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Ethics and
Moral Reasoning

MORAL REASONING AND
ETHICAL DECISION MAXKING

Discussions about religion and politics are sure
to liven up any party. Ethics deserves a place on
that list. Everyone has opinions about unethical
and immoral conduct, and argaments about
morality usually produce more heat than light.
When ethical issues are confronted in the class-
room or in professional media seminars, the
discussion ofter: degenerates into passionate
appeals for press rights or sympathy for the vic-
tims. Judgments are not well reasoned. In other
wozds, they lack moral foundation.

Moral reasoning is a systematic approach to
making ethical decisions. Like other forms of
intellectual activity, it takes the form of logical
argument and persuasion. Because ethical judg-
ments, as we have seen in Chapters 1 and 2, in-
volve the rights and interests of others, these
decisions must be made with care and must
be defensible through a reasoned analysis of
the situation. An individual unschooled in the
process of moral reasoning might assume that
questions of ethical conduct, like those of per-
somal taste, are nothing more than matters of
opinion. Imagine trying to convince someone
through rational argument that he should pre-
fer colorful sports coats to more traditional
blue business suits. Such an undertaking would

be an exercise in futflity, because we cannot
argue reasonably about matters of pure taste or
opinion. We can, however, deliberate reason-
ably and persuasively about moral judgments.!

But moral reasoning consists of more than
just offering reasons for our beliefs, opinions,
and actions. After ali, not all reasons are valid
ones. Moral reasoning is a structared process, an
intellectual means of defending our ethical judg-
ments against the criticisms of others. This does
notmean that reasonable people cannot disagree
about the corvect solution to an ethical dilemma.
Two different moral agents may, through proper
reasoning, arrive at opposing but equally com-
pelling conclusions about the most virtuous
course. The beauty of moral reasoning fies in the
journey, not the destination.

Knowledge of ethical principles is important,
but the application and defense of these rules of
conduct in the drama of human interaction are
at the core of moral reasoning. In other words,
an attempt at morat justification is successful if it
can be vindicated on rational grounds.

But if moral reasoning is such a deliberate
process-—after all, thinking and analyzing are
time-consuming—how can media practitioners
{or harried managers and employees in other
fines of work, for that matter} who perform
under deadline pressures expect to apply it?
That, of course, is the purpose of teaching moral
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reasoning fechniques to aspiring practitioners
within the relative tranquility of the classroom.
The consciousness-raising and fraining that
occar there should help the student confront
moral dilenmmas in the real world with more
confidence. In addition, knowledge of moral rea-
soning principles provides a framework within
which moral agents, once they have made ethi-
cal judgments, can review them with an eye to
improving their performance in the future.
Some consistency in decision-making will re-
sult, thus replacing the case-by-case approach
that so often characterizes classroom discus-
sions of ethical issues. However, one word of
caution is in order: No approach to morai rea-
soning, no matter how structured or thorough,
is a guarantee of success in ethical decision
making under all circumstances.

Despite the rather untidy circumstances of
some ethical dilemmas, the process of moral
reasoning can be carried out if moral actors
have knowledge and skills in three areas: (1) the
moral context, (2} the philosophical founda-
tions of moral theory, and (3) critical thinking.
Each of these areas is important in its own way
and plays an indispensable role in the moral
reasoning model outlined later in this chapter.

THE CONTEXY
OF MORAL REASONING

The making of ethical decisions does not take
place in a vacuum. Moral agents must under-
stand the context within which the dilemma has
arisen. Before their powers of reason can operate
at optinum efficiency, they must understand the
issue itself; the facts of the situation, and the val-
ues, principles, and moral duties inherent in the
case. In other words, the context consists of all of
the factors that might influence an individual’s
resolution of 2 moral difemma.

For example, White House press secretaries
who knowingly disseminate “disinformation”
to reporters to protect the security of delicate
foreign policy negotiations not only must be

thoroughly familiar with the facts that might
justify such deception, but also should keep in
mind the societal proscriptions against lying
and be prepared to justify their actions on some
higher moral ground. But the general societal
norms aside, they should also be aware of the
standards of ethical conduct expected of gov-
ermnment officials in these circumstances and the
particutaristic moral duties that govern their be-
havior, After ell, these expectations do change
over time, as evidenced by the recent heightened
sense of moral indignation in Washington over
conflicts of interest.

The context of an ethical diterrma might in-
volve making decisions about either our personal
behavior or our professional conduct. Lying toa
friend, for example, involves different consider-
ations than using deception in gathering a news
story. Even an ethical purist might be forced to
admit that lying is permissible in extreme cir-
cumstances, such as to prevent harm to another.
But the justifications for this deviation from
societal norms would be different for a media
practitioner than for others operating within a
dissimilar environment.

Contextual factors are often culturaily deter-
mined, whether through association with a close
circle of friends or through the “culture” of the
newsroom. Company value systerns and behav-
ioral codes cannot be ignored in rendering
moral judgments. Before promising confiden-
tiality to a news sousce, for example, a reporter
must be guided by company policy on the mat-
ter as well as the views and advice of professional
colleagues. Likewise, decision makers must con-
sider certain competitive and economic pres-
sures that are common to media institutions.
All of the considerations that are unique to a
particular difemma constitute the context of
the ethical case.

Thus, before moral agents can argue ratio-
nally about media ethics, they must know
something about the environment—that is, the
social and cultural context—within which the
media operate. They must bring to the dedision-
making process at least a minimum body of
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knowledge about the media. Otherwise, it will
be difficult to evaluate the strength and legiti-
macy of the arguments put forth in defense of
moral judgments made by media practitioners.

THE PHILOSOPHICAL
FOUNDATIONS
OF MORAL THEORY

Many philosophers, both ancient and contem-
porary, as well as the ethical traditions they rep-
resent, have had a2 profound impact on the
moral evolution of Western: civilization. In the
next few pages, we shall briefly encounter a few
of the most significant. And while they may
vary in substance, the reality is that each has
contributed in some way to what might be re-
ferred to as the individual’s soral sense.

The Greek Connection

Most would agree that the study of ethics had
its genesis in the glory of ancient Greece, The
Greeks, beginning with Socrates, believed that
there are moral absolutes and moral knowledge
and that they can be discovered by intellectually
and persistently curious citizens. O, to put it
more indelicately, virtue is not imprinted on our
genetic code at the moment of conception. It re-
quires individual initiative, emotional starnina,
critical reflection, and a great deal of determina-
tion. The Greeks would have been uncomfort-
able in a society without moral anchors. Those
who share this vision are Greek, at least philo-
sophically, if not through ethnic lineage.
Socrates (ca. 470-39% B.C.} believed that
virfue could be identified and practiced. He was
dissatisfied with his conternporaries’ opinions
about moral conduct and wanted to discover
those rules that coudd be reasonably supported.
He believed that anyone, through careful reflec-
tion, could arrive at some insights into these
rutes.? Although he did not pass on a philo-
sophical systemn of his own, kds “Socratic dia-
logues” were a significant contribution to what

we now refer to as moral reasoning. Of course,
he would have been unnerved by the contemn-
porary media environment, in which diatribes
are as common 2§ dialogues and reason often
falls prey to intemperance.

Socrates’s disciple, Plato (ca. 428-348 B.C.),
argued in The Republic that justice is achieved
through the harmony of wisdom, temperance,
and courage. Translating into practice this philo-
sophical observation from the ancient sage, we
might say that moral conduct should be based
on experience and knowledge of the world, moder-
ate behavior as the means of achieving sound
ethical judgments, and the courage to live up to
those judgments. Plato believed that “good” was
a value independent of the standards of behavior
prevalent at any moment in society. An individ-
ual would be justified in defying conventional
wisdom in the name of some higher moral good,
ever if that meant social ostracismn. Thus, we
might note these ancient seeds for the justifica-
tions that media practitioners (and other moral
agents) sometimes use for behavior that runs
counter to societal norms.

Aristotle {384-322 B.C.} was for many years
a student of Plato, but he was more pragmatic in
dealing with the world as he found it. He be-
lieved that moral virtue was obtainable but that
tough choices had to be made in the process. The
exercise of virtue, according to him, is concerned
with means. Thus, the ends do not necessarily
justify the means.

