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Sorry about the lateness of this issue. It’s been a rough start 
to the new year, in so many ways. The first half of the year so 
far has been something of a dystopian nightmare, only now 
returning to a sense of reality (still marred by reality itself). I 
don’t use the word existential often, but it’s becoming an in-
creasingly apropos adjective these days. 
	 School started earlier for me than most of you. I was 
back in the virtual classroom on January 4, after spending my 
entire break revising a mass-lecture class I taught last term 

and swearing loudly and frequently at Canvas—the evil course platform we use 
here. This is the second of three terms here in Oregon, and I have yet to teach 
an ethics class. I had to cover a large lecture class in media history in the fall, 
and again now, and won’t get back to my ethics class till spring.  And I’m wor-
ried.

It has been noticeably difficult to grapple with what’s been happening over 
the past four years, but the last four weeks have been even worse. What do I say 
about the tunnel of moral disfunction we have been traveling through? Is there a 
light at the end? If so, what does it illuminate? I fervently hope it’s a return to a 
reasonable reliance on truth and integrity. However, if the history of propaganda 
has taught us anything, it’s not to count on it falling out of use any time soon.  

 What I am counting on is vigilance—on our part, especially—but also on 
the part of our students.  As former chess grand champion and political activist 
Gary Kasparov noted,  “The point of modern propaganda isn’t only to misinform 
or push an agenda. It is to exhaust your critical thinking, to annihilate truth.”  
This insidious, “modern” propaganda is only the latest weapon in the arsenal of 
what science fiction writer Isaac Asimov dubbed the “cult of ignorance.” In a 

med
M E D I A  E T H I C S  D I V I S I O N

    	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	   
W I N T E R  2 0 2 1  •  V O L U M E  2 4 ,  N O . 2

Division Chair: Kathleen Bartzen Culver
Vice Head/Programming Chair: Nicole Kraft
Newsletter Editor: Tom Bivins
Newsletter Layout & Design: Tom Bivins

MED newsletter is published quarterly by the Media Ethics Division of the Association 
for Education in Journalism and Mass Communication. Direct questions to 
tbivins@uoregon.edu

newsletter

(CONTINUED ON PAGE 2)

LETTER FROM THE EDITOR
BY TOM BIVINS, NEWSLETTER EDITOR

newsletter

Table of Contents

LETTER FROM THE EDITOR .....1 
Newsletter Editor Tom Bivins wonders 
about the future.

AEJMC 2021 IN MOTION .... 2
Division Head Katy Culver says it time 
for thinking about paper calls. 

THE BEDROCK OF JOURNALISM ..... 3
Vice-Chair Nicole Kraft asks if we really 
need to hear both sides.

PROTECT THE PRESS, NOT IMPOSTORS ... 4
PF&R Chair, Anita Varma warns of the 
dangers of “real” fake news.

TEACHING IN THIS UNSETTLING ERA ... 4
Grad member Patrick Johnson prepares 
students as soldiers against the war on 
truth.

MEDIA ETHICS MAGAZINE ... 5
Editor Scott Stroud talks about the past 
and future of this long-running publica-
tion.

COLLOQUIUM: MEDIA ETHICS THEORY ... 6
Lee Wilkins announces a proposal for an 
AEJMC event that shouldn’t be missed.

THE PENN STATE AWARD... 7
Patrick Plaisance tells us it’s time to 
think about this important dissertation 
award.

med

XX X

mailto:tbivins@uoregon.edu
mailto:tbivins@uoregon.edu
https://twitter.com/AEJMCethics
https://twitter.com/AEJMCethics
https://www.facebook.com/groups/179687322133203/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/179687322133203/


 MED newsletter page 2

AEJMC CONFERENCE 2021 IS IN MOTION
BY KATHLEEN BARTZEN CULVER, DIVISION HEAD

You know what I was doing this time 
last year? Starting to check ticket 
prices to fly to San Francisco for 
AEJMC. That’s usually a spendy ticket 
from my home here in Wisconsin, so I 
start gaming the system early. I know I 
was hearing stories on NPR about 
early cases of coronavirus in the U.S., 
but never in my wildest dreams could I 

have imagined that come August 6, we would be looking at 
each other in Zoom instead of a Hyatt lobby. What a 12 
months it has been!

