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PART 1: 

Description

The study in the ethics of the recording and use of images should be a part of every college student's learning experience and be applied across disciplines.  Students can benefit from a critical look at how they, their peers and the media use images.

Participation in this module does not require any prior knowledge about how ethics is defined and organized. If you choose to go into greater detail you may want to introduce the standard four theories of ethics and apply them to the examples in Part 1 or you can use the exercises provided in Part 2 to create a more involved experience.

There is no set way to use the examples, questions or exercises. All can be used to start an instructor/class discussion or a pro/con debate or be used to write a position (POV) paper. Take home assignments can be used to gather examples of what students support, defend or decry and give them a chance to share their findings with the class.

Premise

As digital imaging technologies become more accessible to students, these students, whether they know it or not, will be ethically challenged in how they create and promote images. If this is true then we need to ask: what will these students offer the culture as they mature? What will they deem ethical or unethical?  What will be their legacy and will that legacy reflect the best human beings can offer?  And finally, will the culture they contribute to reaffirm the status quo or change it?

In light of the above, use the following examples to generate a discussion to see if your students find these situations and those involved in them ethical or unethical.

Suggestion: Have the students read out loud the following examples. 

Example #1: Broadcast News
Has anybody noticed an on-going trend in the media: The invasion of privacy by those who provide content for broadcast news? They constantly break the ‘unwritten’ code of ethical standards in their desire 'to get the story'.  An example can be drawn from the recent shootings at Virginia Tech. CBS was on the scene before the students and several victims had the opportunity to talk to grief counselors.  The public saw this and complained about how the story was handled. I'm sure CBS asked permission from those interviewed but should they have been interviewed at all? Victims need to talk about how they feel in order  to hold onto emotional stability. Perhaps the students, in need of talk therapy, could not help themselves but talk to the media. See reference material A. 

Exercise 1: use the following questions for classroom discussion.

1. Did students allow themselves to be interviewed because they felt better by doing so? 

2. Were their critical faculties or sense of privacy compromised under such duress?

3. Are the newsmakers overtly and covertly posing as counselors in order to get the                story?  

4. Are their interviews serving the masses' need to know to the detriment of the individual?

5. Is this sort of information gathering ethical?

Example #2: Film Industry

If you look back about five or six years you'll find on HBO a ‘documentary’ about a September 11th orphan, an eight-year-old boy. The film was lauded by many organizations that speak on behalf of children, but the viewing public thought it went too far. The director taped a family whose daughter/sister/wife/ mother failed to come home after the attack. The filmmaker stayed with the family for ten days until the ex-husband of the missing woman told the eight-year-old boy that his mom had died. All of this was on camera without the child knowing! After they wipe their tears, my students get angry. They can't believe that a family would allow itself to be exposed to such a level of privacy invasion.  Maybe this filmmaker, like those in the news media, exploits the vulnerability of the victims and their relatives knowing that a victim's first response is to want to talk about how he/she feels. See reference material B.

Exercise #2: use these questions for a classroom discussion.

1. Shouldn't there be some ethical protocol for visual content providers that                    

     preserves the victim's privacy knowing that the interviewed are naturally vulnerable? 

2. Just because the victims say, "yes" to the interview, is that interview exploitative?

3. Is such cooperation with the media best for the victim and his/her relatives?

4. Again, is this sort of information gathering ethical?

Example #3: Television 

About fifteen years ago on TV, we saw dead Marines dragged through the streets of Mogadishu, Somalia. Should that footage have been broadcast?  Larry Rivers, President of the VFW, critiqued the News Media for broadcasting the footage.  He argued that video footage of dead soldiers should not be broadcast because it infringes upon the privacy of the soldiers and their families. He also mentioned that just because footage is available it should not be made part of all posterity. He felt badly for the families who found out about their sons from watching this breaking news story on CNN. However, if the footage were not shown, there would not have been a demand by the American people to President Clinton to get out of Somalia.  Maybe, if the American people had not seen the footage, we'd be in Somalia as well as in Iraq? See reference material C.

Exercise #3: Students can explore the above by organizing a classroom debate. They can divide themselves into two groups and debate the pros and cons of broadcasting the footage. 