Aristotle’s moral philosophy, sometimes re-
ferred to as virfue ethics, is based on the theory
of the golden mean, He believed that virtue
lay between the extremes of excess and defi-
ciency, or overdoing and “underdeing” For ex-
ample, courage is the middle ground between
cowardice and foollerdiness. Pride is the mean
between vanity and humility.? In contemporary
journalism such concepts as balance and fairness
represent the golden mean. Likewise, the ban-
ning of tobacco ads from radio and TV and the
placement of warning labels on cigarette pack-
ages are & mean between the extreme of outlaw-
ing tobacco altogether and the other extreme of
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doing nothing to cotmteract the harmful effects
of the product.

But Aristotle adrnitied that not every action
could be viewed in terms of the golden mean:
“The very names of some things imply evil—for
example, the emotions of spite, shamelessness,
and envy and such actions as adujtery, theft, and
murder™ In other words, some actions are al-
ways wrong, and there is no mean 10 be sought.
Thus, Aristotle’s theory of the golden mean is
helpful in resolving many of 1ife’s difficalt ethi-
cal dilemmas, but not the ones in which certain
actions are clearly wrong.

Aristotle’s virtue ethics emphasizes character.
The development of a virfuous individual is the
goal, not moral conduct in a particular situation
or according to a specific rule. Aristotle believed
that virtue was achieved through habit, which
is perhaps an ancient expression of “practice
makes perfect” Through repetitive moral behav-
iot, the notion of “good” is inculcated into the
individual’s value system. Thus, moral virtue be-
comes a way of thinking as well as a way of act-
ing. Without perhaps being aware of it, Aristotle
made 2 major contribution to moral reasoning,
because the practice of moral reasoning, if it be-
comes habit-forming, can realign one’s way of
thinking about ethics. This, at least, is one of the
goals of this book.

ETHICAL PERSPECTIVES
AND TRADITIONS

In addition to the Aristotelian focus on charac-
ter, other ethical perspectives and traditions have
evolved under the rutelage of both ancient and
contemporary philosophers. Some of these are
fully formulated guidelines for ethical decision
making; others have simply added specific ideas
and perspectives on what it means to be an ethi-
cal person or how ethical standards are deter-
mined. Space does not allow for a complete
listing of the full array of ethical traditions oz a
complete delineation of those described in the
following text. Nevertheless, those discassed here

are representative of the most influential ethical
traditions and perspectives.

Care-Based Ethics

Care-based ethics is the foundation of the world’s
major religions, including Judaism, Christianity,
and Islam. Bach has its own unique expression
of this ideal, but the most farniliar manifestation
of care-based ethics is the Golden Rule: Do unto
others as you would have them do fo you. Care-
based ethics is characterized by a feature philoso-
phers refer to as reversibility. This is a classic case
of role-reversal in which we are asked to put our-
selves into the shoes of others and ask how we
would like 1o be treated if we were the recipient
rather than the perpetrator of cur actions.’
Putting love for others first is the guiding
principle of this form of ethical behavior. The
fundamental creed of the fudeo-Christian tra-
dition, for example, is the admonition to “love
thy neighbor as thyself” The Judeo-Christian
ethic is characterized by a love for God and all
humankind. According to this notion, alil moral
decisions should be based on a respect for the
dignity of persons as an end in irself rather than
merely as a means to an end. All individuals—
rich and poor, black and white, famous and or-
dinary—should be accorded respect as human
beings regardiess of their status in life.
Although the Judeo-Christian ethic sounds
rather utopian, it offers some practical advice
for moral behavior: Regardless of the approach
we use to render ethical judgments, we should
treat those affected by our decisions with dig-
nity. In other words, the philosophy of respect
for persons should underlie all ethical decision-
making. This advice certajnly has relevance for

journalists who scrutinize others’ affairs and

subject them to the glare of public examination.

Kant and Meral Duty

The ejghteenth-century German philosopher
Immanuel Kant ushered in the modern era of
ethical thought. Kants theories were based on
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the notion of duty and what he referred to
as the categorical imperative. In Foundations of
the Metaphysics of Marals, he wrote, “1 should
never act in such a way that I could not also will
that my maxim should be a universal one’™ In
other woxds, moral agents should check the
principles underlying their actions and decide
whether they want them applied universally. If
50, these principles become a system of public
morality to which all members of society are
bound.

Kant believed that moral behavior was
measured by living up to standards of conduct
because they are good, not because of the
consequences that might result. He argued that
although individuals should be free to act {a fun-
damental requirement for & system of ethics, as
noted in Chapter 2}, they have a responsibility to
tive up to moral principles. Because Kant's theo-
ries emphasize duty, his ideas are sometimes
referred to as duty-based moral philosophy. In
other words, one has a duty to tell the truth, even
if it might result in harm to others.

Kant argued that we should respect the au-
tonomy of others and should never treat thern
as means to our ends. But how can one respect
the dignity of another while at the same time
obeying the rule to tell the truth if it might in-
jure the other party? Kant knew quite well that
abeying universal rules of conduct could result
in harm to others. However, a reasonable inter-
pretation of his writings is that he believed that
we should never treat such persons exclusively
as means and should accord them the respect
and moral dignity to which everyone is entitled
at all times.”

Kant believed that one’s motives for acting
must be based on acceptance of the duty to act
rather than just on performing the correct ack.
The intent of the act is as important as the act it-
self. & public relations director who releases to
the media rathful but damaging information
just to injure a competitor would not, in Kant’s
view, be acting from sound motives. Likewise,
an advertiser that avoids deceptive commercial
messages just to escape detection by the Federal

Trade Commission cannot be said to be acting
from any sense of moral duty.

Some wonder how Kant's absolutist view of
the ethical landscape can be applied in today’s
complex society. A more liberal interpretation of
Kant, one that still pays homage to his sense of
moral duty, is that universal ethical principles—
for example, truth telling, fairness, and honesty—
should be obeyed unless there is a compelling
reason for deviating from the norm. In addition,
some contemporary duty-based philosophers
have come to accept consequences as an kmpor-
tant consideration in ethical decision-making, as
long as such consequences are not the primary
determinant of one’s moral behavior.®

The Appeal of Utilitarianism

Another approach to morality, one that is popu-
lar in contemporary American society; is the idea
of utilitarianism. Two nineteenth-century British
philosophers, Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart
Mill, are credited with introducing utilitatianism
into the mainstream of modern Western ethical
thought. Mill’s version of this philosophy is often
referred to as creating the greatest happiness for
the greatest number of people. Later utilitarians
have argued that happiness is not the only desir-
able value and that others should be considered
a5 well? :

However, all versions of utilitarianism have
one thing in common: They are concerned with
the consequences of an ethical judgment. Rather
than looking at the intention behind the act, as
Kant suggested, one must explore the best out-
come for the greatest number of people.

A case in point is a rather unusual sitzation
that arose in Juneau, Alaska, in which two re-
porters searching a courthouse trash can dis-
covered copies of a court clerk’s notes on grand
jury proceedings that were still under way. Of
the four newspapers to which they offered the
information, three refused to publish it, be-
cause they did not want to vielate the integrity
of the grand jury’s secret proceedings. The editor
of the fourth paper, however, had no such
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gualms and published the story, His job was
to learn what was happening, according to the
editor, and tell his readers,’® thus suggesting
that he had breached grand jury secrecy be-
cause of the utility of the information to the
public.

Likewise, reporters who use deception to
uncover social ills often appeal to the principle
of utility on the ground that, in the long run,
they are accomplishing some mosal good for
the public they serve. In other words, the posi-
tive consequences for society justify the devious
means used in gathering the information.