I have a few conference updates for you.
It has been decided to hold the AEJMC 2021 Confer-

ence in a virtual format. MED leadership fielded a lot of 
feedback from you from last year’s conference, and we 
shared all of that with AEJMC leadership.  Acting on the 
feedback from our division and others, this year’s event 
will not be the same as last year’s virtual conference. Many 
of the shared suggestions will be implemented in order to 
make this year’s virtual conference a truly enriching and 
rewarding experience. 

Stay tuned for specific conference details, including 
registration information, to come by March 1.

MED leadership fielded a lot of feedback from you for 
last year’s conference, and we shared all of that with lead-
ership. 

Next, the paper competition is now open ! MED has 
two calls :
• Open call 
• Special Call for Ethics and Inclusion in Media Practice

Remember that all graduate student submissions are 
automatically entered into the Carol Burnett 
Award for Graduate Student Papers, which comes with 
cash money for a prize and travel support.

We also have the Penn State Davis Ethics Award for 
ethics-related dissertations defended in 2020 (read 
more on that from Patrick Plaisance in this newsletter).

Next, I want to remind everyone that we are again 
accepting full papers and extended abstracts . The latter 
can be especially important for grad students. Not going 
to have that seminar paper finished by the April 1 AEJMC 
submission deadline? No problem. Submit an extended 
abstract and if accepted, you have until July 15 to submit 
the full paper. 

Speaking of graduate students, I want to amplify 
AEJMC’s membership message to grad students:

Join AEJMC as a new member or renew your existing 
membership now through February 15 and you will be 
automatically entered for a chance to win a free one-year 
membership (or your existing membership extended for 
one year), free one-year membership to 1 division or in-
terest group of your choice and free conference registra-
tion for AEJMC 2021. Three people will win this prize 
from a random drawing. 
https://www.aejmc.org/home/2021/01/be-an-aejmc-grad-st
udent-member/ 

 I hope all of us encourage grad students to join. If 
you’re a more senior MED member, you might consider 
adding an incentive. I pledged $100 to cover the $10 MED 
fee for any grad students in our program who joined. 
Worked like a charm!

Finally, I hope you’re all hanging in there and staying 
well. I have to confess, the isolation wrought by the pan-
demic has been tough for me. I have let so many balls 
drop and have relied on the grace and kindness of many 
people, including MED folks. To those who have shown me 
that understanding, thank you so much. I pledge to extend 
it to others and you in return. When we all get on the 
other side of this, we will have learned so many lessons 
about our shared humanity. I still hope I’ll be shopping for 
that plane ticket to New Orleans, but if not, I know I have 
this wonderful MED community to lean on virtually.

Any questions or concerns about the conference? 
Email me at kbculver@wisc.edu . Use the same address if 
you need to join the MED Google Group mailing list. Join 
our Facebook group and follow our Twitter account.

Kathleen Bartzen Culver is the James E. Burgess Chair in Jour-
nalism Ethics at the University of Wisconsin-Madison

1980 essay in Newsweek, he warned that, “The strain of 
anti-intellectualism has been a constant thread winding its 
way through our political and cultural life, nurtured by the 
false notion that democracy means that 'my ignorance is 
just as good as your knowledge.’”

I found part of my answer this week while viewing a 
webinar on academic freedom from the AAUP.  “Aca-
demic knowledge is premised on an inequality of status 
between differing ideas. We routinely reject certain ideas 
as lesser than others, and train our students to do the 

same.  Without this process of designating certain ideas as 
less worthy than others, knowledge would not progress.”

My best approach, I believe then, is to call on students 
to strive for the truth and speak it, armed with knowl-
edge, integrity and compassion. So, I guess the best I can 
do is leave them with the words of Matthew:

“I send you out as sheep in the midst of wolves. 
Therefore be wise as serpents and harmless as doves.”

