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CASE 1: CRITICAL RACE THEORY 
IN SCHOOLS

In a recent viral TikTok video, a teacher from Iowa voices her outrage over a ban on teaching
Critical Race �eory (CRT) in schools. “�is is what’s bullshit,” she starts out. “My governor
has put into place some ridiculous legislation that many governors have put into place such as I
can’t teach anything divisive, I can’t teach Critical Race �eory, and I can’t teach about racial
equity.” She ends the clip with a call to action to “stand up” and “do what’s right for our kids.”1

�e law in question, which went into e�ect on July 1st, prohibits teaching the following
concepts (among others):

 • �at the United States is fundamentally or systemically racist or sexist.
 •  �at people—by virtue of their race or sex—are inherently or unconsciously racist, sexist, 
  or oppressive.
 •  �at people should not attempt to treat others without regard to race or sex, i.e., that 
  people should not strive to be “colorblind.”
 •  �at a person’s moral character is necessarily determined by their race or sex.
 •  �at a person—by virtue of their race or sex—bears responsibility for actions committed 
  in the past by other members of the same race or sex.
 •  �at anyone should feel discomfort or guilt due to their race or sex.

Iowa’s Governor, Kim Reynolds, says the law “promote[s] learning, not discriminatory
indoctrination.” She has explained that it is meant to prevent the teaching of CRT, which she
believes “is about labels and stereotypes, not education. It teaches kids that we should judge
others based on race, gender or sexual identity, rather than the content of someone’s character.”

�e Iowa law is modeled in part on one of President Trump’s executive orders and is just one of
a number of similar laws that are being considered and enacted across the country.2 Gov.
Reynolds’ statements are emblematic of the views behind this wave of legislation. Advocates of
these laws claim that CRT is politically motivated and sows division and intolerance by separat-
ing people into groups labeled either “oppressed” or “oppressor.” “I grew up attending
segregated schools in the Jim Crow South during a time when people were treated di�erently
based on the color of their skin,” Rep. Burgess Owens (R-Utah) explained. “Critical Race �eory 
preserves this way of thinking and undermines civil rights, constitutionally guaranteed
equal protection before the law, and U.S. institutions at large.”3

But what exactly is Critical Race �eory? CRT is an academic concept originally developed by
legal scholars Derrick Bell, Kimberlé Crenshaw, and Richard Delgado in the late 1970s and early
1980s. �e theory posits that racism is systemic and institutionalized, embedded in the fabric of
society via our government, legal system, and policies. It is more than just the product of hateful
or prejudiced individuals. “�e theory says that racism is part of everyday life, so people—
white or nonwhite—who don’t intend to be racist can nevertheless make choices that fuel
Racism.”4
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CASE 1: CRITICAL RACE THEORY 
IN SCHOOLS

Opponents of this legislation say that banning CRT will interfere with a full and robust
discussion of the way racism has shaped our country’s history and how that history can still be
seen in our current social, political, and economic systems. Of course, these discussions will be
uncomfortable—perhaps especially for white students who have not had to confront the reality of
systemic racism before—but they are necessary to move forward. �ey point out that any
framing of history is necessarily political, and that political views can never be fully disentangled
from how history is taught.5 For teachers and especially professors, academic freedom—the
ability to use their expertise and their role to move debate forward, consider new ideas, and
promote new understanding—can and will be inhibited by prohibiting discussion of any topic,
including CRT, and is antithetical to a free and open society. �ey argue that without awareness
and understanding of a problem, the ability to solve such problems may well be impeded.

Moreover, according to opponents of the laws banning CRT from public schools, the laws are
seriously misguided because they misrepresent what CRT is and target a problem that does not
actually exist. As one 8th grade history teacher from Texas bluntly put it, “Nobody in K-12 is 
teaching critical race theory.” Other teachers and professors agree. Indeed, one professor
explained that “[a] vast majority of teachers in K-12 schools don’t know critical race theory.
�ey are not coming into the classroom and saying, ‘I’m going to teach critical race theory.’”
Rather, CRT is sometimes taught at the college or graduate level, and it is not typically part of
the required curriculum. So the teaching of CRT cannot be said to be indoctrinating children in
any widespread way. �e recently enacted laws also do not accurately represent the concepts
behind CRT. As Daniel HoSang, a professor at Yale University, explains: “[CRT] has nothing to
do with sentiment, guilt or shame. In fact, one of its premises is that those are not actually
helpful places to examine. It’s taking us out of racism as a psychological and emotional question, 
and is focusing much more on the structures, the policies that people create that govern
our lives.”6

�e question at the core of the debate around CRT is whether such an area of study aids in
understanding and problem-solving or merely serves to alienate, shame, and guilt those from
historically advantaged groups (cisgendered, white, male, etc.) about their group’s role in
oppression and harm, regardless of whether such individuals are presently empowered to �x any
of these problems. Some opponents of CRT worry that negative confrontation with such issues
may have the opposite of the intended e�ect—by teaching that racism is stitched into the very
fabric of society, some students may simply throw up their hands and give up, seeing the
problem not as one of personal accountability, but of systems too large to control. By
downplaying individual agency—and, therefore, individual ability to achieve change—Critical
Race �eory may, in fact, push us further from Dr. Martin Luther King’s goals of racial
inclusion and equality.7
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CASE 1: CRITICAL RACE THEORY 
IN SCHOOLS

STUDY QUESTIONS:
1. Is it morally permissible for public schools not to teach Critical Race �eory (CRT)?
2. How should racism be taught in public schools? To what degree should CRT be 
 incorporated into public school curricula on racism? 
3. What, if any, is the morally relevant di�erence between a public school banning CRT 
 from being taught and a private school doing the same?
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CASE 2: IGUANA BE LEFT ALONE

Florida has long struggled with ecological issues resulting from the presence of roughly 500 
nonnative species of animals. Many of these “foreign” animals have caused “massive damage to a 
sensitive ecosystem.”8 For example, Burmese pythons have killed deer and adult wading birds and 
their nestlings (e.g., egrets, ibises, herons, and wood storks).9

On February 25, 2021, the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC) added 
sixteen high-risk nonnative reptiles to Florida’s Prohibited list;10 these species are now allowed 
into the state only for purposes of research, educational exhibition, control, or eradication. Sales 
of such animals are now prohibited. �is list includes green iguanas and tegus (a non-native 
species of giant central and south American lizard), which many residents keep as pets.