Ethics as a Social Contract

While the notion of a social contract traces its
lineage to the ancient Greeks, it is most famously
related to the Enlightenment and the writings
of such lurninaries as Thomas Hobbes, John
Locke, and Jean Jacques Rousseau. The social
coniract originated in political theory, but it
has moral dimensions as well. It begins with a
very simple premise: The purpose of morality is
to enable us to live together. Unbridled individ-
ualism is antithetical to communeal living. Thus,
society’s inhabitants must reach agreement on
a set of principles that is conducive to peaceful
coexistenice of, even more idealistically, cultural
harmony. We are free to do as we please as long
as we do not harm others or cause serious social
disruption. However, a perpetual problem is how
to balance individual freedom against society’s
expectations. The issue of euthanasia is a case
in point.1

Unlike some ethical theories that are in-
spired by outside forces such as God or nature
or theories that hold certain values (such as
truth or honesty) to be inherently good and
universal, the social contract is strictly conven-
tional. The ethical norms are respecied as long
as society agrees on their value or utility. (Imag-
ine, if you will, a society in which all members
agreed that lying is preferable to telling the
truth.} Thus, some ethicists argue that the so-
cial contract is morally deficient because it is

incapable of envisioning or producing timeless
ethical principles.

MNevertheless, the appeal of the social con-
tract lies in the fact that it is guite egalitarian
becanse the voice of each member of the moral
cormmunity, at least in theory, is represented (if
not always influential} in the formation of this
contract. Under the contract, all individuals
should be treated equally in terms of rights and
opportunities. One contemporary version of
the egalitarian idea is outlined by the philoso-
pher John Rawls in his book A Theory of Justice.
Rawls recommends that sel&-interested individ-
uals enter into a social contract that minimizes
harm to the weakest parties. They should step
into what he calls an “original position” behind
a hypothetical “veil of ignorance” They are tern-
porarfly deprived of knowledge about them-
selves that is likely to influence judgments in
their favor, such as sex, age, race, and social
standing, 1 In general, the public reaim is char-
acterized by reason, impartiality, and justice,
the private realm by emotion, particularity, and
caring, Minority views are to be accorded the
same standing as those of the majority. Behind
this veil individuals who have some stake in the
outcome of an ethical dilemrna propose their
own principles of justice for evaluating the
basic social and political institutions of their
society. When the veil is lifted, they are asked to
visualize what it would be like to be in each of
these sociopolitical positions.** The goal is to
protect the weaker party in the relationship and
to minimize harm. This process forces self-
interested moral agents to think impartially
and to consider the views of others without re-
gard to their own cultural biases. Thus, ethical
decisions can be made independently of social,
political, economic, and other distinctions.

A case in point is the TV executive (the
powsrfiil party) who decides to air commercial-
free programming for children (the wealeer party)
out of respect for the psychologically vulnera-
ble vouthful segment of the audience. In such
cases, the moral agent accomplishes a noble ob-
jective while justifying his decision economically
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by having the commercial lucrative fare subsidize
the sustaining programs directed at children.

This veil of ignorance, though perhaps a
romanticized parable, encourages the devel-
opment of a system of ethics based on equality
according to what individuals deserve rather
ﬁumb special privilege. This is an egalitarian
idea, an admonition that king and knave alike
must submit to the throne of moral judgment
and that justice should not be meted out arbi-
trarily. In other words, there should be no
double standard of ethical treatment unless
there is an important and morally defensible
reason to discriminate. This principle is partic-
wlarly refevant to journalists, who must make
decisions about news coverage of individuals
of diverse backgrounds, from the famous to
the ordinary.

Feminist Ethics

Historically speaking, ferninist ethics is a rela-
tively new field of inguiry and at first glance
may evoke images of moral behavior based pri-
marily upon our biological predispositions as
males or females. Or as one ethicist who has ex-
plozed this issue thoroughly inquired: Is there
something distinctively male about ethics, or about
the way in which we currently understand ethics?
Is ethics really something that can properly take
forms that differ according to gender?* While
some feminist ethicists have explored these en-
ticing questions,'® feminist ethics is primarily a
critigue of traditional theories of ethics and
morality.!® It is an atterapt “to revise, reformu-
late, or rethink those aspects of traditional west-
ern cthics that depreciate or devalue wornen's
moral experience”!’

Feminists complain that traditional accounts
Wum ethics are deficient because they focus primar-
m% on the public realm, our political and social
interactions in the marketplace, rather than the
private domain of interpersonal relationships.
This occurs, in the ferminist view, because con-
ventional theories of ethics (formulated, inciden-
tally, by males} omit some important concerns.

Take, for example, the following dichotomies:
reason versus emotion, impartiality versus attach-
went, ad pure justice versus caring. In general,
the public realm is characterized by reason, im-
partiality, and justice, the private realm by emo-
tion, particularity, and caring. Feminist ethicists
assert that traditional theories are concerned only
with the first in each pair of these dichotonies
but that both: are essential to a fully developed
moral life.®

“The feminist critique has made a valuable
contribution to the study of ethics because it
reminds us of the complexities of our moral
development and the connectedness of our
public and private lives. In this respect, feminist
ethics has expanded our ethical horizons and
can provide some valuable insights for media
professionals. The moral environment of prac-
ticing journalists, for exarnple, is usually typi-
fied by reason and impartiality, but there are
times when emotion and attachment must sur-
face as moderating influences. In fact, the read-
ers of this book are admonished that, despite
the preaccupation with moral reasoning in re-
solving the ethics cases at the end of Chapters
4-13, in the real world emotion and intuition
are vital sources of the moral sense that ani-
mates our ethical behavier.

The Rise of Relativism

Partially in response to the absolutist ideas of
Kant, a school of philosephers has arisen es-
pousing the virtues of relative values. These
thinkers have rejected the approach of basing
moral choice on immutable values.

Bertrand Russell {1872-1970) and John
Dewey (1859-1952) are the most notable pro-
ponents of this philosophy, sometimes referred
to as “progressivism.” Dewey, in particular, is
credited with (or blamed for, depending on your
point of view) convincing the public scheols in
the United States that they should not be preoc-
cupied with inculcating moral values in their
students. Of course, there are those whe believe
that this progressivist movement has worked to
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the detriment of the moral stability of youth.
This movement may also explain wiy, until re-
cently, the teaching of ethics in public schools
was looked on with suspicion.

Relativists believe that what is right or good
for one is not necessarily right or good for an-
other, eves under similar circumstances. In other
words, moral agents determine what is right
and wrong from their own point of view but
will ot jadge the adequacy of others’ ethical
judgments.’ Relativists have the attitade that
“P]| determine what's right for me, and you can
decide what's right for you”

Carried to its outer limits, relativism can
lead to moral anarchy by which individuals lay
Jaim to no ethical standards at all. A less ex-
sreme view, however, is held by those who be-
lieve in certain moral principles, suck as telling
the truth, but are willing to deviate from them
if certain circumstances warrant. Thus, the
term situation ethics has entered our moral lexi-
con 20 Situationists decide on a case-by-case
basis whether it is expedient to deviate from the
rule. This is ad hoc decision making at its wozst
and can hardly be used as a model of ethical
decornm. Professor Bert Bradley offers this
negative assessment of situation ethics: “It ap-
pears that situation ethics has an unsettling
ability to justify a number of diverse sitnations.
It is not difficult to see how situation ethics can
be used to rationalize, either consciously or un-
consciously, decisions and actions that stem
from selfish and evasive origins”?!

John Merrill, one of the nation’s leading
scholars on the philosophy of journalistm, agrees
with Bradiey. Writing in The Imperative of Free-
dom, he refers to this approach as “nonethics™

When the matter of ethics is watered down to
subjectivism, to situations or contexts, it loses all
meaning as ethics. If every <ase is different, if
every situation demands & different standard, if
there are no absolutes in ethics, then we should
scrap the whole subject of moral philosophy and
simply be satisfied that each person run his life
by his whims or “considerations” which may
change from siteation to situation.”

ETHICAL THEORIES
IN MORAL REASONING

From the foregoing discussion one could con-
struct many different approaches to evaluating
ethical behavior. But the perspective to which I
amn committed in this text is derived from three
Kinds of ethical theories, based primarily on the
teachings of Aristotle, Mill, and Kant. Thus, the
guidelines that will be used in the moral reason-
ing model presented later in this chapter fall into
three categories: deontological {duty-based} the-
ories, teleological (comsequence-based) theories?
and virtue theories, represented by Aristotle’s
golden mean.

