ROUTLEDGE
HANDBOOKS

=
o
c
=
=
m
o
(2]
m

The Routledge Handbook of
Mass Media Ethics

Second Edition

Edited by Lee Wilkins and Clifford G. Christians




THE ROUTLEDGE HANDBOOK
OF MASS MEDIA ETHICS

This fully updated second edition of the popular handbook provides an exploration of thinking
on media ethics, bringing together the intellectual history of global mass media ethics over the
past 40 years, summarizing existing research and setting future agenda grounded in philosophy
and social science.

This second edition offers up-to-date and comprehensive coverage of media ethics, includ-
ing the ethics of sources, social media, the roots of law in ethics, and documentary film. The wide
range of contributors include scholars and former professionals who worked as journalists, public
relations professionals, and advertising practitioners. They lay out both a good grounding from
which to begin more in-depth and individualized explorations, and extensive bibliographies for
each chapter to aid that process.

For students and professionals who seek to understand and do the best work possible, this
book will provide both insight and direction. Standing apart in its comprehensive coverage, The
Routledge Handbook of Mass Media Ethics is required reading for scholars, graduate students,
and researchers in media, mass communication, journalism, ethics, and related areas.

Lee Wilkins is Professor Emerita at the Missouri School of Journalism and Wayne State
University.

Clifford G. Christians is Research Professor of Communications, Professor of Media Studies
and Professor of Journalism Emeritus at the University of Illinois.



Taylor & Francis
Taylor & Francis Group

http://taylorandfrancis.com



THE ROUTLEDGE HANDBOOK
OF MASS MEDIA ETHICS

Second Edition

Edited by

Lee Wilkins
and

Clifford G. Christians

¥ Routledge
% Taylor &Francis Group

NEW YORK AND LONDON



Second edition published 2020
by Routledge
52 Vanderbilt Avenue, New York, NY 10017

and by Routledge
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon, OX14 4RN

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2020 Taylor & Francis

The right of Lee Wilkins and Clifford G. Christians to be identified as the authors of the editorial material,

and of the authors for their individual chapters, has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any
electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording,

or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only
for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

First edition published by Routledge 2008

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
A catalog record has been requested for this book

ISBN: 978-1-138-68132-3 (hbk)
ISBN: 978-1-138-68133-0 (pbk)
ISBN: 978-1-315-54592-9 (ebk)

Typeset in Times LT Std
by Swales & Willis, Exeter, Devon, UK



CONTENTS

List of Contributors
Introduction
LEE WILKINS AND CLIFFORD G. CHRISTIANS

PART I: FOUNDATIONS

A Philosophically Based Inquiry into the Nature of Communicating Humans
WAYNE WOODWARD

A Short History of Media Ethics in the United States
JoHN P. FERRE

Essential Shared Values and 21st Century Journalism
DEeNI ELLIOTT

Moral Development: A Psychological Approach to Understanding Moral
Decision Making

RENITA COLEMAN AND LEE WILKINS

On the Unfortunate Divide between Media Ethics and Media Law
THEODORE L. GLASSER AND MORGAN N. WEILAND

The Search for Universals
THoMAS W. COOPER AND CLIFFORD G. CHRISTIANS

Justice in Media Ethics
SHAKUNTALA RAO
PART II: PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE

Truth and Objectivity
STEPHEN J. A. WARD

iX
X1

16

30

43

59

73

88

101



Vi

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

CONTENTS

Photojournalism Ethics: A 21st Century Primal Dance of Behavior, Technology,
and Ideology
JULIANNE H. NEWTON

Diversity Requires Ethics Change
GINNY WHITEHOUSE

The Ethics of Advocacy: Moral Reasoning in the Practice of Public Relations
SHERRY PACK BAKER

The Ethics of Propaganda and the Propaganda of Ethics
Jay BLack

Exploring Latin American Advertising Ethics: Legislation and Self-Regulation
SALVADOR R. VICTOR

Moral Problems and Ethical Issues in China’s Media
JIANG ZHAN

Perspectives on Pornography Demand Ethical Critique
WENDY WYATT AND KRISTIE BUNTON

Violence
PATRICK LEE PLAISANCE

The Eroding Boundaries between News and Entertainment and What They Mean
for Democratic Politics
BRUCE A. WILLIAMS AND MICHAEL X. DELLI CARPINI

What Can We Get Away With? The Ethics of Art and Entertainment in the
Neoliberal World

ANGHARAD N. VALDIVIA
Culture Is Normative
CHAD PAINTER
PART III: CONCRETE ISSUES

Justice as a Journalistic Value and Goal
DaviD A. CRrRAIG

Transparency in Journalism: Meanings, Merits, and Risks
KYLE HEIM AND STEPHANIE CRAFT

Coercion, Consent, and the Struggle for Social Media
KEVIN HEALEY

115

133

148

163

180

209

221

234

252

264

276

293

308

321



23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

CONTENTS

Digital Ethics in Autonomous Systems
MICHAEL BUGEJA

Peace Journalism
Seow TING LEE

Toward an Institution-based Theory of Privacy
LEE WILKINS AND PHILIP PATTERSON
PART IV: INSTITUTIONAL CONSIDERATIONS

Islamic Reform for Democracy and Global Peace
HAYDAR BADAWI SADIG

Buddhist Moral Ethics: Intend No Harm, Intend to Be of Benefit
S. HOLLY STOCKING

Communitarianism
MARK FACKLER

Feminist Media Ethics
LINDA STEINER

Spatial Ethics and Freedom of Expression
DaviID S. ALLEN

Media Ownership, Autonomy, and Democracy in a Corporate Age
MATTHEW P. MCALLISTER AND JENNIFER M. PROFFITT

The Media in Evil Circumstances
ROBERT S. FORTNER

Ethical Tensions in News Making: What Journalism Has in Common with
Other Professions

SANDRA L. BORDEN AND PEGGY BOWERS

Index

vii

336

356

374

391

404

418

433

453

465

479

496

510



Taylor & Francis
Taylor & Francis Group

http://taylorandfrancis.com



David S. Allen
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee
Milwaukee, Wisconsin

Sherry Pack Baker
Emerita

Brigham Young University
Provo, Utah

Jay Black

Emeritus

University of South Florida
St. Petersburg, Florida

Sandra L. Borden
Western Michigan University
Kalamazoo, Michigan

Peggy Bowers
Independent Scholar
Boston, Massachusetts

Michael Bugeja
Towa State University
Ames, lowa

Kristie Bunton
Texas Christian University
Fort Worth, Texas

Michael X. Delli Carpini
University of Pennsylvania
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Clifford G. Christians
Emeritus

University of Illinois
Urbana, Illinois

CONTRIBUTORS

Renita Coleman
University of Texas
Austin, Texas

Thomas W. Cooper
Emerson College
Boston, Massachusetts

Stephanie Craft
University of Illinois
Urbana, Illinois

David A. Craig
University of Oklahoma
Norman, Oklahoma

Deni Elliott
University of South Florida
St. Petersburg, Florida

Mark Fackler
Emeritus

Calvin University
Grand Rapids, Michigan

John P. Ferré
University of Louisville
Louisville, Kentucky

Robert S. Fortner
Research Scholar
University of Illinois
Urbana, Illinois

Theodore L. Glasser
Emeritus

Stanford University
Stanford, California



X CONTRIBUTORS

Kevin Healey
University of New Hampshire
Durham, New Hampshire

Kyle Heim
Shippensburg University
Shippensburg, Pennsylvania

Seow Ting Lee
University of Colorado
Boulder, Colorado

Matthew P. McAllister
Pennsylvania State University
University Park, Pennsylvania

Julianne H. Newton
University of Oregon
Eugene, Oregon

Chad Painter
University of Dayton
Dayton, Ohio

Philip Patterson
Oklahoma Christian University
Oklahoma City, Oklahoma

Patrick Lee Plaisance
Pennsylvania State University
University Park, Pennsylvania

Jennifer M. Proffitt
Florida State University
Tallahassee, Florida

Shakuntala Rao
State University of New York
Plattsburgh, New York

Haydar Badawi Sadig
Independent Scholar
haydarbadawi@ gmail.com

Linda Steiner
University of Maryland
College Park, Maryland

S. Holly Stocking
Emerita

Indiana University
Bloomington, Indiana

Angharad N. Valdivia
University of Illinois
Urbana, Illinois

Salvador R. Victor
Bethune-Cookman University
Daytona Beach, Florida

Stephen J. A. Ward
University of British Columbia
Vancouver, British Columbia

Morgan N. Weiland
Stanford University
Stanford, California

Ginny Whitehouse
Eastern Kentucky University
Richmond, Kentucky

Lee Wilkins
Emerita
Wayne State University

Detroit, Michigan
University of Missouri
Columbia, Missouri

Bruce A. Williams
University of Virginia
Charlottesville, Virginia

Wayne Woodward
Emeritus

University of Michigan-Dearborn

Dearborn, Michigan

Wendy Wyatt
University of St. Thomas
St. Paul, Minnesota

Jiang Zhan

Beijing Foreign Studies University

Beijing, PRC


mailto:haydarbadawi@gmail.com

INTRODUCTION

Lee Wilkins and Clifford G. Christians

The second edition of this handbook is designed to fulfill three purposes.

First, the volume is intended to chart the progress in thinking about media ethics. What
began as a largely professional quest to improve professional journalistic performance is now
able, in a modest way, to contribute to that effort as well as academic efforts to further the
insights of moral philosophy. The editors and authors contend that mediated communication is
essential to democratic functioning at the institutional level and to flourishing communities and
individuals at other levels. Along the way, media ethics allows scholars to ask big questions: is
technology morally neutral, is dialogue the best way to capture a world-wide conversation, are
the understandings of classical ethical philosophy the best lens through which to make ethically
based decisions involving entities as disparate as corporations, nation states, communities, and
individuals? Readers will not find complete answers to any of these questions in this book; what
they will discover is the state of intellectual progress that foregrounds ethical thinking in exam-
ining questions where mediated communication plays a central role.

Second, the volume’s authors attempt to set a research agenda for the field. Further, this
agenda is grounded in both philosophy and in some of the social sciences. We believe this blend
is unique and important. The facts of social science can inform ethical decision making; they
cannot replace the central role of philosophy in that process. The chapters in this book model
the effort to allow these often two separate areas of academic work to inform one another. The
research questions posed here have both range and vision; the answers to them have the capacity
to inform contemporary philosophical understandings as well as to change professional perfor-
mance. This second edition emphasizes three trends in the study of media ethics and it will be
of special importance in advancing research in these areas: international and comparative, the
technological revolution in the media, and deepening of theory.

Third, the editors hope that students and citizens with some curiosity about particular issues
will find individual chapters in this book a good place to start. Each chapter includes a section
that summarizes current understandings and research in the field. In this way, each chapter has
an encyclopedic feel. Readers curious about what scholars believe they know will find in this
book a good grounding with which to begin more in-depth and individualized explorations. The
extensive bibliographies for each chapter will aid that process. The editors hope that reading one
chapter will lead to explorations in others.

Now to a preview of what is between these covers.

Part I: Foundations, sets out to define the boundaries of the intellectual work that follows. It
begins with a discussion of the nature of the communicating human being, from biological organ-
ism to tool-using community member. Based on the philosophers Hans Jonas and Emmanuel

Xi
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Levinas, Wayne Woodward’s chapter reviews the way philosophers have analyzed the nature of
the human animal and its vast symbolic capacity. It is through symbols that people build com-
munity, understand and confuse one another, live out their morality, and form political and social
networks. Next, John Ferré examines the history of the intellectual field of mass media ethics.
This history, linked as it is to democratic functioning, has come to dominate much thinking
around the world. Ferré traces four periods of intellectual inquiry, concluding with a search for
universal ethical principles that has meaning for professionals regardless of geographic circum-
stance. Next, ethicist Deni Elliott argues that relativism impoverishes both professional perfor-
mance and intellectual critique. Elliott’s work demonstrates that journalists the world over share
a set of essential professional values. The obligations based on these values, although they are
evolving thanks to the internet, represent duties held in common with the journalists of previous
centuries. That commonality of journalistic ethical thinking is explored by Renita Coleman and
Lee Wilkins. Their work begins with the insights of the first chapter of this book—that part of
being human is the capacity to think ethically. They then explore the influences on that think-
ing and link it to the moral decision making of journalists and public relations professionals.
Ted Glasser and Morgan Weiland elaborate on these important issues in journalism practice and
moral thinking in terms of media ethics and media law. The divide between these two domains
has limited their contributions to the relationship between press freedom and accountability.
Consistent with the theoretical emphasis of Part I, Glasser and Weiland develop a conceptual
foundation in discourse theory that unifies ethics and law.

Thomas Cooper and Clifford Christians add to the foundations of media ethics by outlining
the need and rationale for universal ethical principles to guide professional performance and
scholarship in this global era. In the process, they link those principles to the complicated world
of intercultural activity, and demonstrate why understanding the moral dimension of symbolic
activity is the key to philosophy as well as to media use and production. One important way to
advance credible universals is to construct principles from non-Western perspectives. Shakuntala
Rao explains how this strategy works. She develops a theory of justice from the Hindu and Vedic
philosophical traditions and applies it to today’s democratic journalism. Comparing this model
of the news media based on justice with David Craig’s chapter in the next section on justice as a
journalism value demonstrates the benefits of theory from the Global South.

Part IT focuses on issues of media practice that cross many professional boundaries, such as
advertising compared to news, plus many intellectual ones, such as applied philosophy, linguis-
tics, psychology, and politics. Collectively, these chapters outline the gestalt contemporary pro-
fessionals inhabit and focus on the range of issues they navigate. Stephen Ward begins the section
with a chapter on truth and objectivity, tracing their history and how these central norms have
been attacked and discredited. The primary criticism of truth and objectivity today are explained,
as the background for reconstructing journalism ethics from the ground up. Julie Newton asks
many of the same basic questions raised by Ward, applying them to the visual nature of truth and
how truth in visual form relates to the work of photojournalists, and to readers and viewers and
internet users. The discussion of the nature of truth continues in the chapter by Ginny Whitehouse
who describes what the concepts of diversity, of sociotyping and of stereotypying, have to do
with the way mediated messages in news and entertainment are produced and understood. She
concludes that newsrooms must be restructured for genuine change to occur. Together this trio of
authors clearly articulates the complex nature of truth, one that is philosophically informed but
which also is central to professional performance.

Next, this second section of the volume moves to two separable but related concepts—
advocacy, specifically its role in public relations, and propaganda. Authors Sherry Baker and
Jay Black develop integrative tools, informed by the fields of philosophy and linguistics, to
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enable professionals to measure their own performance. Baker is especially concerned with
the connection between public relations professionals and the larger society they serve through
client-centered work. Black pays particular attention to the role of the public, and of individuals,
in the persistence of propaganda, particularly the sort produced by democratic governments. Two
international chapters develop the advocacy-propaganda question in detail. Salvador R. Victor’s
chapter reviews Latin American advertising, and the efficacy of self-regulation in meeting ethical
standards among the various countries of Latin America with diverse governments and policies.
His research indicates that in working out their own standards, Latin American advertisers reflect
the universal moral values of human dignity and social responsibility. Jiang Zhan reviews the
media in China since Deng Xiaoping’s reforms in 1978, especially as they develop their own
definition beyond their traditional role as agents of state propaganda. While several moral prob-
lems are particular to the Chinese media, Zhan contends that they share the major ethical issues
with the news media globally.

With the focus of the volume now moving concretely into the public sphere, the next two
chapters tackle two thorny contemporary questions: pornography and violence. Wendy Wyatt and
Kristie Bunton demonstrate how two polarized perspectives have influenced both the law and
production of mediated messages considered to be pornographic by some segments of society,
but not by others. Their ethical critique avoids the strident anti-pornography and anti-censorship
positions and presents an alternative approach that deals with both research on harm and with
the pornography industry’s abuses of power. Patrick Plaisance also focuses on the ethics of harm
in his discussion of violence. This chapter is noteworthy for the commonalities it finds between
news and entertainment, adding to the analysis moral psychology factors that influence our
claims about harmful effects. His ethical perspective is based on evaluations of consequentialist
and deontological theories. Both of these chapters pay serious attention to the larger cultural
systems in which these mediated messages flourish.

Bruce Williams and Michael Delli Carpini also examine the role of mass media institutions
in the political system. Eschewing previously established boundaries—in fact, insisting as does
Deni Elliott in the foundations section that journalism is entering a new paradigm—they develop
four philosophically based criteria for enabling citizens to evaluate political communication. The
authors demonstrate that in today’s new media regime, non-traditional platforms—for exam-
ple, The Daily Show and internet blogs—contribute as much as professional journalism to civic
engagement.

In the concluding two chapters of the section Angharad Valdivia and Chad Painter enrich our
understanding of the news media from a cultural studies perspective. Valdivia demonstrates why
the fungible nature of art and entertainment marketed worldwide by corporate conglomerates
demands a universal ethical standard. Her chapter explores how evaluating art and entertainment
through the lens of the protonorm of humanness contradicts neoliberalism and can help both the
producers and consumers of this symbolic media content better understand its importance for
public life. Chad Painter makes a similar argument that popular culture requires a broad-based
ethics to guide its relationship to political power, in the creation of artistic meaning on social
issues, and for the way artists treat their subjects. Painter considers social responsibility theory
the most adequate ethical framework for entertainment programming, and for understanding the
intersections of humor and news, and journalism and cinema.

Part III turns to concrete issues, and just as in the previous section, the first three chapters
are intellectual first cousins and hence have much to say to one another. Opening this section is
David Craig’s chapter on justice as a journalistic value embedded in investigative reporting, and
sometimes an element in a definition of news as well as playing an occasional role in news cover-
age. He reviews what media scholars have said about the importance of justice in public affairs,
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and points to new avenues of research on justice as a critique of journalism and also its value
and goal. How such ethical imperatives work, and whether journalists and news organizations
should be transparent about them, is the focus of Kyle Heim and Stephanie Craft’s contribution.
Heim and Craft note that transparency should not be considered a “fix” for the ailing credibility
of the traditional news media; its conflicting definitions complicate its impact and require further
research especially on the concepts of availability and disclosure. In his analysis of social media
platforms in their various forms, Kevin Healey includes transparency among the important issues
the news media confront at present, along with privacy, anonymity, and democratic participation.
Rather than centering on personal conduct, Healy develops a social media ethics that critiques
the legal frameworks and organizational structures and techno-centric ideologies that constitute
today’s digital networking sites.

All three of these opening chapters deal with the new media technologies, the focus of
Michael Bugeja’s essay. He centers on digital technologies as autonomous networks, with big
data homogenized by machinic algorithms, thereby creating a fundamental problem for human-
based ethical principles. With an analysis energized by Jacques Ellul’s philosophy of technology,
Bugeja concludes that only a media ethics of duty can meet the challenge of amoral autonomous
systems. Chapters on peace journalism and privacy conclude this segment of the volume. While
they are indeed concrete issues, Seow Ting Lee’s exploration of five peace journalism studies
demonstrates that, in a world of conflict, peace journalism also has an international toehold.
Lee recognizes that peace journalism requires advocacy and interpretation, and therefore is a
moral imperative. She integrates both theory and research to defend peace journalism as a moral
construct. Privacy, too, has an international scope, as Wilkins and Patterson demonstrate in their
frequent references to global technology, comparisons of privacy in democracies worldwide, and
privacy as the natural right in most of the world. In order to understand privacy with that breadth
and depth, they develop a feminist epistemology that triangulates legal theory, moral philosophy,
and technology.

Similar to the Wilkins and Patterson contribution to the concrete issue of privacy, the vol-
ume concludes with institutional considerations in media ethics broadly understood. Two inter-
national perspectives open this Part IV: Haydar Sadig’s chapter on Islamic ethics and S. Holly
Stocking’s chapter on Buddhist ethics. Sadig focuses on the question of whether Islamic ethics
is universalizable. He calls for a transformation in Muslim thinking so that it can contribute to
media ethics in democracies worldwide. Stocking first defines the central principles of Buddhist
ethics: “intend no harm” and “intend to be of benefit.” She then demonstrates how they may be
applied to mass media practice and scholarship. Stocking concludes that Buddhist ethics supports
a journalism of compassion which diminishes suffering and emphasizes happiness.

The Buddhist approach opens the door to aspirations of “doing well by doing good,” a theme
that Mark Fackler’s chapter on communitarianism also emphasizes. Communitarianism may be
more familiar than Islam and Buddhism to contemporary students and scholars and professionals,
but Fackler’s review suggests that, in these difficult times, communitarianism, too, faces obsta-
cles in application. Its shift from individuals-as-moral-agents to accountability-in-relationships
requires ongoing struggles from media professionals to define community and to understand
themselves within it. Community is an issue in Linda Steiner’s chapter also, as she explains
feminism’s commitment to human interaction and caring relationships as ontologically funda-
mental. Based on feminist epistemology and normative concerns, Steiner describes how the con-
textuality of feminist ethics can help resolve dilemmas that emerge in media research, news and
entertainment content, and the workplace. David Allen presents a new way of thinking about the
long-standing and complicated institutional issue in democratic societies, freedom of expression.
His intellectual history and legal overview demonstrate that public space has been understood as
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independent of citizens. Digital technologies are revolutionary in that citizens actively construct
their socio-political context, requiring a spatial ethics for expressive freedom.

This segment of the volume then turns to Matt McAllister and Jenn Proffitt’s analysis of
structure: specifically the impact of large media ownership on media content, and why corporate
ownership matters in terms of the philosophical constructs of personal autonomy and democracy.
They develop ethical strategies that deal with the relationship between individuals, business cul-
ture, and the democratic political system. Next, Robert Fortner reflects the international thrust of
this section’s opening chapters and develops it to the maximum. He analyzes the various ways the
news media interact with the existence of evil in the world, presenting the theoretical perspectives
and also specific illustrations from Myanmar to the Nazi regime. His chapter echoes the work
on propaganda by Jay Black earlier in the volume and provides multiple examples of how the
producers of news and entertainment have been corrupted for despicable ends. Journalism as a
profession, and the ethical issues it shares with other professions, is the focus of Sandra Borden
and Peggy Bowers’ contribution. Doctors, city administrators, engineers, teachers, and newscast-
ers share similar critical concerns as professionals, and Borden and Bowers demonstrate how the
issues of epistemology and identity in professionalism result in difficult ethical tensions. This
final chapter speaks to a form of comparative research that clarifies the content of media ethics.

Taken in its totality, the book provides an introduction to both the depth and the breadth of
current thinking on media ethics. At a time in the academy when applied ethics is attempting to
regain a more equal footing with meta-ethics as it is traditionally taught, media ethics has much
to contribute to the larger discussion. For students and for professionals who seek to understand
their work, and to do the best work of which they are capable, this book will provide both insight
and direction. And for scholars whose life’s work is adding, however incrementally, to the base
of knowledge on which we all stand, this volume has suggestions aplenty. The editors hope that
you learn as much from reading it as we have from editing it.

Enjoy.
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i

A Philosophically Based Inquiry into
the Nature of Communicating Humans

Wayne Woodward

Conducting “A Philosophically Based Inquiry into the Nature of Communicating Humans” is
foundational to developing a comprehensive “philosophy of life” (Levy, 2002, p. 44) that would
encompass “the logic of [the] emergent ... from its origins in the simplest most primitive forms
of organic being to its culmination in the unprecedentedly complex forms of human existence.”
Informational and communicative functions and practices are observable in all living entities
and systems and require directed attention from communication ethics scholars, arguably more
now than ever, as human historicity and natural history proceed into a twenty-first century that
has been quick to display global crises arising at the nexus of society and nature. The associated
practical and ethical challenges reach into the most profound concerns about life and death, exist-
ence and non-being, survival and annihilation. Ethics, as responsibility to and for the “other” —
human and natural, as well as artifactual from the perspective of a number of contemporary
philosophies — emerges as the “first philosophy” Emmanuel Levinas envisioned. Levinas and
fellow philosopher Hans Jonas are principal inspirational and substantive sources for the central
ideas presented in response to this topic. Both may require preliminary introduction, since these
thinkers are not widely regarded as founding visionaries for contemporary communication and
media studies, though they should be.

Jonas’ wide-ranging philosophical writings during the course of seven decades sought to
comprehend the integrated interplay of natural and human processes and practices, ranging from
basic metabolism and motility of simple organisms to the human exercise of moral imagination in
its most complex manifestations. This depth and breadth of philosophical concern brought Jonas
specifically and centrally to the theme of modern technology, considering how its ever-increasing
powers put at issue “the integrity of our organic being ... the integrity (or proper ‘good) of
anything ...” (Jonas, 1974, p. xvii). What Jonas strove towards ultimately was articulation of “a
substantive link between the theory of the organism and the ethics of technological intervention.”
The part played by communication in shaping natural as well as human history has not been ade-
quately examined, and Jonas’ philosophy provides a point of origination for this effort.

The nature of communicating humans comes distinctively into view for Jonas at a threshold
of ethnological development where the qualities of interaction between and among beings tran-
scends functional, adaptive, biological behaviors to advance in a direction that opens time and
space extensively (into contact with and exposure to social and cultural multiplicities) while also
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penetrating intensively (into the depths of personal experience). Extensive powers are celebrated
in our era for advances in technically-supported connectivity, thereby enhancing the potential
for ever more widespread dissemination of information and increased reach for telecommuni-
cations. But extensivity becomes a cause for ethical concern as persons acquiesce to complex
technological systems providing for design control to be exerted across vast stretches of space
while encompassing the widest spectrum of human activities, bio-energetic circumstances, and
physical ecology. Increasingly precise surveillance of designed environments can take place in
so-called “real time” when extensive capabilities combine with increased intensivity in directing
audiences’ and consumers’ attention and interest, especially through collection and use of per-
sonal data. Moreover, intensive impacts of communication in the contemporary era are linked
with the technological capacity to simulate human experience and participation. For example,
contemporary media content and mediated spectacles exhibit highly refined verisimilitude and
quality of felt presence. Thus, technological systems now compete with phenomenological con-
sciousness and experience as these have been traditionally conceived.

Jonas criticized both the extensive and intensive dimensions of expanded, modern technolog-
ical powers by concentrating attention on the threats leading towards violent destruction of social
life and catastrophic neglect and abuse of the natural world. His way of addressing the situation
was to call for heightened commitments to the qualities of human intimacy and mutual-personal
relation, with the parent-to-child relation of care as the normative standard. Specifically, Jonas
held that the specter of annihilation should summon a mature acceptance of responsibility that
characterizes the intentional, reflexive consciousness of the adult, the loving parent in particular.
This reflexive intentionality should inspire moral resolve to care for those beings and entities that
are ontologically within the human sphere of responsible duty.

Consideration of the perspective provided by Jonas leads ultimately, in this chapter, to the
ideas of Emmanuel Levinas as the basis of a complementary position that provides communica-
tive detail about the ontological “face” of mutual-personal responsibility. Human being declares
its nature through responsiveness to an originary “pure communication” (Levinas, 1987, p. 119),
which transcends saying or doing, or acts of production, but rather instigates an intimate event of
“exposure” (Levinas, 1981, p. 49) to an “other”. The exemplary form is an experienced “prox-
imity” (p. 81ff.) to a living “face” (Levinas, 1969, p. 81) that “shows itself simultaneously in its
poverty and height” (Colledge, 2002, p. 179). A “command” to act with responsibility to and
for the other is imposed through proximity as awareness of an infinite obligation to the other, a
responsibility that arrives “as though from an immemorial past, ... a time before the beginning”
(Levinas, 1981, p. 88).

Ethics is described by Levinas as passivity, obsession, hunger, absence, restlessness, undoing,
weight, density, and trauma; it is communicative undergoing rather than communicative doing
(see Dewey, 1958, p. 46 ff.). The distinctively human “competence” that can be distilled from
these attributes becomes the communicative capacity to experience — i.e., to be impressed by —
the significance and inherent dignity associated with (a) the other as person — self-constituting
and indeterminable — and (b) the self-other encounter as the paradoxical basis of a common life
in and through communication, but one that is only made possible by and through the authority
that emanates from the other, since it is a capacity born from the condition of the ethical being as
held “hostage” by the other.

Jonas and Levinas sought pathways towards ethical reorientation in a modern world in which
nihilism had penetrated pervasively into the foundations of human meaning-making; it now shad-
ows the constant, near-frenzied pursuit of satisfaction, which provides for postmodern societies
only a semblance of human flourishing in the form of expanded connectivity to a global storehouse
of techno-commercial values, which are the facade of nihilism’s ethical void (Wolff, 2011, p. 128).
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The argument now returns to Jonas’ writings (Jonas, 1966, 1974, 1984, 1996) for the frame-
work that initiates this philosophical inquiry into the nature of humans communicating, an
undertaking that requires interrelating natural processes with cultural practices. Jonas draws on
several foundational premises to guide the study of practices, activities, and actions of humans
communicating.

The first is that interdependencies between inward experience (that is, consciousness, includ-
ing the psychological dimensions of meaning-making) and outward experience (that is, the exter-
nalization of consciousness in the form of material productions and observable behaviors) need
to be taken into account in comprehending how humans exercise meaning-making capacities.
This integration of extensive and intensive perspectives provides specificity to Jonas’ positioning
of human communication within the larger philosophical project he pursues, which is to “restore
life’s psychophysical unity to its place in the theoretical totality, lost on account of the divorce of
the mental and the material since the time of Descartes” (Jonas, 1996, p. 59).

Consider, by way of illustration of Jonas’ point, how “symbolic forms” (Thompson, 1995,
p. 18) — that is, extensively circulating, diverse formats and genres of communication — both
constitute and express human sensibilities, as the domain of human inwardness; moreover, com-
municative forms develop interdependently with the “technical medium” or “material substra-
tum” employed in particular instances of communication. Significant attributes associated with
technical media include the ability to provide for durable “fixation” (p. 19) of content; ease of
reproduction (p. 20); and “space-time distanciation” (p. 21), that is, the spatial/temporal “detach-
ment of a symbolic form from its context of production.”

In line with these capacities, changes in technical media become interlinked with the devel-
opment of particular formats and concentrations of content while providing resources for “the
exercise of different forms of power” (p. 19). Thus, social roles and the attainment of status
and authority should be considered historically as significantly a matter of how information and
knowledge are produced, collected, stored, augmented, transformed, and retrieved (see Carey,
1989, p. 23), along with how content is transmitted and exchanged through institutional practices.

One observes, for example, how the earliest forms of writing developed by Sumerians and
ancient Egyptians were put to economic uses, such as supporting property ownership and facil-
itating trade (Thompson, 1995, p. 19); today, these interests are carried forward into a globaliz-
ing, digital age, as high-powered computers allow for vast flows of financial information while
diminishing the historically-perceived “tyranny of geography” (Gillespie and Robins, 1989, p. 7)
and turning transactional time into nanoseconds. In such a communicative milieu, functional
identities (see Couch, 1990, pp. 29-30) associated with economic and technical roles often take
priority over “primal identity, the primordial mode of identification” (Levinas, 1969, p. 36).
Dramatic transformations take place within broader patterns of continuities; and these patterns
are constituted through communication as “a symbolic process whereby reality is produced,
maintained, repaired, and transformed” (Carey, 1989, p. 23).

Jonas’ second premise is that this demand to integrate analysis of the inner and outer, and the
semantic and the material, can be best met by elaborating how a “philosophy of life comprises
the philosophy of organism and the philosophy of mind” (Jonas, 1974, p. xvii). Humans, along
with other life forms, must derive ways to thrive as organisms in their environments; yet, our
species is distinguished by the particular capabilities of mind that inform the human response to
this fundamental challenge. Since communication is a way of extending mind (see Carey, 1969,
p- 273), understanding the role of communication becomes central to a philosophical understand-
ing of life. Furthermore, as Jonas (1966) notes, “a philosophy of mind comprises ethics — and
through the continuity of mind with organism and organism with nature, ethics becomes part of
the philosophy of nature” (p. 282).
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This trajectory of thought allows for distinctive dimensions of human experience, notably
symbolic meaning-making and ethical directedness in actions and relations, to be considered as
part of an integrative picture of human life. From this vantage point, one can address in a unified
manner the widest spectrum of contributing factors in human activity — “metabolism, moving and
desiring, sensing and perceiving, imagining and thinking” (Vogel, 1996, p. 10). Basic modes of
organismic contact with the environment, as well as advanced socio-cultural and technological
ways of impressing individual and collective intentions and projects on shared worlds of experi-
ence, should be seen as comparable orders of complexity and meaningfulness; these derive from
a primeval, natural drama that becomes historically conditioned within “an ascending scale in
which are placed the sophistications of form, the lure of sense and the spur of desire, the com-
mand of limb and powers to act, the reflection of consciousness and the reach for truth” (Jonas,
1966, p. 2). Communication is, arguably, the key element within repertoires of instinctual, pro-
grammable, and creative functions and faculties that undergird this pageant.

Third, special consideration should be directed towards technological practices, since these
have come to be regarded, in modern and postmodern societies especially, as humankind’s “most
significant enterprise, in whose permanent, self-transcending advance to ever greater things the
vocation of man tends to be seen, and whose success of maximal control over things and himself
appears as the consummation of his destiny” (Jonas, 1984, p. 9).

Technological augmentation of communication has been a constitutive feature of social inter-
action in nearly all societies and in so-called advanced societies in particular (see Couch, 1990,
1996). Jonas contends that the modern results of this general path of development should be crit-
ically examined, with particular attention to ethical implications. To encompass social life in its
entirety and unity requires comprehension of the technological dimensions of meaning-making.
The “technologizing of the word” (Ong, 2002) merits special attention as the transformations
from oral culture, to manuscripts, print, and electronic-digital communications play out in the
psyches and the social relations that characterize different eras and societies.

To summarize this set of points derived from Jonas: (1) Communication should be addressed
as human consciousness in vital action, including attention to the material, or physical-artifactual
(see Woodward, 1996) contexts for action. (2) Consciousness and action, with their basis in “the
state of being affected and spontaneity” (Jonas, 1996, p. 69), need to be approached with an ana-
lytical lens focused on the continuity of human life with other life forms. These range from the
simplest organisms, to complex hybrid systems that combine human agency with cybernetic pro-
gramming. (3) Particular emphasis should be placed on the role of technology as a set of devel-
opments that conditions the direction and destiny — for better or worse — that humans embrace
through consciousness and set out to realize through communicative action.

These commitments lead to a substantive concept of nature focused on the “omnipresence
of life” (Jonas, 1966, p. 8) of which humans and human communication form a part. Nature is
“continuity of life forms” (p. 59 ff.), a phrase that serves as a “logical complement to the scien-
tific genealogy of life” (p. 63); and the continuity of life forms is significantly a matter of their
capacities for organization of information, ultimately of meaning.

[IInformation flow, not energy per se, is the prime mover of life ... molecular information flowing in
circles brings forth the organization we call “organism” and maintains it against the ever-present disor-
ganizing pressures in the physics universe. So viewed, the information circle becomes the unit of life.

(Loewenstein, 1999, pp. xv—xvi)

Human communicators have played an obvious, distinctive role within this genealogy of life.
Persons develop and exercise unique “potencies” (Buber, 1965a, p. 163) for “knowledge, love,
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art, and faith.” Institutionalized practices result from the exercise of these potencies, as collectiv-
ities construct modes of education, norms for family life and community, artistic traditions, and
religions. These institutional forms emerge within specific, historically- and culturally-situated
contexts. Social roles and identities, along with the person’s most basic sense of self, undergo
transformations as social actors respond — individually and in collectivities, in conformity with
and in opposition to institutional conventions — by shaping perceptions, consciousness, agency,
and interactions into “forms of relation” (Jonas, 1966, p. 4). These relations constitute the basis for
human, personal identity and provide templates for social cooperation, competition, and conflict.

From this foundational position, Jonas went on to investigate a wide variety of concerns
relevant to communication studies: How the “irritability”” (Jonas, 1966, p. 99) of the simple cell
might be usefully considered as the “germ” of “having a world,” which then develops through the
experiences of human consciousness into a “world relationship”; the interventions into human
purposefulness and behavior of “servomechanisms” (p. 109), such as target-seeking torpedoes,
electronic computers, telephone exchanges,” and how these may call for reexamination of the-
ories of the human, society, and the nature of the good, the summum bonum; investigations of
the philosophical dimensions of public policy debates including critical-interpretive, ethical, and
phenomenological inquiries into biomedical practices, genetic engineering, euthanasia.

Stepping back again from the appreciation and skepticism Jonas alternately expressed for
the evolved quality of human capabilities, in order to continue concentrating for a moment more
on their organic foundations, one observes with all live entities and systems that “life is essen-
tially relationship; and relation as such implies ‘transcendence,” a going-beyond-itself on the
part of that which enters the relation” (Jonas, 1966, pp. 4-5). Such “going beyond” entails a
degree of freedom that operates even deep within the genealogical substratum of life, in “the
dark stirrings of primeval organic substance” (p. 3), since “metabolism, the basic level of all
organic existence ... is itself the first form of freedom ... [one that] ... shines forth ... within the
vast necessity of the physical universe.” When living entities develop beyond “mere dynamism”
(Jonas, 1996, p. 70) to become “selective and ‘informed’” in their metabolic directedness, a
natural “prototype” of “inner identity” has appeared. For all life forms, “being open to what is
outside, becomes the subject-pole of a communication with things which is more intimate than
that between merely physical units.” The movement is from causal patterns of determination and
control to forms of agency and responsibility that herald a human capacity to develop towards
intellectual and moral freedom.

Jonas shares his insistence on the continuity of life with other phenomenological philoso-
phers who have emphasized “the interrelationship of matter, life, and consciousness” (Cooper,
1991, p. 15). The common premise is that life involves participation; in the case of humans,
the processes entail “consciousness transcending itself into the lived body, into the community,
history and the divine ground of being” (p. 15). But all life processes, “even the ‘simplicities’
of metabolism,” involve a degree of distinctiveness to be achieved by the life form in question,
a particularity that can be considered as “the measure of its independence from its own material
contents.” This “differentiation of the modes of participation, from inanimate material to animate
nature, to the specific modes of human existence” (p. 14), is inherently communicative: The pres-
ervation of distinctive forms occurs as activity patterns are traced through time and etched across
space, within one or another common medium for behavior or experience that constitutes an
organismic environment or a human world. Thus, communication is adaptive in its origins, crea-
tive in its human expressions, and complexly combines programmable logic with active agency
in its more intricate technological manifestations.

Attending briefly to the case of plant life, one observes that inner need extends towards outer
resources through limited relations grounded in physical contiguity and immediacy of exchange.
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The defining characteristic of a plant’s existence is “openness for encountering external reality”
(Jonas, 1996, p. 69), based on the condition that “living form must have matter at its disposal, which
it finds outside itself in the alien ‘world’” (p. 68). Plant life exhibits “outward exposure” (p. 69)
and “the state of being affected,” along with a limited, teleologically driven “spontaneity” and the
beginnings of “outward reach.” Communication takes the limited form here of material exchange.

Animal life operates with an expanded repertoire of organic potencies, achieving a further
“horizon of freedom” (Jonas, 1996, p. 67). The mobile animal, guided by often highly proficient,
instinctually-directed senses of sight, sound, smell, taste, and touch, manifests more dynamic
relations within space and time. Concerning “space, as the dimension of dependence” (p. 71), the
animal’s capacity for more active control allows its spatial environment to be “progressively trans-
formed into a dimension of freedom, specifically by the parallel development of the following two
abilities: to move about and to perceive at a distance.” Similarly, “time ... is opened up by the par-
allel development of a third ability, namely emotion ... ”. The animal’s capabilities to extend the
imperatives of instinctual need across physical space and to preserve the stirrings of need through
“temporal distance” or duration, make the communication of a still-nascent, inner identity with
external objects and living things a more actively motivated process than with plant life.

Two “distinguishing characteristics” (Carey, 1989, p. 27) of symbolic action, even in its
rudimentary forms, are “displacement and productivity.” The first reconfigures action from a
situation of required, physical co-presence with its stimulus, to a situation in which the stimulat-
ing factor can be “indicated” through some form of representation (see Millikan, 2004, p. 17);
the second characteristic allows for multiple representations to accompany an action and for
these to play a role in constituting the situation as well as symbolizing it. One might be inclined
to consider these as traits solely of human communication, but current research suggests that
many animals also employ a “‘functional semantics’” (Oller and Griebel, 2004, p. 5), involving
a “primitive representational form wherein both ‘what is the case’” — that is, symbolic, or rep-
resentational displacement of an environmental circumstance — “and ‘what to do about it’” — that
is, productivity in the form of instructions about how to act in the case in question — “are trans-
mitted simultaneously.” Communicative processes “can be used either to reflect states of affairs
or to produce them” (Millikan, 2004, p. 17); thus, they face in two directions at once.

Does the dance of the honeybee tell where the nectar is, or does it tell worker bees where to go?
Clearly, it does both. ... Similarly, alarm calls of the various species do not just represent present
danger but are also signs directing conspecifics to run or to take cover.

Approaching the domain of human potencies, one observes (a) how an ever-emergent, increas-
ingly complex “self” not only exists in a situation of dependence or interdependence with other
entities, a feature shared even with plant life; and (b) how the ability of the self to act on this
situation involves expanded levels of flexibility beyond those of animals; additionally, (c) the
human self advances towards a continuously redefined quality of ontological, active, and expres-
sive freedom, constructed in circumstances of mutual-personal relation (see Kirkpatrick, 1986;
Macmurray, 1991).

The common element — manifested as a trait in the case of plants and animals, as a vital
faculty within human existence — can be usefully thought of as “impressibility” (see Wood-
ward, 2000, p. 355). In forms of life that are basically reactive in their responses to environment,
impressibility consists of metabolic processes and instinctually-guided behaviors. In humans,
impressibility becomes the basis for enactment, the ability of agents to impress their meanings,
values, and projects on the world through communication. Impressibility, as communication, is
both receptive and productive: Agents are simultaneously responding to the world, while also
acting in relation to the world.
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The distinctively human form of transactional response and initiative is “situated creativity”
(Joas, 1996, p. 142), wherein human innovativeness transforms “unreflected routine” into “acts
of creativity.” Based on the premise that “[a]ll action is embedded in anthropological structures
of communication,” this view asserts that “creativity is more than merely one of the necessities
for the survival of an organism.” It is, in human life, “the liberation of the capacity for new
actions” (p. 133). John Dewey (1958) famously summarized the indissoluble linkages at play.
“Experience is the result, the sign, and the reward of that interaction of organism and environ-
ment which, when it is carried to the full, is a transformation of interaction into participation and
communication” (p. 22). In short, “[cJommunication is the process of creating participation, of
making common what had been isolated and singular ... ” (p. 244). Being is always and inevita-
bly co-being (Holquist, 2002, p. 25); and for human communicators, being as co-being develops
as both a conscious, reflective theme of living and as a source of desires and bodily repertoires
that impress unconscious demands on action and experience.

Human communication marks a distinctive threshold of ontological advance in the devel-
opment of impressibility as perception, knowledge, action, and relation. Simple and complex
forms of “inter-personal and inter-group coordination” (Garnham, 2000, p. 3) derive from innate,
communicative capacities connected with the “human species’” (p. 2) large brain and the organic
requirements for sociality imposed by this endowment.

This brain has enabled it [the human species] to develop culture ... patterns of behaviour which
are not merely instinctual, but are endowed with meanings which can be transmitted through
space and time beyond the immediate stimulus/response site of action, and a learning process the
lessons of which are cumulative and open to criticism and modification in the light of experience.

(p.2)

As humans develop, their coordination of environmentally relevant activities occurs in, and
reciprocally gives continuous rise to, historically situated configurations of “what we might call
institutions as well as structures” (Garnham, 2000, p. 23). Human life has then achieved a level at
which “a life informed by convention is natural for human beings in much the way that percep-
tion, nutrition, growth, and reproduction are natural” (Wallace, 1978, p. 34). The “potencies” that
Buber identified find their appropriate expression in institutions that both fund and result from
human inventiveness and creativity. On this basis, persons can make legitimate normative claims
to have access to, to participate in, and to make their own “impress” on, social, cultural, political,
and economic life as it develops through institutional activities.

Human communicators, as social beings, are active inventors of meaning, situated in envi-
ronmental fields (see Bourdieu, 1985) that are also human worlds (Schutz, 1967). Worldly,
environmental fields can also be considered as “active” in the sense that they condition human
activities. “Human expressivity is capable of objectification, that is, it manifests itself in prod-
ucts of human activity that are available both to their producers and to other men as elements
of a common world” (Berger and Luckmann, 1966, p. 34). The patterning of environmental ele-
ments follows spatial and temporal logics that can tend to become self-organizing — “autopoietic”
(Luhmann, 1989, p. 143) — and these environmental logics enter into the acts of communicators
and the shaping of communications. In the process, a “duality of structure” (Giddens, 1979, p. 5)
is seen to operate, enabling and constraining human action; this duality also applies to human
institutions in their historical role of expanding the boundaries of human accomplishment and
aspiration while resetting limits on these boundaries.

Of particular interest for understanding communication are stabilities and changes in “the
kinds of spaces created by media, and the effects that existing spatial arrangements have on
media forms as they materialize in everyday life”” (Couldry and McCarthy, 2004, p. 2). Techno-
logical invention allows for dramatic expansion of the human capability to extend motivations
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and meanings across space and to preserve them through time. Technological augmentation of
human experience intensifies a committed sense not only of what does and can occur within a
life situation, but what also must occur in order for personal identity to express its felt dyna-
mism, and ultimately to achieve an increasingly sought-after sense of creative inspiration and
expression that emerges as an ideal (see Taylor, 1985, p. 22). Thus, technological power and
expressivity, as fundamental dimensions of vital action, raise moral and ethical questions for the
human, social actor.

Sophocles’ Antigone (see Jonas, 1974, p. 4) conveys dramatically how the technological
expansion of human powers can heighten questions concerning their appropriate use. Sophocles’
Chorus tells how man “crosses the sea in the winter’s storm’; “ensnares ... the races of all the
wild beasts and the salty brood of the sea”; constructs “shelter against the cold, refuge from rain”;
and teaches himself speech and thought and educates his feelings in ways required to build and
dwell within what is, arguably, the supreme human artifact, the city. The Chorus concludes,

Clever beyond all dreams
the inventive craft that he has
which may drive him one time or another to well or ill
when he honors the laws of the land and the gods’ sworn right
high indeed is his city; but stateless the man
who dares to do what is shameful.
(lines 335-370)

These commanding lines convey how inventiveness extends human responsibility across multiple
levels of worldly experience — natural (physical environment), ontological (fellow humans and
one’s own self), and artifactual (human creations, including symbolic and technological worlds).

The technologizing of communication has meant that the natural environment, as a medium
of expression (see Douglas, 1973), progressively gave way to emergence of an artificial, con-
structed, environment. Constructed environmental elements — technological and cultural artifacts
as resources for social action — came to displace unconstructed, natural, elements (see Couch,
1990, p. 11), and the constructed, human environment — experienced phenomenologically as
“world” (see Merleau-Ponty, 1962; Schutz, 1967) — started to progress through stages of struc-
tural and institutional development. Today, the world’s peoples observe and act and feel within
a time/space in which technologies, the built environment, the artificial resources and accouter-
ments of post-industrial busyness predominate over natural elements.

With the emergence of “extended availability” (Thompson, 1995, p. 30) of human communi-
cations, “[iJnformation and symbolic content are made available to more individuals across larger
expanses of space and at greater speeds.” Collective life becomes freed, or unmoored, from locale
and from shared presence at a point in time. The monuments, memorials, and rituals of our era
tend to seek us out, as coveted viewers/consumers of screens and monitors, rather than requiring
what was historically the reverse, that we, as pilgrims, should trek across space as a labor of holy
devotion to the authority of a time-honored shrine or commemoration. A historically momentous
example of how these relations emerged is the appearance of “a reading public” (p. 126). This
development reflected novel communicative circumstances, since this

was a “public without a place” and it was defined, not by the existence or possibility of face-to-
face interaction among its members, but rather by the fact that its members had access to the kind
of publicness made possible by the printed word.

(pp. 126-127)
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Ongoing technological developments have comparable impacts on the conditions and conse-
quences of interaction and communicative exchange. As contemporary communications now
extend across vast geographical space, they are also technologically “sequenced” (see Couch,
1990, pp. 29, ff.) effectively and efficiently within micro-units of programmable time. But what-
ever technological and social achievements can be ascribed to this contemporary moment in the
centuries-long “communications revolution,” one should not overlook that everyday communi-
cation is still enacted from the foundational situation “wherein people align their actions with
one another as they confront and are confronted by an environment” (Couch, 1996, p. 2). These
environments may increasingly take the form of hyper-real landscapes that invite viewers and
players-participants into imagined worlds within the depth of computer screens, but the chal-
lenge to subsist environmentally remains basic and compelling.

In aligning their actions while also addressing environmental challenges and opportunities,
human social actors engage in purposive-rational message-sending directed towards control, on
one hand, and in communicative action directed towards reaching understanding, on the other
(see Habermas, 1984/1987). Concerning the latter motive, communicative partners attempting
to exercise cooperative agency, must “harmonize their plans of action on the basis of common
situation definitions” (Habermas, 1984/1987, p. 286). This begins with the exercise of commu-
nicators’ abilities to “distinguish situations in which they are causally exerting an influence upon
others from those in which they are coming to an understanding wizh them.” In the latter instance,
communication proceeds in the direction of dialogue.

Contrastingly, “instrumental” (Habermas, 1984/1987, p. 285), or “strategic’ message-
sending, as a predominant focus, occurs in the context of “following technical rules of action” or
“rules of rational choice.” The standard of judgment is success or efficiency, either of an “inter-
vention into a complex of circumstances and events,” or an attempt at “influencing the decisions
of a rational opponent.” Reflexivity then takes on a different character, since the achievement of
objective outcomes based on an optimal deployment of means is intended. Communication — or,
more precisely, information exchange — then becomes an element in control procedures, and the
logic of control inclines towards input-output logics that can be programmed into operational
sequences. This occurs through standardized procedures and routines — that is, as techniques
or as part of “the physical structure of a purposive mechanism” (Beniger, 1986, p. 40) — that is,
as programmed technologies, per se, such as computers that guide, and even dictate, decision-
making on a stock exchange.

These modes of contact, and exchange — the communicative and the instrumental, or stra-
tegic (Habermas, 1984/1987, p. 285) — both play a part, and often compete with each other, in
determining the character of our ways of living and working, particularly in “knowledge socie-
ties” (Mansell and Wehn, 1998), where informational and communicative activities become intri-
cately tied up with creating, utilizing, and communicating knowledge. In socio-cultural contexts
in which technological mastery is over-valued as basis for communication — as Jonas and other
critics of modern technology suggest it is in modern and postmodern societies — an established
set of ideological attitudes and practical assumptions takes precedence: Information exchange in
the interests of achieving strategic goals prevails over relation-building. An alternative, dialog-
ical position begins with the norm of communicative coorientation, and the potential mutuality
of social interests this implies, and then attempts to recapture instrumentality as a subordinate,
supporting principle, thus, “bringing instrumental rationality under the control of communicative
rationality” (Dryzek, 1995, p. 114).

A philosophically supportable, dialogical (see Anderson, Baxter, and Cissna, 2004; Nikula,
2006) vision of communication has yet to be realized in empirically-observable instances.
Accordingly, normative formulations such as Habermas’ theory of communicative action are
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appropriately criticized for relying on counterfactual ideals, and failing to specify how “demo-
cratic discourse and human agency can combine to change the social structure in more desirable
directions” (Tehranian, 1999, p. 90). Also, the notion of an “ideal speech situation” (see Benhabib,
1992), based on dialogue has most often predicated a “generalized other” (see Haas, 2001,
p. 427) as the partner in dialogue, thus avoiding the many perplexities associated with conducting
dialogue with a historically and culturally specifiable “concrete other” in his or her many man-
ifestations. Any generalized, philosophical conception that sets out from a supposedly stable,
theoretical positioning of “self” and “other” will tend to formalize what are actually specific,
socio-historical contexts in which situated social actors enter into communicative relations and
pragmatic projects. Such generalizations about dialogue also tend towards a theoretical privileg-
ing of interpersonal communication at a time when communications are increasingly founded
on “time-space distanciation” (Giddens, 1981, pp. 4-5; Thompson, 1995, pp. 21-23), a commu-
nicative situation in which spheres of influence and environments for action begin “stretching
away, in time and space, beyond the control of any individual actors” (Giddens, 1984, p. 25).
Notwithstanding these limitations, the theory of communicative action, as an exemplar of emer-
gent dialogic approaches to communication, provides an important precedent for conceptualiz-
ing the differences and interconnections between (a) communications directed towards reaching
understanding, and (b) forms of informational, purposive-rational message-sending aimed at
mastering practical situations. The ability to combine these modes of communication is central to
present and future prospects for equitable communication and the egalitarian social visions such
communication might support. One must be careful not to over-estimate the capacity of commu-
nicative advances to support social well-being, nor to devalue the essential role communication
plays in the coordination of human affairs.

The work of Emmanuel Levinas provides the basis of a third position from those that would
valorize mainly system or action, a stance that makes relation a central, normative value. From
a relational standpoint, human communication is not determined by system requirements, nor
is it unconstrained in its capacity to embody human intentions in the form of actions. Rather,
communication is ethically oriented by relational “proximity” (Levinas, 1981, p. 81 ff.) when
the human face of the “other” “shows itself simultaneously in its poverty and height” (Colledge,
2002, p. 179). Communicative partners in face-to-face proximity, encounter in the “other” these
dual aspects of humanity — the “height” of the commanding presence, and the “destitution” of the
vulnerable sufferer (Levinas, 1969, p. 197 ff). The tension between these aspects of human face
and its authority to impress can guide thinking about the more general prospects for communica-
tion as a basis for ethical life.

Levinas detects a commandment in the appearance of the face, as if a “master” spoke to me.
However, at the same time, the face of the other is destitute; it is the poor for whom I can do
all and to whom I owe all (Levinas, 1985, p. 89). The call to responsibility in proximity to this
doubled face introduces the “proto-norm” (Christians, 1997) of providing response, that is, an
ontological call to become “response-able” (Booth, 1988, p. 126; see also, Woodward, 2000).
“And me, whoever [ may be, but as a “first person,” I am he who finds the resources to respond to
the call” (Levinas, 1985, p. 89). Fundamental to this understanding is that the “I”’ who provides
the response from a mature store of resources is also, from another vantage point, a “me” who
occupies a position of destitution, one whose face pleads for an ethical response from the corre-
sponding other.

This notion of communicative responsibility can be tracked through six related levels of
response-giving. The first three represent technical responses rather than ethical imperatives.
These are (1) control, (2) instruction, and (3) discussion; and they are based, respectively, on
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(i) I-it relations of causation/force, (ii) I-it relations of output/programming, and (iii) I-you
relations of knowledge exchange/persuasion (see Krippendorff, 1996). Examples are how the
candy machine delivers up the selected treat; the thermostat regulates the temperature of the
room; and the professional, technical expert delivers the service as the knowledge conveyed
in the contract specifies. Three additional forms of ethical, dialogic relations can be distin-
guished as (4) ethics of care, based on the ideal of authentic being, for example, the spousal
or parent-child or sibling relations; (5) ethics of responsibility, based on ethical community,
for example, the assembly of colleagues, the religious fellowship, the literary “conversation”
among authors, artists, philosophers, and other truth-seekers; and (6) ethics of “addressability”
(Ediger, 1994), based on intercultural or multicultural community, for example, the prophetic
partnership between the activist and those she engages in a spirit and vision of solidarity. In line
with the arguments developed in this essay, I propose an ethics of impressibility for communi-
cation as appropriate to the challenges and opportunities of an emergent, global, participatory
pluri-culture (Thde, 1993, p. 56).

A communicative ethics of impressibility highlights how humans act, interact, and shape
their practical and moral identities by receiving impressions from, and making impressions on
their “triadic” (Woodward, 1996) fields of experience. The triadic field of human communi-
cation/participation is (a) material (physical-artifactual), (b) symbolic, (socio-cultural), and
(c) relational (mutual-personal). An ethics of impressibility would make possible an understand-
ing of the multiple levels at which moral agents provide responses to others and, at the same time,
enact relations to the shared environments in which communicative action unfolds. Accordingly,
responsibility should be seen in terms of how the agent is qualitatively, morally impressed by the
call of the other, as it is communicated within the three dimensions of the field of experience —
that is, the other as nature and humanly-created artifacts; the other as language and cultural
creations; the other as communicative partners in mutual-personal relation. At the same time, the
moral agent impresses a response on, or within, the triadic field of experience, affecting the world
of things, other selves, and the languages of interpersonal contact.

An ethics of impressibility helps to elaborate Buber’s (1965a) “four potencies” (p. 163) of
the human agent, namely, “knowledge, love, art, and faith.” This final attribute of faith extends
the tripled context of triadic theory — physical, cultural, and human relational — into a “four-fold
field of relations” (Buber, 1965b). This perspective would predicate impressibility occurring in
two directions — productive and receptive — and at four levels, including the self, others, and
things, but also the mystery of being.