According to the FWC, green iguanas pose multiple ecological and social threats. Green iguanas 
damage residential and commercial landscape vegetation, as well as infrastructure by digging 
burrows that erode and collapse sidewalks, foundations, seawalls, berms, and canal banks. �e 
remains of endangered species of tree snails have been found in green iguanas’ stomachs. �ey 
consume a plant food preferred by the endangered Miami Blue butter�y. And they can transmit 
Salmonella to humans through fecal contamination of water or other surfaces. 

Tegus have demonstrated similar threats. �ey compete with and prey on native wildlife, includ-
ing some imperiled and protected species; prey upon nests of American crocodile; eat American 
alligator eggs; and have been discovered to be eating threatened juvenile gopher tortoises and 
agriculturally valuable foods. Adults have few predators and can give birth to large numbers of 
o�spring per year, further increasing the risk of spreading beyond their established ranges and 
impacting surrounding areas. 

Green iguanas and tegus may be kept by Floridians who already own them (no new iguanas or 
tegus may be imported without express permission), but only if their animals are “microchipped” 
—a procedure commonly used for dogs and cats—so that if these animals are lost, their owners 
can be readily identi�ed and the animals can be returned to them. While not explicitly addressed 
in the new law, one wonders if identifying owners of escaped or abandoned animals will lead to 
requiring those owners to reimburse the state for any damage the animals caused while loose. 

Further, owners of tegus and green iguanas must meet strict extensive and expensive indoor and 
outdoor housing requirements (e.g., speci�ed building materials; locks requiring a key, key card, 
or combination lock; an escape-proof entry).11 Finally, owners of these species may not sell them.

FWC believes that these widespread ecological threats justify stricter regulation of possession of 
these species. However, some who keep these creatures as pets—and who love them just as other 
pet owners love their pets—are distraught by the new regulations, expressing dismay at the 
extensive, expensive new housing and chipping requirements. One owner opined that responsible 
pet owners were being burdened by irresponsible behaviors of irresponsible owners. 

Finally, Florida has multiple rescue operations whose work could be hampered by the stringent 
housing requirements—which are likely to deter persons interested in adopting—and the
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CASE 2: IGUANA BE LEFT ALONE

prohibition of sales. �ese institutions typically operate on shoestring budgets, relying heavily on 
adoption fees. For example, Hernando Reptile and Exotic Animal Rescue and Education, a 
501(c)(3) nonpro�t organization, has as its mission:
 
 …to promote the health and well-being of abused, neglected, unwanted, and abandoned 
 native and non-native reptiles and exotic animals through rescue, rehabilitation, education, 
 and community outreach, while preserving the native Florida ecosystem and preventing 
 release of invasive species. 

 Our organization not only rescues animals, but focuses on the education of Florida youth and 
 adults about the importance of thoroughly researching all exotic animals before obtaining one 
 as a pet, the seriousness of caring for an animal (especially an exotic as they require more 
 specialized care than domestic pets), and preventing the release of invasive species into the 
 Florida ecosystem. We provide all educational demonstrations at no charge to anyone and 
 everyone who requests one.12

A reduction in willing adopters and prohibition of sales will reduce the �scal stability of such 
rescue organizations, thus imperiling rescue, rehabilitation, and educational programs—and the 
well-being of the animals involved.

STUDY QUESTIONS:
1. Should owners of high-risk nonnative reptiles be responsible for damage their animal 
 may cause while loose? Why or why not?
2. Is there any morally relevant di�erence between high-risk nonnative animals that are kept 
 and treated as pets by others and those that are not? If so, should that di�erence entail a 
 di�erence in regulation of the possession of those animals? 
3. Is the well-being of native animal species more important than the well-being of 
 nonnative animal species? Why or why not?
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CASE 3: IS THE PRICE TOO HIGH?

Bitcoin, a digital currency that uses encryption to verify transfer of funds, operates completely 
outside of government and banking regulation. Transactions occur through a digital ledger called 
the Blockchain. Bitcoin must be ‘mined’; this means that they are created via high-powered 
computers solving complex mathematical equations through specialized computer software called 
Application Speci�c Integrated Circuits (ASIC). Only 21 million Bitcoin will be developed and 
made available to the public, after which, no further Bitcoin will be available. 

�is complex currency was developed by the secretive ‘Satoshi Nakamoto,’ in response to the 
perceived ‘failings’ of governments and banks to protect their respective societies from fallout of 
the global �nancial crisis. Bitcoin value began nominally and has varied dramatically; it is a 
volatile currency which has been impacted by shutdowns of bitcoin exchanges and bans by 
certain governments.

Supporters believe that cryptocurrencies such as Bitcoin can be viewed as stable compared to 
national currencies, which are dependent on the actions of governments and the international 
currency markets; cryptocurrencies may be valuable for those within nations who have excess 
in�ation or a weak national currency. 

However, Bitcoin has been criticized for:

 •  Funding criminal activity, given the relative, but not complete, anonymity of �nancial 
  transactions it a�ords and the fact that Bitcoin does not operate through regulated third 
  party payment providers such as Mastercard or PayPal; this makes it hard for law 
  enforcement to preventatively regulate transactions
 •  Circumventing government pressure, including pressure to prevent certain transactions 
  that governments �nd undesirable (i.e., funding for WikiLeaks); as a result, governments 
  cannot wield �nancial control over bitcoin transactions in the same way they wield it over 
  transactions made through third party payment 
 •  Potentially becoming a competitor to national currencies
 •  Operating on ‘crypto proof,’ rather than trust (like conventional currency); this means that 
  Bitcoin is not backed by anything with inherent value, increasing volatility in its value, 
  particularly as a result of speculation by investors 

However, one of the most enduring criticisms of Bitcoin is the large volume of energy consump-
tion required for production. It has been estimated that the computer power required to create a 
single digital token consumes as much, if not more, electricity as the average American household 
consumes in two years. Bitcoin’s annual energy consumption currently stands at approximately 70 
terawatt hours per year, or 0.33% of the world’s total electricity production; this is roughly equiv-
alent to the annual energy consumption of countries such as Bangladesh and Chile. An individu-
al bitcoin transaction has been estimated to require 80,000 times more electricity to process than 
a Visa credit card transaction.

In addition to energy consumed to ‘mine’ Bitcoin, the Sierra Club estimates that Bitcoin mining
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CASE 3: IS THE PRICE TOO HIGH?

produces 36.95 megatons of carbon dioxide (CO2) annually, a greenhouse gas impact which is 
comparable to the entire country of New Zealand. 

Until a major crackdown in May 2021, about 65 percent of cryptocurrency mining occurred in 
China, a desirable locale for its relatively ‘cheap’ electricity. Other countries with major mining 
operations include the United States, Russia, and Kazakhstan. �ough some of these countries 
claim that the energy to mine Bitcoin is being attained through renewable resources, it remains 
unclear whether this is actually true. 