Tom
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If you were to publish a website with 
fabricated medical advice and pre-
tended to be a physician with high 
standing in the medical community 
when you weren’t, the American Medi-
cal Association would be unlikely to 
just nod along. Similarly, if you were to 
publish a website with fictional legal 

precedents and fabricated legal credentials, the American 
Bar Association would not hesitate to disavow your site. 
Yet in journalism, a curious and persistent conflation of 
press freedom with “freedom-for-peddlers-of-debunked-
claims-to-self-define-as-press” continues – even in the 
wake of baseless conspiracy theories amplified and spi-
raled out of control.

Resistance against narrowing the label of what gets 
classified as news is understandable. Who decides what 
counts as news, and who could be trusted to make these 
designations has never been satisfactorily answered. Be-
sides, is it truly necessary to specify what is and isn’t 
news? 

After the events of January 6, the answer is a grim: yes. 
Millions of people get their news in this country from 

FOX News, Breitbart, and Newsmax, to name a few. That, 
however, does not mean that these content producers are 
consistently publishing news. Speculative fiction can also 
be published with a “news site template” that might lead 

I was in class when the text came: “Can 
we talk ASAP about an ethical issue”? It 
was one of our Lantern Student Media 
editors, but he was reaching out about a 
quandary he faced in his. Internship with 
an NPR affiliate. 
    He served as the student producer 
for a political podcast that wanted its 
next episode to address the insurrection 

at the U.S. Capitol and planned follow-up protests at state 
capitols. The host gave my student a mandate: Find us one 
of the agitators—who had been in D.C. if possible—that 
we can put on the show and present both sides of this is-
sue.

My student’s question for me: Should we have such a 
person as a guest?

The bedrock of journalism education has long teaching 
objectivity—we must provide both sides of an issue for 
that issue to be fairly and accurately covered. A community 
plans a new development, so interview those in favor or 
against. Covering a rally for teachers seeking a new con-
tract requires getting comment from the administrators 
who may oppose it.

But covering an attack on democracy by those calling 
for the overthrow of a free and fair election? Giving a plat-
form to those who believes and advances an alternative and 
fake reality? That puts us in all new territory.

It is true that the First Amendment provides protection 
for speech. It states, in actuality, that “Congress shall make 
no law,” preventing the free exercises of speech and the 
press, among a trio of additional rights to religion, assembly 
and petitioning the government.

Congress shall make no law. 
A free press and the right to free speech does not 

mean media shall equally cover that which puts democracy 
in danger or provide equal voice to those who lie to sub-
vert the truth. 

Our job is to inform the public with the facts it needs 
to know. 

By doing so, we also amplify the voice to which we 
provide coverage. We give validity to those seeking cover-
age, and inclusion of comments in the work we produce 
gives consumers the illusion that they are consuming fact-
based information that has made it through the gatekeeper, 
fact-checking function media has long provided.

We live in an age of rampant and malicious disinforma-
tion that has created a separate and equal reality in which a 
good number of citizens live, allowing them to believe elec-
tions were stolen, COVID-19 is a fiction and all Democrats 
are running child molestation rings.

These are beliefs we cannot perpetuate, and we cannot 
provide a platform for them to gain any level of legitimacy.

It is possible to cover insurrection without giving voice 
to the insurrectionists. Bring on academic experts, re-
searchers, national security veterans, even journalists. Look 
for people who provide an understanding of why and how 
actions are taking place with a 360-degree view, not one 
clouded by ideology and personal prejudice. 

That is how we help the public be informed, how we 
advance dialogue and generate debate. 

My answer to him was, “No. You should not invite such 
a person.”

It is not our job to provide the other side if that side 
perpetuates lies for salacious appeal. We can be fair.  We can 
be accurate. But when it comes to matters to which our 
survival as a democracy exists, there is no other side.

THE BEDROCK OF JOURNALISM
BY NICOLE KRAFT, VICE HEAD/PROGRAMMING CHAIR
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PRESS FREEDOM NEEDS TO PROTECT THE PRESS—NOT IMPOSTORS THAT AMPLIFY CONSPIRACY THEORIES. 
BY	ANITA	VARMA,	PF&R	CHAIR

(CONTINUED ON PAGE 4)
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For me, there is an inherent fear in 
teaching. Unlike many, my fear 
doesn’t steam from performance 
anxiety, backlash against political 
speak or controversial content, or 
even impostor syndrome as a gradu-
ate instructor and student. I was 
trained to be a teacher; I’ve been a 

teacher for a decade before I returned to graduate 
school. Instead, my fear stems from history. 

