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Editor’s Note:  Please note that we have provided citations for source materials used to generate the following cases.  A source may be used multiple times, but only identified once per case.

Case #1:  Testing Virtue 


Most people overestimate their ability to act on their principles, according to a recent article in the New York Times.
 “In recent years, social psychologists have begun to study what they call the holier-than-thou effect. They have long known that people tend to be overly optimistic about their own abilities and fortunes – to overestimate their standing in class, their discipline, their sincerity. But this self-inflating bias may be even stronger when it comes to moral judgment, and it can greatly influence how people judge others’ actions, and ultimately their own,” is how Carey Benedict summed up the issue. 


In the Good Samaritan experiment, even seminary students could not be counted on to stop and help a stranger in need. In the experiment, Princeton seminarians were asked to prepare a report on the parable of the Good Samaritan in one building and report to another building to discuss the parable.  The seminarians were randomly assigned to one of three groups, those told that they were running late, right on time, and a little early.  While making their way to the other building, each of the seminarians encountered a man slumped on the sidewalk in obvious distress.  Of the seminarians told they were early, 63% stopped to help; those on time stopped 45% of the time; and 10% of those running late helped. The researchers found that, “Ironically, a person in a hurry is less likely to help people, even if he is going to speak on the parable of the Good Samaritan. (Some literally stepped over the victim on their way to the next building!) The results seem to show that thinking about norms does not imply that one will act on them.”


The problem is how to develop empirical evidence that tests the credence of self-righteous claims or that shows those who claim moral certitude to be only deceiving themselves. Studies that best test individuals’ actions against their claims usually involve observing those individuals’ actions in manufactured situations where they are called on to act, but don’t know that the morality of their actions is being measured. They might not even know that they are the subjects of a research experiment. Critics claim that there is something unethical about using deceptive means to test the good character of others. For example, the University of Washington medical school cautions its researchers, “As a general rule, deception is not acceptable when doing research with humans. Using deception jeopardizes the integrity of the informed consent process and can potentially harm your participants.”

For instance, Stanley Milgram’s experiments on authority have been roundly criticized as causing a potential crisis in the lives of test subjects.  However, one is forced to wonder if tests of virtue are being criticized simply on the basis of the poor performance of test subjects.  It is hard to imagine any test gauging the relationship between moral attitudes and actions which is not potentially harmful to participants.  Research that uncovers an uncomfortable but important truth—moral hypocrisy—is likely to seem harmful to test subjects, but reveals important character trends.

Case #2:  Students’ Little Helper


Sara, a college junior, had watched others in her dorm pound their way through all-night paper writing sessions, jobs, and parties with the help of Ritalin, Adderall, and other drugs designed to keep them awake and focused. Some of the students had been diagnosed with ADHD and had been on the drugs for years.
 Others bought them at street prices from students who were happy to share their prescriptions. Although an estimated 7% of students enrolled in US universities have used cognitive enhancement drugs, with up to 25% of students on some campuses reporting their use,
 Sara believed that true success was the outcome of hard work and living a balanced life. She was sure that no drug could substitute for that. Her grades, when compared to those using the drugs, showed that her theory had merit. She had better grades than anyone she knew who was using cognitive enhancement drugs. 


But, now she had a dilemma. Sara was preparing for the LSAT and had always had problems staying focused for those hours-long tests. Sara’s mother, who was herself a lawyer, suggested that Sara talk to their family doctor about a prescription for Provigil. Her mother used Provigil sparingly, only when she was litigating tough cases and had to be sharp over long hours in the courtroom.
 The doctor, who had known Sara all her life, wanted to help Sara fulfill her lifelong dream of getting into a top law school and knew that Sara had under-performed on standardized tests in the past. Sara had the grades to get into a top school, but it was questionable if she would have the LSAT scores that she needed. The doctor occasionally did “off-label” prescribing of Provigil when she thought it was appropriate. Sara left the doctor’s office with a prescription for 4 100 mg tablets of Provigil, more than she would ever need, and with reassurance that the drug, taken as prescribed, would not harm her.


Before going to her next LSAT prep course session, Sara took the drug. She moved along through the practice test, feeling focused and confident. “This is actually fun,” she thought and realized that she wasn’t experiencing the fatigue that normally hit at the start of the third test segment. Sara’s score was significantly higher than it had been on past tests. She was ready for the LSAT.