The concern to call into play Buber’s four potencies returns the discussion to themes Jonas
(1984) places at the heart of ethical consideration: (1) knowledge of the facts — a “scientific
futurology” (p. x) — concerning the fate of nature, technological consequence, and the sus-
tainable limits of human power; (2) love for the intimate other, including the “metaphysical
other” (Levinas, 1969, p. 38), as envisioned in the possible “being” of a human future; (3) the
art required to transform destructive artifice into responsible social productivity; and (4) the
faith to restore balance by expanding the reach of ontology to include recognition of what has
not yet appeared. This final sphere of experience is what Levinas (1981) describes as beyond
being, or “otherwise than being.” Levinas’ ethics of proximity connects with Jonas’ imperative
of responsibility by fostering the ethical potency of faith: through faith, persons impress, and
are impressed by, human responsibility to what does not yet appear as presence. Through com-
munication as impressibility, persons acknowledge responsibility for the consequential ways in
which we impress human projects — practical and ethical — on the triadic worlds of our experi-
ence and participation.
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A Short History of Media Ethics
in the United States

John P. Ferré

Few treatments of media ethics are historical, and what history they do include tends to be
anecdotal and not to stretch further back than a generation. This paucity is sometimes due to the
urgency in media ethics. There are so many pressing issues to cover and so little time to examine
them—one ethics course in college, perhaps, or part of a reporting course, a professional seminar,
maybe one book. The stakes are large and there are so many pitfalls that taking time to consider
the history of media ethics can seem like an academic indulgence. There is also a sense of outrage
in media ethics. Information that the public needs is hidden or corrupted; reputations that have
taken a lifetime to build are destroyed with a few keystrokes. Much that falls under the rubric of
media ethics is written in the white heat of the moment. Media ethics seems to call for passion
and incisiveness, not history.

Nevertheless, an accurate understanding of the moral dimensions of media requires history.
By showing the challenges that others have faced, the responses that others have considered,
and the choices that others have made, history can help media ethics to evaluate possible actions
and policies. A history of media ethics can provide a comprehensive view of moral victories and
defeats and the circumstances that led to them. As elaborated in this “Short History of Media
Ethics in the United States,” like cross-cultural studies, history provides comparisons with other
situations that can illuminate our own.

How American media behave has been a concern since 1638 when the first printing press
arrived in the colonies. The press carried with it both promise and threat. Its primary purpose was
religious enlightenment and edification for colonists as well as Native Americans—in just 25
years the Bible was available not only in English but also in the native Algonquin language—but
the press also facilitated legal and business transactions, supported education, and provided colo-
nists with news from Europe and other colonies. Because it could generate discussion and settle
disputes, the colonists understood the press to be an agent of truth, both in the narrow sense of
factuality and in the wider sense of ultimate and eternal reality.

The colonists also understood that circulating misstatements of fact and faith could cause
religious doubt, moral waywardness, and political dissent, so they kept careful watch over the
press. In 1689, the governor of Massachusetts complained that “many papers have beene lately
printed and dispersed tending to the disturbance of the peace and subversion of the government”
(Williams, 2005, p. 24). And a year later, the first colonial newspaper, Publick Occurrences, Both
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Forreign and Domestick, was shut down after one issue because its report that Indian allies of
the British had abused French prisoners was considered seditious and its report that the king of
France had seduced his daughter-in-law was considered vulgar. Few printing presses were in the
colonies by 1690, but already disagreements had emerged over their relationship with religious
and political authorities and over standards of decorum and privacy. How much latitude the media
should have has been the subject of media criticism, and by implication media ethics, ever since.

Moral practices and standards evolved through the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as
journalism very slowly took on the characteristics of a profession. As Hazel Dicken-Garcia
(1989) explains, until the 1830s the American press operated according to a political model. This
era was one of political experimentation, when the party system was taking shape. Oriented to
political parties and elites, the press during this era was idea-centered. Critics of the press focused
on issues of impartiality, questioning whether equal treatment of opposing parties was desirable.

After the introduction of the penny press and the telegraph in the middle years of the century,
the press shifted to an information model, becoming event-centered and oriented more to ordi-
nary individuals than to elites and political parties. The United States experienced advances in
transportation and manufacturing as well as commercial and political reforms in its cities. Critics
became concerned with the press’s watchdog function and what the public had a right to know;
they worried that newspaper space was a scarce resource too often squandered on the trivialities
of gossip and personal information.

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, as the nation’s economy shifted from agriculture to
industry and Americans became preoccupied with science and business, the press began to adopt
a business model. Oriented to consumers of news, the press added drama to what had become its
traditional role of presenting ideas and reporting events. Critics after the Civil War increasingly
assumed that news was separate from opinion, public service superseded profit, poor taste had
no place in newspapers, and privacy deserved protection. The business-oriented press came to
believe that there was no market for controversial ideas, but that their customers had boundless
desire for sensationalism.

Although Americans have voiced concern about media conduct and content ever since colo-
nial times, critics did not begin to think of what they were doing in terms of ethics until the 1890s.
In this sense, media ethics began in the Progressive Era. The sustained ethical evaluation of the
Progressive Era was followed by three periods of ferment: demonstrations of professionalism in
the 1920s; the forceful definition of the long-used, but ambiguous concept of social responsibil-
ity after 1947; and growing interest in normative theory and ethical universals since the 1970s.
Taken together, these four periods of media ethics history—Progressive Era, professionalism,
social responsibility, and global humanitarianism—have transformed public concerns about jour-
nalism into systematic reflection and practical applications.

PROGRESSIVE ERA CRITICISM

Press criticism began to be conceived in terms of ethics at the end of the nineteenth century. Ethics
as a term appeared occasionally in discussions about journalism in the 1850s, but the first article
to use the word “ethics” in its title was “The Ethics of Journalism” by Catholic writer William
Samuel Lilly, whose 1889 article in The Forum became a chapter in his book On Right and Wrong
along with other chapters on the ethics of art, marriage, politics, property, and punishment. Lilly
argued that journalists were granted freedom of the press in order “to state facts, to argue upon
them, to denounce abuses, to advocate reforms,” but that “truth is the last thing the average journal-
ist thinks about” (Lilly, 1892, pp. 165, 167). Including journalism in discussions of ethics signaled
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journalism’s increasing importance. In the context of the 1890s, it also meant that journalism was
considered a deeply flawed institution and set of practices that required serious analysis.

Critics of the press in the 1890s complained about two major problems: sensationalism and
dishonesty. Critics denounced newspapers that pandered to mass readership by filling their col-
umns with personal scandals and gruesome accounts of prizefights, murders, arsons, and sui-
cides. Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World published grizzly accounts of executions and obsessed
about prostitution. The World’s chief rival, William Randolph Hearst’s New York Journal, sent
a reporter to conduct a jailbreak in Havana and even advocated the assassination of President
William McKinley by editorializing, “Institutions, like men, will last until they die; and if bad
institutions and bad men can be got rid of only by killing, then the killing must be done” (Mott,
1941, p. 541). A Philadelphia rabbi complained,

Judging from the daily amount of social sewage that is allowed to stream in open sight, through
the newspaper, one is often tempted to believe that newspaper proprietors must think that people
commit crime solely for the purpose of filling the columns of the press.

(“Mission,” 1897, p. 24)

Besides sensationalism, the greatest problem that critics addressed was dishonesty. The New
York Times complained that Hearst correspondents covering the Spanish-American War falsely
reported that Cubans decapitated Spanish prisoners. Gunton’s Magazine exposed The Boston
Herald’s report of big business laying to waste ten industries in Kearney, Nebraska, as a fabrica-
tion designed to promote the newspaper’s anti-trust cause. The Nation illustrated the unreliability
of newspaper reports by comparing three reviews of a theater performance: One reported nearly
every seat in the orchestra and the balcony full, another had the lower floor full along with three
or four rows in the first balcony, and the third review described the theater as only one-third full.
Indeed, making up information or exaggerating stories for effect was so common that Edwin
L. Shuman’s 1894 journalism textbook devoted a chapter to proper faking. “Truth in essentials,
imagination in non-essentials, is considered a legitimate rule of action in every office,” Shuman
explained. “The paramount object is to make an interesting story” (p. 123).

Observers pinned the blame for the sensationalism and the untruths common to the press on
greed and public prurience. Whether true or false, scandal sold. “The mercantile spirit of the day
is to blame for what is actually pernicious in our newspapers,” said a Universalist minister (‘“Two
sorts,” 1897, p. 2). A variant on this theme was the idea that the problem was keen competition,
not profit as such. Although competition for circulation did lead to lower prices and more print,
it also fostered sensationalism. Journalist Will Irwin said that yellow journalism spread like “a
prairie fire” to “nineteen out of twenty metropolitan newspapers” (Campbell, 2001, p. 51).

Closely related to profit-mongering was the prurience of the public. After all, it was the
public that was making yellow journalism profitable. “It is because the people love sensational-
ism that so much of it is furnished,” said one critic. “The demand regulates the supply” (Wright,
1898, p. 272). Yellow journalism was a problem of more than just the poor and uncultivated, or
as one writer said, “the lower order of mankind,” because the middle classes also indulged them-
selves (“Pernicious,” 1898, p. 5). According to historian Joseph Campbell, “The yellow press
was doubtless read across the urban social strata in the United States at the turn of the twentieth
century” (2001, p. 55). The public hunger for daily newspapers—both sensational and staid—is
illustrated by penetration figures from the time. In 1890, two daily newspapers were printed for
every three households in the country; ten years later there was one per household. Critics under-
stood press reform to be more than social work among the poor; it was a process of fighting the
deterioration of the entire culture.
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Journalism of the 1890s was criticized for the negative effects it seemed to have on readers’
attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors. Rollo Ogden, who would eventually edit the New York Times,
wrote that daily contemplation of crime deadened the sense of revulsion to criminal activity,
provided the dull-witted with ideas that they could not have conceived on their own, and nudged
into action those with criminal tendencies. An article entitled “The Psychology of Crime” argued
similarly, saying that regular reading of unwholesome material, especially by impressionable
young people, could lead to “murders, suicides, sexual immoralities, thefts, and numberless other
disorders” (Wood, 1893, p. 530). Indeed, everyone was vulnerable: details of sensualities and
crimes impressed people’s minds, corrupted wholesome thinking and, inevitably, character.

Such claims seemed to be confirmed by suicides that followed the publication of “Is Suicide
a Sin?” by the famous agnostic Robert G. Ingersoll in Pulitzer’s New York World. Ingersoll’s
attack on laws that punished would-be suicides asked, “When life is of no value to him, when
he can be of no real assistance to others, why should a man continue?” (1908, p. 376). Some
readers apparently took Ingersoll at his word, including Julius Marcus and Juliette Fournier, who
ended their three-month extramarital affair in Central Park with a double suicide. A public outcry
followed the revelation that police had found Ingersoll’s column on suicide in Marcus’s pocket,
including a condemnation from the New York Minister’s Association:

Detailed accounts of suicides are not only obnoxious to all but the morbid, but are among the po-
tent causes of the alarming increase of self-murder, especially when communications extenuating
and even advocating it are sought and exploited as a means of increasing circulation.

(“The duty,” 1897, p. 12)

If immoralities and crimes resulted from the press’s profit motive and the public’s prurience,
then the correctives seemed clear: Limit the profits that newspapers could make from sensation-
alism and dampen the public’s appetite for titillation by changing the basis on which newspa-
pers operated. One common proposal for diminishing the profit motive was to fund newspapers
through endowments. Unlike profit-motivated newspapers tempted to pander for circulation by
resorting to sex and crime reporting, endowed newspapers could afford to publish solely from
conscience. Indeed, steel magnate and philanthropist Andrew Carnegie announced that he would
be willing to endow a newspaper if nine other volunteers helped him, but none was forthcoming.
Nobody endowed a newspaper.

Others advocated moral and economic pressure. A letter to the editor of the New York Times
proposed having thousands of people

wear for a period of thirty days some distinguishing badge, ribbon or button as a silent protest
against new journalism, which would so shame the readers of yellow newspapers ... that they
would as lief fondle a mad dog as they would be seen reading these papers.

(“Yellow journalism,” 1898, p. 6)

But no such public protest ever materialized. Other writers declared that the yellow press
would be crippled if moral businesspeople ended their patronage of offensive newspapers and
advertised only in respectable publications. No such strategic advertising was ever coordinated.
In 1896 reformers called for a boycott of The New York Journal and World because of their sex
and crime stories, but the boycott fizzled.

These solutions failed because consumers enjoyed yellow journalism. Said one contempo-
rary, “The newspaper is just what the public wants it to be” (“Ethics,” 1897, p. 2). Recognizing
that yellow journalism flourished because people wanted to read it, some critics recommended
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measures to refine the public’s taste. Shifting the focus of media reform from production to con-
sumption, they suggested educating the public through essays, lectures, and college courses. But
as hard as changing the press proved to be, it was even harder to convince the public that its taste
in newspapers was poor. No media literacy movement emerged.

Although press criticism in the Progressive Era was piecemeal rather than systematic, taken
as a whole it comprised a common-sense utilitarianism. Not that the criticism was expressed in
terms of the greatest good for the greatest number—but evaluating the press according to the
effects that it had upon its consumers, rather than according to its character or its intentions or
the nature of its actions, was a sort of utilitarian measurement. Needless to say, the effects were
always posited rather than proven, so however thought-provoking such consequentialism may
have been, it failed to stimulate any serious improvements in the press. Reform would come from
within journalism in the form of professional codes of ethics and higher education.

PROFESSIONALISM

Daily newspapers were wildly popular in the early decades of the twentieth century. Increases
in circulation dwarfed population growth from 1900 to 1930, daily newspaper circulation
growing 260 percent as the population grew only 62 percent. Daily newspapers reported infor-
mation faster, more factually, and more comprehensively than ever before, and the tabloids
attracted readers with breezy prose, abundant photographs, and titillating stories of sex and
crime. But the press’s popularity was accompanied by complaints that news was too often false,
suppressed, biased, or indecent. Acknowledging its moral lapses, the press moved to show the
public that it was serious about improving practices by bolstering professional training and
enacting codes of ethics.

In 1900, The Journalist declared that college-educated journalists wrote better, thought more
broadly, and were more ethical than their colleagues from the school of hard knocks. The trade
journal’s observations reflected the era’s professionalization. Joseph Pulitzer, the publisher of
The St. Louis Post-Dispatch and New York World who donated $2 million to endow the Grad-
uate School of Journalism at Columbia University in 1910, believed that ethics was central to
journalism education. “I desire to assist in attracting to this profession young men of character
and ability, also to help those already engaged in the profession to acquire the highest moral and
intellectual training,” he explained. “There will naturally be a course in ethics, but training in
ethical principles must not be confined to that. It must pervade all the courses” (O’Dell, 1935,
p. 107). By 1915, journalism ethics courses were being taught at Indiana, Kansas, Kansas State,
Missouri, Montana, Oklahoma, Oregon, and Washington, and other universities were incorpo-
rating ethics in their courses on journalism history and law. This focus on ethics in journalism
education continued through the 1920s. In his pioneering 1924 textbook, The Ethics of Journal-
ism, Nelson Crawford noted that twenty U.S. institutions offered journalism degrees and that
200 others offered some journalism instruction in an effort to foster “integrity, intelligence and
objective-mindedness” (p. 170).

To meet the growing demand for reporters who were ethically sensitive as well as technically
proficient, significant works on journalistic ethics were published during this era. Exhibiting
what Clifford Christians calls “a dogged preoccupation with public obligation” (2000, p. 22),
these works expounded upon what individual newspapers and professional associations had codi-
fied. Privileges were no longer taken for granted, sensationalism was dismissed as an excess from
the past, and accuracy became the sine qua non of journalistic professionalism. The first books
on journalism ethics in the United States were The Ethics of Journalism by Nelson Crawford of
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Kansas State University (1924) and The Morals of Newspaper Making by Thomas A. Lahey of
the University of Notre Dame (1924). These books appeared at the same time the first journalism
textbook to include a chapter on ethics appeared: The Principles of Journalism by Casper S.
Yost, editor of The St. Louis Globe-Democrat (1924). Other books appeared in rapid succession:
The Conscience of the Newspaper by Leon Flint of the University of Kansas (1925), Newspaper
Ethics by William Gibbons of Pennsylvania State University (1926), and The Newspaper and
Responsibility by Paul F. Douglass of the University of Cincinnati (1929). After Ethics and Prac-
tices in Journalism by Albert Henning of Southern Methodist University was published in 1932,
the word “ethics” disappeared from titles of books about the media until 1975, when John Merrill
of the University of Missouri and Ralph Barney of Brigham Young University published a book
of readings entitled Ethics and the Press.

Codes of ethics were a primary means that journalists in the early twentieth century used to
answer their critics and to articulate their best practices. The first code of ethics for journalists
was adopted in 1910 by the Kansas Editorial Association. Written by William E. Miller, the
Kansas code called for advertising policies that were forthright and fair and for news that was
honest, just, and decent. The admonishments were specific, advising that “all advertising should
be paid for in cash,” for instance, and that “no reporter should be retained who accepts any cour-
tesies, unusual favors, opportunities for self-gain, or side employment from any factors whose
interests would be affected by the manner in which his reports are made” (Miller, 1922, pp. 287,
293-294). Following the lead of the Kansas Editorial Association, numerous state press associa-
tions as well as individual newspapers adopted codes of ethics during the 1910s and 1920s.

The codes and creeds would not be limited to newspapers and state press associations. In 1923,
the Canons of Journalism were adopted at the inaugural meeting of the American Society of News-
paper Editors, the culmination of Casper Yost’s decade-long dream of an ethical organization of
newspaper editors. The virtues of responsibility, freedom, independence, honesty, accuracy, impar-
tiality, fair play, and decency that the Canons of Journalism championed summarized the ideals of
journalism so well that the Society of Professional Journalists adopted the Canons in 1926, and
other newspapers and press associations used the Canons as a model for the codes they would write.

Just as public criticism motivated journalists to write codes of ethics, government regulation
motivated the National Association of Broadcasters (NAB) to create one of its own. Written
in 1928, the Radio Code was created to minimize the involvement of the Federal Radio Com-
mission, established by Congress the year before to ensure that broadcasting took place in the
“public interest, convenience, and necessity.” Originally consisting of unenforceable platitudes,
the Radio Code grew more specific with every revision, so that the 22nd edition in 1980 was a
booklet 31 pages long. The Radio and Television Codes related to advertising and program con-
tent, but adherence was voluntary and noncompliance went unpunished. In 1963, for instance, the
Federal Communications Commission discovered that 40 percent of television stations exceeded
the time limits for advertising set forth in the Television Code. The codes did have some impact,
though, because the advertisements that television and radio stations broadcast were usually
designed with NAB Code standards in mind.

Although usually written with good intentions, ethics codes have been neither universally
welcome nor effective. Stanley Walker, city editor of The New York Herald Tribune, dismissed
ethics codes as unrealistic. “Not a bad thing, this eternal seeking for sanctification,” he wrote.

There is, it may be, some hope for any reprobate who is capable of turning his head on his pillow
and asking: “Why do I have to be so rotten?” But the next day comes the avalanche of reality. There
are compromises. It was always so. The saving law is: We do the best we can—in the circumstances.

(1934, p. 176)
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Walker’s dismissal of codes as impractical and unenforceable seemed to be borne out shortly
after ASNE adopted the Canons of Journalism. Several ASNE members recommended expelling
Fred Bonfils, co-owner of The Denver Post, for violating the Canons by accepting bribes to
suppress information about the Teapot Dome scandal, but in 1929 the membership voted that
following the Canons was strictly voluntary. Blackmail may have been wrong, but violators could
not be punished by the ASNE or any other journalism society’s code. Their codes of ethics were
hortatory only.

The viability of media codes would become questionable toward the end of the century. In
1979, the U.S. Justice Department claimed that the NAB’s Television Code violated antitrust
laws, saying that limits on the amount of time for commercials per hour, on the number of
commercial interruptions per hour, and on the number of products per commercial harmed both
advertisers and consumers by raising the price of broadcasting time unnecessarily. The NAB
responded by eliminating its codes. Code enforcement would arise again as an issue in the mid-
1980s, when news organizations began to fear that written codes of ethics could be used against
them by libel plaintiffs claiming that reporters recklessly disregarded journalistic standards. This
fear had a chilling effect on journalistic codes of ethics. After 1987, when the Society of Profes-
sional Journalists (SPJ) stopped asking its members to censure reporters who violated the SPJ
code, most code activity in journalism moved quietly to the privacy of individual newsrooms.

After all of the codes and the chapters and the books of journalism ethics were written in the
1920s, concern for ethics was replaced by a concern for objectivity. In the minds of many at the
time, ethics books and journalistic canons were seen as means of ridding journalism of its more
outrageous practices. Journalism ethics became synonymous with culling values from the facts
of human experience so that reporters could produce news that was neutral, unbiased, factual.
Journalistic objectivity became a set of skills that could be learned and practiced. Failure to report
objectively was the result of poor training or of clever public relations or propaganda. But this
faith in scientific objectivity began to be shaken in the 1960s, when science itself was beginning
to be explained in terms of paradigms rather than simple progress. Although the term would
continue to be used, “objectivity” came to mean accuracy and fairness. Time publisher James
Shepley explained the difference:

We know that the truth is based on an interplay between fact and opinion, and that the two are
inextricable. We always try to see to it that our facts are selected through balanced judgment, that
our judgments are supported by reliable facts... It is a fallible process; but it is open, and always
subject to inspection, correction and improvement. We think it is the best process available not
only for describing events but for making clear their meaning.

(1968, p. 17)

As the doctrine of objectivity waned, the study of media ethics reappeared.

SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

Concern for freedom of the press was on the mind of Henry Luce, publisher of Time magazine,
after World War II. The experience of wartime censorship was fresh. Shortly after Japan bombed
Pearl Harbor, President Franklin D. Roosevelt created the Office of Censorship, which issued a
code of wartime practices for the press at home to follow and required correspondents abroad to
submit their articles and photographs to military censors. Under the Espionage Act, some pub-
lishers lost their second-class mailing permits and a few others were indicted, but the press was
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mostly compliant, censoring itself as it did when it withheld news of plans for the Allied invasion
of North Africa in 1942 and the development of the atomic bomb. For Henry Luce, wartime cen-
sorship became personal when British Customs detained his wife, Clare Booth Luce, in Trinidad
for reporting about Allied weaknesses in Libya.

There were other pressing concerns for media owners such as Luce. Worried about the
power of the increasingly concentrated media, the federal government had begun to break up
large media companies in an effort to diversify ownership and perspective. In 1940, the Justice
Department issued a consent decree to major movie studios to increase competition within a
tightly controlled film and theater industry. Three years later, the courts backed the Federal
Communications Commission’s order for RCA to sell one of its two NBC networks. Not only
did Luce own a 12.5 percent interest in NBC’s Blue Network, but he also owned Time, Life,
and Fortune magazines, The March of Time radio program and film series, and the radio news
show Time Views the News. Because Time, Inc. could easily reach a third of all Americans,
Luce’s empire was the type of powerful media corporation that the government had begun to
investigate. As Luce’s friend Robert M. Hutchins would later say, “Mr. Luce and his magazines
have more effect on the American character than the whole educational system put together”
(Swanberg, 1972, p. 479).

Worried that press freedoms were in jeopardy, Luce turned to Hutchins, then the chancellor
of the University of Chicago, who invited a dozen renowned intellectuals including Zechariah
Chafee, Harold Lasswell, Archibald MacLeish, Reinhold Niebuhr, and Arthur Schlesinger to
form a Commission on the Freedom of the Press. The Hutchins Commission heard testimony
from 58 representatives from the press, interviewed 225 people from government and industry,
held 17 two- and three-day meetings, and studied 176 documents prepared by its staff before
issuing its report, A Free and Responsible Press, in 1947. But rather than defend media practices,
the report sounded an alarm. If the media failed to act responsibly, the commission prophe-
sied, the government would have no choice but to regulate them. “Those who direct the machin-
ery of the press have engaged from time to time in practices which the society condemns and
which, if continued, it will inevitably undertake to regulate or control,” the Commission said,
adding that “freedom of the press can remain a right of those who publish only if it incorporates
into itself the right of the citizen and the public interest” (Leigh, 1947, pp. 1, 18). The Hutchins
Commission said that the press was responsible for providing (1) daily news that is trustworthy;
(2) a forum for public expression; (3) inclusive reporting, free of stereotypes; (4) stories that
pursue and probe democratic life; and (5) universal access to daily news. Anything less was
unworthy of a press that had Constitutional protections so that it could help democracy work,
not in order to make money.

These were words that Luce and other lords of the press did not want to hear. They denounced
the Hutchins Commission report and tried to ignore its fundamental claim that freedom from
government interference did not negate the media’s public service obligations, that indeed free-
dom for public service was the very premise for freedom from government interference. The
media clung to their laissez-faire outlook as if newspaper chains and one-city dailies were not
sweeping away traditional free market conditions. Dismissing the Commission’s concerns, the
media provided less and less news and opinion for an informed citizenry. They were increasingly
in the business of selling audiences to advertisers.

But while the press was ignoring the Hutchins Commission report, journalism schools
started to take it seriously. In 1956, social responsibility was being explained along with author-
itarianism, libertarianism, and communism as one of the Four Theories of the Press (Siebert,
Peterson, and Schramm, 1956). The following year Wilbur Schramm published Responsibility in
Mass Communication. And in 1962, J. Edward Gerald’s Social Responsibility of the Press, which
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complained that the media’s Jeffersonian idealism had been corrupted by their rapacious quest
for profit, called the Hutchins Commission’s report “timeless” (Gerald, 1962, p. 103). Genera-
tions of journalists would begin their professional lives having considered that their skills were
best used for public rather than corporate good.

Social responsibility may not have been a developed theory, but it was a persuasive,
other-oriented perspective that valued both freedom from government interference and commit-
ment to the public good. Rejecting government regulation, social responsibility advocated coop-
eration between the media and citizenry in concrete efforts that would limit market excesses and
pressure the media to serve society rather than narrow self-interest. These efforts resulted in the
creation of news councils, ombudsmen, and journalism reviews.

The most active news council in the United States was organized in 1970 by the Minnesota
Newspaper Association to emulate the British Press Council, which helped maintain public con-
fidence in the press by hearing complaints about news media. The Minnesota News Council,
composed of journalists and public volunteers, heard its first case in 1971, when it upheld the
complaint about a St. Paul Union Advocate story asserting that a legislator was being paid off by
the liquor lobby. (The editor confessed that the story was so good that he failed to find out whether
it was true.) Since then the Council has conducted about four public hearings a year, upholding
half of the complaints it has received. Other state and city councils still operating are the Wash-
ington News Council, which held its first hearing in 1999, and the Honolulu Community-Media
Council, which began in 1970. In 2006, the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation provided
two $75,000 grants to establish The Southern California News Council and The New England
News Council.

The only nationwide news council was founded in 1973 with a grant from the Twentieth
Century Fund. The National News Council investigated more than 1,000 complaints about media
misconduct and published its conclusions in the Columbia Journalism Review and later in Quill.
But major news organizations, including the New York Times, Associated Press, and CBS, opposed
news councils, claiming that they opened the door to government regulation of the media. The
National News Council could not continue without their support, so it ceased operating in 1983.

A more immediate approach to media accountability has been the appointment of ombuds-
men, in-house critics who respond to public criticisms of media content. Harkening back to the
Bureau of Accuracy and Fair Play that Joseph Pulitzer started in 1913 to handle complaints about
his New York World, media ombudsmen were first proposed formally in 1967 by media critic Ben
Bagdikian as a sort of institutional conscience to help maintain public accountability as family
newspapers were absorbed into newspaper chains. Three months later, John Herchenroeder of
The Courier-Journal and Times of Louisville, Kentucky became the first newspaper ombudsman
in the United States. Sometimes called readers’ representatives, readers’ advocates, or public
editors, they are usually seasoned and highly respected reporters who criticize newspapers from
within. Alfred JaCoby, who served for seven years as readers’ representative for The San Diego
Union, recalls the paper’s owner confessing that his criticism sometimes angered her. “But you
must go on because it’s good for the newspaper” (2003, p. 188), she told him. However valuable
to those media who have them, ombudsmen have been appointed by only a few dozen newspa-
pers and broadcast newsrooms.

A third outcome of social responsibility are journalism reviews, periodicals that criticize
the news media. Early journalism reviews include the Nieman Reports, begun in 1947 as part
of Harvard University’s Nieman Fellowships for mid-career journalists, which the widow of the
founder and publisher of the Milwaukee Journal endowed “to promote and elevate the standards
of journalism in the United States” (“About the Nieman Foundation,” 2006). Veteran reporter
George Seldes published a more acerbic review, In fact, from 1940 to 1950. The years 1968 to
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1975 were a period of ferment for journalism reviews. More than two dozen reviews appeared
during this period, ranging from the commercial (MORE, 1971-1978) to the militant (The Unsat-
isfied Man, 1970-1975). They represented various groups including African-Americans (Ball
and Chain Review, 1969—1970), feminists (Media Report to Women, 1972 to date), journalists
(St. Louis Journalism Review, 1970 to date), and students (feed/back, 1974—1986). Although most
journalism reviews from this period lasted no more than 18 months, their legacy was permanent.
Today media criticism is part and parcel of the mainstream media as well as professional organ-
izations such as the Society of Professional Journalists. The university-based Columbia Journal-
ism Review (1961 to date) and American Journalism Review (originally Washington Journalism
Review, 1977 to date) are still going strong, as are partisan reviews such as the AIM Report (1972
to date) on the right and Extra! (1987 to date) on the left of the American political spectrum.

GLOBAL HUMANITARIANISM

The 1980s brought a new sense of urgency to media ethics. For one thing, the stakes were higher.
There were more media than ever before and media audiences seemed insatiable. And the prom-
ise of Marshall McLuhan’s global village seemed to be momentarily fulfilled in the summer of
1985 with the charity rock concert Live Aid, which simultaneously reached an estimated 1.5
billion viewers in 100 countries and raised more than $250 million for famine relief in Ethiopia.
Media continued to multiply in the 1990s, with direct broadcast satellites and cell phones, not to
mention the Internet, which by 2007 had an estimated 1.1 billion users across the world.

However impressive the diversity and the reach of the media had become, the 85 percent of
the world’s 6.5 billion citizens without Internet access demonstrated the underside of the expo-
nential growth in communications. Penetration was lopsided. Most North Americans (69 percent)
were connected to the Internet, as were most residents of Oceania/Australia (54 percent) and the
European Union (52 percent), but few Africans (4 percent), Middle Easterners (10 percent), or
Asians (11 percent) were online. The stark contrast between communication haves and have nots
illustrated one cause for the replication of patterns of wealth and poverty in the world.

This incongruity of media access and media power was the focus of Many Voices, One World,
the influential report that UNESCO’s International Commission for the Study of Communication
Problems issued in 1980. The so-called MacBride report, named after the commission’s Nobel
Peace Prize-winning chair Sean MacBride, proposed a New World Information and Communi-
cation Order (NWICO) that advocated “a free and balanced flow” of information internationally.
Among its recommendations were measures to help protect journalists, who were increasingly
the targets of violence. (According to the Committee to Protect Journalists, an average of 40
journalists were killed every year from 1992 to 2006 for attempting to report their observations
truthfully, and few of the perpetrators were brought to justice.) And bemoaning the predomi-
nance of Northern Hemisphere news agencies such as the Associated Press, Reuters, and Agence
France-Presse, NWICO called for a UNESCO-funded Southern Hemisphere news agency to help
right the imbalance. “Unless some basic structural changes are introduced,” the MacBride report
said, “the potential benefits of technological and communication development will hardly be put
at the disposal of the majority of mankind” (International Commission, 1980, p. 3).

NWICO’s insistence on the right to communicate transformed into a broader notion of com-
munication rights that empower people in their own particular circumstances. The handbook
Assessing Communication Rights (Siochru, 2005) conceives communication rights as four pillars:
(a) communicating in the public sphere, (b) communicating knowledge, (c) civil rights in commu-
nication, and (d) cultural rights in communication. According to this framework, communication
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rights flourish to the extent that media stimulate truly open debate and interaction; that knowl-
edge is generated for the good of all; that citizens are ensured privacy of communication, control
over their own personal information, and freedom from surveillance; and that individuals are free
to communicate in their indigenous languages and to express their indigenous cultures.

As NWICO promoted just information flows internationally, academic media ethics came
into its own organizationally. The first academic center for the study of media ethics, University
of Minnesota’s Silha Center for the Study of Media Ethics and Law, was established in 1984.
That same year, the non-profit Poynter Institute for Media Studies instituted a seminar in applied
ethics for reporters and editors. In 1985, the Journal of Mass Media Ethics began publication
as a semiannual refereed journal; it became a quarterly journal in its fifth year. The semiannual
Media Ethics Update, now Media Ethics, followed in 1988. Courses in media ethics proliferated.
A 1980 survey identified 68 colleges and universities with freestanding courses in media ethics;
by 1995, more than 158 colleges and universities were teaching courses in media ethics. The
Media Ethics Division of the Association for Education in Journalism and Mass Communication
was established in 1999 with a membership of nearly 200 scholars, and media ethics has had
a presence in the Association for Practical and Professional Ethics from its inception in 1991.
Chairs of media ethics were endowed at McGill University, the University of South Florida, and
the University of Oregon (which began a graduate certificate program in media ethics in 2006).
Since 1990, the Library of Congress has added one book every month under the subject heading
of “journalistic ethics—United States,” “communication—moral and ethical aspects,” or “mass
media—moral and ethical aspects.”

As media ethics became incorporated into North American academics, international con-
cerns were squarely on the agenda. In 1980, under the auspices of the International Association
for Mass Communication Research, Anne van der Meiden of the State University of Utrecht (the
Netherlands) published Ethics and Mass Communication, a collection of papers from Europe,
North America, and Asia that addressed ethical issues cross-culturally. At the end of the decade,
Thomas Cooper of Emerson College edited another cross-cultural anthology, Communication
Ethics and Global Change (1989), which showed that concepts of truth, responsibility, and free
expression permeate codes of media ethics across the world. Another set of cross-cultural studies
followed in 1997 with Communication Ethics and Universal Values edited by Clifford Chris-
tians and Michael Traber (Christians and Traber, 1997). This book advanced the thesis that the
sacredness of life is a universal belief that yields the moral universals of human dignity, honesty,
and non-violence. Articles in the 2002 special issue of the Journal of Mass Media Ethics on the
“search for a global media ethic” explored the possibility of universal ethical standards and an
international code of journalism ethics, and showed that universal standards and principles have
continued to preoccupy media ethics scholars.

Attempts to articulate ethical theories with cross-cultural appeal multiplied. Some turned to
the discourse ethics of German philosopher Jiirgen Habermas (1990), who attempted to describe
rational and universal “ideal speech situations.” Habermas described democratic life as a state in
which the media fostered public conversation and debate based on equality, respect, and empathy.
Clifford Christians and two colleagues proposed a theory of communitarianism as an alternative
to the dominant individualism and its counterpart collectivism. As articulated in Good News:
Social Ethics and the Press, communitarianism understood human beings as relational and on
this basis proposed democratic transformations of media practices and organizations (Christians,
Ferré, and Fackler, 1993). Another theoretical avenue was virtue ethics, which emphasizes what
Klaidman and Beauchamp in The Virtuous Journalist called “a fixed disposition to do what is
morally commendable” (1987, p. 18). Often applied to individuals, virtue ethics also informed
discussions of corporations, as Nick Couldry did in Listening Beyond the Echoes (2006), which
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argues that as moral agents that bear essential information, the media need to be accurate, sin-
cere, reflective, open, and accountable. Others drew on Carol Gilligan’s In a Different Voice
(1982) and Nell Noddings’ Caring (1984) for feminist media ethics, which stressed equality,
respect, and attachment as experienced in actual relationships, values that contrasted with the
distance of journalistic objectivity and abstracted rules of professional codes.

For leading scholars, international communication had become more than an area of aca-
demic interest. Global, multimedia journalism had become the starting point for media ethics.
Stephen J. A. Ward, author of The Invention of Journalism Ethics (2004), argued that the devel-
opment of global news media and online journalism necessitated new approaches to journalism
ethics. He contrasted parochial perspectives with more ethical, cosmopolitan perspectives. Paro-
chial perspectives settled for a national context, neglecting cross-cultural comparisons of media
traditions and practices. They acknowledged international reporting, but as a foreign activity
disconnected from local practices. Cosmopolitan perspectives, on the other hand, situated prac-
tices and principles in a global context. Thinking of media serving a global human good, they
define ethical journalism as helping address the staggering problems of humanity (Ward, 2006).

CONCLUSION

The four periods of ferment in American media ethics history—the Progressive Era, professional-
ism in the 1920s, social responsibility after 1947, and global humanitarianism after 1980—signify
a century of concern about media ethics on the parts of citizens, practitioners, and academics.
The fact that the public has been involved in media ethics from the beginning and that profession-
als and academics have taken public concerns seriously shows that media ethics is a democratic
enterprise. Issues such as fairness, privacy, and truth-telling have been debated in public forums,
seminars, and newsrooms to various effects. Assumptions underlying these debates have changed
from the caveat emptor of libertarianism to the obligations of social responsibility and global
humanitarianism. Sometimes media ethics changes media behavior, sometimes not. Whatever
the outcome, citizens in a democracy usually get the media they deserve.

Historical investigations of media ethics tend to be topical. They have traced the histories
of ideas such as objectivity or privacy. The most useful of these histories have asked questions
that have a bearing on current practice: How have issues in media ethics been framed? What
assumptions did various sides of arguments make? What kinds of evidence were employed in
the arguments? Were answers to questions translated into policies and practices? How has the
enculturation of media ethics changed over time? Who has been revered in media history, and
what does such reverence say about the generation that held these individuals in high esteem?
What people, institutions, policies, and practices have exemplified key changes in media ethics?
What lessons can be learned from the past, and does our present vantage point allow us to render
judgments on previous practices? Is may not imply ought, but the more we know about how
media ethics has been conducted in the past, the more perceptively we can address the important
issues in media ethics today.
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Essential Shared Values
and 21st Century Journalism

Deni Elliott

If anyone can be a publisher, some might argue that there is no need for journalists. Individuals
and groups have unprecedented ability to capture and broadcast images, events, and interpre-
tations without the filter of traditional news organizations. The Web allows unlimited access
to the opinions of others and to information from credible (and incredible) sources. Users
with Internet access are adrift in a flood of visual and textual messages. It is clear that any
role journalists might play in this Information Age has changed from being the primary pro-
vider of information that citizens needed to effectively function in their community, country,
and world.

The technological changes that propelled interpersonal and mass communication from the
analog to the digital era has caused a paradigm shift for journalism. One hallmark of paradigm
shift, as described by scientist Thomas Kuhn (1962), who first coined the term, is that a signif-
icant number of relevant parties realize that old assumptions about how the social institution
under examination should function no longer hold. According to Kuhn, a paradigm shift is not a
neat and tidy transition. It is a revolution, a transformation in which “one conceptual worldview
is replaced by another” (Take the Leap, n.d.).

The instantaneous aspect of communication in the digital era, for example, has changed
many of the conventions and expectations for how it is appropriate to interact with one
another. The formal salutations and closures of physical letter writing have generally been
abandoned in sending texts or email. Receipt and response to physical mail might take as
long as a month; receipt and response to electronic communication may be a matter of sec-
onds. The success of a telephone call was dependent on catching someone at home or in their
office near a landline and not knowing who might answer the phone. Now mobile devices
provide immediate contact via voice, text, or images and it is rare for individuals to share
their device with others. Vehicles for news included printed and distributed newspapers and
commercially-produced shows broadcast on radio and television, most of which were com-
peting with one another to deliver the same message to the same mass audience at the same
times each day. Sender-controlled scheduled news media has been replaced by user-initiated
access to real-time targeted information.

In this chapter, Essential Shared Values and 21st Century Journalism, I argue that while the
paradigm shift has changed conventions and expectations for how journalism serves citizens,
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credible journalists and news organizations with commitment to the truly essential values of
journalistic practice, are more necessary than ever for the development and sustenance of dem-
ocratic process. The late 20th century paradigm shift from analog to digital communication, as
with other paradigm shifts in the history of mass communication, includes fundamental changes
in how, when, and from where people receive information; it does not change citizens’ need for
balanced, accurate, relevant, and credible information.

Paradigm shifts create confusion while old expectations disappear and new understand-
ings arise. New technology paradigms do not arrive with conventions of practice attached and
accepted. The period of time in which the old conventions and processes don’t really apply and
that new understandings and conventions are in development is notable for its lack of consensus.
During this time, “competing schools of thought possess differing procedures, theories, even
metaphysical presuppositions” (Stanford University, 2007).

Yet, essential aspects of social institutions endure, even during paradigm shifts. The social
responsibility of journalists, at least in democracies, is to notice and report the important
events and issues that citizens need to know so that they can effectively govern themselves
(Elliott, 1986; Kovach and Rosenstiel, 2001). That remains true despite paradigm shifts. Civic
engagement requires information and opinions that create an individual’s web of beliefs.
Regardless of how distorted a particular person’s beliefs may be, the unique social responsi-
bility of those who call themselves journalists is to provide balanced, accurate, relevant, and
complete information to audience members to the best of their ability. Essential shared values
are those values that directly support journalists fulfilling their unique social responsibility
(Elliott, 1988, pp. 29-30).

FORCES OPPOSING TRADITIONAL JOURNALISM IN THE EARLY 21ST CENTURY

In the current paradigm shift, four changes are most evident in 21st century journalism from that
of the traditional journalistic practices that developed in the early 20th century:

1. Affordable satellite technology allows for instant transmission of messages by anyone;

2. The Internet allows for instant access to information, as well as providing an instant
podium and microphone for response in the virtual, global town-square;

3. The Internet has created a 24-hour expectation for information flow, and destroyed the
space- and time-limited news hole of traditional journalism; and

4. A lack of hard borders between types of mass communication—news, entertainment,
advertising, and opinion—and the social media platforms that receive and deliver com-
munication has resulted in a mixed bag of messages that defy easy classification and may
lead to user misinterpretation (Elliott and Spence, 2018).

Traditional journalism required that journalists recognize newsworthy events and create
images or textual, audio or visual narratives to share with a mass audience. Now, breaking news
is as likely to come from the mobile device of a participant or an accidental observer as it is from
a journalist employed by a news organization. This input has given rise to the term citizen jour-
nalist as a label for those who are gathering information for news stories without the sanction
of a recognized news organization. Instead of details gathered and repackaged by journalists,
information comes via open sourcing from a variety of information givers. Citizens at large
have gained greater credibility as sources of information. But, according to long-time editor
Robert Giles, “[M]astery of [new technology] is not a substitute for journalistic skills and values”
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(2001, p. 5). The ability to witness and collect data does not make one a journalist. While tradi-
tional journalism was intended to prioritize the public interest in story development and delivery,
internet-based sources often intentionally choose among source material to promote an ideology
or particular point of view.

Traditional journalism took time. It took time to fact check a story. It took time for editors
to review stories and determine the priority of placement in newspapers and broadcast news
programs based on what should be most important to a mass audience of active citizens. It took
many hours to produce the newspaper or the news show. But, every technological advance, from
the Gutenberg press to telegraph to computer to satellite to Internet, has cut down the time that
journalists thought that they needed to competently do their work.

For generations, there was more information that a news organization had print or broad-
cast space to use; what was used was said to fill the “news hole.” In addition, journalists had
facts that they believed to be true, but that they could not report (yet) due to a lack of hard
evidence or verification. But, that too has changed. According to Bryon Calame, a Times
Public Editor:

For more than a century, New York Times reporters covering the newsworthy developments of the
day typically focused on having the stories ready by the evening deadlines for the next morning’s
paper ... More and more, Times staffers are expected to deliver breaking news stories to the Web
version of the paper 24 hours a day—as soon as the articles are ready. That means more editors
are constantly balancing speed against completeness to decide when an article is good enough to
carry The Times’ respected brand.

(Calame, 2006a, November 19)

Calame notes that the result is a different mindset for journalists along with an explosion
of “multimedia and video presentations, audio, blogs and interactive graphics” (2006a,
November 19). The ability to transmit instantly has created the expectation of instant trans-
mission. The concept of a news hole limited by space or time has dissolved for both pro-
ducer and user.

Traditionally, journalism involved a group of like-minded practitioners, choosing among
topics and details, gate keeping and fact checking their way to the creation of a news story.
Huddled in separate newsrooms, reporters and photographers, designers and editors, pro-
ducers and news directors adhered to common values, each seeking to develop similar news
products first.

Now, instead of information givers all being journalists, who operate with similar conven-
tions of practice, bloggers are claiming turf, as are participants and witnesses to important events.
Print and broadcast tabloids, once dismissed for their sensationalism and incredible yarns, have
broken true and important stories. These information givers do not respect the same rules as tra-
ditional journalists, but they influence traditional reporting.

Today “Internet journalism, according to those who produce manifestos on its behalf, rep-
resents a world historical development—not so much because of the expressive power of the
new medium as because of its accessibility to producers and consumers” (Lemann, 2006, p. 44).
Every user can be both a producer and consumer of news. K. Daniel Glover, editor of National
Journal’s Technology Daily, and graphic designer Mike Essl call bloggers, “the pamphleteers of
the twenty-first century, revolutionary ‘citizen journalists’ motivated by personal idealism and an
unwavering confidence that they can reform American politics” (Glover and Essl, 2006, p. 13).
Bloggers, like journalists, seek to attract an audience and to provoke thought among those users.
According to editor, E.J. Dionne, bloggers
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exist to engage citizens in the obligations and magic of politics. They draw people into the fight.

They have made millions of people feel that their voices will be heard somewhere and, when

aggregated together, can have a real influence on the outcome of policy debates and elections.
(Dionne, 2006, p. 34)

The capability of audience members to control collection and dissemination of news, col-
lectively and individually, can lead to the conclusion that consumer judgment can substitute for
news judgment.

Disintermediated news is ... not selected by editors. [It is news based on the assumption that]
markets are capable of making better decisions about news than editors. We're getting this from
two sides. First, there are the Web people, who have ingeniously figured out how to decide what’s
important by tabulating the collective wisdom of online readers. How galling for us—to be re-
placed by algorithm. Second, we’re getting it from our own corporate leaders, who believe in
market research. Why not just edit by referendum? They wonder. Why not just ask people what
they want and give it to them?

(Carroll, 2006, p. 5)

The short answer to Carroll’s rhetorical question is that “what is in the public interest” and “what
the public is interested in” are very different concepts. Essentially, journalists have the respon-
sibility to report what is in the public interest and to try their best to help members of the public
care about the topic upon which they report. Seeking to engage members of the public regardless
of the importance of the topic is the foundation for click-bait and is more properly in the territory
of entertainment media rather than journalism.

Journalism, in the first part of the 21 st century, is a practice seeking newly defined boundaries:

[I]t appears that there are two contrasting theories of journalism ... One consists of established
standards and practices that emanate from print and broadcast journalism and the belief that jour-
nalism has a social responsibility to inform citizens and nurture democracy, while the other is
informed by suspicion of centrally managed, traditional media conglomerates and a belief, in-
spired by the open architecture of the Internet and flexibility of Web publishing, that citizens can
participate in democracy by creating their own journalism.

(Berkman and Shumway, 2003, p. 67)

Traditional news was once easy to distinguish from other forms of mass communication. The
boundaries between news and opinion, news and entertainment, news and advertising have sof-
tened for a variety of reasons, but whether a particular informational product ought to count as
news, reality, analysis, opinion, or parody is now sometimes difficult to judge.

Consider, for example, two fake news shows that have been shown to be “just as substan-
tive as network television news”. John Stewart, host of Comedy Central’s “The Daily Show”
(TDS), and Stephen Colbert of “The Colbert Report” (TCR), became 21st century cultural icons
by deconstructing traditional news stories, often exhibiting greater truth than had been initially
reported. Ethics scholars Sandra Borden and Chad Tew explain that real news and the “fake”
news of the two comedy shows are deeply intertwined.

[B]y relying on raw material that has been “vetted” by journalists, TDS and TCR implicitly buy
into factuality—and its associated rules of evidence—as a key norm for good journalism ... At the
same time, “fake” news demonstrates how the same set of “facts” can be interpreted differently
and contextualized more thoroughly.

(Borden and Tew, 2007, pp. 10-11)
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Rather than concluding that such shows make it difficult for audience members to differentiate
news from other products, Borden and Tew argue that the comedy shows provides a critical per-
spective, by which true news can be judged. The use of “fake” news in the satirical show context
is vastly different from the meaning of politicians who decry messages that they don’t like as
“fake” news. Satirized news is easily understood press criticism that lets citizens in on a humor-
ous analysis of news coverage that is rooted in traditional news values. The “fake” news label,
when used by disgruntled politicians unethically encourages citizens to question the truthful
messages provided by legitimate news organizations.

MOVING FROM THE 20TH CENTURY TRADITIONAL PARADIGM
TO THE NEW PARADIGM

Under the traditional paradigm of news reporting, journalists should:

1. Seek external discoverable truth or, if there is no clear single truth, present two opposing
sides of the story;

. Use sources with recognized expertise or authority;

. Present that material objectively;

. For consumption by a general mass audience;

. Through one-way communication.

| I NS I )

The new paradigm of journalism, in contrast, looks like this:

1. Notice issue and events;

2. Use own reporting as well as open sourcing;
3. Filter that through journalistic perspective;
4. For consumption by targeted audiences;

5. Who then provide feedback.

This section explores clashes between these two paradigms. However, it is important to remem-
ber that what is here called the “traditional” paradigm itself developed through a clash with an
earlier paradigm that was based on the partisan press.

According to Dionne,

From the beginning of our republic in the 1790s until the turn of the [20th] century, American
newspapers were, for the most part, the organs of political parties. There was no ideal of objec-
tivity ... [But, then rleformers who looked for professionalism, as against bossism, in politics
eventually turned to seeking professionalism in journalism.

Walter Lippmann ... led the way to a redefinition of journalism’s role and the journalist’s re-
sponsibilities. The notion that newspapers should be objective rather than partisan was the product
of Lippman’s admiration for the scientific method, his skepticism of ideology, and, some of his
critics would argue, his less than full-hearted faith in democracy.

(20006, p. 34)

History shows us that new technology loosens old conventions and transforms the way that big
stories are covered. In the 19th century, telegraph, the wire service, and the other technological
developments created the ability to move a single story or picture to thousands of news outlets at
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a time. At the same time that these technologies were in development, the industrial revolution
and an unending series of scientific discoveries were giving people a new sense of control over
their environment. Causes and effects, and solutions to problems could all be discovered if only
enough talent and resources were dedicated to the problem. Philosophers and scientists and the
lay public agreed: the truth could be known.

These beliefs about human ability to know and control the world reverberated in the 20th
century journalistic paradigm. Information could come from a common source, such as the team
of Associated Press reporters at the scene of a catastrophe. Text and visual journalistic accounts
that resulted were distributed to the thousands of news outlets that subscribed to wire services.
News, produced to provide the truth to a broad audience of Americans seemed to exist independ-
ent of the age, ethnicity, politics, or geography of its consumer.

An early U.S. journalistic code of ethics adopted by the American Society of Newspaper
Editors (ASNE) in 1923 reflected the technological, political, and scientific understandings of
the new century. For example, journalists were told to exhibit “natural and trained powers of
observation and reasoning.”

But, technology threatened the status quo.

Two hundred years ago, James Gorden Bennett of the New York Herald was one of many who
thought the telegraph would put newspapers out of business. It was a logical conclusion, he said,
because “it would eliminate the competitive advantage he had over his rivals. All that would be
left to newspapers was commentary and analysis.”

(Giles, 2001, p. 3)

“In newsrooms of the early nineteenth century, timeliness was not a priority. Newspapers
were almost exclusively local” (Giles, 2001, p. 2). The telegraph changed all of that. News-
papers survived and the journalistic value of timeliness was born. Marketing values had a
hand in the development of the non-partisan paradigm as well. Dionne notes: “By being non-
partisan and objective, newspapers did not offend half or more of their potential audience”
(2006, p. 36).

But objective reporting was often that which didn’t threaten the commonly held values of the
audience. American journalism’s coverage of World War II provides a good example. This was a
non-controversial war from the point of view of most U.S. news consumers. Emerging technol-
ogy, in the form of radio coverage, seemed to reinforce the notion that objective truth consisted
of external reality that journalism helped citizens to experience.

From the time that Pearl Harbor was attacked on December 7, 1941, journalists rallied to
give American audiences the American truth and show off new technology. The war was a radio
news exclusive from the 2:22 p.m. Eastern Standard Time wire service report the day of the
attack until the morning newspapers hit the stands at daybreak Monday.

CBS correspondent Edward R. Murrow gave listeners minute-by-minute descriptions of life
in the war zone and experimented with new reporting techniques. For the first time ever, listeners
had what we now call “natural sound”—they could hear for themselves what was going on at the
scene while it was being reported (Edwards, 2004, pp. 51-52).

Purported objectivity was easy to achieve when it was believed by the audience that there
was only one right side. In reality, there were other stories that were barely told or not told at
all. For example, information that the U.S. government consistently denied assistance to Jewish
families seeking escape from German genocide did not make its way into mainstream coverage
of the day (Jewish Virtual Library, January 13, 1944). Nationalistic coverage was mistakenly
believed to be objective coverage.
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Within a decade of the war’s end, however, objectivity and the understanding of what counted
as news came under serious attack. The United States returned to peacetime comfortable in its
military strength, but not as sure of the country’s ability to withstand the more subtle threat of
anti-democratic politics.

According to contemporary journalist Bob Edwards (2004), U.S. Senator Joe McCarthy,
who fanned the fear of Communists in our midst, was a careful student of objective reporting in
the early 1950s. Day after day, the Senator waved his new set of allegations too close to the con-
ventional late-afternoon deadline for journalists to find an equally believable source who could
give the other side of the story. The news convention of the day dictated that journalists report
only what they were told. The Senator, as named source, provided an illusion of expertise. Deni-
als, if published at all, came too late to gain the attention given to the initial claims.

Thoughtful journalists at the time were troubled that their objective, verifiable, named source
reporting of external events did not reflect fruth. But, it took the maverick television reporting
of Edward R. Murrow to provide context for McCarthy’s allegations. The just-born television
documentary had not yet developed norms of conduct. It was different enough from the printed
news story that it didn’t follow the same rules. The content was controlled by its producer, not its
sources. Producers sought to give complete stories rather than simply echo the pronouncements
of authoritative sources. The “See It Now” piece, so devastating to Senator McCarthy, was aired
in early March, 1954.

Bound by the Federal Communication Commission’s requirement of fairness, Senator
McCarthy was given an opportunity to produce a response that was later broadcast in the same
time slot. But, in the end, McCarthy fell victim to the process that he had himself exploited. The
“See It Now” television documentary provoked public disgust over McCarthy’s misuse of his
power and of news media. McCarthy’s denial and explanations, four weeks later, could not rally
equal attention or belief (Edwards, 2004, pp. 105-123).

On the face of it, it seemed that 20th-century technology conformed to the traditional para-
digm technique of journalists channeling objective information. During that century, technology
first, provided still images in addition to text so that citizens could see how something really
looked; then audio let people know how events sounded, then video showed them how the event
happened, and finally satellite technology put audiences in events as the story was still devel-
oping. And, from the beginning of that century, journalists worked to transmit the accounts of
sources and story subjects with dispassionate accuracy. But, rather than reinforce the belief of
a single Enlightenment-style truth, slice-of-life journalistic reporting ultimately revealed that
stories have multiple perspectives rather than a single infallible truth.

Reporting on later 20th century stories such as the U.S. civil rights movement, the Vietnam
War, and Watergate could not have happened through exclusive reliance on authoritative sources
contributing in traditional ways.

Consider, for example, the reporting on Watergate. Then veteran Washington Post reporter
Bob Woodward and novice reporter Carl Bernstein did not wait for official pronouncements
or for on-the-record credible sources to tell the nation what was happening and why. Wood-
ward and Bernstein obtained information however they could, tricking telephone company clerks
and pressuring witnesses called before the grand jury into the disclosure of information. Rather
than searching for, finding, and then reporting some indisputable truth, the Watergate reporting
included a confluence of perspectives emerging from White House statements, leaked tapes,
leaked grand jury testimony, Congressional testimony, stolen files, insiders seeking to expose
corruption, those seeking to cover it up, and those changing sides. Woodward and Bernstein drew
conclusions from a conglomerate of sources “close to the matter” and provided a narrative that
best fit the pieces they were able to collect (Woodward and Bernstein, 1974).
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However, the myth of objective reporting continued in the public mind and in journalism
schools until the reporting on a new Presidential scandal 14 years later. The coverage of Presi-
dent Bill Clinton and his affair with a White House intern illustrates even more clearly the clash
between paradigms.

From the beginning of this scandal, Web communication competed with traditional jour-
nalistic process. When Matt Drudge, publisher of the Web-based Drudge Report, told his e-mail
recipients and Web-browser audience in January 1998 that Newsweek had decided to sit on a
story about allegations of a Presidential sex scandal (McClintick, 1998, p. 113) the newsmaga-
zine’s editors responded by dumping the story onto online publication immediately rather than
waiting additional days to first publish the story in the hard copy magazine.

Here was a story developed by traditional journalists that was force-fed to the public
by a Web-based gossip columnist. According to McClintick (1998), that act of Matt Drudge
foreshadowed

the role of the Internet as a new and different journalism medium—and as a catalyst of broader
trends in America toward democratization and devolution of the power of big institutions, espe-
cially in the media worlds of New York and Washington. In that sense, Drudge can be seen as a
modern Tom Paine, a possible precursor to millions of town criers using the Internet to invade the
turf of bigfoot journalists.

(p- 114)

The reporting on Clinton-Lewinsky also provided an early example of how political leaders could
bypass news media. Independent Prosecutor Kenneth Starr released his report simultaneously to
journalists in hard copy and to citizens by posting it on the Web. In 2006, it is not surprising that
candidates for the 2008 U.S. Presidential run would hold their own Web-based voter commu-
nications and, thus, bypass journalistic gatekeepers. But, in 1998, going around the journalistic
gatekeepers was highly unusual.

