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Tony Soprano is a bad man.  In his capacity of the head of a North Jersey crime family he is responsible for beatings, murders, extortion, and theft, and promotes prostitution and illegal gambling; plus he is a racist who routinely cheats on his wife.  He may not be the worst person on The Sopranos (no, in my opinion that distinction is Ralphie’s alone), but there is no denying that Tony is a bad man.  No doubt, this is part of what caused AIDA, the American-Italian Defense Association, to sue HBO for violating the Illinois state constitution.
  According to this group, HBO has harmed all decent, hard working, and law abiding Italian-Americans by producing The Sopranos, a show that continues to perpetuate the negative stereotype of Italian-Americans that is so common in mass media.  Not all Italian-Americans are gangsters; not all Italian-Americans are bad men like Tony Soprano.


Whatever the merits of AIDA’s claim (their suit was dismissed in court), we should not conclude that Tony Soprano is a bad man and rest content with that.  For anyone who has watched the show with any discernment at all will recognize another obvious truth: Tony Soprano is a good man.  Often in his roles as a father, friend, and proud Italian-American, Tony does what is right.  He takes care of his mother (who does not appreciate or even acknowledge his concern in the least), wants his children to have a better life than the one he leads, makes sure that people drive reasonable speeds through the neighborhood, and sponsors a yearly Christmas toy give-away for the local children, complete with a rotund Santa Claus.  For these reasons and more, it is hard not to like Tony Soprano.  This is part of what makes The Sopranos the pop-culture smash that it is.  While Tony Soprano is a very bad man in many respects, he is also a very good man, a man with whom most people watching the show can identify.


What may not be so obvious, however, is that the reason Tony is a bad man is the same reason that he is a good man.  Tony is both a savage killer and a devoted father because he accepts a moral system that places primary importance on his relationships with people he likes and with whom he identifies.  Like Tony, most of us just assume that morality begins with our duties to friends, families, and the people we can call our own, and that anything more than this is not really required.  What I hope to show is that we cannot rely on this type of moral thinking, but must instead be more impartial if we are to be morally decent people.  Still, a commitment to impartial morality is perfectly consistent with our giving extra weight to the interests of our friends and families.  In what follows I will outline a moral theory that is at its core impartial, and thus has the resources necessary to explain why Tony is a bad man, but is also consistent with Tony’s being a devoted and caring friend and father.  To further demonstrate the benefits of thinking in this way, I will apply the theory to Dr. Melfi’s decision to treat Tony as a patient. 

Tony’s Ethical Code

Tony’s most explicit and elaborate statement of the ethical standards by which he lives comes to us in a speech he gives in Dr. Melfi’s office in “From Where to Eternity.”  Melfi asks Tony whether he think he will go to hell when he dies.  He responds:

Hell?  You been listening to me?  No....  We’re soldiers, and soldiers don’t go to hell.  It’s war.  Soldiers, they kill other soldiers; we’re in a situation where everybody involved knows the stakes and if you’re going to accept those stakes, you gotta do certain things.  It’s business.  We’re soldiers.  We follow codes.  Orders.

Melfi then asks him whether he thinks this justifies everything he does, to which he replies:

Excuse me, let me tell you something, when America opened up the floodgates and let us Italians in, what do you think they were doing that for, because they were trying to save us from poverty?  No, they did it because they needed us, they needed us to build their cities and dig their subways and to make them richer.  The Carnegies and the Rockefellers, they needed worker bees, and there we were.  But some of us didn’t want to swarm around their hives and lose who we were.  We wanted to stay Italian and preserve the things that meant something to us—honor, and family, and loyalty.  And some of us wanted a piece of the action.  Now we weren’t educated like the Americans, but we had the balls to take what we wanted.  And those other fucks, those other, the J. P. Morgans, they were crooks and killers too, but that was business, right, the American way.

There are three main elements to Tony’s moral code as elaborated above that I wish to highlight.


First, Tony places a good deal of importance on the value of family.  In order to do right by Tony’s standards, it is imperative that you do right by your family.  Tony mentions this duty in many places.  In “Pine Barrens” he claims, “I’m not saying I’m perfect, but I do right by my family.”  He tells Meadow in “Bust Out,” “Everything I do.  It’s all for you and your brother.”  This is not just idle talk for Tony either.  Take his relationships with his sister, Janice, and with his mother, Olivia, as examples.  Janice is not a very good person, and Tony does not like her.  I sympathize with Tony, for Janice really is no good.  She is a scam artist and a leech who is on “total disability” because she claims to have gotten carpal-tunnel syndrome from working in a coffee shop.  She comes home to see her sick mom, but her real reason is to take control of her mother’s house and the possible riches hidden there.  She is loud, rude, and opinionated.  She even goes so far as to give some not-so-subtle hints to her fiancé, Richie, that he should kill Tony and take over the family business.  So it should come as no surprise that Tony does not like Janice.  However, she is his sister, and he must do right by his family.  So when Janice kills Richie in a short but heated argument in “The Knight in White Satin Armour,” Tony is there to take care of the mess.  In “To Save Us All from Satan’s Power,” Tony gags and beats the Russian mobster who broke her ribs and (actually) hurt her wrist in an assault.  Never mind that the Russian was only trying to get Janice to return the prosthetic leg she had stolen from Svetlana, the woman hired by Tony to take care of his mother.  The fact that Janice may have partly deserved what she got is irrelevant.  What matters is that Janice is his sister and those who hurt his family must be punished.