In response to Chinese government e�orts to ban virtually all Bitcoin mining, Bitcoin has 
become relatively ‘greener,’ particularly as older, less e�cient mining equipment is permanently 
being taken o�ine, saving energy. As a low-margin industry where the only variable cost is 
energy, Bitcoin mining operations are incentivized to ‘migrate’ to locales where they can �nd the 
cheapest sources of energy, which often can be, but is not always renewable. 

“�e bitcoin network is ruthless in its drive for the lowest cost,” said Mike Colyer, CEO of 
digital currency company Foundry. “Miners around the world are looking for stranded power that 
is renewable. �at will always be your lowest cost. Net-net (a migration away from China) will be 
a big win for bitcoin’s carbon footprint.”13

Experts assert that Bitcoin mining is a portable market that can be brought to sources of energy. 
As ‘less-e�cient’ operations get taken o�-line, space is created for new equipment that can 
double its energy e�ciency.14

Reports indicate that much of this ‘migration’ is coming to the United States, with many of the 
new ‘miners’ planning to power their operations by renewables, or gas o�set by renewable energy 
credits. It is currently estimated that Bitcoin mining in the U.S. is already 50% powered by 
renewables. Experts assert that future investors and eventual regulators will look more favorably 
upon operations that are greener, and mining operations have voluntarily sought locations with 
ready access to renewable sources of energy. 

But not all mining will move to the U.S. Almost 10% of crypto mining occurs in Kazakhstan, 
whose coal power plants provide cheap and abundant energy and produce signi�cant carbon 
dioxide. Experts predict that larger Chinese mining operations with older, less e�cient equip-
ment will move to Kazakhstan temporarily, as a ‘stop over’ until they make a more permanent 
migration Westward.

7



CASE 3: IS THE PRICE TOO HIGH?

STUDY QUESTIONS:
1. Given cryptocurrency’s large carbon footprint and potential to fund criminal activity, 
 should national governments collaborate to institute international regulation of 
 cryptocurrency?
2. Is it possible to “ethically mine” cryptocurrency? Why or why not?
3. If we could �nd a way to mine cryptocurrency in an environmentally friendly way, would 
 there be reasons to support using cryptocurrency?
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CASE 4: GIVING IN TO THE DARKSIDE

In May 2021, a group of criminal hackers known as ‘DarkSide’ staged a Ransomware attack that 
directly led to damaging disruptions to fuel supply chains in nearly half of the U.S. East Coast. 
Ransomware is a type of malware that prevents users from accessing their data and threatens to 
make it unusable by deleting the data or encrypting it unless the original data owner agrees to 
pay a ransom. 

�is particular attack inserted malware that encrypted Colonial Pipeline’s �les, compromising 
their billing systems and halting Colonial’s operations. Additionally, attackers stole roughly 100 
gigabytes of data, threatening to release the data on the internet if the ransom was not paid. 
Although the halt in operations did not initially cause a fuel shortage, panic buying caused 
disruptions and gas station shutdowns throughout the East Coast, interrupted operations at 
major U.S. airports, and led to average fuel prices rising past $3 a gallon, their highest since 2014. 

Although Colonial Pipeline agreed to pay the hackers within hours of the original attack, the 
decryption tool provided by the thieves was so slow, Colonial Pipeline used its own backups to 
bring its system back online. �is extended recovery time put an incredible strain on a critical 
piece of U.S. infrastructure, and called into question Colonial’s decision to pay nearly 75 bitcoin 
($4.4 million) to recover access to its infrastructure. 

As a private company, Colonial Pipeline had the legal right to pay the ransom. However, the U.S. 
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) discourages the payment of ransom in response to cyberat-
tacks for several reasons:

1. Attackers often demand victims to pay extra even after the original ransom is paid
2. Criminal attackers do not always provide decryption keys after victims pay the ransom 
 (victims must trust their attackers to be ‘honorable thieves’)  
3. Victims who pay may be targeted again

Further, the group responsible for the Colonial Pipeline attack, ‘DarkSide,’ is known to share its 
tools with other criminal hackers, potentially funding other illegal and harmful activities. It is 
generally agreed by experts that paying ransoms emboldens cyberattackers, giving them an 
incentive to strike again (or for more criminal groups to plan and carry out attacks). 

“It has to be a case-by-case decision,” said Kim Milford, executive director of REN-ISAC (�e 
Research and Education Networking Information Sharing and Analysis Center). She encourages 
victims to ask themselves the following question before deciding next steps: “Can we carry on 
with our business without this vital information that is being held ransom?”15

Joseph Blount, the CEO of Colonial Pipeline, reportedly agreed to pay the ransom as a result of 
his team’s analysis of their options, believing that this approach was best as they didn’t know how 
much of their systems were compromised and how long it would take to restore operations. 
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It was later revealed that Colonial Pipeline executives were working behind the scenes during the 
entire crisis with the FBI and other law enforcement agencies during the attack. As a result of 
this coordination, U.S. investigators were able to seize and return a signi�cant portion of the 
ransom, approximately $2.3 million in cryptocurrency. �is recovery, a very rare positive outcome 
of a ransomware attack, was the action of the newly-created DOJ digital extortion taskforce, and 
an example of aggressive steps that the U.S. government is taking to deal with the rise of digital 
extortion. 

Some experts assert that the only way to ‘strike back’ against cyberattacks is to eventually outlaw 
payments altogether, as they believe that successful ransomware attacks drive “bigger and bigger 
ransoms”16 and cause further disruption and criminal behavior in the industry. Others assert that 
outlawing ransoms hampers the ability of companies to deal quickly with the crime and prevent 
unnecessary disruption to vital services; organizations that do not have the appropriate cyber 
infrastructure may have no choice but to cooperate with criminals and pay. 

Increased partnership with law enforcement and victims is viewed as necessary, as news of attacks 
across vital sectors, including schools, health care institutions, the meat industry, and even water 
systems, become more widespread each day.

STUDY QUESTIONS:
1. Should governments make it illegal to pay ransom to groups responsible for ransomware 
 attacks? Why or why not?
2. When prosecuting groups that are responsible for ransomware attacks, should it matter if 
 the groups are “honorable thieves”? Why or why not? 
3. What exactly is morally wrong with a ransomware attack?
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CASE 5: A PENNY FOR YOUR SHOTS

At the time of writing, less than half of the U.S. population is fully vaccinated against 
COVID-19.17 For medical reasons some people will never be vaccinated but reaching herd 
immunity in the long term requires nearly everyone who can be vaccinated to do so. Medical 
ethics—including the requirement of informed consent—prevent compulsory vaccination. One 
would think that the bene�ts of vaccination would be enough to persuade people to be vaccinated 
but given the abundance of misinformation these medical bene�ts have failed to be adequately 
convincing. In response, many groups—public and private—have o�ered additional incentives for 
voluntary vaccination.