Giles says,

Posting the Starr Report gave the public an unfiltered version. It did not need a journalist to sort
out the lead, to provide the context, to interpret the independent counsel’s conclusions. To some
it was a splendid example of democracy. For journalists, it was a revealing moment. The capacity
to post documents and reports on the Web gave the public a vital point of comparison ... As doc-
uments and transcripts on the Web became a potential check against truthful reporting, they raise
the bar in newsrooms everywhere for accuracy, balance and fairness.

(2006, p. 9)

A final example from the Clinton-Lewinsky coverage illustrates how journalists staying wedded
to the traditional paradigm of dutifully reporting what sources say failed to meet the journalistic
responsibility of telling citizens what they need to know for self-governance. The faulty adher-
ence to the old paradigm was more noticeable because so many of the old paradigm conventions
had been violated in the reporting of the story.

On March 5, 1998, The Washington Post published a detailed account of President Clinton’s
deposition in the Paula Jones case. At the time, the deposition was sealed by court order. The Post’s
report was not attributed, but the ultimate sources for the leak were few. The sealed deposition could
have been leaked by Clinton’s defense team, by Jones’s lawyers, or by Ken Starr’s office (Baker,
1998). Post reporter Peter Baker, who received and published the information, knew the source of
the report. If traditional paradigm holds, at least one Post editor also knew the source as well or
knew enough about the source to agree that the information supplied was likely to be accurate.



38 DENI ELLIOTT

In the published story, the Post allowed each potential source to deny the leak. Clinton
attorneys called the leak illegal, reprehensible, and unethical. They promised to track down the
leaker’s identity. Jones’ lawyers said that any suggestion that they were responsible for the leak
was “‘erroneous, reprehensible and fallacious.” Independent Counsel Kenneth Starr categorically
denied that his office was the direct or indirect source of the story (Baker, 1998).

However, logically, someone in the Clinton, Jones, or Starr camps was indeed respon-
sible for the leaked information, and the Post reporter and editor knew the identity of that
person. The printed denials were probably accurate presentations of these named source’s
denials, but at least one of them was false. While it was certainly important for readers to
know that the various players in the case denied having leaked the information, they also
needed to know who was being truthful and why The Washington Post knowingly allowed
one or more of these sources to lie in the news columns. The citizens were not told. “[P]ure
nonpartisanship, in the sense of bending over too far to seem to be fair, can mislead reporters”
(Dionne, 2006, p. 37).

As late as journalistic disclosures at the perjury and obstruction of justice trial of White
House official Lewis “Scooter” Libby in March 2007, journalists were being exposed for aiding
governmental manipulators at the expense of serving them rather than the public. According to
media columnist Tim Rutten, most of the 10 journalists who testified at the Libby trial, “had
made themselves willing tools of an administration bent on discrediting a guy whose offense
was to inform people about how the White House had misled the country about its reasons for
invading Iraq” (Rutten, 2007, p. E16).

PROBLEMS WITH THE OLD PARADIGM AND PROBLEMS WITH THE NEW

When journalists mindlessly adhere to the traditional paradigm of news reporting, they can
fail to meet social responsibilities to citizens. An objective press, which is offered as nothing
but a conduit for the messages of powerful sources is a powerless press that can be exploited
by those sources. McCarthy’s manipulation of journalistic process, which horrified journal-
ists and citizens in the 1950s, had morphed into an accepted method of political survival
by the 1990s called spin. News organizations should not knowingly report falsehoods or
trial balloons without labelling them as such for their readers. Allowing those with power to
“spin” a story in the name of objectivity may meet the needs of sources but fails to meet the
needs of citizens.

Next, under the old paradigm, students are taught to get “both sides of a story.” Most stories
have one side or many sides. Disasters initially have one side. A bad thing happened and people
were hurt. The story here is how people have been affected by the disaster. If the story becomes
one of how well individuals and social institutions are coping with the disaster, the story becomes
one of multiple perspectives. Journalists must choose among the many sides to provide focus
for their stories, but when they choose only two, to give a polarized either/or perspective, they
lose the nuances that citizens need to understand before they can make educated decisions for
self-governance.

Last of all, the old paradigm was built on the idea that journalists were expected to find
external news. But, discoverable news is a myth. News is what happens when journalists
choose to pay attention to some event or issue and to frame it in a certain way. This is always
at the expense of other choices. Visual journalists have always known that a photograph
doesn’t mirror what is out there, but shows pieces of reality, selected by the brain and its filters
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functioning in the photographer behind the camera. Images are given meaning by singling
them out, choosing angle, composition, and frame.

Although these pillars of objectivity, two sides to the story, and external news were standards
of 20th century American journalism, they more strongly reflect marketing strategies rather than
ethical principles. They reflected the technological possibilities of the time and reflected news
consortiums’ development of an audience and advertising base larger than a community limited
by geography or politics. Ultimately, they reflected news organizations’ interest in cheap pur-
chase of news products that fit the needs of every person.

But, the new paradigm has its problems as well. The pillars upon which it rests in this devel-
opment phase are interactivity, multiple source perspectives, and targeted audiences.

Interactivity and multiple perspectives have resulted in what Stephen Colbert called
Wikiality—the mistaken belief that open participation in providing and editing information
results in truth. “The millions of bloggers who are constantly watching, fact-checking and expos-
ing mistakes are a powerful example of ‘the wisdom of crowds’ being assisted by a technology
that is as open and omnipresent as we are” (Naim, 2006, p. 31). Unfortunately, inter-subjective
agreement does not equal truth. The crowd can be wrong.

Suspicion of corporate control of traditional news media has led some to bestow greater
credibility on the independent blogger. According to journalist Hope Cristol (2002), “Readers
may find blogs more credible than traditional media because blogs have no corporate interest to
serve” (p. 8). But, bloggers often promote their own worldview. More troubling is that advertisers
have infiltrated blogs, paying bloggers to build buzz for their clients’ products (Friedman, 2007,
p. C1). Despite FCC rules to the contrary, in real time, no user can be sure if what they are reading
is the “true” blogger opinion regarding a movie, book, or restaurant, or whether it is a blog-ad,
inserted into the script for a fee.

Careful targeting of audiences and the shaping of news product to fit the individual consumer
can lead to citizens who seek information being less rather than more informed. Individuals pas-
sively take in information because it fits their comfort zone or because what they see at the top of
the screen or news feed was determined by their previous purchasing or online searching. 19th
century British philosopher John Stuart Mill contended that very few people really know what
they think because of what we would call today “selective exposure.” He says that most people

... have never thrown themselves into the mental position of those who think differently from
them, and consider what such persons may have to say; and consequently they do not, in any
proper sense of the word, know the doctrine which they themselves profess.

(1859/1991, pp. 42-43)

Citizens have the responsibility to seek opinions different from their own.

ESSENTIAL SHARED VALUES

Journalism, like other important social institutions draws on essential shared values for its iden-
tification. It would be easy to draw the erroneous conclusion that journalists are relativists—
adherents to a philosophical theory that holds that there is no objective standard for judging
right and wrong. However, journalists do hold moral standards by which they judge professional
behaviour, even in the digital era. Indeed, without such standards, journalism would not be recog-
nizable as a discrete industry (Elliott, 1988, p. 28).



40 DENI ELLIOTT

Three shared values are sustained across culture and time and paradigm shifts as well:

1. Journalists should strive to publish news accounts that are balanced, accurate, relevant
and complete;

2. Journalists should strive to publish those news accounts without causing preventable harm;

3. Journalists should strive to give citizens information needed for self-governance.

This final principle is the defining principle for the practice of journalism and is the only principle
that justifies causing harm in the production of news stories. Because journalists must prioritize
providing information that is in the public interest, if citizens truly need to have that information so
that they can participate in democracy, it is justified to publish it, even if the information does cause
harm to some individual or group. However, without that justification, it is wrong to harm people
or vulnerable groups through publication. Publication is a tool; it should not be used as a weapon.

HOW THE NEW PARADIGM CAN REINFORCE ESSENTIAL SHARED
VALUES OF THE PRESS

Technology allows for the development of a more active and engaged citizenry, so the new par-
adigm holds the promise of better journalism than ever. For example, the input of citizen jour-
nalists and satellite technology has expanded the coverage of newsworthy events. Noticing the
importance of events is the first step toward creating news.

The presence of multiple sources and the ability of citizens to seek a variety of information
provide justification for journalistic perspective. Journalists need to maintain voices that are sep-
arate from the powerful individuals and groups that would manipulate them and the pull of public
opinion as well. Only journalists have the special responsibility of providing information to cit-
izens for self-governance. Journalists are those who are motivated to sift through the mountains
of information to provide citizens what they need.

The Internet offers many powerful tools for good journalism. Twitter has become an impor-
tant method for sourcing ongoing news events. Video captures sent across any number of social
media platforms provides data points simply not obtainable prior to the digital era. Newsas-
signments.net, administered by New York University professor and journalism critic, Jay Rosen
(2007) is an impressive hybrid of new and old paradigm journalism. The site “tries to spark
innovation in journalism by showing that open collaboration over the Internet among reporters,
editors, and large groups of users can produce high-quality work that serves the public interest,
holds up under scrutiny, and builds trust.”

The site uses open source methods to develop good assignments and help bring them to comple-
tion. It pays professional journalists to carry the project home and set high standards; they work
closely with users who have something to contribute ... It does stories that the regular news media
doesn’t do, can’t do, wouldn’t do, or already screwed up.

(Rosen, 2006)

But the Web is improving journalism in less ambitious ways as well:

In their Internet versions, most traditional news organizations make their reporters available to
answer readers’ questions and, often, permit readers to post their own material. Being able to see
this as the advent of true democracy in what had been a media oligarchy makes it much easier to
argue that Internet journalism has already achieved great things.

(Lemann, 2006, p. 48)
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A sign that the new paradigm has moved past its infancy is that practitioners of online journalism
are articulating standards. Professional groups, such as the Media Bloggers Association and Online
News Association, are establishing ethical standards, correction policies, and professional identity.

Good journalistic practice, whatever the paradigm of the moment, is that which upholds the
essential shared values of the profession.
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Moral Development

A Psychological Approach to Understanding
Moral Decision Making

Renita Coleman and Lee Wilkins

INTRODUCTION

Research on moral development attempts to respond to the following question: how is it that
people grow morally, and what influences the development of a moral life? Moral development
research makes some important assumptions that are seldom addressed in the literature but which
are nonetheless central to it:

¢ All human beings have the capacity for moral thinking.

* Moral thinking is linked to experience. While philosophers have contributed enormously
to a thoroughgoing analysis of the implications of choice within experience, no legitimate
ethical theory divorces human action, and hence experience, from moral thinking, learning
and growth.

* Moral thinking can be both general and particular. There are general moral questions—is
it right to lie or to kill—to which all human beings have a response. But, there are par-
ticular elaborations of moral questions—is it ever appropriate for a journalist to deceive a
source who is attempting to deceive the journalist—to which professionals must respond
within a particular context.

This chapter will briefly review the general understandings of the field, place our research within
that context, and then suggest potential paths for additional empirical and theoretical work.

THEORETICAL BUILDING BLOCKS

The Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget is considered the field’s founder in terms of both research
results and approach. Piaget was particularly interested in how children put their cognitive worlds
in order. He researched and wrote the book The Moral Judgment of the Child (Piaget, 1965) just
after he had written a book on how children understand causality. In the subsequent work, Piaget
was particularly concerned with the following questions:
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1. How is it that children understand the moral “rules” of behavior with their peers;
2. Where do the “rules” come from;
3. How, and under what circumstances, can the rules be changed.

Piaget answered these questions with a qualitative study of children playing in their natural envi-
ronment. He watched and interviewed young boys as they played marbles. The interviews were
designed to elicit the boys’ understanding of the moral rules as well as their “consciousness” of
the rules themselves. The use of the concept of autonomy in Piaget’s work is significant for phi-
losophy as well as psychology. Philosophers assert that ethical thinking and action begins with
the ability to make an autonomous choice. How such autonomy develops, and how it is bounded
by life experience as well as cultural constraint, has significant implications for the fields of both
psychology and philosophy.

The boys who played marbles ranged in age from 5 to 12, and Piaget found that their
understanding of the moral rules changed according to a predictable, and predictably more
sophisticated, pattern—hence, the term moral “development.” The very youngest children, age
2, put the marbles in their mouths, a kind of motor exploration every parent will recognize
but with little moral import. Piaget called it motor and individual. As the children aged, this
highly idiosyncratic play became both routinized and ritualized. By age 5, the children moved
into the egocentric stage, where the rules were regarded as immutable and originating from
authority figures. Boys in the 5- to 6-year-old-range didn’t really play together; they engaged
in what psychologists today call parallel play. By ages 7 to 8§, two important changes occurred.
First, the boys actually played together and they moved into what Piaget called the stage of
incipient cooperation. At this stage, the boys, in separate interviews, would give very different
accounts of the actual rules, but they regarded these disparate rules as immutable, emanating
from authority figures, and applicable to everyone in all instances—no exceptions. Finally, at
about age 9 to 10, the boys entered the stage of the codification of the rules. At this stage, the
boys gave the same account of the rules. These boys had internalized the rules and understood
that they could change them—providing those changes were consistent with the reasons behind
the rules themselves. Changing the rules summoned both moral autonomy and moral imagi-
nation. Philosophers would recognize some of the changes the boys instituted as reflecting an
understanding of distributive justice (Rawls, 1971), and a grasp of the need for the universal
application of principle.

While Piaget (1965) did his work on children, the applicability of his insights to adult
moral behavior is straightforward. Adults sometimes do ethically questionable things
(driving a car very fast just for the experience of speed) to see “what it would feel like.”
Cooperation is the work of adult life—in families and on the job. Adults placed in novel situations—
first-time parents, college graduates at the start of a career—often search for the “rule book™ as
a way of guiding themselves through a bewildering set of options and unanticipated need for
decisions. Comfort, experience, and good cognitive skills ultimately allow most adults to inter-
nalize some universal understandings—even if those understandings are unevenly and irregularly
applied. Adult life mirrors the moral judgments of the child in often uncanny and insightful ways.

Piaget’s work stood for more than two decades before psychoanalyst Erik Erikson (Erikson,
1950/1963) expanded on it. Erikson’s work will be dealt with in more depth later in this chapter,
but it is important to note that Erikson focused on the entire adult life cycle, not just childhood.
Furthermore, Erikson postulated that each stage of moral development depended to an impor-
tant degree on how the issues raised in previous stages had been resolved. Based on the work
of these two psychologists, scholars accepted that moral development was both sequential and
hierarchical.



4. MORAL DEVELOPMENT 45

While many scholars have contributed to the theory of moral development, it is Harvard psy-
chologist Lawrence Kohlberg’s six stages of moral development that is one of the most widely
used today. Kohlberg (1981, 1984), who tested Piaget’s framework on undergraduate men at
Harvard, proposed that these stages reflect progressively higher quality ethical reasoning, based
on principles of ethical philosophy, with the higher the stage the better the reasoning. His theory
rests on the assumption that some reasons used to decide ethical quandaries are better than others;
good ethical thinking is not relativistic. He said that some reasons for choosing a course of action
represent more comprehensive, coherent, elaborated or developed ideas, and described the course
of moral development as evolving from simpler ideas to more complex ones (Rest, Narvaez,
Bebeau, and Thoma, 1999a).

Kohlberg also intended for his theory to be applied to society, that is, to laws, roles,
institutions, and general practices, rather than to personal, face-to-face relationships (Rest et al.,
1999a). This type of macro-morality addresses relations between strangers, competitors, diverse
ethnic groups, and religions, not just the micro-morality of family, friends, neighbors, and
acquaintances. His is a psychologically-based theory of social justice—a society-wide system of
cooperation among strangers, not only friends.

Kohlberg theorized that people progress through the six stages in hierarchical linear fashion
with no slipping backward. People are fully “in” one stage or another, and move up the staircase
one step at a time.

These hard stages based on a staircase metaphor have since been modified by a group of
scholars known as Neo-Kohlbergians to reflect a softer model based on the concept of sche-
matic thinking (Giammarco, 2016; Rest et al., 1999a). Schemas, which are expectations about
the ways events usually unfold, are developed through previous interactions (Fiske & Taylor,
1984). People hold schemas for ethical problems that they use when making decisions about new
dilemmas (Rest et al., 1999a). Schemas activate understandings from long-term memory to help
people process new information; moral schemas are activated from long-term memory to help
people understand and process information that arises from new ethical problems. That is, if a
person has acquired the highest quality schema, it will be activated; otherwise, less developed
schemas are used. In this model, people can reason using multiple stages at one time. They can
regress and use lower stages at the same time they use the higher ones; however, generally, people
will show more propensity to use the higher stages more often as they grow and develop.

Kohlberg’s six stages were divided into three broad levels—Preconventional, Conventional,
and Postconventional, which correspond to the Neo-Kohlbergians model of three schemas, but
with slightly different names. See Table 4.1.

The Preconventional stage, now called the Personal Interest schema, is defined by rules that
are delivered by authority and are inviolable; breaking rules results in punishment, and adherence
to rules is either to avoid punishment or gain rewards. In this stage, people are concerned with
their own welfare. Acts that provide satisfaction to the self and others are “right,” but others are
considered only when their needs are in line with one’s own. This level of moral development is
defined by simple, self-interested obedience to the rules—following the rules primarily when it
is in one’s own interest to do so. People who use the personal interest schema make moral deci-
sions based on reasons that emphasize self-interest and punishment for wrongdoing. In the latter
half of this stage or schema, reciprocity and fairness begin to emerge in a self-serving way, for
example, children would agree to give others a birthday present because they believe that others
will reciprocate on their birthday.

The second stage of Conventional reasoning, now renamed the Maintaining Norms schema,
is where rules begin to be respected for their own sake and are eventually seen as serving society.
Rules are necessary for maintaining social order and can be changed if all agree. This category is
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defined by conformity to the expectations of society. Helping others and gaining their approval
drive an individual’s actions. At this level, one’s moral reasoning is dominated by “doing one’s
duty” and maintaining social order for its own sake. Authority here is vested in the social group(s)
to which the individual belongs. The notion of social systems, or doing what is expected to main-
tain social order, is paramount, as is conformity, or doing what other people expect. Thinking at
this stage acknowledges the role of duty. Research suggests that most people operate at this level
of moral development most of the time (Kohlberg, 1981, 1984).

Kohlberg’s highest stage, the Postconventional, is still called Postconventional in the
schema model. In this stage, Kohlberg relied heavily on Rawls’ (1971) concept of justice from an
original position behind a “veil of ignorance.” When decision-makers do their reasoning behind
a veil where they are ignorant of their own station in life as well as that of others, all people will
be treated equally and as ends in themselves. This ensures the use of universal principles that
all would agree to uphold, even if they did not benefit the person making the decision. Kohlberg
referred to this as “moral musical chairs.”

In the Postconventional stage or schema, laws and rules are respected only so far as they
appeal to universal ethical principles; rules are the result of intellectual reasoning and they should
achieve full reciprocity; that is, the rules themselves should not favor one group over another.
Right and wrong, and the value of rules and law, are determined by their appeal to mutuality and
universality. Individual principles of conscience define morality at this level. People who use
this schema are concerned about the reason for the rules and are willing to challenge both social
norms and self-interest for a more universal understanding. For example, a journalist operating
at this stage of moral development would agree to withhold publishing a photograph in order to
protect a person’s privacy—even though publishing the photograph might attract more readers.
At this level, there is an awareness of the process by which rules are arrived at as well as the
content of the rules. People are aware of concepts such as a social contract that demands citizens
uphold laws even if they are not in an individual’s best interest, and it includes an understanding
that some rights are beyond debate, for example, life and liberty. Those at this stage internalize
such principles and apply them even-handedly.

The following example distinguishes between thinking at the Conventional level and the
Postconventional level: in the 1960s, Martin Luther King, Jr., deliberately marched, sat, and ate
in places that were illegal for African Americans to be in during that time. George Wallace, the
governor of Alabama, had King jailed for breaking these laws. According to Conventional or
Maintaining Norms reasoning, King would be ethically wrong and Wallace right. But Postcon-
ventional reasoning would determine that King was in the right because the laws he was defying
were unjust; they singled out specific people rather than treating all people equally, thus they did
not represent universal principles.

Kohlberg’s concept of moral development was challenged by Carol Gilligan (1982), a for-
mer student of Kohlberg’s who argued that women develop differently from men, placing more
emphasis on caring for others. Kohlberg’s formulation focused on rights and justice, and was crit-
icized by Gilligan (1982) because women systematically scored lower than men on Kohlberg’s
test. Her study of women making moral choices about abortion uncovered the idea that moral
weight should be given to caring for others. She suggested the moral adult was the person who
could reason about both rights and connections or relationships to others. Although Kohlberg
had specified his theory was to be applied to macro issues rather than micro ones, he revised
his framework to include an ethic of care along with his rights-based reasoning; since then,
women and men have done about the same on tests of this theory such as the Defining Issues Test
(Thoma, 1986).
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Stages/Schemas of Moral Development and Sample Statements

Stage Description Sample statements from PR and
Journalism dilemmas
Preconventional/ Avoid punishment, gain rewards. Doesn’t Keeping quiet would help my firm’s

personal interest

Conventional/
maintaining norms

Postconventional

consider the interests of others.

Belief in the Golden Rule. Living up to what
is expected by others. Desire to maintain
rules and authority, uphold laws. Right is
contributing to society, group, or institution.

Concern that laws be based on rational
calculation of overall good. Recognizes moral
and legal points of view sometimes conflict.
Laws are valid when they rest on universal

bottom line.
A chance like this photo comes only a few
times in a career.

Whether a community’s laws are going to
be upheld.

Whether the public has a right to know all
the facts about drug use and its effects on
people, especially children.

It’s what my client wants.

What would best serve society?

If I don’t run this photo, the conditions
leading to situations like theirs will
persist.

principles of justice. People are ends in
themselves and must be treated as such.

THE DEFINING ISSUES TEST—HOW IT WORKS

Another student of Kohlberg’s who extended his work in important ways was James Rest. He
applied the concept of moral development specifically to the professions, starting with nurses
and including veterinarians, doctors, dentists, and social workers, among others. Rest and the
other Neo-Kohlbergians also proposed a theoretical framework needed to produce moral behav-
ior, called the Four Component Model. It consists of moral sensitivity, which is the ability to
recognize that a situation is a moral issue; moral judgment, or the ability to determine morally
acceptable options, which is the focus of most moral development research; moral motivation, or
the ability to compel oneself to do the right thing; and moral character, or the long-term ability
to behave in a moral fashion (Cruzer, 2014; Rest et al., 1999a). This idea has been expanded to
become a dual process theory of moral development (Greene, 2007).

Most importantly, Rest and his colleagues devised a paper-and-pencil instrument called the
Defining Issues Test, or DIT, that was faster and easier to administer and score than Kohlberg’s
Moral Judgment Inventory, which used in-depth interviews and an 800-page code book to score
each thought’s stage (Rest & Narvaez, 1998). Since the original six-scenario DIT, a newer ver-
sion with five, updated scenarios called the DIT-2 has been developed (Giammarco, 2016; Rest,
Narvaez, Thoma, & Bebeau, 1999b).

We take a moment here to note that it is not our intention to suggest that the DIT is the only
legitimate way to conduct morality research. There are many good instruments and approaches,
such as Moral Foundation Theory (Haidt & Graham, 2007; Haidt & Joseph, 2004). However, the
DIT has been in use since the 1970s and more than 1,000 studies of literally hundreds of thou-
sands of people in more than 40 countries allow us much comparative data and confidence. It is
important to note that the DIT is copyrighted; while we refer to the instrument, we do not quote
directly from it but only from our modifications to it.
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Basically, the DIT poses six ethical dilemmas—the DIT-2 uses five—and asks respondents
to make a decision about what they would do, for example, would you report to police a neighbor
who has been a model citizen for 10 years but turns out to have escaped from prison a decade
ago? The answers participants can choose from are rather limited—turn him in, don’t turn him in,
or can’t decide. For the purposes of assessing one’s level of moral development, this behavioral
choice is less important than the other tasks on the DIT (Rest et al., 1999a).! In fact, because the
DIT uses true moral dilemmas rather than ethical no-brainers, there is no one “right” choice; an
equally good case may be made for either course of action. The idea behind the DIT is to assess
the level of moral development a person draws from to justify his or her course of action. For
example, someone who decides to turn the prisoner in because the laws says that is the right
thing to do is reasoning at the Conventional level. Yet another person who makes the exact same
choice but does so because she believes that is what is best for society is using the Postconven-
tional level. While there may not be one “right” course of action, some reasons for it are better
than others.

More than 400 published studies using the DIT have established its validity and generaliza-
bility. It correlates highly (up to » = .78) with other tests of ethical reasoning and developmental
measures, and has been shown to measure moral development, not intelligence, education, verbal
ability, or some other construct. Test-retest reliability is in the .80s using Cronbach’s alpha for
internal reliability. It contains built-in checks to assure that participants are not randomly giving
high ratings to statements that sound important but which have little meaning for them; in other
words, trying to fake high. There also is a consistency check that ensures the statements ranked
highest also are rated highest. The DIT is a projective instrument; that is, participants know they
are taking an “ethics test,” but they cannot tell which answers are better than others unless they
have developed schemas at those levels. Finally, the DIT has been linked to measures of ethical
behavior such as cheating on tests, prosocial behavior, professional decision-making, and job
performance (Rest et al., 1999a); in other words, it doesn’t just measure what people say they
would do, but correlates with what they would be likely to actually do.

Of course, there are limitations to the DIT, only one of which will be discussed here; for
more information see Rest et al. (1999a). First, in scoring the level of moral development, the
original DIT gives “credit” only for statements at the highest stage of moral judgment, not for
reasoning at the Conventional stage. This is because the DIT is designed to measure the rela-
tive importance that a person gives to principled moral thinking, and is not interested in lower
stage thinking.?

While the DIT measures ways of thinking, its connection to philosophy is clear. Universal
principles and their application result in higher scores. In addition, because the DIT was based
on Kohlberg’s work initially, universal principles that emphasize “rights” constitute the original
conception of the postconventional schema.

MAJOR PREDICTORS

Much research on moral development is concerned with discovering the differences among indi-
viduals that are the major predictors of higher levels of moral development. In this section, we
focus on four of the most consistent predictors correlated with higher moral development, and
one individual characteristic that is not a predictor but is connected to this topic anyway.

Any theory that claims to be “developmental” implies that people change as they age. In
the case of moral development theory, the higher the age, the higher the quality of moral rea-
soning used. Thus, age and education are the primary determinants of moral development (Rest,
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1993). Longitudinal studies have found stage progression as predicted by the theory from high
school into adulthood (White, Bushnell, & Regnemer, 1978) and moral development levels off
when formal education stops (Rest, 1979). The two are obviously correlated—one cannot usually
achieve high levels of education at an early age—yet age and education are not the same thing.
Advanced age alone does not guarantee high levels of education, and education is a more power-
ful predictor of moral development. One scholar who focused on delineating what it is about age
that fostered moral development found the best predictors were when people’s life experiences
involved intellectual stimulation or supported learning, or included a rich social environment in
the form of a stimulating spouse, friends, and institutional affiliations (Deemer, 1989). Like age,
education involves more than mere time spent in classrooms. Multiple possibilities help explain
why education improves moral development. For example, college aims to develop critical think-
ing skills and professors are always asking students to explain why, give evidence for opinions,
and think for themselves. The social experience of college exposes students to diversity of facts,
ideas, people, and cultures. Alternatively, it could be that the people who choose to go to college
are more interested in their own development, and college stimulates that (Rest et al., 1999a).
Kohlberg (1976) thought it was the process of learning to see things from other people’s points
of view that provided the key to growth in moral judgment.

Although age and education are the strongest predictors of the DIT’s moral development
measure known as the P score (the DIT-2 measure is called the N2 score), “the most striking
finding from the literature ... is the consistent relationship between DIT P scores and religious
beliefs” (Rest, Thoma, Moon, & Getz, 1986, p. 131). Consistently, and perhaps counterintui-
tively, more fundamental or conservative religious beliefs are correlated with lower levels of
moral development in numerous studies (Lawrence, 1978; Parker, 1990; Rest, 1979, 1983, 1986).
We wish to point out up front that it is religious fundamentalism that is implicated here—the
literal interpretation of religious texts such as the Bible or Koran and rigid adherence to those
principles, often with intolerance of other views—not one’s religious affiliation or the strength of
one’s religious devotion. Some scholars theorize that a higher ethical orientation requires critical
and evaluative reasoning that may be opposed to fundamental religious beliefs (Parker, 1990).
If orthodox religions teach that it is improper and sinful to question, critique, or scrutinize the
church or a divine authority, then people find it harder to move out of the conventional stage of
reasoning. Fundamentalist ideologies that prescribe laws or norms and make them binding upon
people without question are understood in terms of maintaining norms schemas; divine authority
is outside the bounds of human scrutiny or understanding. In one study (Lawrence, 1978), radi-
cally fundamental seminarians who could understand Postconventional concepts did not use them
in making moral decisions. They explained that they were setting aside their own intuitions about
what was fair because as mortals, their judgment was fallible. Instead, they turned to religious
teachings to tell them what to do. Similarly, other scholars (Glock & Stark, 1996) found that
orthodox Christian beliefs were highly correlated with social intolerance, and yet another (Ellis,
1986) concluded that extreme religiosity leads to a greater disregard for the rights of others.

The DIT creators reject the idea that they or Kohlberg, his theory, or the DIT, are antireli-
gious. Indeed, religious directives from transcendent authorities that are incorporated into life
experience and therefore not beyond human understanding are Postconventional: “Many people
of faith have a Postconventional understanding of their religion and its moral meaning for their
lives” (Rest et al., 1999a, p. 123). Even Kohlberg wrote that religious beliefs influence moral
thinking in powerful ways (Kohlberg & Power, 1981), and offered statements about religious
beliefs that represented postconventional thinking (e.g., God is the force behind a just society and
autonomous personhood; religious faith affirms a person’s desire to lead a moral life). This stance
is entirely consistent with many contemporary ethical theorists and some ancient ones as well.
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The final powerful predictor of moral development is political ideology. Typically, conserv-
ative attitudes are more supportive of authority and established practices, which describes the
Conventional level of moral development. Political positions that encourage freedom of thought
are more attuned to Postconventional thinking. In DIT studies, self-reported conservatives tend
to prefer Conventional statements, and self-reported liberals tend to like Postconventional items.

The DIT creators say that it is natural for political ideology to mirror moral development
because political attitudes represent ideas about how people should relate to each other in soci-
ety; moral judgment also concerns itself with how people should get along in macro situations.
In politics, people make decisions about how to relate to others in a larger sense, through laws,
institutions, and general practices. Political choices involve choosing how a law or policy affects
everyone in society and how society should work generally. Political attitudes mirror the DIT’s
macro-morality by focusing on what principles should govern us all. The conservative/liberal scale
in political ideology is independent of a particular party—one can be a conservative Democrat or
a liberal Democrat, just as one can be a conservative or liberal Republican. Also like the religiosity
measure, discriminant validity studies have shown that the DIT is not simply a measure of liberal
political attitudes. Both conservative and liberal positions can be staged at Postconventional levels.

Finally, we want to briefly address a common misunderstanding of moral development
theory—namely that the work of one scholar “disproves” the work of another. One of the most
frequent comments we hear about the field is that Gilligan’s work disproved Kohlberg’s theory.
Her book, In a Different Voice (Gilligan, 1982), argued that Kohlberg’s theory was biased against
women, who preferred to use an ethic of caring for others rather than a justice orientation. She
interviewed women who were facing a personal ethical dilemma—whether to have an abortion.
Even though Kohlberg had devised his theory to explain moral reasoning in social situations
rather than individual ones such as the abortion question Gilligan studied, he made changes
in his theory and instrument to incorporate the ethic of care, or what he called benevolence, in
the highest stage of development. When Rest and colleagues developed the DIT, they included
women in their samples and that instrument has not shown any significant gender bias. Reviews
of DIT studies show 90 percent of them find no gender differences (Rest, 1979; Thoma, 1986).
When differences are found, it is usually women who score higher, not men (e.g., Auger & Gee,
2016). Nevertheless, this belief that Kohlberg is obsolete thanks to Gilligan is an enduring one
that persists despite much evidence to the contrary.

JOURNALISTS AND OTHERS IN MASS COMMUNICATION

The original DIT scholars focused their research on professions with a large moral component
including nurses, doctors, dentists, and accountants. They suggest the DIT is especially good at
measuring decision-making in uncertain situations. Even though journalism is not technically a
profession in the sense that its members are licensed and regulated by independent review boards,
the DIT creators include journalism in this category, calling it an “emerging profession” (Rest &
Narvaez, 1994, p. xi). We agree; as former professional journalists we are well acquainted with
having to make decisions without full information about situations that have no one right answer,
or even any good ones. To our knowledge, the first study of journalists using the DIT was a dis-
sertation in 1995 (Westbrook, 1995), which was excerpted for a chapter in Rest and colleagues’
book on moral development in the professions (Rest & Narvaez, 1994). Nor were we aware of
any further research on these professionals with the DIT until our own pilot study of 72 jour-
nalists seven years later (Coleman & Wilkins, 2002). Since then, we and others have completed
more research on this important group of professionals.
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Our pilot study of 72 journalists showed that they scored fourth highest among all profes-
sionals tested with the DIT. The journalists ranked behind seminarians/philosophers, medical
students, and physicians, but above dental students, nurses, graduate students, undergraduate
college students, veterinary students, and adults in general. The mean P score for the journalists
in the first study was 48.17; this is in comparison with the average adult’s P score of 40 (for com-
parison with other professions, see Table 4.2). In order to have confidence in results, social sci-
entists look to replication. So, it was encouraging that the P score of our journalists was virtually
the same as the P scores of the 66 journalists in Westbrook’s study—48.1. And, furthermore, that
our later study of 249 journalists whose news organizations were randomly sampled from around
the country was again nearly the same, with a mean P score of 48.68. Larger samples typically
produce higher scores, so this slightly (but not statistically significant) higher number is to be
expected. In all these studies, journalists scored higher than three groups whose members had
higher education levels than the average journalist—dental, veterinary, and graduate students.
Recall that education is consistently the best predictor of moral development; as education goes
up, so does the mean P score. Yet, these journalists had, on average, a four-year college educa-
tion, while dental, veterinary, and graduate students have one to two years more education.

More recent studies have extended these findings. Plaisance (2014) used our two journalism
scenarios with the DIT and found a P score of 51.62 for journalists identified as “‘exemplars,” or
those who were identified as highly ethical by their peers.

Our study of 118 public relations professionals around the country showed they fared simi-
larly to the journalists (Coleman & Wilkins, 2009). The mean P score was 46.2, which puts the PR
professionals in seventh place, just below journalists, dental students, and nurses. Plaisance (2014)
found an even higher score—50.38—for public relations practitioners identified as exemplars,
using our two PR-specific dilemmas with the DIT. Although our study randomly sampled PR firms
around the country, it is by no means the definitive word on the moral development of public rela-
tions professionals; cumulative results obtained through replication would give us more confidence.

We issue similar caveats when interpreting the results of a non-random, web-based study of
65 advertising professionals (Cunningham, 2005). The advertisers who responded in this study
showed considerably lower levels of moral development than the journalists or public relations
professionals—their mean P score was 31.64, also well below the average P score of 40 for
adults in general. They were more similar to the scores of people working in various businesses
than other professions. Part of an explanation for this poor showing is the scores on the two
advertising-focused dilemmas; the mean P score of 22.7 on these two dilemmas actually pulled
down their score on the other dilemmas—more on that later.

In all these studies, we also looked for significant predictors of higher levels of moral devel-
opment. What we found was somewhat consistent with the larger literature, but not on all counts.
Religiosity was consistently a predictor of the P score. In both our pilot study and a larger,
random sample of journalists, religion was significantly and negatively correlated with these
journalists’ P scores. In both studies, journalists who said they were more liberal in their beliefs
were significantly more likely to score higher than were the religious fundamentalists. Religious
fundamentalism had the same negative effect on the public relations professionals’ P scores. In
that study, we also teased out the difference between fundamentalism and depth of one’s religious
conviction by including the question: “How religious are you, extremely to not at all?” While
those who said they held fundamentalist views showed significantly lower levels of ethical rea-
soning, those who said they were deeply religious did not show any differences in P scores from
the less religious. The advertising study did not ask questions about religion.

Political ideology behaved as it has in other studies only in the study of public relations pro-
fessionals; in this group, those who rated their political views as more liberal were significantly
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likely to have higher P scores. This effect did not hold for either study of journalists; advertisers
were not asked about their political views.

Surprisingly, age and education were not the major predictors of ethical development in our
four studies that they are traditionally. Education approached significance (p = .06) in the large
sample study of journalists, but not the smaller study of journalists, or the ones of PR profes-
sionals and advertisers. We surmise this may have something to do with a lack of variance in
education. When the education range is expanded by comparing studies of students to working
professionals, we see a sizable difference in scores; for example, journalism and public relations
students average a P score of 31.18 in one study (Cabot, 2005), compared to PR professionals’
average P score of 46.2 (Coleman & Wilkins, 2009) and journalism professionals’ average P
score of 48.17 (Coleman & Wilkins, 2004). Whether this was because of education, experience,
or something else is unclear. Nor are these differences tested with statistical techniques because
they come from different datasets. We have no explanation for the lack of an effect of age consid-
ering these respondents ranged from 18 to 75.

Not surprisingly, gender was again not significant in any of the four studies. We also found
there were no differences in ethical reasoning abilities between broadcasters and print journalists
in either journalism study, although those who had done investigative reporting had significantly
higher P scores than those who had not. Various other factors that we studied were significant
predictors of better moral judgment, and we invite those interested to read the entire studies
(Coleman & Wilkins, 2002, 2004, 2009; Cunningham, 2005; Wilkins & Coleman, 2005, 2006).

One common feature of the studies cited above is the use of domain-specific dilemmas. The
DIT creators were adamant for years that the dilemmas should remain the same in order to complete
a comparable cycle of research. However, after they devised new dilemmas of their own for a second
version of the DIT, called the DIT-2, they began to encourage experimentation with new dilemmas
in new formats (Rest et al., 1999b), adding that domain-specific stories can be more predictive of
behavior (Rest & Narvaez, 1984). Our four studies reviewed here took advantage of that by includ-
ing two dilemmas specific to journalism, public relations, and advertising. This allowed comparison
between the domain-specific dilemmas and the more general dilemmas on the original DIT. This
allowed us to test the idea that professionals may use more sophisticated reasoning in areas where
they have expertise, and less sophisticated in other areas where they do not (Cruzer, 2014).

In the two journalism studies and the PR study, we found what the DIT theorists predicted—
that expertise in an area leads to high quality moral judgment® about those topics (Rest et al.,
1999a). In both studies of journalists, the respondents had significantly higher mean P scores for
the journalism dilemmas than for the non-journalism dilemmas. The same was true of the PR
professionals. The advertising practitioners, however, showed exactly the opposite results; their
scores on the two advertising dilemmas were actually significantly lower than their scores on the
non-advertising dilemmas. Using other data they supplied, Cunningham (2005) theorized that
these advertising practitioners were able to reason at a higher level, but suspended that ability
when the issues were about advertising and focused instead on financial concerns for themselves,
their clients, and agencies. Disturbingly, having worked in the advertising industry longer was
significantly predictive of lower levels of moral judgment; thus, industry socialization seems to
privilege self-serving financial concerns over more universal, social ones.

OTHER INFLUENCES ON MORAL THINKING

Another approach to the study of moral judgment has been to devise controlled experiments to
see what sorts of interventions or manipulations can help improve people’s ethical reasoning. We
also have conducted a few experiments on journalists in that vein. Most typically, researchers
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look to educational interventions such as ethics courses (e.g., Auger & Gee, 2016) or internships
(Craig & Oja, 2013); we began by examining two different influences that can be found in pro-
fessional environments, not just college settings—race and the presence of photographs.

For these studies, we created an instrument we call the JERI, or Journalists’ Ethical Rea-
soning Instrument. It works similarly to the DIT, but uses only four dilemmas and thus cannot
gauge a person’s overall level of moral development; instead, it assesses moral judgment in one
particular domain, journalism. Additionally, the scores from the four dilemmas are calculated
differently and are not interpreted the same way as the six scores of the DIT or the five scores of
the N2. (Contact authors for more information on scoring or copies of the JERI.)

In two studies of the effects of race on moral judgment, we found that White journalism
majors were significantly more likely to use lower quality reasons when the story subjects were
Black than when they were White (Coleman, 2003), but that Black journalism majors were not
(Coleman, 2011a). The Black future journalists showed the same level of judgment regardless
of the race of the story subjects. The finding was replicated with professional Black journal-
ists (Coleman, 2011b). This study also expanded the range of minority professional journalists
studied, and found that neither Asian American nor Hispanic professional journalists showed
significantly different levels of moral judgment for either their own or the other racial out-group
(Coleman, 2011b). This suggests that in-group and social identity theories that have traditionally
studied only Whites, do not apply the same way to the moral judgment processes of minorities.
This study recommends future research to look for the mechanisms that mitigate this bias, sug-
gesting personal experience with prejudice could be a factor.

In these studies, we found that the presence of a picture of the people in the dilemma sig-
nificantly improved participants’ moral judgment (Coleman, 2007). The experiments identified
thinking about the people affected by an ethical situation as important in the process (Cole-
man, 2007). Visualizing stakeholders is an important component of classical ethical theory,
particularly in distributive justice and in many conceptualizations of duty. Providing ethical
decision-makers with visual information may well evoke these more universal principles, some-
thing that has implications for media professionals and members of other professions as well.
However, that visual information must be of a particular type—still photographs and not moving
images that journalists use in broadcast and increasingly in web video. In a study designed to
compare changes in audiences’ moral judgment when viewing still photographs, video shown
once as on TV, or video shown multiple times as can be done with the Internet, moral judgment
was significantly lower when audiences viewed video shown once compared to when they saw
a still photograph (Meader, Knight, Coleman, & Wilkins, 2015). This study also contributed to
the mounting evidence that photographs can provide a bump to moral reasoning (Coleman, 2003,
2006, 2011a). The studies suggest that when issues in the news are ethically charged, such as in
shootings where race is a factor, that even broadcast and web-based journalists use still images
rather than or in addition to video to help audiences reason at higher ethical levels.

However, it is not always the case that photographs improve moral judgment; in one study
comparing vivid writing to photographs in the public relations context, photographs had no effect,
although they did increase participants’ perception of the issue as morally important (McEntee,
Coleman, & Yaschur, 2017). The authors speculate that the negative photographs in PR material
were unexpected to audiences more accustomed to positive images in that context, leading to
more evidence of the importance of domain.

Finally, one study explored the common perception among journalists that they treat chil-
dren with greater ethical sensitivity than adults (Coleman, 2011c¢). In their self-reports, journal-
ists said they were significantly more concerned with protecting children’s privacy, avoiding
harm, and ensuring they understood the consequences of news coverage. However, when it came
to following through in deeds, they did not withhold children’s photos significantly more than
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TABLE 4.2

Mean P Scores of Various Professions
Seminarians/philosophers 65.1
Medical students 50.2
Practicing physicians 49.2
Journalists 48.1t0 48.68
Dental students 47.6
Public relations professionals 46.2
Nurses 46.3
Lawyers 46
Graduate students 44.9
Undergraduate students 43.2
Pharmacy students 42.8
Veterinary students 42.2
Navy enlisted men 41.6
Orthopedic surgeons 41
Adults in general 40
Business professionals 38.13
Accounting undergraduates 34.8
Accounting auditors 32.5
Business students 31.35t037.4
Adbvertising professionals 31.64
Public relations students 31.18
High school students 31
Prison inmates 23.7
Junior high students 20

Source: Compiled by the authors from individual published studies and data
supplied by the Center for the Study of Ethical Development.

adults, nor did they use significantly higher levels of moral judgment for children than adults.
As many researchers know, there can be a disconnect between what people think they do and
what they actually do when making ethical decisions. This makes it all the more important that
research continue into influences on moral judgment.

DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH: THE COMPONENTS
OF MORAL THINKING

News increasingly crosses borders and media content is more and more produced for interna-
tional audiences and by journalists who realize their work speaks to a worldwide audience. Thus,
the study of professional moral development needs to be conducted on non-U.S. journalists, as
well. This effort will allow scholars to begin to understand the impact of culture—not just news-
room culture but also history and country—on journalistic decision-making. Philosophically, if
some ethical understandings do appear to be universal, and if some patterns of thought cross the
boundaries of nation-state, then this evidence becomes central to the nascent search for universal
norms and understandings (Christians, 2002; Gert, 1988). Culture certainly should make some
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difference, and there is preliminary work in the field to suggest it is a difference of emphasis
rather than quality and kind (Rao & Lee, 2005). For example, Baek (2002) identified some cul-
tural concepts not accounted for by Kohlberg in Korean children. However, Gibbs, Basinger,
Grime, and Snarey (2007) reviewed 75 studies and found cross-cultural convergence on moral
values and moral development stage development. But more systematic work, and work that can
be comparative without being colonial or invasive, would add considerable depth to the contem-
porary understandings in the field.

The existing literature of moral development has relied extensively on the psychological
literature of intellectual development. In addition, much of the literature on moral growth focuses
on children (e.g., Piaget) or adolescents and undergraduate college students (Perry, 1970). Rel-
atively few studies have examined moral development throughout the first four decades of the
human life span (Levinson, 1986) or moral development in people past the age of 35 to 40
(Belenky, 1986; Gilligan, 1982). Only Levinson’s work devotes much attention to the impact of
work on development, and in that study, work was emphasized as marking some sorts of moral
growth rather than as an influence on that growth. The same is true of Women’s Ways of Knowing
(Belenky, 1986).

Only Erikson (Erikson, 1950/1963) has provided any sort of theoretical map of the links
between moral growth and individual development from birth to extreme old age. That theory is
linked with life experience in general, and only at certain times focuses on specific actions; for
example, the ability to establish and maintain adult, intimate relationships. However, Erikson’s
theory also establishes a profoundly influential place for the environment, in his words the society
into which human beings are born and function. Erikson provides some tantalizing suggestions
about what sort of external influences may spur moral adult development and growth. He notes,

We must expand our scope to include the study of the way in which societies lighten the inescapa-
ble conflicts of childhood with a promise of some security, identity, and integrity. In thus reinforc-
ing the values by which the ego exists...societies create the only condition under which human
growth is possible.... Yet, political, economic and technical elites, wherever they have accepted
the obligation to perfect a new style of living at a logical point in history, have provided men with
a high sense of identity and have inspired them to reach new levels of civilization.

(Erikson, 1950/1963, pp. 277-278)

Because Erikson is first and foremost a psychoanalyst, his theory places the individual first and
links individual development with specific “crises” that all human beings must surmount. But,
another group of psychologists—without the lens of Freudian psychoanalysis—have come to
remarkably similar conclusions. When Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi, and Damon (2001) note that
journalism is a profession profoundly out of joint with itself, they also summon notions of iden-
tity, roles, and professionals goals as they are influenced by the world of work in which con-
temporary people spend so much of their adult lives. By interviewing professionals “at the top
of their game,” Gardner and colleagues assured themselves of a sample with both professional
vision and the professional career informed by life experience to reflect upon it. As their book
demonstrates, these journalists worked and yearned for a profession that was reconnected to its
nurturance and sustenance of political society, specifically contemporary democracy. They saw
themselves as reflecting that connection but stymied by the powerful economic factors currently
influencing media organizations. Authentic alignment, in their terms, meant creating new insti-
tutions, expanding the functions of, reconfiguring membership in, and reaffirming the values of
existing institutions, and taking personal stands (pp. 212-218.)

These suggestions are not so far removed from the final four stages of Erikson’s adult
moral development. Future research should investigate the specific impact of work on moral
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growth—specifically professional moral development. In addition, understanding moral growth
may encourage philosophical work. For example, the ethics of care in the psychological literature
has generally been separated from classical ethical theory. However, by an in-depth evaluation
of the moral growth of professionals, as well as analyzing their individual moral choices, how
professionals connect philosophical concepts such as care and duty have remained separated in
the academic literature (Wilkins, 2010).

One future challenge of moral development research is to tease out the areas of the world
of work that can promote or retard moral growth in a professional context. Empirical work, of
course, would follow.

NOTES

1. The DIT is scored as follows: Participants rank 12 issues statements according to how important each
one is in making a decision. The statements represent the different stages of schemas that make up
the categories developed by Kohlberg as modified by Rest. Participants have five options—from not
important to very important—on each statement, the presumption being that if a person has developed
a particular schema, say the conventional schema, the participant will rank statements from that stage
higher than statements at other stages. The final task is for participants to consider all 12 statements and
rank only the top 4 of them in order of importance in decision-making. This ranking forms the basis of
the P score—a number which reflects the relative importance the person gave only to Postconventional
Statements.

2. The developers of the DIT spent 20 years trying to develop an alternative scoring system that
would eliminate “throwing away data,” that is, the lower stage items. The P score survived because
it consistently gave better trends for the theoretically expected findings, and was relatively easy to
compute and interpret (see Rest, Thoma, Narvaez, & Bebeau, 1997).

3. It takes the full five to six dilemmas of the DIT or DIT-2 to gauge a person’s overall level of moral
development, which is a larger concept that comprises a person’s moral reasoning on many individual
ethical dilemmas. Moral judgment, defined as the ability to determine appropriate options in a moral
dilemma (Rest, 1993), is one of the components of moral development and the term we use with fewer
dilemmas.
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On the Unfortunate Divide between
Media Ethics and Media Law

Theodore L. Glasser and Morgan N. Weiland

In his dated but still timely account of what freedom of the press means in the United States, Lee
Bollinger (1991) makes the provocative point that the American ideal of an independent press
rests on the image of the journalist as outsider. In this enticing, though romanticized, vision of
journalism and journalists, the press exists as a loose confederation of rugged individuals whose
pursuit of the truth knows no bounds. Variously portrayed as loners, skeptics, iconoclasts, and
mavericks, journalists position themselves as guardians of the public interest and custodians of
the community’s conscience. Not only free from the state but unburdened by loyalties and alli-
ances of any kind, journalists enjoy a special standing in American society. Nothing less than the
Constitution authorizes them to take on the powerful, expose wrongdoing, and ferret out the news
others would prefer to conceal.

Popularized over the years on television and in scores of films, books, and exhibits, the
journalist-as-outsider motif vivifies the power and appeal of a “model of journalistic autonomy,”
as Bollinger describes the “central image of the American ideal of press freedom.” This center-
piece not only captures a role for the press embraced by the Supreme Court, but acknowledges—
indeed, appreciates—the kind of journalism celebrated, if not always experienced, by journalists
themselves. As it “breathes life,” Bollinger writes, into “a press conceived in the image of the
artist ... who lives (figuratively) outside of society, beyond normal conventions, and who is there-
fore better able to see and expose its shortcomings,” it confers on journalists an unfettered “free-
dom to make mistakes” and an unconditional “power to err’”; it promotes “a posture toward the
world that says, in effect, no one will tell you what to do” (p. 55, 57). Understood broadly as a
“metaphor for an intellectual style,” the dominant image of a free press in the United States, as
Bollinger sums up its scope, extends freedom far beyond the narrow strictures of the law: “To
deny state regulation of the press, to declare it ‘unaccountable’ to official authorities, is to empha-
size its intellectual independence from every constraint” (p. 57).!

In the culture of journalism, then, where the press sustains its self-image, freedom of the
press represents the triumph of autonomy over accountability, which, among journalists, fuels
what John Peters and Kenneth Cmiel (1991, p. 198) detect as a curious ethic of defiance: “one
feels morally justified in the act of refusing a moral justification.” In this setting, to recycle an
argument developed elsewhere (Glasser & Ettema, 2008; Glasser & Gunther, 2005), claims about
the First Amendment and other guarantees of a free press serve not only as a shield the press can
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use to deflect meddlesome agents of the state, but a rhetorical device journalists can deploy to
ward off critics who, technically, pose no legal challenge to a free press. Journalists thus become
adversaries of accountability in precisely the way James Carey (1987) suggests: “To raise any
ethical question with journalists is to invite the response that the First Amendment is being vio-
lated in even considering the issue” (p. 10).

With Bollinger’s description and critique of the “central image” of a free press as our point
of departure, we turn to a fuller explication of the ways in which a narrowly libertarian construc-
tion of press freedom, popular in the United States and in other liberal democracies, widens the
gap between media law and media ethics to the point where the former eviscerates the latter.
Next, in response to journalists’ aversion to accountability, which, we argue, manifests itself in
the privatization of press ethics, we offer a highly stylized account of Jiirgen Habermas’ (1996a,
1993) theories of law and ethics, where norms of both kinds—ethical norms as well as legal
norms—require a fully public and a genuinely democratic justification. Then, following the work
of George Fletcher (1981, 1987), which usefully blurs the distinction between law and ethics,
we examine the benefits of reading case law in terms of what justices and judges “assert” rather
than what they “declare,” an approach to the study of law that places a higher priority on under-
standing principles than identifying rules. Finally, along with an appeal to view media ethics and
media law as functionally complementary domains of inquiry, we conclude with the adventur-
ous claim that, intellectually and pedagogically, the mode of thought Fletcher calls “committed
argument” might agreeably bridge the unfortunate divide between media ethics and media law,
thereby improving the state of affairs that prompted this chapter: Too many of our media ethics
textbooks say little or nothing about media law, and too many of our media law textbooks say
little or nothing about media ethics.

FIRST AMENDMENT JURISPRUDENCE AND THE PRIVATIZATION
OF PRESS ETHICS?

While historians differ on the origins of the image of journalists who “fancied themselves as
bohemians,” who scoffed at authority and mocked “respectable society” (Leonard, 1995, p. 207),
Bollinger, for his purposes, traces it to the Supreme Court’s 1964 decision in New York Times Co.
v. Sullivan. Almost immediately hailed as a “happy revolution of free-speech doctrine” (Kalven,
1964, p. 205), Sullivan obliterated the idea of seditious libel and finally distanced the Court from
any justification for criminalizing criticism of government. Even in instances of private parties
engaged in civil litigation, under Sullivan’s “actual malice” test, which effectively constitution-
alized libel law by applying a First Amendment standard of liability to it, the press could not
be found guilty of defaming a public official unless journalists engaged in the most egregiously
unethical conduct by, to paraphrase the Court, knowingly publishing a falsehood or exhibiting a
reckless disregard for the truth.

Bollinger sees in Sullivan a clearly articulated rationale for unfettered public expression, a
ruling that “provided a major modern context for defining the underlying meaning of the First
Amendment” (1991, p. 5). As much a free speech case as a free press case, though journalists
seldom view it that way, Sullivan protected the press not as an end in itself but as a means to
facilitate, accommodate, and otherwise promote, as Justice William Brennan, writing for the
Court, famously put it, the “uninhibited, robust, and wide-open debate” that self-governance
demands. Especially with regard for the importance of “criticism of governmental conduct,”
the inevitable “erroneous statement” in “free debate” requires protection, the Court reasoned, in
order to give “freedoms of expression” (emphasis added)—not only or even particularly freedom
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of the press—the “‘breathing space’ they need ... to survive.” The facts of the case dealt with the
press—an advertisement published in the Times—but the Court’s decision concerned the larger
question of the nexus between First Amendment values and popular sovereignty.

But Bollinger also sees in Sullivan a failure to confront the consequences of a press that
behaves badly, a press that abuses “the freedom it possesses under the autonomy model” (p. 26).
What happens, Bollinger asks, and not entirely rhetorically, when the press excludes “important
points of view, operating as a bottleneck in the marketplace of ideas”; distorts “knowledge of
public issues not just by omission but also through active misrepresentations and lies”; exerts “an
adverse influence over the tone and character of public debate in subtle ways, by playing to per-
sonal biases and prejudices or by making people fearful and, therefore, desirous of strong author-
ity”’; fuels “ignorance and pettiness by avoiding public issues altogether, favoring simpleminded
fare of cheap entertainment over serious discussion” (pp. 26-27)? Bollinger finds it nothing short
of astonishing that the Court fails to address the risk of a press that becomes ““a threat to democ-
racy rather than its servant” (p. 34), a failure, specifically, to take seriously the kinds of concerns
discussed years earlier in a report from the Commission on Freedom of the Press, which remains,
in Bollinger’s judgment, “as good a statement as we have of why the press is so important for the
quality of our political system and why its freedom may be in jeopardy due to its inadequacies
and abuses” (p. 28).3

Press Freedom and the Eclipse of Press Responsibility

The Commission, a blue-ribbon panel of prominent intellectuals, concluded that freedom of the
press requires a moral diligence few in the press seem prepared to provide. Beyond its critique
of particular problems in reporting the day’s news, from sensationalism to superficiality, the bulk
of its report, published in 1947 and still in print, focuses on the arrogance of a press that takes
its freedom for granted, a press that shields itself from public scrutiny, and a press that fails to
appreciate the essential link between press freedom and press accountability. What “now imperils
the freedom of the press,” Commission chair Robert Hutchins wrote in the report’s Foreword, is
the absence of “a serious and continuing concern for the moral relation of the press to society”
(Commission, 1947, p. viii).

