God-given
rights. However, his invason of Afghanistan does not meet the Chrigian
criteria of a jus war and the doctrine of preventive war, such as the
invason of lIrag, flaly contradicts them. To be far, however,
inconsgency is not a teribly teling criticiam; few of us are consgent in
our beliefs and often hold conflicting views.

Fa more disurbing than some incondstency, Singer warns, is the
Presdent’s condgtent reliance on his indinctive or intuitive sense of right
and wrong in making policy decisons. This is very troubling for Singer
because he believes that Presdent Budh's ethics come not from a set of
wel-congdered principles based on sdf-reflection and serious thought but
from the clarity of an adolescent. Presdent Bush, Singer contends, does
not reech samplicity by navigating the whitewater of complexity but by
never entering them.

Singer's drongest criticism of the Presdent’'s ethic goes to what Singer
congders the heat of beng human—reflective sdf-awareness. However,
“Reflection and criticd thought are...not something that Bush rdishes’ (p.
211). His lack of these features permits the President strong convictions
and migplaced vaues, jus as many adolescents He may inss on
truthfulness in amal matters but show a “gross misunderstanding of the
morad requirements of honesty,” Singer agues (p. 217). The now
infamous sxteen words of the 2003 State of the Union Message, “the
British government has learned that Saddam Hussein recently sought
ggnificant quantities of uranium from Africa” represent, for Singer, the
art of putting the litera truth in the service of dishonesty.

Those who view the Presdent's mord development in this arrested
manner will welcome a thorough examination and refutetion of Bush's
goparently principled postions. For them, Singer will be more than an
academic Michael Moore but just as satisfying. Likewise, readers of the
New York Times and Washington Post will find familiar evidence carefully
marshded to make a convincing, scholarly case tha there is no unifying or
even subgtantiad set of vaues shoring up the Presdent’ s ethics or policies.
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Is this enough, however? Why even bother to pretend that the Presdent is
thoughtful and principled just to refute that assertion? Singer pegged this
persoective in his description of the “cynicd view” of the Presdent’s
ethics, which he rgected but with which | began. “To take Bush's ethicd
views serioudy, to subject them to a reasoned critique and try to fit them
into a coherent ethical framework, is...to trest them more serioudy than
they deserve’ (p. 219).

After reading the book, | remain cynicd. Why take Presdent Bush's
ethics serioudy? We have had previous presdents who could parse the
truth a the cost of honesty depending on wha the meaning of “is’ is
Certanly, Presdents Clinton and Kennedy behaved like immature
adolescents in their sexud affars. Like them, Presdent Bush's views
would not merit serious attention a al except for his pogtion.

Ther consequences make a preddent's ethics a serious matter.
Conseguences go to the heart of politics as a vocation according to Max
Weber, whom Singer does not mention, unfortunately. The ethicad
shortcomings of Budh's policies are clearest not for their inconsistency or
their place on Lawrence Kohlberg's scale of mora development but when
measured by Weber’ s ethic of respongibility.

IN HIS WORLD WAR | ESSAY, “POLITICS AS A VOCATION,” Weber argues
that an ethic of ultimate ends “just does not ask for consequences” “The
believer in an ethic of ultimate ends feds ‘responsble only for seeing to
it that the flame of pure intentions is not quelched.” He dedt with the
complexity of Chrigian pacificisn and rgected it. The ethic of
respongbility requires “ore has to give an account of the foreseesble
results of ones actions” Thus it prohibits blind dlegiance to radicd
Chrigian pacificism, or any ultimate end, because of its foreseedble
adverse consequences. Responding to aggression by turning the other
cheek would abrogate the ethic of respongbility for the ethic of ultimate
ends. Intentions cannot outweigh the consderation of the foreseesble
consequences of our actionsin the vocation of politics.
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There is a counterpart to this mix of intention and consequences in the
ethic of everyday life. The drictest ethica test is to judge our actions for
their consequence on others and to judge others actions towards us by
ther intentions. In contradt, the laxest is the opposite—a stress on good
intentions and denia of the consequences of our actions.

By the consgent avoidance of the consequences of his actions and
invoking good intentions despite bad outcomes, Presdent Bush fdls on
the laxer Sde of this measure of mora development. Again, George W.
Bush's avoidance of consequences and insstence on intentions would be
of little importance except that as Presdent of the United States, they have
much more didurbing shortcomings than conventiond — pubescent

migudgment.