As a Millennial, I was raised on violent intruder 
drills and gun violence. As a fourth grader I watched 
Columbine play out. I was a few weeks away from 
graduating high school when the Virginia Tech shooting 
happened. I was in a lecture hall when the Northern 
Illinois shooting occurred—and, as an Illinois native, I 
had friends who were locked down and in fear of their 
lives. I was teaching in a high school classroom when a 
former alumni mentor of mine, James Foley, was killed 
on live television; later that day I would teach my Digi-
tal Journalism 1 class, an introductory class for journal-
ism majors at Marquette, in the same lab I was first in-
troduced to Foley personally.  And when fellow journal-
ism teachers were trapped in their Stoneman Douglass 
High School classrooms, I was teaching my high school 
journalism students—an event that brought me to 
tears. 

The shot heard ‘round the world to me is not just a 
revisit of the opening of the American Revolution in 
Lexington and Concord. The shot I think of was un-
loaded into the American psyche on February 17, 2017, 
when then president Donald Trump labeled our Ameri-
can press as “enemies of the people”—positioning 
American journalists at the center of a domestic war of 
truth and facts. A war I’ve spent my life sadly prepared 
for.

January 6 continued that fear. 
The Capitol Hill insurrection showed that there are 

even more possibilities for violent intruders to exist 
inside and outside our classrooms. I was raised on vio-
lent intruder drills, now I teach them myself.  And that 
fear is one of the most difficult to battle. 

As my second semester of my doctoral study un-
folds, I reenter my journalism classrooms—teaching 
future journalists the tenants and bedrocks of being a 
journalist; however, with a resurged fear: I’m preparing 
the future not just to be reporters and writers, but as 
soldiers in a war against the truth they seek to find. 

I hope our institutions remember that. I hope our 
community thinks critically about that, and that we are 
able to rally together in support one another.

As a note, be sure to check in on your graduate 
students. Teaching is hard enough without these pres-
sures. 2

to many readers feeling informed by it – but does not 
make it a reliable, grounded account of publicly important 
events, regardless of how many hits it gets in a day or 
hour. 

The problem, though, is that unlike other professions 
that are asked to produce credentials, the news industry 
regularly relies on self-validation: we’re news because we 
say we are. Our audiences think we are, so we must be. 
That latitude and openness has its merits, but outright 
impostors in any professional field are not met with a 
shrug and a sigh.

Reserving the term “news” for reports grounded in 
verified reality is a truly minimal standard, and still leaves 
the door open for a range of disputes that interpretation 
inevitably – and often productively – brings with it. 

Journalists are people who serve the public interest, 
often at tremendous personal cost. While taking cover in 

the Capitol building on January 6, journalists continued to 
report throughout the day. Other journalists saw their 
equipment smashed by angry “Stop the Steal” supporters. 
And continued reporting.

Just as a physician is obligated to serve patients, a faux 
physician who seeks to harm patients does a disservice to 
the profession by appropriating the title without uphold-
ing the ethical duties it brings. Faux journalists continue to 
endanger actual journalists, and it is long past time for 
their designations to reflect this reality. 
In other professional sectors, we see boards, associations, 
and certification agencies designate who is in and who is 
out, and on what grounds. Who would you trust to im-
plement and enforce a definition of news? Who would 
you not trust? And why? Let me know at 
avarma2@scu.edu. 

2

INTRUDER ALERT: TEACHING IN AN ERA OF FAKE NEWS AND INSURRECTION
PATRICK R. JOHNSON, UNIVERSITY OF IOWA
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These are interesting times to make a 
living by studying the ethics of media. 
With social media awash with misin-
formation, doxing, canceling, harass-
ment, and even a few clever memes, 
we need to continually rethink our 
notions of ethics, virtue, and justice. 
News media also presents new prob-
lems, with commentary and opinion 

merging and audiences segmenting in the demanding 24-
hour news cycle. 

