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An Explanation and a Method
for the Ethics of Journalism

Deni Elliott and David Ozar

he aim of this chapter is to help readers understand their responsibilities

as persons and as journalists, and to provide them with a framework for
addresaing the cthical issues that routinely arise in the practice of journalisrm.
Qe approach, which is informed by the basic tenets of Western ethical tradi-
tions and which borrows {rom Ozar's and Elliott’s previous works, develops
from Lhe abstract 1o the concrete.’ That is, we move from a discussion of the
purpose of journalism, and the specific values that emerge from that purpose,
to ideal relalionships and practice rules, and, ultimately. to a reconmmended
methed,

In doing this we assume what Michael Davis defends in chapter G—that
journalisim is a prolession and, thus, that its practitioners assume special role-
biased duties. Those dulies, [or journalists as for all professionals, are reflected
in but nol Tully captured by the respective code of ethics of each profession.
Codes, ax in the one developed by the Socicty lor Professional Journalists.” pro
vid s smapshot o s profession’s cthical norma. But, given their necessary hres-
ity and the elien political process by which they are developed, they cannot
privide o complete pichare.

Cur approach instead is empirical and normative; we explere what journal-
i does—its historically and politically prounded social lunction—and then
draw from this its core values. We then align these values with classical moral
injunctions not to harm and to respec) others' rights, from which emerges our
recommended method,

We want to stress the importance ol the cmpirical. Most philosophical eth-
ies |reatises bepin with alstract principles o which, ey insist, practice must
align. But it i the mare professional who learns their cthical duties in this
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top-down fashion. Rather, they learn from members of the profession in regu-
lar communicalion with one another about their practice, in their interaction
with the people e whorn they provide their services, and in the relationships
thal ermerge from all these interactions. New practitioners abserve how the
rnernlbers of the profession judge ome another’'s conduct, how the people whom
e profession serves judge their conduct, and how the larger society judges
anul reacts to all of this. And they imitate or avoid the behavior of professional
rile: rrndels, hoth positive and negative,

This is the most impaortant “classroom” for professional ethics. And itis in
this complex, ever-changing blend of interactions and communications, with
its cornmendations and criticisms, that the full details of the ethics of a profes-
siom are expressed and acquired. Vurther, as Christopher Meyers suggests in
the introduction to this chapter, the interactions that influence the formation of
ethics vary not only by prafession but by erganization. Thus, the ethics of the -
News York Times will differ, if cometimes only in subtle ways, from those of the
Washington Post or NBC News.

Mone of this, though, lends itself to easy articulation. Explaining what
ane has learned or is learning from the practice of a profession in interaction
with those they serve and the larger society depends on having some concep-
tual tools specifically designed for this purpese. In addition, having concep-
tual tools, which we call here a method of systematic moral analysis (SMA),
brings to consciousness some of the decisions that people penerally make
based on habit or intuition. Once the method of ethical decision-making is
brought to a conscious level, it is much easier to cnsure all cthically relevant
aspects are considered and, subsequently, to explain and defend the resulting
decisions.

Journalists make choices that cause emotional, physical, linuncial, or
reputational harm; such harm is built into jowrnalistic funections, Another
way of thinking of this is to note that, since journalism [ullills a vital zocial
function {see the essays by Stephanie Craft and Sandra Barden), journalists
have a duty to cause harm. Thus, they must be able o ellectively evaluate
when they can prevent or reduce harm, when such harm is fally justified, amd
how to explain their choices bath to those they harm and to the citizens they
aETYe.

We think the best way to unpack these concerns 15 fo ask three hasic ques-
tions: "Whom do the members of the profession serve?"; “What good do they
do for those they serve”; and “What is the ideal relationship hetween the pro-
fessional and the person served? The first two get at the purpose of journal-
ism, thereby revealing ils core values, which in turn inform the relationship
analysis, Thue [irsl Lwo also, it turns out, are so closely intertwined that neither
el them can Be answered satisfactorily antl a careful answer to the other
has been developed. Bub we need to hegin somewhere, and so we start with
the liesl
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Whom Does Jowmalism Serve?

One olwious answer to the question of who journalism serves would be that
journalisrn—ardld therefore journalists—serve readers, listeners, and vicswers in
the jensrralist’s society. That is, they serve the audiences of the various printand
electromic mudia by which journaliste communicate. This lirst clfort at an
anzwer sugests thal the practice of professional journalism includes anything
and everything thal one might speak about and is directed at anyone who hap-
pens to he listening. Bul this is not how journalism understands itselland, when
we are reflective aboul il, this is not how the rest of our society expects journal-
iz to he practiced. Thal is, this is not how the profession of journalism is un-
derstoned in the onpoing dialogue about journalism and its ethics in cur socicty.

