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An episode of Star Trek: The Next Generation, 1987. Summary.
The television series Star Trek: The Next Generation has supplied philosophy instructors with some superb examples of moral dilemmas dressed up as good entertainment. This early episode, now considered a classic, deals not only with a Kantian type of ethics but also with its shortcomings.


The crew of the starship Enterprise are partaking of some rest and relaxation on what seems like the ideal vacation planet: Everybody is friendly, sex is considered a nice way for people to express their friendship (and it is, presumably, safe), and there is no crime. For the adults this seems like paradise, but, for Wesley, a young officer who is still in his early teens, it is rather bewildering. He joins a group of children on the planet and shows them how to play baseball, but he accidentally falls into some shrubbery that is marked off by white bars. The other children become quite subdued when two uniformed officials show up. With a minimum amount of explanation, the officials tell Wesley that he broke a rule—don’t step on the grass—and now he must die.


The captain of the Enterprise, Picard, is alerted. The reason there is no crime on this planet is because there is one overriding rule, and it is absolute: Do not break any rules or you will die instantly. You never know when the attention of the “mediators” (the execution squad) will focus on any of the forbidden zones (marked by white bars), but if you are caught transgressing, you will die. Wesley has been caught; Wesley must die.


Picard’s problem now is how to rescue Wesley. He can’t use the “transporter,” the molecule disrupter beam that moves people from planet to ship, because a higher power watching over this planet believes that he is interfering in their business and has frozen the Enterprise’s transport system. Furthermore, Picard must adhere to his own “prime directive”: Starfleet is not allowed to interfere with the internal affairs of nonspacefaring peoples. And here is a population who is exceedingly moral—it is not a backward culture of lawless thugs. What to do? Picard is experiencing a conflict between his own rules: “Keep the prime directive” versus “Do anything to save a crew member.” At the same time, he is threatened by the authors of the absolutist moral code, the higher beings who are watching out for the people of the planet: Attempt a rescue, and the Enterprise will be destroyed. Pleading that Wesley didn’t know doesn’t do any good, because (as we all know) ignorance of the rules is no excuse. The situation is put in focus for Picard when the android Data asks him, with his usual detached sense of logic, whether he is willing to sacrifice one member of the Enterprise for the safety of the rest.


In the end, Picard comes up with an answer that satisfies the higher beings, and, with the transporter functioning again, all the Enterprise crew members beam up and away. What did Picard say to convince the higher beings to release Wesley? “Any mature moral system must allow for exceptions.” This may not seem very impressive, but in fact it is; you may remember that it is the one major point brought against Kant’s categorical imperative.
Study Questions


1.
Can you think of another way Picard could have handled the situation without violating the prime directive?


2.
What is Kantian about the morality of the planet population?


3.
Could you imagine a situation (perhaps this one qualifies) in which it would be acceptable for a commander to sacrifice a member of his or her crew in order to save the lives of the rest of the crew? Under what circumstances might this be acceptable?


4.
Which of the problems concerning the categorical imperative listed on pp. 226–230 can this story be seen to illustrate? Explain in detail.


5.
Kant himself would not have approved of executing Wesley for crashing into some plants, regardless of its being illegal. Kant believed that if you are guilty of a crime, you should be punished, but only in proportion to the crime (see Chapter 13). What do you think Kant would have suggested as proper punishment for Wesley?
