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Preface to Handbooks of Communication
Science series

This volume is part of the series Handbooks of Communication Science, published
from 2012 onwards by de Gruyter Mouton. When our generation of scholars was in
their undergraduate years, and one happened to be studying communication, a series
like this one was hard to imagine. There was, in fact, such a dearth of basic and refer-
ence literature that trying to make one’s way in communication studies as our genera-
tion did would be unimaginable to today’s undergraduates in the field. In truth, there
was simply nothing much to turn to when you needed to cast a first glance at the key
objects in the field of communication. The situation in the United States was slightly
different; nevertheless, it is only within the last generation that the basic literature
has really proliferated there.

What one did when looking for an overview or just a quick reference was to
turn to social science books in general, or to the handbooks or textbooks from the
neighbouring disciplines such as psychology, sociology, political science, linguis-
tics, and probably other fields. That situation has changed dramatically. There are
more textbooks available on some subjects than even the most industrious under-
graduate can read. The representative key multi-volume International Encyclopedia
of Communication has now been available for some years. Overviews of subfields
of communication exist in abundance. There is no longer a dearth for the curious
undergraduate, who might nevertheless overlook the abundance of printed material
and Google whatever he or she wants to know, to find a suitable Wikipedia entry
within seconds.

‘Overview literature’ in an academic discipline serves to draw a balance. There
has been a demand and a necessity to draw that balance in the field of communica-
tion and it is an indicator of the maturing of the discipline. Our project of a multi-vol-
ume series of Handbooks of Communication Science is a part of this coming-of-age
movement of the field. It is certainly one of the largest endeavours of its kind within
communication sciences, with almost two dozen volumes already planned. But it is
also unique in its combination of several things.

The series is a major publishing venture which aims to offer a portrait of the
current state of the art in the study of communication. But it seeks to do more than
just assemble our knowledge of communication structures and processes; it seeks
to integrate this knowledge. It does so by offering comprehensive articles in all the
volumes instead of small entries in the style of an encyclopedia. An extensive index
in each Handbook in the series, serves the encyclopedic task of find relevant specific
pieces of information. There are already several handbooks in sub-disciplines of com-
munication sciences such as political communication, methodology, organisational
communication — but none so far has tried to comprehensively cover the discipline
as a whole.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110466034-201
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For all that it is maturing, communication as a discipline is still young and one of
its benefits is that it derives its theories and methods from a great variety of work in
other, and often older, disciplines. One consequence of this is that there is a variety
of approaches and traditions in the field. For the Handbooks in this series, this has
created two necessities: commitment to a pluralism of approaches, and a commit-
ment to honour the scholarly traditions of current work and its intellectual roots in
the knowledge in earlier times.

There is really no single object of communication sciences. However, if one
were to posit one possible object it might be the human communicative act — often
conceived as “someone communicates something to someone else.” This is the
departure point for much study of communication and, in consonance with such
study, it is also the departure point for this series of Handbooks. As such, the series
does not attempt to adopt the untenable position of understanding communication
sciences as the study of everything that can be conceived as communicating. Rather,
while acknowledging that the study of communication must be multifaceted or
fragmented, it also recognizes two very general approaches to communication
which can be distinguished as: a) the semiotic or linguistic approach associated
particularly with the humanities and developed especially where the Romance lan-
guages have been dominant and b) a quantitative approach associated with the
hard and the social sciences and developed, especially, within an Anglo-German
tradition. Although the relationship between these two approaches and between
theory and research has not always been straightforward, the series does not
privilege one above the other. In being committed to a plurality of approaches it
assumes that different camps have something to tell each other. In this way, the
Handbooks aspire to be relevant for all approaches to communication. The specific
designation “communication science” for the Handbooks should be taken to indi-
cate this commitment to plurality; like “the study of communication”, it merely
designates the disciplined, methodologically informed, institutionalized study of
(human) communication.

On an operational level, the series aims at meeting the needs of undergraduates,
postgraduates, academics and researchers across the area of communication studies.
Integrating knowledge of communication structures and processes, it is dedicated
to cultural and epistemological diversity, covering work originating from around
the globe and applying very different scholarly approaches. To this end, the series
is divided into 6 sections: “Theories and Models of Communication”, “Messages,
Codes and Channels”, “Mode of Address, Communicative Situations and Contexts”,
“Methodologies”, “Application areas” and “Futures”. As readers will see, the first four
sections are fixed; yet it is in the nature of our field that the “Application areas” will
expand. It is inevitable that the futures for the field promise to be intriguing with their
proximity to the key concerns of human existence on this planet (and even beyond),
with the continuing prospect in communication sciences that that future is increas-
ingly susceptible of prediction.
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Note: administration on this series has been funded by the Universita della
Svizzera italiana — University of Lugano. Thanks go to the president of the university,
Professor Piero Martinoli, as well as to the administration director, Albino Zgraggen.

Peter J. Schulz, Universita della Svizzera italiana, Lugano
Paul Cobley, Middlesex University, London
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Patrick Lee Plaisance

1 Defining the Field

Abstract: This chapter describes the parameters of scholarship in communication
and media ethics and provides a brief primer on the three predominant branches
of ethics theory: virtue, deontology, and consequentialism. Communication ethics
and media ethics each address distinct concerns; the former has focused on rheto-
ric, theories of interpersonal communication, and dynamics of discourse, while the
latter has focused on philosophical and psychological approaches to studying media
workers and their content. We see how each branch of ethics theory has shaped
media and communication research in a discussion of specific types of ethical con-
troversies, such as conflict of interest, questions of harm, privacy, and use of graphic
images.

Keywords: ethics theory, virtue ethics, deontology, consequentalism

Communication is by its very nature relational, regardless of its various forms — mass,
mediated, digital, interpersonal. It is contact, conveyance, appraisal, dissemination,
exchange. That is, communication is an inherently morality-related endeavor. As
communicators of all stripes, we function as moral agents by continuously negotiat-
ing notions of respect, fairness, harm and autonomy. The enterprise of ethics is the
deliberation of conflicting values and competing interests as we talk to each other,
broadcast to the masses, and write or stream to selected audiences. So, communicat-
ing ethically is to communicate with thought and care, ever mindful of the relational
web through which we move and of our potential effects, positive and negative, on
others.

But of course it is not so simple. The postmodernist nature of truth, the utility of
misdirection and disengagement, the dynamic of power and the value of secrets all
shape our communicative motivations. As they should. We have long recognized the
reality of multiple truths. Saving face and the artful demurring of harsh honesty are
essential social lubricants worldwide. Disparate systems of hierarchy, authority and
responsibility necessarily shape our dialogue and our information exchange. And as
Thomas Nagel has pointed out, our commitment to honesty notwithstanding, if we
were unable to withhold information, to deflect queries, to shield parts of our lives
from public scrutiny, we would surely embark on the road to madness, or at least dys-
function. All of which is why the ethics of communication remains such a vital and
vexing topic. While we understand the perils of relativistic thinking for the most part,
we also can easily see the situational nature of most ethical claims in communication,
how our judgments are contingent on a host of factors that vary in their perceived
importance and relevance.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110466034-001
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This volume illustrates the breadth of scholarship in communication and media
ethics and attempts to capture the latest theorizing that brings ethics frameworks to
bear on the many types of communication in our daily lives — interpersonal exchange,
journalism, media marketing, entertainment content, and much more. Drawing on
classic and contemporary works in moral philosophy, theorists regularly examine
perceptions and manifestations of harm, of autonomous agency, of moral and profes-
sional obligations, of social justice, and of virtue, just to name a few. Sophisticated
ethics-based theorizing on these and other topics is arguably more critical in commu-
nication and media research than ever. Media business and organizational models
long relied upon are being challenged by unprecedented economic and social shifts,
resulting in bold and often ethically questionable experiments in the search for via-
bility. Media technology is transforming our notions of privacy, community engage-
ment — even the nature of self-identity and how we interact. And in an increasingly
networked communication system that is global in nature, theorists are struggling
to articulate what a universalized ethical framework for media practices might look
like — and whether such a framework is even possible. As this volume indicates, the
field of communication and media ethics scholarship covers communication in its
broadest sense and draws on increasingly sophisticated qualitative and quantitative
methodologies. Its theorizing is descriptive, normative, explicative and hermeneutic
in nature. And it is increasingly interdisciplinary, drawing as it does from rhetoric,
moral philosophy, psychology, sociology, and various other of the social sciences.

Some would argue that when we speak of “communication ethics,” we are actu-
ally speaking of two distinct fields. One is composed of “communication” scholars,
grounded in rhetoric, linguistics and theories of interpersonal and organizational
communication, who tend to examine the dynamics of discourse and elements of
the communicative act. The other is composed of “media” scholars, often hailing
from social science frameworks, who are drawn to the sociological and psycholog-
ical dynamics of media workers and media organizations, as well as to empirical
questions involving the effects of media content. The two have generally developed
into distinct scholarly communities with their own research venues and organiza-
tions (though a trend in some parts of the world has seen them merge into unified
academic departments and colleges). Their common denominator, of course, is the
harnessing of the philosophy of ethics onto questions of communication and media
practices. And we are increasingly seeing a blurring of bright distinctions between the
two groups. This volume simultaneously recognizes the distinct thrust of each camp
while emphasizing the philosophical kinship of the two.

A few words about the nature of ethics itself. The philosophy of ethics provides
important tools that help us clarify the nature of key concepts and to think about
situational factors in constructive ways. Contrary to our everyday use of the word
ethical, the philosophy of ethics has less to do with the nature of goodness than with
the process of deliberating our way through dilemmas that don’t offer a single “right”
solution. Black-and-white cases in which there is a clear single solution or course of
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action rarely poses a true question of ethics; instead, ethics is focused on the difficult
gray areas that force us to articulate why a decision might be the most defensible one.
We do so in various ways by drawing on ethics theory: by pointing out why one consid-
eration is more “virtuous” than another, by thinking about our duties and obligations
in certain social roles, by weighing the potential harms and other consequences of a
decision. Each of these approaches rely on different branches of ethical theory — virtue
ethics, deontology or duty ethics, and consequentialism, respectively. Each branch
has a rich literature and emphasizes a distinct approach to understanding moral
values, obligations and potential harms. Virtue ethics, rooted primarily in the work
of Aristotle, argues that ethical deliberation centers neither on external moral law nor
outcomes, but on the question of what constitutes good character. Classical and con-
temporary virtue theorists are concerned with how we understand what we refer to
as the virtues and their links to Aristotle’s emphasis on human flourishing. Deontol-
ogy, or the philosophy of duty, is rooted in Enlightenment rationalism and emphasizes
what Immanuel Kant referred to as the moral obligations were are all obliged to recog-
nize and embody as moral agents in the world. Consequentialism is the umbrella term
used to refer to the range of utilitarian-based theories that argue for the link between
morality and our actions. Our actions, argued John Stuart Mill and others, are best
judged on the extent to which they produce beneficent outcomes. More recently, some
theorists have advocated an entirely different approach by articulating how the notion
of “care” serves as a normative guide in ethics, often coming from a feminist perspec-
tive. The cultivation and maintenance of relationships, rather than abstract notions
such as duty or justice, should form the basis for ethical deliberation.

1 Virtue ethics

Virtue ethics was originally articulated in the works of Socrates and Plato, and later
was refined by Aristotle. Rather than being concerned with how we know “goodness,”
Aristotle’s writings are focused on identifying and articulating the highest good, which
he says has specific characteristics: it is innately valuable; that is, we desire it for its
own sake and not for what it allows us to accomplish, and all other goods are desirable
because they help us attain this highest good. Aristotle argues that highest good is the
state of “living well,” translated from the Greek word eudaimonia. Thus, virtue ethics
frames moral questions in this way: What would someone with a proper understand-
ing of honorable behavior do in a given situation, and how might one cultivate a char-
acter that predisposes one to embrace virtuous behavior as a lifestyle? The cultivation
of individual character to become models of virtue, rather than the rightness or wrong-
ness of specific actions, is the focus of virtue ethics. Pursuit of virtue is part of what
constitutes a “good” human life. Many contemporary virtue ethicists have expanded
and refined Aristotle’s ideas, arguing that virtue theory compellingly corresponds to
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lived life rather than to some notion of an idealized rational being. Rosalind Hurst-
house, for example, wrote, “[bluilt into the theory is the claim that part of the virtuous
person’s practical wisdom is her knowledge, her correct appreciation, of what is truly
good, and, indeed, of what is truly pleasant, truly advantageous, truly worthwhile,
truly important, truly serious (and, correspondingly, of what is truly bad, unpleas-
ant, or painful, disadvantageous, worthless, unimportant, and trivial)” (2012, p. 73).
Rather than getting tangled up in philosophical debates over our motives and duties,
virtue ethicists who have followed Aristotle urge us instead to focus on the rules and
behaviors that contribute to our “flourishing.” They use this term in a broad sense
to accommodate the diversity of society and our wide range of interests. By flourish-
ing, most philosophers mean that we all need to enjoy the fruits of our labor, to reap
the benefits of collaboration and community engagement, and to have the means and
resources to enable us to strive toward and reach our individual potential. So, for us
to flourish, we would need, among other things, a social system that is just and that
maximizes liberties, that encourages engagement, cooperation and generosity. “Men
and women need to be industrious and tenacious of purpose not only so as to be able
to house, clothe, and feed themselves,” philosopher Philippa Foot argued, “but also
to pursue human needs having to do with love and friendship. They need the ability
to form family ties, friendships, and special relations with neighbors. They also need
codes of conduct. And how could they have all these things without virtues such as
loyalty, fairness, kindness, and in certain circumstances obedience?” (2001, p. 44—45).

2 Duty ethics

Duty ethics is concerned with setting out what we ought to do if we take our status
of moral agents seriously. Also known as deontology (from the Greek word deon,
meaning duty), duty ethics argues that there are moral obligations that we are all
bound by, and that these obligations must motivate our behavior. Since these obliga-
tions, or moral “duties,” define what action is right, our moral judgments cannot rest
solely on the consequences of those acts. Some choices, deontologists argue, simply
cannot be justified by their effects: no matter how much they might result in some
“benefit,” some choices are simply morally wrong because they fail to reflect our duty
to behave in a certain way. While bringing about some benefit, or good, through one’s
actions is obviously desirable, our success at doing so cannot be the basis of our moral
judgments, because that would imply that any sort of underhanded or evil “means”
can be justified by a good outcome. Rather, the “right” must come first: knowing our
moral duties to properly treat others, to avoid harm, to respect certain values, is the
surest guide to making the best decisions. It is our intended ends and our intended
means that define our moral selves. Immanuel Kant’s duty-based moral system is
the classic example of a deontological approach: an act cannot be judged as right
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or wrong based on its consequences, but only on whether the person performing the
act understood her obligations as a moral agent. Performing a certain act may have
negative consequences for some people, but such results are not what makes that a
bad or immoral act; its “rightness” exists independently of any resulting outcome.
As much as duty-ethics philosophers emphasize the role of our motivation in
making moral judgments, they also are concerned with the rights of individuals whose
fates are determined by what we do. As moral agents, we all have the right, they say,
not to be used only as a means for bringing about good consequences without our
consent. People cannot use our bodies, our labor or our abilities without our say-so.
Yet our intents and our rights are not always compatible, and thus duty-ethicists
continue to debate about the exact nature of our moral duties. However, the wide
range of plausible solutions is subordinate to our paramount obligation to respect
everyone’s capacity for reason. Kant argues that this is what makes us special as
beings, and with the proper use of that reason, we can fully discern ways in which we
are morally obligated to respect and honor that reasoning capacity — in every case,
for everyone. Thus, the fundamental principle of our moral duties, he says, is the
“categorical imperative”: We are to “act only in accordance with that maxim through
which you can at the same time will that it become a universal law.” It is an impera-
tive in that it commands us to do something — Kant does not order that we perform
specific actions to be “moral”; instead, he commands us to exercise our wills in a
particular way. And it is categorical - that is, it applies to all of us unconditionally,
simply because we possess rational wills, without reference to any of our personal
goals or interests. For Kant, this categorical imperative calls on all of us to think more
deeply about doing or not doing something. Philosopher Robert Johnson summa-
rizes how the categorical imperative calls on us to consider the morality of an action:

First, formulate a maxim that enshrines your reason for acting as you propose. Second, recast
that maxim as a universal law of nature governing all rational agents, and so as holding that all
must, by natural law, act as you yourself propose to act in these circumstances. Third, consider
whether your maxim is even conceivable in a world governed by this law of nature. If it is, then,
fourth, ask yourself whether you would, or could, rationally will to act on your maxim in such a
world. If you could, then your action is morally permissible (2016).

Kant’s formula helps us think more deeply about our behavior, but modern philos-
ophers have noted that a little flexibility here can go a long way in balancing duties
with consequences in our daily lives. By saying we all must act only if the action can
be defended as a universal standard of action for everyone does not mean duty eth-
icists think we all must act in lock-step, with no consideration for the unique differ-
ences in our lives. For many, context matters. So in many cases, the moral obligations
we have can be “agent-relative” — that is, they may apply just to us because of our
relation to the individuals impacted by our actions. For example, one person may feel
obligated to act a certain way with family members to avoid moral failure, but that
feeling of duty may not apply in the company of strangers.
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3 Consequentialist ethics

We certainly have obligations to act morally and to uphold certain duties, but we also
need to think about, and defend, the consequences of actions to the extent possible.
As its name suggests, consequentialist ethics argues for shifting the moral weight in
decision making from character and intent to how much “good” our decisions might
produce. Whether an act is morally justified depends only on the results of that act.
The most common phrase associated with consequentialist ethics is “providing the
greatest benefit for the greatest number of people.” And the most common form of
this framework is utilitarianism — an act is judged based on how much “utility,” or
good outcome, it provides. The early proponents of utilitarianism in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries argued for a hedonistic definition of utility: physical pleas-
ure is the only intrinsic good, and maximizing it was the sole basis for judging acts.
Later, others refined and expanded what constituted the good beyond mere physical
pleasure, to include broader, higher-order goods such as freedom, knowledge, skill
in the arts, etc. John Stuart Mill articulated this type of utilitarianism in the 1860s.
Yet contemporary philosophers continue to debate just what sorts of consequentialist
principles can be useful in ethical dilemmas. Not all pleasures are considered valua-
ble in the same ways for everyone, so which pleasures should carry moral weight? Can
we really perceive all possible pleasures and act with sufficient foresight to promote
them? How can we rank different kinds of pleasures against each other?

Even Mill, one of the foremost architects of utilitarianism, eventually came to the
realization that a direct pursuit of happiness as an end in itself only can lead to dis-
appointment. The only truly happy people, he wrote late in life, are those “who have
their minds fixed on some other object than their own happiness; on the happiness of
others, on the improvement of mankind, even on some art or pursuit, followed not as a
means, but itself an ideal end.” The ways in which we perceive pleasures as valuable,
and what we count as a maximization of those pleasures worth promoting, could result
in quite different variations of utilitarianism. In consequentialist ethics, what appears
to be a straightforward idea — maximize benefits, or pleasure, for the greatest number
of people - can quickly become very complicated. Still, the general approach of utility
has arguably become the foundation of the Western democratic legislative system.

Consequentialists argue that our aim should be promoting things that benefit
society as a whole, rather than focusing on aggregate goods that may benefit indi-
viduals. This would help account for cases when “pain” is perceived as somehow val-
uable. “For example,” one contemporary philosopher argued, “even if punishment
of a criminal causes pain, a consequentialist can hold that a world with both the
crime and the punishment is better than a world with the crime but not the pun-
ishment, perhaps because the former contains more justice” (Sinnott-Armstrong,
2015, p. 8). So, instead of having to determine whether a single act would produce
specific benefit or pleasure, this “holistic” utilitarianism compares “the whole world
(or total set of consequences) that results from an action with the whole world that

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

Defining the Field =—— 7

results from not doing that action,” he argues. “If the former is better, then the action
is morally right.” This is the difference between using utility as a “standard” with
which to judge the rightness of an act, and using it as a “decision procedure.” The
latter is virtually impossible, since we are not omniscient and cannot possibly antic-
ipate every outcome of our actions. So most consequentialists argue for the former,
as Sinnott-Armstrong explains: “Just as the laws of physics govern golf ball flight, but
golfers need not calculate physical forces while planning shots; so overall utility can
determine which decisions are morally right, even if agents need not calculate utili-
ties while making decisions” (p. 10). We cannot be held accountable for simply failing
to foresee all the possible consequences of our actions, but utilitarians argue that we
are accountable for our intended consequences and for failing to observe likely, or
foreseeable, outcomes. consequentialist thinkers advocate for an alternative known
as rule utilitarianism; that is, we should judge actions not on specific anticipated out-
comes, but on how likely they are to uphold other agreed-upon principles or rules.
Under this approach, an act is morally wrong if it violates a rule whose acceptance
has better consequences than what would likely be the outcome without the rule.

4 Applying ethics theory to communication

Earlier, scholarship in communication and media ethics was described as being
diverse in its methods, frameworks and theoretical approaches. Much of it has been
essayistic and qualitative in nature, though an increasing proportion harnesses social
scientific and quantitative methodologies. Considerable media ethics theorizing in
the last two decades has been preoccupied with engaging and critiquing the libertar-
ian framework that the late media scholar John Merrill promoted as the best “fit” to
guide responsible media practice. This framework has met significant criticism over
the years. Too often, scholars have said, this framework was promoted in ways that
were simplistic (Christians et al., 1993, p. 40—-41), theoretically incoherent (Plaisance,
2005, p. 297), and narrowly focused on a particular strain of big-institution journal-
ism that has been on the wane since at least 2003. Several compelling, and arguably
more useful, frameworks have since emerged. One is the “contractualist” approach
of Stephen Ward, who rejects absolutist thinking about key principles such as objec-
tivity and instead recasts the nature of ethical deliberation as a process of “intersub-
jective agreement obtained from rational, public deliberation, in light of common
purposes, values, and facts.” (2005, p. 7) Another is the “philosophical anthropol-
ogy” approach by Clifford Christians, who has argued that “protonorms” such as
sacredness of life can be identified as foundational concepts for universal human sol-
idarity. This approach is tied closely to the communitarian ethics that Christians and
his colleagues have long advocated as a critical antidote to the problematic Western
paradigm of individualism that has obscured a more holistic conception of the self
(1993, 2012). A third approach is represented by the work of Sandra Borden (2007),
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who articulates an application of virtue ethics to journalism work by bringing to bear
the concept of morally informed and professional “practice” by Alasdair MacIntyre.
In his landmark work, After Virtue, MacIntyre made the important observation that
Homeric and Aristotelian accounts of virtue always assume the fact that features of
our social and moral lives are widely accepted as important and as necessary condi-
tions for the enactment of virtuous behavior. Such behaviors, or practices, serve the
public in some way and are how “virtues are exhibited” (MacIntyre, 2007, p. 187).
Much scholarship has been concerned with practical applications of the three
formalist frameworks — deontology, virtue, consequentialism — described above,
though more recently a “mixed formalism” has emerged to reflect work of contem-
porary moral philosophers. Theory-building has occurred by using several different
approaches. Arguably, the most prevalent have been descriptive, normative, explica-
tive and hermeneutic approaches. What follows are some examples of each that have
preoccupied scholars. While these descriptions are by no means meant to be compre-
hensive, they do suggest the kinds of research questions that have defined the fields.

4.1 Descriptive scholarship

Researchers have sought to document the nature of ethical thinking among media
professionals. What ethical standards or principles are featured or prevalent among
industry codes or practices? How are ethical principles manifested in the work of
journalists, public relations professionals and other media workers? What are the
ethical implications of the patterns of rhetoric found in online communities? These
are the kinds of questions found in descriptive work in the field. Much of this schol-
arship uses quasi-ethnographic and interview methods to document and describe
practices, beliefs and behaviors. For example, scholars have examined the culture of
media organizations for clues about its ethical “climate.” They also have interviewed
members of online audiences to report on the various ethical values that seem to
shape norms and interaction. Quantitative methods also are used to gather ethics-
related frequencies and other statistical data. Researchers have assessed moral devel-
opment scores, for example, and uncovered patterns of moral responses of audience
members shown different types of media content. Examples of the broad range of
ethics-oriented descriptive research include studies documenting the ethical culture
of media organizations (Schauster, 2015), and efforts to document the differences in
how audiences respond to photographs versus video content (Meader et al., 2015).

4.2 Normative scholarship

Beyond scholarship that seeks to document the state of norms, practices and effects,
other work argues what those norms and practices should be when principles or
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standards are properly applied. Whereas early media ethics scholarship tended to
argue for “best practices,” the field has dramatically grown in sophistication by reach-
ing deeper into moral philosophy and providing rich context for arguments about
why communication should be informed in various ways. What should be the nature
of dialogue in public relations work involving competing stakeholder interests? How
should the notion of social responsibility be manifested in media-based marketing?
Discursive ethics continues to be an example of a widely used normative framework;
drawing on the work of Jiirgen Habermas and others, communication ethics schol-
ars have articulated the necessary conditions for productive and respectful exchange.
Regarding media, scholars have argued for specific regulatory and anti-corruption
policies to encourage better democratic-minded content. Most all of such normative
scholarship is essayistic in nature. Examples include drawing on Habermas’ theory to
help organizations communicate ethical issues more effectively (Meisenbach, 2006),
and drawing on the virtue ethics of Alasdair MacIntyre to clarify the public service of
professional journalism work (Borden, 2007).

4.3 Explicative scholarship

Much communication and media ethics scholarship seeks to explicate, or unpack and
refine a specific concept. This work examines conventional use or understanding of a
term and suggests critique or refinement of how it operates in ethical communication.
This work has much in common with normative scholarship in that it, too, is predom-
inantly argument-based. How should the nature of accountability be understood as
a dynamic of interaction in media messaging? In what ways is the concept of auton-
omous agency being augmented and undermined by patterns of social media use?
How should the concept of harm properly inform journalists’ respectful treatment of
the subjects of graphic images? Concept explication is particularly useful in media
ethics to illustrate the role of key philosophical terms that are deeply embedded, yet
not often fully considered, in media practices. Such work often uncovers multiple
dimensions or meanings of a concept in ways that are useful both to clarify theoretical
claims and to refine the operationalization of variables for future research. Exam-
ples include an analysis that raises questions about the moral limitations of dialogic
norms of public relations (Browning, 2015), an explication of the idea of journalistic
paternalism (Thomas, 2016).

4.4 Hermeneutic scholarship
By bringing strands of all these approaches together, researchers can provide accounts

for why communication processes and media systems work the way they do and what
might be done to encourage more ethically informed practices and dynamics. Here,
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hermeneutic scholarship often goes hand in hand with normative work: By provid-
ing explanations for phenomenon and by drawing on research that identifies the best
integration of moral concepts and media practice, the hermeneutic approach can
point the way toward optimal policies and practices that prioritize ethical claims and
values. What are the organizational dynamics of media-based companies — journalis-
tic, advocacy-driven, etc. — that shape individuals’ abilities to do virtuous work? What
are the cognitive processes involved in audience responses to types of content that are
in turn linked to their moral reactions? As these questions suggest, hermeneutic work
is often synthetic in nature, drawing on empirical research for continued theory-build-
ing. Examples of this include Luciano Floridi’s scholarship defining the emergence of
the “infosphere” that arguably defines human interaction (2014), and work that traces
the influence of different kinds of norms in journalistic culture (Lee et al., 2016).

5 Ethical implications of media practice

Recurring tensions inherent in the communicative act, mediated or otherwise, mean
that several specific types of questions and controversies regularly surface in communi-
cation and media ethics. Yet it should be clear that ethics provide no clear-cut solution
to cases of the same type; indeed, ethicists often argue for very different resolutions
or optimal decisions among similar cases, depending on context and factors that may
have more or less importance in different situations. It nonetheless is valuable to note
several broad types of ethics questions posed by communication and media practices:

5.1 Conflict of interest

In journalism and public relations, corporate and political conflicts of interest com-
monly raise questions of autonomy and adherence to ideals of public service. Conflict
of interest can also occur at the individual level, where the interests or values of a
single journalist, for example, might tempt him or her to compromise his or her news
judgments. Most journalistic policies require news workers to treat potential appear-
ances of conflict of interest as just as much a threat to credibility as actual conflicts,
and, in cases of the latter, to take explicit steps to acknowledge the conflict and to
either minimize or eliminate it. In most cases, journalists are expected to recuse them-
selves from activities that might pose a journalistic conflict. This includes policies that
prohibit reporters covering politics from featuring political bumper stickers on their
private vehicles. Public relations organizations regularly avoid taking on clients that
might compete in the same industry, and the notion of being transparent in all media
relations work is critical to legitimacy and trust-building. The same is increasingly
true in media marketing: independent bloggers, for example, are now often required
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by government regulation to disclose when products or services are promoted due to
financial compensation.

5.2 Minimizing harm

While the concept of what is “harmful” in media may seem self-explanatory, ethics
scholars are increasingly concentrating on the nature of harm, its many dimensions,
and how it can actually manifest itself in communication. Harm clearly is linked
to the Kantian notions of respect and human dignity; scholars subsequently have
been interested in when behavior may substantively “set back” someone’s interest.
For example, bullying rhetoric and tactics that undermine dialogue are serious con-
cerns in interpersonal discourse ethics. And harm, of course, may take several forms
in media content. Journalists are regularly called upon to justify their decisions that
arguably cause harm to individuals or groups. Photojournalists in war zones and those
covering sites of humanitarian tragedy have been challenged, for example, for their
decisions to maintain their role as dispassionate witnesses to scenes of human suf-
fering, and scholars have explored when such depictions undermine human dignity.
Scholars also have increasingly attended to the negative social effects of Web-based
corporate marketing, asking questions such as how might the consumerist focus on
Internet marketing undermine virtues of citizenship and community.

5.3 Balancing privacy interests

Everyone requires a degree of privacy for self-development and to enable individuals
to manage their multiple social roles. But with the very definition of privacy in a digital
society in a state of flux, it has increasingly become among the most confusing concepts
in communication and media ethics. It is clearly of critical importance in journalism,
where writers, editors and producers constantly confront the dilemma of the extent
to which respect for individual privacy should determine news coverage. But social
media and other digital information sites that don’t adhere to journalistic standards of
privacy often are expected to do so. Scholars also have explored ethical implications
of the policy debates over privacy for media marketing and datamining practices — an
indication that the notion of privacy is critical for sectors beyond journalism.

5.4 Informational and content effects
Media content that may have negative effects on society frequently raise ethics questions.

For example, journalists have embraced media guidelines for responsible coverage of
suicide as a social-health issue rather than as spectacle. The way an issue in the news is
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“framed” by story narratives, using factors such as sourcing, point of view, emphasis and
description, can leave audiences with a particular understanding of that issue. Framing
of hot-button topics such as gun violence, gender roles or obesity can serve to empha-
size or favor one perspective over another and thus raise ethical questions. How inter-
est groups and corporations attempt to “define the dialogue” also has been the focus of
ethics scholarship. The concept of “greenwashing” by companies is one such example.

5.5 Reliance on stereotypes

Relying on or perpetuating gender, racial or ethnic stereotypes in all forms of com-
munication raises myriad ethical issues for scholars. In journalism, stereotypes are
a form of framing, expediency, narrative brevity and the press of deadlines often dis-
courage thoughtful considerations of the descriptions used for story subjects, be they
local celebrities or police suspects. Research has suggested a consistent gender bias
in news descriptions of physicality, emphasizing clothing items for women but not
men, for example. Also, consistent focus on race often leave skewed perceptions of
crime patterns in the mind of the public. Of course, stereotypes have long been relied
upon in marketing and promotional content to target specific audiences, but recent
scholarship has explored the negative social implications of doing so. Narrow por-
trayals of female beauty in advertising has come under increasingly scrutiny for its
apparent negative effects on young girls and women.

5.6 Information bias

What methods are justifiable in the collection of information valuable to the public?
Classic what-ends-justify-the-means questions regularly confront journalists and
have been a popular subject of media ethics scholars. While absolutist policies are
rare, many news organizations refuse to pay for news or interviews, though tabloid
outlets commonly do so. The concern is that sources with a financial incentive may be
tempted to embellish, alter, or even fabricate facts and events, thereby undermining
the journalistic enterprise. In many developing countries, money is regularly passed
to individual journalists to curry favor and secure positive treatment. With celebrity
periodicals, where exposure has created its own competitive market among a finite
pool of public figures, payment for attention has become more removed from objec-
tive newsworthiness standards. The use of deceptive tactics, such as hidden cameras,
also raises ethical questions. As mentioned earlier, the concept of transparency in
information has preoccupied scholars examining the communication practices of
corporations and interest groups that may have an interest in obscuring the source
of their advocacy.
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5.7 Graphic images

The publication of photos that depict gore, violence and suffering regularly raise
ethical questions for news journalists. Such questions become particularly heated
during times of war or conflict, and when patriotic sentiments may bring added pres-
sure to bear on journalists to depict the “right” story and avoid using images that
audiences might perceive to be demoralizing. Scholars have grappled with claims that
graphic images can be offensive, harmful or unnecessary, weighing philosophical
arguments that suggest avoiding such images risks sanitizing or propagandizing the
news. As with other communication ethics issues, the controversies over the publica-
tion of graphic images reflect diametric approaches within ethics itself: A utilitarian
concern focused on minimizing harmful consequences of a decision versus a deonto-
logical ethos that calls for depicting the news with courage and relying on audiences
to make their own decisions about the value of such images.

In the future, ethics scholarship in media and communication will no doubt
continue to examine the latest manifestations of all these issue, and many more not
listed. As the last section of this volume suggests, the field of communication ethics
is clearly moving in some clearly identifiable ways as it grows into its fifth decade.
More inferential, interdisciplinary research drawing on psychology theories is one.
Theory-building that capitalizes on the philosophy of technology is another. But the
field will doubtless grow in unanticipated ways as well, as young scholars with differ-
ent training and new questions join in ethics inquiry. As a relatively young discipline,
communication ethics such limitless potential paths ensures the vibrancy of its schol-
arship for generations to come.
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2 AHistory of Media Ethics: From Application
to Theory and Back Again

Abstract: This chapter focuses on practical issues that lead to ideas worth considering
across disciplines. By discussing the evolution of four concepts, truthtelling, privacy,
the impact of technology and moral development, it outlines the historic develop-
ment of these ideas in the field of media ethics. Its central assertion is that media
ethics has had something to contribute to philosophy and political philosophy as well
as to working professionals. This contribution centers as much as in does in philoso-
phy and political philosophy as it does in the more accepted domain of applied ethics.

Keywords: history, standards, truth, privacy, ethical decision making, technology,
journalism

Most histories focus on ideas, people or events. Disciplinary histories tend to connect
people with specific ideas and to link those to the events that influenced them
(Christians 2008). This brief history has a different purpose. At the outset, it assumes
a dual connection: the first to the profession of journalism as it has been practiced for
the past 500 years or so, but with emphasis on the past 300 years in the United States.
The second connection is to the field of philosophy and political philosophy - to the
contributions that thinking about professional practice can make to central questions
that have arisen in those fields. To link the professional to the philosophical, this
paper employs feminist epistemology (Koehn 1998): it assumes that practice has the-
oretical relevance and that theory, in turn, will influence practice. In the words of Nell
Noddings, it assumes that “moral decisions are, after all, made in real situations,”
(Noddings 1984, p. 3). Thus, the paper will focus on practical issues that lead to ideas
worth considering across disciplines. Its central assertion is that media ethics has had
something to contribute to philosophy and political philosophy as well as to working
journalists, public relations practitioners, advertising professionals and those new
roles that are emerging as the world grapples with the meaning of the web.

1 It begins with the work itself

In her foundational volume, Hazel Dicken-Garcia noted, “No literature deals to a
significant degree with the history of journalism ethics,” (Dicken-Garcia 1989, p. 4).
Dicken-Garcia’s work became a touchstone for historical inquiry, but it was seminal
because it also included an examination of media criticism in the nineteenth century.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110466034-002
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Dicken-Garcia’s historical approach assumed a democratic conversation between
“the press” of the day and the citizenry that read it and influenced its evolution,
beginning with the partisan press in the early portion of the century to the penny
press and finally to the emergence of a mass press in the late 1800s. As Dicken-Garcia
suggests, the original ethical questions emerged from the work itself.

A too-brief summary of this early professional discussion outlines the following
ethical issues that centered initially on democratic roles and included the follow-
ing: the tension between impartiality and partisanship (characteristic of the years
between 1780 through 1830); then the watchdog function and the public’s right to
know, fairness, taste, trivialization, and an examination of how much, if at all, jour-
nalists should insert themselves in their stories (the years between 1830 and 1850), and
then specific journalistic “conduct” (the years 1850 through 1899) focused around the
issues of free press/fair trial and invasion of privacy. During this latter era, there was
a definitional reconceptualization of news, from the contents of a political broadsheet
to reports that would have an appeal to a mass audience. Schudson (1981) has argued
that this definitional shift was propelled by the economics of the news business at the
end of the eighteenth century, one that was foreshadowed by James Gordon Bennett,
son of the founder of the New York Herald, and who emphasized the money making
elements of journalism (Emery, Emery & Roberts 1999).

But impetus for these developments emerged from the two decades before
the American Civil War, in which newspapers and individual journalists played
significant political roles, often centering around the morality of slavery, and hence
accuracy, truthfulness and the need for unbiased media accounts. Probably the most
celebrated of these is Horace Greeley, founding editor of the New York Tribune, whose
pro-abolitionist stance ultimately led him to support the emerging Republican Party
(Chadwell 2006). Other newspaper editors were equally vehement in their support of
political causes, but central to these discussions was the link between political stance
and morality as that word was understood at that time. In 1878, when Joseph Pulitzer
established the Post-Dispatch in St. Louis, he noted, “The Post-Dispatch will serve
no party but the people, it will be no organ of Republicanism but the organ of truth,
it will follow no causes but its conclusions .... These are the ideals of a true, genuine
real Democracy,” (Bent 1939) . During this era and for the first time, the character of
individual journalists became the focus of some discussion.

Within the profession, the answers to these questions were tied to journalistic
standards, standards that were linked with the process of getting, reporting and
editing the news. A secondary discussion focused on the often patchy assertions about
the impact of the press on the larger society. The connection to philosophy is, at best,
a dotted line. “As cultural shifts occur in a given society, standards change. Whereas
standards, then, are connected with everyday practical procedures, moral principles
are constructs, ideals, that are equally incumbent on all professions (all human activ-
ity, even); but like members of most professions, journalists are not routinely com-
pelled to wax philosophical - that is, to think about or be involved with philosophical
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precepts on a constant basis,” (Dicken-Garcia, 238). Media criticism during this latter
era focused on questions about societal-level media effects — “theory and function”
as Dicken-Garcia notes (182).

But the philosophical underpinnings of these nascent debates began about about
200 years earlier in the periodic press of the seventeenth century (Ward 2004), where
journalism was equated with the work of public intellectuals such as J.S. Mill and
Samuel Johnson, who published political tracts in the periodicals of the day. This
same public intellectual approach was reflected in the United States with the publica-
tion of The Federalist Papers (1788) during the founding of the republic and in Walter
Lippmann’s work in the early part of the twentieth Century (Steel 1999). However,
this public intellectual approach was supplemented and then supplanted by the
concept of reporting, which Ward links to Great Britain in 1771 and 1775 when jour-
nalists were first allowed to view debates in the House of Commons and the House of
Lords, respectively. In Ward’s analysis, the concept of objective journalism was tied
to the Enlightenment, and objectivity was considered a moral imperative. Thus, as
Ward views it, objectivity was not a response to the economics of funding a journal-
ism that was rapidly becoming a mass press, the central and highly influential thesis
of Shudson’s 1981 book, but of philosophical understandings that had been working
themselves out in the way that journalism was practiced for at least 200 years. James
Carey applied these same insights to the last years of the nineteenth century when he
noted that for journalists to claim a professional mantle, they needed to align them-
selves with the objectivity and prestige of science, thus positioning news routines that
promoted objective reporting as rightly outside the spheres of political influence but
firmly within an Enlightenment world view (Carey 1997, p. 335) — an approach that
provided a basis for understanding journalistic standards and ethics for much of the
twentieth century. Not coincidentally, it also marks the time when journalism itself
began to claim the mantle of a profession as opposed to a craft (May 1986).

The drive to professionalization lead to two important developments that had a
profound impact on the growth and intellectual direction of the mass media ethics.
The first, as May (1986) notes, is the movement toward the inclusion of journalism
in university curricula. Although there is some good-natured jockeying about which
institution was first, various partisan accounts agree that the first journalism class
at the university level was offered at lowa State University but that the first univer-
sity-level degree program emerged in 1908 at the University of Missouri (Winfield
2008), which established an independent School of Journalism that included, as part
of its curriculum, the publication of a daily newspaper governed by an independent
publication board. Founding Dean Walter Williams linked journalism ethics to reli-
gious, specifically Christian, principles, including stating that the Bible was the most
important text for journalists (Ibold and Wilkins 2008). Just four years later, in 1912,
the second university-level program was established, this time at Columbia University
in New York and under the auspices of Joseph Pulitzer. This movement of journalism
curricula into the university foreshadowed the extensive development of academic

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

18 —— Lee Wilkins

work on media ethics (Borden 2007). As Hulteng noted, “In every journalism curricu-
lum there is at least some attention — and usually a good deal — given to the concept of
journalistic ethics — and the application of that concept,” (Hulteng, 1976, p. 233). The
central elements of that work will be reviewed later in this essay.

The second result of the movement to professionalize journalism was an increas-
ingly level of self-examination and internal critique led by the profession itself. That
critique is not without some irony, for it began during the era of Yellow Journalism, the
most notorious era for journalistic excesses of almost all sorts in the twentieth century.
“For cultural materialists, journalism codes of ethics may be seen as cultural practices
existing within ongoing social processes,” (Brennen and Wilkins 2004). Upton Sin-
clair’s indictment of journalism in The Brass Check (1920) was followed three years
later by the American Society of Newspaper Editors and its code of ethics published in
1923. The Canons of Journalism (the ASNE code) foregrounds public welfare and press
freedom. This initial code was followed about 10 years later by the publication of the
ethics code of the American Newspaper Guild, which focused almost exclusively on the
behavior of individual journalists rather than news organizations. As a result of the twin
forces of journalism as a field moving into the academy and the continuing, if some-
what skewed internal critique arising from within the profession itself, Henry Luce’s
(editor of Time magazine) funding of a scholarly inquiry into the role of the media after
World War II makes historical sense. The result, the Hutchins Commission’s “Report
on a Free and Responsible Press” (1947), was at once meant to be a practical docu-
ment and a philosophical one that attached the practice to, if not ethical philosophy,
then the political philosophy most closely associated with democratic functioning as it
was understood in the mid-twentieth century. It is not an overstatement to say that the
Hutchins’ Commission recommendations have provided the basis for commentary and
thinking about journalism and then media ethics ever since (Christians et al., 2009).

The Hutchins Commission codified the emerging connection between profes-
sional practice and philosophical theory. As journalists became increasingly trained
at universities and in the American liberal arts tradition, those who trained them — the
professoriate — had more time to explore and in many instances expand the concepts
of standards and codes to theory-based work. That connection moved media ethics
into the realm of political philosophy and ethical theory. However, professional prac-
tice continued to exert indirect but significant intellectual power. Institutional struc-
tures and the increasing dependence on technology as both a tool of and a shaper of
media content posed questions that demanded theory-based answers — some of that
theory emerging from philosophy. Finally, what Dicken-Garcia characterized as the
theory and function of the press in the late nineteenth century, beginning with the
War of the Worlds study in 1939 and continuing with increasing vigor to the present
day, foreshadowed the contemporary examination of media effects on an individual,
institutional and societal level (Lowery and DeFleur 1995). This body of work, which
is largely driven by the academy with some notable exceptions (for example, the con-
tinuing discussion of the impact of violent media content on individual behavior)
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raised important normative questions about the role of and the responsibility of the
media — not just in news content but in persuasion and entertainment.

The breadth of the intellectual inquiry here is far too vast to summarize in a
single chapter. However, certain central questions dominate this discussion. They
are: how journalists should define and operationalize the concept of truth; the evolv-
ing concept of privacy and its relationship to community, political philosophy and
notions of autonomy; the impact of technology on professional practice and the con-
struct of harm; and influences on individual professional ethical choice. This list is
meant to be evocative rather than exhaustive. It is intended to suggest the areas where
media ethics can make the most potent contribution to philosophical theory and how
those answers may be integrated into contemporary professional practice. It is to the
historic development of understandings of these issues that this essay now turns.

2 The contribution to philosophical theory: Truth
as instrumental

Beginning in the early twentieth century, discussion of truth, of the role of truth in dem-
ocratic functioning, and how truth is understood as well as how it does and does not
undergird how journalism is evaluated by the public, became the central philosoph-
ical question that dominated teaching and theorizing in media ethics (Black, Steel &
Barney 1999; Bivins 2003; Day 2005; Plaisance, 2009: Patterson & Wilkins, 2014). Phil-
osophically, definitions of truth are appropriately examined through a Hegelian lens,
beginning with the thesis of the oral tradition and arriving at the synthesis of pragma-
tism by way of the anti-thesis of the Enlightenment. What media ethics has added to
the philosophical frame is a series of deep insights about how, when truth becomes
the linchpin of ethical reasoning, other concepts as well as the linchpin itself evolve.
This thinking about truth connected logically to the ethical theorizing of W. D. Ross,
whose articulation of the nature of competing duties became prominent in thinking
about how truth must be balanced against concepts such as privacy (Meyers 2003).
Pragmatism is among the theoretical foundations for contemporary discussion of the
nature of visual truth, particularly the theoretical work of Mitchell in Picture Theory
(1995) and the practical application of those same concepts by Julieanne Newton in
Visual Truth (2001). Truth as a way of doing work, an issue that was seldom broached
in philosophical theory, became the subject of applied ethics, for example in the work
of Sissela Bok (1983) as well as in research on how journalists think about this complex
concept (Lee 2003.; Ettema and Glasser 1998; Lambeth 1986).

The application of truth as a cornerstone of democratic functioning also had a
particularly American resonance. Discussion of the First Amendment to the U.S. con-
stitution, beginning with the Federalist Papers, provided a direct application of the
political philosophy of the Enlightenment to speech and participation in democratic

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

20 — Lee Wilkins

institutions that allowed scholars to imbue their research with philosophical theory,
particularly utilitarianism and the duty-based theory of Kant. If truth is a foundational
construct for thinking about the profession, the work of two scholars stands out as
linking philosophical theory clearly and specifically to a discussion of truth. John
Merrill, in his book, The Imperative of Freedom (1974), is the first scholar to connect
philosophical theory to journalism ethics. His work begins with Kant and Kant’s deeply
reasoned emphasis on truth as it is connected to duty. Clifford Christians through-
out his career emphasized the central role of theory in understanding media ethics
(Christians, Rotzoll and Facker 1987 and all subsequent editions). Christians’ contribu-
tions span the intellectual gamut through his co-authored text (Christians, Fackler, and
Ferre 2012), which emphasizes the applications of virtue ethics, utilitarianism, deontol-
ogy, communitarianism, and religious ethics to questions of practical ethical decision
making by journalists and strategic communication professionals in historically signif-
icant cases. This theory-centered approach begins but does not end with truthtelling.
Christians’ work, however, problematized the professional emphasis on truth-
telling in a way that Merrill’s work did not. Christians specifically focuses on the ques-
tions of truth as a construct of culture, and of the making of political culture and the
wider culture that is often termed “community” or a network of social relations. Philos-
ophers infrequently consider how the truth will be interpreted by those who “receive”
it, a question that Christian’s work asks scholars and practitioners to consider. What
media ethics has to contribute to philosophical thinking is the notion of truth as iter-
ative and context-dependent within community. Truth is balanced with other goals —
for Christians, most specifically justice (1986). These nuances reflect the additional
insights of craft; they contradict some articulations of post-modernism that suggest
that there is no such thing as truth or some contemporary political theory that suggest
“moderns” are living in a post-truth or post-fact era. “The media of mass communi-
cation, therefore, are profoundly important not only because they potentially allow
for wide forms of social participation, but that the functioning of the media regularly
reminds us of our mutual interdependency. The most powerful arguments .... remain
the lack of opportunities for participation in discursively shaping societies institu-
tions, and the failure to meet common social needs through an egalitarian distribution
of resources.” (Stevenson, 1999, p. 27). Most fundamentally, they suggest that truth is
not exclusively an end in itself but that it can be a means to an end, specifically the cre-
ation of a society rooted in justice and equality — a radical interpretation of democracy.

3 Privacy: The intersection of philosophy, law,
and technology

Philosophy has long been concerned with autonomy and dignity, two of the core com-
ponents of human privacy. Philosophical discussion of autonomy focus in general on
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the ability to govern oneself; philosophy has tended to view autonomy as an internal
quality. What political philosophy adds to the theory is the notion that autonomy can
be both constrained and corrupted from without — by institutions — as well as from
within. Thomas Hobbes, in his discussion of the social contract (1651), provided a
rationale for the necessary constraints on individual autonomy imposed by the state
that would allow people to live in community. But Hobbes also noted that the state
can also corrupt individual autonomy beyond repair; when the state required the
death of the citizen, the individual was allowed to dissolve the social contract. Thus,
autonomy is a defense against a too-powerful state.

What media ethics adds to this evolution is that autonomy is founded in informa-
tion — a notion that is implied in most philosophical discussions (it is difficult to think
about understanding the self without some form of interior monologue) but seldom
overtly stated. Information can thus be external to the self, it can have an impact
on self-understanding and the decision making that is the foundation of autonomy,
and it can influence the community’s understanding of the individual. Losing control
of information about the self, and the context in which it is understood, thus intro-
duces the notion of harm, a harm that hinges on the externality of information, not
just self-awareness and clear thinking. Unlike traditional philosophical theory, media
ethics connects information about the self to other, internalized, processes. There is
an intimacy of connection between self awareness and information about the self
understood within a community that is foundational to the concept of privacy as it is
understood in media ethics.

Because information fuels the core of the concept, thinking about privacy has
evolved from an initial focus on thrusting individuals into an unwelcome and poten-
tially devastating spotlight to a more systematic examination of what is and is not pos-
sible with the aid of technology. This intellectual evolution has prompted scholars to
develop four different types of potential harms when privacy is invaded (Nissenbaum
2008): informational harm (such as identity theft), informational inequality, (such
as governments and corporations amassing large amounts of data about individuals
without their knowledge or consent), informational injustice (for example, transfer-
ring data from your financial records to the local newspaper without appropriate con-
textual information) and encroachment on moral autonomy, “the capacity to shape
our own moral biographies, to reflect on our moral careers, to evaluate and iden-
tify with our own moral choices, without the critical gaze and interference of others”
including pressures to conform to social norms (van den Hoof, 2007, p. 439). Three of
these harms implicate powerful institutions employing technology, something that
philosophy with its focus on individual autonomy and accountability, historically has
addressed only incompletely but to which political philosophy has added the impor-
tant dimensions of community and the tensions between the individual and the state.
Nissenbaum’s enumeration of the ways that privacy can be compromised suggests
that distributive justice may be an appropriate philosophical lens through which to
examine privacy, particularly privacy in a community also permeated by technology.
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For example, if the poor have fewer resources to maintain privacy, how should jour-
nalists and strategic communication professionals take their relative powerlessness
into account? This is not a hypothetical question: in 2017 Congress approved and Pres-
ident Donald J. Trump signed a bill allowing organizations such as Google, Amazon
and telecommunications corporations to sell individual browsing histories to third
parties, potentially for profit.

When it considers privacy, media ethics as a field has also challenged some of
the assertions of philosophy: first that philosophy and law should be considered
separate domains. In the American context, thinking about privacy is a conversa-
tion between craft and the legal evaluation of those actions (Alderman and Kennedy
1996). The second challenge focuses on the nature of accountability itself. In philos-
ophy, because privacy is profoundly connected with the act of becoming and remain-
ing human, individuals are accountable for harm (Bok 1983). But since organizations
support individual actions, media ethics also questions whether individual account-
ability can be bounded by external forces. The first of these forces is organizational
dynamics — whether large organizations can promote certain sorts of behavior and
discourage others. News organizations form a culture (or climate) that can provide a
kind of solidarity and a tangible internal support network that establishes formal and
informal behavior standards. Finally, organizations, through their leaders, empha-
size certain values that subtly pervade the organization and its employees. The values
of individuals acting within organizations are negotiated; they serve a larger organ-
izational end, which may or may not be in alignment with individual understand-
ing of values, standards and goals. But organizational ethical culture can enhance or
degrade individual ethical choice in both inconsequential and fundamental ways. In
fact, case studies (Adams and Balfour, 2004) suggest that this impact can supersede
individual, logical decision making. The literature supporting the contention that
organizations can and do influence ethical responses by individuals contradicts some
widely accepted philosophical understandings, namely that “morality and moral
choice” are housed exclusively in individual human beings (May 1987).

This return to considering the impact of group-originated standards — something
that Dicken-Garcia notes as the start of a discussion about professional ethics in a
previous century — raises a question for contemporary philosophers: Under what cir-
cumstances is individual accountability bounded and what is the impact on individ-
ual actors in the larger system? Political philosophy historically has provided some
answers to this question, but only in terms of the relationship between the individual
and the state. These answers have usually focused on large consequence questions,
for example Hobbes’ assertion that only when the state demands the death of the
citizen can the social contract be broken. Media ethics adds informal, professional
and economic entities to the list of externalities that can and do restrict human
choice and hence might conceivably bound accountability. Media ethics asks about
the impact of those restrictions on consequential but not life-threatening (physical or
psychological) practical decisions. This synthesis of real-world decision-making and
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philosophical theory has the capacity to push philosophy itself in a new direction,
one that may find a parallel in that domain’s efforts to incorporate the concept of
“bounded rationality” into thinking about “bounded accountability.” Here, theory
may find help from the law, which does hold organizations accountable for harm.

Contemporary discussion of privacy has a second, profound philosophical impli-
cation. Privacy is now the subject of technological intrusion, sometimes directed
by the state, but more and more often directed by algorithms that are developed by
human beings but function independently of them.

4 Technology: The theory disruptor

As much as the media have always been linked to technology — going back at least as
far as the printing press — philosophy has only very lately begun to consider technol-
ogy itself as a locus of theory. The initial question posed more than half a century ago
by Jacque Ellul (1964) — does technology itself have moral weight — is still in dispute.
On the one hand, there is a substantial body of literature that asserts that technology
itself is morally neutral. In this view, what has moral weight is the use to which tech-
nology is put — a decision that is made by human beings (Bugeja 2005, 2008).

Technology makes some of these decisions, for example the human drive to affil-
iate, much easier. Now, technologies such as Facebook make it as easy to walk across
the globe for a conversation as it is to walk across the room. Taken in the optimistic
view, these technologies privilege egalitarianism and openness — two qualities rooted
in ethics. Some scholars, for example Ward and Wasserman (2012), have proposed an
“open” media ethics, the development and creation of ethical understanding based in
an audience as opposed to a practitioner/professional perspective, one that empha-
sizes listening and a dialogic approach to ethical thinking. Whether the development
of this approach would have been possible without technological innovation is not
so critical as the acknowledgement that operationalizing these sorts of conversations
about ethical choice in a global sense needs technology to succeed. However, the core
concept here is that technology itself is neutral but put to ethical uses yields positive
ethical ends.

Technology also injected the media into the core of human flourishing in a far
more obvious way than was the case a century ago. As Denis McQuail notes, “The term
communication revolution along with the ‘information society’ has now almost come
to be accepted as an objective description of our time and of the type of society that
is emerging” (p. 104). The term information society encompasses much more than
media, and within that journalism and strategic communication, but the research in
the field suggests that there are key ethical questions emerging within this smaller
domain. Among them is the tension, which has historically existed, between accuracy
and truthtelling and the need to publish quickly.

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

24 —— Lee Wilkins

Technology has added a new dimension to the concept of quick — now measured by
seconds and sometime nanoseconds rather than the days and weeks of previous eras.
Preliminary scholarship has found that journalists who live in the online world privilege
publishing quickly over accurately — a reframing of ethical priorities that puts the pro-
fession’s emphasis on truthtelling under stress as never before (Friend and Singer 2007;
Singer and Ashman 2009). The quickness that technology enables has also allowed for
a blurring of what were previously distinct genres because the creation of something
that “looks like” a news story has become so much easier. Technology has provided
fertile ground for the sprouting of “native” content. Again, this particular ethical ques-
tion is not new in its inception, but the mushrooming volume of such content may be
emphasizing ethical debates that were once less mainstream, for example, whether
an excess of such problematic content can drive more readily identifiable persuasive
messages out of the civic conversation to the detriment of citizens in their role as con-
sumers. Technology’s relationship to the truth has also come to the front stage in the
contemporary era of “fake news.” The impact on “fake news” on global elections is not
known at the time of this writing, but the ethical questions it raises connect technology
to truthtelling to human intellect in a way that has profound implications for theory as
well as application (Wilkins 2013). Theoretically, “fake news” places the ethical burden
on those who would create the “fakes” — it is an effort to misrepresent to gain power over
individuals as well as to fundamentally undermine the role of “the press” in the com-
monweal. In this framing, technology is an ethically neutral tool. However, the dogged
insistence that technology is ethically neutral does not entirely capture the impact of
technology itself. In consequentialist ethical thinking, once it is possible to predict a
negative outcome, the appropriate ethical reasoning is to select a different alternative.
A different alternative might mean both a different technology or changing the social
and political system in which the technology functions, but in either scenario, change
is ethically appropriate and technology itself is not held entirely harmless.

In the opposing view, one that was articulated first by Ellul (1964), technology
itself has moral force. Theorizing around privacy suggests that technology heightens
the capacity to invade the innermost self. “Technology has raised in more pronounced
ways the question of boundary between private lives and public information” (Plai-
sance 2009, 191). But, as Plaisance has noted, the philosophical questions begin with
what technology makes possible and continue to the point more central to Ellul: does
technology itself privilege certain ways of looking at the world while diminishing the
impact of others. The most theoretical question this view raises is the answer to this
question: what does it mean to be human and, a subsidiary question, what does it
mean to be an ethical journalist and strategic communications professional in a com-
puterized environment. In 2016, computers are communicating often through algo-
rithms, algebraic equations repeated rapidly to sort massive amounts of data — data
that is created by human beings sometimes in more self-aware ways and sometime
in ways that are beyond self-awareness (for example, the information contained in
an individuals’ genetic code that is established before birth). In the contemporary
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environment, algorithms “learn” (one process of artificial intelligence), which means
they develop beyond human control even though they originate in the human mind.
This is the sort of moral force of which Ellul spoke — that the ethical question is in the
technology itself, even when the human element is added.

In this rendering, the working out of a theory of the human is a question for
academic philosophy that cannot be thoroughly answered without serious consid-
eration of the role of communication among individuals and in the creation of a
community. Professionally, it is becoming clear that journalists, whose job was once
the collection of fact and information, now have the role of putting that information
into a context in which it can be understood and used. This changing role will priv-
ilege synthesis and analysis, an approach that has not characterized journalists in
the twentieth century but that was the predominant mode of “journalism” in earlier
centuries. Technology will resurface these questions of role: how they are answered
by individuals in a way that will have theoretical import. Technology, because it is
largely developed by capitalistic corporations, also raises the philosophical question
of whether non-human entities (for example, corporations) can be held accountable
for harm done to individuals by computers, computer programs, or emerging forms
of artificial intelligence. Philosophy has long held that accountability and responsi-
bility is lodged in the individual and not in the group. However, artificial intelligence
places significant intellectual pressure on this widely accepted stance, particularly
because the law in western countries is sometimes providing a different answer.

5 Professional ethical decision making

For much of the history of moral philosophy, scholars focused on the act of choosing. But,
beginning with the work of Jean Piaget (1965/1932), psychologists increasingly focused
on the components and underpinnings of choice itself. The study of moral development
by psychologists generally began to outline why it is that people made certain sorts of
ethical choices. In the 1970s and 1980s, studies of moral development (Kohlberg 1981,
1984) moved away from a focus on children to the study of professionals and professional
decision making (Rest et al., 1999). Intellectually, the work of Carol Gilligan (1982), which
arose from the study of women making the decision whether to abort, provided the foun-
dation for what became known as the ethics of care or feminist ethical philosophy.
While many professions were the focus of this effort, it wasn’t until early in this
century that journalists and later strategic communication professionals were studies.
Weaver and colleagues (2007) examined journalists’ ethics decision making through a
survey of journalists that included some questions about ethical choice and outlook.
Other scholars employing moral development theory began to examine whether and at
what level of sophistication journalists and public relations professional made moral
decisions (Wilkins and Coleman 2005). In a series of studies, professional journalists
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and public relations practitioners were found to be sophisticated moral thinkers, par-
ticularly about issues surrounding the profession itself. Visual information, an impor-
tant component of content creation in the digital world, was found to boost ethical
reasoning. This body of work was broadened by Plaisance, who, by employing moral
psychology, identified moral exemplars in the professions, and through a combination
of psychological testing and biographical narrative attempted to articulate the qual-
ities and experiences that help to define excellence in ethical reasoning (2015). This
line of research has recently been expanded to include specific applied questions —
for example, does knowing a person’s race (through visual information) impact the
quality of professional ethical reasoning (Coleman 2006), does group membership
influence moral choice, or at least the range of moral choice, and are there historic
times when an entire profession, finding itself out of alignment with its standards of
eras past, is forced to seek new ways of moral thinking and action that can resolve the
existing structural conflicts (Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi, and Damon 2001).

One synthetic result of this accumulated research may offer the answer to a ques-
tion that has long plagued both professionals and scholars: should journalism be con-
sidered a profession or a craft. One element that characterizes a profession is a body
of knowledge that must be learned and mastered. Historically, journalism has lacked
a specialized body of knowledge - indeed, journalists take pride in being “generalists”
when it comes to knowledge acquisition. However, the accumulated evidence from the
body of scholarship that explores the roots of ethical decision making suggests that
what may constitute the specialized knowledge for journalists may not be so much
a particular domain of facts but rather the ability and practice to reason effectively
through the ethical questions that confront individuals working as professionals,
which was examined in Good Work (Gardner, Csikszentmihakyi, and Damon 2001).

Some of this work also begins to connect scholarship in professional ethics with
the insights of neuroscience, particularly as neuroscience has been applied to ethical
development and decision making. Pamela Shoemaker, in the last decade of the twenti-
eth century, suggested that the human mind was hard-wired for news (1996). She traced
these developments equally to evolutionary and cultural roots: People need news to
survive in the environment, and they need news to make sense of the human-created
culture that constitutes much of that environment. More recent theorizing has linked
neuroscience to the possibility of discovering universal ethical understandings (Wilkins
2008), what Christians has called ‘proto-norms” and which underlie all ethical reason-
ing, regardless of the theory of moral philosophy that seems to dominate.

6 What’s past is prologue

This brief review of four philosophical issues — truthtelling, privacy, technology,
and moral decision making — are by no means an exhaustive list of the questions
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that media ethics has examined in the past 150 years. But they are among the ques-
tions that can have, and arguably already have had, an impact of scholars outside
of those who study mass communication and/or journalism. Because they focus on
the larger question of truth, accountability for harm, the role of groups in influenc-
ing moral decision making and the societal institutions that sometimes respond to
such choices, and whether moral thinking is an essential component of what it means
to be human, they raise fundamental questions and invite new — or at least differ-
ently considered — answers. However, the beginning of those answers is just as likely
to come from newsrooms and emerge on web 3.0. It is also likely to be a synthetic
response, one that encompasses professional practice, ethics, political philosophy
and the realm of meta-ethics in the academy. As new standards and practices emerge,
thinking though their philosophical foundations will become the appropriate effort
for practitioners of journalism and philosophy alike.

Further reading

Clifford Christian’s 2008 monograph on media ethics in education provides an
in-depth review of scholarship in media ethics through the early part of the twenty-first
century. More than some other fields, media ethics research is also tracked closely in
multiple college-level texts, among them Christians, Roztolls and Fackler’s text, now
in its 10th edition, the text by Patterson, Wilkins and Painter, now in its 9th edition,
Bivins (2003) which focuses on the ethics of persuasion, and Plaisance’s text, now in
its second edition. The impact of seminal texts on the field can be traced to Hulteng’s
The Messenger’s Motives, published in 1976, and Lambeth’s Committed Journalism
(1986). Dicken-Garcia’s historical studies are the most directly applicable to media
ethics, but other books that focus on the history of journalism provide insight as they
trace the changes in the profession. The philosophical roots of those developments,
particularly their genesis in England, are best traced by Ward (2004). Contemporary
philosophical discussion of issues central to media ethics can be found in multiple
books authored by Sissela Bok; profession specific discussion is the focus of Borden
(2007) and various anthologies (Beasley and Haney 2013) and handbooks (Wilkins
and Christians 2008).
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Ronald C. Arnett
3 Communication Ethics: Origins
and Trajectories

Abstract: This essay describes the evolution and transformation of the study of
communication ethics within the field of communication. I offer an impressionistic
portrait of this area of communication study, relying upon summary essays on com-
munication ethics that explicate and interpret this horizon of study. Additionally,
I refer to organizational developments within the field of communication that institu-
tionalized the study of communication ethics. I conclude in a manner consistent with
the introduction, connecting communication study of communication ethics with
a pragmatic understanding of origin: communication ethics is the origin of under-
standing of what matters between and among persons.

Keywords: communication ethics, goods, communities of memory, proper names,
Marie Hochmuth Nichols, Kenneth Andersen.

1 Introduction

The hermeneutic center of my description of communication ethics pivots on one
basic assertion: there is no one agreed-upon understanding of communication
ethics. There are multiple perspectives on what constitutes the notion of communi-
cation ethics; communication ethics consists of what good or goods that we attempt
to protect and promote (Arnett, Fritz, and Bell 2009). Communication ethics is the
carrier of weight and height — that which matters within the human condition. The
study of communication ethics does not seek to fix the world or to set it on a straight
and narrow path, but rather to understand what another considers important enough
to propel one’s communicative commitments. Communication ethics study is a con-
ceptual and moral key to understanding what is of importance to another in an era
of narrative and virtue contention (Arnett, Fritz, and Bell 2009). I consider communi-
cation ethics the study and understanding of performative commitments that guide
human beings and institutions within the human condition.

Communication ethics is far from new, but the formal study of this area of inquiry
is principally a twentieth — century phenomenon within the field of communication.
Examining major review essays on communication ethics permits one to sense changes
and movements in this area of inquiry. I situate my re — telling of review essays within
a term borrowed from Robert Bellah et al. (1985) and Alexis de Tocqueville ([1835 and
1840] 1963), a community of memory. I trace communication ethics scholarship within

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110466034-003
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the field of communication with a hope of reminding readers of the proper names
(Levinas [1975] 1996) of scholars who made this study vibrant and thoughtful. This
essay is both informational and relational, offering a professional thank you to those
before us who made the study and practice of communication ethics a viable scholarly
task. Solidifying communication ethics as a serious area of study begins with scholars
who lent their scholarly reputations to a public call to enhance inquiry in commu-
nication ethics. Following this review, I turn to an examination of formal structures
that continue to solidify the importance of communication ethics in “Community of
Memory: Institutional Structures.” Finally, I explore a “Community of Memory in the
Making,” investigating trends within the study and practice of communication ethics.

I begin and conclude this chapter with a statement on why communication ethics
continues in importance. Each class I teach on communication ethics begins with
discussion of communication ethics as practical; if you do not know what matters to
another cooperative negotiation is unlikely. Imposing a communication ethic upon
another, misses the importance of understanding another. Communication ethics is
the holder of the good or goods that shape communicative perception and standpoint.

I contend that a mistaken study of communication ethics commences with the hope
that we can discern one way to ameliorate all communication dilemmas and problems;
communication ethics is inherently diverse. Its value rests within understanding, not
imposition of my orientation upon another. Many of our difficulties with one another
begin with a basic fact: we do not agree on what is important, what matters, or what
goods to protect and promote in a given communicative context. My contention is that
communication ethics, when imposed as an answer, not as an effort to understand a
given good, is more likely to invite conflict than settle a dispute. Understanding is the
key to this story about communication ethics. Communication ethics requires study of
what matters to facilitate understanding of difference within persons and institutions.
The world has never been a place of uniform agreement, as our history of war attests.
However, the stark characteristics of goods protected and promoted in this historical
moment make this perspective on communication ethics a form of common sense in an
era defined by difference. We can no longer assume that mutual knowledge and com-
mitments shape similar interests. The importance of communication ethics commences
with practical knowledge that we disagree on both the important and the trivial. In this
historical moment, we can agree that we cannot agree on what matters — hence the
importance of the study of communication ethics dwells at the heart of understanding,
the beginning of communication over and with what matters.

2 Community of memory: Institutional structures

Review essays on communication ethics frame a community of memory about this
scholarly topic. In 1977 and 1982, distinguished colleagues urged the development
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of a body of research in communication ethics. The stress on community of memory
commences in this story about communication ethics with the insights of Marie
Hochmuth Nichols, who was editor of the Quarterly Journal of Speech (1963 — 1965) and
the president of the Speech Communication Association/National Communication
Association (1969). I turn to a well — known and often — referenced speech delivered
by her, which functioned as an important impetus for the study of communication
ethics. Her keynote to the Central States Speech Association on April 15, 1977, “When
You Set Out for Ithaka . . .” marshaled a charge to develop a body of literature and
research on communication ethics. Nichols (1977) asserted: “We have not seriously
studied the various systems of ethics; nor have we seriously studied social norms to
which ethics is related” (150). She contended that the field of communication did not
yet possess the intellectual resources necessary to answer Derek Bok’s question, “Can
Ethics Be Taught?” (Nichols 1977: 150). Nichols’s concern was simple: to answer such
fundamental questions, a community of memory on communication ethics must find
constitution via ongoing scholarship. Nichols was a bell ringer, calling for increased
scholarly investigation of communication ethics. Her address was a challenge to the
field of communication — to enact an ethical obligation to develop a body of research
on the various aspects of communication ethics.

Nichols stated that attention to issues of communication ethics embodies a
healthy warning about future concerns; ethics are the key to forthcoming visions, and
to ignore such study is shortsighted. Nichols dismissed claims of assurance about
future directions; she argued against long-term proclamations, which undergirded
the rhetoric of the Great Depression to the rhetoric of revolt to the assumption that
behaviorism would be the final chapter on and about communication within the
human condition. She called for a “disclaimer” on acts of “foresight” and undue con-
fidence (Nichols 1977: 146). The title of her speech engages multiple historical eras
and events within a single textured metaphor.

The term Ithaka consisted of Ulysses’s journey home and the importance of
Cornell University! as a key developmental location with the field of communication.
Furthermore, she offered a straightforward reminder that long before we arrived,
much had already taken place in the development of communication. Confidence
should not rest solely in the “not yet.” Nichols reminded her audience that, in 1939,
B. F. Skinner had actually been a speaker at the Central States Speech Convention in
Minneapolis, and in that same year, Laurence Norton was doing content analysis.

1 For more on the scope of influence of Cornell University for the field of communication, particu-
larly as it is tied to rhetoric, see Alexander Drummond’s (1925) edited book Studies in Rhetoric and
Public Speaking in Honor of James Albert Winans. This volume contains essays from the field’s most
distinguished scholars connected to the university including James Winans, Everett Lee Hunt, Harry
Caplan, Hoyt Hudson, Herbert Wichelns, William Parrish, and William E. Utterback. Herman Cohen
(1994) announces the importance of Drummond’s edited volume in honoring the influence of Cornell
University for the field of communication.
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Furthermore, in 1939, discussion of speech preparation and group participation was
present at the convention. She then paused and stated that she never viewed herself
as Ulysses going off to fight a war; rather, she viewed her career as a call to be a par-
ticipant in the ongoing and emerging life of this discipline. Temporal concerns are
important, but when accompanied with too much speculation about the future, one
discovers the danger of “siren songs.” Additionally, too much concentration on the
immediacy of the moment can generate a social amnesia, cutting us off from creative
and tested insight.

Nichols (1977) once again cited Bok, who called for “moral reasoning” as essen-
tial in a world rampant with blind reliance upon romantic images resting in the past
or futuristic calls for progress (149). She contended that ethics tied to communica-
tion and decision making is essential, offering hope textured with thoughtful and
critical discussion of cultural norms and standards. Connecting communication
ethics research to questions about culture, norms, and public standards permits such
inquiry to move from the trivial to the substantial. Her appeal for ethics included ref-
erence to Richard Weaver’s demand for understanding and participation within a vast
array of opinions; in the public domain that houses cultural and historical informa-
tion, the taken — for — granted must be examined and then called into account.

Nichols mentioned a national poll that found “half the population never has read
any book at all that they can remember or identify” (Nichols 1977: 151); she champi-
oned Kenneth Burke’s delineation of the importance of tools for living. Such guidance
comes from art, and understanding language and its multiple dimensions — “logical,
ethical, rhetorical, aesthetic” (Nichols 1977: 154). This view of communication
requires historical, critical, and experimental engagement. We cannot fight the
future, let alone control every dimension of it; but we can bring historically grounded
conceptual knowledge to the meeting of people and issues in the human condition.
Interestingly, in this 1977 address, Nichols stated that at that moment, no more than
one out of ten PhDs would enter the academy in a capacity similar to their professors;
these graduates would need to find other employment (155). She stressed that such
data should not generate despair; it should energize our disciplinary sense of purpose
(Nichols 1977: 156).

Nichols reiterated that ethical purpose involves seeking Ithaka without a demand
for finding it quickly or perhaps at all. Communication ethics is a performative
journey of commitment that seeks Ithaka; such action permits one to discern a sense
of purpose without locating a final answer. We must pursue communication ethics,
without assuming clarity of a decisive answer. Without Ithaka there is little reason
to begin; the journey makes the task worthy of doing. Near the end of her address,
Nichols quotes Robert Hutchins, who was the President and Chancellor of the Uni-
versity of Chicago and the architect of the great books program (1929 — 1951): “‘In any
practical activity, purpose is the guiding principle. Purpose is a principle of alloca-
tion. It tells you what to work on’ (Nichols 1977: 156). Purpose is a conviction, not
an answer. Communication ethics is content of purpose, adding weight and height
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to ideas and action — the home of what matters. Nichols prompts us to note that the
road to Ithaka is never completed and that we are not the first, nor the last, to find
meaningful purpose in its pursuit. This lofty sense of calling continues with tenacious
thoughtfulness in the groundbreaking contributions of Kenneth E. Andersen. Nichols
and Andersen are keys in their calling for a community of memory in communication
ethics scholarship. Both are classically educated and understand the field’s connec-
tion to Aristotle and ethics within antiquity.

Andersen’s (1983) Speech Communication Association (now National Communi-
cation Association, or NCA) address celebrated the theme of “Communication, Ethics,
and Values.” He enacted the charges of Nichols with another major contribution to
a community of memory about communication ethics scholarship. The 1982 confer-
ence that Andersen organized as the planner/Vice President was a significant turning
point in communication ethics scholarship; Andersen’s public presence gave such
inquiry an official secular blessing. In addition to this institutional contribution to
the study and practice of communication ethics, Andersen provided public addresses
that announced coordinates for communication ethics inquiry.

The National Communication Association conference, with Andersen at the helm
in 1983, provided an impact of sizeable importance. Andersen brought communication
ethics to the main stage of the communication discipline in the United States. He was
the principal institutional champion of communication ethics. As Vice President of
the Speech Communication Association in 1982 followed by his Presidential Address,
later his chairing of the Communication Ethics Division, and finally his Carroll Arnold
Address entitled “Recovering the Civic Culture: The Imperative of Ethical Commu-
nication” in 2003, Andersen brought communication ethics into scholarly public
recognition within the field of communication. He institutionally paved a path for
others to follow. Due to the historical significance of Andersen’s contribution, I offer
a summary of three of his important contributions.

On November 11, 1983, as the president of the then Speech Communication Asso-
ciation, Andersen reviewed the theme of his 1982 Conference, “Communication,
Ethics, and Values.” As he spoke in Washington, D.C., Andersen reflected on the
charge of politics tied to ethics; he outlined the constructive and problematic nature
of such connections, reminding the audience that Aristotle assumed an inexorable
link between politics and ethics. The unity of politics and ethics undergirds concern
for institutions and lives of others. Ethics and politics in tandem is social action at
its roots; this foundation permits communication ethics to function as a principal
background for understanding engagement with others. Andersen asserted the impor-
tance of working from an external standard in communication ethics capable of offer-
ing provisional collective and public guidance. Andersen offered two general tests for
evaluating a communication ethics code: first, importance does not rest with what a
particular communication ethics code prohibits; and second, a communication ethics
code must encourage flourishing of human activity and productivity. Communication
ethics invites community and simultaneously the individuation of persons, making
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possible the promotion and seeking of particular versions of the good life. Andersen’s
understanding of a communication ethics code embraces a temporal public, not a
singular individual position. He then offered six tenets that assist with maintaining
vibrancy and creativity of a communication ethics code.

The first tenet assumes understanding as essential, if one is to assign the “proper
burden” for doing a given communication activity (Andersen 1983: 2). He concurred
with Aristotle’s suggestion that roles guide responsibilities. A public code of burden
calls one into account the moment one assumes a given role. The second tenet is
the enhancement of future communication (Andersen 1983: 2). The goal of commu-
nication ethics is to facilitate the “not yet” without limiting possibilities for others;
human flourishing necessitates a communication ethic that looks beyond the imme-
diate moment. Such a communication ethic encourages one to act in a manner that
encourages others to equate an ethos of reliability and trust with one’s actions. One
cannot remain solely in the present moment; one’s commitments and actions must
prepare for upcoming activities. Andersen (1983) stated: “As David Hume warned us,
we tend to over — value the short — term and undervalue the long — term” (2). Actions
need to stand the test of time, while recognizing that current behavior is the best
predictor of future actions. The third tenant involves maximizing of choice (Andersen
1983: 3). Communication ethics requires a commitment to a task and public ration-
ale for its value, which includes the manner of communicative engagement. Choice
works within the dialectic of individual freedom and concern for a community of
persons present without forgetting those who are “not yet” part of a given vision.
Choice requires one to exercise the right to speech without forgetting the importance
of making space for those disadvantaged by lack of power and influence.

The fourth tenet pivots on “respect for self and Other” (Andersen 1983: 3), which
demands restraint and rejects any encouragement to follow an impulse to pull the
wool over the eyes of another. Public admission of position and standpoint is central
to enacting respect for another. The fifth tenet connects communication ethics with
the charge of improving understanding and communication (Andersen 1983: 3).
Andersen, once again, stressed that a major key to communication ethics involves
maximizing attentiveness to future communication between and among persons.
The final tenet emphasizes enforcement of communication ethics on self and other
(Andersen 1983: 3). Andersen (1983) reminds us that communication ethics is not just
for others, but for “me” as well (3). Concern for communication ethics begins with
accountability of oneself in acts of self — legislation.

For Andersen, the task of communication ethics embraces protection of commu-
nication itself. Communication ethics works to minimize the debasing of the act of
communication. Respect includes a communication ethics concern for self, other,
and the communicative linkage between and among persons. Andersen’s dream for
the field of communication is not perfection, but a determined reminder about the
importance of ethical standards that function as a prerequisite for uniting groups and
individuals. Andersen contends that a communication ethics goal is public support
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of ideas, persons, and context while refusing to reify the sacredness of a single per-
spective (Andersen 1983).

Andersen continued work as a champion of communication ethics as he tied
public explication of a good to collective approval in the construction of a com-
munication ethics code. This sensibility defined his convening of a 1999 National
Communication Association Conference meeting on “Communication Ethics Credo
Conference” in Arlington Virginia, from July 24 until July 26. Later reflection upon
that meeting offered a consistent characterization from diverse voices; the meeting
illustrated difficulty in finding consensus on what is and is not a communication
ethic. Contexts shift what might be an appropriate guiding ethic. Sherry Morreale and
Andersen described that 1999 meeting as follows: “Intense interaction, impassioned
argument, and moments of sudden agreement and near exhaustion characterized the
participants” (Morreale and Andersen 1999: 4). Throughout their work on a commu-
nication ethics code, they demonstrated public leadership consistent with Anders-
en’s unity of ethics and politics; they sought to involve the entire National Communi-
cation Association. They listened for patterns of concern and modeled attentiveness
to the ideas of others. They attempted to do communication ethics as public access,
enabling them to discern a significant diversity of definitions of communication
ethics. Additionally, they discovered communication ethics explicated differently
through numerous examples of communication ethics dilemmas. At the conference,
the participants joined small groups for vigorous conversation. The groups generated
thoughtful suggestions under the leadership of “process experts” Isa Engleberg and
Dianna Wynn (Morreale and Andersen 1999: 4). The following outlines a summary of
an initial draft of their work done at the conference, which offers a glimpse of their
incisive work.

The draft from the NCA Credo for Ethical Communication, from July 30, 1999,
commences with a basic assertion: disputes over what is right and wrong are inher-
ent in communication between and among persons. The baseline concern of such
disputes is that communication ethics should enhance “. .. human worth and dignity
by fostering truthfulness, fairness, responsibility, personal integrity, and respect for
self and others” (Morreale and Andersen 1999: 4). The group articulated ten major
points of discovered importance in their collective discernment. First, communica-
tion ethics assumes commitment to the essential integrity of truth telling. Second,
freedom of expression is central to a civil society. Third, responses to another must
begin and conclude with respect, even in moments of significant disagreement.
Fourth, access to resources of communication and opportunities for discussion must
be available to all. Fifth, communication ethics should foster environments of caring
that seek understanding and respect of persons different from oneself. Sixth, any
communication that attempts to degrade another necessitates questioning. Seventh,
spaces for the enactment of courageous expression are required when communica-
tion ethics content offers contrary insight than that which constitutes the prevailing
status quo. Communication ethics makes space for positions pro and con within the
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public domain. Eighth, communication ethics assumes the importance of informa-
tion sharing, while simultaneously enacting the responsibility of protecting indi-
vidual privacy. Ninth, the quality of human life decreases with the rise of unethical
communication. The heart of communication ethics pivots on a fundamental commit-
ment: “we accept responsibility for the short — and long — term consequences for our
own communication and expect the same of others” (4). Focus on the “now” alone
is seldom sufficient. Major themes of their communication ethics credo were long-
term concerns of access to information and space, respect for persons and ideas, and
attentiveness to future communicative consequences. I summarize their work within
a communication ethics tripod of access, respect, and attentiveness, which upholds
that which matters.