That evening, she enthusiastically told two friends, Barbara and Nancy, about her experience. “Isn’t using that drug cheating,” Barbara wondered, “like athletes who use steroids?”
  She argued that only enhancements available to everyone – like caffeine -- should be allowed to be used. Nancy pointed out that not everyone could afford to take a LSAT prep course, and maybe the cognitive enhancement drug offered the same kind of boost. Nancy asked Sara if she could have one of the Provigil tablets that Sara would not be using. 

Case #3:  In the spirit of full disclosure

On November 4, 2008, 52.3% of California voters approved Proposition 8 – also known as the Marriage Protection Act. The proposition amended the state constitution to bar same-sex couples from civil marriage.
 On May 26, 2009, the California Supreme Court confirmed the legality of Prop 8, while at the same time allowing same-sex couples who were married before November 5, 2009 to remain married.
 Although supporters of Prop 8 feel that so-called traditional marriage has finally received its due protection, advocates of same-sex marriage have decried the ratification of the voter initiative as a gross violation of civil rights, akin to anti-miscegenation laws. 

Backed by California’s campaign disclosure law, an anonymous individual has put together the website www.eightmaps.com, which “takes the names and ZIP codes of people who donated to the ballot measure [Prop 8]… and overlays the data on a Google map.”
 Some of the individuals and companies who donated money to outlaw same-sex marriage have received death threats, and “their businesses have been boycotted.”
  In response to this harassment, a group of Prop 8 supporters have filed a lawsuit attempting to “to block their campaign finance records from public view.”
 Without the protection of their personal information, some donors have indicated that they would not contribute to similar causes, lest they receive further harassment. This is exactly what critics of eightmaps.com fear: disclosure laws, coupled with new technologies, such as Google maps, could discourage voters from participating in the political process. As Michael Shin has noted, websites disclosing donor information are not “explicitly pernicious.” However, they can become a tool for violence and persecution.
  

According to Dr. Shin, a political scientist, transparency in the electoral process promotes an informed electorate, thus “enhancing the quality of democracy.” However, critics of eightmaps.com have noted that the goal of transparency and disclosure laws is to expose powerful private interests that are trying to influence the government – not private citizens writing $100 checks to a political cause of their choice. While transparency is necessary for an effective democracy, so too is privacy. Political theorist Anabelle Lever has noted that privacy rights are not merely instrumentally useful in protecting political participation, but also necessary for the full exercise of personal freedom and equality.

On the other hand, eightmaps.com can enhance individuals’ freedom by allowing them to vote with their dollars. By boycotting Prop 8 donors, supporters of equal rights for same-sex couples are, as many oppressed minorities have done in the past, using soft power to bring about change. As a No-on-8 activist put it, “a citizen has every right to donate money to a cause that hurts me. And I have as much right to express my disagreement by not patronizing their business.”
 

Case #4:  Women and Health Insurance

Roughly 10% of Americans, including 6% of American women, who have health insurance purchase that coverage as an individual, rather than through an employer
. Premiums are generally higher than one would pay through one’s employer, but one need not worry about losing the insurance due to job loss. 

According to a recent article in the New York Times, however, the deal may be more costly if you don’t happen to be male. Women pay between 20% and 50% higher premiums than men for the same insurance coverage
. (Employer-subsidized insurance plans offer all employees the same benefit plan, regardless of sex or gender.)  Furthermore, women are charged more even if they decline maternity coverage. Only ten states have passed laws prohibiting this kind of discrimination in the individual insurance market, leaving the vast majority of women unprotected on the open market.

Insurance companies argue that the higher cost for women is justified.  Women use more healthcare services than men, including a broad array of services associated with maternity and reproductive health, and are thus more expensive to insure. In this respect, the high premiums women pay are like the higher premiums associated with age, despite one’s inability to choose one’s sex or stop getting older.  The higher premiums simply reflect the higher expenses to the insurance company. Men and women seeking insurance on the individual market can expect to pay more for a policy if they have a pre-existing condition or other factors that cause them to use more healthcare services. Women use more services in general, particularly regular checkups and screenings, and unfortunately happen to be the only demographic that can get pregnant.