Perhaps even more telling is Tony’s relationship with his mother.  Livia is a black hole of depression who does not recognize any of the good things that Tony does for her.  She constantly criticizes him and is thoroughly miserable to be around.  Why does Tony spend so much time and effort trying to have a good relationship with her?  Because she is his mother, and as he says to Melfi in “46 Long,” “You’re supposed to take care of your mother.”


Tony cares deeply for his family, but he may care more about his “other family”—the crime family over which he presides.  In “Fortunate Son,” when his nephew Christopher is getting made, Tony reveals just how important this family should be:

This family comes before everything else.  Everything.  Before your wife and your children and your mother and your father.  It’s a thing of honor....  You stay within the family.

Tony repeatedly stresses the importance of “staying within the family.”   In “Toodle-Fucking-Oo,” after Richie runs Beansie down and puts him in the hospital Tony stresses the importance of staying within the family, saying, “we wash our own dirty laundry.”  Tony takes this point very seriously, and is ruthless to anyone who does not.  Just ask Big Pussy Bompensiero, who was flipped by the feds—of course it is too late now to ask him anything, for Tony made him “sleep with the fishes.”  You can ask his wife, Angie, for when she complains to Tony’s wife, Carmela, how tough finances are since Pussy has “disappeared” Tony smashes her car to remind her of the importance of going to him if she has problems, of staying within the family.

Tony also views himself as a kind of soldier/businessman.  We do not condemn soldiers for killing people in wars, and so we should not condemn Tony for killing and beating people in his role as a soldier.  He also sees himself as a businessman who is not unlike other businessmen.  This is a recurring theme in the show, and is expressed by many characters who are engaged in legitimate business.  For example, at a dinner party at Dr. Cusamono’s house in “A Hit is a Hit,” discussion turns to the mob family next door and Cusamano shrugs it off, asking: “Being a gangster—what’s that mean anyway?”  A business friend of his goes further:

Yeah, that’s true.  Some of the shit I see in the boardroom, I don’t know if I’d make a distinction.

Cusamano agrees:

Sometimes I think the only thing separating American business from the mob is fucking whacking somebody.

So not only Tony sees what he does as just business, but his law-abiding neighbors do as well.  A businessman just takes advantage where he can to earn for his family.  Tony is not very different from most American businessmen—he just kills people sometimes, which is justified by his being a soldier.


Why does Tony see himself as a soldier?  The answer to this brings us to the third element of Tony’s moral code.  Not only is Tony committed to his friends and family, but he is also committed to Italian-Americans in general.  He is proud to be an Italian-American, and believes that he and his business associates are obligated to help the Italian-American community.  As Tony’s speech to Melfi indicates, he believes Italian-Americans were treated very poorly when they first started coming to America, and in order to fight the prejudices they encountered, they needed to stick together.  So, not only must Tony do right by his friends and family, but he must also do right by the Italian-American community.  He stresses the importance of this to his children, listing a number of Italian-Americans who have had great positive contributions to America.  It is a duty that he believes all Italian-Americans have.  In “The Legend of Tennessee Moltisanti” he becomes enraged when one of the feds who searches his house turns out to be an Italian-American.  While the other feds are just doing their jobs, this guy is going against one of his own, an unforgivable error in Tony’s eyes.

These three principles form the backbone of Tony’s moral code: do right by your family, do right by your business associates, and do right by your people.  If we are honest with ourselves, we will admit that we are not entirely unlike Tony.  Now we may not be leaders of crime families and so may not be devoted to our mobster pals.  However, the dominant moral thinking today is one of partiality—in order to do right, we must think of only a portion of the people affected by our actions.  So, for example, the person who buys her family luxuries and refuses to donate money to relief organizations to provide other people with necessities is not seen as doing anything wrong in our society.  Why?  Well, she is doing right by her family, and that is all that morality demands of her.  The ad executive who intentionally misleads people in order to sell a product is not doing anything wrong.  Why?  Well, business is business, and we are allowed to do things in business that we are not allowed to do otherwise.  And the person who donates money to help out relatively wealthy Americans who have had their homes destroyed by a hurricane rather than helping out the absolutely poor people living in such places as Afghanistan, Africa, and South America is doing a wonderful thing.  Why?  Well, we have duties to people we can call our own, and not necessarily to those who are not one of us. 