Example #4: Citizen 

"My co-cameraman and I were on a National Guard air base in Ohio and were filming F-16's landing and taking off. Our guide got a call indicating that a commuter plane needed to make an emergency landing. Its front landing gear was not operable. We were told to wait while the guide went to help. A few minutes passed and we saw the plane approach with no front landing gear. As the plane came in, I battled with myself as to whether or not to film the event. My co-cameraman thought that we should not film since he did not want to record the death of passengers. I thought about it as the plane made its approach and decided at the last second to film. My quick rationale was that if there were an accident, I would destroy the negative. Thankfully, nothing happened but to this day I still contemplate why I made the decision I made". See reference material D.

Exercise #4:  use the following questions for classroom discussion.

1. Was shooting or not shooting the accident the only choice the cameraman had?

2. In either choice is the cameraman obligated to consider the ethics of his                              actions?

3. Did the cameraman who chose not to shoot confuse/influence the other                             cameraman's decision?

4. Did the cameraman violate the rights of those being photographed by not getting                 permission?

Exercise #5. this exercise gives the student the opportunity to virtually place him/herself in any one of the examples. Have the student  answer the following questions in a short POV paper; it may offer insight.

1. Will the footage I create be beneficial of all or just some? 

2. How will I feel personally about what I record after I record it? 

3. Should I even care about how I feel? What will I record and what won't I record? 

4. How necessary is gathering footage if that footage runs the risk of compromising someone's privacy. 

5. Should we be concerned by the obvious compromise in ethical standards                    

    involved in the promotion of such footage?

6. Is it sometimes more important to all posterity that images be offered regardless     

     of any ethical standard? 

PART 2

Ethical Theories:  Impact of the Media on Democratic Values

At the core of this discussion is how Democratic values may be challenged. Images that stress what the culture finds acceptable and not acceptable underscore how our democracy defines itself; namely, freedom of speech and expression. See reference material A & E.

Below, are the standard four theories of ethics. In looking at these theories try to use them to incite a discussion about how the theories help the student understand what is ethical and at the same time how the use of images can be an exercise in or an undermining of our freedom of speech.

Further along you will find Extensions that offer a subjective POV in order to initiate a discussion about how the theories can be applied to a given situation.

THEORIES

1. Utilitarian theory, an individual’s decision or organization’s policy is good if it promotes the general welfare more than any other alternative, i.e, the greatest good for the greatest number.

2. Principle of Individual Rights states that one should never take an action that infringes on another’s basic rights. Balancing the need for individual privacy against the need of the public to know.

3. Principle of Distributive Justice states that you should not take an action that harms the least fortunate. Put on the blindfold of justice: will everyone in the situation, irrespective of roles, have justice in that situation?

4. Virtue Ethics holds that we are concerned with personal virtue, and should not do anything that is dishonest, untruthful or lacks integrity. 

Exercise 1: use any one of the four theories to qualify the examples in Part I to see which theory applies. This can be done by groups of four. Each group takes an example and tries to define which theory best applies to the situation.

Extensions: #1

1. Utilitarian theory, an individual’s decision or organization’s policy is good if it promotes the general welfare more than any other alternative. The greatest good for the greatest number.

In considering this theory, it is the greater good and satisfying the needs of the many that is most important. If instituted into the culture, the benefits are obvious in that we keep the culture consistent and allow for uniformity. In terms of images released to the public, the Utilitarian theory is a very practical approach to deciding what is ethical and what is not; i.e., if the majority wants something to be seen, the majority will let it be seen. But will that always lead us to serving the greatest good for the greatest number?

However, a movement toward majority rule and uniformity can also lead to stagnation in the culture and give those who deem what is uniform such blind power that they may not recognize the need for change. The result is a too powerful media and a stagnated democracy. History has shown that democracies and moreover "empires” fail if the propaganda/media institutions seek a controlling influence in creating and disseminating information. In today's popular media the message is clear, become part of the whole and serve its greater good. 

Perhaps this is where the general population and students especially, become vulnerable as they seeks to maintain their relevancy in the culture as well as find acceptance in their peer group. As a result, the danger in promoting the Utilitarian standard may endorse a fascist's aesthetic. We see much of this with pop products that come from Abercrombie & Finch and the like. Look at advertising from this clothing manufacturer; it's a glorification of the body beautiful. If the media makers can move users to a form of cultural singularity, it makes their message of uniformity stronger. The result is a mass media that is less interested in offering information but are more interested in controlling it. We can blame the content providers and sponsors for this, but more blame has to be placed on the public for not asking for better. The result is that the culture suffers from a lack of innovative thinking. What we may see are social, political or economic movements that can change the status quo for the better, struggle to evolve; ironically, for the benefit of the greater good. See reference material F.

