HOW TO WRITE A MEDIA ETHICS FINAL PAPER

by

Charles Warner

First, decide on a current media ethics issue to write about and get my approval of the topic by sending me an e-mail (charlesHwarner@gmail.com) with a couple of proposed topics that interest you.

Next, your paper should be a critical examination of a current ethical issue in the media.  Your decision about whether or not an issue is ethical could be based on many criteria such as presentations or discussions in class or could be based on the Hutchins Commission on Freedom of the Press report or one of the codes of ethics (SPJ, RTNDA, e.g.).  The Hutchins Commission report and the two codes of ethics are posted on my website, in the Media/Journalism Ethics section in the Library link.
Your paper should also have a critical point of view, depending on the type of criticism it is.  See the “Types of Criticism” paper on my website in the Media/Journalism section in the Library link of my website.  For example, you could write from a Feminist, or Marxist, Economic, or Psychological point of view.
Structure your final paper like an opinion piece or a critical essay.  You should begin be stating what type of criticism you are employing, then state what your position is, and then state what values, principles, and loyalties you are using to make a judgment.  You do not necessarily have to have these elements in separate sections headed as such, but it would probably help to organize your paper in this manner.
1. The Ethical Issue and Your Position – State an ethical practice that you believe has been violated.  For example, you might believe that the US Government’s censorship of reporters in Afganistan violates the Hutchins Commission recommendation that the press should provide “Full access to the day’s intelligence.”  Or, you might believe that some Fox News reporters or commentators violate the RTNDA standard that broadcast journalists should “Recognize that service in the public interest creates an obligation to reflect the diversity of the community and guard against oversimplification of issues or events.”  Or that the New York Times violates the standard that journalists should “resist distortions that obscure the importance of events.”  (I use these as examples only; they do not reflect my opinion.) 

2. Values – State the value you are using as the primary basis for your critique.  Examples of values are: (1) Professional values such as the public’s right to know, a person’s right to privacy, truthtelling, or balance and fairness, (2) legal values, (3) patriotic values, (4) religious values (don’t kill the unborn, e.g.), (5) freedom-based values (women’s right to choose, e.g.).  Also, your values can be guided by the type of criticism you are writing.
3. Principles – State which of the five ethical principles below you are using as the basic guideline for your critique.
a. Aristotle’s Mean: “Moral virtue is a middle state determined by practical wisdom.”  Virtuous people will arrive at a fair and reasonable agreement for the legitimate claims of both sides somewhere in the middle of two extreme claims.  The two sides must negotiate a compromise in good faith.  “Generally speaking, in extremely complicated situations with layers of ambiguity and uncertainty, Aristotle’s principle has the most intellectual appeal.”  BASIC CONCEPT: Negotiated compromise.

b. Kant’s Categorical Imperative: “Act on that maxim which will become a universal law.”  Kant gave substance to the Christian Golden Rule because Kant says that what is right for one is right for all and for all time.  “Right is right and must be done even under the most extreme conditions.”  Humans have an instinctive knowledge of what is right – a conscience – and must act on it.  The categorical imperative can be thought of as God’s immutable laws.  BASIC CONCEPT:  What is right for one is right for all for all time.

c. Mill’s Principle of Utility (Utilitarianism): “Seek the greatest happiness for the greatest number.”  (1) Produce the greatest possible balance of good over evil and (2) distribute this as widely as possible.  “Mill contended that happiness was the sole end of human action and the test by which all conduct ought to be judged.”  BASIC CONCEPT:  The greatest good for the greatest number of people.

d. Rawl’s Veil of Ignorance (Egalitarianism): “Justice emerges when negotiating without social differentiations.”  Fairness is the fundamental idea in the concept of justice.  Enlightened self-interest.  Veil of ignorance means that everyone step away from real circumstances into an “original position” behind a barrier where roles and social differences are eliminated.  “Justice is blind.”  BASIC CONCEPT:  Fairness.

e. Judeo-Christian Persons as Ends: “Love they neighbor as yourself.”  Unselfishly caring for those who need it most – compassion.  “The norm here is giving and forgiving with uncalculating spontaneity and spending oneself to fulfill a neighbor’s well-being.  Everyone is equal in his or her humanness -- inclusiveness.  BASIC CONCEPT:  Compassion and inclusiveness.
4. Loyalties – Discuss to whom your primary loyalty belongs.  Base your decision about your primary loyalty on the following duties: 

a. Duty to ourselves 

b. Duty to readers and viewers/government/church/country

c. Duty to our organization or company

d. Duty to professional colleagues

e. Duty to society

5. Judgment/Conclusion– After carefully considering the elements in the Potter Box, support the position you stated in Section #1 above.  Also, make sure to use a two-sided argument so that you state at least one opposing position to the one you are taking.  Make sure to cite additional ethical standards that might have been violated, if that is the case, to strengthen your argument.
For example, you might write that you are employing a legal criticism and that you are against torture of any kind.  Then state your values, principles, and loyalties.  Then state what proponents of torture are arguing.  And then, finally, put forth a strong argument for your position from a legal point of view.
.

The most important section of your paper is the Judgment section.  This section should be the longest, most thorough part of your paper—probably four or five paragraphs.  I want to understand the rationale for your judgment, the basis for your opinions, so I can evaluate the logic of your argument.
As you write your final paper, you must include appropriate references to the assigned reading.  Your references must be in the following format for books on the reading list: (Christians, Fackler, et al.  2008, p. 126.).  For websites: (http://journalism.nyu.ed/pubzone/weblogs/pressthink/2004/01/13/interview_gans.html.  February, 2003.).  The date in the website reference is the date your accessed it.  For books not on the required or recommended reading lists: (Eric Alterman. 2003. What Liberal Media?  New York: Basic Books.  p. 126.).  You do not have to restrict yourself to referring to required or recommended reading.
I will judge this paper on the logic and consistency of your thinking and how well you justify your arguments based on what you have learned in this course.

Your final paper should be no shorter than 3,000 words and no longer than 5,000 words and it should be sent as a Word attachment to an e-mail to me at charlesHwarner@gmail.com. 
