Media Ethics

Media ethics is the subdivision of applied ethics dealing with the specific ethical principles and standards of media, including broadcast media, film, theatre, the arts, print media and the Internet. The field covers many varied and highly controversial topics, ranging from war journalism to advertising.

There are two primary areas of Media Ethics which we will look at.  Each is broad and will encompass several aspects or branches of media.  The two main areas are Journalistic Ethics and Entertainment Ethics.

Topics covered by Journalism Ethics include:


•
News manipulation. News can manipulate and be manipulated. Governments and corporations may attempt to manipulate news media; governments, for example, by censorship, and corporations by share ownership. The methods of manipulation are subtle and many. Manipulation may be voluntary or involuntary. Those being manipulated may not be aware of this.


•
Truth. Truth may conflict with many people’s morals or values. 


•
Public interest. Revelation of military secrets and other sensitive government information may be contrary to the public interest, even if it is true. However, public interest is not a term which is easy to define.


•
Privacy. Details of the lives of public figures is a central content element in many media. (ex. Paparazzi, Access Hollywood) Publication is not necessarily justified simply because the information is true. Privacy is also a right, and one which conflicts with a journalist’s/citizen’s right to freedom of speech. 


•
Fantasy. Fantasy is an element of entertainment, which is a legitimate goal of media content. Journalism may mix fantasy and truth, with resulting ethical dilemmas. Examples: National Enquirer, Adnan Hajj photographs controversy.


•
Taste. Photo journalists who cover war and disasters confront situations which may shock the sensitivities of their audiences. For example, human remains are rarely screened. The ethical issue is how far should one risk shocking an audience's sensitivities in order to correctly and fully report the truth.


•
Conflict with the law. Journalistic ethics may conflict with the law over issues such as the protection of confidential news sources. There is also the question of the extent to which it is ethically acceptable to break the law in order to obtain news. For example, undercover reporters may be engaging in deception, trespass and other crimes. 