This, of course, is the genius of The Sopranos.  For if the characters of the show were merely people who had no moral principles at all, or had principles with which few people could identify, then the show would be a mere curiosity.  But the characters on the show are like us in many ways, and share some same basic values with the rest of us.  We watch the show in part because we are able to put ourselves in Tony’s shoes, because we identify with him and his concerns (to a point).  But then we see this man, with whom we can identify, doing things that shock and appall us.  We are entranced—how can such a good man be so bad?  How can such a bad man be so good?

Impartial Morality and the Problem of Partial Relationships

We can understand better why Tony is a bad man if we look closely at how he goes about justifying his actions.  Tony is the leader of an auto theft ring.  He justifies this by demonstrating that in doing this he is benefiting his families (both crime and blood).  That is the end of the justification for him.  Once he has shown that an action benefits the people with whom he has partial relationships, he is done showing why he thinks he is permitted to do the action.  For Tony, then, morality is essentially about these partial relations—they are what ultimately justify all actions.

This is Tony’s major moral mistake, for morality is essentially impartial.  Just what this impartiality amounts to is not an easy matter to explain—many different philosophers think of it in many different ways.  However, one way of putting it is this: from the point of view of the universe (so to speak), each person’s welfare is equally important, each person is equally deserving of respect.
  The fact that Carmela is Tony’s wife, for example, does not mean that Carmela is thereby more deserving of moral concern than Angie Bompensiero.  In other words, the fact that a certain action will benefit my friends or me is never the end of a moral justification for doing the act since I have not considered how the act will affect others.  If the act harms others, then this speaks against doing the act because these other people matter in their own right.


Tony’s mistake, then, is to assume that morality is essentially about our partial relations and the duties that arise from them.  Indeed, morality is needed to combat just this way of thinking.  Think about some of the moral reforms of the past that we are proud of, such as the Civil Rights movement.  This movement asked us to expand the circle of people in the moral community to include everyone equally.  History has taught us the dangers of failing to do so, but we sometimes need reminders.  Tony Soprano is such a reminder, for he is a throwback in many ways.  He cares only for his own, and will do anything to protect them.


But this leads us to a problem.  Perhaps we all agree that morality should be in some sense impartial.  Few of us, however, are ever completely impartial, and no one is always completely impartial.  So does this mean that we are all failing to live according to what morality demands?  Could it be true that morality requires us to always be impartial in everything we do?

Before we answer these questions, let’s be clear on what complete impartiality would require.  Suppose, for example, that Tony can either save Meadow or two total strangers from drowning, but cannot save them all (and that he is the only person in a position to save any).  Wouldn’t true impartiality require him to save the strangers rather than Meadow (save two rather than one)?  Most people agree that he is not only permitted but required to save his child instead of the strangers.  So, it would seem, most people do not believe that morality requires us always to be completely impartial.

So here is our problem—on the hand we think that morality is in some important sense impartial.  On the other hand, we do not think we must always be completely impartial in order to be doing the right thing.  Are our views simply inconsistent, or is there some way to reconcile them?  In order to answer this question, I propose that we examine Dr. Melfi’s decision to treat Tony as a patient.

Should Dr. Melfi Accept Tony as a Patient?

In the very first episode of the series Tony comes to Dr. Melfi on his doctor’s advice, having had panic attacks that render him unconscious.  He makes it clear to her that he is part of the mob, and as such he routinely breaks the law (and possibly peoples’ legs).  Dr. Melfi agrees to treat Tony.  Is this something she should do?


If she were to be completely impartial, then it would seem she should not.  If she is able to help Tony, this would enable him to become a more effective mob boss, and thus a more dangerous person.  In fact, Tony often uses her advice on personal relations to become a better mob boss.  For example, in “Meadowlands,” when Tony and Junior butt heads over who is to run the family, Tony remembers some advice Melfi offered in therapy.  She suggests that the best way to handle his difficult relationships with his elders is to “let them have the illusion of being in control.”  This he does, which ends up giving him the real power in the family.  In making Tony better she may end up making things worse for other people.

Dr. Melfi’s ex-husband, Richard, would agree that she should not treat Tony.  In “The Legend of Tennessee Moltisanti,” he rails against her decision to treat Tony:

Call him a patient.  The man’s a criminal, Jennifer.  And after a while, finally you’re going to get beyond psychotherapy with its cheesy moral relativism, finally you’re going to get to good and evil.  And he’s evil.