A more informative answer to the question of who journalism comes [rom
journalists themseles: “the public.” Admittedly, these wards are somelimes
uzed to refer to everyone in the relevant society. But when journalists say they
serve the public, they use this expression with a specific connotation that ix
central to understanding journalism’s professional ethics, “The public,” in thix
context, refers, to a peographic population, a whole society, the whele group of
people living in a particular society al a particular time. Of course, the henefits
of journalists” expertise reach other persons as well, that is, peaple outside that
society; and journalists are pleased when their work assists these people. Rut
journalism as it is ordinarily practiced, and vspecially as it is understood in the
dialague about journalism and ethics in our socicly, is focused on the people of
our society” Dut what the people living in a society have in common, from the
point of view of journalism’s professional rele, is not that they happen to e
living in the same grographic location, bul that they interact with one another.
The public that journalists serve is Lhe people of that society, insofar as those
people are involved in public matters. This is the same public that we refer to
when we use the expression “public altairs.” For journalism, the public is the
people of the society specifically reparded as cngaging in actions that actually or
al least potentially affect ather persons in the socicly.

By contrast, members of many professions (e.g., doctors, nurses, and coun-
selors) serve primarily individuals, and their experlise benehits principally these
people, with other persons only indirectly invalved, There are members aof
other professions, such as elementary and secondary school teachers, who
serve amall groups of people primarily. But journalism’s commitment is to
serve “all the people,” the society as a whole, and to relale to that society pre-
cisely insofar as people’s actions actually ar potentially allect the lives of others
in the society, This is the public that journalism serves,

Some journalists’ audiences may in fact lne very small, but that is not be-
cause journalism as a profession views those it serves only in terms of small
sroups, Journalism’s commitment is to serve the whole population of a society,
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even when it turns out the andience is a small, specialized subgroup. Although
there is no hard and [asl line to be drawn, if a person serves a subgroup audi-
ence such that the inlerests of the larger society have no role, this person is
more likely to be viewed as an advocacy or public relations specialist rather than
as a professional journalist.

In this respect, journalism resembles public administration, which sirmi-
larly is always serving the whale population of a particular society al a particular
lime and place {althouph the ethics of public administrators derive lirst of all
from their role as public servants rather than from their membership in 4 pri-
lession). Thus, for example, if a newspaper published a stary that was of no
value to the public but served only to please the leaders of a particular company,
this would not be a proper use of the professional expertisc of the journalists
involved, even if the story was completely accurate. For thiz reason, such an
action would rightly be judged unprofessional and would be unethical unless a
very pood reason could be offered for setting aside, in this particular situation,
journalism’s professional commitment to serve the whole society.

What Good Does Journalism Do Those It Serves?

Having answered the question, *Whom docs journalism serve?" let us turn to
the second question, “What good docs journalism do for those it serves? What
things of worth, and what harms, does journalism produce? Th ask this ques-
tion more technically, what are the central values of journalism? ‘That is, what
are the social values journalisim ix cornmitted to praduce and, thus, what are
the ethical values journalists must crnlrace to schieve them?

Two answers leap lo mind: knowledme of the truth and information. Dut the first
of these proves imumedialely problematic. Fven apart from complex philosophical
questions about how one might measure truth or assure its delivery, most of what
ig offered as knowledge in our society is closely connected to very detailed expla-
nations of the evidence for the claim, the methods used to gather and process the
evidence, and the reasoning linking the evidence to the conclusion that is offered
a8 knowledge, Journalists, however, rarely have the oppartunity to delve into a
topic in great depthy; and even when they da, it is rare that a journalist can oller
the public all the evidence and reasoning that is needed to support a claim that is
offered as knowledpe. So it seems more accurate to say that one of the central
values of journalism that mood journalists provide to the public is information.

There are many kinds of information, even if we focus narrowly on infur
mation lor the public, 3z defined above. Does journalism’s cthics hold every
kind of information to be of equal value, or do different kinds of information
have different levels of ethical priority for the journalist?