Rejecting the antiquated and inadequate “liberty to be carefree,” which, quoting the historian
Charles Beard on the legacy of a fiercely partisan press that engaged in “savage attacks on party
opponents,” defines freedom of the press as “the right to be just or unjust, partisan or non-partisan,
true or false, in news column or editorial column” (p. 131), the Commission proffers a view of
press freedom that affirms, rather than simply invokes, the public’s interest in a certain quality of
journalism. Rejecting as well any heavy-handed role for the state and other centers of power—the
“press must be free from the menace of external compulsions from whatever source” (p. 18)—the
Commission calls on the press to voluntarily “take on the community’s press objectives as its
own objectives” (p. 126; emphasis in the original). Finally, rejecting what it recognized as “an
antithesis between the current conception of freedom of the press and accountability of the press”
(p. 130), the Commission insists on a new and different conception of press freedom, one that
regards a free press as an accountable press.

By equating press freedom with press accountability—by viewing them as two sides of the
same coin—the Commission embraces an “affirmative” or “positive” interpretation of the First
Amendment. Developed in detail in at least two of the Commission’s “special studies” (Chafee,
1947; Hocking, 1947) and subsequently taken up by a number of First Amendment scholars (e.g.,
Barron, 1967; Emerson, 1981; Meiklejohn, 1961), a positive view of press freedom accepts but
augments the familiar negative view of press freedom by affirming a public purpose of a private
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press. Press freedom thus means, simultaneously, freedom from and freedom for; it means free-
dom from coercion, typically but not exclusively coercion by the state, and at the same time
freedom for the ultimate beneficiary of a free press, namely, the public. As the Commission
understands the importance of journalism and its place in a democratic society, freedom of the
press does not exist to simply protect the press; it exists, instead, to enable the press to manage,
through sound judgment, the vigorous debate a self-governing society needs, for “the essential
object for which a free press is valued,” the Commission notes, “is that ideas deserving a public
hearing shall have a public hearing” (p. 129).

The Commission’s support for “the ideal that every voice shall have the hearing it deserves”
represents a wholesale shift in First Amendment jurisprudence away from the standard libertar-
ian interpretation of freedom of expression, which regards individual and institutional liberty as
sacrosanct and which, in the Commission’s view, “wears the aspect of social irresponsibility”
(pp- 130-131). Significantly and controversially, the Commission reconfigures First Amendment
values in a way that privileges speech, not speakers, an emphasis on protection for the content of
expression that eclipses the libertarian’s emphasis on protection for individual expression. What
is being said matters more than who is saying it.

The Privatization of Press Ethics

Although the Commission and the press agree on the importance of keeping journalism inde-
pendent and free from the state, they disagree on how to best do that. The press views any
unwelcome public entanglement, even if the state plays no role in it, as “quasi-governmental”
interference, a characterization journalists used to kill off one news council after another.
The Commission, on the other hand, rejects the very premise of a democracy without a
civil society, without a public space, lodged between the state and the marketplace, where
journalists agree to engage others openly and candidly in a non-coercive discussion of press
practices and performance. In fact, by separating ethics from accountability, the Commission
cautions, journalists create a vacuum the state might regrettably fill: “The legal right will
stand if the moral right is realized or tolerably approximated. There is a point beyond which
failure to realize the moral right will entail encroachment by the state upon the existing legal
right” (p. 131).

The enduring but unfortunate conviction among journalists that the press can be ethical
without being accountable is so commonplace, so deeply embedded in the mythology of press
freedom—at the center of Bollinger’s “central image” of a free press—that no one winces when
newsroom managers tell their subordinates not to talk about what they do and why they do it. It
hardly seemed out of the ordinary when Matthew Winkler, editor-in-chief of Bloomberg News,
in a chapter on ethics in his recent “guide for reporters and editors,” instructed staffers not to
“publish websites, Internet blogs or other online journals™ that “discuss or disclose internal
Bloomberg policies, management or newsgathering decisions” (Winkler, 2012, pp. 77-78). Of
course, this does not mean that journalists are unethical or that they do not care about questions
of right and wrong, good and bad. Rather, it means that journalists have grown accustomed to
a remarkably cramped view of ethics, one that insulates and isolates the press from the larger
community in ways that render ethics an entirely private matter. Journalists act as though they
and they alone ought to be the final arbiters of the morality of their own conduct, an altogether
authoritarian understanding of ethics that only adds to the irony of an institution that preaches
democracy but operates as an autocracy. Put a little differently, accountability matters in jour-
nalism, so long as it applies elsewhere. While journalists revel in their watchdog role—and for
good reason—that role seldom manifests itself as a critical discussion of press practices and
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performance. For all that is said and done in the name of accountability journalism, very little
is said and done in the name of journalism accountability.*

Thus, the press locates ethics in-house, where journalists maintain exclusive control over
its scope, content, and application. Except when a scandal erupts, the press responds to breaches
of ethics behind closed doors, treating them as personnel matters that require confidentiality
rather than as noteworthy issues that warrant the public’s attention. By tradition, moreover,
standards of practice and performance apply to employees, not employers, which means that
CEOs, publishers, and other senior officials go about the business of journalism without even
internal scrutiny.

Often expressed in the form of what the Commission derisively calls “piously framed paper
codes” (p. 127), ethics typically boils down to a lofty statement of purpose followed by a quick
rendition of praiseworthy and blameworthy conduct (e.g., do not plagiarize, do not fabricate, be
accurate, be fair), most of which belabors the obvious. Ethics understood this way tends to be
static and deeply conservative. To be sure, by separating ethics from accountability, journalists
more or less ensure that they will not need to deal with questions and concerns to which they
do not already have a handy response, which is more or less Carey’s (1987) complaint when he
observes that the “ethics of journalism often seems to be a cover, a means of avoiding the deeper
question of journalism as a practice in order to concentrate on a few problems on which there is
a general agreement” (p. 6).

ETHICS, LAW, AND DEMOCRATIC IDEALS

Accountability stands as the centerpiece of Habermas’s efforts to link ethics and law, where
accountability denotes a fundamentally democratic process through which norms—ethical norms
and legal norms—establish their validity and, as such, their legitimacy. While separate and dis-
tinct, Habermas’s theory of ethics (Habermas, 1990, 1993) and his theory of law and democracy
(Habermas, 1996a, 1996b) converge on the importance of establishing the conditions for a public
discourse intended to discover and clarify shared or common interests, a process through which
both ethics and law contribute to the crafting of a larger normative framework for society. David
Allen (1999), one of the few media scholars whose work takes a serious look at the prospects for
a conceptual merger between media ethics and media law, puts it succinctly when he observes
that Habermas brings together ethics and law with “the normative goal of creating a more just
society through discursive practices” (p. 403).

Habermas locates his theory of ethics, which predates but leads logically to his theory of
law, in the tradition of Immanuel Kant, particularly with regard to Kant’s interest in specifying
the grounds for the justification of ethical claims without specifying the claims themselves. With
Kant, Habermas offers a proceduralist or deontological understanding of ethics that presupposes
evaluative judgments about “something in the world that is more or less good for us” and turns
its attention to the justification of normative judgments “about what we ought to do” (Haber-
mas, 1993, p. 62). What concerns both Kant and Habermas is not what qualifies as good ethical
choices but what constitutes the right way to justify them. However, Habermas distances his
approach to ethics from modes of justification that, following Kant, rely on the “pure reason”
individuals can muster on their own; he thus rejects the celebrated invitation from John Rawls
(1971), also a Kantian, to imagine and to thereby consider, hypothetically, the plight of others.?
By viewing justification in terms of accountability, Habermas relocates ethics from the individual
to the community; from a monologue individuals can engage in on their own to a dialogue that
necessarily involves others. In place of the imaginary and the hypothetical, Habermas substitutes
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a real and earnest debate, an open and well managed forum that “requires that the interests of
each person be given equal consideration” (p. 109). In short, Habermas democratizes ethics in
ways Kant does not.

Habermas also distances himself from Kant’s bifurcation of ethics and law. Illustrated by
a series of now familiar distinctions or divisions® characteristic of what critics describe as his
“formalistic, statist and positivistic conception of law” (Perelman & Berman, 1980, p. 114),
Kant understands ethics and law as “two distinct and nonintersecting” (Fletcher, 1987, p. 534)
realms of normative thought, grounded in different intellectual traditions. His approach to eth-
ics is essentially communitarian, in the tradition of classical republicanism, while his approach
to law is more fundamentally individualistic, in the tradition of classical liberalism. Habermas,
in contrast, particularly in his theory of law, seeks to navigate a path between the two—that
is, between, to turn to William Rehg’s (1996) helpful account of Habermas’s “long and com-
plex” argument about the nature of law, “the minimal government of liberalism, a government
restricted to preserving an unencumbered market economy under the rule of law,” and “the
collective action of a homogenous political society” that republicanism envisions (p. xxxi).
Given what we know today (and what Kant could not have known two centuries ago) about the
vagaries of market forces and the lack of social and cultural cohesion in almost any actually
existing democracy, Habermas questions the viability of the liberal view, which “overlooks the
public, deliberative side of democratic institutions,” and questions as well the viability of the
republican view, which “suggests an overly unitary ‘popular will” inhering in the citizenry as
a subject writ large” (p. Xxxxi).

The path Habermas follows, which takes elements of the liberal and republican models and
“fits them together in a new way” (1996b, p. 27), leads to his discourse theory of democracy,
a version of deliberative democracy which stakes its claims on the quality of public com-
munication. In this idealized view of democratic participation, arguably “both historically
and sociologically plausible” (Rehg, 1996, p. xiv), Habermas advances a normatively richer
account of democracy than liberalism ordinarily allows, particularly when liberalism conflates
descriptions with prescriptions by deferring uncritically to the results of the “interplay of power
and interests in accordance with the market model,” but not as normatively fulsome as repub-
licanism demands, particularly when republicanism presupposes “a social whole centered in
the state and imagined as a goal-oriented subject writ large” (Habermas, 1996b, p. 27). Spe-
cifically, by recognizing a complex society’s political system as “but just one action system
among others” (1996b, p. 30), Habermas theorizes a “decentered society”” in which popu-
lar sovereignty asserts itself through a multiplicity of public spheres, including parliamentary
ones, and the networks—*linkages,” to use the term Iris Marion Young (2006) prefers—that tie
them together.

Discourse and Democracy

Habermas’s interest in exploring the dimensions of an open and independent “public sphere,”
understood not as an institution or organization but as a social space generated through com-
munication of a certain quality, began to take shape as early as his post-doctoral dissertation,
published in the early 1960s but unavailable in English until 1989 (Habermas, 1989). There, he
made the case for the existence of a liberal or “bourgeois” public sphere in England, France and
elsewhere in the period between, roughly, the second half of the eighteenth century and the early
1800s, a development he attributed to a particular confluence of conditions associated with the
pre-industrial market economy of the early phases of capitalism. But the philosophical under-
pinnings of the public sphere as a normative construct did not appear in full until the publication
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of Habermas’s two-volume treatise on “communicative action” (Habermas, 1984, 1987), which
provided in unsparing detail a conception of reason and rationality tied to the ideal of unfettered
and undistorted communication.

Rehg (1996) describes Habermas’s theory of communicative action as “primarily a theory
of rationality” (p. xii), though it could be just as appropriately read as a theory of language
or a theory of argumentation. Fundamentally, Habermas introduces and refines the distinction
between strategic action and communicative action, arguing in favor of the benefits of the latter
as a means of identifying and legitimizing democratic norms. Starkly different in their manage-
ment of discourse, strategic action, through power, influence, and manipulation, seeks control
and compliance; communicative action, through cooperation, consensus, and compromise, seeks
reciprocity and solidarity. Unlike strategic action, when public discourse serves to convincingly
convey the public’s interest in private interests, communicative action regards public discourse as
an opportunity to impartially discover public interests—“generalizable” interests, as Habermas
puts it—that may or may not coincide with private interests.

Dependent “on the use of language oriented to mutual understanding” (Habermas,
1996b, p. 18), this process of discovery—a process of deliberation, not aggregation—unites
Habermas’s theories of ethics and law. Both theories secure rationality through public dis-
course. And both theories understand the relationship between discourse and democracy
through the lens of an elaborate framework for argumentation, the details of which are far
beyond the scope of our limited account of Habermas’s work, except to say that in ethics, as
in law, the “better argument prevails”—to pirate a paragraph from a related discussion—*"as
it resonates with the larger community and when in the end it wins the assent of everyone
affected by it”:

Not to be confused with the so-called “rational choice” that individuals might make as they cal-
culate the consequences of supporting one argument or another, winning assent does not imply a
contest among competing arguments. Rather, assent comes from, to recycle some of Habermas’s
language, a “rationally motivated agreement” that an argument is “equally good for everyone,”
which reminds us that discourse ethics does not involve a marketplace process which aggregates
individual interests but a deliberative process which brings into existence common or shared
interests. The better argument, which gains its authority through debate and discussion, emerges
over time and evolves in response to other arguments, counter-arguments, questions, suggestions,
objections, and so on.

(Glasser & Ettema, 2008, p. 529)

The Relationship between Ethics and Law

Habermas (1996a) views law as a “functional complement” (p. 452) to ethics to the extent that,
at a certain level of abstraction, law and ethics share a concern for the same problem: “how
interpersonal relationships can be legitimately ordered and actions coordinated with one another
through justified norms, how action conflicts can be consensually resolved against the back-
ground of intersubjectively recognized normative principles and rules” (p. 106). Law and ethics
approach this problem in different ways, for different reasons, and with different expectations—
their claims intersect but go their separate ways—but they both deal fundamentally with the
conditions for a just social order; and the legitimacy of both depends on a deliberative process
aimed at reconciling different and even divergent interests.

In any modern democracy, whether it tilts toward liberalism or republicanism, law leaves
room for ethics as the state leaves room for civil society. Nonetheless, it is difficult to delineate
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the relative scope of law and ethics, even for the modest purpose of deciding which covers more
ground. Just as questions of law extend beyond questions of ethics, questions of ethics extend
beyond questions of law, a point Habermas makes when he observes that legal norms are at once
both narrower and broader than ethical norms:

They are narrower inasmuch as legal regulation has access only to external, that is, coercible,
behavior; they are broader inasmuch as law, as a means of organizing political rule, provides
collective goals or programs with a binding form and thus is not exhausted in the regulation of
interpersonal conflicts.

(Habermas, 1996a, p. 452)

Law and ethics diverge in the familiar sense that the former implicates the state in ways the
latter does not. Law relies on the power of the state to constrain conduct; it works not through an
appeal to duty but by inducing what Fletcher (1987) calls “non-moral compliance” (p. 542). At
the same time, law defers to ethics—that is, law makes room for ethics—with the clear under-
standing that the state condones what it does not expressly constrain. The very idea of individual
rights and free choice, Habermas (1996a) writes, implies that law “upholds the principle that
what is not explicitly prohibited is permitted” (p. 451). Still, if what is implicitly legal should not
contradict what is ethical, as Habermas (19964, p. 106) argues, it does not follow that what is not
illegal is ipso facto ethical. It is an act of mischief when journalists claim—as they are wont to do,
for instance, when they knowingly offend the public’s sensibilities—that it is right to do whatever
they have a right to do, as though an ethical prescription somehow derives from the absence of a
legal proscription. In part, then, ethics concerns the distinction between what is permissible and
what is acceptable.

Law and ethics converge in the less familiar sense that they find common ground in what
Habermas (1996a) describes as “the radical content of democratic ideals” (p. xliii), a normative
framework that positions popular sovereignty as democracy’s principal premise and deliberative
politics as the best means to achieve and sustain it. From this perspective, calls for a conceptual
merger between media law and media ethics, like Allen’s (1999), cannot be understood as simply
asserting the superiority of either law or ethics, at least not in the sense of one encompassing
or subsuming the other. They could not mean, for example, collapsing ethics into law, for that,
Fletcher (1987, pp. 554-555) reminds us, would be a recipe for fascism, a totalitarian society in
which there is no independence from the state, no individual rights, and no freedom of choice.
Nor could they mean collapsing law into ethics, for that would induce chaos and anarchy, a
stateless society incapable of facilitating democratic discourse. Instead and, again, predicated on
the proposition that “human freedom has its summit not in the pursuit of private preferences but
in self-governance through political participation,” as Rehg (1996, p. xxv) sums up Habermas’s
position on the relative importance of private versus public autonomy, linking law and ethics—
recognizing their “complementary relationship” (Habermas, 1996a, p. 106)—means that media
law and media ethics have separate but related roles to play in supporting a political and social
order that values public deliberation and which, therefore, privileges the forms and forums of
communication that contribute to it.

Although Habermas does not call for the subordination of law to ethics—he opposes ranking
ethics above law—he rejects the pretense of legal positivism, the persistent and widespread belief
that law can and should be understood outside or beyond a normative framework. The positivist’s
preoccupation with strictly verifiable answers to questions of law, Habermas (1996a) cautions,
creates “a false realism that underestimates the empirical impact of the normative presupposi-
tions of existing legal practices” (p. x1).
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TABLE 5.1
Two Modes of Legal Thought
Mode 1 Mode 2
Inquiry relies on detached observation committed argument
Claims take the form of declarations assertions
Claims serve the purpose of settling disputes inviting debate and discussion
Substantive focus on rules, accepted or rejected principles, weighed
Acceptable claims judged to be valid or correct compelling or persuasive
Authority associated with an individual’s credentials an argument’s quality
Methodological orientation is strictly empirical a blend of empirical and normative
Conceptual/theoretical framework legal positivism transcendent theories of law

Extrapolated from Fletcher (1981).

PROSPECTS FOR THE UNIFICATION OF ETHICS AND LAW

Habermas’s entreaties notwithstanding, ethics and law remain separate, distinct, and unrelated—
in a word, siloed—insofar as they rely on entirely different, and at times seemingly incompati-
ble, modes of inquiry. Fletcher (1981) examines this disparity in the context of the difficulty of
rendering humanistic legal education “persuasive in Western legal cultures” (p. 990), a difficulty
that is abundantly evident in both media law and media ethics textbooks. Epistemologically and
methodologically, ethics confounds the study and practice of law by introducing controversy
where, presumably, certainty should exist. Ethics, Fletcher explains, introduces “precisely the
kind of indeterminacy in the concept of law that positivists want to avoid” (p. 976).

To reconcile, if not resolve, the tensions between legal claims and ethical claims, Fletcher
constructs, as “ideal types,”® two competing “modes of legal thought,” which, unimaginatively,
we call Mode 1 and Mode 2. As outlined in Table 5.1, these counterpoised ways of thinking about
law capture the essential differences between the dominant legal culture in the United States,
which takes the “tenets of positivism as its foundation” (Fletcher, 1981, p. 985), and an alterna-
tive legal culture which acknowledges the positivist’s claims but in the context of a legal theory
that transcends them. That is, the knowledge claims associated with Mode 2 typically build on
the knowledge claims associated with Mode 1, but only as the former problematizes the latter, a
process through which empirically valid legal claims become fodder for normatively compelling
ethical claims.’ In what Fletcher calls “transcendent theories of law,” characteristic of Mode 2,
law and ethics effectively merge.

An exemplar of transcendent theories of law, Habermas’s theory of law, though at times
maddeningly dense and abstract, “moves within the compass of particular legal orders,” as
Habermas (19964, p. 196) describes his attention to the details of the legal systems in the United
States and Germany: “It draws its data from established law ... from statutes and precedents,
doctrinal commentaries, political contexts of legislation, historical legal sources, and so forth.”
Habermas’s “self-understandings” of these “two existing legal orders,” in Rehg’s (1996) account
of Habermas’s project, recognizes the

jurisprudential tension between, on the one hand, the need for judicial decisions to conform to
existing statues and precedents and, on the other hand, the demand that decisions be right or just
in light of moral standards, social welfare, and so forth

(p. xxix)
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and thus builds on the friction between law and ethics. In the end, Habermas’s blend of empir-
ical and normative claims, which “incorporates the insights” of existing theories “but also
criticizes and attempts to go beyond them” (Rehg, 1996, p. xxx), yields what Fletcher calls a
“committed argument” about what law could and should be.

The predominantly normative claims associated with the committed arguments of transcend-
ent theories of law stand in contradistinction to the strictly empirical claims associated with the
“detached observation” of legal positivism. In Mode 1, the mode of thinking taught in most
American law schools (and replicated in many communication-media-journalism programs), law
exists as a mostly self-contained system of knowledge, a “largely judge-focused” enterprise that
privileges the authority of the judiciary: “Learning to ‘think like a lawyer’ often means learning
to think like a judge” (Kerr, 2007, p. 61). Positivism’s commitment to objective and verifiable
knowledge requires an epistemological framework with clear and unambiguous criteria for deter-
mining who makes, enacts, and interprets law (Fletcher, 1981, p. 977); it depends, especially, on
knowing that judges alone possess the power to resolve legal controversies. In this context, noth-
ing matters more in the study or practice of law than a rigorous examination of judges’ published
opinions, which explains the popularity in the United States of the “case method” approach to
legal education.

Judges resolve legal controversies through what Fletcher calls “declarations,” a type of
statement—more precisely, a linguistic act'—that creates what it ostensibly only describes.
Declarations exist by virtue of the judiciary’s authority to determine whether a particular
rule of law applies to a particular set of circumstances. To take a familiar example: A trial
court judge gets to declare—and on appeal a higher court gets to agree or disagree with the
declaration—whether the “actual malice” rule applies in a particular libel case, an expression
of a decision that in effect establishes the standard of liability a jury must use in evaluating
the merits of the plaintiff’s claims and the defendant’s defense. Understood as declarations,
in the courtroom or the classroom, judicial holdings distinguish themselves as self-evidently
valid or correct. Furthermore, as Fletcher (1981) explains with reference to the work of Ronald
Dworkin (1978), rules operate as either-or propositions; the logic of their validity requires that
they apply categorically: “The force of a rule is not a matter of weight or degree; it is an ‘all
or nothing’ matter”—*[e]ither it binds us or it does not” (p. 978). Accordingly, lawyers and
students of law succeed not by weighing or otherwise examining the validity (or any other
attribute) of a rule but by arguing for or against its application.!! In the tradition of Mode 1, it
serves no purpose to assess the quality of judicial pronouncements; normative questions are
simply beside the point.

In the tradition of Mode 2, however, a very different way of thinking prevails. The empha-
sis shifts from describing law to advancing arguments about law. Authority shifts, too, from
speaker to speech, from the privileged claims of credentialed jurists to the claims of anyone
whose argument persuades others. In the “legal culture characterized by the mode of commit-
ted argument,” as Fletcher (1981, p. 989) describes a basic premise of transcendent theories of
law, judicial pronouncements and other legal claims are not declared but “only assayed, pon-
dered, and asserted” (p. 982). Unlike declarations, which establish and apply—categorically
and definitively—rules of law, assertions weigh principles; and principles (for example, “it is
unjust to censor the press”), along with the arguments that advance them, “cannot be proved
or disproved. They succeed so far as they speak effectively to those concerned about the same
issues” (Fletcher, 1981, p. 989). Indeed, whereas declarations settle disputes, assertions invite
debate and discussion: Assertions, arguments, and the theories they yield remain open-ended,
tentative, and undetermined; for a “better vision,” Fletcher (1981) reminds us, “always remains
possible” (p. 982).
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ETHICS, LAW, AND THE PURSUIT OF PRINCIPLES

A synthesis of media ethics and media law creates opportunities for an intellectually and ped-
agogically richer account of media norms than either area of study can achieve on its own. But
these opportunities depend on moving both ethics and law beyond the limited role of guiding
journalists and other media practitioners in the conventional practice of their craft, a role too
often cultivated when students respond to actual or imagined controversies in ethics and law, that
conserves rather than examines existing norms. Put another way, we should expect more from the
study of ethics and law than case studies, real or hypothetical, because case studies presuppose—
and thus mask—many of the very norms that most need our critical attention. Especially in the
area of media ethics, case studies tend to dwell on issues of individual (mis)conduct—the blame-
worthy or praiseworthy choices individuals make—and almost always fail to consider the larger
institutional and structural forces that quietly but powerfully shape the purpose of public com-
munication. Carey (1987) illustrates the problem when he observes that the “fundamental ethical
problems of journalism originate at the deepest level of ownership but are ‘solved’ at the level of
the reporter and editor” (p. 13). A similar dynamic plays out in the area of media law, where “the
ongoing orthodoxy of the case method of instruction,” as Fletcher (1981, p. 995) describes the
pedagogy of Mode 1 thinking, highlights the importance of precedents, particularly the rules they
impart, and discounts the importance of not only the principles these rules ignore or implicitly
reject but even the principles they explicitly or tacitly embrace.

In a serious, comprehensive, and open consideration of principles—the core value of the con-
vergence of media ethics and media law—courtrooms and newsrooms no longer exist as enclaves
of authority. Neither judges nor journalists can monopolize the articulation of principles as they
monopolize the articulation of rules. Particularly in a democracy of the kind Habermas (19964,
1996b) prescribes, which accentuates the link between the quality of public discourse and the
conditions for popular sovereignty, the principles that underlie existing rules—rules of law in the
case of judges, rules of conduct (e.g., codes of ethics, descriptions of “best practices”) in the case
of journalists—along with the principles that underlie rules that do not but arguably should exist,
derive their legitimacy from a fully public examination of their justification and application. The
dictum Fletcher (1981) applies to the principles of law applies to the principles of journalism as
well: “We are all equally situated to make claims about the right and the good” (p. 973).

As a principle that governs the treatment of principles, being “equally situated to make
claims about the right and the good” denotes a commitment to democratize discussion of press
roles and responsibilities, a commitment in concert with the view, discussed and defended by,
among others, Timothy Cook (2005), of journalism as a political institution and journalists as
political actors. For when journalists take on the primary task of facilitating debate and delib-
eration,'? an obligation Habermas (1996a) stresses when he insists that news media “ought to
understand themselves as the mandatary of an enlightened public whose willingness to learn
and capacity for criticism they at once presuppose, demand, and reinforce” (p. 378), they posi-
tion themselves as agents of self-governance, not self-expression. As such, journalists concern
themselves with the collective needs of citizens, not the personal preferences of consumers; they
act in accordance with the public interest, as expressed through dialogue and other processes of
deliberation, instead of acceding to the public’s interest, as expressed through market forces and
other processes of aggregation; they decline liberalism’s invitation, as politically and culturally
seductive today as it has been for nearly two centuries, to equate a free press with free enterprise.

Decoupling a free press from free enterprise neither removes the press from the private
sector nor imagines a press owned and operated by the state. But it does stand in resistance to a
reliance on the Darwinian logic of the marketplace, where survival equals success, as the only
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acceptable means of accountability. And it does make room for a more expansive interpretation
of press freedom than liberalism ordinarily permits, an interpretation that welcomes policies that
bring law and ethics together in the common pursuit of principles that clarify the responsibilities
of an independent and democratic press.

NOTES

1. The image endures even when—or especially when—evidence contradicts it. See, for example, Glenn
Greenwald’s (2014) charge of timidity at The New York Times, which begins with an observation about
journalism in an earlier era: “The iconic reporter of the past was the definitive outsider. Many who
entered the profession were inclined to oppose rather than serve power, not just by ideology but by
personality and disposition” (p. 232). Nowadays, Greenwald complains, “[t]hose who thrive within the
structure of large corporations tend to be adept at pleasing rather than subverting institutional power. It
follows that those who succeed in corporate journalism are suited to accommodate power. They identify
with institutional authority and are skilled at serving, not combating it” (p. 233).

2. Portions of this section appeared first in Glasser (2014).

3. For an insightful account of the Commission on Freedom of the Press, its genesis and its legacy, see
Pickard (2015, pp. 124-189).

4. For a recent and revealing study of British journalists’ aversion to accountability, see Thomas &
Finneman (2014).

5. Rawls (1971) invites consideration of the plight of others by placing individuals behind a “veil of
ignorance,” where they make an ethical choice without knowing how they would be advantaged or
disadvantaged by it.

6. For example, “law governs external behavior, morality emphasizes intentions, law establishes a
correlation between rights and obligations, morality prescribes duties which do not bring forth subjective
rights; law establishes obligations sanctioned by power, morality escapes organized sanction” (Perelman
& Berman, 1980, p. 114).

7. For complementary but somewhat different accounts of the logic of a decentered democratic society,
see Benhabib (1996) and Young (2006).

8. Following Max Weber, Fletcher (1981) uses the notion of “ideal types” as a heuristic device, a
methodological construct that serves Fletcher’s purpose of advancing a “synchronic analysis™ (p. 1001)
of interwoven but contradictory conceptions of law: “Precisely because the data are unamenable to easy
classification, these ideal types enable us to make some useful historical and comparative claims about
the relative prominence of the two modes of legal thought” (p. 987).

9. As Fletcher (1981) explains the relationship between the claims of legal positivism and the claims of
theories that transcend legal rules, “[tJhose who refuse to acknowledge that the law transcends enacted
legal rules cannot—as a conceptual matter—engage in committed argument. Positivists, therefore, are
limited to the mode of detached observation .... The converse logical relationship, however, does not
hold. Anyone can detach himself from the legal system and observe the behavior of legal officials.
Though positivism precludes committed argument about the law, subscribing to a transcendent legal
theory does not prevent detached observation” (p. 985). From the perspective of Mode 2, then, arguments
about the content of the law (what the law is) can lead to, rather preclude, arguments about what the law
ought to be.

10. J. L. Austin (1962) calls these linguistic acts “performatives,” from the word “perform,” indicating “that
the issuing of an utterance is the performing of an action” (p. 6). Declarations in law, Fletcher (1981)
explains, “are acts as well as statements”; if a court “declares a contract void, the contract is void” (p. 974).

11. This is not to deny the creativity good lawyering requires: “[G]ood lawyers need a vivid imagination;
they need to imagine how rules apply, where they might be unclear, and where they might lead to
unintended outcomes” (Kerr, 2007, p. 63).

12. For a discussion of a “facilitative” role for the press, see Christians, Glasser, McQuail, Nordenstreng &
White (2009, pp. 158-178).
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6

The Search for Universals

Thomas W. Cooper and Clifford G. Christians

At this complicated time in human history, the media with a global reach are more necessary
than ever. The urgency of a global media ethics that matches the muscle of today’s worldwide
communication technologies has become obvious. The nearly unlimited amount of digital data
is a golden resource, if used for the public good. Given the power of international media corpo-
rations and the high speed electronic technologies which now characterize the media worldwide,
it is imperative that ethics be broad and strong enough to equal their universal scope. Otherwise
the result is a quiescent ethics, echoing the status quo rather than challenging or contradicting it.

In fact, several worldwide models have been developed or are underway. The Eurocentric
ethical canon that is monocultural, parochial, and patriarchal is being replaced by cross-cultural,
international frameworks.

THEORIES OF UNIVERSALS: PROFESSIONAL APPROACHES

Transcendental metaphysical universals that presume foundationalism have been discredited
as imperialistic. Therefore, scholars today doing credible work on universals understand norms
to be historically embedded rather than abstract and absolutist. Diversity in culture does not
in itself prove philosophical relativism. Relativism is subject to the naturalistic fallacy; that is,
“ought” statements cannot be derived from “is” statements since they represent different realms.
What exists in a natural setting cannot itself yield normative guidelines. And relativism faces the
long-standing contradiction articulated by Karl Mannheim: Those insisting that all cultures are
relative must arise above them and in so doing relativism is nullified. The ethical frameworks
described below all emphasize cultural diversity while seeking universals that are transcendent.
The primary issue is identifying a different kind of universal, one that honors the splendid variety
of human life.

Kaarle Nordenstreng opened a pathway by accounting for common values, but diversity
also, through professional codes of ethics. Nordenstreng’s The Mass Declaration of UNESCO
(1984) was a pathbreaker in understanding professional ethics internationally through codes of
ethics as constellations of media values. A later inventory of 31 codes in Europe identified jour-
nalists’ accountability to the public, and to their sources and referents, as the primary emphases
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(Laitila, 1995). Christians and Nordenstreng (2004) put codes of ethics in the larger context of
social responsibility theory. Social responsibility thinking has been appearing in different parts
of the world, from the Hutchins Commission in the United States to the MacBride Commission
to the European Union to public journalism in Latin America (Sizoo, 2010). Codes of ethics con-
tribute also in bringing society to the forefront, if these codes are reoriented from media-centered
professionalism to social responsibility as a citizen-based paradigm.

Cooper’s Communication Ethics and Global Change (1989) was the first comprehensive
survey of media ethics across cultures by an international network of media professionals
and educators from 13 countries. His study of professional morality identified three proto-
norms as candidates for universal status. He concluded that one worldwide concern within
the apparatus of professional standards and codes is the quest for truth, though often limited
to objectivity and accuracy. A second concern, based on the available research data, Cooper
defines as a desire among public communicators to work responsibly within the social mores
and cultural features in which they operate. He also concludes that freedom of expression is
a third imperative across professional media practice. Although stated in different language
and to different degrees, free speech is an important component in maintaining accurate
human expression.

Claude-Jean Bertrand (2000) advocates media accountability systems (M.A.S.) for enforc-
ing ethical practices in the democratic media worldwide. M.A.S. examines every option in the
private sector that fosters the media’s responsibility through pressuring media organization and
journalists to better serve the public, and thereby depriving the government of a pretext to inter-
fere. All available strategies for media regulation are included—codes of ethics, ombudspersons,
news councils (local, regional, national), in-house critics, journalism reviews, accuracy and fair-
ness citizen groups, readers’ and viewers’ panels, and research institutes. Media accountability
systems are more necessary now than ever given the unprecedented privatization and deregula-
tion of electronic media throughout the world. Media accountability systems emphasizing free-
dom and equality already exist in various forms across the globe, particularly in such countries as
Japan, the United Kingdom, Germany, France, Sweden, Israel, Estonia, Portugal, and the United
States (Bertrand, 2003, pp. 293-384).

THEORIES OF UNIVERSALS: PHILOSOPHICAL APPROACHES

There are also several universal frameworks that step outside professional ethics and media insti-
tutions to work from the general morality. While having an explicit communication orientation,
they are theoretical models rooted in philosophical reflection.

Seyla Benhabib (1992) has developed a principled interactive universalism not subject to the
criticism of postmodernists that grand narratives are no longer possible. She defends universalist
ideals in moral and political life by addressing the contemporary assault on universals. In the
process, she takes seriously the contributions of feminism and communitarianism. In her refor-
mulation of discourse ethics, humans are dialogic selves whose moral agency follows the norms
implicit in Habermas’ ideal speech situation—universal moral respect and egalitarian reciprocity
(Bracci, 2002, pp. 128-130). Her idea of interactive dialogic rationality keeps ethics close to
people’s everyday experience, so that diversity in cultures is recognized rather than burying dif-
ferences under an abstract metaphysics (Benhabib, 2011).

Kwasi Wiredu (1996) writes out of an African philosophical perspective. The human species
lives by language. Every language is similar in its phonemic complexity and all languages serve
not merely functional roles but in cultural formation. All languages are translatable into another
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and understood in doing so. Every normal human being can learn another language and some
people are purely bilingual. Through the intrinsic self-reflexivity of natural language, we arbi-
trate our values and establish our differences and similarities. Languages everywhere are com-
munal; they give their speakers particularity, while the shared lingual character of our existence
makes intercultural communication possible. Through the commonness of our biologic-cultural
identity as homines sapientes, we can believe that there are universals while living at the same
time in our local communities.

In a study of ethical principles in 13 countries, the sacredness of human life is consistently
affirmed as a universal value (Christians and Traber, 1997). The rationale for human action
is reverence for life on earth, respect for the organic realm in which human civilization is
situated. The veneration of human life represents a universalism from the ground up. Various
societies articulate this protonorm in different terms and illustrate it locally, but every culture
can bring to the table this fundamental norm for ordering political relationships and such
social institutions as the media. There is at least one generality of universal scope underly-
ing systematic ethics. The primal sacredness of life is a protonorm that binds humans into a
common oneness. And in our systematic reflection on this foundation of the social order, we
recognize that it entails such basic ethical principles as truth, human dignity, and nonviolence
(Christians, 2019, ch. 2).

Cooper’s (1998) strategy for understanding our universal humanity is expanding our study
from industrial societies to include learning from indigenous groups. He lived with the Shuswap
in Canada, Polynesians in Hawaii, and the Rock Point Navajo People to experience firsthand their
moral perspectives and modes of communication. He documents the umwelt, spirituality, respect,
and wisdom of Native Peoples for whom communication is a release of stored power—potential
energy becoming kinetic energy. He observes that “what outsiders call ‘ethics’ are derivative
from a singular ethic, inseparable from the Great Spirit’s law” (Cooper, 1998, p. 163). The Native
Nations’ emphasis on communion and community, the multilayered character of truth in indige-
nous cultures, and their integration of heart and mind demonstrate the fundamental human com-
mitment to authentic communication.

Hamelink (2002) appeals to international human rights as the foundation of moral standards
for the media. Human rights provide the only universally available principles for the dignity and
integrity of all human beings. The world political community has recognized the existence of
human rights since the adoption of the UN Charter in 1945, and has accepted international legal
machinery for their enforcement. Member states of the United Nations have pledged themselves
to promote universal respect for and observance of human rights, the dignity and worth of the
human person, social progress, and the right of recognition before the law without discrimina-
tion. Therefore, in order to ensure democratic participation, all people have the right of access to
communication channels independent of governmental or commercial control.

Nussbaum (1999, 2000, 2006) uses extensive research into the lives of women in the non-
industrial world to argue for overlapping capabilities that are true of humans universally as they
work out their existence in everyday life. The common values that emerge from people’s daily
struggles are bodily health, affiliations of compassion, recreation, emotional development, polit-
ical participation, rights to goods, and employment. All human beings are capable of fulfilling
these functions, and the countless ways of doing them overlap and establish standards for the
quality of life across cultures.

Ward (2005) develops a philosophical foundation for global journalism ethics in contractual-
ism. The idea of ethics as social contract stems historically from Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, and
Kant, with Ward preferring the contract theory of John Rawls as the most productive framework.
In Ward’s contractualism, ethical principles are intersubjective agreements produced by rational



76 THOMAS W. COOPER AND CLIFFORD G. CHRISTIANS

discussion in light of common purposes, values, and facts. These restraints on social behavior
guide decisions through reasonable dialogue among all interested parties. Ethics is the ongoing
project of inventing, applying, and critiquing the basic principles that direct human interaction,
define social roles, and justify institutional structures. Ethics for the news media is a set of legit-
imate but fallible agreements established by fair deliberation between the overarching profession
of journalism and the public it serves (Ward, 2013, 2015).

Postcolonial theory is developed by Rao and Wasserman (2007; Rao, 2010; Wasserman,
2006, 2010) into a global perspective on ethics. Normative ideals for the media can only be con-
ceived within the historical and political context that underlies current global power relations.
Theoretical ethics ought to be global in their reach but local in conception. Such central propo-
sitions in ethics as human dignity must be understood across their symbolic and material axes.
Dignity only comes to mean something when radical social change is brought about, otherwise
it deepens human dignity for an elite while ignoring the misery of the rest. Ethical principles
are not a priori but must include the material and discursive conditions to make them possible.
The validity of our moral values for the global media is determined by the extent to which they
resonate with the voiceless and vulnerable. Postcolonial theory provides both the critical vocab-
ulary and tools for intervention that situate normative values in history while globalizing them
simultaneously.

Wilkins (2010) develops a universal theory through neuroscience. In her model, the litera-
ture of moral development and feminist ethical theory are interconnected and established glob-
ally through neuroscientific research on the human brain. Moral development and the ethics of
care in its own way assume that all human beings have the capacity for moral thinking. Ethical
reasoning, while linked to experience, is considered an organic part of what it means to think as
a human being. Neuropsychology documents that through evolutionary naturalism, the human
species has a universal sense of right and wrong (cf. Plaisance, 2011; Plaisance, Skewes, and
Hanitzsch, 2012). Whether the human moral instinct is a faculty, or hard wired, or best described
in other ways still being researched worldwide, this biological inheritance is the ground for uni-
versalizing ethics throughout the species.

Universalist positions have discredited themselves over history by breeding totalitarianism.
Those who claim knowledge of universal truth typically use it to control or convert dissenters.
Universalism is said to threaten diversity, whereas relativism liberates us to reject all oppres-
sive claims to truth. In light of this objection, it must be reiterated that the universalist appeals
from Benhabib to Wilkins are not foundational a prioris. Interactive universalism, our com-
mon lingual identity, the sacredness of life, authentic communication in indigenous culture,
international human rights, overlapping capabilities, contractualism, postcolonial theory, and
neuroscience in the theoretical models above are not objectivist absolutes. They are presupposi-
tions to which we are committed inescapably; one cannot proceed intellectually without taking
something as given. Cartesian rationalism and Kant’s formalism presumed noncontingent start-
ing points. These primordial generalities do not. Without protonorms of universal scope, ethical
theory and politics are trapped in the distributive fallacy, with various ideological blocs each
claiming to speak for the whole.

A commitment to universals does not eliminate cross-cultural differences in thinking and
belief. The only question is whether our values affirm the human spirit or not. The issue is whether
these theoretical models enable the media to build a civic philosophy and thereby demonstrate
a transformative intent. This is worldview pluralism which allows us to hold our beliefs in good
faith and debate them openly rather than be constrained by a superficial consensus. The universal
principles described so far do not obstruct cultures and inhibit their development. On the con-
trary, they liberate us for strategic action and provide a direction for social change.
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SACREDNESS OF LIFE

To understand how these universal theories work regarding the media and media professions,
the sacredness-of-life model can be expanded for illustrative purposes (Christians and Traber,
1997). This study starts from a different premise than comparing codes of media ethics around
the world. Codes are distillations of the best thinking practitioners can do together on their stand-
ards and ideals, and seeking common themes among them is one way to discover cross-cultural
agreement (Christians, 2010, p. 34).

The sacredness of life emerged from a dissimilar strategy. Philosophers, religious thinkers,
cultural leaders, and social theorists were consulted instead of media professionals. The question
for them was their starting point: What is the first principle that is non-negotiable among your
people, in your religion or culture? What is bedrock for you, the presupposition from which you
begin? Aristotle taught us that there must be an unmoved mover. There cannot be infinite regres-
sion or knowledge is indeterminate. One cannot act or think without taking something as given.
All knowledge begins with presuppositions because we must start somewhere, not because they
have been demonstrated to be unequivocally true. First principles are not pure truth in isolation
but beliefs about what’s best for the world.

Around the question of basic presuppositions, workshops, conferences, and consultations
were organized worldwide. Fifty major papers were given in six languages on first principles—
ranging from general theories, to communication ethics in Latin America, Africa, Japan, Taiwan,
Poland, Brazil, and South Africa, to Arab-Islamic and Judeo-Christian ethics, Hinduism, and
Native American mythology. This research on four continents is a limited sample, and ideally the
question about basic presuppositions should be asked of all 6,500 living languages in the world
and 20,000 people groups. But this study is explicitly international and cross-cultural, and points
us in the right direction.

The basic commitment in all the groups they studied is the sacredness of life. Within the
natural world is a moral claim on us for its own sake and in its own right. The sacredness of life
is a pretheoretical given that makes the moral order possible. The history of how humans have
valued their natural world is long and torturous, but the scientific view cannot account for the
purposiveness of life. Living nature reproduces itself in terms of its very character. Therefore,
within the natural order is a moral claim on us for its own sake and in its own right. As Hans Jonas
concludes, “Nature evinces at least one determinate goal, life itself. ... With the gaining of this
premise, the decisive battle for ethical theory has already been won” (1984, p. 78).

Our duty to preserve life is similar in kind to parental obligation to their offspring. When new
life appears, the progenitors do not debate their relationship to it as though their responsibility is
a matter of calculating the options with neutral protoplasm. The forbears’ duty to their children
is an imperative that is timeless and nonnegotiable (cf. Jonas, 1984, ch. 4). Nurturing life has a
taken-for-granted character outside subjective preference. From the sacredness of life perspec-
tive, the biological world provides a rich arena for seeing the permanent value of human life in
its brilliant diversity.

The veneration of life is a protonorm similar in kind to the proto-Indo-European language,
a lingual predecessor underlying the Indo-European languages as we know them in history. Rev-
erence for life on earth establishes a level playing floor for cross-cultural collaboration on the
ethical foundations of a responsible press. It represents a universalism from the ground up. Vari-
ous societies articulate this protonorm in different terms and illustrate it locally, but every culture
can bring to the table this fundamental norm for ordering political relationships and such social
institutions as the press. In this sense, universal solidarity is the basic principle of ethics and the
normative core of all human communication (Christians, 2019, pp. 93-100).
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Human responsibility regarding natural existence contributes the possibility of intrinsic
imperatives to moral philosophy. It demonstrates the legitimacy of concluding that collective
duty can be cosmic and irrespective of our roles or contracts. This is a protonorm that precedes
its elaboration into ethical principles. And its universal scope enables us to avoid the divisiveness
of individual interests, cultural practices, and national prerogatives. The primal sacredness of life
is a protonorm that binds humans into a common oneness. Out of this primordial generality basic
principles emerge such as truth, human dignity, and nonviolence.

Truth is one ethical principle on which various cultures rest. The most fundamental norm
of Arab-Islamic communication is truthfulness. Truth is one of the three highest values in the
context of the Latin American experience of communication. In Hinduism, truth is the highest
dharma and the source of all other virtues. Among the Sushwap of Canada, truth as genuineness
and authenticity is central to its indigenous culture. Living with others is inconceivable if we
cannot tacitly assume that people are speaking truthfully. Lying, in fact, is so unnatural that
machines can measure bodily reactions against it. When we deceive, Dietmar Meith argues, the
truth imperative is recognized in advance: “Otherwise there would be no need to justify excep-
tions as special cases. ... Those who relativize truthfulness, who refuse to accept it as an ethical
principle, indirectly recognize it as generally valid” (Meith, 1997, p. 89).

In Aristotle’s legacy, truth and falsehood are permanently imbalanced: “Falsehood is itself
mean and culpable, and truth noble and full of praise” (Aristotle, 1947, bk. 4, ch. 7). We ought
not to grant truth and lying equal status and then merely calculate the best results. Lying must
be justified while telling the truth need not be. In Bok’s elaboration, only in monumental crises
or as a last resort, can lying even be considered for moral justification. “Deceit and violence—
these are the two forms of deliberative assault on human beings” (Bok, 1999, p. 18). Those
who are lied to are resentful, hostile, and suspicious. “Veracity functions as the foundations of
relations among human beings; when this trust shatters or wears away, institutions collapse”
(Bok, 1999, p. 31).

While Aristotle’s predilection toward truth is Greek in its cadence, he speaks to the world
and across history. For Hinduism truth is the highest dharma and the source of all other vir-
tues. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa demonstrated that suffering
from apartheid can be healed through truthful testimony. In the Talmud, the liars’ punishment
is that no one believes them. For the former secretary general of the United Nations, Dag Ham-
merskjold, “the most dangerous of all dilemmas is when we are obliged to conceal the truth
to be victorious” (Jensen, 2000, p. 7). In Gandhi’s satyagrapha the power of truth through the
human spirit eventually wins over force. The fundamental norm of Islamic communication
is truthfulness. For the Shuswap tribe in Canada, the truth as genuineness and authenticity is
central to culture.

Respecting human dignity is another underlying principle about which there is transnational
agreement. Different cultural traditions affirm human dignity in a variety of ways, but together
they insist that all human beings have sacred status without exception. Native American dis-
course is steeped in reverence for life, an interconnectedness among all living forms so that we
live in solidarity with others as equal constituents in the web of life. In communalistic African
societies, likute is loyalty to the community’s reputation, to tribal honor. In Latin American soci-
eties, insistence on cultural identity is an affirmation of the unique worth of human beings. In
Islam, every person has the right to honor and a good reputation. In Judaism and Christianity, dig-
nity is God’s irrevocable claim on human beings, not earned, nor bestowed by people or institu-
tions (Moltmann, 1984; Schultziner, 2006). For Confucianism, correct communication practices
derive from the larger social etiquette of /i, that is, respecting the dignity of others. Homo sapiens
as a species requires within itself respect for its members as a whole.
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Nonviolence is a third ethical principle entailed by the sacredness of life, or in negative
terms, no harm to the innocent. Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King developed this
principle beyond a political strategy into a philosophy of life. For the preeminent theorist
of dialogic communication, Emmanuel Levinas, the self-Other relation makes peace norma-
tive. When the Other’s face appears, the infinite is revealed and I am commanded not to kill
(Levinas, 1981, p. 89). Along with dharma, ahimsa (nonviolence) forms the basis of the Hindu
worldview. In communalistic and indigenous cultures, care for the weak and vulnerable (chil-
dren, sick, and elderly), and sharing material resources are a matter of course. Terrorist attacks
around the world, mass shootings in the United States, the bombing of innocents in Syria cut
to our deepest being. Along with the public’s revulsion against physical abuse at home and our
consternation over brutal crimes and savage wars is a glimmer of hope reflecting the validity
of this principle.

Out of nonviolence, we articulate ethical theories about not harming the innocent as an
obligation that is cosmic and irrespective of our roles or ethnic origin. When peace is an eth-
ical imperative, it is not reduced to the politics of war, but one of three fundamental ways to
understand the sacredness of life intrinsic to our humanness. When considering universals, non-
violence is of epoch-making importance: “No survival without a world ethic. No world peace
without peace between the religions. No peace between the religions without dialogue” (Kung,
1991, p. xv). The principle of nonviolence promotes a discourse of peaceful coexistence in com-
munity life, rather than a focus on peace making between intergovernmental bodies. In Clemen-
cia Rodriguez’s “social fabric” approach to peace, open communication is essential, “based on
mutual respect, solidarity, and collective enjoyment of public spaces” (2004, p. 3; cf., 2011). In
terms of this principle understood through the protonorm, “only by invoking the sacredness and
inviolability of life, by advocating non-violence and creative resolution, can communicators act
morally” (Lee, 2007, p. 52). And the Declaration toward a Global Ethic of the Parliament of the
World’s Religions in 1993 connects principle and protonorm in the same way. The first of its four
“irrevocable directives” is a commitment to a culture of nonviolence and respect for life.

A commitment to universals does not eliminate all differences in what we think and
believe. The only question is whether the first presupposition with which we begin affirms
the human good or not. The issue is whether our values help to build a civic philosophy and
thereby demonstrate a transformative intent. This is worldview pluralism, which allows us to
hold our beliefs in good faith and debate them openly rather than be constrained by a super-
ficial consensus. The standard of judgment is not economic or political success, but whether
our worldviews and community formations contribute in the long run to truth telling, human
dignity, and nonviolence.

When we build our ethical models in universal terms, we have a framework by which to
judge the media professions and practices locally. Of the three ethical principles that have arisen
from various sections of the world, in communications we have worked the hardest with the first
and second—human dignity and truth. Truth is central to communication practice and appears
everywhere in our codes of ethics, mission statements, classes, and textbooks on media ethics.
We disagree on the details, not always sure what truth means and how it applies. There is still in
news a heavy emphasis on facts and unbiased information that no longer is defensible epistemo-
logically. But the general concept of truth is an unwavering imperative. In entertainment media,
we insist on realism, on artistic imagery and aesthetic authenticity, as synonyms for truth. In the
persuasive arts, advertising and public relations, we consider its antonym, that is, deception, to
be absolutely forbidden.

But if we broaden our understanding of truth from the Western Enlightenment tradition to
a definition rooted in the universal sacredness of life, the view of truth as accurate information
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is too narrow. With a framework oriented to the universal, the concept of truth is more sophis-
ticated as disclosure. Truthful statements entail a comprehensive account of the context which
gives them meaning. Dietrich Bonhoeffer contends correctly that a truthful account takes hold
of the culture, motives, and presuppositions involved (1955, ch. 5). Truth means, in other words,
to strike gold, to get at “the core, the essence, the nub, the heart of the matter” (Pippert, 1989,
p. 11). No hard line exists between fact and interpretation; therefore, truthful accounts entail
adequate and credible interpretations rather than first impressions. The best journalists weave a
tapestry of truth from inside the attitudes, culture, and language of the people and events they are
actually reporting. Their disclosures ring true on both levels; that is, they are theoretically cred-
ible and realistic to those being covered. The reporters’ frame of reference is not derived from a
free-floating mathematics, but from an inside picture that gets at the heart of the matter. Rather
than reducing social issues to the financial and administrative problems defined by politicians,
the media disclose the subtlety and nuance that enable readers and viewers to identify the funda-
mental issues themselves (Christians, 2004).

And increasingly, human dignity has taken a central position in media ethics (Diiwell et al.,
2014). For two decades now, we have worked on ethnic diversity, racist language in news, sexism
in advertising. We see gender equality in hiring, and eliminating racism in organizational culture,
not as political correctness but as moral imperatives. Human dignity that arrives on our agenda
from the universal, takes seriously lives that are loaded with cultural complexity. Our selves are
articulated within these decisive contexts of gender, race, class, and religion. A community’s
polychromatic voices are the arena through which participatory democracy takes place.

The imperative of human dignity grounded in the sacredness of life moves us beyond an
individualistic morality of rights to a social ethics of the common good. It enables us to recognize
that an urgent issue on the civic agenda at present is to enable the voices of self-discovery and
self-affirmation to flourish among a society’s cultural groups. A community’s moral obligation is
not merely treating ethnic differences with fairness, but an explicit commitment to what Charles
Taylor calls “the politics of recognition.” As he puts it, “Nonrecognition or misrecognition can
inflict harm, can be a form of oppression, imprisoning someone in a false, distorted, and reduced
mode of being. Due recognition is not just a courtesy we owe people. It is a vital human need”
(Taylor, 1994, p. 26). Promoting human dignity does not mean informing a majority audience of
racial injustice, for example, but insures those forms of representation from the ground up that
generate a critical consciousness for oneself and others. In honoring the human dignity principle,
the press reorients multiculturalism from individual rights and political correctness to the larger
moral universe of nonhierarchical social relations.

But the third ethical principle, nonviolence, is still underdeveloped. Flickers of peace are
emerging on our media ethics agenda, but only glimmers compared to truth, and of late, human
dignity. Johan Galtung has developed and applied the principle most systematically with his
peace journalism, concerned not simply with the standards of war reporting, but positive peace—
creative, nonviolent resolution of all cultural, social, and political conflicts (e.g., 2004). Peace
journalism recognizes that military coverage as a media event feeds the very violence it reports,
and therefore is developing the theory and practice of peace initiatives and conflict resolution
(Lee, 2010; Lynch and McGoldrick, 2005). But the broad task remains of bringing this third
principle to maturity. Our international magazines and newspapers should articulate, promote,
craft, and illustrate the ethics of nonviolence. We need a rich venue at present for doing so—
addresses, group discussions, news features, educational multimedia presentations, documen-
taries, theater, and music—together bringing the idea into its own across cultures and from the
bottom up (Christians, 2019, ch. 5).
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MEDIA TECHNOLOGY

A complicating factor in putting universals to work in communication ethics, is that, unlike many
other disciplines, its focus has been changed by technology. While legal, medical, and business
ethics, for example, have also been impacted by technical innovation, communication ethics
is the only such field in which both the heart and name of the field has shifted from people to
machines. As early as 1988, a comprehensive bibliographic study suggested that over 80 percent
of modern writing about communication ethics focused upon media ethics (Cooper, Sullivan,
Medaglia, and Weir, 1988). There is neither reason nor research to suggest that the four to one
ratio has since decreased.

Historically, many ethicists have argued that external technologies only amplify the presence
of eternal ethical issues, so media ethics is merely communication ethics in disguise. However,
a significant number of important scholars such as Mumford (1934), White (1962), Ellul (1964),
and Giedion (1969) have suggested that each technology transforms society and may have unin-
tended consequences that need to be addressed ethically.

For example, research on television effects triggers a debate about whether repetitive tele-
vised violence may contribute to actual human violence. Computers and satellites provide the
possibility for invading national and global privacy in ways that the naked eye and ear cannot.
Arguments can be made that almost every medium transforms previous ethical issues and intro-
duces new ones.

Indeed, Marshall McLuhan (1977), Eric McLuhan (1983), and Barrington Nevitt (1985)
claim that there are specific laws of the media which, like the laws of nature, are all but indif-
ferent to human intention and action. Although Cooper (1997) found that there were 40 ethical
issues associated with cybermedia by the end of the last millennium, three years later he claimed
there were 52 such issues and now has identified 64. Does speed-up in the rate of implementing
new technology mean there is also a speed-up in the quantity and impact of ethical issues? Or are
such issues old wine in new bottles because there is “nothing new under the sun?”

With the advent of communication speed-up there are many invisible technologies at
work which the public cannot detect. Indeed the research presented to the Foundation of
Intelligent Physical Agents at their annual conference in Dublin in 1998 indicates that the
creators of new communication technology have the greatest ethical responsibility. Their
hidden engineering systems may be tested in advance but little attention is given to examining
their possible effects until after the new technology has been irreversibly introduced into
society. Most of the public does not even know what intelligent agents are, let alone their
impact upon individuals and groups.

Moreover, it is the interplay of technologies, software upgrades, plug-ins, formats, and
innumerable invisible devices that is most difficult to track. In his ground-breaking Food for
Naught (1974), the seminal Canadian biochemist Ross Hume Hall shows the hidden effects of
the interaction of food additives. Although tested in isolation, the additives were untested in
combination by nutritionists and government scientists. Similarly, the new media ecology, with
a multiplication of new interacting species, also enlarges the world of both hidden and observ-
able ethical problems.

