What is the relationship between moral standards and On-Line Dating?
Introduction

Morality is an issue which affects the way in which we act, it is part of the process which helps us make decisions and defines us as human beings. Before enrolling with an online agency we must make the moral decision on whether it is correct for ourselves. We must also evaluate the risks of others being immoral at the same time.
Morality, thinking philosophically
Morality is an issue which philosophers have dedicated much time to. The definition of what is moral or not varies greatly between individuals; this thought is linked to relativism moral philosophy. Relativism addresses the individual viewpoint that what is right for me may not be right for someone else
. Moral philosophy has it’s roots in Ancient Greece when Aristotle raised the idea of virtue ethics which is a hierarchical way of thinking where one is first law abiding and ultimately a virtuous being, but this does not deal with the why an act is moral or not
. Utilitarianism which dates back to the 19th century takes the viewpoint that an act is morally good if the act increases overall happiness of society; the name being derived from utility (economic term for gain)
. The question is raised on whether this is a relevant way of thinking of morality as it takes no account of the act itself (e.g. if I crash my car whilst driving under the influence of alcohol causing me to miss an event in which would have resulted in my death – this thinking would mean drink driving in this case was morally justified!!). This is a direct contrast of the viewpoint of Duty ethics also known as deontological ethics. Duty ethics concentrate on the act itself; that each human being has a duty to do good and by carrying out this duty regardless of the consequences one is being morally good
. I would recommend that our own moral standards lie somewhere between the two main schools of thought that both the motivation and outcome of an act make it morally good or bad.

What are our moral standards?
Moral standards vary greatly on what we believe; some believe that homosexuality is immoral whereas all but a minority would agree that bestiality for example is highly immoral. The reason that we all have varying moral standards is due to experiences that we have encountered in our lives. A study of moral standards between 1929 and 1958 in the USA found that moral standards had changed, world war two being an instrument for change; the study found that it was more acceptable to assert Capitalist ideas on other states; it also found that people found it acceptable to use imperfect knowledge of another party to gain economically; it also found that religion played a higher role, Christian morals took the foreground in 1950’s America
. This could possibly be due to a higher level of national and religious pride which is affected by War (WWII and the Cold War). Our own standards are shaped by our peers’ ideas, laws of the time, media and education as well as other experiences.

The relationship between morality and law

Legal systems are set up to be just and fair on the basis of human thought and idea; this is portrayed in the idea of Rawlsian justice. Rawlsian justice theorises that individuals will attempt to create laws that benefit themselves and under a perfect democratic system the majority will have the laws suited to them, this is based on their own moral judgment
. It is clear that there is a link between law and morality as both are human ideas. There are many examples of acts which are illegal and seen as immoral as they directly affect others, theses acts are answerable to society as they harm others
. Examples of such acts are murder, theft or child abuse; there are also some acts which are seen as being against the moral structure of society making them illegal. The obvious crimes against morality are bestiality, solicitation of sex, lewd conduct. These apply in the UK but laws vary greatly dependent on morality. In some states sharia law is adopted and as a result the law is based on the moral values of Islam itself; crimes possible are adultery, consumption of alcohol, having beliefs other than Islam. Some of which parallel the historic situation in the UK where witchcraft was punishable by society. 

An example of Sharia law affecting on-line dating and the moral position was the arrests of 68 people in Iran by the morality police in 2004
. Despite the varying moral standards there are still acts deemed as criminal in the UK as they are immoral, prostitution being one which is currently illegal despite pressures by some groups to decriminalize. There is some evidence however in-conclusive that on-line dating has been used to solicit sex. In Japan this was the greatest crime committed by numbers as a result of internet dating with over 400 cases reported in the first half of 2002
; In the UK some sex-finding sites (discussed later) have profiles of “hot women eager to please generous man”, whether this refers to him being well endowed or merely financially able to pay would be open to debate meaning that the element of proof is missing to confirm this. 

Activities that may be seen as immoral

There are many activities that some people carry out that are seen as immoral by others such as having sex before marriage or watching pornography; some of theses acts are restricted by law whilst some are not and requires our own moral judgement. 