Deontological (Duty-Based) Theories

Deontologists {derived from the Greek word
deon, or “duty”) are sometimes referred to as
“nonconsequentialists” because of their empha-
sis on acting on principle or according to certain
aniversal moral duties without regard to the
good or bad consequernces of their actions. The
most famous deontologist is Kant. As noted ear-
lier, his fundamental moral principle is his cate-
gorical imperative, which is based on moral
rules that should be universally applied and that
respect the dignity of people.

According to this duty-based theory, prohi-
bitions against certain kinds of behavior apply,
even if beneficial conseguences would result.
Rather than focusing on the consequences {after
all, fout deeds might produce good results), de-
ontologists emphasize the comumnitment to prin-
ciples that the moral agent would like to see
applied universally, as well as the motive of the
agent. Thus, in this view Robin Hood would
have been a villain and not a hero for his rather
permissive approach to the redistribution of the
wealth, Duty-based theories do not approve of
using foul means to achieve positive ends. The
moral agent’s motives are important. According
to Kant, people should always be treated with
respect and as ends unto themselves, never as
means to an end. Simply stated, the ends do not
fustify the means!
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Because of their emphasis on rules and
commitment to duty, deontological theories are
sometimes referred to as “absolutist,” admitting
of no exceptions. Under a duty-based approach
to ethical decision making, for example, re-
porters would not be justified in using decep-
tion in ferreting out & story, and Holiywood
producers could not defend their use of gratu-
itous sex or violence just to achieve higher rat-
ings or audience appeal. It is little wonder that
many media practitioners dismiss this abso-
Jutist approach as unrealistic and even as  threat
to their First Amendment rights.

Nevertheless, duty-based theories do have
some advantages. First, concrete rules that pro-
vide for few exceptions take some of the pressure
off moral agents to predict the consequences
of their actions. There is 2 duty to act according
to the rules, regardless of the outcome. Second,
there is more predictability in the deontelogi-
cal theories, and one who follows these ideas
consistently is likely to be regarded as a truth-
ful person.

In addition, rules can be devised for special
circumstances to take some of the ambiguity out
of ethical decision-making.?* For example, in
cases in which reporters refuse to divuige the
names of their sources to a court, even when
these sources may have information relating to
the innocence of a criminal defendant, a special
rule might be devised to compel disclosure on
the ground of justice to the defendant. Such rules
would then have to be applied in all such circam-
stances, without regard to consequences in par-
ticular situations. The problem is that such rules
often collide with other fundamental principles,
such as the obligation to keep one’s promises.

This situstion Hustrates one of the short-
comings of duty-based theories. In cases in which
a conflict exists between two equally plausible
rules, deontologists have a difficult time resolv-
ing the moral standoff. The “Heintz dilemma”
described in Chapter 1, in which Heintz was
trying to decide whether to steal an expensive
life-saving drug for his terminally ill wife, is an

example of such a rule conflict. Deontologists
do not provide very satisfactory solutions to
this problem.

In addition, even when there is no rule con-
flict, it is sormetimes difficult to apply general
principles to specific unusual circumstances,

_For example, should a TV reporter knowingly

hroadeast false information at the request of
the police to save the life of a hostage being held
at gunpoint? Most of us would probably vote in
favor of doing anything to save the life of the
hostage, but strictly interpreted duty-based the-
ories might suggest otherwise.

1t can also be argued that moral duties can-
not be separated from the consequences of fal-
filing those obligations. For example, the
reason that the daty to tell the truth is such a
fundamental principle is that truth telling pro-
duces good consequences for society. And even
Kant, despite his condemnations of consequen-
tial reasoning, sometimes acknowledges the
link between universal moral duties and the
positive consequences of carrying out those
ethical responsibilities.

Nevertheless, from this description it would
appear that the Kantian approach to ethical de-
cision making is teo uncompromising for the
complex wortd in which we live and would thus
not provide a sound theoretical foundation for
moral reasoning. However, the contemnporary
interpretation of deontological morality re-
flects a more liberal attitude and suggests that
we have a duty to obey specified rules unless
there is a compelling reason not to do so. In any
event the burden of proof is on the moral agent
to prove that an exception is justified in ex-
treme or rare circumstances, such as telling a lie
to prevent a murder.

Teleological (Conseguence-Based)
Theories
Teleological, or conmsequentialist, theories are

popular in modern society. They are predicated
on the notion that the ethically correct decision
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is the one that produces the best consequences.
Consequentialists, unlike deontologists, do not
ask whether a particlar practice or policy is al-
ways right or wrong but whether it will lead to
positive results.

There are, of course, variations on the teleo-
logical theme. At one extreme are the egoists,
who argue that moral agents should seek to
maximize good consequences for themselves,
They should, in other words, look out for num-
ber one.26 But as suggested in Chapter 1, egoism
should be rejected as z viable avenue for moral
hehavior because it is based essentially on seif-
interest.

At the other extreme are the utilitarians,
represented primarily by the writings of philoso-
phers such as Mill. As noted previously, utilitar-
sans believe that we should attempt to promaote
the greatest good {the most favorable conse-
quences) for the greatest number of people. Utili-
tarianism is appealing because it provides a
definite blueprint for making moral choices.
‘When confronting an ethical dilemma, moral
agents should analyze the benefits and harms to
everyone {including themselves) affected by the
decision and then choose the course of action
that results in the most favorable outcome for
the greatest namber.

Appeals to the public interest to justify cer-
tain unpopular decisions by media practitioners
is a conternporary manifestation of utilitar-
ianism at work. Thus, a socially beneficial conse-
quence is sometimes used to justify an immoral
means. Reporters who accept illegally recorded
conversations from news sources on the ground
of the “public’s right to know” are attempting
to justify what they believe to be good conse-
quences, even though the means of accomptlish-
ing the ends are rather questionable.

Another aspect of teleological theories, par-
ticalarly utilitarianism—and one that is often
overlooked—-is the focus on minimizing harm.
Consequentialists recognize that difficult moral
choices sometimes cause imjury to others.
When news stories are published that reveal
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embarrassing facts about private individuals, the
potential for harm is great. On balance, the con~
sequences for the public might be greater than
the harm to the subject of the story, but the re-
porter has a moral obligation to inflict only the
harm required o put the story mto perspective.
To do more would be merely an appeal to the
rorbid curiosity of the public. For example, a
story concerning a malpractice sujt should not
include allegations concerning the doctor’s per-
sonal Yfe unless these facts relate directly to
questions of the physician's negligence or profes-
sional competence.

The consequentialist approach to resolving
ethical questions does have a certain appeal. It
is more flexible than the duty-based theories
and allows greater latitude in prescribing solu-
tions in difficult situations. Teleological theories
also provide a clear-cut procedure for con-
fronting moral choices through listing the alter-
natives, evaluating thejr possible consequences,
and then analyzing ¢ach option in light of its
impact on others.

However, some people object to these theo-
ties on the ground that they rely too much on
unknown results and the predictive powers of
moral agents. How can we know, for example,
that the government’s withholding of vital in-
formation relating to national security will be
in the best interest of the American people?

Another cbjection to consequentialism is
that it does not always take into account the
special obligations to individuals or small groups
that may conflict with our moral duties to so-
ciety at large. Media practitioners who are in-
tent on producing the greatest good for the
greatest mumber of people often overlook the
needs of special audiences, This neglect re-
sults in a form of artistic majoritarianism, in
which minority needs are slighted in the media
marketplace.

Despite these objections, consequentialist
ethics is a valuable tool in moral reasoning, be-
cause it does force us to weigh the impact of
our behavior on others. It provides a rational
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means for extricating ourselves from the confu-
sion of nule conflict and thus helps to demystify
the process of ethical decision making.

Virtue Theories: Aristotie’s
Golden Mean

Although duty-based and consequence-based
theories differ in many respects, they have one
thing in common: They are concerned with
standards and principles for evaluating moral
behavior. They focus on what we should do, not
on the kind of person we ought to be. The an-
cient Greeks, on the other hand, were more
concerned with character building than with
what we think of as moral behavior. Plato and
Aristotle viewed the acquisition of virtuous
traits as central to morality. They believed that
acts performed out of a sense of duty did not
necessarily reflect a virtuous character, Theo-
ries that emphasize character are often referred
to as virnze theories.