Somne kinds of information are essential for people to lunclion as a society,
and the absence of such information makes it extremely diflicull for individuals
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to waork together in groups and for both individuals and gronps to give divection
tn the society and to effect important changes in the society when these are
needed. This is the kind of information thal both journalists and palitical theo-
rists have in mind when they tallk abowl journalism as an essential tool for
controlling governments’ abuscs of power and for preserving and growing a dem
ocratic society {see Craft's and Borden's casays in part twal. And it is people's lack
of access to such information that is decried in societies without an independent
press. Clearly there is a lot of inflormation alunt governments and other instity-
tions and centers of power in Lhe sockety—and ahout the persans wha hold offices
orin other ways wicld such power—that the people of any society need in order to
effectively funclion as a sucicty and pursue their collective or individual goals,

In addition, the inlormation a society needs to funchon effectively includes
information aboul mallers of safety. OF conrse, same threats to health and
phiysical well-being are recognizable using comman sense abservation, But,
especially in complex socictics like ours, there are many threats to health and
well-being that are nol casily identified, Peaple need such information to pro-
tect themselves and Lo minirmize the negative effect of things that are unavoid-
able, and thereby to be able to interact in dependable and effective wavs and to
achieve their collective and individual goals,

Fusther, as societies hecome morve complex, new forms of social and o
ganizational power arise that are not readily recognizable by commonscnse
vbsurvation hut that have the potential to harm people, either direcily or by
limiting their opportunities for change and growth. In such cascs, information
aboul the hases of power and the persons who wield it is somcthing people
necd in order to interact dependably and effectively to achicve their collective
and individual goals,

These are three examples of the kind of needed information that journalizm
i comenitted to providing to the society it serves.” In fact, as we caplain in maore
detail elow, itis this rale-related responsibility of providing necded information
thal. makes journalism unique.® Notice also that, while human socictics cer.
lainly have characteristics in commen, and therefore there are cortain catesories
al information that every society needs, it is alse true that sociclics are sipnif-
canlly different from one another. Therefore, ane of the central clhical values to
which journalists must be committed is undertaking discerning pursuit and
effective dissemination of needed information: they must recosnize and distin-
fuish the kinds of infarmation needed by the socicty being served and ensnre
that the information 1s effective and accurate and is hoeard and read.

In making ethical judgments, journalists are required by their professional
cthics to prioritize the discerning communication of needed information. The
secemek-highest priority is to provide information that enablus people to respond
ke their desires, specifically to the desires that the memburs of the society con-
sider to be caomman to everyane, or almost everyone, in the socicty, Two fairly
ohvious examples from LS. society are the value most people pluce on learning
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ahaut the generous and selfsacrilicing aclions of exceptional individuals, and
an hearing ar reading about leisure pastimes (sports, cultural pursuits, vaca-
tion opportunities, ete.).

These are areas of human lile thal are widely valued across our whaele soci.
ety and, because of this, are also widcly seen as honds within the society itself,
lherefore, when providing this information, it is reasonable far journalizm to
consider itself to be serving the public, rather than merely a number of indi-
viduals. Because journalists should be committed to providing information
related to commeon secial desires, they are duty-lound to he sufficiently attuned
to society's interests and to clearly, sceurately, and effectively convey the desired
information,

But the information socicly desires, though its value is widely agreed upon
in the society, is optional rather than needed for societal functioning or for pee-
ple to pursue their collective and individhial goa =, This iz the reason that, from
the point of view ol journalism's professional commitments, information
related to peeds oulranks information related to desives.

There are also many things that people might seek information about that
are neither matters of need nor matters of desires but are widely affirmed
across the socicty, These individualized interests can be called “preferences,”
and include those things we want to know about that do not have a signilicant
effect on the sirength of the society; that is, they affect it neither directly nor
because they are widely shared and so funetion to bond us. The expertise of the
journalist could e used to serve people’s preferences, but that is nol the reason
i sociely establishes and supports journalism. That is, providing information
aboul people’s preferences is not a central value of journalism.

The Fact that infrrmation about people’s preferences is not a central value
ol juurnalism is another reason that, as in the earlier example, it is argualily
a mizuse of professional expertise to report on something that benefits only =
subgronp of society. Por in that cage, it is the group's preferences rather than the
needs of the society or the common desires of the public thal are being served.

In addition to providing information the sociely needs and information
abwut the cornman desires of the society, there are two other contral values that
shwould b mentioned here. The first is awtonomy, Every profession cnaldes
those it serves to overcome aspects of powerlessness, to take (or resume) con-
trisl of something important in their lives, Many journalists arc uncomfurtahle
with a clairn they are somehow responsible to empower others, bul we see this
ax an indirect commitment: by doing their jobs well, by accuralely reporting on
vital information, and by acting as a watchdog of powerful institutions, journal-
ists enhance society members” autonomy.