Andersen then delivered the 2003 Carroll C. Arnold address at the National Com-
munication Association on the topic of communication ethics — entitled, “Recov-
ering the Civic Culture: The Imperative of Ethical Communication.” The Carroll C.
Arnold Distinguished Lecture is a performative honor bestowed on “a scholar of
undisputed merit who has already been recognized as such, a person whose recent
research is as vital and suggestive as his or her earlier work, and a researcher whose
work meets or exceeds the scholarly standards of the academy generally” (Andersen
2003). With Andersen’s national communication conference centered on communi-
cation ethics, his presidential address following a similar theme, and his central role
in the construction of a communication ethics credo for the field of communication,
he rendered a major institutional and public contribution to such inquiry. Anders-
en’s consistent championing of communication ethics unites insights by Aristotle
and Isocrates with a basic caveat: “Living the maximally good life demanded a good
community” (Andersen 2003: 10). Andersen initiated his address with discussion of
three major terms — civic, culture, and community. All responsibility belonging to cit-
izenship he termed as civic. Andersen stressed that patterns of human behavior take
shape through the people and the institutions that constitute a culture. Locality of
participation and common interests frame his understanding of community. Ander-
sen states that community and culture offer ground under the feet of an individual
and communities. Andersen understood communication ethics as an imperative, if
culture and community are to invite civic participation with discussion of and about
the nature of a good life.

Andersen alluded to Aristotle’s assertion that ethics, politics, and rhetoric are
essential companions if the goal is enhancement of a community and a culture.
Andersen made this case without forgetting the literal and figurative smallness of the
Greek city — state that excluded so many due to their status as slave and/or woman,
who worked outside the domain of public decision making. The classical world was
far from being a dwelling place of democratic perfection. Andersen acknowledged
Greek imperfections and demanded that we do better. He called for democratic par-
ticipation that embodies concern for those close to us as well as those on the margins.
His address of 2003 echoes today’s conversation about income disparity and the
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growing reality of a “precariat” class? as he challenged conceptions of community
that limit opportunity to but a few “big boys” making profit (Standing 2011; Andersen
2003: 11). Andersen challenges the small-minded, who attempt to ban together with
an objective of oppressing those outside the realms of power and influence. His cri-
tique unmasked no one organization or group; his point of challenge was any commu-
nicative process defined by dismissive regard for those contrary to “my” perspective.
He cited the fact that fewer and fewer active members now shape most communi-
ties; participation seems increasingly a demanding and difficult task. Andersen then
paused and ventured a lament over a growing generation of persons choosing the
route of disengagement.

Andersen called for ousting those using disingenuous communication; he
rejected persons in politics and institutions using words and slogans void of behav-
ioral confirmation. Such communicative action undercuts a culture of civic life; such
misuse of the public domain demands confrontation. Additionally, we live in an era of
information abundance without clarity about its meaning and importance. Andersen
asserted that more is not always useful; information abundance is not the same as
information access and discussion within the public domain. Communication ethics,
when functioning as a publicly announced standard, works within a community with
the objective of describing the important and the vital. Such a standard stands firmly
in opposition to lying and deception, which finds far too much repetitive employ-
ment. Andersen (2003) stated, “Violation of the norms of ethical communication is,
I believe, a major factor in the malaise that has led many people to withdraw from the
civic culture whether of their profession, their associations, their political arena” (14).
The communicative environment becomes toxic and leads to persons turning toward
an exit. If ethical direction is in dispute, the baseline of protection is a public place
where discernment is possible. In the doing of communication ethics, we do not have
undue certainty, but rather we assume an unending sense of responsibility for assist-
ing the health of the public and civic domain.

Andersen asserted that communication ethics assumes an obligation to those
next to us and to those who repose afar; such communicative concern requires
making a place for all to voice opinions. An ethical obligation belongs to self, other,
and communities within which we participate and serve. An ethical community seeks
to offer as much freedom to others as possible, while supporting a minimal number
of restraints. The “why” of limits and constraints center public testimony about a
given communication ethic. Communication ethics of civic space minimizes inap-
propriate infringement on the freedom of another and simultaneously affirms public

2 For more information on the precariat class, see Guy Standing’s (2011) The Precariat: The New Dan-
gerous Class. Standing grounds the precariat class in the protests of EuroMayDay in May 2001, ad-
dressing labor instability. The precariat class consists of those who lack all control and security tied
to their work (9 — 10).
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limits. Andersen (2003) then warned against those who seek to benefit without carry-
ing their share of burden for upholding a community; he termed such persons “free
riders” (20), who take advantage of liberties within a community, while endorsing
ethical rules for others that they themselves refuse to follow.

Andersen cited a poll from the National Opinion Research Center that stated that
the percentage of those who can be trusted has shifted from a survey in 1964 of 53%
to 35% in 2002. Civic society embraces a public space that is clumsy and without
undisputed precision; nevertheless, in spite of the chaos, one must contend against
an unwillingness to attend to questions of ethics. Our public participation in ethical
questioning within a community shapes us through our participatory engagement
and/or our refusal to engage. Communication ethics dwells in the performative
actions of a human community, even when temporarily recorded in the form of ethical
codes that call us into account. The greatest value of a communication ethics code
resides in the collective construction of its existence.

The final major public contribution by Andersen is “A History of Communi-
cation Ethics”; this work lays out the civic and a rhetorical tradition of what he
contends are originative insights for the study of communication ethics. Andersen
asserts that the rhetorical side of the field of communication has long been marked
by a long history of concern about communication ethics; his persistent citing of
Plato, Aristotle, Isocrates, and Cicero are public indicators of such a heritage. He
commences with quotes from Isocrates that unite the desire to persuade with a rhe-
torical commitment to honorable discourse. Andersen follows with a discussion
of Aristotle and character or ethos, directly linking persuasion with the character
of the rhetor. Andersen states that communication theories and communication
ethics share a basic assumption: each has intimate ties to the culture from which
they arise. He insists upon the connection between communication ethics and com-
munication theory; both live within “situation, medium, and message” (Andersen
1991: 6). He does not want to limit communication ethics or communication theory
to messages alone. The classical rhetorical origins of communication begin with
an assumption that the character of the rhetor aligns with the goods of the polis,
which becomes the public house that shelters exemplary virtues. In contemporary
society, however, ethical issues often arise in tension between individual and social
goals. To navigate the loss of standards within the polis, Andersen suggests that
greater attention to external ethical standards must define communication within a
contemporary society. Throughout his career, Andersen emphasized the importance
of publically known external standards; he articulated what he considers the foun-
dation of communication ethics within a public arena much more diverse than the
Athenian polis.

The first public connection between ethics and communication is “appropriate
adaptation to the audience” (Andersen 1991: 14). Proper bonding with an audience
commences with a refusal to conceal one’s actual beliefs. As audiences become
increasingly more diverse, the importance of disclosing standpoint and position

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

Communication Ethics: Origins and Trajectories = 41

becomes progressively more necessary, if ethical discourse is to bind rhetor and audi-
ence. The second external standard is an overt commitment to the “ethical value of
various forms of proof” (Andersen 1991: 14), which emphasizes reasoned and logical
argument. The key assumption is that the rhetor has a public responsibility to artic-
ulate points of evidence in a manner that an audience can follow. An ethical persua-
sive appeal necessitates a public roadmap that the audience can understand, offering
an opportunity for persons to render an informed judgment. Andersen’s (1991) third
major point is the “relationship of ethos, ethics, and ethical proof,” which announces a
synergy that forms a performative communication public standard (15). Such a linkage
permits “good will” of clarity of discourse and position, binding rhetor and audience
without relying solely upon the past reputation of the rhetor (Andersen 1991: 15).

The fourth standard is “ethical responsibility for the audience” (Andersen 1991:
16 — 17); classically, this assumption is familiar to Plato’s Gorgias where he asserts that
the rhetoric of the sophists is bound to “mislead” (Andersen 1991: 10). Communica-
tion ethics, for Andersen, requires clear public evidence, not a shell game of shifting
of attention, which limits audience discernment about the quality of the content that
sustains a given argument. The fifth public standard is “ethics and communication
criticism” (Andersen 1991: 17). Andersen offers a lament stating that those who criti-
cize institutional life and individuals are too often tempted shade truth in a manner
that unnaturally places an opponent or an institution in an unfavorable light.

Andersen reminds: not all scholars within the field of communication adapt com-
munication ethics as the fulcrum upon which the course of communication between
persons pivots. Andersen laments that numerous communication theorists consider
the entire communication process (including communication ethics) amoral (Ander-
sen 1991: 3). They view their scholarly task as descriptive alone, eschewing reliance
on public prescriptive standards for communication exchange. Andersen argues that
the classical rhetorical tradition begins with ethical assumptions involving questions
about individual obligation and the polis. He alleges that such a commitment would
assist our contemporary world, countering an increasingly obvious public contempt
forideas and persons different from one’s own. Andersen states that the social science
tradition in communication commences and concludes with description, avoiding
contamination from assumptions tied to an ethical ought. The initial kinship of ethics
and communication originates in Athens; he contends that this is logically appro-
priate for contemporary life in which we see and hear comments that progressively
sound like playground talk between and among immature minds. Andersen calls
for what both Immanuel Kant ([1790] 1951) and Hannah Arendt ([1989] 1992) under-
stood as ethically essential — an “enlarged mentality” capable of examining evidence
beyond the taken — for — granted and the commonplace.

Andersen has been the champion of communication ethics within the public
domain. His advocating spirit embraced a tenacious hope that the world could
find assistance as rhetors disclosed position and explicated the why of their public
evidence. The addresses of Nichols and Andersen frame the rhetorical origins of

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

42 —— Ronald C. Arnett

communication ethics. Their contributions are milestones that each student in com-
munication ethics should know. They made one point abundantly clear: the public
good depends upon admission of one’s evidence and the standpoint that accompa-
nies the interpretation of the data. Nichols and Andersen are exemplars of a larger
group of communication scholars attentive to the innate linkage between communi-
cation ethics and diversity of goods announced by the protection and promotion of
given practices.

3 Communication ethics in the making

The modern gathering of diverse perspectives on communication ethics begins with
James W. Chesbro’s (1969) essay, “A Construct for Assessing Ethics in Communication.”
A decade before Nichols’ important speech, Chesbro added organizing substance to a
community of memory about communication ethics. He understood that such inquiry
requires a systematizing principle capable of situating communication ethics insights
in a public manner that lends creative retention and retrieval of ideas, as one prac-
tices and studies communication ethics. Chesbro placed communication ethics within
four major contexts/categories. First, he outlined the most well - known and long —
standing understanding of communication ethics within the field of communication,
democratic ethics. This perspective, as explicated by Nichols and Andersen, has roots
in ancient Greece. Democratic ethics also connects to the communication field through
the historical moment, with numerous World War II veterans adamantly opposed
to totalitarianism. They fought and witnessed friends die for democratic ethics and
values. Exemplars of such commitments were Franklyn Haiman (1958, 1976) and Paul
H. Boase (1993); free speech was not an intellectual abstraction for them, but central
to a democratic way of life for which they were willing to die in order to preserve. Ches-
bro’s second category was procedural standards and codes; this approach has origins
in the ancient Greek Hippocratic oath,” which functioned as an external standard for
care of patients that physicians continue to embrace today. Today, mission statements
and codes of ethics in contemporary organizations adhere to a similar assertion:
public codes of ethics are promises that seek to hold members accountable. The third
category was universal humanitarian ethics; such a perspective propels the Enlighten-
ment, personified by the demands of 1789 and French citizens storming the Bastille;
their mantra was a call for universal rights, moving the French version of the Enlight-
enment to public action and our collective memory. Chesbro’s final category is contex-
tual ethics; a number of perspectives fit within this orientation, from Joseph Fletcher’s

3 For more information on the Hippocratic Oath, see Steven H. Miles’s (2004) The Hippocratic Oath
and the Ethics of Medicine.
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(1966) Situational Ethics to the contextual framework of Dietrich Bonhoeffer ([1949]
1954). Chesbro’s contribution is important in that he gathered and organized perspec-
tives on communication ethics inquiry. I contend that most importantly, acknowledge-
ment of diversity of perspective in communication ethics is the central, long lasting
ramification of his study; his categories acknowledge differences in the “what” and
“how” of communication ethics constitution. Long before ongoing discussions of
postmodern recognition of difference, Chesbro announced an explicit emphasis on
difference in his explication of communication ethics arising in multiple contexts and
positions. His work begins inquiry into communication ethics from the vantage point
of difference and a perspectival standpoint. With a framing of difference in commu-
nication ethics, ethics inquiry begins to move from imposed answers to questions of
origin about what matters in communication between and among persons.

Democratic ethics, ethical codes, universal rights and contextual ethics all pre-
suppose contrasting positions from which one discerns the ethical importance of an
idea or action. One witnesses differences in the ground of communication ethics,
which then results in contrary discoveries and pronouncements. This orientation
moves one from a focus on the communicative agent alone, a “Good Man [Person]
Speaking Well” (Quintilian [95] 1892: 12.1.1; Morris 2011; Wiese 2016), to a recognition
that an ethical perspective within which one lives and studies and shapes ethical out-
comes and judgments. The situated conception of communication ethics is central to
Ronald C. Arnett’s (1987) additive contribution to Chesbro’s insights.

In a 1987 essay, Arnett added a fifth category to Chesbro’s description of commu-
nication ethics, narrative ethics. Arnett’s work emphasized the narrative orientation
of Alasdair MacIntyre ([1981] 2007) and Stanley Hauerwas (1981) as representatives of
this approach. MacIntyre and Hauerwas understand the notion of narrative as commu-
nally comprehended as story — laden ground upon which one finds identity. Narrative
was not something imposed upon others; it is something within which we stand and
perceive. The Old Testament work of Walter Brueggeman (2012) marks this perspec-
tive in a well — defined fashion with W. Barnett Pearce (1989) providing an excellent
understanding of narrative consistent with an Old Testament conception of the term.
Such an orientation emphasizes the communal, not individual characteristics of
narrative. Narrative works as value — laden ground or background that gives shape
to social practices that lend understanding to what we consider good (Arnett and
Arneson 1999). The popular emphasis on narrative scholarship in the field of commu-
nication, however, was largely due to the scholarship of Walter Fisher (1987). Outside
the field, Charles Taylor’s (1989) book, Sources of the Self: The Making of Modern Iden-
tity, provides a historical account of narrative as shifting ground that reconfigures
conceptions of the self. The value — laden ground upon which one stands via family,
institutions, culture, society, and historical moment contour identity; we discern
direction from the sources of the self that fashioned us and continue to offer direc-
tion. A narrative is a temporal home of ethical goods that yield identity and direction.
Narrative ethics transforms the notion of trust, moving the focus from the person to
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a value - laden story that situates a person. Narrative ethics explains Martin Buber’s
differentiation between personal trust and existential trust (Arnett and Arneson 1999:
15). The latter, existential trust, takes on the character of a petite narrative that gives
form to identity and direction. The former, personal trust, is tied to the communica-
tive agent alone. In a later essay, Arnett, Pat Arneson, and Leeanne Bell (2006) added
a sixth category to the study and practice of communication ethics, dialogic ethics.
Narrative ethics makes possible a conception of dialogue that embraces the value —
laden ground that one takes into conversation with another. Buber’s conception of
dialogue embraces an existential fact: dialogue does not begin with conversation, but
with the value - laden ground upon which each person stands before and during a
communicative meeting (Arnett, Arneson, and Bell 2006: 158).

The emphasis on value — laden ground in both narrative and dialogic ethics
reflects why narrative is important to understanding dialogue as a social, and not
solely as an individual, effort. Communication ethics emerges from a plurality of
standpoints with the major indicator of difference being the value — laden story-cen-
tered narrative that informs a given perspective on communication ethics (Arnett
2013). Most definitions of communication ethics revolve around the notion of “ought”
(Arnett, Arneson, and Bell 2006: 67 — 68), which announces the prescriptive nature
of a given good. The emphasis on a Kantian understanding of ought commences with
a communicative agent who previously prioritized clarity of purpose, as discussed
earlier in the Nichols address. Narratives are dwellings of value-laden purpose.

Waves of scholarship continued the conversation on communication ethics,
overlapping with the ongoing contributions of multiple scholars, from Michael
Hyde (2001, 2006, 2010), Lisbeth Lipari (2014), Janie Harden Fritz (2013), Pat Gehrke
(2009), Pat Arneson (2013), and Ronald C. Arnett (1987, 2011, 2013) to name but a
few of contemporary contributors to communication ethics scholarship. Of course,
one cannot discuss media ethics without referencing the research of Clifford Chris-
tians (2005, 2007, 2009 2011) and the team of James Jaksa and Michael Pritchard at
Central Michigan University, who provided a number of important contributions in
article and book form (Jaksa and Pritchard 1994, 1996). Along with their work, the
scholarship of Josina M. Makau and Debian L. Marty (2013) united communication
ethics with recognition of diversity in an ever — broadening conception of the public
argument.

The institutional contribution of Andersen and the above scholars made the
teaching of communication ethics a viable option in curriculum distribution. An
initial entrance into the area of communication ethics came from Thomas R. Nilsen’s
(1966) Ethics of Speech Communication and Lee Thayer’s (1973) Communication:
Ethical and Moral Issues. A major contribution followed with Richard Johannesen’s
(1975) Ethics in Human Communication. Johannesen’s book on communication
ethics became a scholarly standard for examining changes in the study and prac-
tice of communication ethics; each new edition bore witness to shifts in under-
standing communication ethics. His work made possible a number of other books
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on communication ethics.* Johannesen’s insights spanned more than forty years of
updating an encyclopedic treatment of communication ethics. Johannesen reminded
readers of the outstanding work of Pritchard and Jaksa whose scholarship and energy
provided institutional support for communication ethics with two significant con-
tributions. First, they organized a Communication Ethics Commission (1985), which
became a division in 1985 at the national level of the discipline. Second, they facili-
tated the Communication Ethics Conference (1990) every two years, first at Gull Lake
near Western Michigan University. With the support of the Western Michigan commu-
nication faculty, the conference moved to Duquesne University in 2004. Johannesen
(2001) contended that their work ensured public support for communication ethics,
making trends and challenges about the topic readily available, which Johannesen
continued in his Communication Yearbook essay.

Johannesen (2001) emphasized a classic work by Karl Wallace (1955), “An Ethical
Basis of Communication.” Wallace’s essay, published close to ten years after World
War II, articulates the first stage of communication ethics discussed earlier, the dem-
ocratic perspective. Wallace’s (1955) understanding of ethics outlines a democratic
framework consisting of four habits of the heart necessary for the nourishment of
such an ethic. First, a “habit of search” requires openness to new ideas (Wallace
1955: 6). Second, a “habit of justice” necessitates a commitment to factual accu-
racy (Wallace 1955: 7). Third, the “habit of preferring public to private motivations”
keeps concern for the public good as essential to a democratic communication ethic
(Wallace 1955: 8). Fourth, a “habit of respect for dissent” assumes a messiness of dis-
cernment and decision making, which generates public rationale for continual learn-
ing (Wallace 1955: 9). Wallace’s keys are responsibility to and for the search for public
evidence within a background of public motivations (Wallace 1955). Johannesen, like
Chesbro, Nichols, and Andersen, acknowledged the vital heritage of democratic com-
munication ethics within the field of communication.

Following Johannesen’s 2001 identification of communication ethics trends,
I offer the following suggestions for this historical moment. First I concur with Johan-
nesen’s suggestion about the importance of media ethics as he acknowledged the
Journal of Mass Media Ethics, which began in 1985. Scholarship in media ethics has
long been led by Clifford Christians and his work on protonorms (Christians, Ferr, and

4 Works such as J. Vernon Jensen’s (1997) Ethical Issues in the Communication Process, Christians and
Michael Traber’s (1997) Communication Ethics and Universal Values, Makau and Arnett’s (1997) Com-
munication Ethics in an Age of Diversity, James Mackin’s (1997) Community over Chaos: An Ecological
Perspective on Communication Ethics, George Cheney, Steve May, and Dabashish Munshi’s (2011) The
Handbook of Communication Ethics, Arnett, Fritz, and Bell’s (2009) Communication Ethics Literacy:
Dialogue and Difference, Jaksa and Pritchard’s (1994) Communication Ethics: Methods of Analysis, and
Paula S. Tompkin’s (2010) Practicing Communication Ethics: Development, Discernment, and Decision
Making, and Arnett’s (2012) Communication Ethics in Dark Times: Hannah Arendt’s Rhetoric of Warning
and Hope were influenced by Johannesen’s book.
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Fackler 1993; Christians and Traber 1997). He understands the pragmatic necessity
of displacing the notion of objectivity while rejecting relativism. His work on proto-
norms remains at the heart of this third alternative perspective. Additional insights
from Nick Couldry (2013) and his work with Mirca Madianou and Amit Pinchevski
(2013) continue to illuminate the complexity of media ethics.

Second, Johannesen emphasized organizational communication ethics, referring
to the first National Communication Ethics conference in 1990; the leaders of the
conference, Jaksa and Pritchard, invited W. Charles Redding to participate as the
conference keynote. He worked within his role as one of the principal founders of
organizational communication. He stated that the connection between communica-
tion ethics and organizational communication should be the highest research pri-
ority (Johannesen 2001: 208). Within organizational communication ethics, Stanley
Deetz’s (1992) concern for organizational structures is increasingly relevant. The
work of Dennis Mumby (2011) on Jiirgen Habermas and the importance of a dis-
course ethic for the disruption of ongoing corporatization further contributes to this
conversation.

Third, Johannesen discussed “feminist communication ethics”, which empha-
sized issues of the good that go beyond role and reason, calling for a recognition
of persons and emotions responsive to contexts. Benhabib (1992) offered a counter
to George Herbert Mead’s ([1934] 1962) notion of the “generalized other” with an
emphasis on the “concrete other;” this ethical standpoint propelled reconsideration
of particularity, locality, and individual persons. Johannesen (2001) cited Benhabib’s
assertion that moral judgment is immersed in everyday life within a web of relation-
ships; to withdraw from moral judgment is tantamount to pulling out of “the human
community” (203). Andrew Smith (2012) offers a thorough examination of Benhabib’s
work in the field of communication. Benhabib’s interest in Arendt unites standpoint
with questions of caring and justice with an emphasis on Arendt’s (1959) refusal to blur
the private and public domains of the human condition. Arendt understood the social
as a domain that disempowers the human, requiring one’s life to lose the texture and
difference of the intimate and the public. Benhabib creatively unites insights from
Arendt and Habermas, working as a critical participant and thinker within modernity,
framing the necessity for ongoing change with recognition of communication ethics
yielding shifts in law, policy, and institutional engagement.

Fourth, Johannesen ended with a discussion of virtue or character ethics. This
perspective assists within a known paradigm, such as the Greek polis. Character
aligns with specific agreed — upon practices that define a given profession or narra-
tive. Today, of course, we live within communities consisting of more than one para-
digmatic set of practices of public virtues, making it inevitable that one set of virtues
will collide with another. This concern continues with scholars such as Sandra Borden
(2009), Patrick Plaisance (2014), and Jason Hannan (2012) examining the insights of
Alasdair Maclntyre. Additionally, Janie Harden Fritz (forthcoming) offered an inter-
pretive synthesis of virtue ethics within the field of communication.
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Fifth, Johannesen ended with discussion of issues that continue to situate schol-
arship on communication within this historical moment. He explored the social nature
of the self, the fragmented condition of a postmodern moment, and contrarily those
seeking minimal forms of transnational ethical agreement. The struggle for contem-
porary ethics scholarship reposes within the interplay of the local and translocal,
the diverse and the common, cyber/internet access, and challenges toward and with
questions of privacy. Questions about international, intercultural, and standpoint
ethics are essential in a postmodern era of narrative and virtue contention, a moment
no longer reliant upon a single metanarrative capable of crossing borders of society,
culture, gender, affectivity, and identity. The remainder of this century will examine
the diversity of theoretical and practical conceptions of communication ethics that can
lead to ongoing acts of conflict and violence (Arnett, McManus, and McKendree, 2014).

Finally, Johannesen pointed to cyber-internet access and challenges regarding
privacy. These issues continue in dominance and salience. The work of Pinchevski
(2005) and Cees J. Hamelink (2001) leads the way in framing questions central to a
technological phenomenon capable of considerable good and disruptive and destruc-
tive action. Locality influenced by worldwide digital communication access yields
a communication ethic defined by translocality. Samu Kytola (2016) summarizes
research and implications within this communication phenomenon that both unites
and blurs locality and global access. These six points garner our care, interest, and
response in this historical moment. If one assumes that there is no one communi-
cation ethic, then only constant attentiveness to the questions of a given historical
moment can lend insight into where communication ethics examination and ques-
tioning calls forth scholarly engagement.

I conclude with a full circle turn, returning to the introduction of this essay that
pivots on a basic assertion: there is no one communication ethic. We remain as wit-
nesses and testifiers to and for the good or goods that we believe necessitate protec-
tion and promotion. Communication ethics requires literacy — the ability to read with
skill what others believe matters (Arnett, Fritz, and Bell 2009). With an increasing
recognition of multiplicity and difference, a major conceptual shift occurs, moving
communication ethics from a Kantian form of self - legislation to performative
understanding and literacy. The emphasis on understanding requires reading the
actions and behaviors of another, which reveal a particular good or set of goods that
an individual or a community consider worthy of protection and promotion. I have
written a number of works on communication ethics without hope of answering what
communication ethics is; my task is to detail what another considers worthy of pro-
tection and promotion (Arnett 1987, 2011, 2013; Arnett, Fritz, and Bell 2009; Arnett,
Arneson and Bell 2006). Understanding that which matters to another is the key to
communication ethics.

Communication ethics is a performative space that we enter to discern what
matters to others. When communication ethics functions as a universal answer, it
is a communicative tool of imposition, finding its credibility from power resources
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at one’s disposal. The imposition of ethics was fundamental to Friedrich Nietzsche’s
(1897) critique of the master — slave relationship in which a narrative supported by
undisclosed power cloaks the fact that one class works for and on behalf of another.
Sartre ([1943] 1992) critiqued “bad faith” or lying to ourselves as a social disease; a
narrative of self — lying is at work when a boss refers to all employees as family and
then reduces salaries without taking a pay cut. Such a paternalistic gesture dwells
within the assertion that the deed is for the good of all, permitting the company to
remain solvent. The boss may actually believe the rhetoric of bad faith. The good pro-
tected and promoted within a narrative of imposition is quite different from the good
resting within an embedded story of shared sacrifice.

Communication ethics is a dwelling where conflict is likely as persons meet and
engage one another with differing understandings of the good (Arnett, Bell McManus,
and McKendree 2014). Communication ethics does not give us an answer. The study
and practice of communication ethics is both more modest and profound than the
imposing of one answer. Communication ethics is the call for understanding. The
primary habit of communication ethics is to understand what the Other deems as
worthy of protecting and promoting. I contend that communication ethics gives us
three unending burdens. First, we must learn what matters to others and to ourselves.
Second, we cannot assume that what matters to another matches what I consider
worthy of protecting and promoting. Third, the call of communication ethics is con-
trary to what Emmanuel Levinas (1985) referred to as the most dangerous person:
“the self — righteous man.” Such a person of undue assurance seeks to impose a good
upon the Other, enacting the work of colonialism and totalitarianism. Communi-
cation ethics dwells in that which matters, which often differs between and among
persons, calling forth a “fear and trembling” in discerning an appropriate action at a
given time (Kierkegaard [1843] 2006).

Communication ethics is the pursuit of understanding what matters ethically,
devoid of undue assurance inherent in a template of undisputed correct action. Com-
munication ethics is the performative signature of a human being engaging a journey
of the absurd. Such action disavows any attempt to be the final arbiter who validates
ethical choice and action. The performative life of communication ethics testifies to a
defiant absurdity: in spite of not knowing the final answer, one joins the journey to
Ithaka, and in the living one witnesses the courage and wonder of what it means to be
human.
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4 Cultural Pluralism and Media Ethics:
Theorizing in a Globalized World of Difference

Abstract: In the face of differences between the ethical religio-philosophies believed
across the globe, how should a media ethicist theorize or make recommendations in
the light of theory? One approach is relativist, taking each distinct moral worldview
to be true only for its own people. A second approach is universalist, seeking to dis-
cover a handful of basic ethical principles that are already shared by all the world’s
peoples. After providing reasons to doubt both of these approaches to doing media
ethics, consideration is given to a third. This under-explored approach offers moral
claims that would be reasonable for nearly all long-standing cultures to accept even
though they currently do not, with the aim of creating new common ground among
them. The chapter advances some rights and responsibilities, particularly as they
concern the media’s role in respect of self-government and self-expression, on which
many of those with African, Confucian, Islamic, and Western foundational commit-
ments could sensibly converge.

Keywords: democracy, diversity, moral differences, overlapping consensus, relativ-
ism, self-expression, universalism

1 Introduction

A normative theory is a unity, a general principle meant to ground a wide array of
data about how various agents ought to behave in particular situations. How can one
theorize about morality in a globalized, multicultural environment that is character-
ized by an extreme degree of diversity? What is one to do when even the theories or
philosophies are so varied?

Western moral theorists cannot agree among themselves about whether duties in
respect of the media are theoretically reducible to what harms people and animals,
what degrades people’s autonomy, or what parties to a social contract would reject.
How to proceed when the options are even more diverse, such that non-western think-
ers consider duties to be a function of, say, what God has forbidden, what undermines
communion, or what keeps people from carrying out hierarchically defined roles? In
the face of such radical disagreement between moral philosophies and, in particular,
their implications for media ethics, how should a media ethicist theorize or make
recommendations in the light of theory?

A minor aim of this chapter is to illustrate just how pressing these questions
are in the twenty-first century, when it is increasingly difficult to ignore the fact that

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110466034-004
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there are long-standing, thoughtful ethical traditions that conflict with one’s own.
Although there is now a decent multicultural literature on media ethics, it is not that
common to consider how glaring the tensions can be between the different philoso-
phies. The norm has rather been to encounter separate chapters of a book devoted to
Islam, Confucianism, Buddhism, and so on side by side, which, while an enormous
improvement over most twentieth century collections, has not featured much analy-
sis about how to deal with the clash between these traditions.

A second, larger aim is to demonstrate that the most visible theoretical reaction
to diversity, which has taken the form of seeking to discover extant universal basic
values, is not enough to resolve some significant contemporary disagreements in
global media ethics. The most prominent advocate of this universalist approach,
Clifford Christians, is well-known for holding that all major ethical traditions at
bottom accept the sacredness of human life and, derived from this foundational
value, the desirability of truth and non-violence. However, this chapter argues that
these values are not in fact universally held, and that, in any event, they are too
thin to resolve substantive disagreements between widely held philosophies about
the proper roles of the media when it comes to facilitating self-government and
self-expression.

The third and most important aim of this chapter is to advance a fresh approach to
dealing with such disagreements between world philosophies. It amounts to bracket-
ing conflict between foundational commitments and offering interpretations of their
implications that standard adherents to them would be reasonable to accept, in the
hope of creating new common ground.! The chapter articulates some mid-level prin-
ciples and conceptions of duties on which many of those with deeper philosophical
disagreements could sensibly converge.

This chapter pursues these three major aims in the context of a range of moral
theories salient in the modern West, the indigenous sub-Saharan Africa tradition, the
Islamic parts of the Middle East, and the Confucian cultures of East Asia.? This choice
has been made in part out of convenience, and is not meant to suggest that, say, the
reincarnation philosophies of Hinduism and Buddhism are false or unjustified.’ In
addition, in order to facilitate discussion about global moral disagreements, readers
should allow for broad generalizations about cultures, i.e., for finer details and

1 This approach is reminiscent of Rawls’ (2001) attempt to find an overlapping consensus about dis-
tributive justice among those with a variety of reasonable comprehensive conceptions of the good
life, as well as Beauchamp and Childress’ (2012) advocacy of doing bioethics without appeal to basic
principles. It is also similar to Fotion’s (2014) suggestion that the field should strive to develop moral
theories, but without seeking one that is able to address literally all issues.

2 In addressing these various philosophies, this chapter is heeding the apt call of Gunaratne (2007a),
Rao and Wasserman (2007), Fourie (2011), and many others not to focus solely on western theories,
and to appeal to those salient in the Global South.

3 For one thoughtful Buddhist approach to media ethics, see Gunaratne (2007a, 2007b).

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

Cultural Pluralism and Media Ethics: Theorizing in a Globalized World of Difference === 55

particular instantiations to be glossed over. Still more, the chapter assumes the Eng-
lish-speaking reader is au fait with western moral theories, using much more space to
articulate non-western ones that are presumed to be less familiar.

In taking up media ethical disagreements between western, sub-Saharan,
Islamic, and Confucian moral theories, this chapter addresses not merely the duties
of journalists, media companies, and governments, but also those of book publish-
ers, public relations agencies, and social media platforms. Although a comprehensive
account of media ethical matters is well beyond the scope of this chapter, it is not
restricted to classic topics of reporting ethics and censorship.

This chapter proceeds by providing what is intended to be a plausible characteri-
zation of the current epistemic state of global theorization about media ethics (section
2). It advances reason to think that one should not rest content with particularism
and should sensibly seek out theory, and, further, to believe that, instead of relativism
with regard to which theories are true, a fallibilist pluralism is more accurate. Then,
this chapter explores two major media ethical issues in some depth, noting how major
moral philosophies around the world deliver contradictory conclusions about how to
deal with them, and then considering how to deal with the conflict. In particular, it
addresses whether and to what extent, on the one hand, news and opinion should
facilitate democracy (section 3) and, on the other, social media should enable people
to express themselves (section 4). With regard to these two disagreements, this chapter
contends that putative universal values either do not exist or are insufficient to resolve
them, and it then develops middle ground that typical adherents to the competing
worldviews could reasonably accept. The chapter concludes by providing a brief
summary of its findings, indicating that its three major aims have been achieved and
what some next steps of reflection would aptly be (section 5).

2 Multiculturalism as theoretical pluralism

This section provides an account of the epistemic state of play with regard to media
ethical theory at the global level. Is it possible to engage in theory, and, if so, is it worth
doing? Is a theory true only relative to a given society’s culture or other background,
and, if not, how can one know which theories, or parts of them, are true? Although
these are of course enormous questions, some prima facie plausible answers to them
are advanced, so as to provide a sensible framework for the cross-cultural reflections
in the following sections.

In the light of substantial moral differences, one might think that, roughly, phi-
losophy is impossible and particularism is instead apt. According to the latter view,
no meaningful unification of thought about duties is possible or perhaps even desir-
able. Perhaps the best we can do is to consider issues on a case by case basis, with a
full appreciation of the contextual details (cf. Fourie 2011: 38-39).
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However, the process of setting a given, apparent duty in the probabilistic and
explanatory contexts of other, intuitive ones appears to be an essential means
by which to know whether one is justified in accepting it. After all, it was in part
through moral theorization that post-war Americans came to learn that they have
no reason to believe that interracial romantic relationships are immoral or that
it is wrong for television shows to portray them in a positive light. A purported
duty to erotically love only those of one’s race was not analogous to other, uncon-
tested duties, was not entailed by what they have in common, was not essential
to account for other duties, and so on. It did not fit with what else Americans
reasonably thought they knew about morality, and so was aptly dropped by a
large majority who put their minds to the issue. Particularism too greatly risks
parochialism.

Even if one ought to think critically about a given duty in relation to other duties,
it does not follow that one will arrive at a moral theory in the strict philosophical
sense of a single, basic, and general duty that grounds all other, more particular
duties. Although the jury is probably still out on whether that is forthcoming, one
can really know that such a tight unity is unavailable only upon having searched in
earnest for it and come up empty handed. Pessimism about the prospects of unifi-
cation of media ethical duties is therefore not much of a reason to disregard extant
theories.

Supposing, then, that there is good reason to theorize about media ethics, which
theories are true? One answer that is tempting in the face of substantial differences
of opinion around the world is relativism. Applied to moral theory, relativism is the
view that an ethical philosophy is true merely in relation to the beliefs of a majority in
a society. If most believe a certain moral theory (or perhaps must believe it on pain of
inconsistency with what else they currently believe), then it is “true for them” but not
true for others with different epistemic backgrounds. Where there is a lack of conver-
gence among thoughtful people about an issue over time, one plausible explanation
is that there is no mind-independent matter of fact that various minds could appre-
hend, and that they instead construct their own truths.

However, such an account of moral truth has great difficulty making sense of
what many readers think they know about morality, which is that a given society’s
beliefs about it are fallible. If it is possible for a majority to be mistaken about right
and wrong, then one must reject relativism since it entails that a given majority is
always correct about ethics, simply by virtue of the beliefs it happens to hold. For
example, if relativism were correct, then interracial marriage was indeed immoral
for, say, nineteenth century America, as a large majority thought it was immoral.
However, most readers will think that it was not immoral, and that the majority was
instead mistaken about it.

Another serious problem with relativism, for most philosophers, is that it is
self-refuting: relativists contend that, regardless of the current epistemic com-
mitments of the society of which we are a member, we all ought to believe in
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relativism—but relativism is the view that one’s beliefs about what people ought to
do is fixed by the current epistemic commitments of the society of which one is a
member. If the truth of the doctrine of relativism is not itself hostage to the fortunes of
what a majority currently believes, then why think that of a given moral theory is? It
would be surprising if relativism were the only philosophy that were true absolutely,
i.e., not merely relative to a society’s beliefs.

Although these reflections are not conclusive, they are reasonable and will
ground the analysis in the rest of this chapter. It will presume that it is possible and
worthwhile to unify normative thought about the media to some real extent and that
such unification is not true merely in relation to a given society’s extant beliefs. This
combination of views entails that the variegated moral theories to be encountered
throughout the world disagree with each other about a common subject matter, that
some are probably more accurate than others (even if all have some share of insight),
and that it is worth trying to ascertain which handful of theories have the most insight
or which parts of them are accurate. Call this epistemic condition “pluralism”, the
view that many theories have some truth in them, in contrast to relativism, the view
that all theories are equally true (and in contrast to monism, the view that only one
theory has any truth to it*).

Among those media ethicists who are theoretically inclined, a prominent
reaction to pluralism has been to search for areas of consensus on basic values,
the idea being that theories are particularly likely to be true where their foun-
dational commitments overlap. Clifford Christians stands out as the most visible
and influential advocate of this approach (e.g., Christians 1997, 2010, 2014; and
Christians and Nordenstreng 2004), with some others either following along (e.g.,
Traber 1997: 340-341; Rao and Wasserman 2015b: 6—7) or proposing other putative
values that (virtually) all cultures allegedly share (e.g., Hafez 2001). However, in
the following two sections I argue that these values are probably not accepted by
all major traditions, and, furthermore, are not thick enough to resolve major ten-
sions between them, with a new truth-seeking strategy being needed in the face
of pluralism.

4 A philosophically interesting form of monism is a dialectical or transcendental one, characteristic
of Kant’s philosophy, according to which a particular conception of morality is implicit in a certain
unavoidable human perspective. For instance, Habermas (1990) is well known for arguing that implicit
in the routine practice of communicative action is a certain foundational moral norm that is binding
on everyone, which approach has sometimes been invoked in a media ethical context (e.g., Arens
1997). Another sort of monism is more Aristotelian, and so is based on a certain conception of human
nature (e.g., Traber 1997: 341-343). This chapter lacks the space to critically explore such monist
rationales. Note that even if one of them were successful, there would remain the question of how
to engage with those who have not yet accepted the proof, with the sort of approach to justification
proffered in this chapter intended to provide guidance on that.
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3 The mediain relation to self-government

The default position among western media ethicists is that one major role of the media
should be to sustain and enrich a democratic polity, in which citizens have the final
authority to determine who holds political power over them. For one, news reporting
and opinion making should facilitate informed debate among citizens about which
policies they should support and which politicians they should elect. For another,
media companies are expected to donate some reasonable amount of broadcast time
to politicians who seek to advertise, debate, and more generally campaign, regardless
of whether doing so is expected to maximize profits for shareholders.

This position is not merely ubiquitous among twenty-first century Euro-Ameri-
can-Australasian media ethicists, but also nearly unquestioned by them. Insofar as
media companies have duties to more than merely shareholders (i.e., setting aside
the small minority of libertarians), and are thought to have some social responsibil-
ity, their central obligation is invariably believed to be to facilitate democratic citi-
zenship. That is the normative-political air we breathe in the West, where the value
of self-governance, at both the individual and collective levels, is so salient. A fairly
similar perspective is characteristic of sub-Saharan African worldviews, where values
such as the common good and communion have tended to prescribe consensus-seek-
ing in political choice (on which see, e.g., Gyekye 1997: 121-140).

However, the air is different in the East, and it would be hasty to suppose that it is
merely polluted, something harmful to be cleaned up. There are major strains of both
Islamic and Confucian ethics, held by well more than two billion people, according to
which democracy is an undesirable political system, which, in turn, means that the
media’s social responsibility lies elsewhere.

Like the other Abrahamic religions of Judaism and Christianity, according to
Islam one’s basic aim in life should be to be obey Allah, to perform actions because
God has commanded one to do so. God, understood as a perfect, spiritual agent who
is the ground of the universe, is thought to have created it with a plan in mind, where
treating other human beings well is an essential part of the role He has given us to
play. Impermissible acts for us are what He has forbidden and discouraged, whereas
permissible ones are those He has allowed, if not required or encouraged. According
to Islam, we can know in the first instance what God has commanded by interpret-
ing the Qur’an, but also revealing are the Hadith, the doings and sayings of his last
prophet, Mohammed.

Now, it is a central part of the Islamic tradition to maintain that God’s law comes
first, and should suffuse everything in life, including human law (on which see Tibi
2011 for a critical discussion in the context of global communication). What would be
the most effective way to ensure that politics is informed by the divine? On the face
of it, the answer is a caliphate, putting those with religious credentials in charge.
Those who are particularly familiar with the Quran and Hadith, and especially those
who have lived according to the conceptions of rightness and goodness in these
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authoritative sources, are most qualified to ensure that a state does what is likely to
foster piety. They would be much more likely to enact laws and policies that would
prompt the fulfilment of God’s commands than the majority of the populace, which
is, by comparison, not as informed and pious.

Hence, from this perspective, the responsibility of a Muslim mass media system
would be: “to destroy myths. In our contemporary world these myths may include
power, progress, science, development, modernization, democracy, achievement,
and success....(as well as) the secular notion of the separation of religion and politics”
(Hamid Mowlana quoted in Siddiqi 1999).

It might appear that there are some prominent Islamic documents extolling
democracy, but, upon a closer look, one sees that they do not, at least not in the form
common in Europe, sub-Saharan Africa, the Americas, and Australasia. The Univer-
sal Islamic Declaration of Human Rights says, “Subject to the Law, every individual
in the community (Ummah) is entitled to assume public office” (Islamic Council 1981:
Art. 11), while the Cairo Declaration on Human Rights says, “Everyone shall have the
right to participate, directly or indirectly in the administration of his country’s public
affairs. He shall also have the right to assume public office in accordance with the pro-
visions of Shari’‘ah” (Organisation of Islamic Cooperation 1990: Art. 23(b)).> Shari'ah
is of course Islamic law, and, so, what these documents say is that people’s participa-
tion in government shall be determined by law, not so much that law shall be deter-
mined by people’s participation in government. Another way to see the point is that
neither assuming public office nor administering public affairs necessarily implies
that a politician is permitted to influence the content of policy, say, in accordance
with the views of those who have voted him into power.

Confucians, too, by and large reject democracy as an appropriate form of political
governance. Although it is harder to encapsulate Confucianism into a pithy formula
similar in form to “Obey Allah” in Islam, philosophical commentators contend that
most Confucian norms are ultimately a function of developing one’s personhood or
realizing one’s humanness in the context of some kind of relational value, whether it
is familial relationship (Fan 2010), role (Ames 2011), or harmony (Li 2014). The rele-
vant relationship is characteristically hierarchical, which has direct implications for
political power.°

Aesthetic analogies with making music and cooking food are frequently invoked
to illustrate the nature of the right relationship. Basically, it is a matter of different
elements coming together, where differences are not merely respected, but also
integrated in such a way that the best of them is brought out and something new is
created. By this construal, to develop into a real person by relating harmoniously is

5 For the historical background to these documents, and discussion of their status in the Islamic
world, see Masud (2007: 94-98).
6 The following paragraphs borrow from Metz (2014).
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essentially neither to become the same as others, nor to agree with them. So relating
instead presupposes the existence of a variety of interests and standpoints, where
they are unified — but not made uniform - in such a way that is productive.

Probably the most important difference or variation is position in a hierarchy.
To see this, consider the famous “Three Bonds”, the sites in which, and by which,
one is particularly expected to become a genuine person by realizing relationship,
namely, between sovereign/ subjects, parents/children, and, traditionally, husband/
wife. The hierarchical nature of the Three Bonds is palpable; essential to them is the
idea of higher and lower positions. Sometimes the thought is that hierarchy is most
likely to produce a familial or harmonious relationship separately and in the long run,
while at other times it is that such a relationship is to be realized within hierarchy.
Although there have been traditional strains of Confucianism interpreting the hierar-
chy in terms of unconditional obedience on the part of the inferiors, most these days
instead stress the idea that it should involve reciprocity. Roughly, those in a superior
position, while having more responsibility, are obligated to act for the sake of those
in a lower one, while inferiors are expected to show respect for superiors, which need
not mean unquestioning deference (even if it does normally mean compliance) and
can include remonstrating.

Although Confucianism in no way justifies absolute monarchy, it does prescribe
a division of labor, with managerial functions going to rulers who are older, experi-
enced, knowledgeable, and virtuous and who strive not only to meet the biological
and psychological needs of their people, but also to foster their social or moral good
as beings capable of virtue. It is striking how many contemporary Confucian political
theorists, even those trained in the West, continue to reject democracy in favor of
meritocracy (e.g., see the contributions to Bell and Li 2013). For them, the right sort of
relationship is one in which the more qualified act for the sake of those who are not as
well qualified, particularly when it comes to government.

From a broad, philosophical standpoint, the Islamic and Confucian moral-
political views share a common, powerful account of how to distribute political power,
one that cannot be ignored or dismissed by secular democrats. In both non-western
systems, there is the thought that the basic aim of a polity should be to improve the
objective quality of its people’s lives (whether in terms of piety, needs, or virtue) and
that those best positioned to do so are experts (roughly those with the right educa-
tion and character).” There is real debate to be had here about the proper function
of a state (or other political organization) and its consequent significance for how to
understand the social responsibility of the media.

This debate cannot be resolved in the short term, and certainly not by this short
chapter. How to proceed in the face of disagreement about how the media should
relate to politicians and citizens, given contrasting deep moral-theoretical principles?

7 In the Western tradition, this sort of view is advanced in Plato’s Republic and Hobbes’ Leviathan.
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If we cannot say with real assurance that one major function of the media should be
to enable citizens to make informed decisions when voting and otherwise exercising
their equal rights to influence government policy, is there something we can say with
some confidence?

Notice that Christians’ universalism does not readily provide an answer to these
questions. He maintains that the most basic principle inherent to all world philoso-
phies is the sacredness of human life, which entails other values such as truth and
non-violence.

Reverence for life on earth establishes a level playing field for cross-cultural collaboration on
the ethical foundations of SR (social responsibility——ed.). It represents a universalism from the
ground up. Various societies articulate this protonorm in different terms and illustrate it locally,
but every culture can bring to the table this fundamental norm for ordering political relations
and such social institutions as the press (Christians and Nordenstreng 2004: 21).

Of course, one might provide counterexamples to this bold suggestion. For example,
many Buddhists would reject this claim, either not seeing a qualitative difference
between the value of human and animal lives, or not seeing value in life as such but
rather in the quality of life. Utilitarians, too, clearly hold the latter view, denying that
there is anything special about human life as such, and rather directing our ethical
attention to how well or poorly humans (and, often enough, animals) live. Still more,
Confucians tend to eschew talk of “sacredness” and “dignity”, but, when they do
invoke it, they rather maintain that it is our capacity for virtue that is special, not
human life as such (e.g., Li 2014: 160-161).

More deeply, let us suppose for the sake of argument that respect for human life
were universally held. It unfortunately would not be thick enough to resolve the dis-
agreement about how the media should bear on the distribution of political power;
for this is not solely a life and death matter. Both democracy and autocracy could
do comparable jobs of keeping human beings alive, but there would remain serious
moral disagreement about which system is more just.

Christians might reply by appealing to the putatively derivative values of truth
and non-violence, but these are also too thin to determine which form of political
power is just. Democracy is not inherently less deceptive and less violent than autoc-
racy, particularly the benevolent, meritocratic, and virtue-oriented sort that Confu-
cians favor.

A more promising strategy by which to resolve the conflict about the media’s
proper function in relation to political power is to bracket deep values and instead
to consider whether, with some minor modifications, different traditions could find
mid-level agreement. To begin to execute this approach, consider that even if the
autocratic perspective were correct, it would not follow that the media should merely
toe the government line. For example, it might be that those who currently hold polit-
ical power are not genuine experts, and so merit criticism. Or, it could be that, even
if genuine experts are in charge, they have not invariably made the correct decisions
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and so should be open to changing their minds in the light of evidence or enabling
citizens to avoid severe burdens coming in the wake of their mistakes.

If a political elite were truly committed to doing what it would take to improve its
people’s quality of life, then it would welcome an independent press that critically
evaluates the extent to which its laws and policies are succeeding or are reasonably
expected to do so. Only those with weak selves who cannot withstand criticism and
need to deceive or inflate themselves, or those who are selfish and want the trappings
of power, have something to fear from a press that informs the public about what gov-
ernment is doing, what it might do instead, and how citizens could avoid deleterious
outcomes if it cannot or will not change an unwelcome course.

Of course, in practice, many autocratic governments tightly control the press and
do so precisely by appeal to values such as Islamic unity or Confucian harmony (on
the latter, see, e.g., Gunaratne 2005; Yin 2008); in principle, however, they should do
the opposite. Even if a political elite does know best on average, it does not always
know best and it cannot know everything (setting aside papal infallibility and similar
appeals to divine revelation). The logic of the rationale for autocracy, therefore,
entails that a political elite ought to allow others, such as journalists, bloggers, and
academics, to judge for themselves whether government decisions are making people
better off, and that this elite should permit the media to publish their works widely.

Here, then, is some apparent common ground between the four major ethical
worldviews this chapter is considering. None of them entails that it is right for those
with political power to use it merely for themselves or their families, say. Instead,
they all entail that the proper use of political power is to serve society as a whole,
with one major job of the media being to inform and opine about the extent to which
it is achieving this end, and what should be done differently in order to do so better.

There of course remains debate to be had about the precise nature of the public
good. Is obedience to God key, or is living autonomously instead what matters? And
should the state really be in the business of making people’s lives go well, however
that is conceived?

Yet, just because there is disagreement about some things does not mean there is
no agreement about anything. Surely famine, pollution, drug addiction, gender vio-
lence, and racism are not in the public interest, whereas loving families, health care,
beauty, self-esteem, and literacy are, to suggest merely a few examples.

Furthermore, even if one denies, in liberal fashion, that the job of the state is to
reduce the bad and to produce the good, it is hard to deny that it at least ought not to
produce the bad and to reduce the good, if it can avoid doing so at little cost to other
moral considerations. One central role for the media, therefore, should be to facili-
tate informed reflection about the likely effects of government, and of course other
institutions, on the quality of people’s lives and what to do when these effects are
insufficiently desirable.

The claim here is not that this position will command belief on the part of all
modern Westerners, indigenous Africans, Islamists, and Confucians (let alone
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universal acceptance). After all, some will proclaim a religious leader to be incapable
of error, while others will maintain that the sole duty of a journalist is to maximize
profit for those who own stock in her company. The claim is rather that there is a rea-
sonable common ground about the media’s social responsibility to be had among at
least these four major ethical traditions as standardly interpreted, which is for all we
can tell at the moment where the truth lies. In the absence of agreement on founda-
tional ethical matters, at least interlocutors could sensibly converge on the position
advanced here: neither a watchdog for a democratic citizenry, nor a lapdog for an
autocratic elite, but rather a hunting dog for people in pursuit of a good life and a
government that should avoid hindering that, if not aim to help them achieve it.

4 The media in relation to self-expression

“The realization of one’s dreams and manifestation of an idea into the tangible is
the goal of every human being on earth”. This quotation from the founder of Ama
Kip-Kip, one of twenty-first century South Africa’s more prominent fashion brands,
is certainly false. Some societies do not value self-expression, or at least nowhere to
the degree that other ones do. This section spells out how different global ethical phi-
losophies entail contradictory conclusions about how social and publishing media
should facilitate self-expression. However, like the previous section, it also critically
interprets some of their values to forge common ground between them.®

The term “self-expression” means taking those parts of one’s identity that
are not easily or directly accessible to others® and making them more so. It character-
istically consists of linguistic, artistic, bodily, or other actions by which one intends
to display mental states such as one’s feelings, emotions, judgments, and imaginings.
Good examples include saying “I love you” to a beloved, publishing a novella that
conveys one’s attitudes about a certain group in one’s society, wearing a certain shirt
because it suits one’s aesthetic sensibilities, and posting a photograph onto Facebook
or Instagram because one likes it.

Self-expression is a characteristically self-regarding, or individualist, value,
famously sought out by western societies such as the United States. Its importance
follows naturally from ethical philosophies that at bottom prize desire satisfaction
(utilitarianism), autonomy (Kantianism), or self-formation (Foucauldian ethics).

In contrast, the societies associated with the other three major moral traditions
considered in this chapter do not value self-expression, or at least not to the same

8 A few paragraphs in this section have been cribbed from Metz (2015a).

9 Supposing such literally exists! This conception of the self is implicitly western, not particularly
shared by indigenous Africans or East Asians, for whom the self tends to be defined in terms of relati-
onship (on which see Markus, Kitayama, and Heiman 1996; and Mpofu 2002).
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degree or in the same way. Consider, for example, the World Values Survey (n.d.),
which contrasts self-expression values' with survival values, the latter of which are
focused on physical and economic security. It indicates that African, Confucian, and
Islamic societies score low for the former and high for the latter, with Euro-American
societies exhibiting the reverse orientation.

To begin to understand why the non-western societies tend not to value self-
expression, consider the interesting body of literature addressing it in the context of
East Asian societies, including those influenced by Confucianism. First, self-expres-
sion is sometimes expected to disrupt social ties, and especially to place too much
emphasis on oneself as opposed to others, whose interests and perspectives should
take priority (Kim and Markus 2002: 437-439; Kim and Markus 2005: 185). Talking is
“an act that can attenuate hierarchy” (Kim and Markus 2002: 440), where one should
recall that one of the Three Bonds in the Confucian tradition is between parents and
children, a relationship that should be characterized by “filial piety”, that is, an atti-
tude of respect and care for those who have reared one. Teenagers should above all
treat their parents as superiors, which often means showing deference and discour-
ages expressing themselves in ways that would embarrass their parents, intimate dis-
tance from them, or suggest that the concerns of others are not of crucial importance.

A second reason why self-expression appears not to be valued highly by East
Asian cultures, or at least not by the Confucian morality at the heart of many of them,
is that the most important goods, concerning harmonious relationships between
superiors/subordinates, are already public (Kim and Sherman 2007: 2). If filial piety
and other kinds of role-oriented relationships are among the top values in a certain
culture, then it is hard to see the point of self-expression, of bringing out one’s inner
life for others to recognize; it does not appear to be essential for realizing the rela-
tional goods.

To make the point all the more concrete, note that two scholars have argued that
the internet, at least in its present form, is incompatible with Confucian values. One
remarks that for Confucianism:

a “person” is an essential part of a larger social group and, as such, personal “agency” is always
socially defined....In China, where the main moral goal has always been some form of harmonious
interdependence instead of the autonomous independence we pursue so devoutly in America, the
Internet could present a threat to cultural identity (Bockover 2003: 164; see also Wong 2013).

Roughly, the internet, as it stands, encourages people to express themselves regard-
less of whether doing so is expected to fulfill hierarchically and contextually defined
relationships, and indeed in ways that threaten to undermine such relationships,

10 Which include more than just ‘self-expression’ as narrowly defined in this chapter, for instance, a
concern for environmental protection.
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whereas the ultimate point of communicating, for many Confucians, is precisely to
relate harmoniously in this way (Chen 2008).

More generally, “Confucian thinkers have been concerned about protecting
people from misleading, seductive ideas — ideas that might beguile or blind good
people from following the correct path to moral cultivation....(T)hey would out of
principle be wary of unrestricted exposure to non-Confucian values” (Madsen 2007:
128, 129). This reasoning also suggests that an unregulated internet would be consid-
ered morally dubious from a Confucian standpoint.

The importance of moral development through relationship held by many tra-
ditional African peoples similarly explains the relative unimportance they have
ascribed to self-expression. Indeed, both East Asian and sub-Saharan African cul-
tures are often described as “collectivist” or “communitarian” by the value theorists
who have systematically compared them of late (e.g., Hofstede, Hofstede, and Minkov
2010; Bell and Metz 2011; Matondo 2012; Metz 2017). Despite the common focus on
relational values, the Confucian demand for hierarchy is not as pronounced in the
African tradition. To begin to appreciate African relationality, consider some repre-
sentative quotations from sub-Saharan philosophers and theologians:

Every member is expected to consider him/herself an integral part of the whole and to play an
appropriate role towards achieving the good of all (Gbadegesin 1991: 65).

We say, “a person is a person through other people”. It is not “I think therefore I am”. It says
rather: “I am human because I belong.” I participate, I share (Tutu 1999: 35).

(T)he purpose of our life is community-service and community-belongingness (Iroegbu 2005: 442).

In these and other construals of how to behave from a characteristically African per-
spective, two ways to relate are often mentioned. On the one hand, there is consider-
ing oneself part of the whole, participating, and belonging, while, on the other, there
is achieving others’ good, sharing, and serving. Basically, one is to share a way of life
with other people and to care for their quality of life."

Now, neither one of these ways of communally relating appears to ground an inter-
est in expressing oneself or using the mass media to help others to do so. A fundamen-
tally other-regarding approach to values appears not to encourage self-regard, or at least
not an interest in making public one’s likes, desires, imaginings, etc. Consider, after all,
the central values listed by the magisterial historian of African cultures, John Mbiti:

(B)e kind, help those who cry to you for help, show hospitality, be faithful in marriage, respect
the elders, keep justice, behave in a humble way toward those senior to you, greet people espe-
cially those you know, keep your word given under oath, compensate when you hurt someone or
damage his property, follow the customs and traditions of your society (1990: 208-209).

11 For a fuller exposition, and in the context of media ethics, see Metz (2015a, 2015b).
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Self-expression does not easily fit in here. As one scholar has pointed out, “In a commu-
nalistic environment, communication is....the bedrock and sustaining power of social
relationships and social order (which is incompatible with——ed.) the right to do and say
whatever one wishes, irrespective of who is hurt or happy” (Moemeka 1997: 184, 189).

Finally, a fundamental obligation to obey Allah hardly grounds a prescription
for social and publishing media to help others express themselves. An Islamic media
organization would be one that helps people become aware of God’s laws and prompts
them to conform to them. Common in the Islamic media ethics literature are state-
ments such as these: “(A)ll communication should be conducive to fostering goodness
and combating evil” (Ayish and Sadig 1997: 113); “(I)t is the responsibility of every indi-
vidual and the group, especially the institutions of social or public communication
such as the press, radio, television, and cinema, to prepare individuals and society as
a whole to accept Islamic principles and act upon them” (Siddiqgi 1999); and “The ulti-
mate goal of the Qur’anic expression of all speech is to promote veracity, the discov-
ery of truth and to uphold human dignity” (Bhat 2014: 71). It follows that expressing
oneself in ways that are not “within the limits prescribed by the Law” (Islamic Council
1981: Art. 12(a)) or that run “contrary to the principles of the Shari’ah” (Organisation of
Islamic Cooperation 1990: Art. 22(a)) is simply not morally permissible.

Much more prominent in Islam are requirements for public decency, including
women dressing in modest ways and men not appearing nude (for just one example,
see Hashi 2011: 127), and a prohibition against blasphemy (again, for just two exam-
ples, consider Mohamed 2010: 142-143; Bhat 2014: 72-73). Indeed, the Universal Islamic
Declaration of Human Rights includes this article: “No one shall hold in contempt or
ridicule the religious beliefs of others or incite public hostility against them; respect for
the religious feelings of others is obligatory on all Muslims” (Islamic Council 1981: Art.
12(e)). If this is a human right, it is one on the part of those who would be offended by
those who express themselves in certain ways. There is some debate among Muslims
about whether and how to use force in response to indecency and blasphemy (on which
see Bhat 2014, who favors the view that it is Allah’s, and not any human’s, job to punish
these behaviors), but it is fairly uncontentious among Muslims that the latter are wrong.

In sum, when it comes to the value of self-expression, it appears that it is the West
against the rest. The ethical philosophies and cultures of Euro-America-Australasia
support the views that individuals do no wrong in expressing themselves in ways that
might undermine certain relationships with others (roughly so long as they are not
inciting violence or misrepresenting others) and that the publishing and social media
do no wrong in enabling people to do so. The other, non-western traditions tend to
support contrary views. What to do in the face of such disagreement?

As per the previous section, an appeal to the sacredness of life a la Christians,
which he purports to be universally held, will not help to answer this question. Some-
times self-expression will raise a life and death matter, or one that concerns violence,
but it will be comparatively rare. Some other values or principles are needed to answer
the question of whether the media should facilitate self-expression that does not risk
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killing anyone. Christians might be tempted to invoke the value of truth, but it is too
abstract to be of use. Which truths should the media publish? They cannot publish all
of them, and some truths surely merit much more attention and resources than others.

In contrast to Christians’ universalism, the approach of this chapter is one that
is less deep but arguably more rich and likely to hone in on the moral truth. In par-
ticular, a promising angle is to consider the various functions of self-expression more
closely. On the one hand, fans of the West should acknowledge that certain forms of
self-expression are more important than others, and, on the other hand, adherents to
the non-western views should acknowledge that many forms of self-expression need
not degrade, and indeed can frequently enhance, the relevant relationships.

With regard to western audiences, let us suppose, for the sake of argument,
that individuals should have the legal liberty to express themselves in ways that are
selfish, base, offensive, impious, and the like."? Even so, this question would remain:
morally speaking, should they exercise this liberty, and is it one so important that the
media should help them to exercise?

Plausible answers are “no”. Focusing on the latter question, media owners and
editors ought not to permit people to use their forums to express racist views, to
glamorize being a sugar daddy’s kept woman, or to insult a revered religious figure
gratuitously, say, with cartoons. The general principle would be that the broader the
expected reach of the impoverished expression, the more moral reason there is for a
media outlet not to facilitate it. Such a principle would seem to prescribe these sorts
of approaches: letting a person express his racism on his own webpage that others
must actively seek out; allowing someone to self-publish a book about her sexual
exploits; or permitting someone to put the blasphemous cartoons on a Facebook page
that is not publicly accessible. However, it would conversely appear to mean that it
would be wrong for a newspaper to allow someone to pen a racist op-ed piece, to
review the aforementioned book, or to publish the cartoons to a wide audience.

Turning to the non-western audiences, let us suppose, again for the sake of argu-
ment, that communication should avoid undermining a substantive end in itself such
as harmony, communion, or piety, and ideally ought to foster it consistently.” Even so,
quite a lot of self-expression would be permissible, even something to be encouraged.

First off, notice that the point of self-expression need not be something self-
regarding. The expected effects of expressing oneself, if not the intention behind it, could
be something relational, e.g., good for others. This is particularly clear in the case of
Afro-communal values. Supposing that one is to donate one’s attention, time, labor, and

12 But see Cox (2011) for a strong argument in favor of enacting a law against blasphemy.

13 This formulation indeed differs from more extreme versions quoted above, to the effect that “all”
communication ought to be in the service of a particular good. Does one really do wrong if one yells
“Ouch” because one is in pain, when doing so is within one’s control and unlikely to promote a certain
desirable state of affairs?
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wealth to others as part of a communal relationship, one can probably also be obligated
to make available to others one’s attitudes, at least if they are insightful, creative, inter-
esting, educative, or the like. Self-expression is a matter of revealing one’s mental states,
which need not themselves be merely about the self, but can usefully be about others
and the world in which they live. Revealing one’s mental life can be a kind of gift, when it
promises, say, to broaden others’ horizons, to help them understand themselves or their
society better, or just to make them feel closer to someone else. By extension, since Con-
fucian and Islamic ethics centrally instruct one to help other people, adherents to these
worldviews should deem sharing one’s viewpoints with others to be one way to do so.

A salient theme in Islamic discussions of expression is “responsible freedom”
(e.g., Ayish and Sadig 1997; Mohamed 2010), having the liberty to express oneself
albeit with the purpose of promoting truth, justice, or some other element of piety.
One finds a similar concept suggested in some Confucian (Yin 2008) and African
(Moemeka 1997; Christians 2014: 39) accounts of media ethics as well. Indeed, in the
African tradition freedom as such is invariably paired up with the concept of respon-
sibility, and explicitly so, as one readily sees in the titles of salient documents on
academic freedom, e.g., The Kampala Declaration on Intellectual Freedom and Social
Responsibility and The Dar es Salaam Declaration on Academic Freedom and Social
Responsibility of Academics. Here, the basic thought is that academics should be free
to employ their judgment in pursuit of certain ends such as human emancipation;
they are not considered free to do whatever they please, including watching porn on
their office computer or assigning grades randomly. Analogously, when expressing
themselves individuals should be free to employ their judgment in pursuit of, say, the
end of making others’ lives go well. Where they fail to seek out that end sufficiently,
or express themselves in ways that are likely to undermine it, they are acting wrongly
and are reasonably refused support from a publishing house or a social media site.

Secondly, there is a large range of self-expression that is “in between” what is
racist, base, or blasphemous, on the one hand, and what is likely to promote a certain
end such as improving people’s quality of life, on the other. What we might call
“unproductive but innocuous” self-expression would be permitted by the principle
that communication should, in the first instance, avoid undermining a substantive
end in itself. Putting a selfie online, liking a certain post on Facebook, and advertis-
ing a particular style of clothing are typically pointless from the perspective of the
non-western ethics, but, on the interpretation of them advanced here, they are not
immoral (supposing there were not such a predominance of them that they began to
seriously detract from people’s ability to pursue what is important).

5 Conclusion

Recall that this chapter has had three major aims. One has been to establish the point
that, when it comes to multicultural media ethics, it is not enough merely to become
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familiar with different moral traditions that have been widely held. In addition, one
needs to become aware of how they can prescribe incompatible policies and prac-
tices. That is true especially when those who hold competing ethical philosophies will
come into contact with each other, but it also applies to those who will not; for the
mere existence of long-standing competing ethical worldviews provides some reason
to doubt the veracity of one’s own. Convergence of belief (among those qualified to
judge) is a keystone of truth, and when it is missing, confidence should not be high.

A second aim has been to argue that the kind of convergence that a number of
media ethicists, most notably Clifford Christians, have sought out is unpromising.
They have tried to discover extant consensus among cultures with respect to foun-
dational values, suggesting that all of them accept the sacredness of human life.
However, this sort of consensus does not appear to exist, and, even if it did, it would
not be enough to resolve some current and important cross-cultural debates, e.g.,
about the media’s proper orientation toward self-government and self-expression.

This chapter’s third aim has been to propose a different kind of convergence for media
ethicists to seek out. This approach aims for overlapping consensus not at the level of a
culture’s deepest values, but rather at a more mid-level range of what is supposed to follow
from them. It proposes principles, which might not be already accepted, but to which those
with a variety of competing foundational commitments could coherently agree.

In particular, this chapter has argued that standard readings of secular western
ethics, indigenous African communalism, Islam, and Confucianism all entail that two
morally proper aims of the media are: to facilitate critical appraisal of the extent to
which governments are enabling people to lead good lives (or at least are not hinder-
ing that end), and to enable people to express themselves in ways that promise to
help people lead good lives (or, again, at least do not threaten that aim). The claim
is not that literally all adherents to these worldviews will accept these principles or
must do so on pain of irrationality; rather, the point is that these principles constitute
substantial common ground among the world’s moral philosophies, where outliers
have extra reason to doubt their positions. In closing, the reader will notice a sim-
ilarity between the two principles; it would be interesting to know whether further
reflection about contentious matters among global ethical traditions continues in the
same direction, grounding a truly global media ethic.

Further reading

For an overview of contemporary philosophical reflection on moral relativism, see
Gowans (2015), and for overviews of the literature on alternatives to moral relativism,
see Sayre-McCord (2015) and Bagnoli (2017).

The strategy of avoiding foundational commitments and searching for ‘mid-
level’ principles that many could accept has been employed by Rawls (2001) in the
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context of distributive justice and Beauchamp and Childress (2012) in bioethics. They,
however, are speaking nearly exclusively to a western audience, and are not seeking
principles that those in non-western societies could also take seriously.

Some maintain that all societies in fact share some foundational commitments.
For example, beyond the view that all societies believe that human life has a dignity,
as per Christians (2010), there is the suggestion that they more or less all accept the
golden rule (Kiing and Kuschel 1993). Others have proposed some mid-level princi-
ples that are purportedly accepted by nearly all cultures. Examples include the United
Nations (1948), the World Commission on Culture and Development (1996: 17), and
Nussbaum (2000). However, they arguably remain too contested in that they, for
instance, include democracy.

For discussion of the need to develop ethical theory in the light of a wide array
of traditions around the world, as well as the complications of doing so, see Kym-
licka (2007), and for such discussion in the context of media ethics specifically, see
Rao and Wasserman (2007). For edited volumes on media ethics that feature many
non-western perspectives, see Christians and Traber (1997), Ward and Wasserman
(2010), Fortner and Fackler (2011), and Rao and Wasserman (2015a). Finally, for
media-ethical reflection on how to relate the global or universal to the local or paro-
chial, see Rao (2011) and Ward (2015).
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5 Contractualism for Media Ethics

Abstract: The chapter explores this application of contractualism to media ethics.
After defining the contractual approach in general, the chapter shows how con-
tractual concepts have played an important part in the history of journalism ethics
and continue to underwrite today’s codes and writings about journalism ethics. The
chapter considers whether this framework continues to hold promise today for the
new ethics of digital, global media, and what challenges lie ahead.

Keywords: contractualism, ethical contractualism, contractarianism, social contract
theory, journalism ethics, media ethics, global media, digital media ethics.

Ethical contractualism, in its many forms, views morality as based on an agreement
among members of a culture or society.! Members of society agree that certain moral
principles, duties, and rights are reasonable and useful, and therefore worthy of social
support and enforcement. Their agreement both specifies and justifies the content
of morality, ranging from what is good and right to what is virtuous. Contractualism
stems from a familiar but important fact. Living in society, people interact. They must
cooperate despite diverging interests. Agreements are necessary to make clear what we
owe to each other and to ensure that promises, conventions, and contracts are kept.

However, not all agreements are moral contracts. Some are specific and non-
moral; some are morally dubious. Specific contracts involving particular people in
particular situations may be consistent with existing moral rules. For example, there
are legal contracts for purchasing property and commercial agreements to rent a car
on holiday. Such contracts presume that most people are inclined to follow general
moral rules, such as keeping promises. But the contracts do not deal with the nature
and justification of the moral rules themselves.

Some contracts are immoral, by almost any standard. There are contracts that are
fraudulent and mislead parties to the contract. There are ‘agreements’ that are forced
and unfair, and involve parties of unequal power, such as arrangements between
property owners and their slaves. Here, agreement is better called submission.

Contractualism is not interested in specific contracts and, as an ethical theory,
it can have no truck with dubious (or immoral) contracts. It is interested in moral

1 Some philosophers, such as Darwall (2003) call the Hobbesian tradition in contract theory “cont-
ractarianism” and distinguish it from the Kantian tradition, which they call “contractualism”. I find
the dual terms confusing for readers. I prefer to talk of one moral theory called ethical contractualism
(or contractualism) and to distinguish the Hobbesian and Kantian traditions as lines of thought wit-
hin contractualism.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110466034-005
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contracts in two senses: First, the focus is on basic moral agreements that say which
principles should be followed by all. Such principles include the principles of polit-
ical morality — what constitutes a just political society. Second, while it begins with
existing rules, contractualism is normative. Contractualism is interested in scien-
tific accounts of the evolution of cooperation and morality in society and human
history. But, as normative, it is more interested in the implications of such facts for
moral reasoning. It asks: What are the moral rules that people ought to follow, and
what constitutes a valid moral agreement? Contractualism has a two-fold aim: (a)
to articulate and critique moral principles and moral schemes, such as principles of
justice, and (b) to justify the principles and schemes as flowing from a valid moral
agreement.

Both (a) and (b) are closely related. By doing (a), contractualists engage in applied
(or normative) ethics. They argue for specific moral rules and concrete applications.
By doing (b) they engage in meta-ethics. They explain the purpose of morality and
propose procedures for reaching agreements. They use this meta-ethical approach
to justify rules articulated by (a).? In contractualism, applied ethics and meta-ethics
interpenetrate.

Morality as agreement has been an attractive idea for journalism and media
ethics.? This is because journalism is a social practice that requires normative guid-
ance, given its impact on community and culture. Ethicists and journalists explain
journalism ethics in terms of a social contract with the public. In one version of this
contract, a democracy guarantees freedom of the press upon the expectation that
such freedom to publish will be used ethically - to properly inform self-governing
citizens. Journalism ethics is regarded as a ‘sub-contract’ within a larger moral and
political contract for society.

The chapter explores the application of contractualism to media ethics, histor-
ically and critically. Historically, it notes key contractual ideas in the development
of journalism ethics. Critically, it assesses whether this framework continues to hold
promise for the ethics of journalism in a digital, global world. It is beyond the scope
of this chapter to do full justice to the variety and complexity of contractualism in
Western philosophy, not to mention its critics. I provide a sketch of contractualism as
a guide.

The chapter has three parts. The first section explains the idea of contractualism
in ethics. The second section shows how contractualism has influenced journalism
ethics. The third section reviews the current challenges to contractualism in journal-
ism ethics.

2 For the difference between meta-ethics and applied, normative ethics, see Ward 2011.
3 In what follows, I will use both “journalism ethics” and “media ethics” as equivalent in meaning.
In both cases, I am referring to the ethics of journalism as a social practice.
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1 The contractual idea

1.1 The contractarian test

Contractualism, among other things, offers a way to test moral rules. The test, in its
simplest form, is this: Might they (principles, values, aims), in suitable conditions, be
agreed to by rational and reasonable persons seeking moral principles, judgments and
decisions to guide their social interaction?* The test shows that the common element
in contractualism is that “moral norms or political institutions find legitimacy, when
they do, in their ability to secure (under the appropriate conditions) the agreement of
those to whom they apply” (Sayre-McCord 2000: 1).

This formulation brings to our attention crucial dimensions of contractual rea-
soning. First, contractualism has the capacity to be an utterly general method. Its
methods do not restrict the kinds of moral items that can be tested. Among the ‘things’
that can be tested are moral principles, other moral theories such as utilitarianism,
theories about justice, and reasons advanced for (or against) an ethical judgment.

Second, contractualism is procedural in emphasis. Although contractarians
advance substantive moral principles, such as Rawls’ (1992) principles of justice,
the basic idea of contractarianism is that correct ethical judgments are the result of
rational and reasonable people correctly following a procedure of evaluation and dis-
cussion. All moral principles must pass the contractual test. The evaluation is based
on facts about the world and the issue at hand, principles of evidence and logic, and
reasons that could be acceptable to others. People must carefully follow — together —
some procedure of practical reason, not simply react emotionally, intuitively, or par-
tially to proposed principles and courses of action.’

Contractualism, in its stress on procedure, reverses the normal order of explana-
tion in ethics (Rawls 1991: 90-101). Non-contractual theories of morality, such as intui-
tionism, start with substantive values known through intuitions of theoretical reason.
A moral intuition appends a truth about an objective, independent order of moral
facts such as the intuition that torturing children for pleasure is evil, and coming to
the aid of people in distress is good. If a moral statement appears wrong, e.g., it is
morally permissible to break my promises without good reason, this is because it is
an incorrect description of that moral order. We use these intuitions of moral facts to
deduce concrete judgments about what to do in situations. Therefore, commitments

4 This is my modification of the test stated by David Gauthier (Hampton 2007: xii). My main modifica-
tion is to add the crucial word “reasonable”.

5 By practical reason, I mean the use of reason to reach valued ends, and to evaluate both the means
and the ends. The aim is the production of an ‘object’. Theoretical reason is the cognitive understan-
ding of an object, not its production, through conceptualization, hypothesis and other mental tools.
Theoretical reason is used to assist practical reason, so that action is based on facts about the world.
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to mind-independent moral facts comes first in the order of justification, and there is
little need for an elaborate contractual machinery for reasoning with others. To the
contrary, contractualism asserts that a fair and careful reasoning procedure involv-
ing others is primary to arrive at and justify substantive moral beliefs and decisions.
A correct procedure is primary, and the ground of ethics.

For many contractualists, morality is a natural social activity that is constructed
by humans through contracting and deliberating. The contractarian approach either
denies or does not use (or need) appeals to non-natural sources of moral author-
ity such as God’s will, or universal natural (moral) laws allegedly known through
reason.® Morality is a human invention and its source of authority is nothing more,
and nothing less, than reasonable humans reaching agreement. Gauthier (2003:
91-93) advances this naturalism when, quoting Nietzsche, he says morality as tradi-
tionally understood (as knowledge of an objective, mind-independent moral order)
will “perish” and this form of morality is already unable to address current moral
issues.

Another feature is that the test is often regarded as hypothetical and ideal. On this
view, contractualism is not an empirical theory about how people give reasons to each
other. It is a normative and hypothetical theory about how humans should exchange
reasons and what they, hypothetically, ought to agree to. The phrase “suitable con-
ditions” in the test refers to the contractual assumption that any proposed procedure
needs to build into its model such requirements as the capacity of participants to con-
tract as moral equals and the fact that agents are reasonably well informed. The test’s
phrase “rational and reasonable” is another ideal requirement of contracting agents.

Finally, the generality of the test means that what the contractarian attitude
implies about concrete moral issues is open ended, and up for debate. Using contrac-
tual procedures, contractualists differ on moral judgments about animal rights, abor-
tion, foreign aid, human rights, and a myriad of other matters. For example, Hampton
(2007) has argued that contractual thought, with its emphasis on distributive justice
and the intrinsic worth of humans, is the ally of feminist moral theory.

1.2 Kinds of contractualism

Historically, contractual thought ranges from Plato’s Republic written about 375 B.C.
to Rawls’s Political Liberalism (1991), some 2,300 years later, and beyond. Between
Plato and Rawls, the list of contractualists is a virtual hall of fame for philosophy -
Hobbes, Grotius, Pufendorf, Locke, Hume, Kant and Rousseau.

6 I use the qualifier “for many contractualists” since it logically possible for someone to place cont-
ractual procedures within a religious or natural law perspective. For example, Locke’s social contract
theory is part of his commitment to a Christian view of the world and to natural law.
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Sayre-McCord (2000: 247-48) notes how contractualism suffered a decline in pop-
ularity in the nineteenth century and early twentieth century due to the rise of utilitar-
ianism and Marxism with substantive notions of political legitimacy, and criticisms
of contractualism; and the rise of logical positivism with its view of ethical thinking
as emotive and subjective. However, later in the 1900s, Sayre-McCord said there was
a “dramatic resurgence in popularity” for contractualism as positivism, Marxism and
utilitarianism declined and Rawls (1992) showed how contractualism could produce
an important theory of justice.

Contractualism has taken two forms in terms of topic and two forms in terms of
reasoning. In terms of topic, some contractualists are concerned to develop a theory
of morality, while others are concerned to develop a political theory of government.
Contractualism came into its own in the seventeenth and eighteenth century as a
political theory that argued, against absolute monarchists, that legitimate govern-
ment was based not on the divine right of monarchs but on a social contract that
places limits on monarchs and government. It explained the origin of the contract as
the passage from a state of nature to civil society, based on some agreement between
citizens and rulers. The common theme was that citizens consented to government to
reap the advantages of society, while requiring rulers to protect their basic liberties
and rights. As a result, social contract theory is part of the history of liberal democ-
racy and popular sovereignty.

In terms of reasoning, there is the Hobbesian and Kantian traditions that reflect,
respectively, the distinction between reasoning from rational self-interest or reason-
ing from a broader, reasonable concern for fairness for all. Gauthier (1986), following
the Hobbesian tradition, sees the establishment of agreements about moral or politi-
cal rules as a rational bargaining from prevailing conditions, where each participant
seeks to advance their own self-interest. Rational agents do accept some restraint on
self-interest. Agents do not try to maximize their interests in bargaining. They seek
an agreement where they do better off in the long run than if no agreement existed.
We agree to follow moral agreements based on prudential, non-moral reasoning, not
high-minded motivations such as love of humanity. We can think of this approach as
a “hard-nosed” realism about agreements.