We are fortunate to have a proliferation of books, 
presses, and traditional journals that are taking all of these 
issues seriously. I’d like to draw your attention to one of 
the less-traditional venues that holds forth on vital issues 
in media today: Media Ethics. This online, open-access 
scholarly outlet has a unique history. It was started as a 
hardcopy magazine in 1987 by Clifford Christians, Tom 
Cooper, Manny Paraschos, Mike Kittross, and other brave 
souls.  After being capably edited by Mike Kittross for 
many years, I took over as editor following his death. I’m 
not sure of the wisdom of Cliff and others putting me in 
charge. Trained as a philosopher interested in ethics, but 
with a sensitivity to evolving practices of communication 
and media, I saw this as an intriguing opportunity. 

A while back, Media Ethics had moved fully online. This 
presents both promises and perils to a biannual publica-
tion. It is easy to get lost online amidst the waves of con-
tent. But if one can produce interesting content, it may be 
easy to use and stumble upon. Looking into the inner 
workings of the website that was left for me, I saw that 
people were interested in what we were “selling.” 

Media Ethics has published many pieces over the years, 
with most getting thousands of views each. Some get 
more attention than my own turgid prose could ever 
dream of grabbing--our most popular piece has received 
over 30,000 views. Who knows who exactly reads any 

given article; such is life on the internet. But it’s nice to be 
heard in the crowded online marketplace of ideas. 

The other exciting aspect of the online format of this 
“magazine,” one that I have only begun to leverage over 
the course of the handful of issues that I’ve put together, 
is the speed with which we can react to current trends 
and topics. For instance, as the #MeToo movement was 
sweeping through the media and altering the terms of 
power in many industries, Media Ethics quickly put to-
gether a guest editorial team, a call for papers, and pub-
lished an interesting forum from the submissions on eth-
ics, media, and #MeToo (Fall 2018, Vol. 30, No. 1). We’ve 
published another forum on ethics and media addiction 
(Fall 2019, Vol. 31, No. 1). Our individual articles tend to 
also wrestle with timely and important issues, such as a 
recent piece on the ethics of viewership of college sports 
in the time of the pandemic.

Media Ethics takes a broad and pluralistic view of me-
dia ethics, encompassing topics in journalism, advertising, 
digital ethics, computer ethics, organizational communica-
tion, as well as communication ethics in general. We are 
interested in encouraging and sharing scholarly work on 
any important normative topic in communication or me-
dia. We invite you to help us continue to grow as a source 
of scholarly commentary by submitting your short or long 
pieces, case studies, or even special forum ideas to us for 
consideration for future issues. Submissions can be schol-
arly and detailed, or short and pithy; above all, however, 
submitted work ought to be interesting and readable, as 
who knows who will stumble across Media Ethics online 
and find some use for the information it contains. 

Please help us get word out about what we are up to 
by following us on Facebook (/mediaethicsmagazine) and 
on Twitter (@MediaEthicsMag). You can read all the issues 
of Media Ethics and submission procedures at 
www.mediaethicsmagazine.com. 

MEDIA ETHICS: AN EVOLVING VENTURE IN THE NEW MEDIA ECOSYSTEM
SCOTT R. STROUD, UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT AUSTIN
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In 2008, Jesse Prinz, distinguished phi-
losophy professor at City University of 
New York, sprayed a noxious odor—
fart spray—in the trash can in the 
room where experimental subjects 
were being asked how severely they 

would punish an ethical lapse. The finding: the stronger the 
fart, the more severe the punishment. Prinz’ work is just 
one effort in the field of experimental philosophy that 
subjects moral theory to empirical inquiry.

This emphasis on empirical testing is the central ele-
ment of the division’s entry into the AEJMC’s “theory col-
loquium” competition. The proposed colloquium, organ-
ized by former MED head Erin Schauster, University of 
Colorado Boulder, is pulling together work by both senior 
and more junior scholars that focuses on ethical decision 
making and its relationship to moral development. The 
goal of the proposed colloquium, as participant Patrick 
Plaisance, former MED head and current editor of the 
Journal of Media Ethics, notes is to develop theory that syn-
thesizes “moral psychology theory and methods to illumi-
nate media industry dynamics on both the organizational 
and individual levels.”