Recently state governors have set up lotteries to encourage residents to get vaccinated. Ohio’s 
jackpot is $1 million. West Virginia is o�ering $100 savings bonds to young people (ages 16-35) 
who get a shot. Maine is giving away hunting and �shing licenses; Memphis is setting up an 
automobile ra�e. Houston’s Harris County has set aside $250,000 in taxpayer funds for gift 
cards. In the private sector companies like Krispy Kreme give a free donut daily to anyone who 
shows proof of vaccination. Companies like Aldi, Amtrak, Chobani, Dollar General, Instacart 
and others are o�ering employees paid time o� to get vaccinated. Kroger o�ers its employees a 
$100 bonus for proof of vaccination. Many people think these “nudges” will increase vaccination 
rates, and evidence seems to support this belief.18  19

Still, others worry that non-medical incentives may send a troubling message. �ey may raise 
suspicions about the riskiness of the vaccine; and “freebies” don’t address issues of mistrust or 
misinformation. Further, scientists say people will probably need booster shots to protect against 
new variants. Handing out cash now may habituate some people to hold out for more perks in 
the future. Finally, a bigger issue is with the message this state-sponsored bribery sends about our 
society: “�ink about how entitled and spoiled this must look to the developing world, desperate 
for access to vaccines. As states and cities sweeten the pot, India is recording more than 4,500 
Covid deaths per day.”20

While paying people to take the vaccine may be e�ective in some measure, it also highlights a 
basic injustice in the distribution of access to healthcare. �e U.S. healthcare system charges some 
fee for nearly all interventions but o�ers vaccinations free. �is is an e�ort to increase population 
health by limiting disease and a step toward healthcare justice. But, if being vaccinated is a moral 
obligation, paying people to do their duty may rob the act of moral signi�cance. In the case of 
radical economic inequality, such payments may even be considered coercive. Historically 
employers have not required vaccination of their employees, but schools certainly can and typical-
ly do require vaccinations. With all of the carrots on o�er, one wonders about the possibility of 
the stick.
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STUDY QUESTIONS:
1. What, if any,  non-medical means of achieving herd immunity are morally objectionable 
 and, thus, should be avoided? What criteria should be used to determine whether the 
 means are objectionable?
2. Whose responsibility is it to address and remedy the mistrust that may be preventing 
 people from getting vaccinated? 
3. Is being vaccinated a moral obligation and does paying people to do their duty rob the act 
 of its moral signi�cance? 
4. Is there any morally relevant di�erence between the unvaccinated person who refuses 
 vaccination due to misinformation and the unvaccinated person who refuses vaccination 
 due to personal liberty concerns? 
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CASE 6: SNOW (TOO) WHITE?

Is Snow White a secret villain? Is her name an homage to racist institutions and people? Is her 
relationship with the seven dwarves built on a problematic power dynamic? �ese questions aren’t 
in the news yet; but, there has been an exodus of classic Disney scenes including the “wench 
auction” from Pirates of the Caribbean, the “Song of the South” inspired theme of Splash Moun-
tain, updates to the classic Jungle Cruise ride and most recently the elimination of traditional 
gendered language such as “ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, dreamers of all ages.” �e 
language and rides have been changed to bring them into keeping with modern sensibilities. 

According to company executives the changes at Disney parks over recent years is all a part of 
keeping current. As part of this process Disney has added “inclusion” to their traditional corpo-
rate values of safety, courtesy, show, and e�ciency. Chris Beatty, Disney’s Imagineering creative 
portfolio executive, explains “We want to make sure everybody has the best time—that guests 
from all over the world can connect with the stories we share and how we bring those to life are 
respectful of the diverse world we live in.”21

Some worry that the progress made by Disney is an e�ort to ‘whitewash’ its historical ‘dark side;’ 
which includes a long list of cultural stereotypes, racism, misogyny, and white supremacy. In 2014 
Abigail Disney, Walt Disney’s grandniece, shared her own “mixed feelings” towards her great 
uncle’s legacy: “Anti-Semite? Check. Misogynist? OF COURSE!! Racist? C’mon he made a �lm 
(‘Jungle Book’) about how you should stay with your own kind; at the height of the �ght over 
segregation!”22 �e claim that the Disney company wants to rehabilitate its past is also supported 
by the hugely �attering image of Walt Disney as portrayed in Saving Mr. Banks. Leaving 
reminders of Disney’s oppressive past would surely cost the company �nancially and perhaps 
reputationally, but at least some people think these costs are a part of honesty and atonement. 

Others object to the whitewashing of Disney’s past for other reasons. Some Disney fans are 
pushing back on what they deem unnecessary changes, creating a petition to “save” Splash 
Mountain. �e hope is not to save the ride itself, but to retain the motif of an idyllic post war 
south. For example, Jonathan VanBoskerck complains that Disney is pushing a too progressive 
agenda and ruining the experience for him and those like him: “�e next time I ride Jungle 
Cruise I will not be thinking about the gloriously entertaining puns of the skippers, I will be 
thinking about Disney’s political agenda,” he wrote. “�at’s a mood killer.”23

13



CASE 6: SNOW (TOO) WHITE?

STUDY QUESTIONS:
1. What principles should Disney use to guide their decisions on whether to make changes 
 to its parks?
2. Should Disney su�er reputational and �nancial costs for the purportedly problematic 
 attitudes of its namesake? If so, why, and what would be fair costs? If not, why not? 
3. If Disney makes changes to a ride that is based on a movie due to what is deemed to have 
 problematic themes or content, should Disney also make changes to the movie? Why or 
 why not?
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CASE 7: DIAGNOSING PUBLIC FIGURES

In January 2020, a professor of psychiatry at Yale University, Dr. Bandy X. Lee, had a few things 
to say about Alan M. Dershowitz’s claims about his sex life. After being questioned in 2019 
about his connections to the accused sex tra�cker, Je�rey Epstein, Dershowitz told a reporter 
that he had a “perfect, perfect sex life” with his wife. 