Autonomy refers to a person’s or group's abilily 1o act on the hasis of the
values and goals that person or group has chosen. 1L correlutes closely with the
notion of selfdetermination, except that the expression “sell-determination”
does not naturally account for the values and goals thal proups strive to act on.
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When people lack needed information, pood journalism can provide the
pood ol the information they need and can thereby cnable people to act more
ellcetively to achieve their goals: prowiding people with information enhances
their autenomy, A great deal of journalism'’s conhancement of autonomy is
achicved by providing neaded information. Bul there are many ways in which
an individual's or a group’s autonamy can be diminished and, therefore, there
are many ways in which autonomy can be enhanced.

For caample, many people view themselves as prevented from acting on
their chosen values and goals by complex burcaucralic government ystems,
Reparting about persons who overcame bureancratic obstacles can help them
view thernselves as able to handle the challenge rather than passively give up.
Similarly, challenging these same gystems when they everstep their democratic
functions grants power indirectly to individuals and groups who may otherwise
feel impotent. In addition, some journalistic orpanizalions have used their
power over information, or their more direct social power, Lo get bureaucracies
b respomid o individuals or groups that the bureaueracy has been overlooking
or ignoring, thereby enhancing those persons’ or groups” aulonony,

A fourth central walue of journalism is compnnity building, In addition to
providing the zocicly with information and enabling individuals and groups to
art autonomnaously, it is also part of journalism's appropriale work to build the
honds of the socicly in other wayvs. "Human interest” storics arc an example of
stories that help build conununity. Consider stories about individuals or groups
ity the society who go oul ol Uweir way to help other individuals or groups in
need, Such stories conlribule W community building in two ways, They reas-
sure the members of the socicty that, even when they find themselves unable
to regpond ta a need, there are others in the society wha might assigl lhem
Even thotigh they may be unable (o help themselves, they are nol automalically
cut off from the concerns of olhers: they remain, even under difficult circumn-
stances, fellow members of the community. Second, such stories can also
motivate ather individuals or proups in the community to help others, either by
contributing effort or ather resources Lo the same goad cause o by acting more
energetically in relation to anather cause,

A second example of “human interest” stories that contribute to commu-
nity building is stories of persons sullering misfortune, even if there are no
special efforts being made by others Lo assist them when the story s reporied,
and stories of the admirable achicvernents of members of the saciety. Az Jacgui
Banaszynsld argues in chapter 16 of this volume, stories of other persoms” mis-
fortune can elicit empathy for those currently in trouble, and such feelings can
bind members of the community logether. Similarly, stories of achievement
can elicit feelings of admiration or cven pride that the person whao has suc-
ceeded in a particular achievernent is a member of one’s own saciety. In this way
such stories can contribute to communily building even if they do naot prorpt
readers to act in response. In fact, many who read or hear the story may nol
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themselves have the resources or epportunity to help thase whose misfortunes
are reported or may lack interesl in or the opporhunity to strive for similar
achievements. But eliciting empathy, like eliciting admiration or pride in others®
achievermnents, can cnhance the hond that joins peaple together as a society.

It is very possible, as every journalist knows, to report such stories in a fagh-
ion that is maudlin or scnsational or merely epo-bonsting and voveuristic, and
that therefore puls readers oll rather than enpaging them. But praperly reported,
human interest stories of this sort are cxamples of reporting that can build com-
munity and, by doing so, Tullill soe of the central values of journalism.

In summary, while ether values are undmubtedly important to good jour
nalisim {e.g., accuracy, good writing, a deep interest in the waorld and its people),
we conclude these [our b be central:

Making discerning pursuit and effectively disseminating necded
information,

Sufficiently attending to society’s pulse to clearly and effcclively convey
cotmion social desires,

Inhancing clients’ autonomy by reporting on vital information and achng
as a watchdog of powerful institutions, and

Drawing upon and powerfully conveving those hurman inlerest stories
that serve to build community.

With these values as the cove, we will now examine low thev best translate
inte ethically appropriate relationships,

The Tdeal Relatiomship between Journalism and Its Audience

The third category of professional obligation concerns the relationship ubween
journalists and journalistic organizations, on the one hand, and their audience,
those who read, hear, or watch the product of their efforts. This relationship
might seem to be quite straightforward. Either the audicnce reads, lislens, or
watches, or they don't. ‘That is. journalism should consider ils audicnee to be
active only in deciding whether to attend to the product that is preduced. Onee
that decision is made, the rest of the audience’s role is complelely passive, and
there is nothing ethically significant to consider except the obligation to emplay
the central values just examined when producing storics.