The theory colloquium call from AEJMC asks that pro-
posals critically examine a theory or concept employed in 
journalism and mass communication research with the goal 
of moving the research agenda forward. Proposals were 
due on January 15. As many as three colloquium proposals 
will be accepted organization wide. Presenters are required 
to produce a scholarly paper for the colloquium with the 
goal of moving all the papers in the colloquium to publica-
tion in appropriate journals.

Patrick Plaisance, Penn State, will focus on Media Ethics 
3.0: Moral ecologies and judgments. “At the individual lev-
el, psychological approaches detailing orientations toward 
distinct moral judgments, such as Moral Foundations Theo-
ry, must become central to the field,” Plaisance wrote.  “In 
media ethics 3.0, research focus on moral ecologies, com-
bined with more systematic application of moral psychol-
ogy tools, will enable media ethics scholars to claim their 

rightful, central role in a new generation of media sociology 
scholarship.”

David Craig, University of Oklahoma, will present work 
of a multi-scholar study of how young professionals age18-
29 (emerging adults in the literature), develop the moral 
resources that inform their professional decision making. 
This work employs longitudinal interviews combined with 
multiple psychological instruments “to assess personality 
and character to provide a nuanced portrait of both the 
nature of virtues applicable in the professional sphere and 
how they develop in this transitional stage.”

Lee Wilkins, emerita University of Missouri, will use the 
capabilities approach—which combines feminist ethical 
theory with moral development—to examine the Kansas 
City Star’s examination of its own coverage of the Black 
community in Kansas City for the 140 years of its existence 
the paper published in December 2020. “Through the par-
ticularistic lens, it is possible to outline how moral devel-
opment and reasoning can be linked to a commitment to 
social justice.” 

Schauster will examine how advertising practitioners, 
because of the complex social interactions required in con-
temporary strategic communication, employ “advanced 
moral reasoning, evidenced by empathy, open-mindedness 
and equity for all.”

Ryan Thomas, University of Missouri, will serve as 
moderator.

The goal of the colloquium, the proposal states, is 
philosophically informed data analysis that employs social 
science methodology to generate an understanding of pro-
fessional behavior and to suggest additional theory that 
spans fields.

Because it is not yet known whether the August con-
vention will be virtual, in-person, or some form of hybrid, it 
is unclear when the colloquium will be held during the con-
ference and how others can participate. That, of course, 
assumes that the proposal will be accepted.

For that information, MED members will need to stay 
tuned. 2

A THEORY COLLOQUIUM PROPOSAL ON MEDIA ETHICS 
BY LEE WILKINS

NOTES AND ANNOUNCEMENTS
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Scholars who have successfully defended ethics-related dissertations in the 2020 calendar year are en-
couraged to apply for the new Penn State Davis Ethics Award. The award provides a $1,000 honorarium, 
travel support (pending pandemic restrictions) to present their scholarship in a session of the Media 
Ethics Division at the 2021 AEJMC annual conference, and a fully supported guest-lecture visit (also 
pending pandemic restrictions) to Penn State’s Bellisario College of Communications. The Don W. Davis 
Professor in Ethics at Penn State, Patrick Lee Plaisance, shall administer all aspects of the award compe-
tition and selection process. Applications should include a cover letter stating applicant’s ethics-related 
focus and contact information, statement of defense date, full dissertation (either in pdf format or a web 

link), and dissertation adviser contact information. All applications are due April 1, 2021, and should be sent to 
plp22@psu.edu. The award will be presented at the Media Ethics Division’s  Business Meeting during the 2021 AEJMC 
conference. This award is intended to recognize new scholarship in the fields of media and communication ethics, and is 
sponsored by the Davis Program in Ethical Leadership at Penn State. Arrangements for a guest-lecture visit, if allowed, to 
Penn State will be made for fall 2021 based on recipient availability. 

CALL FOR APPLICATIONS FOR THE PENN STATE DAVIS ETHICS AWARD
BY PATRICK PLAISANCE, PENN STATE

A MEMBER OF THE ASSOCIATION

FOR EDUCATION IN JOURNALISM

AND MASS COMMUNICATION
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