However, to observe these phenomena is not to suggest that machines, rather than peo-
ple, cause or are accountable for ethical lapses and virtues. People invent and maintain the
machines, and are thus responsible for them. Nevertheless a globe of interactive talking
machines which outlive the people who invented them is very different from the world of
Aristotle and Confucius.
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As noted at the outset regarding the urgency of a global ethics, we live in an age when infor-
mation instruments and weapons technologies are closely linked. In such an age we have learned
that, if we are not willing to use communication technologies for humane, prosocial purposes,
there are those who will use such technologies for their own darker designs. Hitler’s S.S. camer-
amen, for instance, used film not simply to record Holocaust atrocities but to proudly document
their systematic efficiency when introducing accelerated methods of genocide.

Given the concerns that are routinely expressed worldwide about the digital divide, censor-
ship, deceptive advertising, information flow, propaganda, privacy, piracy, pornography, cultural
erosion, racial and national stereotyping, violence, and many related problems, there is indeed
a need for a global communication ethic. Research cited within and beyond this chapter, and
written recommendations since Hammurabi, demonstrate that the quest for responsible, truthful,
communication practice transcends period and place.

FUTURE RESEARCH ON UNIVERSALS

So the question of greater concern is not if, but rather how, a global communication ethic may
be created and implemented. Harold Innis (1951) recommended that there must be a balance
between communication technologies of space and time. A larger requirement for a communi-
cation ethic is that there ought to be a balance between eternal communication ethics (that is,
approaches transcending time), and external communication ethics (that is, approaches extending
across space). The notion of space must now take into account technologies and codes which leap
over continents to weave a multicultural mosaic. Such technologies at present extend into outer
space (e.g., satellites), inner space (e.g., our media-filled subconscious minds), and global space
(e.g., the wired world of seven continents and 24 time zones). A balance between an ethics of
space and of time is now required.

And other types of balance cannot be excluded when building a communication ethic suita-
ble to a new millennium sensitivity:

1. A balance between the indigenous and developed world’s wisdom and vision.

2. A balance between idealized codes which inspire and policies which accurately depict
harsh global realities.

3. Input from both the North and South, and the East and West (as in honoring not only
Jewish but also Buddhist ethics and noting where they may be parallel).

4. A balance between universal principles and the particular issues and practices of regions.

5. A balance between the professional and the academic; between technical media and the
core origins of communication ethics (speech, written, and performance ethics); between
the political and the spiritual; between the codified and the intuitive/oral traditions.

In short, a harmonious inclusiveness which honors cultural and other diversity in fact, not as
lip service, is required (Cooper, 2016-17).

Within the technical world, homeostasis is also essential. New communication technol-
ogies are primarily tested by (1) engineers for effectiveness; (2) research and development
departments for competitive value; and (3) sales and marketing forces for target audiences. The
teams which pretest not only technologies, but also programming and information formats,
must also be complemented by ethicists, scientists, policy experts, parents, and community
leaders who consider the potential impact of any new medium or product before it is introduced
into the community.
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A truly global inclusiveness must inform any communication ethics. Peoples such as the
Rapa Nui, Zulu, Old Order Brethren, Amish, Dani, and a wide variety of other cultural groups
are not usually consulted about world communication policy. Yet they often provide a valuable
perspective because of their media blackouts, single source media, (no) advertising stance, and
other atypical approaches which force cultures to rethink the conventional wisdom.

Ethical issues often appear after a technology, new program, communication genre, or soft-
ware platform is introduced into society. Such problems might have been prevented or better
understood if pre-search (preventive research) had been utilized. Before advertisers export fem-
inine hygiene commercials into the cultures of Pacific Islanders, they need to realize that many
island women watching TV will leave the room to avoid public embarrassment. Cross-cultural
pre-search is necessary. Before Hollywood producers make a film with seemingly harmless ini-
tiation rites that will be imitated by hundreds of teenagers (several of whom will be killed), it is
wise to involve teens and parents in the test screenings. Before introducing fiber optics commu-
nication into the mainstream and unleashing related hazardous waste by-products, multidiscipli-
nary pre-search is necessary to study the toxic side effects.

Consequently, a global communication ethics must also be balanced between safe-guarding
the future with pre-search and learning from our mistakes in the past via case studies. A multi-
disciplinary approach must seek and employ the wisdom of many thinkers, professions, schools,
and peoples. It must take into account not only the original issues of rhetoric such as defamation
and deception, but should now include the growing index of techno-issues from cyberspam and
flaming to the Hall effect within an elaborate media ecology.

The global communication ethics that is required must not only be balanced, inclusive,
and preventive, but also based on a solid foundation of cross-cultural values. A synthesis of
research to date suggests that the theories and studies described above provide a notable start-
ing point for identifying those underlying values necessary to build such a unifying ethics.
When combined, an overarching analysis of both the Western and indigenous communication
ethics research of these scholars yields a list of 16 primary values. Without these 16 interhu-
man essences and the related values which they imply, any global ethics document would be
strictly ornamental. Although several of these values drawn from the authors above overlap,
and although other important values must be inferred from the list, the “group of 16” stands as
symbolic of what large global populations expect from both individual and professional com-
munication: accountability, social responsibility, truthfulness, free expression, implementation
systems (ombudspersons, codes, news councils, etc.), gender and racial equity, community,
respect, reciprocity, spirituality, authenticity, human rights, integrity, nonviolence, dignity, and
honoring the sacredness of all life.

This list may be easily expanded or contracted into a more detailed or quintessential foun-
dation. Indeed in one sense the most recent commentary by Christians and Nordenstreng (2004),
like the previous work of Christians and Traber (1997), suggests the ultimate contraction from
16 into a single protonorm. One implication of their thinking is that the 16th or final value is a
bedrock omni-foundation beneath the cornucopia of 15 other values.

This underarching prima-protonorm, which is listed as the final one, might be summarized
as “reverence for life”” which is also strongly akin to the indigenous emphasis upon “respect for
all life.” Christians and Traber (1997) argue that nurturing life is a pretheoretical given that makes
the moral order possible. For there to be truth, freedom, rights, and all the other 15 basic values,
there must first be the existence of life and an ethics committed to preserving it. The other values
cannot survive without it.

Hence in a world populated with instruments of destruction and of communication, the lat-
ter must be committed to dissolving the former; that is to the honoring and preservation of life.
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A communication ethic for the 21st century must be rich in its ability to encompass complexity.
Yet it must also remain morally simple in its unequivocal purpose, which is to nurture and protect
the sacredness of life.

Behind this ethic are the spirits of many peoples (cf. Cortese, 1990). From Martin Buber
(1965) there is the commitment that when dialog is genuine the speaker will respectfully “behold
his partner as the very one he is” (p. 143). Mahatma Gandhi (1947) teaches that “you must be the
change you want to see in the world.” From Chief Thomas Littleben (1990) is the advice to “listen
with all of yourself and only speak what you know.” In Mother Teresa’s wisdom, “there is no one
who does not deserve our caring communication” (personal communication to Cooper, 1983).

A global communication ethics must be more than a hollow skeleton of worldwide codes
and rhetorical declarations. It must be more than notions which are balanced over space and
time, inclusive, preventive, and built upon a 16-fold values foundation. To be truly effective such
a communication ethics must also be constantly lived and protected by people of every back-
ground. These are people who are concerned that, depending upon the choices we human beings
make, our current modes of communication may either guide destructive nuclear bombs or heal
destroyed nuclear families. These are people who are unafraid to accept Horace Mann’s (1859)
ultimate challenge: “Be ashamed to die until you have won some victory for humanity.”

Beyond this 16-value model, Cooper (2016—17) presents a new form of universalism in
“A Whole Systems Approach to Ethics Inspired by Fritjov Capra.” His proposal renders the
human-technology discussion quite small within a cosmic context. He raises the possibility
of seeing ethics from the perspective of the universe itself rather than as an anthropocentric
endeavor. Inspired by Peter Singer’s work on Sedgwick and by Capra’s opus marrying physics
and other sciences to the humanities and arts, Cooper looks at ethics through the telescope and
microscope concurrently rather than through a human pair of glasses. Here is one small sample
of how he seeks to enlarge the field of universals and ethics:

What if ethics could be seen in a much larger “whole systems” approach that could be informed by
disciplines as different as physics and eastern philosophy? What if ethics could be seen as related
not only to human behaviour but also to all living species and their container—the universe?

Consider, for example, one Western approach to ethics known as Ultilitarianism. Often at the
core of this school of thought is a question asked when making ethical decisions: “What is the
greatest good for the greatest number?” Typically, this question involves solving the greatest “good”
for the greatest number of people. But what if we took (Princeton ethicist) Peter Singer’s concerns
about animal rights quite seriously? Although I am not taking a stand here for or against human
vegetarianism, what if we sought to determine the human diet that provided the “greatest good for
the greatest number” of species? Clearly, more species (cows, chickens, deer, sheep, fish, pigs, etc.)
are sacrificed in far greater numbers than the number sustained (just human beings) by raising and
eating them. Since humans in most countries each many animals each month, if we listen to Singer,
among others, we may think differently about “the greatest good for the greatest number.”

And what if we widened the lens to include all types of insects? In her crusade against the
widespread use of the pesticide called DDT, scientist Rachel Carlson was concerned not only
about the toxic effect such a poison might have upon human beings, birds, and domestic animals.
So what if we sought to determine not only the greatest good for the greatest number of species,
but also the greatest number of living entities?

We can widen the aperture of this question even further? Supposing one asked the greatest
good for the greatest number of generations? Not only would we need to rethink questions about
the treatment of the environment and of many species, but also about the human economy, war,
scientific research, and much more. A famous Native American ethic states that one must plan and
act for the next four generations.

(Cooper, 2016-17)
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Both the microscopic and the macroscopic are used in seeking to enlarge our understanding
of ethics. In this larger galaxy, human technology becomes simply an amoeba. Such it is for
space. As for time, humanity and its tools are relatively recent microchips in the wide expanse
of astro-history, such that one may study “us” from a much more vast perspective. The function,
limitations, and goals of ethics may be altered drastically when seen in this larger context.
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7
Justice in Media Ethics

Shakuntala Rao

“The general pursuit of justice might be hard to eradicate in human society.”
(Sen, 2009)

This chapter proposes a model of journalism focused on justice, or nyaya, and explores how
notions of nyaya, as known from and used in Hindu and Vedic philosophical treatises and thought,
can be connected to journalistic and democratic practices on a global scale. I theorize that, first,
by acknowledging the influences of two philosophic traditions—the ancient Hindu philosophy of
nyaya as described in the sutras or discourses of Gautama, writing in the third century BCE, and
the writings on justice by Amartya Sen—and second, by contextualizing Sen’s interpretive use of
nyaya and ancient nyaya philosophies, a nyaya-focused journalism can be used to syncretically
strengthen democratic journalism. I theorize, therefore, that nyaya can be an important ethical
precept in global journalism practices.

NYAYA IN ANCIENT HINDU PHILOSOPHY

India’s great contributions to art, architecture, literature, morality and ethics, and the sciences
are matched by its multifarious philosophical traditions. In contemporary discourses, Hindu
philosophical history is often reduced to a discussion of meditation and yoga, and seen as
dreamy and abstract. In reality, the 4,000-year evolution of various schools of Hindu philoso-
phies is the nucleus around which Hindu life to this day continues to revolve. It is not solely for
the sake of a right or true understanding of India that one should read Indian philosophy, nor
should it be read only as a record of past thoughts of, in, and about India. Most of the problems
still debated in modern philosophical treatises, in more or less divergent forms, were touched
upon by Hindu philosophers.

All systems of Hindu philosophy are in agreement in asserting that the purpose of philoso-
phy is the extinction of sorrow and suffering. Hindu philosophy agrees further that the preferred
method of achieving said goal is through the acquisition of knowledge of the true nature of
things, a way to free men and women from the bondage of ignorance, the root cause of human
suffering (Bhaduri, 1947; Dasgupta, 1957). Hindu philosophy does not attempt to train scholars
to discern metaphysical truths; rather, it offers a way of thinking and reasoning that enables one
to understand reality in a rational manner and, in so doing, leads one to the realization of truth.

88
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There are in all aspects of Hindu philosophy three stages by which a person can achieve truth:
reasoning, understanding, and realization. The first stage is that of accepting the laws of nature
as taught by the great minds of the past (sages, or rishis). In the succeeding stage, through the
process of analysis, the philosopher arrives at a rational and logical conviction (Bhattacharyya,
1990). Reasoning and speculation about transcendental principles, however, can never lead to
more than probability; that is, there can never be certainty in reason’s ability to serve as the means
of discovering transcendental truth. Reasoning is merely a means of understanding the principles
of nature, and it is the purpose of philosophy to guide and aid in that reasoning. The final stage,
realization, enables the individual to become one with ultimate reality (brahman). Reasoning
alone is never adequate for the realization of ultimate reality. Most schools of Hindu philosophy
introduce yoga and the practice of yogic asanas (right posture), in which the mind and body are
prepared for the knowledge of transcendental truth (Ingalls, 1951; Matilal, 1977).

Hindu philosophy recognizes the omnipresence of ultimate reality, but allows for multiple
interpretations of that reality. The most significant of these are the six darsanas, or six insights.
The word darsana comes from the root drs, which means “to see,” and darsana is a Sanskrit term
referring to philosophy (Matilal, 1986, p. 11). The six darsanas are nyaya, vaisesika, samkhya,
yoga, mimamsa, and vedanta. These philosophies have much in common. Each is derived from
the Upanishads, the philosophical portion of the book of Vedas that is accepted as the supreme
authority of Hindu thought (Bernard, 1968). The six darsanas are delivered in sutra style, or as
aphorisms. Together they form graduated interpretations of the path to achieving brahman, with
the same practical end knowledge of the absolute and goal of liberation of the soul. The purpose
of darsan is well articulated by Bernard (1968):

Nothing can be taken for granted; the necessity of every assumption must be established. It [dar-
shan] must be capable of explaining all things from the Great Absolute to a blade of grass; it must
not contradict the facts of experience, conceptual or perceptual. Its hypothesis must satisfy all the
demands of our nature; it must account for all types of experience: waking, dreaming, sleeping,
and contemplating. It must be realistic as well as idealistic; it must not be a brutal materialism,
worshipping facts and figures and ignoring values, idealizing science and denying spirituality.
Nor must it be predominantly a philosophy of values which evades and ignores all connection
with facts. Every fact of the universe, every aspect of life, every content of experience must im-
mediately fall within the scope of its mold. It is not enough merely to interpret reality as perceived
by the senses; it must explain both sides of reality, the change and the unchangeable, being and
becoming, permanent and impermanent, animate and inanimate.

(p-23)

Of the six well-known upanishadic darsanas, I focus in this work on nyaya. Nyaya is referred to
as the science of logical proof, and represents a method of philosophical inquiry into the objects
and subjects of human knowledge.

The founder of the nyaya darsana is said to be Gautama, who is frequently referred to in
Vedic literature as aksapada (eye-footed), as he was customarily seen with his eyes directed
toward his feet while walking—a natural way to carry the head when lost in contemplation in
the course of a stroll (Bhattacharya, 1936). The exact dates of aksapada Gautama’s writings
on nyaya are unknown but historians have been able to place his period of greatest activity as a
philosopher and author around ca. 550 BCE, making him a contemporary of Buddha. Aksapada
Gautama’s nyaya darsan came to signify “going into the subject”—that is, an analytical inves-
tigation of a subject through the process of logical reason (Dasgupta, 1957, p. 83). The purpose
of nyaya therefore is said to be to enable us to attain the highest goal of life—salvation, release,
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freedom—by thoroughly realizing the four subjects established in the nyaya sutras: the thing to
be avoided (pain), its cause (desire and ignorance), absolute avoidance, and the means of such
avoidance (true knowledge).

Panini, the fourth-century grammarian, thought the term nyaya to be derived from the root
“ni” and thus to have the same meaning as “gam,” which means “to go” (Dasgupta, 1957,
p. 429). Hence, nyaya in the local sense of the word can be the same as nigaman or the con-
clusion of a syllogism. “Nyaya philosophy is atman-centric,” wrote Chatterjee (1950, p. 188),
“Everything originates from the atman [soul] and is dissolved in it. It is the center of interest, the
central principle of metaphysics, psychology, ethics, aesthetics, and religion.” While the libera-
tion of arman from pain and pleasure is the ultimate goal for nyayayikas (nyaya philosophers),
the question posed by Guatama in the beginning of his nyaya sutra was, “What is the nature of
knowledge?” (Saha, 1987, p. 9). Nyaya philosophy, and its logical and dialectical technicalities
in particular, diverges from the existence of the ideal by showing that the external world does
not exist independent of thought, but that the world is intelligible; our reason could reach its
reality and could know its nature. The process of nyaya for nyayayikas was a multilayered path
that began with anubhava, or the presentation of facts, and ran through smirti, or memory. There
existed a distinction between prama (valid knowledge) and aprama (invalid knowledge); the
recognition of yathartha (truth) or ayathartha (falsehood) in speech; reaching buddhi (intelli-
gence) was a process of samcaya (doubt), viparyyaya (error) and tarka (debate or argument),
along with pratyaksa (perception), anumana (inference), upamana (comparison), and sabda
(testimony). These levels and practices in speech and thinking provided a clear path to reasoned
knowledge. The manner in which knowledge originates is a favorite topic of discussion among
nyayayikas. They argue that it is pramana, or pure knowledge, that we all seek. Pramana is cre-
ated by the combination of perception (pratyaksa), inference (anumana), speech (sabda), and
comparison (upamana).

A critical element of nyaya philosophy is the removal of false knowledge (a-nyaya). In
examining dosa (defects) in humans, it is necessary to remove moha (ignorance), raga (attach-
ment), and dvesa (antipathy). Ancient nyayayikas believed the world was full of sorrow, and that
the small bits of pleasure one experienced served only to intensify the force of that sorrow. To
a wise person, therefore, everything is sorrow (sarvam duhkham videkinah); the wise are never
attached to the pleasures of life, which only lead us to further sorrow (Bijalwan, 1982). The bond-
age of the world is due to false knowledge (a-nyaya), which results from considering as myself
that which is not myself—namely, body, senses, feelings, and knowledge. Attaining pramana,
or valid knowledge, will free us to attain salvation, or mukti (Sinha, 1982). When any pleasure
attracts us, we are thus to think that this is in reality but pain, and the right knowledge about it will
dawn on us and it will never again attract us. With the destruction of a-nyaya our attachment or
antipathy to things, and our ignorance of and about them, are also permanently destroyed. With
the destruction of attachment, the fulfillment of desire ceases and, with it, sorrow ceases. With-
out a-nyaya, there is a form of emancipation in which the self is divested of all its sorrows and
qualities (consciousness, feeling, and will). It is neither a state of pure knowledge nor of bliss, but
rather one of perfect qualitylessness, in which the self remains in itself, in its own purity. Some-
times this state is spoken of as a state of absolute happiness (ananda), although mukti cannot and
should not be associated with a feeling of happiness. It is a passive state of self, in its original and
natural purity unassociated with pleasure, pain, knowledge, and will (Saha, 2003).

Since aksapada Gautama’s nyaya sutras were first disseminated, there has been an enor-
mous amount of critical literature examining nyaya philosophy. Perhaps the most important of
these has been the Vatsyayana-bhaysya (Words of Vatsyayana), written by the philosopher Vat-
syayana in ca. 300 CE. Udoytakara, in ca. 635 CE, wrote an extensive response to and reflection
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on the teachings of Gautama and Vatsyayana, titled Pramanasamuccaya (The existence of pra-
mana). Other well-known ancient nyayayikas included Udayana, who, in ca. 984 CE, wrote a
sub-commentary on nyaya sutra, titled Tatparyatika-parisuddhi (Manners of debates); Vardha-
mana (ca. 1225 CE) and Sankara Mistra (ca. 1425 CE) also wrote critical commentaries about
both Gautama and Vatsyanyana’s nyaya sutras. A rich body of literature debating the Hindu and
Buddhist interpretations of nyaya followed. Among these critics, the best known were Jayanta
(ca. 880 CE), Rucidatta (ca. 1275 CE), and Madhava Deva (ca. 1311 CE).

The new school of nyaya philosophy, known as navya-nyaya, began with Gangesa
Upadhyaya, ca. 1200 CE. Gangesa wrote about the four pramanas, and his discussions on anu-
mana and tarka attracted a great deal of attention in Navadvipa, the modern-day Indian state of
West Bengal. A large body of literature was written by the scholars of Bengal, which became for
some centuries following the home of nyaya studies (Mohanty, 1966). Unlike ancient forms of
nyaya philosophy, navya-nyaya philosophy and its practitioners narrowly focused on farka (argu-
ment), and on debate as a means of achieving mukti. Their work, which is at times highly tech-
nical, is full of terms related to debating and reasoning techniques that are unknown from other
systems of Indian philosophy. The navya nyayayikas, in their treatises, discussed the fallacies
of an argument, intentional misrepresentation of an argument, and the drawing of contradictory
arguments (Jha, 1994; Sastri, 1961). Gangesa argued that nyayayikas needed to know such tech-
niques as a protective measure against arrogant disputants who would try to humiliate a teacher
before his pupils. If the teacher could not silence such an opponent, the pupils’ faith in their
teacher would be shaken and great disorder would follow. It was therefore deemed necessary that
those who were moving toward mukti should acquire these reasoning devices for the protection
of their own faith (Mukhopadhyay, 1984). Modern thinkers have argued that the use of nyaya to
mean justice and a-nyaya to mean injustice in devnagari script is a direct result of the influence
of the navya-nyaya way of thinking. For navya nyayayikas, reasoning, argumentation and debate
were a path to truth and mukti.

AMARTYA SEN’S USE OF NYAYA

Amartya Sen’s writings on economic theory are well known inside and outside of India. Sen’s
groundbreaking work on famine and poverty, which won him the 1998 Nobel Prize in Econom-
ics, is inextricably connected to his later scholarship on justice, best articulated in his 2009 book,
The Idea of Justice. Famines, he argued, could occur without significant declines in food produc-
tion (Sen, 1987). He found that famines have never occurred in democracies, however, no matter
how poor or illiberal the democracy was. The explanation he gave was that democratic pressures
on government led to the taking of measures designed to prevent famines. In contrast to the
influential utilitarian tradition of ethics, which looked at utilitarian measures of well-being, Sen
wrote that we should be concerned with the opportunities people have to pursue their objectives.
This means that the concept of “functionings in a capability set”—that is, what a person can do
or be—is central to analyses of poverty, deprivation and injustice (1999, p. 79).

Why, asks Sen, do most philosophers refuse to think about injustice as deeply or as subtly
as they do about justice? They recognize, Sen observed, that the realization of justice is “not just
a matter of judging institutions and rules, but of judging societies themselves” (2009, p. 20).
Arguing in favor of a “realization focused perspective on justice,” Sen wished for a global citi-
zenry that was not merely trying to achieve some perfectly just society but was “trying to prevent
manifestly severe injustices” (2009, p. 21). He wrote, “When people across the world agitate to
get more global justice ... they are not clamoring for some kind of ‘minimal humanitarianism’.
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Nor are they agitating for a ‘perfectly just” world, but for the elimination of some outrageously
unjust arrangements” (2009, p. 26).

Sen took issue with certain of his predecessors, such as Rawls, who according to Sen empha-
sized, “an arrangement-focused view of justice” (2009, p. 77). Although Sen wrote that his own
approach could be understood as a non-radical foundational departure from Rawls’s own pro-
gram, he drew on navya-nyaya literature in outlining the distinction between niti and nyaya. Both
of these terms can be translated as justice, but niti refers to correct procedures, formal rules, and
institutions, whereas nyaya entails a broader, more inclusive focus on the world as it emerges
from the institutions we create, and is central to creating a sustainable and just society. The key
distinction, Sen observed, is that the realization of justice in the sense of nyaya is, “not just a
matter of judging institutions and rules, but of judging the societies themselves” (2009, p. 20).
Sen gave an example from early Indian jurisprudence, which is referred to as matsyanyaya, or
“justice in the world of fish,” where a larger fish is free to devour a smaller fish. Nyayayikas warn
us of avoiding matsyanyaya and of the need to ensure that such forms of justice not be allowed
to flourish in the world of human beings (2009, p. 32). No matter how proper the established
organizations might be, wrote Sen, if a bigger fish can devour a smaller fish at will, then that must
be a patent violation of human justice as nyaya. “Justice,” wrote Sen (2009, p. 19), “is ultimately
connected with the way people’s lives go, and not merely with the nature of institutions surround-
ing them.” Sen argued that justice is relative to a situation and that, instead of searching for ideal
justice, a society should strive to identify, ameliorate, and eliminate structural but redressable
injustices, such as the subjugation of women, poverty, and malnutrition. Sen held two opposing
ideas in a form of dynamic stasis—first, the implication that it is possible to spend too much time
reflecting on justice as a mere idea; and second, that justice as an idea could be reengineered to
work better as a basis for practical reasoning, such that it might improve the world.

In agreeing with Rawls that, “democracy is an exercise in public reason” (2009, p. 323) and
not solely a matter of elections and balloting, Sen wrote:

The crucial role of public reasoning in the practice of democracy makes the entire subject of de-
mocracy closely related to justice....If the demands of justice can be assessed only with the help
of public reasoning, and if public reasoning is constitutively related to the idea of democracy, then
there is an intimate connection between justice and democracy, with shared discursive features.
(2009, p. 326)

Here, Sen critiqued niti-oriented political philosophy, which understands democracy in narrow,
organizational terms, focused primarily on the procedures of balloting and elections. “The effec-
tiveness of [the] ballot,” wrote Sen, “depends crucially on what goes along with balloting, such
as free speech, access to information, and freedom of dissent” (2009, p. 341). In formulating
his close connection between nyaya, reasoned deliberation, and democracy, Sen critiqued the
claim that democracy, like reason, is a quintessentially European or Western idea. Sen offered
the example of Emperor Ashoka, who attempted to codify rules for public discussion by organ-
izing meetings of Buddhist scholars in third-century BCE India. Similarly, by giving examples
from Akbarnama, the recorded words of the fifteenth-century CE Mughal emperor Akbar, Sen
recounted that the path of reason or the rule of intellect was, for Akbar, the basis of good and just
behavior, as well as an acceptable framework of legal duties and entitlements.

Sen took nyaya philosophy away from its focus on suffering and mukti and into the realms
of the ethical-societal and of justice, but his interpretative and pragmatic use of nyaya as a path
of reasoned deliberation closely resembled the historical formulations of Gautama as well as
the navya-nyaya school of thought. Although recognized for having made outstanding points of
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philosophical thought, especially against the more dogmatic and instrumental views of society
in various traditions of Indian philosophy, nyayayikas have been criticized for not reaching the
most important and essential characteristic of human knowledge—namely, transcendence. Crit-
ics of nyayayikas argue that, because the material and objective world is known through reason, it
seems to treat knowledge as they would treat many physical phenomena. “Knowledge reveals for
us the facts of the objective world and this is experienced by us,” wrote Chatterjee; “but that the
objective world generates knowledge can hardly be demonstrated by mere experience. Knowl-
edge is not like any other phenomena for it stands above them and interprets or illumines them
all” (p. 55). Sen, in line with other great nyayayikas, argued against trying to identify an ideal of
justice, and instead emphasized the need for a more tempered nyaya position, one that recognized
and considered comparative and feasible alternatives, and the pragmatic need to choose from
among them. Sen gave us a deceptively simple example of a pragmatic interpretation of nyaya
when he wrote:

If we are trying to choose between a Picasso and a Dali, it is of no help to invoke a diagnosis
that the ideal picture in the world is the Mona Lisa. That may be interesting to hear, but it is
neither here nor there in the choice between Dali and Picasso. Indeed, it is not at all necessary to
talk about what may be the greatest or most prefect picture in the world, to choose between two
alternatives that we are facing. Nor is it sufficient, or indeed of any particular help, to know that
the Mona Lisa is the most perfect picture in the world when the choice is actually between Dali
and Picasso.

(2009, p. 122)

For Sen, as for other modern-day nyayayikas, reflective and objective cognition (anuvyavasaya)
brings the self (manas) into direct contact with the knowledge of the object and leads to knowl-
edge, justice, and ethics. The comparative analysis of Picasso and Dali provokes a choice between
two alternatives, rather than invoking the presence of the Mona Lisa as the ideal. Public reason-
ing and the practice of nyaya envisions a just society based on the removal of a-nyaya, or that
which is “against injustice” (Sen, 2009, p. 21), and illustrates how a keen focus on injustice can
provide us with principles for just action.

NYAYA AND A-NYAYA IN DEMOCRATIC JOURNALISM

It is difficult to identify any single aspect of Sen’s work that media and journalism scholars can
integrate into the development of universals as completely as his idea of justice. Justice as an eth-
ical concept resonates with the substantive protonorms of truth, non-violence and human dignity,
and carries with it implications for the procedural notions of media regulation and accountability
(Christians & Nordenstreng, 2004). In this section, I focus on a case study based on an ongoing,
India-based research project, as a way to articulate the use of nyaya in democratic journalism
practices. While I present a case from an Indian context, the primary thesis of my argument is that
Gautama’s and Sen’s nyaya philosophy, and their focus on the removal of a-nyaya, can serve as
an important ethical precept in global journalism practices.

On the evening of December 16, 2012, a 23-year-old woman and her male companion
boarded a private bus plying a route through Delhi, the bustling capital of India. The details of the
events that followed have been extensively reported by both Indian and international media. The
woman, a physiotherapy intern, was raped by a group of men aboard the moving bus. She was
beaten and mutilated with an iron rod. Battered, naked, and bleeding profusely, she and her male
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companion were left on the side of a highway in Delhi, where they were found by a passer-by.
After undergoing emergency treatment, the woman died from her injuries thirteen days later. Six
men were arrested and charged in connection with the assault. Police claim that the main accused
party—Ram Singh, the driver of the bus—has since committed suicide in prison; the remaining
accused were tried, convicted, and sentenced to death.

Beginning on the morning of December 17, students, activists, housewives, labor union
members, and men and women from all walks of life began to gather at Jantar Mantar and India
Gate, two architectural landmarks in Delhi, to protest against police inaction and to demand
safety for women. Images and footage of the protestors received wall-to-wall coverage on India’s
300-or-so around-the-clock news channels. While the protests lasted about two weeks, the media
coverage of the rape and its aftermath continued over the following months.

It was clear from the beginning that the media’s approach to this coverage was to focus
on justice. It was also clear that the anti-rape movement was a movement dominated by urban
and educated members of the Indian middle-class, who were seeking to assert a new politi-
cal subjectivity. Historically marginalized and rarely political, the Indian middle-class in recent
years has become media-savvy and technologically empowered, and has begun to demand
increased accountability from political elites, the judiciary, and police (Rao, 2013a). The Hindi
and English-language broadcast media reflected the “collective spirit of the movement by openly
critiquing the government and by giving coverage to the movement’s actors” (Rao, 2013a).

Seen from a different perspective, however, the coverage of the rape first and foremost high-
lighted the concerns of the middle-class rather than of the poor, the class to which the victims of
the crime belonged. While the rape victim was not a member of Delhi’s middle-class—she was
a recent émigré to Delhi from a small town in northern India—she was portrayed as an aspiring
member of the middle class. Recent research on Indian journalism has shown how the deeply
embedded caste system and associated class biases continue to impact news content and the
media practices. “Liberalization and privatization of television news,” wrote Rao (2013b, p. 249),
“has created a cycle of un-interrupted reporting about violent crimes such as rape, molestation,
murder, assault, incest, and child abuse, but less coverage of poor and lower-caste victims and the
victims’ families than coverage of wealthy and upper-caste victims.”

For journalists, it is imperative that nyaya take center stage in the coverage of such cases.
Both the ancient use of nyaya and Sen’s usage can be applied to analyze the ethical issues par-
ticular to this case. Sen’s theory of nyaya would ask journalists to understand the very nature
of female disadvantage in India, which can take many different forms and goes far beyond one
particular instance of rape. If the lack of safety of and for women is one aspect, the phenomenon
of “boy preference” in family decisions is another (Bagchi, Guha & Sengupta, 1997, p. 11). Boy
preference is closely related to the deep-rooted problem of “missing women,” which refers to the
shortfall of the actual number of women from the number we would expect to see given the size of
the male population, and the female—male ratios that would be expected if gender equity existed
in Indian society (Jawa, 2002, p. 202). Recent research has shown that the growth of a neoliberal
economy has led to women facing marked differences in the demand for their labor, and that
social attitudes concerning gender relations are beginning to change in response to changes in
market conditions (Sharma, 2008). While it is too early to conclude that the large number of
educated women that have entered the Indian workforce has had a dramatic impact on gender
relations and filial arrangements, anti-rape protests and the ongoing media coverage have shown
a growing awareness of issues relating to women’s rights and safety. At the same time, however,
there remains strong evidence that the economic and social options open to women remain signif-
icantly fewer than those available to men; going beyond women’s well-being, journalists have yet
to question either the limited role women play in Indian society or their circumscribed ability to
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act independently, nor have they yet touched upon how media’s initiatives and actions influence
the lives of men as well as women, and boys as well as girls (Sen, 2013). For Sen, nyaya would
not mean a singular focus on the rape case and any judicial outcome thereof, but rather a focus
on the nature of gender and economic relations within a society.

Ancient nyaya philosophy provides those in the media the tools for moral reasoning of the
sort needed to effectively report on and analyze such crimes. The media must openly promote
the various forms of reasoning that nyaya philosophy advocates. For instance, the processes of
samcaya (doubt) and rarka (debate) must underlie global journalism practices. There ought to be
a broadly shared understanding that meaning is constructed through upamana (comparison), and
nyaya is achieved through reason. Interestingly, in Indian jurisprudence, the word nyaya has been
used interchangeably with logic, justice, and equity (Kaul, 1993). In some parts of India, people
look down upon marriage with a maternal uncle’s daughter or sister, whereas in other regions it is
allowed. Which one of them is closer to nyaya? Nyayayikas suggest reasoning based on practice
but also advocate for a constant evaluation of existing customs (Dasgupta, 1957). Customs can
change over time, but only with elaborate explanations of and for said change. India’s problem
lies not so much in a particularly high incidence of rape, but in its inefficient policing, poor secu-
rity arrangements, slow-moving judicial system, and, ultimately, the callousness of Indian soci-
ety at large. Nyayayikas would propose a change of customs based on moral reasoning, with such
change to include improved advocacy for gender equity from an early age, including measures
that ensure equal access to education, health care and security, as well as a general, society-wide
commitment to the well-being of female children.

Another aspect of ancient nyaya philosophy, and one also vocally advocated by Sen, calls
upon journalists to focus on the removal or negation of a-nyaya. One positive consequence of
the agitation following the December 2012 rape has been the drawing of attention both to the
prevalence of sexual brutality in Indian society and to the failure of the Indian media to report on
it seriously, thereby limiting public discussion and the likelihood of social change. It is encour-
aging that Indian news media, smarting from the intense criticism of their negligence in covering
past similar events, has sought to reinvent themselves as experts in rape reportage, and many
newspapers, magazines, and news channels have devoted pages and hours every day to reports
of rapes gathered from across India. This can be taken as a manifestation of the ethics of the
removal of a-nyaya, or as one of the ways that the Indian media now cover the multiple publics
in its practice of public-interest journalism. A focus on a-nyaya would not exclude the voices
of the poor, dalit (untouchable) and women from minority religions. In the past, crime and sex-
ual violence against dalit or Muslim women have failed to elicit wall-to-wall media coverage,
street protests, or demands for changes in state policies, or to influence judicial outcomes (Rao,
2013a). Poor, dalit and Muslim men and women have not previously been able to mobilize and
use tactics of pressure in domestic and international forums to embarrass and expose the State
in the hopes of compelling it to reconsider faulty policies and securing justice for the very poor.
Guru and Chakravarty (2005) argued that some dalit social movements have formed to fight for
human rights issues, such as an end to sexual violence and rape, but such movements often fizzle
out, as they rarely demand fundamental changes in the core social and economic structures that
create poverty and foster a sense of exclusion. A model of journalism that focused on a-nyaya
would critique the very nature of knowledge production in an effort to uncover how a-nyaya is
perpetuated by the exclusion of the marginalized and poor.

The true nature of democratic journalism, for nyayayikas, would be said to have been real-
ized only once nyaya is being seen to be done. Justice being seen to be done is where media can
play a critical role. For Sen, it was important that justice not simply be about legal correctness but
also about popular endorsement, a confounding of jurisprudence with democracy. If a judgment
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inspires confidence and general endorsement, then very likely it can be more easily implemented.
“There is clear connection,” wrote Sen, “between the objectivity of a judgment and its ability to
withstand public scrutiny” (2009, p. 393). The media are responsible for ensuring the transpar-
ency of the reasoning process, as that is what binds together a society and fosters democratic
recognition. In the December 2012 rape case, a fast-track justice court, which gave verdicts
only nine months after the crime, hinted at the possibility of being-seen-to-be-done practices of
and by the judiciary. For democratic journalists invested in nyaya and the removal of a-nyaya,
being seen to be done would go far beyond the narrow reporting of the death sentence the judges
handed down to the rapists. Journalists would be required to investigate the nature of the crime
and the conditions of criminality, the economic and social conditions that lead to such crimes,
civil rights and political liberties in democratic societies for both men and women, and the cli-
mate of apprehension and anxiety amid a changing social order.

Some have argued that India has been able to succeed as a modern political democracy,
and has fostered conditions in which its rulers are held accountable for their actions in the pub-
lic realm by citizens, by acting indirectly through competition with or the cooperation of their
elected representatives (Chitalkar & Malone, 2011). Others argue that India has evolved as an
“illiberal democracy” (Zakaria, 2004), with a corrupt political system, nonfunctional judiciary,
and few rights for women, minorities, and the poor. If the media “sustains democracy” (Sen,
2009, p. 309), and vice versa, then the media coverage of the December rape revealed a paradox.
On the one hand, there is deep commitment among both journalists and the public to democratic
institutions, and a belief that the media speaks for citizens in questioning public policy and
modes of governance. On the other hand, the media did not act representationally and excluded
the voices of the marginalized, such as the poor, dalit and minority men and women, and there-
fore undermined the vigor and pluralism of a civil and democratic society. What we are faced
with are two competing values. Again, on the one hand are the modern and democratic media
advocating for the rights and liberties of women, and on the other is the older India, steeped in a
deeply patriarchal caste system that, to them, remains unchallenged.

In a nyaya-based model of democratic journalism, journalists would be asked to inves-
tigate multiple Indias, publics, and democracies. Practicing a nyaya-based journalism would
require the elucidation and questioning of customs that date back thousands of years and are
an amalgamation of history and social living. Nyaya-focused journalists would also need to
recoup from India’s past the pervasive demands for participatory living and to avoid coming
to view democracy as a kind of specialized cultural product of the West. Nyaya is based on the
deep attraction of and to participatory governance that has existed in India and elsewhere for
far longer than the last few hundreds of years of institutional democracy across Europe and in
America. Nyaya, and the removal or negation of a-nyaya, therefore could provide a globally
reasoned method of journalistic practice rather than a media that blindly emulates the practices
of Western democratic journalism.

CONCLUSION

The starting point for media scholars is the fact that media organizations, media infrastructures,
and what individuals and groups do in relation to the media are all now part of the basic template
of everyday life. These developments cannot help but raise ethical questions about our practice
in and through the media, questions that could not be critically and universally posed before
the advent of the modern media (Alia, 2004). Couldry (2012, p. 181) wrote, “Whether we look
through the lens of ethics or justice, media are not trivial. Disputes over media ethics or media
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justice are the edges where the operational and infrastructural pressures of media production cut
into the texture of everyday life.” The 2012 rape case, and the ensuing reportage in India, give us
a starting point—"the edge,” from which we can begin to discuss the continued relevance of clas-
sical ethical philosophy. In both Gautama’s ancient use and Sen’s modern version of nyaya, we
see reasoning and debate identified as a way to articulate the nature of a flourishing life. Media
coverage of the 2012 rape, however incomplete, has shown that investigation into a-nyaya can be
ethically progressive and can lead to reasoned scrutiny of the persistence of the forms of inequity
that characterize the modern world. An increased focus on nyaya can give us a more comprehen-
sive view of the nature of society and human life, and can serve as a compelling ethical principle
for media practitioners and owners.

I have argued that the removal of false knowledge (a-nyaya) can be the guiding principle
on which global democratic journalism practice can hinge. Nyaya as a philosophical path is
formatively different from other philosophical writings about justice. These other writings do
not focus on what Couldry refers to as “media injustices” (2012, p. 199), in which the injustices
of media—a lack of accountability and accuracy, the misrepresentation of facts and ideas, et
cetera—are uncovered and revealed to the viewing and reading public. The focus instead is on
the removal of injustice by the media. Nyayayikas would argue that media injustices will be elim-
inated if and when media practitioners and journalists agree to nyaya and a-nyaya the guiding
ethical principles for their work.

In the introduction to the first edition of this Handbook, Wilkins and Christians wrote that
the study of media ethics has only recently begun to shift its focus onto the professional prac-
tices of journalists as a way to contribute to that effort, in conjunction with academic insights
into moral and political philosophy. Media ethicists, they rightly state, is starting to ask “big
questions” about the neutrality of technology and about applying classical ethical philosophy
to modern understandings of media practices. Asking such questions also leads to a plurality of
philosophical approaches, and there is nothing particularly defeatist in that acknowledgement.
To borrow a metaphor from another context, in such diverse and varied philosophical readings
of media ethics we hear the sound of ground being cleared for what might be a new paradigm,
but it is too early to tell what the shape of that paradigm will be and whether or not it will be
coherent and unified. Such a conclusion should not dissuade us from pursuing the heterotopic
space of media ethics, even if there do not appear to be any single, totalizing vantage points from
which to speak.

REFERENCES

Alia, V. (2004). Media Ethics and Social Change. New York: Routledge.

Bagchi, J., Guha, J., & Sengupta, P. (1997). Loved and Unloved: The Girl Child in the Family. Calcutta:
Street Press.

Bernard, T. (1968). Hindu Philosophy. New York: Greenwood Press.

Bhaduri, S. (1947). Studies in Nyaya-Vaisesika Metaphysics. Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute.

Bhattacharya, A. S. (1936). Studies in Post-Sankara Dialectics. Calcutta: University of Calcutta press.

Bhattacharyya, S. (1990). Gadadhara’s Theory of Objectivity. New Delhi: Indian Council of Philosophical
Research.

Bijalwan, C. D. (1982). The Analysis of Jnana and Ajnana in the Light of Nyaya and Advaita Vedanta.
Madras: Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan.

Chatterjee, S. (1950). Nyaya Theory of Knowledge. Calcutta: University of Calcutta.

Chitalkar, P., & Malone, D.M. (2011). Democracy, Politics and India’s Foreign Policy. Canadian Foreign
Policy Journal, 17, 75-91.



98 SHAKUNTALA RAO

Christians, C., & Nordenstreng, K. (2004). Social Responsibility Worldwide. Journal of Mass Media Ethics,

19, 3-28.
Couldry, N. (2012). Media, Society, World: Social Theory and Digital Media Practice. London: Polity
Press.

Dasgupta, S. (1957). A History of Indian Philosophy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Guru, G., & Chakravarty, A. (2005). Who are the Country’s Poor? Social Movement Politics and Dalit
Poverty. In R. Ray & M. Katzenstein (Eds.), Social Movements in India: Poverty, Power, and Politics
(pp. 134-166). Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.

Ingalls, D.H.H. (1951). Materials for the Study of Navya-Nyaya Logic. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press.

Jawa, R. (2002). Girl Child Labour. New Delhi: Manak Publications.

Jha, V. N. (1994). Contribution of Nyaya System to Indian Thought Structure. Kerala: Department of
Sanskrit, University of Calicut.

Kaul, A. (1993). Administration of Law and Justice in Ancient India. New Delhi: Sarup & Sons.

Matilal, B.K. (1977). Nyaya-Vaisesika. New Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass Publishers.

Matilal, B. K. (1986). Perception: An Essay on Classical Indian Theories of Knowledge. Oxford: Clarendon
Press.

Mohanty, J.N. (1966). Gangesa’s Theory of Truth. Shantiniketan: Center for Advanced Study in Philosophy.

Mukhopadhyay, P.K. (1984). Indian Realism: A Rigorous Descriptive Metaphysics. Calcutta: K. P. Bagchi
& Co.

Rao, S. (2013a). Covering Rape: The Changing Nature of Society and Indian Journalism. Center for
Journalism Ethics blog. Retrieved October 13,2013, from http://ethics.journalism.wisc.edu/2013/03/19/
covering-rape-the-changing-nature-of-society-and-indian-journalism/.

Rao, S. (2013b). Global Media Ethics, Justice, and Indian Journalism. In S. J. A. Ward (Ed.), Global Media
Ethics: Problems and Perspectives (pp. 235-250). Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell.

Saha, S. (1987). Perspectives on Nyaya Logic and Epistemology. Calcutta: K. P. Bagchi & Co.

Saha, S. (2003). Epistemology in Pracina and Navya Nyaya. Calcutta: Jadavpur University.

Sastri, S. K. (1961). A Primer of Indian Logic according to Annambhatta’ Tarkasamgraha. Madras:
Kuppuswami Sastri Research Institute.

Sen, A. (1987). On Ethics and Economics. New York: Blackwell.

Sen, A. (1999). Development as Freedom. New York: Knopf.

Sen, A. (2009). The Idea of Justice. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.

Sen, A. (2013). “India’s Women: A Mixed Truth.” The New York Review of Books. Retrieved October 14,
2013, from www.nybooks.com/archives/2013/oct/10/indias-women-mixed-truth/.

Sharma, A. (2008). Logics of Empowerment: Development, Gender and Governance in Neoliberal India.
Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.

Sinha, L.P.N. (1982). Nyaya Theory of Perception. New Delhi: Classical Publishing Company.

Zakaria, F. (2004). The Future of Freedom: Illiberal Democracy at Home and Abroad. New York: W.W.
Norton & Co.


http://www.nybooks.com
http://ethics.journalism.wisc.edu/
http://ethics.journalism.wisc.edu/

|
PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE



Taylor & Francis
Taylor & Francis Group

http://taylorandfrancis.com



8
Truth and Obijectivity

Stephen J. A. Ward

Modern journalism ethics was built upon the twin pillars of truth and objectivity. By the early
1900s, journalism textbooks, associations and codes of ethics cited truth and objectivity as
fundamental principles of the emerging profession. Journalists were said to be responsible
chroniclers if they reported in a truthful manner based on neutral reporting of objective facts.
Journalists interpreted objectivity and truth according to their long-standing common sense
realism — an epistemology that exuded confidence in the power of journalistic observation and
other unexceptional methods. It also exuded confidence in psychological dualism — the capacity
of journalists to separate observation and interpretation, and facts and opinion (and values), in
their reports.

What the codes expressed was not the notion of truth and objectivity but one, historically
situated, ideal. It was heavily indebted to the prevailing positivism of science and the idea of neu-
trality embraced by the emerging professions. It can be called the traditional (or original) idea of
professional journalism objectivity.

Claims of truth-telling and the reporting of fact impartially go back to the 17th century ori-
gins of a periodic news press. Editors practiced an informal empiricism in chronicling the world.
Their “newsbooks” mixed facts and opinions, and objectivity was yet to become a popular term.
However, in the early 1900s, as the power of news media grew, the ethic of objective and truth-
ful reporting became a strict methodology for constructing news stories. Guides to journalism
stressed the need to separate, cleanly and absolutely, facts and opinion. The new mass commer-
cial newspapers displayed a “veneration of the fact” (Stephens, 1997, p. 244).

Today, the traditional conception of journalism objectivity has a legion of sceptics due to at
least three factors: First, a corrosive post-modern skepticism about objectivity and truth in gen-
eral. Truth and objectivity are, for example, said to be Western notions used to impose a cultural
imperialism on other cultures. Second, a cynicism about news organizations as more committed
to profits and selling the news than honoring the ideals of objective reporting. Third, a belief
that, not only is objectivity in journalism impossible or a “myth,” but non-objective, perspectival
journalism is best for a global media world populated by citizen journalists and social media
advocacy. Therefore, any discussion must begin with the problem of truth and objectivity in
journalism.

This chapter would be short if the critics were right, that is, it could be shown that objectivity
and truth are invalid concepts. Period. Such a demonstration would be convenient. We would not
have to wade into the deep philosophical water that surrounds the “trinity”” of epistemic concepts:
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rationality, objectivity, and truth. But, as I will argue, these concepts are not invalid, and the
debunking arguments are themselves dubious and self-contradictory. A commitment to truth and
objectivity is necessary for any serious inquiry, within and without journalism. Why?

Positively, such notions are needed to make sense of what we do when we make judgments,
then claim they are worthy of belief or approval. They are worthy to the extent that they are true
or objective. Negatively, to reject such notions is to undercut any attempt to make a claim. A
claim, by definition, implies that what one says is true, objective, or rationally acceptable. To
deny truth and objectivity undercuts every attempt to assert a proposition, including the propo-
sition that there is no truth or objectivity. To question truth and objectivity is to use rationality
to undermine rationality. Global skepticism of truth and objectivity, therefore, is a self-refuting
view. To abandon objectivity and truth is to abandon the hope that inquiry can improve belief,
discern error, or bring us closer to the truth about some matter. Why inquire at all if objectivity
and truth are grand illusions, reducible to cultural bias or geopolitics? All is appearance and sub-
jective opinion. Perhaps one should remain silent.

To make matters worse, it is not just truth and objectivity that are undermined. Our key
epistemic terms stand or fall together. They form a semantic circle where the meaning of one is
explicated in terms of the others. To be rational is to believe what is true; what is true is what is
rationally acceptable, given objective norms of evaluation. To say a claim is objective is to say
it is rational or true. Also, to undercut objectivity and truth is to undermine the associated dis-
tinctions between bias and non-bias, accuracy and inaccuracy, careful and hasty generalization,
the logical and the illogical. For example, one cannot even appeal to the idea of false cultural
stereotypes, or to false propaganda, since “false” is one of the terms abandoned.

It is not just Western cultural imperialism that is refuted; so are its critics. To reject truth
and objectivity undermines the authority of attempts to reform the world. Reformers, whether
advocating for human rights or applying feminist ideas to teaching, claim that their reforms are
based on a “better” view of things than the status quo. But how define “better” if not as more
rational, more objectively just, more based on facts, or closer to reality? Finally, in an era of
global misinformation, “fake news,” and social media extremism, this is exactly the wrong time
to stop insisting that journalists (and others) support their claims by honoring rigorous methods
and objective criteria.

The real issue, then, is not the validity of truth or objectivity as general notions. They are
indispensable and valuable. The real issue is how to properly understand and improve our notions
of truth and objectivity, and how to apply them in practices like journalism. We should neither
abandon truth and objectivity carte blanche, nor fall back on an outdated traditional notion of
objective journalism. The way forward is a reconstruction of the idea of journalism as objective
and truth-seeking engagement for the public sphere.!

In this chapter, I outline how truth and objectivity came to be principles of journalism ethics,
and how they came under attack. I discuss alternate journalism epistemologies that have arisen in
the past several decades, and indicate the way forward.

EPISTEMOLOGIES OF KNOWLEDGE
Realism and Constructionism
Journalistic truth has two components: (a) the apprehension of truths, or true beliefs; and (b)

truthfulness: the virtue of desiring truth. Truth and truthfulness travel together. For journalists to
affirm truth but lack the desire to pursue it is an empty affirmation. To be competent in journalistic
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method but to care little about truth is to undermine truth-seeking. Truthfulness is a mixture of
passion, method, and evaluation. Ideally, journalists have a passion for truth that is shaped by
objective methods of inquiry and tested for truth by evaluative criteria such as accuracy, com-
pleteness, and logical consistency. The journalistic search for truth faces many obstacles, such
as the complexity of the world, the clash of rival perspectives, the biases of journalists and their
sources, deadlines, and finite newsroom resources. Given these obstacles, journalists emphasize
truth-seeking — the diligent application of fallible methods over time.

Talk of journalistic truth and objectivity is part of our culture’s theorizing about these notions
over centuries. This rich history includes theories of truth, as well as skepticism and relativism
about truth claims. Since antiquity, intellectuals have offered theories of truth (Kunne, 2005),
such as correspondence with reality; truth as the coherence of ideas; truth as rationally acceptable
belief; and truth as useful ideas. Questions about truth and objectivity are also part of the episte-
mology of journalism. Epistemology is the philosophy of human knowledge as a whole and in its
many kinds — empirical, scientific, mathematical, ethical, religious, and humanistic. As a leading
reference has stated, epistemology is “that branch of philosophy concerned with the nature of
knowledge, its possibility, scope and general basis” (Honderich, 2005, p. 260).

Two theories have dominated the epistemology of Western thought and of journalism: realist
and constructionist views of truth and objective knowledge. Each theory is a broad perspective
on inquiry that admits of many varieties.

Realists tend to favor some form of the “correspondence theory” of truth. True beliefs “fit”
with or correspond to the world as it really is. False beliefs do not. This realism is the default
position of common sense, that is, people in everyday life, before they philosophize. Philoso-
phers have developed sophisticated epistemologies based on this realist point of view. Realist
epistemology runs from Plato, René Descartes and John Locke to Bertrand Russell and, more
recently, William Alston (1996). For Plato, truth was not shifting belief about quasi-real objects
of sense but certain knowledge of transcendent and truly “real” objects known by intellect (Corn-
ford, 1968, pp. 217-218). Aristotle in his Metaphysics defined truth as “to say of what is that it is,
or of what is not that it is not” (2001, 1011b22-30, p. 749). Alston’s “minimalist” realism ignores
complicated questions about how ideas correspond to objects. He defines truth, simply, as such:
“A statement (proposition, belief) is true if and only if what the statement says to be the case actu-
ally is the case” (Alston, 1996, p. 5). It is true that grass is green if it is the case that grass is green.

Realist theories reject theories that reduce truth to coherence among our ideas or to what we
can justify, using objective methods. Truth is not justification. There are many truths about the
world that humans may never know. A justified belief, considered true at time t1 may be shown
to be false at time t2 in the future. The role of justification, and objectivity, is to ensure that we
form beliefs in a manner that makes it more likely that we will reach the truth. (Rescher, 1988;
Horwich, 1990). The essence of realism is that my beliefs are made true by some reality external
to my mind. External objects provide an objective check on my beliefs. Realism often becomes
an epistemology that stresses facts. Facts are worldly states of affairs that exist apart from human
interpretations. It is a fact that water is made of hydrogen and oxygen, and Mount Everest is so
many meters high. Truth and knowledge amount to knowing these facts, knowing the way the
world is apart from how humans think of it.

In contrast, constructivism is the view that truth and objective knowledge are constructed by
humans as individuals or as groups. There may be an external world that awaits accurate descrip-
tion, but we never know that world apart from the tools we use to apprehend it. There is no way
to say what truth is other than to state the findings of our best methods of inquiry. We only know
the world via our conceptual schemes and standards of evidence. Justification and pragmatic
methods of rationality are more primary than the metaphysical search for absolute truth about
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reality. For some constructionists, truth is defined (or reduced) to rational justification. Putnam
(1981) argued against “absolute” realists who think humans can know reality as it exists apart
from human perspective. He defined truth as rationally acceptable belief. Also, constructivism
tends to lean toward some type of relativism in knowledge, since it defines truth as relative to
human perspective and conceptual methods.

Constructionism as a viewpoint began with the realization in ancient Greece of the variety of
moral and social systems among humans. The Greeks distinguished between phusis, or nature;
and nomos, or law, convention, custom (Aristotle, 2009, p. viii). Nature may be ruled by universal
principles but society is organized by customs and human-made laws that vary across societies.
Thus began the tradition of explaining society by explaining how humans came to live under a
certain set of customs or “social contracts” (Darwall, 2003). Thus began the long debate between
relativists and absolutists when discussing truth and knowledge. In the past century, construc-
tionism has become prominent in the form of ““social constructionism’ which studies how people
make claims to knowledge while pursuing various practices and goals. Social constructionists
also critique dominant notions that are defined in ways that support inequality in society, for
example, concepts of race and gender. The analysis shows that the concept is a “construction”
and does not refer to something objective in nature (Hacking, 2000).

Common Sense Realism and Journalism

Historically, journalists have been realists of a certain kind: common sense realists employing a
common sense empiricism of method. Journalists have believed, like most people, that there is
a real, external world that journalists can report on truthfully. They describe the world as it is.

“Common sense” is a term that needs to be used with caution. It does not entail that com-
mon sense beliefs are true, even if widely accepted. Common sense is often false or lags behind
the leading edges of science. Nor is common sense limited to ordinary experience. In any era,
common sense includes religious, theoretical, and scientific beliefs that have made their way into
popular culture.” To say that journalists use common sense means they adopt beliefs generally
held to be plausible and they express the ideas plainly, avoiding complexities. This is part of their
role as cultural translators.

Empiricism was an attractive method for journalists since they chronicle the observable
world about us. A journalist’s main path to truth is through the senses. If a journalist accurately
reports on what was said or done, then the report is true. A news photograph is true if it captures
an external event without distortion. If not, it is false. For many years, this simple realism and
rough-and-ready empiricism appeared to be sufficient, as an epistemology of journalism.

In fact, many journalists in the past would have scoffed at the view that journalism needs an
epistemology, of any kind. In their view, journalism is a craft learned by practice, not by doing
philosophy. Journalism no more needs a formal epistemology than the craft of glass blowing
needs a formal epistemology. Therefore, for centuries, journalism did not become entangled with
philosophical disputes over what is known and what is knowable. Serious, theoretical study of
journalism did not get much traction until the growth of schools of journalism and communica-
tion at universities in the previous century. It was not so much the journalists who described their
work as guided by a naive and robust empiricism, or a positivism of fact. That was the heady
description that academics used when they theorized journalism.