The Kantian approach, as found in Darwall, Rawls, and Scanlon, rejects the reduc-
tion of morality to rational self-interest. We should contract from a moral concern
that takes the interests of others seriously, and seeks a fair and morally defensible
agreement. It views all parties as free and equal citizens. This view is grounded in
Kant’s categorical imperative (1997) to treat others as autonomous, rational beings
who are not simply a means to my goals. Darwall defines contractualism as “mutu-
ally agreeable reciprocity or cooperation between equals” (2003: 1). Scanlon thinks
of contracting as justifying our reasons to others: “An act is wrong,” he writes, “if its
performance under the circumstances would be disallowed by any set of principles
for the general regulation of behavior that no one could reasonably reject as a basis
for informed, unforced, general agreement” (1998: 153).
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In the Kantian approach, the reasons put forward are not partial, private (or per-
sonal) or self-interested reasons, such as the view that the duty to repay debts does
not apply to me since I am not wealthy. Contractual reasons are public and shared.
They seek to be impartial and universal. Rawls (1992) requires that we test princi-
ples of justice by imagining an “original position” where contractors operate behind a
“veil of ignorance” behind which they do not know what their place in such a society
will be. Impartiality occurs because of a lack of self-knowledge.

For the Hobbesians, the Kantian approach is too idealistic, and unnecessarily so,
since rational self-interest will do. For the Kantians, the Hobbesian approach can lead
to unequal and immoral bargains, and it may not even count as an ethical theory
since morality is not prudence.

In recent years, two developments are worthy of note. Contractual theory has
received a substantial boost from scientific theories of how people cooperate. Game
theory (Davis 1997) and rational choice theory (Hastie 2009) in economics has pro-
vided a more rigorous way of talking about how people make agreements and defect
from agreements. As well, scholars have developed theories on the evolution of social
cooperation, at the same time that anthropology and archeology provide increasing
data on early societies. No longer are contractualists limited to philosophical specu-
lation about states of nature long ago.

Meanwhile, a third tradition, deliberative or dialogic (Southwood 2010; Ward
2015a) contractarianism has developed that combines elements of the Hobbesian and
Kantian traditions. It is fair deliberation among people considered as equals but the
participants do not erect a veil of ignorance. They enter discussions aware of their
interests and are allowed to put forward reasons from their perspectives. This dia-
logic contractualism is an extension of the non-metaphysical or “political” ethics of
Rawls’s later work (1991), and the discourse ethics of Habermas (2001).

2 Variations

2.1 Transcending the state of nature

In political contractualism, contractualists agree on why humans chose to leave a
state of nature for civil society, with agreements enforced by a powerful government.
Our reason judges that we all are better off if we cooperate and restrain the pursuit of
our interests so as to respect the interests of others. The coercive power of government
ensures that people act reciprocally.

Yet political contractualists differ on the state of nature, and the resulting con-
tract. Hobbes, taking a more pessimistic view of humans, warned that a state of
nature inclines toward a state of war, where life is “nasty, brutish and short.” (1985:
63). People must choose between freedom or government, war or peace, and social
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order requires an absolute sovereign. When people make their compact, they transfer
their rights and liberties to the ruler.

Locke (1988) thought the state of nature was not so unpleasant and humans more
sociable. In a state of nature, people were free and equal. They enjoyed the liberty to
pursue interests and the right to defend oneself. Yet freedom, for Locke, is not license
to do anything one desires. Our state-of-nature rights are limited by natural law. Locke
agrees with Hobbes that the instability of the state of nature motivates humans to form
civil society. But Locke argues, contra Hobbes, that people consent to a system of gov-
ernment without transferring their rights to a leviathan. The citizens maintain their
liberties in civil society. They select a ruler as a servant of the people, protecting their
property and their rights. Therefore, the people can withdraw their consent if govern-
ment became a tyranny. Tyranny is a return to a state of nature. For Kant and Rousseau,
the people come together to form a “general will” that is sovereign and legislates the
rules of society. Through participation in the exercise of a general will, they consent to
the laws made by their society. Citizens are co-legislators of the laws of their civil union.

2.2 Conventions and contractualism

Contractualists, such as Hobbes and Hume, think of morality as a set of agreed-upon
rules they call conventions. Glaucon, at the start of Plato’s Republic (2007:41), was
an early expression of conventionalism. Glaucon challenges Socrates to refute the
popular view that people follow moral conventions to appear moral and trustwor-
thy. They would follow their unbridled desires if they could get away with it. Support
for morality is contingent and half-hearted. More recently, Gilbert Harman (1977) has
made moral (or social) conventionalism a part of his relativistic moral theory.

The term “convention” stresses the constructed nature of moral rules, and
contractualists are free to think of them as the outcome of contractual reasoning.
However, we must be careful. The ideas of conventions and ‘social conventionalism”
are broader than the ideas of contractual agreement and contractualism. Many con-
ventions are not moral but practical and legal, like the convention to drive on the right
side of the road. Some conventions, such as not allowing black people to use public
bathrooms reserved for white people, are immoral. Also, social conventionalism can
be a non-critical form of relativism: morality consists of accepting existing conven-
tions. What do we do if conventions collide or become questionable?

2.3 Impartiality
Contractualists differ on how contractual thinking can achieve impartiality, or reduce

the influence of our partiality. We have seen how Rawls proposes a veil of ignorance
to reduce partiality. Kant advanced the procedure of universalization, whereby we test
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our practical maxims for partiality by seeing whether we could accept them as univer-
sal principles. Scanlon does not use the device of the veil of ignorance in an original
position. Instead, he requires that agents justify their reasons as reasons that others
could not reasonably reject. In assessing someone’s reason, others attempt to place
themselves in the person’s shoes and see if it is valid.

3 Criticisms and worries

The following is a sample of problems and criticisms of contractualism. I do not
attempt to provide answers to the worries. In the final section, it will become apparent
that I think that some of these worries are valid.

Actual, hypothetical, or heuristic?

One of the oldest and most common worry about contract theory is that a legiti-
mizing social contract, as Hobbes or Locke describe, never occurred. There is no clear
historical record of people in many countries, long ago, consenting to leave the state
of nature. No evidence of explicit, actual consent. This led contractualists, like Locke,
to talk of tacit consent, and others, such as Hume and Kant, to interpret the social
contract as a striking but hypothetical thought-experiment of what principles would
gain the consent of rational people.

But not all thinkers backed away from the notion of states of nature. Locke argued
that there was evidence of simple, pre-civil, human associations, similar to a state of
nature, in the far-flung lands of America. He noted that when nations fall into civil
war, as England had, a state of nature can return when central authority is absent. He
argued that consent can be given tacitly or explicitly. Deciding to continue to reside
in one’s country is a form of tacit consent to its government. Also, Locke supported
explicit oaths of allegiance for officials and clergy. For his part, Hume (1987: 480) said
it was futile and unnecessary to go in search of a written contract because such con-
tracts had evolved gradually before written history.

Kant and Rawls defend hypothetical reasoning as a common normative tech-
nique. Kant, in developing his theory of the state (2006:51), thought that reference to
an original contract is a heuristically useful device, but it is not necessary to defend
a state based on consent. Rawls thought his hypothetical “original position” was a
heuristic for testing principles of justice.

3.1 Is contractualism committed to social or cultural relativism?

The extent to which any morality extends beyond a culture or national border is a
complex problem for all of morality. In contractualism, talk of the legitimacy of agree-
ments often presumes the contractors are citizens within a society or group. Certainly,
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Hobbes’ and Locke’s social compact theories were intended to legitimize political
arrangements for individual countries. Rawls (1991) said that any attempt to reach
an overlapping consensus on political principles aims to articulate principles for a
certain type of society, i.e., democratic. Deliberation must start from a specific polit-
ical culture. Otherwise, we lack common values and principles as a starting point.
Does this entail that the reasonableness or truth of moral beliefs are relative to culture
or nation? Some philosophers think contractualism is an approach that can be used
to provide principle for global ethics. For example, Pogge (2008) has sought to con-
struct a global moral theory, building on Rawls’s contractualism.

3.2 Redundancy, pluralism, incompleteness

Other criticisms question contractualism as an account of moral thinking. Is contrac-
tualism the real source of our moral judgments, or is it redundant? Is the Holocaust
evil because it fails the contractarian test? Or is it evil because it violates substantive
moral principles against murder, genocide and the evil of afflicting great pain? In
other words, do we form moral judgments based on non-contractarian grounds? If so,
contract thinking is redundant. It is not doing any real work in moral thinking.

Another worry is whether contractarianism is too tidy in being monistic. Contrac-
tualists seem to think that all moral questions can be tested by one (contractualist)
approach. Scanlon (1998) concedes that there are limits. He says his contractualism
applies only to that part of morality that deals with what we owe to each other. Also, are
there cases where contractarianism is unhelpful and we need to resort to other moral
approaches? Consider the famous trolley example (Foot 1978) where you can divert a
trolley on to a side track and kill one person, or you can let it continue onward and kill
five people. Contractualism seems to offer no basis for a decision. One could argue that
most people would rightly divert the trolley to the side track, killing one person. But
this conclusion does not seem to follow from contractualism but from consequential
reasoning — a sort of utilitarianism that aggregates goods to make a decision.

In terms of completeness, contractualism has traditionally defined the parties
to the contract as normal and rational people. But does this leave some people (or
groups) outside the contract? Initially, Locke, Hobbes and Kant excluded women, citi-
zens who did not own property and other categories. More recently, Nussbaum (2007)
has criticized Rawls’s model of contracting for apparently excluding future genera-
tions, the handicapped and animals.

4 Contractualism in journalism ethics

In the introduction I noted that morality as agreement has been attractive to jour-
nalism as a social practice. The meaning of “attractive” is crucial. Contractualism
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has influenced journalism ethics by providing theoretical and practical premises for
moral thinking. The premises can be implicit or explicit.

4.1 Theoretical premises

Explicit premises: When discussing moral theory, writers and journalists have, and
still do, refer to contractualism in whole or in part. Ideas of social contract theory
serve as premises for their theorizing. Also, the social contract is used as an analogy
that helps to explain, literally or metaphorically, the contract that journalists have
with their audiences and publics.

Implicit premises: In discussions of journalism ethics, one can detect a contrac-
tual frame of mind not far below the surface of the words, even if the writer does not
refer to contractualism.

4.2 Practical premises

Contractual ideas play an implicit or explicit role when journalists defend a specific,
controversial story, justify a practice, or explain their code of ethics by arguing that
the action honors or at least does not violate journalism’s contract, or the expecta-
tions of the public.

What are the main contexts where contractualism plays a role in journalism
ethics? The main contexts are (a) expressing the moral aims and social functions of
journalism; (b) explaining the nature and authority of codes of ethics, and justifying
the norms in the code; (c) justifying institutional and legal measures to keep news
media accountable and responsible, such as press councils and news ombudsmen;
and (d) justifying an editorial decision or practice.

4.3 Historical influence

One way to grasp the influence of contractualism is to review the history of jour-
nalism ethics. The idea of a social contract has played an important part in at least
three notable developments: the development of a “public ethic” for the growing
daily newspapers in the eighteenth century Enlightenment public sphere; the ethical
“restraining” of the nineteenth century libertarian press, and the creation of the first
professional codes of journalism ethics in the first half of the twentieth century.” The
idea of a social agreement between a free press and society could not gain traction

7 For a detailed treatment of these eras, see Ward 2015b, especially Chapters 5, 6 and 7.
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until countries began to leave behind authoritarian forms of society with strict cen-
sorship laws. By the eighteenth century, a public ethic for the press was constructed
amid the growing size, audacity, and power of the daily newspaper press. Discus-
sions of the press borrowed ideas from theories of the social contract to support the
Enlightenment public sphere. Newspapers called themselves “public watchdog,”
“tribunal of the people,” “instrument of public opinion,” and “bulwark” of the pub-
lic’s liberty.

By the end of the 1700s, the press had constitutional guarantees of freedom in the
French and American constitutions — a legal recognition of their social role. Edmund
Burke, theorist of the British constitution, rose in Parliament to talk about a new
player in democracy — a fourth estate, as a voice of public opinion. This was a new
player in the social contract.

In the nineteenth century, the public ethic of journalism was developed into the
libertarian theory of the press (1984). The press was to promote liberal society with its
two free marketplaces — of ideas and of the economy. Drawing ideas from John Stuart
Mill and others, libertarian theory defined journalism’s public role as the provision of
a public forum where a free clash of ideas allowed truth to emerge and allowed public
opinion to critique government. An independent press, representing the people, must
be maximally free from government control.

Libertarianism, however, was suspicious of talk of journalism’s ethical duties
and social restraints. Just make the press free, and the marketplace of ideas will,
somehow, produce a serious, accurate and independent press. William Peter Ham-
ilton, publisher of the Wall Street Journal, said: “A newspaper is a private enterprise
owing nothing whatever to the public, which grants it no franchise. It is therefore
affected with no public interest. It is emphatically the property of the owner, who is
selling a manufactured product at his own risk ....”8 Libertarian theory erred in think-
ing that freedom of the press was sufficient for the press to fulfill its contractual role
in society. By the late 1800s, the free press had become a commercial mass medium
that was large, powerful, sensational, organized into chains of papers, influenced by
business interests and used by press barons as instruments for their own political and
economic interests. Was such a press really fulfilling its social contract?

To regain public confidence, journalists in the United States and elsewhere in
the early 1900s began forming professional associations, such as the Society of Pro-
fessional Journalists. They constructed codes of ethics. Journalists declared that they
owed the public adherence to such principles of independence, objectivity, accuracy
and serving the public, first. The contractual theme of “owing” something to the
public was picked up by major newspapers. Joseph Pulitzer said that his St. Louis Post
and Dispatch would “serve no party but the people ... no organ Republicanism but the
organ of truth.” After taking over The New York Times in the late 1890s, Adolph S. Ochs

8 Quoted in Peterson (1984: 73)
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issued his first, and most famous, editorial that said the Times would “give the news
impartially, without fear or favor, regardless of party, sect or interests involved.”® This
was the paper’s contract with its readers.

In the early 1900s, the first journalism schools and textbooks appeared. The lan-
guage of duties based on a contract with the public was common. In 1905, Walter Wil-
liams, the first dean of the University of Missouri’s School of Journalism, composed
the “Journalist’s Creed,” which made the journalism aims sound like a religious
calling: “I believe in the profession of journalism. I believe that the public journal is a
public trust; that all connected with it are, to the full measure of their responsibilities,
trustees for the public.” In the late 1940s, the influential Hutchings Commission on
the American Press made popular the “social responsibility theory of the press” as an
alternative to libertarian theory (Peterson 1984). Social responsibility amounted to a
list of public duties, e.g., to provide a rich forum of opinion. The commission made it
clear that, if the press continued to fail to live up to its social duties, then government
or some other agency might step in to ensure that it did.

Similar contractual issues were behind a number of royal commissions on the
power of the press in Canada and Britain in the mid- to late-1900s. It led the news
industry to set up press councils and news ombudsman by the 1980s. The idea of
journalism self-regulation through codes and accountability mechanisms was based
on the hope that journalists could, by themselves, make sure they were performing
according to their social contract.

4.4 Codes and councils

Today, the language of public duty is widely employed. Consider this series of pream-

bles to codes of ethics and press councils around the world:

— From the Society of Professional Journalists in the United States:
Members of the Society of Professional Journalists believe that public enlighten-
ment is the forerunner of justice and the foundation of democracy. Ethical jour-
nalism strives to ensure the free exchange of information that is accurate, fair and
thorough. An ethical journalist acts with integrity.

— From Rwanda’s media council:
We, journalists and other media professionals of Rwanda, Convinced that the
free flow of information and public’s blossoming constitute the foundation of
freedom, democracy and development ... Drawing lessons from the media’s social
role in Rwanda; Aware of the evolution of the Rwandan Society; Have adopted

9 Quoted in Tifft and Jones (1999: xix).
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this Code of Ethics spelling out the obligations and rights of journalists and
media professionals in Rwanda.

— From the British Press Council:
A society which can expect decent standards from its press. Where publishers
have the freedom to report stories in the public interest without fear of retribution
from those with more political or financial power. Where people who are harmed
by the press can get redress without the risk of huge legal costs. And where truly
independent press regulation — without influence from government or business —
can build a sense of trust between the public and the press.

—  From the Swedish Press Council:
The far-reaching freedom of expression and freedom of the press we have in
Sweden puts a huge responsibility on the individual newspapers, responsible
publishers and editors of newspapers and other media. Freedom must be used
with great care. Therefore, it is important that the press has its own code of ethics,
in addition to the laws.

What all of these codes have in common is the belief that there must be a balancing
of the freedom to publish with the responsible use of this freedom. “Responsible” is
defined, in large part, as reasonable norms and restraints acceptable to the public
in question. No doubt, other ethical views, other than contractualism, are at work in
the codes. But it is difficult to understand these statements unless one presumes a
contractual frame of mind.

5 Theoretical applications of contractualism

Contractualism plays a role today in theoretical discussions of journalism ethics. For
example, in a work on normative media ethics, Christians and colleagues (2009) take
their theoretical bearings from the contractual idea of what the media should do to
fulfill the informational and other needs of citizens in democracies. Media scholars
such as Helle Sjovaag (2010) have drawn attention to the importance of contractu-
alism in explaining journalism ethics, calling it one of the earliest principles of the
press and noting how journalists use it to defend their institutional power. Sjovaag
sees contractualism as a “metaphoric agreement” between the institution of the press
and their audiences that make up the public sphere. If journalists fail to live up to
their contractual agreements, the public can impose sanctions via press complaints
commissions and so on.

Thomas Hanitzsch has argued that the blurring of the definition of journalism to
include not just professionals but amateurs threatens to terminate journalism’s social
contract. Since journalism is widely recognized as a public good, there is a need to
find new funding models for “public journalism.” He writes: “Journalism’s social
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contract, and the normative expectations that come with it, become meaningless if
we dissolve the idea of what journalism stands for” (2013: 205).Most recently, Slattery
(2016) has sought to provide a moral framework to understand and compare codes
of ethics. Codes can be conceptually messy, so a strategy is necessary to disentangle
the ideas. In particular, we need to be aware of how the list of duties and rules in the
codes reflect almost every type of moral theory, including contractual thought.

6 The future of journalism contractualism

Is journalism contractualism, with its origin in a pre-digital press, still relevant for
today’s evolving journalism, which is digital and global, and practiced by citizens and
non-professionals? With whom does the public contract if practitioners are members
of a diffuse and global collection of professional reporters, citizen bloggers, and polit-
ical groups? Secondly, does journalism contractualism, originally conceived of as
agreements within nations, have anything to say to the ethics of global journalism?
These are difficult issues for journalism ethics as a whole. Even if we cannot provide
the definitive answers to these questions today, we can identify the new theorizing
that should occur. The overall task for journalism ethics is to create a digital global
ethics. The task breaks down into two daunting projects.'

Creation of an integrated digital media ethics: Contractualism needs to show how
it can help journalists revise media codes so that norms provide guidance for respon-
sible digital journalists. The pre-digital ethical framework on which journalism ethics
was constructed is no longer sufficient. A new framework needs to be constructed
that integrates professional and citizen journalism, and applies to traditional and
new forms of journalism. Old principles, such as impartiality, will have to be reinter-
preted. New principles will have to be invented.

Creation of a global media ethics: Digital journalism is now global in scope and
impact. Global impact implies global responsibilities. Yet past and existing codes
of ethics are contracts with local or national publics. A global media ethics would
add a global element to the nation-based aims of journalism." A global ethics would
introduce cosmopolitan ethical principles such as the promotion of human rights
and human flourishing. A global ethics would provide guidelines on how to cover
complex global issues from terrorism to immigration.?

10 I have discussed these projects at length in Ward 2015a.

11 One can think of a future global ethics as either an additional element or as a radical new way to
approach journalism ethics, such as making the global aims and principles primary in the definition
of journalism and its contractual responsibilities. I opt for this more radical approach (Ward 2015a).
12 For an example of a global media code see Ward 2015a, Appendix.
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Given these two tasks, what is the challenge to contractualism? It is the chal-
lenge of digital and global contracting. It is the challenge of a new multi-media, multi-
societal contract that defines responsible journalism. Contractualists need to show
that its procedures for reasonable deliberation, and the testing of proposed princi-
ples, can be successfully employed to develop an integrated digital journalism ethics,
with a global perspective. This entails that it is possible to bring “rational and reason-
able” journalists, groups, and members of the public from different cultures together
to recognize certain aims and norms as the basis for a new ethic.

The contractual test must be explicitly applied to journalism: The test could read:
Might these journalism principles (values, aims), in suitable conditions, be agreed to by
rational and reasonable journalists and members of the public as correct moral norms
to guide digital, global journalism? Are these principles sufficient to ground a fair media
contract between digital journalists and a global public?

Also, it is possible, in advance, to state some basic conditions for the delibera-
tions:

Condition #1: Equality: How ever the deliberations are organized, it must be clear
that all parties will be treated as equals, and discussions will be open to a plurality
of forms of journalism and journalism cultures. This is the journalistic version of the
Kantian stress on treating others with respect.

Condition #2: Transcendence of partiality: In accord with the deliberative model of
contracting, noted earlier, parties will not pretend to a veil of ignorance but speak
from their places in the world. Yet parties will be asked to listen carefully to the per-
spectives of others. Impartiality will be the pragmatic, context-based result of people
reasoning together.

Condition #3: Inclusion of public: The contracting should include a representative
sample of (non-journalistic) members of the public, as recognition that the public,
as part of the contract, are part of the negotiations by right. They must be given a
meaningful role in discussions, and not simply asked for feedback after journalists
draft a code.

Condition #4: An initial notion of good journalism: Rawls is correct to note that con-
tracting must start from somewhere — some “materials” in the form of common values.
Given the plurality of media cultures, this is perhaps the most serious limiting condi-
tion. Procedurally, all that can be done is that discussions start from some proposed
conception of journalism painted in broad strokes, that has a reasonable chance of
being accepted by most parties. It may change as discussion continues. I suggest that
contractors begin with a conception of democratic public journalism, based on what
publics in various countries need from their media (Ward 2015a).

Condition #5: Multiple realization of principles: Even if a new contract identifies a set
of principles, the agreement should recognize that media cultures have the freedom
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to interpret such general principles as social responsibility and freedom of the press
in terms of their own culture and conditions. This does not mean that any interpre-
tation would be consistent with the new contract. A media culture that places dra-
conian restrictions on freedom of expression would violate the agreement. But it is
entirely reasonable that transitioning democracies such as South Africa might define
the social responsibilities of media differently than in the United States.

Condition #6: A global theory of the good: Contracting for digital, global media will
need more than a notion of good journalism. It will have to show how this approach to
journalism promotes basic moral goods. In particular, a global ethic will need to show
how good journalism promotes global values such as human rights and global social
justice. Without a guiding theory of the good, it is difficult, and probably impossible,
to decide whether a proposed media principle is correct for global journalism.

With this condition, I mark my departure from some forms of contractarian thinking.
I regard contracting (and the contractual test) as an important part of a full moral
theory. But it is only one part. I am a holist, not a monist, in ethics. I believe that moral
thinking employs a plurality of approaches, which includes consequential thinking,
considerations of moral character (virtue theory), and deontological notions of duty
and right. Contracting, on my view, asks what would rational and reasonable people
agree upon if they competently and carefully considered any proposed principle with
regard to the three great themes of ethics: the good, the right and the virtuous. I agree
with the previously mentioned notion that moral principles should be tested by con-
tractual thinking, and that contractual theory recognizes substantive values. But my
view is that we need to give substantive ethics an even greater role in contractual
thinking.

This is because the source of ethics is three-fold: our experience of things of great
value and goodness (or evil); our experience of fairness and justice in the interactions
of people, which is the source of contractual thought; and finally, our desire to be
people of moral character and virtue. All of these considerations should be part of
the contractual process, making it a rich reflective process, and not as it sometimes
appears — a narrow, formal test. The contracting process should be formal and sub-
stantive, from start to finish.

These are demanding conditions. Therefore, we should frankly acknowledge that
attempts to reach a new digital and global media contract may fail, or may be realized
only in part. Yet, the effort to construct new contracts, even if they only have impact
on regions of the world, is worthwhile.

It is important for contractualists to be constantly aware of the possibility of per-
sistent and unresolvable disagreement in ethics and journalism ethics. Too often, con-
tractualism is put forward in a manner that seems naive. All we need is to bring some
reasonable people together and figure out what is fair for all. This underestimates the
difficulty in identifying the rational and reasonable people in any major dispute — in
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fact, many people will think that those who disagree with them are unreasonable. It
underestimates the many sources of reasonable disagreement in morals and politics,
even after we have settled on the main facts of the case. Contractualists need to be
realistic about the limits of deliberative democracy and ethics in a world of competing
interests. In particular, contractualism needs a theory of reasonable disagreement.”

7 Conclusion

Despite these challenges, contractualism in philosophy and in journalism ethics
remains a vibrant form of moral reasoning with potential. Indeed, contractualism as
a moral theory in media ethics is underdeveloped. It will remain relevant as a moral
approach because it is deep and it resonates with the nature of our world today. It
is deep because, despite references to hypothetical states of nature, contractualists
have always been involved with the most real and pressing problems of morality in
their era. Hobbes and Locke did not idly dream up a social contract theory for no prac-
tical reason. The likely return to a state of nature in their own times, after a bloody
English civil war, and the need to develop a new theory of government was desper-
ately needed.

Contractualism resonates because it presumes a world of plural and intersecting
groups with their different ideas about what is good or right. This is our world. An
ethics that stresses fair agreement based on mutual respect is a plausible approach.
Moreover, contractualism is relevant because it addresses one of the most basic ques-
tions of morality: Why be moral? Why do humans follow rules and what is the justifi-
cation? It also asks: How do humans surmount their narrow partiality and find a more
peaceful, impartial manner of cooperating? One of the strengths of contractualism is
its attempt to take serious both aspects of our lives — our partialities and our desire
to be fair and impartial. The capacity of humans to find new ways to contract amid
diversity will determine the prospects for peace, the protection of human rights, and
the future of the human species.

Further reading

Contractualism as a moral theory has a long history and therefore an enormous liter-
ature. Moreover, important concepts are embedded in larger works on political and

13 For a conception of the nature and causes of reasonable disagreement see McMahon (2009 The li-
terature on contracting and deliberative democracy is vast. Some places to start are McMahon (2001),
Gutmann and Thomson (1996) and Goodin (2003).
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social philosophy. However, readers can gain a perspective on the origins of contrac-
tualism by reading several classics such as the “Of Man” section in Thomas Hobbes’
Leviathan, John Locke’s description of government by assent in the second part of Two
Treatises of Government, and Rousseau’s The Social Contract. The three philosophers
provide different descriptions of the origin of political society from a state of nature.
For influential modern classics, see John Rawls’ A Theory of Justice (1972), especially
Chapter 1. Also, David Gauthier’s Morals by Agreement (1986) is essential reading.

Explicit and full-length discussions of the application of contractualism in jour-
nalism and media are less abundant and scattered. Often, works imply but do not
explicitly refer to, or develop, underlying contractual ideas. For example, contractual
ideas appear to be implied by some major codes of journalism ethics, such as the
code for the Society of Professional Journalists https://www.spj.org/ethicscode.asp.
Such codes suggest that ethics is a contract between journalists and society. Jour-
nalists agree to responsibly use the freedom to publish. In addition, theories on the
social responsibility of the press can be regarded as at least consistent with contrac-
tual views of ethics and the media. On the relationship of contractualism and social
responsibility theory, the reader can consult Peterson’s “The Social Responsibility
Theory of the Press” (1984) and “Social Responsibility Worldwide,” by Clifford G.
Christians and Kaarle Nordenstreng in Journal of Mass Media Ethics 19, no. 1(2004):
3-28. For the use of contractualism in global media ethics see Ward’s Radical Media
Ethics (2015a).
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6 Moral Psychology

Abstract: Moral psychology is the study of moral agency, which has been applied
by media ethicists to understand the moral reasoning, motivations and behaviors of
media students and workers such as journalists, advertising and public relations prac-
titioners. The history of moral psychology begins with the seminal work of Jean Piaget
and extends into the six stages of moral development proposed by Lawrence Kohl-
berg. The prevailing measure of moral reasoning relative to Kohlberg’s six stages is
the Defining Issues Test (DIT), developed by James Rest, which activates and accesses
moral schemas ascending from acknowledging authority and avoiding punishment,
to rationalizing decisions based upon principles of justice, reciprocity and respect.
Additional methods employed include the Journalists’ Ethical Reasoning Instrument
(JERI), a measure of moral reasoning much like the DIT; Forsyth Ethics Position Ques-
tionnaire (EPQ), a measure of ethical ideologies; and Ethical Motivation Scale (EMS),
which determines motives for ethical decision making. However, moral reasoning is
understood as an interlocking system, dependent upon social interaction occurring
within and influenced by one’s environmental context, which presents limitations for
these measures. In response to these limitations, proposed new pathways for media
ethics research evaluate moral development relative to professional environments,
life experiences, and emerging practices.

Keywords: moral psychology, moral reasoning, moral development, Defining Issues
Test (DIT), life story interview, moral exemplar, organizational culture, socialization

... when a child encounters marbles for the first time, [the child] is already convinced that certain
rules apply to these new objects. And this is why the origins of consciousness of rules, even in
so restricted a field as that of a game of marbles, are conditioned by the child’s moral life as a
whole. (Piaget 1965: 53)

Now it appears that the most helpful thing you can do for a person’s moral judgment isn’t neces-
sarily getting them into college, but is just to get them out of high school. ... In any case, much
more detailed analysis of specific experiences and how they are linked to changes in moral thin-
king is necessary. (Rest et al. 1977: 17)

It remains rudimentary in that the field [of media ethics] has not articulated a theory that
accounts for the range of influences that encourage or prevent moral action. (Plaisance 2015: 1)

As the excerpts suggest, moral psychologists are concerned with the cognitive devel-
opment of a child’s moral reasoning and moral judgment, first observed during the
game of marbles, which was shown to advance into adulthood. Since the seminal
works, moral psychology has been applied to the study of media ethics, yet there

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110466034-006
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is much more work to be done. According to present day media ethicist and moral
philosopher, moral psychology is defined as “the study of the intersection of behav-
ior, motivations and questions about our moral agency” (Plaisance 2015: 14), which
provides a founding framework, of theory and method, to empirically explore ques-
tions of moral motivation, reasoning and behavior among media workers such as
journalists, public relations and advertising practitioners. The purpose of this chapter
is to outline a brief history of moral psychology, discuss methodological approaches
and key findings in moral psychology studies of media ethics, and propose new path-
ways for future research.

1 Moral development theories and methods

While there might not be agreement on one picture of moral development, as sug-
gested by Goree (2000), media ethicists studying moral psychology should begin their
inquiry reviewing the seminal works of Jean Piaget and Lawrence Kohlberg. Piaget
observed young children to understand how rules governed their play as well as their
consciousness of these rules, which he argued represented stages of moral reasoning
governed by the concepts of cooperation and autonomy. Extending the idea of con-
sciousness, Kohlberg was interested in the moral rationale one gives to justify judg-
ment and action, resulting in three levels and six stages of moral development ending
with principles of justice, reciprocity and respect. An explanation of each theory* and
methodological applications follows.

1.1 Piaget and the game of marbles

Piaget’s (1965) work in child psychology analyzed the “hows” of moral development
by observing children and how they learn from adults while playing social games,
e.g., boys playing marbles. He suggested that all morality consists of a system of rules,
leading to the observation of children’s “practice” of rules and their related “conscious-
ness” of rules (1965; emphasis in original). Unlike Kohlberg, who’s work will be dis-
cussed shortly, Piaget stressed the means in which children traversed stages occurring
along a continuum, allowing them to move from one to the next, forward and back.
Piaget is credited with some of the early theoretical and methodological advance-

ments in moral psychology. According to Rest (1979), Piaget introduced methods

1 While the work summarized here is referred to as theory, Jean Piaget’s credited with the theory of
cognitive development, which was later extended by both himself and Lawrence Kohlberg to explore
and understand moral reasoning and moral development.
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such as the presentation of an episode or story to evoke discussion and explanation,
and the observation of children’s game behavior. “Piaget identified a dozen specific
features in children’s moral thinking for making inferences about their underlying
thought structure” (Rest 1979: 6) and used empirical data to justify a younger child’s
more primitive thinking to an older child’s more developed thinking. Wilkins and
Coleman (2005a) noted the practical nature of Piaget’s work, which they suggested
encourages the exploration of moral decision making in a professional setting. The
proposed exploration extends Piaget’s assertion that organism-environmental inter-
actions impact moral development (Kohlberg 1969; Waters and Carmichael 2008), an
assertion which will be discussed later in “Methods” and again in “New pathways.”

According to Piaget (1965), in practice there are four stages summarized as 1)
simple, individual regularity, 2) egocentrism and the imitation of seniors, 3) cooper-
ation, and 4) interest in the rules for their own sake. Consciousness occurs in three
stages. In the first stage, rules are not yet coercive or obligatory in character, but are
seen as intriguing and are unconsciously enacted. During stage two, rules originate
from adults and are regarded as sacred and unchangeable. During stage three, a rule
is developed by mutual consent and perceived as law, which one must respect if one
wants to be perceived as loyal.

In practice, the first stage embodies motor skills and individual character leading
to more or less ritualized schemas versus collective rules. The second stage is egocen-
tric and depicts intermediate behavior between purely individual and purely social-
ized behavior. Piaget suggested that play within the second stage favors motor pleas-
ure versus social interaction, and that while each child feels to be in communion with
the group, each is concerned with only himself. While a child in this stage can imitate
an example of codified rules, he continues to play alone, without trying to play with
others or without trying to win. Cooperation, the third stage, begins around the ages
of seven and eight when children start to exhibit social interest depicted by a desire to
win complemented by a concern for unifying rules. During this stage, children might
attempt to reach an agreement but are still uncertain of and unable to articulate the
concept of rules. During the final stage, codification of rules, which begins around
ages 11 and 12, rules are known and the associated details are fixed so that reciprocity
is ensured during game play. Children focus on and are interested in regulating the
game with a system of rules as well as competing. The game has therefore become
social, and real cooperation exists.

Regarding the consciousness of stages, during the first two stages (rules are
received unconsciously and rules are sacred, respectively), a child self-assigns
schemas of action that are voluntary versus obligatory. A child is permeated with rules
and regulations dependent upon the environment where some things are allowed
and others are not. Piaget suggests that it is quite possible that when a child encoun-
ters marbles for the first time, he is already convinced that certain rules apply. He
further argues “this is why the origins of consciousness of rules, even in so restricted
a field as that of a game of marbles, are conditioned by the child’s moral life as a
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whole” (1965: 53). This view is supported by the second stage in practice when a
child may still be engaged in egocentric play, but begins to imitate rules by observing
others. While egocentric, social elements influence play, which becomes prosocial
and cooperative, yet is still constrained by adults. Therefore, Piaget suggests that the
social relations of constraint and cooperation must be distinguished. Constraint sug-
gests that a unilateral respect of authority and prestige exists. Cooperation suggests
that individuals are on equal footing through interaction. Further supporting coop-
eration, in the third stage of consciousness, changes to the rules can occur if con-
sensus is reached among those playing. However, rules that give precedence to easy
winning, that negate work or skill, are deemed worthless and the child relies on the
agreement of others to “eliminate these immoral innovations” (1965: 65).

The “moral organization,” as elaborated by Piaget (1965), underscored the impor-
tance of several related concepts, including constraint and heteronomy, as well as
cooperation and autonomy, which together illustrate two types of morality. The early
stages of development depict constraint and heteronomy, when rules are imposed
upon the younger children by adults and by older children. This is a time when rules
appear sacred, untouchable and immutable. Thereafter, a rule is no longer perceived
as coercive but adaptable to the tendencies of the group, built up progressively and
autonomously. As one advances in the stages of moral development, one develops
autonomy. Wilkins and Coleman highlighted the importance of autonomy to Piaget’s
work and noted that philosophers recognize that “genuine ethical action begins with
an autonomous moral agent” (2005a: 4).

Furthermore, cooperation leads to reciprocity between children, representing
moral universality and generosity. As they develop, children learn that rules are a
necessary condition for agreement and reciprocity, and they begin to eliminate com-
promising variables. Cooperation is closely linked to justice as well: justice is defined
by equality and is inseparable from reward and punishment. In early stages of devel-
opment, children see punishment as the necessary condition for justice, or a means
for putting things right. Kohlberg, “following Socrates, Kant and Piaget,” offers the
idea “that the first virtue of a person, school, or society is justice — interpreted in a
democratic way as equity or equal respect for all people” (1981: xiii) and argues, much
like Dewey, that justice is a “pattern of equilibrium or harmony in a group or society”
that underlies the stages of moral development (1981: xiii).

1.2 Kohlberg and post-conventional thinking

Kohlberg, like Piaget, was interested in understanding moral development. However,
unlike Piaget, who focused on moral judgments, Kohlberg concentrated on moral
justifications (Liebert, 1984). Moral justifications are “the explanations or ration-
ale that a subject offers to justify his or her moral judgment or moral conduct in a
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given situation, usually elicited by the question, ‘why?’” (Liebert 1984: 180). Kohlberg
was also interested in moral socialization (1969; 1981) and believed that “exposure
to others more mature than ourselves helps to stimulate maturity in our own value
process” (1981: 14).

Kohlberg was strongly opposed to moral relativism and responded by concep-
tualizing culturally universal stages of moral development. For example, he noted
that while two people might make different decisions, the decisions are based upon
the same basic moral values (Kohlberg 1981). According to Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau
and Thoma (1999), Kohlberg viewed moral philosophy as a social phenomenon, one
embedded in the particular experiences and deliberations of a community. In fact, he
was so invested in the concept of community that he later set up democracy-based
school programs, known as the Cluster School to build a sense of community that
promoted democratic values (Walsh 2000).

Regarding the theory of stages of moral development, Kohlberg extended upon
Piaget’s stages, which he referred to as the “structural approach to moral develop-
ment” (1981: 16). The structural approach to moral development assumes that basic
mental structures are the result of an interaction occurring equally between tenden-
cies of the organism and structures of the external world (Kohlberg 1969). Media
ethics scholars continue to explore this assumption, which will be discussed shortly
in “Methods.”

By studying 75 American boys, beginning in early adolescence, Kohlberg “con-
structed the typology of definite and universal levels of development in moral thought”
characterized by three “distinct” levels with two related stages therein, which present
“separate moral philosophies, distinct views of the social-moral world” (1981: 16).
The three distinct levels are pre-conventional; conventional; and post-conventional,
or the autonomous and principled level. Unlike Piaget, Kohlberg suggested one
advances from one to subsequent stages. Stage change has been found to advance
gradually and without significant regressions (Snaryey, Reimer and Kohlberg: 1985).
At the pre-conventional level, a child goes through the stages of punishment and obe-
dience orientation (1), followed by instrumental relativist orientation (2). At this level,
a child acknowledges that rules exist and can label actions as good and bad, right and
wrong. Within the first stage, authority is valued and punishment is avoided. Within
the second stage, “right action consists of that which instrumentally satisfied one’s
needs and occasionally the needs of others” (1981: 17). At the conventional level, an
individual goes through stages of interpersonal concordance (3), followed by societal
maintenance orientation (4). At this level, an individual maintains expectations and
conforms to a social order, which is intrinsically valued despite the consequences.
Within stage three, good behavior is that which the group approves of and that which
pleases or helps others. Within stage four, the social order agreed upon is maintained
by doing one’s duty, following rules, and respecting authority. At the post-conven-
tional level, an individual goes through stages of social contract orientation (5),
followed by universal ethical principle orientation (6). At this level, there is “clear

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

100 —— Erin Schauster

effort to define moral values and principles that have validity and application apart
from the authority of the groups or people holding these principles and apart from
the individual’s own identification with these groups” (1981: 18). Just as with Piaget,
autonomy is also essential to Kohlberg’s theory; it’s important for individuals to feel
autonomous to attain the post-conventional stage of moral development (Kohlberg
1981). In this level, stage five closely mirrors American democracy in that laws govern
actions, but the possibility of changing laws exists. While individuals work to achieve
consensus, they each work from an awareness of personal values and opinions. By
stage six, ethical principles of justice, reciprocity and respect are chosen because of
their comprehensive and universal nature.

1.3 Rest and the Defining Issues Test (DIT)

Lawrence Kohlberg and James Rest worked together at Harvard, until Rest left for Min-
nesota, thereafter constituting the Harvard and Minnesota methods for measuring
moral development (Rest 1979). Kohlberg praised Rest’s work as a paradigm, defined
as “sufficient agreement in a field on a) problems requiring explanation, b) theoreti-
cal assumptions for such explanations, c) methods of measurement, and d) types of
study design so that different researchers can do studies leading to similar conclu-
sions” with meaningful results (Rest 1979: xi). In the foreword of Rest’s book, Devel-
opment in Judging Moral Issues, Kohlberg stated “the findings reported here support
Rest’s belief that his linking a cognitive-developmental moral judgment theory with
an elaboration of a method defines a paradigm in the study of morality ...” (xi—xii).
Today, the Defining Issues Test (DIT) is run by The University of Alabama’s Center for
the Study of Ethical Development.

The DIT is designed to work as a developmental measure of moral compre-
hension and preference (Rest et al. 1977). The measure works by “activating moral
schemas (to the extent the person has developed them) and for assessing them in
terms of importance judgments” (Rest et al. 1999: 6). The DIT utilizes a standardized
format and objective scoring, resulting in what’s called the P score, that makes com-
parisons of moral development possible (Rest et al. 1977). When taking the DIT, a
subject reads a scenario depicting an ethical dilemma and then reads 12 statements,
which must be rated on a scale of great importance to no importance, and then must
rank the top four most important considerations out of the twelve. To account for
the random selection of stages, or selection based upon the style and complexity
of statements, the DIT incorporates meaningless statements; if these are chosen by
respondents in specific frequency (see the DIT manual for frequencies), their ques-
tionnaires are thrown out. Since its inception, the DIT has been condensed from a
six- (DIT-1) to a five- (DIT-2), as well as a three-scenario (DIT-1 short form) measure
and is offered online as well as in its original paper form.
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To establish validity and generality, the DIT has remained unchanged? (Rest et al.
1999). The DIT is often administered to small, convenience samples that Coleman and
Wilkins (2002) justified with the criteria set forth by Riffe, Lacy and Fico (1998): mate-
rial is difficult to obtain, there are limited resources, and it’s an under-researched
area. Rest, his coauthors, and others have applied the DIT to approximately 1,000
studies (S. Thoma, personal communication, April 10, 2017), including those using
cross-sectional design, large composite samples, and different subsamples for each
age and education grouping resulting in the “mega sample” of 45,856 DIT scores (Rest
et al. 1999: 64).

In their earlier work, moral development was positively correlated with age and
education based upon cross-sectional and longitudinal data (Rest et al. 1977). Rest
and colleagues later found that formal education is more predictive of moral reason-
ing than age. The authors also considered the “cumulative impact” that “stimulat-
ing social experiences” have on development, encouraging further exploration of
life experiences (1999: 125). In media ethics research, the DIT has been applied to
understand the moral reasoning of journalists (e.g., Coleman and Wilkins 2002; Plai-
sance 2014; 2015; Wilkins and Coleman 2005a; Wilkins and Coleman 2005b), public
relations practitioners (e.g., Coleman and Wilkins 2009; Lieber 2008; Plaisance 2014;
2015), advertising and marketing research practitioners (e.g., Castleberry, French and
Carlin 1993; Cunningham 2005), as well as of public relations and journalism under-
graduates (e.g., Cabot 2005). A review of these and related works follows.

1.3.1 DIT and media ethics education

Before the DIT, media ethics curriculum had been evaluated by measures such as the
Ethics Position Questionnaire (e.g., Plaisance 2007), the Moral Judgment Test (e.g.,
Canary 2007), Rokeach’s value systems (e.g., Surlin 1987), and a survey of perceptions
post-graduation (e.g., Gale and Bunton 2005). These earlier works suggested that stu-
dents’ moral reasoning progressed as a result of taking the course. For example, in
their survey of advertising and public relations professionals, Gale and Bunton (2005)
found that those who attended an ethics class in college were made more aware of
ethical problems on the job (86%) and better informed about professional codes of
conduct (50%).

Since then, the DIT has produced varying results. Cabot (2005) compared moral
reasoning of public relations students to that of journalism students, and ques-
tioned the impact college education has on moral reasoning. The study resulted in
P scores for undergraduate students enrolled in public relations (P=31.17), broadcast

2 As noted, logistical changes have been made such as offering online and paper forms, but there
have been no alterations related to the underlying methodological or theoretical principles.
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journalism (P=28.84) and print journalism (P=33.60), with no significant differences
between journalism and public relations, and none for gender. Compared to previous
DIT scores, however, these students demonstrated lower moral reasoning than junior
high school students, prison inmates and adults in general, and the author suggested
that this might be attributed to the changes in education since the early use of the
DIT. Cabot (2005) argued that education at the time was more focused on employment
post-graduation. Also, Cabot noted that participants were enrolled in college courses
at a predominately commuter school, which might affect the socialization process
that Rest (1988) suggested occurs when a student lives on campus and participates in
traditional college activities.

Auger and Gee (2016) conducted one of the first studies using the DIT to measure
the effect of a media ethics course as an intervention on moral reasoning. Auger and
Gee (2016) administered the DIT as a pre- and posttest to students enrolled in one
of two media ethics courses: one taught at night, once a week, and the other taught
in the afternoon, twice per week. The authors used P scores as well as the new N2
scores, which consider a participant’s consolidated versus transitional discrimina-
tion between schemas, the former describing those that clearly distinguish among the
three schemas and the latter depicting less discrimination between the three. Auger
and Gee (2016) heeded the influential nature of environmental context by noting
the section-specific influence in moral reasoning differences: students in the night
session of the course, versus the afternoon session, exhibited higher levels of moral
reasoning. However, contrary to previous findings, the authors found no significant
difference in scores relative to the participant’s level of education, but did find sig-
nificant differences between genders. Conversely, Cabot (2005) suggested that it is
unusual to see significant differences in DIT scores related to gender. Bebeau and
Thoma (2003) suggested that gender differences become more pronounced when one
factors in differences related to education levels.

1.3.2 DIT and media ethics in practice

The DIT has also been applied to professional studies, linking moral reasoning to
decision making (Rest et al. 1999). In media ethics research, the DIT has predomi-
nantly been applied to the study of journalism, public relations and advertising. Prior
to the research conducted by Coleman and Wilkins (2002) and Wilkins and Coleman
(2005a; 2005h), the DIT had been administered to journalists once, with an average
P score of 48.1, which was reported in a dissertation by Westbrook (1994). Since
then, the DIT has been administered to media professionals, and findings repeatedly
suggest that journalists score higher than advertising and public relations practi-
tioners (Coleman and Wilkins 2002; Coleman and Wilkins 2009; Lee, Coleman and
Molyneux 2016; Wilkins and Coleman 2005a). However, exemplary practitioners both
in journalism and public relations score the highest (Plaisance 2015). The DIT has
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also been applied to interpret the findings of a unique survey administered to 217
television station managers to understand the issue of indecency, such as the Janet
Jackson snafu during the 2004 Super Bowl halftime performance, and how moral rea-
soning contributed to this understanding (Loomis 2008). While most DIT measures
find no significant difference between gender, Loomis’s (2008) unique survey found
that males were more likely to condone controversial content to boost station ratings.

Coleman and Wilkins (2002) measured the moral reasoning of 72 journalists by
administering the DIT in person. The resulting average P score of 48.17 was reported
as fourth highest behind seminarians/philosophers, medical students and practic-
ing physicians. The authors also noted that while education is consistently one of
the best predictors of moral development, participating journalists with an average
of 4 years of college education scored better than dental, veterinary and gradu-
ate students who have about 1 to 2 more years of education. Yet education is only
one of several factors influencing moral development. Plaisance (2014; 2015) found
that journalists and public relations exemplars demonstrated a consistent ability
to draw on higher-order reasoning when confronted with moral dilemmas and
followed broad moral principles such as justice and avoidance of harm over more
legalistic and relativistic justifications. Exemplars, averaging 45 years old, were
characterized by personality traits such as extraversion and openness, and had an
average 22 years of experience to name a few influential factors. Exemplars have
been defined as people showing an enduring commitment to and the demonstra-
tion of good principles and values, but does not suggest the individual is “morally
perfect or ideal” (Colby and Damon 1992: 27). Journalism exemplars received a P
score of 51.62 versus 48.68 for journalists in general, and public relations exemplars
received a P score of 50.38 versus 46.2 in general.

While public relations exemplars have scored relatively high on the DIT, that’s
not the case for public relations practitioners in general. In Lieber’s (2008) study,
public relations practitioners’ P score was 45.41, which is higher than that of adults in
general as well as of public relations students. While the author found no significance
for the variables of age, gender and education, there were significant differences in
moral development based on job setting, with solo practitioners (52.2) and academics
(49.3) scoring highest and agency and corporate practitioners scoring lowest (39.8).

Therefore, when you consider the discrepancy of scores among media practi-
tioners, one would assume that organizational factors impact practitioners’ moral
reasoning. For example, in response to low DIT scores, Cunningham (2005) sug-
gested that when required to engage in ethical decision-making, advertising prac-
titioners suspended moral reasoning to focus on other implications of their work,
such as financial factors impacting their and their client’s success. In contrast, while
financial pressures that news organizations face might suggest that commercial
considerations can undermine journalistic values and norms, Salana, Sylvia and
McGregor (2016) found that newspaper editors could simultaneously reason from
ethical and managerial perspectives. After examining the workplace of journalists,
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Wilkins argued that “the organic human brain includes a hard-wired capacity
for moral action influenced by an environment that shapes professional ethical
response particularly at the intersection of care and duty” (2010: 24). For journalists,
factors influencing moral action reflect an organizational environment embedded
with ethical norms and values, which is perhaps consistently present but not neces-
sarily consensual. Plaisance measured workplace climate in his study of exemplars
and found opposing views from two groups of respondents; one was the belief that
the organizational climate reflected relativistic thinking, the other was the belief
that exemplars worked for organizations embracing an “ethic of caring for all stake-
holders” (2014: 318; 2015). Wilkins (2010) orients these organizational factors to
the context-dependent assumptions of Bandura, Piaget and Kohlberg. Piaget (1965)
suggested that a child is conditioned by rules and regulations dependent upon the
environment where some things are allowed and others are not. According to Kohl-
berg, cognitive development is the “result of interaction between structure of the
organism, and the structure of the environment, rather than being the direct result
of maturation or the direct result of learning (in the sense of a direct shaping of the
organism’s responses to accord with environmental structures)” (1969: 348; empha-
sis in original).

1.4 Additional methods and key findings

Like the DIT, the Journalists’ Ethical Reasoning Instrument (JERI) is a paper-and-
pencil measure of moral reasoning, which allows the researcher to tailor dilemmas
specific to journalism (Coleman 2003). In an experiment with journalism students,
Coleman (2003) found that exposure to a news story dilemma accompanied by pho-
tographs of African Americans resulted in significantly lower levels of moral reason-
ing than if the dilemma were about Caucasians. Later, Coleman (2006) wanted to
measure the influence of visuals in general on moral reasoning. Again, participants
were journalism students and the author found that photographs contributed to sig-
nificantly more time spent processing ethical dilemmas, specifically when one con-
sidered stakeholders, defined as those affected by the dilemma, but the extended
evaluation of the dilemma didn’t always result in higher moral reasoning. Coleman
(2006) ran the experiment twice to try and replicate the findings but instead found
conflicting evidence. The findings suggested, however, that images both encouraged
mental elaboration, specifically about stakeholders pictured, and activated higher
levels of moral reasoning. Coleman concluded that images add another dimension to
ethical reasoning that results in explicit processing versus the automatic and uncon-
scious, or implicit, processing of information. Meader, Knight, Coleman and Wilkins
(2015) ran a controlled experiment to see if video could improve moral judgment
the same way that still images have previously, but found the opposite. The authors
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suggested that journalists continue to use photographs versus videos, especially
when a story is ethically charged.

The Forsyth Ethics Position Questionnaire (EPQ) is a measure of ethical ideolo-
gies, categorized by idealism, the assumption that right action will always result in
desirable outcomes, and relativism, the rejection of universal moral rules (Forsyth
1980). Based upon the taxonomy, and the degree to which someone favors both
idealism (y-axis) and relativism (x-axis), a person can adopt one of four approaches
to ethical decision making. Situationism (high relativism/high idealism) rejects
universal moral rules and instead analyzes each act according to each individual
situation. Absolutism (low relativism/high idealism) follows universal moral rules
because they result in the best possible outcome. Subjectivism (high relativism/
low idealism) appraises the situation based upon personal values rather than uni-
versal moral principles. Exceptionism (low relativism/low idealism) is pragmatic
and utilitarian, and open to exceptions, although moral standards guide deci-
sion making.

In media ethics research, the EPQ has been applied to understand journal-
ists’ idealistic and relativistic thinking (e.g., Plaisance 2014; 2015), including those
working in 18 different countries (e.g., Plaisance, Skewes and Hanitzsch 2012), as well
as public relations practitioners’ ethical decision making (e.g, Plaisance 2014; 2015)
and consumers’ moral judgments of advertising (e.g., Treise, Weigold, Conna and
Garrison 1994). In the aforementioned study of exemplars, and based upon the EPQ
taxonomy, Plaisance (2015) found that more than three quarters of the participants
accepted universal moral rules (low relativism) and varied on their acceptance of ide-
alism, thus populating the quadrants of absolutism (10 journalism, 9 public relations)
and execeptionism (2 journalism, 3 public relations). The author suggested that “as
we grow morally, we do tend to rely less on self-interest and views of what’s right that
are relative to our own sensibilities and move toward a recognition that, as moral
agents in the world, we are called upon to act out a broader concern for others based
on principles that are universal in nature, not relative to our personal definitions of
goodness” (2015: 63; emphasis in original).

Finally, the Ethical Motivation Scale (EMS) determines a journalist’s motives for
ethical decision making (Singletary, Caudill, Caudill and White 1990). Based upon
Kohlberg’s stages of moral development and relevant literature, the authors identi-
fied 13 motives such as a general sense of morality, credibility with an audience and
perceived standards of the field (for the complete list and definitions, see Singletary,
Caudill, Caudill and White 1990). These motivations were later categorized as intrin-
sic motivations (e.g., what is morally right) and extrinsic motivations (e.g., adherence
to professional codes) for ethical behavior (e.g., White & Pearce, 1991). In the prelim-
inary study, the authors found a “mainstream ethical orientation” in which people
were concerned with credibility and standards of colleagues and of the field, which
suggested that “a great deal of commonality in ethical orientation does exist among
journalists” (1990: 972).
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1.5 Summary

Seminal works include theories of moral development examined by Piaget’s
methods of observation and story pairs, and Kohlberg’s method of interviews.
Since then, the moral development of media students and practitioners has been
documented and measured various ways. The prevailing measure of moral rea-
soning, however, is the Defining Issues Test developed by James Rest. Findings
in media ethics research suggest that journalists score highest on moral reason-
ing, above public relations and then advertising practitioners. While moral psy-
chology in media ethics extends into various practices, the predominant findings
focus on journalism practices. While this could be seen as a limitation, the findings
provide a foundation on which to build extensions into similar and emerging paths
of inquiry. Recommendations on building these paths of inquiry will be presented
shortly in “New pathways.”

2 Moral psychology limitations and updated
frameworks

Seminal works in moral psychology have been praised and criticized, replicated and
updated. Piaget and Kohlberg’s early works were criticized for an emphasis on male’s
moral development, leading to Carol Gilligan’s ethics of care. Gilligan (1982) sug-
gested that females’ moral development centered more on care than on Kohlberg’s
concept of justice. It’s important to note that in addition to studying boys playing
marbles, Piaget (1965) also studied girls playing hopscotch. Since then, gender
differences — albeit intriguing to theoretical assumptions of moral development —
have found little support in media ethics research, specifically when measured by
the DIT. Other criticisms of these seminal works include the limited depictions of
actual behavior and a monist perspective of moral development, reflective of Kohl-
berg’s belief that the one irreducible and basic element of morality is justice. A brief
review of these limitations follows, accompanied by research recommendations in
“New pathways.”

The analyses of cognitive development in children, college students and profes-
sional adults include limited depictions of actual behavior, i.e., the influence moral
development has on moral action. Furthermore, high levels of moral reasoning don’t
guarantee moral behavior. Rest and colleagues’ four-component model is the authors’
attempt at synthesizing the “multiplicity of approaches, constructs, and phenomena”
abundant in moral psychology literature to better depict the inner psychological pro-
cesses that collectively influence observable behavior (1999: 100). “The basic idea ...
is that various (four) inner psychological process together give rise to outwardly
observable behavior,” which are:
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1. moral sensitivity — interpreting the situation, including how various actions
would affect the parties concerned, imagining cause-effect chains of events, and
being aware that there is a moral problem when one exists;

2. moral judgment — judging which action would be most justifiable in a moral sense;

3. moral motivation — (the degree of commitment to) taking a moral course of
action, valuing moral values over other values, and taking personal responsibil-
ity for moral outcomes;

4, moral character — persisting in a moral task, having courage, overcoming
fatigue and temptations, and implementing subroutines that serve as moral goal
(1999: 101).

Guided by the four-component model, Lee and colleagues (2016) surveyed journal-
ists working at large media outlets to investigate the relationship, characterized as a
gap, between intention and behavior in journalism ethics, and how and why norms
influence ethics in different contexts. Based on assumption that ethical behavior is
normative, and our coexistence is social, the authors suggested that social norms
have the most influence on moral behavior, which come in two forms: descriptive
and injunctive. Descriptive norms are “our perception of whether other people,
particularly those who are important to us, are actually performing the behavior in
question” and injunctive norms are “our perception of what other people, particu-
larly those who are important to us, think we should, or ought to do with respect to
the behavior in question” (2016: 75; emphasis in original). The authors found that
descriptive norms accounted for 48% of the variance in ethical journalistic behaviors
more so than injunctive norms (28%). Lee and colleagues, therefore, concluded that
newsroom leaders should clearly state examples of unethical practices and that they
“must regularly recognize and share with their staff instances in which employees
(or other colleagues) have acted ethically,” which will reinforce descriptive norms
(2016: 81). Similarly, Bowen studied a morally exemplary public relations organiza-
tion that avoided the “morass” of immorality by “clearly spelling out expectations,
adhering to its ethics statement, providing ethics models and decision trees, training
employees on the use of these tools, rewarding ethical behavior, conducting internal
ethics surveys, and holding ethics performance reviews by superiors” (2004: 322).
The next limitation is the monist view of moral development. Kohlberg claimed
that the most advanced people in every time and place independently reach the same
moral principles, which arise at a natural end point depicting a universal progres-
sion in moral development (1981). However, scholars such as Liebert (1984) refute
Kohlberg’s assumption that moral judgment is universal and progressive, and others
suggest moral development should be studied from a pluralist perspective (Graham et
al. 2012). Liebert (1984) suggested that norms, standards and values as to what is good,
right, or moral vary widely from one culture to another, and as was presented earlier,
from one profession to another (e.g., Lieber 2008). Liebert (1984), therefore, supports
moral relativism from a cognitive-behavioral approach. Furthermore, Liebert was a
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proponent of understanding individual differences, and suggested that, “moral devel-
opment is a matter of learning what the moral standards and norms of one’s society
are, of determining how and when they are applied, including by whom, to whom, and
with which short-term and long-term consequences” (1984: 184; emphasis in original).
Base on the pluralist perspective, Graham and colleagues (2012) proposed a model
(moral foundations theory) to describe the foundations of morality as they relate to nativ-
ism (the suggestion that moral development is innate), cultural learning (innate moral
development is not one’s final draft, and moral development varies across cultures),
intuitionism (moral reasoning is deliberative and conscious) and pluralism (represent-
ing five, but not the only, foundations of morality: care/harm, fairness/cheating, loyalty/
betrayal, authority/subversion, sanctity/degradation). In part, their proposition is based
upon the need for clear definitions of moral judgment, moral intuition and moral rea-
soning, according to Haidt (2001). Haidt suggested that “moral judgment is caused by
quick moral intuitions, and is followed (when needed) by slow, ex-post facto moral rea-
soning” (2001: 5). Furthermore, Graham and Haidt believe in the “interlocking” nature
of moral systems, dependent upon social interaction occurring within and influenced
by one’s environmental context (2012: 14). Moral foundations theory aligns closely with
the concept of moral ecology, which suggests that moral action is an integration of self,
one’s surroundings, relevant skills and knowledge (Huff, Bernard & Frey, 2008). Simi-
larly, Doris and Stich were concerned with studying “natural contexts,” but cautioned
against experimental designs that empirically test moral motivations, because cogni-
tion and behavior are extraordinarily sensitive to the situations in which people are
embedded (2005: 122). Based upon these limitations and suggested frameworks, “New
pathways” will suggest ways in which empirical research can acknowledge multiple per-
spectives, by embedding data collection in experiences such as professional practice.

3 New pathways

A comprehensive understanding of moral judgment should come from a variety of
data gathering methods and theoretical perspectives. These are the sentiments of
Rest (1979) who advocated for multiple approaches to examining and understanding
moral development; sentiments that have been heeded by media ethicists and evi-
denced by works such as Plaisance’s Virtue in Media: The Moral Psychology of Excel-
lence in News and Public Relations. A mixed-method approach to moral psychology in
media ethics acknowledges various perspectives that should continue to be explored,
which is how the pursuit of moral psychology began: a crossroads of philosophy and
psychology. In this vein, the new pathways presented here are an exploration of meth-
odological and theoretical approaches, based upon and extending the work of media
scholars and ethicists that acknowledges the collaborative nature of this scholarship
and the media practices it represents.
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3.1 Life experiences and intervening factors of media professions

A comprehensive understanding of media practices is informed by the role and
influence of the self and organization, by examining personal and professional
identity situated in social experience. Previously, moral development had been cor-
related with formal education. However, moral development theories and media
ethics scholars acknowledge that development is more than a passage of time.
“Development involves the cumulative impact of people trying to construct moral
meaning in their lives in response to stimulating social experiences” (Rest 1999: 125).
Therefore, how might we understand moral development as a reflection of profes-
sional experiences, perhaps as a result of membership in professional groups? In a
moral reasoning experiment with 145 advertising practitioners, the authors found
an interaction effect between gender and identity priming, guided by the theory of
social identity that suggests people form memberships with those most like them,
which in turn shapes their identity including professional identity (Schauster, Fer-
rucci, Tandoc and Walker 2018). When primed with their professional advertising
identity, there were significant differences between moral reasoning scores for men
(39.31) versus women (37.50). By comparison, when not primed, men scored lower
(37.87) than females (44.53) leading the authors to two conclusions. First, women
suspend moral reasoning, much like Cunningham (2005) suggested, when asked to
think like an advertising executive, which suggests organizational socialization is
at play. Second, men are more likely than women to move up the ranks into leader-
ship positions, which is often accompanied by training, and therefore might serve as
an intervention and positively impact their moral reasoning. Both propositions are
explored further in the following section, “Organizational culture as life experience
and intervention.”

To understand moral development, and the role of identity in moral reason-
ing, future research should continue to examine the life experiences of media pro-
fessionals. This proposal is a continuation of Plaisance’s (2015) study of moral
exemplars, which among other methods, included the data collection of life expe-
riences via the life story interview. Life storys interviews are a qualitative, in-depth
and cross-disciplinary method, intended to guide a researcher through a subject’s
entire life course, including the moral experiences and psychology of the story-
teller (Atkinson 2002). The life story evolved from oral history, and from the work
of Henry Murray, who was one of the first to study individual lives to understand
personality development (Atkinson 2002), such as how openness to experience
is the personality trait most closely related to moral reasoning (McAdams 2009).
Much like personality, one’s identity is represented in the life story. Based upon
the work of Erikson, Blasi (1984) suggested that identity is rooted at the core of
one’s being, involves being true to oneself in action, through the honest rep-
resentation of one’s own understanding of reality, which surfaces in the life story.
Furthermore,
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[Stories] foster an unfolding of the self and help us to center and integrate ourselves by gaining
a clearer understanding of our experiences, our feelings about them, and their meaning for us.
The stories we tell of our lives bring order to our experiences and help us to view our lives both
subjectively and objectively at the same time while assisting us in forming our identities (Atkin-
son 2002: 122).

Blasi (1984) also suggested that identity mediates moral knowledge and practical moral decisi-
ons. The argument is “when identity comprises moral concerns or ideals, or when such concerns
are seen as central and essential to one’s self, one is said to have a moral identity” (Cervone and
Tripathi 2009: 40).

Typically, the life story lasts an hour or longer, which can be broken up across numer-
ous sessions, is conducted face-to-face, can be audio and video recorded, and is
transcribed resulting in a wealth of data (Atkinson 2002). Both Atkinson (2002) and
McAdams (2008) published a guide. However, Atkinson stresses the importance of the
life story flowing in the “words of the person telling it” (2002: 131). Plaisance (2015)
for example, transcribed interviews and thereafter the participants were asked to
identify which passages they didn’t want included in the analysis. Colby and Damon
stressed that the written representation of the life story should “establish the person’s
own perspective” (1992: 8).

The life story can be applied to study the moral psychology of media profession-
als in a variety of ways, which are proposed next. The first is an extension of existing
scholarship. The second is a new pathway that encompasses the intentions of the
life story, to capture experiences, but that also utilizes pre- and post-testing to better
understand potential intervening variables within the context of an organization as
experience.

3.1.1 Life experiences of media exemplars

Life stories can be employed to better understand media exemplars. Building off the
work of Colby and Damon, Plaisance utilized the life story, as one of several methods,
to better understand the “factors that make exemplary professionals tick” by spend-
ing “quality time listening to them talking about themselves, their work and their
values (2014; 2015: 39). Colby and Damon’s work examined the moral commitment of
23 extraordinary people. While the group wasn’t representative of media profession-
als (one participant did work as a journalist in some capacity), the findings depict
several key insights worthy of notation. Exemplars embraced a striking openness to
moral change. “The adult transitions of every moral exemplar chronicled in our study
have been marked by a quality of active receptiveness to progressive social influence
as well as by the process that we call the developmental transformation of goals”
(Colby and Damon 1992: 14). The authors also characterized the exemplars’ relia-
bility and simultaneous growth as the developmental paradox, which suggests that
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reliability and stability in exemplars’ moral commitments is influenced by the same
characteristics that influence lifelong change and growth. And while these individ-
uals are seen as leaders, their judgments draw heavily upon those closest to them.
Additional characteristics of these individuals included certainty and moral courage,
with exemplars willing to suffer sacrifices for their moral decisions; positivity and
faith, the former being a capacity to enable exemplars to endure circumstances that
most would find dispiriting; and the uniting of self and morality, suggesting that little
separation exists between one’s moral, personal and professional lives.

Of the 24 media exemplars Plaisance (2015) interviewed, identified by referrals
from organizations such as the American Society of News Editors, 12 were journalists
and 12 were public relations executives. McAdam’s (2008) life story format was uti-
lized, which includes seven sections. The life chapter asks the participant to think of
one’s life as a book or novel and to outline the chapters. Key scenes is an explanation
of one’s positive experiences (high point), negative experiences (low point), a turning
point that marks an important change, positive childhood memory, negative child-
hood memory, vivid adulthood memory, wisdom event, and a religious or spiritual
experience. Future script asks the participant to reflect upon and share dreams,
future plans or perhaps a life project. Challenges address general problems as well as
those related to health, loss, failure and regret. Personal ideology encompasses moral
values as well as religious, political and social ideologies. One’s life theme might be
a message extending throughout the life story. Finally, the concluding prompt is a
reflection of thoughts and feelings regarding the interview process and its potential
effect on the participant.

Key motivating features of moral exemplars in journalism and public relations
are explored in Virtue in Media: The Moral Psychology of Excellence in News and Public
Relations (Plaisance 2015). For example, journalism and public relations exemplars
were motivated in their work, and gained professional satisfaction by engaging in
public service, driven by their concern for the “common good” (p. 109). Plaisance,
much like Colby and Damon (1992), also found evidence of virtues such as moral
courage, a sense of duty when faced with adversity, which was depicted in their
personal and professional lives. However, media exemplars also exhibited egoistic
traits such as elitism, entitlement and exceptionalism (2015). These are just a few key
findings. However, a full reading of Virtue in Media is encouraged so that the reader
might gain a full appreciation for the themes and nuances detailing the exemplars’
life experiences.

To date, moral psychology in media ethics research highlights the education and
practice of journalism in the U.S. While additional research in other media profes-
sions exist (e.g., Cunningham 2005; Loomis 2008), as well as in other countries (e.g.,
Correa 2009), expansive exploration is needed. Studies of moral exemplars in media
need to continue contributing to an understanding of virtuous behavior in media
and extend the examination of life experiences to include those yet to be explored.
For example, ethical problems of deception, perpetuating stereotypes and targeting
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vulnerable groups of people persist in advertising. And business practices such as
the inability to conform to regulations only exacerbate perceptions of the advertis-
ing industry as morally immature. The Federal Trade Commission (FTC) released new
standards for labeling native advertising “advertisement” after holding a conference
discussing native advertising’s lack of transparency (Levi 2015). Yet, according to a
report from MediaRadar, 70% of websites publishing native content aren’t complying
with these standards (Swant 2016). While these statistics illuminate ethical problems
in practice, a question that arises in response to these concerns is, how might we
apply Kohlberg’s theory of moral reasoning to better understand why individuals and
organizations fail to comply with industry regulations?

And while ethical problems persist, it’s important to explore and learn from
ethical role models and the socially responsible practices of the industry. Because
simultaneously, moral behavior exists. For example, brand activism is on the rise,
which is in response to consumer support for companies, products and brands
that act environmentally and socially responsible (Sustainable Brands 2015;
Mintel 2015). Companies such as Patagonia use its brand platform and network
of stakeholders to speak out against issues, such as in response to President
Trump’s reduction of federal land protection (e.g., https://www.instagram.
com/p/BcTKr6X1618/?hl=en&taken-by=patagonia), or to encourage behavior,
such as avoiding food sources that impact climate change (e.g., https://www.
patagoniaprovisions.com/pages/unbroken-ground). What’s occurring in practice,
in an ever-evolving industry with a ubiquitous presence, has implications for
advancing moral reasoning theory. According to a recent study, and since scores
were last measured in 2005 (Cunningham 2005), advertising practitioners’ DIT
moral reasoning scores have increased from 31.64 to 39.27 (Schauster et al. 2018).
While informative and encouraging, these two studies provide a limited perspective
for media ethics scholarship.

Therefore, the first new pathway is the study of moral exemplars in media prac-
tices where relatively little is known, such as in advertising, marketing communica-
tions, and emerging practices therein. Advertising is critical to the global economy
(Ahner 2007), and the industry is comprised of agencies and advertisers, consum-
ers and regulating agencies that often take ethical practices seriously (Synder 2016).
Future research might apply the life story interview and measures of moral reasoning,
such as the DIT, to respond to questions such as:

1. what levels of moral reasoning are representative of various roles in advertising,
such as account executives, creatives, and media planners, and for those with
high visibility and responsibility such organizational leaders;

2. to what extent do leaders in advertising possess greater moral reasoning skills
than advertising professionals in general, journalists, public relations profes-
sionals, and the general public;

3. what psychological traits describe leaders in advertising;

4. what characteristics do leaders possess as depicted by their life story;
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5. how have life experiences contributed to their philosophies of leadership and
ethics;

6. and in what ways can we learn from these characteristics and experiences and
encourage the spread of exemplary behavior?

In addition to understanding moral reasoning, responses to questions 4) and 6),
when answered by applying the life story interview, will assist in providing a develop-
mental perspective. The proposed new pathway acknowledges that moral reasoning,
influenced by life experiences occurring over time, evolves over time. Future research
should also examine how one’s character develops over time. This line of question-
ing extends the philosophical notions of character, pondered by philosophers based
upon empirical findings (e.g., Sinnott-Armstrong and Miller 2017; Solomon 2005:
Doris 2002 as cited in Solomon 2005), who suggest that character is dynamic and
in response to the social influences of one’s environment. “Virtue ethics requires a
solid notion of character, but not a fixed and permanent notion of character” (Solomon
2005; p. 651; emphasis in original). According to Solomon (2005), character is solid
and impermanent; solid in that a person with good character can stand up to adversity
and impermanent in that one need not solely act autonomously, but instead responds
to challenges with emotional reasoning, in light of social influences, versus practical
reasoning alone. Finally, this proposed research suggests we understand how moral
reasoning and character might impact others through role modelling and processes
of socialization, which further extends Plaisance’s work with journalists and public
relations practitioners, bringing us closer to understanding virtue ethics in media.

Finally, to understand the moral reasoning and life experiences of advertis-
ing practitioners, it’s important to include those managing and influencing ethical
decision-making from the client-side. Collectively, advertising and public relations, and
the clients they serve, are referred to as marketing communications (marcom). Much
like public relations, advertising professionals respond to multiple and oftentimes con-
flicting loyalties such as to their employer and to the client. Not only does the advertiser,
serving as an agency’s client, place certain demands on an advertising agency — such
as how to service the client’s account including what to say, to whom, when and how —
the client often manages the account according to its own set of ethical standards, not
to mention legal regulations. Marcom roles to examine in the future might include mar-
keting managers, brand managers and chief marketing officers, to name a few.

3.1.2 Organizational culture as life experience and intervention
Rest was concerned with studying “real life” experiences by suggesting that “... the
usefulness of a moral judgment construct is the demonstration of its crucial role in

explaining real life decision-making” (1979: 258). Rest also emphasized the relation-
ship real life experiences have with other factors, thus complicating the relationship
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of variables, so that “simple, linear correlations cannot be expected” (260). Therefore,
a mixed-method approach to moral psychology, begins to clarify the “range of influ-
ences that encourage or prevent moral action” (Plaisance 2015: 1).

Life stories are one method of a proposed mixed-method approach for the under-
standing of individuals’ experiences. The life story, along with other methods of moral
psychology, focus on an individual level of analysis. However, media ethics research
has also acknowledged organizational influences on moral decision making such as
Plaisance’s (2014; 2015) examination of workplace climate, and an organizational eth-
nography that suggest two leaders of an advertising agency, including both their amoral
intentions for the agency and subsequent virtuous behavior, influenced both moral
myopia and moral awareness (Schauster 2015). Understanding and applying the various
concepts of moral psychology and organizational culture might allow future research to
account for these contextualized and often conflicting professional experiences.

An organization is a “dynamic system of organizational members, influenced by
external stakeholders, who communicate within and across organizational structures
in a purposeful and ordered way to achieve a superordinate goal” (Keyton 2005: 10).
As a result of working toward these goals, and solving the problems that arise, people
learn the shared basic assumptions and values that define organizational culture and
represent what people hold to be important and true (Schein 1990), which is often
times passed down from leaders. This process is known as organizational learning.
Organizational learning is described as socialization, a process that implicitly and
explicitly instructs new members how to make sense of their environment and experi-
ences therein and subsequently model behavior (Gabriel 1999; 2000). Spitzeck (2009)
argued that organizations, as embedded members of a social context, can also learn
from critical external stakeholders, such as in response to a crisis. In addition, learn-
ing can occur from observing organizational artifacts (Keyton 2005; Schein 1990)
such as codes of conduct. Codes of ethical conduct are “systematic descriptions and
articulations of the organization’s formal position with regard to values and ethical
positions,” which provide moral guidance for and limits on behavior (Seeger 1997:
191). Ethics codes also serve as a normative framework, which practitioners perceive
as helpful (Lee and Cheng 2012).

The influence of organizations, including pressure from external stakeholders,
processes of socialization, and the emphasis placed on codes of conduct are three
possible factors that might impact the moral reasoning of media professionals. One
way to understand this impact is as an organizational intervention. The DIT, as a
pre- and post-test measure, has been used to show sensitivity to moral education
interventions in academia (e.g., Auger and Gee 2016; Rest et al. 1999). To what extent
do processes of socialization, such as leaders training new employees, and codes of
ethics, serve as an intervention impacting moral reasoning? Further exploration of
organizational contexts and processes as intervening variables is needed. A proposed
new pathway would explore organizational processes as intervening variables by
measuring the moral development of organizational members involved in informal
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and formal processes of socialization, such as ethics training, and by collecting
observational data of organizational culture and the socialization processes therein.
For example, while multiple codes exist for industries and organizations therein,
the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ) code is well known and received in the
field of journalism (Slattery 2016). An organizational/intervention study might collect
observational data of a newsroom whose employees are members of SP]. Observation
would be conducted and focused on aspects of organizational culture such as leader-
ship, philosophies of leadership, interaction between editors and newly hired staff,
formal and informal programs for socializing new members, organizational values
espoused and enacted, and the role of ethics therein. In addition, moral reasoning
could be measured by the DIT longitudinally (e.g., beginning of employment, in one
year, two years, etc.), as well as prior to and after the organizational intervention such
as ethics training and exposure to SPJ’s code of ethics.

As previously noted, in general, moral reasoning does not always result in moral
behavior, and in media ethics literature, empirical evidence is sparse. Therefore,
studying the adherence to ethical codes and guidelines provides an opportunity to
examine moral behavior enacted in media practices as they evolve. In addition, while
more and more practices are merging online and nearly all have digital formats, it’s
important to explore these emerging practices and how moral reasoning may be
involved in decision making. For example, according to Business Insider, native adver-
tising is projected to reach $21 billion in revenue in 2018 and involves the industries
of journalism, public relations and advertising.? To what extent are guidelines related
to emerging practice incorporated into ethics training, such as the Federal Trade
Commission’s native advertising guidelines,* and how might these codes, as part of a
training intervention, impact moral reasoning related to these practices? And while
overall businesses are failing to comply with these guidelines (Swant 2016), what’s
the rate of compliance to these codes among businesses that offer formal training
versus those that do not?

Finally, organizational experiences are complicated, often involving multiple
duties and conflicting loyalties. However, moral reasoning measures such as the DIT,
which attempt to illuminate the complexity of moral reasoning through a rating and
ranking process, are arguably dependent on a narrowly structured deontological
framework. To what extent can a moral reasoning measure address influential factors
such as conflicting loyalties, and influential processes such as duty to act versus con-
sequences of action? How might these measures complement or contradict our under-
standing of virtuous character and development of character over time relative to

3 For more on this topic, see American Behavioral Scientist’s 60(12) special issue: Native advertising
and the future of mass communication.
4 The FTC’s guidelines can be retrieved at https://www.ftc.gov/tips-advice/business-center/guidan-
ce/native-advertising-guide-businesses
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professional practice, which is a reflection of organizational processes such as sociali-
zation and professional training? Moreover, how might we understand the hierarchical
nature of moral reasoning to better understand, as well as predict, when practitioners
might suspend moral reasoning they possess (e.g., Cunningham, 2005)? Exploring
these questions from various methodological and theoretical perspectives might lead
us closer to capturing the “real life” ethical experiences of media practitioners.

3.1.3 New pathways summary

These are just a few questions and suggested approaches to better understand moral
reasoning situated in and influenced by life experiences. As media practices continue
to evolve, it’s important to consider the seminal works of moral psychology and how
they too could evolve to examine new and emerging practices. It’s also important to
understand the theoretical and methodological limitations so that new frameworks
and new research pathways can continue to advance our understanding of moral rea-
soning in an evolving and dynamic professional landscape.

Further reading

While there might not be agreement on moral development (Goree 2000), media
ethicists have much to gain by beginning their moral psychology inquiry with a
reading of the seminal works of Jean Piaget and Lawrence Kohlberg (e.g., Kohlberg
1975; Piaget 1965). These readings provide both an epistemological perspective, how
youth were observed and what justifications they provided to rationalize decision
making, and an ontological perspective, the three levels and six stages that charac-
terize moral reasoning still used today. The work of Rest and colleagues would be the
sequential reading that provides an overview of how the Defining Issues Test (DIT)
was developed utilizing Kohlberg’s six stages, as well as tested for reliability, and
applied across population segments including generational, educational and pro-
fessional segments (e.g., Rest et al. 1977). Applications of the DIT are prevalent in
media ethics scholarship, but two important books to consult that will inform inten-
tions for and the design of your own moral psychology and media ethics study are
Wilkins and Coleman (2005), which provides a historical overview of moral psychol-
ogy preceding their study with 249 journalists and 65 advertising professionals (Cun-
ningham 2005), and Plaisance (2015). In addition to cogently detailing the study’s
mixed-method design utilizing life story interview and survey, Plaisance (2015) ded-
icates six chapters to the robust findings including a profile of media exemplars in
journalism and public relations, as well as themes represented in the qualitative data
that point to virtue, which he breaks out in subsequent chapters, such as exemplars
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possessing moral courage and humility. Finally, to inform future moral psychology
research, it’s important to understand the limitations of both theory and method.
Regarding theory, the work of Gilligan (1982) critiques Kohlberg’s focus on male chil-
dren and proposes a model of female moral development centered more on care than
on justice. Regarding method, the work of Graham and Haidt (2012) and Graham and
colleagues (2012) advocates for a pluralist approach to studying moral psychology
that acknowledges the role of various influential factors including one’s identity, as
well as one’s surroundings such as an organizational environment and the social
interactions that occur therein.
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7 Theorizing the Ambitions, Opportunities,
and Limitations of Democratic Dialogue

Abstract: Discourse ethics offers an ambitious, if controversial, framework for
evaluating the degree to which discursive exchanges follow basic rules of dialogic
reasoning in pursuit of moral judgment. These rules include incorporating the partic-
ipation and views of all affected by an issue, affording each perspective equal weight
regardless of standing or authority external to the exchange, and permitting relatively
unrestrained participation in the deliberation that leads to mutual understanding of a
common good. Jiirgen Habermas and Karl-Otto Apel have developed the foundational
theoretical accounts of discourse ethics, which have in turn sparked spirited debate
among critics who find discourse ethics to be unrealistically idealistic, to perpetu-
ate harmful exclusions in democratic polities, and to limit democratic dialogue to
the objective of consensus. Despite ongoing disagreements about the feasibility and
preferability of discourse ethics, the framework has nonetheless informed important
scholarship in a variety of communication fields and related academic disciplines,
including work on clinical psychology, journalism, digital and online communica-
tion, pedagogy, philosophy, and social scientific inquiry.