Dershowitz, professor emeritus of Harvard University, is a well-known free speech advocate and 
was one of the attorneys on the defense team for President Trump’s �rst impeachment trial in 
2020. Dr. Lee concluded that Dershowitz’s comment was odd. “Alan Dershowitz’s employing the 
odd use of ‘perfect’ might be dismissed as an ordinary in�uence in most contexts,” she said. 
“However, given the severity and spread of ‘shared psychosis’ among just about all of Donald 
Trump’s followers, a di�erent scenario is more likely.” She compared Dershowitz’s use of the 
word “perfect” to the way Trump had described his “perfect” phone call with Ukrainian President 
Volodymyr Zelensky. �at phone call was the leading cause of Trump’s �rst impeachment trial. 
Previously, Dr. Lee had tweeted about Trump’s “grandiosity and delusional-level impunity.” 

Within days of the January tweet, Mr. Dershowitz �led a complaint with Yale University, accus-
ing Dr. Lee of publicly diagnosing him as psychotic based on nothing more than his public-
ly-stated legal and political views. He said that Dr. Lee’s behavior violated the American Psychi-
atric Association's Goldwater Rule. Dr. Lee’s annually-contracted teaching position at Yale was 
allowed to lapse in May of 2020 without the automatic reappointment she had come to expect. 

Karen Peart, a spokesperson of Yale University, said, “Dr. Lee was a voluntary faculty member in 
the School of Medicine, and the denial of her reappointment followed Yale’s policies and practic-
es.” Peart pointed out that voluntary faculty members do not have the protections of those in paid 
positions. “Voluntary faculty members are unpaid,” she said, “But, in exchange for up to four 
hours of departmentally sanctioned teaching activity per week, they receive a Yale faculty a�lia-
tion.” 

From the time that Donald Trump was elected president in 2016, Lee had been leading a move-
ment to shed light on what she described as Trump’s dangerous mental condition. Lee’s compiled 
essays by mental health professionals appeared in a book, �e Dangerous Case of Donald Trump, 
published less than a year after the election. In December, 2019, Dr. Lee submitted a petition to 
US Congress signed by 350 mental health professionals claiming that the President had the “real 
potential to become ever more dangerous, a threat to the safety of our nation.” In an email to the 
New Haven Register, Lee wrote, “As a violence scholar, I projected that Donald Trump was 
dangerous, not as much for speci�c acts of violence but for the groundwork he would lay for a 
culture of violence that would then give rise to epidemics of suicides, homicides, and mass 
violence. Although his election in the �rst place served as a barometer for a poor state of collec-
tive mental health, once in o�ce, he vastly exacerbated and legitimized violence.” 

Some people, including Dershowitz, argue that it was a violation of �e Goldwater Rule for Dr. 
Lee to diagnose Trump as having a mental illness without having a professional medical relation-
ship with him. 
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CASE 7: DIAGNOSING PUBLIC FIGURES

�e Goldwater Rule was named for US Senator Barry Goldwater, the 1964 Republican presiden-
tial nominee. During the campaign, Fact magazine published an article in which they reached out 
to 12,356 US psychiatrists about the psychological �tness of the presidential candidate. Half of 
the 2400 psychiatrists who responded either said that Goldwater was �t or that they didn’t have 
enough information to make that call. �e other half said that Goldwater was not �t to be presi-
dent. �e cover art read, “1,189 Psychiatrists Say Goldwater Is Psychologically Un�t To Be 
President!” 

Goldwater successfully sued Fact magazine for defamation, putting the publication out of busi-
ness. 

In 1973, the American Psychiatric Association began including a section in their Code of Ethics 
that warned psychiatrists against diagnosing any person, including public �gures, whom they 
have not personally examined. Section 7.3 states, “On occasion, psychiatrists are asked for an 
opinion about an individual in the light of public attention or who has disclosed information 
about himself/herself through public media. In such circumstances, a psychiatrist may share his 
or her expertise about psychiatric issues in general with the public. However, it is unethical for a 
psychiatrist to o�er a professional opinion unless he or she has conducted an examination and 
has been granted proper authorization for such a statement.” In other words, the public o�cial 
must consent to the psychiatrist’s disclosure of their professional opinion. 

In March, 2017, the American Psychiatric Association rea�rmed its support for �e Goldwater 
Rule, saying that what was recognized as unethical in 1964 remained unethical more than �fty 
years later. 

Dr. Lee, who was not a member of the American Psychiatric Association at the time of her 
public statements, told the Yale Daily News that the APA’s rea�rmation of �e Goldwater Rule 
was an attempt to “silence psychiatrists” and described it as “alarming and unacceptable.” 

 - From an idea suggested by graduate student Alessandra Casanova Silva.

STUDY QUESTIONS:
1. What, if any, reasons justify continuing to follow the American Psychiatric Association’s 
 Goldwater Rule?
2. When determining which candidate they prefer, how should voters regard a psychiatrist’s 
 comments on a public �gure that is not the psychiatrist’s patient? 
3. Should a psychological evaluation  be required for presidential candidates? Why or why 
 not?
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CASE 8: TRANS-RAT RACE

Rodents such as rats and mice have been used in medical research for over 150 years. One could 
even argue that rodents are a linchpin to the medical marvels and advances we have today. Natu-
rally, many countries have adopted laws or guidelines for the proper use and treatment of labora-
tory animals. Some widely accepted animal-rights regulations include requirements that the use 
of laboratory animals should be necessary, the animal should not experience undue or unneces-
sary pain or su�ering, and science and humanity will bene�t from the research. 

China is the world’s largest producer of scienti�c research. Recently a team of Chinese scientists 
broke ground on a transformational question: Can a male gestate a fetus? To answer this question 
scientists used forty-six pairs of rats. Each rat pair consisted of a castrated male and a healthy 
female. �e rats were surgically conjoined to share the same bloodstream and hormones. Eight 
weeks later the uteri of the female rats were transplanted into the conjoined male counterpart. 
After another eight weeks, embryos were implanted into the transplanted uteri. A total of 842 
embryos were used across the forty-six pairs of rats resulting in a grand total of only ten rat cubs 
which survived until adulthood. At the end of the study, all of the rats were euthanized. Results 
suggest that it is possible for a male to carry a fetus full term, but the likelihood of a live healthy 
birth is less than 4 percent. 

Reaction, both pro and con, to the research has been strong. In fact, the authors of the study at 
�rst requested to retract the manuscript but then rescinded the retraction request. When asked 
about their work, the research team responded in part by saying, “to be honest, we did nothing 
wrong, just performed animal experiments.” �ey added, “we are just ordinary scienti�c research-
ers who do experiments. We also plead to the outside world not to bring issues other than scien-
ti�c problems into scienti�c research.” 

�e research team viewed the science as a step forward in better understanding reproductive 
biology, claiming that the data suggests a fetus can only develop when pregnancy hormones are 
in the blood. Some groups think this could be a step forward for transgender rights by eventually 
providing an option for males and transgender women to receive a donor uterus and carry a child 
to full term.