Singer sets up the contrast of intentions and consequences, well. Whether
or not Presdent Bush intends to bankrupt the US so that it can no longer
afford socid and regulatory programs, the consequences of record deficits
and increased military spending make cuts in these programs a logicd and
foreseedble consequence. Similarly, while it may be the intention of the
Presdent to defend the United States agangt terrorist atacks, the
consequence of policies of incarceration without due process undermines
the U.S. heritage of a avil liberties upheld by an independent judiciary (p.
88). The consequence of preventive war doctrine, whatever its intent,
redores the “might makes right” principle of internationa relaions. The
consequence of unilaterd military action undermines international  efforts
a peace and nonproliferation of wegpons. The consequence of invoking
God on our dde agang evil puts us in the mindsst of Idamic
fundamentdist  terrorigs. The consequences of  withdrawing  from
internationa  agreements prolong the inequitéble squandering of the
eath’'s resources on an unsugtainable pattern of economic activity and
consumption; and so on and so on.

Obvioudy, it would be hard to win an dection on a platform of these
consequences. Thus, the consequences of policies, and here other
adminigrations share some blame, are denied or ignored. (As | write,
Republicans at ther nationd convention are cdebrating the liberation of
Afghanigan and Iraq and the prospect of their stable, democratic
development. As | revise, news emerged of a report to the President, at the
time of the convention, that the best that the best hope for Irag in the near
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future is ungeady dability and the worst outcome civil war) When
conseguences cannot be denied or ignored, intentions are substituted for
them. No matter what the evidence of torture a Abu Ghrab prison in
Baghdad—events that came to light too late for incduson in Singer’'s
book—the White House and Pentagon never intended them and are thus
not responsible for them.

This brings us to a central question: Are we to believe that Presdent
Bush's denid of foressesble consequences comes from his effort to
deceve the Ameican people or from genuine innocence—an
unwillingness or inability to accept the consequences of faled policies.
Singer ducks this question. “Sincerdy held or not, Bush's ehic is
woefully inadequate’ (p. 225). One ges a little further with Paul
Krugman's judgment. In The Great Unraveling, Krugman argues that
Presdent Bush is smply a good CEO for a board that understands and
wants many undesrable consequences such as an impoverished nationd
government and the cessation of dmogt dl socid programs and policies.
His neoconsarvative advisors and their supporters understand and
welcome ther intended consequences of the Presdent’s policies. Their
ethic of ultimate ends includes their vison of a radica restructuring of US
socid and foreign policies that serves as ther ehic of responghility.
Singer cites Krugman's work often and seems sympathetic with his view.

But, if we are concerned with the ethics of Presdent Bush, this begs the
question: What responghility do CEOs have for the consequences of
policy whether ther own or others? May Presdent Bush ingst sincerdy
that he has no responsbility for the bad consequences of the palicies of his
adminigtration?

| believe that he can make these clams sincerdy. He can be truthful in
denying foreseesble consequences, if he does not have the honesty to
inquire aout them, one of Singer's mog teling comments about the
Presdent's mordity. His lack of reflection kegps him safe from the
complexity of matters beyond his interet and thus from some of the
reponghility for the foressesble consequence of his decisons.
lllugratively, the Presdent's rdigious views indine to the smplicity of
Manichaeanism, a Chrigian heresy that polarizes the world into good and
evil, rather than the complexity of the Sermon on the Mount and the
commandment to turn the other cheek, with which Weber grappled.
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This brings us beyond Singer’s assartion of an underdeveloped mordity to
a highly developed and conggtent ethic. The Presdent seems to combine
the ethic of ultimate ends with a totd lack of ethic of responghility into an
ethic of privilege—the ability, based on sdective perception and wishful
thinking, to define maiters as one wants to see them and then to ignore the
consequences of one's actions. This ethic marks his youth and career—
admisson to predigious univerdties despite mediocre  academic
achievement; a cavadier Nationa Air Guard duty; acquidtion of wedth
despite busness falures, faled and deficit-ridden policies in Texas, as
well as the events that Singer portrays so wel. Smply put, a highly
developed ethic of privilege implies that privilege does not oblige. The
privileged have no obligation for the ddeterious consequences of ther
actions or bdiefs including of course the implications of this one. At its
highest stages of development, this ethic of privilege permits the Presdent
to be sincere and irresponsible.