Question to ask for class discussion: can a person be so influenced by what they see in print advertising that what they see can undermine his/herself-image?

Exercise: Ask your students to look through print media and find advertising that glorifies "the body beautiful". Ask them to bring in the images and in-class offer their thoughts on how the messages in these ads make them feel. 

2. Principle of Individual Rights states that one should never take an action that infringes on another’s basic rights. Balancing the need for individual privacy against the need of the public to know.

If it hurts me or I hurt someone then it's not ethical. One can pitch this against the Utilitarian standard and make the case that if the majority is made up of individuals then what is best for the individual is best for the majority. Individuals have the right to privacy and that privacy should be respected; however, if images become available that compromise that privacy but benefit the majority then should those images be published irrespective of individual rights or are we using these individuals as a means to an end? This brings us to Walter Lipman's definition of journalism: "a portrait of reality on which the citizen can act". This simple statement about information is self evident but more notably, it uses the word "citizen" not majority to define itself.  Therefore, it focuses on the individual.

Question to ask for class discussion: What can happen if we don't show the footage?

Exercise: Ask your students to come up with a rationale for why NBC's aired the Telemundo Network footage in which a woman is shot in the head by her ex-husband. 

You can give them NBC's rationale to get them started: " Is domestic violence out of control in America" or not. Once they make their case, let them know what was the result of the airing: The public didn't buy it. They were outraged at NBC. It stands to reason why such footage should not have been shown, at least in prime time if ever, but one has to ask what was the mechanism that allowed the content providers to get to the point that allowed them to broadcast this footage? Let's not think about the concerns over business decisions like ratings results or legal issues but more so about the kind of mind or minds that were used to make such a decision. How did such a mind come to be? This is the question we should be considering when asking about the effect on students who create, and promote aggressive footage. Maybe there is a trickle down effect in which every generation will be committed to not only pushing the "envelope" but also breaking it. See reference material G.

Question: Ask this as a discussion question. Do we know what aggressive footage is doing to the minds of the young? Content providers and sponsors say, “nothing, it's just TV and movies”. But that begs another, more foreboding question, if it's doing nothing, why not?   

Exercise: Go on-line and find a youth oriented web site ‘You Tube’ or ‘My Space’ and ask the students to snoop around for what they would consider objectionable material. You will be amazed by what they not only find but also already know about. It's an underground culture in some ways comparable to the underground culture of the late 60's and early 70's. Anyway, snoop around yourself and when you find an example or two, compare what you find objectionable to what they find objectionable and discuss the differences and the possible reasons for the differences.

3. Principle of Distributive Justice states that you should not take an action that harms the least fortunate. Put on the blindfold of justice: will everyone in the situation, irrespective of roles, have justice in that situation?

The least fortunate in the West are a minority but in other parts of the world, they are the majority, at least by our standard of living. In the context of our topic, ethics in the recording of images, we can find a minority that is the least fortunate, young and college aged students. This minority does not have the benefit of age and experience to understand fully the content they create. Age and experience may be the galvanizing component in determining what is ethical and unethical, for example.  Students who create or consume images for on-line use may not have the ability to put those images into a context that allows them to understand fully their impact.  One needs a well-developed archive of knowledge and experience to put context to content.

 "I did not know that releasing video footage on of a nanny tossing an infant across a room on to a couch was harmful to me and therefore, unethical until I saw it. The reason it's harmful and therefore unethical is because I had an involuntary reaction, I got physically ill by the footage. To this day, when I think of that footage I get sick. The consumption of that footage changed me.”  See reference material H.

Question to ask for discussion: Based on the above, ask your students if they know of any footage they can source that could challenge one's mental well being?

Exercise: Ask your students to offer that footage in class; make sure that there is full disclosure regarding the content (you will need to view the footage to see if it's presentable). Have the students watch the footage and follow with comments on the emotional reaction they have to the viewing of the images.