However, if virtue theories are directed at
the building of moral character—a fong-term
proposition, at best—what relevance can they
have for moral reasoning, which is a systematic
means of arriving at ethical judgments in spe-
cific situations? How can virtue ethics assist us
in confronting the moral dilemmas posed by
the cases in this book?

Many writers in philosophy have rejected
the idea that virtue ethics has an independent
and primary status—that it can be useful in the
process of moral reasoning.’” However, one
helpful theory can be extracted from virtue
ethics: Aristotle’s theory of the golden mean,
discussed earlier. The golden rean provides a
moderate solution in those cases in which there
are identifiable extreme positions, neither of
which is likely to produce satisfactory resuits.

Aristotle’s golden mean, however, is not
analogous to the kind of weak compromise or
middle-of-the~road “waffling” that one finds in
political circles. The mean is not necessarily
midway between the two extremes, because a
moral agent must sometimes lean toward one

extreme or the other to correct an injustice.
Thus, an employer might be justified in giving
larger pay increases to some workers than oth-
ers in order to remedy the effects of past salary
inequities. As Clifford Christians and his col-
leagues have observed in their casebook, Media
Ethics: “The mean is not only the right quan-
tity, but it occurs at the right time, toward the
right people, for the right reason, and in the
right manner. The distance depends on the na-
ture of the agent as determined by the weight of
the moral case before them.”?

Aristotle’s approach to achieving a virtu-
ous resolution of a dilemma is exemplified by
the Federal Communications Commission’s
approach to regulating broadcast indecency.
Although federal law prohibits the transmis-
sion of indecent material over radio and TV,?®

_the commission has decided to prohibit such

content only during times of the day when
children are likely to be in the audience—an
approach endorsed by the Supreme Court in
1978.3¢ This time period, which has actually
shifted over the years, is referred to as the “safe
harbor”

At one extreme is the “vice” of doing noth-
ing and allowing the airwaves, which carry pro-
grams into the privacy of the home, to become 2
24-hour repository of scatological language in-
discriminately broadcast to children: and adults
afike. At the other extreme is a total ban on such
program fare that could result in censorship of
some speech with literary and artistic value, as
well as speech Jacking in any discernible social
worth. Thus, the safe harbor is an attempt, in a
libertarian society, to achieve a balance between
the extremes of moral anarchy on the airwaves
and moral prudery that manifests itself through
overzealous government regulation. Although
the remedies are legal ones, it is clear that the
golden mean has widespread application in
the unpredictable drama of human affairs,
Aristotle, it seems, continues to speak to us
through more than two thousand years of his-
tory, thus affecting our destiny and our views
on raoral virtue.
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CRITICAL THINKING
IN MORAL REASONING

Understanding the context of an ethical situa-
ion and the philosophical foundations of moral
theory are necessary but insufficient for sound
moral reasoning. There must also be critical
thinking about the dilemma. Critical thinking
is the engine that drives the moral reasoning
machinery and thus leads us away from knee-jerk
reactions and toward a more rational approach
to decision making. There is nothing more
frustrating than chassroom discussions in which
students express their opinions about ethical is-
sues without having thought critically about
thern. This is not to suggest that such discus-
sions should end with a consensus on the cor-
rect couzse of action. It does mean, however,
that most of the time should be devoted to ana-
lyzing and evaluating the reasons for the ethical
judgments rendered.

Critical thinking is not a mysterious phe-
nomenon, available only to philosophers and
others of superior intellect. We do not ali pos-
sess the talent to become athletes, musicians, or
great iterary figures, but we do all possess criti-
cal-thinking abilities.”? And because critical
thirking is 2 skill, it can be learned. The moral
reasoning model outlined in the next section is
designed to encourage the learning of this skill,

Critical thinking, like the moral theories de-
scribed eatlier, has a long and honorable tradi-
tion in Western history, tracing its origins to the
ideas of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. Like his
teacher Plato, Aristotle believed that moral
principles separating right from wrong could
be derived through the power of reason. To
these ancient Greeks skepticism was 2 healthy
occurrence, because it led to relentless gues-
tions about the meaning of moral virtue. Thus,
critical thinking involves, to some extent, learn-
ing to know when fo question something and
what sorts of questions to ask, Some of the re-
cent political scandals in Washingtor: (the most
egregious of which are often accompanied with
the suffix “-gate;” a candid reference to President

Nixon’s Watergate scandal) might have been
avoided if the deviant public officials had criti-
cally questioned the propriety of their conduct.

Critical thinking begins with something to
think critically about, In other words, there
must be knowledge of the subject to be evalu-
ated. For media practitioners engaged in moral
reasoning, this knowledge would include an un-
derstanding of the facts and context stirround-
ing a particular case, and some comprehension
of the principles and practices of their own pro-
fession, as well as the moral theories that might
be brought to bear on ethical decision making.
For example, students of critical thinking about
media ethics (and this includes you, as you at-
tempt to resolve the hypothetical cases in this
book) cannot critically examine the use of de-
ception in news gathering unless they under-
stand the role of the media within society and
the ethical norms that the industry itself has
established for sanctioning or condemning such
behavior. It would be expedient to offer an
opinion that reporters should be held to the
same standards as the rest of us, but this state-
ment neither answers the question of “why” nor
allows for any reasonable defense of an excep-
tion to the general rule.

Second, critical thinkers must be able to
tdentify problems {or in the case of this text, to
recognize ethical issues) and to gather, analyze,
and synthesize all relevant information relating
to those problems. They must alse be able to
identify all stated or unstated assumptions con-
cerning the problems.

Finally, critical thinking also requires that
alternatives be evaluated and that decisions be
made. In so doing, the critical thinker must ex-
amine the consequences and implications of
the alternatives, each of which may have at least
some validity. In some respects, this is the mast
intimidating aspect of critical thinking, because
it requires that we make choices—choices that
may be subjected to severe criticism from others.
However, successful salespeople have learned
that the best techniques in the world fai} without
the ability to close the sale. The same is true of
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critical thinking. One can analyze (or study} an
issue to death, but at some point a decision
must be made. The hope is that it will be a well-
reasoned decision, based on the most rational
analysis of the situation,

In summary, the critical thinking compo-
nept of moral reasoning involves a three-step
process: {1) acquisition of knowledge and an
mwaﬁwﬁnmwﬁm of the context of the ethical
ditemma, (2) critical analysis of that knowledge
and a consideration of ethicai alternatives, and
{3) a decision based on the available alternatives.

The moral reasoning model cutlined in the
next section reflects the notions about critical
thirking described earlier and should be used in
exploring Part 2. Thus, the integration of this
mode] for ethical decision making with the case
.mma% method is a functional vehide for retreat-
ing from an ivory-tower approach to teaching
media ethics and for developing critical-thinking
mvu.mmmm that should awaken the powers of reason
within even the most reluctant indéividual.

AMODEL OF MORAL
REASONING

As noted earlier, moral reasoning is a systematic
process. It involves numerous considerations, all
of whick can be grouped into three categories:
(1) the situation definition; (2) the analysis of
the situation, including the application of moral
theories; and (3) the decision, or ethical judg-
ment. For the sake of simplicity I will refer to
this as the SAD formula®? There are, of course,
other models availeble, but the SAD formula
seems particularly adaptable to the needs of the
moraf reasoning neophyte.

However, this model can also be a valuable
ﬁ.v& in creating a discourse among media profes-
sionals. Some news organizations, for example,
regularly conduct sessions or hold discussions
on ethical problems. The SAD formula could be
cmm.m 0 respond to either hypothetical or real
muw_nmm issues, with individual reporters and
editors working through these problems. A dia-
logue with professional colleagues and a critique

from management personnel or an ombudsman
could follow.

The following explanation of this model is
designed with written case studies in mind, al-
though it can be used for oral discussions as well.
But written analyses, at least until one becomes
comfortable with the moral reasoning process,
help attune the mind to logical thinking and
sharpen intellectual faculties. Following the dis-
cussion of the SAD formula, a sample case study
is presented (in abbreviated form) to iHustrate
this approach to moral reasoning.