STUDY QUESTIONS:
1. In consideration of the animal-rights regulations that  “the animal should not experience 
 undue or unnecessary pain or su�ering, and science and humanity will bene�t from the 
 research,” was the scienti�c research on whether a male rate can gestate a fetus morally 
 permissible?
2. Does the research described in the case have the potential to bene�t humanity? If so, does 
 it make the research morally permissible? If not, does it make the research morally 
 impermissible? 
3. When, if ever, is it permissible to, as the team of researchers said, “not bring other issues 
 than scienti�c problems into scienti�c questions”?
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CASE 9: ONE HUNDRED SECONDS

For the last seventy-�ve years, the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists has published a statement about 
the current threats to the existence of the human race. �ey chose the metaphor of a clock to 
express the urgency of these threats: Midnight represents the cataclysmic end of civilization 
brought on by human activities, and the number of minutes until midnight represents how 
imminent that cataclysm has become. �e �rst so-called Doomsday Clock was set, in 1947, at 
seven minutes till midnight, based on concern over the emergence of nuclear weaponry. 

Unlike time itself, existential threats do not advance irreversibly. By 1953, both the United States 
and the Soviet Union had tested their �rst thermonuclear devices, and the hands of the Dooms-
day Clock were reset to two minutes before midnight. Over the next several decades, the settings 
have �uctuated to re�ect the ebb and �ow of international tensions. When the Soviet Union and 
the United States signed the Partial Test Ban Treaty in 1963, the clock backed o� to twelve 
minutes before midnight. But by the end of the 1960s, with the entry of the United States into 
the Vietnam War, the Indo-Pakistan War, the Six-Day War, and the acquisition of nuclear 
weapons by China and France, the clock moved forward to seven minutes before midnight. In 
the early 1980s, cold-war tensions increased so much that the clock advanced to three minutes 
before midnight. But the dissolution of the Soviet Union suddenly backed the clock up to seven-
teen minutes before midnight. 

In recent years, the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists has recognized more threats to our existence than 
simple nuclear holocaust. �reats considered now in the assessment include climate change and 
disruptive technologies. Among the latter are developments in biological weapons, cyberwarfare, 
and the spread of misinformation. 

�e Doomsday Clock has had a place in the popular imagination. “Seven minutes to midnight” 
(Wah! Heat), “2 minutes to midnight” (Iron Maiden), and “Minutes to midnight” (Midnight 
Oil) are song titles that reference then-current changes to the clock’s settings. �e Watchmen 
graphic novel series and its movie and television spin-o�s use it as a recurrent visual theme.

�e Doomsday Clock is a metaphor, of course, not a precise measurement of anything. It is an 
assessment of the state of the world, designed to spur more people to take the dangers of our 
current world seriously and take active steps to mitigate those dangers. Numerous people have 
criticized the Bulletin’s use of the clock as subjective, fear-mongering, and political. It has been 
accused of focusing too much on the negative side of technologies while ignoring the positive 
side. In his book, Enlightenment Now, Steven Pinker calls the Doomsday Clock a “gimmick” and 
a “political stunt.” In response, Rachel Bronson, the Bulletin’s president and CEO, wrote “Come 
join us, Steven Pinker. We welcome you to the discussion. �ere is a seat at our table.” 

On January 27, 2021, the Doomsday Clock was reset to one hundred seconds before midnight.
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CASE 9: ONE HUNDRED SECONDS

STUDY QUESTIONS:
1. When, if ever, is causing fear about threats to the existence of the human race morally 
 justi�able?
2. If it was possible for scientists to develop a clock that could precisely measure the amount 
 of time there was before the “cataclysmic end of civilization,” would there be any reason 
 that would morally justify not showing it? 
3. Is there any value to knowing when you will die? And in what, if any, ways is that 
 di�erent from the Doomsday Clock?
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CASE 10: LAWNS, THE UNTOLD STORY

Who doesn’t enjoy a well-tended lawn, that soft carpet of grass that practically begs to be 
caressed and rolled in? It’s a pretty picture that belies a $40-billion annual price tag and long list 
of environmental assaults. 

According to the Natural Resources Defense Council, we use three trillion gallons of water every 
year, much of it coming from steadily depleting aquifers. �at’s in addition to seven hundred 
million pounds of fertilizer to keep grass green and the two hundred million gallons of gasoline 
we need to run mowers over our yards for an average of seventy-three hours a year. 

“It is depressing isn’t it to drive through these miles and miles of suburban subdivisions and just 
see this monoculture. A monoculture by its very de�nition is not healthy,” said Benjamin Vogt, a 
landscape designer in an interview on the podcast, “Mothering Earth.” Vogt is author of the 
book, A New Garden Ethic. “And then we go and we slather fertilizers and herbicides and pesti-
cides all over it, which makes it even worse. Especially when rainfall runs o� of it into our storm 
drains and our ponds and our lakes and our rivers.” 

�e Guardian newspaper has reported that lawns, not agriculture, are the biggest irrigated crop in 
the United States. Runo� from residential areas and farms in thirty-two states are carried away 
by the Mississippi River and deposited in the Gulf of Mexico where hypoxia, low oxygen levels 
caused by fertilizer-contaminated water, has created a dead zone covering up to seven thousand 
square miles. 

One solution, if not the solution, according to Vogt, would be to replace traditional turf grasses, 
which are non-native species for the most part, with native ground cover, herbaceous plants, 
shrubs, and trees. �ese will nourish and support endangered pollinating insects, birds, and other 
wildlife, whereas grasses that need regular mowing do not.

Before that could happen, many municipal ordinances regarding residential and commercial 
landscaping, as well as homeowner association restrictions, would have to change. Most current 
rules require maintaining traditional lawns and impose �nes for violations. One way to succeed at 
overturning those regulations is to follow the example of advocates for natural landscapes in 
Montgomery County, Maryland, a suburb of Washington, D.C. �ey were able to convince their 
county council to overturn its nuisance rules, arguing that replacing lawns with native plants 
helped improve air quality. 

Of course, to a lesser extent, lawns can also help trap CO2. �at is the �rst of �ve bene�ts of 
lawns touted by Scott’s, the maker of lawn care products. It also credits lawns with reducing 
stormwater runo�, reducing noise pollution, helping to lower air temperatures, and improving 
soil structure by enabling it to hold more water. �ey also provide spaces for children and adults 
to relax and enjoy nature and outdoor activities, which more than likely do not include mowing 
the lawn.
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CASE 10: LAWNS, THE UNTOLD STORY

STUDY QUESTIONS:
1. Is there any morally justi�able reason to have a lawn? If so, what is it? If not, what should 
 be done about existing lawns?
2. Is the cost of replacing lawns with the native ground cover suggested by Vogt a morally 
 relevant feature of this case? Why or why not? 
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CASE 11: UNSPOKEN HATE SPEECH

In the recent past, important concepts such as race, identity, and equity have become ever richer 
topics of discussion. Events such as the George Floyd murder, the Black Lives Matter movement, 
anti-semitism, and attacks on Asian-Americans highlight the unpleasant fact that not all groups 
of people get along, and yes, some social groups even engage openly in hateful speech and actions. 

