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Instructor: Vyshali Manivannan Office Hours: Th 2:30-3:30pm (F2F) 
Email:  vm275@rutgers.edu  Office Location:  CIL 338 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
Exploring the active process of moral decision-making—that is, doing ethics—is an 
inescapable part of life. We routinely make ethical judgments, assess our ideological 
values, and interrogate our moral outlooks. While you may unquestioningly embrace 
the beliefs and values you inherited from your culture, society, and/or family, critically 
examining your decision-making process through ethical deliberation is the only way to 
make your ethical framework truly yours. Thus, this course raises questions with no 
ready answers, spurring you to reflect on your moral approaches. The goal is to help 
you reason through ethical issues using various theoretical frameworks to reach 
logically defensible answers, instead of reacting with your gut or anecdotal evidence. 
 
The process of doing ethics is nothing if not devoted to serious, careful reflection and 
application. As such, this course emphasizes both the theoretical underpinnings of how 
we come to a given moral philosophy and case studies specific to digital media. We will 
consider how different moral philosophies apply across cultures and across different 
contemporary media practices and platforms in areas such as advertising, promotional 
marketing, big data, software and interface design, and fake news. 
 
 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
By the end of the course, you will be able to: 

◘  Identify and explain key ethical theories 
◘ Articulate current codes of behavior for media professionals working in 

digital media environments 
◘  Apply ethical models across communications professions 
◘  Discuss and deliberate on moral dilemmas involving digital media 

practices and forms, using various ethical frameworks 
◘  Logically justify your ethical decision-making process in a given scenario 
◘  Retroactively apply theories of ethics to better understand your decision-

making processes in past real-life dilemmas 
 
 
REQUIRED TEXTS AND TECHNOLOGY 
◘ Ess, Charles (2014). Digital media ethics. Cambridge, MA: Polity Press. 

mailto:vm275@rutgers.edu
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All other readings will be made available to you on the Canvas course site, located at 
https://onlinelearning.rutgers.edu/canvas. In addition to using Canvas’ integrated tools, 
you will use Flipgrid to offer a quick video response to the weekly lectures. Yellowdig 
has been integrated for you to “pin” and share relevant material. Links and instructions 
are available on the Canvas course site. 
 
 
GRADING & ASSESSMENTS 
The grading scale is as follows: 

A: 90-100%  C+: 75-79%  F: 0-59% 
B+: 86%-89%  C: 70-74% 
B: 80-85%  D: 60-69% 

 
Your grades will be based on the following categories: 
 

Participation (M-Th, daily)  30% 
Response Papers (10/8, 11/22) 20% 
Final Paper (12/16)   30% 
Group Assignment (12/13)  20% 

 
Participation, which will be measured by the frequency and quality of your weekly 
discussion posts, is essential to your success in this course. You are expected to raise 
pertinent questions, react to the questions and challenges raised by your peers and 
myself, and apply your thinking to relevant case studies from current events or your 
own professional experience. 
 
While I do not generally accept late work, I understand that life happens. In the event of 
extenuating circumstances, please email me in advance of the due date (or as soon as 
you are aware) if you need to work out a different deadline. 
 
 
ASSIGNMENTS 
 
◘ 10 Weekly Discussion Posts (M-Th) [30%]: You are responsible for a minimum of 10 
discussion board posts every week. The rule is quality over quantity. I do not require a 
specific word length for each post, but each of your posts—whether initial posts or 

https://onlinelearning.rutgers.edu/canvas
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replies to others—must be substantive and draw on the week’s readings. The more 
readings you work with across posts, the better. I expect you to check in on the 
discussion boards during the week, from M-Th; I will not require you to “attend” on 
Fridays or weekends (though depending on your schedule, you may choose to do so.) 
As long as your participation is regular and substantive, you may follow whatever 
schedule works best for you. Midnight on Sunday will be the cutoff for posts each week. 
 