Keywords: Karl-Otto Apel, communicative action, deliberative democracy, Jiirgen
Habermas, moral reasoning, philosophy of communication, public sphere

Imagine a scenario in which a group of socially united but not necessarily likeminded
people have to reach agreement about what should be done regarding an issue for
which there is no preexisting general consensus. This group has many options at their
disposal for ending conflicts of opinion and determining a course of action: they could
appeal to relevant structures of authority, identifying some leader or small subgroup
with higher status than the others who can be charged with mandating a solution
to the issue. Alternately, they could institute some sort of voting protocol, wherein
all members of the group receive the opportunity to record their preferences, those
individual preferences are aggregated, and the decision for the group is determined
by the preference that receives the largest share of support. The group could work to
reach some compromise, with some gaining the compliance of others by virtue of a
promised tradeoff or reward separate from the issue at hand. In the least desirable
case, the group may eliminate the conflict between their incompatible views by coerc-
ing some to adopt the position supported by others, either through physical force,
manipulation, or dishonesty.

The preceding scenarios illustrate for us a range of options available for nego-
tiating the conditions of contemporary life that present us with conflicting views of

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110466034-007
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the right course of action in the absence of any universally accepted metanarratives
supplying the answers for us. Yet none of these approaches utilizes communication
to its fullest, relying on it not just as a means of coordinating action but as a consti-
tutive force generating grounds for identification that might bridge the divisions that
generate conflict. Discourse ethics, a framework initially articulated by Karl-Otto Apel
(1990) and developed most systematically by Jiirgen Habermas (1990; 1994; 1996;
2005), provides what is perhaps a more appealing — though certainly not universally
accepted — option to those inclined to turn to communication as a means for trans-
forming conflict and pursuing its resolution.

In its most basic form, discourse ethics is a framework that pursues moral judg-
ment and action through dialogic, rather than monologic, reasoning. Viewing our
opening hypothetical scenario through a discourse ethics lens, a community at odds
over the morally supportable resolution of a particular issue will engage one another
in argumentation and reason giving, expressing their individual points of view on the
topic and refining their common understanding of both the issue and its potential res-
olution through the give-and-take of public dialogue. In its ideal form, this dialogue
will include all who are affected by the issue and give each of their perspectives equal
weight so that it is not previously established forms of authority that carry the day
but instead the force of the better argument, in Habermas’s (1975: 108) often repeated
phrasing. If participants follow basic rules governing the discursive exchange —
guaranteeing open access, unrestricted participation, and equitable consideration
of all points of view — they resolve the conflict within their community through the
generation of mutual understanding and voluntary consent to a norm vetted through
deliberation and deemed valid by all.

This chapter aims to introduce readers to the key figures, conversations, and con-
troversies of discourse ethics. I begin by exploring the social and structural condi-
tions that, according to the proponents of discourse ethics, necessitate a new ethical
framework grounded in communicative practice. Next, I review Habermas’s model
of discourse ethics, paying particular attention to the philosophical justification he
offers for it and the procedural requirements entailed by his model. I then turn to both
the critiques and applications of the discourse ethics framework, surveying some of
the predominant charges leveled against discourse ethics before exploring the range
of applications scholars have imagined for it. I conclude by reflecting on the model’s
possible future applications and ongoing relevance.

1 (Why) do we need discourse ethics?

If we were to articulate the impetus for Habermas’s discourse ethics enterprise in a
single inquiry, it might best be represented in this way: in conditions where there are
multiple, incompatible, yet equally plausible conceptions of the good vying for public
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acceptance, how do we resolve conflicts without resorting to violence? Habermas’s
answer, in its simplest form, is that we turn to communication. But communication
can and does at times only serve to return us to those same irresolvable conflicts over
competing conceptions of the good or even sharpen those divisions; conceived as a
neutral channel of transmission for normative content, communication in any form
cannot suffice to resolve the problems that arise in pluralistic society. For this reason,
Habermas rejects the notion that communication is no more than a neutral channel
for transmitting normative content and instead investigates the norms inherent to
“communicative processes and forms of life [that] have certain structural features in
common” (2005: 40). Because “these features harbor normative contents that could
provide a basis for shared orientations,” Habermas theorizes that communicative
action oriented toward generating mutual understanding potentially produces soli-
darity across the fragmentary conditions of late modernity.

Habermas identifies these conditions as a “predicament in which the members of
any moral community find themselves when, in making the transition to a modern,
pluralistic society, they find themselves faced with the dilemma that though they
still argue with reasons about moral judgments and beliefs, their substantive back-
ground consensus on the underlying moral norms has been shattered” (2005: 39).
Discourse ethics does not attempt to rehabilitate the normative authority of any par-
ticular substantive background consensus, but it does articulate the means by which
an alternative consensus can be substituted by investigating the universally shared
presuppositions of participants in moral argumentation. As such, it articulates an
alternative to “settl[ing] questions concerning the normative regulation of our every-
day coexistence by open or covert force — by coercion, influence, or the power of the
stronger interest” (Habermas 1994: 151). Discourse ethics opts instead for identifying
conditions under which we may come to agreement on such questions of normative
regulation collaboratively and consensually. This requires moving beyond simply
pursuing our individual or group interests because “we can’t expect to find a gener-
ally binding answer when we ask what is good for me or for us or for them; instead,
we must ask what is equally good for all” (Habermas 1994: 151).

Given the highly abstract nature of Habermas’s inquiry and a style of writing pre-
occupied with philosophical nuance over rhetorical flair, it is perhaps too easy to lose
track of the sense of urgency with which Habermas proposes his account of discourse
ethics. He concludes Moral Consciousness and Communicative Action (1990) with
what he recognizes as a potentially pessimistic admission: that moral theory alone
cannot be expected to solve all the dilemmas we currently face, nor can it generate
substantive insight on our most pressing issues.

What moral theory can do and should be trusted to do is to clarify the universal core of our
moral intuitions and thereby to refute value skepticism. ... By singling out a procedure of deci-
sion making, it seeks to make room for those involved, who must then find answers on their
own to the moral-practical issues that come at them, or are imposed upon them, with objective
historical force (Habermas 1990: 211).
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Thus discourse ethics gives us the tools and normative orientations for moral argu-
mentation, but it charges us with using them to engage practical issues demanding
novel solutions. Habermas identifies four major issues whose contemporary urgency
should compel us to collaborate in the pursuit of their resolution: global hunger and
poverty, torture and violations of human dignity, economic precarity and inequality,
and the potential for nuclear annihilation. Because no objectively compelling moral
answers pre-exist our deliberation to solve problems such as these, Habermas offers
discourse ethics as one means of grappling together with these most important dilem-
mas in pursuit of the normative answers the model itself cannot provide.

2 The Habermasian model of discourse ethics

With discourse ethics, Habermas seeks to transform a Kantian conception of mono-
logic practical reason into a dialogic model that accommodates the incommensurabil-
ity of visions of the good characterizing pluralistic societies. William Rehg (1997: 31)
describes four key characteristics of discourse ethics that constitute its fundamental
Kantian orientation despite its divergence from monological contemplation. Namely,
discourse ethics is deontological, formal, cognitivist, and universalist. It is deonto-
logical because it attaches morality to the communicative acts that follow the rules
of ideal speech. It is formal in the sense that it outlines a procedure rather than spec-
ifying the substantive content to be produced by practical discourse. It is cognitiv-
ist because it examines practical discourse and in its rational structure identifies an
analogous relationship between a claim of normative validity and a claim of factual
validity. And finally, discourse ethics is universalist because it purports to articulate
formal procedures that transcend the particularities of individual cultures.

Habermas specifies two principles as the foundation of discourse ethics: the now
famous (U) and (D) principles. The principle of universalization, or (U), clarifies the
criteria by which we can distinguish morally valid norms and those that fail to achieve
moral validity. The principle of discourse, noted as (D), roots the validity of norms in
their vetting by the process of practical reason manifest in communicative exchanges.
These two key principles form the cornerstone of discourse ethics and clarify its most
important commitments; as such, each merits further exploration.

The principle of universalization (U) is described by Habermas as the condition
that must be fulfilled for a norm to be considered valid:

(U) All affected can accept the consequences and the side effects its general observance can be
anticipated to have for the satisfaction of everyone’s interests (and these consequences are pre-
ferred to those of known alternative possibilities for regulation) (Habermas 1990: 65).

What Habermas identifies as universal, therefore, is not any particular normative
content but instead the process by which we expect to validate the norms on which
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our arguments rest. Such validity claims emerge in the type of action Habermas calls
communicative action, which remains distinct from strategic action.

Strategic action involves the use of incentives, penalties, or other forms of influ-
ence and force to gain compliance. Hence we encounter strategic action when “one
actor seeks to influence the behavior of another by means of the threat of sanctions or
the prospect of gratification in order to cause the interaction to continue as the first
actor desires” (Habermas 1990: 58; Habermas 1984: 237-337). Notice here that Haber-
mas is directing our attention to types of human interaction in which the participants
have already formed their perspectives and preferences prior to encountering one
another; in this way, strategic action negates the potentially constitutive power of its
counterpart, communicative action, to transform perspective and preference through
achieving intersubjectivity.

In contrast, communicative action occurs “when the participants coordinate
their plans of action consensually, with the agreement reached at any point being
evaluated in terms of the intersubjective recognition of validity claims” (Habermas
1990: 58). In communicative action, then, there is not the individual pursuit of influ-
ence and advantage. Instead, participants seek mutual understanding by virtue of
three types of validity claims, involving

claims to truth, claims to rightness, and claims to truthfulness, according to whether the
speaker refers to something in the objective world (as the totality of existing states of affairs), to
something in the shared social world (as the totality of the legitimately regulated interpersonal
relationships of a social group), or to something in his own subjective world (as the totality of
experiences to which one has privileged access) (Habermas 1990: 58).

While communicative action entails all three types of validity claims, discourse ethics
and the justification of (U) develops out of a concern with the second type of validity
claim discussed above, namely the claim to normative rightness.

Here Habermas builds his case on the distinction between claims to truth and
claims to rightness. Claims to truth, he argues, have a direct correspondence to a
pre-existing state of affairs that we can apprehend more or less objectively; in other
words, we warrant our factual validity claims with the implicit guarantee that if they
fail the test of accuracy, they lose their validity. We might be tempted to think that
normative validity claims operate in the same way, relying for their legitimacy on the
accurate reflection of norms currently embraced by a given society. But Habermas is
careful to draw a distinction: where “states of affairs, for their part, must be assumed
to exist independently of whether we formulate them by means of true propositions
or not,” the same independence of existence and articulation cannot be said to exist
for norms, which are produced and reproduced through language (1990: 61). In fact,
we see an important difference when we compare “the social fact that a norm is inter-
subjectively recognized and its worthiness to be recognized” (Habermas 1990: 61). In
other words, for Habermas, the status of intersubjective recognition in one context
does not guarantee normative validity in all contexts. This difference necessitates a
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principle that can help us keep conceptually distinct the factual acceptance of spe-
cific norms as valid in particular contexts and the general conditions a norm must
fulfill to be considered valid. Habermas offers (U) as that principle capable of making
such a distinction.

But (U) alone does not suffice to outline the characteristics of communication
able to produce a norm meeting its demanding requirements. When we turn to ques-
tions of process or procedure, we need an additional principle, what Habermas calls
the principle of discourse (D), to help us conceptualize a model of communication
capable of producing a norm meeting the expectations of (U):

(D) Only those norms can claim to be valid that meet (or could meet) with the approval of all
affected in their capacity as participants in a practical discourse (Habermas 1990: 66).

To substantiate the necessary discursive procedures that follow from (D), Habermas
turns to Alexy’s enumeration of key rules participants must follow. These concern
the access granted to those who would take part, the types of contributions to be
accommodated, and the conditions structuring the discursive exchange. Habermas
(1990: 89) offers these rules not just as conventions governing ideal speech but as
the presuppositions of those who engage in communicative action for the purpose of
reaching mutual understanding. His first rule states that “Every subject with the com-
petence to speak and act is allowed to take part in a discourse,” which necessitates
the following qualifications:

a. Everyone is allowed to question any assertion whatever.
b. Everyone is allowed to introduce any assertion whatever into the discourse.
c. Everyone is allowed to express his attitudes, desires, and needs (Habermas 1990: 89).

In light of these stipulations, a final rule comes into play: “No speaker may be pre-
vented, by internal or external coercion, from exercising his rights” in accordance
with the preceding rules (Habermas 1990: 89). Habermas later revises these rules in
the following form:

(i) that nobody who could make a relevant contribution may be excluded; (ii) that all participants
are granted an equal opportunity to make contributions; (iii) that the participants must mean
what they say; and (iv) that communication must be freed from external and internal coercion so
that the “yes” or “no” stances that participants adopt on criticizable validity claims are motiva-
ted solely by the rational force of the better reasons (2005: 43).

What do these stipulations of discursive process accomplish? Habermas contends that
they allow interlocutors to engage in communicative exchanges organized around the
shared objective of “cooperative competition for the better argument, where the ori-
entation to the goal of a communicatively reached agreement unites the participants
from the outset” (Habermas 2005: 44). Moreover, they ensure that the discussions
that generate action on the basis of normative assent remain public and open to all
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interested and affected parties. They prohibit the intrusion of force or fraud, thereby
preserving the voluntary consent of any agreement that emerges. They demand that
neither majority nor minority perspectives are excluded from consideration, and they
generate a solidarity among participants in the form of collaborative communicative
action.

3 Key characteristics of discourse ethics

Having reconstructed Habermas’s model of discourse ethics and his basic philosoph-
ical justification for it, I want to direct readers’ attention to several key characteristics
of discourse ethics that set it apart from other ethical frameworks. These features help
distinguish discourse ethics but may be lost when we focus too exclusively either on
Habermas’s philosophical grounding of the model or on the specifics of the delibera-
tive procedures it outlines. There are five defining characteristics of discourse ethics
that deserve greater exploration: its (1) dialogical nature, (2) public setting, (3) partic-
ipatory operation, (4) combination of the universal and the particular, and (5) engage-
ment with embodied, everyday experiences.

First, discourse ethics is dialogical and deliberative rather than monological. In
other words, discourse ethics entails a reasoning process that cannot be carried out in
the silence of individual contemplation or the generic reflection behind John Rawls’s
(1999: 15-19) veil of ignorance; instead, the status of ethically valid conclusions
depends on their production in the intersubjective process of reason-giving between
deliberators. Habermas clarifies that “it is not sufficient, therefore, for one person to
test whether he can will the adoption of a contested norm after considering the con-
sequences and the side effects that would occur if all persons followed that norm or
whether every other person in an identical position could will the adoption of such a
norm” (1990: 65). This sort of thought experiment approach to contemplating the per-
spectives of others does not suffice to meet the validity criteria of (D), which requires
the actual exchange of reasons by participants in practical discourse.

Second, discourse ethics is public rather than private. This second characteris-
tics stems from the first and also connects with Habermas’s (1989) earlier work on
the critical publicity of the bourgeois public sphere. Ethical discourse cannot take
place behind closed doors, limiting participation to those who have access to private
spaces or communities. Instead, Habermas’s model of discourse ethics requires essen-
tially open participation by all who are affected, interested, and inclined to join in
the deliberation. Moreover, the exchange of reasons must be relatively transparent so
that all may judge and respond as they see fit. T. Gregory Garvey (2000) explains that
for Habermas and his model of discourse ethics, transparency ensures that the issues
under discussion can be taken up by all; this only occurs to the extent that no aspect
of the deliberation is hidden from participants, whether through secrecy or linguistic
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distortion. In contrast to Kant’s sense of universalism, which is justified by the assump-
tion that all reasoning people can arrive at the same conclusion independently, Haber-
mas’s “principle of universalization requires that norms be legitimated in the crucible
of a pluralistic public sphere” (Garvey 2000: 372). As such, discourse ethics requires
publicity. Secrecy and privacy strip deliberation of its ethical potential.

Third, discourse ethics is participatory. Its emphasis on process means that a
norm, lacking consensus produced through deliberation, cannot formally be consid-
ered moral. The same norm, having been deliberated and deemed acceptable by all,
then earns moral standing by virtue of the participation and assent of the deliberators
(McAfee 2008: 163-165). So it is not the specific content of the norm that establishes
its moral standing so much as the testing and interrogation of the norm through the
process of discursive engagement. David Ingram (1993) explains the participatory
requirement of discourse ethics in terms of the legitimating process it requires to be
carried out: “What is decisive in the legitimation of laws and policies is not that they
are chosen as the most effective means for satisfying general interests” — in other
words, the particulars of the consensus produced by deliberation is not the most
important consideration — “but that they are adopted in accordance with an approxi-
mately fair procedure” (Ingram 1993: 295). Because the procedures of discourse ethics
cannot guarantee the value of any particular outcome, it emphasizes the importance
of adopting a process built on the valuation of equality, respect, reciprocity, freedom
of speech, and freedom from coercion.

Fourth, discourse ethics marries the universal and the particular. Discourse ethics
refrains from making substantive universal prescriptions; it recognizes that in condi-
tions of pluralism there can be no one answer to questions of the good, nor does it
aim to produce singular norms that can persist across all cultures and eras. Discourse
ethics recognizes the variety of conceptions of the good emerging across and within
cultures, and yet it still asserts a universality of process — in other words, it identi-
fies how norms particular to individual contexts are engaged discursively through a
process common to all. As Habermas clarifies:

The principle of discourse ethics (D) makes reference to a procedure, namely the discursive
redemption of normative claims to validity. To that extent discourse ethics can properly be cha-
racterized as formal, for it provides no substantive guidelines but only a procedure: practical
discourse. Practical discourse is not a procedure for generating justified norms but a procedure
for testing the validity of norms that are being proposed and hypothetically considered for adop-
tion. That means that practical discourses depend on content brought to them from outside. It
would be utterly pointless to engage in a practical discourse without a horizon provided by the
lifeworld of a specific social group and without real conflicts in a concrete situation in which the
actors consider it incumbent upon them to reach a consensual means of regulating some contro-
versial social matter (Habermas 1990: 103).

As we will see later in the chapter, even this qualified universality sets some critics
firmly in opposition to the discourse ethics framework.

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

Theorizing the Ambitions, Opportunities, and Limitations of Democratic Dialogue =— 129

Finally, discourse ethics is grounded in everyday intuition and embodied per-
spective. Put simply, to apprehend moral phenomena, we have to occupy a par-
ticipant’s perspective, not one of an abstract or universal viewpoint alone. In the
context of discussing P. F. Strawson’s account of ethical consciousness, Habermas
notes that “the objectivating attitude of the nonparticipant observer annuls the com-
municative roles of I and thou, the first and second persons, and neutralizes the
realm of moral phenomena as such. The third-person attitude causes this realm of
phenomena to vanish” (1990: 46-47). Far from expecting participants to adopt a
disembodied or transcendent vantage point, discourse ethics requires participants
to embrace a requirement of radical transparency because “the legitimacy of the dis-
course itself, as well as its ability to enhance our autonomy, depends on our ability
to make our most private motives accessible to the scrutiny of other people” (Garvey
2000: 375).

These key characteristics of discourse ethics — that it is dialogical, public, partic-
ipatory, simultaneously universal and particular, and grounded in embodied, every-
day experiences — illustrate its conceptual complexity and open it up to a variety of
critiques.

4 Critiques of discourse ethics

Habermas has developed his conception of discourse ethics across many itera-
tions, often in conversation with his critics’ objections. His “Remarks on Discourse
Ethics” (Habermas 1994: 19-111) offers a revised explanation — as he notes, “in an
unsystematic fashion” — that takes the form of an essay organized around the crit-
icisms made by his most prominent critics. These critiques engage, among others,
the common themes of unrealistic idealism, negative repercussions and exclu-
sions, and the insufficiency of consensus as an organizing objective for discourse
ethics.

First, Habermas is frequently criticized for proposing a hopelessly idealistic model
of discourse ethics, one so generalized it no longer resembles the actual practices
of everyday participants. Seyla Benhabib (1994: 35) identifies this strand of critique
with the perspective of “institutionalists and realists [who] consider this discourse
model to be hopelessly naive, maybe even dangerous in its seemingly plebiscitary
and anti-institutional implications.” The unfortunate choice of the term “ideal speech
situation,” present in his earlier writings and abandoned in the later ones, no doubt
made his theories an easy target at which to level this critique. Of course, Habermas
recognizes that the ideal speech situation is just that — ideal in the sense of entailing
unattainable standards in real-world practice. Participants in actually occurring prac-
tical discourse cannot reasonably be expected to achieve the ideal criteria set forth in
his model, namely because
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Discourses take place in particular social contexts and are subject to the limitations of time and
space. Their participants are not Kant’s intelligible characters but real human beings driven by
other motives in addition to the one permitted motive of the search for truth. Topics and contri-
butions have to be organized. The opening, adjournment, and resumption of discussions must
be arranged. Because of all these factors, institutional measures are needed to sufficiently neut-
ralize empirical limitations and avoidable internal and external interference so that the idealized
conditions always already presupposed by participants in argumentation can at least be adequa-
tely approximated (Habermas 1990: 92).

Yet Habermas’s concessions to real-world constraints on discursive practice fail to
fully satisfy critics’ concerns.

Gerard A. Hauser (1999: 277) articulates what is perhaps the most pressing cri-
tique of Habermas’s approach for communication scholars: he contests the preoccu-
pation in discourse ethics with “the rational ideological norms that apply to a search
for a transcendental truth with emancipatory power.” For Hauser (1999: 46), the defi-
ciency of Habermas’s model is apparent at first glance to those accustomed to study-
ing real-world political discourse: Habermas fails to account for “the basic rhetorical
character” of such discourse as it occurs in everyday democratic settings. Simply put,
Hauser contends that the strict rationality inherent in Habermas’s account may paint
an appealing picture of practical discourse, but in reality participants are moved by
ideological bias, emotional disposition, partisanship, and irrationality to participate
in “the untidy communicative practices that prevail in everyday political relations at
the level of talk.” Of course, Hauser is not interested in defending these actually occur-
ring practices that fall short of Habermas’s high standards; as he clarifies, “while such
practices are neither exemplary nor beyond critique, Habermas posits norms that are
contrary to the character of the empirical phenomena he theorizes” (Hauser 1999: 46).

Thus Hauser expresses concern over the plausibility of Habermas’s account to
accurately and sufficiently represent and explain the forms of public discourse that
occur in real communities. Furthermore, Hauser (1999: 49-52) contends that Haber-
mas’s procedural commitment to disinterested and dispassionate reason giving ends
up preventing, rather than ensuring, the requirements of universal participation and
open access by excluding those unwilling to bracket the personal interests that moti-
vate their participation and those who do not share the dominant rhetorical style.
Recognizing that “Habermasian ideal speech conditions provide procedural guide-
lines consistent with the assumptions of participatory democratic practices,” Hauser
still concludes that such guidelines “impose a seductive vision of rationality for
assessing public judgments that themselves are not necessarily best made following
these criteria” (Hauser 1999: 278).

Beyond the charge of unrealistic or overly idealistic notions of communication,
critics also suspect Habermas’s understanding of rationality and practical discourse
may create potential harms for those who cannot or chose not to meet the specific
standards laid out in discursive procedures. As Darryl Gunson (2006: 98) explains this
critique, “the general problem here according to critics is that rationality has become
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suspect, especially when conceived along universalist lines, because it is thought to
marginalize the voice of the ‘other’ and consequently runs roughshod over the diverse
forms of human thought and practice that our (post) modern situation requires us to
appreciate.” In other words, where Habermas sees a potentially universal and unify-
ing practice that transcends cultural difference, critics see a type of communicative
rationality that claims neutrality but in fact favors the argumentative and symbolic
repertoires of already privileged groups (Benhabib 1994: 39-41; Fraser 1997: 77-93;
Young 2000: 63-70).

Fiona Robinson (2011) contends that discourse ethics fails to accommodate the
development of moral subjectivities and prioritizes an empty sense of inclusion over
the needs of the vulnerable. Grounding her argument in feminist critiques of discourse
ethics —namely that itignores power inequalities and hierarchies, that it misunderstands
dialogue in terms of neutral procedures, that it is not generalizable to all cultures, and
that itis overly reliant on abstractions such as justice, rights, and fairness — she contends
that discourse ethics requires us to move further out of our purely subjective perspec-
tive to engage each other intersubjectively (see also McAfee 2000: 36-41). In contrast,
she embraces an ethics of care that seeks to reclaim the value of subjective perspec-
tives and experiences, primarily though a reinvigorated emphasis on listening to others.
Robinson (2011: 853) rejects the discourse ethics framework because “moral recognition
and responsibility require a longer-term commitment of listening and responding to the
needs of those who are excluded, marginalized or exploited.”

Building on the charges made by Jean Cohen (1988) that Habermas conflates
the good and the just, and by Benhabib (1985) and Agnes Heller (1984/1985) that
he creates too rigid a distinction between the same, Thomas F. Murphy III (1994:
132-133) takes issue with Habermas’s characterization of justice as agreement: “If
justice is characterized as agreement or consensus,” Murphy writes, “then issues
have either the potential for just resolution here and now or they hold little or
no promise of potential agreement being, in Habermas’s terminology, evaluative
questions. There is no space within the Habermasian scheme for justice without
agreement, and little room for a potentially transfigurative dialogue on values.” At
stake for Murphy is the possibly disorienting misrecognition of consensus as the
proper telos of politics. Instead of the emphasis on consensus at the heart of dis-
course ethics, he suggests instead that we recognize how it is in actuality debate
and disagreement that characterize politics. Contrasting Habermas’s approach with
Arendt’s theories of judgment and action, Murphy (1994: 134) suggests we under-
stand discourse ethics “as a detailed explication of the conditions that need to be
met in order to treat equals as equal in the context of a discourse.” Discourse ethics
thus becomes one available tool among many for engaging in ethical political action
through communication.

Despite these critiques, scholars continue to turn to discourse ethics as a prom-
ising framework for navigating contemporary conditions of public life, starting of
course with Habermas himself.
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5 Applications of discourse ethics

Diverse applications of discourse ethics have been proposed, and these begin with
Habermas’s own fitting of the model to the political and legislative institutions of
liberal-democratic societies. In Between Facts and Norms (1996), Habermas applies
the general tenets of discourse ethics to the context of a constitutional state that is
governed by both the imperative force of laws that have achieved the status of factic-
ity and the socially binding force of norms that have achieved validity through dis-
cursive engagement. An ideal democracy essentially minimizes the distance between
facticity and normativity by making them interdependent: only laws that have been
deemed normatively valid through discourse should become factual. Habermas
brings his discourse ethics program into conversation with his earlier work on the
public sphere to outline discourse procedures specific to democratic politics. His
concern is with “the procedure from which procedurally correct decisions draw their
legitimacy ... as the core structure in a separate, constitutionally organized political
system, but not as a model for all social institutions (and not even for all government
institutions)” (Habermas 1996: 305). In this context, the implications he draws from
discourse ethics for an understanding of the contemporary public sphere(s) backs
away from the earlier universalism asserted in the theory of communicative action.

Others have pursued applications of discourse ethics in fields as varied as clinical
psychology, journalism, digital and online communication, pedagogy, philosophy,
and social scientific inquiry. Joseph A. Fardella (2008) considers the contribution a
perspective grounded in discourse ethics could make to a method of psychological
treatment called the recovery model. The recovery model approaches the treatment of
patients by prioritizing the facilitation of self-expression and agency through “a prac-
tice of self-care which emphasizes the ethical and therapeutic necessity of including
individual/client participation in the process of both defining and actualizing the
conditions most conducive to recovery” (Fardella 2008: 111). In contrast to therapeu-
tic orientations that invest the clinician with ultimate authority and deny the value
of the patient’s viewpoint for determining a course of treatment, the recovery model
intentionally includes patients in a dialogue with professionals to identify and clarify
the treatments that might best serve the well-being of the patient and lead to improve-
ments deemed worthwhile by professional and patient alike.

But where does discourse ethics fit into what seems to be an arena best shaped
by medical expertise alone? Fardella (2008) suggests that because dialogue between
those determining and receiving treatment is central to the recovery model, discourse
ethics offers a particularly fitting framework for evaluating the degree to which such
dialogue incorporates the perspectives of all involved and accommodates an exchange
of insight and experience that could lead to mutual understanding about a proposed
course of treatment. The payoff for the recovery model is potentially twofold: not only
do professionals achieve greater levels of ethical treatment and arrive at potentially
more effective proposals for care, but patients may also benefit from the dialogic
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process as much as they do from the therapeutic recommendations the process pro-
duces: “The fact that professionals are protecting and facilitating dialogical space
within which clients are recognized as having a point of view worthy of being listened
to (no matter how irrational this perspective may appear to the clinician) may in itself
foster a therapeutic recovery by the client of her self-respect” (Fardella 2008: 122).
In other words, discourse ethics is valuable to the treatment process because of its
aspiration to afford equal respect to all participants in the dialogue, no matter what
the setting.

In the context of journalistic practice, discourse ethics promises to articulate a
model of press accountability, according to Theodore L. Glasser and James S. Ettema
(2008). As with the recovery model, this rehabilitated version of press accountability
relies on the Habermasian emphasis on ethical process over ethical products. Specifi-
cally, Glasser and Ettema are interested in equipping journalists to reflect thoughtfully
on the moral dilemmas they face in their professional activities, to pursue resolutions
to such dilemmas in ethical dialogue, and to provide compelling justifications of their
resolutions when articulating them to a public audience demanding answers.

To test their application of discourse ethics to journalistic practice, Glasser and
Ettema (2008: 516) interview mainstream professional journalists about two relatively
mundane moral dilemmas common to their experiences: the issues of whether to
reveal one’s identity as a journalist and whether to secretly record sensitive inter-
views. These situations represent moral dilemmas to the practicing journalist because
they concern the values of honesty, openness, and transparency. Glasser and Ettema
are less interested in the journalists’ answers about whether these practices are ever
acceptable than they are interested in the respondents’ process of reasoning from
common-sense assumptions and experiences to arrive at their answers. Where pro-
fessional codes of ethics may mandate a particular response to other moral dilemmas,
the journalists’ responses, grounded in common-sense and experiential perspectives,
allow for moral resolutions to emerge through testing and revision in dialogue with
others. In this way, discourse ethics provides an essential supplement to professional
codes of ethics: “Abstract in its presentation and utopian in its goals, Habermas’s
discursive test of moral norms steers clear of any blueprint for conduct and proffers
instead a regulative ideal to which journalists can turn to gauge the seriousness of
their commitment to accountability” (Glasser and Ettema 2008: 530). Discourse ethics
brings conversations about professional conduct and journalists’ accountability
under the scrutinizing gaze of public dialogue.

An additional application of discourse ethics to the field of journalism comes
in the form of Mark Cenite and Yu Zhang’s (2010) proposal to enhance accountabil-
ity practices by incorporating comments section discussions in online reporting. At
first glance, this suggestion may seem naively idealistic at best, given the frequently
deplorable state of online comments section discussions where participants engage
one another with little regard for mutual respect, verifiable information, sincere
expression, and reasonable argumentation. However, Cenite and Zhang identify in
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the inclusions of comments sections at least the potentiality that the technology can
enable the kind of deliberative exchange governed by a discourse ethics framework.
While all participants may not embrace the opportunity as intended, the use of com-
ments sections at least present the possibility of providing a discursive space where
readers hold journalists accountable through deliberation about their work. Further-
more, comments sections may closely approximate the universal access requirements
of discourse ethics by allowing anyone interested in the topic to join the conversation,
just as “discourse ethics aims to include those affected by the decision making, sug-
gesting that if the process is carried about well, an ethical decision will be reached”
(Cenite and Zhang 2010: 297). They note that while the procedural emphasis of dis-
course ethics hardly guarantees the success of the enterprise, simply engaging in the
process demonstrates a commitment to open dialogue and accountability that pro-
ductively enhance journalistic practice.

While the preceding accounts have sought to bring together agents not typically
engaged in practical discourse about professional standards, others look to existing
dialogic practices among practitioners charged with collective decision-making to see
where discourse ethics might improve the status quo. For Rauno Huttunen and Mark
Murphy (2012), school administration might benefit from adopting the procedural
requirements of Habermas’s model. Specifically, they are interested in the challenges
of school governance that must mediate between competing claims of which pedagog-
ical and administrative approaches best remedy educational injustices and produce
the best learning outcomes. Their repurposing of discourse ethics as a philosophical
justification for radical pedagogy suggests that when schools “are committed to dem-
ocratic governance, then discourse principle D and [the] Habermasian process model
of ideal rational political will-formation can be applied in argumentation” (Huttunen
and Murphy 2012: 147). Moreover, the insights of Habermasian discourse ethics can
provide guidelines for more democratic interactions between students and educators,
in much the same way that Fardella (2008) imagined anew the interactions between
mental health professionals and patients in a discursively oriented recovery model. In
a classroom structured by the commitments of discourse ethics, students and teach-
ers alike contribute freely and openly to the discovery, interpretation, and production
of knowledge and insight, leading to “communicative teaching [which] is a simula-
tion of communicative action” (Huttunen and Murphy 2012: 149).

In addition to the application of discourse ethics in real-world contexts of profes-
sional practice, scholars engage the model to tease out its implications for scholar-
ship in related fields. Despite the criticisms that Habermas’s theories remain detached
from experiences of everyday life and provide methodologically suspect inquiries,
Dennis A. de Vera (2014: 161-163) remains confident that discourse ethics in particular
may be useful to social scientists, particularly those investigating Philippine culture
and society. Chad Kleist (2013) considers how discourse ethics might provide a phil-
osophical defense for Nusshaum’s capabilities theory, or the idea that human dignity
may be recognized across cultures with different traditions and notions of the good
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by focusing on the inherent human characteristics (found in common capabilities)
that transcend individual societies. Kleist (2013: 279) finds discourse ethics and the
procedural universalism on which it rests to be a potential justification of Nussbaum’s
capabilities theory despite critiques that claim the former has authoritarian and illib-
eral impulses and that diverse viewpoints, embodiments, and experiences cannot be
accommodated within it.

As we have seen from this wide range of applications of discourse ethics to
various settings of communicative exchange, Habermas’s model still holds promise
in the eyes of many scholars seeking a framework for improving the democratic
potential of deliberation that leads to collective decision-making and conflict resolu-
tion. Discourse ethics provides at the very least a promising incitement to investigate
how improving the mechanisms of dialogue and debate can lead to greater solidarity
across difference, more equitable outcomes of the discursive process, and of course a
common normative orientation in the absence of authoritative metanarratives.

6 The future of discourse ethics

Given Habermas’s standing as one of the most prolific and influential thinkers of
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, there is little doubt that his contributions,
including discourse ethics, will continue to receive rigorous critique, defense, and
debate. How the theory of discourse ethics will evolve through such engagement
remains an open question. Joseph Heath (2014: 831) encourages us to think in terms
of “rebooting” the discourse ethics framework, by which he means revitalizing its
potential to “provide insight into the role that language-dependence in the human
species plays in the development and entrenchment of increasingly pro-social behav-
ior patterns within our institutions.” Heath challenges scholars to begin by attending
more closely to the shifts in Habermas’s thinking that emerge across his publications
on discourse ethics. For Heath, the shifts are stark enough to designate a “middle” and
“later” view of discourse ethics, divided roughly between Habermas’s early writings
on the topic and his work appearing after the publication of Justification and Analysis
(1994). Heath suggests that we return to more promising iterations of discourse ethics
in Habermas’s middle period to restore the connection between practical discourse
and communicative action that is lost in later accounts.

In a similar call to renew enthusiasm about the discourse ethics enterprise, Nick
O’Donovan (2013) proposes we re-examine Habermas’s account in light of its most
compelling critiques to see how a reformulation in conversation with the critics of
discourse ethics might produce useful revisions of the original theory. Namely, he is
interested in the critique of the asserted transcendental-pragmatic necessity of dis-
course ethics — or, put simply, the relativist objection to the presumed universality
of the standards of rationality. O’Donovan does not see a way out of the relativist
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critique, but he does suggest that discourse ethics need not be discarded wholesale
as aresult. Instead, he recommends we explore how discourse ethics can support “an
interesting, if substantially weaker, phenomenological claim — namely, that discourse
that is not motivated by a moral commitment to resolving disagreements discursively
is also an integral part of social life” (0’Donovan 2013: 138). Following O’Donovan’s
insight, we might extend the project of discourse ethics to investigate the emergence
of deliberation against, or in spite of, or simultaneous with a communicative context
“that does not presuppose principled commitment to discourse” (140) but that none-
theless provides an opportunity for social actors engaging each other discursively to
collaboratively pursue resolutions to conflict in the form of normative dialogue.

Seeking the potential for discourse ethics to thrive in non-ideal practical condi-
tions and seemingly inhospitable contexts requires future scholars to perhaps sac-
rifice some of the conceptual purity of the original account. We may not be able to
retain Habermas’s defense of discourse ethics as a universal practice or a communica-
tive ideal. However, the collaborative, democratic core at the heart of discourse ethics
is worth pursuing, despite the limitations of actually occurring democratic discourse.
Rehg (1997: 245) celebrates the “move beyond the individualism inhabiting Cartesian
rationalism” that discourse ethics provides as it “locates an interpersonal, ‘commu-
nitarian’ moment at the very heart of moral insight.” While we may inevitably fall
short of realizing its exceedingly high standards for discursive procedures, we can
still engage discourse ethics as a framework that provides us with instructive aspira-
tions for the best forms our democratic communication can take.

Further reading

Although the framework of discourse ethics is most frequently attributed to Jiirgen
Habermas, it was first conceptualized by Karl-Otto Appel (1990), whose account
aimed to demonstrate the unifying potential of rational argumentation in advanc-
ing validity claims, generating consensus, and coordinating mutual understanding
in the face of increasing fragmentation. Tina Sikka (2012) provides a masterful over-
view of Apel’s contribution to discourse ethics and to the field of communication
more broadly. Within Habermas’s extensive writings, Communication and the Evo-
lution of Society (1979), and both volumes of The Theory of Communicative Action
(1984; 1987) will be of interest to readers seeking greater understanding of Haber-
mas’s formulations of universal pragmatics and general discourse theory, both of
which underwrite the discourse ethics project. The discourse ethics framework
itself is treated most extensively by Habermas in Moral Consciousness and Com-
municative Action (1990), Justification and Application (1994), and Between Facts
and Norms (1996). Communication scholars and political philosophers interested
in rhetorical democracy and democratic deliberation have engaged the discourse
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ethics framework to extend it and — more often than not, especially in the field of
rhetorical studies - to critique it. Gerard Hauser (1999) theorizes a more rhetorically
inflected public sphere, and Thomas Farrell (1993: 202) offers a “program of friendly
rhetorical amendments” to Habermas’s account that resituates communicative
action in the network of mutually constitutive forces that comprise the rhetorical
situation. John S. Dryzek (2000), Iris Marion Young (2000), Bryan Garsten (2006),
and Noélle McAfee (2008), among others, have interrogated the conceptions of rhet-
oric that have historically caused distrust of democracy, and suggest more expansive
perspectives for understanding the role of discourse in facilitating and generating
democratic systems and cultures.
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8 Deontology

Abstract: Most persons have intuitions that, for example, they should keep their
promises, treat people justly, and respect autonomy. Deontological theories of ethics
tap into those intuitions, translating them into commonly held moral rules or prin-
ciples, while also explaining why such rules have moral force. Such theories differ:
some are monistic, some pluralistic; some think intuitions/rules stem from theolog-
ical or transcendentally rational sources, while others explain them through evolu-
tionary naturalism. All hold, however, that the moral force is inherent in the rule;
rules do not receive their justification from external or contingent causes, but just
because God, the universe, reason, or human nature dictates it. One should, thus,
keep one’s promises not (only) because doing so produces good consequences, but
because it is simply wrong not to. Said differently, deontological theories emphasize
the right — particularly as that is connected to motive — while consequentialist theo-
ries emphasize the good, the outcomes generated by one’s actions. This essay clari-
fies deontology’s distinctive elements and then reviews three central versions: Divine
Command Theory, Immanuel Kant’s rationalistic absolutism, and William David
Ross’s pluralistic intuitionism. I close with a brief discussion of how a deontological
model works in journalism ethics reasoning.

Keywords: consequentialism, deontology, divine command, Kant, Ross, the right,
the good, motives

1 Introduction

Promise-making is one of the more potent of moral actions. Telling someone you
promise to do X means making a strong moral commitment to do everything in your
power to see it through.! Moral persons recognize that one violates a promise only
when one has sufficiently compelling reasons; the moral default is that one should
satisfy one’s commitment unless something beyond one’s control interferes or some-
thing of greater import conflicts.

The moral power behind respecting promises is grounded in all the usual nor-
mative sources: It enhances trust and thereby promotes more stable commerce and
personal relationships (utility) and we undoubtedly see others as honorable when
they are trustworthy (virtue).

1 Many of the ideas and a few explicit phrases are taken from Meyers 2011, 2016.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110466034-008
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Deontologists see those reasons as at least morally interesting, maybe even com-
pelling, but never sufficient. One should keep one’s promises,” they hold, because
there is inherent moral value in the act of keeping a promise and in the rule —
fidelity — that serves as its abstract generalization. That is, even if there are no utili-
tarian or character-based justifications present in a given case, the deontologist will
still recognize she has at least a prima facie duty to fulfill her promises.

Consider, for example, making a confidential promise to someone on their
death-bed that you will carry out a trivial action post-mortem. The action in question
is so insignificant that nothing of consequence rests on its fulfillment; further, while
you generally believe character is in large part defined by faithfulness to one’s com-
mitments, you judge this to be moot here since it is a one-off and since your immedi-
ate, and clearly virtuous, motivation is to provide comfort in his final hours. There is
thus no reason to keep your promise, except that you made it — which for the deontol-
ogist is all that is needed to create a strong (if defeasible) duty to see it through. The
very making of a promise, deontologists hold, changes the moral landscape.

1.1 What distinguishes deontological theories?

A first distinguishing feature of deontology thus emerges: One achieves The Good
by intentionally making choices that align with proper moral rules, and those rules
are morally obligatory not for external reasons, but because they bring their own
inherent moral worth. By contrast, the more plausible versions of utilitarianism
(Mill 1864/2002; Brandt 1992) and virtue theory (Hursthouse 1999) certainly rely
on rules to guide moral behavior, but the justification comes externally. For util-
itarians, rules should be followed because of their utility, i.e., because doing so
tends to achieve The Good, and many versions of virtue theory — the better ones,
to my mind — also rely on rules to help work through ethical quandaries and thus
to provide at least some guidance beyond the standard “do what a virtuous person
would do.”?

For deontologists, actions are good only if they align with the proper moral rule
and they are right if they are taken with correct intent. It is fine to make choices that
accidently align with the rule, but accidental alignment is largely irrelevant to true
moral decision-making, in part because it is largely irrelevant to accountability
ascriptions. Persons cannot be coherently judged for accidental choices, but only for
those they intend.

2 Not just promises, of course. As we will see, the number of rules to which deontologists appeal
ranges from one to over a dozen.
3 See Rosalind Hursthouse on the “v-rules” (Hursthouse 1999: 36-39).
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For utilitarians, The Good is generally held to be pleasure and the absence of
pain, or preference satisfaction, while The Right is the instrument that promotes the
best aggregate achievement of that good — typically the principle of utility. Motive
is thus largely dismissed (as are concerns about accountability), except insofar as it
reveals the agent’s character and thereby makes it easier to predict her future choices.

The categories of The Good and The Right are more complicated in virtue theory,
but generally such theories define the former as excellence, aréte, while right actions
are those that are done virtuously. Motive is broadly present in that persons should
care about striving toward excellence, via virtuous choices. But as persons work their
way up the scale, becoming increasingly virtuous through years of habituated virtue,
motive becomes more of a meta concern — the overarching disposition behind striving
for excellence. The fully virtuous person, in fact, should not have to think about or
intend specific choices; she just knows what to do and is habitually disposed to act
accordingly.

1.2 The unlucky assassin and motive

An illustration will flesh out these differences. Consider the case of the unlucky assas-
sin: In his attempt to shoot the president, he instead accidently kills a terrorist just
before she releases a devastating toxin, one that would kill or maim thousands. A strict
consequentialist must characterize this as a morally good act, given the overall aggre-
gate good that results. The assassin would likely be judged to be of bad character,
not trustworthy, and this might justify locking him up for prophylactic or deterrence
reasons. But punishment, per se, does not make sense, given that his action in fact
turned out to be hugely beneficial.

The virtue theorist would need to assess the full picture: Was he a skilled assas-
sin who truly did get unlucky,* or was he in fact incompetent to the task? They would
also have to determine whether the action could, in context, fall within the Golden
Mean.’ Any proposed punishment, however, would be directly solely at improving
his character (and others’ indirectly), not given because he deserved it.

4 Consider how many movies portray the assassin as heroic, glorified for their skills more than for
their decency - see, for example, “Mr. and Mrs. Smith,” “Bourne,” “Bond,” even Anton Chigurh in
“No Country for Old Men.”
5 Aristotle makes a deontological move when he notes that some emotions and actions, including
murder, can be judged bad in themselves:

Not every action or emotion however admits of the observance of a due mean. Indeed,

the very names of some directly imply evil, for instance malice, shamelessness, envy,

and, of actions, adultery, theft, murder. All these and similar actions and feelings are

blamed as being bad in themselves; it is not the excess or deficiency of them that we

blame (Aristotle: 1107a8).
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The deontologist, by contrast, would judge the act’s rightness by assessing the
assassin’s motive, here clearly evil. It is lovely that he happened to get unlucky,
producing a better outcome, but his action can still be judged evil. And since moral
accountability is attached to motive — agents are rightly held responsible for actions
they intended, not for ones over which they had no control or which were genuinely
accidental — the deontologist has no problem holding the assassin responsible and
punishing him in an appropriate manner.

As alluded to above, utilitarians and virtue theorists are much less — if at
all — concerned with moral accountability, let alone punishment. Their focus is
on, respectively, deterring negative future choices and improving character so as
to more likely produce better future choices. Both will take actions that look like
punishment — the utilitarian may harm or isolate wrong-doers so as to deter them
or others, while the virtue theorist may use negative reinforcement as a form of
character alteration — but those actions are solely intended to achieve the noted
secondary purposes.®

Punishment for its own sake — retributive punishment — is almost exclusively the
purview of the deontologists. While also giving attention to creating a better world,
they are mainly backward looking, evaluating actions that have already occurred so
as to determine whether the agent deserves praise or blame. Such concerns are, in
fact, arguably the raison d’étre for all of Kant’s work in ethics: The point of moral
theory is to determine how and when it makes sense to hold persons accountable for
their choices.

It should be apparent, both from these opening remarks and from earlier publi-
cations (Meyers 2003, 2011) that I embrace deontology (or at least a modified version
[Meyers 2016)). First, I think there is inherent moral force in principles and actions, so
much that it creates a remainder, even in cases where we act correctly (Meyers, 2016:
204, 207); second, I agree with Kant that if we wish to hold persons accountable for
their choices — and I think we should, otherwise ethics is little more than sociology
and psychology — then we must give due attention to motive; and, third, it is only
through a deontological model that we get essential moral principles like respect for
persons and formal justice.

But which version of deontology? The differences among them, after all, are
almost as great as their differences with utilitarianism and virtue theory.

The goal with this opening section has been to draw out those latter differences,
that is, to show what makes deontological theories distinctive. In what follows I lay
out broad descriptions of the three versions of deontology that most frequently appear

Not all virtue theorists, however, are willing to divorce moral evaluation from the social and historical
context in which actions occur. See, for example, MacIntyre (2007) and Hursthouse (1999).

6 Utility is also served through retributive-looking punishment in that it assures an inflamed public
that governmental institutions are in proper control.

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

Deontology = 143

in work in practical and professional ethics: Divine Command, Immanuel Kant’s
deductive model, and W.D. Ross’s inductive. I pick these three because they are repre-
sentative of the major camps and because they are the most frequently cited in ethics
textbooks. A more comprehensive discussion would also include key figures from at
least social contract (Scanlon 2008, 2003; Gauthier 1986), natural rights (Finnis 1980;
Feinberg 1980), and procedural (Gert 2005; Beauchamp and Childress 2012; Frankena
1988) camps.

2 Versions of deontology

2.1 Divine command theory

Consider the Ten Commandments, among the most famous set of moral rules. Why
are persons (of the faith) obligated to follow them? One certainly can interpret that
duty in instrumental terms’: By following them one has a better chance of making it
into heaven (egoism); if enough persons follow them, the likelihood of earthly par-
adise is increased (utilitarianism); or because if one follows them, one becomes a
better person (virtue theory).

But surely those reasons, while more or less compelling in their own right, are
not what the Christian and Jewish faiths demand of adherents: Believers are duty-
bound to follow the rules because they are expressions from, and of, the perfect
moral good — God. There are countless debates, going all the way back to the Euthy-
phro, about whether God dictates these commands and thereby makes them good, or
whether God must dictate them because they are good, necessary elements of a moral
universe. But for the faithful, those considerations — along with egoistic, utilitarian,
and virtue ones — are at best secondary to the rules’ moral status: We should follow
them because they are inherently good.

Islam similarly demands that adherents abide by basic moral tenets, including
a duty to be faithful to God and to those with whom we are bound, to be humble and
charitable, and to be courageous and grateful. These are imbued in our conscience
as a gift from God and we must follow them, not (only) for instrumental reasons,
but because they have intrinsic goodness in them — again, as an expression from
and of God.

7 Eastern religions differ from Judaism, Islam and Christianity in both theology (they are not mono-
theistic) and ethics. Greatly simplified, Buddhism and Hinduism both appeal to a kind of realism of
cause and effect (Karma) and a virtue-like exhortation to make oneself a better person so as to avoid
negative consequences, for oneself and others.
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These moral systems thus achieve two key standards of morality, ones Kant will
later make much of: Necessity and universalizability. Assuming the God of these
monotheistic traditions — the omni-omni® creator — entails also assuming that what
He® commands must be true and that it applies to all of His creation.

The theological approach requires, of course, accepting the unproven premise
of an omni-omni God; and even if one could achieve such a proof, one would still
have to determine which - if any - of the currently accepted versions is correct and
what that God asks of us. Establishing the existence of such a God says nothing about
whether this or that scriptural source is also proven. Even tenets as seemingly innoc-
uous as the Ten Commandments admit of considerable variation, depending on the
translation and purpose for which it is being used.*®

Kant, though otherwise quite pious, reached the conclusion that one cannot, in
fact, rationally prove God’s existence, and thus one can make no associated knowl-
edge claims (Kant 1781). One certainly cannot claim knowledge of duties attached
to the Ten Commandments (or any other religious source). Yet, as noted, he also
believed moral commands must be internally compelling, universally binding, and
devoid of any contingent appeals. His theory is thus devoted to achieving those
conditions.

2.2 Immanuel Kant

Kant (1724-1804) is among the giants of philosophy, included in most every ethics
textbook. By-and-large, however, those texts focus mainly on his normative argu-
ments, largely by-passing his meta-ethics, given how notoriously convoluted
they are. They are difficult to understand, let alone defend, and his normative
analyses are, by contrast, much more accessible, with intuitively compelling
conclusions. Thus it is tempting to jump to them, bypassing all the metaphysical
mumbo-jumbo.

Key to his view, though, is realizing that just because a conclusion appears com-
pelling does not make it so; one must subject it to rigorous logical analysis. Take one
of his more persuasive: All persons must be treated with equal dignity and respect.
If this conclusion is, in fact, clearly true, the underlying logic of the justifying theory
should prove that — which is exactly his goal. Let me, thus, start with an overview of
his meta-ethics, after which I will move to the normative principle — the Categorical
Imperative — for which he is most famous.

8 Omniscient, omnipotent, omnibenevolent, etc.

9 The traditions almost exclusively rely on a male pronoun in reference to the deity, hence my use of
it here.

10 See, for example, “Which Ten Commandments?” www.positiveatheism.org/crt/whichcom.htm.
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2.2.1 Kantian meta-ethics

The very meaning of morality entails, Kant argues, moral accountability: What are the
conditions under which it makes sense to hold persons accountable for their actions?
Compare that goal with that of the empirical disciplines that study what people in
fact do or have done (sociology, history and anthropology) or what serves to motivate
them (psychology and economics). In Kant’s language:

Each of these two branches of metaphysics [the metaphysics of nature and of morals] must be
carefully cleared of everything empirical, so that we can know what can be accomplished by pure
reason in both cases, and from what sources it creates its a priori teaching (Kant 1785/1949: 4,
emphasis added).

Accountability, in whatever realm, requires consistent standards that can be ration-
ally applied across the wide range of human experience. Said differently, standards
that guide human moral conduct must apply universally and with necessity. Other-
wise, someone can easily enough say, “Well, sure, that injunction against torturing
children is just fine for the rest of you, but it doesn’t apply to me.” And if it does not
carry necessity, that same person could say, “Well, sure, I accepted the injunction
against torturing children, but that was last week; things are different now.” Those
kinds of ‘outs’ would make it impossible to ever morally judge any actions, unless we
had standards for judging the exceptions, and then standards for exceptions to those
standards, ad absurdum.

The traditional source for such universalizability and necessity — God — has, Kant
concluded, been taken off the table. Fortunately, we have another source: Reason.
Reason gives us clear Truth, for example the methods and conclusions that emerge
from mathematics, logic and analytic concepts. We know with certainty that 2+ 2 = 4
(in base 10), that the conclusion of a sound argument (valid reasoning with true prem-
ises) must be true, and that a “bachelor” is “an unmarried male.”

What if, he wondered, we could use that same tool to reach necessary Truth in
morality? Success here would represent a huge leap in philosophical thinking, as
previous theorists believed necessity was analytic only (including logic and math-
ematics), whereas morality was immersed in the synthetic world, where all actions
are subject to cause and effect (thus negating freedom and accountability) and con-
tingent upon existent physical circumstances. Indeed, the very beings making moral
choices — humans — are part of the physical world, subject to the same physical laws
and contingencies. Kant’s solution: One component of human existence is physical
(“phenomenal”); another (“noumenal”) transcends the physical and is not subject to
its laws and contingencies.

What might an ethics grounded in this kind of metaphysics look like? In showing
us, Kant reveals not only his extraordinary intellect but also challenges some basic
intuitions.
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2.2.1.1 Acting from reason alone

To achieve necessity and universality, all parts of our phenomenal selves — inclina-
tions, desires, happiness, emotions, achievements — must be set aside when doing
moral reasoning. Why? Because they are all merely contingent; each of us has differ-
ent inclinations, desires, etc., so it is impossible to universalize associated principles
(or “maxims”). Further, because these non-rational motivations vary in strength, one
is naturally inclined to think one has greater moral loyalties toward those persons
with whom one has a relationship, whereas, for Kant, all persons are of absolute and
equal value. Hence, reliance on emotions or relation-based preferences is rationally
contradictory.

This is one of the more counter-intuitive elements in Kant and is a place where
people such as Ross will part ways (see below). Before rejecting Kant out of hand,
though, an example will help explain his reasoning and show why the argument is
not easily dismissed.

Imagine a train is speeding toward your mother and a stranger, both tied to the
tracks. You have time to save only one — who should it be? The vast majority of folks
will answer that they should save Mom first. Why? Because they love her and recog-
nize she sacrificed to help make them into the persons they are. It would be tragic that
the stranger is killed and one should do everything one can to save both, but if only
one can be freed, surely it should be Mom.

Kant adamantly disagrees, noting that ‘Mom’ cannot be worth more than the
stranger: They are of equal and absolute value, so one cannot coherently prioritize
her. One must, instead, essentially engage in triage, picking the one most likely to be
saved. If the chances are equal, one should just pick randomly — flip a coin or the like.
Kant even goes so far as to imply, in his example of the begrudging philanthropist,
that one should intentionally pick the stranger to make sure one is not being immor-
ally biased by one’s love for Mom:

There are many minds so sympathetically constituted that, without any other motive of vanity
or self-interest, they find a pleasure in spreading joy around them ... But I maintain that in such
a case an action of this kind, however proper, however amiable it may be, has nevertheless no
true moral worth. ... [Such a] maxim lacks the moral import, namely, that such actions be done
from duty, not from inclination. [Compare the sympathetic man with one in whom] nature has
put little sympathy in [his] the heart; ... if he, supposed to be an upright man, is by temperament
cold and indifferent to the sufferings of others, ... would he not still find in himself a source from
whence to give himself a far higher worth than that of a good-natured temperament could be?
Unquestionably. It is just in this that the moral worth of the character is brought out which is
incomparably the highest of all, namely, that he is beneficent, not from inclination, but from
duty (Kant 1785/1949: 15-16).

Again, most people find these conclusions problematic. Should not attachments, loy-
alties, even emotions play some role in our moral reasoning? They cannot, he says,
because they introduce contingencies into an activity, moral reasoning, whose stand-
ards are strictly grounded in necessity and universality.

EBSCChost - printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

Deontology =—— 147

An example will help reinforce his conclusion: I gave the train scenario in class
one day and, in response to my query about whom to save, a gal sitting in the front
row hissed, “the stranger.” Despite my better judgment, I could not resist and asked,
“Why?” It turned out she despised her mother (seemingly for quite good reasons) and
would be only too happy to save the stranger and maybe even watch, gleefully, as
Mom was scrunched.

Point being: Love — and all other non-rational motivations — is subjective,
contingent, and thus cannot possibly serve as the ground for a universal and
categorically binding moral rule, Neither can, for that matter, consequentialist
evaluations. Students will invariably ask questions like, “How old is each?” What
might the stranger achieve in the rest of her life — maybe the cure for AIDS?”
The first question implies that moral worth is somehow attached to age — an
incoherent proposition in Kantian thought — while the second relies on merely
possible outcomes — guesswork, in other words. As soon as we make these kinds
of moves, Kant argues, we are no longer doing moral reasoning, but sociology or
psychology.

What we must do, instead, is commit to making sure all our moral choices are
motivated by reason-based duty alone, devoid of all contingent influences. Is that
possible? He fully grants that because our make-up includes the phenomenal, we will
be subject to associated inclinations and enticements. But if we want to express our
fullest nature as moral agents, we must strive to act out of duty alone; it is only in this
way that we can guarantee morally correct choices.

2.2.1.2 Freedom
The noumenal serves double duty for Kant: It is the source of reason and freedom, the
prerequisite for moral accountability. To hold someone blameworthy (or creditable),
he believes, implies they could have acted otherwise; after all, “ought implies can.”
Yet, humans, as physical beings, are subject to all the laws of nature, including, most
importantly, the law of cause and effect, implying one cannot have acted otherwise.

Since, however, his whole project is devoted to confirming morality — and thereby
accountability — he has to make a problematic metaphysical move by positing that
persons have dual natures. Yes, they have a physical nature, subject to all associated
laws, but also a non-physical, “noumenal” nature that transcends those laws.

The problem is we cannot know the noumenal in the usual, empirical, way, given
that it cannot — by definition — be perceived. His solutions to this quandary are as
complex as any in philosophy; I focus on only one here — his admittedly “circular”

11 Although the phrase is often attributed to Kant, he probably never says it explicitly. Here is one
version that comes quite close: “The action to which the ‘ought’ applies must indeed be possible
under natural conditions” (Kant, 1781, A548/B576).
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argument from the Third Section of the Groundwork® (from which all the embedded

quotations are taken):

— Morality demands freedom so that we may “conceive ourselves as subject to
moral laws;” i.e., so that accountability makes sense;

- “We assume ourselves free” so that we can be moral and “we conceive ourselves
as subject to the [reason-based] moral laws because we have attributed to our-
selves freedom;”

— There must, thus, be a non-physical source of such freedom; that is, persons must
also have a noumenal nature;

—  We cannot, however, directly experience the noumenal;

—  We can, though, experience the effects of free choices, even if we cannot observe
the actual choice-making;

—  Thus, the noumenal must logically be present — as an “Ideal Conception;” that is,
as a free subject and as a cause.

—  Further, if we reflect closely enough on our experiences, we can have something
like a direct phenomenology of free choice.

I'will not try to defend the argument here beyond noting it is the sort of view many people
hope is valid: Most of us want to consider ourselves free and able to make, and to be held
responsible for, moral choices. We also, importantly, want the fundamental (and explic-
itly Kantian) principle that the argument justifies: Persons, because they are alone® in
their status as autonomous moral agents, must be treated with dignity and respect.

One may, again, use utilitarian arguments to grant special moral status to
persons (for example, persons have higher capacities for pleasure and pain and thus
must receive greater moral protections). Free agency views, though, are the most
robust. Hence, despite the problematic nature of the associated metaphysics and the
general philosophical migration toward variations on soft determinism, versions of
a Kantian view are still very much present in the literature (Chisolm 1963; Kane 1996).

2.2.2 Normative implications

Out of these metaphysical and meta-ethical preliminaries, Kant concludes, a deduc-
tive normative framework emerges: Morality demands a single moral rule that applies

12 The Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, translated by Abbott as The Fundamental Principles
of the Metaphysics of Morals.

13 He is careful to note that “person” is not co-extensive with “human,” using such language as “ra-
tional beings generally” (Kant 1785/1949: 26).

14 The view that moral accountability is grounded not in “could have done otherwise,” but in such
criteria as sincerity of reasoning and identification with choices.
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universally and necessarily. Hence: The Categorical Imperative (CI). It is “categorical”
in that it applies to everyone (universality) and “imperative” in that morality demands
we abide by it (necessity).

The result: Moral decision-making is straightforward: So long as one is motivated
to act out of duty and one’s choices align with the CI, one can be assured one has
acted correctly. There is no need to fret over contingent considerations like emotional
attachments or consequences, since the former cannot be universalized and the latter
relies, by definition, on uncertain predictions. Proper intent following the proper rule
is all that is required.

To see this, reverse the earlier example: Seeing the assassin take aim, Susie
tackles him before he can fire, thus inadvertently allowing the biological terrorist to
set off her weapon, killing or injuring thousands. Per Kant, she acted morally, even
if contributed to a dreadful outcome: Her intent was grounded in duty alone and in
alignment with the CI.

2.2.3 The Categorical Imperative

What, then, is the CI? From among his multiple “formulations” (all of which he insists

are semantically equivalent), most scholars hone in on two (paraphrased):

— Act only on that maxim whereby thou canst at the same time will that it should
become a universal law; and

- So act as to treat humanity, whether in thine own person or in that of any other, in
every case as an end withal, never as a means only (Kant 1785/1949: 38, 46).

The first satisfies the universalizability and necessity criteria in that it requires
persons to ground their choices in a duty-based rule, as well as insisting that the
rule be one all persons can logically follow. For example, one cannot consistently
and coherently follow a maxim that one should violate promises — not because
this would lead to bad outcomes (consequentialism), but because such violation
makes the very notion of a promise logically contradictory: “My maxim would thus
destroy itself as soon as it was made a universal law” (Kant 1785/1949: 21). The
meaning of a promise entails a commitment of fulfillment. It is thus irrational,
literally incoherent, to make a promise knowing one does not intend to keep it or
even to later intentionally break it (in which case the original promise is logically
nullified).

The second formulation captures persons’ extraordinary status as beings worthy
of dignity and respect. Because they are moral agents, this formulation states, it is
always wrong to treat others as a mere object or tool for one’s own or others’ purposes.
Now, we in fact use people all the time — service relations, for example, are predicated
on mutual use — but we should never merely use one another, defined as a use to
which the other cannot, in practice or in principle, consent (Oneill 1989).
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The CI also motivates the distinction between “perfect” and “imperfect” duties,
namely the common sense idea that although there are a number of secondary
rules persons should follow, those rules are not all created equal. Perfect duties (for
example, communicate honestly, do not cause unjustified harm, cherish one’s life;
do not commit suicide) are strict, never to be violated, precisely because doing so
violates the CI. Imperfect duties (for example, charity and self-improvement) are rec-
ommended only; one can coherently decide, for example, not to be beneficent. The
CI places no strictures on such choices.

2.2.4 Summary

Combine all this into an overall theory and what emerges is a remarkable system
of morality that explains its nature, including how to make sense of freedom and
accountability, and that provides a rule that, when properly followed, guarantees
morally correct choices. And all of that is done strictly a priori, with no dependence
on contingencies such as relational attachments or concern for (merely possible) con-
sequences.

As remarkable as it is, however, it is rarely adopted as a means for actually
guiding moral choices — at least in its totality. Contemporary ethicists cite Kant’s
overreliance on rationality and his corresponding denial of the important role of
relationships and context. Further, critics charge, his stringent prioritization of
perfect over imperfect duties produces, in real-world situations, wholly implausible
moral demands.

W.D. Ross (1877-1971), an early twentieth Century Aristotle scholar and moral the-
orist, picks up on these problems and develops a pluralistic deontology. He accepts
that these principles have inherent moral force, but also notes they will often conflict
with one another. The result, however, is that he rejects a key element of Kantian
theory — the guarantee of correct choices. Instead, Ross concludes, moral deci-
sion-making entails uncertainty, or “moral risk.”

2.3 Ross

Imagine that you promise, with all sincerity, to meet a friend for coffee this afternoon.
As always, you are running behind, but believe that if you step on it, you can get there
by your promised 2:00 arrival. As you approach a major intersection, however, you
come across a recent automobile accident. It is immediately clear there are a number
of seriously injured people, and while there are other bystanders on the scene, they
appear to be merely standing around, too paralyzed with fear to provide any real
assistance. You slow down, knowing you can help, maybe even save lives, because
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you have previously handled yourself well in emergency situations and, even better,
you recently completed an intensive first-aid training course.

But you promised and, having just read your Kant, you know that a promise is a
perfect duty, never to be intentionally violated. So you conclude you are duty bound
to steer around the wounded and rush on to your scheduled appointment.

Right? Well, no, not right. Surely in this case, Ross argued, your duty of benefi-
cence morally outweighs your duty of promise-keeping (Ross 1988: 18).

This was certainly not an original critique of Kant; utilitarians such as Bentham
and Mill had used similar cases to dismiss his absolutism. But Ross was among the
first to do it from within the deontological camp. And in doing that, he also provided
a framework that would become one of the more dominant in contemporary practical
and professional ethics.

In this section, I briefly discuss Ross’s meta-ethics, arguing that he is not the thor-
ough-going intuitionist he is frequently presented to be. Next, I explain why Ross is in
fact a deontologist, despite his explicit appeals to forward-looking moral considera-
tions and character. I close with a discussion of the limited methodology he provides
for resolving ethical dilemmas.

2.3.1 Rossian meta-ethics

It is helpful to recall the historical context in which Ross’s theory emerges: The the-
ological traditions of the Middle Ages have been rejected; David Hume and Adam
Smith, partly in response, then turned to an early form of “sentiment”-based natural-
ism; Kant, troubled by their appeal to the contingencies of the natural world, takes
the opposite tack, into critical transcendentalism; Hegel then takes Kant even further,
into his own even more convoluted version of transcendental idealism; last, Jeremy
Bentham and his protégé John Stuart Mill reject all forms of idealism and return to the
pleasures and pains of the natural world. G.E. Moore, writing around the turn of the
twentieth century, surveys this landscape and concludes that the very heart of moral
theory, The Good, is unknowable.

All this is enough to motivate a moral theorist to hang up her towel — precisely
the reaction of many of Ross’s contemporaries, who argued that ethics was little more
than linguistic exhortations rooted in emotions and preferences.®> Not Ross: One of
the period’s most respected academics via his work on the Greeks, Ross determined
that Moore was right: The Good is unknowable. But, rather than seeing this as grounds
for rejecting moral theory, he embraced it as its foundation.

15 See, for example, logical positivism, emotivism and subjectivism — all dominant views during the
middle part of the twentieth Century.
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Specifically, Ross repeats Moore’s conclusions that Kant and Aquinas (represent-
ing rational transcendentalism), as well and Hume and Aristotle (representing natu-
ralism), were wrong: The formers’ metaphysics were too implausible, while the latter
relied too heavily on contingent experience. He found the utilitarianism of Bentham
and Mill to be more compelling, but their characterization of The Good - the optimif-
ically developed aggregate pleasure over pain — can be neither deduced nor induced.
This would not be a problem if persons were omniscient, Ross says (in a theme that will
reemerge later), but of course they are not and are thus left not knowing how to act.

Despite all these problems, Ross’s predecessors were, he thought, also right on
some key points:

— Morality entails accountability and standards;

— Certain basic moral duties have inherent moral worth, even if we do not know
how or why;

— We need practical wisdom to discern the relevant details of a circumstance and to
evaluate likely ramifications; and

—  We must be concerned about how we impact the world, for good and bad.

The latter two points are of course core elements in virtue theory and utilitarianism,
respectively; so why is he characterized as a deontologist?

2.3.2 Ross’s pluralistic deontology

Recall the opening example about making a promise to someone on their death-
bed; its genesis is in fact a passing line from Ross’s best known book, The Right and
the Good:

And if we suppose two people dying alone together, do we think the duty of one to fulfil before
he dies a promise he has made to the other would be extinguished by the fact that neither act
would have any effect on the general confidence? Anyone who holds this may be suspected of
not having reflected on what a promise is (Ross 1930/1988: 39).

To make a promise, in other words, is to create a binding moral relationship - regard-
less of the impact associated with its fulfillment.

Why? Because persons are bound by the principle of fidelity; we have a duty to
keep our promises and not to lie. Why again? Well, that second query takes him back
to Moore: We do not and cannot explain how we know this, but we do, just as we also
know the truth of mathematics and logic:

That an act ... is prima facie right, is self-evident ... in the sense that when we have reached suffi-
cient mental maturity and have given sufficient attention to the proposition, it is evident without
any need of proof. ... It is self-evident just as a mathematical axiom, or the validity of a form of
inference, is self-evident (Ross 1930/1988: 29).
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His version of intuitionism does not, however, spring out of thin air; rather, through
experience we come to recognize the validity of duties in their prima facie state:
“There is nothing arbitrary about these prima facie duties. Each rests on a definite
circumstance” (Ross, 1930/1988: 20).'¢ Calling upon Aristotle, he says such under-
standing comes over time, as we experience circumstances with moral qualities, par-
ticularly those in which duties are violated. But, he insists, the principles’ validity
exists independently of us: It is not created — individually or socially — but realized.
Experience is necessary to produce enough cases for persons to achieve the requisite
“mental maturity,” but when acquired, it provides access to the principles’ independ-
ent, self-evident truth. Further, many of the duties are predicated upon, and made
more stringent by, an existing relationship; we look backward to those connections to
learn why we are bound by, for example, principles of fidelity, gratitude and repara-
tion (Ross 1930/1988: 22)."”

The principles are, however, self-evidently known only in abstraction, in the rec-
ognition that, everything else being equal, we should always keep our promises, help
others, express gratitude, etc. In the real world, though, everything else is not equal:
Duties will conflict and one must decide which should prevail in that circumstance.
Here, intuition is impotent; the correct choice in a moral dilemma is anything but
self-evident; it is, rather, often fraught with complexity and uncertainty.

2.3.3 Contextualism, not relativism

Complex and uncertain is not, however, relativist. Relativism declares there is no
universally binding correct moral choice; right and wrong are instead culturally
embedded.*® Contextualists, by contrast, believe there are correct answers to moral
problems, but if the morally relevant features change, that answer also changes. For
example, lying in one case — say for personal gain — would likely be immoral, while
another — say, to protect someone — could be appropriate.

Ross thus finds a middle ground between the relativists and Kantian absolut-
ism: Duties in their abstract, prima facie, state are not only knowable by all (mature)
persons, but knowable objectively, in the same way mathematics is knowable.
Further, if we get the correct answer to a moral dilemma,® we get the correct answer,

16 Ross listed seven prima facie duties: Fidelity (which includes promise-keeping and honesty), Re-
paration, Gratitude, Justice, Beneficence, Self-Improvement, and Non-Maleficence.

17 See Gert 1998 and Meyers 2016 for elaborations on the list of principles and on the importance of
historical and emotional attachments.

18 Cultural relativism is the most commonly cited, but the view ranges from individual subjectivism
(what I say is right, is right) to life-world relativism (rightness is determined through one’s theoreti-
cally, historically, and linguistically defined world-view). See Thomas Metz’s essay in this volume.

19 Defined as “a situation in which two or more prima facie duties are in conflict.”
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the one that all morally committed persons must follow in morally comparable cir-
cumstances. But, contra Kant, judgments about what one should do in any given case
cannot be known with certainty.

Why not? Because in actual cases there will frequently be key information to
which we do not have access. The noted “complexity and uncertainty” includes
epistemological deficits on such matters as determining all those who will be
impacted by choices, in what ways, how intensely, and with what reactions. If we
were “omniscient” (Ross 1930/1988: 32), with access to every relevant piece of infor-
mation, we could at least approach certainty. But, given humans’ epistemological
limitations, “our judgments about our actual duty in concrete situations have none
of the certainty that attaches to our recognition of the general [prima facie] princi-
ples of duty” (Ross 1930/1988: 30). We are, instead, left with carefully developed
conjecture.

Consider a contextually altered version of the earlier example: What if the friend
you are meeting for coffee has just been dumped by his girlfriend and is feeling aban-
doned and vulnerable - even suicidal? Will your missed appointment push him over
the edge? Build in that, unknown to you, the other bystanders are not, in fact, para-
lyzed with fear, but all trained EMT’s who just happened to be quickly assessing the
scene when you drove up. Given their skill set — clearly superior to your first-aid train-
ing — they will undoubtedly do a better job of helping than you could.

Is it still clear that beneficence should outweigh fidelity?

“But how could I have known any of this?” you understandably lament. You prob-
ably couldn’t: Moral dilemmas are filled with unknown and often unknowable facts:
What is truly at stake; what will be the outcomes of given choices; what if the person
you save turns out to be a mass murderer? Because persons are not omniscient,

Where a possible act is seen to have two characteristics, in virtue of one of which it is prima facie
right, and in virtue of the other prima facie wrong, we are ... well aware that we are not certain
whether we ought or ought not to do it; that whether we do it or not we are taking a moral risk. We
come in the long run, after consideration, to think one duty more pressing than the other, but we
do not feel certain that it is so (Ross 1930/1988: 30-31, emphasis added).

Ross’s middle ground is thus apparent: Persons can have objectively true knowledge
of moral principles, and there are correct answers to moral dilemmas, even if we
cannot always discern what those are. At the same time, he rejected Kant’s insistence
that moral decision-making is made in a factual vacuum; instead, he was comfortable
with, even embraced, the doubt and ambiguity of real-world moral reasoning.

2.3.4 Rossian deliberation, moral accountability and the right

Unlike Kant’s deductive approach to moral reasoning, Ross sees deliberation in induc-
tive terms: Given the complexities of human psychology, history and behavior, the
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best we can generally hope for is answers that are more correct, just as in other forms
of inductive reasoning. So what version of induction does he recommend? Unfor-
tunately, he provides little direction, recommending merely that persons “reflect
to the best of [their] ability” on the whos, whats, and hows present in a dilemma
(Ross 1930/1988: 32). In William Frankena’s terms, “It is at this point that he says
‘C’est 1a vie’ and refers us to Aristotle’s dictum, ‘The decision rests with perception.””
(Frankena 1988: 27).

In his defense, Ross’s goal was not to create a new method of moral reasoning.
Rather, he wanted to reconceive deontology. We cannot have certain knowledge of
correct moral choices, in part because we have no knowledge of The Good; we can,
however, stay within a deontological framework by focusing on The Right. For this,
motive is the sole criterion. His call for “careful reflection,” with its implication of
proper intent, is thus sufficient: So long as one is properly motivated, genuinely striv-
ing to determine correct choices — that is, doing the hard work of inductive moral
reasoning — one has acted rightly and is thus blameless, even if the choice turns out
to have bad consequences.

This emphasis on reflection and deliberation draws out a final contrast with Kant,
here on the question of freedom. Even with all the prominence he gives to The Right
and proper motive, he diligently avoids the kind of metaphysics that so occupied Kant.
Rather, and anticipating later discussions of compatibilism (Frankfurt 1971; Dennett
1984), he seems to hold that one freely chooses precisely when, and because, one has
reflected on it and “acts for that reason” (Ross 1930/1988: 32).

2.3.5 Summary

Throughout the nineteenth Century it appeared that deontology might be headed for
the dust bin, as Kantian and Hegelian metaphysics helped motivate a turn toward
varieties of the utilitarianism gaining popularity in the second half of the Century.
Ross’s pluralistic move, early in the twentieth Century, resulted in a kind of revival;
theorists saw it was possible to retain the core elements of deontology - its reliance
on inherent value and its attachment of motive with The Right — without also insisting
that answers to ethics dilemmas be knowable absolutely or that persons had to have
some non-physical, undetermined, nature.

It should be no surprise, then, that as ethics took a practical turn in the 1970’s,
Ross reemerged as a central theorist, with variations on his position making their way
into the works of any number of contemporary scholars (Frankena 1988; Gert 2005;
Beauchamp and Childress 2012). Notably these scholars also, to varying degrees,
critique his intuitive starting point and devote effort to solving the method problem
(McNaughton 1996; Meyers 2011, 2016). But, that scholars continue to embrace his
approach, despite these significant problems, reveals just how vital of a contribution
Ross made to moral theory.
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3 Conclusion

How, then, does deontology fit in contemporary discussions of ethics theory and
practice? As noted, it played a critical role in the practical and professional ethics
revival, and it continues to have a central place in a wide array of ethics issues. Con-
sider, for example, source confidentiality in journalism ethics. Keeping one’s promise
of confidentiality no doubt serves utilitarian needs by enhancing trust and thereby
making it more likely journalists will gain access to vital information. Further, report-
ers realize that by being faithful, they and their institutions will be held in higher
regard and deemed more honorable. But most journalists also think they should
retain confidences simply because they made a promise. Bob Woodward, for example,
refused to reveal that Mark Felt was “Deep Throat” even long after revelation could
have hurt him (Brokaw 2005). Similarly, many journalists have sacrificed personal
liberty, accepting imprisonment for contempt of court rather than reveal their sources
(Belt 2010). Their motives in such cases are assuredly multifaceted, but many explic-
itly state they kept the confidence simply because they promised they would.

Should that promise always prevail? To my mind, no, but, given its prima facie
moral force, the burden of proof falls upon the person who wishes to violate it on
behalf of some other, more powerful, moral good.?® Among those goods, importantly,
are utilitarian and virtue considerations. In other words, good ethics reasoning must
incorporate elements from each of the major camps: Moral agents must be concerned
about developing a habituated character, strive to produce a better aggregate balance
of good over evil, and rely upon inherently valuable moral principles. And, crucially,
they must give due attention to their own and others’ motives; moral deliberation
absent motive is little more than behavior modification.

Further reading

Kant was among the Western world’s most important philosophers, with seminal
works in all major areas of philosophical thought. Focusing here only on his ethics,
additional important works by him include Critique of Practical Reason (1788/1998),
the most comprehensive — but also least accessible — of his ethics writings. Much
more accessible are works intended for a broader audience, including, An Answer to
the Question: ‘What Is Enlightenment?’ (1784/2009) and On the Old Saw: That May Be
Right in Theory But It Won’t Work in Practice (1788/1998). The latter essay reveals Kant
both to be a terrific writer and someone very much concerned with whether persons
can follow his theoretical guidelines when faced with real world problems.

20 See Quinn 2010.
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There is also no shortage of secondary interpretative material on Kant. Three of
the better are Thomas Hill (2009), Christine Korsgaard (1996) and Onora O’Neill (1990).

While The Right and the Good is Ross’s most widely read book on moral theory
(he was also a highly regarded scholar on Plato and Aristotle), he expanded upon his
ideas in Foundations of Ethics (2000), a series of lectures he gave as part of the Gifford
series. Because they are public lectures, much of the material here is also more acces-
sible. And because so much of his thinking developed in response to G.E. Moore, the
latter’s Principia Ethica (1903/1993) is also a must read.

Ross profoundly influenced many subsequent moral intuitionists, most notably
Ewing (1959), Stratton-Lake (2002), and Audi (2005). I find Audi’s work to be espe-
cially insightful, both in its clarity on moral theory and in its nuanced application of
theory to practical problems.

Last, deontological moral theory has also found its way into seminal works in
political philosophy. People like Nozick (1974) and Kamm (2006) take the Kantian
insight about the absolute worth of persons and develop it in mainly libertarian polit-
ical theory. Contract theorists like Rawls (1971) and Gauthier (1986) have also devel-
oped theories built upon the Kantian dictates that persons should be able to freely
choose their political destiny and should abide by resulting promises.
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9 Consequentialism

Abstract: Consequentialism is the category of ethical theories that determine the
morality of potential, current and past actions by analyzing the outcomes or potential
outcomes of those actions. Here we discuss consequentialism as a method for analy-
sis for production, distribution and use of mass communication based on the theory
described by John Stuart Mill, a nineteenth Century philosopher. Consequentialism is
applicable to the study of mass communication because the intent of mass communi-
cation is to have impact on an audience.