Nonetheless, journalists in previous centuries could not entirely avoid philosophizing about
their practice. In most cases, it was public criticism of journalism, and the threat of some denial of
press freedom, that prompted editors to produce justifications of their craft. In the 18th and 19th
centuries, editors used general philosophies of society and the press, for example, liberalism, to
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defend press freedoms or explain practices. By the middle of the 20th century, journalists were
confronted with the expansion of academic (and other) critiques of journalism, bristling with the-
oretical constructs. Some serious, theoretical work on a journalism epistemology, and a delving
into the psychology, economics and sociology of news, was needed after all.

If we regard these normative press philosophies (Christians et al., 2009) as an epistemologi-
cal exercise, or at least containing epistemological thinking, we can speak of five epistemological
eras, which align with five eras in the history of journalism ethics.?

FIVE EPISTEMOLOGICAL ERAS
The five eras are:

Era 1: 17th Century: Epistemology of Partisan “Truth” and Matters of Fact
Era 2: 18th century: Epistemology for Public Enlightenment

Era 3: 19th Century: Libertarian epistemology and News as Fact

Era 4: 20th Century (1900-1960): Epistemology of News Objectivity

Era 5: 20th century (1960—present): Alternate Epistemologies

Era 1: Partisan “Truth” and Matters of Fact

The first era is the emergence of the modern news press in the 16th and 17th centuries. Publishers
of “newsbooks” and “broadsheets” in Western Europe sought to interest readers with primi-
tive compilations of news and political opinion. Working under censors, editors defended their
reports and opinions by claiming impartial truth. But, in such partisan times, their editorials were
partisan “truths” to support the king or his opponents. When the first newsbooks appeared on the
streets of London between the 1620s and 1640s, they were called A True and Perfect Informer,
or the Impartial Intelligencer or the Faithful Scout, Impartially Communicating. Daniel Border
opened the Faithful Scout in 1651 with a flourish: “Having put on the Armour of Resolution, I
intend ... to encounter falsehood with the sword of truth.” In 1643, Henry Walley, editor of the
True Informer, said: “Truth is the daughter of time ... the truth doth not so conspicuoulsy appeare
till a second or third relation.” Compare Walley’s view with this passage from a popular book by
Kovach and Rosenstiel (2001, pp. 41-42) on today’s journalism: “The individual reporter may
not be able to move much beyond a surface level of accuracy in a first story. But the first story
builds to a second ... and ... to a third story.”

Editors adopted the emerging idea of a matter of fact. Every editor said their correspond-
ents reported only matters of fact. As Shapiro (2000) showed, journalism was part of a growing
“culture of fact” in Europe that began with the practices of law, and was stimulated by travel
literature, the age of discovery, and experimental empirical science.

Era 2: Epistemology for Public Enlightenment

The norms of journalism evolved as newspapers grew in number and power during the 18th
century Enlightenment (Briggs & Burke, 2002, pp. 74-105). Newspapers became the communi-
cation channels of the public sphere. Philosopher Jeremy Bentham (1983) argued that represent-
ative government depended on “publicity” from the press. The press espoused a “public ethics”
(Ward, 2015a, pp. 153-196) that redefined the 17th-century norm of partisan truths in terms of
truths for a public. The press was to inform and represent a public through informed opinion
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based on scientific fact and public-based reasoning. In the 1720s, London editor Nathaniel Mist
portrayed his Weekly Journal as a moral educator. It is a “History of the present Times” guided
by “a love of truth.” By the end of the century, Edmund Burke called the press a Fourth Estate,
one of the governing institutions of society (Ward, 2015a, p. 193).

Meanwhile, many newspapers made money by providing facts to a news-hungry public.
England’s first daily paper, London’s Daily Courant promised “to give news, give it daily and
impartially.” The Daily Courant said it would not comment on news “but will relate only Matter
of Fact, supposing other people to have Sense enough to make reflections for themselves.” In
1785, John Walters I said the Times of London would be a “faithful recorder of every species of
intelligence” (Ward, 2015a, p. 174).

Era 3: Market Place of Opinion and News as Fact

The third era, the 19th century, developed the public ethic into a libertarian theory of the press
(Siebert, 1956, pp. 39-71) characterized by a love of politically partisan writing and an increas-
ing interest in news reporting. In the first half of the century, journalism was led by an elite,
liberal, opinion press such as the Times of London. The libertarian theory, expressed by John
Stuart Mill and journalists such as Walter Bagehot and Thomas Paine, developed from the earlier
writings of John Locke, David Hume, and others. Libertarianism meant society should allow a
maximally free marketplace of ideas, similar to a free marketplace for goods. The marketplace
metaphor presumed that public deliberation would consist mainly in a clash or competition of
ideas. In the long run, true reports and correct views would win out (Ward, 2014).

The second half of the century saw the emergence of a liberal popular press or “news for
all” — from the penny presses of America to the tabloids of London. By the late 1800s, the pop-
ular press was the first mass medium — an inexpensive commercial press based on circulation
and advertisements and owned by press barons such as Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer.
Journalism was now the business of news. Reporters were sent out to gather news, to interview
people, and to use new technology, such as the telegraph, to transmit news. Along with this
news, journalism created a more factual form of writing which anticipated objectivity. In 1866,
Lawrence Gobright of the Associated Press in Washington, DC, explained his factual style: “My
business is merely to communicate facts. My instructions do not allow me to make any comments
upon the facts which I communicate. ... My dispatches are merely dry matters of fact and detail”
(Mindich, 1998, p. 109). Meanwhile, editors claimed that the advent of news photography proved
that reporting represented the world as it was. Charles Dana claimed that the New York Sun would
offer a “daily photograph of the whole world’s doings.”

Era 4: Traditional News Objectivity

By the early 20th century, the epistemology of journalism came to be dominated by news objec-
tivity. Journalists transformed their informal 19th-century empiricism into a strict methodological
empiricism based on the dualisms of fact and value, and fact and interpretation. In newsrooms,
news objectivity was an explicit, rule-bound, and firmly enforced method of story construction.
It was developed by American print journalists (Ward, 2015a, pp. 236-241) followed by broad-
cast journalists. Associations, local and national, developed codes of ethics which stated that
journalists serve the public by following the principles of truth-telling, objectivity, and editorial
independence.

What type of objectivity did the journalists espouse? The ideal said that objective journalists
published the truth about the world by neutrally recording the facts, and only the facts. From
positivism and science, journalists took a veneration (and belief) in hard facts stripped of all
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interpretation or bias. This was common sense realism plus a new methodological emphasis on
reporting the “pure” fact.* From the professions journalists emulated the ideal of being impartial
and disengaged. Journalism objectivity was a sort of a passive stenography, or faithful recording,
of events and public affairs.

News objectivity demanded much more from reporters than an informal empiricism. It was
a disciplined empiricism, objectivity with a capital O, calling for the elimination of the reporter’s
interpretation and perspective. Objective reporters were completely detached; eliminated all of
their opinion; reported just the facts. Objectivity was a policing action against reformist values —
the desire to interpret or campaign. Objectivity was operationalized in newsrooms through rules
of story construction such as carefully attributing all opinion and giving equal weight or “bal-
ance” to rival views. Some news outlets would not use reporter bylines since a byline suggested
the report came from a point of view.

Why Traditional Journalism Objectivity?

Why would journalists restrain their freedom to publish according to an elaborate system of
rules? The historical reasons are many. Some major factors were: (1) the objective style fit the
emphasis on news that was driving the development of a mass commercial press; (2) increased
demand among the public for accurate, updated information, rather than partisan opinion; (3)
the need to reduce sensational journalism, which raised public criticism; (4) the need to provide
professional and ethical standards for a growing craft, and to protect journalists’ independence;
and (5) increased independence of newspapers from political parties and a motivation to publish
news “for everyone.”

From an ethical perspective, the most important factor was a growing public skepticism
about the growing power of the press, and skepticism about the liberal theory of the press which
advised society to just set the press free and it will be a responsible public informer. As the
press came to enjoy a virtual monopoly on the provision of news, analysis, and advertising, the
public became passive consumers of information dependent on data provided by a professional
class of journalists employed by large news organizations. In the early 1900s, and beyond, this
dependency raised public concern about the reliability of this mediating class of news workers.
Did the press really serve the public or did it advance its own interests? Did it tell the truth or
was it biased? Do not the press barons, press agents, and national advertisers determine what the
press reports? In the fiercely competing papers of Hearst and Pulitzer, whose interests were really
being served? Also, the public became increasingly vocal in criticism of the “yellow” popular
press (Campbell, 2001). The rise of the press agent and the success of propaganda during the
First World War called for a journalism that tested alleged facts (Schudson, 1978, p. 142). Amid
this public concern, governments threatened draconian press laws. An impulse to chronicle the
world was not enough for truthful, responsible journalism.

To assure the public, leading journalists and their societies sought “truth through ethics.”
That is, journalists agreed to an explicit and restraining ethic to increase the reliability of
the mass press. The answer, it seemed, lay in articulating, teaching, and acting according to
explicit codes of journalism ethics. Ethics would make the free liberal press responsible. It
was the missing ingredient. It was hoped that a professional attitude among journalists would
run counter to the growing power of the press and the worrisome influence of press barons,
newspaper syndicates, and business on reporting. Journalism ethics became the professionally
mandated ethics of an important social practice, rather than the personal and idiosyncratic
values of individual journalists or their news outlets. Times had changed. In a society depend-
ent informationally on journalism, many journalists accepted a collective responsibility to be
truthful and objective.
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The belief that it was necessary to impose news objectivity on journalism testified to a grow-
ing feeling that the world was too complicated and too full of manipulators to approach truth in
a straight-forward manner. News objectivity signaled a step away from common sense realism
and informal empiricism.

Challenge and Decline

Traditional news objectivity among mainstream media had its heyday from the 1920s to 1960s
and then gradually lost influence, and fell out of favor with many journalists. News objectivity
was criticized for being a myth, and for being philosophically naive, out-of-date, and socially
undesirable as a ruling ethic for journalism. Codes of ethics dropped the word “objectivity” and
journalists retreated to the use of “safer,” less demanding, norms, such as being accurate.

Looking back, the ideal of news objectivity was never unanimously accepted by journal-
ists. Journalism objectivity was most popular in mainstream newspapers and broadcasters in the
United States and Canada. In Europe, the ideal was not robust, and many journalists preferred to
report facts from within a political perspective, writing for newspapers and magazines known for
their conservative, liberal, or other perspective. Hampton has argued that as American journalists
were developing the ideal of objectivity in the news, British journalists were resisting the trend
(Hampton, 2008).

Also, there were always rival frameworks, such as the interpretative journalism of Time
magazine, or the guerrilla journalism of Hunter S. Thompson. Muckraker Lincoln Steffens com-
plained about the objective reporting style of Godkin’s New York Evening Post: “Reporters were
to report the news as it happened, like machines, without prejudice, color, and without style; all
alike” (Ward, 2015a, p. 219). Henry Luce, who founded Time magazine in the 1920s, declared:
“Show me a man who thinks he’s objective and I’ll show you a liar” (Baughman, 1987, p. 29).
Both the magazine muckrakers of the early 1900s and the investigative journalists of the 1970s
rejected neutrality in reporting, although they stressed the need for deep investigations into facts
below the surface of things — facts not included in press releases or official statements. Other
journalists, such as Norman Mailer and Tom Wolfe, practiced a personal journalism that looked
to literature for its inspiration. By the late 1960s, journalists were beginning to chafe at the
restrictions of objective reporting. Many journalists adopted an advocacy stance to their work.
In the United States, for example, the tensions created by the Vietnam War and the civil-rights
movement questioned the notion of news neutrality. The times seemed to call for a press that
advocated for peace and the rights of minorities. The emergence of television, radio, and then
the internet created more personal forms of media where a strict objective style seemed unduly
restrictive.

Traditional objectivity bequeathed to journalism epistemology the problem of how to
develop an alternative model for objective and truthful reportage in a new global media world.
The positivism that grounded news objectivity came and went (Putnam, 2002). Philosophers
and others argued that our facts, values, and perspectives travel together, influencing the facts
we choose and the frame we bring to events. The reporter as a passive stenographer of fact was
false to a practice that was increasingly active and purposive. At the same time, post-modern
constructivism questioned objectivity fout court. In practice, a more interpretive and avocational
journalism emerged online. Traditional news objectivity had little to say about such journalism
other than it was subjective, and advocacy was not the job of professional journalists. News
objectivity was now outdated, philosophically discredited, and unhelpful as a guide for new
journalism. The door was open to alternate approaches. The fifth era of journalism epistemology
was underway.
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Era 5: Alternate Epistemologies

In the middle of the 1900s, the expanding academic study of media produced trenchant critiques
of journalism’s ethical principles and presumptions. Journalism was viewed, broadly speaking,
through the lens of sociology. Journalism was a social phenomenon that could be studied and cri-
tiqued by the social sciences and other disciplines. Journalism could no longer avoid engagement
with theorists that brought the perspectives of philosophy, political theory, economics, and social
psychology to the practice.

Critiques Aplenty

Here is a summary of the main types of critique. In total, the critiques constituted a shift toward
social constructionism. These critiques continue to be a part of current discussions about jour-
nalism in society.

Philosophical Critique Across the 20th century, postmodernism (Connor, 1989) and
relativism questioned the idea of objective truth. Lyotard (2013) questioned the alleged universal
standards of objectivity in Western culture and science. Historian of science Thomas Kuhn
(1962) argued that scientific revolutions were non-rational “conversions” to new sets of belief.
Philosopher Richard Rorty (1979) attacked a “Platonism” that believed objective knowledge was
a “mirror” of nature. Social scientists talked about truth and knowledge as value-laden, situated,
perspectival, and socially constructed. Rather than ask “what is truth?” they asked: What leads
groups of inquirers in the laboratory, university department, or newsroom to make truth claims?
What are the practices, routines, social values, political aims, and institutional structures that
shape such claims? Questions about logic and evidence gave way to questions about who controls
science and who defines truth. In philosophy, pragmatists, such as Putnam (2002), argued that
dualisms of fact versus value, observing versus interpreting, neutrality versus agency — as found
in news objectivity — incorrectly portrayed truth-seeking of any kind.

Political Critique Scholars in political science and political economy argued that
journalistic “truth” reflects the interests of the powerful. Journalism is the manufacture of opinion
not the neutral discovery of truth. This academic criticism was matched by complaints by citizens
from the left and right of politics: that journalism is tainted by a liberal or a conservative bias.
Noted linguist Noam Chomsky (1989) went so far as to claim that the mainstream press, such as
The New York Times, produces propaganda, not truth, for political and business elites.

Social Critique Associated with this political analysis was the criticism that journalism
perpetuated harmful social attitudes toward certain races, ethnicities, women, and minorities.
Journalists published stereotypical views of groups; they adopted, often unconsciously,
questionable perspectives that maintain social hierarchies and inequalities. Feminists, for
instance, argued that the construct of objectivity led to treating women as objects, not as persons.
They criticized male-defined concepts of gender and male—female hierarchies in society. In
journalism, a feminist ethics of care (Koehn, 1998) was constructed.

Conceptual Relativity Critique A fourth critique argued that journalism’s common-
sense realism was naive, psychologically. It ignored how our views of the world are mediated
by webs of belief and conceptual schemes. A reporter’s mind is not a passive blank slate upon
which objects in the world imprint their image. Rather the mind is an active, organizing entity
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that tries to fit what it experiences into a coherent grid of concepts (Pinker, 2003). Frame theory
explored how journalists frame stories, where a frame is an organizing perspective on some topic.
Journalists may frame drug addiction as a criminal story rather than a health issue, or frame a
war as a noble fight for freedom rather than a war for economic supremacy in a region (Entman
et al., 2009). Studies showed how the way that journalists define news — their news values —
influences story selection (O’Neill & Harcup, 2009). Other studies delved into how ideology
affects journalists’ approach to war and other stories, and how the phenomenon needs to be
studied as “socially situated text or talk” (Van Dijk, 2009, p. 191). Also, how journalists build
a news agenda was studied as another factor shaping reports (Coleman et al., 2009). The lesson
was that journalists, in constructing stories, need to be aware of, and sensitive to, conceptual and
interpretive factors. Such factors are operating even when journalists think they are sticking to
“just the facts.”

Lack-of-Knowledge Critique  Another critique was that journalists lack knowledge when
reporting on complex issues, making them ripe for manipulation. I call this area “knowledge
infusion” since its promoters want to infuse knowledge and critical skills into the work of
journalists. One promoter is Thomas Patterson whose Informing the News stressed the need for
“knowledge-based journalism.” Journalists cannot properly seek the truth or serve democracy
unless they become knowledge professionals (Patterson, 2013, p. xv). Journalism needs to
develop a body of knowledge, or a knowledge base, from which it makes sense of a complex
world. Knowledge, Patterson stated, is systematic. It is “established patterns and regularities
organized around conceptual frameworks and theories” (Patterson, 2013, p. 65).

Global Critique Media ethicists have critiqued journalism as parochial and overly
nationalistic. Journalism ethics has failed to keep up with the development of global news media.
In this view, journalism ethics needs to construct an ethic for global reporting, including new
norms for reporting on global issues from immigration to climate change (Ward, 2013).

Digital Challenges

Traditional views of journalism objectivity and truth were weakened not only by theoretical cri-
tiques but also by a revolution in practice. The current digital revolution created a global public
sphere where many people produce media content and journalism.

The impact, in terms of truth, is twofold. First, what is true and who is truthful becomes
a large and worrisome social problem. Large-scale disinformation increases public mistrust of
media, as journalists are tarred with the same brush. In response, governments, media centers,
and philanthropic groups are spending millions of dollars on media literacy so citizens can dis-
tinguish truth from falsity in media. Second, the new digital journalism is more interpretive
and opinionated, ignoring the traditional ethical principles of neutrality, objectivity, and editorial
independence from political viewpoints. At the same time, journalists attempt to revise their
norms of practice to maintain truth-telling in an era of instant communication and reaction. Jour-
nalism ethics today is fragmented, an archipelago of rival aims and practices.

Reconstruction
Yet, amid this disorientating media revolution, new standards and methods are beginning to

develop, forming an interdisciplinary digital epistemology (Zion & Craig, 2015). Many news
organizations, such as the BBC in Britain and the Society of Professional Journalists in the
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United States, are revising their codes of ethics. The new standards guide journalists in the use of
information from social media, in partnering with community groups, in opining on their social
media accounts, and in verifying information — text or image — provided by citizens and alleged
eye-witnesses to events.

Conceptual reform of journalistic objectivity and truth is also underway. For example, I have
proposed a theory of objectivity that is called “pragmatic objectivity” which is designed espe-
cially for practices such as journalism (Ward, 2015a, pp. 280-337). Objectivity is not absolute
knowledge, achievable by only a minority of people. It is not the reduction of statements to pure
fact. Rather, we begin with all of journalism, and all of knowledge, as forms of interpretation and
then we test the interpretations using the best available set of standards.

Journalists and ethicists are even making progress on what seemed to be an insoluble prob-
lem: how to maintain the central ideals of verification and accuracy (Hermida, 2015) in an age
of instant updates, live blogging of events, and the swift moving conversation on social media.

The traditional notion of verification insisted on time-consuming checks prior to publication.
New works in journalistic epistemology explain how to verify after posting by using the knowl-
edge of the “crowd” on-line. Researchers (Silverman, 2014) have begun to develop methods of
verification for online images and other materials. For instance, sophisticated software can dis-
cern if an image was altered and where the image was taken.

Work is being done to allow journalists to use powerful new research tools and story-telling
technology, such as software that analyses “big data” — finding interesting stories in large data
bases. Other work shows how to adapt virtual reality to truth-seeking journalism and how to
employ drones for covering breaking news.

Meanwhile, scholars and journalists have begun to construct a global media ethics with
implications for epistemology (Ward, 2013). Globalists typically take universal principles as
their starting point, for example, human rights principles. They make a cosmopolitan commit-
ment to a global humanity their moral priority and then seek to incorporate parochial values,
such as patriotism, into their global system. Their theories have implications for how journalists
should cover important areas of journalism. For example, Tumber (2013) has argued that the
basic norm for war reporters today is not a neutral objectivity but a “responsible engagement”
with events and issues. Dunwoody and Konieczna (2013) recommended that journalists covering
climate change and other scientific issues should use the “weight of evidence” principle to decide
how much emphasis sources should be given in stories. The news objectivity notion of an equal
balancing of viewpoints is incorrect or of limited value. Also, Wahl-Jorgensen and Pantti (2013)
have promoted a cosmopolitan approach to the coverage of natural disasters, which includes
journalists showing empathy and compassion for victims. This epistemology dissents from news
objectivity which insists that reporters should be detached observers.

A global approach has led scholars, especially from the Global South, to call for a
“de-Westernization” of journalism studies and theories of journalism epistemology (and eth-
ics). Wasserman and de Beer (2009), for example, call for the inclusion of non-Western values,
into textbooks, teaching, and theory. One important question is the appropriateness of the
Western model of an aggressive free press for struggling, transitional democracies such as
South Africa.

The Way Forward
Recent years have not been kind to traditional journalism objectivity. This leaves the study and

advancement of truth and objectivity in journalism in a difficult position. Should journalists go
back to a 19th century libertarian view of truth and democracy as requiring only a free clash of
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opinion? Should they revive news objectivity and “double down” on the norms of objectivity
to restrain bias? Truth and objectivity in journalism seek a secure footing in a changing media
ecology.

Given the deep changes in journalism, I favor a more radical response (Ward, 2015b) of
reconstructing journalism ethics from the ground up, including more nuanced, believable, and
useful conceptions of objectivity and truth-seeking. Reconstruction includes the ambitious goal
of constructing a global journalism ethics, and developing norms that guide engaged and per-
spectival journalism. Moreover, the way forward includes journalists working with citizens to
“detox” a public sphere redolent with unethical communication and extremism.

The lessons learned from the various critiques, above, need to be incorporated into journal-
ism practice and teaching. The era when journalists could remain content with a practical view
of journalism — a view that shuns theory and new learning about humans and society — is over.
Also over is the era where journalists could hope to persuade citizens that what they practice is a
neutral stenography of just the facts.

It is time for new, creative, and invigorated theorizing around the notions of truth and
objectivity so that journalists have a clear view as to how they can help humanity challenge the
ever-growing tyranny of extreme media in the service of hatred and tribalism around the world.

NOTES

1. I have discussed what this reconstruction should look like in a number of books, from Radical Media
Ethics to Disrupting Journalism Ethics and Ethical Journalism in a Populist Age.

2. Also, common sense can conflict with scientific and others views, usually at a general level, for example
scientific determinism questions belief in a free will; materialism or evolutionary theory may threaten
certain religious beliefs.

3. For adetailed history of the development of these norms, see Ward (2015a). Quotations from journalists
in the early era are cited in this work, chapters 4-6.

4. On the development of objective of fact from Francis Bacon in the 17th century to the scientific ideal of
“pure facts,” see Chapters 2-3, Ward (2019c).

5. For more details on the shape of journalism ethics, see Chapter 6 of my Disrupting Journalism Ethics.
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Photojournalism Ethics

A 21st-Century Primal Dance of Behavior,
Technology, and Ideology

Julianne H. Newton

Everything that happens is fluid, changeable. After they’ve passed, events are only as your mem-
ory makes them, and they shift shapes over time.
Charles Frazier (2006, p. 21)

We need our intellectual eyes wide open.
Clifford G. Christians (2005, p. 3)

The photographer Walter Curtin (1986), who lived through much of the 20th century, once said
he was waiting for the day when he could simply blink an eye to take a picture. He would see
something, blink, send the electrical impulses down his arm, and transfer the energy of what he
saw through the touch of his fingertip to sensitized material. Today, entering the third decade
of the 21st century, Curtin’s prescient imagining is close to actuality. In fact, we can now use
brain-computer interface to play video games (Abu-Rmileh, 2019).

I often wonder how our perceptions of such ethical issues as photographic intrusion, the
gaze, or even digital manipulation might shift if we removed the camera from the process of
making images so others could see what we see directly through our eyes. Would the instant of
perceiving light reflected from people and things become more credible or less so? Would pho-
tography, or “light writing,” be viewed as more of an extension of human perceptual processes
than a process of constructing false realities? Would seeing and creating images be considered
processes of thinking and being, parallel with writing words, rather than problematic exercises
of power or deception?

Ethical discussions about the practice of photojournalism and the meanings and signifi-
cances of its resulting artifacts and influences often are sidetracked by general confusion about
the nature of seeing and practices related to seeing. Seeing begins and ends in the living organism
of the human body. Yet the process of seeing—a biological process—and, by extension, the prac-
tices of seeing, have been alternately ennobled/vilified, overrated/underrated, blamed/ignored.
Even seeing by robot has to at some point become seeing by human if we are to see it at all. This
chapter explores photojournalism’s role in this normative dialectic by addressing three aspects
of seeing: behaviors, technologies, and ideologies. This chapter focuses on human seeing, not
to extoll the superiority of human vision, but, following Cliff Christians’ (2019) humanocentric
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FIGURE 9.1 Dancing galaxies (NGC 2207 and IC 2163) twirling around each other. Captured by NASAs
Spitzer Space Telescope. NASA, ESA/JPL-Caltech/STScl/D. ElImegreen

ethics, the focus is on the ethical doing and perceiving of human visual reportage. In the end,
regardless of the assistance of external entities, our perception and reflection determine what we
understand to be true. And that is the heart of visual ethics.

VISUAL BEHAVIOR

The human visual system is driven by both conscious and nonconscious processes of the brain.
We are drawn to movement, brightness, sharpness, and difference as part of our physical sur-
veillance and self-protection processes. We are particularly drawn to look at violent or sexual
activity, the color of blood, a sudden movement or noise. Yet, if we choose to do so, we can ignore
the fluttering movement of a golden leaf framed by a ray of sunlight as it spirals downward from
a tree limb—or turn away from seeing the suffering of millions of other humans. Both conscious
and nonconscious cognitive processes drive human visual behavior, which encompasses all the
ways we use seeing and imaging in everyday life (Newton, 2005a).

The visual system is part of the larger system of human perception, the physiological and
psychological means through which we respond to and make meaning of stimuli. Brain research-
ers estimate at least 75 percent of information we take in is visual. One matter of debate in
cognitive neuroscience is whether we know something when we perceive something (as Aris-
totle maintained)—or whether knowledge comes afterward (as Descartes maintained), when the
brain has processed the stimuli and made meaning by organizing stimuli according to innate
and learned patterns. Although research supports the former as the nonconscious foundation for
decision-making (Damasio, 1999; LeDoux, 1996), research also supports the latter in that we
can, by drawing on our continuum of experiences, make decisions based on accepting responsi-
bility for our actions (Gazzaniga, 2005). Cognitive neuroscientist Michael Gazzaniga (2005) puts
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it succinctly: “Brains are automatic, but people are free. Our freedom is found in the interaction
of the social world” (p. 99). He explains:

Most moral judgments are intuitive.... We have a reaction to a situation, or an opinion, and we
form a theory as to why we feel the way we do. In short, we have an automatic reaction to
a situation—a brain-derived response. Upon feeling that response, we come to believe we are
reacting to absolute truths. What I am suggesting is that these moral ideas are generated by our
interpreter, by our brains, yet we form a theory about their absolute “rightness.” Characterizing
the formation of a moral code in this way puts the challenge directly on us [emphasis added].

(p. 192)

This ecology of seeing through which a human organism gathers and makes use of visual stim-
uli not only creates and stores images internally but also can create and produce visual stimuli
for other humans to see (Newton, 2005a). Bodily generated visual stimuli can be as subtle as a
tightened muscle in the face or as intricate as a pirouette, as external as the skin or as internal
as our dreams. Following Edward T. Hall (1959) and Marshall McLuhan (1964), we extend our
internal processes of perception and communication via external forms, such as clothing, pen
and ink, paper or canvas, light-sensitive materials, electronic media and architecture. Each pro-
cess entails its own set of behaviors. For example, we alter our behaviors when we think we are
being observed—either by other humans, or by extension, by seeing devices such as cameras.
This tendency is not unique to humans. Heisenberg’s principle describes the effect of observation
on the action of subatomic particles. Yet the changes in human behavior resulting from being
observed surprise us. The social psychologist Stanley Milgram (1977a, 1977b) described such
unique “photographic behavior” patterns as the tendencies to cheat less on exams and to give
more money to charity when we think someone is watching or even if a camera is simply record-
ing our actions.

We can further extend behavioral effects to media consumption and production. We have
little choice but to consume some forms of media; a highway billboard, for example, casting a
nearly nude figure alongside a bottle of beer is likely to grab our attention because of its dispro-
portionate size and distinctive, out-of-context content. Other media we can clearly choose to see
or to ignore; a news photograph of a war scene from Iraq, for example (see Figure 9.4), may,
sadly and outrageously, look like dozens of other war scenes we’ve viewed in recent years and
hence go relatively unnoticed within the larger system of media imagery.

VISUAL TECHNOLOGIES

Moss (2001) offers a useful definition of technology as “the means by which human societies
interact directly with and adapt to the environment. Technology can also refer to the steps taken,
or manufacturing process used, to produce an artifact (npn).” The most significant technology,
then, for the present discussion, is the brain, which gathers stimuli perceived by the body and
creates what we think of as the mind.

Our bodies evolved to believe what the eyes see, to translate light rays into electrical signals
and send them along the optic nerve to the thalamus. From there a rough schema of what we see
is quickly—and first—sent to the amygdala, the part of the brain that can signal the body to fight
or flee. In the meantime, a more detailed schema of what we see is sent (more slowly in brain
time) to the visual cortex for conscious processing (LeDoux, 1996).
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We found ways to translate our perception of the multidimensional world into externalized
forms—first with scratches on bone fragments and rough drawings on cave walls, then through
drawing and painting on paper and canvas. We created visual symbol systems—writing—to con-
vey the words we had learned to articulate. We devised techniques such as two-dimensional
perspective to create the illusion of a third dimension—depth—within a frame limited by height
and width. We used Aristotle’s observations of the behavior of light rays passing through a hole
in a leaf to help us construct a camera obscura for observing the world and to help us draw
more realistically. Then we determined processes through which to convert the energy of light to
record the reflectances of objects “out there” into forms we could peruse and collect at will. In
this way, photography, or light writing, came to be. Added to the reproducible texts we already
had created through movable type and printing processes, we quickly determined the usefulness
of combining verbal and visual reports of daily occurrences as a means of disseminating infor-
mation about our world.

Even more profound for the extension of the human perceptual system was learning how to
use other wavelengths from the electromagnetic spectrum—radiowaves, for example—to carry
sound and other forms of energy across great distances and quickly. But only now, in the 21st
century, are we learning how to use the “speed of mind,” as McLuhan termed it, to move pros-
thetic devices and communicate. Through our behaviors, we have learned how to extend the
technology of the brain and central nervous system into machines and processes—print publica-
tions, movies, television, the Internet, smart phones, virtual realities, and images of information,
advertising, entertainment, art, and social interaction.

This gloss of the history of communication technologies highlights the extensional prop-
erties of contemporary media. They originated with humans. Much of the time they are still
operated and used by humans; increasingly they are operated and used by forms of artificial intel-
ligence, which, of course, humans originated. Yet we more often blame media technologies than
ourselves for abuses of those technologies. This problem can apply to the brain as a technology,
as well as to what we traditionally consider a technology—machines constructed of inanimate
materials to accomplish specific tasks. What we too seldom stop to consider is that blaming mass
or personal media technologies too easily removes responsibility for our use of them from the
primary mediating entity we can indeed influence through conscious reflection—our own brains.

VISUAL IDEOLOGIES

For this discussion, I define ethics as the dynamic process through which we determine how to
behave in daily life. Media ethics, then, become the dynamic process through which we deter-
mine how to create, disseminate, and use communication forms to behave and live. Commu-
nication forms are the messages we create, perceive, and convey via various transmission and
reception systems in order to interact, not only with other humans but also with other entities. It
is fundamental that our understanding of the meaning of every stimulus is mediated, regardless
of the source of the stimulus. We know, for example, that anything we think we see directly with
our own eyes is a mediated form organized by the brain (Gazzaniga, 2005). That organization
process takes time—milliseconds, yes, but time nonetheless—and is influenced by the physio-
logical abilities of our individual brains, by our individual experiences and by the nature of the
stimulus itself. The great Spanish perspectivist Ortega Y Gasset (1941) said it well: “Yo soy yo y
mis circunstancias” (“I am myself and my circumstances”). Gazzaniga (2005) believes the seat of
the soul (which he calls the interpreter) is a part of the brain that attempts to make sense of non-
conscious responses to stimuli as it creates a story of the self. This scientific basis for 21st century
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understanding of the self supports the social construction of the self espoused by 19th-century
psychologist William James (1890/1962).

Following this line of thought, visual media are any form of imagery we create, perceive or
organize for internal or external communication. Visual ethics are the dynamic process through
which we determine how best to create, disseminate, and use image-based stimuli. Inherent in
that definition are the behaviors—both conscious and nonconscious—humans enact as perceivers
and communicators.

PHOTOJOURNALISM

A journal is a record of daily activities—those behaviors, including thoughts, that may be either
internally or externally perceived and recorded. Photojournalism is writing with light to report
daily activities. That is the basic definition. However, the practice of photojournalism connotes
far more than that simple definition indicates.

Photojournalism, now often called visual journalism in order to encompass other forms
of nonfiction imaging such as video and graphics, is a professional practice through which
visual reporters seek, document, and present moments of time to multiple viewers. This chap-
ter, titled “Photojournalism Ethics: A 21st-Century Primal Dance of Behavior, Technology, and
Ideology,” focuses on photojournalism as both still and moving reportage. As human beings,
visual reporters possess varying degrees of skill and talent, preparation and luck, resources and
integrity. Their behavior has consequences beyond those of many other professionals’ behavior
because their products are (1) disseminated as if they are visual facts, and (2) we tend to believe
and remember what we see when it looks real, even if we have reason to question that belief.
Although a viewer pausing to contemplate an image of photojournalism might be fully capable
of distinguishing whether the image is authentic or false, too seldom do viewers stop to do so,
especially in this time of propagandistic memes and deep fakes. Images of photojournalism,
therefore, carry weight beyond words: the human perceptual system has evolved to first believe
what it sees, question only later, if at all, and to remember what it saw, even if what was seen is
proven to be untrue.

This inherent authority of images of the real feeds a range of ideological points of view. On
one end of the ethical continuum, an idealized photojournalist visually captures history, doc-
umenting moments and people for the world’s diary. On the other end of the ethical contin-
uum, a photojournalist is little more than a scavenger, a voyeur turning tragedy and victory into
commodities for sale through media industries—yet still, and profoundly, human in effects on
perception and living. Similarly, the concept of photojournalism evokes a range of ideological
attributes: objectivity/subjectivity, power/powerlessness, truth/fiction, document/commodity,
self/other, rescuer/victim, seen/unseen, visible/invisible.

The core of the best photojournalism is an intuitive connection visual journalists feel not
only with individuals but also with all of humanity. This is evidenced in self-sacrificing accept-
ance of the “call” of photojournalism, which some compare to a spiritual calling, a call that lures
those destined to be international seers into solitary personal lives and the willingness to put
themselves at ultimate risk for the sake of an image testament to their witness. The important
point to note, however, is that what they do is not really about the images. What good photo-
jounalists do is seek to understand humankind by understanding human life and showing it to
other humans. Good visual journalists seek to know themselves by knowing others, gathering
visual information for that part of the brain that weaves the tale of the self and trying to satiate
existential curiosity about the nature of life and death. Good visual journalists operate from
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a base of hope that in seeking, in seeing, in documenting, in showing the many selves of the
world to the world, that world can become known and can move beyond the darkness of fear
and loathing engendered by ignorance into the brightness of acceptance and caring engendered
by awareness.

All this, from a practice some believe has more in common with pornography (as an exercise
of voyeurism, domination, violence, and exploitation) than with enlightenment? Yes.

Consider that the simultaneous, conflicting passions of the human drive to know/survive
and the fear of knowing/dying fueled the Western ideology of the biblical location of original sin
within the feminine, with Satan’s deception and Eve’s hunger for the apple of knowledge.

This classic parable applies to photojournalism in two ways. One, people want to know,
in fact are driven to know, and seeing is the primary way most people know. Photographers
and videographers document what they see and make images based on their abilities to see
and know. Other people then see and learn through the eyes of those controlling the recording
devices. Two, we harbor an uneasy, ongoing questioning of what we see, even as we yield to our
instinct to believe what we see. People are both drawn to look at and repelled by the frightful
and the serene. The frightful is too harsh a light, too reflective of our worst attributes as living
organisms and fears of the uncontrollable—yet so often essential for survival. The serene can be
too soft a light, too reflective of our best attributes as living organisms—yet, again, essential for
survival in its own way. The frightful assures us we are alive. The serene comforts and invites
contemplation.

Photojournalism embodies a masculine/feminine metaphor for understanding the gaze. The
lens looks outward, penetrating space and moment, then receives the light, holding a moment
that has the potential to become a frame of collective memory. Through the extension of human
vision via photojournalism, seeing and its instruments (such as cameras) are both active agents,
extending into space and time to capture and create moments and likenesses, and passive con-
duits, receiving light to record form and action for later contemplation and communication. It
is the technology of the human organism consciously and nonconsciously interacting with the
technology of the camera that facilitates the interaction of both active and passive elements of
vision, knowing, decision-making and behaving.

ROOTS OF THEORY AND RESEARCH IN PHOTOJOURNALISM ETHICS

We can divide the study of photojournalism ethics into two categories: process and meaning
(Newton, 1984, 2005). Ethics of process in photojournalism refers to how images are gathered,
created, and used. Ethics of meaning in photojournalism refers to what images convey. Intention-
ality becomes an issue in both categories, which are not mutually exclusive but rather overlap in
complex ways in everyday practice. Does a photographer intend to show the truth or to deceive?
Does an editor intend to convey the truth of an event or to use an image to startle or draw a reader/
viewer? Does a viewer engage an image with the conscious intent to determine authenticity and
respect the human framed within? Or does the viewer read the image through the filters of unin-
formed, nonconscious prejudice, seeing only what she or he chooses to see?

Finding an effective starting point for a review of literature is difficult. We can reasonably
argue that the roots of observing the world lie in the survival tools with which the human spe-
cies evolved: the ability to observe our surroundings, perceive danger and respond, choose and
construct environments to protect our young, and create symbols external to the body for com-
municating with other humans. As noted earlier in this chapter, photography’s own technological
ontology blossomed from our desire to reproduce realistically what we see in the world around
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us. If only we could find a Pencil of Nature, as William Henry Fox Talbot (1961), the inventor
of the paper negative, termed it, we could capture what is true. Yet even the image credited as
the “world’s first photograph” incorporated the hard-to-discern phenomenon of collapsing more
than eight hours of shifting highlights and shadows into one still, ambiguous frame (Williams
and Newton, 2007).

In middle and late 19th-century Europe and America, the technologies of talbotypes,
daguerreotypes, tin types, and cartes de visite became the media for the masses to record self
and other. Previously, only the rich had been able to indulge this passion through the use of the
masterful hand art of oil painting. Within decades, the painstaking recording of life became a
relatively rapid pursuit, collapsing the days, weeks, months required for drawing or painting
into eight photographic hours, then into 30 minutes, then into fractions of a second, and now an
instant equivalent to or perhaps even faster than the speed of mind. The complexities of record-
ing technologies continued to diminish, evolving from a carefully coated pewter plate, to paper
negatives, to the roll film loaded by technicians into George Eastman’s Brownie box camera,
to 35-mm film loaded by consumers and pros alike, to the instant pictures of Edward Land’s
Polaroid process, to the digital-image processes proliferating in our 21st century world via high-
resolution cameras and ubiquitous smart phones.

Important to note here are converging forms of technological advances: (1) tool (brain and
eye; hand; stylus, brush and pen; camera; computer); (2) medium (energy, light, memory, earth,
stone, clay, pigment, ink, paint, cloth, chemical, electricity, byte); (3) container (living cell; DNA;
body, including brain; rock, wall, landscape; token; sculpture; structure; paper; canvas; book;
photograph; radio; movie; telephone; television; computer; building). Along the way observer
and observed, self and other, body and mind, object and subject shift from what once were con-
sidered discrete elements of the processes of knowing into the integrated dialectics of the ecology
of knowing in a world made increasingly complex through our own doing.

Visual journalism offers a form of virtual living through which we experience worlds beyond
our own. The people portrayed in images of photojournalism are, in some ways, our avatars,
offering journeys to spaces and moments about which we might wonder but never actually visit.
And actual virtual and augumented realities inform our understanding of why we are drawn to the
real. Through the frame, screen and headsets we enter a timeless world of the other by taking on
the other’s image self—how else can we understand what we see unless we have some memory,
some frame of reference for empathy, myth, understanding?

THE LITERATURE

The literature of visual ethics derives from several strains of thought: (1) the physical sciences,
which include principles of physics and biology; (2) the social sciences, which include principles
of observation, interaction and annotation; and (3) the hermeneutical traditions of philosophy,
exploration of discourse practices, artistic expression, and introspection.

Through the physical sciences, we came to understand the properties of energy, particularly
the behavior of light as it passes through space, and refracts through and reflects off objects. Our
study of the unique behaviors linking observation and being observed originate in the physical
responses of atoms and their parts, and emanate outward to include reflexive humans whose
behaviors shift when observed by other human eyes as well as by the mechanical eye of the cam-
era (Milgram, 1977a, 1977b).

Through the social sciences, we came to understand the properties of human interaction,
particularly the desires for preservation and connection that drive our voyeurism, observational
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imperative, exoticization of the other, stereotyping, preoccupation with self, and empathic
expression of love and hate, joy and sorrow.

Through hermeneutics, we employ dialogue, letters, journals, art, dance, theater, mass and
personal media, in the discovery of self through interaction with others, presentation of self
through performance, and the self’s interaction with self.

For the origins of photojournalism as a specific field, we might look to the 1930s docu-
mentary movement promulgated by the U.S. Farm Security Administration, to the picture mag-
azines originating in Europe and then proliferating in the United States, then to the 1960s when
photojournalism became part of journalism curricula and blossomed in newspapers as editors
learned the readership value of pictures. For ideological exploration of photojournalism, we can
look to the decade of the 1970s, which generated Stuart Hall’s (1973) exploration of the news
photograph, Susan Sontag’s (1973) articulation of photography as aggressor, Tuchman’s (1978)
characterization of news as constructed event, Foucault’s (1977) application of panopticism, and
such movements in anthropology and sociology as Harper’s (1979, 1981) assertion that social
science photographers must earn the ethical right to photograph.

Early work in photojournalism ethics focused on both process and meaning. One of the
earliest studies, Emily Nottingham’s (1978) ethnographic investigation of subject feelings dur-
ing a photographic event, laid the groundwork for Newton’s qualitative (1983) and quantitative
(1991) examinations of the influence of photographers’ behavior on how people felt about being
photographed. On the other side of the process continuum is research exploring what editors and
photographers think about various practices in photojournalism. Craig Hartley (1981) conducted
what may be the first study of such practices as setting up a scene or photographing the victim of
a wreck. Sheila Reaves (1995a, 1995b)) moved the research discussion into the digital arena with
her seminal explorations of the differences between newspaper and magazine editors’ views on
the ethics of altering images.

Although Ken Kobre has long addressed ethical issues in photojournalism practice in his
classic Photojournalism: The Professionals’ Approach (2016), Paul Lester produced the first
comprehensive publications on photojournalism ethics, editing a report issued by the National
Press Photographers Association (1990) and writing his philosophically based book Photojour-
nalism: The Ethical Approach (1991). Tagg’s (1988) The Burden of Representation explores
issues of power and commodification of subjects’ images through photographic practices, includ-
ing photojournalism. Gross et al. (1991) addressed the moral rights of subjects in visual media in
their book Image Ethics. Through her book The Burden of Visual Truth: The Role of Photojour-
nalism in Mediating Reality (2001), Newton extended the discussion to examine the interplay
of responsibilities of subjects, photographers, editors, and viewers in the creation and use of
photojournalism images.

The last twenty-plus years have seen an explosion of scholarship about the visual, an indi-
cation of increased recognition of the prominence of visual forms of communication in contem-
porary life. Among the most important works are Barbie Zelizer’s (1998) explorations of the
influence of photojournalism archives on what and how we remember such events as the Holo-
caust and David Perlmutter’s (1998) work on the use of photojournalism images in international
politics. Lester (1996) and then Ross and Lester (2011) contributed significantly to our under-
standing of the potential harms of stereotyping people in media images. Tom Wheeler (2002)
explicated the concepts of phototruth and photofiction in the digital age and outlined his theory
of viewer expectations of reality. Gross, Katz, and Ruby edited a second book, Image Ethics
in the Digital Age in 2003. Newton’s (2001, 2005a, 2005b; 2020) work on visual ethics and a
typology of visual behavior outlined a theory and method for analyzing intersections of ethical
issues arising through the creation, dissemination and viewing of photographs of people. Lester
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(2018) published Visual Ethics, a guide for photographers, journalists and filmmakers. Notably,
Dahmen et al. (2019) outline a solutions journalism approach for visual journalism. And Staton
and Newton (2019) offer an extensive annotated bibliography on photojournalism.

THE INTERSECTIONS OF BEHAVIORS, TECHNOLOGIES, AND IDEOLOGIES

In photography, truth is an ideology, an encoding of information deemed authentic within a frame
according to conventions of professional practice (sharp, well exposed, not set up, not digitally
manipulated). Yet truth in photojournalism is more about the mindfulness of the seer than the
neutrality of a mechanistic technology. Truth in pictures is about truth in self, the search for
moments of empathy as gateways to moments of revelation about the story of the self. Here seer
and self may be photographer, subject, viewer; each is interchangeable. Yet each is different—
never the same. Applying Foucault (1988), we might say that photojournalism is a “technology
of the self,” a tool for excavating society and culture for the bones of truth about the “history of
the present.”

It is here that technology, behavior, and ideology come together. Life itself is energy; self is
energy; light is energy. Whether recorded by gelatin silver granules or by a sensor that converts
light into digital bits, energy is at play. Laura Marks (1999) argues that this is enough to maintain
the organic correspondence so long valued in photography and used as the justification for pho-
tography’s ability to record “truth.”

Yet it is more complicated than that, as we know. Let’s take an example, a set of front-page
images published by The Oregonian, winner of eight Pulitzer Prizes.

On April 2, 2003, The Oregonian published a front page (see Figure 9.2) featuring a photo-
graph of a grieving Iraqi father kneeling beside the wooden coffins of his children. By itself, the
photograph evokes empathy, engendering a feeling of connection between viewer and subject:
one of the greatest—if not the greatest—Ilosses a human can face is the death of one’s child. For
two weeks before the publication of the photograph, Oregonian editors had selected photographs
showing U.S. soldiers in battle in the relatively new war in Iraq (Randy Cox, 2003).

That night, after the front page had already been designed, another story from Iraq broke.
Missing POW Jessica Lynch had been rescued. With the early deadline for statewide delivery
upon them, The Oregonian editors quickly rebuilt a section of the front page to run the Lynch
rescue story as an off-lead on the top left side of the page (see Figure 9.2).

Many Oregonians who received the paper that morning were not pleased with the page
design that gave more prominence to a photograph of an Iraqi than to the photograph and accom-
panying story about Lynch. Readers communicated their negative responses by canceling sub-
scriptions and calling editors to accuse them of being unpatriotic and caring more about Iraqis
than U.S. soldiers. By the time the noon April 2 edition of The Oregonian hit the Portland streets,
editors had had time to redesign the front page to feature a large photo of the rescued Jessica
Lynch (see Figure 9.3).

What had transpired? Both photographs were true and it is likely that each was selected for
front-page, above-the-fold display because of its news value and visual appeal. To some readers,
however, the photographs and page designs connoted more than visual reports of news events.
Consider a set of possible interpretations of how the images were used. The photograph of the
grieving Iraqi father made clear that the war was harming the innocent; it also focused attention
on the “enemy” rather than on U.S. troops. The photograph of Corporal Lynch affirmed U.S.
military prowess by portraying a female soldier as a heroine rescued from the enemy by U.S
heroes. The first photograph proclaimed the injustice of war on citizens who happen to get in its
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FIGURE 9.2 The Oregonian, Sunrise Edition, April 2, 2003. Used with permission

way, visually reporting a negative aspect of the U.S. invasion of Iraq. The large photograph of
a rescued Corporal Lynch affirmed U.S. ability “to make things turn out all right” in the face of
an enemy who had captured and perhaps tortured (we learned later how Iraqi medical personnel
had helped save Corporal Lynch) a young U.S. woman who had entered the military to get an
education.



9. PHOTOJOURNALISM ETHICS 125

CECEE 00! PULITZER PRIZE WINNER FOR PUBLIC SERVICE Wednesday, April 2, 2003

Sports, G1 © m Portland weather
s | Street Final — Zas &
their new offense for Page D8
second straight win

he Areqonian ..

U. S forces sweep past
Republlcan Guard units

dies in copter
crash in Iraq

A0 inage o vides St fndey ot Comp As Sayiyen, Dona Catar, o —

- Bodies found with POW may be Amencans

#0 00ve mrnLcan Tos

Fear of SARS infection

Affirmative action litigants
isolates flight from Asia

encounter skeptical justices

The delay of a plane in San Jose and a Homg Kong

quearanioe show how sericaly the asbment & tabiv Most Supogme Coust manbay

as @ collge
first

abmusins Satr
debute of the issue in

]_\sun: “ — e, B = smemmma | ATHEN F
A EEEE IR I =

FIGURE 9.3 The Oregonian, noon edition, April 2. Used with permission

2883880

The photographs were of real people and real events. Yet each came out of and entered into
discourses of individual differences, national identity, and international disagreement. One could
be read as about loss of innocence, the other as about recovered pride and vindication. Each pho-
tograph was contextualized by the front-page design of headlines and text within a newspaper
frame—and by the perceptions and biases of reader/viewers.
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The next day, April 3, Oregonian page 1 editors returned to visual content that was similar
to the content they had published for two weeks preceding the breaking of the Lynch story. In
Figure 9.4, we see the story of the War in Iraq as it was most acceptable to many U.S. readers/
viewers in 2003: U.S. troops marching on Baghdad as fighters for freedom and national security.

CONCLUSION

The prevailing culture of visual journalism, coupled with humans’ perceptual propensity for
believing—without reflection—that what looks real is real, confound our understanding of the real.

In other words, the very nature of being photographic was a good enough reason for all of us to
consider the photograph as a reliable witness of events in our daily life.... However, upon closer
inspection and scrutiny, we start to find all sorts of loopholes that bring up a high degree of doubt
to this otherwise empirical comparison between the photograph and reality.

(Meyer, 2002)

Mexican photographer Pedro Meyer (1995) is known for images he constructs, through digital
processes, to be “true fictions.” He believes that the digital process facilitates his ability to com-
municate truths that are truer than the original images alone. In this way, he calls attention to
and makes use of the all-too-real human perceptual principle known as the Gestalt. Formulated
by early 20th-century psychologists, the principle asserts the now-classic idea that the whole is
greater than the sum of its parts. One way to apply this principle is to consider how different a
room looks when we remove one item—a piece of furniture, a painting, a window. The great
Life magazine picture editor Wilson Hicks articulated the principle in regard to journalism when
he noted that putting a picture and words together communicated meaning beyond what either
the picture or words alone communicated. To envision this “third effect,” try covering up the
main headline in one of the sample pages from The Oregonian. What if, instead of “U.S. Forces
Sweep Past Republican Guard Units,” the headline had read, “U.S. Forces Find Lynch in Care of
Iraqi Physician”? Or change “Troops Close on Baghdad” to “Troops May Kill Thousands.” The
content of the images has not changed, but the way our minds perceive and use them to make
meaning from the combination of words and images changes dramatically.

When the Gestalt principle is applied through digital manipulation (for example, envision
changing Lynch’s smile to a sob), the content of the image itself is changed. In art, such as with
Meyer’s work, the act is considered ethical because the artist seeks to express truths for which
there may be no real-world referent. In photojournalism, however, the act is decidedly unethical.
Why? Because we expect an image produced and disseminated through journalistic processes
to be exactly like the real world. If the image looks real, it should be real. Yet we know that
photographers, subjects, editors, and viewers can mislead, deceive, and even lie with images
just as they can with words. Intention is sometimes conscious, sometimes not. Subjects can
pose in a certain manner (such as President Bush did when declaring victory in Iraq), photogra-
phers can frame a nonrepresentative part of a scene or use photographic techniques to blur or
freeze action, editors can select a nonrepresentative but highly appealing image to report a story,
designers can place an image next to words that anchor its meaning erroneously, and viewers
can misread (or ignore) the content of an image to support preconceived or even nonconscious
ideas about reality.

Photojournalism organizations, such as the National Press Photographers Association (2019),
have enacted codes of ethics to guide the professional practice of photojournalism. However, the



9. PHOTOJOURNALISM ETHICS 127

BLAZERS PRACTICE TURNS BLOODY

Tach Randoiph (right) punches teammate Ruben Patterson, drawing blood in 3 sevious skirmish during practice « Sports, €1

= @he Oregontan =

PORTLAND, ORECON 3001 PULITZER PRIZE WINNER FOR FUSLIC SERVICE 3%«

FIGHTING: U.S. forces advance on all  ANALYSIS: U.S. objectives for Baghdad
fronts as 7 soldiers die in a helicopter crash ~ should be a microcosm of the war itself

Troops close on Baghdad

2

2 Republican Guard divisions destroyed

oy sav cure Wy v
e T degge bty et bt ol

Iraqi tip leads
commandos

oy st o b U, e B S B e Vet B
W e e, L to U.S. POW
b e
e L e YT
ST L T T e —
e et gt s = i
e v o S oo e bt e e
e e iy, el i et oy NI~ et
ik e e o T o s e o ot et Ot gt
L ey
I —————— s o
o e bl e v
ANALYSIS & g ot i Gt vt bod
rwg o phue o o o o
z : 5 PR
s
Speed yields to patience at Baghdad’s door e
L
sy - ———— N
sna Sltmans wEmaave ey T ebentas e Vi Crogm iy o s ey
R yratetarenad 8 b ade ot - Aoy By w ety du
WANINGIN -..--un.n.-u N T L S— h-v-if:::':‘bnv-mv
S S T s
e
= s e Y et Oty
i e s o o e s R -

st B, g b bap et e B P o ARALYRS, P 8

Worries over mystery virus chill

S e R g
Seattle’s ties with Asian cities
Sy
@ Ot aits mawe o of s b e, o WA b s bl ot b h-l_ % - ——
om0 e s Ry siery o o
o s b s o ity T T e
A T &
e el ok o gy ISy v e begeeire hoerleriedyrle it
SIITEREWE SRR S STt
g prges et e e Oua.
B2 s bt ARD o s “Tho cvmbinain of o wat " oy gt of & poyery
. & o g N S, wheve
I g B ety e o o e
> Swwligs wah 1o
= . 3
L o

= l'll!,l WEATHER rﬁ
- o o— - e wnt chty |
NIRRT KIT R \

FIGURE 9.4 The Oregonian, April 3, Sunrise Edition. Used with permission

burden of visual truth must be carried by all those who make and consume images of visual
journalism—not just the professionals who make the images (Newton, 2001). This assertion is
idealistic but worth pursuing through education about the ways images communicate. Although
we cannot pause to consciously analyze every image or everything we see, we can occasionally
pause to consider the ethical complexity of image making and visual perception. Over time, we
can increase our awareness of ethical concerns, as well as our visualcy (Newton, 2018).
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I want to conclude this synopsis of photojournalism’s relationship to reality, to technology,
to truth, and to contemporary culture through ideological discourse by exploring the idea of
“reasonable truth,” the best information a human can discern, given the variables of percep-
tion, behavior, culture and institutional practices that affect all understanding between humans
(Newton, 2001).

The call to continue the search for a reasonable truth through whatever means available to
us is idealistic. It is grounded in Christians’ (2005) universal ethics based in the core principle
that all life is sacred: “Human beings resonate cross-culturally through their moral imagination
with one another. Our mutual humanness is actually an ethical commitment rooted in the moral
domains all humans share” (p. 9). Christians writes:

In the process of invigorating our moral imagination, the ethical media worldwide enable readers
and viewers to resonate with other human beings who also struggle in their consciences with
human values of a similar sort. Media professionals have enormous opportunities for putting
universal protonorms to work—such as the sacredness of life—and enlarging our understanding
of what it means to be human.

(. 12)

Christians’ universal ethics is supported by a growing group of scientists, exemplified by Michael
Gazzaniga (2005), who writes:

I am convinced that we must commit ourselves to the view that a universal ethics is possible, and
that we ought to seek to understand it and define it. It is a staggering idea, and one that on casual
thought seems preposterous. Yet there is no way out. We now understand how tendentious our
beliefs about the world and the nature of human experience truly are, and how dependent we have
become on tales from the past. At some level we all know this. At the same time, our species wants
to believe in something, some natural order, and it is the job of modern science to help figure out
how that order should be characterized.

(p- 178)

Notably, in his tour de force Media Ethics and Global Justice in the Digital Age (2019), Chris-
tians explicates a comprehensive theory based on three principles: truth, human dignity and
nonviolence: “Thus, the ethics of global justice in ontological; it is a communication ethics
of being that takes seriously a human-centered philosophy of technology” (p. 31). In a time
often labelled the “post-truth era,” could any theory be more salient? Truth, he writes, “needs
to be located in human existence” (p. 183) and is “best understood” as the Greek concept of
“aletheia: uncovering the authentic, disclosing the genuine underneath” (p. 159). By intui-
tion and learned practice, the best photojournalists seek to show the world to itself through
authentic, human-centered images with the goal of facilitating understanding and peaceful
interaction.