The Situation Definition

‘The situation definition is designed to identify
the ethical issue and fo list or examine those
facts, principles, and values that will be impor-
tant to the decision-making process. The first
step is to describe the facts and to identify the
relevant conflicting values and principles im-
plicated in this ethical dilerima. Sometimes the
conflicting values and principles will be obvi-
ous; at other times their discovery may reguire
some thought on your part. They will obviously
vary from case to case, but such things as truth
telling, the right to privacy, conflict of interest,
ﬁw.m right of the public to receive information,
fairness, justice, loyalty, media credibility, harm
1o others, confidentiality, and economic concerns
are representative of the values and principles
lurking in the hypothetical cases in this book.
Students of media ethics should also have an
appreciation for the role that competition and
economic factors play in decision-making in a
deadline-oriented environment. These “values”
are at the heart of the media enterprise and will
be a consideration in most ethical judgments. In

. the real world such factors often dominate. Bat

experience in moral reasoning, even within the
more sanitized classroom situation, can create
an appreciation for other values that should
be considered in rendering moral judgments. In
any event, the facts and competing values and
principles should be described in the situation de-
finition section so that they can be easily applied
to the analysis portion of your written case study.

second, there should be a clear statement of
the ethical question or issue involved. It provides
a logical lead-in to the analysis section and can
be done only after some understanding of the
facts. The question should be specific, not gen-
eral. For example, an issue statement regarding
whether a reporter should go undercover ina
Veterans’ Administration {VA) hospital to inves-
tigate rumors of unsanitary conditions might
be written as follows: “Is it ethical for reporters
0 conceal {or lie about) their identity to gain
employment at & VA hospital for the purpose of
investigating rumors of unsanitary conditions
at the facility?” When dealing with individual
cases, this form is preferable to a more general
question-—for example, “Is it ever permissible
for reporters to use deceptive news-gathering
techniques?”—because it relates to the specific
circmmstances and thus provides a more solid
foundation for debate. Of course, more general
questions are acceptable when debating broader
issues of ethical significance, such as “Is society
justified in passing laws that limit the distribu-
tion of sexually explicit material?”

A stazerment of the ethical issue would ap-
pear to be a simple task. But if you do not fully
nderstand the dilemma, dlarity of moral vision
will be replaced by confusion and uncertainty,
and the reasoning process will become defec-
tive. Tt is imperative that you spend a great deal
of time fleshing out all of the relevant consider-
ations for inclusion in the situation definition.
The time spent in brainstorming here will di-
minish the likelthood of faulty reasoning dur-
ing the analysis phase.

Analysis of the Situation
Analysis is the real heart of the decision-
making process under the SAD formula. In
this step you will use ail of the available infor-
mation, as well as your imagination, to exam-
ine the situation and to evaluate the ethical
alternatives.

There is surely no limit to the things that
might be included here, but any analysis of 2
media ethical dilemma should include at least

four considerations. First, there should be a dis-
cussion, pro and con, of the relative weights to
be accorded to the various conflicting values
and principles. This is a fertile field for imagi-
nation, and you should not be afraid to engage
in a cerrain amount of intellectual experimen-
tation, as long as your arguments are reason-
able and defensible.

Mext comes an examination of factors exter-
nal to the case situation itself that might influence
the direction of moral judgment. Or, as another
way of putting it, an external factor is one that
was there prior to the particular case at hand
and is likely to be there after the specifics of this
case are resolved. Tustrative of such factors are
cornpany policy, legal constraints, and the demo-
graphic composition of the local community,
which may determine how the citizens wilt react
to decisions made by media practifoners. For
example, reporters who electronically eavesdrop
on unsuspecting public officials in violation of
company policy (and possibly the law) may wn-
dermine their claim of moral virtue uniess there
is an equally persuasive countervailing reason for
doing so. Demographic considerations, for ex-
ample, might lead a TV station manager ina
predominantly conservative Catholic commu-
nity, for fear of protests, to preempt a controver-
sial network movie that probes too deeply into
sexual misconduct by members of the Catholic
dergy.

One external factor that is sometimes valu-
able in rendering moral judgments is an appeal
to precedent: “What do we normally do under
similar circumstances?” For example, if a news-
paper usually reports all misdemeanor viola-
tions, even those of public figures, on an inside
page, it must justify deviating from that prac-
tice in a particular circumstance, Otherwiss, it
will be suspected of ulterior motives or perhaps
even: malicious intent.

Third, you should examine the various indi-
viduals and groups likely o be affected by your
ethical judgments. In Chapter 2 we explored the
moral duties and the loyalties owed to several
parties: individual conscience, objects of moral
judgment, financial supportess, the institation,
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professional colleagues, and the various segments
of sodety. These parties should be weighed, or
evaluated, in terms of their relative importance
and impact on the ethical issue under considera-
tion. Of course, some may not figure in the moral
equation at all in some situations. Financial sup-
porters (advertisers, stockholders, subscribers),
for example, are usually concerned with issues
that affect their own weli-being, the financial via-
bility of the institution, or, in some cases, issues in
which they have a vested interest.

In Chapter 1 we noted the role that emotions
play in attitdes about ethical behavior. With all
of this talk about reason in moral decision mak-
ing, does that mean that our emotional side has
no role to play? Not at all. In fact, emotions often
do, and should, influence the evaluation of our
duties or loyalties to others. A reporter’s sympa-
thy {or perhaps empathy} for a victim of tragedy,
even when the reporter feels obliged to intrude
into the vicim's privacy, is an emotional re-
sponse but is also certainly & rational one. It
should be factored into the decision-making
equation, because actions taken with the inter-
ests of others in mind (rather than self-interests)
are a product of both our intellectual and our
emotional components.

Finally, the ethical theories discussed eatlier
should be applied to the moral dilemma, Examine
the issue from the perspective of consequences
(teleclogy), duty-based ethics (deontology), and
Aristotle’s golden mean. In these cases in which a
particular approach might not be applicable—for
example, where there does not appear to be a
middle ground—you should also note this in the
analysis, Fach of these theories should be evalu-
ated with the idea of rendering what, in your
opinion, is the most satisfactory ethical judgment.

Decision

In the final section you must make your decision
and defend your recommendation. Your discus-
sion should include an appeal to one or mare of
the moral theories outlined earlier. Keep in mind
that a deontologist and teleclogist might arrive

at the same decision, but they do so for different
reasons. For example, i you apply deontological
ethics to a case involving the use of undercaver
reporting, you would categorically oppose de-
ception as an acceptable news-gathering device.
Applying teleological ethics, you would weigh
the harms and benefits and might still conclude
that the use of decepsion in the case under con-
sideration is more harmful than beneficial. But
in this case you are focusing on the consequences
rather than on the universal rule that says lying
(that js, deception) is always wrong, In your de-
cision-making section of some cases, you might
also wish to point out that a particular course of
action conld never be justified under any of the
ethical theories described in this text.

Although your defense may be somewhat
redundant of some of the points outlined previ-
ously, it will serve to reinforce your arguments
and allow you to justify them with greater moral
certainty. In summary, the SAD formula for
meoral reasoning can be diagrammed as shown
in Figure 3.1.

Situation Definition

Dascription of {acts

Identification of principles and values
Staterment of athical issue or question

Analysis

Weighing of competing principles and values
Consideration of exiernal factors
Examination of duties to various pariies
Discussion of applcable ethical theories

|

Rendering of moral agent's decision
Defense of that decision based upon moral theory

Becision

Figure 3.1 The Moral Reasoning Process
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A SAMPLE CASE STUDY

The following sample case is based on actual
Grenmstances.? It concerns a deciston by edi-
tors at two newspapers o break promises of
confidentiality made to a news source by their
reporters. The discussion that follows is not in-
tended to exhaust ali possibilities for resolving
the issue; you are enconraged o add your own
perspectives. For example, one issue that could
be considered in this case is whether the re-
porters should have made the promises in the
first place. However, because our discussion fo-
cuses on the conduct of the editors as the moral
agents, any consideration of whether the promises
should have been made is omitted. Of course,
in this case we are playing the role of neutral
observer {and critic), whereas in the hypotheti-
cal cases in Part 2 you are asked to assume the
role of the moral agent.