Sex finding sites are examples of those which can be deemed as immoral. Such sites as www.adultfrienfinder.com, can be found by typing in search phrases such as “find sex tonight”. The names and descriptions only conjure up ideas of a hedonistic paradise for some and visions of depravity for others. Because there is no clear definition of morality and law is about balancing rights of one with another these sites remain legal in most western civilizations. 

Sex sites do however bring up two legal problems, the age restrictions required for these sites and also the display of obscene images. It is illegal under Scot’s Law to display obscene or lewd images publicly. The law surrounding this will parallel Watt v Annan 1978 
 where the legal breach would be to display images in order to shock or offend.. This also applies with minors under the age of eighteen. The communications decency act 1996 allows such materials to be displayed and will not hold the internet provider responsible as long as relevant precautions are in place to block children from entering such sites
, many requiring a credit card as proof of age. In the case of Blumenthal v Drudge and America Online Inc the US District court agreed with this that America Online were not responsible for the material published on-line
. 

The acceptance of sex specific sites is a contrast to the view of 35 years ago when Dateline (traditional dating agency) had a question regarding willingness to have sex before marriage; this was removed after government pressure by the then Secretary of Marriage Bureau, Lt Col Norman Parnell who posed as a 20 year old female to investigate on-line dating
.

The changing attitudes towards marriage also may be a catalyst for the explosion in popularity of online dating sites, divorce rates are at an all time high (quadrupled during the 1990’s
) and it is now seen as morally acceptable for single mothers and single people; this Beckhaus &fsnakj believes it is a result of the empowerment of women and change in social recognition
. 

 Attitudes towards sex have clearly changed in terms of when and how often we can have sex as much as with whom; homo-sexuality has the same legal position as heterosexuality in the UK today, although not in all countries, in the US right wing groups have stopped Civil partnership whilst in more extreme cases the punishment is death (many middle eastern states). There is clear evidence of the use of the internet to provide partners for homosexuals in the same way as heterosexuals by simply ticking men seeking men rather than men seeking women. 

The morality of homosexuality is one that is individual and personal, for someone who has homosexual tendencies there will probably be no moral issues where as for others such as religious groups this is seen as immoral and unnatural as most religions do not provide any mention of this. It has been noted that the internet and use of sex sites have facilitated sex and the spread of Sexually Transmitted Infections (STI’s), a study in the US found that men seeking men were seven times more likely to have sex as a result of internet relationships
, there is a clear link but this can be due to discretion (not wanting others to know your sexual habits) or a lack of possible partners.

The discretion and secrecy of online dating leads to another issue: is it okay to lie on-line? Whilst on-line members can become anyone they want, it is not unknown for users of these sites to us fake profiles, in fact one in three profiles on dating sites are fake
. The fact is the relationships we have are based on the information we give (James Rachels 1975); thus whilst on-line we do not receive any of the body language
. This lack of body language not only limits information received it means it is easier to lie. If we have less information then surely our relationship is more remote. Tiker states that the level of duty we feel is less when our consequences are more distant
. It is for that reason we may not feel obligation to be truthful, often some having the moral viewpoint that these relationships are not real ones and our actions are also not real. This high level of remoteness allows members to feel no duty to disclose information.

On-line dating site badge.com recently made it a requirement for all members to be vetted that they are not married, bankrupt or have a criminal conviction
. True.com also requires members to put warnings where someone has not had a criminal record check done
. Arguments against this regulation are, people can be someone else and therefor no criminal record will show; criminal records vary state to state; and the view of someone being married is a moral and not legal judgement. It is for that reason that some recommend on-line dating sites are best to adopt self regulation like that of e-bay where members are given ratings on reliability.

Conclusion

The Issue of morality and online dating is covered by the idea of netiquette, which states that we must be polite, patient and law abiding. Whilst online dating may be seen as changing moral standards it can be argued that the phenomenon of online dating does not cause change in morality but is merely a symptom of the changing values. Using management techniques it would be shown that online dating is only an entrepreneurial venture based on the social environment that surrounds business. The changing lifestyle which we lead is the factor of morality and not online dating this merely provides a vessel on which these changes can ride.
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