4. Virtue Ethics holds that we are concerned with personal virtue, and should not do anything that is dishonest, untruthful or lacks integrity. Virtue Ethics seems to be the most obvious standard and important theory that one could use to evaluate whether an image or action expresses sound ethical principles. It offers self-reflection and self-criticism, is considerate of the individual both outwardly (his or her place in the community) and inwardly. However, Virtue ethics is the weakest in allowing the young to judge whether or not an action or image is ethical or unethical because it is character based. Aristotle says that you cannot be virtuous until you are over fifty because you need all that time to practice.  Therefore, the young need moral mentors to guide them to be the best that they can be.  

It's not uncommon to find a student who seeks a virtuous life; however, it's more common to find a student to be somewhat narcissistic and who acts out of self-interest. Therefore, by default, students may have a limited ability to put a particular image or action into a context that will allow them to grasp the full meaning of that image or action. This rational to worry about ones' self first can create an ambivalence, if not a high degree of denial which does not promote self- criticism or critical thinking when it comes to creating or using images. Students tend to be stubborn when their personal interests are concerned, for example. Opting to place footage on YouTube of teenage girls brawling is a choice that is very self-serving. Such provocative footage probably made the author feel a sense of empowerment, selfish empowerment of course; but, maybe empowerment in any form is desirable for this age group. Image envy strikes again? However, we can't blame this group for not knowing how to make the most ethically proper decision when it comes to creating or promoting images. Those in this group were not born when questions of ethics surfaced regarding the proper use of images; they were not raised with a passion for the debate. There is some debate of course but we're not asking the same questions as we did then. 

Marshall McCluhan's "medium is the message”; i.e., content creators have the ability to look the other way when it comes to the editorial process that creates ethically principled decisions when offering images to the public...or...the form a medium offers to deliver content may overpower that content, and to McCluhan's point, make it very easy to overlook the editorial process allowing for the creation and promotion of images that may be harmful to the few as well as the many. See reference material I.

Question for class discussion: Ask your students who in the media would they consider to be their moral mentor(s). 

Exercise: Go and find a sample of the people that students cite and ask them why they chose this person as a moral mentor. If they don't have one, let them tell you why. 

Final Thought

Use of imaging technology by students offers such a clear clear-cut path to empowerment that such empowerment alone may be the very reason an unethical or harmful image gets promoted. Because students can, they do. It makes sense for a young person to get caught up in the rush to find social acceptance. It's an addicting sensation to be able to capture something out of the ordinary, author it and give it to millions of users. Given the ubiquity of YouTube and the like it's hard not to want to participate and try to feel powerful, important and relevant. There is strong peer pressure to create and use provocative content, no different than the pressure to have sex, use drugs or go to the prom. The technology that offers the promise of acceptability by peers may compromise ethical standards to the point where the choices students make may develop into choices that are harmful to them and as well as the group. Even worse, the damage caused may be irreversible.

General Exercises

Question:  Is someone who buys stolen property as guilty of theft as someone who actually steals the property? If so, then is someone who uses images that may be unethical be as unethical as the person who created them? Are the users as guilty as the creators? 

Exercise: You can ask your students to illustrate the above by holding a mock trial with a defendant and a prosecutor. The prosecutor can make the case that the defendant is guilty based on "guilt by association" and try to prove that his act of using the footage was unethical.

Questions: This can be a written assignment.

1. Ask the students if they have ever been in a situation where what they were taping, shooting or recording was harmful to the subject or themselves.

2. Ask the students if those images or recordings were to be released to the public how would they respond to public reaction, especially if the response was critical.

3. Ask the students what action would they take to monitor, correct or end the process that allowed for the release of those images or recordings.

4. Ask the students if they know what images are harmful and what images are not harmful.

5. Ask the students if they had the choice to create content for a mass audience knowing that millions would see their footage or images, would they be able to determine if that footage is ethical or unethical? 

Exercise: Have your students write responses to the above questions. Collect the papers, shuffle and return them so the responses can be read aloud.

Questions: Same exercise but a different approach to the questions. 

1. What if content providers took more time to think about what they are creating? 

2. What if news producers took an extra few hours to think about what they were                    witnessing?

3. What if reporters were more sensitive to their subject's privacy? 

4. What if no one in the media cared about the privacy of individuals?
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