'Thiz could be the relationship between journalists and their audience. Bt is
it not the relationship that is built into the cthics of this prolession in our society.
The thesis of this part of this essay is that the ideal relationship, the one that jour
nalists are committed to building between themselves and the people they serve
iz a collaborative relationship. Viewing the rdationship as one in which the audi-
etice is simply passive, once it has choscn w read, listen, or watch, does not rep-
resent what journalists in our socicty arc ethically committed to working toward.
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Woe recopnize Lhere may be a gap here between what journalism’s ethics
ought te require in our sociely and what socicty, in dialogue with the profession,
currently does requice. This casay will propose that a collaborative relationship is
the ene Lo which professional journalists in our society are committed.

As the arguments in parts [and 17 of this bool attest, journalism is not
just a markelplace activity, Its historical significance and its importance to soci
ely and 1o political instilulions {all reflected in its First Amendment protec-
lions) show journalism o be, lirst and foremoest, a socially vital enterprise, and
only secondarily a profil-making business. Indeed, if this were not the case,
jrurnalism ethics would be just anether form ol business cthics, and there
winild he no need for books like this one,

Furthermaore, as noted above, woe apree with Davis™s conclusion thal jour-
nalism is o profession. Consequently, i1s practilioncrs have special obligalions
tiy their clients, in particular the olligation 1o make cicnls” best interest the
primary forus” Professional-cthics literalure has extensively cxplored which
relationship model best helps journalists fulfill this and other prolessicoal
nbligations: the comsensus favors a variant of the collaborative medel, which we
arlopt here: the way to understard the ideal relationship betwecn journalist and
audience is to see them as partners in judping whal inlormation iz needed,
what information responds o commen secial desires, whal conbances aulon-
oy, atd what builds commumity

I facus (for the sake of hrevity) on just one of these four, what does striv-
ing for a collaborative relationship inply about the information a society needs?
It implies that, while the journalist has expertise in gathering data for and
weighing the reliability of sources about a given story, the audience should he
expected to be plaving an active role in determining whether the result is
dependable and useful for meeting the society’s or 4 given group’s needs, That
is. the journalist should assume that the reader is capable, in a non-expert way,
of evaluating whether information is needed and whether the means used for
gathering it were legitimate and adequate. The journalist, thus, should include
in the reporting enough background about the information and its sources that
the audicnee can evaluate these,

The audience should not be viewed as passive in the sense of having no
shared interest with the journalist about the well being of the society {which
passivity tisks reducing their relationship to a commercial one): neither should
the audicnce be viewed as passive in the sense that the journalist’s ability so
excecds thal ol the audicnee that the audience should simply accept the jour
nalist's judgment ol relevance, dependability, and vsefulness. One component
ola collaborative relationship in practice is an openness on the part of journal-
falg and journalistic orpanizations to accept feedback from their audience. But
the feedlack they actually recelve Is not necessarily representative of the whole
audicnce, So, ol cven greater importance is the journalist’s efforts to under-
sland the audience in advance and to be responsive to the audience, especially
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regarding the audience’s judgments about the two moest important questions
about any information: its dependability and its uselulness to the society, Simi-
lar arguments can be given for the other three central values,

To put this point differently, siriving for a collaborative relationship with
one’s audience regarding needed inlormation requires that the joumalist
reflect caretully on how co-investigators can work together to gather facts and
interpret meaning, Clearly, onc thing thal is necessary is attending to the con-
tribution of the other, which means, in practice, that each offers the fruits of
his fher research and judgment to the other ax, first of all, 2 hypothesis to be
examined by the other, rather than as an already fimished product, And this
requires that, in presenling hisfher conclusions, each provides the other with
the sources of informaltion, the reasony for thinking them dependable, and =0
on, 5o the other can sec why the proposal is plausible as a hypothesis and can
evaluate it properly in the light of relevant evidence,

Sccond, iUis necessary that each investigator be open to the possibility that
his or her research and judgment are not comprehensive. 'Third, each investi
gator musl beas explicit as possible about the meanings that she attaches to
whal has een learned so others can interpret what is offered. 'These character
islics do not exhaust the characteristics of an ideal collaborative relationship,
bul they are a solid heginning and are suggestive of other characteristics that
will ke the relationship as collaborative as possible.

1 we have done our job well, we have answered the first three questions
critical to a method of ethical decision-making. We have addressed the purpose
of joirnalism by determining whom journalists serve, From this, we discerned
four central values, which in turn informed our determination of the ideal jour-
nualism—client relationship. Let us now turn to our practice rules and method.