Keywords: consequentialism, happiness, aggregate good, double effect, justice

In 1956, British philosopher Elizabeth Anscombe recommended to her Oxford Uni-
versity colleagues that the university deny U.S. President Harry Truman the honor-
ary degree for which he had been nominated (Solomon 2008). Anscombe argued
that Truman had committed a morally prohibited act in ordering atomic bombs to be
dropped on the civilian populations of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Japan in 1945. She
believed that Truman’s order, which resulted in the deaths of hundreds of thousands
of Japanese civilians, disqualified him for such an honor.

Dropping bombs on civilians to end World War II was what Anscombe called an
example of immoral consequentialism. She thought consequentialism — judging the
morality of action by its intended outcome - insufficient for making accurate moral
judgments. She said that moral analysis of action need to include review of unin-
tended consequences as well as those that were intended. She claimed that conse-
quentialism, in this case, had been used to provide justification for an act that was
clearly wrong (Solomon 2008).

At the time, U.S. and Allied military leaders argued that dropping atomic bombs on
Japanese cities was justified because it brought the end to a war that had raged for six
years, resulting in global death and destruction. Ending World War II did benefit more
people than it hurt. From this well-known, but mistaken, application of consequen-
tialist analysis: “Do the greatest good for the greatest number of people,” dropping
atomic bombs seemed to be a good thing. The mistake in this use of consequential-
ism was in doing a quantitative comparison of the number of people harmed with the
number of people not harmed, without consideration of other essential moral factors.

Consequentialism is the category of ethical theories that determine the morality
of potential, current and past actions by analyzing the outcomes or potential out-
comes of those actions. Actions that bring about good results are morally permitted.
Actions that bring about bad results are morally prohibited. What is best, is an action
or a kind of action that brings about the greatest happiness or benefit. What is bad, is
an action or a kind of action which causes pain, unhappiness or harm.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110466034-009
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In this chapter, we discuss consequentialism as a method for analysis for produc-
tion, distribution and use of mass communication, based on the theory described by
John Stuart Mill, a nineteenth-century British philosopher! and on the work of more
contemporary utilitarian theorists such as Peter Singer and Julia Driver.

Consequentialism is an obvious theoretical construct to turn to for analyzing
the moral permissibility of acts related to mass communication. Messages published
through mass communication, by definition, are intended to reach audiences regard-
less of the platform on which they are published. Messages are published with the
intent of bringing about outcomes. Whether mass communication messages are
meant to entertain, to inform, or to provoke, the intent involves creating some change,
however small in the user or world. Virtual. Physical. Or both.

Let’s further consider the U.S. military action credited with ending World War II to
understand Anscombe’s objections. History shows that American leaders were reluc-
tant to be the first (and as of this writing, the only) officials to order atomic bombs to be
dropped on civilian populations. Unlike traditional munitions, atomic bombs vaporize
everything living within miles of the explosion by extreme temperature and radiation.

At the time that the bombs were dropped, the Japanese had already been defeated.
Blockades of all port cities deprived Japan of desperately needed resources. Major
cities were in ruins from relentless carpet bombing by the U.S. using traditional muni-
tions. Nevertheless, the Japanese military commanders were unwilling to surrender.
The U.S. and its allies were eager to put the war behind them.

In early August 1945, Japanese military command was delivered a demand for
immediate and unconditional surrender, without being told the consequence if that
demand was rejected. The Japanese declined. Days later, the U.S. dropped an atomic
bomb on Hiroshima, resulting in the instantaneous deaths of more than 70,000 civil-
ians and the destruction of the entire seaside city. Two days after the first bomb was
dropped, when Japan still did not agree to an unconditional surrender, a second
atomic bomb was dropped on Nagasaki resulting in deaths and devastation that
rivaled Hiroshima. Soon, Japan issued an unconditional surrender and the war was
over. Hundreds of thousands of Japanese civilians died from radiation sickness in
the months that followed. Thousands more Japanese citizens died from radiation-in-
duced cancers long after the end of the war.

President Truman justified dropping the bombs by the act’s good intention: to
force Japan to quickly and unconditionally surrender, thus bringing World War II to
an end. The Kkilling of Japanese civilians as a result of these bombings was the unin-
tended, but foreseeable consequence (Solomon 2008). In contemporary wars, we

1 John Stuart Mill credited his wife and intellectual partner, Harriet Taylor Mill, as co-author of all of
his philosophical work. However, as Harriett Taylor Mill is not listed as co-author, this chapter cites
John Stuart Mill as a single author. This chapter is then written with a silent nod in appreciation of
Harriett Taylor Mill’s often-unacknowledged input.
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refer to such unintentional citizen deaths as collateral damage. Truman’s intent was
to end the war, bringing about world peace; his intent was not to slaughter hundreds
of thousands of Japanese citizens.

Anscombe (1958) argued that it was wrong to ignore the magnitude of the killing
and harming hundreds of thousands of civilians in the ethical analysis of Truman’s
choice. Anscombe’s motion to deny Truman an honorary degree received only three
votes in addition to her own, but her preoccupation with how morality connects
to unintended consequences resulted in her major contribution to ethical theory,
“Modern Moral Philosophy,” which was published in the journal Philosophy in 1958
(Anscombe 1958). Anscombe’s analysis of unintended consequences brought an
added dimension to would be considered in consequentialist thinking that followed.

1 A brief history

While Anscombe is credited for the first use of the term consequentialism, many his-
torical philosophers described moral theories that incorporated evaluation of out-
comes and the effects of action (Driver 2012). The two main historical branches of
consequentialist theories are hedonism and utilitarianism. Hedonistic theories judge
pleasure and pain that is caused to an individual; utilitarian theories judge pleasure
and pain (or as it is more broadly addressed, happiness and unhappiness) based on
how groups of people or how the community as a whole will be affected. Hedonist
theories hold that actions are right based on their ability to bring individual pleasure.
Utilitarian theories hold that actions are right based on their ultimate usefulness or
benefit for the community as a whole.

Utilitarianism is further nuanced by a division between “act” and “rule” utili-
tarianism. Anscombe’s objection classified Truman’s choice to drop the bomb as
an example of act utilitarianism. She (1958) argued that the specific act was wrong
when viewed with the particulars of the situation, including harm that was foresee-
able although not intended. In making her argument, she could be seen as arguing
for rule utilitarianism in concluding that the only moral way to apply consequential-
ist theories was to always use this rule in figuring out the most ethical thing to do:
consider all foreseeable consequences, including those that are not intended. This is
called rule utilitarianism because the theory argues that the best overall consequence
comes about if people always apply a certain rule in thinking through ethical issues.

Greek philosopher Epicurus (300 BCE) is usually used to exemplify hedonism in
the Western tradition. But, while “epicurean” has come to mean people who prior-
itize immediate gratification or satisfaction of desire, Epicurus actually argued that
individuals are best able to maximize their pleasure by considering what a specific
choice might mean in their overall life and development. Epicurus recognized that
true pleasure was not the same as immediate gratification.
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Chinese philosopher Mo-Tzu (also spelled Mozi), who wrote in the same period as
Epicurus, might be called the first utilitarian because he rejected the determination of
an action as “good” based on whether it followed the community’s accepted custom
or tradition. Instead, he argued that actions should be judged based on their useful-
ness or harmfulness to the community (Driver 2012).

The rise of contemporary consequentialism began in Great Britain during the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries when social thinkers were starting to challenge
traditional social, economic and political systems and the traditional belief that
ethical analysis was tied to religion and the commandments of God (Vallentyne 2007).
They were also responding to German philosopher Immanuel Kant, who argued that a
person’s intent and one’s understanding of his or her moral duty should be the basis
for an individual determining whether actions were ethical or not. According to Kant,
all adults have the ability to use their rational and moral reasoning ability to decide
what constitutes right action. All adults have the responsibility to do what they have
determined to be the right action and to do that regardless of the consequences.

So, for example, if a professor tells her students that she will not accept late
papers, according to Kant, that professor has a responsibility to keep her word no
matter what extenuating circumstances there might be. If a student’s being hit by a
car on the way to class has prevented her from turning in her paper on time and that
would result in her failing the class and losing her scholarship, according to Kant’s
theory, the moral action, for the professor is neither to consider the student’s extenu-
ating circumstance nor the consequences of giving her an F in the class.

Kant believed that every situation had one morally correct answer that any com-
petent adult could reason to. Moral reasoning, from this point of view, is no different
from mathematical reasoning. (See Chapter 8.) People might choose to behave in a
way that was not the best ethical choice, but Kant wanted individuals to admit when
they were acting in ways different from what morality demanded. Kant’s intent was
for all people to realize that doing the right thing is a struggle and that, as mortals, we
all fall sort at least most of the time. Our duty, as human beings, was to keep working
to figure out the best choices and to act on those principles.

Kant’s formula for how to figure out the right thing to do seemed complicated,
at best, for many people. And, many people were not comfortable with the idea of
morality being such an exacting science. While most professors do have a general
rule about not accepting late papers, almost all of them have done so in extraordinary
circumstances. If they are willing to bend the rule for all students who have the same
kind of extenuating circumstance, many professors would argue that their willing-
ness to extend a deadline for an individual student in a bad circumstance is not an
immoral act.

British philosopher Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) is the founder of modern util-
itarianism, which is the turn that consequentialism took in the nineteenth Century.
Like Epicurus, Bentham believed that pleasure was good and pain was bad and that
people should seek to achieve pleasure and avoid pain (Driver 2012). Bentham was a
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social reformer, arguing that utilitarianism was the theory that should guide govern-
mental as well as individual actions. The results of his calculus in the early 1800’s
included his enlightened views that slavery was wrong; that women deserved equal
treatment under law; and that it was wrong to abuse animals. In his many published
works, Bentham showed how utilitarian calculus could fairly distribute the division
of community goods (Driver 2012). A difficulty that critics have had with Bentham’s
calculus was in trying to figure out how to weight the various elements that he con-
sidered important in calculating utility: intensity (of pleasure or pain), duration, like-
lihood, timeliness, and extent.

John Stuart Mill (1806-1873), a young contemporary of Bentham, took on the
project of dealing with the criticisms that Bentham’s calculus was overly compli-
cated and that seeking “the greatest good for the greatest number” might result in a
small number of individuals being sacrificed for the good of the larger community.
Mill, for whom Bentham was a mentor, gave up Bentham’s felicific calculus and
replaced it with an analysis that included review to ensure that everyone involved
be treated justly. Like Bentham, Mill’s work was motivated by his desire to create
social reform, to inform law and social policy as well as to help individuals think
about how to analyze their potential, current and past actions (Driver 2012). Mill
appreciated that nations, societies, and communities within them could have dif-
ferent combinations of people with different traditions, religions, and resources.
But, according to Mill, “Whatever their origin and character, to count as well-consti-
tuted, these combinations of individuals must be founded on substantive principles
of justice.... only the virtue of justice, which is grounded on the value of perfect
equality, is consistent with the promotion of human well-being and the improve-
ment of societies as a whole” (Morales 1996: 184). Mill’s insistence on applying the
elements of justice as a step prior to conducting the utilitarian calculus guarantees
that no individual or less powerful group could be sacrificed for the happiness of
the majority. As Mill’s system for how and when to apply the utilitarian calculus
consists of a number of essential rules, it is properly held as an example of rule
utilitarianism.

2 Mass communication and consequentialism

As the point of mass communication is for the producer of messages to share their
messages with a targeted or diffuse audience, consequentialist analysis of that action
is logical. Almost every question relating to mass communication can be asked in a
consequentialist way: How was information gathered and can that process be justi-
fied by the potential and actual outcome? How was the information presented and
what was the presentation intended to do? What was the result of the action? Is the
outcome beneficial or harmful? If it causes harm, can that harm be justified? If so,
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how? Even if the intended outcome is good, are there unintended negative conse-
quences? If so, how can those be justified?

The consequentialist analysis provided by John Stuart Mill is particularly appro-
priate for mass communication because along with his utilitarian theory, Mill was
also a strong proponent of free speech, free press and governmental non-interfer-
ence.? “Millian democracy is a form of life and, as such, it is an ideal that ought to
govern the constitution of just communities of all kinds. On Mill’s own principles, the
higher value of democracy is directly related to its role in promoting the improvement
of the human condition,” according to one theorist (Morales 1996: 18).

3 The consequentialist theory of John Stuart Mill

John Stuart Mill argued that one can judge the morality of actions using a Utilitarian
calculus, but he put three safeguards in place that thinkers are required to consider
before determining which act produces the greater good (Elliott 2007).

First, he believed in the autonomy and moral importance of each individual. He
said that people need to be independent so that they can figure out which actions are
morally permitted, and which are not. Indeed, the lifelong duty for all people, accord-
ing to Mill, is to “form the truest opinions they can” (Gray 1991: 23). As Mill explains
in his essay, On Liberty, the only way that people can figure out the truth is by con-
tinually testing out their opinions, engaging in discussions with other citizens, and
trying to really understand opinions different from their own. Mill was a strong pro-
ponent of personal liberty, free speech and open channels of communication because
he believed that these are essential pillars of democracy.

The enlightened, educated citizen is someone who is not threatened by people
who think differently. Mill’s ideal citizen seeks to truly understand what people with
opposing opinions think and why they think the way that they do. Mill says, the person
“who has calmness to see and honesty to state what his opponents and their opinions
really are, exaggerating nothing to their discredit, keeping nothing back which tells,
or can be supposed to tell, in their favour. This is the real morality of public discus-
sion” (Gray 1991: 61). Yet, for all of Mill’s desire for citizens to respect differences, it
doesn’t follow from his theory that all opinions are equally acceptable. Mill believed
that the truth of our opinions should be tested over and over by individuals and by
the community as a whole, but he did think that if individuals work at it, they would
find their way to important truths, including beliefs that were unusual for people to

2 Readers are encouraged to read John Stuart Mill’s essays, “On Liberty,” “Subjection of Women,”
and “Utilitarianism,” which can be found in Gray, J. (Ed.) (1991). On liberty and other essays. New
York: Oxford University Press.
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hold in the mid-1800’s: for example, slavery is wrong, and women should have equal
rights to men. They would come to realize that, at a fundamental level, every person
matters. “[bly stimulating other-regarding attitudes, democratic participation fosters
the development of sympathetic bonds among people and encourages their commit-
ment to the common good. Thus, democratic participation has a profound socializing
effect, tied closely to the development of morality” (Morales 1996: 18).

Second, as every individual has equal worth, Mill laid out elements of justice that
must be considered as people are weighing their ethical options of how to act in regards
to another person. As people are naturally inclined to give moral attention first and
foremost to those most immediately affected by our actions and those who are closest
to us, Mill wanted to make sure that no one’s rights were trampled in the process.

Mill described five elements of justice: legal rights, moral rights, getting what one
deserves, having promises kept, and being treated impartially (Gray 1991: 178-180).
Every person affected by an action must be treated justly. First, they should not be
deprived of what they have a legal right to expect. In addition, people should get
what they are morally owed, even if the law is silent on the subject. Moral obligation
includes people meeting their responsibilities toward others. For example, my stu-
dents have a moral right to my time and attention even if there is no law that says that
I need to provide additional help outside of class time and office hours.

When Mill argued his third element - that people should get what they deserve
— he meant that in both a positive and negative way. Mill said that it was unjust for
someone “to obtain a good, or be made to undergo an evil, which he does not deserve”
(Gray 1991: 179). So, for example, a mother watching in horror as her child dies in
a house fire, does not “deserve” to have her picture taken at that awful moment,
published and shared throughout the Internet. The picture may be riveting. It may
be newsworthy. But those arguments for publication would arguably fail on Mill’s
grounds that she was not treated justly.

When promises are made to a person, they should be kept. Those who have been
promised may release promisers of their moral obligations. But as it is unjust for the prom-
iser to break their promise without being released by the person affected. For example,
journalists should not make promises unless they are very certain that they can keep them.

Lastly, Mill argued that people should be treated impartially. That relates directly
to Mill’s point that all people’s lives are of equal worth. If people are similar in a rel-
evant way, then people who have power to affect them should treat them in the same
way. So, if a professor gives one student who has had an emergency a few extra days
to complete an assignment, the professor must be willing to do that for any student
in the class. Professors are not justified in giving a student special privileges that are
not open impartially to others.

Mill understood that meeting all of these requirements is the ideal, but there are
times when that might be impossible. He said, “Justice is a name for certain moral
requirements, which, regarded collectively, stand higher in the scale of social utility,
and are therefore of more paramount obligation, than any others, though particular
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cases may occur in which some other social duty is so important, as to overrule any
one of the general maxims of justice. Thus, to save a life, it may not only be allowable,
but a duty, to steal, or take by force, the necessary food or medicine, or to kidnap,
and compel to officiate the only qualified medical practitioner” (Gray 1991: 201). Deci-
sion-makers can make justified exceptions to meeting all of the elements of justice
in every case, but that exception should be public, open to scrutiny and discussion.

The third safeguard is that benefit to the community must be based on aggregate
rather than arithmetic good. If we allow the greatest number of people to benefit from
an action, doing so implies that happiness of the majority is more important than
the happiness of those harmed in the bargain. Mill said that this is a mistake. Every
person has equal moral importance. In fact, with enough education and enlighten-
ment, individuals can come to see that their individual happiness is dependent on
the good of the community. If everyone has what they need to live, there is no need for
people to steal for survival. (Gray 1991: 142).

Mill also held that people who think carefully about themselves and their com-
munity come to a surprising conclusion: the role of the enlightened, educated indi-
vidual is to create the best community possible to promote the happiness of every
person as they promote their own. Individuals who seek and learn “true opinion”
(Gray 1991: 166) come to see that their own individual happiness and wellbeing rests
on the good of the community as a whole.

4 Applying Millian utilitarianism

Mill’s utilitarian ethical theory is explained in his essay Utilitarianism and is based
on something that everyone can appreciate: happiness. Mill calls it the Greatest Hap-
piness Principle, which “holds that actions are right in proportion as they tend to
promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness” (Gray
1991: 137). But true happiness, according to Mill, is not the same as immediate grati-
fication, momentary pleasure, or even personal satisfaction. Mill tells us, “It is better
to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied
than a fool satisfied. And if the fool, or the pig, is of a different opinion, it is because
they only know their side of the question” (Gray 1991: 140).

While it may sound contradictory to say that happiness can coincide with dissat-
isfaction, Mill pointed out that enlightened people become happy by trying to make
the world a better place. He says,

All the grand sources, in short, of human suffering are in a great degree, many of them almost
entirely, conquerable by human care and effort; and though their removal is grievously slow...
yet every mind sufficiently intelligent and generous to bear a part, however small and inconspi-
cuous, in the endeavor, will draw a noble enjoyment from the content itself, which he would not
for any bribe in the form of selfish indulgence consent to be without (Gray 1991: 146).
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The process then for applying Mill’s consequentialist theory, utilitarianism, starts
with identifying any other people who might be affected by one’s action. The actor’s
intention is less important than the foreseeable effect that the action is likely to have
on others. Once those people are identified, the next step is to think through the ele-
ments of justice and make sure that people are getting their legal rights, their moral
rights, what they deserve, are having promises kept to them and are being treated
impartially. If decision-makers determine that, in a particular case, it is morally per-
mitted for an element of justice to be set aside, they have the additional obligation of
thinking of how that unjust treatment could be explained in a public and transparent
way. The only justification for treating any person in an unjust way is that this kind
of treatment would support the interests of the community as a whole in such an
obvious way that people most likely to suffer are likely to agree.

The justification of taxes is an example of this kind of reasoning. In most coun-
tries, the wealthiest individuals are those that pay the most tax. One might say that
the wealthiest individuals are not getting what they deserve if they are being penal-
ized for their riches. The justification for allowing this exception to the elements of
justice is that the community as a whole benefits from the government having tax
dollars to care for the neediest and because the wealthiest citizens have voted for the
tax code (or voted for legislators who have created the tax code).

Never, according to Mill’s utilitarian calculus, is it justifiable to determine most or
least harm or good based on the number of people affected on either side of the equa-
tion. Good or harm must be evaluated based on what the consequence of bringing
about the best constituted community as that is also, ultimately, best for individuals.

5 Contemporary work in consequentialist theorizing

Consequentialist theorizing, with its intuitive fit, has been further refined for appli-
cation in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Contemporary philosopher, Julia
Driver, has shown how Millian utilitarianism can work in a complementary fashion
with feminist philosophical concerns. Driver echoes Carol Gilligan’s groundbreaking
work on women’s approach to moral theory by saying that women

tend to try to solve moral dilemmas through negotiation and communication, through attempts
to make the facts clear in a dilemma situation. For women, the suggestion is that we do not view
ourselves in isolation, as men tend to do, and we do not therefore need to relate to each other
through a system of rules and principles where impartiality is the moral norm (Driver 2005: 184).

Feminists have argued that the impartiality requirement of utilitarianism contradicts
the experience of women, which is often relational-centered, partial and particular to
the situation at hand. Driver argues “that consequentialism — understood here as a
theory that holds the right action to be that action which maximizes the good, where
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good is understood agent-neutrally — does not have any trouble accounting for some
partial norms” (Driver 2005: 185). Driver distinguishes between choosing an action
because it maximizes the good and judging the rightness of the action because it
maximizes the good. This is an important distinction. Few of us choose a friend or a
life partner because doing so maximizes the good of society. Yet, if we look at the effect
of people being in relationship with one another, we can see that personal relation-
ships do maximize the good by allowing for the pooling of resources, and by motivat-
ing care for children, the elderly and other vulnerable populations. As Driver (2005:
194) says, these motivating emotions are “an extremely good thing, from an impartial
point of view, since without these emotions it would be difficult to motivate the sorts
of sacrifices one finds in these relationships. But this is not what people have in mind
when they love their children. Nor should it be.” Driver (2005: 197) quotes Harriet
Taylor, John Stuart Mill’s unsung partner, in noting that morality derives “its power
from sympathies and benevolence and its reward from the approbation of those we
respect.” So, the rightness of partial actions can be judged impartially.

Contemporary utilitarian philosopher Peter Singer not only argues that affluent
people who have more than they need should help out people in need, he has created
an organization that helps people do just that. Singer’s 2009 book, The Life You can
Save: Acting Now to End World Poverty (NY: Random House) and the website, www.
thelifeyoucansave.org provides opportunities for affluent people to donate at least
1% of their net worth. Singer’s (2009: 230, 1972: 229-243) argument is that “if it is
in our power to prevent something bad from happening, without thereby sacrific-
ing anything of comparable moral importance, we ought, morally, to do it.” Singer
argues that saving unknown children from dying from starvation is not morally dif-
ferent from the obligation to pull a drowning child from a water puddle if all that we
risk is muddy clothing. That obligation doesn’t change if other people are choosing to
act immorally and ignore the need. In true utilitarian fashion, on the website, Singer
includes the expectation that people who reach the level of enlightenment needed to
act on his argument will feel better for having done so. The person who helps, in even
a small way, to make the world a better place, achieves happiness.

6 Conclusion

In conclusion, let’s return to the case we discussed at the start of this chapter. Eliz-
abeth Anscombe accused consequentialists of ignoring an action’s unintended, but
foreseen circumstances. When something harmful happens as a side effect to an
intended good outcome, this is formally called “a double effect.” The Doctrine of
Double Effect suggests that a bad side effect can be morally justified to the extent
that the primary action is not intended to cause harm and to the extent that the
consequence of the intended action promotes overall good. Mill’s consequentialism
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removes the distinction that so troubled Anscombe — that only intended outcomes
should be considered. From Mill’s point of view, if all people who are affected are
treated in accordance with the elements of justice, and if the greatest good for the
affected community as a whole is considered, the intention behind the outcomes of
action is not morally significant.

Anscombe (1958) also argued that consequentialism does not provide a stable
basis for analysis, as the desired consequence may change. Mill would disagree.
Dropping atomic bombs on Japanese civilians arguably would not have passed an
analysis based on Mill’s form of consequentialism. These civilians were not treated
justly. From our contemporary perspective, we can see that, for most citizens, national
identity is more likely based on where people are born or choices of their parents
and grandparents than rational choice to support a particular form of government. In
fact, democratic process allows for the possibility that citizens might be in support of
leadership at one point and less in support as others are voted into office. Through an
examination of Mill’s elements of justice, it is clear that the civilians killed or affected
by the atomic bombs did not get what they deserved. By analogy, it is not justified
for terrorists to kill or harm innocent Americans because they do not approve of the
actions of the U.S. government or U.S.-owned corporations.

Mill’s form of consequentialism is embedded in a full analysis of democracy
and the well-constituted communities that democracy can create. Mill believed
that the only morally acceptable societies were those that supported egalitarian
values; war, he believed, supported selfish competition that got in the way of creat-
ing communities capable of social reform. The primary value for judging the benefit
or harm of an act for the aggregate good is whether that act can promote a just
and democratic society. That is the primary value because, from a consequentialist
point of view, living in this kind of community allows each individual to attain true
happiness.
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10 Virtue Ethics & Media

Abstract: Virtue ethics (VE) theory and scholarship in media and communication
have become increasingly vibrant and worthy of serious attention. For all VE has to
offer, however, it is not unusual for the theory to be explained and applied inaccu-
rately in the literature and in textbooks. This limits the theory’s potential for address-
ing enduring issues in media and communication, as well as emerging ones. This
chapter argues that a major source of this theoretical distortion is the epistemological
hegemony of “thin concepts” in ethics to the neglect of “thick concepts.” Thick con-
cepts, such as “cruel” or “courageous” (i.e., vices and virtues), simultaneously evalu-
ate and describe; they presuppose particular institutional and cultural contexts in a
way that thin concepts, such as “right” and “impermissible,” do not. The “thin” bias
results in a systematic distortion of VE, which limits the theory’s relevance to media
and communication ethics. This essay will focus on the thinning out of four central
concepts that are analytically distinct but closely related in VE: virtues, practical rea-
soning, eudaimonia, and the common good. The conclusion discusses implications
for the VE agenda in media and communication ethics.

Keywords: virtue ethics, Aristotle, eudaimonia, common good, thin concepts, thick
concepts, communitarianism, practical reasoning

1 Advancing the virtue ethics agenda in media
and communication ethics

An increasing number of scholars in media and communication have become inter-
ested in virtue ethics (VE). Partly this has been the result of the “revival of virtue
ethics” in moral philosophy more broadly. Partly it is because of the theory’s relevance
to the ethical challenges posed by rapidly changing communication patterns and per-
vasive media technologies. VE is at once constant and flexible, grounded in the real-
ities of the human condition at the same time that it demands continual adjustment
to conditions on the ground. The broad naturalism of Aristotelian approaches links
ethics to concrete, historically situated activities and communities at the same time
that it guards against ethical relativism.

Indeed, virtue ethics theory and scholarship in media and communication have
become increasingly vibrant and worthy of serious attention. For all VE has to offer,
however, it is not unusual for the theory to be explained and applied inaccurately in
the literature and in textbooks. This limits the theory’s potential for addressing endur-
ing issues in media and communication, as well as emerging ones. I will argue that a

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110466034-010
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major source of this theoretical distortion is the epistemological hegemony of “thin
concepts” in ethics to the neglect of “thick concepts.” Thick concepts, such as “cruel”
or “courageous” (i.e., vices and virtues), are “partly constituted by institutional and
cultural facts” in a way that thin concepts such as “right” and “impermissible” are
not (Abend 2011, pp. 156157 ). The “thin” bias in ethics scholarship leads critics and
even some advocates to cherry-pick elements from the theory and treat them as if they
were thin concepts. I realize that cherry-picking is not an affliction suffered only by
VE; all theories are susceptible to being misconstrued or oversimplified. However,
this chapter argues that the “thin” bias results in a systematic distortion of VE, which
limits its relevance to media and communication ethics. Correcting for modern phi-
losophy’s tendency to neglect thick concepts in favor of thin ones was one motivation
for reviving VE (Solomon 1988). In particular, I will focus on the thinning out of four
central concepts that are analytically distinct but closely related: virtues, practical
reasoning, eudaimonia, and the common good. I will end this essay with a discussion
of implications for the VE agenda in media and communication ethics. First, I will
briefly review what has already been accomplished using VE in these fields.

2 Key VE contributions in media and communication

Media and communication scholars have made substantial contributions to ethics
theorizing and application in three major areas using VE: work on role morality,
work on moral motivation and moral development, and work on the media’s contri-
butions to human flourishing. Although some of this work has relied on Plato (e.g.,
Marsh 2001), the Epicureans (e.g., Brey, Briggle and Spence 2012) and Confucius (e.g.,
Ding 2007), most VE scholarship has been based on Aristotle’s classical theory or on
neo-Aristotelian theories. Therefore, I will focus on Aristotelian versions of VE.
Aristotle claimed that humans achieve excellence when they actively pursue the
virtues in their whole lives and in their particular moral judgments. His conception of
what is good for humans was teleological; it aims toward the telos, or ultimate end, of
eudaimonia, or human flourishing. When fully developed, virtues are habitual dis-
positions to choose right action through the exercise of practical reason, perfected by
what Aristotle called phronesis, or practical wisdom: the hard-won moral expertise
that comes from experience and reflection. The virtuous character involves habits and
emotions, as well as reason and the will. It is developed within networks of giving and
receiving, to use neo-Aristotelian philosopher Alasdair MaclIntyre’s (1999) term, and
ordered to the common good. Exercising a virtue in the full sense involves working

1 Annas (1998) made a good case for “happiness” being a more faithful translation in ancient usage.
However, I will use “flourishing” to avoid confusion with modern notions of “happiness.”
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out: (a) how to exercise the virtue (a) in all my roles at once (b) in a way that lends
unity to my character and (c) coherence to my life as a whole (d) while maintain-
ing continuity with those traditions whose shared ends I pursue with others and (e)
that are integrated into the common good for all. This thumbnail sketch of VE will be
fleshed out in the remainder of this essay.

2.1 Role morality

Aristotle’s theory lends itself to the study of role morality because of his argument
that all things have a function and what is good for them is what helps them to excel
at performing that function. In journalism ethics, Klaidman & Beauchamp (1987) got
the attention of scholars with their analysis of the most important “traits of virtuous
journalists” (p. 19); they proposed reaching for truth, avoiding bias and harm, serving
the public, maintaining trust, escaping manipulation, and inviting criticism and
being accountable. Cohen (Adam, Craft, and Cohen 2004) likewise emphasized the
virtues of individual journalists in relation to journalism’s ultimate purpose, suggest-
ing that journalistic competence could be mapped onto these virtues. Adam, in the
same article, discussed virtues associated with writing as being key to understand-
ing the role morality of journalists. Quinn (2007) suggested justice as the principal
agent-neutral virtue for journalists and integrity as the principal agent-relative virtue
for journalists. Similar to Klaidman and Beauchamp’s approach, scholars have dis-
cussed specific virtues (including fairness, integrity, community, respect, empathy,
honesty and shame) in relation to the decisions, strategies and organizations of mar-
keters (e.g., Hartman and Beck-Dudley 1999, and Murphy, Laczniak, and Wood 2007)
and public relations practitioners (Bivins 2004).

Maclntyre’s (1981) concept of a practice has been important for relating virtues
to the ultimate purpose, or telos, of particular media and communication activities.
A practice is “an established human cooperative activity in which one participates for
the purpose of achieving excellence in the realization of certain goods whose point
and meaning are internal to the practice” (Borden 2007, pp. 137-138). Practices are
morally authorized by, and accountable to, the traditions in which they are histori-
cally situated. In Journalism as Practice, I took up Lambeth’s (1990) proposal to the-
orize journalism in terms of a MacIntyrean practice. Craig (2011) used a MacIntyrean
framework to frame his findings from interviews with writers, editors and producers
who were extending the practice of journalism by developing standards of excellence
for the emerging platform of online journalism. Work outside journalism includes
Mackey’s (2014) critique of corporate public relations using MacIntyre’s framework
to argue that organizations should strive to “have a virtuous character which meets
the community expectations of contemporary society” (p. 132). Harden Fritz (2013),
evaluating the role of the professional more generally, conceptualized professional
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civility as a communicative virtue at the level of organizational interaction, contribut-
ing to good work as part of human flourishing.

Because practices are defined in terms of purpose and internal goods — and not
just skills, activities or institutional settings — MacIntyre’s conception helps draw
helpful normative boundaries, allowing for moral distinctions between members of
the practice and those who merely imitate them (e.g., Borden and Tew 2007) and cau-
tioning against a completely open media ethics as proposed by Couldry (2013) and
Ward & Wasserman (2010).> As Thomas (2016) noted:

The very nature of a role implies a measure of uniqueness, in terms of accepting
particular role-relative responsibilities that distinguish the bearer from others. This then
becomes tautological: if a role is dispersed — indeed, if a role is universalized - it ceases
to be a role and lacks the moral justification that accompanies it. (p. 95)

2.2 Moral motivation and moral development

Craig’s (2011) strategy of studying leading practitioners to develop profiles of excel-
lence uses the idea from Aristotle that we rely on moral exemplars to develop the
virtues. These exemplars provide regulative ideals (Oakley and Cocking 2001) that can
guide action. Baker (2008) suggested contrasting archetypes of good and bad PR and
advertising practitioners based on specific vices and virtues they can develop in the
context of their professions. Taking to the comics, Good (2010) relied on Kirkhorn’s
(1982) Quill essay to propose Joe Sacco as an exemplar of virtuous journalism for his
probing examinations of the human condition in his book-length works on armed
conflict in the Middle East and Bosnia. Plaisance (2016), relying on neo-Aristotelian
philosopher Philippa Foot, has developed an ambitious empirical agenda grounded
in his own 2014 work on moral exemplars in journalism and public relations. He has
proposed leveraging VE’s moral naturalism to marry psychological concepts to moral
philosophy in a bid to study media workers’ moral motivation and moral agency. His
program builds on previous empirical work using psychological concepts to study the
moral development of journalists, PR practitioners and advertisers (e.g., Wilkins and
Coleman 2005).

Some scholars have focused on how media and other communication perfor-
mances influence the character of those who engage with them. Oliver, Hartmann and
Woolley (2012) pondered the enjoyment resulting from feelings of elevation prompted
by media portrayals of moral virtue. Charlton and Upson (2011) argued that even

2 Couldry suggested “media” are a practice according to the MacIntyrean definition. However, as I ar-
gued in (2016), indiscriminately lumping together all activities involving the media and calling them
a practice is not consistent with MacIntyre’s definition.
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occasional participation in virtual child pornography hurts one’s character because,
by doing so, one contributes selfishly to the moral ruin of others without regard for
their well-being. In a rhetorical analysis, Rossing (2013) analyzed racial humor as a
site for understanding and practicing practical wisdom, understood as sophisticated
reasoning plus sophisticated performance resulting from political struggle in discur-
sive spaces.

2.3 The media’s contributions to Eudaimonia

In 2007, I suggested that understanding journalism as a practice helps us to see
how journalism is normatively defined by the moral purpose of promoting human
flourishing; specifically, by helping citizens discover the common good as intellec-
tually responsible participants in a diverse political community. Vallor (2012) relied
on classic Aristotelian theory to address whether and how social media contribute
to flourishing by promoting friendships of virtue. Morse (2000) took a MacIntyrean
approach to argue that advertising — as one aspect of community — indirectly influ-
ences action to the extent that it influences people’s conception of the good life and
thus their moral development. Plaisance (2013) has suggested that Foot’s “natural
normativity” provides practical tools for promoting digital flourishing for those nego-
tiating the responsible use of technology and for a global media ethics more generally.

Plaisance (2013) relied partly on Couldry (2013), who argued that virtue ethics
poses the right sorts of questions about media ethics on a global scale, focusing not
on abstract principles (as is the case with most global media ethics proposals), but
on the “shared conditions of human life, and certain qualities of a good life that flow
from these conditions” in relation to the media (p. 24). He suggested the virtues of
accuracy, sincerity and care were particularly relevant to this project. Ward (2011) has
offered his own version of flourishing, called “ethical flourishing” as the aim of a
global media ethics.

3 Thick concepts and virtue ethics

Thin concepts in meta-ethics do not have much, if any descriptive content; they
include “right,” “impermissible” and “inappropriate.” Here is an example of a thin
judgment in communication ethics: “Calling women ‘pigs’ is wrong.” This is how
Abend (2011), a sociologist, described thick concepts: “Thick concepts have two pecu-
liar characteristics, which make them qualitatively different from thin ones. First, they
simultaneously describe and evaluate an object, yet description and evaluation are
inseparable. Second, for a thick concept to be possible at all in a society, certain cul-
tural and institutional facts must obtain there; that is each thick concept has distinct
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cultural and institutional presuppositions” (p. 162). Here is an example of a thick
judgment: “Calling women ‘pigs’ is dishonorable.” Other examples of thick concepts
are “disloyal,” “kind” and “patient” — precisely the kinds of concepts that concern
virtue ethicists (though not all thick concepts in ethics are either virtues or vices).

The term “thick concepts” first appeared in print in Bernard Williams’ (1985)
Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy. However, modern virtue ethicists began question-
ing the fact-value dichotomy years earlier. Anscombe (1958), for example, argued that
the “brute facts” describing many moral concepts were sufficient to justify them. Foot
(1977) argued that the meaning of many evaluative terms were logically constrained by
the internal relations among moral attitudes and their real-world objects. MacIntyre
(1988) took this line of argument further by claiming that it is traditions that make
moral language intelligible and practical rationality possible. Christians (2015a)
concluded that Foot (and, by extension, other VE scholars who question the strict
demarcation between fact and value) was advocating relativism. This is a common,
if unfounded, suspicion of VE. What Foot and other VE scholars are saying, rather,
is that virtues and other core ethical concepts in VE are embedded in relationships,
practices and cultures in ways that are not easily (if at all) separable from those facts.
Aristotelians are moral realists, not relativists. As MacIntyre (2016) noted, practical
reasoning in the Aristotelian tradition presupposes that there are “standards inde-
pendent of our feelings, attitudes, and choices which determine what is and what is
not good and that rationality requires an acknowledgement of the authority of those
standards” (p. 190). A relativistic theory could not speak of the deformation of desire,
disordered lives or moral error, as VE does.

It is not that virtue ethicists think there is no line between fact and value; they
disagree about how to do draw that line. When it comes to ethics, they think the most
relevant concepts can be both factual and evaluative. One reason why thick concepts
are hard to pin down is because they come in different “thicknesses,” depending on
the complexity of their relationship to social, political and historical facts. Abend
(2011) noted, “(E)ach individual thick moral concept has its own, distinct presuppo-
sitions (there is no such thing as the presuppositions of thick concepts, in general).
Each one is ontologically dependent on cultural and institutional facts in a different
way and to a different extent” (p. 157). Not all thick concepts exist in every culture,
and, even if they do, they may not have the same meaning or even valence (Eklund
2011). Such indeterminacy seems to limit the usefulness of thick concepts. Hansen
(2014) illustrated this criticism with the example of courage. Washington Post report-
ers Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein, he said, demonstrated courage when reporting
on Watergate; this display of courage was virtuous because the investigation “led to
the fall of something unethical.” However, what about the case of a hypothetical jour-
nalist who dared to buck his newsroom’s prohibitions against bribery? In that case,
Hansen argued, courage would not be virtuous (p. 238).

Meta-ethicists differ on the place of thick concepts in ethics. Particularists say
that thick concepts are primary; some go so far as to say that all ethical concepts
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are thick concepts. Generalists, however, predominate in all fields of applied ethics,
including media and communication ethics. They suppose that “the moral thinker is
not only lost in terms of her orientation to the world and to other folks but irrespon-
sible in so far as she has failed to form her beliefs in light of moral principles with
the requisite level of transparency and universality” (Smith 2008, p. 147). Maclntyre
(2016) calls this way of thinking about ethics “Morality.” Although the reasons why
we should obey Morality’s maxims vary from theory to theory, all Morality theories
derive their character from “peculiarly modern social relationships and intellectual
presuppositions” that VE does not share (p. 69). “Any conception of moral theory as
rooted in and unintelligible apart from the particularities of moral practice is gen-
erally ignored,” he wrote. “Any notion of moral enquiry as needing to begin from or
even include anthropological and historical studies of moral practice is ruled out and
with it any identification of contrasts between the moral practices of the culture that
we here now inhabit and those of cultures of other times and places” (pp. 71-72).
Some generalists acknowledge that any theory that does not incorporate virtue is
incomplete, so they include virtue within their wider (principle-based) frameworks or
undertake efforts to recover such virtue accounts in the work of others, such as Mill and
Kant.? However, virtues are still secondary in these frameworks. For example, Hansen
(2014) argued against virtues as a starting point for media ethics because they are, by
definition, incapable of articulation and specification in the way that rules are. Wright
(2014) similarly argued for the necessity of stable rules to articulate in advance appropri-
ate courses of action in complex news environments. Ward (2010) argued that principles
in his proposed global system for media ethics could be normatively justified only if they
were “of sufficient generality and logical fecundity” that they could support “the more
specific principles and norms of our ethical framework” (p. 176). Bell (2007) explained
the significance of adopting either a particularist or a generalist meta-ethical stance:

The difference between the two is not merely that it is important to be sensitive to the particu-
lars of individual cases. Particularists and generalists can both accept this claim. The difference
arises in how this sensitivity plays out. No matter how much they emphasize case-centeredness
and awareness, generalists are committed to the view that cases can be subsumed under rules
and principles. (p. 46)

When virtues are shoehorned into principlist theories, they are abstracted from the
coherent theoretical structures in which they were originally embedded, leaving
virtues as pale — thin — versions of themselves. To take the thickness of virtues
seriously, one must commit to being at least a moderate particularist. Moderate
particularists prioritize thick concepts but allow for thin concepts. Aristotle was a
moderate particularist. He shared the classical view that thick and thin work together

3 Going forward, I will refer to such accounts of virtue as virtue theories to distinguish them from
virtue ethics.
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in a unified process of moral deliberation. However, rationality is articulated through
phronesis, not through deduction from universals. He said as much: Rules are useful
but are not constitutive of morality. The task of evaluating a whole life is not amena-
ble to principle-based analysis. Rather, this task is best accomplished by reflecting
on one’s life as a “dynamic history which informs the present and the future” (Smith
2008, p. 150).

As far as particular moral judgments, they are more like selecting from “a stack of
maxims” and applying them in particular circumstances than manufacturing “par-
ticular inferences on the basis of prior knowledge of universals.” Moral deliberation in
VE begins with the facts at hand — the “that” — and discovering the “rational relations
that are immanent” in them — the “because” — rather than constructing “some unify-
ing conception of how they fit together” (Smith 2008, pp. 148, 150). The “because” is
inextricably connected to the social meanings that make thick ethical concepts such
as virtues intelligible. Figuring out thick concepts requires thick description: detail
and accuracy, yes, but also purpose and selectivity. “The description simultaneously
is the evaluation” (Abend 2011, p. 161, emphasis in original).

3.1 The thin bias and virtues

— Thefocus on virtues as individualistic neglects the social and historical presuppo-
sitions that give virtues part of their content.

— Thus scholars may miss how important actual participation in concrete ways of
life is for the development of moral knowledge.

Aristotle understood virtues socially (like other thick concepts). “Aristotle’s account
of the virtues, when fully spelled out, is or rather presupposes a psychology and a
sociology,” MaclIntyre (2016) noted (p. 221, emphasis added). Even the virtue of
self-knowledge, which on its face seems like an individualistic virtue, is not. Vallor
(2012) explained:

Self-knowledge is not, for Aristotle, a matter of ‘going inside’ to observe some private, auto-
nomous and unique inner core of the personality, as we often portray it in the modern West.
Instead, self-knowledge in the Aristotelian sense is a matter of understanding properly where I
fit in the world, what my proper role in it is, and the capacities I have (or lack) for actively flou-
rishing in those roles. (page 193)

Nevertheless, “modern reduced accounts of virtue” stress reliable dispositions and
attend to virtuous individuals and the individual exercise of the virtues (Annas 2003,
p- 30). This can give the wrong impression that the virtuous agent is “the only piece of
conceptual apparatus relevant to moral philosophy” (Hursthouse 1995, p. 72), leading
generalists to conclude that VE promotes what amounts to moral navel-gazing on
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the “personal question of investigating my own conscience” (Hansen 2014, p. 238).
Even contemporary proponents of virtue often leave out Aristotle’s account of practi-
cal reasoning and how it builds up to practical wisdom, “an account which differs a
great deal from the accounts often assumed by modern philosophers and psycholo-
gists” (Annas 2003, p. 30). For one thing, VE holds that humans can only develop and
exercise their “particular kind of embodied rational agency” (Sherman 1993, p. 292)
if they can count on others to care for them and when they can be counted on to
care for others (MacIntyre 1999). And they learn the meanings of the virtues within
specific social contexts. Without culture, there is no moral formation; it is culture
that initiates moral agents into the relevant capacities they need to develop good
character and live good lives. This involves both induction into the way things are as
well as a critical sensibility to discern the way things could be. This critical sensibil-
ity, however, “must not be peeled-off from the content or from the form of life about
which we are reflecting” (Smith 2008, p. 142). You cannot work out an ideal of virtue
at an abstract level and then deduce from that a way of life that is removed from your
actual circumstances (Annas 2002). You do not have to get a life. You already have
one. And your goal is to live virtuously within it.

Participation in concrete ways of life equips us to appreciate reasons as well as
non-moral features of situations that bear on those reasons. This understanding runs
counter to Enlightenment views of reality as completely “out there.” Nevertheless,
VE does not succumb to subjectivism. Smith (2008), analyzing MacIntyre’s moral
realism, noted:

One of the valuable lessons of MacIntyre’s philosophical attitude is to help us be suspicious
of the attempt to reduce complex social phenomena in the name of conceptual economy, and
to render in theoretical terms what can only be adequately understood in practical historical
terms. (p. 140).

And I would add practical linguistic terms. Part of thick ethical description is paying
attention to language because normative distinctions are expressed through language.
Yet one of the reasons that Christians (2015b) has rejected VE for media and intercultural
communication ethics is its emphasis on reason as the central function of humans; he
suggested discourse instead. I am not denying the relevance of Counter-Enlightenment
authors in the philosophy of language — focusing on discourses and sense-making
makes good sense for those of us studying media and communication. I am suggesting
that this body of work has ready links to Aristotelianism. Hannan (2016) noted, for
example, that MacInyre’s moral theory presented a model of moral discourse, framing
traditions as ongoing, intergenerational arguments and the self as one who is inher-
ently discursive and, as such, always in relationship. Practices, the immediate context
for moral development, entail social cooperation and common purpose with others.
They, in turn, are authorized by traditions, the larger story of which the practice (and
its members) are a part. And the narrative self is inherently situated in an even larger
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story with plots and subplots situated in primary and secondary settings that make
sense of her life as a whole. “We are thus not just storytelling, but also story-living crea-
tures,” Hannan wrote. “Stories lie at the seat of human consciousness. They are the
organizing bases of human action and account for the distinctly teleological character
of practical reason” (p. 30, emphasis in original). If anything, the cultural turn in ethics
could be read as an update of VE, not a rejection of it.

3.2 The thin bias and practical reasoning

— Emphasis on traits leaves out Aristotle’s account of practical reasoning and its
development into practical wisdom.
— Thus scholars may misconstrue the structure and content of virtue.

Virtues are thickened not only by social context but by Aristotle’s account of practical
reasoning. “This is because virtue, unlike a mere habit, is a disposition to act which is
exercised in and through the agent’s practical reasoning,” wrote Annas (2003, p. 24,
emphasis in original). Practical reasoning is particularly germane to the intellectual
aspect of virtue:

The virtuous agent doesn’t just do the right thing, she does it for the right reason — because she
understands that this is the right thing to do. And she does this dispositionally — she has a cha-
racter such that she understands on each occasion what the right thing to do is. (p. 25)

The development of practical reasoning into phronesis follows the same pattern as
other types of practical expertise. Some of this understanding can be taught, but
some of this can only be learned from experience and reflection. The expertise, once
developed, is reliable but not routine.* Annas (2003) explained:

We want our practical experts to have learned from experience and practice, but we do not
expect them to have developed a routinized habit that produces predictable outcomes whatever
the nature of the individual challenges; if we find that our plumber or mechanic does have such
aroutinized habit, we realize that she is not an expert, since she lacks understanding of what she
is doing. (And we go to another.) (p. 26)

Hansen’s (2014) example of the brave bribe-taking journalist would not demon-
strate virtue in the full sense, according to Aristotle, because the practical reason-
ing required by virtue is not just situation-sensitive; it is also active and critical: “A
virtue is not an entity in me determining my behaviour; it is the way I am, my dispo-
sition to decide” (Annas 2003, p. 27). Unfortunately, the constitutive role of practical

4 See Annas (2003) and Abend (2011) for VE responses to the situationist critique.
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reasoning in the structure of virtue has been obscured in a number of ethics textbooks
by the theoretical shortcut of the Golden Mean. As Cunningham (1999) pointed out,
what originated in Aristotle as a metaphor for right action took on a life of its own:

The tenor of these conflict-driven deliberations is heavily rationalistic and almost exclusively
epistemic because the elements of moral character and moral development are either ignored
or muted. Conflict-driven ethics, typified by textbook case studies, is generally particular in its
focus on situations and relatively atomistic in applying its energies to resolving a dilemma. The
so-called Golden Mean, structured as it is by dichotomous extremes, appears as a convenient
strategy within this answer-driven mindset. (p. 11).

Surveying media and communication ethics textbooks 10 years later, Wyatt (2008)
observed improvement in the treatment of Aristotelian ethics, but noticed that the
quandary mindset of applied ethics classes nevertheless still led students to continue
making the Golden Mean error that Cunningham (1999) described. Further, because
students tend to construe deficiency as not acting and excess as a choice that involves
acting, “[tlhe mean, then, always involves an adjusted — usually watered down —
version of the proposed action” (Wyatt, p. 300), whether it be running a photo,
retweeting a post or issuing an ultimatum.

3.3 The thin bias and Eudaimonia

— Rejection of eudaimonism robs VE of its distinctiveness. Thus scholars may
subsume virtue under rival theories.

—  OR eudaimonia is reduced to self-realization. Thus scholars may overlook its inte-
gral connection to the common good.

Reduced accounts of virtue also tend to neglect the way in which a prior account
of the human good thickens Aristotelian virtues. Eudaimonia is the overarching
concept in the wider theoretical structure for VE. When it is left out, or thinned out,
VE appears theoretically weak or even anti-theoretical (Annas 1998). Eudaimonism is
rejected among a number of ethicists, even those who offer contemporary virtue the-
ories, because they worry that it carries too much pre-modern baggage. Adaptation to
current conditions and empirical findings may necessitate specific changes in Aris-
totle’s account. However, simply abstracting features from his theory to suit modern
sensibilities neglects the fact that eudaimonism guides moral action quite differently
from ethical theories appealing to universal principles. As Prior (2001) explained,
“The ideal, whether it be the phronimos, a Platonic philosopher-ruler, or a Stoic sage,
represents the highest level of ethical life attainable by human beings, rather than the
lowest common denominator. Eudaimonism justifies conduct in terms of an ability to
promote or exemplify that ideal” (p. 336).
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Nevertheless, VE mash-ups abound. An example from the media ethics litera-
ture is Ward’s (2010, 2011, 2013) proposal to adopt “ethical flourishing” as the aim of
a global media ethics. Flourishing in his account consists of developing individual
capacities that are necessary for (Kantian) individuals to live with physical, social,
political and ethical dignity. Ethical capacities include developing a rational plan of
life, acting fairly, and showing impartiality and concern for others. Although virtues
and practical reason are included in his account, he said that VE captures only one
non-reducible aspect of ethical life and must be supplemented. Rather than basing
virtue on eudaimonia, Ward (2010) used a Kantian gloss of virtue as a disposition
strengthening the good will; i.e., it cannot itself identify what is good. Predictably,
such a reduced account of virtue no longer makes it a plausible rival to Kantian deon-
tology, but just one of deontology’s moving parts.

Eudaimonia provided Aristotle with a coherent and distinctive way to describe
wisdom and to determine which qualities should count as virtues. It also helped him
to differentiate between intrinsic and consequential benefits, separating out the good
inherent in the excellent use of reason from the consequential harms or benefits of a
given action. This distinction allows us to see how every virtuous action benefits the
agent without boiling eudaimonia down to a narrow emphasis on self-realization.
Because the agent’s good is inextricably linked to the common good, she does not face a
choice between her self-interest as a person and her self-interest as a community member.
Neither is it the case that virtues equate to benevolence (as Hansen 2014, seemed to
suggest). Rather, as we have seen, virtuous activity involves congruency between the
moral conduct of a situated agent and between the developed parts of her character and
her emotional make-up. The virtuous agent becomes gradually more expert at doing
the right thing using the moral knowledge gained from her embedded experiences; she
does the right thing for its own sake and takes pleasure in doing so (Cunningham 1999).

Despite lip service to Aristotle’s observation that humans are naturally social,
modern accounts of VE often neglect the fact that eudaimonia is manifested between
persons — rather than within them. Indeed, Aristotle’s notion of flourishing is grounded
in the notion of the shared life, “the social achievement that alone renders eudaimonia
concrete for us; without it, the concept of ‘flourishing’ remains empty of content” (Vallor
2012, p. 196). The shared life requires sustained and concerted action between friends
and community members, a lifetime of activity ordered to the highest forms of relation-
ships. It cannot be reduced to social cooperation in order to promote individual ends, or
even joint ends, for that matter. Aristotle recognized alliances, or friendships of utility,
but these are not the sort of coming together that Aristotle had in mind for flourishing in
civic communities, friendships of virtue, families or (a MacIntyrean might add) practices.

Mutual affiliation - typified by “creating a shared world,” by discovering the
common good together, by being attuned to each other’s feelings and activities —
is a character state worth cultivating, “a virtue whose focus is not on self or other,
but on the fact of common doing” (Sherman 1993, pp. 278 and 298). It is part of the
“structured composite of final and instrumental ends” constitutive of eudaimonia in
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Aristotelian thought (p. 299). In contrast with Kant, the good of community in virtue
ethics does not depend ultimately on a utopian ethical commonwealth defined by
pure reason. It is firmly grounded in the human condition:

Finding pleasure in the mutuality of community is not simply a contingent end, like enjoying
carpentry or dance or Wagnerian opera. Unlike these, it is a characteristic, albeit contingent,
feature of our particular kind of embodied rational agency. Sociality appeals to material facts
about human nature that are persistent, and that bridge local differences of taste and talent. It
appeals to deep facts about us. (Sherman 1993, p. 292)

In contrast, liberal conceptions of the self and society have rejected Aristotelian tele-
ology in favor of choices motivated by preferences. This can be seen in Ward’s (2011)
subordination of virtues and practical reason to the demands of Rawlsian justice.” “To
work towards the ethical flourishing of a global community is to promote a cosmopol-
itanism that emphasizes universal principles of human rights, freedom, and justice,”
he wrote (p. 741). The political community in Aristotle is not grounded in liberal prin-
ciples precisely because VE prioritizes the good over the right and recognizes the
necessity and desirability of dependence as well as independence, of given commit-
ments as well as chosen associations (MacIntyre 1999). As Sherman (1993) noted:

The operative virtue here is not respect, nor beneficence, nor even cooperation, though each may
enter non-essentially. At risk of being expansive, what seems to be at stake is some measure of
transcendence; it is a relaxing of one’s own sense of boundaries and control. It is acknowledging
a sense of union or merger. (p. 282)

Nevertheless, the shared life is not monolithic. This is another reason why the classical
polis was crucial to Aristotle’s theory. The polis provided the moral umbrella for a range of
excellences to thrive without the moral order collapsing or losing its function of connect-
ing persons to the pursuit of the human good. As Seal (2008) noted, when the Aristotelian
tradition is considered in all its thickness, it is a political tradition as well as an ethical
one. This brings us to the last element of VE that has been downplayed by the thin bias.

3.4 The thin bias and the common good

— Conflating the common good with social welfare or the public interest blurs
important differences between VE and other theories.

— Thus scholars may not seriously consider VE as a theoretical framework for com-
munitarian projects.

5 Ess’s (2013) virtue-based approach to global media ethics likewise prioritizes the right over the good
and conceives of moral agents in liberal, rather than Aristotelian, terms.

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

184 —— Sandral.Borden

When the common good is explicitly referenced in contemporary accounts of VE,
it is often reduced to a pro-social orientation in individuals or to the aggregation of
individual goods. Both characterizations blur what is distinctive about VE compared
with rival theories. Individuals may care about benefiting others - i.e., they may be
oriented toward service and exhibit benevolent attitudes — but these are orientations
equally at home in utilitarian and deontological frameworks. A pro-social orientation
is not a distinctive feature of VE. The shared life is. However, the shared life requires
doing with not just doing for. Fostering the common good does not translate simply
into being other-oriented.

The commonness of the common good, moreover, requires that the goods real-
ized through the shared life are indeed shared goods, not merely goods valued by
multiple persons or resulting in the private advantage of most individuals in utilitar-
ian fashion. “The mainstream view disembeds the self and operates by procedures,”
Christians (2015b) wrote, resulting in Western moral philosophy’s overall neglect of
community (p. 42). In response, he has proposed a communitarian framework for
media and communication ethics, writing that community “is the context in which
the nature of morality is understood correctly” (p. 43) and that “people are born into a
sociological universe where values and meanings are either presumed or negotiated”
(p. 42). Communitarianism holds that individuals cannot be fully realized except as
members of communities and that communities, as well as individuals, have moral
standing. These claims are quite compatible with VE, as I have shown. Christians
did acknowledge that Aristotle advocated a “morality of social action” (p. 41). Never-
theless, he ultimately grouped Aristotle with Kant and Mill on the grounds that they
shared a common deficiency regarding the communitarian project: a narrowly ration-
alistic and overly individualistic view of ethics. I hope to have already addressed this
objection in previous sections of this essay.®

4 Conclusion

Scholars interested in VE recognize the value of checking their theoretical commit-
ments against empirical findings. As De Haan and Meadows (2014) noted, “Aristotle
was one of those clearheaded thinkers who always asked us to begin our inquiries
walking on the solid ground of what is more known to us before jumping headlong
into what is more known in itself and ending up neck deep in confusion” (p. 214). In
fact, there has been increased interest in the study of personality and stable traits

6 Among neo-Aristotelians, MacIntyre perhaps has dealt most directly with the political dimensions
of Aristotelian thought, though he disavows the label of “communitarian” because some versions of
this political philosophy make the political community co-terminous with the state and/or the market.

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

Virtue Ethics & Media =—— 185

(Fleeson, Furr, Jayawickreme, Helzer, Hartley, and Meindl 2015). However, empirical
support for Aristotelian virtues has been mixed.

Some philosophers have responded by developing theoretical alternatives to
Aristotelian VE that conform to empirical findings (e.g., Miller 2013). Others (e.g.,
Snow 2010) have tried to show that psychological studies fueling critiques of VE were
poorly designed and that empirical grounding for the theory can be found in other
psychological approaches. For example, empirical work done in social cognitivism
and developmental moral psychology has illuminated the ways in which we might
understand the possible role of non-conscious cognitive processing in responding
“automatically” to consciously chosen ends, the self-regulatory processes involved in
goal-oriented action, the development of virtue on the Aristotelian model of master-
ing practical skills, and the role of self-schemas in evaluating oneself as a moral agent
(Annas 2015; Snow 2013).

However, media ethicists should proceed with caution when using empirical data
to explain, support or criticize VE. To paraphrase MacIntyre (2016), empirical studies
informed by Morality may have no place in their conceptual scheme for Aristotelian
concepts, or, if they do, their presuppositions about desires, rationality and so on may
be different from those of Aristotelians (p. 98). For example, social scientists may oper-
ationalize VE concepts such as virtues and eudaimonia in ways that may pose a false
equivalence between, say, a utilitarian version of happiness as “life satisfaction” and the
Aristotelian version of happiness as “human flourishing.” If an investigator proposes
to measure human flourishing with a life satisfaction index, we must acknowledge that
the investigator is not directly measuring human flourishing as an Aristotelian under-
stands the term (Vallor 2010). Another example is the widespread use of the Defining
Issues Test (DIT) to study moral development. Inferences about VE based on DIT results
need to account for the fact that the DIT is based on a moral psychological theory that
frames moral maturity as the outcome of a Kantian progression toward reliance on
more abstract and more general rules (Annas 2015). As Vallor noted, such issues do not
render empirical ethical studies invalid or unimportant. Nevertheless, scholars inter-
ested in refining or criticizing VE on the basis of empirical findings need to be alert to
the kinds of inferences they may, and may not make, based on those data. For example,
see Plaisance’s (2014) careful discussion of how various individual-level variables in
moral psychology may relate to Aristotelian and communitarian concepts.

Even with such precautions, moral psychology and moral neuroscience will
take us only so far in understanding thick concepts such as virtues. The VE research
agenda will remain incomplete without simultaneously studying how particular cul-
tures are manifested in social conceptions of virtues, virtuous behavior, social rela-
tionships and institutional structures. And this is not just a methodological issue. It is
a theoretical one as well. Thick concepts, Abend observed, “challenge the prevalent
conception of a hardwired and universal moral capacity in a specific and acute way,
which thin concepts do not” (p. 162). Among topics that need to be examined empir-
ically are the prevalence (and absence) of particular thick concepts, their uses, their
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histories and their institutional manifestations. This agenda will require that other
disciplines, such as history, anthropology and sociology, contribute to the empirical
study of morality on equal footing with neuroscience and psychology.

In normative theorizing, we need more attention to taken-for-granted ethical
terms in U.S. American scholarship that “carry within them both theoretical and nor-
mative commitments” that may be “thinner” than necessary to be compatible with
VE (Douglass 1980, p. 114). For example, Thomas (2016) recently took on the concept
of paternalism in media ethics. In defending a positive conception of paternalism,
he stressed a thick conception of autonomy, defined as opportunity for the sake of
promoting meaningful choices ordered to human flourishing. He contrasted this con-
ception with the dominant one: a thin notion of autonomy as unhindered freedom
to choose based on our preferences. For those interested in addressing the thin bias
in VE in media and communication, we may need to go back to basics, as it were,
interrogating concepts such as humanity, community, and politics (Codina 2016).
A possible objection is that the thickening provided by the phronemos, the polis and
so on in Aristotle’s theory is not workable in today’s modern pluralistic societies (Prior
2001). Vallor (2012), however, pointed out a theoretically coherent answer: Maybe we
should be figuring out whether current socio-political arrangements are conducive
to authentic development and flourishing. Virtuous agents always have to “fit” their
circumstances, but some circumstances suit the good life better than others.

I would like to close, in Aristotelian fashion, with an exemplar of the kind of
research needed to round out the VE agenda in media and communication. I propose
Vallor’s (2012) study of how Facebook and other media do and do not contribute to
flourishing based on their influence on friendships of virtue. A typical path would
be to analyze the impact of social media on individual virtues, such as empathy and
patience. In contrast, Vallor focused on how social media influence the collective
development of virtues in the different forms of friendship described by Aristotle. In
her analysis, she repeatedly drew attention to the social nature of the virtues needed
for friendship. For example, she noted that online causes “made common through the
combined efforts of anonymous individuals united by the sheer coincidence of their
virtuous aims” do not constitute the kind of common endeavor envisioned by Aristotle
for complete friendships (p. 191). Indeed, Vallor noted that the potential of social media
to mirror the individualistic, self-interested tenets of contemporary life may actually
hinder such friendships, impoverishing the good life for many. However, we can only
assess this sort of issue by expanding the methodological toolbox for studying virtue
in the media and communication to include social, as well as individual, concepts.
Related to this point, we need more attention to traditions, which means more histor-
ical and comparative analyses. Critical-cultural studies in media and communication
have much to contribute here, with their interest in culture, memory and discourse;
these can be studied as sites for understanding virtues in media and communication.

The reason to seriously consider VE is not, as Annas (1998) noted, because it
is ancient, but because it has centuries of theoretical development behind it and

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

Virtue Ethics & Media =— 187

because it happens to differ from modern ethical theories that many have found alien-
ating. “Our intuitions about virtue are unsystematic and potentially in conflict, but
we recognize that there is a powerful normative concept there, and we can recognize
when another tradition has a more coherent version of it” (p. 42). If media and com-
munication ethics scholars want to fully explore what VE has to offer, they will need
to overcome the thin bias and engage the theory in all its thickness.

Further reading

Much of the early work applying virtue ethics (VE) to the media involved developing
catalogues of relevant virtues for individual journalists and other producers of media
content. Klaidman and Beauchamp’s 1987 The Virtuous Journalist remains paradig-
matic, with subsequent lists (and alternative rationales) developed for journalists
and other media practitioners. Some authors have developed profiles for exem-
plary media practitioners based on virtues believed to be important to their work.
Plaisance’s (2014) research into journalism and PR exemplars stands out for its empir-
ical grounding, part of a larger research agenda to link VE with moral psychology
concepts using as inspiration Philippa Foot’s moral naturalism (see, e.g., Plaisance
2016, 2015). Moving on to the practice-based approach to VE, this strategy was first
championed by Edmund Lambeth (1990) and was developed further by Borden (2007)
and Craig (2011). Despite Alasdair MacIntyre’s insistence on the need for an historical
analysis of virtues and practices, few such treatments in media ethics exist; see Bivins
(2014) for an exception. Maclntyre’s point that Aristotelian ethics is necessarily polit-
ical has not gotten much traction in the media ethics literature either. However, see
Vallor (2010) and Hesmondhalgh (2017) for Aristotelian critiques of the information
technologies and capitalistic media markets that structure the media environment
in ways that are (or are not) conducive to the good life. Borden (2010), Mackey (2014)
and Plaisance (2015) also have examined linkages between VE and communitari-
anism. Finally, VE has moved into current media ethics debates about intercultural
ethics (see, e.g., Borden, 2015 and 2016; Plaisance, 2015) and digital ethics (see, e.g.,
Plaisance 2013; Brey, Briggle, and Spence 2012; Vallor 2012), sometimes intersecting
with media studies (see, e.g., Couldry 2013 and 2006).
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11 Care Ethics: A Different Voice for
Communication and Media Ethics

Abstract: This paper reviews the history of care ethics as a feminist ethic and surveys
competing definitions of care that may serve as a moral framework for communica-
tion ethics. “Care” is shown to be a flexible moral concept that can be used to assess
discourse practices in various contexts. It is argued that the practices of care and com-
munication overlap such that communication is an ability that must be nurtured by
care, and at the same time is often constitutive of care. The normative intersections
between care and communication are explored in terms of both style and substance,
highlighting how communication in care sometimes involves “epistemic empathetic
projection”, and how care ethics as a discursive practice calls for what Nancy Fraser
describes as a “politics of needs interpretation,” the discursive struggle for more
caring and equitable relations.

Keywords: care ethics, sex and gender, pregnancy, childhood, epistemic empathetic
projection, reciprocity, stages of care

The ethics of care, according to pioneering theorist Carol Gilligan, is said to be
rooted in a “different voice” — a moral perspective associated with women and the
work of care that is often missing or diminished in more traditional moral theories.
Gilligan’s choice of the metaphor of “voice” to represent a marginalized perspective
readily invites speculation as to how care ethics as a moral theory might inform
communication and media ethics. In this chapter, I show that as a relational ethic
rooted in the actual work of care, the ethics of care yields vital insights for com-
munication and media ethics. This is because care is a sphere of practice that illu-
minates shifting interdependencies and vulnerabilities, but also universal human
conditions undergirding the very origins and practices of communication. Care
ethics finds communication to be substantive of relationship, and as such, to be a
vital component of the normative injunction of care ethics, which is to maintain and
sustain relationship. At the same time, it recommends certain style and substance
in communication and media.

In this chapter, I trace the definitions and stages associated with care, showing
how communication intersects with the practice of care, and how an ethics of care
informs communication and media by positing a moral injunction to maintain rela-
tions. Such an ethic underscores the significance of pregnancy as a form of mediated
communication, early-childhood relations and gender dynamics of care-giving in the
development of communicative ability, as well as the role that communication plays
in shaping care ethics as a moral orientation. In the first section, I briefly review the
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history of care ethics as a feminist ethic. Care is shown to be a flexible moral concept
that can be used to assess discourse practices. In the second section, I consider how
the practices of care and communication overlap such that communication is an
ability that must be nurtured by care, and at the same time is often constitutive of care
as a form of embodied mediation. In the third section, I examine the normative inter-
sections between care and communication in terms of both style and substance, high-
lighting how care ethics as discursive practice calls for what Nancy Fraser describes
as a “politics of needs interpretation,” the discursive struggle for more caring and
equitable relations. I conclude by considering the promise and peril of social media
and other communication technologies for the ethical practice of care.

1 History and theoretical qualities of care ethics

1.1 History

Emerging as criticism of male bias evident in various fields of study, the ethics of
care is a feminist ethic. In her book In A Different Voice, psychologist Carol Gilligan
challenged the idea that the moral reasoning of women is less mature than that of
men, which in the West has tended to focus on ideals of justice and autonomy, and
argued that the moral voice of women is “different,” but not inferior (Gilligan, 1982).
She theorized that the “different voice of care” develops in many women as a result of
their involvement in care relations within the family — relations that are essential to
the perpetuation of humanity. In this way, she built on the work of Nancy Chodorow,
who argued that women are socialized to be care givers, because as girls they remain
in continued identification with their mothers from whom they learn to be empathetic
to the needs of others (Chodorow, 1978). As moral agents, Gilligan found that many
girls and women, and well as some men, look to meet the needs of others as part of
their moral ideal. Gilligan thus affirmed that there is no one path of moral develop-
ment, but multiple paths, and that concern for maintaining relationship is a viable
foundation for moral theory.

Shortly after the publication of this work, Nel Noddings published her book
Caring, which developed the ethic of care as a feminine ethic rooted in the activi-
ties of mothering and teaching (Noddings, 1984; Noddings, 2002). Sara Ruddick
followed in a similar vein, publishing Maternal Thinking as a treatise on the type of
moral ethic that emerges from the practice of mothering (Ruddick, 1995). Ruddick
sought to expand care ethics beyond a strict association with women or femininity,
by characterizing mothering as a practice that admits to gender neutrality, in that it
can be performed by “mothering persons” who may be male or female. Subsequent
care ethicists follow Ruddick’s lead in characterizing the ethics of care as one that is
associated with the traditional work of women, but that is gender neutral in its larger
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relevance to all humans. Despite these differences in how to understand the proper
association between care work and femininity, care ethics today is inherently feminist
at least three regards: First, it is concerned with exposing and eliminating unjustified
power differentials between men and women (and other social injustices), especially
practices that govern and shape care for children and others. Second, it highlights the
ways in which so called “feminine” virtues of empathy, compassion, sympathy, and
peace can usefully inform our moral experiences. Third, it challenges the distinction
between private and public, and posits care as a moral value that can inform public
as well as private relations. Beyond these basic feminist commitments, care ethics
exhibits a number of other core characteristics that can be used to inform communi-
cation and media ethics.

1.2 Theoretical qualities of care ethics

To begin, the ethics of care conceptualizes human beings as intertwined in relations
of interdependency that involve varying degrees of skills and capacities, and rejects
understanding moral agents and subjects as fully autonomous rational deliberators
who are interchangeable and non-distinct (Held, 1990). Care ethicists are quick to
point out that individuals do not spring into life as fully developed rational thinkers
and communicators (Baier, 1987). Rather, they emerge through an extended period of
dependency and development, during which their identities and capacities are devel-
oped as a result of receiving care from others.

Secondly, the ethics of care favors particularity and partiality. It construes moral
agents and subjects as particular others, and shows a preference for exploring ethics
through actual rather than hypothetical examples, because of the detailed relational
richness that is lost when situations are imagined and individuals are construed as
abstract characters. Although care ethicists are not averse to applying some princi-
ples impartially, they question the absolutist assumption and application of princi-
ples without attention to contextual details.! Care ethics further avows that within
more personal relations of care it is not only allowed, but encouraged to treat some
others with partiality of care and concern.

A third component of care ethics is the embodied nature of care needs, and the
appropriateness of emotion in moral deliberation and response. Human beings are
not mere disembodied brains or loci of rationality, as is suggested in Kantian ethics.
Rather, human rationality itself is enabled and effected by embodied states, and care
for humans centrally involves meeting the needs of the body, as well as emotional,

1 For example, care ethics endorses general principles such as the basic right of each person to have
their needs met, or the general inappropriateness of cronyism in business and politics
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psychological, and social needs. Care ethics thus posits a holistical understanding of
the human person, which requires holistic responses, or as Selma Sevenhuijsen puts
it, the employment of a union of “head-heart-hands” (Sevenhuijsen, 1998). As bodies
change and grow, caring needs shift as well, but as Maurice Hamington observes, our
bodies are made for care, and they serve not only as important loci of caring need, but
also as vital resources for epistemological information (Hamington, 2004).

Finally, care ethicists argue that the main moral injunction is to maintain care
relations in a way that is responsive to all within one’s web of relations, including
oneself. This is evident in how care ethics resolves moral dilemmas, such as those
posed in the “Heinz dilemma”.? In response to this dilemma, which was used by Kohl-
berg to test for moral maturity, those who exhibit a penchant for care ethics, such the
child “Amy” in Gilligan’s studies, reframes the question from whether Heinz should
steal an overpriced drug to save his dying wife, to whether there is a way that Heinz
may be able to save his wife while at the same time maintaining relations with the
druggist, and himself. Rather than risk a theft that would dispossess the druggist of
rightful property and possibly land Heinz in jail, preventing him from helping his
wife, Amy recommends that Heinz borrow the needed money or come to some kind of
arrangement with the druggist. In this way, the ethics of care recognizes and responds
to the needs of all parties involved in a relationship, without requiring that this care
become unjust or self-sacrificial. This ideal, as well as the former three qualities, all
bear upon communication and media relations informed by care ethics.

1.3 Defining care

Despite these points of agreement, there is no one accepted definition of care, in
large part because “care” is a concept that admits to great breadth and flexibility. This
promises to complicate a communication and media ethic informed by care ethics,
but also to lend it a certain complexity. For example, Noddings defines care as a set
of skills that involve being more receptive-intuitive than objective-analytical, engages
empathy and compassion more than cognitive analysis, and finds abstract rules to be
of limited use (Noddings, 1984). She breaks caring into three stages of activity with
correlative skills: attention to needs, response to needs, and completion, the latter
of which is secured when the care receiver acknowledges and sanctions that care
has been received satisfactorily. Finally, she distinguishes between “caring-about,”
which means having a concern for others, and “caring-for,” which refers the actual
work of meeting a need for care. Later, I consider the significance of these stages and

2 In this dilemma, “Heinz” is faced with the question of whether he should steal an overpriced drug
to save his dying wife.
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distinction for communication and media ethics, but for now it is important to under-
stand that there are numerous other ways to understand care, making it a contentious
and rich concept.

Alternatively, other theorists are inclined to understand care as a practice, in large
part to keep us mindful that care is work that must be done, and not just cultivated,
admired, recommended, or analyzed. Thus, Joan Tronto and Bernice Fischer define
care as “all that we do to maintain, continue, and repair our world so that we can live
in it as well as possible” (Tronto and Fischer, 1999, 40). This operational definition
is broad in its capacity to highlight how just about any activity can be construed as
relating to care in some respect, including the activities of communication and media
production, to the extent that they contribute to maintenance and continuation of the
world in which we live.

Yet other theorists, such as Diemut Bubeck, seek an even more precise definition
of care as a practice. She writes that “caring for is the meeting of needs of one person
by another person, where face-to-face interaction between carer and cared for is a
crucial element of the overall activity, and the need ... cannot possibly be met by the
cared for herself” (Bubeck, 1995). Bubeck’s definition of care is narrower than that of
Tronto and Fischer, and distinguishes care from personal services, which meet the
needs of individuals capable of self-care, often for a fee. The difference between care
and personal service is salient to media ethics most especially, as in capitalist socie-
ties, where advertisements for personal products and services often take precedence
over political conversations about care in Bubeck’s more limited sense.

Daniel Engster posits yet another definition of care that accentuates the typical
needs and goals addressed by care (Engster, 1995). For Engster, care includes
everything we do directly to meet vital needs for food, water and shelter, to develop
and sustain basic physical mental and emotional capabilities, and to avoid and alle-
viate unnecessary suffering. He writes, “The ultimate goal of care is to enable indi-
viduals to survive, develop as fully as possible ... and live and function in the world
as long as possible,” what he terms as “basic well-being” (Engster, 2015, 19-20).
Following upon this definition, communication and media ethics rooted in care
ethics should center around the pursuit of fair and equitable distributions of basic
well-being.

Given that all of these definitions offer different ways of thinking about care,
should a communicative/media ethic prefer one over the other? I propose that we
remain open to the ways that care may be alternatively defined, but that does not
mean that each definition is equally employable for a communication/media ethic of
care. For instance, Bubeck’s distinction between care and personal service is useful for
tracing the ways in which we may demarcate care from broader market relations, but
it has the downside of not capturing how long distance and technologically mediated
communication may constitute care. This is because Bubeck’s definition discounts as
care communication that is not face to face, and/or does not involve the meeting of a
need that cannot be met by the care receiver. Under Bubeck’s more narrow definition
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of care, then, communication of need and care completion that uses technology or
long-distance social media (e.g. Skyping) will not be seen as activities falling under
the purview of care work, at least as care work.

For this reason, it makes sense to define care more broadly when extending an
ethics of care to communication and media ethics. Such a definition is offered by
Virginia Held, who opts to define care as both a practice and a value (Held, 2006,
42). Held’s definition has the advantage of being able to attend to the fact that care
is work that must be done, but also to how care can be understood as a moral ideal
that allows us to normatively assess such activities. Beyond this, we ought to retain
the three stages of care described by Noddings, and be mindful of how care can also
be understood as a motive, an emotion, and a moral orientation in the sense first dis-
cussed by Gilligan. When care is defined so as to include all of these different senses
of what it can mean to “care,” it becomes much more possible to understand various
communicative practices and media activities/styles as falling under the rubric of
care. It further becomes possible to evaluate and assess communication and media
practices according to how they do or do not serve to constitute some phase of caring
response — drawing attention to need, responding or facilitating response to need,
and indicating caring completion in the form of acknowledgement that needs have
been met satisfactorily.

2 Care and communication

Although the ethics of care is heavily invested in dialogical processes and mediated
forms of communication, few care ethicists to date have explored these intersections
at length. Such a project invites closer scrutiny of the gendered and embodied aspects
of communication in caring practice, and how communication and care may be said
to interrelate. A cursory look at the overlap between an ethics of care and communi-
cation reveals that care as a practice not only requires communication for successful
completion, which media can enhance or erode, but also that care as a practice, (“car-
ing-for” or “taking care of”) is nearly always a form of communication itself, even if
not always necessarily discursive. The relationship between ethical communication
and caring thus reconfigures the standard understanding of communication as dia-
logical exchange between rational speaker and listener, into one capable of verbal and
nonverbal intertwining networks.? It furthermore construes ethical communication

3 The ontology of care ethics which posits individuals as being situated in webs of relations bears
timely affinity with linguistic symbols used to represent modern computer technology, such as “the

world-wide web,” “internet,” “social networking,” “interfacing,” etc.
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as an integral part of ethical caring, and ethical caring as an indispensable form of
ethical communication, that is inherently mediated by the body and social relations.

Moreover, the critical distinction between justice and care perspectives as devel-
oped by Gilligan and Noddings can be brought to bear on traditional approaches to
communication and media ethics. Not only do texts on communication ethics and
media ethics tend to focus disproportionately on liberal issues, there is a dearth of
explorations of the significance of the origins of communication in early childhood
as it relates to embodied differences between women and men. Most scholars of
communicative and media ethics acknowledge the relevance of feminist ethics in
recognition of the preponderance of sex based stereotypes in these social practices,
but there is a tendency to overlook specific applications of care ethics to communi-
cation ethics. One way this is evident is that although there are many analyses of the
significance of communication within parent-child relations, there is considerably
less analysis of the origins of communication that involve women and children at
the very beginnings of life, or how communication and media may enhance care
relations more generally.

2.1 Sexual dimensions of communication studies

For instance, in his book Philosophies of Communication and Media Ethics, R.N. Kiran
commendably includes feminist ethics as a philosophical framework with a rightful
position in a full moral representation of communication studies (Kiran, 2000). He
anticipates the development of care ethics, tracing how feminism has evolved from a
focus on sex differences, to making women more like men, to giving voice to women.
Noting that domination, violence and control of women by men is exhibited in virtu-
ally every cultural group, he describes feminism as a revolutionary movement arising
out of a sense of outrage over this treatment and a desire to end sexism in all man-
ifestations — sexual exploitation, violence, exclusion from public life, and unequal
educational opportunities (97).

In the spirit of care ethics, Kiran creditably affirms that any development commu-
nication paradigm must recognize gender-based differences in life experiences (101).
He reports that women have been “muted ... in relation to language, meaning and
communication,” and are governed by communication ideals according to a different
standard than men (97). One of these standards is that women are expected to be good
at interpersonal relationships and to focus on people and emotion (99). Women who
question the status quo are silenced by being labeled as deviant. Knowledge itself, he
and others argue, is rooted in male identity and theory.

At the same time, Kiran’s analysis is typical in discussing the origins of commu-
nication in early childhood in deceptively gender neutral tones, without consider-
ing how the sexual dimensions of care constitute a form of subordination relevant to
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communication ethics.* For example, women still perform disproportionate amounts
of care work, which at the same time increases their influence as teachers and educa-
tors of early childhood communication (for relatively lower pay), but also decreases
their influence as communicators in other areas of life, especially the spheres of poli-
tics and business. Kiran and other communication ethicists ignore the ways in which
sexually delineated patterns of childrearing influence the development of early child-
hood speech forms, values, and expectations, reflective of a culturally larger “missing
caregiver” phenomenon, whereby children are raised and developed without any
specific reference to the particularity or needs of their caregivers. Care ethics thus
brings to communication ethics a heightened appreciation for communication at the
start of life and beyond, which yields its own distinctive concepts and abilities.