Others claim that despite the business logic behind the higher premiums, they are discriminatory.  A significant wage gap already exists between men and women who work similar jobs. To expect women to pay more on the individual insurance market increases the wage gap even more. Charging higher premiums based on racial or ethnic differences has been banned for some time, despite the potential for differences in healthcare consumption between races.  These and other reasons fuel the contention that sex-based insurance premium differences should be outlawed. 

Of course purchasing insurance on the individual market is already expensive for men, as well.  Increasing their costs would introduce further disincentives to buy insurance, potentially leading to fewer insured people altogether. The concept of insurance implies that all of the people who pay premiums subsidize others who use more than their “share” of medical care, but the line between dispassionately pricing risk and sexism remains extremely controversial.

Case #5:  Synthetic Meat

Science has always been on the forefront of making food easier to produce, but the possibility of synthetically produced meat has some people wondering if it has gone too far.

Traditionally, of course, making meat requires raising, feeding, and slaughtering animals. Scientists like Dr. Vladimir Mironov at the Medical University of South Carolina in Charleston, however, have begun to engineer rudimentary forms of meat without producing animals at all, merely growing the meat in a nutrient bath
. Muscle cells from various animals are isolated, then placed in a nutrient-rich mixture to divide.  After a suitable number of cells are present, they are attached to a structure to grow in a “bioreactor.”
  Currently the synthetically grown meat is not ready for human consumption.  It is slimy, visually unappealing, and lacks the familiar texture of meat grown on animals.  Mentioning the technology also seems to turn off many meat-eaters, who see animal-grown meat as more “natural.”  If synthetically produced meat could eventually become cheap enough, however, it may feature in solutions to some of the world’s hunger problems.  Since it does not require the rest of the animal-production infrastructure, it may be able to accomplish this cost-savings at the same time it dodges the problems with animal hygiene and disease. 

If synthetically produced meat were ever to become more appealing (either by matching animal-grown meat in terms of quality or undercutting it in terms of price), much of the agriculture surrounding meat may be threatened.  Ranchers and farmers may lose important sources of income.  Food policy reform advocates such as author and professor Michael Pollan say that modern society is already unfamiliar with the sources of its nourishment and synthetically produced meat would exacerbate that problem.  Millennia of eating animal-grown meat has shown meat to be (largely) safe for human consumption. No such data exists on meat grown in nutrient baths.  Since synthetic meat could also be genetically engineered to bring out desirable traits, some detractors claim it will suffer from the same criticisms leveled at other genetically modified foods.

Animal rights activists are also split on the potential benefits and costs associated with synthetic meat production. The controversial animal rights group known as People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) has announced a $1 million dollar prize to the first scientist or group who can make synthetic chicken meat as commercially appealing as animal-grown meat.
 PETA’s reasoning seems to be that since synthetically produced meat does not harm any animals, it is ethically preferable to animal-grown meat. By growing the meat in laboratories, it will endure no more suffering than a plant does growing hydroponically or out in the field.

But not all animal rights supporters see a silver lining around the synthetic production of meat. If animal suffering is the only thing that makes meat production unethical, presumably we should feel fine about eating synthetically produced cat and dog meat, and maybe even human meat. Furthermore, the long term benefits of moving to a more vegetarian diet may be much better for human health and the environment than simply finding more substitutes for meat. 

Scientists respond to these criticisms by noting that if meat were synthetically produced, it would contain pure muscle cells only, putting manufacturers in better control of fat content and other unhealthy by-products of non-synthetic meat.

Case #6:  Medical Professionals’ Role in Torture

In October 2006, the United States enacted the Military Commissions Act of 2006.  This act authorized the use of military tribunals for enemy combatants, along with the right to hold them indefinitely without judicial review under the terms of habeas corpus. Part of the Act was an amendment which retroactively rewrote the War Crimes Act, effectively immunizing those applying policies of water-boarding, stress positioning, sleep deprivation, and other controversial military tactics from prosecution under U.S. law.

Beyond the moral issues related to the use of torture there is a debate regarding the role of medical professionals in overseeing and providing medical attention associated with such practices.  For example, investigators for the Red Cross published a report in 2006 which concluded that medical professionals working for the C.I.A. monitored prisoners undergoing waterboarding, apparently to make sure they did not drown. Medical workers were also present when guards confined prisoners in small boxes, shackled their arms to the ceiling, kept them in frigid cells and slammed them repeatedly into walls, the report said.
  