Kevin K. Karbach, a student of good conduct and in good academic standing at his university, 
openly self-identi�ed a year ago as a member of a hate group aligned with ill will and violent, 
discriminatory behavior. Coincidentally, some unknown person has been distributing propaganda 
promoting the group and its messages at various points throughout the campus including dorms, 
hallways, restrooms, and common areas. When one wall-posting is immediately removed from 
one location, another reappears overnight at another location. Kevin seems amused at the school’s 
e�orts to stamp out this messaging, but has not admitted to being the culprit. Furthermore, he 
has never directly threatened or harmed anyone, either verbally or physically, in the campus 
community. Nevertheless, in the wake of recent national events, several campus community 
members are reporting stress, fear, and anxiety about Kevin being on campus at all. His very 
presence is distressing not just to students, but also to faculty and sta� who feel targeted by the 
group. Kevin’s presence creates for these people an ominous undertone, which, some claim, has 
negatively a�ected the learning environment. 

�e counseling service on campus has documented a signi�cant increase in students reporting 
higher-than-normal levels of anxiety and fear, usually tied back to Kevin. Since he has to date 
done nothing to warrant corrective action, however, the administration’s hands are tied. 

One approach to addressing the tension, suggested by the Vice President of Student A�airs, 
would be to create a “Free-Speech Zone,” in which people would be encouraged to express 
controversial views, facilitated by a trained person who could direct the conversations into con-
structive lines and prevent escalations. While this sounds appealing, critics argue that its e�ect 
would probably not be to promote free speech at all, but rather to suppress it across the rest of 
campus.

STUDY QUESTIONS:
1. Should the university hold Kevin responsible for the campus’s higher-than-normal levels 
 of anxiety? If so, what is the appropriate punishment for Kevin? If not, why not? 
2. What, if any, are the morally relevant di�erences between discriminatory speech and 
 discriminatory physical or verbal harm? 
3. When assessing the moral character of an individual, is there any di�erence between an 
 individual’s behavior and their attitude?
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CASE 12: BILLIONAIRES IN SPACE

Once upon a time, three very rich men wanted to go into space: Bezos, Branson, and Musk. At 
the turn of the millennium, Je� Bezos was the �rst to enter the rocket-launching business by 
founding Blue Origin. �en, two years later, Elon Musk founded SpaceX, and two years after 
that Sir Richard Branson started Virgin Galactic. 

Musk’s SpaceX has won contracts with NASA and commercial companies, launching satellites 
and sending supplies and astronauts to the International Space Station. Bezos and Branson both 
proved last year that space tourism is possible by taking rocket rides beyond the Earth’s atmo-
sphere. Altogether, the three men have sunk a sizable portion of their combined $400 billion net 
worth into their space companies.

Of the three, Sir Richard Branson, a British entrepreneur, seems to be satis�ed, for the moment 
at least, with providing rides to the edge of space and a few minutes of weightlessness for a mere 
$250,000 per person. As he told the hosts of the television talk show, �e View, “Imagine a world 
where people of all ages, all backgrounds, from anywhere, or any gender or any ethnicity, have 
equal access to space. And they will, in turn, inspire us back here on Earth.” 

Both Musk and Bezos, however, are serious about leading the way to exploring deep space. Musk 
is said to have his sights set on Mars and even making the trip himself when it’s practical and 
safe. “I’ve said I want to die on Mars,” he is quoted as saying. “Just not on impact.” 

SpaceX has proven its ability to deliver for the United States space program. It has successfully 
landed and reused rocket boosters and crew modules. It has successfully competed for govern-
ment projects against other NASA contractors such as Lockheed Martin, Boeing, Pratt & Whit-
ney, and Aerojet Rocketdyne. 

Not everyone is on board with these e�orts. Critics point out that there would be no need to 
escape Earth if climate change could be slowed. True, Elon Musk, multitasker that he is, has 
created a company that makes electric cars and owns a manufacturer of residential and commer-
cial solar energy systems. However, according to media reports, he and Bezos have been enjoying 
federal tax rates of from one to three percent in recent years.

As Adam Schi� tweeted on July 20, 2021: “Listen, I’m all for space exploration and it must have 
been an amazing view. But maybe—and I’m just spitballing here—if Amazon and other compa-
nies paid their fair share in taxes, we could lift all kids—if not into space—at least out of poverty. 
Sincerely, Earthlings.”
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CASE 12: BILLIONAIRES IN SPACE

STUDY QUESTIONS:
1. What is the moral justi�cation for interplanetary space travel?
2. When determining the permissibility of billionaire-funded space travel, of what 
 signi�cance is the billionaires’ low federal tax rates? 
3. Should there be any constraints on how wealthy individuals spend their wealth? 
 Why or why not?
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CASE 13: BIRDS AREN’T REAL

 �e Birds Aren't Real movement exists to spread awareness that the U.S. Government 
 genocided over 12 Billion birds from 1959-2001, and replaced these birds with surveillance 
 drone replicas, which still watch us every day. Once a preventative cause, our initial goal was 
 to stop the forced extinction of real birds. Unfortunately this was unsuccessful, and the 
 government has since replaced every living bird with robotic replicas. Now our movement’s 
 prerogative is to make everyone aware of this fact. 

So reads the message on the homepage of the website, birdsarentreal.com. But is Birds Aren’t 
Real real? 

In his book, Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind, Yuval Noah Harari claims that cultural myths 
are what make humans, more than any other animal on earth, able to exist and interact in societ-
ies composed of millions of individuals. Our ability to share beliefs in myths, legends, and other 
imaginary constructs has enabled us to band together with those outside our immediate families, 
neighborhoods, and local environments. 

How old were you when you discovered that Santa Claus wasn’t a real person? �e Tooth Fairy? 
Easter Bunny? Did it make you question your parents’ veracity or wonder why they had been 
lying to you? And why were so many people outside your family promulgating the same stories? 
For most, these unmaskings are only the �rst few of life’s psychological speed bumps. �ese 
minor myths are accepted and then, once exposed, tucked away in the vault of childhood memo-
ries. Later in life, we encounter other stories that initiate us into the cultures that de�ne the 
outlines of our lives: Religion, tribalism, nationality, history, science, and so forth. Some may be 
true, some not. 