Role-Related Responsibilities as an Ethical Guide for Journalisis

Like all other professionals, journalists have a basic oblipalion o meet the spe-
cial responsibilities attached to their role.” Paramount amonys these, as it is in
neatly all human contexts, is the obligation to avoid causing unjustified harm.
Journalists have ample opportunity to violate this principle; their expertize and
the social role they fill give them Lhe power 1o wreak consideralle damage,

Of course, professionals somelimes cause haren (hat is justified. For exam-
ple. a surgeon who removes the lep of someone with bone cancer is causing a
disability but is doing so with the paticnt’s consent and in the hope of saving the
patient’s life. A lawyer providing an adequate defense to the plaintiff in a libel
case may well cause harm to the defendant reporter and news arganization that
have published defamalory statements. But this harm 1= justified if it is caused
by a practitioner in the course of [ulfilling his or her unique role-related respon-
sibility, and if the responsibility cannot e met without causing such harm, So is
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it also the case for journalism when, for example, news organizations publish
the narmes and details of peliticians who have enpaged in corruption, ' The acfions
ofthenewsapencyarewithin the scope of theiruniguerole related responsihilities,
and they could not fulfill these responsibilities in any other way,

Thus, we need a systernatic moral analysis that will help us discern just
what the role-related duties are and whether associated harms are ethically jus-
fified. From Lhere, we provide four catepories ol action the practitianer shonld
exarnine when faced with an ethical challenge.

Twe Initial Questions

The SMA begins with a two part question:

What is the role-related responsibility of the prolession or practitioner?
If the intended action is among the rale-related respunsibilities of journalists,
will the intended action of the practitioner cause polential emotional, physical,
financial, ar reputational harm?

If the answer to the sccond part is “ves,” then journalists should consider,
o1 engage in a conversalion within their newsroom, Lo determine if causing
such harm is justified because it is the only way for them o fulhil] their role-
related responsihilities. Semetimes that call is easy ax in lhe above corrupt-
politician example. Or sometimes the call is easy for another reason. such as
becauge withholding the identity of a child wha has been sexually abused over-
rides the public's need 1o know, It is possible to narme an alleged perpetrator
tand thus provide an opporlunity for others ta come forward with additional
charges—which, in cormbination with the goal of protecting other patential vic-
tims is the reason the potential harm to the perpetrator is justilicd) without
identifving the children. In almoat all cases, news argamzations choose to avoid
causing that additional harm by identifying the child victim, 1f causing harm is
nol directly tied to role-related respunsibilities {e.g., the harmful riaterial or
embarrassing picture would he included just for the viewer's arnusement),
then, cthically speaking. the harm i nol justified.

Questions to Determine If Cansing Harm 1s Justified

Twe thousand years of thoughtfil analysis in the study of moral philasophy have
resubted in uselful questions for deterrmining when causing harm is justificd
and when il is not. The elassical philosophurs Aristotle, Immanuel Kant, and
Juhin Stuarl Mill are those mast offen found in journalism casebooks. While
these are nol the only influential philosophers, their primary concerns ard
methods resonale with the public and with the sucial practices of journalism arnd
many other prolessions, Questions hased on thoese philosophers, and one from
the influence ol lwentieth century femminist philosophers, follow. Texthooks oo
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aften give students a “grab bap" of these theorists' views, typically presenting
thern ag adversaries, amd then leave the student W sort out the respective {dis)
advantages. We helieve, instead, the theorisls, in lacl, agree on key points, even
if they come at them from different angles. We thus bring lopether their greal
thoughts ta make sure that aspects of an ethical concern are considered, ina
process we call “mixed formalism ™

If it is determined that a role-related actiom may cause harm, further analy-
sis iz required. Consider the fillowing questions to determine i causing hacm
is justified:

(1] Droes the intended action vespect all persons affected? Does il treat all
persons in the situation in a consistent and impartial way?

These questions are hased on the moral philosophy of Kanl an cighieenth-
century German philosopher. Kant taught that all persons were worthy of
respect because of their shared humanity, We know a ot abouat other people,
based on a kind of human analogy. | know that ather humany are like e in
that they generally want to avoid pain and death, if this were nat trie, torture
and terrorizm would not be posasible.

Bringing Kant into our SMA means that we need ta consider every person's
tight to avoid being caused unjustified harm. However, it is still ethically per-
mitted to sometimes cause people harm. For example, Kant believed stromgly in
the state’s right to punish those who disabeyed the law. Kant argued that people
who knowingly disobey the law or intentionally do the wrong thing, actually
chovse the consequences of their action and g0 deserve those consequences.