At the end of these condderations, we come face to face with two
questionss How did this poorly-principled man become presdent? If the
serious negative consequences of his poorly principled policies are 0
obvious, why does he have an excdlent chance to be re-dected? The
answers have to do with those who share, enthusiagticdly or reuctantly,
the ethic of privilege with the President.

A five to four mgority of the US Supreme Court embraced that ethic
enthusadicdly in its decison that made George W. Bush president. The
Court took the equal protection clause designed to establish and protect
the voting rights of Africanr Americans, gpplied it to hinder a true account
of voting results, and then refused to accept its own decison as a
precedent for other cases.

The recount process, in its features here described, is inconsstent
with the minimum procedures necessary to protect the fundamenta
right of each voter in the specid ingance of a statewide recount
under the authority of a dngle doate judicid officer. Our
congderation is limited to the present circumdances, for the
problem of equa protection in dection processes generdly
presents many complexities.
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Behind the legd language is the cdear datement of an ethic of privilege
things are as we say they are, we will day on the smple sde of the
complexity of the equa protection of rights, and the consequence of our
action isnot binding on us.

The ethic of privilege got George W. Bush into the White House but can it
keep him there? Perhaps so. There are those of red privilege who dso
abide by the ethic and will support the Presdent. However, few
Americans have such a highly developed ethic of privilege as Presdent
Bush because his degree of privilege is beyond the ordinary experience of
Americans. Why then might these ordinary voters join him in the ethic of

privilege?

The smplicity of action based on firm, common sense convictions has
gpped to ordinary people. If Presdent Bush does not have a high degree
of mora judgment, as Singer argues, he resembles a conventiona degree
of development, thet is the ordinary stage of development His penchant for
amplicity without reflection and a world of stark rights and wrongs has
appedl to some, who may aso prefer matters to be uncomplicated.

This smplicity has less goped to those who underdand there is
responsbility for foreseeable consequences in a world with grey as well as
black and white. Even among them, however, the Presdent may find some
support because a wel-devdoped ethic of privilege gives him a great
degree of odf-confidence expressed primaily in  affability.  Fred
Greengein, a political scientis and scholar on presdents, points to the
Presdent's “gptitude for the persond dde of politics” Greengen
compares Presdent Bush to Lyndon Johnson and terms him “congenitaly
gregarious’ with halmarks of “exceptiond sociability” and a “bantering
manner.” He just seems too nice to be so wrong. The Presdent has
unshakegble conviction in the ehic of privilege His own life is an
embodied nardaive tha sdective perception and widhful  thinking—
gncere irresponsibility—do not impede one from becoming president of
the United States.

His uncomplicated views and sociability permit Presdent Bush to embody
exceedingly wdl a narative of other American vdues that obvioudy
goped to a great many voters. Leadership scholars such as Howard
Gardner and Rondd Hefetz help us understand thet the ordinary narrative
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of the Bush presdency—induding the ethic of privilege—saves us the
task of bringing our vaues into line with our practices The ordinary
narrative does not ask the consequences of our actions for our vaues.
What happens when you leave programs unfunded or under funded and
programn funds unspent? Rather, it explans our actions in terms of the
highest esteem we hold for oursdves. Our intentions—to leave no child
behind, to achieve cean skies, to fight poverty through a specid
millennium fund, to recongruct Irag, or to combat AIDS in Africa with
record amounts of assstance—suffice. We have to go no further than our
intentions in the ordinary narative of American actions. In his interview
with Arab tdevison dations, for example, Presdent Bush found the
torture in Abu Ghraib prison abhorrent. But assured the people of the Arab
nations, “the actions of these few people do not reflect the hearts of the
American people... Thisisnot America”

Yet what America is the Presdent describing? Certainly, it could not be
found in Texas when the thenGovernor George Bush executed 152
inmates incduding juvenile offenders and a mentdly retarded man. That
America is in the company of China Iran, Pakigan, Saudi Arabia and
Yemen. The America that George Bush offers is one where our intentions
shidd us from the consequences of our actions. He assures us that bad
things do not happen but if they do, they happen only because bad people
did them or only to people—such as the Texas 152—who had it coming to
them. Thisis a very comforting narretive.