However, when ignorance, fear, and gossip come together to amplify conspiracy theories across 
social media, they can create divisions within groups and families and splinter the online popula-
tion into various tribal segments marinating in a sauce of misinformation. �ink of QAnon, for 
instance. Born on the Internet in 2017, it purported to expose a plot by pedophile Democrats to 
take over the government, and it cast Donald Trump in the role of America’s lone, heroic savior 
whose garbled speeches were actually coded messages to his followers. Or, think of Birds Aren’t 
Real, which also started in 2017. It claims that the very same government has been secretly 
killing billions of birds and replacing them with surveillance drones to keep watchful eyes on 
every US citizen. 

Is there any truth to be found in either story? Well, while no one has come forward to claim 
authorship of QAnon, the creator of Birds Aren’t Real will gladly tell you, as he did �e New York 
Times, that his followers are in on a conspiracy all right—a conspiracy to ridicule all the other 
conspiracies that have riled up so many people. 

“It basically became an experiment in misinformation,” Peter McIndoe told �e New York Times. 
“We were able to construct an entirely �ctional world that was reported on as fact by local media 
and questioned by members of the public.” 
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CASE 13: BIRDS AREN’T REAL

“I have a lot of excitement for what the future of this could be as an actual force for good,” he 
said. “Yes, we have been intentionally spreading misinformation for the past four years, but it’s 
with a purpose. It’s about holding up a mirror to America in the Internet age.”

STUDY QUESTIONS:
1. What, if anything, is the social utility of intentionally spreading misinformation in the 
 form of myths, legends, or conspiracy theories? 
2. Are there any morally relevant di�erences between perpetuating the myth of Santa Claus 
 and perpetuating the “Birds Aren’t Real” conspiracy theory? If not, why? 
 If so, what are they? 
3. When, if ever, is it morally permissible to not be truthful?
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CASE 14: A NEW GENESIS?

Science—that amazing endeavor that has brought about much good and much harm both to 
humanity and to nature! �e year 2021 had its fair share of astonishing science: space missions, 
discovery of genes linked to obesity, brain-computer interfaces, a possible cure for type 1 diabetes, 
the �rst human arm and shoulder transplant, and the list goes on. Yet one scienti�c accomplish-
ment may have slipped under the popular media radar while eliciting concern and hesitation 
from many scientists world-wide. In April of 2021, US and Chinese scientists authored a publi-
cation claiming to have collaborated in developing the world’s �rst human-monkey embryos. 
Scientists inserted human stem cells via CRISPR technology into macaque monkey embryos, 
gestating the cells for a maximum of twenty days prior to the embryos becoming unviable (as was 
planned). 

Some proponents of the research extol the great potential for enriched human health care, such 
as kidney, liver, or heart transplants. Kidneys, for example, seem to be in great demand. According 
to the Health Resources and Services Administration website, 39,000 organ transplants were 
performed in 2020, and 106,884 persons are on an organ transplant waitlist, but seventeen 
persons die each day while awaiting an organ transplant. As of September of last year, 83 percent 
of those on the organ waiting list needed kidneys, ten percent were waiting for a liver, and the 
remaining people needed hearts, lungs, or other tissues. Considering these statistics, which are 
almost certainly underreported worldwide, one could be optimistic about the prospect of harvest-
ing much needed tissues and organs from human-monkey embryos. A further cause for optimism 
lies in the fact that two very di�erent scienti�c communities could so successfully collaborate in 
such a complex and groundbreaking achievement. 

Yet others question whether scientists are even entertaining the thought that there may be a limit 
to how far science should go or how fast it should go there. Gene editing is still new, and there 
are unexpected and perhaps unpredictable consequences that arise from its practice. In the rush 
to be the �rst explorers in new areas of science, are scientists properly assessing the moral risks 
before plunging ahead?

STUDY QUESTIONS:
1. Setting aside concerns about the unexpected and unpredictable consequences that could 
 arise from the research described in the case, are there other reasons that it may be 
 morally objectionable? 
2. What concerns should be considered when determining the ideal limits of scienti�c 
 research?
3. Suppose that demand for organ transplants was low, are there other reasons that this 
 research is morally permissible?
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CASE 15: NO, REALLY, I CAN DO THIS

Felicia Sonmez, a reporter on the breaking political news team for �e Washington Post, �led suit 
against her employer in July, 2021, in the Superior Court of the District of Columbia. After she 
publicly identi�ed herself as a survivor of sexual assault, she claimed she was unfairly barred from 
covering any story that involved sexual misconduct allegations. In 2018, Sonmez had accused 
Jonathan Kaiman, a former colleague at the Los Angeles Times, of sexually assaulting her in 2017 
in Beijing. According to Ms. Sonmez, on the day she issued her statement about Mr. Kaiman, the 
Post “canceled her appearance on a nationally televised news program and banned her from 
covering one of the most prominent stories of 2018—Christine Blasey Ford’s accusations against 
Brett Kavanaugh.” �e ban was later expanded, she said, to include all #MeToo-related coverage. 
�e Post, in short, “unlawfully and blatantly discriminated against Ms. Sonmez because she was a 
woman and victim of a sexual assault.” In the lawsuit, Sonmez further claims that Post manage-
ment chastised her “for trying to be the ‘star’ of her own sexual assault.” 

Sonmez was also subjected to a brief suspension in 2020 for tweeting an article about sexual 
assault allegations against Kobe Bryant shortly after his untimely death. �e Post, however, lifted 
the suspension after it received pushback from other employees. 

In defense of the ban against Sonmez, management at �e Washington Post contended that 
barring Sonmez from stories involving allegations of sexual misconduct was necessary because 
her identi�cation as a survivor prevented her from o�ering non-biased, objective reporting as a 
journalist. �e Post further contended that they wanted to protect Sonmez from being triggered 
or retraumatized, especially from online attacks by Internet trolls and others who spew hateful 
and harmful speech at female journalists in particular. Sonmez claims, however, that while she 
was discouraged from speaking publicly about her sexual assault allegations, she nevertheless 
found herself having to repeatedly explain to others why she was barred from covering certain 
news stories.

STUDY QUESTIONS:
1. What, if anything,  is the value of unbiased, objective reporting? Do its advantages 

outweigh its disadvantages?
2. What, if anything, would have been the value of Somnez reporting on stories involving  

sexual misconduct?
3. Should journalists be prevented from reporting on matters in which they are personally 

invested or in which they are a stakeholder? Why or why not?
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