I believe photojournalism—reporting through images—plays a crucial role, along with edu-
cation, philosophy, art, and science, in helping humankind determine how best to live together in
coming centuries. As the great photojournalist Gordon Parks once wrote, “My eyes only act as
conduits for my heart” (inscription on photograph).

This chapter has explored photojournalism ethics by journeying through human visual his-
tory toward building a broader theory of visual ethics. I have sought to extend understanding of
photojournalism beyond political or economic interpretations of media—big or small—toward
core human behaviors of seeing, knowing, communicating, and living.
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We need more research about these behaviors to ground our professional practices and con-
sumption of photojournalism images. Psychologist Paul Slovic (2007), for example, has deter-
mined that viewers respond with more empathy to images of one suffering person than to images
of many suffering people. This is in keeping with Christians’ (2005) articulation of the need to
resolve one/many issues by considering “the many as being reconstituted into the one” (p. 11).
Journalism has a long tradition of “humanizing” stories by focusing on individuals. In photojour-
nalism, the “Day in the Life Of” story comes to mind.

We also need more research about the current trend toward participatory visual journalism.
As Maria Puente (2007) wrote for USA Today: “Oh, for the good old days when all we worried
about was Big Brother government watching us. Too late: Now we have Little Brother to contend
with, too—and he has a camera phone.” Interestingly, the teaser for the article read, “Cell phone
cameras continue to haunt both celebs and Ordinary Joes. Can morals keep pace with tech-
nology?” USA Today posed these “quick questions” to its online readers: “Will citizen outrage
eventually quell the use of cell phone cameras in public?”” Possible answers were: “Yes, boredom
and social conventions will set in,” or “No, this is only the tip of the iceberg.” Clearly, the latter
has proven to be true.

One relatively early example of smart-phone visual reporting is the allegedly unauthorized
video of Saddam Hussein dangling from the executioner’s rope. Many people decried the posting
of the video on the Internet. But we can look at the issue as a photojournalist would: without the
crude video, most of us would still have little recourse but to accept the official description of
Hussein’s execution as dignified and orderly. In other words, we might have believed the official
lie. Regardless of whether we think it ethical to show the video to the public, we needed the
visual evidence in order to know what happened. More recently, and horribly, people have been
invited to witness suicides and massacres via streaming video.

The concerns of those who fear we can no longer use photography or video as evidence
are valid. Ethicists and practitioners alike predicted the demise of visual truth when it became
possible to digitally alter a photograph in seemingly imperceptible ways. Although we have been
able to lie visually as long as we have been conscious, new technologies are taking us to levels of
deception that threaten not only our perceptions of truth but also how we live. Digital forensics
expert Hany Farid (2018) writes:

While issues of digital authentication and verification have always been important, we have
entered a new age in which the implications of digital fakery are impacting everything from our
trust in news and democratic elections, to threatening the lives of our citizens.

(p. 269)

Farid calls for “immediate and aggressive action” from the scientific community:

The responsibility for reining in these abuses falls on us as a scientific community, funding agen-
cies, the social media giants, and legislative bodies. The past few years have given us a glimpse
into the consequences of what happens when these issues are left unchecked and so it is with
some urgency that we as a community and society should be addressing these pressing problems.

(p. 269)

Viewers of news images can develop their critical observation abilities to interpret what they
see with increased clarity. They also might want to embrace serious photojournalism’s cre-
ative vision, its selective construction of news stories, its carefully crafted construction of
features. Visual journalists edit and compile their “findings” just as word journalists record,
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select, and edit quotes, facts, and descriptions. Yet a core problem is that visual journalists—
and viewers of visual news—continue to reject the constructionist nature of visual reporting
for fear of delegitimizing its authority. When we stop to think about it, we so distrust the visual
(yet we cannot help but trust our eyes) that we cannot fathom trusting anything other than what
we think we see directly with our own eyes. Yet we face the paradox that 1) we know that our
vision is subject to limits (to borrow from Schopenhauer), and 2) to be fully aware citizens of
this diverse globe of ours, we need the eyes of others. Consider, for example, that no amount
of carefully selected words can make visible the invisible in the manner evoked by pictures.
Photojournalism confronts us with the ambiguities of seeing—indeed with the ambiguity of
truth and the processes of knowing.

When we look—really look—into the image in Figure 9.2 of the Iraqi father mourning the
deaths of his children, we are confronted by the self we see in the other, and we cringe at the
pain we sense and at the need to acknowledge our own complicity in the father’s suffering. In
her provocative book Vision’s Invisibles (2003), philosopher Véronique Foti (2003) explores the
complexities of seeing external forms versus knowing internal realities:

There really is no antithesis between philosophy’s fascination with dimensions of invisibility, on
the one hand, and, on the other hand, a cherishing of visuality and sensuous presencing. Their
traditional but artificial opposition only abets the impoverishment of sight. If both are to be opti-
mally realized, their opposition needs to be crossed out to allow one to understand them more
meaningfully and to bring them into an intimate reciprocity.

(p-8)

Féti draws on Aristotle and Heidegger to reassert that perceiving is knowing: “envisagement
is [author’s italics] already understanding ...” (p. 104). She cautions, however, that vision “is
historically and culturally formed and also has its critical powers, which give it the possibility
of education, refinement, and transformation” (p. 104). Féti further invokes an active, “compas-
sionate vision” that is “unconcerned with self.” This compassionate vision is “indissociable from
what in Buddhist thought is called ‘all-accomplishing wisdom’ (a wisdom fully realized only by
enlightened awareness)” or, in Judeo-Christian thought, “a compassion so intolerant of the sight
of suffering as to find the power even to restore a dead man to life” (p. 104).

We know, from our history on this planet, that humans need guidelines (and laws) for behav-
ior. Humans make those guidelines, too—and they violate them. The answers to the ethical chal-
lenges brought to bear via technologies are found in the hearts and minds of human beings.

We have come a long way, as the saying goes, in understanding the complex natures of truth
and reality. We may not have satisfactory definitions for either concept, but we can appreciate
both their complexity and their centrality to living the ethics-grounded life. Given this desire to
understand truth and reality, addressing ethical concerns about the role of photojournalism and
its multiple technological forms in contemporary culture is easily mired in confusion about the
origins and uses of images of photojournalism.

To get at the ethical core of photojournalism, I have focused on three themes: photo-
journalism as human behavior, photojournalism as technologically based practice, and pho-
tojournalism as ideology. Some would argue that one cannot simultaneously ground a theory
of ethics in theories of self-construction and universal values. Christians (2019) explores this
conundrum beautifully. My goal with this chapter was to demonstrate the value of both/and
thinking in regard to self and other, the particular and the universal, and practices—such as
photojournalism—that both articulate and evoke on their way to helping us determine reason-
able truths for living.
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Diversity Requires Ethics Change

Ginny Whitehouse

More than two decades ago, Brislin and Williams wrote in the Journal of Media Ethics that
the news industry should see diversity as part of its ethical canon. That same year, 69 percent
of newspaper editors and broadcast news directors surveyed called diversity an ethical issue
(Medsger, 1996, p. 7). Even though diversity has come to be viewed as a crucial part of accuracy
and professionalism, actual diversity in appearance at least is more than uneven. Investigative
Reporters & Editors Executive Director Doug Haddox noted that IRE/NICAR had only one staff
trainer who was a person of color despite the organization’s commitment to diversity (2018), but
just months later NPR correspondent Cheryl W. Thompson was named the first African Ameri-
can to chair the IRE board of directors. As newsrooms struggle to define identity with reduced
staffs and rising social media, ultimately media organizations will live by the reality “you are
what you hire,” as coined by the Nieman Foundation’s Ann Marie Lipinski (Lipinski, 2016).
News organizations must be diverse from top to bottom in order to fully engage media users, but
two things must happen. First diversity needs to be fully embraced as an ethical issue, and sec-
ond, culture must change. Having some non-White leaders heading organizations and companies
is progress, but those individuals cannot “single-handledy disrupt underlying racist structures”
(Aleman, 2014, p. 84).

If ethics broadly is concerned with how we live our lives and what we value (Jaksa and
Pritchard, 1994, p. 3), then nothing could be more relevant to a discussion of ethics than the
way people relate to, perceive, and share stories with those who are different from them.
The impact of these stories stretches from shaping international relations to helping create
empathy for a next door neighbor (Craig, 2006, p. 9). Alasdair MacIntyre believes that people
come to know who they are through stories with interlocking narratives (1984, pp. 214-216).
Each person’s very identity is created through these stories. “The pervasiveness of news and
‘mediated experience’ as the source of stories thus makes journalists in a sense, co-authors of
moral meaning in contemporary society” (Lambeth, 1992, p. 87). Diversity needs may be erro-
neously downplayed by arguments that accurate reporting eliminates bias; these arguments
perpetuate assumptions of white normalcy because journalism practice itself can silence and
exclude.

If one segment of society is ignored, vilified, or even inappropriately sanctified through
mass media narratives, then under Maclntyrian logic, those marginalized and the community as
a whole is harmed. That harm becomes even more obvious when political leaders spew racist
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venom. President Trump, in a series of Twitter rants about ethnic minority members of Congress,
viciously described U.S. Rep. Elijah Cummings’s home district as a dangerous, rat-infected place
where no would want to live. CNN Anchor Victor Blackwell, a Baltimore native, gave an impas-
sioned response identifying the many times the president had used the word “infested” to refer
to black and brown people (2019). Having an African American man already in the anchor desk
ready to give such a reply is significant. Over the last two decades, broadcast news organizations
particularly have moved toward a commentary approach to news allowing for more opinion, but
other legacy and online media are taking this approach as well. The Guardian is having its com-
mentators take centerstage online and in podcasts offering more personal perspectives. Aditya
Chakrabortty didn’t just explain why former British Prime Minister Tony Blair’s thinktank report
was problematic when calling for immigrants to assimilate; he described the racism he encoun-
tered when immigrating from India as a child (2019).

Advances in social media and these national/international news sites with a single point of
view can also end up creating polarizing views of the world, with few seeking perspective outside
their tribe (Kakutani, 2018). However, this partisan media polarization may be perceived as an
American phenomenon. European research has not shown the same results, and little study has
been conducted on this kind of single-source effects on polarization in other parts of the world
(European Parliament, 2019). Regardless of whether single-viewpoint media or multi-view
media are involved, tribalism certainly is a global concern.

Polarizing language itself and racist assumptions in global media remains a consistent chal-
lenge. After the September 11, 2001, attacks, London’s Turkish-speaking immigrants developed
what Aksoy (2006) calls a transnational identity to cope with the “us” versus “them” language
used by both politicians and journalists. Dominant culture television stations vilified the Turkish-
and Arab-language media. The immigrants consumed more English-language media than their
white counterparts, in addition to Turkish-and Arab-language media, just trying to understand
the complexities of the crisis. Aksoy found that they became more distrustful of all news media,
including Turkish- and Arab-language media (2006, p. 927). The result was a media-created
ethical dilemma for a vulnerable population struggling to create an identity outside popu-
lar narratives. The dominant culture media’s tendency toward simplistic, over-generalized
interpretations of Islam, the role of women, and jihad have created a “clash of civilizations”
narrative and thus contributed to international public policy on war (Ahmad, 2006, p. 980). The
opposing frames journalists tend to use in describing conflicts contribute significantly toward
increased polarization, therefore reaffirming public perceptions of powerlessness (Jameson and
Entman, 2004, p. 38). The “Operation Trojan Horse” false story in 2015 Birmingham, England,
is not surprising but disturbing. A fake letter showed up at a Birmingham school purporting to
be between Islam extremists planning bomb attacks called “Operation Trojan Horse.” British
tabloids broke the Trojan horse story at the same time as they did revelations that food chains
used halal meat and British-born jihadists headed to fight in Syria. Portraits of extremism in
some newspapers, including the Daily Mail, bolstered the Conservative government and justified
promotion of “British values” in immigration policy (Poole, 2018). Even though the letter was
quickly debunked, television crews camped outside schools and attempted to interview “anyone
who looked Muslim” asking their opinions on extremism (Shackle, 2017). Pigeon-holing brown
people is not an isolated incident. In the United States, immigration policy protestors are at times
asked by broadcasters seeking “man on the street” perspectives from people of color, “Are you
an American citizen?” (Alemén, 2010). These examples illustrate the ethical failures that come
with polarizing images and the harms that result.

When considering ethics and diversity, there is a need to separate cultural relativism and
cultural pluralism. Cultural relativism holds no universal or common norms and in essence
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espouses: I am good if I do not tell you that you are bad. By its very nature, cultural relativism
eliminates the need for ethical debate because it assumes that all judgments are equal (Shaw,
2003, p. 94). By contrast, cultural pluralism allows an array of moral options within parameters
of mutuality, or acting with respect for the interdependency of all people (Christians et al., 1993,
p. 57) and basic values are shared across societies (Bok, 2002, pp. 13—16). Those values are lived
out in different ways in different cultures and subcultures, but identifying commonality provides
a starting point for dialogue and connection. Calls for understanding and identifying universal
norms should not lead to totalitarian results, but rather a support for cultural diversity (Christians,
2005, p. 6). The “live and let live” rhetoric common in cultural relativism becomes in reality “you
go live over there” because it denies opportunity for interaction. Relativism simply is impractical
because it fails to recognize that injustice or oppression exists, as well as making true relation-
ships among people of differences impossible (Bok, 2002, p. 45). Interaction, relationship, and
diverse connections can only occur and be effective within a culturally plural environment as
opposed to a culturally relative environment.

DIVERSITY WITHIN NEWS ORGANIZATIONS

The meaning of diversity varies across nations, with some purporting to value diversity even
while passively thwarting it and others fully dominated by a single ethnic or religious group.
Regardless of local national structure, key strategies for successful diversity are consistent: ana-
lyse existing structures, set strategic goals, create infrastructure to enact those goals with a plan
toward long-term success, then assess and hold management accountable (Best Diversity Prac-
tices, 2009). As the media landscape undertook seismic shifts over the past decade, professional
media organizations who had earlier embraced the concept of diversity were left with the gloomy
initial data and lofty pledges that they started with. Infrastructures were overhauled for survival,
not inclusion, while management and staff were trimmed to the bone.

The American Society of Newspaper Editors reported people of color represented 22 percent
of the newsroom workforce respondents, but could not generalize nationally, much less to other
media types, because its survey only had a 17 percent response rate (ASNE, 2018). UNITY:
Journalists of Color, Inc., had been formed in 1990 in the United States to bring together four
major ethnicity defined organizations, the National Association of Black Journalists, the National
Association of Hispanic Journalists, the Asian American Journalists Association, and the Native
American Journalists Association. Together, these groups hoped to highlight inequities of popu-
lar news media and facilitate true diversity. But financial difficulties and personality clashes led to
UNITY s eventual demise in 2018, at time when its presence was needed more than even earlier
(Delaney, 2018).

The World Press Photo Association surveyed more than a thousand top photojournalists
worldwide. Recognizing the limitations of any kind of survey requesting a common definition
of racial categories, the study found half considered themselves White, a fifth described them-
selves as Asian, less than 5 percent as Latinx or Hispanic and a very small fraction as Arab or
Black (Hadland and Barnett, 2018). To counter this, World Press Photo, based in Amsterdam,
has hosted workshops worldwide and collaborated with Everyday Africa to develop the African
Photojournalism Database, which highlights the images of talent that might be otherwise over-
looked (Pixley, 2017).

Television journalism in the United States has fared far better than newspapers overall at
increasing its ethnic minority presence. RTNDA recorded TV newsroom diversity in the United
States was at an all-time high in 2019 with stations averaging a quarter of their staffs as persons
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of color. The number of general managers and news directors is on the rise, which is an important
step towards shaping policy. Reports noted, however, that the American population itself has 38
percent minority representation (Papper, 2019). While the narrowing of diversity gaps is encour-
aging, having some ethnic minorities in visible positions may create a false front, which becomes
particularly problematic because it fuels dominant culture assumptions that racism is neither
systemic nor pervasive, and may even relegate racism to past history (Heider, 2002, p. 20).

The blame for lack of parity has been spread throughout media institutions, to a variety of
standard newsroom practices, and to education. Students must have internships in order to suc-
cessfully enter the industry, but many internships are unpaid, thus creating a significant economic
disadvantage for those already facing economic challenges. Lower starting salaries in broadcast
journalism are an often-cited problem for ethnic minorities leaving university saddled with stu-
dent loans (Igbal, 2004, p. 10). Mercedes De Uriarte (2003) believes parity has not occurred
primarily because numerical integration has been confused with substantive intellectual diversity.
Newsroom demographics are not diverse because newsroom culture and news values have not
been diversified effectively: “Newsrooms moved forward assuming that they could just find and
add minorities without experiencing discomforting cultural change” (p. 36). Once persons of
color arrive in management positions, many find that their opportunity to influence news policy
is limited by prevailing conventions. Nearly 60 percent of news executives of color reported
that they believe they must censor themselves when expressing opinions (Woods, 2002 p. 24).
At the same time, ethnic minority journalists report that editors regularly reject their story ideas
because they are perceived as biased. The principle of journalistic balance becomes defined as
using traditionally accepted sources with predictable conclusions, and accuracy becomes defined
as consistency (De Uriarte, 2003, pp. 72-76).

While the mainstream media struggle to recruit and retain people of color, ethnic media
organizations, including Spanish-language media, are highly effective at reaching ethnic minori-
ties. Research examining a cross-section of ethnic groups in the United States has shown:

Forty-five percent of all African American, Hispanic, Asian American, Native American and Arab
American adults prefer ethnic television, radio or newspapers to their mainstream counterparts.
These “primary consumers” also indicated that they access ethnic media frequently. This means
that a staggering 29 million adults (45 percent of the 64 million ethnic adults studied) or a full
13 percent of the entire adult population of the United States, prefer ethnic media to mainstream
television, radio, or newspapers.

(Bendixen and Associates, 2005, p. 8)

Yet when national mainstream professional organizations have held conferences and structured
dialogs on diversity, the ethnic press is rarely invited to participate and then in very small num-
bers (De Uriarte, 2003, p. 5).

So, ethnic minority groups are finding creative ways to reach their local communities. ABTN
(The Aboriginal People’s Television Network), launched in 1999, is the first North American
network created by and for indigenous communities and airs coast to coast in Canada. Just 56
percent of its programming is in English with 16 percent in French and the remaining 28 percent
in Inuktitut and other indigenous languages. The company’s research claims 72 percent of
Canada’s age-over-18 indigenous market tunes in regularly across different mediums (APTN,
2018). Meanwhile, Comcast’s Telemundo is going head to head with Univision for the North
American Latino market as it has successfully garnered the bilingual youth who navigate between
cultures. Telemundo recognized its market wanted more action drama than telanova because the
life experience between generations was different (Hagey, 2018). In Bolivia, La Publica built
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both journalism and social activism networks, beginning with a simple blog then expanding to a
news network with podcasts and even an interactive map to chart remote areas. Student journal-
ists from communities without Internet connection are trained at Indigenous University and find
innovative avenues to share their stories (La Publica, 2019).

Hyperlocal news without strict objectivity requirements is not a new phenomenon but it
has come under the research category most recently with the label “participatory journalism.”
Information is shared based on first-hand experience with the author as witness to events and
struggles. Cultural relevance becomes a news value greater than the traditional hard news empha-
sis on conflict, traditional power sources, and timeliness (Borger and van Hoof, 2016). However,
critics of participatory journalism may dismiss it as a legitimate news form because its topics and
sources are “soft” or less verifiable. In researching five Dutch hyperlocal news products, Borger
and van Hoof found in their content analysis that these products themselves did not present
diverse viewpoints, rather than views of a single perspective. As was similarly noted in RTNDA’s
2019 study, Spanish-language newsrooms did not include diverse ethnic staff members. Notably
though, these products have increased their market penetration because of the dearth of coverage
beyond the dominant culture from larger media organizations.

Research in the area of newsroom diversity must consider more than just horserace fig-
ures on the losses and gains of journalists of color. Research must examine specific models of
recruitment/retention success and clarify how newsroom culture itself must change in order to
meet organizational goals. Research must illustrate how journalists of color throughout the man-
agement chain can be given appropriate voice to define news outside dominant culture frames.
However, the actual success of diversity efforts will remain limited unless the culture of media
organizations changes internally to reflect the diversity of communities covered.

HOW DIVERSITY IS PORTRAYED

Perhaps one of the best ways to redefine news culture is through research applying inter-cultural
communication scholarship to the ways that the media — from the local weekly sports reporting
to national advertising campaigns — gather and disseminate information across diverse groups.
Improving professional practice will foster more ethical responses to cultural conflicts and pro-
vide the whole community with better understanding of all its parts.

A danger in reviewing the intercultural communication literature is in failing to understand
how analysis and categories are made within this academic field. Accuracy is a vital ethical
requirement in any research, from journalism to social science. To examine communication
trends, intercultural scholars are careful to frame constructs about ethnic groups accurately in
the context of tendencies and sociotypes. Sociotypes involve cultural predispositions towards
certain activities and behaviors that generally are neutral and defined internally by an ethnic
group or are backed by empirical data. For example, asserting that African Americans in the
Northeastern United States tend to be Democrats would be an accurate sociotype supported by
the research and voting trends (Triandis, 1994, p. 107). Stereotypes by contrast most frequently
come from outside the culture, are framed in absolute terms without acknowledging individual
difference, are often overly simplistic, and are most frequently negative. If the stereotype is
framed as intending to be a positive statement, such as “all Asians are smart,” the assertion fre-
quently is dismissive of other attributes and makes unsubstantiated generalities (Ting-Toomey,
1999, p. 161). Stereotypes then are inaccurate and inappropriate generalizations; sociotypes gain
validity because they are defined internally, recognize individual difference, and are supported
by verifiable evidence.
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The power stereotyping has should first be addressed in the form of privilege because under-
standing the power of privilege is fundamental to understanding the ethics of diversity. Peggy
Mclntosh identifies white privilege as an “invisible knapsack of unearned assets ... of special
provisions, maps, passports, codebooks, visas, clothes, tools, and blank checks.” She argues
those with privilege “are not taught to recognize their own privileges” and, if acknowledged, they
“deny the resulting advantages” (MclIntosh, 2000, pp. 115-116). Simply put, the world’s media
culture is led largely by those with privilege, who ultimately define the narratives of those with-
out privilege. Stereotypes that emerge from those narratives, regardless of intent, perpetuate dis-
trust, misperception, and oppression. A common dominant culture response to avoid stereotyping
is to claim colorblindness: The observer asserts that he or she does not see color or ethnicity,
only the individual person. However, the assertion is flawed because color and ethnicity are part
of identity and denying that identity is a problematic part of white privilege. As Bhopal Kalwant
explains (2018), neoliberal society created the myth of post-racism to debunk the very real need
for addressing racial inequity.

Philomena Essed argues that white privilege leads those in the dominant culture to assume
that nearly everyone makes decisions, including ethical decisions, in the same way, and given
the same set of circumstances would come to the same conclusions (1991, p. 189). By exten-
sion, that means many dominant culture news managers may assume that all people would
select the same news stories. Heider, who studied local television news, determined that news
directors tended to believe they were adequately covering their communities, including ethnic
minorities, if they had high ratings. “Even if trying to appeal to a large audience has a plural-
istic sound to it, it still comes down to a news philosophy that is based on the principle where
the majority rules” (2002, p. 29). The result then is coverage of minorities based on what the
dominant culture may find interesting, such as festivals and holidays. This practice helps create
the illusion that non-European groups are primitive and their cultures belong to the realm of
past history.

If particular cultural groups are portrayed only in limited settings, then their entire existence
in popular thought becomes limited to those narrow portrayals. Heider calls this incognizant
racism: Systematic exclusion and stereotypical inclusion may not be deliberate but nonetheless
results in racist news coverage and false narratives (Heider, 2002, p. 51). In football game cov-
erage, overt racial slurs would not get past Federal Communication Commission legal restric-
tions, much less any ethical consideration. Nonetheless, sports media research has consistently
shown that stereotypes of African Americans are persistent. Billings (2004) examined 162 hours
of college and professional football coverage with over 3,800 characterizations of White and
Black quarterbacks. While stereotypes connecting race and intelligence appear to be abating,
African Americans still are most frequently described as successful because of athletic prowess
and White players as failing because of their “lack of innate ability” (pp. 207-208). Incognizant
racism occurs subtly but still perpetuates false narratives.

Coverage of Manchester City player Raheem Sterling further illustrates this point. The
Jamaican born footballer received racist taunts during a match in Chelsea outside London, verbi-
age that led to the expulsion of some fans from future events. Sterling shrugged off those taunts
as “expected” considering the way British media portray white and black athletes (Johnson,
2018). The Daily Mail praised his teammate Phil Foden, who is White, for buying a two-million-
pound home for his mother then slammed Tosin Adarabioyo, who was born in London to parents
who hail from Nigeria, for spending two million pounds on a house for his family. The tabloid
stated the 20-year-old defender “splashed out” money for a mansion despite not having at that
time started in a London Premier match (Joseph, 2018). The implication clearly being that the
Black athlete simply didn’t deserve nice things.
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Simultaneously, crime coverage disproportionately identifies black perpetrators more often
than white criminals, resulting in a “blind spot” in the public consciousness. The fact that mass
shooters and serial killers are most often white is a story significantly under-discussed world-
wide (Itay, 2018). Perpetuating the media myth of the “armed and dangerous” black man has
led to de-legitimizing the lives of African Americans and justified brutal police assaults that go
unpunished (Chaney and Robertson, 2015). The distinctions between “terrorist” and “domestic
terrorist” labels are used loosely to distinguish in coded terms a perpetrator who is not white, and
thus an implication that one is more threatening than the other.

News coverage itself is not a neutral mirror when it comes to how immigration “crises” are
portrayed. Sociologist Brigit Anderson (2017) argues that this is because migrants themselves are
not the primary media consumers, and therefore the business model of news is designed to appeal
to the dominant culture. In a world with limited resources, migrants are seen as the “wrong
kind of people,” thus a threat that can be pushed outside the social contract (p. 22). Research
by the European Ethical Journalism Network found that media coverage of immigration to be
divisive, sensational, and anxiety-fuelling (White, 2018). When an Afghan 15-year-old migrant
murdered his girlfriend, a 15-year-old German girl, the German national media was in a quandary
to determine whether to identify the victim or the perpetrator, actions rarely taken in the nation’s
crime news stories. Germany, like the Netherlands and Sweden, take a reform approach to crime,
therefore journalists tend to see identification a privacy violation that hurts the opportunity for a
criminal to re-enter society. The German Press Code states to avoid mentioning ethnicity unless
it is essential in a crime story. But public anti-immigrant sentiment was running high and news
organizations were accused of hiding an “ethnic problem” in the town Kandel by not stating
names and immigration status. The German tabloid Bild identified the perpetrator by name and
picture, without parts of his face digitized as was common. Other media identified him as Afghan
and within days far-right, nationalist marches were held. Notably, when a German man had mur-
dered his wife and two children in Kandel two weeks earlier, the story never made it outside the
local news outlets (Patterson and Smith-Fullerton, 2019). These immigrant stories perpetuate a
narrative that Germany, which has one of the lowest crime rates in the world, is somehow becom-
ing less safe (Bennhold, 2018).

These coded types of racism create complex narratives that are more subtle than covert, but
equally harmful. One of the most glaring concerns is the way black and brown faces tend to be
significantly overrepresented in news images showing the “face of poverty.” Gilens’ research
found that only 27 percent of the poor in the United States were African American at that time,
but African Americans made up 63 percent of the news images of poor people (pp. 516-517).
When the images involved working-age younger people, more than half were African American.
When the images involved the elderly, only one in five was African American. That meant that
the unsympathetic poor — those who might be perceived as able to work — received a considerably
disproportionate share of the images. He argues that these images link “being poor”, and “being
Black” together tightly in Western psyche, creating an inaccurate public perception of what it
means to be either Black or impoverished (1999, p. 68). This conclusion was further validated
in a 2002 study comparing television viewing with attitudes on race and poverty. The more
news that research subjects chose to view on American television, the more likely they were to
attribute poverty amongst African Americans to lack of motivation instead of lack of economic
opportunity (Busselle and Crandall, 2002, p. 269). When Newt Gingrich challenged then U.S.
President Barak Obama as he sought a second term, Gingrich called him the “food stamp presi-
dent” drawing on the racist and false perception that blacks disproportionately outnumber whites
in receiving federal assistance. Gingrich’s assertion was dismissed as factually inaccurate by
news organizations, but only a handful called it out as racist (Elliott, 2012).
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These news portrayals create an echo chamber even within popular television programming.
Isabel Molina-Guzman argues that while Latinx images have become more common on shows
such as The Office and Modern Family, these depictions still rely on stereotypes that amount
to “hipster racism” which is filled with jokes that make white audiences comfortable (Molina-
Guzman, 2018).

Stereotypical portrayals become all the more demeaning when other positive media rep-
resentation is absent and the ethnic minority experience becomes even more invisible. Journalist
Darla Wiese, an Okanagan tribal member, remembers as a child seeking out every popular image
of Native Americans she could find, even ones belittling her heritage: “Though no one in my
family watched sports, I sought and learned the ‘“Tomahawk Chop’ all for mainstream cultural
validation” (2006). Wiese said incognizant racism through the absence of valid Native images
may not be deliberate, but nonetheless those negative images fill voids when no alternatives are
available. Oklahoma student Sara Mae Martin, who is Choctaw and Lakota, says her high school
mascot makes her feel “like my race is being used as a prop” (Beck, 2005).

The NCAA created new rules that prohibit schools with “hostile or abusive” Indian mascots
from hosting its championships and bowls, just as schools in states that fly Confederate flags
are prohibited. If schools determined to have offensive Native mascots participate in playoffs,
they are barred from displaying Indian nicknames or logos (Wieberg, 2006, p. C3). This may
relieve some burden on media organizations who must decide whether using official team names
in sports coverage is an overt act of racism. Native American groups estimate that more than
2,000 sports teams across the United States have eliminated Indian mascots since 1970; however,
approximately 1,000 teams choose to continue the practice (National Congress of American Indi-
ans, 2013) meaning virtually all U.S. mainstream news organizations are still left with the choice
of how to cover these sports teams. Since 1994, the Native American Journalists Association has
formally called for all news organizations to stop publishing or broadcasting all Indian mascot
names and images. Public polls on mascot names have been widely disputed because of faulty
self-reporting and lack of clarity about who can accurately self-identify as a Native (Florio,
2016). Two of the most offensive mascots remain in place: Cleveland Indians’ Chief Wahoo and
the Washington Redskins. NAJA argues news organizations do not increase accuracy by identi-
fying teams by Indian mascot; the school or city name achieves the same purpose:

Our complaint about mascots is that they are racial slurs and stereotypes that are comparable in
meaning to the ‘n-word’ and which should be offensive to all thinking people. We count team
names such as Indians to be stereotypes and team names such as redskins, squaws, and red men to
be slurs. However, to say one is more acceptable than the other is simply to bargain with racism.

(NAJA, 2003, p. 6)

Notably, the Ontario Human Rights Commission (2018) and the state of Maine (Williams, 2019)
both responded to psychological research on the use of mascots and its impact on First Nations
youth. Maine banned indigenous-themed sports teams and mascots outright and the Ontario
tribunal has actively urged communities to make changes following a settlement in the city of
Mississauga. How indigenous people are caricatured remains a concern in sports coverage.

BLACK/WHITE BINARY

The mascot struggle reflects the experiences that many cultural groups have in the United States,
particularly with a dominant culture tendency to frame all ethnic minority experiences by com-
paring it within a Black-and-White frame. A body of literature, particularly within legal and
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historical research, has developed surrounding Critical Race Theory and the Black/White Binary
(Aleman, 2014; Hutchinson, 2004; Karst, 2003; Perea, 1997).

Like other paradigms, the Black-White one allows people to simplify and make sense of a com-
plex reality.... The risk is that non-black minority groups, not fitting into the dominant society’s
idea of race in America, become marginalized, invisible, foreign, un-American.

(Delgado and Stefancic, 2001, p. 70)

This binary means, for example, that at the turn of the last century, Chinese immigrants wanting
a voice in state courts and Native Americans attempting to gain rights within and outside reserva-
tions had to place their experiences and desires for justice within a frame comparing them to the
struggles of African slaves seeking U.S. citizenship and voting rights (Davis, 1997, pp. 234-235).
Creating a binary frame impacts relations amongst all ethnic minority groups, while at the same
time placing White dominant culture as the primary cultural frame contrasted against all others
on a pigment continuum. Research is needed to explore the binary systematically, but media
critics have long recognized the trend.

The Black/White binary frame creates three significant communication concerns for the
mass media: (1) ignoring or downplaying sections of the American demographic, those whose
ancestry originates outside Europe and Africa; (2) emphasizing a continuum with Whites at one
end and everyone else at another, thus encouraging an us/them perspective with the “us” being
the dominant culture; and finally (3) ignoring relationships among various ethnic groups.

The result is news coverage of the changing American demographic portraying Latinos as
“The New Cool Kids,” with news articles educating the dominant culture about Ricky Martin
and Jennifer Lopez (Del Rio, 2005, p. 2, pp. 12—13). The Latinidad identity nonetheless draws
from three continents, and involves a myriad of economic profiles, and internal distinctions.
The Cuban exile, the Spanish immigrant, and Salvadorian economic refugee are all lumped
into a single category along with Asians Americans and other Native Americans. Each eth-
nic group’s experience and marginalization must be considered distinctively. Just as African
Americans are not likely to be asked to produce a green card or have strangers accuse them
of destroying the nation’s automobile industry, few Asian Americans are likely to be berated
by strangers for having too many children or being on welfare (Delgado and Stefancic, 2001,
pp. 69-70).

As stated earlier, in order for news coverage to change, the culture of news itself needs to
change. Mexican American cultural critic Sonya Aleman (2010) explains that journalism educa-
tion itself is steeped in whiteness. Diversity is most often an add-on to a curriculum that needs a
paradigm shift. In her structured observations of reporting classes, she found story ideas favoured
the experience of dominant culture students and the very definitions of what makes news is one
cast by a traditional powerful white male perspective. Issues not perceived as impacting “the
larger community” tend to be ignored. This method of story identification taught in j-schools and
common in newsrooms privileges existing contacts and relationships. These methods deny power
differentials among groups and ignore systemic problems.

IMPROVEMENT POSSIBLE BUT AT A COST

The primary reason why U.S. news coverage of the nation’s ethnic minorities has not improved
is simple: to make substantive changes costs money and time, and in the news business, time
is money. Ethnic minority coverage is better, considering both the perception within minority
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communities and the facts judged by content analysis, in places where resources are devoted to
those communities. Providing resources means at least in part sending journalists to spend time
within ethnic cultural groups: That means time to build relationships with sources while not
working a particular story. Reporter Lourdes Leslie Medrano spent a month in the Minneapolis-St.
Paul area just listening to people as she prepared a series on the “Faces of Islam” before and after
the September 11, 2001, attacks. She went to mosques and sat with women as they prayed. She
visited Muslim schools and eventually developed relationships with the family of two of the
students (Whitehouse, 2002, p. 17). The time spent both to build relationships and then develop
the story allowed Medrano Leslie to create images that both validated the Muslim community
and explained its richness to those outside it. She wrote:

Aminah, it’s time to pray,” Adam called out to her the other day as he and his mother, Fatma
Ahmed, knelt on prayer rugs.... “It’s like eating,” he said. “If I don’t eat, I'm hungry. If I don’t
pray, I feel empty.” As an observant Muslim, Adam said he was saddened by the Sept. 11 hijack-
ing attacks and is angry at those who carried it out, supposedly in the name of Islam. “Islam does
not stand for this kind of atrocities,” he said. “This is a religion about making peace; our greeting
is ‘Peace be upon you, As-Salaam aleikum.””

(2001, p. 1A)

The story showed a family’s daily life in a way accessible to many cultural groups, but devel-
oping the relationships to get to the story meant that Leslie Medrano was not producing high
volumes of copy while working on this one.

Recognizing that not all people within any group perceive time in the same way, West-
ern culture, and by extension Western media culture, tends to emphasize a product-oriented,
time-driven approach to doing business and gathering information. On the other hand, many
ethnic minorities come from what has come to be called collectivist societies. Within these
societies, resources including information may be shared with those within a group or where a
relationship already exists, but not with strangers (Triandis, 1994, p. 166). That means for an
individualistic Western journalist, relationships become a by-product of good reporting because
the relationship develops as information is shared. By contrast, ethnic minority sources may
be quite reticent to share in-group knowledge with a stranger whose motives are unknown,
particularly when past experiences have been negative. Requests for information also involve
white privilege. White journalists, like most White Americans, tend to presume that “every
interaction is a blank slate,” said Intercultural Communication Scholar Judith Martin (quoted in
Whitehouse, 2002, p. 21).

Those from marginalized groups may approach such encounters quite differently — with all
the cultural memory of previous oppression.

Focusing on meeting deadlines and quick story turnaround tells those in ethnic minority
communities that their experiences are unimportant. One reason ethnic minority journalists may
continue to leave the field is because they are forced to capitalize on relationships like commodi-
ties, and to do so at a rapid speed. The very nature of accepted news practice may run up against
cultural ethical norms.

Research is needed to both quantify and qualify the impact Western-style deadline emphasis
has on how collectivist ethnic minority communities are covered. The ethics of source exploita-
tion needs careful exploration, particularly within the context of individualist and collectivist
societies’ interpretation of relationship, as well as study of how these factors impact minority
journalist retention.
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RESEARCH NEEDS

Triandis argues that anyone seeking information across cultures cannot escape bias, including
ethnocentric tendencies toward using our own culture as the standard of comparison. Simply
saying “I will strive to be unbiased” is not enough. Triandis’ ethical recommendations for
cross-cultural researchers’ techniques to avoid bias (1994, p. 85) can be adapted to the practice
journalism:

* Explanation of the differences among cultures should be embedded within the descrip-
tions of similarities. Cultural differences can and should be considered, but recognizing
that ethnic groups are part of the larger community. A predominantly African-American
church is still a church, like others in most communities. Its religious practices do not need
to be portrayed as foreign or quaintly odd.

e Multiple methods of gathering information are used. That means listening to multiple
voices within a community over time and recognizing diverse leadership within diverse
communities. No one person can speak for all people of color, or for an individual ethnic
group within a community.

e Qualitative information through interviews is used to clarify and explain quantitative
reports. De Uriarte offered an example of this in her description of African-American men
in prisons.

* Conclusions reached about a culture are sociotypes consistent with how those within that
group would define themselves, and stereotypes are removed.

e The information is gathered in an ethical way, meaning that the sources are treated as
people with value rather than merely a means to getting a story.

Unfortunately developing these techniques, just as developing complex stories, takes time and is
therefore expensive to facilitate and apply in practice.

The very language used to describe experience becomes even more problematic. Post-
modern cultural critic Jean-Frangois Lyotard (1988) suggested that marginalized peoples face
differend, where key terms have different meanings from one group to another. The concept of
Auschwitz means one thing for a Jewish Holocaust survivor and another for a Holocaust denier
(p. 9). If the survivor chooses to respond with strong empirical proof, the human angst gets lost
in the data. If the survivor offers a hard-told drama of experience, then the universal evidence is
called into question. Similarly, Native Americans struggle to explain the differend over mascots,
tomahawks, and eagle feathers, and Hawaiians struggle with the differend of island sovereignty
(Heider, 2002, p. 50). Delgado and Stefancic emphasize that European Americans balk at the
suggestion that the descendants of slaves might seek financial reparation, when no slave or slave-
holder is living and the practice was made illegal well over a century ago. The result then is
that the very concept of justice is differend (2001, p. 44). Yet the nature of privilege denies that
differend even exists. A white television news director told de Uriarte in her research for ASNE:
“A story is story. I would hope diversity issues would not come into play” (p. 89). The result of
differend is that journalists and their ethnic minority sources may use different words, languages,
or codes, and that difference results in misconceptions and even the negation of the minority
experience. If a primary function of media is to give voice to the voiceless, then journalistic mod-
els should be created to give voice with a new language offsetting differend and offer evidence
through research of the models’ effectiveness.
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Polarization in language becomes an increasing concern when groups with different view-
points must rely on news media to get information on each other. When that happens, the news
coverage itself can escalate conflict.

Therefore, despite the journalistic conventions of objectivity and removal of bias, the media
presence contributes to conflict. Similar accusations come in nearly every racial conflict. Addi-
tional research is needed to document how basic journalistic forms, such as quote or sound byte
selection, contribute to conflict because the very foundational practices of journalism are created
and defined by privilege. Journalism academics have long maintained that media conventions
do not change because they are comfortable for those who control them (Gans, 1980; Schudson,
1978). Schudson explained in 1995: “Standard practices are not, of course, neutral inventions.
They have biases of their own” (p. 83). Those standard practices, the biases that formed them and
the biases that they produce, need careful examination to offer additional evidence of impact and
opportunity for revision.

Notably, this chapter has focused on ethnic diversity with limited reference to class, gender,
and religious diversity, and no reference to a host of other factors, including sexuality, disa-
bility, or geography. Each of these and other diversity concerns requires intense and careful
consideration. Just as the experience of one ethnic group cannot be equated to the experience of
another, the issues facing ethnic diversity cannot to be superimposed upon all marginalized peo-
ples. Therefore additional research needs to identify and explore carefully each group’s concerns
beyond that which has been outlined in this chapter.

Finally, research is needed to explain the financial prospects of doing better diversity cov-
erage. News organizations frequently cite better coverage of ethnic minorities as part of its ethic
and stated commitment to covering all of the community served. However, real change may not
occur until there is extensive and widely publicized evidence that such coverage is profitable,
so profitable that the effort needed to create culture change is worthwhile. Otherwise, the news
about ethnic minorities in the United States will continue to look as it has looked: with festivals
and crises, with stereotypes and marginalization, with statistics without context, and most damn-
ingly, with diverse people required to frame their experiences in a way that makes sense to the
dominant culture, or to face no coverage at all.
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The Ethics of Advocacy

Moral Reasoning in the Practice of Public Relations

Sherry Pack Baker

... efforts at persuasion (advocacy) can serve “individuals, groups, and society. It can serve badly
or well.”
(Martinson, 1996, p. 44, citing Andersen, 1978, p. 41)

We live in an age of advocacy; an age characterized by an omnipresent, persistent, pervasive
environment of persuasion, partisanship, sponsorship, and endorsement in broadcast, print,
internet, [and] social media. It has become increasingly and glaringly apparent that advocacy
has very real large-scale and global consequences, as well as significant impacts on individuals.
Given this environment, an open, broad-based societal discussion about the ethics of advocacy
is needed.

(Baker, 2018, pp. 312-313)

INTRODUCTION: FOCUS OF THE CHAPTER

This chapter on “The Ethics of Advocacy: Moral Reasoning in the Practice of Public Relations™
begins with the assumption that “advocacy and persuasion in general are noble enterprises”
(Baker, 2018, p. 312).

Societies and individuals rely on ethical advocacy for many functions, including: democratic
discourse and self-governance; the circulation of ideas informing individual and collective deci-
sion-making; the advancement of truth, knowledge, and innovation; the facilitation of commerce,
and the promotion and provision of goods and services. The caveat, however, is that these positive
benefits and outcomes are fragile, and that harm and negative consequences can result if those
engaged in the practices of advocacy are unprincipled.

(Baker, 2018, p. 312)

This chapter’s discussion of public relations and advocacy ethics, and the decision-making mod-
els presented, are intended to encourage practitioners to use their talents and their power as
communicators for worthy purposes, with moral means, while also achieving effective and noble
professional objectives and behaving professionally as persons of integrity.

148
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Advocacy ethics as an area of inquiry arises from a concern about practices of persuasion
that operate only on the basis of what is effective in the quest to achieve advocacy objectives,
without sufficient regard for the basic moral principles that might be violated, or the people and
interests that might be harmed in the process. In broad terms, the field of advocacy ethics pushes
back against the (Adam) Smithian notion that “out of self-interest...harmonious societies grow”
(Kagan, 1998, p. 189). It challenges from a variety of perspectives the assumption that caveat
emptor (let the buyer beware), and related attitudes, is a legitimate moral position for advocates
to embrace (Patterson and Wilkins, 2005, p. 61; Baker, 1999a).

Nothing in this chapter is meant to imply that advocates and public relations practitioners
should not be competitive, or that they should have no interest in achieving their worthy profes-
sional objectives. The injunction against raw self-interest (unfettered egoism) that is achieved
with disregard for the interests of others is not an injunction against legitimate self-interest (see
Foot, 2001, p. 17). The theories, principles and models suggested in this paper do, however,
suggest means by which practitioners can achieve and act upon the moral perspective in which
personal interests and those of others can be properly balanced.

The chapter begins by exploring the theoretical ground for advocacy ethics, or the social
and societal sources from which arise the moral requirement for professional advocates to
behave ethically. Then, moving more closely to moral behavior and decision-making, it exam-
ines moral temptations, ethical dilemma paradigms, and ethical issues faced by practitioners
in public relations practice. Three models for moral reasoning are reviewed — each taking a
different approach to ethical decision-making in the practices of advocacy. The question of
the relationship between moral reasoning (knowing the right thing to do) and moral behavior
(actually doing the right thing) is then explored, as is the relationship between ethical behavior
in the workplace, and the practitioner’s sense of personal well-being. The chapter concludes
with a discussion, from several points of view, about moral perspective-taking as it relates to
moral reasoning.

The ultimate objectives of the chapter are to increase understanding of the basic ethical
issues in advocacy, to provide various tools by which practitioners might think through ethical
issues relating to the practices of advocacy, and to emphasize the ways in which ethical behavior
in professional practice leads one not only to do good, but to experience personal growth, fulfill-
ment, and a sense of living a life that is worthwhile.

THE THEORETICAL GROUND FOR ADVOCACY ETHICS

A Covenantal Model

Ground: “a source of standards or norms which are binding on a certain class or group of agents.”
(Koehn, 1994, p. 8)

This section explores the theoretical ground or source from which arises the moral requirement
for professional advocates to behave ethically, and suggests that this ground is best conceptual-
ized within a covenantal model of advocacy.

Daryl Koehn (1994) has written that a profession “is a set of norm-governed practices
grounded in a relationship of trust between professionals and clients...and potential clients”
(Koehn, 1994, p. 8). The centrality of the relationship between the professional advocate and the
client, however, does not assume that the advocate is a service provider whose only responsibility
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is to service client desires (Baker, 2002, p. 194). Professional advocates have additional moral
duties to self and others connected to the functions they perform. “The professional must have
a highly internalized sense of responsibility; must be bound to monitor his/her own behavior”
(Baker, 2002, p. 196, citing Koehn, 1994, pp. 55-56, 65).

While the professional’s key responsibility is to the client, the professional/client relation-
ship exists within the larger context of professional responsibility to society. “Professionals, then,
are not exclusively client-oriented; they are not unconditional loyal servants of the individual
client at hand. ... Rather, the client is an individual member of a community before whom the
professional has made a ‘profession’” (Baker, 2002, p. 198, citing Koehn, 1994, pp. 173-174).
The covenantal model is based in professionals’ and clients’ responsibilities to each other and to
the public good. The following list summarizes key points in the covenantal model as the theo-
retical ground of advocacy ethics, as discussed by Koehn (1994).

» The ground of advocacy ethics consists in a covenantal relationship of trust between advo-
cate and client, and between advocate and society.

» The loyalty of the advocate to the client does not sanction promoting the client’s interest
to the direct sacrifice of the well-being of other members of the public.

» The professional encourages ethical behavior on the part of the client.

» The professional serves the client’s good, but the client also is obligated to act in ways that
engender that good.

» The professional advocate does not serve client whim, but client good, and is not obligated
further if the client does not behave in ways that foster that good. (For example, clients are
responsible to conduct their affairs reputably rather than expecting the advocate to spin
away disreputable behaviors.)

e The professional refuses to engage personally in unethical practices even if, or merely
because, the client requests or demands it.

» The professional refuses to promote evil or to represent clients and causes that directly
result in harm to others (see Baker, 2002, pp. 200-201).

MORAL TEMPTATION AND ETHICAL DILEMMAS
IN PUBLIC RELATIONS PRACTICE

When faced with a situation that has ethical implications, is one actually dealing with a genuine
ethical dilemma, or is one simply tempted to do something that clearly is wrong? The distinc-
tion drawn by Kidder (1995) is that ethical dilemmas are right-versus-right situations and moral
temptations are right-versus-wrong situations.

Ethical dilemmas have good and right arguments to commend them on all sides of the situation.
They require careful moral reasoning to arrive at the most appropriate action. Right-versus-wrong
issues, on the other hand, are moral temptations. They do not require deep philosophical/ethical
analysis because they are simply wrong from the outset.

(Baker, 1997, p. 200, italics added; citing Kidder, 1995, p. 184)

This distinction allows practitioners and decision-makers to clarify the nature of the decision
they are dealing with. If the ethical course of action is not clear, they are grappling with a true
ethical dilemma, and must engage in moral reasoning to arrive at a morally justifiable course
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of action. If, on the other hand, they can acknowledge that they know what their moral respon-
sibilities are in the situation, but are inclined to do otherwise — they can recognize that they are
being enticed by a moral temptation. In this case, their only choice is whether or not to do the
right thing.

Assuming that a genuine ethical dilemma (not a moral temptation) has presented itself,
Kidder writes that there are four value sets that are so fundamental to the right-versus-right
choices all of us face that they can be called dilemma paradigms. These four paradigms are
(1) truth versus loyalty; (2) individual versus community; (3) short-term versus long-term; and
(4) justice versus mercy. Kidder says these are the classic tensions in most ethical dilemmas
(Baker, 1997, p. 200, citing Kidder, 1995, p. 18).

The paradigm of truth versus loyalty sets honesty in opposition with allegiance, fidelity,
and promise-keeping. Individual versus community pits self or us against them or others. Short-
term is concerned with immediate needs and desires (the now) as opposed to long-term which
is concerned with future goals or prospects (the then). Finally, justice is concerned with fairness
and equity which sometimes comes into opposition with compassion and empathy (Baker, 1997,
p. 201).

Kidder acknowledges that neither side of the dilemma paradigms invariably is right. Nev-
ertheless, he argues that all things being equal (when both sides of the argument have equal
weight or good arguments to support them), he would choose truth over loyalty, community over
individual, long-term over short-term, and mercy over justice (Baker, 1997, pp. 201-202; Kidder,
1995, pp. 219-221). It is up to the individual or corporation to decide which ethical value should
take precedence in any given situation, and to be able to justify their decision.

These conflicting value paradigms (especially the first three) are useful for broadly concep-
tualizing the moral dilemmas inherent in the practice of public relations. Truthfulness versus
loyalty, for example, is a core ethical dilemma in advocacy. What are the limits of loyalty to cor-
poration or client as balanced against the moral requirements of truthfulness in communications?
Individual versus community (us versus them) also is a central ethical dilemma in advocacy.
Should people behave solely in a self-interested (us) manner, or should their concerns also be
with receivers of their persuasive messages (them)? Short-term versus long-term considerations
are critical, and are related to each of the other paradigms. Should practitioners make their deci-
sions in a particular circumstance based upon the best short-term consequences — or should they
act with a primary consideration for long-term interests?

As these questions make evident, the dilemma paradigms overlap and interrelate. In the
practice of public relations, for example, the truth versus loyalty dilemma spills over into the
us versus them dilemma. Should practitioners and decision-makers engage in partial truths in
their own self-interest (an emphasis on “us’”), or should their concerns be with receivers of their
persuasive messages (an emphasis on “them”) in providing others with the truthful information
they need to make rational decisions about an issue? Similarly with regard to short-term versus
long-term considerations, is long term interest served best by truth or by loyalty; by an emphasis
on us or on them?

Table 11.1 lists some examples of ethical issues that arise in the practice of public rela-
tions. It includes several categories of public relations activities (such as advocacy through
front groups, and communicating across cultures) that raise particular ethical challenges. The
items and activities listed are diverse, and they illustrate that while in some circumstances and
contexts, a practitioner clearly might be dealing with a moral temptation, it is more likely that
the complexity of the issues and activities involved present difficult and challenging ethical
dilemmas.
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TABLE 11.1
Ethical Issues and Ethically Challenging Activities in the Practice of Public Relations
* Deception, partial truth, misrepresentation * Advocacy for activist groups
 Spinning news events » Communicating across cultures
 Objectivity versus advocacy in news releases * Poor taste
e Partial (vs. full) disclosure e Invasions of privacy
e Plagiarism * Pandering to the lower instincts
* Bartering for favorable coverage * Inappropriate resource allocation
¢ Kickbacks e Stereotyping; typecasting
» Keeping confidences  Lack of concern for social responsibility and the
* Lying for a good cause common good
* Initiating disclosure vs. responding to demands for  Lack of respect for persons in providing information to
information inform their decision-making
* Lack of transparency ¢ Plagiarism
* Being transparent against client wishes * Copyright infringement
¢ Collecting and interpreting research data e Crisis management
e Taking credit for another’s work * Corporate philanthropy
 Disagreements with management e Whistle blowing
* Concealing illegal acts e Virtual organizations
* Legal/ethical confusion * Front groups waging “grassroots” campaigns
* Recalls * Gifts and Junkets
 Conflicts of interest * Marketing practices
 Unfairness * Marketing to children
* Greed and self-interest * Word-of-mouth marketing
e Careerism (at the expense of others) * Questionable product lines
* Sensationalism * Employee safety
» Exaggerated threats of harm e Employee diversity
e Creating unnecessary fear  Environment-related activities
* Lobbying and political advocacy e Multinational corporate issues: status of women and
* Failure to be responsible and accountable for one’s children, hiring practices, treatment of animals, &
actions working with governments with different values, etc.

e Strategic risk communication

e Public diplomacy

*Partial list of ethical issues as identified in Baker (1997); in six public relations textbooks: Bagin and Fulginiti (2005); Guth and Marsh
(2006); Lattimore et al. (2004); Newsom et al. (2007); Seitel (2004); Treadwell and Treadwell (2004); and in Bivins (2006); Palenchar
and Heath (2006); Seib (2006); Hon (2006); Wright (2006).

TOOLS FOR MORAL REASONING IN ADVOCACY

In their Foreword to a seminal special double issue on ethics and professional persuasion in the
Journal of Mass Media Ethics, editors Ralph Barney and Jay Black wrote that “a major frustra-
tion of professionals in media fields is the academics who don’t provide definitive answers to the
important questions” (Barney and Black, 2001, p. 73).

When a professional queries an expert, and expects a “this is what to do” answer, she or he often
finds the response lays out a myriad of alternatives, perhaps without even a hierarchy. If, for the
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professional, closure and solution are discussion goals, scholars exalt discussion with closure low
in priority. And so it is, perhaps in spades, with media ethics, particularly on a topic as prickly as
professional persuasion.

(Barney and Black, 2001, p. 73)

Applied ethicists often are hesitant to make definitive statements as to what general behaviors
and practices are ethical or unethical. This is because nuances in facts, circumstances, potential
outcomes, and the actors involved (including their motivations) often can be determinative of
an appropriate course of action. Applied ethicists do, however, strive to provide ways by which
practitioners can think about and clarify moral issues and thus find for themselves, through their
own reasoning processes, ethically justifiable, if not definitive, answers to important questions.

Professional codes of ethics are examples of tools designed for moral reasoning in the prac-
tice of public relations. These include codes of ethics for the Public Relations Society of America
(PRSA), the International Association of Business Communicators (IABC), the Global Alliance
for Public Relations and Communication Management (all available online), and the codes of
ethics of individual corporations and workplaces.

Additional aids in systematic moral reasoning are classical ethical theories that help focus
one’s attention on various aspects of a moral dilemma. The utilitarian perspective, for example,
draws attention to finding in any situation the action that will result in the greatest good for the
greatest number, and Kant’s categorical imperative requires that as a matter of moral duty one
must identify and act upon correct principles — those maxims that one would want everyone to
honor in similar situations.

The three models reviewed below take classical ethical theory into account in developing
rubrics for systematic moral reflection in the applied area of advocacy and public relations prac-
tices. Taken together, they constitute a set of tools by which to facilitate clear thinking and moral
reasoning about various aspects of advocacy. They are designed to make the ethics of advocacy
“accessible, teachable, applicable, behavior-influencing and empowering for practitioners, stu-
dents, and instructors” of professional persuasive communications (Baker, 2008, p. 249).

FIVE BASELINES MODEL FOR ASSESSING MOTIVATIONS
AND JUSTIFICATIONS IN ADVOCACY

The motivations that drive one’s actions are an important issue in ethics, as is the moral require-
ment that one should be able to explain or justify one’s actions. The “Five Baselines” framework
below (adapted from Baker, 1999b) “allows conceptual clarity both about differing motivations
that underlie action in professional persuasive communication and differing grounds or baselines
from which action is justified” (Baker, 1999b, p. 79). The five baselines (to be explained below)
are: Raw Self-Interest; Entitlement; Enlightened Self-Interest; Social Responsibility; and King-
dom of Ends. As the structure of the framework implies (beginning with Raw Self-interest and
ending with the Kingdom of Ends), each successive baseline represents higher moral ground than
the one before it (Baker, 1999b, p. 69).