George Bush enjoys his eectoral prospects because he exudes the ethic of
privilege and entices us to join him there. We ae invited to think
wishfully that government services can improve and increase with less
taxes, that today’s debt will never come due or impinge on our children's
wefare tha the growing inequdities of income have no negaive
consequences for democracy or the middle class; that military might can
order the world the way we want it; that disturbing evidence of
environmentd damage can be safdy ignored; that socid problems have
ther origins in the people with them and not in socid conditions, that
racig policies may be overcome with race blind policies, etc. Within an
ethic of privilege, sdective perception means that we don't have to
examine or reflect on our actions. In Weber's terms, the ethic of
privilege s ultimate end is to keep us free from an ethic of responghbility.
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A vaiant of the ethic of privilege may be necessary for many Americans
to support the Presdent The presdency, being the primary eected office
of our naiond government, serves as a natond symbol. Ordinary
Americans may privilege Presdent Bush as they would any presdent as
the occupant of the highet office of ther government. Their perception
may become sdlective, or sdected from them, when Presdent Bush cannot
find his way to the end of a sentence. As when he embarrassngly
bemoaned that “Too many OB-GYNs aen’'t able to practice their love
with women dl across this country” because of medical mapractice suits.
Understandably, ordinary Americans may prefer to think that we have
invested the power of our naion in a man with greater darity of thought
than expresson. Likewise, they may prefer to think widhfully that the
Presdent had meaning other than the clear aticulation of the ethic of
privilege when he argued againg John Kerry's plan to roll back the tax
cuts for the most wedthy Americans because “red rich people figure out
how to dodge taxes.”

The ethic of privilege has specid goped now, a time of fear. People are
less inclined to aspire to higher forms of mord reflection, argument or
action, when they fear phydcd violence. In such a time, there is some
comfort to live in a world of stark contrasts—good and evil, right and
wrong—and its gmplicty. The foreseeable consequences of President
Budv's polices make running for redection difficult except for the
extreordinary willingness of ordinary people, afrad for ther safety, to
make ther safety an ultimate end with less regad for the ethic of
responsbility. Preventing terrorist attacks may outweigh consderations of
other  policies—education, environment, civil  liberties—and  ther
outcomes.

Pat of the substantial gpped of Presdent Bush may be the gpped of the
ghic of privilege in a frightening world whose terror exceeds our
understanding. At such time, an usthem world may be reassuring.
Likewise, it may be comforting to invoke the privilege of exceptionaism,
which the Supreme Court used to make him Presdent. We can use force
agang others without assuming that we have etablished an example for
others to follow againg us The ethic of privilege violates Kant's ethica
imperdive “act dways as if the maxim of your actions were to be a
universal law” (p. 213) but it dso makes the world a smpler place if you
do not look beyond the intentions of our actions.
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Peter Singer’s thoughtful condderation can yied some disturbing insghts.
In this case, the Presdent’s indinctive ethical judgments yidd an
unreflective  ethic  of  privilege—ultimate vaues sncerdy held  but
insufficiently thought out and without responghility for the consequences
of actions taken on ther behdf. The ehic of privilege offers a truly
disgurbing invitation to escgpe from the freedom to reflect on the
consequences of our actions in the presdentid dection of 2004 and from
the respongbility for our actions.

Unfortunately, the ethic of privilege is what it is because it is not available
to ordinary people. The only parts of the ethic of privilege tha ordinary
people share are the opportunities to diginguish themsdves from others—
induding gays and lesbians—in terms of good and evil and not to ask or
reflect on the foreseesble consequences of that action. Presdent Bush's
ethic of privilege permits us, ordinary Americans, to become privileged by
defending a freedom that, ironicaly, we dare not use less we become one
of “them” or the victims of those who envy our too-risky-to-use freedoms.
It is easer, of course, to dismiss disturbing thoughts like these than to
consder them. That was the advice Singer's consarvative critics gave to
Princeton. That condderation is the safeguard of democracy and, Singer
would remind us, the expresson of reflective sdf-awareness that makes us
fully humen. Ultimady then, the dection of 2004 entals the ethics of
regpongbility of ordinary Americans as much if not more than the ethics
of George W. Bush.

Richard Coutois Professor of Leadership Studies at Antioch College and
has recently published Making Democracy Work Better.

Logos 3.4 — Fdl 2004