Tony believes that Tony is evil and that she should not help an evil man.  The psychiatrist who sees Carmela in “Second Opinion” agrees.  After he advises her to leave Tony, he tells her he cannot accept her “blood money” and will not have anything to do with her unless she is no longer an accomplice to Tony and his evil-doing.


Before we agree with this conclusion, however, let me introduce a distinction.  Let’s say that when someone considers the effects of proposed courses of action on everyone concerned, and then chooses the act that will have the best consequences for everyone, considered impartially, that they have acted completely impartially.  We must be careful to contrast this with an action that is justified from an impartial point of view.  We can say that an action is justified from an impartial point of view when, even if it does not make things best for everyone considered, there is a good impartial reason for performing the act nonetheless.

To make this distinction clear, consider again the drowning example.  To act completely impartially, Tony must save two strangers rather than Meadow since this will make things best for everyone.  However, there may be an impartial justification for Tony saving Meadow instead of the strangers.  That justification would run something like this: it is a good thing, for everyone, that family members care more for each other than they do for total strangers.  If parents did not care more for their children than they did for strangers, it is hard to imagine how children could live healthy, happy lives.  If children do not live healthy, happy lives, they will be less likely to grow into members who contribute positively to society.  So if we want to have children who grow into people who make positive contributions to society, we must show some partiality to them over strangers.  So there is a good impartial reason for family members caring more for each other than they do strangers.

So if Tony saves Meadow rather than two strangers, he may have an impartial justification for doing so.  He is justified in doing this because he cares so much for his child that he simply cannot save two strangers rather than Meadow, and it is a good thing that people care this much for their children.


We now have a way to justify giving priority to our partial relationships from an impartial point of view.  It may seem that the moral theory we have arrived at is really no different from Tony’s, but there is an important difference between them.  Recall that for Tony, the end of moral justification comes once you have shown that an act has benefited a family member or friend.  On the moral theory I am endorsing, that is only the beginning of the justification.  In order to complete the justifying process, we must consider why these relationships are important, and this requires us to adopt the impartial point of view.  Another important difference is this: using Tony’s theory, we would not become alarmed if in benefiting our families we end up causing others a great deal of pain.  These others do not really matter on Tony’s way of thinking.  But on the theory outlined above, they do matter, and as others become affected more, we should rethink the amount of partiality we are showing.

Now let’s return to Dr. Melfi.  Is there an impartial justification for her treating Tony, even though he is a mob boss and treatment might make things worse for everyone?  Perhaps there is.  The role of a psychiatrist is to treat her patients in order for them to achieve mental health.  Presumably this is a good thing for society.  People who suffer from neuroses and psychoses will cause problems for others, and so it is in everyone’s best interest that these people get the help they need.  But in order for a psychiatrist to do this job well, she cannot always think about how her actions will affect others.  Her attention must be focused on her patients, on making them better.


This does not mean that Dr. Melfi should give priority to Tony whatever the consequences.  To do this would be to follow Tony’s moral code.  Rather, Dr. Melfi should give priority to Tony’s interests and be focused on treating him, and should also be aware of how doing so affects others.  If the effect on others becomes too great, she should rethink her decision, and this is precisely what she does.  When she is forced into hiding because Tony fears the mob might come after her, one of her patients commits suicide in part because Dr. Melfi was hard to reach at the time.  She then decides she can no longer treat Tony.  When he asks to be taken back, or at least refereed to another psychiatrist in “Guy Walks into Psychiatrist’s Office,” she replies:

I would never ask another colleague to get involved in this.  How many people have to die for your personal growth?

Dr. Melfi understands that her duties to her patients have limits, and these limits are set by the welfare of others.  She eventually does treat him again and with good reason.  One of the goals of her treatment is for Tony to understand the origins of his self-destructive behavior so that he might eliminate it.  Since the source of this behavior is his upbringing in a mob family, further treatment is capable of showing Tony that a change in his “career” is the only way to achieve good mental health. 
Conclusion

It is tempting to think of Tony Soprano as a man divided—the part of him that is good causes him to be a devoted father and friend, while the part of him that is bad causes him to kill and beat people.  It is a mistake to think of him in these terms.  Rather, he is a man who cares too much for his friends and family and not enough for the other people his actions affect.  If he is to be a good man, he must temper his concern for his family with a concern for these others.  I suspect that one of the main reasons the show is so popular is that people see a little bit of Tony in themselves.  We are people who care for our friends and family, and would do just about anything to protect them and ensure that they do well in life.  If what I have said above is correct, then we should be careful in just how devoted we are to these people.  Just like Tony, we stand in need of justifying our actions from an impartial point of view if we are to live moral lives.
� See their statement at http://www.italiausa.com/misc/m01e48.htm.


� Henry Sidgwick described the impartiality of morality in this way in his influential book, The Methods of Ethics, first published in 1874.
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