Respecting the humanity of everyone invelved in a situation means that
journalists should make choices they can defend no matter wha happens to he
the victim or beneficiary of their publication. Any harm caused to the story's
subject should be justified by the actions that the story’s subject brought om
himsell or herself, If citizens know that anvone in a similar situation would be
Lrealed siemilarly, then journalists are acting impartially,

{z) Ix cach person getting what he or she is entitled to? Does the intended
action promaole the aggrepale pood of the community?

These guestivns comce [rom the philosophical ethics of John Stuart Mill, a
nineleenth-cenlury British philosopher. Lilke Kant, Mill has great respect for
the irmportance of individual human life, bul he also discusses the importance
of promaoting the goud and the growth of the community.

Juzt as Kanl counscls thal we need to respect the humanity in every person,
Mill suys that one should [ocus primarily on the principles of justice when con
sidering how Lo Leeal people,

fza) Are people getting what they have a legal and moral right to? Arve they
petting what they deserve, including the outcomes of any promises made to
thern? Are Lhey being trealed impartially?

Only il the answor o all of these questions is *ves” is it ethically permitted for
soumeone who tnay cawse harm e an individual o consider the next question.
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{ah) What overall pood is promoted by thiz action?® Whal overall harm will
come i e action i3 not talken?

Notice that the gtress in this question is on the overall pood and the overall
harm resulting frorm an action; that is, both good and harm resull when we take
into account everpone relevantly affected by the action. This way ol asking the
iuestion i associaled with Mill and his predecessor in Ulililarian thinling,
Jeremy Rentharr. These thinkers are often {misjrepresented as having taught
that the standard ol clhical action is Do the greatest good [or the greatest
mumber.” But phrasing it this way can lead fo the inaccurate conclusion that
Mill thought it was okay Lo sacrifice one individual for the happiness of the
majority. Mill and Bentham both argued, however, that actions should promote
the aparegate pood—ihe good of the whale, which involves more than tallying
how many people are harmed and how many are helped or made happy.

hus, a profession’s role-related responsibilities express how the profes-
sion is expected to prowote the aggregate good. In the case of journalism, one
example of the agaregate goud is the information necessary for self-povernance
that the profession supplies. 11 the aggregate good is being promoted, then
even the pergon wha is beinp harned should be able to agree to the publicalion
of the information. For example, no burglar would want to have his aclions
reported: such reports are likely to make potential victims aware and vipilanl.
However, the burglar would want to be warned about someone who was a
potential threat to him. Reporting thus promotes the overall interest of the
burglar in addition to that of the larger society in that, at sorme point, the -
glar might be protected by the journalist's reporting,

However. imagine mnming a photograph of a tnother standing on the
streatand staring in hovror s her house in engulfed in Aames with her young
children still in it. We can hepin W see how applying the principles of justice
might protect this woman. [tis certainly lepal o printsuch a plota, butone roiphl
argue that this wornan has a maral right o be treated with respect and not to he
sbicctilicd in such a moment, The pain cauzed by publication of that phote ix
nel what she deserves, In addition, it is hard 1o irmaging how publication of this
phester would in any way promote the aggresale pood. Human interest stories
promete human bonding, but human homding olien occurs through the sacri-
fiee of an individual, The harm eaused to this individual {assuming that the
phott is published without her consent) would noet benelit her or people wha
mipht find themselves in a similar situation. People do net nead to see this
excrucialing moment in this woman's life to assist in Lheir self governance.

{1) What would your moral ar professional herocs do?

This question is inspired by Aristetle, who said that when we cannat figure
onl what 1o do, we should consult a person with practical wisdom. Profession-
ally, s well ag personally, itis good to have heroes, o have someone who exem-
plifies what it means to be a good journalist deing well. Choosing the action that
vinrr noral hero might choose leads one to consider whal is ethically ideal.
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{4) = each person in the situation getting what he or che needs? How can
we devise a solutiom that addresses each persan's needs, and mast particularly,
the needs of the most vulnerahle? Does the intended action promate relation-
ship, and does it promote community? Does it promate lrust among people? 1s
the process of decision-making itself respectful of evervone involved?

l'eminist philosophers throughout the ages, and most particularly in the
twentieth-century, have reminded us that it iz rarve that all people in a given
situation have equal power. Por the most part, there are vulnerable parties and
~ they should be cared for first. leminist philosophers tell us not to be distracted
by the influence of the powerful in society, and urge us to give voice to the
voiceless and to make sure that the parts of a community most likely to go
unnoticed be given attention,

By carefully examining our actions in terms of these questions and align-
ing the answers with our rale-responsibilities, we can determine into whicl of
the four kinds of action, as noted below, our proposed caurse of action falls.
Doing this carefully, whenever there is a complex ethical decigion to be made,
ig what we mean by gystematic moral analysis.

