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Final Exam
1) WikiLeaks

There are several ethical issues involved with the work done by nonprofit organization WikiLeaks as well as the media coverage of it. WikiLeaks’ founder, Julian Assange, has unethically released confidential governmental documents with sensitive information that should be withheld from the public. The material has been willfully put in the hands of a number of media corporations and even on the Internet for the whole world to see. Consequently, innocent victims could be killed, because national security is carelessly put in jeopardy.
According to the Los Angeles Times, five media outlets—including The New York Times—are collaborating with an organization that has very different values. The New York Times Executive Editor Bill Keller stated, “transparency is not an absolute good…freedom of the press includes freedom not to publish.” He believes that being responsible involves advising the organization to remove names and other sensitive details. The article goes on to state how the leaked information jeopardizes U.S. national security, diplomatic efforts and relationships with other countries. A source from a newspaper in France even stated that there was no written contract on the use of the information that news outlets obtained from WikiLeaks, suggesting that those outlets could determine what they want to withhold and publish.
(http://www.latimes.com/business/nationworld/wire/sns-ap-eu-wikileaks-media,0,5818279.story?page=2) Unfortunately, this page can’t be found anymore.

According to The Telegraph, several politicians’ private lives have been exposed by leaked cables sent by U.S. diplomatic and intelligence officials. Sensitive information includes upbringings and allegations of affairs. The article states that material on scandals, bullying, possible depression and the state of one politician’s marriage was “insightful and timely.” If this was the case, the media had a responsibility of exposing this newsworthy information, telling the truth as it is. The problem with this is that the media defines what is newsworthy or not and by doing this, they justify invading someone’s privacy. This creates unethical behavior and abuses by the media as they justify the exposure of gossip that is none of our business. The article goes on to mention others, including a German politician who was stated to “crave” political power and to be “openly gay”. This brings up the issue of invasion of privacy. Obviously, the founder of WikiLeaks believes that personal information can be revealed if whom it is describing is fairly well-known. 
(http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/northamerica/8168462/WikiLeaks-US-official-compiled-dossiers-on-politicians-private-lives.html)


Several opinion articles have appeared on the Internet, including one by The Orange County Register that debates the ethics of this situation. One could argue that Julian Assange has the freedom of information to be published, yet he handles government secrets extremely carelessly. Perhaps he is acting according to the principle of utilitarianism in that exposing classified information will serve the public interest. However, revealing diplomatic tactics and military operations during wartime is dangerous to humanity. The article states that “some transparency in foreign policy is acceptable as long as national security isn’t compromised.” Much of the confidential data shouldn’t even concern the public, anyway. The article goes on to state that individuals, businesses and governments all have a right to privacy. Even in a free society, it is wrong to steal and publicize the belongings of others, which include private information that is meant to protect others. Kant’s Categorical Imperative would state that this is universally immoral if one consults their conscience. According to the article, Assange chose to ignore several values, such as privacy, decency, individual autonomy, mutual respect and the public good.
(http://www.ocregister.com/opinion/assange-279815-privacy-information.html)


Assange’s loyalties are to the public, the people whom the secret data discusses, the media outlets that have access to the leaked documents, his company and himself. He probably believes that he is doing society a favor by educating them on inside plans, while doing this could also put them in danger. He is also loyal to the news agencies that he has granted access to the documents, so that they can also serve the public. Furthermore, he must stay loyal to his company by maintaining a good reputation as well as to his own personal morals. Obviously, he is severing the trust of the politicians in the cables.
2) Ethical Theory


One of the major ethical theories covered in class was utilitarianism, which states that we should determine what is right or wrong based on what will produce the best consequences for the greatest number of people. According to this view, an action should promote good and restrain evil.

The British philosophers Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill believed that all humans wanted pleasure and happiness as their ultimate goals of all action. Later utilitarians expanded that concept to include other human valued goals, such as friendship, knowledge, health, beauty and truth. The most ethical actions were those that produced the greatest number of values. Even if actions bring pain and suffering to a number of people, sometimes they can be ethical if the end results bring forth many positive values for people and society. Utilitarians choose a solution that produces the greatest benefit to the greatest number of people.

Utilitarianism helps to eliminate ethical dilemmas by being more flexible as well as open to reason, rationality and the circumstances of particular situations. Its ultimate goal is the greatest benefit of society. The decision-maker has to determine what humanity needs (not wants) in order to solve the problem. Simply deciding what would benefit the greatest number of people can solve an ethical issue.
3) Journalism


Journalism is a mass communication field that often tackles common ethical issues. Professional ethical dilemmas that arise are truth, privacy, sources, conflict of interest, bias, etc. 
It is a reporter’s job and the obligation of the press to expose the truth to the public, but if it could harm another party, it could carelessly damage a reputation or put citizens in danger, as in the WikiLeaks case. Truthtelling is one of the highest ethical values in the news business, building trust and a bond between the media and the public. The opposite of this is deception: knowingly and intentionally lying and distorting or omitting the truth. This, in itself, is absolutely forbidden in the journalistic field. Yet, even if one actually does tell the truth, they could be faced with an ethical dilemma. 

This leads the way to the issue of privacy rights. As mentioned above, individuals, businesses and governments have a right to privacy not only for themselves, but also for the people they serve. Exposing private facts can put someone’s life in jeopardy. For instance, if a rape victim’s name is published, other rapists can become aware of this name and track the person down. Moreover, many victims don’t want anyone knowing about a crime they were involved in, so their right to privacy could be erased.

Sources, such as rape victims, choose to remain anonymous for this reason. Furthermore, using an unnamed source is justified when they could lose their job if their name was revealed to the public. On the other hand, a journalist who uses an unnamed source could sacrifice their credibility. However, one could argue that printing a story is so important for democracy, that it’s better to print it with an unnamed source than to not print it at all. This holds true particularly for stories that expose wrongdoing in the government and private sector. An example of this is the WikiLeaks case again, though the leaked information reveals names to anyone with access to the internet. This is a major problem, even if these people weren’t sources to begin with, but rather people in the center of the limelight. Reporters should also never develop personal relationships with sources, make promises, pay for information, and mislead or keep sources in the dark.

There might even be a conflict of interest in the newsroom. Some of the staff members could think one way and the other half could think another way. For example, the case discussed on the gay journalist reveals a conflict of interest between a lesbian reporter wanting to speak about gay rights and an editor who believes it is wrong to do this, even if the reporter was not covering the story. Situations like this arise all of the time in journalism. One just needs to take into consideration all of the party’s views and make an ethical decision from there. Using Aristotle’s Golden Mean could help in finding a middleground in many cases. Another conflict of interest issue was examined in the textbook. This case was about a local newspaper that was promoting the voting process, yet its consumers were against this. Even though the paper wasn’t biased towards one electoral candidate, there was still a conflict of interest between the media outlet and its audience.

Speaking of bias, this term is another ethical issue that is seen everywhere today. Many journalists are one-sided, downplaying another party’s views or simply not reporting on them at all. As a result, people have stopped reading articles in print, because they don’t resemble fairness. Consumers want to read about two or more points of view. If only one is stated, the writer or editor could get some angry calls from subscribers and sources. Being unbiased involves finding a balance in the types of sources a journalist seeks—and their points of view.