2.2 Communication at the start of life

What most communication ethics texts fail to appreciate is that communication
begins much earlier in the womb, as a pregnant woman interacts with the develop-
ing child in utero through voice, music, touch, and simply bodily “being with”, and
that these experiences are not only commonly mediated by technology, but by human
bodies. As a pregnancy develops, a fetus begins to recognize voices, can respond to
music, rhymes, and other sounds, and has its own sleep and wake schedule that is
communicable to the pregnant woman through fetal movement (DeCasper, 1994).
Whether these are intentional communications on the part of the fetus is unknown,
but during pregnancy a woman can begin to treat and interpret the “signs” as inten-
tional, perhaps in preparation and hope for future more clearly intentional and
mutual communication with her infant-toddler-child. This embodied relationship is
rendered much more evident with the development of mediated technologies such as
ultra-sound machines, which make images of unborn children detectable at the very

4 To offer but a few examples, Kiran notes of how in the Habermasian and Pragmatic traditions of
philosophy, “the mind is a function which the child acquires as it learns meanings of things and acti-
vities in its environment...The ability to exercise communicative skills is required at various levels of
human development and carries implications for achieving the universal pragmatic functions of com-
munication as delineated by Habermas” (Kiran, 2000, 29). In speaking of the existential approach to
communicative ethics, Kiran notes that “every new human being is not merely a creation of biological
nature, but begins in human communication”. He cites Jaspers in declaring that “communication is
the universal condition of man’s being ... The encompassing which is being itself exists for us only
so far as it achieves communicability by becoming speech or becoming utterable,” concluding that
“man, being communicative, things become communicable through him”( (Jaspers, 1967, 520; Kiran,
2000, 36). In these cases, Kiran shows a deceptively gender-neutral/male awareness of the significan-
ce of the origins of communication in early childhood experiences, but not of the roles that caregivers,
very often women, play in this phase of development, often to their own detriment.
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early stages of a pregnancy. Such technologies make it easier for women to attend to
the mediated communication that occurs in embodied pregnancies, and other forms
of social media make this then easier to share with the larger community.

Once infants are born, communication between mother, others, and child develop
according to a potential for mutual influence. Infants are recognized as capable of
communicating with their cries, but until very recently it was not well reported that
infants have different cries to signify different needs, and that there may be some kind
of common cross-cultural infant “language” (Zeskind and Lester, 1978). The capac-
ity for learning the language of their caregivers is found to be an innate capacity for
most infants, in that their brains are hard wired for rapid language acquisition in the
first few years. This capacity is influenced by relational variabilities, but language
and communication skills are greatly developed in young children by regular, caring
interaction with caregivers. When a caregiver is unable to communicate well, due to
depression or other conditions, this impacts the communicative abilities of young
children (Murray, et al, 1993). As Sarah Hrdy states in her book Mother Nature, “lan-
guage is integral to the symbolic capacity that allows humans to understand cogni-
tively what other are expressing at the same time that we understand at an emotional
level what others are feeling ... but all human develop this empathetic component in
the first few months and years of life as part of a unit that involves at least one other
person” (Hrdy, 1999, 392). Thus, at its origins, communication is a relational exchange
that is preverbal, embodied, and socially-developmentally rooted in care.

Given these factors, “communication” should be defined in care ethics without
being limited to a verbal, dialogical, or reciprocal exchange, although communicative
reciprocity is an important value and goal for care ethicists. Noddings discusses the
importance of reciprocal response for the final stage of caring completion, because
of how it sustains and motivates the caregiver (Noddings, 1986, 92). For Noddings,
this response facilitates the act of care by replenishing the good will and motiva-
tion to care within the care giver. For most children, this early form of communica-
tion develops into more sophisticated ways of communicating with others that show
reciprocal concern, and reinvigorate the chains of care. But the experiences of preg-
nancy, caring for infants, as well as for adults who are not fully articulate, reveals the
need for a definition of “communication” that is able to reflect nonverbal, bodily, and
reciprocal dimensions of care that admit to various developmental capacities and
dispositional traits.

For this reason, “communication” in care ethics might better be understood to
mean an actual or projective exchange of meaning that allows for a mutual being-
with, when by “exchange” it is meant the ability to share, or projectively share, an
experience or thought, even when the sharing is not fully intentional or reciprocal.
Throughout life, the development of communication is ongoing, but originates and
is ever entwined and mediated by bodily dynamics that admit to varying degrees of
intentional exchanges of meaning. Feminists working to articulate some of the onto-
logical dimensions of pregnancy and caring for children at the early stages of life
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call this “enmeshment,” to represent the intertwining of flesh, as may be seen in
pregnancy, lactation, or bathing of an infant.” For care ethics, communication need
not always admit to intention on the part of the communicators, because the body is a
vehicle for communication that outstrips consciousness. While even newborn infants
are typically capable of vocalizing their needs and desires, much communication
between babies and caregivers involves non-verbal physical touch and the meshing
of flesh. Lactation and other acts of care are not purely indicative of instinctive and
inherent knowledge on either the part of mother or child, but involves communica-
tive adjustments and interpersonal embodied learning. The ontology of pregnancy in
particular reveals how the origins of life is itself a mediated form of communication,
not only in the use of technologies such as ultrasounds, but in the enmeshed state
of embodiment itself. Thus the envelopment and intersubjectivity that is evident
in pregnancy is a mediated communication of not only a technological, but also a
bodily sort.

2.3 Communication and the stages of care

The suggestion that care is a form of communication that occurs throughout a lifetime
according to various stages and capacities for self-care, begs the question of how to
understand the more precise relationship between care and communication. Looking
within and beyond the stage of childhood, the capacity for communication is one
that does not always admit to steady growth, but is halting and non-linear. Differ-
ent communicative styles and capacities requires caregivers to find different forms
of communication for different people and times. Trauma, disease, and aging may
alter the ability to communicate in the same ways as one did before. What remains
common throughout life and all types of physical conditions is that bodily communi-
cation through care is pervasive. In considering the intersections of care and commu-
nication, it also becomes clear that they strongly correlate to the three stages of care
identified by Noddings: attention, response, and completion. That is, communication
is not only instrumental for the successful employment of every stage of care, but in
some cases, communication is rightly understood as care itself.

Consider how the first stage of care, attention, is generally triggered by commu-
nication between caregiver and receiver. The cry of a child, the drooping of a plant, a
tragic news story, are all examples of communication that indicates a beckoning to the
attention of moral agents who are in a position to notice and respond to a need. Caring
for an ill person will often involve an initial discussion about symptoms, then move

5 Embrace, handshake, massage, and sexual intercourse are just a few other common examples of
bodily enmeshment.
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to further discussions about treatment options, how to properly take medication, etc.
While communication at this stage generally involves a straightforward solicitation
for, or noticing of an expression of needs, it becomes more interestingly imaginative
and empathetic when communication does not admit to mutuality. Noddings’ identi-
fied capacity for “projective engrossment” can in these contexts be understood as an
important asset to caregivers at this diagnostic stage of care, when care receivers are
not able or willing to clearly express their needs.

In the context of communication with care receivers who are unable or unwilling
to express their needs, projective-imaginative engrossment, or what might be other-
wise termed epistemic empathetic projection, refers to the ways that a care giver can
perceive themselves as “communicating” with a person or being whom others might
perceive to be non-responsive. This may include communication with beings such
as the fetus in utero, a loved one in a coma, an animal, a plant, and perhaps even
an inanimate object. In such cases, the caregiver imagines what the care receiver or
object of attention might ask for or express a need for, were they able to speak. As
a child “communicates” with a stuffed animal or doll and mimics a communicative
response, so caregivers often become adept at projecting a responsive expression of
need, creating imaginative communication, which may be greater than, hopeful for,
or substitutive for an actual reciprocal response.

The ability to project a reciprocal exchange is a developmental tool for becom-
ing more attuned to need and more proficient in responding to it. So a parent may
tell a child “the dog is asking you for a drink” as a way to prompt the child to be
more sensitive to how animals have needs that should be noticed and satisfied.
Undoubtedly, this type of projective communication can be a dangerous substitute
for reciprocal communication when the cared-for, or object of attention, is capable
of communication on their own volition. In such cases it would be wrong to ignore
what a person is actually saying in favor of imaginatively projecting what a caregiver
would prefer to believe is being said. However, the capacity for projective engross-
ment is at the same time an important supplement to the attentive phase of care,
when care receivers are not fully capable of intentional or adequately expressive
forms of communication.

The second stage of care — response — often requires communication of a verbal
sort. But this is not a necessary condition. A parent can change a baby’s diaper
without any discussion. Cooking a meal, folding laundry, or cleaning a room, are also
activities that can be completed without any degree of communication at all. But com-
munication is typically a key part of these activities. A caregiver will typically chat
with a child as she or he changes a diaper. Communication enhances caring beyond
the diagnostic phase because it actively engages the cared-for and makes these expe-
riences more mutual. Some forms of care do necessarily require communication, in
that communication is constitutive of the care in question. For example, dispensing
medication, and teaching, are forms of care giving that necessarily require communi-
cation as part of their core nature.
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At the same time that we recognize that some types of care require verbal commu-
nication, we can also say that an act of caring-for is always itself a form of communi-
cation more broadly construed, or at least the initiation of a communication. That is
to say, the act of meeting a need is always an act that communicates on some level to
the care receiver that someone cares enough to try to respond. As such, it is always a
form of expressive connection, even if it is not ultimately taken up as such, or is not
deemed as fully successful in the long run.

In like manner, the third stage of care, completion, benefits from communi-
cation between care giver and receiver. This is because it is during the completion
stage that a care giver checks that the response or actions taken during the second
stage have been successful. Completion is sometimes possible to affirm without
fully reciprocal and intentional communication from the care receiver. A nurse
may check the vital signs of an unconscious patient to ensure that a treatment
is working; a parent may see at a glance that a meal is relished. But when care
receivers are able to provide feedback, care givers should ask a care receiver if a
course of action has succeeded in meeting the need, in an ongoing communica-
tive loop.

In summary then, the ethics of care suggests that communication is not only an
important enhancement to all three stages of care, but can be understood as care
itself. In what remains I will consider how care ethics might normatively inform a
communication ethic more broadly in terms of style and substance, and application
to social media technology.

3 Care ethics as communication ethic - style
and substance

The ethics of care is distinguished from more universalistic ethics in its insistence on
the importance of contextual and narrative assessment of needs for the cultivation of
relationship. As a communication and media ethic, care ethics recommends a certain
style and content of communication, because how one communicates, and what one
communicates about, is an expression of care and concern for others. Care ethics
recommends that the style and content of communication be conducive to meeting
the needs of the individuals who are in the process of communicating, and those
who may be affected by the success or failure of such communication. Media and
communicative technologies are to be assessed according to how well they facili-
tate caring goals. In each case, care ethics is distinguishable from liberal ethics in
viewing autonomy, equality, and privacy in communication as values that, while
vital, must be informed and tempered by the realities of human development and the
goods associated with care, such as interdependency, trust, openness, collaboration,
and mutual concern.
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3.1 Care ethics as normative communicative style

Applied to communication as a style, care ethics recommends certain modes of com-
portment. The style of communication that is recommended by the ethics of care is
one that is mutually respectful and considerate of the perspectives and needs of others
in communication. Features such as tone and body language, attentive engagement,
and mutuality, are stylistic features of communication that are morally relevant to an
ethics of care because of how they are conducive to the creation of safe and honest
discursive spaces. The ethics of care supports the moral imperative of speaking to
others respectfully, in an empathetic way that shows concern for the potential harm
of one’s words, and the possibility of misinterpretation. To this end, the ethics of care
recommends styles of communication that feature five basic qualities: empathy, rec-
ognition of audience, relational fluidity, partiality and particularity, and civility.

In the first case, the ethics of care recommends modes of communication that
reflect and are constituted by empathetic exchange. For this reason, the ethics of care
is attentive to the importance of empathy to forms of communication related to cus-
tomer service and bedside manner — not centrally because of the ways in which they
may fill some professional duty or facilitate the functioning of the market, but because
of how they serve to create safe and empathetic atmospheres. For instance, Eva Feder
Kittay discusses how, in receiving the devastating diagnosis that her daughter Sesha
would be severely disabled for life, the family’s pediatrician (a “good doctor”) eased
the news gently, while others were overly brusque. In discussing the poor communi-
cation of one of the latter types, she writes:

His credentials as a physician who can correctly predict an outcome remains secure, but his
understanding of how to approach parents with such harsh news, also an important skill for a
physician, is quite another matter ... On our encounter with the third pediatric neurologist we
were told outright — after a five minute exam - that our daughter was severely to profoundly
retarded and that we should consider having other children because ‘one rotten apple doesn’t
spoil the barrel.” As I type these words nearly twenty-seven years later, I still wonder at the utter
failure of empathy in a physician (Feder Kittay, 1999, 149-50).

The failure that Kittay describes is not only that of being insensitive to the emotions of
patients and families, but also the failure to care about caring, i.e., to understanding
that caring communication is a morally necessary part of medical and other physical
forms care.

The second and third stylistic features of caring communication involve the
importance of listening and the desirability of mutual exchange when possible. The
supposition of relationship is one shared in care and communication alike, and being
ethical in terms of being a caring communicator requires mindfulness that one is both
a sender and a receiver of information, and that good communication includes a con-
text-sensitive balance of speaking and listening. When no one is listening, or when
all speak at once, communication fails. This requires that a caring communicator take
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a certain posture toward the other. Sevenhuijsen describes how, in striving to com-
prehend the needs of the other, “the recipient of care is, for [the care ethicist] not
an ‘object to be known’, but someone to whom she listens, she tries to understand,
and with whom she communicates” (Sevenhuijsen, 1998, 58). A caring communicator
does not conceive of herself as an atomic self who is exercising autonomy by commu-
nicating ideas to others unilaterally, but one who is relationally engaged in communi-
cations with others, and who, under normal circumstances of non-violence, is obliged
to listen as well as speak.

To this extent, care ethics challenges the commonly assumed binary of speaker/
listener in exposing how, in the best practices of communication, the roles of listener
and speaker are fluid, and there is attentive awareness to others as listeners and
potential responders. As Fredersich Antezak states, every discursive text functionally
defines an implied audience (Antezak, 1991, 81). These can be simultaneously listen-
ers and/or readers, toward whom and from whom there are mutual obligations. As a
text, conversation, or exchange unfolds, it reveals different types of “discursive com-
munities” (Antezak, 1991, 81). Such communities can be judged as more ethical to the
extent that they maintain and promote mutual exchanges of ideas and impressions.
Thus a feminist ethic of care has the ability to incorporate alterity and diversity, and
to use communication to make the strange knowable.

The fourth feature of care ethics as a communicative style is the recognition of
partiality and particularity. Whereas norms of objectivity are often embraced as way
to keep moral judgments dispassionate and unbiased, a feminist ethics of care under-
stands this norm to be itself a state of partiality that begets certain emotional atti-
tudes (Sevenhuijsen, 1998, 58-9). Stylistically, the ethics of care uses communication
to explore and inform contextual moral judgment. This does not imply that the ethics
of care is incompatible with norms of objectivity when it is important that communi-
cators are able to separate their personal views and preferences from other consider-
ations. But the ethics of care doubts that anyone can ever be completely neutral and
objective, in that we are all shaped by our experiences and social situations. For this
reason, care ethics favors the practice of acknowledging personal perspectives and
interests in communication.

Furthermore, in emphasizing particularity, the ethics of care favors narrative
styles of communication that communicate with an eye to real life. Stylistically,
especially in journalism, the ethics of care underscores the power for moral moti-
vation found in the form of personal narrative and autobiography. Looking at the
stories and narratives of actual people generates empathetic response for actual
people more readily than a fictional story, or a macro-level analysis of a problem.
Rather than seeking for answers always in “hard data,” care ethics upholds the
personal voice as a prime vehicle for revealing particularity in diverse perspec-
tives. These features of the ethic of care indicate a preference for communication
and media styles that utilize narrative storytelling to reveal human needs, and the
means by which they may be met.
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Finally, the ethics of care recommends a style of communication that is civil,
meaning that it is respectful, collaborative, and resistant to excessively aggressive com-
munication. Speech that is not caring in this way is commonly evident, and typified in
hate speech. The climate that is created in caring relations through civil, respectful, and
collaborative communication is vital to the health of relations. James Jaska and Michael
Pritchard tell us that a climate of concern, warmth, acceptance, support, and trust is
ideal (Jaska and Pritchard, 1994, 72). Quoting Thomas Nilsen, they declare simply that
“Whatever improves, develops, enlarges, or enhances human personalities is good;
whatever restricts, degrades, or injures human personalities is bad” (Nilsen, 1966, 14).
Civility is viewed as a communicative good in care ethics, because of how it can func-
tion to maintain relationship and avoid the stirring of emotions that fuel violence.

In making this last point, it is important to clarify that the value of civil commu-
nication in care ethics does not mean that every occasion for communication has to
be “caring” in a naive sort of way; there is stylistic room for pointed attacks, humor,
sarcasm, insult, crudeness, and even profanity when done for some higher good or
within an appropriate relational context. The standard for whether communication
crosses a moral line is to be detected in the final stage of care, where a speaker scruti-
nizes the perceived reaction of one’s speech to see if it has caused harm, or has been
helpful in the intended way. Upset alone is not a crime; sometimes important political
exchanges necessarily cause painful realizations and uncomfortable ideas. Moreo-
ver, in responding to communication that is legitimately perceived by the receiver as
harmful, one need not maintain dialogue in a manner that is self-effacing or danger-
ous. Rather, communication within care ethics is born out of a belief that respect is
deserved until proven otherwise, and even then, that the dignity of a communicator
is diminished when one returns hateful speech with hateful speech. The potential for
reciprocal respect and care is to be left open, in the hope for mutual growth and under-
standing. However, care ethics does not require that one be abused, subordinated, or
made vulnerable through the words of others. The moral intricacies of stylistic forms
of communication within an ethics of care cannot be negotiated a priori, but rather
must be decided within more substantial discourses about care and communication.

3.2 Care ethics as normative communicative substance

Apart from recommending certain styles of communication, care ethics also norma-
tively guides the substance of communication, based on the context of the relations in
question. The normative injunction of care ethics requires that, across a wide variety of
contexts, the content of communication should focus on how best to maintain relation-
ships within each stage of care. As Sevenhujsen asks, “how can a community ever care
properly for its members if there is no space to communicate and deliberate about the
way in which people experience needs?” (Sevenhuijsen, 1998, 133). She posits that the
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ethics of care “attributes an important place to communication, interpretation, and dia-
logue,” because “knowing is a social and dialogic process” (61). Some of the contexts
that ought then to be focused on include education, politics, family life, journalism
and business. What all of these contexts have in common is that they play vital roles
in attending to, delivering, and assessing care on local, national, and international
levels. As such, an ethics of care calls for citizens in democratic societies to have open
discussions about care, so they may more freely and equally achieve basic well-being.
The need for substantive discussions at every stage of care means that within
various domains of life, communication should be used to complete the caring cycle
of attention, response, and assessment. Both private individuals and public institu-
tions are responsible for the work of care, albeit in different ways, and hence have
moral obligations to focus an appropriate level of their communications on the sub-
stantive business of care, within moral parameters. This translates to the importance
of being able to carve out space and time for meaningful interactions where needs can
be noticed, met, and evaluated. Building on the discourse ethic originated by Jurgen
Habermas, whereby ideal discourse is marked by inclusion, equality, and freedom
from internal and external constraints, care ethics pushes agents to realize such com-
munication within and about non-ideal settings of care, where actual relations are
often unequal and constrained (Habermas, 2005). This itself requires the cultivation
of communicative habits that expand beyond mere verbal exchanges to issues of how
to best manage and balance care with other values such as time, money, and liberty.
Different public agencies and institutions have their own special sets of obligations
for substantive caring discourse, specific to their abilities, capacities, and recipro-
cal duties. But care ethics, like Habermasian discourse ethics, sets certain general
parameters on these discursive practices, even as it recognizes inequality as inherent
in some care relations, and as sometimes the product of avoidable social disparities.
The ethics of care is action-guiding in respect to locating such discourses in the
actual cultural practices within which they take place, which at this time in the United
States means that care for many unfolds under conditions of extreme and growing
differentials in wealth. It is important then to situate substantive discourses about
care in cultural contexts increasingly dominated by unequal political and market
forces. In reference to these realities, Virginia Held has called for the liberation of
culture from market domination, for citizens to be informed, and for news to be pro-
duced in ways that are instrumental to democratic political values. For this reason,
she suggests that the airwaves and internet be subject to government oversight with a
view to public interests, and not just the goal of maximizing profits (Held, 2006, 123).
Considered in the abstract, it is comparatively easy to grasp how substantive
communications about care are required at each stage in the above-listed contexts to
the extent that family members, teachers, politicians, journalists, business leaders,
and others each have communicative roles to play in noticing, providing, and assess-
ing care. But it is more complicated to prioritize and motivate movement between
the stages of care in ways that reflect a practical consensus about just distributions
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of caring benefits and burdens. For this reason, substantive communications guided
by the ethics of care must encompass what Nancy Fraser calls a “politics of needs
assessment” (Fraser 1987; 1989).

Fraser suggests that in substantive discourses about care, needs should not be con-
strued as objective and predefined necessities simpliciter, but as political discourses
and mediums for the making and contesting of political claims (1989, 291). She writes:

needs-talk appears as a site of struggle where groups with unequal discursive (and nondiscursive)
resources compete to establish as hegemonic their respective interpretations of legitimate social
needs. Dominant groups articulate need interpretations intended to exclude, defuse, and/or
co-opt counter-interpretations. Subordinate or oppositional groups, on the other hand, articulate
need interpretations intended to challenge, displace, and/or modify dominant ones (1989, 296).

Fraser’s analysis reveals the importance of substantive communication about care,
because it is through such communication that care ethicists are able to speak publi-
cally of needs that have been traditionally depoliticized, and to break the silences of
those marginalized and subordinated by dependency needs.

Adopting Fraser’s politics of needs interpretation as a form of discourse ethics,
the ethics of care is able to articulate four substantive communication goals: to 1) the
use of language and discursive spaces to challenge traditional social boundaries; 2)
the articulation of alternative interpretations of needs; 3) the creation of new chains of
discourse that disseminate these reinterpretations; and 4) the invention of new forms
of discourse for interpreting need (1989, 302). In reference to how feminism histori-
cally relates to the latter strategy, Fraser notes that in speaking publicly the “hereto-
fore unspeakable,” and by coining new language to describe their experienced needs
(inventing terms such as “sexual harassment,” “the double shift,” “wife-battery,”
etc.), feminists became a “discursively self-constituted political collectivity, albeit a
very heterogeneous and fractured one” (303).

In the same way, care ethics as a discourse ethics can look to substantive com-
munication about care to articulate linguistic concepts that reflect and guide caring
practices, and to generate and dispense new language in service of caring goals. Dis-
cursive communities and political collectives can be built around such substantive
conversations. This is especially true in the age of social media and technologies,
which promise to dissolve traditional barriers between private and public relations
of care throughout life, making it possible to articulate needs through the use of citi-
zen-based broadcasting and social networking.

4 Mediated communication technologies, and care

While ultra-sound technologies allow for the visualization and projective communi-
cation with unborn humans in the womb, the use of other mediated technologies
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increasingly inform and shape care practices across the lifespan. Recognizing that
care ever more involves the use of mediated technologies such as cell phones, inter-
net, and e-mail, at ever earlier ages, care ethics raises questions about the best use of
these technologies within and on behalf of care, in terms of both style and substance.
Care ethicists are positioned to assess these technologies as informed and tempered
by the realities of human development and the goods associated with care, such as
interdependency, trust, openness, collaboration, and mutual concern, and to develop
their political potential on behalf of care. While a full treatment of this topic exceeds
the scope of this study, it is worthwhile to end this chapter by making some general
observations about the promise, peril, and political potential of mediated communi-
cation technologies for the ethics of care.

The proliferation of cell phones, the internet, and social media allows for caring
communication with unprecedented speed and breadth, reshaping the public/private
divide. Communication technologies reconfigure family time and social interactions,
as more children as well as adults have cell phones and tablets that allow them instant
and incessant access to family, friends, and internet sites. Technology grants fluid
communication between care-givers and receivers, imbuing a new flexibility into care
relations, but at the same time yields reasons to be concerned that such technologies
are leading to estrangement, addiction, infringements on privacy and agency, and a
general decline in face to face communication. Care ethics is positioned to say that
mediated communication technologies, like other technologies, may be found to be
more or less supportive of the normative goals of care.

On the “more supportive” side, Shelley Park is a theorist who defends the use of
social media to provide care, recommending the use of mediated communication tech-
nologies to “mother queerly”, i.e., to mother so as to challenge traditional hegemonic
and heteronormative institutions of mothering (Park, 2013, 184). Park elucidates how
the reality of care may be altered through communicative technologies in her study of
cyborg identity ala Patty Belle Hastings’ concept of “cyborg motherhood” (Hastings,
2002). As Park explains, cyborg mothers use modern communicative technologies
such as cell phones, texting services, e-mail, instant messaging, and social network-
ing sites like MySpace and Facebook, to care for their children and reconstitute mater-
nal subjectivity by permitting different ways to occupy time and space ( Park, 175). By
facilitating communication with family members while away from home, these tech-
nologies allow for “co-presence” combined with unprecedented potential for agency
and autonomy, the exploration of new identities, and the co-inhabitation of media
spaces. Although she finds that new technologies are not completely novel in offering
communal intimacy independent of physical proximity, they uniquely increase the
speed and quantity of communication as compared to traditional correspondence. In
short, social media allows families to “live apart together” (181).

Against critics who fear that the modern use of social media threatens the quality
of care relations, Park argues that social media facilitates care in at least two ways.
First, modern communicative technologies allow care-givers to choose whether and
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how to open to others, and can inspire more reflective interactions with those for
whom they care. When care-givers use social media technologies they leave traces
of their interactions which may inspire them to communicate more care-fully in tone
of voice or word choice, and if not, can invite reflection upon how care could have
been offered in a more ideal fashion. Second, modern communicative technologies
fill relational spaces so that distance need not be experienced as empty or alienating.
She finds that while such technologies cannot guarantee response-able subjectivi-
ties, they should be embraced as “technologies of co-presence that are not artificial
or inadequate bridges between subjects”, but instead are making possible “loving
one another intentionally across emotional and cognitive as well as geographical and
temporal boundaries” (186). In the face of concerns that modern technologies esca-
late demands for attention into all times and places, she points out that this is not
an inevitable condition. The use of communicated technology may allow mothers to
ponder the validity of requests on their time and more easily refuse them if deemed
unreasonable. As Park states, communication technologies “make it possible for
mothers to be present to their children ... to live autonomous lives outside of the con-
fines of the nuclear family ... [and] to avoid becoming martyrs resentful of our chil-
dren’s calls upon our time” (185).

Park is correct to surmise that care can be positively altered by such technologies,
and that social media networks expand the ability to organize and share, interfacing
with global labor markets contingent upon and motivated by care relations. But on
the “less supportive” side of the debate, there are equally many concerns about how
the use of mediated communication technologies may be harmful from a care ethical
perspective. These harms range from mild to serious: The pervasiveness of commu-
nication technology often disrupts or sidesteps care relations, yielding superficial,
acerbic, and even dangerous interactions. For many, the widespread use of phone,
text, and internet makes it unnecessary and uncomfortable to maintain even simple
personal interactions, and quickly becomes addictive. Many relationships mediated
by such technologies are shallow and/or rooted on deceptions. In the extreme, use of
these technologies has led to loss life through accidents caused by distracted driving
or walking, suicides incited by internet hecklers, reckless stunts aimed at going viral,
threats and violence in the form of cyber-bullying/stalking, and much more.

As the internet evolves from a primarily grass roots network for social communi-
cation, to a systemized platform for global commerce and political influence, other
dangers emerge for care. It is ever more clear that what have been perceived and pre-
sented as innocent minded “social media” platforms, like Facebook, are also ideal
tools for political manipulation, data gathering, and the disbursement of misinfor-
mation and marketing incitements. Additionally, in terms of substance, communica-
tive technologies play vital roles in shaping and interpreting needs, but not always in
satisfactory ways. Caring needs are often superficially wrought and satisfied, as the
internet provides ever more ample but shallow means for the emotional fulfillment of
manufactured desires to purchase, expound, commune, and respond. Communicative
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technologies are not only increasingly commercialized, but are being developed with
an emphasis on individualized and personalized use that blunts collective agency on
behalf of care. Only rarely, precariously, and with great effort do mediated communi-
cation technologies yield forums that address the local and global needs for care with
any moral or political depth. At the same time, care relations are opened to danger-
ous individuals and networks who are engaged in nefarious practices, from fraud, to
catfishing, terrorism, sex trafficking, child pornography, etc. Governments, interest
groups, and individuals exploit social media to shape the perception of who exactly
is perpetrating such crimes to their own benefit.

What has been less pronounced, but remains as a great potential for the future of
care ethics, is the use of social media and communicative technologies to serve care
as a universal but locally diverse practice, by exposing nested and unjust relations
of local/global care, and combating uncaring/unjust practices politically. The use of
communication technology on the political behalf of care is currently mitigated by
factors including how perspectives on care are parochially contained by shortsighted
“personal usage” and invisible cyber-boundaries of nationalized and commercial-
ized network servers. Distracting but entertaining “reality” vines, personalized
advertisements, and the menace of “fake news”, make it difficult to expose caring
interdependencies and realities on even local, much less global stages. Accordingly,
for example, there is little awareness that cherished personal devices are manu-
factured with the use of repurposed metals harvested by children who pluck them
from racially relocated 1 world toxic-techno waste dumps (Piasecki-Poulsen, 2012;
Frankel, 2016).

Such factors remain impediments to the use of communication technologies
to benefit care as a practice, but they are not insurmountable. By attending to how
global chains of care intercede in the development and use of communicational tech-
nology, we can bring into focus questions about the justice of provision or lack of
provision for care across a myriad of contexts. Thus, the way in which modern com-
munication technologies have the potential to reform families queerly as described by
Park, indicates an even greater potential in the use of communication technology and
social media to reform beliefs and practices involving care from grass roots to global
levels. More generally speaking, this calls for further speculation about the ideal and
less than ideal ways in which we may turn to media and communication technologies
to perform and theorize care, and indicates a new field of inquiry for both care ethics,
and the ethics of media and communication.

5 Conclusion

In conclusion, I have shown how the qualities and concepts of an ethics of
care inform communication ethics by highlighting overlooked origins of
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communication, and new communicative concepts such as the ability for epis-
temic empathetic projection. 1 have argued that care and communication overlap
not only because communication necessarily facilitates each of the three stages
of care, but also because communication is sometimes appropriately understood
as care, and caring-for is recognizable as mediated communication that takes
embodied as well as verbal and technological forms. I affirmed that care ethics
can normatively guide the style and substance of communication, navigating what
Fraser calls a “politics of needs communication”, and that this process has the
potential to be enhanced by a critical use of social media and other technologies.
This approach posits certain obligations for individuals and institutions to call
attention to caring need, and resist market and political forces that erode commu-
nicative truth and the ability to meet basic needs. Ultimately, the ethics of care as
a “different voice” is an important normative voice in the future development of
any communication and media ethic.

Further Reading

The ethics of care is a young theory still in initial stages of development. As such, it
has not yet been fully applied to communication and media ethics. However, those
looking for further information about the ethics of care would do well to trace its
development to discern latent applications to communication and media studies.
Pioneering texts besides Noddings (1984) and Gilligan (1983) include Mayeroff’s On
Care (1971). Anthologies providing a broad overview of the ethics of care consist of
those by Kittay and Meyers (1987), Held (1995), and Engster & Hamington (2015).
Kittay has since written extensively on care ethics, in the context of disability, and
with regard to the principle of doulia, or caring for care-givers (1999). While not a
care ethicist, Benhabib’s call for a communicative theory of needs interpretation
that recognizes particular others is a central feature of the ethics of care (1987).
Sevenjuirsen posits that because the ethics of care is open to the other, it grants
an important place to communication, interpretation, and dialogue (1998). White
discusses the work of Benhabib and others as she considers how conflicting polit-
ical interests can disrupt dialogue (2000). Reeder Jr. conducts a comparative study
of the vocabulary of the ethics of care and justice as virtues (Fritz-Cates and Lau-
ritzen, eds., 2001). Engster’s earlier work develops a political philosophy of care
that addresses needs assessment in domestic, economic, international, and cul-
tural contexts (2007). Similarly, Tronto’s subsequent work expands on how care
ethics may inform political philosophy by opening discursive spaces for care
assessment, and shows how political discussions of care are influenced by implicit
biases, the rhetoric of personal responsibility, and other communicative problems
(2013; 2015).
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12 Harm in Journalism

Abstract: Harm - and more specifically, its avoidance, minimization, or mitigation —
remains a prominent concern within journalism ethics and a frequent topic in discus-
sions of journalistic performance. This chapter discusses some of the issues involved
in defining harm (including the tension between universalism and relativism that is
involved in developing such definitions) and draws on philosophers including Imma-
nuel Kant, John Stuart Mill, and W. D. Ross in an evaluation of the philosophical
issues relevant to considerations of harm. The chapter argues that the nature of much
journalistic work, supported by journalism’s societal obligations and maximized by
journalism’s reach and influence, makes harm inevitable and thus shifts the locus of
concern to more granular questions of how harm can be minimized, including harm
done to third parties. The chapter identifies a typology of journalistic harms, drawing
on the work of Stephen Ward, and identifies utilitarian and duty-based justifications
for harms. Finally, the chapter addresses emergent ethical concerns pertaining to
harm that are brought to bear by the rapid changes engulfing journalism and how it
is practiced and consumed.

Keywords: autonomy; duties; harm; liberty; mitigation; relativism; systematic moral
analysis; utilitarianism

1 Introduction

It is regrettable that one does not need to look too far to find a story of journalis-
tic harm. In August 2016, The Daily Beast, an American news and entertainment
website, was embroiled in controversy after publishing a story by its reporter, Nico
Hines, that “investigated” the use of dating apps at the 2016 Rio de Janeiro Summer
Olympics. Hines, a straight, married man, used Grindr — a dating app for gay men
— to arrange dates with athletes residing at the Olympic Village. His story, “I Got
Three Grindr Dates in an Hour in the Olympic Village” was criticized on a number
of grounds, including his deceptive means, the voyeuristic nature of the story, and
the indeterminate public interest value. It was singled out for particularly stinging
criticism for the reckless manner in which he put the safety of gay athletes in jeop-
ardy. Hines’ article included information about “the height, weight, nationality, and
language of an athlete from a country where discrimination and violence against the
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex community is widespread” (Hunt,
2016, para. 4). There were, in addition, more than 200 athletes at the Olympics repre-
senting countries where homosexuality is punishable by death (Sopelsa & Yohannes,
2016). Olympic swimmer Amini Fonua of Tonga, where sodomy remains a crime,
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described the story as “deplorable” (Guarino, 2016). Writing in Slate, Mark Joseph
Stern strongly condemned the article for “the actual damage it will likely cause to
real, live human beings — inevitable consequences that Hines blithely ignored ... Their
teammates could ostracize and alienate them; their families could disown them; their
countries could imprison them. And for what?” (Stern, 2016, para. 7). The Daily Beast
initially modified the article to remove identifying information, then appended an
editor’s note explaining the organization’s commitment to “equality and equal treat-
ment for LGBT people around the world,” then apologized, and finally took the article
down (Hunt, 2016). Certainly, should any of the individuals affected by the story be
assaulted or ostracized in their home countries, we could say they have been con-
cretely harmed. Furthermore, individuals may have been psychologically harmed by
the subsequent alienation of their friends and families (Stern, 2016).

Harm is at the center of many debates about media performance. For example,
debates about the “harmful” effects of media content in its myriad forms have long
dominated public discourse (McQuail, 2003; Plaisance, 2009). Within journalism,
considerations of harm are commonplace in journalistic codes of ethics (Slattery,
2014) and afforded ample space in journalism ethics textbooks (see, e.g., Bivins,
2009; Plaisance, 2013; Ward, 2011). Though examples such as the above are deeply
troubling, we ought to avoid reflexive, generalized claims regarding media-inflicted
harm, given that “most media practitioners are continually mindful of the need to
minimize potential harm, avoid outright harm to people, or at least seriously weigh
claims of harm” (Plaisance, 2013, p. 123). While we should be careful not to throw
the concept around too loosely and thus dilute its meaning and significance, the fact
that “harms are significant events” (Arthur, 2007, p. 402) and recognition that jour-
nalists’ reach and social role grants them “power to wreak considerable damage”
(Elliott & Ozar, 2010, p. 18) mean that harm in journalism is a topic deserving close
reflection.

This chapter addresses some of the core conceptual and practical issues involved
in journalistic harm. It begins by outlining a definition of harm based on the work of
Feinberg (1984) and discussing the challenges that moral relativism poses to a con-
crete definition of harm. It then examines philosophical perspectives on harm, taking
into account the arguments made by Immanuel Kant, John Stuart Mill, and W. D. Ross,
before discussing journalism’s unique position as “a socially vital enterprise” (Elliott
& Ozar, 2010, p. 17) that balances questions of harm against the purpose of journal-
ism in a democratic society. In this section, I consider the inevitability of harm, the
emphasis on the minimization of harm rather than its outright avoidance, and the
problem of harm to third parties. I will then delineate five types of journalistic harm,
following a typology devised by Stephen Ward (2011): Physical, monetary, reputa-
tional, psychological, and social. Having established the means in which journalism
can inflict harm, I will then examine utilitarian and duty-based justifications for jour-
nalistic harm before concluding with some final ruminations about new challenges
posed by a changing media environment that raise difficult ethical questions.
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2 Conceptualissues

First, it is important to provide a conceptual foundation for the discussion to follow.
Answering the question “What is harm?” is not as straightforward as the term’s popular
use would suggest. Harm’s indeterminate nature — that is, the lack of concrete guidance
on what is constituted by harm — makes consideration of its normative dimensions dif-
ficult (Ward, 2011). This conceptual “fuzziness” is not aided by its shallowly-concep-
tualized use by critics of media performance, where it too often becomes a reflexive
accusation leveled against media actors (Plaisance, 2009, 2013). It is also important to
consider the scope of any definition, given the challenge that moral relativism poses
to ethics theorizing (Christians, 2008). I argue that a concrete definition of harm that
transcends cultures and contexts is useful not only for its own sake but as a bulwark
against relativism.

2.1 Defining harm

Joel Feinberg’s seminal Harm to Others (1984) is instructive in developing a sense of
harm’s properties. For Feinberg, harm must be differentiated from mere offense or
displeasure, referring specifically to when somebody’s legitimate interests are “set
back” in a concrete and significant way. These interests could be what Feinberg calls
“welfare interests” such as physical and mental health and wellbeing, financial secu-
rity, a safe social environment, and the ability to go about life with a degree of liberty,
or “ulterior interests” such as the goals and aspirations that an individual might want
to pursue in their lives and careers (Feinberg, 1984). Feinberg also suggests that harm
is done when somebody suffers a violation of a legal right.

This creates a high bar in defining harm, and thus “transitory disappointments
and disillusionments, wounded pride, hurt feelings, aroused anger, shocked sensi-
bility, alarm, disgust, frustration, impatient restlessness, acute boredom, irritation,
embarrassment, [and] feelings of guilt and shame” (Feinberg, 1984, p. 46) cannot be
said to be harmful under this rubric. These “various unhappy and unwanted physical
states ... are not states of harm in themselves” (p. 47). Applying Feinberg’s arguments
to harmful speech, legal theorist Evan Simpson (2006) argues as follows:

Harm has occurred when bodily injuries or psychological damage restrict one’s ability to
act as one otherwise could have acted, interfering with pursuit of one’s interests. Affronts
to dignity and hurtful speech can have some of these effects, but this is not to say that pains
and attempts to pain are themselves harms. In contrast to forms of unpleasantness and adver-
sity that are spurs to useful action, pain must restrict one’s capacities in order to justify that
equation (p. 160).

This high bar for harm is necessary, Plaisance (2013) argues, to prevent a lapse into a
censorious, moralistic society where harm is used to stifle the perspectives of others
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on grounds of offense or displeasure. Similarly, the U.S. First Amendment philoso-
pher Rodney Smolla (1992) offers a three-part model of harmful speech that is helpful
in moving toward a workable understanding of harm. For Smolla, the general concept
of harm is comprised of physical harm (threats of violence or incitement to lawless
action), relational harm (damage to one’s reputation and relationship with others),
and reactive harm (damage to one’s mental or emotional state). Applying Smolla’s
legal analysis to ethics, Johnson (2017) argues that they are a useful framework for
identifying and classifying media-generated harms.

The moral compunction to avoid harm is, at bottom, a restriction on liberty. In
their discussions of harm, media ethicists Bivins (2009) and Ward (2011) define the
avoidance of harm as a “liberty-limiting principle.” While such principles “may seem
to be the dark tools of authoritarian societies” they are in fact a necessary prereq-
uisite to a functioning, complex society where individuals are not atomized beings
with no responsibilities to one another (Ward, 2011, p. 165). There is, though, much
variation across contexts of what this means in practice, even within democracies.
For example, the protection of hate speech in the United States has been described as
a product of that nations’ underlying libertarian political ethos (Schauer, 2005) and
a demonstration of faith in the market as the arbiter of moral worth (George, 2014).
This model prides itself on “protecting the speech we hate and in tolerating speech
that offends” but, in so doing, holds that “free speech is to be considered so valua-
ble that it almost always outweighs other values with which it comes into conflict”
(Shiffrin, 2016, pp. 1-2). In the context of hate speech, this means that free speech
effectively triumphs over the civic equality of minorities. A different path has been
taken in other democracies, where hate speech is subject to far stronger regulation
because these countries have made a different calculation on how values ought to
be weighed, balancing speech against values rather than “resolving ahead of time to
pick one over the other” (Shiffrin, 2016, p. 7). Germany, for example, has an outright
prohibition on Nazi imagery and Holocaust denial on the grounds that the protection
of this “low-value speech” is of lesser import than the protection of more significant
values, like “dignity, honor, equality, the protection of young people, public peace,
and civility” (Bleich, 2011, p. 921). This is an important reminder of the difficulties
involved in identifying harms due to the importance of cultural context. This poses a
related challenge, however, in bringing to fore the problems of moral relativism.

2.2 The problem of relativism

A concrete definition of harm is helpful in evading the challenge posed by relativ-
ism. Relativism holds that as “each culture has its own inherent integrity with unique
values and practices, value judgments should be withheld or suspended until cul-
tural context is taken into account” (Fluehr-Lobban, 2013, p. 40). As an ethical theory,
relativism maintains that “what is right or good for one individual or society is not
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right or good for another, even if the situations involved are similar” (Frankena, 1973,
p- 109). This creates problems for the identification and assessment of harms because
adherence to the belief that moral judgments are wholly relative to context effectively
renders claims of value null and void. It undermines the very enterprise of ethics, for
“if I think ethical views are relative and no view is better than any other view, why
bother to critically assess and improve ethics?” (Ward, 2011, p. 33). At worst, this can
mean that very real harms, such as domestic violence, infanticide, honor killings, and
genital mutilation, can be justified on cultural grounds (Fluehr-Lobban, 2013). The
assumption that culture is an absolute that exists outside of ideology and relations
of power, rather than a social construct maintained by people (moral agents) and
thus riven with ethical questions that must be addressed rather than dismissed, must
surely be dispensed with.

Nonetheless, there is a tension between universal and culturally-specific values
that ethicists must navigate, and this is a problem that is germane to journalism
ethics, given the western-centric tilt of much of the scholarship on the matter (Zelizer,
2013). The notion of a monolithic model of journalism predicated on western notions
of what journalism is and how it ought to be practiced is looking increasingly anach-
ronistic against the exigencies of globalization (Christians, 2008; Rao & Lee, 2005).
However, this should not be a license to indulge moral relativism; there ought to be
shared values at the core of journalistic practice to distinguish journalism from other
types of mass communication (Elliott, 1988; George, 2013). This means that ethical
assessments, including those involving harm, must navigate their way through
equally unappealing positions, avoiding both “the practice of applying western the-
ories uncritically to non-western contexts” and “balkanization into culture-specific
relativism” (George, 2013, p. 493).

The challenge posed by relativism has led some scholars to a search for universals
by way of mapping out a framework for “global media ethics” (see, e.g., Christians,
2008; Ward, 2005, 2009, 2011; Wasserman, 2010). One could say that this is very much
a work-in-progress, and this effort has yet to find firm normative anchors for journal-
ism that transcend cultural contexts. Indeed, as empirical research demonstrates, dif-
ferent conceptions of journalism and its values across the world make the enactment
of global media ethics difficult, if not impossible (Rao & Lee, 2005). A parallel effort
has been undertaken by comparative journalism scholars focused on international-
izing journalism studies and identifying the universals that constitute a culture of
journalism worldwide (see, e.g., Hanitzsch, 2007; Plaisance, Skewes, & Hanitzsch,
2012). Much of this research points to the role of cultural and ideological contexts in
shaping ethical orientations, meaning that more work is to be done if advocates of
universals are to move beyond “a dreamy spiritualism about the brotherhood of man
and universal benevolence” (Ward, 2005, p. 17).

A relativistic approach would hold that harm lies in the eye of the proverbial
beholder; that is, that universal claims about harm must concede ground to par-
ticularized notions of harm relative to individual contexts and communities. George
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(2014) contrasts the differing views on blasphemy in liberal, Western nations versus
Islamic countries. Whereas the former countries tend to insist upon the demonstra-
tion of “some objective harm” before declaring speech impermissible, the latter group
of countries have often argued that freedom of speech ought not extend to the defa-
mation of religion. In both contexts, a legal framework to permit or constrain jour-
nalistic activity is built upon particular moral conceptions of what constitutes harm.
Whereas western countries might hold that blasphemy does not transcend offense,
Islamic countries might argue that it represents a true harm. It also raises the related
question of whether harm must always be defined relative to a person or to an idea,
belief system, or ideology. George (2013) has also cautioned against the “balkani-
zation” of ethics such that we lose the capacity to make claims of value altogether
and suggests that comparisons across contexts avoid both “a relativistic view that
all different models are normatively equivalent” and the imposition of “standards
from one society on another without assessing their validity” (pp. 493-494). He notes
that an over-willingness to indulge claims of local context can unwittingly “play into
the hands of authoritarian states, which are fond of justifying their restricted media
systems by reference to exceptional circumstances, such as social instability or a
cultural preference for harmony” (pp. 492-493). News accounts of jailed journalists
in authoritarian nations speak to George’s argument, as in the case of Turkish jour-
nalists arrested on terrorism charges for criticizing President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
(Nordland, 2016), or of an Egyptian journalist jailed for “harming Egypt’s reputation”
(Galloway, 2015).

3 Philosophical perspectives

The ethics of harm - what constitutes it and the moral justifications for it — is a
matter that has preoccupied philosophers for centuries (Elliott & Ozar, 2010;
Plaisance, 2013). Here, I want to identify three of the major contributors to our
understanding of harm’s normative dimensions: Immanuel Kant, John Stuart Mill,
and W. D. Ross.

3.1 Immanuel Kant, autonomy, and respect for human dignity

Kant’s concern for harm stems from his exhortation that we respect human dignity,
which ultimately stems from their autonomy. Kant considered autonomy as “the prop-
erty of the will of rational beings. To have a will is to be able to cause events in accord
with principles” (Hill, 1991, p. 29). Kant believed that our capacity for rational, auton-
omous action was what bequeathed us our humanity and thus makes us deserving of
respect. The second formulation of Kant’s “categorical imperative” calls us to “act as
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to treat humanity ... in every case as an end withal, never as means only” (Kant, 1785,
p. 56). Thus, while Kant is not a philosopher of harm per se, his categorical imper-
ative provides a clear indication of what would constitute harm, for the imperative
would be violated by “any action that undermined people’s capacity for reason and
their ability to exercise free will” (Plaisance, 2013, p. 123). For Kant, people have the
capacity to ascertain their own interests and to treat people as a means to an end is
to fail to treat them as a “person worthy of dignity and respect in themselves” (Johan-
nesen, Valde, & Whedbee, 2008, p. 39). Furthermore, the second formulation leads
to an imperfect duty to further the ends of others and advance their opportunities
for autonomous decision-making. Kant’s framework means that “universally applica-
ble conclusions follow deductively” rather than inductively, through the assessment
of available facts and reasonable predictions (Meyers, 2016, p. 206). This leads to a
weakness of a strictly deontological approach in addressing matters of harm because
harms — whether potential or actual — are consequences.

3.2 John Stuart Mill, liberty, and the “harm principle”

Mill’s “harm principle” is in fact just one component of a much larger treatise about
the importance of expanding and respect human liberty (Plaisance, 2013). In On
Liberty, Mill outlines his beliefs about the limits of state power relative to the individ-
ual. Mill’s concern was for the tension between “individual independence and social
control” (Mill, 1859, p. 11) and the boundaries of individual freedom. On Liberty, then,
articulates a framework that maximizes human liberty. In the text, he outlines his
“harm principle” and thus situates harm as part of a much larger discussion about
human liberty, making clear that when we talk about reducing harm we are talking
about reducing liberty of action (Bivins, 2009; Plaisance, 2013; Ward, 2011). Mill’s
argument is as follows:

The only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilized
community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others. His own good, either physical or moral,
is not a sufficient warrant. He cannot rightfully be compelled to do or forbear because it will
be better for him to do so, because it will make him happier, because, in the opinion of others,
to do so would be wise, or even right ... The only part of the conduct of anyone, for which he is
amenable to society, is that which concerns others. In the part which merely concerns himself,
his independence is, of right, absolute. Over himself, over his own body and mind, the individual
is sovereign (Mill, 1859, pp. 20-21).

Mill therefore makes the prevention of harm to others (though not to self) the sole
principle on which the state could legitimately limit the liberty of citizens. It follows
that there are moral limits on what one can do to interfere with the judgment of
another with regard to harm to themselves. For Mill, while this is an option available
if the person in question is a child, it is ethically impermissible for us to substitute
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our judgment over another adult’s. We have the power of persuasion, but no moral
standing for interference of judgment or coercion. Importantly, Mill also understood
“inactions” and “omissions” as well as “actions” as harmful. This former suggests we
have a “good Samaritan” mandate while the latter suggests that limiting an individu-
al’s capacity to choose is immoral. For Mill, we cannot impose too wide a definition of
harm and must be willing to tolerate slights and offenses “for the sake of the greater
good of human freedom” (Mill, 1859, p. 93). It is from Mill that we get a sense of the
normative issues at stake involving harm as they are situated in a broader framework
around human liberty. Indeed, when placed into the context of Mill’s larger argu-
ment, the harm principle is correctly understood not as a moral directive advocating
what one ought to do but a “negative liberty” constraining the conduct of another
(chiefly, the state).

3.3 W.D. Ross and prima facie duties

Squarely within the deontological tradition but with more flexibility than a strictly
Kantian framework allows, W. D. Ross’ (1930) moral system built on duties helps us
“understand what constitutes goodness by defining [the] essential duties we have as
moral agents” (Plaisance, 2013, p. 124). Ross understood duty as “the highest ethical
calling” arguing that “each of us knows intuitively what is right — what is our duty —
in most circumstances” (Hindman, 2008, pp. 93-94). This is to say that these duties
are prima facie - self-evidently right and not requiring further justification. While six
of Ross’ prima facie duties (fidelity, reparation, gratitude, justice, beneficence, and
self-improvement) are concerned with what we ought to do, a seventh — nonmalefi-
cence (avoid harming others) — concerns what we should not do. Though Ross shied
away from a ranking of duties, he explicitly defined nonmaleficence as “a duty of a
more stringent character” than the duty of beneficence and is therefore “prima facie
more binding” (Ross, 1930, pp. 21, 22). As Meyers (2011) notes, while Ross is a deontol-
ogist he is not blind to consequences, for the duties of nonmaleficence, beneficence,
and justice are clearly directed to positive social ends. For Plaisance (2010, 2013), Ross
offers an appealing framework for systematic ethical analysis because it emphasizes
duties but insists on accounting for context in how those duties are applied. This
helps it evade the inflexibility of a purely Kantian approach.

4 Journalism’s social role

This discussion of duties is a helpful link to journalism. A duty, in general, is defined
as “something which is due, something which falls to be done, either because it is

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

Harmin Journalism =— 223

simply assigned or because it is involved, is prescribed by, part and parcel of, arises
out of, or owes its existence to, a particular institutionalized position” (White, 1984,
pp. 23-24). When we talk about the duties of journalists, we are implicitly invoking
the institution of journalism relative to the roles it fulfills in society. Journalism fulfills
a number of functions that are essential to self-governance, such as informing people
about matters of public interest, providing the means for social empathy and delib-
eration, and holding powerful interests to account (Curran, 2005; Schudson, 2008).
If journalism as an institution has particular normative functions, this means that
the journalists within it possess role-related responsibilities that derive their meaning
from journalism’s macro-level objectives (Elliott & Ozar, 2010).

Considerations of harm are also important due to journalism’s “power to frame the
political agenda and influence public opinion” (Ward, 2009, p. 296). Seemingly simple
decisions about what to cover and how to cover it shape the terrain of public discourse
and influence public perception of issues, events, organizations, and individuals. This
imbues journalists with enormous capacity to do good, yet by the same token grants
them the capacity to wield their power for ill. It follows, then, that every story under-
taken by journalists ought to be seen as a moral judgment or series of moral judgments.
This is to say that decisions made in the process of producing news are not innocent
or naive but fundamentally ethical questions about the appropriate use of power,
resources, and influence. This capacity for harm pays no mind to matters of geographies
or scale, for harm can be inflicted in a number of equally grievous ways. The journalist
working at a 24-hour cable news network has the capacity to inflict great harm by virtue
of her nationwide reach and influence over other media actors and elites. However, the
journalist working at a local newspaper in a small, rural town is also capable of inflict-
ing significant harm to a member of his community by the disclosure of information
that could harm an individual’s hard-fought reputation in a close-knit locality.

4.1 Minimization rather than avoidance

Ethicists recognize that because of journalism’s democratic obligations, amplified by
it’s power, harm is inevitable in the course of journalistic activity. The choices that
journalists make “cause emotional, physical, financial, or reputational harm; such
harm is built into journalistic functions” (Elliott & Ozar, 2010, p. 10). It is for good
reason that the code of ethics of the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ) calls
on journalists to “minimize” harm rather than avoid it outright, for “if journalists
adopted the principle of ‘do no harm’ little journalism would get done” (Ward, 2011, p.
187). This means that “in many cases, harm is either a necessary by-product [of jour-
nalism] or literally unavoidable” (Bivins, 2009, p. 148). Indeed, journalism’s unique
social functions may mean it has a duty to cause harm (Elliott & Ozar, 2010). This
shifts the locus of concern to journalists’ ability to “effectively evaluate when they can
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prevent or reduce harm, when such harm is fully justified, and how to explain their
choices both to those they harm and to the citizens they serve” (Elliott & Ozar, 2010,
p- 10). Journalists are called to demonstrate “moral courage” and “only to cause that
which is necessary to and justified by the story” (Plaisance, 2010, p. 307). For Bivins
(2009), the key question is: “How much does the public need the information, and
how successfully does that need compete with the principle that we should avoid the
harm that would result from its publication?” (p. 156).

4.2 Harm to third parties

Journalism does not occur in a vacuum. Likewise, the people that journalists report on
are not disaggregated atoms but social beings with ties to others. This means that the
harm that journalists inflict on others is not confined to those it reports on, for there
is, regrettably, “collateral damage.” If a public official loses his job as a result of his
corruption or malfeasance, their family (who are not culpable) are materially affected
as a result. If a newspaper reveals information about the private life of a public figure,
that can cause emotional harm to his or her family. These considerations are relevant
whether or not the story is in the public interest.

5 Types of journalistic harm

It should be clear by this point that harm requires moral justification. I will return
to justifications for journalistic harm momentarily, but at this stage it is helpful to
discuss the concrete ways that journalism is capable of inflicting harm. Here, I draw
on the five-fold typology of journalistic harms outlined by Ward (2011): Physical,
monetary, reputational, psychological, and social.

5.1 Physical harm

Physical harm pertains to provoking “violent reactions” (Ward, 2011, p. 186) in
response to journalism. Ward uses the example of revealing the identity of an anon-
ymous source in a report that would place that source in danger of physical violence
as an illustration of physical harm. McQuail (2003) reminds us of how “people have
been driven to suicide following some public accusation or revelation in the media”
(p. 178). Physical harm is an important part of First Amendment philosophy, such as
the fighting words doctrine that limits speech that incites violence. Another instruc-
tive example of physical harm comes from the United Kingdom. British newspapers
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are known for waging campaigns “based upon the direct advocacy of a specific cause”
where the newspaper “devotes prominent positions in the paper to its advocacy and
opts for a didactic tone” (Harrison, 2008, p. 41). While these causes can produce some
worthy pro-social consequences, a “naming and shaming” anti-pedophile campaign
organized by the (now defunct) News of the World newspaper “resulted in hundreds
of residents taking to the streets ... to protest against suspected pedophiles.” The cam-
paign was abandoned “as the public began to act as vigilantes and attack innocent
people” (Harrison, 2008, p. 41). Here, the conduct of the newspaper led to direct phys-
ical harm on innocent people wrongly suspected of criminal activity.

5.2 Monetary harm

Monetary harm pertains to “negative effects on one’s wealth and future income”
(Ward, 2011, p. 186). The loss of earnings one might incur as a result of journalism
is a clear, material harm. If a corrupt politician loses his job as a result of investiga-
tive journalism that reveals vast misuse of public funds, they have been monetar-
ily harmed. This is, perhaps, an obvious example. Yet other, seemingly innocuous,
types of journalism such as criticism — the reviewing of food, music, film, televi-
sion, theater, and so on — are equally as capable of inflicting this kind of harm. As
Ward (2011) notes, “influential film reviewers may damage the revenue that a pro-
ducer might make from her new film by writing damning reviews” (p. 186). It is for
good reason, then, that the Association of Food Journalists instructs its members to
“always be conscious that they are dealing with people’s livelihoods” (Association
of Food Journalists, n.d.). A music critic reviewing an up-and-coming band’s first
album is playing a role — however small - in determining the ongoing viability and
therefore financial wellness of that band. These are important, not trivial, ethical
questions.

5.3 Reputational harm

Reputational harm is harm that affects “the reputation and career of citizens and
organizations” (Ward, 2011, p. 186). The case of Richard Jewell, a security guard at
the 1996 Summer Olympics in Atlanta, Georgia, is instructive here. After finding a
backpack containing a pipe bomb, Jewell alerted authorities and helped evacuate the
area. Though two people died and 111 were injured, Jewell was hailed as a hero for
his role in minimizing the harm to public life. However, his identification by the FBI
as a “personal of interest” led to a flurry of speculative media reports, most notably
from The Atlanta Journal-Constitution and CNN, that Jewell had planted the bomb in
order to be hailed as a hero after finding it. Jewell was, however, completely innocent
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and spent the years up until his death in 2007 seeking financial restitution against a
number of media organizations for the harm done to his reputation.

5.4 Psychological harm

Ward (2011) defines psychological harm as a “harmful impact on one’s mental states”
(p. 187). Issues of privacy are illustrative here. Privacy is considered central to the
development of one’s identity and thus an important marker of dignity (Benn, 1971).
When a journalist invades the privacy of another, they undermine “a person’s con-
ception of herself as a self-determining moral agent, damaging her self-respect and
emotional well-being, and destroying reputations, relationships, and lives” (Gauth-
ier, 2010, p. 221). For example, journalists have often been faulted for their insen-
sitivity with dealing with victims of trauma (Walsh-Childers, Lewis, & Neely, 2011).
For Coleman and May (2004), journalists must consider emotional harm inflicted on
people who endure ongoing coverage of stories in which they lost loved ones and
family members in national tragedies such as the 1986 Challenger shuttle explosion
or the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. These are plainly stories of national
interest yet, for these individuals, deeply personal tales of loss.

Psychological harm and emotional distress may be present in other aspects of
journalism. Online comments sections — where readers can comment, often anon-
ymously and unmoderated, on news content — are a prominent feature of the new
media landscape yet they have become places where hateful, abusive, xenophobic,
and threatening rhetoric is commonplace (Antony & Thomas, 2017; Hlavach & Freivo-
gel, 2011). Some argue that comments sections can be riven by hate speech that is
actively harmful to the mental states of readers. For Guardian columnist Taurig Moosa,
the comment section “sits there like an ugly growth beneath articles, bloated and
throbbing with vitriol. It groans as hatred expands its force, waiting for any point of
dissent to break it — to unleash its full fury on targets who dare convey some measure
of civility or dissent” (Moosa, 2014, para. 1). Loke (2012) suggests that a laissez-faire
attitude among journalists, stemming from avoidance of dialogue with the audience,
is to blame for the fact that hateful speech dominates online news comments sec-
tions. This raises the vexing question of whether journalists are morally culpable for
the psychological harm inflicted by a post written by an audience member in the com-
ments section.

5.5 Social harm

Social harm is a broader category of journalistic harm that transcends the individual
and speaks to journalism’s relationship to the broader social fabric. For Ward (2011),
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journalism that is “uninformed and intolerant” journalism inflicts harm as it can
“cause friction between groups in society, whip up xenophobia, support discrimina-
tory measures against a marginalized group, misrepresent a religion or ethnic group,
stereotype ethnic groups, or support an unjust war” (p. 187). The focus on “sensa-
tional or entertaining stories” at the expense of serious ones is also part of Ward’s
rubric, as is “misinforming [citizens] or reporting incomplete facts on social issues”
(p. 187). The late political economist C. Edwin Baker wrote of journalism’s positive
externalities — the social benefits that journalism yields beyond its immediate con-
sumption. It follows that journalism is rich in negative externalities, too:

Individuals are tremendously benefited or harmed if the country makes wise or stupid decisions
about welfare, warfare, provision of medical care, the environment, and a myriad of other issues.
These harms or benefits depend on the extent and quality of other people’s political participa-
tion. The media significantly influence this participation (Baker, 2002, p. 45).

6 Moral justifications for journalistic harms

Having established the different kinds of harms journalists are capable of inflicting, I
turn to outlining moral justifications for journalistic harm. Considerations of journal-
istic harm strike at the heart of what constitutes a true ethical dilemma, which occurs
“when elements of a moral system conflict” (Patterson & Wilkins, 2014, p. 4), for “it is
the idea of potential or actual harm and our desire to avoid or minimize it that conflict
with other competing values such as truth-telling, public service, and accountability”
(Plaisance, 2013, p. 124). How should journalists resolve this dilemma? I discuss two
approaches to resolving ethical dilemmas involving harm: utilitarian and duty-based
justifications.

6.1 Utilitarian justifications

Utilitarianism is concerned with maximizing good outcomes. Too often, utilitarianism
is reduced to a simple calculation of winners and losers, where its associated maxim
“the greatest good for the greatest number of people” often substitutes for the theory
as a whole (Elliott, 2007). The misunderstandings about utilitarianism have led Elliott
(2007) to mount a spirited defense of the theory, arguing that the goal of utilitarian
ethics (and the enterprise underpinning Mill’s work) is to seek what maximizes the
“aggregate good” for the community as a whole rather than the “arithmetic good” for
disaggregated individuals. This forces us to go beyond simply saying that harms to
a minority are acceptable in light of goods yielded for a majority and consider what
the community’s interests as a whole might be. The ability to determine the ethical-
ity of harm, therefore, “involves more than mere computation” (Elliott, 2007, p. 101)
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and must consider whether harming an individual will advance the community’s
interests. However, utilitarianism has been subject to criticism from other media eth-
icists who criticize its abstractness (Plaisance, 2009) and lack of precision, for “harm
assessments are often uncertain predictions about the consequences of actions”
(Ward, 2011, p. 163).

6.2 Duty-based justifications

Though journalism is not a formal profession, possessing no system of licensing,
educational prerequisites, or unified body of knowledge, it possesses many of the
characteristics of one, “not only because they serve the public interests, but also
because of their relationships with others that embody additional rights, responsi-
bilities, and expectations” (Coleman & May, 2004, p. 276). This means that consider-
ations of harm must be balanced against “the press’ primary responsibility to inform
the public” (Coleman & May, 2004, p. 285). For Plaisance (2010), “the journalist must
... be able to show how her public service mission is often a compelling reason that,
in the right contexts, she is justified in, for example, compromising a news subject’s
privacy” (p. 309).

6.3 Systematic moral analysis

The “systematic moral analysis” (SMA) devised by Elliott and Ozar (2010) integrates
different approaches to ethical decision-making into a coherent whole, with par-
ticular attention to journalistic harms. Their framework begins by addressing three
questions. The first of these is “Whom does journalism serve?” By way of an answer,
Elliott and Ozar explain that “journalism’s commitment is to serve ‘all the people,’
the society as a whole, and to relate to that society precisely insofar as people’s
actions actually or potentially affect the lives of others in the society” (p. 11). Second,
Elliott and Ozar ask, “What good does journalism do for those it serves?” They argue
that journalism: (1) provides information of public necessity; (2) provides informa-
tion of public desire; (3) enhances citizens’ autonomy (by holding powerful interests
to account and reporting on matters of public concern); and (4) builds community
(by connecting individuals to one another and generating social empathy). Third,
they ask, “What is the ideal relationship between journalism and those it serves?”
They argue that the relationship should be collaborative, with neither party being
passive. Having established a normative-ideal framework for journalistic perfor-
mance, Elliott and Ozar outline a process for ethical decision-making. The SMA
integrates duties with outcomes, for we need to “discern just what the role-related
duties are and whether associated harms are ethically justified” (p. 19). The process
is as follows:
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1. What are the courses of action available?

2. Does the action fulfill a role-related responsibility? Does it serve the public?
Does it address the central values of journalism? Does it facilitate collaboration
between journalist and audience?

3. Will the action cause potential harm?

4, Iscausing this harmjustified? Does it demonstrate respect for all persons affected?
Does it treat all parties impartially? Does it protect rights and entitlements and
promote the aggregate good?

5. Based on the above process, is the action ethically prohibited, ethically required,
ethically permitted, or ethically ideal?

7 Conclusion: New challenges

The past decade has witnessed “radical change across all aspects of journalism ...
with significant and wide-ranging consequences” (Franklin, 2014, p. 469). Economic
instability, technological innovations, and the apparent dissolution of the boundary
between journalist and audience are just some of the changes raising ethical questions
that will fuel much normative reflection and empirical research in the years to come.
The literature indicates that journalists are increasingly having to do more with
less, and thus increasingly feel dissociated from their normative obligations and
unable to live up to the tasks the public demand of them (Hettinga, 2013; Reinardy,
2017; Siegelbaum & Thomas, 2016). As errors and shortcuts creep in, what does this
mean for considerations of harm? As journalism is increasingly a solitary activity in
an under-resourced field (Wyatt & Clasen, 2014), what are the possibilities for robust
ethical debate about harm or for the transmission of values through moral exemplars?
Outside of the walls of traditional news organizations, new actors are claim-
ing journalistic standing and thus raising new questions about harm. Ugland and
Henderson (2007) note that, absent legal definitions, “the question of who is a jour-
nalist is in the eye of the beholder. Consumers decide for themselves who is a jour-
nalist, who is to be believed and whom to offer their attention and esteem” (p. 259).
However, this assertion deserves analysis than taken as an empirical given, as the
research on the matter is tinged with digital utopianism and offers little to suggest
either that this collapsed distinction is an empirical reality or that it would be norma-
tively desirable (Kreiss & Brennen, 2016). Moreover, normatively, it raises questions
about duty and the problem for duty- and role-based models — specifically, what does
it mean for a role-related responsibility when there is no clarity over who is occupy-
ing that role? One path forward is identified by Culver (2017), who praises the work
of the Online News Association (ONA) in developing “an interactive ethics tool that
allowed reporters, news organizations, and other communicators to build their own
ethics codes,” an effort that was “largely lauded for its organizers’ efforts to open its
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process to anyone who wanted to contribute” (pp. 477-478). While the idea of a per-
sonalized code of ethics is something of a contradiction-in-terms, this does indicate
a path forward as a process for negotiating a shared media space, insomuch as it may
provide a framework — or at very least a backstop — in countering ethically problem-
atic tendencies and harnessing them to ethical universals, of which the avoidance of
harm is foremost (Elliott, 1988).

Elsewhere, journalists dealing with user-generated content could be counselled
to apply journalistic values surrounding the avoidance of harm. With regard to online
comments, scholars have argued for active moderation (Loke, 2012) or have ques-
tioned the normative value of comments sections altogether on the grounds that they
can become hubs for corrosive, inaccurate, and conspiracy-tinged rhetoric on issues
of public concern (Antony & Thomas, 2017), precisely the kind of “social harm” Ward
(2011) describes. Another approach could be the application of traditional journalis-
tic standards — that is, treating comments as part of the work of journalism and thus
holding it to a higher bar (Hlavach & Freivogel, 2011).

It also bears noting that platforms like Google and Facebook are not journalistic
organizations per se but are increasingly critical in the delivery of journalism and as
public fora for the discussion of issues of importance (Johnson, 2017). What, then, are
their responsibilities when it comes to minimizing harm? This suggests, as Johnson
(2017) notes, a growing need to develop a more robust account of “platform ethics.”

All of the above are difficult questions that deserve close reflection. As journalism
changes, so our theorizing must adapt to these challenging empirical realities. This
does not mean, however, that ethicists ought to sign on blankly to a technologically
futurist agenda. I argue that we are confronted with the challenge of dual relativisms
— first, the aforementioned relativism across contexts that undermines the capacity to
make claims of value and reduces comparative analyses to banal observations of dif-
ference, and second, the relativism that diffuses a role such that it ceases to be a role
altogether and “journalist” becomes divested of its normative import. Elliott’s (1988)
warning that there ought to be universals serving as the normative glue holding jour-
nalism together and granting it meaning was prescient and deserves revisiting. The
goal ought to be pluralism rather than relativism (Elliott, 1988; George, 2013); recog-
nition of an array of practices constituting standing as a journalist but underpinned
by core axioms, of which the minimization of harm is foremost. This is to say that the
vaunted blurring of lines between journalist and audience should not be taken as an
empirical given and the word “journalist” ought not be bandied around so casually.

Further readings

In terms of outlining the properties of harm, Joel Feinberg’s work on harm to
others (1984) and to self (1986) remain foundational. Harm has been an important
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“animating concept” in journalism ethics research, an inevitable reflection of the
centrality of harm avoidance and minimization to the practice of journalism itself.
Plaisance (2010) provides a thorough summary of how issues of harm are brought to
bear in journalistic work. Elliott (1988) notes how the avoidance of harm is an impor-
tant “shared value” of journalists, arguing against a non-relativistic understanding
of journalism. Hindman (1999) reminds us of the importance of disentangling ethical
and legal arguments. Writing specifically about journalistic work in the context of
risk and disaster communication, but with an argument that begs wider application,
Wilkins (2010, 2016) has advanced the notion of journalists as “mitigation watchdogs”
in the context of their capacity to both minimize harm and prevent future harms. With
regard to ethical decision-making, scholars have advanced intriguing and theoreti-
cally syncretic frameworks where consideration of harm is a core component, such
as those offered by Elliott (2007), Elliott and Ozar (2010) and Meyers (2011, 2016).
Harm remains an important touchstone in normative and empirical work in journal-
ism ethics, driving research on issues that are germane to journalistic practice, such
as journalists’ responsibilities in covering trauma (Amend, Kay, & Reilly, 2012; Walsh-
Childers, Lewis, & Neely, 2011) or in reporting matters of public health (Coleman &
May, 2004). A number of recent works have examined harm in the context of emerg-
ing issues — such as the ethical responsibilities of digital intermediaries (Johnson,
2017) and the potential harms of anonymous online comments (Hlavach & Freivogel,
2011) - or emerging journalistic practices — such as data journalism (Craig, Ketterer,
& Yousuf, 2017) or documentary journalism (Maccarone, 2010) - that will undoubt-
edly fuel much subsequent scholarship on these topics and others. In short, harm
remains a central concept to journalism ethics research and the rampant changes
affecting journalism (and all forms of mediated communication) only increase the
importance of considering the multiple manifestations and impacts of harm.
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13 Harm in Media Marketing: the Branding
of Values

Abstract: This purpose of this chapter is to offer an ethical analysis and eval-
uation of the strategy and practice in advertising and marketing of associating
brands with values so as to render those brands more marketable and ultimately
more saleable, but in that process devaluing those values. To that end, the meth-
odology employed, as befits the discipline of moral philosophy and applied ethics,
is conceptual analysis supported by sound rational arguments. This analysis will
attempt to demonstrate that the association of brands with values is ethically
problematic. A second related but independent purpose, one not pursued in
this chapter, is to establish the initial motivation and basis for a further empir-
ical investigation, through interdisciplinary research, of the ethical impact that
the association of brands with values has on consumers, and especially on young
people and children.

Keywords: brands; values; manufacturing of happiness; Plato; advertising and
marketing ethics; deontological and consequentialist arguments; exploitation;
deception.

1 The manufacturing of happiness

“Happiness is ... Hyundai,” boldly declares an advertisement for Hyundai, the South
Korean car manufacturer. Nice use of alliteration, but is it true? As an identity state-
ment of the type X=Y, it can’t, of course, be true, as “happiness” is not strictly speak-
ing the same thing as a “car with the brand name “Hyundai.” The statement merely
suggests, implicitly if not explicitly, that the possession of a Hyundai car can make a
person that owns one, happy. Even if not intended as a true statement in this secondary
sense, the statement seems at least designed, through its association of “happiness”
with the brand “Hyundai,” to create a favorable impression and a pro-attitude toward
the brand in the mind of the consumer. It is designed to do so by the creation of a con-
ceptual link of something highly valued and desired, such as happiness, to a specific
brand name of a car. By doing so, it is hoped that the high value and desirability that

Note: This chapter is a revised version of an earlier published paper, Spence, E. (2014). The Adverti-
sing of Happiness and the Branding of Values. In Michael Boylan (Ed.).Business Ethics (2nd edition).
Upper Saddle River, NJ, USA: Pearson/Prentice Hall.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110466034-013
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people usually attribute to happiness will be transferred in the mind of the consumer
to the brand of the car itself.*

The Japanese car manufacturer Toyota seems to attempt something not dissimilar with
their well-known and now instantly recognizable ad jingle “Oh what a feeling, Toyota!”
which is usually accompanied by a picture of a seemingly jubilant Toyota owner jumping
in the air with joy. At least that seems to be a reasonable interpretation of the ad based on
how those words and human movements are normally understood in popular culture. Not
missing out on the happiness bandwagon, the cosmetics company Clinique uses an ad
caption for one of its perfumes to proclaim, “Happy — Clinique happy” next to a picture of
a young woman'’s seemingly contorted face of happiness. In its advertising campaign for
Kraft Singles sliced cheese, Kraft joins the chorus with “Have a happy sandwich.”?

2 The association of brands with values

Another way in which consumer brands are associated with the concept of happiness
is indirectly through the association of those brands with values and attributes that are
generally highly regarded and valued in their own right but also valued as being con-
ducive to happiness. For example, values and attributes such as “friendship,” “truth,”
“romance,” “grace,” “elegance,” “carefree,” “freedom,” “independence,” “beauty”
and “love,” to name but a few, have been regularly associated with various consumer
brands. For example: friendship with bourbon in the Jim Beam ad, “Real friends. Real
bourbon”; truth with the Calvin Klein perfume “Truth”; amazing grace with a woman’s
watch in an ad by Pulsar; romance with the perfume “Romance” by Ralph Lauren; ele-
gance with a watch in an ad by Longines; carefree with a brand name for tampons; a
declaration of independence with perfume for an ad for the perfume “Tommy Girl”; and
not least, lovable with “Lovable,” a brand for women’s lingerie. Philosophy, the pursuit
of wisdom, is not spared either. Philosophy is also the brand-name for ladies’ handbags.

Insofar as those attributes and values are generally seen as contributing factors
to people’s happiness and well-being, their ubiquitous association to consumer prod-
ucts is ethically problematic in the way that will be explained under four separate
arguments here. Additionally, insofar as those attributes and values are in themselves
considered highly valuable and important by most people and not merely by virtue
of being viewed as contributing factors to happiness, then their pervasive and cumu-
lative association with consumer products in advertisements can be seen as also

” ¢ ”» ¢

1 A similar conclusion is reached by Debasish Roy in “Brand implies the happiness that a customer as-
sociates with,” The Economic Times, ET Bureau Apr 24, 2011. http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.
com/2011-04-24/news/29469200_1_brand-trade-mark-indian-business. Accessed July, 28, 2011.

2 Stuart Elliott, The New York Times, “The Pursuit of Happiness in a Grilled Cheese Sandwich,” Octo-
ber, 1, 2007. Accessed 28072011, http://www.nytimes.com/2007/10/01/business/media/O1adcol.html
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ethically problematic. For the arguments are intended to show that such an associa-
tion diminishes and degrades those attributes and values — it devalues them.

First, the association of bands with values deceives people by the implied sugges-
tion that they too can have independence, beauty, friendship, elegance, romance, truth,
and love in their lives simply by wearing a certain watch, perfume or lingerie (the argu-
ment from deception). Second, it exploits the gullibility of the young and vulnerable by
that implied suggestion (the argument from exploitation). Further, insofar as it subverts
the importance of those attributes and values, it sets up a bad example for children and
thus undermines the importance of those attributes and values for future generations
of citizens (the argument from setting a good example and protecting the vulnerable).
And finally, it is paradoxical as it generates an internal inconsistency within the adver-
tising messages themselves (the argument form paradox). In doing so, it undermines a
fundamental and necessary epistemological condition for all communication of infor-
mation, that of rational consistency. For communication that violates the basic princi-
ple of non-contradiction, namely, (“A” and “not A”) at the same time and in the same
respect, is epistemologically problematic in that it can cause confusion and ambiguity
in meaning, potentially undermining all meaningful communication. As a persuasion
strategy, this might seem acceptable and instrumentally useful, but ethically, it might
prove to be objectionable if it misleads or exploits its intended audience.

Aspirational® values, attributes and feelings, such as happiness, freedom, friend-
ship, independence, beauty, elegance, grace, love and truth, among others, comprise
our common cultural, aesthetic, and ethical heritage. They create the moral environ-
ment in which we socially interact as citizens. It is indeed paradoxical how as con-
sumers we, through ignorance, or indifference or negligence, allow those aspirational
values, attributes and feelings, that give social, aesthetic and ethical meaning and
direction to our lives as citizens, be subverted and corrupted by pervasive advertising.
This is done through their constant and cumulative association with commodities and
brands for the sake of satisfying our collective craving for more consumer products.

3 The Feel Good Argument

As an advertising and marketing strategy, the association of consumer products or
services (for simplicity, the term “products” will henceforth refer to both products and

3 Understand aspirational as referring to ideal values, attributes and feelings that people generally
aspire to possess because they are normally regarded very highly, socially, aesthetically and ethically,
at least in western democracies, even if they are not always actualized in practice. Typically, such
values, attributes or affective states are not limited but transcend the material and other physical or
psychological conditions that pertain to those who aspire to them. It is in that sense that they can be
considered “ideal” but capable of being actualized.
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services) makes rational instrumental sense. Consider the following argument — let us

refer to this argument as the “Feel Good Argument”:

1. The ultimate object of advertising and marketing (for ease of reference the term
“advertising” will be used to refer to both adverting and marketing) is to persuade
consumers to feel pro-disposed toward a particular product in the hope that con-
sumers may actually become disposed to purchasing that product.

2. People are generally pro-disposed to their own happiness and the things that
contribute directly or indirectly to their happiness.

3. The association of consumer products with the concept and images of happiness
are designed to create in consumers the same pro-attitude or pro-disposition
toward the products advertised as people have toward their own happiness and
its contributing associated values.

4, If the association of consumer products with the concept and images of happi-
ness in the relevant ads is successful, it is very likely that consumers will be per-
suaded through that association to feel pro-disposed to the advertised consumer
products and become inclined to purchase those products.

5. Therefore, insofar as the strategy of associating consumer products with the
concept of happiness and its related aspirational values is likely to succeed
and prove effective, that strategy seems eminently instrumentally rational.
For if successful, it utilizes effective means in achieving the ultimate goal
of advertising: the promotion of the sale of consumer products. Moreover, it
does so without offering much information about the products other than the
implied suggestion that possession of those products is likely to make one
feel happy.

6. Thus, the strategy of associating consumer products with the concept and images
of happiness, if successful, proves to be information-efficient as it persuades
through minimal content of product information. Moreover, in a market saturated
with consumer products that prima facie at least have product parity, differenti-
ating a specific product such as a car or a perfume from other similar competitors
through the association of that product with aspirational values, such as happi-
ness, seems to make good professional and business sense.

The “Feel Good Argument” seems to indicate that the advertising strategy of associat-
ing consumer products with the concept of happiness is instrumentally rational. This
may help to partly explain the pervasive use of this strategy in contemporary adver-
tising. For the strategy promises, at least in its design, to achieve the ultimate goal of
advertising and marketing: the maximization of persuasion power over consumers to
purchase consumer products at minimal information cost.

However, even if it is instrumentally rational, is the strategy ethical? Is this a case
of a false promise, or perhaps a case of a promise that cannot be fulfilled, and if so,
does the mere implied suggestion of such promises constitute a type of deception?
If it does, is this type of deception a form of exploitation — a strategy of seeking to
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persuade people to acquire products by misleadingly appealing to their highest aspi-
ration for happiness attainment?