Ihe Goal of SMA: ldentifying Four Categories of Actions

Systematic moral analysis is the process by which thoughtful practitioners rea-
son through an cthical concern. Practitioners should have all available Facts
before they begin, understanding that all analysis is made with some degree of
uncertainty, We cannot have all the facts, ever, We cannot know how someone
might react to the publication of certain Facts; we can only male predictions,
bazed on our own experience and empathy. SMA is not a calculation that results
ina good/bad, right/wrong linal answer However, the rational base of this ype
ol moral analysis promeles consistent decizion-making that 1akes all factors
inte acceunl. Carclul reasening resulls in [our caleporics of possille aclions:

t. Ethically prohililed {IF would De just wrong to do cin this case, and
here iz why)

2. Ethically required (The practioner can fulfill role-related
responsililities only by taking one of these potential actions.)

4. Ethically perritted (The group of ethically permitted actions inchides
anly those that fulfill rele-related responsihilities without causing
unjustified harm; this group of actioms inchides those considered
“ethically required,” and also shows why different news orpanizations
rright choose different was of meeting their rolerelated responsibilities )

4. Ethivally ideal (These actions po beyend doing what is required or
perraitted in that ideal actions prevent or avedd harms rather than
merely not cansing thern, or they adidress other harms cansed.)
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& Professional-Ethical Decision Guide

W believe that everything to this point can be combined inlo a scl of questions
o assist journalists in professional cthical decision-making. The resulting deci-
sion guide looks like this:

step onE. Tdentify Lhe courses of action available to the journalist (or the news
arganization) in the situation. Do not examine only Lhe action presently under
consideration; use your moral imagination and the assistance of other persoms,
if poseible, tn determine what other courses of aclion might he undertaken.
Then earefully evaluate cach of them using the following questions.

.. Dovs the action Fulfill one or maore of the professional journalist's
role-related respongihilities?

a. Is lhe action serving the public, that is, the people of the secicly in
which the jowrnalist practices? Or are the actions serving only the
prelerences of an individual or subgroup within the society?

h. Dous the action address the central values of journalism? Arc
there olher available actions thal would more effectively maximize
these values for the public? T several central values are invoelved,
doew this action rank information the society needs above the
other values?

¢. Does Lhe action employ and facilitale a collaborative relationship
hetween the journalist and the audicnce? Or does it negate ar
inthibil such a relationship? Are there other available actions that
would do this better?

2. Will the aclion cause potential emational, physical, financial or
teputatioral harm?
3. ls causing this harm justified?

a. Does the intended action respect all persong allecteds Does it treat
all persons in the siluation consistently and impartially?

b. ls each person pelling what he or she is entitled Lo? Does the
intended action promole the good overall? Do the agent's actions
promote the aggrepale good of the compmnity? Arc people getting
what they have a lepal and moral right to haver Are Lhey getting
what they deserve, including the outcomes of any promises made to
them? Are they heing reated impartially? What overall good is
promoted ly this action? What everall harm will come if the action
is not taken?

c. What would your moral or professional heroes do?

d. 13 each person in the situation getting what he or she needs? How
can we devize a xolulion that addresses each person's needs, and
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sl particularty, the nedds of the most vulnerable? Does the
inlended action promote relationship, and does it promuole cornmu-
nily? Docs il promote trust anong people? Is the process of
decision-making itself respectful of everyone involved?

sTEP Two. Given the answers to the above questions, of which type is this
action® The finar possilile characlerizations are:

1. Ethically prohibited {1t would he just wrong to do x in this case, and
Mhere is why)

2. Elhically required {Only by taking ane of these actions will Lhe
practitioner be able to fulfill the role-related respomsibililics.)

3. Ethically permitted {1his group of actioms will overlap some of those in
the “cthically required” scope of possihilities; the actions thal are
¢lhically permitted are those that fulfill role-related responsibilities
without causing unjustified harm.)

4. Ethically ideal {These actions are those that go beyond daing whal is
required or permitted in that ideal actions prevent harems rather than
merely nol causing them, or they address other harms caused as well )
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