According to other accounts when medical professionals were not present during harsh interrogations they have assisted afterwards by stitching wounds caused by the blows of guards, replacing dislocated shoulders resulting from hanging by the arms, etc.
  At times, the reports of such medical professionals have assisted in the identification of prisoner abuse.  On other occasions medical staff has been complicit in hiding abuse and even death by altering or camouflaging the injuries they reported.

There is nothing about medical personnel that makes them intrinsically more or less moral than the rest of the population, but doctors at least take the Hippocratic Oath, “to do no harm.”  In addition, many doctors submit to the Nuremberg Code, enacted in reaction to the human rights abuses of Nazi doctors who engaged in experimentation on human subjects; this code provides ten tenets of ethical medical research.
  Some are seriously concerned that when medical personnel participate in harsh interrogations, they are violating their most basic oath, and other ethical requirements of the medical field.  Others worry about the ways that medical personnel can be complicit, including sharing prisoner’s medical records with interrogators in an effort to reveal vulnerabilities.

Others argue that without the presence of medical personnel harsh interrogations would be less effective and more dangerous.  Medical supervision offers the possibility of a more controlled environment including greater emphasis on prisoner welfare.  It may also make interrogations more effective and thus contribute to homeland security.       

Case #7:  Mining In West Papua

The Grasberg mine in West Papua, New Guinea is the largest, most productive open-pit copper mine in the world and may be the largest source of gold for the foreseeable future.  PT Freeport, the Indonesian subsidiary of mining giant Freeport-McMoran, has owned and operated the Grasberg mine under government contract since 1967.  As a result of the success at Grasberg PT Freeport has become a leading contributor to Indonesia’s economy, its largest exporter and its highest taxpayer.
  In addition to the immense benefits to the Indonesian economy the Grasberg mine has helped Freeport-McMoran to become highly successful returning hundreds of millions in profits to its shareholders.

Beyond the benefits to corporate shareholders the open-pit mine at Grasberg has the consequence of providing inexpensive copper to help fuel growth in the developing world.   Copper is a vital ingredient in the generation and transmission of electricity, plays a significant role in telecommunications, and is required for numerous industrial applications.  As a result persons in need of expanded electrical services and an increased industrial base are all stakeholders in mines like Grasberg.  Of special note are those stakeholders for whom inexpensive copper is crucial for the beginnings of industry and consumer electricity, especially those in the developing world.  Unfortunately, Freeport’s success has not come without a cost.


At the time mining began the Grasberg mine appeared as a road winding up to the top of a decapitated mountain. Now the open-pit style mine appears as an immense crater in the earth several times the size of the original mountain.
  PT Freeport contends that the open-pit mining style is more efficient than traditional tunneling methods and is safer for mine workers.  Although they admit the open-pit is aesthetically unpleasing, they claim the environmental damage is negligible. Environmental groups point out that the loss of rich land and wild life is only half of the picture.  Also of concern is the dumping of tailings, the discarded waste material produced by mining, into the Fly river.  The operation at Grasberg deposits 40 million tons of sediment into a 20-kilometer stretch of the 1000-kilometer river which naturally receives a total of 90 million tons of deposit per year.


Also, of concern is the effect that the mine has had on the 20,000 members of two indigenous tribes, the Amungme and the Kamoro.  In 1967 both tribes had had some contact with western missionaries, but practiced traditional lifestyles including subsistence farming, fishing and hunting.  The mining operation has made traditional food sources vanish and has brought an influx of approximately 100,000 foreigners.  The result is that a city has been erected and the traditional living arrangements of the Amungme and Kamoro are now impossible.  Some indigenous people have assimilated and begun working for PT Freeport, while others have protested what they consider an illegal taking of their land.


 In response to the protests of native Papuans PT Freeport has adopted a two-prong strategy, both making threats and offering benefits to the Amungme and Kamoro.  Beginning in the late 1960’s, PT Freeport employed both private security and the Indonesian military, and at present spends upwards of $500 million dollars each year in security for its Indonesian facilities.  These security forces have been implicated in numerous beatings, rapes, killings, disappearances and bombings over the last 40 years.  As a second prong PT Freeport has offered to compensate the Amungme and Kamoro at the rate of 1% of the Grasberg mine’s yearly profits.  Some local leaders claim this amount is too small, while others assert that no amount of money is adequate to compensate for their forced change in lifestyle.
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