Situation Definition
Six days before the Minnesota gubernatorial
election Dan Cohen, an employee of an adver-
tising agency working for Repubiican candidate
Wheelock Whitney, approached reporters from
four news organizations, including the Min-
neapolis Star Tribune and the St. Paul Pioneer
Press, and offered to provide documents relat-
ing to an opposition candidate for lieutenant
governor in the upcoming electiore. Cohen had
been encouraged by a group of Republican sup-
porters to release this information. In exchange
for a promise that he not be identified as the
source of the documents, Cohen revealed to the
reporters that Matlene Johnson, the Democratic-
Farmer-Labor candidate for lientenant gover-
nor, had been convicted of shoplifting twelve
years earlier, a conviction that was later vacated.
After discussion and debate, the editorial
staffe of the two papers independently decided
to publish Coher’s name as part of their stories
concerning Johnson. The Minneapolis paper
made this decision after its reporter had con-
tacted Cohen to ask whether he would release
the paper from.its promise of confidentiality.

Cohen refused. In their stories, both papers
identified Cchen as the source of the court
records, reported his connection to the Whitney
campaign, and included denials by Whitney
campaign officials of any role in the matter. The
same day the stories were published Cohen was
&ived. The editors justified their decision on the
grounds that (1} Cohen's actions amounted to
nothing more than a political dirty trick, and
thus his motives were suspect; (2) Coben’s name
was essential to the credibility of the story; and
(3} reporters should not make promises of con-
fidentiality without authorization from their
superiors.”*

Cohen sued the papers for breach of con-
tract and won a jury award of damages. The
U.S. Supreme Court eventually ruled 54 that
such promises of confidentiality are legally en-
forceable. Although Cohen won his lawsuit, the
ethical issues surrounding the newspapers’ de-
cision to break the promise of confidentiality
and publish his name remain.

The moral agents in this case are the editors
of the two papers, because they are the ones
who breached the promise of confidentiality.
{There is also an ethical question on whether
the reporters should have promised confiden-
tiality in the first place, but that isn't an issue
here because this case focuses on the editors’
conduct.) Is this case the conflicting values and
principles are not too difficuit to identify. On
the one hand, there is the right of a source to
expect a news organization to honor a promise
of confidentiality. And closely connected to this
expectation is the value of reporter autonory—
that is, a news organization’s obligation to honor
promises made by its reporters. The value of
loyalty is also implicated, because a newspaper’s
refusal to honor commitments made by its re-
porters could create morale problems and discord
within the newsroom. Because arguably the
public has a “need 1o know” anything about po-
litical candidates that Taight affect their fitness
for office, the use of anonymous sources {an
sometimes be justified to obtain such informa-
tion. On the other hand, the use of anonymous
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sources can erode the credibility of a news orga-
nization. Thus, the “need to know” principle
might also be used to justify publication of
Coher’s name so that readers can consider the
source’s motivation in releasing this information.
_ Moreover, the editors felt that Cohen’s mo-
tivation was newsworthy; they thus believed
that it provided journalistic balonce {or symme-
try} to the potentially damaging information
concerning the Democratic candidate.

The harm principle is also implicated in this
case. At a minimum the parties who might be
harmed through a breach of confidentiality are
Cohen, Cohen’s employess, and the credibility
of the reporters themselves and perbaps their
paper. On the other hand, if the promise is
E.wwv Johnson could be injured in her electoral
bid, although it isn’t clear what effect such a
specious charge might have on her campaign.

Thus, the ethical issues are as follows:
.m 1) Were the editors ethically justified in breach-
ing the promises of confidentiality made by
their reporters? (2) Are such promises made
by reporters, without authorization from
management, morally binding on their news
organizations?

Analysis

Evaluation of Values and Principles. One
could argue that the reporters should never
wmﬁ.ﬁm&n the promise i the first place, but the
fact is that they have done so and now the edi-
tors (the moral agents) must decide whether to
honor that promise. Because breaking promises
should never be taken lightly, any breach of a
promise must be based on some other overrid-
ing principle. Can the editors absolve them-
selves of responsibility simply by refusing to
honor the promises made by other staff mem-
bers? w.aovm_um% not, because the average news
source is unlikely to distinguish reporiers from
the organizations for whom they work. If they
enter into an agreement with a reporter from
the New York Times, for example, they assumne
that the newspaper wiil honor that agreement.

Even if 2 paper’s policy requires an editor’s ap-
proval before any such agreement is made—
and the reporter violates that policy—that is a
management problem for the paper and should
not have to be a concern for the source.

) Thus, if the editors in this case are justified
in breaching confidentiality, their decision must
be based on some more compelling principle.
Was the information provided by the source of
such overriding public interest that a promise
of confidentiality was warranted? In this case,
the public’s “need to know” that Johnson was
convicted of shoplifting twelve years ago, a charge
that was fater vacated, is questionable, In fact,
the editors could have refused to publish the
story, thus avoiding the ethically controversial
an_mm.uo: to breach the promise of confidentiality.
But in so doing they might also be accused of
suppressing information.

Nevertheless, the editors apparently felt the
story was newsworthy because of Cohen’s mo-
tivation in damaging the Democratic ticket just
prior to the election. Cohen is obviously a key
mmﬁm in this campaign, and his involvement in

dirty fricks” (in the editors’ view) is newswor-
thy, .SE% in turn justifies publishing the infor-
mation concerning Johnson’s past. And because
of Cohen’s factics and out of fairness to Johnson,
the editors have concluded that the source’s
name must be included. They are appesling, in
om.ynm. words, to the fundamental journalistic
principle of balanced coverage of newsworthy
events. Although the paper might risk some loss
of credibility in not standing behind their re-
porters and perhaps even an erosion of loyalty
among their staff, the editors might argue that
the story itself lacks credibility without the
source’s name. In addition, the editors might in-
.&Emm some explanation to the readers concern-
ing the promise of confidentiality and the reasons
that they decided not to honor this pledge.
_Regardless of the editors’ decision, harm
will accrue to some of the parties involved. If
Cohen’s name is included in the story, he will
probably be fired. In addition, the credibility of
the reporters and the paper might suffer. Johnson
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couid be harmed, perhaps needlessly, by the re-
lease of this information, although it isn't clear
whether the electorate will hold her past against
her, especially because her record for shoplift-
ing was expunged. But the editors might argue
that including Cohen’s name and letting the
readers evaluase his motivation for themselves
might work to Johnson’s advantage, thus negat-
ing any potential harm to her from the story.

External Factors. One important factor exter-
nal to the facts of this case might be the absence
of any clear-cut policy on source confidentiality.
{This is considered an external factor because it
is a situation that apparently existed prior to
this case and that will remain after this issee is
resolved, unless the newspaper moves to imple-
ment a written policy on the matter.} The re-
porters apparently did not feel that they needed
to seek management approval, and this factor
could be cited in favor of reporter autonomy.
One might also point fo society’s attitude to-
ward political dirty tricks as an external factor
in favor of including Coherr’s name in the story.

Moral Duiies {Loyalties) Owed. Asnoted in
Chapter 2, media practitioners must take into
account the ingerests of six stakeholders—parties
6 whom: they owe an ethical duty—before ren-
dering an ethical judgment: the individaal con-
science, the objects of moral judgment, financial
supporters, their institution, their professional
colleagues, and society at large. Thus, the editors
in this case owed a duty, first, 10 their con-
sciences to do what is morally right. Unfortu-
nately, professional obligations and pressures
sometimes lead us away from what we would
consider to be the ethically virmous course of
action under other circumstances. In this case
the editors’ consciences should have spoken to
them clearly on the matter of breaking promises.
However, they might also have rationalized
their decision on the grounds that Cohen was
acting from impure motives. But again, if this
were a concern, they could have chosen to sup-
press the story. At this point, however, competi-
tive pressures could become a factor. If the story

is suppressed, other news organizations might run
the stozy, thus causing some journalistic embar-
rassment to the Minneapolis and St. Paul papers.
The moral agents in this case (the editors)
also owe a duty to those who are most likely to
be directly affected by this decision. These par-
ties are identified in the SAD formula as the ob-
jects of the ethical judgment. In this case Cohen,
Johnson, and the reporters are the major ob-
jects. The reporters promised Cohen anonymity,
and he acted on that promise in good faith. Re-
gardless of Cohen's motives, which were known
at the time the promises were made, the editors
owed a duty to the source to keep this promise
and to minimize harm. On the other hend, a
duty is also owed to Democratic candidate
Johnson, the target of the information provided
by Cohen. Although this information had the
potential for harming Johnson, the editors ap-
parently believed that out of fairness Cohen’s
name should be included. Tn this way readers
could decide for themselves, based on the source’s
questionable motives, what relevance to accord
this information in terms of the campaign. In
this way the harm to Johnson might be mini-
mized. The reporters are also objects in this case
because their editors’ fajlure to support them
could harm their professional credibility. It has
certainly eroded their relationship with the
management staffs of their respective newspa-
pers. One could argue that, in the absence of
any policy requiring management approval of
promises of confidentiality, the editors were
duty-bound to support their reporters.