1. The Raw Self-Interest baseline assumes legitimacy in pure self-interested egoism or look-
ing out for oneself, even to the detriment of others. It assumes that advocates may use
society or other humans for their own benefit, “even if it is damaging to the social order”
(Baker, 1999b, pp. 70-71). While many may act according to this standard, it clearly is
not a morally justifiable position.
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2. The Entitlement Model represents the position that all clients, legal products, and causes

are entitled to professional assistance and representation (despite their moral indefensibil-
ity); that professional persuaders have a right to advocate for legal products and causes,
even if they are harmful; that caveat emptor (let the buyer beware) is a morally acceptable
position; that clients and advocates have no responsibility for the negative effects on oth-
ers that result from their legal persuasive communications; that professional communi-
cators have a responsibility to serve their clients well despite potential harm to society or
personal moral aversion; and that if a product or cause is legal, its promotion is ethically
justifiable (Baker, 1999a, p. 1).

The Entitlement baseline asserts communicator rights and entitlements “without the
balancing acceptance of ethical responsibility for one’s behavior and for the welfare of
others. Essentially, the model fails the basic ethical requirement that people take respon-
sibility for the effects of their actions on others” (Baker, 1999a, p. 20.)

. The Enlightened Self-Interest baseline assumes that “businesses do well (financially) by do-

ing good (ethically), and it is, therefore, in their bottom-line interest to engage in good deeds
and ethical behavior” (Baker, 1999b, p. 73). This baseline has much to recommend it, in
that it encourages ethical behavior (albeit by providing economic incentives). However, this
approach assumes that all actions should result eventually in a reward to self or corporation
(Baker, 1999b, p. 75). By this rationale, if an action or policy did not result in bettering a
bottom-line interest, it would not be justified, even if it were the morally correct thing to do.

Martinson (1994) has cautioned that enlightened self-interest “ignores the social
dimension of ethics, the concern for the common good. It fails as an ethical baseline
because ethics ‘is about doing what is right where others, both individually and collec-
tively, are concerned’” (Baker, 1999b, p. 75, quoting Martinson, 1994, p. 106).

. The Social Responsibility baseline takes Martinson’s concerns into account. This baseline

assumes that persons in society are interdependent, and that “the focus of one’s actions
and moral reasoning should be on responsibilities to others and to community” (Baker,
1996b, p. 76).

. The name of the Kingdom of Ends baseline derives from Kant’s well-known categorical

imperative. The defining characteristic of the Kingdom of Ends as a guiding model for
behavior in advocacy is that ...

People should always act by those maxims (laws of conduct) to which they would want
everyone to adhere if we all lived in an ideal community, a community in which everyone
always is moral, one in which all people were treated as ends in themselves rather than as
means to someone else’s ends.

(Baker, 1999b, p. 78)

The Kingdom of Ends baseline assumes that professional communicators can contribute to cre-
ating the kind of world in which they would wish to live, and in which the rights, needs, and
interests of others are respected.

THE TARES TEST: FIVE PRINCIPLES FOR ETHICAL PERSUASION

The TARES Test (Baker and Martinson, 2001) is comprised of five principles that articulate the
basic moral duties of advocates: Truthfulness (of the message); Authenticity (of the persuader);
Respect (for the persuadee); Equity (of the appeal); and Social Responsibility (for the common
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good). All ethical persuasive practices, according to this model, will take place within the bound-
aries of these five prima facie duties or principles of action.

The TARES Test is designed to be comprehensive, in that it addresses ethical principles
relating to all elements of an advocacy message or campaign — the message, the advocate, the
receiver(s) of the message, the conduct and elements of the advocacy campaign, and society
as a whole. The test asserts an ethical requirement that the message must be true; the advocate
must be an authentic representative of the cause or message; receivers of the advocacy message
must be shown respect by empowering them to make good decisions and voluntary choices for
themselves; the persuasive campaign must be fair in every respect; and the product or service
advocated, as well as the campaign itself, must be socially responsible for the common good of
society.

The following are questions that practitioners might ask themselves from the perspective of
the TARES Test (see Baker and Martinson, 2001).

Truthfulness (of the Message): Is the message factually accurate and also truthful? Does it
deceive overtly or covertly? Does it lead people to believe what I myself do not believe?
(Bok, 1999, p. 13) Does it satisfy the listener’s information requirements?

Authenticity (of the Advocate): Am I acting with integrity? Do I endorse this message? Would
I take personal responsibility for it? Would I persuade those I care about to do this? Do I
believe that people will benefit from this?

Respect for the Persuadee (or receiver of the message): Have 1 respected the interests of
others? Have I given them substantially complete information so they can make good deci-
sions? Have I made them aware of the source of this message?

Equity of the Appeal (or the Advocacy or PR campaign): Is this campaign fair? Does it take
unfair advantage of receivers of the message? Is it fair to targeted or vulnerable audiences?
Have I made the communication understandable to those to whom it is directed? Have I
fairly communicated the benefits, risks, costs, and harms?

Social Responsibility (for the Common Good): Will the cause I am promoting result in benefits or
harm to individuals or to society? Is this cause responsible to the best interests of the public?

A sincere and well-intentioned consideration of all elements and principles of the TARES Test
should lead practitioners of advocacy and persuasion to morally justifiable decisions.

THE MODEL OF THE PRINCIPLED ADVOCATE AND THE PATHOLOGICAL
PARTISAN: A VIRTUE ETHICS CONSTRUCT OF OPPOSING ARCHETYPES OF
ADVOCATES AND ADVOCACY

Usually, discussions of applied ethics center on what one should do — what actions one should
take. Virtue (or character) ethics takes a different perspective. The central question is not “What
should I do?” but rather “What sort of person should I become?” (Pojman, 2006, p. 156, italics
added; see also Baker, 2008, p. 237). Character or virtue ethics is “the arena of the virtues and
the vices” (Maclntyre, 1984, p. 168). A moral virtue is a “disposition to follow the moral rules”
(Gert, 1998, p. 284), while a moral vice is a disposition to violate a moral rule when there is a
conflict between the rule and one’s own interests or inclinations (Gert, 1998, p. 283).

Moral virtues have corresponding moral vices ... just as moral vices have corresponding
moral virtues. (For example, the virtue of truthfulness has a corresponding vice of deceitfulness.)
Virtue and vice are developed by and exhibited in habitual actions and consistency of behavior.



156 SHERRY PACK BAKER

Maclntyre writes that practices provide “the arena in which the virtues are exhibited” (Mac-
Intyre, 1984, p. 187, see also Baker, 2008, p. 241). Public relations and advocacy are examples of
such practices. “A good human being is one who benefits her or himself and others ... both qua
human being and also characteristically qua the exemplary discharge of particular roles or func-
tions within the context of particular kinds of practice” (Maclntyre, 2002, p. 65, italics added).
Persons who represent the embodiment of the virtues are ideal persons (or ideal types), moral
exemplars, or moral heroes. “These are role models, who teach us all what it is to be moral by
example, not by precept. Their lives inspire us to live better lives, to be better people” (Pojman,
2005, p. 166). This moral exemplar aspect of the virtue perspective can facilitate decision-
making, and can be action guiding, in that one might either look to the example of particular
role models (whom one knows or knows about) to influence behavior, or one might ask oneself
more theoretically what a virtuous person would do in similar circumstances (Hursthouse, 2001,
p. 36; Baker, 2008, p. 246). The virtue perspective also is action guiding in that each virtue gen-
erates a prescription (such as “do what is honest”) and each vice generates a prohibition (such
as “do not do what is dishonest’). Hursthouse calls these rules of virtue ethics “v-rules.” V-rules
are virtue-based prescriptions, or vice-based prohibitions (Hursthouse, 2001, pp. 36-37; Baker,
2008, p. 240).

As mentioned above, virtue ethics also is related to the issue of “becoming.” According to
Maclntyre, we are the authors of the narratives of our own lives, and the virtues (or vices) are
“components of the narrative unity of life” (Maclntyre, 1984, pp. 215, 222-223; see also Baker,
2008, p. 240). Lebacqz proposes that this notion of the coherence of one’s life story is one tool by
which virtue ethics provides guidance for action. One would ask oneself if a particular contem-
plated action fits his or her life story — if it lends integrity to him or her, or rather if it threatens his
or her integrity. One might ask, “Which act has the most integrity in terms of the kind of person I
want to become?” (Lebacqz, 1985, pp. 85-86, italics added; see also Baker, 2008, p. 240).

The model (Table 11.2) of The Model of The Principled Advocate and The Pathological
Partisan: A Virtue Ethics Construct of Opposing Archetypes of Advocates and Advocacy (Baker,
2008, 2009, 2018) is based in the virtue ethics perspective. As discussed above, virtue ethics
focuses on the actors (or advocates) themselves, rather than on the acts they perform. It asserts
that good people (people who possess the virtues) will do the right thing; and that people who do
the right thing will become virtuous. One becomes a virtuous or Principled Advocate by habitu-
ally engaging in ethical practices of advocacy. Conversely, one becomes a Pathological Partisan
by habitually engaging in unethical practices of advocacy. (For more about this model and for a
broader discussion about virtue ethics as applied to advocacy, see Baker, 2018.)

The term ‘“Pathological Partisan” has been adopted from the philosopher Sissela Bok.
According to Bok, the virtue of loyalty, taken to an extreme, can become the vice of pathological
partisanship. A Pathological Partisan “uses loyalty as a justification to condone abuses in the
name of a cause .... [Pathological Partisans] blind themselves to the kind of harm they are doing
to those on the outside” of their cause (Bok, 1988; see also Baker, 2008, p. 241, 2009, p. 124,
2018, p. 323).

The Principled Advocate advocates for noble (or morally justifiable) causes with moral vir-
tue, and with principled motives and means. He or she embodies and enacts the virtues of humility,
truth, transparency, respect and concern for others, authenticity, equity, and social responsibility.

The Pathological Partisan, by contrast, abandons moral virtues, principles, and values in
support of a cause. He or she embodies and enacts the vices of arrogance, deceit, secrecy, manip-
ulation, disregard for others, artifice, injustice, and raw self-interest.

The virtues of truthfulness, authenticity, respect, equity, and social responsibility are famil-
iar from the TARES Test. Their corresponding vices (deceit, artifice, manipulation of others
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TABLE 11.2
The Model of The Principled Advocate and The Pathological Partisan* A Virtue Ethics
Construct of Opposing Archetypes of Advocates and Advocacy

PRINCIPLED ADVOCATE

PATHOLOGICAL PARTISAN

Advocates for noble (morally justifiable) causes with

moral vision and virtue, principled motives and means.

As one habitually enacts the virtues in practice, one
becomes a Principled Advocate.

Abandons moral vision, virtues, principles, and values in
support of a cause.

As one habitually enacts the vices in practice, one
becomes a Pathological Partisan.

VIRTUE

VICES

¢ Humility (acknowledges one’s moral responsibility)

e Truthfulness

¢ Transparency (openness)

* Respect (for others’ right to self-determination)

¢ Care and concern (for fellow humans)

¢ Authenticity

* Equity (messages or means of delivery in advocacy
are fair)

* Arrogance (exempts oneself from moral responsibility)

« Deceitfulness

 Secrecy (opacity)

¢ Manipulation (of others for one’s own ends)

* Disregard (for others and for harm to others)

* Artifice

* Injustice (messages or means of delivery in advocacy
are unfair)

¢ Social Responsibility (for the common good) ¢ Raw Self-Interest (to the detriment of others)

*The model is a continuum. “The virtues and the vices are such that as a person moves away from one end of the scale, she necessarily
moves toward the other” (Gert, 1998, p. 284). The virtues and vices generate “v-rules.” Each virtue generates a prescription (“be
truthful”); each vice generates a prohibition (“do not deceive”) (Hursthouse, 2001, p. 36.) One should ask oneself: “What kind of person
will I become if I do this?”” or “how will this action affect and reflect my character?”

for one’s own ends, injustice, and raw self-interest) appear in The Principled Advocate vs. The
Pathological Partisan model. The additional virtues of humility, concern for others, and trans-
parency (together with their corresponding vices of arrogance, disregard for others, and secrecy/
opacity) have been added as a contribution from the virtue ethics perspective. Humility involves,
in part, the recognition that one is fallible and vulnerable (Maclntyre, 2002), and that morality
applies to oneself as it does to everyone else (Gert, 1998, p. 306; Baker, 2008, p. 244). Humility’s
opposing vice is arrogance, which includes “the view that one is exempt from some or all of the
moral requirements to which all other moral agents are subject” (Gert, 1998, p. 306; see also
Baker, 2008, p. 238).

The virtue of concern (humane concern or concern for the common good) relates to the
notion of mutual dependence (Maclntyre, 2002). Concern for others goes beyond the more
rational notion of respecting the rights of others. Concern includes treating people with respect,
but is motivated by care for them and their welfare as fellow vulnerable human beings (see
related discussions in Slote, 2000, pp. 331-345; Arjoon, 2000, p. 166). Disregard for others is
the corresponding vice.

Finally, the virtue of transparency is a key element in the profile of the Principled Advo-
cate. Plaisance (2007) has stated that transparency “is an essential element of credibility” (p.
193). “The virtues of transparency and openness result in practice in substantial completeness
in meeting others’ reasonable requirements for information” (Baker, 2008, p. 243). The vice
corresponding to transparency is secrecy (or opacity) which would involve, in part, failing to be
forthcoming, and hiding or obscuring information that others have a legitimate need to know.

The critical and significant essence of this model is the graphic opposition of the antithetical
virtues and vices. However, it should be noted that the model also is constructed such that the
Principled Advocate and the Pathological Partisan are conceptual constructs at opposite ends of a
scale. In practice, the virtues and vices in the model should be viewed as if on a continuum. “As
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a person moves away from one end of the scale, she necessarily moves toward the other” (Gert,
1998, p. 284; see also Baker, 2008, p. 237).

The virtue ethics perspective can be applied in moral reasoning by seeking advice from or
following the example of a role model, a moral exemplar, or an admired colleague; by contem-
plating if a particular course of action would enact particular virtues or vices identified in the
model, and if a particular decision would lead one to become more like a Principled Advocate
or a Pathological Partisan; or by asking oneself if a particular action would augment or diminish
one’s integrity and good reputation.

Gardner et al. (2001) invoke virtue ethics themes in their book Good Work: When Excellence
and Ethics Meet. Among the concerns that sparked their interest in studying good work was “the
loss of powerful ‘heroic’ role models that inspire the younger members of a profession ...” (p. xi,
italics added). They define good work as “work of expert quality that benefits the broader society”
or is “socially responsible” (Gardner et al., 2001, p. xi). They write that a central element of iden-
tity is moral, and that people must determine for themselves “what lines they will not cross and
why they will not cross them” (Gardner et al., 2001, p. 11). They propose that we experience work
as “good” when it is “something that allows the full expression of what is best in us ...” (p. 5,
italics added). Doing good work “feels good” for those individuals who are “wholly engaged in
activities that exhibit the highest sense of responsibility” (Gardner et al., 2001, p. 5). Doing good
work creates “a holistic sense of identity: a person’s deeply felt convictions about who she is, and
what matters most to her existence as a worker, a citizen, and a human being” (Gardner et al.,
p. 11) (see also Plaisance, 2014, about moral exemplars or heroic role models in public relations).

THE MORAL PERSPECTIVE

The models presented above are designed to assist practitioners of advocacy to arrive at decisions
about morally appropriate and justifiable courses of action. Sometimes, however, knowing what
one should do does not always determine what one actually does.

James Rest (1994) has proposed a theory of the determinants of moral behavior. He writes
that there are four psychological components that must be in place for people to behave ethically:

(1) Moral Sensitivity (awareness of possible lines of action, and of how our actions might affect
other people); (2) Moral Judgment (the ability to use moral reasoning to determine what behav-
iors are morally justifiable); (3) Moral Motivation (the desire to prioritize moral values over com-
peting values); and (4) Moral Character (having the courage and ego strength to do the right thing,
despite the costs and difficulties in doing so).

(Baker, 2007, p. 221, citing Rest, 1994, pp. 22-25)

All four psychological components are necessary for moral behavior to occur, and “moral failure
can occur because of deficiency in any [one] component” (Rest, 1994, p. 24). One must have
enough moral sensitivity to recognize an ethical issue when it presents itself (such as a situation
or communication that could cause harm to others). One must have also the moral judgment or
moral reasoning skills to be able decide the right thing to do. Further, one must have the motiva-
tion to prioritize and act on moral values, even when those values come into conflict with other
cherished values and priorities (such as economic gain or career success). Even when moral sen-
sitivity, moral judgment and the desire to prioritize moral values are in place, one must also have
enough “ego strength, perseverance, backbone, toughness, strength of conviction, and courage”
under pressure to do the right thing (Rest, 1994, p. 24).
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Kidder (1995) has written that “standing up for values is the defining feature of moral cour-
age” (p. 3, italics added). It is moral courage that “lifts values from the theoretical to the practical
and carries us beyond ethical reasoning into principled action” (p. 3).

The models for systematic moral reasoning discussed in this chapter relate primarily to
Rest’s Moral Judgment element (no. 2) in that they provide tools by which to determine what
behaviors are morally justifiable in the practices of public relations. Nevertheless, a deep under-
standing of the underlying philosophical assumptions of the models also should contribute to
the other three elements by augmenting sensitivity to moral issues in advocacy, increasing the
desire to prioritize moral values over other conflicting values, and strengthening the practitioner’s
courage to do the right thing.

Rest’s “moral sensitivity” component is related to the concept of “the moral point of view”
(Pojman, 2005, p. 34) or moral perspective. Moral perspective involves, in part, the recognition
that one’s actions have consequences for others as well as for oneself. It involves the process
of considering and caring about the ramifications of one’s actions for others. Bok (1999) refers
repeatedly to this perspective when she asks her readers to broaden their view about deception.
She writes that liars often deceive to achieve some advantage for self, with insufficient consid-
eration for the harms that result from those deceptions to those lied to (the dupes). Often, liars
deceive to gain power over others; to help themselves achieve their objectives by diminishing the
knowledge and power of the dupes in the situation.

Power is an important concept for advocates and public relations practitioners to consider.
Communicators are powerful. The information they disseminate (or withhold) has the power
to inform (or misinform) individuals and the public, to shape their assumptions about truth and
reality, and to influence their decision-making, spending, attitudes, votes, choices, behaviors, and
lifestyles. Like deception, the vices of arrogance, unwarranted secrecy, manipulation, disregard
for others, artifice, injustice and raw self-interest all operate in one way or another to assist the
Pathological Partisan to withhold power from others, and to garner it for themselves or their
clients.

John Rawls’s (1971) Veil of Ignorance exercise provides a useful conceptual tool by which to
help facilitate the moral perspective. In this exercise, when a decision is to be made, one imagines
everyone who will be affected by the decision to be standing behind a veil of ignorance, in an
“original position” where everyone is equal in value, humanity, and power. Behind the veil, “no
one knows his situation in society, nor his natural assets, and therefore no one is in a position to
tailor principles to his advantage” (Rawls, 1971, p. 139). The objective is to make a decision that
will be fair to all stakeholders when they step out from behind the veil and assume their identities
in society. The process of decision-making from a position behind the veil thus “represents a
genuine reconciliation of interests” (Rawls, 1971, p. 142). One result of the perspective-taking
or “reflective equilibrium” provided by the deliberative veil of ignorance process is that “weaker
parties will be protected” (Patterson and Wilkins, 2005, p. 143). The ethical perspective gained
from behind the veil would discourage practices of advocacy that are designed to take unfair
advantage of parties who are in weaker positions than advocates for a variety of reasons, includ-
ing a lack of necessary and truthful information.

CONCLUSION

Moral perspective is perhaps most easily accomplished by applying the time-honored test of
reversibility (or the Golden Rule) (Edgett, 2002, p. 17); to look to our own experience, and to ask
ourselves how we want to be treated on the receiving end of advocacy. (I quote (or paraphrase)
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directly and at length in this paragraph and the next from my chapter on “Principled Advocacy,”
Baker, 2018, pp. 320-322.) Most probably would agree that we do not want advocates to treat us
with disrespect or disregard in the process of persuading us. We do not want to be lied to, or to
have information withheld from us that we genuinely need to inform our correct understanding
of the truth, and by which to make important decisions about our lives. We do not want advocates
to persuade us to actions, viewpoints, or proposals in which they themselves do not genuinely
believe — that they would not sincerely recommend to their own family or friends. We do not want
advocates to deliver persuasive messages that are untrue, unfair, or misleading in their content, or
unfair in the methods by which they are delivered. We do not want advocates’ loyalties to their
particular favorite causes, or to their desires to achieve particular outcomes, to be considered a
justification for using artifice to manipulate us — our thoughts, decisions, and actions. We do not
want to be influenced, personally or collectively, by advocates who act only in their own raw
self-interest, who fail to consider the legitimate needs of ourselves and others, and who exempt
themselves from moral responsibility to the common good, and to the betterment of society.

These are the vices of advocacy. Virtuous behaviors in advocacy would be the converse. We
might ask ourselves, based upon our own experience, how we want to be treated when we are on
the receiving end of advocacy. Most would probably agree that we want advocates to treat us with
respect in the process of their efforts to persuade us. We want them to provide truthful information,
and to be open and transparent in providing the information we reasonably need, and in identify-
ing the sources and sponsors of their advocacy messages. We want them to deliver to us persuasive
messages that are fair, just, and equitable in content and in the methods by which they are deliv-
ered. We want them to attempt to persuade us only to actions, viewpoints, or proposals in which
they themselves genuinely believe — that they would sincerely recommend to their own family or
friends. We want them to be principled advocates — to care about us to the extent that they recog-
nize their basic moral responsibilities to us, to others, and to the common good, and to recognize
and respond to our rights to self-determination free of manipulation (Baker, 2018, pp. 320-322).

This recognition of the rights and needs of others is the essence of the moral perspective, and
it should propel the practitioner toward what Roy Peter Clark of the Poynter Institute has called
the “green light” (versus the “red light”) view of ethics. Red light ethics proscribe. They focus
on restraint, suggesting what one ought not to do. Green light ethics, by contrast, prescribe. They
mobilize creative energies and resources; they focus on mission and results, power and duty — on
what one ought to do. Red light ethics constrain; green light ethics empower (Black and Steele,
1991, p. 9).

By providing a variety of ethical considerations, as well as practical tools for deliberation in
moral reasoning in the practices of advocacy, this chapter’s discussion is intended to empower
public relations advocates, and to assure them that they are on solid ethical ground when these
perspectives and decision-making methods have been implemented.
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The Ethics of Propaganda and the
Propaganda of Ethics

Jay Black

This chapter, the ethics of propaganda and the propaganda of ethics, explores shifting defini-
tions of propaganda, noting contributions from diverse disciplines: political science, philos-
ophy, social psychology, education, semantics, and communication theory. These definitions
remind us that how we define propaganda most assuredly determines whether we perceive the
enterprise to be ethical or unethical. This section of the chapter is followed by a considera-
tion of the social psychology and semantics of propaganda, given the significance of belief
systems and language behaviors in producing, consuming, and critically comprehending the
phenomenon. Finally, the entire enterprise is redefined in a way that should inform further
studies of this pervasive and oft-lamented component of modern society, in both mainstream
and social media.
Several premises underlie the discussion:

Propaganda is inevitable in today’s media mix. It is not a question of “if”” our society and its
institutions engage in propaganda; it is rather a question of “how.” It is not just what the
“bad guys” do; traditional and emerging media systems are perfectly honed to be agents of
propaganda, with modern media audiences its willing recipients.

Propaganda has become problematic in part because the lines have blurred among the infor-
mation, persuasion, and entertainment functions of traditional/legacy and social/emerging
media. Implications for ethics are striking, for those who would be successful propagan-
dists, those who would avoid being propagandists, and those who would care to be more
sophisticated targets for and students of propaganda.

“Truthiness,” “fake news,” “disinformation,” “misinformation,” “info-ganda,” “alternative
facts,” “post-truth,” “dog whistles,” “infomercials,” “advertorials,” and “deep fake technol-
ogy” are only a few of the many descriptors of contemporary propaganda (Epstein, 2019;
Guarino, 2019; Mclntyre, 2019; Pitts, 2019; Robinson, 2019; Swisher, 2019; Zakrzewski,
2019). Whether intended to be humorous or deadly serious, the terms describe a broad
range of ways mainstream and social media blur the lines between truth and fiction. For
instance, highly sophisticated computer imaging and artificial intelligence now make it
possible to generate totally believable but completely fake stories—anathema in main-
stream media, but not necessarily in social media.
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It can be argued that the major challenge of propaganda in modern media is to those who
gather, report, and consume news. This is because those in this particular media arena have
a greater obligation to “get things right” for democratic self-government than do the enter-
tainers, all the special persuaders and their audiences, and perhaps even those who produce
a barrage of content for consumers comfortable in their own “echo chambers” or “silos.”

This is not to say the propaganda of entertainment and persuasion is insignificant. Most of
us recognize infomercials and advertorials when we see them—although the game is get-
ting more sophisticated. But when journalists misuse their tools, melding information,
persuasion, and entertainment; when they blur the lines between facts, inferences, and
value judgments, we ought to be concerned. Meanwhile, those of us who consume their
propaganda—especially the propaganda that fits comfortably into our belief systems and
doesn’t challenge us to be better citizens—can rightfully be called unethical propagandees
in large part because we have placed our self-interest above the interests of others and the
community on a daily, and sometimes hourly, basis.

SHIFTING PERSPECTIVES ON PROPAGANDA
Early Approaches to Propaganda

One implication of the term “propaganda,” when it was first used in the sociological sense by
the Roman Catholic Church, was to the spreading of ideas that would not occur naturally, but
only via a cultivated or artificial generation. In 1622 the Vatican established the Congregatio de
Propaganda Fide, or “Congregation for the Propaganda of Faith,” to harmonize the content and
teaching of faith in its missions and consolidate its power. This early form of propaganda was
considered by the Church to be a moral endeavor (Combs and Nimmo, 1993, p. 201).

Over time the term took on more negative connotations; in a semantic sense, propaganda
became value-laden; in an ethical sense, it was seen as immoral. In 1842 W. T. Brande, writing in
the Dictionary of Science, Literature and Art, called propaganda something “applied to modern
political language as a term of reproach to secret associations for the spread of opinions and prin-
ciples which are viewed by most governments with horror and aversion” (Qualter, 1962, p. 4).

After World War I, Wreford (1923) maintained that propaganda had retained its pejorative
connotations as “a hideous word” typical of an age noted for its “etymological bastardy” (Qual-
ter, 1962, p. 7). At that time, the forces of propaganda, public relations, and psychological war-
fare had become inextricably intertwined in the public’s mind (Bernays, 1928). Social scientists
and propaganda analysts, strongly influenced by models of behaviorism, tended to depict a gulli-
ble public readily manipulated by forces over which it had little control (Institute for Propaganda
Analysis, 1937; Lee and Lee, 1988). This depiction offended humanists and progressives. (For a
good treatment of this, see Michael Sproule, 1989, 1997.)

Distinguishing between education and propaganda has been difficult. Nearly a century ago,
Everett Martin (1929) wrote:

Education aims at independence of judgment. Propaganda offers ready-made opinions for the
unthinking herd. Education and propaganda are directly opposed both in aim and method. The
educator aims at a slow process of development; the propagandist, at quick results. The educator
tries to tell people how to think; the propagandist, what to think. The educator strives to develop
individual responsibility; the propagandist, mass effects. The educator fails unless he achieves an
open mind; the propagandist unless he achieves a closed mind.

(p. 145)
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Leonard Doob (1935) added: “If individuals are controlled through the use of suggestion...then
the process may be called propaganda, regardless of whether or not the propagandist intends to
exercise the control” (p. 80).

Harold Lasswell (1927) offered the first attempt to systematically define propaganda to
assure some degree of validity and reliability in studies of the phenomenon. Propaganda, Lass-
well wrote, is “the control of opinion by significant symbols, or, so to speak, more concretely and
less accurately, by stories, rumors, reports, pictures, and other forms of social communications”
(p. 627). Nearly a decade later, George Catlin (1936) defined propaganda as the mental instilla-
tion by any appropriate means, emotional or intellectual, of certain views.

The 1930s and 1940s saw propaganda’s definitions reflecting social science’s struggles
between behaviorism (the “stimulus response” model) and a more value neutral stance. At the
same time, propaganda was applied to increasingly broad categories of social and political
phenomena.

Edgar Henderson (1943) proposed that no definition of propaganda can succeed unless it
meets several requirements: (1) it must be objective; (2) it must be psychological, or at least
socio-psychological, rather than sociological or axiological; (3) it must include all the cases
without being so broad as to become fuzzy; (4) it must differentiate the phenomenon from both
similar and related phenomena; (5) it must throw new light on the phenomenon itself, making
possible a new understanding and systematization of known facts concerning the phenomenon,
and suggesting new problems for investigation (p. 71). Given these criteria, Henderson claimed
previous definitions fell short, and proposed that “Propaganda is a process which deliberately
attempts through persuasion-techniques to secure from the propagandee, before he can deliber-
ate freely, the responses desired by the propagandist” (p. 83). Stanley Cunningham (2002) has
implied that the psychological bias reflected in Henderson’s definition dominated the field for
several decades, removing “profoundly philosophical determinants”—including considerations
of ethics—from discourse about propaganda (p. 5).

Since Mid-Century

Following World War II, propaganda was often defined in accordance with constantly shifting
perspectives on political theory and the processes/effects and structures/functions of mass com-
munication. Increasingly, however, as media and organized persuasion enterprises in and of
themselves were seen to have diminished mind-molding influences, definitions of propaganda
shifted.

French social philosopher Jacques Ellul (1964, 1965), whose ideas have significantly
informed the propaganda research agenda in recent decades, held a sophisticated view construing
propaganda as a popular euphemism for the totality of persuasive components of culture. Ellul
(1965) saw a world in which numerous elements of society were oriented toward the manipula-
tion of individuals and groups, and thereby defined propaganda as “a set of methods employed
by an organized group that wants to bring about the active or passive participation in its actions
of a mass of individuals, psychologically unified through psychological manipulations and incor-
porated in an organization” (p. 61). Propaganda performs an indispensable function in society,
according to Ellul (1965):

Propaganda is the inevitable result of the various components of the technological society, and
plays so central a role in the life of that society that no economic or political development can take
place without the influence of its great power. Human Relations in social relationships, adver-
tising or Human Engineering in the economy, propaganda in the strictest sense in the field of
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politics—the need for psychological influence to spur allegiance and action is everywhere the
decisive factor, which progress demands and which the individual seeks in order to be delivered
from his own self.

(p. 160)

Ellul (1965) focused on the culturally pervasive nature of what he called “sociological” and
“integration” propaganda. What Ellul (1965) defined as “the penetration of an ideology by means
of its sociological context” (p. 63) is particularly germane to a study of mass media propaganda.
Adbvertising, public relations, and the culturally persuasive components of entertainment media
are definitely involved in the “spreading of a certain style of life” (p. 63) and all converge toward
the same point. Meanwhile, news reporting that emerges from and reflects a dominant—some
call it “hegemonic’—worldview would certainly qualify as integration propaganda, as would any
news reporting that perpetuates closed-mindedness and undue reliance upon authority.

In a sense sociological propaganda is reversed from political propaganda, because in political
propaganda the ideology is spread through the mass media to get the public to accept some polit-
ical or economic structure or to participate in some action, while in sociological propaganda, the
existing economic, political, and sociological factors progressively allow an ideology to penetrate
individuals or masses. Ellul (1965) called the latter a sort of “persuasion from within a progressive
adaptation to a certain order of things, a certain concept of human relations, which unconsciously
molds individuals and makes them conform to society” (pp. 63—64). Well before social media
raised concerns over “echo chambers” and “silos” Ellul had described “long-term propaganda,
a self-reproducing propaganda that seeks to obtain stable behavior, to adapt the individual to his
everyday life, to reshape his thoughts and behavior in terms of the permanent social setting” (p. 74).

It is significant that those who produce sociological or integration propaganda often do so
unconsciously, given how thoroughly (and perhaps blindly) they themselves are invested in the
values and belief systems being promulgated. Besides, if one is an unintentional “integration”
propagandist merely seeking to maintain the status quo, one’s efforts would seem to be prima
facie praiseworthy and educational. However, when considering propaganda as a whole, Ellul
(1981) concluded that the enterprise was pernicious and immoral—a view shared by many but
not all other students of the subject. Ellul argued that pervasive and potent propaganda which
creates a world of fantasy, myth, and delusion is anathema to ethics because (1) the existence of
power in the hands of propagandists does not mean it is right for them to use it (the “is—ought”
problem); (2) propaganda destroys a sense of history and continuity so necessary for a moral life;
and (3) by supplanting the search for truth with imposed truth, propaganda destroys the basis for
mutual thoughtful interpersonal communication and thus the essential ingredients of an ethical
existence (Ellul, 1981, pp. 159-177; Johannesen, 1983, 1990, p. 116; Combs and Nimmo, 1993,
p- 202; Cunningham, 1992).

An honest appraisal of propaganda scholarship shows a void of what Cunningham (2001,
2002) called front-line academic research between the 1950s and early 1980s. Cunningham has
gone so far as to call propaganda a theoretically undeveloped notion during that period, and to
laud the recent Ellulian-motivated resurgence of propaganda scholarship (Cole 1998). Some of
that research and commentary (see Jensen, 1997; Combs and Nimmo, 1993; Cunningham, 2002;
Edelstein, 1997; Frankfurt, 2005; Gordon, 1971; Lee, 1952; Jowett & O’Donnell, 1999; Penny,
2005; Pratkanis & Aronson, 1992; Smith, 1989; Solomon, 2005; Sproule, 1989, 1997; Taylor,
2003) have painted propaganda with a wider brush that covers the canvas of media, popular
culture, and politics. While much of that scholarship posits that propaganda is systematic and
purposive, others recognize the likelihood of unconscious or accidental propaganda, produced
by unwitting agents of the persuasion industry.
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HOW TO DETECT PROPAGANDA

In his 2000 book Lies We Live By, Carl Hausman offered “ten warning signs that the message
you are reading, seeing, or hearing is propagandistic in nature.” The “signs” were drawn largely
from the Institute for Propaganda Analysis of the late 1930s, but incorporate some contemporary
concerns about mass media propaganda:

1. The person presenting the message figuratively turns over card after card after card and
everything squares with the message. All the cards are in the dealer’s favor, and turn over
exactly at the right time. If you get the gut feeling the deck is stacked, it probably is.

2. The message contains vague, but appealing, terms, such as “red-blooded Americans” or
“progressive freethinkers.”

3. The message contains vague, but somehow repellant, terms, like “card-carrying member
of the ACLU.”

4. There are many references to vague authority. “Professors at leading universities say....”
Who are they? What universities? Or there are many testimonials when the connection
between the person (usually famous) and the message are tenuous.

5. The message tries to convince you to do something because everybody else is doing it.
You don’t want to be left off the bandwagon.

6. The message or the messenger appeals to “plain folks.” Be on guard when someone, par-
ticularly someone with a good deal of power and money, tries to convince you that he or
she is just one of the “ordinary people.”

7. Name-calling is used as a device to reinforce the message. Note, for example, whether the

messenger uses words like “terrorist” or “freedom fighter.”

. The whole message seems deliberately confusing.

9. The message centers on transferring the attributes of one thing, like the Bible or the flag,
to another person or thing.

10. The attribution is biased. Be on guard when sources are not quoted as “Smith said,” but

rather “Smith gloated” or “Smith tried to defend his actions by saying ...”

oo

(Hausman, 2000, pp. 136-137)

Media scholar Alex Edelstein, in his 1997 book Total Propaganda: From Mass Culture to Pop-
ular Culture, said “old propaganda” is traditionally employed by the government or the socially
and economically influential members in “a hierarchical mass culture, in which only a few speak
to many,” and it is intended for “the control and manipulation of mass cultures.” He contrasts this
with the “new propaganda” inherent in a broadly participant popular culture “with its bedrock of
First Amendment rights, knowledge, egalitarianism, and access to communication” (p. 5). Edel-
stein was writing prior to the ascendency of modern social media as dominant forces in popular
culture; social media—including Facebook, a global behemoth—have yet to strike a satisfactory
balance between freedom and responsibility.

Canadian philosopher Stanley Cunningham (1992, 2001, 2002) has argued strenuously
against both the value-free definitions posed by social scientists and the value-laden definitions
replete with unsupported assertions offered by pundits. In their stead he has insisted that the
cultural or mass-mediated environmental phenomenon can only be fully understood in terms
of articulated theory and method, and that defining the term per se is “neither possible nor
necessary” (2002, p. 176). To that end, he proposed an eleven-paragraph description of propa-
ganda in a chapter titled “The Metaphysics of Propaganda” (2002, pp. 176—178). Among other
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considerations, Cunningham insisted that propaganda is not morally neutral, that it is counterfeit
or pseudocommunication:

Because it inverts principal epistemic values such as truth and truthfulness, reasoning and knowl-
edge, and because of its wholesale negative impact upon voluntariness and human agency, and
because it also exploits and reinforces a society’s moral weaknesses, propaganda is not ethically
neutral. Rather, it is an inherently unethical social phenomenon.

(Cunningham, 2002, p. 176)

Although reluctant to offer a simple definition of propaganda, Cunningham (2001) did not hesi-
tate to characterize the phenomenon in terms of the serious ethical challenges it poses:

Propaganda comprises a whole family of epistemic disservices abetted mostly (but not entirely)
by the media: It poses as genuine information and knowledge when, in fact, it generates little
more than ungrounded belief and tenacious convictions; it prefers credibility, actual belief states,
and mere impressions to knowledge; it supplies ersatz assurances and certainties; it skews per-
ceptions; it systematically disregards superior epistemic values such as truth, understanding, and
knowledge; and it discourages reasoning and a healthy respect for rigor, evidence, and procedural
safeguards. In sum, what really defines propaganda is its utter indifference to superior epistemic
values and their safeguards in both the propagandist and the propagandee.

(p- 139)

THE SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY OF PROPAGANDA

Scholarly analyses of propaganda tend to focus on either the political or philosophic or semantic/
rhetorical nature of the beast. An equally intriguing set of insights can be offered by social psy-
chologists, concerned as they are with the nature of belief and value systems and the various
psychological needs that a phenomenon such as propaganda tends to fulfill. A truncated look
at some of this literature in instructive for a holistic understanding of the ethics of propaganda,
propagandists, and propagandees in contemporary society.

Harold Lasswell said as far back as 1936 that technological western democracies are char-
acterized by circumstances that give rise to two general categories of need fulfillment: catharsis
and readjustment. By catharsis he referred to the discharge of tension with a minimum of change
in overt social relationships; by readjustment, the removal of the symbolic or material source of
insecurity (1947, p. 403). Citizens overwhelmed by powerlessness and anomie turned instead to
their own affairs; they became privatized. Recent concerns over media propaganda have been
based on the often stated assumption that one responsibility of a democratic media system is to
encourage an open-minded citizenry—that is, a people who are curious, questioning, unwilling
to accept simple pat answers to complex situations, and so forth. (Kovach and Rosensteil, 2001).
Mental freedom, the argument goes, comes when people have the capacity, and exercise the
capacity, to weigh numerous sides of controversies (political, personal, economic, and so forth)
and come to their own rational decisions, relatively free of outside constraints. Columnist Eugene
Robinson (2019) is among First Amendment enthusiasts who maintain that a healthy dose of
truth is the best antidote to overcome the noisy political propaganda machinery. However, social
psychologists and political scientists argue that more information in and of itself is not a cure
for propaganda—that other variables control how and what we see and perceive. Even media
consumers highly motivated to make well-informed decisions reside in a public square that lacks
consensus perceptions, and facts become increasingly irrelevant due to public discourse that
reinforces deeply held values and identities.
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The Open and Closed Mind

A growing body of research on perception and belief systems seems to be concluding that indi-
viduals constantly strive for cognitive balance and that individuals will select and rely upon infor-
mation consistent with their basic perceptions. Donohew and Palmgreen (1971), for instance,
showed that open-minded journalists underwent a great deal of stress when having to report
information they were not inclined to believe or agree with, because the open-minded journal-
ists’ self-concepts demanded that they fairly evaluate all issues. Closed-minded journalists, on
the other hand, underwent much less stress because it was easy for them to make snap decisions
consistent with their basic worldviews (pp. 627-639, 666).

Social psychologist Milton Rokeach, in his seminal work The Open and Closed Mind
(1960), concluded empirically that the degree to which a person’s belief system is open or closed
is the extent to which the person can receive, evaluate, and act on relevant information received
from the outside on its own intrinsic merits, unencumbered by irrelevant factors in the situation
arising from within the person or from the outside (p. 57). To Rokeach, open-minded individu-
als seek out sources (media and otherwise) that challenge them to think for themselves, rather
than sources that offer overly simplified answers to complex problems. Closed-minded or dog-
matic media consumers, on the other hand, seek out and relish the opposite kinds of messages
(Rokeach, 1954, 1960, 1964).

Several of Rokeach’s validated insights into open- and closed- mindedness (Vacchiano et
al., 1969) are helpful when studying propaganda: the belief-disbelief dimensions; the central,
intermediate, and peripheral dimensions; and the time-perspective dimensions. Let us consider
each of them in turn.

1. The belief-disbelief dimensions. A person’s belief system represents all the beliefs, sets,
expectancies, or hypotheses, conscious and unconscious, which that person at a given
time accepts as true of the world he or she lives in; the disbelief system, or series of
subsystems, reflects the same dimensions that the person rejects as false (Rokeach,
1960, p. 33). This total framework, or composite of systems, includes not only what is
usually referred to as “ideology” (i.e., the type of thoughts and attitudes based largely
on communication per se), but also highly personalized pre-ideological beliefs, beliefs
that are undoubtedly formed by a composite of influences. Rokeach evaluated the basic
belief-disbelief systems in terms of their isolation and differentiation. By isolation he
meant the perceived lack of relationship between beliefs that may be intrinsically related
to each other; by differentiation, the degree of articulation or richness of detail within the
basic system and its various parts.

While we cannot safely say that propaganda has created the basic nature or degree of
isolation and differentiation between belief and disbelief systems, it is fascinating to note
the parallels between the commonly expressed goals of propaganda and the shortcom-
ings Rokeach pointed out in the isolation and differentiation characteristics of the dog-
matic individual. The most fundamental conditions of the closed-minded individual are
the high magnitude of rejection of all disbelief systems, and little differentiation within
the disbelief system (Rokeach, 1960, p. 61). A dogmatic propagandist or propagandee
would thus have the following behaviors, as described by Ellul (1965): offering relatively
rigid responses to complex issues; being relatively unimaginative, with a tendency to
stereotype; being sterile with regard to socio-political process; being unable to adjust
to situations other than those created by propaganda; seeing the world in terms of strict
opposites; being involved in unreal conflicts created and blown up by propaganda; giving
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everything his or her own narrow interpretation, depriving facts of their real meaning or
order to integrate them into his or her own system and given them an emotional coloration
(p. 167).

. The central-intermediate-peripheral dimensions. Rokeach (1960, 1964) conceived of

beliefs as existing in either three or five non-rigidly outlined layers: a central region (or
central regions, positive and negative), representing a person’s primitive and relatively
impervious-to change beliefs about the nature of the physical world, the nature of the
“self,” and the “generalized other”; an intermediate region, representing the beliefs a
person has in and about the nature of authority and the people who line up with author-
ity, on whom a person depends to help form a picture of the world to be lived in; and a
peripheral region (or peripheral regions), representing the beliefs derived consciously
or unconsciously from authority, beliefs that fill up the details of a person’s frame of
reference.

In studying these dimensions, Rokeach focused on the degree to which people receive
and act upon communication that helps them round out their pictures of the world and
the degree of reliance placed upon authority figures (rational, tentative reliance for the
non-dogmatists; arbitrary, absolute reliance for the dogmatists). Change of primitive
beliefs is difficult to effect. A smart propagandist knows it would be a waste of time to
directly attack such central beliefs. However, a successful propagandist will take advan-
tage of those beliefs, will nuance them, will employ authority figures creatively, and will
play rhetorical and semantic games with them, doing much of the propagandizing at the
peripheral or inconsequential level of beliefs, where slogans, brand names, and other
insignificant rhetoric are employed and where media provide conversational items, social
status, and a bit of self-worth. Meanwhile, propaganda would seem to work best on the
open-minded in cases when the propaganda gives the appearance of employing multiple
and contrasting authorities, when individuals are led to believe they can pick and choose
for themselves—from authorities and prejudices pre-selected by the propagandist! (Ellul
and other researchers have observed that propaganda may actually be most effective on
intellectuals, who pride themselves on being exposed to and to weigh conflicting infor-
mation, especially information outside their normal fields of expertise. But that’s a topic
for another day.)

Selective attention, perception, and retention are artifices of the central-intermediate-
peripheral belief system—how and what we choose to attend to, be cognizant of, and
recall depends largely upon how those three dimensions of our belief system line up. It
follows, then, that the dogmatist is seemingly unaware of the interconnectedness of the
three regions, while the open-minded is more cognizant and hence, less vulnerable to
propaganda.

. The time-perspective continuum. The place of a time-perspective dimension in a consid-

eration of belief systems is based on Rokeach’s conclusion that the way a person feels
about the past, present, and future as they relate to each other is an important part of that
person’s entire view on the world. To the relatively open-minded person, the past, present,
and future are all represented within the belief-disbelief dimension in such a way that the
person sees them as being related to each other. The relatively closed-minded person, on
the other hand, has a narrow time perspective. The closed-minded person would have a
simplistic concept of causes and effects; the open-minded would think in terms of multi-
ple causality, and in terms of concomitants rather than simple causality.

Propaganda, it follows from the above, is very likely to be created by and aimed at
the closed-minded who have a time-perspective disconnect.
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Belief Systems and Media Propaganda

One of the dominant themes in media criticism for much of past half-century or so has been the
tendency of media to mitigate against open-mindedness. The body of literature is vast, and only
a snapshot of it appears here.

Gilbert Seldes (1957) expressed fear that the mass media had begun to inculcate in the
audience a weakened sense of discrimination, a heightening of stereotypical thinking patterns,
a tendency toward conformity and dependence (p. 26, 50-62). A decade earlier, Harold Lasky
(1948) had observed that

The real power of the press comes from the effect of its continuous repetition of an attitude
reflected in facts which its readers have no chance to check, or by its ability to surround these facts
by an environment of suggestion which, often half-consciously, seeps its way into the mind of the
reader and forms his premises for him without his even being aware that they are really prejudices
to which he has scarcely given a moment of thought.

(p. 670)

Charles Wright (1959) expressed similar concerns. The mid-century views of Seldes, Lasky, and
Wright do not depart radically from the 1922 lamentations of Walter Lippmann concerning the
stereotypical pictures in the heads of people. The logic of Ellul (1965) is compelling in this regard,
as he argued that people in a technological society need to be propagandized, to be “integrated into
society” via media. Modern citizens, Ellul concluded, therefore condemn themselves to lives of
successive moments, discontinuous and fragmented—and the news media are largely responsible.

The hapless victims of information overload seek out propaganda as a means of ordering the
chaos, according to Ellul. Propaganda gives them explanations for all the news, so that it is clas-
sified into easily identifiable categories of good and bad, right and wrong, worth-worrying-about
and not-worth-worrying-about, and so forth. The propagandees allow themselves to be propa-
gandized, to have their cognitive horizons narrowed. Ellul argued people are doubly reassured
by propaganda because it tells them the reasons behind developments and because it promises a
solution for all the problems that would otherwise seem insoluble. “Just as information is nec-
essary for awareness, propaganda is necessary to prevent this awareness from being desperate,”
Ellul concluded (1965, pp. 146-147).

If our nature is to eschew dissonance and move toward a homeostatic mental set, the crazy
quilt patterns of information we receive from our mass media would certainly drive us to some
superior authority of information or belief that would help us make more sense of our world.
Propaganda thus becomes inevitable.

Most of the foregoing emphasizes the propagandee’s belief system, showing parallels
between dogmatic personality types and the “typical” propagandee. Not much of a case has
been made to maintain that propagandists themselves possess the basic characteristics of the
dogmatist, but there is much evidence suggesting that communicators who are intentionally and
consciously operating as propagandists recognize that one of their basic tasks is to keep the
minds of their propagandees closed. Unconscious propagandists are another matter. They may be
unaware that they have absorbed the belief and value system which they propagate in their daily
integration or socialization propaganda. Their unexamined propagandistic lives reflect a cogni-
tive system that has slammed as tightly shut as those of the authorities for whom they blindly
“spin” and as the most gullible of their propaganda’s recipients.

As Donohew and Palmgreen (1971) implied, it appears to be difficult and stressful for both
media practitioners and media consumers to retain pluralistic orientations. But if media personnel
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and audiences never find themselves concerned over contradictory information, facts that don’t
add up, opinions that don’t cause them to stop and think, then they are being closed-minded pur-
veyors and passive receivers of propaganda.

THE SEMANTICS OF PROPAGANDA

Many of the above findings are highly consistent with the body of knowledge referred to as
“general semantics.” This is not surprising, given how much the scholars have in common: All
are interested in how people perceive the world and how they subsequently communicate their
perceptions or misperceptions. General semantics, a field of study framed by Alfred Korzybski
(1933/1948) in Science and Sanity, assesses human’s unique symbolic behavior. At the heart of
the field is the argument that unscientific or “Aristotelian” assumptions about language and real-
ity result in semantically inadequate or inappropriate behavior.

Numerous empirical studies of general semantics reinforce these original suppositions. Stud-
ies of children and adults trained in general semantics principles have demonstrated that seman-
tic awareness results in such diverse achievements as improved perceptual, speaking, reading,
and writing skills (Berger, 1965; Glorfield, 1966; Haney, 1962-1963; Livingston, 1966; Ralph,
1972; True, 1966; Weaver, 1949; Weiss, 1959; Westover, 1959), generalized intelligence (Haney,
1962-1963; Steele, 1972), decreased prejudice (J. A. Black, 1972), decreased dogmatism (J. J.
Black, 1974; Goldberg, 1965), and decreased rigidity (J. J. Black, 1974).

General semanticists’ descriptions of sophisticated (“'sane’) language behavior include—but
are not limited to—awareness that (1) our language is not our reality, but is an inevitably imper-
fect abstraction of that reality; (2) unless we’re careful, our language usually reveals more about
our own biases than it does about the persons or objects we’re describing; (3) people and situa-
tions have unlimited characteristics; the world is in a constant process of change; our perceptions
and language abilities are limited; (4) a fact is not an inference and an inference is not a value
judgment; (5) different people will perceive the world differently, and we should accept authority
figures’, sources’, and witnesses’ viewpoints as being the result of imperfect human perceptual
processes, and not as absolute truth; and (6) persons and situations are rarely if ever two-valued;
propositions do not have to be either “true” or “false,” specified ways of behaving do not have to
be either “right” or “wrong,” “black” or “white”’; continuum-thinking or an infinite-valued orien-
tation is a more valid way to perceive the world than an Aristotelian two-valued orientation (Bois,
1966; Chase, 1938, 1954; Hayakawa, 1939, 1941, 1949, 1954, 1962; Johnson, 1946; Korzybski,
1948; Lee, 1941, 1949; Black, 1977, 2001); see also ETC: A Review of General Semantics, a
quarterly published by the Institute of General Semantics.

Emerging from this literature are conclusions about a series of semantic patterns that typify
the semantically sophisticated or unsophisticated individual. The patterns are highly reflective of
Rokeach’s typologies of the open-minded or closed-minded individual and of propaganda ana-
lysts’ descriptions of the non-propagandistic or propagandistic individual.

Specific semantic problems for the journalist can be identified, and semantic solutions to
those problems can be proposed. Although presented in polarized form, they are best understood
in terms of a continuum:

1. Problem: the blurring of abstraction levels: Problems arise when journalists carelessly
jump within and among different levels of abstraction, when they leave the impression
that “that’s the way it is,” when they draw inferences and value judgments without sharing
with their readers and viewers the hard data (if any) used to move to those higher levels
of abstraction.
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Alternative to blurring levels of abstraction: Journalists should know, and show, the
differences between objects, statements of fact, inferences, and value judgments. They
should remember that abstraction is the inevitable process of narrowing and reducing data
from the real world and from human’s limited ability to observe it.

Journalists would do well to tell what someone or something “does” rather than what
it “is.” The order of abstraction should go from fact, to description, to inference, to value
judgment; journalists should show their evidence so audiences can follow the same log-
ical pattern. As David Ignatius (1999) explained in the Washington Monthly, journalists
would do well to follow the 1950s advice of J. Russell Wiggins, who said that “The reader
deserves one clean shot at the facts” (“Just the Facts?”, p. 26).

“The ethics of journalism ... must be based on the simple truth that every journalist
knows the difference between the distortion that comes from subtracting observe data and
the distortion that comes from adding invented data” (Hersey, 1986, p. 290).

. Problem: the tendencies toward “‘allness”: Problems arise when journalists act as though
they have seen all they need to (or could possibly) see, have described all they need to (or
could possibly) describe, and have concluded all they need to (or could possibly) conclude.
They are genuinely surprised when they find exceptions to their dogmatic view of reality,
and then they write stories about what they (but few others) find sensational or bizarre. They
make unqualified predictions based on what they pass off as complete evidence. They forget
that their sources and news subjects are very likely not to be objective, but find no reason
to go beyond the truncated versions of “absolute truth” the sources offer up to interviewers.

Alternative to “Allness’: Journalists should be conscious of “etcetera,” aware that while
their descriptions may be adequate, they are not complete: People can never see, or say,
everything that needs to be seen or said about an individual or situation, so they shouldn’t
pretend they’re doing otherwise. Semantically sophisticated writing is characterized by
“etc” terms. Journalism that seeks alternatives to “allness” is filled with answers to “how
much” and “to what extent” questions; the journalistic dialogue encourages statements of
theory and hypotheses, rather than absolute law. To achieve this, reporters are driven by
boundless curiosity and dissatisfaction with simplistic explanations of complex issues.
Humility and ethics require that journalists don’t leave the impression that they have
exhausted the territory.

. Problem: the “two-valued orientation”: Semantic and ethical problems arise when the
world—and all its sub-sets of data—are arbitrarily divided into mutually exclusive, po-
larized opposites. “As reporter Christiane Amanpour advises, objectivity must go hand
in hand with morality” (“Just the Facts?” The Washington Monthly, January/February,
1999, p. 23).

Alternative to the “two-valued orientation’: To demonstrate a multi-valued orientation,
the use of “etcetera” is helpful. It reminds reporters and audiences that persons and sit-
uations are rarely if ever two-valued; that propositions do not have to be either “true” or
“false,” specified ways of behaving do not have to be either “right” or “wrong,” “black™ or
“white,” that continuum-thinking or an infinite-valued orientation is a more intellectually
honest way to perceive and communicate about the world than an Aristotelian two-valued
orientation. Indeed, a multi-valued journalist relishes subtlety in sources, subjects, and
stories, and processes dissonance with a certain amount of comfort.

. Problem: the “is of identity”’: When journalists ask “what is?” or “who is?” the answers
tend to be stereotypes. The questions, and answers, may make reporters and audiences
appear unconscious of myriad individual differences among individuals, situations, and
problems. “Truth claims” can emerge from observation and scientific evidence, or from
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unverifiable bases such as faith, aesthetics, authority, intuition, or philosophy. Problems
arise when journalists fail to recognize which is which.

When “to be” verbs are used as an equal sign they suggest that language is equated
to reality. To do so is to set up false-to-fact relationships, resulting in stereotypes, labels,
name-calling, and instant classification of individuals, groups, situations, and so forth.
Such behaviors ignore the fact that language is only an imperfect abstraction of reality.

Alternative to the “is of identity”’: Semantically sophisticated journalists seek nuances.
They use verbs of “non-identity.” They separate nouns with qualifying verbs (if only in
their heads). They do whatever it takes to differentiate among people, situations, and
problems.

5. Problem: the “is of predication”: When people use “to be” verbs between nouns and ad-
jectives (“he is stupid,” “she is beautiful,” etc.), or when they carelessly employ adjectives
to affirm qualities, they may be assuming falsely that everyone else sees the qualities in
the same way, through the same viewfinder.

Alternative to the “is of predication”: Reporters are advised to be conscious of their
selectivity and projections by qualifying problematic noun/adjective relationships. Com-
petent journalists not only use these constructs in their own conclusions, but ask questions
in such a way that interviewees are encouraged to use them also.

6. Problem: being time-bound: The time-bound ahistorical journalist apparently fails to
understand or appreciate the interconnectedness of time and development, the interrela-
tionship of past, present, and future. Such a journalist dwells on the past, fixates narrowly
on the present, or dreams idly of the future.

Alternative to being time-bound: Change is the constant companion for the semantically
sophisticated journalist. Life is gestalt—anything is the cause and result of everything.
Conscientious journalists need not be obsessed by past/present/future interrelationships,
but do well to appreciate them. They should be curious about their heritage, learn from
their mistakes, and remain guardedly optimistic.

‘Attitude Reporting” and “Articlesclerosis”

One reason to conflate general semantics, belief systems, and propaganda theory is to address a
general category of the new propaganda in the media. Some have called it “Attitude Reporting,”
but a better term might be “Articlesclerosis—the hardening of the articles.” Blurring of inverted
pyramid and narrative styles of writing, of fact and opinion, of detailed description and value
judgment, of straight information and distracting entertainment, of objectivity and subjectiv-
ity, are the characteristics of journalism-cum-propaganda. Fred Brown, a Denver Post editor,
observed that “We are increasingly inserting ourselves between our readers and the information
they need, and that surely counts as an ethical problem” (Brown, 2001, p. 38). Brown faulted his
profession for two practices that violate traditional norms and are et