4 The ethical dimension of happiness

Before attempting to answer these questions, let us first look briefly at the concept of
“happiness.” According to the Greek philosopher Aristotle (1953), the ultimate goal
in life for every person is to be happy. For who wouldn’t want to be happy? People
may pursue its attainment in many different ways, some through wealth, fame, job
satisfaction social status, having a family, good health and good friends, but ulti-
mately all these things are intermediate means toward the ultimate goal of being
happy. Perceived by Greek and Roman philosophers including Aristotle, Plato, the
Epicureans and the Stoics to be of fundamental importance to our lives, happiness
or eudaimonia was placed at the center of their respective philosophical systems.*
These philosophers understood happiness or eudaimonia not merely as short-term
gratification but far more importantly as long-term self-fulfillment or self-actualiza-
tion. Aristotle referred to a happy life as a flourishing life (1953). Thus, a key practi-
cal goal of these philosophies was to at once explore the nature of happiness and
determine the best possible means for its attainment. Conceived as the art of living
(techne biou), Greek and later Roman philosophy sought to systematically explore
and discover the best way to live one’s life so as to attain maximum and long-lasting
happiness or eudaimonia.

Although these philosophers argued about the nature of happiness and the
means of its attainment in different and sometimes opposing ways, they all thought
that an essential condition for being truly happy was the adoption of an ethical life-
style that emanated from a virtuous character. The idea being that unethical conduct
undermined one’s integrity and corrupted one’s character, which in turn could, at
least potentially, undermine one’s chances for real and lasting happiness. Unethical
conduct was thus perceived as self-defeating. It was seen as using unsuitable means
that were, at least potentially, more conducive to the defeat rather than the fulfillment
of one’s ultimate goal of attaining happiness. An example of this would be a corrupt
police officer. His acceptance of bribes for financial gain, for example, undermines his
personal and professional integrity and risks a shameful dismissal and judicial pun-
ishment. This is self-defeating as it could, potentially at least, have the opposite effect
to his desired goal of being happy. Martha Stewart’s conviction and imprisonment

4 For an excellent and informative exposition and analysis of Hellenistic and related Roman philoso-
phy, see A.A Long 1986, Hellenistic Philosophy: Stoics, Epicureans, Sceptics, Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of California Press.
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for insider trading in America and that of Rene Rivkin in Australia for similar behav-
ior are examples of how greed proves self-defeating because it potentially results in
unhappiness, not happiness.®

The connection between ethics and happiness, even if not as close as the Greek
and Roman philosophers thought it was, is nevertheless an important one. For it
is reasonable to claim that even if ethical conduct is not always essential for living
a happy life, it is at least conducive to a happy life. At the very least, it is condu-
cive to the happiness of others that might otherwise suffer harm as a result of our
own unethical conduct. For even if unethical conduct does not undermine our own
happiness, doubtful as this may be, especially in the long run, it can nevertheless
undermine the happiness of others. Thus insofar as there seems to be a connection
between ethics and happiness, the concept of happiness in professional and corpo-
rate practice generally, and advertising and marketing practice in particular, is an
ethically important concept. It must therefore inform all professional and corporate
practices and policies, including those of advertising. In the case of advertising, the
conceptual connection between happiness and ethics is close and challenging since
advertising is by and large in the business of creating and manufacturing images of
“happiness.” Hyundai’s “Happiness is ... Hyundai” and McDonald’s “Happy Meal”
are just two examples among many others.

5 Plato’s Quarrel with the poets: Lessons
for advertising and marketing ethics

Plato addresses his complaint against the poets in Books 2 and 3 of the Republic. In
those passages, Socrates, the protagonist of Plato’s Dialogues, is having a conversa-
tion with Adeimantus about the appropriate education for the guardians of the state.
To Adeimantus’ astonishment, Socrates finds fault with two of the greatest poets of
the time, Homer and Hesiod. The thrust of his complaint is that these and other poets
“who have ever been the great story-tellers of mankind” (Plato, 1952), lie. In short,
they lie about the true nature of the gods and that of heroes. They misrepresent the
gods by depicting them as cunning, dissembling, profligate, quarrelsome, lascivious,
hot-tempered, self-seeking and self-serving, vain individuals who are morally no
better, and sometimes worse, than ordinary men and women.

Socrates gives several examples of depictions by Homer of gods behaving badly.
One in particular is the various transformations of Zeus, father of the gods, who
changes into bulls, swans and other disguises so that he should seduce and have his

5 Rene Rivkin got depressed and committed suicide whereas Martha Stewart apparently bounced
back and was back to business as usual.
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carnal ways with earthly women. According to Socrates, “it is impossible that God
should ever be willing to change; being, as is supposed, the fairest and the best that
is conceivable, every God remains absolutely and for ever in his own form.” He goes
onto say that “God is perfectly simple and true both in word and deed; he changes
not; he deceives not, either by sign or word, by dream or waking vision.” He concludes
that “the gods are not magicians who transform themselves, neither do they deceive
mankind in any way.” Socrates’ argument about the true nature of God is based on
a conceptual analysis that ascribes to God the quality of perfection. Being perfect,
God would not want to change to something less perfect, especially as a self-seeking
means for deceiving humans for his or her own selfish ends.

According to Socrates, the poets not only misrepresent the gods but they also mis-
represent the true nature of heroes by depicting them as grabbing, selfish, arrogant,
greedy and callous egotists who, like Achilles, would only fight for ransom and gifts
from the Greeks after his slave girl is taken from him by Agamemnon. He acts like a thug
when, after killing Hector, desecrates his body by tying it to his chariot and dragging it
around the walls of Troy, refusing to surrender it for burial in contravention of divine
and human laws. Is such a depiction of Achilles, the greatest of all the heroes, a true rep-
resentation of what a hero is or at least ought to be? And what of the harmful effect that
such a depiction might have on the impressionable minds of children, who, as Socrates
claims, “the young man should not be told that in committing the worst of crimes he is
far from doing anything outrageous.” He goes on to say that “a young person cannot
judge what is allegorical and what is literal; anything that he receives into his mind at
that age is likely to become indelible and unalterable; and therefore it is most important
that the tales which the young first hear should be models of virtuous thoughts.”

We can see that Plato’s complaint against the poets as expressed by Socrates is a
fundamental and deep concern for moral education and how false depictions of gods
and heroes in the poetry of his time can have a detrimental effect on the character of
children who are not yet capable of critical thinking that allow them to discern truth
from falsehood.

Socrates’ arguments against the false depictions of gods and heroes in Homer’s
poetry are of two kinds:

1. A deontological argument that seeks to demonstrate that the depictions of gods
and heroes by poets are inherently inconsistent since those depictions are in direct
negation of the essential attributes that characterise gods and heroes alike. A deonto-
logical argument is a rational argument that purports to show that an action is morally
wrong, or at least ethically problematic, if it is motivated by thinking that involves an
inherent logical contradiction. Immanuel Kant’s categorical imperative,® for example,

6 A formulation of Kant’s celebrated argument is as follows: “Always act in accordance with a rule or
maxim that you can at the same time consistently will that it should become a universal law.” Thus,
deception, for example, can be considered unethical or at least ethically problematic under Kant’s
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is based on this type of argument. So gods and heroes cannot behave badly and immor-
ally in a way that denies their inherent excellence of character and divine perfection,
respectively. Vices are inconsistent with excellence of character and divine perfection.
Given that heroes by definition possess or should possess excellence of character
instantiated by virtues and the absence of vices, and gods possess perfect natures that
cannot of necessity admit the imperfection of vices, depictions of gods and heroes that
are inconsistent with the heroes’ and gods’ essential characteristics amount thus to lies.

So, for example, Achilles as a hero par excellence cannot, by definition, be ill-tem-
pered, arrogant, petulant greedy, malicious, cruel, and unjust in the way described by
Homer in the Iliad, because those are vices that are in direct negation of the cardinal
virtues such as courage, moderation, prudence and justice that a hero must of neces-
sity possess. Note also that according to Plato and later the Stoics, virtues come in a
package so that if one is virtuous one must be in possession of all the cardinal virtues
such as courage, prudence, moderation and justice. and not just some of them. For
even if we grant that Achilles was brave, the absence of moderation, prudence and
justice in his character would render him vicious, not virtuous.

To be courageous, one must sometimes moderate one’s anger, which can take more
courage than merely giving vent to it and seeking revenge at all costs. To be prudent, one
must also be reverential to the gods — which Achilles wasn’t when he desecrated Hector’s
body and refused to give it back to the Trojans for burial. To be just, one must sometimes
constrain one’s self-interest with regard to the legitimate interests of others. Achilles,
by contrast, allowed his self-interest and sulking pride to jeopardise the interests of his
fellow Greeks by withdrawing from the battle that almost cost the Greeks the war.

So either Achilles was not a hero or he was a hero and was falsely depicted by Homer as
being vicious rather than virtuous. Either way, Homer lied about the true nature of heroes
or about the true character of Achilles. So Homer’s depiction of heroes generally, and his
depiction of Achilles’ character specifically, was a misrepresentation and thus a lie.

The second argument that Socrates uses against false poetical depictions of gods
and heroes is a consequentialist argument, which demonstrates that children and
young people can be adversely influenced by these false depictions of gods and heroes
and furthermore, encouraged by those depictions they may learn to act viciously and
immorally. Consequentially, this could prove detrimental to the good of the state. A
consequentialist argument is a rational argument that purports to show that an action
is morally wrong if it results in bad consequences overall.

By combining the two arguments, Socrates can rationally conclude that the false
representations of gods and heroes in poetry, is ethically problematic. The poets
engaging in such false representations should be asked to carefully consider for

categorical imperative since one cannot consistently will that deception as a favoured maxim should be-
come a universal law. For all trustworthy communication will break down to the detriment of everyone in-
cluding the person who stands to occasionally benefit from deception exercised selectively in his favour.
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themselves the inherent inconsistency and potential harmful consequences of their
false representations and desist from doing so. Moreover, he goes on to argue that
the young must be educated to be sceptical and critical of such poetry, thus being
equipped and able to recognise the many ways in which poets such as Homer distort
the truth of many things, including the truth about gods and heroes.

6 The devaluation of happiness and values
by advertising and marketing

There are several reasons that can be offered to show that the association of the
concept of happiness and other associated values with consumer products by adver-
tising can be viewed as ethically problematic. In this section, I will use the two types
of arguments used by Plato to support those reasons.

6.1 Three deontological arguments
6.1.1 The argument from the diminution of values

The constant association of the concept of happiness and its associated values, either
directly or indirectly, with consumer products diminishes or degrades the importance
and value of that concept. For most people, the acquisition of a new car or a new
perfume might be desirable and contribute in some way to their short-term pleasure or
happiness, but it seems implausible to suggest that the serial and cumulative acquisi-
tion of commodities alone can constitute the whole of one’s happiness. Happiness is
a rich and complex tapestry comprising many different things, such as love, friend-
ship, work satisfaction, family, education, social acceptance, travel, holidays, a stroll
on the beach, creativity, the arts and sport. It cannot, therefore be reduced merely to
the acquisition and consumption of products and their brands without degrading the
richness and complexity of that concept. It cannot, without severely diminishing its
value, be associated exclusively with a particular car, perfume or any other specific
consumer product. To be sure, the piecemeal association of the concept of happiness
with a particular consumer product by a specific commercial may not necessarily
undermine the value of that concept. Nevertheless, it is reasonable to postulate that
the cumulative effect of many such commercials for many different products over a pro-
tracted period of time may have a degrading and diminishing effect on that concept.
The suggestion that a single type of consumer product can exclusively be identi-
fied with the concept of happiness, if taken seriously, would amount to a perversion
or a subversion of the concept of happiness. On the other hand, that suggestion may
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not be taken seriously, for most people would probably recognize the identification
of the concept of happiness with a particular product, be it is a car or perfume, as
merely an advertising gimmick, puffery and exaggeration. But even the latter sugges-
tion seems to amount to a diminution of the value and importance of the concept of
happiness. For under the second suggestion, the concept of happiness is presented as
merely something that can be treated lightly and trifled with. If people’s happiness is
not a trifle matter, as assuredly it is not, then it should not be treated as such. For to
treat happiness as a trifle matter in associating it with particular consumer products
is to undervalue the concept of happiness and to treat it with disrespect, at least sym-
bolically. And by extension and parity of argument, to do so also treats the majority of
people who attach great value and importance to that concept with disrespect, even if
unintentionally so. Ignorance, however, in treating others with disrespect by uninten-
tionally diminishing the things they consider highly valuable, is not a valid excuse and
doesn’t let those who do it off the ethical hook. Thus, ignorance of appropriate ethical
conduct, like ignorance of the law, is not a valid defense against ethical transgres-
sions. At best, it is a form of moral negligence and that is equally ethically problematic.

6.1.2 The argument from deception

The association of a particular consumer product with the concept of happiness in
the form of a straight identity claim of the sort Y=X (“Happiness .... is Hyundai”) is
clearly false. Happiness is neither identical with a car nor a perfume nor any other
consumer product. However, the association in all probability is merely intended as
an implied suggestion that the exclusive acquisition of a particular consumer product
that is directly associated with the concept of happiness will somehow render the
person who acquires and consumes it happy. This suggestion also seems if not false,
at least greatly exaggerated. It is highly unlikely that the exclusive acquisition and use
of a specific consumer product could render one happy. For as we all know, happiness
is a multifaceted and multi-splendored thing.

Gross exaggeration can be viewed as a form of deception, for it misrepresents a
particular state of affairs. For if you boast to others that the size of the proverbial fish
you have caught far exceeds its actual size, your exaggeration is a form of deception.
Similarly, the implied suggestion that the acquisition of a specific product associated
with the concept of happiness in an ad can make one happy seems like a gross exag-
geration. If it is a gross exaggeration, then it qualifies as a form of deception. Since all
forms of deception insofar as they seek to take an unjustified advantage over others
are generally considered to be unethical, deception through gross exaggeration must
also be viewed as unethical.

Moreover, insofar as the association of happiness with consumer products cumu-
latively distorts the nature and significance of happiness through that association,
that distortion could also be viewed as a form of deception and thus unethical.
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6.1.3 The argument from paradox

The association of consumer products to the concept of happiness in advertising and
marketing is paradoxical and involves a rational inconsistency. On the one hand, the
concept of happiness is associated with consumer products in ads precisely because
the creators and producers of those ads want to impart the same high value that
people place on happiness to the associated advertised products. In other words, it is
precisely because advertisers’ take the generally recognized importance of happiness
seriously that they choose to associate it with consumer products in the hope this will
promote the sales of those products. On the other hand, however, the association of
consumer products with the concept of happiness diminishes and thus degrades the
value and the importance of that concept. This seems to suggest that contrary to the
generally recognized and acknowledged importance of happiness, the advertisers are
not taking that importance seriously, at least ethically seriously. Thus, those adver-
tisers paradoxically at once acknowledge and undermine the importance of happi-
ness. But this is ethically problematic. For something that is generally recognized and
acknowledged as something highly valuable, and for that reason associated with con-
sumer products, is nevertheless devalued though that association.

6.2 Two consequentialist arguments

The Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young song “teach your children well” has a few valu-
able lessons for advertisers too. Do we collectively as a society treat our children well
when we might be encouraging them through a plethora of ads to associate happiness
with the sole acquisition of consumer products?

6.2.1 The argument from setting a good example and protecting the vulnerable

Even if those ads are not targeted at children, the pervasiveness and ubiquity of adver-
tising can reach children through many different mediums and at different times.
Insofar as the direct association of happiness with consumer products diminishes its
value and perverts its significance, the effect of that diminution on children over a
long period of time could have a negative effect.

Related to this is the problem that children and other vulnerable groups may
come to believe that the sole acquisition of consumer products will render them
happy. This perception could potentially result in serious repercussions of severe

7 The term “advertisers” as used here is intended to denote both advertisers and advertising agencies.
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disappointment or unhappiness when the acquisition of those goods is not forthcom-
ing, or, if forthcoming, fails to live up to its expectations. Society at large, including
the advertising industry, has an ethical responsibility to safeguard the interests of the
vulnerable members in our society. Encouraging them to identify the highly valued
and important concept of happiness exclusively with the acquisition of specific con-
sumer products is thus ethically undesirable.

The problem of child obesity is presently becoming so acute that the advertising
industry in the UK, United States and Australia has come under increasing community
and government pressure to introduce regulatory guidelines that reduce if not elimi-
nate junk-food advertising to children. Under such proposed guidelines, McDonalds’
“Happy Meal,” for example, could be perceived as a case of manipulative advertising
that targets children through an association of junk food with the concept of happi-
ness. Consequently, such ads could become subject to regulation that discourages
manipulative advertising strategies that target children with junk food commercials.

6.2.2 The argument from exploitation

Happiness is undoubtedly, as Aristotle pointed out 2,500 years ago, the ultimate goal in
life for most, if not all people, and its attainment, highly prized. Those who design ads
that directly associate consumer products such as cars and perfume with the concept
of happiness could be seen as exploiting the deep-felt desire and high aspiration that
people have for being happy. Insofar as the implied suggestion that the acquisition
of a specific consumer product can make a person happy is a gross exaggeration and
thus a form of deception, that implied suggestion is also exploitative. For the deceptive
implied suggestion plays on the deep desire that people have for happiness. It plays
in a sense with people’s deep-felt feelings associated with the paramount desire to be
happy. Hence, insofar as that is the intention of those ads, then those ads are exploita-
tive and since exploitation is generally considered unethical, then those ads that exag-
gerate the association between consumer products and the concept of happiness are
unethical. At the very least, they are ethically problematic and should be avoided.
One objection to the above arguments might be as follows: “Lighten up, you are
taking this too seriously. The ads that directly associate consumer products with the
concept of happiness are meant to be taken humorously and with a generous pinch
of salt. Your own serious reaction to a light-hearted association of products to happi-
ness is the exaggeration!” In response, I reiterate that happiness, as something that is
highly valued by most people, should be taken seriously just as friendship and other
highly prized values are. To associate happiness and its associated aspirational values
exclusively with specific consumer products is to diminish the value and importance
of happiness and by extension and parity of argument, it amounts to treating all the
people who value happiness highly with disrespect. Insofar as the association of con-
sumer products with happiness and its other related aspirational values degrades the

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

Harm in Media Marketing: the Branding of Values = 247

concept of happiness and those of its related aspirational values, that association
indirectly degrades the people who consider those values both significant and impor-
tant. And to the extent that most people highly value happiness, then its degradation
through advertising is no laughing matter.

It is, moreover, precisely because the advertisers themselves recognize the impor-
tance and significance that people attach to happiness and its related aspirational
values, that they associate consumer products with the concept of happiness and its
related aspirational values. That goes to show the advertisers themselves take the
association of happiness with consumer products seriously! At least they take it com-
mercially seriously.

7 Plato’s relevance and lessons for the marketing
of brands

Since values are generally seen as contributing factors to people’s happiness, their
association to consumer products is ethically problematic in the way indicated above
under Plato’s deontological and consequentialist arguments. Note that Plato’s deon-
tological and consequentialist arguments run parallel and inform my own arguments
concerning the devaluation of happiness and values generally. Just as the description
of gods and heroes by the poets in Plato’s time ascribe characteristics and attributes
to the gods and heroes that are inherently inconsistent with their true nature, so too
the commodification of happiness and other aspirational values by advertisers, which
ascribes to those values characteristics such as manufacturability, consumption,
expendability, replacement, exchangeability, tradability, exhaustion, depreciation
and price, are directly and inherently inconsistent with the true nature of those values.

Unlike consumable products that one trades for a price in the market place, our
aspirational values as a society are non-manufacturable, non-consumable, non-
expendable, non-replaceable, non-exchangeable, non-tradable, non-exhaustible,
non-depreciable and ultimately, priceless.® Unlike commodities, values are generally
considered more ideal and spiritual than commodities and other material objects, no
matter how valuable (in terms of price value) those commodities and objects are. Thus,
values should not be compared and associated to commodities since they are essen-
tially and inherently different types of things. Moreover, insofar as the association of
values to consumer products degrades those values as argued above, there is a case to
be made for some form of self-regulation within the advertising and marketing industry

8 Ironically, MasterCard ads uses the term “priceless” in its successful ad campaign to show that
values such as friendship and love cannot be bought even with a credit card simply because they are
“priceless.”
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along similar lines suggested by Plato’s arguments for the self-censorship of poets. For
just as those poets degraded both gods and heroes through exaggerations and misstate-
ments, so too the exaggerated and misstated claims made about human values through
their constant association with consumer products degrades those values. And to the
extent that we as a society value those values highly, we should be ethically concerned
about their degradation. We should require collectively as citizens that the advertis-
ing industry act responsibly by agreeing to some form of self-regulation to combat this
problem: either self-regulation or if that proves impractical, a form of co-regulation
between the advertising industry, appropriate government bodies, and citizen groups.

In keeping with the dialectical approach of this chapter, the regulation envis-
aged and suggested here is one that emanates from informed and rational balanced
dialogue among all the relevant stakeholders, including the media, academics, the
government and the community at large. As such, it is a bottom-up (dialectical) not a
top-down (didactic) approach to regulation.

8 Conclusion

It has often been said advertising does not construct social reality, it merely reflects
it. If that is true, then the association of consumer products to values by advertis-
ing does not accurately or adequately reflect social reality. For people generally do
not think of values solely in terms of the acquisition of individual and specific con-
sumer products. Moreover, most people generally do not think that the exclusive
acquisition of consumer products will provide them with happiness, grace, elegance,
beauty, freedom, truth, friendship or romance. Insofar as some people might believe
the exclusive acquisition of specific advertised consumer products will provide them
with all or some of those things, this possibility may be viewed as a case where adver-
tising no longer merely reflects social reality but actually constructs it. If this is the
case, it raises the question of whether this is ethically desirable. Namely, whether it
is ethically desirable to create in some people the belief that the mere acquisition of
consumer products will somehow provide them with happiness or the attributes and
values that are generally thought to contribute to a happy life.

The answer seems to be that such a construction of social reality by advertising
through the association of consumer products with values is not ethically desirable
for all the reasons adduced above. Moreover, such a construction of social reality is
a perversion of our highest aspirational values and attributes, which diminishes and
thus degrades our collective humanity. For just as the triumph of Olympic athletes
elevates our collective humanity by allowing us to share vicariously and symbolically
in their inspiring achievements, so too the mugging of an old lady on her way home
by a thug diminishes and denigrates our collective humanity. Analogously, but of
course not to the same degree, insofar as the association of consumer products with
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our collective aspirational values degrades those values, our collective humanity is by
extension and by parity of argument also degraded.

As a diminution and degradation of our collective humanity, I believe that such a
construction of social reality by advertising is thus unethical and should be avoided.
The advertising industry has a moral responsibility to ensure that our aspirational
values are not diminished and degraded through the uncritical and arbitrary asso-
ciation of consumer products with those values. This conclusion is in keeping with
Immanuel Kant’s central idea articulated in his categorical imperative, namely, that
people should not be used merely as means to other people’s ends as this degrades
their inherent human value and moral worth. By extension of that argument, we
can say the use of aspirational values merely as a means for the end of promoting
consumer products degrades our collective humanity as those values constitute an
important component of our collective human identity and dignity, one that should
not be traded away for the sake of advertising brands.

The purpose of this chapter has been to provide a preliminary conceptual and
normative analysis of various ethical issues concerning the pervasive and cumula-
tive association of consumer products and brands with values. Further collaborative
and interdisciplinary research involving social scientists, including sociologists, psy-
chologists and advertisers is required to establish empirically the extent, if any, to
which the consumers’ notions of values are influenced by advertising and marekting.
This chapter has established that there is at least a prima facie case for ethical concern
regarding the systematic degradation of values by advertising through the pervasive
and cumulative association of those values with commodities.
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14 Harm and Entertainment

Abstract: In the last twenty years video games have become a focal point for the issue
of entertainment and harm, both by comprising a significant public concern and also
exemplifying the theoretical approach that many scientists and ethicists have adopted
in the wider issue. This chapter investigates the prevalent harm-based attempts to
assess the effects of video games and argues that this approach is largely incapable
of settling the issues with the ethics of video games because of faults inherent in the
empirical project of linking games to violence, but more importantly because of
problems with developing such claims into an ethical evaluation of the playing or
production of games. Comparing game playing to cigarette smoking — a very common
rhetorical and theoretical ploy of critics of video games — actually is informative about
the relationship of video games and harm, but only because the comparison shows the
deep evidential and substantive differences that exist between these two cases.

Keywords: video games, harm, violence, philosophy, psychology, utilitarianism,
smoking

1 Straight out of Doom

This chapter concerns the ethics of entertainment and harm, but is specifically
focused on video games and their effect on violence in players and society. In many
ways, video games have become a focal point for the issue of entertainment and harm
in the last 20 years, both comprising a significant public concern and also modeling
the theoretical approach that both scientists and ethicists have adopted in the wider
issue. Here, I investigate the prevalent harm-based attempts to assess the effects of
video games and argue that this approach is largely incapable of settling the issues with
the ethics of video games, both because of faults inherent in the empirical project of
linking video games to violence, but more importantly because of problems with devel-
oping such claims into an ethical evaluation of the playing or production of games.

In 1999 near Littleton, Colorado, Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold armed them-
selves with shotguns, semi-automatic rifles and homemade bombs, and walked into
Columbine High School where they began shooting. Twelve students and one teacher
were killed before the two committed suicide. As would be discovered later, Harris
and Klebold were not only gamers, but had a compelling interest in the archetypal
first-person shooter Doom. A widespread rumor even had it that prior to the school
shootings, Eric Harris had written a level in the game Doom to depict a scenario
similar to that they would carry out in real life (Grossman and DeGaetano, 1999: 77;
Anderson and Bushman, 2001: 353). Even if this was merely a rumor, what Harris
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and Klebold actually said in video tapes they made where they discussed their plans
seems even more damning of the relationship between video games and the crimes
they would commit. Harris, looking ahead to the deed, said,

It’s gonna be like fucking Doom man - after the bombs explode. Tick, tick, tick, tick ... Haa! That
fucking shotgun is straight out of Doom! (Gibbs & Roche, 1999).

Many critics will ask how the ultra-violent Doom could not have had an effect on what
Harris and Klebold did. And how could the game not be morally to blame, if only
partly, given that it seems an obvious part of the pretext for the massacre?

The connection of violent video games to school shootings and spree-killings has
been discussed in any number of books and articles, most of them decrying the rela-
tionship. Gloria DeGaetano and Dave Grossman begin their 1999 book Stop Teaching our
Kids to Kill with the cautionary tale of Michael Carneal. Carneal is infamous for a 1996
school shooting in Paducah Kentucky that left three people dead and five wounded:

Fourteen-year-old Michael Carneal steals a gun from a neighbor’s house, brings it to school, and
fires eight shots into a student prayer meeting that is breaking up. Prior to stealing the gun, he
had never shot a real handgun in his life. The FBI says that the average experienced law enforce-
ment officer, in the average shootout, and an average range of seven yards hits with approxima-
tely one bullet in five. So how many hits did Michael Carneal make? He fired eight shots; he got
eight hits, on eight different kids. Five of them were head shots, and the other three were in the
upper torso. The result was three dead and one paralyzed for life ... So how did Michael Carneal
acquire this kind of killing ability? Simple: practice (Grossman and DeGaetano, 1999: 4).

DeGaetano and Grossman argue that video games not only motivate kids such as
Carneal, Klebold and Harris to kill, but allow them to practice the killings. First-
person shooters in particular allow players to use pretend guns to shoot people on a
screen, and the repetitive nature of these virtual killings both improves the players’
aim and conditions them to see people as a potential target. For the authors, such
video games are “killing simulators” that employ “operant conditioning” to prepare
children to commit acts of murder (1999: 72-73). DeGaetano and Grossman’s book
is subtitled A Call to Action Against TV, Movie, and Video Game Violence, and they
intend to stamp out this harmful influence. The view expressed by DeGaetano and
Grossman of video games as a malignant influence, and one that stretches beyond
their effect on violence, aggression and crime, is enormously widespread among
advocates, media commentators, concerned parents and social psychologists.
Understandably, the moral concern with video games has frequently reached into
politics. Hillary Clinton, speaking to a child-care symposium in the lead up to her failed
run for the Democratic nomination for the 2008 presidential election, claimed that

Children are playing a game that encourages them to have sex with prostitutes and then murder
them ... This is a silent epidemic of media desensitization that teaches kids it’s OK to diss people
because they are a woman, they’re a different color or they’re from a different place (The Times 2005).

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

Harm and Entertainment =—— 253

Clinton was referring to Grand Theft Auto, a game notorious for its inclusion of virtual
prostitutes. This kind of moral positioning is common among politicians, of course,
but that Clinton would pick this issue on which to state her political intentions in her
run for president shows that video game violence is a source of deep conviction and a
powerful moral issue among the centrist American demographic Clinton was hoping
to appeal to. It is clear that video games, for many people, are a threat to the psycho-
logical health and morals of young people.

The regulation of video games, specifically the banning of their sale to young
people, is typically seen as the way of eliminating this moral threat. In an interview
with CBS, Clinton said more about her intentions to promote laws that would make
selling mature- or adult only-rated video games to children a federal crime:

We need to do everything we can to make sure parents have a line of defense against violent and
sexually explicit video games and other content that is being peddled to our children. That’s why
the legislation I will be introducing will put real teeth into video game ratings by instituting a
financial penalty for retailers that fail to enforce the rules (CBS News 2005).

Implicit in this statement is a comparison of the games industry with the “peddlers”
of pornography and drugs. And like DeGaetano and Grossman, Clinton’s concern was
clearly based on the effects that video games have on children, even though she did
not quite go to their rhetorical extremes. She continued:

We know that violent video games have an impact on children. Just recently there was cutting
edge research conducted at Indiana University School of Medicine, which concluded that adole-
scents with more exposure to violent media were less able to control and to direct their thoughts
and behavior, to stay focused on a task, to plan, to screen out distractions, and to use experience
to guide inhibitions.

Obviously, juvenile crime rates are influenced by a tremendous number of factors, including
the economy, programs and interventions aimed at reducing crime, the presence of law enforce-
ment, and more. What the research tells us is that for individual kids, violent media is harmful.

There have been four decades of research on the effect of media violence on our kids and it
all points to the same conclusion — media violence leads to more aggression, anti-social beha-
vior, and it desensitizes kids to violence. The American Academy of Pediatrics summed up this
point in a report entitled Media Exposure Feeding Children’s Violent Acts. “Playing violent video
games is to an adolescent’s violent behavior what smoking tobacco is to lung cancer,” it said.
This isn’t about offending our sensibilities - it is about protecting our children (CBS News 2005).

Clinton’s criticism thus latched on to a comparison that is ubiquitous in the discus-
sion of the effects and ethics of video gaming. For many, video games are to be con-
sidered as a pathological agent that is suitably classed alongside carcinogens such
as tobacco smoke. Found throughout the literature on video games and violence,
this comparison between video games and smoking and the epidemiological model
implicit in the comparison, continues to drive the concern with gaming, providing a
model of causation that often conditions thinking about the topic.
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An initial clarification is necessary here. This chapter concerns the harms attrib-
utable to video games and not merely the negative effects they might have. This dis-
tinction has not been evident in the above and indeed, is often not evident in the
literature about the effects of video games. But the two concepts are clearly not the
same: that a person suffers some negative effect does not mean that they have thereby
been harmed: during minor surgery I experience pain, but the surgeon has not neces-
sarily harmed me by causing this pain because I have consented to that experience, or
at least the risk of its occurrence (and of course, the pain is a side effect of a procedure
that will hopefully greatly benefit me). We clearly need some account of the difference
between harms and mere effects.

In his important work on the moral constraints on legislative action, the philoso-
pher Joel Feinberg argues that harm occurs when two conditions are met: the harmful
action “must lead to some kind of adverse effect, or create the danger of such an
effect, on its victim’s interests,” and “it must be inflicted wrongly in violation of the
victim’s rights” (Feinberg, 1992: 3—4). The key idea is that harms involve a “setback of
an interest” and where this setback is indefensible, that is, not excused or justified
by factors such as the consent of the individual being affected (explaining why the
pain suffered during surgery is not a harm inflicted on the patient by the surgeon).
The interests affected by harms comprise such basic human physical and psycholog-
ical needs such as “the continuance for a foreseeable interval of one’s life ... physical
health and vigor ... the absence of absorbing pain ... minimal intellectual acuity, emo-
tional stability ...” and so on (1984: 37ff). Thus, extending Feinberg’s views on harm
to the current issue, even if it can be shown that video games have the effects that are
sometimes attributed to them - this is the topic of the first part of this chapter — this
does not establish that they harm players or their society (much less that they are a
significant such harm) because what would also need to be shown is that these effects
impact the welfare interests of individuals, and do so in a way that compromises their
moral rights.

One other point about Feinberg’s project is also worth noting. Feinberg’s main
intention is to show when it is that “presumptive liberty” — the prevalent assump-
tion that “Liberty should be the norm: coercion always needs some special justifi-
cation” (1984: 9) — can legitimately be constrained by “liberty-limiting principles”
(1984: 9-10). So for example, a person’s right to be rescued from a dangerous situation
(especially if that rescue does not imply serious risks or costs on the potential rescuer)
might justify Good Samaritan laws that obligate bystanders to perform rescues. That
the issue of the potential moral basis of legal regulation has a relevance in the case of
video games should be clear from the introductory discussion above, where the moral
assessment of video games and their putative effects often turned into a discussion
of how and why they might be regulated. Feinberg’s focus in the first volume of his
major work on morality and law concerns the “harm-principle”: that is, the idea that
“state interference with a citizen’s behavior tends to be morally justified when it is
reasonably necessary (that is, when there are reasonable grounds for taking it to be
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necessary as well as effective) to prevent harm or the unreasonable risk of harm to
parties other than the person interfered with” (1984: 11). But for Feinberg the infer-
ence from having established the existence of harm, to the justification of a regu-
lation protecting against that harm through the penal coercion of those who might
commit it, is fraught with conceptual issues. The seriousness of the harm, the costs
of regulating or policing the regulation, and the potential that the regulations will be
effective, are all factors in deciding whether the moral conclusion — that a harm has
been done — warrants a legislative response. Thus, there is an important limitation to
the following discussion (which I will note on a couple of occasions): even if it can be
established that video games harm players or society, this does not by itself imply a
legislative response.

2 The causationists

The ethics of violent video games might most obviously seem to rest on the harms
caused by those games. Ask someone what is wrong with video games and they may
say that games are addictive; that they destroy the culture of reading; they lead to
obesity in children; they encourage misogyny and racism; that they cause children to
become inward and anti-social; they shorten attention spans; they undermine child-
hood education and encourage delinquency. But most of all one is likely to hear that
playing video games causes children to become aggressive and violent; and, in fact,
that video games are to blame for terrible events such as those seen at Columbine
High School in 1999 (Anderson and Bushman, 2001: 353). If this association between
violent video games and the described violent criminal acts is genuine, and actu-
ally signifies a causal relationship, it would seem to provide an obvious basis for the
ethical criticism of game violence.

This harm-based approach to video game ethics is most frequently couched as a
public health issue. For example, in her stump speech, Clinton identifies video games
as a threat to the health of children, and that the prototype for the public health issue
with video games is that of smoking. This public health approach to game ethics is
also prevalent in the scientific concern with violent video games: the social psycholo-
gists Craig Anderson, Doug Gentile and Katherine Buckley end their book-length
treatment of the effects of violent games, with suggestions for social policy (2007:
142-163). This, incidentally, is the “cutting edge research” referred to by Clinton in the
quote above.

There has long been a scientific concern with the negative effects of media on
its audiences, though the focus of this concern has ranged from newspaper crime
reporting and dime store novels to comic books and violent television drama (Kutner
and Olson, 2008: 29-56; Grimes, Anderson and Bergen, 2007: 31-52). Where it regards
violence and aggression, the hypothesis holds that the mere viewing of violent media
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is enough to cause increased aggressive attitudes, thoughts, and behaviors in viewers
(Anderson, Gentile, Buckley, 2007). This science has its roots in the social learning
theory that was developed in the social psychology of the 1960s, particularly by the
influential psychologist Albert Bandura (Bandura, 1973). In many ways, the scien-
tific literature on video games is an outgrowth of this general media effects literature,
and seems predicated on many of the same assumptions about media and psychol-
ogy. The communication and social theorists Tom Grimes, James Anderson and Lori
Bergen have named the core assertion of this science the “causationist hypothesis”;
that is, that simply viewing, reading, or listening to violent media is sufficient to
cause aggressive or violent attitudes or behaviors in media consumers, especially if
they are children (2008).

There are three key forms of scientific methodology in the causationist science:
experimental, cross-section or correlational studies, and longitudinal studies. Each
approach has its own strengths and weaknesses. In experimental studies, subjects are
randomly assigned to certain test and control conditions, with the relevant variables
being measured before and after, or with and without, exposure to these conditions.
The randomness of the selection of subjects controls for previous bias in the sample
with regard to the variables being investigated. A classic and influential example of
an experimental study into the causationist hypothesis is Albert Bandura’s Bobo doll
experiment (Bandura, Ross and Ross, 1963). In this experiment, 72 boys and girls
of around the age of five were randomly assigned to three groups. One group acted
as the control, while the other two groups would be exposed to aggressive and non-
aggressive models, in the form of an adult playing with various toys: in the non-ag-
gressive model, the adult would quietly play with the assembled toys, while in the
aggressive model the adult would spend much of the time hitting and yelling at a
plastic blow-up doll called Bobo. After exposure, the children were left alone with
a number of toys including a mallet and the Bobo doll. Children who were exposed
to the aggressive model subsequently spent a significant portion of their time phys-
ically and verbally aggressing toward the Bobo doll, and often in the exact method
they had seen the model demonstrate, whereas children in the non-aggressive model
group rarely did so. The researchers concluded that children were prone to imitate
aggressive play, and the study was particularly influential on the development of the
causationist science (Grimes, Anderson and Bergen, 2007: 202).

2.1 Experimental design

The methodology is much the same in experimental research into video games and
aggression. Addressing what they saw as a hole in the literature, Anderson and his
colleagues Douglas Gentile and Katherine Buckley designed an experiment to test
the causal relationship between violent video games and short-term aggression in
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children and college students (2007: 61-77). They took more than 500 students and
randomly assigned them to groups to play violent and non-violent games. They
were then tested using a computer program that measured their level of behavioral
aggression. The test program involved the participant competing with an opponent
(unbeknownst to the players, the computer and not a real person) to react first to an
auditory or visual cue. When the participant lost a round (which was determined by
the program itself at a predetermined rate) they were subjected to a blast of noise the
level of which they believed had been set by their opponent (but, in fact, by the com-
puter program). The participants were themselves free to set the level of noise their
opponent would receive. This computer program test of aggression is widely used and
according to Anderson has a high degree of “external validity,” meaning that people
who are aggressive in the real world are measured as aggressive when they take this
test in the laboratory (2007: 62). For the purposes of the experiment aggression “was
operationally defined as the number of high intensity noise blasts ... the participant
chose to deliver to his or her opponent” (2007: 63).

During the procedure itself, the subjects were initially told that the experiment
was designed to test the effects of playing games on reaction times, and were allowed
to practice on the test program. The participants were then made to play either a
violent or non-violent video game. The non-violent game was Oh No! Not more Lem-
mings!, a puzzle game in which players help cute green-haired lemmings escape a
nasty fate. The violent games were the cartoonish Captain Bumper, a side-scrolling
action game and the third-person 3D game OttoMatic, and the more mature-themed
Future Cop and Street Fighter, the former a third-person shooter, and the latter a 2D
fighting game. After 20 minutes of playing the video game the participants’ aggres-
sion was measured using the computer test described above.

Anderson, Gentile and Buckley’s prediction that playing the violent game
would lead to more aggressive behavior in the test condition was verified: “As
expected, the participants who played one of the violent games delivered more
high intensity noise blasts than those who played the non-violent game” (2007:
70). Interestingly, the effect was noticeable even for the play of the cartoonish
children’s game by the young children, and of both kinds of violent game by the
older subjects. They concluded that a factor that is often thought to be a mitigating
issue - that children’s games are cartoonish and unrealistic — does not lessen the
measured effect. Indeed, in the older subjects, the effects of the cartoonish games
were slightly larger (2007: 71).

The strength of this kind of experimental study (if it is well-conducted) is that it
demonstrates a causal link between violent games and aggression because of the use
of randomization and control conditions. Other experimental studies conducted by
Anderson and his colleagues have a similar methodology and are an important part
of the basis for their persistent claims that playing violent video games causes an
increase in aggressive thoughts and behavior in children (and even adolescents and
adults).
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2.2 Correlational design

Correlational studies proceed by gathering observations and then subjecting them
to statistical analyses to discern the correlations between the variables of interest. In
the same source described above, Anderson and his colleagues gathered 189 Iowan
school children between the ages of 14 and 19, and subjected them to various question-
naires to measure their attitudes toward violence, their own self-reported aggression,
violent behavior, hostility and anger, the trait of forgiveness, and their exposure to
violent video games (2007: 78-94). In most cases, these were measured with question-
naires that are methodologically well-established within psychology. For example, to
measure the “aggressive behavior, hostility, and anger” of the participants, Anderson
and his colleagues used the “Buss Perry Aggression Questionnaire,” which asked the
participants to indicate the agreement or disagreement with statements such as “I get
into fights a little more than the average person,” “I can’t help getting into arguments
when people disagree with me,” and “I wonder sometimes why I feel so bitter about
things” (2007: 80).

To measure the use of video games by the participants, Anderson and his col-
leagues used a scale that asked the students to “list up to five favorite video games,
report how often they have played each in recent months, and rate the violence of
each game” and also how many hours student spent weekly playing video games and
watching TV and movies (2007: 81-82). The students were also asked for their grade
point average.

The findings of these questionnaires were then subjected to statistical analysis
to discern the correlations between the various measured items. The findings were
relatively clear:

We found what we expected — adolescents who play a greater number of violent video games
hold more pro-violent attitudes, have more hostile personalities, are less forgiving, believe vio-
lence to be more typical, and behave more aggressively in their everyday lives. However, because
this study did not manipulate who plays violent or non-violent games, it is possible that some
other variable accounts for the findings. For example, males tend to be more aggressive in per-
sonality, attitudes and behaviors, and also tend to play more violent video games. However,
even after statistically controlling for sex, total screen time, aggressive beliefs and attitudes, we
still found that playing violent video games was a significant predictor of heightened physically
aggressive behavior and violent behavior (2007: 83).

2.3 Longitudinal design

Finally, longitudinal studies are potentially the most powerful means of psychological
investigation because they can track how variables interact over time, giving a much
clearer indication that the variables are causally related in the real world. Anderson
and his colleagues conducted a longitudinal study - the very first to be conducted on
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this issue, they claim (2007: 118) — with the students of five Minnesota schools (2007:
95-119). The students, and their peers and teachers were administered three confi-
dential surveys, first at the beginning of the school year, and again six months later.
The surveys comprised “(1) a peer nomination measure of aggressive and prosocial
behaviors, (2) a self-report survey of media habits and demographic data, and (3) a
self-report measure of hostile attribution bias” (2007: 96). In the first survey children
were asked questions such as “Who hits, kicks, or punches others?”; “Who pushes
and shoves other kids around?”; Who says mean things to other kids to insult them
or put them down?”; “Who does nice things for others?” The teachers were similarly
asked to report on the aggressive and prosocial behaviors that they had seen particu-
lar children performing. For the self-report survey, children were asked to estimate
the number of physical fights they had been involved in, but also their media viewing
habits, including their favorite television shows, movies and video games, and also
how violent the children rated each of these. The latter figures were used to calculate
a “violence exposure score” for each child (2007: 99). Finally, the students underwent
a “hostile attribution” survey. In this survey the children were read several stories in
which an adolescent behaves provocatively, but the intent of the agent was left ambig-
uous so that the children could interpret the situation attributing an intention and
motive to the agent. The children were then asked a series of questions about the
intentions of the adolescent who acted provocatively, to discern their willingness to
attribute relational or physical aggression (2007: 100). From all of these surveys, com-
posite measures of aggression were calculated for each of the participant children.

Because the surveys were repeated six months later, this study allowed Ander-
son and his colleagues to discern how media use early in the year correlated with
aggressive behavior and hostile attribution later in the year, presumably indicating
a causal relationship between the variables (2007: 16). They predicted that “children
who played a greater number of violent video games early in the school year would
change to see the world as a more hostile place, and would in turn change to become
more aggressive and less prosocial, which in turn would be related to them being more
rejected by their peers” (2007: 102). After careful statistical analysis, these predictions
were confirmed.

3 From science to ethics

On the basis of such studies, Anderson and his colleagues have a clear predilection
for claiming that the debate about media violence and aggression “is over ... and
should have been over 30 years ago” (Anderson, Gentile and Buckley, 2007: 4). They
also claim that the debate displays the need both for serious ethical concern over
video games, and the design of social policy to confront the issue (2007: 142-163).
Nevertheless, there are (perhaps increasing) doubts about the status of this science,
and its immediate use in ethical debate.
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There have been at least four meta-analyses of this research - that is, reviews
that aggregate the statistical findings of a number of independent empirical studies
to discover an average measured effect (Anderson and Bushman, 2001; Sherry, 2001;
Anderson, 2004; Ferguson and Kilburn, 2009). Anderson’s own reviews found the
effect to be significant, and with Bushman he concluded that “These results clearly
support the hypothesis that exposures to violent video games poses a public health
threat to children and youths, including college-age individuals” (2001: 358). The
meta-review conducted by John L. Sherry also found a significant effect, but was more
hesitant in its claims about the extent of the effect. Sherry noted that “there is a small
effect of video game play on aggression, and the effect is smaller than the effect of
violent television on aggression” (2001).

However, in their more recent meta-analysis, the psychologists Christopher
Ferguson and John Kilburn argued that the data from their “study do not support
the conclusion that media violence research is a significant public health concern”
(2009). Elsewhere, Ferguson has developed these ideas in a survey of the issues
around violent media and aggression (2010). His conclusions are equally skeptical of
the science of video games and aggression:

Social learning models of aggression, given their popularity in recent decades, have been sub-
jected to frequent (although perhaps not rigorous) testing. Results have been weak, inconsistent
and compromised by poor research methods [...]| Meta-analytic studies of media violence effects
have consistently demonstrated that links between media violence exposure and increased
aggression are close to zero (Ferguson, 2010: 43).

Further, in an exchange of papers with Anderson that followed on from Ferguson’s
meta-analysis (Anderson, et. al 2010; Ferguson & Kilburn, 2010), Ferguson and
Kilburn ended on a very cynical note:

[...] we believe that Anderson et al. (2010) are sincere in their concerns for children and beliefs about
VVGs [violent video games]. However, their current meta-analysis contains numerous flaws, all of
which converge on overestimating and overinterpreting the influence of VVGs on aggression. Nonet-
heless, they find only weak effects. Given that discussions of VVGs tend to inform public policy, both
scientists and policymakers need to consider whether these results will get the “bang for their buck”
out of any forthcoming policy recommendations. [...] Psychology, too often, has lost its ability to put
the weak (if any) effects found for VVGs on aggression into a proper perspective. In doing so, it does
more to misinform than inform public debates on this issue (Ferguson & Kilburn, 2010: 177).

The debate then, clearly is not over. And as far as the ethical significance of this
science goes, the debate hardly seems to have started. The most significant argument
against the causationist project, in as much as it might be conceived as characterizing
or solving an ethical issue with games, is that this empirical debate underdetermines
the ethical issues with games (Tavinor, 2009: 158). Even if the causationist claims were
true, this does not tell us whether the use or production of video games is itself eth-
ically worrisome. To their credit, this ethical dimension is something acknowledged
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by Anderson, Buckley and Gentile. Furthermore, they agree that scientific findings
by themselves do not “automatically” imply or justify particular social policies (2007:
149). Rather, “scientific facts,” “legal issues,” “personal values,” and “political real-
ities” each play a role in in the design and justification of social policy. I suspect that
ethics is something of what is referred to here as “personal values,” though this may
entail a rather subjective and partial conception of ethics. Ethics concerns more than
merely personal values, and spans value-orientated issues from the private to the
public and the messy intersection between these domains of value.

So what specifically ethical complications are there with the use of this science
to decide the moral issues here? A first complication is that evaluating any phenom-
enon for its ethical qualities demands the application of a normative framework that
supplies the criteria for ethical evaluation. Without some conception not only of
the human good, but also the source and nature of the rights and responsibilities of
ethical agents, scientific findings such as those above are ethically equivocal. Even if
it was shown that video games do affect players by making them more aggressive, it is
an open question of who, if anyone, is morally responsible for that effect, and indeed,
whether that effect is something morally bad for players and why this might be so.

The most obvious ethical framework to apply in the case of game violence seems
to be consequentialism. Consequentialism is the formal moral theory that the moral
qualities of an action or event are appraised in terms of its consequences. When ques-
tioning the morality of some particular action — for example, one that we may be
considering performing — key to evaluating the moral qualities of the action are not
the intentions behind the action, or the maxim on which one is acting, but the effects
of the action will actually have. This formal analysis of course leaves open the precise
nature of the morally relevant consequences. Often, these consequences have been
specified as the contribution an action makes to well-being. In the classical form of
consequentialism, utilitarianism, well-being was specified as happiness (Bentham,
1789) and proper ultimate end of ethics was to provide the “greatest amount of hap-
piness altogether” where happiness is defined as “pleasure, and the absence of pain”
(Mill, 1863). Understandably, there has been a lot of philosophical water under the
bridge since Mill, but I do not have the space to survey those developments here.

Nevertheless, one might think that the case against video games would be rela-
tively clear for the consequentialist critic: if video games cause aggression and violent
acts, and so harm people by causing a setback to their interests, then video games can
be considered unethical. Indeed, this seems to be the unstated assumption behind
the criticisms of violent games encountered at the beginning of this paper, because
such criticisms tend to focus on the welfare interests of players and society (particu-
lar with regard to these parties perpetrating and being affected by aggression and
violence). But getting from the facts about games to an ethical judgment about games
is not quite as straightforward as the moral critics of games might think, because
a number of ethical and conceptual considerations undermine any straightforward
claims. So how exactly do we get from a scientific finding to an ethical claim?
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4 Risk, intentions and knowledge

A significant complication with the consequentialist ethics of violent video games
is its proper focus. The proper focus of the ethics of video games is not video games
per se, but the uses to which such games are put. By themselves, video games are
inanimate things, and it is the context in which they exist that are of ethical interest.
Compare this to the similar case with tobacco: the ethics of this substance cannot
even be considered in absence of consideration of how this substance is used by
people, that is, that it is consumed by smoking; that it is the subject of an addicting
behavior; and that it is the product on an enormous international industry. With video
games, two of these contexts are of principal ethical importance: the playing and pro-
duction of games. Given their proximity to the putative harms caused by gaming — it is
presumably the playing of games that harmfully affects the player’s interests, and the
production of games that is the ultimate cause of the harmful effects on society — it
is these two roles that deserve our greatest attention and where our criticism might
have its best effect. It is also gamers and producers of games who most frequently
come in for moral criticism. We have already seen the playing of games labeled as a
deviant practice, and the producers of games being compared to peddlers of drugs or
pornography.

An immediate problem with developing this ethical account is with the nature of
the ethical judgments that can reasonably be based on the facts discovered in the psy-
chological research about games. The causationist studies are statistical in nature,
and this fact does have important consequences for their potential use in moral argu-
ment. When we morally praise or blame someone, it is typically because of an act
that that individual has intentionally performed. A murderer or thief is blamed for
his intentional performance of those acts. In daily life, ethics most commonly has
this individualist and concrete ontology because ethical judgments are usually made
about individuals (most often people, but sometimes groups such as corporations or
governments) for concrete actions those individuals perform. It is also individuals
who are the typical moral patients: that is, those people who are harmed or benefited
by actions or who have rights and duties. The ethical criticism of video games also
often seems to operate in this individualistic and concrete way. It was Doom that was
blamed for being a contributing cause of the Columbine massacre (Grossman and
DeGaetano, 1999: 101). Dave Grossman blames Quake, Redneck Rampage and Resi-
dent Evil for causing Carneal’s killings (Danielson, 2000). It is individual players of
Modern Warfare who are charged with being “sick” for getting a thrill from virtually
killing civilians (Ingham, 2009).

Unfortunately, the causationist science does not substantiate such concrete and
individualistic claims. At most, the science surveyed above shows that that it is pos-
sible to perceive a small association between violent gameplay and aggressive traits
within a group. Statistical science allows us to attribute causal powers to a variable
only abstractly within the confines of the study, and it cannot be decisive on the cause
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of any concrete events in the real world. Even in a case where a causal relationship
is known with some certainty, such as the relationship between smoking and lung
cancer, statistical science does not “prove” of a smoker who has contracted lung
cancer that smoking was the cause of the disease. Thus, even if violent video games
were shown to have a discriminable effect on the aggressive traits seen in a popula-
tion, this gives us no firm guidance about whether a particular game is the cause of
any particular case of aggression, or how any particular player is affected by a game.
This undermines the attribution of moral responsibility — and perhaps often legal
responsibility — in the cases where crimes are blamed on specific games, which surely
depends on concrete statements about individual cases. But it also places severe limi-
tations on the role that such statistical studies can play in identifying moral patients,
that is, people who have been harmed in such cases. Hence, the statistical research on
games and aggression does not seem to allow us to say much about the ethics of the
production of specific games or specific acts of playing.

The basic problem here is that statistical science and ethical judgment often
involve differing ontologies, and statistics may not provide the necessary grain for
the moral assessment of particulars in the mode that the moral critics of video games
desire. It does not allow us to say of Doom that it is morally responsible for playing a
causal role in the Columbine killings — or for any other violent acts, for that matter.
Correspondingly, if we want to condemn a particular game — whether it is Doom,
Manhunt, Call of Duty, or Battlefield — we need to develop an account that has a con-
crete and individualist ontology. Only if we develop such an account could we justify
the moral intuitions that do exist concerning particular games and the harms they
putatively cause.

Such problems do not wholly discount the use of the statistical science in forming
ethical judgments about the production and playing of violent video games, however.
There are certainly cases where the causal propensities of substances or activities —
discovered through statistical means — are very obvious, and where the level of harm
caused by the agent is a serious general public health issue because of its impact on
the welfare interests of the public as a whole. Even if the science does not allow us
to say much with certainty about particular cases, the epidemiological relationship
between the agent and social harm may itself motivate us to make ethical judgments.
But what this means is that the moral issues surrounding the causationist science
may best be approached in terms of risk and risky behavior.

It is clear that the performance of extremely risky behavior is something that we
routinely ethically criticize: for a commercial pilot to attempt a barrel roll during a
flight would be extremely risky behavior, and deserving of moral disapprobation. The
ethical blame would be suitable even if the pilot managed to pull off the stunt just
because of the risks to which it exposes the passengers. Also, the problem here need
not be that the harm is intended, but that its possibility is envisaged (or should be
to any reasonably knowledgeable agent). The concept of “dangerous” behavior is an
alternative way to conceptualize such causally uncertain but ethically relevant activity.
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As noted in my introduction, Feinberg argues that a harm is something that is
a setback the interests of an individual. Now surely one can be harmed by being
exposed to risk, because being in a risky situation leaves one worse off than they
would be if they were not in that situation. This is because, first, the presence of risk
might directly affect a person’s welfare interests by causing them fear, anxiety, and so
on (explaining, of course, why most of us are disinclined to take large risks). Second,
being exposed to risk in itself may set back the interests of the individual. All things
being equal, a person whose life is filled with danger or the immediate potential for
failure is arguably worse off than a person whose life is secure. Indeed, Feinberg
acknowledges the moral importance of risk at the very beginning of his work on the
harm-principle: it is not just harm that can justify the limitation of liberty, but also
the “unreasonable risk of harm” (1984: 11). This then, allows us to identify the moral
patients in this issue: those with an interest not to be exposed to the risk of harm.
So, if it can be shown that the production of video games exposes players or society to
serious health risks or dangers they can be ethically criticized even if we cannot say
anything with assurance of any particular cases of causation. Risk is a probabilistic
concept, and so the ethical focus on risk matches the ontology of the ethical criticism
with that of the causationist science. It is also a concept that already factors into the
causationist understanding of video games and aggression (Anderson, Gentile and
Buckley, 2007: 51).

A further complication with this consequentialist approach is that the intentions
and knowledge of the agents involved in games must surely also be factored into the
ethical evaluations of game violence. Even though the ethics of games and gaming
seems to partly depend on the harm caused or risked by video games, determining
the nature and extent of the harm actually caused is surely not sufficient to appraise
the ethics of the acts involving those games (whether they are acts of production or
playing). The consideration of intentions is crucial to ethical analysis because it is
largely in virtue of being intentional agents and intending to achieve certain ends
that people are morally praiseworthy or blameworthy for the consequences they bring
about. It is getting dark and Greg intends to switch on the light to read, so he walks
across the room and flicks the switch. Unbeknownst to Greg, his sadistic roommate Jo
has wired the switch to an electrical torture device to which a third roommate, Kevin,
is now connected in the next room. As Greg flips the switch, unaware of Jo’s cruel
experiment, he hears the screams of Kevin coming from the other room. Technically,
Greg caused Kevin’s experience of pain, but he is not morally culpable for the con-
sequences of his action because firstly, he did not intend those consequences, and
secondly, he did not foresee them.

Philosophers have sometimes questioned whether acts whose consequences are
merely foreseen are morally equivalent to those where the consequences are also
intended, but I think there is a prima facie reason to think there is at least some moral
culpability in both cases, even if it is stronger where the consequence is an intended
one. The next night, now aware of Jo’s experiment, Greg again feels like doing some
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late-night reading; though he doesn’t intend to hurt Kevin, he flips the switch anyway.
Even if he did not intend the harm as a goal, it was an “oblique” intention because
the action was performed with full knowledge that harming Kevin would be a conse-
quence of the act (Mackie, 1977: 207). Surely Greg has acted unethically.

Central to ethical evaluations, then, are considerations of the attitudes and knowl-
edge of people: specifically, intentions that something happen, and understandings
that something could happen, because it is these attitudes that guide decisions, and
so are the locus by which ethics can have its effect on actions. Given that what one
intends to do or can intend to do, or can foresee as following from one’s actions, are
all dependent on personal knowledge, the knowledge of an agent also conditions the
ethical qualities of his or her actions.

5 Cigarettes and video games

The ethical comparison case of tobacco and smoking, seen in Clinton’s remarks
quoted at the beginning of this chapter, actually is illustrative for the consideration
of the risk-based, intentional and epistemological aspects of the ethical evaluation
of video games described above. Despite some common opinions, tobacco isn’t evil;
rather, it is a morally inert substance deserving neither praise nor blame. What we
properly ethically criticize about tobacco are the harmful aspects of its intentional
use by agents — particularly its production and marketing by cigarette companies. We
know with assurance that smoking is harmful to smokers because it exposes them to
risks of disease and death. It is the responsibility of cigarette companies for continu-
ing to produce and market this harmful substance, and to do so in full knowledge of
its effects, so profiting from the harm it causes, that strikes many as ethically blame-
worthy. This is a pretty obvious point, but it is worth making because this intentional
aspect is often missing from the ethical argument about video games, where we will
find that games are sometimes treated as is they were intrinsically unethical irre-
spective of their use by agents — treated as though they are “evil things.”

Intentional considerations may complicate the ethical picture with video games
because the defender of video games could argue that the introduction of inten-
tions and knowledge undermines the moral case against games. We can modify the
smoking example to see why. Though those who currently produce or market ciga-
rettes seem morally culpable, it is not clear that the very first people who marketed
and sold tobacco could be blamed for these actions, because they clearly lacked full
knowledge of the effects of smoking. If a person lacks knowledge that his actions are
going to produce a harmful effect it is not clear that he can be ethically criticized in
the same fashion as one who intentionally causes such harm in full knowledge that it
will follow from his actions. He is, in a sense, not freely choosing to harm even though
the harm results from his actions. The defender of video gaming might claim that even
if video games do harm their players, the producers of those games are not ethically
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responsible for those harms because they lack the knowledge of the harmful nature
of video games.

The problem for this argument in the current context is that a lack of knowledge
is no excuse where the facts in question are something the agent ought to know. Even
though the first people to sell tobacco may not have been morally culpable for prof-
iting off of a disastrously harmful substance, those who continue to do so surely are.
This, incidentally, explains the real point of wielded empirical science in the investi-
gation of ethical issues such as the present one, because that use serves the purpose
of bringing more and more consequences into the domain of the foreseen, and so
increasing our ability to be responsible in our conduct. The ethical critics of video
games will argue that games producers should know the effects of their product - the
debate is over, after all (Anderson, Gentile and Buckley, 2007: 4) — but continue to
produce and market games, perhaps even ignoring the impacts the product is having
on players and their society.

There are some notorious precedents for this type of cynical commercial behavior.
Cigarette companies in particular were widely suspected of trying to suppress the
knowledge of the harmful nature of smoking, or of intentionally exploiting its addic-
tive nature. Famously, Jeffrey Wigand, whose story was dramatized in the movie
The Insider, blew the whistle on the tobacco company Brown & Williamson, who
he accused of designing their product to be more addictive to users (Brenner, 1996).
Similar behavior on part of games companies would surely open them to similar
ethical criticism.

Hence, the ethical problem with the production of violent games seems to be best
captured by the idea that the product exposes players to harmful and unnecessary
risks in the same way that the production of tobacco cigarettes does, and that these
harms should be foreseen by the producers. Exposing someone to a risky situation
harms that person — even if they turn out not to be negatively affected — because the
presence of the risk itself sets back the interests of the individual. Moreover, the com-
parison with smoking would again seem to present the obvious comparative model
given that it is so often drawn upon by the critics of games, who frequently liken
the effect size of video games and aggression to that of second-hand smoking and
cancer (Anderson, Gentile and Buckley, 2007: 144). Science tells us that smoking
puts one at risk of developing various illnesses, particularly lung cancer, and we
have a pretty good knowledge about the pathology in this case (Hecht, 1999). As
I will discuss shortly, we also have a very good gauge of the magnitude of the indi-
vidual and social harms caused by smoking. We also know that smoking is addictive.
Now, for someone to intentionally market cigarettes to people, especially children,
understanding cigarettes to have such harmful and addictive effects, would seem
to be unethical, just because it exposes those people to the risk of developing these
illnesses. Buying cigarettes for your kids would also be unethical. Some might even
think that selling such harmful substances to adults also to be unethical, though
people may disagree on the practical upshot of this: whether the risky nature of the
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product justifies regulating against its sale, or whether because of liberalistic prin-
ciples consenting adults should be free to engage in risky private behavior, will still
be a matter of debate. Nevertheless, second-hand smoking is often utilized to argue
that this putatively private behavior does in fact have risks for others; and so it too,
can be judged unethical.

Drawing the parallel then, if it can be demonstrated that playing violent video
games generates the risk of significant negative effects, then we can formulate a conse-
quentialist argument against them, even if concrete judgments about individual cases
are impossible. This would be even worse if video gaming was shown to be addictive. For
someone to produce and intentionally market violent video games to children should
similarly be seen as unethical, just because it exposes the children to these risks. Moreo-
ver, though the potential harm was not a direct goal, it was an oblique intention because
of the public knowledge of these risks. Buying such violent video games for your kids
would also be unethical. It might even be that the private use of games by adults would
be unethical if that use exposes those around them to the risk of harm; and indeed, this
is something claimed by the causationists when they note that the effects of violent
games are not limited to children (Anderson, Gentile and Buckley, 2007: 71). Finally,
such consideration might support the regulation of the sale of video games (but as
noted in the introduction, not count as sufficient grounds for that regulation).

6 The ethical significance of video games

There is then, a reasonable ethical schema for employing the causationist science
to criticize the production of violent games. But unfortunately for the causationist
critic, the ethical comparison of video games with smoking is not a fair one because
of the extensive evidential difference between the cases. Even if the formal compar-
ison between the ethics of cigarette production and violent video games production
is apt, the substantive and evidential comparison between smoking and video games
is not strong. The risks posed by video games are simply incomparable with those of
smoking, passive or otherwise, and are so in a number of ways. First, the claim that
the “effects size” measured for video games on aggression is the same as that between
second-hand smoking and cancer, and that this equivalence has some kind of ethical
implication, relies on a fudging of the notion of “significance” (Tavinor, 2009: 155).
If the science is correct — itself a big if — the statistical significance of the correlations
in these two cases may be commensurate, but what is at risk certainly is not. In the
case of video games, the risk is of aggressive acts such as playground fights, sound-
ing an unpleasantly loud noise and other such disruptions (because this is what was
measured in the studies of games and aggression); in the case of passive smoking,
the risked effect is cancer and other serious illnesses. Even if these statistical risks are
commensurate, the harms inherent in what is at risk surely are not because the cases
are not commensurate with respect to human interests. Exposing people to the risk

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



268 —— Grant Tavinor

of disease and death is a serious threat to their welfare interests; but exposing people
to minor cases or aggression or unpleasantness — some of which, indeed, might be
better thought of as “offenses” rather than “harms” (Feinberg, 1985) — has nothing
like that moral importance.

Carefully inspecting the level of societal harm associated with smoking shows
how incomparable the two cases genuinely are, and incidentally, what a real public
health issue looks like. The social costs of smoking are terrifying in their magnitude.
According to the Centers for Disease Control Smoking and Tobacco Use Fact Sheet:

—  Worldwide, tobacco use causes more than 5 million deaths per year, and current

trends show that tobacco use will cause more than 8 million deaths annually by 2030.
— Inthe United States, tobacco use is responsible for about one in five deaths annu-

ally (i.e., about 443,000 deaths per year, and an estimated 49,000 of these smok-

ing-related deaths are the result of second-hand smoke exposure).
— On average, smokers die 13 to 14 years earlier than non-smokers. (CDC, 2012)

Unlike the nebulous harms attributed to video games, these harms are easily quanti-
fied. Given the gross disparity between the harms caused by smoking, second-hand
or otherwise, and video games, it is stunning that the ethical comparison of smoking
to video games is as common as it is.

In reality, there is a singular lack of evidence that the growth in violent video
games as a social phenomenon has led to anything approaching this magnitude of
social harm. In fact, in the places where video games are the most popular, there often
seems to have been a decrease in the harms ostensibly associated with games. In his
2008 study of the relationship between game violence and societal violence, Christo-
pher Ferguson contrasts games sales data with youth violence data, combining them
in the following graph (Figure 1):
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Figure 1: Ferguson, 2008: 33.
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He concludes:

The reality is that [...] as violent video games have become more prevalent, violent crimes have
decreased dramatically. This is true both for police arrest data, as well as crime victimization
data. Similar statistics for reduced crime have been found in Canada, Australia, the European
Union, and the United Kingdom using both arrest and victimization data [...]. This is certainly
not to say that violent video games are necessarily responsible for this decline, even partially.
However, this certainly cuts away the basis of any belief that violent games are promoting socie-
tal violence. The correlation (an astonishing r = -0.95) is simply in the wrong direction. This
would be akin to lung cancer decreasing radically after smoking cigarettes was introduced into a
population, which is simply not the case [CITE.]

Interestingly then, what scientific concern there is with video games as a public
health issue runs in an almost contrary direction to that with smoking: rather than a
demonstrable harmful epidemic (cancers, and other smoking-related illnesses) pro-
voking a scientific investigation into the cause of the epidemic, with violent video
games there appears to have been an investigation into the epidemiology without
evidence that there actually is an epidemic to be explained. This is reminiscent of the
methodology of the pseudo-sciences such as parapsychology, where even though
there is an entire absence of evidence in everyday life of telepathy, telekinesis and
the like, scientists nevertheless spend their time searching for, and “discovering”
trifling effects.

Finally, the statistical comparison of smoking and video gaming — the compari-
son that has been the basis of the ethical approach I have investigated here - is just a
red-herring anyway. It is fairly clear that the science does not support the epidemio-
logical comparison of smoking and video games. The psychologists Lawrence Kutner
and Cheryl Olson do an admirable job in showing how the statistical comparison
between even passive smoking and video games is inappropriate, and it is worthwhile
repeating their specific criticisms (2008: 61-63). Amongst their compelling points is
that wherever it has been measured, as rates of smoking go up in a group - be it with
men, women, or an ethnic group — so rates of lung cancer increase within that group
(2008: 62). Second, the more one smokes, the more likely one is to get lung cancer.
Third, lung cancer is operationally well-defined as a disease, and its physiology is
well-understood and identifiable in sufferers. The corollaries of none of these facts
have been established for video games and aggression: rates of societal aggression
do not correlate with the prevalence of violent video game use; more play in an indi-
vidual does not lead to more aggression, and in fact the opposite may be the case
(Sherry: 2001); and video game aggression is not well-defined because it manifests
in heterogeneous actions and behaviors the aggressive nature of which is open to
interpretation (Connor, 1989).

The justified skepticism about the causationist science on games and aggression
thus looms very large here. What we know about the causal relationship between
video games and aggression, and the strength with which we know it, do not warrant
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attribution of a careless ignorance to game producers, much less a malevolent inten-
tion to disregard or suppress knowledge for their own gain. It is clear that some sci-
entists do suspect the entertainment industry of actively combating the causationist
science: Anderson and other causationist scientists have often imputed “fiscal”
motivations to their critics (Anderson, Gentile and Buckley, 2007: 139). But I doubt
this insinuation really would work as a compelling ethical premise, because only the
most cynical of moralists would claim that producers of video games knowingly and
dangerously expose the consumers of their products to serious health risks. Unlike
tobacco cigarettes, the evidence for and predictability of the harmful effects of video
games is simply not compelling.

Further reading

The literature on video games and harm comes in at least three forms: popular and
often moralising works on the worrying effects of games on violence; the psycholog-
ical and sociological literature specific to ascertaining the effects of video games on
aggression and violence; and more broadly focused works that attempt to understand
the debate as a phenomenon. Grossman and DeGaetano’s book on video game vio-
lence (1999) is a classic and somewhat histrionic piece of the first kind. Grossman has
recently revisited the issue (2016). The effects literature itself largely comprises the
many research papers that Anderson and his colleagues have published over the years
(see e.g, Anderson, C. A. 2004; Anderson, C. A., and Bushman, B. J. 2001). Anderson,
Gentile and Buckley sum up the methodology and findings of this research program
(2007). Freedman (2002) is an early skeptic of this scientific literature. Another skeptical
voice is Ferguson (2008; see also Ferguson & Kilburn, 2009a & 2009b). As an example
of the third kind of source, Ferguson and Markey (2017) give both an assessment of
the quality of the science on games and aggression, and a discussion of the moralism
they think is a prevalent motivation in the science. A dense but worthwhile sociologi-
cal assessment of these issues is found in Grimes, Anderson, and Bergen (2008). The
psychologists Kutner and Olson (2008) take a broad, practical and skeptical view of
this issue in the context of child development. An interdisciplinary collection of papers
describing various aspects of the debate can be found in Kowert and Quandt (2015).

References

Anderson, C. A. 2004. An Update on the Effects of Playing Violent Video Games. Journal of
Adolescence 27.113-122.

Anderson, C. A. & B.J. Bushman. 2001. Effects of violent video games of aggressive behavior,
aggressive cognition, aggressive affect, physiological arousal, and prosocial behavior:
A meta-analytic review of the scientific literature. Psychological Science 12. 353-359.

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

Harm and Entertainment =—— 271

Anderson, C. A., Gentile, D. A.& K.E. Buckley. 2007. Violent Video Game Effects on Children and
Adolescents: Theory, Research, and Public Policy. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Bandura, A. 1973. Aggression: A Social Learning Theory Analysis. Englewood Cliffs. N.).:
Prentice-Hall.

Bandura, A., Ross, D. & S.A. Ross. 1961. Transmission of Aggression through Imitation of Aggressive
Models. Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology 63. 575-582.

Bentham, J. 1789/1970. An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, Ed. ).H. Burns
and H.L.A. Hart, London: The Athlone Press.

Brenner, M. 1996. The Man Who Knew Too Much. Vanity Fair, May 1996.

Brown, Governor of California, et al. v. Entertainment Merchants Association et al. June 2011.

Centers for Disease Control, Smoking and Tobacco Use Fact Sheet, Retrieved 19th April 2012 from
http://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/data_statistics/fact_sheets/fast_facts/#toll

Connor, K. 1989. Aggression: Is it in the eye of the beholder?. Play & Culture 2. 213-21.

Feinberg, ). 1984. The Moral Limits of the Criminal Law. Vol. 1, Harm to Others. New York: Oxford
University Press.

Feinberg, J. 1985. The Moral Limits of the Criminal Law. Vol. 2, Offense to Others. New York: Oxford
University Press.

Feinberg, ). 1992. Freedom and Fulfillment: Philosophical Essays. Princeton: Princeton University
Press.

Ferguson, C. J. 2008. The School Shooting/Violent Video game Link: Causal Link or Moral Panic?.
Journal of Investigative Psychology and Offender Profiling 5. 25-37.

Ferguson, C. )., &]J. Kilburn. 2009. The public health risks of media violence: A meta-analytic review.
Journal of Pediatrics 154. 759 —-763

Ferguson, C. ). & . Kilburn. 2010. Much Ado About Nothing: The Misestimation and
Overinterpretation of Violent Video game Effects in Eastern and Western Nations: Comment on
Anderson et al (2010). Psychological Bulletin.

Ferguson, C. J. 2010. Media Violence Effects and Violent Crime: Good Science or Moral Panic?
In C.). Ferguson (ed.), Violent Crime: Clinical and Social Implications. Los Angeles, CA:
SagePublications.

Gibbs, N & Roche, T. 1999. The Columbine Tapes. Time Magazine, December 1999.

Grossman, D. & DeGaetano, G. 1999. Stop Teaching Our Kids to Kill: A Call to Action Against TV,
Movie, and Video Game Violence. New York: Crown Publishers.

Grimes, T., Anderson, J.A. & L. Bergen. 2008. Media Violence and Aggression: Science and Ideology.
Los Angeles, CA: Sage Publications.

Hecht, S. S. 1999. Tobacco smoke, carcinogens and lung cancer, ). Natl. Cancer Inst. 91. 1194-1210.

Kutner L. & Cheryl Olson. 2008. Grand Theft Childhood: The Surprising Truth About Video games and
What Parents Can Do. New York: Simon and Schuster.

Mackie, L. L. 1977. Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong. London: Pelican Books.

Mill, J. S. 1863/1906. Utilitarianism. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Sherry, John. L. 2001. The Effects of Violent Video Games on Aggression; A Meta-analysis. Human
Communication Research 27(3). 409-431.

Tavinor, G. 2009. The Art of Video games. Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell.

The Times, Hilary opens up a morality war on video games, March 27 2005. Retrieved 20th May 2013
from http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/world/article438332.ece

Virginia Tech Review Panel. 2007. Report of the Virginia Tech Review Panel. Retrieved 10/01/2013
from http://www.governor.virginia.gov/tempcontent/techpanelreport.cfm

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost - printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

Johanna Fawkes
15 Harm in Public Relations

Abstract: This chapter summarises the main positions of public relations ethics,
characterising the field as profoundly divided between the organisation-centred
functionalist approach of the ‘Excellence’ project and the more societally-aware rhe-
torical/critical schools of writing. The former delineates best practice but has been
interpreted as descriptive rather than normative; as if best practice tells the whole
story. Unlike Excellence, rhetorical schools embrace advocacy and accept persua-
sion. Growing numbers of critical and cultural scholars have changed the focus from
organisation to society. These positions are explored, particularly regarding their
ethical stances and attitudes to a central problem for public relations: the role of per-
suasion in practice. This is symptomatic of a deeper problem: conflicted loyalties to
employer — who pays the wages or fees — and society — which bestows the title of pro-
fession only on those who can be seen to contribute beyond an employment contract.
Exploration of these problems leads inexorably to contemplation of the potential for
harm in the practice and theory of public relations.

Keywords: public relations; excellence; persuasion; rhetoric; professional ethics

1 Introduction

Harm is an almost invisible concept in public relations literature — that is, litera-
ture written by PR theorists for PR academics or curricula. The dominant narrative,
of which more follows, tends to emphasise the positive, relentlessly. Yet the scale of
the sector, particularly in the Anglo-American sphere, and its consistent growth in
times of economic hardship requires deeper scrutiny. UK Public relations has expe-
rienced considerable growth in the past decade (PRCA 2016) and is now worth £13
billion to the UK economy (from £9 bn in 2013). It is estimated there are 83,000 prac-
titioners in public relations, of whom fewer than half belong to the main professional
bodies. PR workers now outnumber journalists, creating a power imbalance between
the sources of information in a news-hungry age and the capacity to speak truth to
power (Greenslade 2016).

The sector expanded with the growth of consumerism in the twentieth century
(Ewen 1996) and in the explosion of social media in recent decades. While many still
associate the field with publicity, it also comprises corporate communication, stra-
tegic communication planning and implementation, internal communication and a
plethora of sub-specialisations. There is common resistance to the term “public rela-
tions” due to its pejorative connotations, with some preferring to identify themselves
by their specialisation — or even say they are in advertising (Thurlow 2009). But this

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110466034-015

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

274 —— )ohanna Fawkes

chapter addresses broader issues affecting the field as a whole and I therefore use the
term public relations as a loose term encompassing a range of non-sales related com-
munication practices across commercial and not-for-profit organisations, particularly
those involved in building and maintaining relationships with key groups.

Given this wide spread of professionalised communicators producing terabytes of
communication content for all sectors of society, the potential for harm — and good -
is incalculable.

This chapter summarises the main positions of public relations ethics, character-
ising the field as profoundly divided between the organisation-centred functionalist
approach of the “Excellence” project and the more societally-aware rhetorical/critical
schools of writing. The former delineates best practice but has been interpreted as
descriptive rather than normative, as if best practice tells the whole story. Unlike
Excellence, rhetorical schools embrace advocacy and accept persuasion. Growing
numbers of critical and cultural scholars have changed the focus from organisation to
society. These positions are explored, particularly regarding their ethical stances and
attitudes to a central problem for public relations: the role of persuasion in practice.
This is symptomatic of a deeper problem: conflicted loyalties to employer — who pays
the wages or fees — and society — which bestows the title of profession only on those
who can be seen to contribute beyond an employment contract.

The competing values of these approaches are exemplified in the central image
of the role of the public relations professional regarding their ethical duty to organ-
isation/client. The Excellence school is adamant that the PR person must act as the
ethical conscience of the organisation; rhetorical schools, with their Aristotelian
foundations, embrace advocacy; and critical schools point out the emptiness of the
claim to ethical guardianship.

This chapter explores these tensions, with particular attention to questions of
ethical role and identity and provides examples where public relations has the capac-
ity to increase social harm - or social good — before concluding with comments
regarding a more generalised cultural damage to which public relations — among
many other types of communication — has contributed.

2 Only the best — the absence of harm in
PR literature

Literature searches for harm, ethics and public relations yield results for harm
reduction programmes advocated or resisted in the development of drug and
alcohol dependency approaches. The concept of harm in or by public relations
barely surfaces (though see Slattery 2002) largely because there is an emphasis in
the dominant literature on best practice; positive values are repeatedly ascribed
to the field. The “Excellence” project, based in systems theory and developed in
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quantitative longitudinal studies (J. E. Grunig & White 1992; L. A. Grunig, Grunig, &
Dozier 2002), seeks to measure the dimensions of best practice both in its country of
origin (USA) and worldwide. Here the practitioner is mainly described as a bound-
ary spanner, linking external publics to organisational strategic communications.
This role achieves its highest level in two-way symmetric communication when the
full range of negotiating and diplomatic skills is used to secure positive outcomes
for all parties: “In the two-way symmetric model . . . practitioners serve as medi-
ators between organisations and their publics. Their goal is mutual understanding
between practitioners and their publics” (J. E. Grunig & Hunt 1984: 22). This level
is the only one that is seen as inherently ethical, meaning that the “Excellence”
approach to ethics relies on structural issues, particularly codes (see below). “It is
difficult, if not impossible, to practice public relations in a way that is ethical and
socially responsible using an asymmetrical model” (J. E. Grunig et al. 1992: 175). This
positivist, functionalist approach has in many ways set the template for public rela-
tions as a management function that eschews persuasion and relies on Codes for
ethical insight (Parkinson 2001).

Nevertheless, other frameworks for examining the field have emerged in recent
decades, including Relationship Management (Ledingham & Bruning 2001), which
characterises public relations as primarily about the management of internal and
external organisational relationships. While it has its roots and personal com-
munication and psychology, rather than the systems theory at the foundation of
the Excellence project, these two schools have converged somewhat over the past
decade, partly due to the shared focus on the role of communication as a manage-
ment function.

In contrast, rhetorical and critical schools see public relations in its societal
context, asking questions about persuasion, propaganda and social responsibility.
Rhetorical schools (Heath 2009; Heath & Vasquez 2001; Toth & Heath 1992) study
words and symbols used by communicators to influence others, dating back to Aris-
totle and classic roots of democracy. Persuasion is accepted but only within limits
(see below). There is also developing interest in public relations as a dialogic func-
tion (Kent & Taylor 2002; Pieczka 2010) though recent research suggests most prac-
tice is monologic and fails to create what Macnamara (2016) calls “an architecture of
listening.”

Critical approaches, including post-modernism, political economy and, at the
outer reaches, propaganda studies, are sceptical of the claim that public relations
contributes to social good. L’Etang summarises this grouping as “an interdisciplinary
approach that seeks to define assumptions that are taken-for-granted with a view to
challenging their source and legitimacy” (LUEtang 2005: 521). Critical writers scruti-
nise the power dynamics of organisations and their publics and often reveal persis-
tent involvement of PR practitioners in propaganda and deception, past and present.
Here notions of harm are visited frequently as the “underbelly” of practice (see Ewen
1996 for an abrasive history of public relations).
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There has been a flurry of scholarship in recent years, examining public relations’
relationship with society, challenging the unsubstantiated claims of social good and
seeing the field in sociological or socio-cultural terms rather than as an organisa-
tion-centred function (Bardhan & Weaver 2011; Edwards & Hodges 2011; Heath 2006).