Media practitioners must also be loyal to
their financial supporters—thase who pay the
bills. In the case of a newspaper the supporters
are primarily advertisers, although some rev-
enues are also derived from subscribers. Adver-
tisers rely on the media o help sell their products.
Newspapers have only their credibility to sell,
and a loss of credibility could resuit in an ero-
sion of circulation and reader suppost. It is
unlikely that, regardless of the editors decision
in this case, merchants would withdraw their
advertising, unless perhaps they were staunich
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supporters of one candidate or the other. But
over time an erosion of credibility could hurt
the newspaper’s bottom line.

The editors also owed a duty to their insti-
tution. Whatever their decision, they must take
into account how it will reflect on their respec-
tive newspapers. Because promises of confiden-
tiality have become a mainstay of investigative
reporting, any breach of such a promise will re-
flect unfavorably on the institution, unless this
decision is based on some overriding and more
important principle.

In most ethical dilernmas involving profes-
sionals, there is always the nagging question of
whether moral agents have complied with the
standards of their profession. Thus, they must be
loyal to their colleagues. In this case the editors
clearly violated acceptable practice, although the
breaking of promises to sources is not unheard
of. Bach such ethical lapse tends to erode the
credibility of the profession. Of course, editors
must have the flexibility to render judgments
contrary to acceptable practice for compelling
reasons. How would most editors have responded
in this situation? The question is whether the
reasons given for breaking the promise were
compelling enough to satisfy most journalists
who have always considered anonymous news
sources to be an essential ingredient in the news-
gathering process.

Finally, a duty is owed to socfety. Some jour-
nalists apparently believe that their unique roles
in sodiety entitle them to special moral exemp-
tions. But all media practitioners are bound by
the same fundamental principles as the rest of
us, and any deviation must be justified {as in the
case of any other societal member) by some
overriding principle. In this case, the reporters
made a promise, and any breach of that promise,
without some compelling reason, is a violation
of cultural norms. On the other hand, the editors
could argue that the reporters had no right o
make such a promise and that their obligation
Lies in the direction of journalistic fairness and
balance, which necessitated the inclusion of
Cohiery's name.

Moral Theories. A person rendering a moral
judgment has no benefit of hindsight. A Kantian
{deontologist) evalnating this case would follow
a rule that can be universally applied. The very
fabric of society is predicated, in part, on faith in
the promises of others. Thus, “never break a
promise” becomes a maxim that should be ap-
plied universally and that inchudes promises
of confidentiality made by reporters to news
sources. And in this case, the editors could not
absolve themselves of responsibility simply by
refusing to honor promises made by their re-
porters. The fact is that Cohen believed that he
was dealing in good faith with reporters who
came to the bargaining table with their employ-
ers’ full authority. A deontologist would argue
strenuously that the editors had a moral obliga-
tion to honor the promise and that perhaps they
should use this case as a catalyst for devising a
company policy requiring reporters to obtain
management approval before entering into a
moral contract (and perhaps 2 legal one as well)
with a news source.

This case can also be viewed from the perspec-
tive of anticipated consequences (teleology)—
that is, the relative benefits and harms for the
individuals or groups affected by this decision.
If the source’s name is mcluded in the story, the
greatest harm, of course, will zccrue to Dan
Coben. He will probably lose his job. On the
other hand, his motives are suspect. His will-
ingness to release such questionably relevant
information so close to the election is nothing
more than a dirty campaign trick. Therefore,
perhaps he deserves the consequences of his
ethically dubious behavior.

The Dernocratic candidate, Marlene Johnson,
could be hurt by the revelations, although the
electorate may attach little importance to a
twelve-year-old conviction: on a minor charge
that was overturned anyway. And whether
Cohen’s name is included in the story probably
won't alter this equation substantially.

Morale in the newsroom—and hence em-
ployee loyalty to the paper—could suffer as a
result of the failure of the editors to support
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their reporters. Perhaps the reporters used poor
judgment in making the promises in the first
place. But considering the questionable news-
worthiness of the information, perhaps the
story should have been killed. One could argue
that the breaking of a promise—which is a seri-
ous matter—could not, in this case, be justified
just for the sake of journalistic balance when
the story itself is of guestionable validity in the
overall scheme of the campaign.

Is any real benefit to be derived from this
breach of confidentiality that would outweigh
the harms described here? One could argue that
the incdusion of Cohen’s name might serve to
inform the public about the character of those
who are runming the Republican campaign.
And it sdll ise't clear whether this character
flaw is confined to Cohen or reflects on the eth-
ical stature of his employer. Therefore, the vari-
ous harms that will occur from this breach of
confidentiality appear to outweigh any modest
benefit that might result.

Decision

The foregoing analysis strongly opposes the
editors’ breach of confidentiality. Breaking a
promise is a serious matter. Credibility is a
mainstay of the journalistic enterprise, and the
failure of the editors to support their reporters,
even if the promises were ill advised, erodes the
credibility of both the reporters and the news-
papers. Promise keeping is a fundamental soci-
etal valne. And in this case a great deal of harm
can oceur without any comparable benefis, In
addition, an evaluation of the duties owed to the
various parties in this ethical dilemuia point, on
balance, in the direction of keeping the promise.
The sanctity of promises and credibility seem to
permneate the discussion of the loyalties to the
six parties identified here; and these were more
important, in this case, than the editors’ concern
for journalistic balance. Thus, the editors’ deci-
sion to break their reporters’ promises cannot
be supported under either a deontological or
teleological perspective.

SUMMARY

Moral reasoning is & systematic approach to
making ethical decisions, relying primarily on
logical argument and persuasion. Moral judg-
ments shouid be based on sound ethical theories
and should be defensible through a reasoned
analysis of the situation. The process of moral
reasoning requires knowledge and skills in three
areas: (1} the moral context, {2) the philosophi-
cal foundations of moral theory, and (3} critical
thinking.

First, the moral agent must understand the
context within which the dilernma has arisen.
This understanding includes some comprehen-
sion of the issue, the facts of the situation, the
values and principles inherent in the case, and
the social and cultural environment within which
the media operate.

Second, moral theory must be brought to
bear on the problem. The writings of the ancient
Greeks—Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle—and
those of John Stuart Mill and Immanuel Kant
provide the philosophical foundations for the
moral theories described in this chapter. These
theories are of three types: teleological, based on
the consequences of the moral agent’s actions;
deontological, in which moral duties and the
actors’ motives are more important than the con-
sequences of their actions; and virtue, focusing
on character rather than morat behavior in spe-
cific situations. For the purpose of the moral rea-
soning model outlined in this book, Aristotle’s
golden mean, which seeks a solution between the
extremes in a given situation, has been selected
as a practical example of a virtue theory.

Third, critical thinking is essential to moral
reasoning. Success in critical thinking requires
some knowledge of the subject, practice in ana-
lyzing and reasoning, and the willingness to
make decistons. )

Although there are many approaches to
moral reasoning, the model employed in this
book is the SAD formula, consisting of the situ-
ation definition, the analysis, and the decision.
The situation definition is a description of the
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facts, identification of the principles and values
inherent in the case, and a dear statement of
the ethical issue under review. The analysis sec-
tion is really the heart of the moral reasoning
process. In this tier of the SAD model, the
moral agent weighs the competing principles
and values, considers the impact of factors ex-
ternal fo the case facts themselves, examines the
moral duties owed to various parties, and dis-
cusses the application of various ethical theo-
ries. The final step consists of rendering the
moral decision. Here the moral agent makes a
judgment and defends it.
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