There is also an increasing focus on activism and communication (Coombs & Hol-
laday 2012; Holtzhausen 2012), reversing the focus from organisation to publics. This
development highlights how core texts treat activists as the source of harm to organi-
sations. The location of public relations as a management function (Grunig et al 2002)
and its curricula within business schools can obscure the central conflict facing the
field: does it serve the client or society?

3 Conflicts of duty: The role of the ethical
practitioner

There is a famous, if rather old, instance of PR agency involvement in presenting false
testimony — involving lurid accounts of babies flung from incubators — to Congres-
sional hearings which precipitated US entry into the 1991 Kuwait war. This is usually
cited (e.g., Kitchen 1997) as an extreme example of the harm public relations can do.
Recently, however, this story was reframed in an ethics chapter (Morris & Goldswor-
thy 2015) as an example of professionals “doing their best for their client in a situation
which could scarcely be more critical” (56). The notion of harm — either in the con-
struction of the communication or its consequences - is not examined. The duty to
client trumps all other moral considerations.

So where does the public relations practitioner’s loyalty lie? According the
Excellence approach, the PR professional should “act as the ethical conscience of
the organisation”. The proposition is that public relations practitioners who aspire
to be excellent should act as the conscience of the organisation, ensuring that the
ethical dimensions of business decisions are fully evaluated and refusing to take
part in unethical practices or communications. St. John and Pearson (2016) trace the
emergence of this expectation through twentieth-century US literature and into this
century, where a majority of the professional body, the Public Relations Society of
America, expressed strong feelings that they should play an important role as the
ethical conscience of the organisation (PRSA 2010, cited in St. John and Pearson: 21).

The major supporting argument (Bowen 2008; Heath 2001) is that the public rela-
tions function is one of counsellor, advising decision-makers about the consequences
of their actions and that this places them in an ideal position to act as ethical guide.
For example, Bowen (2008) asserts that systems theory “provides a normative theo-
retical framework to explain why public relations is the best suited function to advise
senior management on matters of ethics” (273). This argument has been researched:
the IABC report, The Business of Truth, a guide to ethical communication (Bowen
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et al. 2006), collected quantitative and qualitative data from nearly 2000 senior prac-
titioners in North America, New Zealand, Israel and Australia. Their key findings
were a) that practitioners considered dealing with ethical concerns to be part of their
everyday practice, though it was frequently not labeled as such and b) that practition-
ers distinguish between the ethical counseling role, which involves advising man-
agement on particular situations, and managing core values by embedding relevant
qualities in all communications and other activities. This could be seen as differen-
tiating between ethical acts and ethical agents. Nevertheless, the research found a
sizeable proportion of respondents rejected the “ethical counselor” role, feeling that
was the province of the legal department or the CEO/board, and mentioned their lack
of training in ethical theory or practice. Bowen’s (2008) exploration of this material
groups respondents into those who seek to offer ethical counsel (which she terms
“pro-ethical”) and those who embrace the advocacy model (“anti-ethical”), imply-
ing that there is no valid ethical position other than that endorsed by the excellence
approach. Given that Grunig (2001) has conceded that most practice consists of asym-
metrical communication or persuasion, which is considered unethical in this schema,
this leaves the majority of practitioners on the “wrong” side of the wall.

Both supporters and critics of this position concede that practitioners are simply
unqualified to play such a role, lacking sufficient (often any) training in ethical theory
or practices (Bowen et al. 2006; LEtang 2003). Moreover, as Curtin & Gaither (2007: 33)
point out, to see the “public relations practitioner as sole ethical decision-maker in
the organization ... [is] typical of the modernist perspective of the powerful individ-
ual who can control and direct his environment.” The counter-position, proposed by
many of the rhetorical school and also by many practitioners, is that the public rela-
tions professional is employed to serve the interests of the organisation. Good advice
may well include highlighting likely reactions to poor practice or abuses of customers
or workers; but the motive here is mitigating harm to the employing organisation, not
the wider society. Where those interests converge, well and good; where they don’t ....

This is the advocacy role, which is theorised from Aristotle in the rhetorical
school of public relations, where the public relations or communication practitioner
is equivalent to the speechmaker seeking to persuade fellow citizens to a point of
view. The roles of speaker, audience, the choice of message and the dynamics and
characteristics of each provides the focus of study. Classic theory describes persua-
sion as comprising ethos, appeals based on character; pathos, the feeling quality of
the audience; and logos, the appeal to reason. Here, advocacy belongs to an honour-
able tradition. Heath (2007) explores the tension between the symmetry proposed as
the basis of ethics in the excellence approach and the ethical aspects of advocacy,
noting Grunig’s (2001) acceptance that not all ethical dialogue can be symmetrical, or
there would be no room for debate. Rather, argues Heath, ethical advocacy requires
equal access to the structures and platforms of debate. This draws on discourse ethics,
founded in Habermas’ (1989) theory of dialogic communication, which in turn draws
on Kantian and critical theory. Discourse ethics requires that all participants have an
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equal chance to initiate and maintain discourse, free of manipulation and enjoying
equal power relations — a somewhat idealistic prescription for ethical engagement.

There is also a marketplace version of advocacy, often popular with practi-
tioners, which uses First Amendment arguments to propose that the practitioner’s
role is to offer communication as a service to facilitate the exchange of ideas in
the marketplace (Fitzpatrick & Bronstein 2006) . His or her own moral leanings are
not relevant — a position often claimed by practitioners, who find analogy with the
cab-for-hire or legal model of the professional. While resonating with practice, the
main problem with this position is that it fails to recognise that professional status
is dependent on avowed commitments to serve society above the needs of self or
client (Seaman 2011).

In Fawkes (2012c), I argue that the promotion of the ethical “saint” image has led
to a saint/sinner, good/bad binary that oversimplifies the complexities of commu-
nicating multiple messages to diverse audiences, a problem I return to later in this
chapter. Bivins (1993) blames this impasse on the inadequacy of the field’s conceptu-
alisation of the “public interest” it, like other professions, claims to serve, and contra-
dictions between the claim to serve the client and society in general. Like later writers
(Pieczka & L’Etang 2001), he finds it hard to support the idea of public relations as
an ethical profession. Bivins forensically deconstructs the “public interest” claim,
noting that “it is left to the individual practitioner to discharge what they believe to be
a tacit obligation to society through either the competent carrying out of their normal
functions which will somehow ultimately contribute to the well-being of society as a
whole, or by such means as pro bono work ....” (126).

A different version of the role of the practitioner is proposed by St. John and
Pearson (2016): that of facilitator of dialogue between parties. This is very appealing
on many grounds. It moves away from the hyperbolic expectations placed on commu-
nicators to resolve ethical issues in organisations, recognizing that solutions lie with
all participants, not just PR people. Further, it builds on dialogue as the first principle
of communication ethics (Arnett, Bell, & Fritz 2010); and finally it makes proper use
of the communication skills of practitioners, not to fix problems but to create spaces
in which discussions can take place. The authors provide an example of communi-
cation in a health crisis; there are also explorations of this potential to reduce harm
through collaboration in Northern Ireland (Somerville, Purcell, & Morrison 2011),
Israel (Toledano & McKie 2007) and in the work with Scottish school children that
closes this chapter (Pieczka & Wood 2013).

Underpinning these multiple and often conflicting images of the ethical expec-
tations of public relations lie somewhat underexplored applications of incompat-
ible ethical theory. Is my duty to my employer, myself, my family or society in
general? Do I navigate ethical dilemmas by referring to such duties or calculating
consequences in a cost/benefit analysis? Or just falling in with what everyone
else does? The next section summarises the key theoretical approaches found in
the field.
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4 Public relations and ethical philosophy

The tensions described so far can also be summarised in terms of their underpinning
philosophical approaches, though these are not always explicit in leading texts (e.g.
Chia & Synnott 2009; Johnston & Zawawi 2009; Theaker 2012), which offer simplis-
tic summaries of consequentialism and deontology, or ad-hoc combinations of both.
This confusion is also apparent in professional codes of ethics (see below).

There is some scholarly engagement with Kantian approaches, notably from crit-
ical scholar L’Etang (1992) and excellence supporter Bowen (2007) who, unsurpris-
ingly, come to differing conclusions. While L’Etang suggests that codes of ethics do
not stand up to Kantian principles, Bowen declares that Excellence ethics conform
closely to Kant’s imperatives, finding that “ethics is a single excellent factor and the
common underpinning of all factors that predict excellent public relations” (275).
This is the discourse which generates the “ethical guardian” image, despite U’Etang’s
(2003) challenge that public relations practitioners do not have the training to take on
such a role. Discourse ethics (Habermas 1979, 1996) has been cited extensively (Haas
2001; Pearson 1989) to support symmetrical communication; despite very different
philosophical origins, both Habermas and the Excellence approach marginalize per-
suasion as inherently unethical (Pfau & Wan 2006) and the latter relies heavily on
codes to uphold these exalted standards.

While Habermas offers one source of philosophical engagement with commu-
nication ethics, Maclntyre’s (1984) revival of virtue ethics offers another, which has
been embraced by the rhetorical school of public relations (Baker & Martinson 2002;
Edgett 2002; Harrison & Galloway 2005; Pater & van Gils 2003). Virtue ethics consid-
ers issues of character rather than discrete acts, asking questions about who we want
to be rather than advice-on-risk calculation. It is esoteric, or inward looking, rather
than exoteric and rules-based. Ideas of advocacy are found here, as rhetoric is less
hostile to persuasion and seeks to balance multiple demands rather than to perform
idealized acts. Baker (2008) explores virtue ethics in public relations, suggesting that
there are principled advocates, who bring humility, trust and accountability (among
other virtues) to their persuasive communication and what she terms “pathological
partisans”. The latter disown moral responsibility and use deceit, concealment and
manipulation in their practice. Her analysis offers real insight into the degrees of per-
suasion found in public relations and helps identify causes of harm in the field.

However, experience and observation in social justice campaigning suggest that
one can elevate self-interest or self-protection to moral heights in certain circum-
stances and that many advocates are self-persuaded beyond the point of reflexiv-
ity. Good intent is often offered as a defence when harm is caused and there is little
awareness of the limitations of this position (Tadros 2015).

Other advocates prefer the marketplace approach to advocacy, as suggested
earlier (Fitzpatrick & Bronstein 2006). This model recognizes that public relations
often plays a more asymmetrical or persuasive role than is encompassed by the
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boundary spanner, is strongly located in US jurisprudence, and while it is uncritical
of free market morality, it does acknowledge the need for awareness of factors such as
access, process, truth and disclosure (Fitzpatrick 2006).

All of the approaches discussed so far have their origins in western philosophy
and treat ethics as normative and positivist, often with an emphasis on rationality,
rules and procedures, especially in their application to professional ethics. In recent
decades this position has been challenged by feminist ethics (Benhabib 1992; Gilli-
gan 1982), postcolonial (Appiah 2005) non-Western (Koehn 2001) and postmodern
perspectives (Bauman 1993), among others. Some of these ideas have recently made
an impact on public relations ethics (Curtin & Gaither 2007; Holtzhausen 2012) but
generally these new(er) directions are rarely reflected in PR text books or chapters
on ethics. There is not space to elaborate each position, but they may be very broadly
summarized as rejecting rationality as the primary indicator of ethics; embracing
unconscious, emotional and mixed motives; challenging universal values based on
patriarchal attitudes (and research methods) to include virtues of care and respon-
sibility; rejecting universal values as hegemonic and ideological; and arguing for
co-construction of meaning, and hence, ethics. These approaches strongly challenge
unexamined cultural assumptions about “good” and “ethical,” though they also seek
to avoid reductionist cultural relativism where “anything goes”. They speak to deeper
philosophies than can be found in codes.

Recent research (Bowen & Erzikova 2013) finds a fascinating schism between US
and European public relations pedagogy regarding ethical precepts; the former refer
primarily to practice norms and professional codes; the latter to underpinning moral
philosophies. This is important as, despite a range of recent publications from Euro-
pean scholars, the field is still dominated by US approaches, not only in texts but in
codes of conduct worldwide (Parkinson 2001).

4.1 Codes of ethics — the global export of excellence ideals

Public relations codes of ethics are largely based on the Excellence approaches to
the field, explicitly or implicitly. Public relations codes have been studied in the US
(Ki & Kim 2010; Parkinson 2001), Australia and New Zealand (Breit & Demetrious
2010; Harrison & Galloway 2005) and in a global context (Sriramesh & Vercic 2009).
While Ki and Kim’s (2010) claim that codes and value statements can be correlated
with higher standards, Pater and Gils (2003) conclude that this is not the case, except
where there is supportive training in ethical issues. Parkinson (2001) suggests that the
Public Relations Society of America (PRSA) code of ethics is strongly influenced by
the excellence model in its emphasis on symmetry and avoidance of persuasion. He
argues that this in turn has influenced models exported around the world: the Global
Alliance approach to ethics is broadly similar in tone and content, for example (Breit
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& Demetrious 2010). This suggests that the ethical guardian ideal has been promoted
as a universal norm and written into professional codes around the world. Yet the
absence of detailed discussion of ethics from the core Excellence texts (J. E. Grunig
et al. 1992; J. E. Grunig & Hunt 1984) is striking: codes are presented as sufficient to
handle the complex conflicts of duty, which constitute real ethical debate. Moreo-
ver they are rarely used as a disciplinary tool, making them doubly idealistic, not
to say hypothetical, both in content and application. Perhaps the primary power of
professional codes lies in their embodiment of an imagined identity, both individu-
ally and collectively, as the counsel who offers wise words to the dominant coalition
and refrains from doing harm. Yet some critics, such as Brecher (2010) argue that
codes are themselves anti-ethical, because they “instrumentalise moral concern; and
in doing so, both take morality out of the picture and depoliticise the object of what
might have been moral concern” (353). So, codes cannot prevent harm and may even
contribute to it by appearing to address ethical concerns.

5 Persuasion and harm

Earlier in this chapter I suggested that there are conflicting self-images of public rela-
tions practice, which I characterize as saints vs sinners. The ‘sin” here is persuasion.
So is persuasion the central harm of public relations? If so, doesn’t that assume all
persuasion is harmful?

The distance that the Excellence school places between public relations and per-
suasion certainly implies there is risk of contamination. The source of this taint is almost
certainly propaganda, which was used as a synonym for public relations — including
as the title of Edward Bernays’ influential 1923 book — until post-Nazi connotations
required a re-think. But many suggest that public relations, propaganda and persua-
sion cannot be so easily disentangled (Weaver, Motion, & Reaper 2006). For example,
Porter (2010) has revisited the issue of persuasion in public relations, arguing that the
dominance of the Grunig models and their distaste for persuasion has “vilified” one of
the key aspects of modern PR strategy: “. . . the ultimate outcome of public relations
efforts will always remain influencing attitudes and, ultimately, behavior. Public rela-
tions professionals are paid to advocate ideas and to influence behaviour” (132).

Others suggest that public relations has problems with the concept of persua-
sion because it confuses means and ends: the Grunig approach mentioned earlier
concentrates on means, or processes —i.e., whether they are symmetrical or not. But,
they suggest, “Public relations is best viewed as a form of strategic communication,
in which persuasion plays an integral role . . . Many of the core functions of public
relations, such as community relations, media relations, crisis communication and
others, manifest an implicit if not explicit goal of cultivating or maintaining a positive
organizational image” (Pfau & Wan 2006: 102).
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Curtin and Gaither (2005) look at persuasion as part of a “circuit of culture,”
which sees communication as a dynamic process of constructing meaning in a social
and cultural context, noting that “the dominant normative paradigm has removed
propaganda and persuasion from the ranks of legitimate public relations practices,
but the circuit demonstrates the need to recognize them as part of the repertoire of
legitimate practices ...” (109). Persuasion is seen as a central component — not the
whole story — of all communication from the interpersonal to organisational efforts.
Attempts to disown it are ultimately futile. The timelessness of persuasion is explored
by Charles Marsh (2015) through classical Greek mythology, finding issues of con-
tradiction and ambivalence that date from ancient times to modern public relations,
suggesting there is nothing new in these debates.

My own view is that persuasion cannot be viewed as automatically harmful.
Indeed, most health campaigns require persuasive communication. Demonising per-
suasion may cause more harm by lessening scrutiny of the choices involved. Baker’s
attributes of principled and pathological advocacy are helpful here. It is not the act of
persuasion that is intrinsically harmful but the potential for deception — and, I would
argue self-deception — in achieving goals. There is a Kantian aspect to this notion of
harm in that the danger of unethical persuasion is that information is withheld in
order to gain compliance of the other — an attack on their autonomy, of course.

As with other forms of Kantian ethics, it is hard to operate within these absolutes.
The nature of persuasion is that some aspects are stressed and others marginalized
in presenting the organisation’s interpretation of events to the particular audiences.
What about releasing bad results on a crowded news day to minimize chances of expo-
sure? Or delaying the call to a journalist until after the relevant deadline? Outside
of media relations, public consultations are often presented as two-way exchanges
when minimum alterations are permissible. Given the evidence that persuasion is
a timeless human activity, perhaps we need better training in decoding persuasion
attempts, rather than exhortations to just stop it.

To illustrate the kind of dilemma faced by practitioners: In May 2016, the long-
running inquest into the deaths of 96 people at a UK football match in 1989 concluded
that the actions of police and other authorities contributed to the death toll. Follow-
ing this verdict, Hayley Court — an experienced press officer — reported that she felt
pressured into presenting the past decisions of South Yorkshire Police Authority in
the most favourable light throughout the hearings, despite the fact the organisation
had earlier apologised for their part in the disaster: “The police should not have been
seeking to spread the blame on to others .... at the inquests, and seeking to influence
the media to take that line,” she told The Guardian newspaper (Conn 2016). Her state-
ments were widely reported in the UK and led to discussion among PR practitioners in
social media. Many supported her position, arguing that she was being pushed to take
unethical actions in “spinning” court hearings to put the police in a more favourable
light. For example, the CIPR President, Rob Brown, said, “A public relations profes-
sional who feels they are being put under pressure to act in a way that could break our
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code of conduct is right to speak out about it and push back against unreasonable and
unethical expectations.” (CIPR 2016) However, other commentators stated that it is
the job of the PR person to put the best possible light on the organisation’s actions, as
long as they are not actually lying. The question of loyalty is seriously underexplored
in PR literature, as Bivins pointed out in 1993, leading to confusion of theory and
practice (though see Slattery 2002 for exploration of introducing loyalty dilemmas
into PR education).

6 The harmful client

The most frequent ethical discussion among PR students and academics concerns
working for tobacco/arms/oil companies. This can be a reductionist debate, as if
working for worthy causes exonerates the practitioner from ethical dilemmas. It also
calls for a moral taxonomy of organisations with no clear mechanism for establishing
such rankings. Clearly vegans would hesitate before working for meat or diary compa-
nies, making such choices very personal expressions of value. It is worth noting that
most critics of public relations (e.g., Miller & Dinan 2008) focus heavily on the corrupt
communications of certain multinational corporations, ignoring the reality that any
entity that communicates internally or externally is engaged in some kind of public
relations. It does not help clarify these issues when communication and the nature of
business are conflated.

This is not to say that the issue of representing harmful organisations is irrele-
vant. Consider the damage caused by the intense promotion of carcinogens through-
out the last century. The involvement of public relations companies in the obfuscation
around climate change is notorious. The simple introduction of doubt into this debate,
the encouragement to use the term “contested,” coupled with the obligation of public
broadcasters to offer balanced reporting has played its part in the parlous state of
the planet. Vast fortunes have been spent on public relations expertise to achieve
these results. Given that the growth of public relations as an industry is tied to the
expansion of market forces capitalism, it is not unreasonable to connect the success
of one with the success of the other. Indeed, a sociologist (Cronin, 2018) suggests that
there may be a force she terms “public relations capitalism”. Communication is an
expression of power in its access to resources and reach, though not-for-profit move-
ments — such as Occupy, for example — remind one that money is not the only capital.
An indication of the toxicity of the role of PR in climate change is the decision taken
in 2015 by leading PR agency Edelman to refuse climate change deniers as clients.
However, the UK trade journal PR Week found this stance was not widely supported:

Given the weight of scientific opinion and the potentially catastrophic effects of global warming,
many think that those who deny climate change should be denied a platform for publicity
because they endanger the future of mankind.
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The world’s largest PR agency certainly does. Last month, Edelman made it known that it would
no longer work with clients that produce coal or deny climate change.

However, that view is not shared by the majority of UK PR agencies, according to a straw poll
carried out by PR Week .... Just six out of 20 UK agency chiefs questioned said that they would
not work with climate change deniers. (Benady 2015)

The discussion of climate change is a reminder that some organisations intend to
cause harm to others (including their own descendants) to protect immediate finan-
cial interests. They deploy communication and public relations activity, as well as
lobbying and other forms of influence, to achieve those ends. Legal constraints may
have some effect here, but ethical codes are unlikely to weigh heavily in such discus-
sions. These are largely consequentialist arguments, examples of public relations and
organisational communication leading to measurable harm. The next section turns to
a more interior approach, looking at the role of the practitioner in the communication.
This echoes the characterisation of the saint/sinner image outlined at the beginning
of the chapter, but seeks a subtler fusion of these aspects, through a Jungian ethic.

7 Mitigating harm — a new approach
to conscious practice

Having considered the role of public relations in planetary harm, I want to return to
the role of the individual practitioner as the site of ethical conflict. Given the inad-
equacy of codes to assist in ethical conflicts, it falls to the practitioner to carry the
burden for maintaining professional standards. The cost of this burden is explored
by Kang (2010), through a survey of PRSA members: more than 65% of respondents
reported experiencing ethical dissonance, including being forced to be silent and
being unable to challenge unethical decisions from above. Some left their organiza-
tions; others suffered a range of stress symptoms. It seems the codes were of little
use as “keeping silent is regarded as proper by some public relations practitioners,
while others think that it is definitely unethical” (154). One of the prime exacerbat-
ing factors was the inability to discuss ethical issues openly with management. Such
experiences call for a new approach to public relations ethics, moving from external
codes to internal guidance.

This shift in focus also challenges a common reliance on good intent as a defence
against causing harm; one of the most irritating political responses to a crisis (often
both predictable and predicted) is “well, with hindsight ....” Ethical decision-making
requires foresight. And foresight requires effort, gathering information, evaluating
reliability of sources, consideration of outcomes as well as the interests and inten-
tions of all involved. It also requires reflexivity, the ability to express uncertainty and
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doubt. The devastating effect of silencing dissent is well-documented in regards to
the Challenger disaster and hospital death rates (Robinson 2002; Smith & Robinson
2015). Kang’s research suggests this is a continuing problem in public relations.

I have argued elsewhere (Fawkes 2015) that the emphasis on idealised practice
acts as a suppressant to proper discussion, suggesting that the archetypes at play
resemble Carl Jung’s notions of Persona and Shadow. In summary, Persona is the
idealised public face we present to the world; Shadow all that we wish to conceal.
The immature character rejects all the Shadow material and projects it on to others,
blaming them for his or her own perceived failings or fears. Given this pattern of pro-
jection, is the insistence on moral probity (in contrast to the appalling behaviour of
Others) at all times an indication of doubt? Maturity requires the ability to navigate
between these impulses, and the recognition that our hidden selves may actually
contain insights, even wisdom, if we can learn to listen. In Jung’s schema, codes and
assertions of ethics may belong to the realm of Persona; doubts and conflict — which
hold the key to mature ethical decision-making, reside in the Shadow.

Jung distinguishes the moral code from the conscience. The moral code is a human institution,
while conscience is the reaction of the unconscious. ... in the case of the ethical conscience,
the unconscious places one in a dilemma where one is forced to choose between incompatible
duties. In this case, Jung believes one’s moral duty is to suffer the conflict to the end, without
trying to escape (Proulx 1994:114-115).

This ability to sit with a conflict until a resolution emerges is part of what Jung calls
individuation, the integration of separated parts of the psyche into a self-regulating
whole. It is hard work, as all Jungian scholars attest, but one outcome of this process,
according to Beebe (1992) is integrity. Engagement with the unconscious reveals the
futility of decision boxes and purely rational ethics; instead of leaping to “fix” an
ethical problem, Jung asks us to stay with it, to savour it in all its complexity. Here,
ethics is not located so much in character, as in virtue ethics, but in consciousness.
It is a less binary approach. If, as Baker (2008) suggests, there are virtues and vices
in public relations practice, a Jungian context allows us to look at what might be
attractive in the vices, unattractive in the virtues. Jungian studies of literature often
note the alluring nature of the anti-hero, the character who can act against soci-
etal prohibitions (Hauke, 2005). Are we (sometimes) drawn to situations that seem
to sanction manipulation, deceit, secrecy? Public relations practitioners are often
involved in the drama of crises, or have access to high-level information before it is
more widely available, for example. Does this feed a certain sense of importance?

Moreover, in a culture of hyper-communication, responses are always required
in real time, so contingency usually prevails. The virtues of transparency, humility
and respect require time for reflection and debate and may be too difficult to bring to
everyday work when organizations ask for the opposite. A real ethical debate would
start from these premises and develop approaches for behaving ethically under pres-
sure rather than simply reciting empty codes of practice.
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8 Harm amplified and reduced: Examples
from practice

This section offers two examples of how public relations can contribute to social
unease and also to social well-being. In considering the harm done by the 2016 UK
referendum on whether or not to stay in the European Union, I will try and avoid
commenting on the substantive positions of the main parties in order to highlight
the communicative issues. I may fail. As noted at the start of this chapter, public
relations is often sub-divided into specialist fields — internal communication,
crisis communications, investor relations and so on. In this approach, the cam-
paigns around the UK referendum fall under the political communication umbrella.
However, the convergence of persuasive communication in political and consumer
campaigns render such divisions increasingly redundant, as evidenced by the exten-
sive network of national and regional PR and advertising agencies retained by all
sides of the argument (Rogers & Burne James 2016). Moreover, the tenor of political
campaigns both expresses and amplifies profound social fault lines, as exemplified
by both the 2016 UK Referendum on staying in the European Union and the 2016 US
presidential election.

The morning after the referendum result, leading “Leave” campaigners simply
disowned the claim that £350 million per week currently going to the EU would be
returned to the NHS, despite this being painted on the side of the campaign bus,
and repeated in posters, speech content and so on. On the other side, the “Remain”
arguments included remarkably specific sums by which every UK family would be
worse off and summoned apocalyptic images of the consequences of leaving. The
Leave campaign tended to use simple, emotional slogans, evoking independence,
autonomy, and freedom; the Remain campaign focused on economic arguments.
While debate continues about the significance of the decision, the outcomes of
which will unfold over many years, there is agreement that the campaigns were
simplistic and misleading. The Electoral Reform Society condemned the “glaring
democratic deficiencies” in the debate that left the public confused and ill-in-
formed (Syal 2016).

As leading practitioner Philip Sheldrake observed — before the actual vote — the
campaigns of both sides failed to follow Aristotle’s injunction that successful persua-
sion requires logos, pathos and ethos (Sheldrake 2016). Opposing campaigns each
emphasised different aspects to the exclusion of others. In this view, the Remain
campaign, with its emphasis on economic arguments and effects, could be said to be
taking the logos position. It appeared to operate from the deficit model, suggesting that
persuasion consists of providing more and more facts until agreement is reached. But
facts aren’t arguments. Of course, it also embedded emotional appeals, particularly
the fear of change — an aspect seized upon by the Leave campaign, which accused its
opponents of emotional manipulation.
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This charge seemed to carry weight, despite the Leave campaign taking an almost
entirely emotional approach, evoking images of an imaginary past when the nation
was self-sufficient and free of foreigners. Despite the absence of facts to support such
assertions (including cricketer Ian Botham’s assertion that England is an island), this
proved to be the more attractive appeal. As Berry puts it (2016 14),

Leave campaigners employed a classic KISS (Keep it simple stupid) strategy. They concentra-
ted on a simple message — “Take Back Control” which was repeated at every opportunity. The
message was effective because it was both easily understood by different social groups and open
to multiple interpretations.

There are echoes here with cool logic versus the fact-free emotionalism of the 2016 US
presidential election. Trump has torn up various public relations’ rule books which
generally recommend avoiding giving offense to potential supporters or making
statements which are manifestly untrue. For example, while many PR people might
claim a rally was a great success, few would claim that 15,000 attended, as Trump
did of a rally in Phoenix in 2017, when anyone with a cell phone could disprove it
(Pasha-Robinson 2017). Much has been written about the Trump election and what
it says about contemporary US society; one of the most interesting being a series of
essays by Jungian analysts and commentators who suggest Trump exerts the allure
of the Shadow, the disinhibited player who says what ‘nice’ people do not (Cruz &
Buser 2016).

For communicators the disregard for the basics of ethical communication is sig-
nificant. Former BBC director-general Mark Thompson (Thompson 2016 ) argues that
this degradation of public discourse amounts to a “crisis in public language”:

In Britain, the ugly shambles that passed for a once-and-for-all national debate about our place
in Europe. In the US, an official candidate for the presidency seemingly capable of any exagge-
ration or untruth - including wondering aloud if the US’s gun owners couldn’t do something to
stop Hillary Clinton — but still retaining the support of tens of millions of voters. In continental
Europe, the extremists gaining ground in many countries [...]. And almost everywhere — whether
in the debating chamber, on prime time TV or the smartphone in your pocket — a sense of a
public discourse that is losing its power to explain and reconcile, or indeed to express anything
beyond hatred and division.

While some have claimed that public relations is a champion for democracy (Vercic
2005), political communication in 2016 — much of it directed by public relations advi-
sors — suggests this is a sphere of harm. There is evidence of carelessness both of con-
sequences and in respect to voters’ autonomy. There is serious cause for self-reflection
within the profession if it wishes to continue to claim to practice according to ethical
standards.

But I conclude the chapter on a cheerier note. As well as large-scale campaigns
based on deception, manipulation and threat, there are PR people in many organisa-
tions creating space for discussion and engagement. They demonstrate the virtues of
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reflective communication, though their achievements may be local and modest. I offer
this concluding example an illustration of deeper ethical practice based in dialogue,
respect and empowerment.

Since 2010, public relations academics at Queen Margaret University College,
Edinburgh have conducted action research with local schools to help pupils create
their own discussion spaces for exchanging views on alcohol consumption. The train-
ing has not been about alcohol but the principles of dialogue, storytelling, conflict
resolution and other resources to enable the pupil project leaders to facilitate non-
judgemental discussion between peers (Pieczka & Wood 2013). The feedback from
project leaders and participants has been powerful. They express surprise at the
range of views on drinking in contrast to the media messages they had assumed
were universal, but also register new confidence in listening, reflecting and articu-
lating their own positions. The importance of teenage-led discussion contributed to
a continuing project involving a number of schools in the area. This work has been
welcomed by members of the Scottish Parliament and local police officers. It illus-
trates two dimensions of harm reduction: the literal reduction of alcohol-related harm
through communication, and an example of how communication skills can empower
groups that are often treated as passive recipients of public information campaigns. It
alsoillustrates the version of the public relations practitioner exercising moral agency
as a facilitator of dialogue rather than the sole speaker (St. John and Pearson 2016).

9 Conclusion

This chapter has explored the potential for harm in public relations, suggested that
inadequate exploration of ethics in practice and academia has led to a reliance on
codes and best practice, while evidence of actual harm caused by communication
accumulates. I have argued that widespread failure to engage with ethical theory
and the marginalisation of persuasion, despite its central role in practice, undermine
claims to ethical competence. The inability or refusal to engage with what Jung calls
Shadow aspects results in harm, as ethical awareness requires reflexivity.

Examples of harm have been offered from the political and commercial fields, but
I want to close with a broader concern. It is not just the values embedded in corporate
and campaign communications that contribute to harm, but the growing imperative
that every situation must be “handled,” the emphasis on presentation and self-pres-
entation to the extent that we are all celebrities in our own life-stories. Cumulatively,
public relations has served the consumerist expansion of the last half century well;
in turn it has flourished. Professional public relations is indispensable in the modern
world. Even — perhaps especially — terrorist movements have sophisticated commu-
nication campaigns. Everyone is permanently on display, or performing the self, to
use Goffman’s (1959) term. What does this shift from reflection to performance do to a
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culture? Mark Thompson’s (2016) remarks on a crisis of public language speaks to the
harm that public relations can do.

Over the course of the 20th century, empirical advances were made in the way words are used
to sell to goods and services. They were then systematically applied to political messaging, and
the impressionistic rhetoric of promotion increasingly came to replace the rhetoric of traditio-
nal step-by-step political argument. The effect has been to give political language some of the
brevity, intensity and urgency we associate with the best marketing, but to strip it of explanatory
and argumentative power.

I conclude with modest suggestions to mitigate harm. The first is through conscious-
ness; raising self-awareness to the point where practitioners feel more confident of
raising ethical dilemmas in the workplace (Fawkes 2015). The second is an acceptance
of the centrality of persuasion as a core practice: practitioners should learn both the
principles of rhetoric (not commonly taught outside the USA) and strategies for resist-
ance. Finally, we should eschew both saints and sinners as archetypes for PR; there
is no justification for communicators either being ethical guardians or unthinking
loyalists. Reframing communication as a dialogic action would require alterations to
curricula and the collective identity, but it might help reduce harm done.

Further reading

Writing about ethics in public relations has stayed fairly predictable in the past
decade - though see my own monograph (Fawkes 2015) if you are interested in the
sociology of professions, approaches to professional ethics and in particular, the
notion of a Jungian ethic.

However, related debates concerning public relations’ effect on society have
expanded considerably. In particular, for media students who want a closer analysis
of the production of public relations, particularly by corporations, Sue Curry Jansen’s
(2017) Stealth Communication offers a damning overview of public relations practice,
with particular focus on abuse of public discourse by private interests. This is more
detailed than some previous diatribes, and includes examination of the economic
spread and influence of PR as a field; it also recognizes two groups of scholarly critics:
outsider critics such as Stauber and Rampton (2004) or Miller and Dinan (2009) and
insider critics who have practiced and researched in the field (UEtang & Pieczka,
2006; Edwards & Hodges 2011, for example).

Cronin (2018) develops the notion of harm in public relations beyond the egre-
gious incidents described by Jensen, She declares: ‘PR’s social and political impact is
far more detrimental than that suggested by straightforward critiques of its partisan-
ship or mendacity” (5). It is not the content of managed communication that is under
scrutiny but the migration of democratic transactions from the public to the private
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spheres, where it is PR practitioners rather than elected officials who determine the
nature of dialogue and consent. She is concerned with PR’s contribution to the dem-
ocratic deficit.

Cronin contributes to a growing literature on promotional culture (Fitch 2017; Davis
2016; Edwards & Hodges 2011; Bardhan & Weaver 2011) which reposition the field as
inherently concerned with persuasion and influence, in contrast to the dominant efforts
to define public relations entirely by its contribution to strategic management. This is
part of a growing inter-disciplinarity as scholars from sociology, politics, media and
celebrity studies engage with each other to explore the hidden powers of public relations.

References

Appiah, Anthony. 2005. The ethics of identity. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press.

Arnett, Ronald C., Bell, L. M. & ). M. H. Fritz. 2010 Dialogic Learning as First Principle in
Communication Ethics. Atlantic Journal of Communication 18(3). 111-126.

Baker, Sherry. 2008. The Model of The Principled Advocate and The Pathological Partisan: A Virtue
Ethics Construct of Opposing Archetypes of Public Relations and Advertising Practitioners.
Journal of Mass Media Ethics 23(3). 235-253.

Baker, Sherry & D. L. Martinson. 2002. Out of the Red-Light District: Five Principles for Ethically
Proactive Public Relations. Public Relations Quarterly.47(3). 15 -19.

Bardhan, N. & C.K. Weaver. 2011. Public Relations in Global Cultural Contexts: multi-paradigmatic
perspectives. New York /London: Routledge.

Bauman, Zygmund. 1993. Postmodern ethics. Oxford: Blackwell.

Beebe, John. 1992. Integrity in depth. College Station, TX: Texas A&M University.

Benady, A. 2015. Are PR agencies happy to work for climate change deniers?, PR Week. Retrieved
from www.prweek.com/article/1368512/pr-agencies-happy-work-climate-change-
deniers#5TZw6491EfMjw4dw.99 (accessed 20 August 2016).

Benhabib, Seyla. 1992. Situating the self: gender, community, and postmodernism in contemporary
ethics. New York. NY: Routledge.

Berry, Mike. 2016. In D. Jackson, E. Thorsen & D. Wring (Eds.), EU Referendum Analysis — Media,
Votes and the Campaign, 14. Bournemouth: Bournemouth University.

Bivins, Thomas. 1993. Public relations, professionalism and the public interest. Journal of Business
Ethics 12. 117-126.

Bowen, Shannon. 2007. The extent of ethics. In E. L. Toth (ed.), The future of excellence in public
relations and communication management, 275-297. Mahweh, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Bowen, Shannon. 2008. A State of Neglect: Public Relations as “Corporate Conscience” or Ethics
Counsel. Journal of Public Relations Research 20(3). 271-296.

Bowen, Shannon & E. Erzikova. 2013. The International Divide in Public Relations Ethics Education:
Advocacy versus Autonomy. Public Relations Journal 7(2).

Bowen, Shannon, Heath, Robert, Lee, J., Painter, G., Agraz, F. )., McKie, D. & M. Toledano. 2006. The
business of truth: a guide to ethical communication. San Francisco: International Association of
Business Communicators.

Brecher, B. 2010. The politics of professional ethics. The Journal of Clinical Evaluation in Practice 16. 351-355.

Breit, R. & K. Demetrious. 2010. Professionalisation and Public relations: An ethical mismatch.
Ethical Space 7(4). 20-29.

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



Harm in Public Relations =—— 291

Chia, Joy & G. Synnott. 2009. An introduction to public relations. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

CIPR. 2016. CIPR applauds condemnation of spin. London: Chartered Institute of Public
Relations.

Conn, D. 2016. South Yorkshire police tried to spin evidence at Hillsborough inquests, The Guardian.
Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/football/2016 /may/05/south-yorkshire-police-
tried-to-spin-evidence-at-hillsborough-inquests (accessed 30 June 2016).

Coombs, Timothy & Sherry Holladay. 2012. Fringe public relations: How activism moves critical PR
toward the mainstream. Public Relations Review 38(5). 880-887.

Cronin, Anne. 2018. Public Relations Capitalism: promotional culture, publics and commercial
democracy. [S.l.]: PALGRAVE MACMILLAN.

Cruz, L.eonard & Steve Buser. 2016. A clear and present danger : narcissism in the era of Donald
Trump. Asheville, NC: Chiron Publications

Curtin, A. & T. K. Gaither. 2005. Privileging Identity, Difference and Power: The Circuit of Culture as a
basis for public relations theory. Journal of Public Relations Research 17(2): 91-115.

Curtin, A. & T. K. Gaither. 2007. International Public Relations: Negotiating Culture, Identity and
Power. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Davis, Aeron. 2016. Promotional cultures : the rise and spread of advertising, public relations,
marketing and branding. Cambridge; Malden: Polity.

Edgett, Ruth. 2002. Toward an ethical framework for advocay. Journal of Public Relations Research
14(1). 1-26.

Edwards, Lee & C. E. M. Hodges. 2011. Public relations, society & culture : theoretical and empirical
explorations. London: Routledge.

Ewen, Stuart. 1996. PR! : a social history of spin. New York: BasicBooks.

Fawkes, Johanna. 2012. Saints and Sinners: Competing identities in public relations ethics. Public
Relations Review 38(5). 865—872.

Fawkes, Johanna. 2015a. Public relations ethics and professionalism: the shadow of excellence.
London/NY: Routledge

Fawkes, Johanna. 2015b. A Jungian conscience: Self-awareness for public relations practice. Public
Relations Review 41(3). 726-733.

Fitch, Kate. 2017. Seeing the unseen hand: Celebrity, promotion and public relations. Public
Relations Inquiry 6(2). 157-169.

Fitzpatrick, Kathy. 2006. Baselines for Ethical Advocacy in the “Marketplace of Ideas”. In K.
Fitzpatrick & C. Bronstein (eds.), Ethical Public Relations: Responsible Advocacy. Thousands
Oaks, CA: Sage:1-17

Gilligan, Carol. 1982. In a different voice : psychological theory and women’s development.
Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press.

Goffman, Erving. 1959. The presentation of self in everyday life. New York: Doubleday Anchor.

Greenslade, Roy. 2016. Survey finds that PRs outnumber journalists by large margin, The Guardian.
Retrieved from www.theguardian.com/media/greenslade/2016/jun/10/survey-finds-that-prs-
outnumber-journalists-by-large-margin (accessed 20 June 2016).

Grunig, James. 2001. Two-Way Symmetrical Public Relations: Past, Present and Future. In R.L.Heath
(ed.), The handbook of public relations, 11-30. Thousands Oaks, CA: Sage.

Grunig, James, Dozier, David, Ehling, W., Grunig, L. A., Repper, F. C. & J. White. 1992. Excellence in
public relations and communication management. Hillsdale. N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Grunig, James. & Todd Hunt. 1984. Managing public relations. New York, N.Y.: London Holt, Rinehart
and Winston.

Grunig, James & Jon White. 1992. The effect of worldviews on public relations theory and practice.
In ). E. Grunig (ed.), Excellence in public relations and communication management, 31-64.
Hillsdale. N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum.

EBSCChost - printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



292 —— Johanna Fawkes

Grunig, Larissa, Grunig, James & David Dozier. 2002. Excellent public relations and effective
organizations : a study of communication management in three countries. Mahwah, N.).:
London: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Haas, T. 2001. Public relations between universality and particularity: towards a moral-philosophical
conception of public relations ethics. In R.L.Heath (Ed.), The Handbook of Public Relations,
423-433,

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Habermas, Jiirgen. 1979. Communication and the evolution of society. Oxford: Polity 1991.

Habermas, Jiirgen. 1989. The structural transformation of the public sphere : an inquiry into a
category of bourgeois society. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press.

Habermas, Jiirgen. 1996. Between facts and norms : contributions to a discourse theory of law and
democracy. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press.

Harrison, K. & C. Galloway. 2005. Public relations ethics: a simpler (but not simplistic) approach to
the complexities. Prism, 3.

Hauke, Christopher. 2005. Human being human : culture and the soul. London: Routledge.

Heath, Robert. 2001. A Rhetorical Enactment Rationale for Public Relations: The Good Organisation
Communicating Well. In R. L. Heath & G. Vasquez (eds.), Handbook of Public Relations, 31-50.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Heath, Robert. 2006. Onward Into More Fog: Thoughts on Public Relations” Research Directions.
Journal of Public Relations Research 18(2). 93-114.

Heath, Robert. 2007. Management through advocacy: reflection rather than domination. In Elizabeth
Toth (ed), The future of excellence in public relations and communications management, 41-66.
Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Heath, Robert. 2009. The Rhetorical tradition: Wrangle in the Marketplace. In R. L. Heath, E. L. Toth
& D. Waymer (eds.), Rhetorical and critical approaches to public relations |1, 17-47. New York:
Routledge.

Heath, Robert & G. Vasquez. 2001. Handbook of public relations. Thousand Oaks, Calif., London:
Sage Publications.

Holtzhausen, Derina. 2012. Public Relations as Activisim: Postmodern approaches to theory and
practice. New York: Routledge.

Jansen, Sue Curry 2017 Stealth communications : the spectacular rise of public relations. Cambridge,
UK: Polity

Johnston, ). & C. Zawawi. 2009. Public relations: theory and practice. Crows Nest, NSW, Australia:
Allen & Unwin.

Kang, J.-A. 2010. Ethical conflict and job satisfaction of public relations practitioners. Public
Relations Review 36. 152-156.

Kent, Michael & Maureen Taylor. 2002. Toward a dialogic theory of public relations. Public Relations
Review 4(28). 21-37.

Ki, E.-J. & S.-Y. Kim. 2010. Ethics statements of public relations firms: what do they say. Journal of
Business Ethics 91. 223-236.

Kitchen, Philip. 1997. Public relations : principles and practice. London: International Thomson
Business Press.

L’Etang, Jacquie. 1992. A Kantian Approach to Codes of Ethics. Journal of Business Ethics 11.
737-744.

L’Etang, Jacquie. 2003. The myth of the “ethical guardian”: an examination of its origins, potency
and illusions. Journal of Communication Management 8(1). 53-67.

L’Etang, Jacquie. 2005. Critical public relations: some reflections. Public Relations Review 31(4). 521-526.

L’Etang, Jacquie & Magda Pieczka. 2006. Public relations: critical debates and contemporary
practice. Mahwah, N.J.; London: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

EBSCChost - printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



Harm in Public Relations =—— 293

Ledingham, ). A. & S. D. Bruning. 2001. Public relations as relationship management : a relational
approach to the study and practice of public relations (2nd ed.). Mahwah, N.J.: L. Erlbaum.
Maclintyre, Alisdair. 1984. After virtue : a study in moral theory (Second edition. ed.). Notre Dame, IN:

University of Notre Dame Press.

Macnamara, Jim. 2016. The Work and Architecture of Listening: Addressing Gaps in Organizati-
on-Public Communication. International Journal of Strategic Communication 10(2). 133-148.

Marsh, Charles. 2015. The Strange Case of the Goddess Peitho: Classical Antecedents of Public
Relations’ Ambivalence Toward Persuasion. Journal of Public Relations Research 27(3).
229-243.

Miller, David & Will Dinan. 2008. A century of spin : how public relations became the cutting edge of
corporate power. London: Pluto.

Morris, Trevor & Simon Goldsworthy. 2015. PR today : the authoritative guide to public relations.
London/NY: Palgrave Macmillan

Parkinson, M. 2001. The PRSA Code of Professional Standards and Member Code of Ethics: why they
are neither professional nor ethical. Public Relations Quarterly 46(3). 27-31.

Pasha-Robinson, Lucy. 2017. Trump supporters post fake photos of huge crowds at Phoenix rally -
as real images show room half empty . Retrieved from http://www.independent.co.uk/news/
world/americas/us-politics/trump-supporter-phoenix-rally-crowd-size-photos-fake-half-empty-
room-us-president-a7907801.html (accessed 01 November 2017).

Pater, A. & A. van Gils. 2003. Stimulating Ethical Decision-making in a Business Context: Effects of
Ethical and Professional Codes. European Journal of Management 21(6). 762-772.

Pearson, Ron. 1989. Beyond Ethical Relativism in public relations: co orientation, rules and the ideal
of communication symmetry. In ). E. Grunig & L. A. Grunig (eds.), Public Relations research
annual 1(1). 67-87. Hillside, N): Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Pfau, M. & H. Wan. 2006. Persuasion: an intrinsic function in public relations. In C. H. Botan & V.
Hazleton (eds.), Public relations theory Il, 101-136. Mahweh NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Pieczka, Magda. 2010. Public relations as dialogic expertise? Journal of Communication
Management 15(2). 108-124.

Pieczka, Magda & Jacquie LEtang. 2001. Public relations and the question of professionalism. In R.
L. Heath (ed.), The Handbook of Public Relations, 223-235. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Pieczka, Magda & Emma Wood. 2013. Action Research and Public Relations: Dialogue, Peer
Learning, and the Issue of Alcohol. Public Relations Inquiry 2(2). 161-181.

PRCA. 2016. PR Census 2016 reveals that the PR industry is worth £12.9bn. London: Public Relations
Consultancy Association.

Proulx, C. 1994. On Jung’s theory of ethics. Journal of Analytic Psychology 39(1). 101-119.

Robinson, Simon. 2002. Challenger Flight 51-L. In C. Megone & S. Robinson (eds.), Case studies in
business ethics, 108-122. London: Routledge.

Rogers, Danny & S. Burne James. 2016. Brexit campaigns: Who was on the winning team (and who
crashed out of the Euros)?, PR Week. Retrieved from http://www.prweek.com/article/1400513/
brexit-campaigns-winning-team-and-crashed-euros (accessed 03 December 2016).

Seaman, Paul. 2011. A new moral agenda for PR. 21st Century PR Issues. Retrieved 20/06/2011, from
http://paulseaman.eu/wp-content/uploads/2011/04/a-new-moral-agenda-for-PR1.pdf

Sheldrake, Philip. 2016. The EU Referendum campaigns should learn from Aristotle, Influence.
retrieved from http://influence.cipr.co.uk/2016/06 /16 /eu-referendum-campaigns-learn-
aristotle/

Slattery, K. L. 2002. Loyalty, harm and duty: PBL in a media ethics course. Public Relations Review
28(2). 185-190.

Smith, J. & S. Robinson. 2015. Beyond belief ... redefining spirituality. Nursing Management 46(2).
44-49.

EBSCChost - printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

294 —— Johanna Fawkes

Somerville, lan, Purcell, A. & F. Morrison. 2011. Public relations education in a divided society: PR,
terrorism and critical pedagogy in post-conflict Northern Ireland. Public Relations Review 37(5).
548-555.

Sriramesh, Krishnamurty & Dejan Vercic. 2009. The global public relations handbook : theory,
research, and practice. London: Routledge.

St, John, Burton & Yvonne Pearson. 2016. Crisis Management and Ethics: Moving Beyond the
Public-Relations-Person-as-Corporate-Conscience Construct. Journal of Media Ethics 31(2).
18-34

Stauber, J. C. & S. Rampton. 2004. Toxic sludge is good for you : lies, damn lies and the public
relations industry. London: Robinson..

Syal, R. 2016. Electoral reform campaigners slam “dire” EU referendum debate, The Guardian.
Retrieved from http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/sep/01/electoral-reform-campaig-
ners-slam-dire-eu-referendum-debate acccesed 30/11/2016

Tadros, V. 2015. Wrongful Intentions without Closeness. Philosophy and Public Affairs 43(1). 52-74.

Theaker, Alison. 2012. The Public Relations Handbook (4th ed.). Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.

Thompson, Mark. 2016. From Trump to Brexit rhetoric: how today’s politicians have got away with
words, The Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/aug/27/
from-trump-to-brexit-rhetoric-how-todays-politicians-have-got-away-with-words.

(accessed 26 September 2016).

Thurlow, Amy. 2009. “I Just Say I’'m in Advertising”: A Public Relations Identity Crisis. Canadian
Journal of Communication 34(2). 245-264.

Toledano, Margolit & David McKie. 2007. Social integration and public relations: Global lessons from
an Israeli experience. Public Relations Review 33(4). 387-397.

Toth, Elizabeth & Robert Heath. 1992. Rhetorical and critical approaches to public relations.
Hillsdale, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Vercic, Dejan. 2005. Public relations is the champion of democracy and guardian of common sense.
Behind the spin. http://publicsphere.typepad.com/behindthespin/current_affairs/index.html,

Weaver, Kay., Motion, Judy & Juliet Roper. 2006. From propaganda to discourse (and back again):
truth, power the public interest and public relations. In J. UEtang & M. Pieczka (eds.), Public
relations, critical debates and contemporary practice, 7-21. Mahwah NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

printed on 2/9/2023 2:37 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

Shakuntala Rao

16 Justice and Media Ethics

Abstract: This chapter advocates for an understanding of justice, one that focuses
on globalism rather than localism. The task is to develop improved conceptions of
justice and move toward them in our discussions of global media. While contempo-
rary philosophy, as well as various other disciplines, have attempted to address the
differences between distributive and retributive justice, in this chapter I advocate for
a theory of transformative justice for media ethics that focuses on a global perspec-
tive based largely on the work of economist and noble laureate, Amartya Sen. Media
ethics literature has been replete with analyses of justice theorists such as John Rawls,
Jurgen Habermas, and Michael Sandel, but not much attention has been paid to the
work of Sen. In developing a notion of transformative justice for media, this chapter
reviews Sen’s capabilities approach and how it can be useful to media ethicists. I use
the coverage of rape by Indian media as an example to suggest the successes and pos-
sible changes that could take place through the use of journalism practices based on
transformative justice as a foundational ethical principle guiding democratic media.

Keywords: global media, justice, ethics, India, Amartya Sen, rape, journalism,
transformative

When pondering the concept of justice, it is not uncommon for people to envision a
blindfolded woman holding a set of scales. In other cases, television shows such as
Law and Order and The Practice or movies such as Legal Eagles and Presumed Innocent
might better represent a person’s idea of how the justice system works. Laws, courts,
police, judges, and other social control agents constantly inform our conceptions of
justice. But does Lady Liberty truly represent justice for all? Should we think beyond
such symbols to gain a better understanding, especially within the context of media
ethics? Would a more nuanced understanding of justice, one that focuses on globalism
rather than localism, be more appropriate than one that focuses on control and narrow
parochialisms? Can we develop improved conceptions of justice and move toward them
in our discussions of global media? Contemporary philosophy, as well as various other
disciplines, have attempted to address the differences between distributive and retrib-
utive justice. In this chapter, I advocate a theory of transformative justice for media
ethics that focuses on a global perspective, based largely on the work of Amartya Sen.

1 Distributive and retributive justice

Social theories of distributive justice engage societal and political developments in
the formation of conceptions of justice. In other words, to understand what is seen as

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110466034-016
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“just” or “unjust,” we must look to sociopolitical and historical developments, and how
some notions of justice have gained greater acceptance than others. Distributive justice
pertains to “notions of fairness in the distribution of benefits and burdens in a given
society” (Armstrong 2011: 52). Armstrong goes on to define distributive justice as “the
way that the benefits and burdens of our lives are shared between various members of
a society or community” (53). Limited wealth and resources have prompted the ques-
tion of how to distribute those benefits. The most common answer is that public assets
should be distributed such that each individual receives a “fair share” (Armstrong
2011: 60). While there could be some contention as to what that “fair share” would
involve, there is a necessity for some consensual method or process to be in place, at
the societal level, to agree to such distribution and allocation of resources (Armstrong
2011: 60). Distributive justice is based on the premise that such justice works in the best
interests of society as a whole. While the pragmatic implications of distributive justice
can be - and frequently are — contested, the interests of society, over the interests of the
few, remains the main tenet. For instance, Dreze and Sen (2013) argue that the biggest
challenge to a democratic media in India, as well as elsewhere, is its partiality in favor
of the rich and powerful, and that dominance of the privileged leads to public policy
and state spending priorities that benefit the wealthy. Dreze and Sen believe that such
non-distributive policies remain fundamentally unjust because they perpetuate the
lopsidedness of development and marginalize the needs of the majority.

Another largely circulated theory of distributive justice has been to proceed
according to a principle of “equity, and distribute benefits in proportion to the indi-
viduals’ contribution” (Konow 2001: 138). Thus, those who make a greater productive
contribution to their group deserve to receive more benefits. In theory, such a prin-
ciple would advocate for a position that people who work harder, or in specialized
fields, and in more valuable jobs should earn more. This sort of distribution is asso-
ciated with a system where there is the possibility of equal opportunities to compete.
In competitive systems, wealth or goods might also be distributed according to effort
or ability (Cohen 1987). Countering such understanding of distributive justice, advo-
cated by scholars such as Fraser and Honneth (2003) among others, is a pluralistic
theory of distributive justice that would be contextually sensitive, and rooted in prag-
matism. With parity in participation, justice emerges out of the process of making of
justice, and each individual recognizes, in ongoing discourses, the other as equal.

As is well known, philosopher John Rawls’s master proposal concerning dis-
tributive justice is that social advantage is to be measured in terms of an index of
primary social goods, general-purpose resources of which any rational person would
prefer to have more rather than fewer. Rawls position, which underlines his notion
of justice, is that morally appropriate response to misfortune specifies distributions
that tilt in favor of worst-off individuals in a civil society and give priority to them.
While the degree of this tilt could be scrutinized and critiqued, distribution would
include a spectrum of equal opportunities based on some fundamental notion of
talent which would bestow more wealth on some over others. While Rawls’s ideas
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about distributive justice has come under intense criticism, it outlines a compelling
principle of social surplus where redistribution is not merely about wealth — though
Rawls is acutely aware of the significance of economic advantages — but also of rights
and liberties and, most notably, opportunities.

Unlike theories of distributive justice, retributive justice has been centered on
individual action and the notion of “an eye for an eye” punishment or response to
harm. Most enthusiastically adopted by members of the criminal justice system,
retributive justice has been focused on society punishing people because they have
broken the law and are culpable and deserving of punishment. This viewpoint has
been understood as backward-looking to the extent that the lawbreaker’s degree of
culpability is examined. It is not forward-looking in justifying punishment with the
aim of ensuring a future good (Wharton 2012). This justification assumes individual
responsibility, free will, a rational calculator, and an implicit assumption that a law-
breaker deserves punishment in proportion to the crime committed. Capeheart and
Milovanovic (2007) write, “Retributive justice demands equal suffering” (60). Some
forms of this justice could include a component of therapeutic rehabilitation, rather
than justice purely as a form of punishment. The working presumption throughout
this process is, however, one of guilt, and each operative who makes a decision does
so by determining the probability of guilt or innocence. Stories of retributive justice
have dominated media for a long time, especially with the popularity of true crime
stories and dramas in television and movies. Such a perception of justice, as Braith-
waite (1989) argues, has “focused on lawyers, on the rich, and on being angry” (202).

2 Transformative justice based on globalism

The general notion of transformative justice was first popularized in the writing of
Van Ness and Strong (2002), authors who took the discussion of justice beyond dis-
tribution and retribution to a process of “transformation of persons, perspectives,
and situations” (28). In the late 1970s, a critical body of work had begun to evolve,
mostly in response to the apparent failures of the retributive criminal justice system.
Critics such as Zehr (2002) wrote about the possibility of restorative justice as recog-
nizing “the needs which crimes create, as well as the roles implicit in crimes” (37).
The general idea was to expand the number of stakeholders in the process of justice
to include victims, community members, and offenders. The three salient features of
restorative justice, wrote Zehr, were that “it focuses on harm, that wrongs and harms
results in obligations, and justice must promote engagement and participation” (38).
Van Ness and Strong’s critique of criminal law took the discussion further by advocat-
ing for the recognition of inequalities within a society or community; these inequal-
ities could be economic, racial, social, or gendered. Once the imbalance of power is
recognized, Van Ness and Strong argue, the system — and institutions — would make
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people feel healed and empowered, and lead to acceptance of justice as a coproduced
phenomena. Transformative justice is presented as an alternative hypothesis to pure
punishment (retributive) or a largely economic response (distributive).

Transformative justice is only possible with a revised notion of community. A
revised notion of community allows for two levels of engagement: (1) connections
with others who are not present in the community as a form of solidarity, and (2) ques-
tions concerning the oppressive nature of community politics. A good example would
be the Black Lives Matter hashtag, which was first used on social media in response
to the acquittal of George Zimmerman for the shooting death of 17-year-old Trayvon
Martin in Florida and to the refusal of a grand jury to indict a Ferguson, Missouri,
police officer for killing 18-year-old Michael Brown. Almost simultaneously, Ethiopi-
ans in Israel began protesting, using the hashtag, “#BlackLivesMatter”, after an Ethi-
opian member of the Israeli army was attacked by Israeli police while in full uniform.
The systemic anti-black discrimination against Ethiopians living in Israel became
connected to the North American Black Lives Matter movement, with Ethiopian Jews
demanding recognition that their black lives mattered, too (Khan 2015).

If there is one word that has gained enormous currency, in every field of study, in
the past two decades, it is globalization. Globalism expresses itself in our understand-
ing of our place on the planet and goes far beyond the theories of multiculturalism
often influenced and determined by national boundaries. Numerous theories of glo-
balism abound, and scholars from every discipline are jostling to find their epistemo-
logical location in the spectrum of globalism, including ethics and justice theorists.
One of the best definitions of globalism is provided by Suarez-Orozco and Qin-Hilliard
(2004), who write, “While human lives continue to be lived in local realities, these real-
ities are increasingly being challenged and integrated into larger global networks. ...
Human experience is linked to economic realities, social processes, technological and
media innovations, and cultural flows that traverse national boundaries with even
greater momentum” (2). Globalization has necessitated an understanding that how
one defines the baseline for justice — and injustice — in one nation is often directly or
indirectly linked to the politics of another. Barry (2008) takes the discussion further in
his analysis of rich countries’ humanitarian aid to poor countries by writing:

We cannot sensibly talk about humanity unless we have a baseline set by justice. To talk about
what I ought, as a matter of humanity, to do with what is mine makes no sense until we have
established what is mine in the first place. If I have stolen what is rightfully somebody’s else’s
property, or if I have borrowed from him and refuse to repay the debt when it is due, and as a
result he is destitute, it would be unbecoming on my part to dole out some part of the money that
should belong to him, with various strings attached as to the way in which he should spend it
and then go around posing as a great humanitarian (206).

While Barry is not directly invoking transformative justice as a possibility, he wants to per-
suade readers to return to the historical-political roots of globalism and international rela-
tions. By outlining justice as recognition of historical global inequalities, Barry is asking
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scholars to reach beyond simplistic — and dualistic — notions of distribution and retribu-
tion. In the next section, I outline a theory of transformative justice for media ethicists
that is inherently connected to media globalization, borrowing ideas from Amartya Sen.

3 Transformative justice in media ethics

The literature of media ethics has been increasingly interested in justice with most works
traceable to Rawls’s influential work, A Theory of Justice (1971). This work moved justice
forward in the agenda of political and economic philosophy; a revival of applied ethics
was already under way, and the last few decades have seen a phenomenal expansion
of study in all areas of applied ethics, including media, bioethics, climate ethics, health
care ethics, and business ethics. This development has resulted in discussions that dis-
solve the traditional divide between ethics and justice, and connects individual duties
with institutional responsibilities. The result has been a renewed interest in global
ethics and global justice. Hamelink (2011) argues for a global media that is committed
to a notion of global human rights and justice with the understanding that “all people
matter”, not just one’s own family, community, and parochial well-being. He writes:

After the end of the Second World War international the community made a serious attempt to
break through the unsatisfactory state of humanity: through the adoption of the Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights, it solemnly pledged that the 20th century’s unprecedented barbarism
would never happen again. This did constitute a crucial moment in contemporary history since
the declaration embodied fundamental principles of morality. [...] The most essential notion in
the Declaration was “everyone”: nobody was to be excluded from the rights and freedoms in the
Declaration. The declaration provided for the right of everyone to a social and international order
in which the rights and freedoms set forth in this declaration can be fully realized (27).

The drafters of the declaration gave the world a sense of what global justice could
mean: a global society in which all people would matter and enjoy the protection
of their dignity. However, Hamelink laments that we have developed media that
span the globe, offer instant exposure to local events, and provide unprecedented
possibilities for human interactions, but we lack the mental capacity to use them in
cooperative, compassionate and communal ways (28). In other words, successful
global media networks do not imply a concurrent and parallel commitment to global
justice. The media have failed on multiple fronts in addressing issues of global justice,
writes Hamelink, in terms of allocating enough material resources and expertise to
adequately cover justice and human rights issues, often writing off those calls with
excuses of “no demand” (i.e., the global audiences are not interested in watching,
reading, or listening to justice-oriented news and stories).

Beyond the failure of global media to position themselves ethically and in a just
mannet, there is the position that “media is not the issue, justice is the issue”. Gregg
(2011), quoting the activist Mylkia Cyril, writes, “Media is not the issue. Justice is the
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issue. Media is the infrastructure for how we communicate about the issue of justice”
(83). For social justice activists, writes Gregg, tilling in rural communities and small
cities on issues such as police brutality, environmental devastation, and access to
health care, the media reform movement does not match the urgency to get their stories
and perspectives in circulations, and to represent themselves instead of having the chal-
lenge of overcoming the distortions of others. This appears to be a narrow argument
and a failure to fully understand the significance of global media in one’s day-to-day
interpretations of the world. Not demanding a clear justice-oriented media focused on
structural and content changes takes away power from activists who want to be heard.

4 Applying Sen’s idea of justice to media

The work of Nobel laureate Amartya Sen is well established and accepted in eco-
nomics and finance, though he far less known in media studies circles. It is difficult
to identify any single aspect of Sen’s work that media and scholars can wholly inte-
grate into their own as directly as they can his idea of justice. Sen’s groundbreaking
study on famine and poverty, for which he garnered much international acclaim, is
inherently connected to his later scholarship on justice. The idea of entitlements Sen
advocated in his study of Indian famine and poverty is the conceptual frontrunner
to the idea of capabilities he later developed (Sen 1977, 1983). Traditionally, it was
believed that famines occur because of declining food production and supply in the
region. Sen’s economic analysis of famines challenged this conventional wisdom
and showed that famines occur not mainly due to any significant fall in the supply
of food, but because people lose their entitlements and purchasing power to acquire
access to food. Referring to the 1943 Bengal famine, in which three million people
starved to death, as “entitlement famine”, Sen (1987: 34) posits the cause of that par-
ticular famine as a lack of political will and speculative greed that perpetuated and
exacerbated the hunger and depravation people experienced. Sen emphasizes that
hunger and deprivation relate not only to food production and availability of food
but, more significantly, to the distribution of food and to the economic and political
arrangements that directly and indirectly influence people’s capabilities to acquire
food and to achieve health and nourishment. Sen (1990) insists on viewing the inter-
connections between people’s basic economic freedoms, such as living a life without
hunger, disease and depravations on the one hand, and political freedoms, such as
freedom of the press, democracy, and political participation on the other hand.

For Sen, any proposal about justice and the criterion by which people should be
treated as equals in a society might be assessed from at least three points of view. We
can, first and foremost, assess them as a philosophical proposal about what constitutes
living well (Sen 1993). The inquiry here is largely focused on whether the proposed cri-
terion — be it based on utilities, primary goods, basic income, capabilities, or virtues,
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among others - is the sort of thing we would want our life to be enhanced by. But we
can also assess a proposal on justice for its legitimacy as a political objective in the
sense of whether or not we, as a political community, would like to realize this possi-
bility through political means and institutions. And finally, we can look at a proposal
about justice for the influence it exerts on policy implications — whether it provides
accurate measures for designing or evaluating economic and social policies. The dis-
tinction between these perspectives need not, however, deny their interrelatedness. If
we, for instance, do not think capabilities are important features that enhance human
life, we are also less likely to think of them as desirable political objectives that we, as a
political community, should strive to realize. The capabilities approach derives its legit-
imacy as a political ideal from the fact that it seeks to promote citizens’ conditions of
real freedom such that they are reflected in their capability set. Accordingly, the state as
amoral agent ought to create appropriate conditions for the realization of real freedom.

Sen proposes that theories of justice have to accommodate not only the diver-
sity of objects of value that the theory recognizes as significant, but also the type of
concerns for which the theory might make room (e.g., the importance of different
kinds of equality and liberty). Different kinds of reasons and evaluative concerns —
whether offered by an individual or a community — come with the recognition that
we can often prioritize and order the relative importance of competing consider-
ations. “One implication of this line of reasoning,” writes Sen, “makes room for
non-congruent considerations within the body of that broad theory and need not
thereby make itself incoherent, or unmanageable, or useless” (2009: 322). Sen
argues that it is not an obstruction to a theory of justice that prevents public reason
from delivering any finality. Comparative assessments must be made without refer-
ence to an overarching final ranking; there will always be an incompleteness due
to the intractability of disagreement over values. Such incompleteness, Sen argues,
does not preclude us from making comparative judgements about justice. Sen illus-
trates the plurality of reasons with an example: Take three children and a flute over
which the children are quarrelling. Anne claims she should get the flute because she
can play it. Bob says it should be given to him because he is poor and has no toys of
his own. Carla has spent many months working to make it and argues it should be
hers since it is the fruit of her labor. How do we decide which is the most valid claim?
Sen’s answer is that we might never reach a final ordering of plural values (117).
Consequently, there might not be a clearly identifiable, perfectly just arrangement
on which impartial reasoning would converge. However, impartial reasoning does
not preclude definite conclusions, which can emerge despite the plurality. The
acceptance of an unresolvable diversity of views is, however, a last resort, rather
than a first option, since all disagreements first need to be critically examined and
assessed. There are multiple variants that influence social prioritizing, but the task
here is to recognize social prioritizing as fully functional in acts of decision-mak-
ing and in enhancing democratic living, even at the grassroots level. “Reasons may
sometime compete with each other in persuading us in one direction or another in
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a particular assessment,” writes Sen, “and when they yield conflicting judgments,
there is an important challenge in determining what credible conclusions can be
derived, after considering all arguments” (2009: 394). Public reasoning is not to be
understood as an impasse; it is the recognition of different and normative modes of
reasoning to arrive at the social choice, and a just one, that is most desirable over
multiple others.

The content of public reasoning that underlies the capabilities approach to
justice is, for Sen, far more encompassing than the instrumental Rawlsian approach
to justice, which would be narrowly considerate of and focused on basic liberties and
opportunities that are found in constitutional democratic states. By breaking from the
traditional Rawlsian approach, Sen’s public reasoning would recognize basic capa-
bilities and prioritize them for policy considerations, while simultaneously keeping
in mind that they do not lead to another citizen’s capability depravation and, thus,
lead to further injustices. It also gives a global context to justice, far beyond Rawls’
approach of assuming pre-existing recognitions of liberties and opportunities. In this
context, Sen has provided many examples, but his recent example of the spending
priorities of the Indian state is particularly illuminating.

Sen strongly critiques the Indian state’s misallocation of public revenues, espe-
cially given the enduring nature of India’s inequality based on caste and gender dis-
crimination. The resources available for public spending are expanding fast in India,
note Dreze and Sen (2013: 269), because of the exponential growth of India’s GDP
(Gross Domestic Product) in the last two decades. This would be a valuable opportu-
nity to make good use of public revenue to enhance living conditions through public
service and support for the people, especially the very poor. However, even a cursory
analysis of the spending priorities, write Dreze and Sen, has shown no such evidence.
For example, Indian Central government subsidies for petroleum and fertilizer alone
are expected to cost more than INR 165,000 crores per year in 2013, which is about
four times what the government spends on health care. The gross imbalance between
subsidies provided to large industries and manufacturing groups overshadow the
misguided priorities of the state. The media, which ought to be the platform for public
reasoning, they write, functions with a remarkable indifference to and “a serious lack
of interest in the lives of Indian poor, judging from the balance of news selection and
political analyses.” Dreze and Sen elaborate further:

The weakness and often failure of the Indian media to rise to the challenge of India’s problems,
including the disparities and inequalities that characterize Indian society, arises mostly from
media’s own biases and selective focus — playing up some issues and events while ignoring
others. A major part of the bias ultimately relates to the unequal nature of Indian society, which
influences what is easy to sell. Rather than confronting it, the media has tended to take the easy
course of going along with it — and even humoring it (264).

This is one of the few times that Sen has directly spoken to the role of media either in
enhancing economic and political freedoms or perpetuating inequality and injustices.
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I'suggest that Sen’s capabilities approach is fundamental to a theory of transformative
justice for global media.

If we acknowledge the reach and power of global media, a theory of transform-
ative justice would go beyond simple unbiased and truthful coverage of events to a
coverage that recognizes media’s role in transforming individuals and community,
identifying — through public reasoning — the capabilities of a society, social and
economic priorities rooted in the local and global, and a recognition of contextual
ethics. There appears to be, on face value, contradictions in these transformative ele-
ments of justice. Can one, for instance, ask for prioritizing capabilities rooted in the
global but at the same time recognize the contextualization of justice? I believe so. It
cannot be denied that persons are situated in different contexts: they are members of
different (ethical, legal, political, and moral) communities, in which they are faced
with practical questions they must answer with good reason. A theory of justice must
begin in intersubjective-practical contexts to reconstruct the different modes of valid-
ity and justification according to which autonomous persons act correctly. People
must find solutions that work globally. If one were to contextually understand and
unpack the significant expansion of India’s GDP, one can see that a narrow path to
economic and industrial growth has been achieved through burning large amounts
of fossil fuel and deforestation, which, in turn, has devastated the environment.
India now has five of the top ten most polluted cities in the world. Environmental
disaster has displaced people in large numbers and has created havoc for the poor.
So, while India’s economic stature might rise globally, the quality of life for most
Indians is on the decline. The media’s role in applying transformative justice could
be critical here. Stories can be told from multiple perspectives about the health crisis
Indians face, especially considering the rising pollution — India now faces the worst
water crisis the country has ever experienced. While these are uniquely and parochi-
ally Indian concerns, a story framed in transformative justice would be cognizant of
the situation’s global dimensions. For example, India’s rising GDP is dependent on
India’s acceptance of neoliberal policies and politics often dictated by multinational
companies and financial entities that are uninterested in alleviating poverty, provid-
ing better health care, and supplying clean water and food for all. In the following
section, I describe and analyze a specific case study from India that points to various
opportunities for the use of transformative justice in media practice.

5 Transformative justice in action: Rape coverage
in India

On the evening of December 16, 2012, a 23-year-old woman and her male companion
boarded a private bus traveling through Delhi, the bustling metropolis and capital
of India. On that trip, the woman was raped by a group of men inside the moving
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bus as it drove through the city. Battered, naked, and bleeding, she and her male
companion were left at the side of a highway in Delhi, where they were found by a
passerby. The woman died from her injuries thirteen days later. Six men were arrested
and charged in connection with the assault. What was new about this news story?
After all, Delhi has frequently been referred to as the rape capital of the world, with
706 rapes reported in 2012, even as activists assert that the majority of rapes go unre-
ported (The Hindustan Times 2013). Conviction rates for crimes of sexual violence are
near zero — one person was convicted of rape in Delhi in the year 2012; he received a
prison sentence of three years, astonishingly light by Western standards. With more
than 24,000 reported cases in 2011, rape in India registered a 9.2% rise over the pre-
vious year (International Business Times 2013). Yet this case brought Delhi to a stand-
still. On the morning of December 17, 2012, students and activists began to gather at
Jantar Mantar and India Gate, two major architectural landmarks in Delhi, to protest
against police inaction and to demand safety for women. These protests lasted about
two weeks; the media coverage of the rape and its aftermath continued over the fol-
lowing two months.

As the global media ecology has changed — Delhi protests were tweeted contin-
uously and by thousands (Poell and Rajagopalan 2015) — India’s media culture has
given space to new voices of resistance. These changes include the rise of a politically
conscious class that is demanding accountability from its democratically elected rep-
resentatives and removal of all corruption within the police force and justice system.
The media in India is beginning to provide a space where citizens can voice their
demands for changes in governance. Sen (2013) acknowledges:

One of the positive consequences of the agitation following the barbaric incident of December
16 has been to draw attention both to the prevalence of sexual brutality and rape in India, and
to the failure of the media to report on it seriously, thereby limiting public discussion and the
likelihood of social change. Even though Indians buy more newspapers every day than any other
nation, the reporting of sexual assaults and sexual harassment had been quite rare in the widely
circulated papers. It is, therefore, impressive and encouraging that newspapers in India, smar-
ting from intense criticism of the negligence in their coverage, rapidly reinvented themselves as
rape-reporting journals, and many of them have been devoting several pages every day to reports
of rapes gathered together from all the different parts of India.

The wall-to-wall media coverage of this particular rape has led to a number of
policy changes. In 2013, a parliamentary bill was passed that aimed to better protect
women from sexual and gender-based crimes, including sexual harassment, stalk-
ing, voyeurism, violence committed with acid or other chemicals, and “disrobing”
(Yanks 2015). These laws also expanded previous legal definitions of rape and
increased jail time for rapists, the possibility of the death penalty for serial rapists
and sexual attacks that end with the victim comatose or dead. However, such policy
changes have not impacted the reality of day-to-day life for most women. In 2012,
India was ranked as the worst country for women among the G20 countries, when
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one took into account women’s quality of health, freedom from violence, partici-
pation in politics, work place opportunities, access to resources such as education
and property rights, and freedom from trafficking and slavery (Pidd 2012). In 2014,
Delhi’s public transport was ranked fourth most unsafe in the world’s largest cap-
itals (Thomas Foundation Reuters News 2014). This survey studied gender-friendly
urban spaces. Delhi polled second-worst on safety at night for verbal harassment
and fifth-worst for physical harassment such as groping and slapping (Thomas
Foundation Reuters News 2014).

One can argue that the intense — and increased — media coverage of rape could be
attributed to a new awareness of sexual violence in the Indian society, but transform-
ative justice in media practices would be more encompassing than simply increasing
coverage of rape as individualized or isolated crime. Transformative justice would ask
journalists to understand the very nature of female disadvantage in India, which can
take many different forms and goes far beyond particular instances of rape. If the
lack of safety of and for women is one aspect, the phenomenon of “boy preference”
in family decisions is another (Bagchi, Guha, and Sengupta 1998: 11). Boy preference
is closely related to the deep-rooted problem of “missing women”, which refers to
the shortfall of the actual number of women from the number we would expect to
see given the size of the male population, and the female—-male ratios that would be
expected if gender equity existed in Indian society (Dubbudu 2015). Some suggest
that the problem lies not so much in a particularly high incidence of rape, but in
the country’s inefficient policing, poor security arrangements, slow-moving judicial
system, and, ultimately, the callousness of Indian society at large. Recent research
has shown that the growth of a neoliberal economy has led to marked differences in
the demand for women as a labor force, and that social attitudes concerning gender
relations are beginning to change slowly in response to changes in market conditions
(Sharma 2008). It is too early to conclude that the large number of educated women
entering the Indian workforce has had a dramatic impact on gender relations and
filial arrangements, but ongoing media coverage has shown a growing awareness of
issues relating to women’s rights and safety. At the same time, however, there remains
strong evidence that the economic and social options open to women remain signif-
icantly fewer than those available to men; going beyond women’s well-being, jour-
nalists have yet to question either the limited role women play in Indian society or
their circumscribed ability to act independently, nor have they yet touched upon how
media’s initiatives and actions influence the lives of men as well as women, boys as
well as girls (Sen 2013).

One positive consequence of the protests following the December 2012 rape is
the increased attention both to the prevalence of sexual brutality in Indian society
and to the failure of the Indian media to report on it seriously. Still, there also has
been criticism that crime and sexual violence against poor and dalit (untouchable)
women have failed to elicit similar comprehensive media coverage, street protests,
or demands for changes in state policies, or to influence judicial outcomes (Rao
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2014). Research shows that the majority of the sexual violence in India is perpetrated
against dalit women, and most of the crime takes place in public spaces — streets,
women’s public toilets, and fields — and the perpetrators are predominantly upper-
caste landlords. Further, dalit women who are victims of crime face greater atrocities
of grievous nature (rape, murder, and mutilation) when compared to victims from
higher castes. They also have far less access to the legal system. Often they cannot
reach a police station in time and so are unable to file a complaint. Poor and dalit men
and women have not previously been able to mobilize tactics of pressure in domestic
and international forums to embarrass and expose the state in the hopes of compel-
ling it to reconsider faulty policies and securing justice for the very poor. Guru and
Chakravarty (2005) argued that some dalit social movements have formed to fight
for human rights issues, such as an end to sexual violence and rape, but such move-
ments often fizzle out. They rarely demand fundamental changes in the core social
and economic structures that create poverty and foster a sense of exclusion. A model
of journalism focused on transformative justice would critique the very nature of
knowledge production to uncover how such exclusion of the marginalized and poor
is perpetuated.

Media practices based on transformative justice would not yield a singular focus
on a rape case and any problematic judicial outcome thereof, but rather a compre-
hensive examination of the nature of gender relations. The media could provide com-
parative and global gender analyses in rebutting culturalist and parochial responses
to sexual violence, especially when Indian politicians are heard making statements
such as, “It is not Indian culture that women should venture out with men who are not
relatives”, “Boys are boys, they make mistakes”, or “Just because the country attained
independence at midnight, is it proper for women moving at midnight?” (Rizwan
2015). The media’s role would be to cover stories advocating for gender equity from an
early age, including measures that ensure equal access to education, health care, and
security, as well as a general, society-wide commitment to the well-being of female
children across castes and classes.

I concur with Sen: “The general pursuit of justice might be hard to eradicate in
human society, even though we can go about the pursuit in different ways” (2009:
415). Largely adhering to this call, media ethics literature has been replete with
analyses of justice theorists such as John Rawls, Jurgen Habermas, and Michael
Sandel, but not much attention has been paid to the work of the Indian economist,
noble laureate, and philosopher. In developing a notion of transformative justice for
media, this chapter reviewed Sen’s capabilities approach and how it can be useful to
media scholars and ethicists. Most scholarship on justice focuses on redistributive
or retributive justice. While there is now a growing body of literature on social justice
focused on social and political change, I propose transformative justice rooted in
globalism, given the reach and scope of global media. Transformative justice in
media must also reject what Sen (2009: 118) has called “exclusionary neglect in
global justice,” where the goal is to reach a border-crossing public framework of
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thought where peoples of different nations are not marked only by divisions but also
by solidarity. I use the coverage of rape by Indian media as an example to suggest
the successes and possible changes that could take place through the use of jour-
nalism practices based on transformative justice as a foundational ethical principle
guiding democratic media.

Further reading

The philosophical literature on justice is wide ranging and there are clear attempts
to integrate justice into studies of media ethics. While one can trace justice, in the
Western context, back to Plato’s Republic and Nichomachean Ethics, in the twentieth
century, the works of Rawls (1971) and Nussbaum (2001) are important to mention.
More recent work of noble laureate and economist Amartya Sen (2009) has critiqued
the Eurocentric nature of justice as used by economists such as Smith, Samuelson,
and Rawls. Sen borrows much from the early India’s Vedic philosophy of Nyaya (or
justice). In this area the writings of modern-day nyaya philosophers such as Chakra-
barti (1999) and Radhakrishnan (1967) can be useful. There is a growing body of lit-
erature around transformative justice which has been influenced by both Sen and
Nussbaum. Works of Vogel and Braswell (2008), Mertens (2008), and Morris (2000)
are important, in and outside of media studies. Critical approaches to justice in media
ethics has been co