◘ Response Papers [10% each]: You will have two short response papers, 
approximately 5 pages each, due 10/8 and 11/22. As we go through the course, you 
should select the ethical frameworks that puzzle, challenge, or otherwise interest you 
most. In each paper, you should focus on one specific ethical model, explain it from a 
theoretical standpoint, and then use it to rationalize a digital media practice in the 
contemporary media landscape. For these short papers, you will be provided with a list 
of potential digital media topics to consider; refer to the Assignments section on Canvas 
for those details. 
 
◘ Group Assignment [20%]: In preassigned groups of 3-4, you will be presented with a 
moral problem and asked to collectively deliberate until you reach an ethical consensus. 
This ethical deliberation will take place under the designated forum under Assignments 
on Canvas. You have all semester to complete this assignment, but by 12/13 you must 
have reached a consensus based on a series of posts that references, critiques, and 
applies the readings, and that demonstrates how your group resolved the discussion. 
Quality over quantity, but a good ballpark is a minimum of 5 substantive posts. 
 
◘ Final Paper [30%]: At the end of the course, we will have discussed several theories of 
ethics, and you should be equipped to make judgments about which model(s) best 
apply to your current or projected professional life. Identify a moral dilemma from your 
professional experience or discipline at large, describe your gut reaction to it, and then 
unpack, problematize, and rationalize your reaction using the ethical model(s) you 
deem most appropriate. Make sure to use multiple models as a way to be critical of the 
theories you’re engaging with. The stages of your ethical reasoning should be clear. 
Your paper should be approximately 10-12 pages and is due on 12/16 by midnight. 
 
 
COURSE POLICIES 
You are expected to watch the weekly lectures, respond with Flipgrid (as per the 
instructions on Canvas), “attend” discussion boards, and submit assignments in a 



DIGITAL MEDIA ETHICS 
Master of Communication and Media 

Fall 2017 | 17.194.502.90 | Online Course (M-Th) 
 

4 

 

timely fashion. Yellowdig has been integrated into the course as well for you to “pin” 
and share relevant material. Although this is a fully online course, I am available to 
meet in person during my office hour at Rutgers-New Brunswick College Avenue 
Campus or by appointment in New York City. If you are not local to the area, I am able 
to video conference with you on Canvas by appointment. 
 
The case studies selected for this class are provocative, and many of you will have 
strong opinions about the ethical dilemmas we discuss. Although not all opinions are 
worthy of equal respect, all people are. Remember that the first step in a heated debate 
is not an ad-hominem attack but a tactic focused on questioning the logic of the 
speaker’s statement. When we disagree in this class, as we inevitably will, we will do so 
in a calm and courteous manner, targeting ideas, not individuals. 
 
If you have a documented disability, you can find information about classroom 
accommodations at http://disabilityservices.rutgers.edu/. You are also welcome to email 
me directly with concerns. 
 
Finally, I take academic integrity very seriously. Always attribute your sources, and do 
not plagiarize others’ work. For guidance regarding citations, you may refer to Purdue’s 
Online Writing Lab at https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/01.  
 

http://disabilityservices.rutgers.edu/
https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/01
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CALENDAR 
The readings are listed under the weeks they will be unpacked and applied in the discussion forums. 

Readings are listed in suggested order of reading, with page length included in brackets. 
 
Week 1 (9/4-7): Issues in the Ethics of Digital Media 

Ess, C. (2014). Digital media ethics (Ch. 1) [34] 
Milton, J. (1644). Areopagitica [1] 
Mill, J.S. (1859). On liberty (Ch. 2) [19] 
 
Conger, K. (2017). Cloudflare on terminating service to Neo-Nazi site: ‘The Daily 
Stormer are assholes.’ Gizmodo. 16 August 2017. [6] 
Bessant, J. (2017), “Right-wing populism and young Stormers: Conflict in 
Democratic politics.” In Pickard, S. and Bessant, J. (eds), Young people and the 
regeneration of politics in times of crises. Palgrave Macmillan. [14] 
 

Week 2 (9/11-14): Utilitarianism and the Common Good 
Mill, J.S. (1863). Utilitarianism [46] 
Williams, B. (1999). A critique of utilitarianism. In Warburton, N. (ed), Philosophy: 
Basic readings. [14] 
Christians, C. (2007). Utilitarianism in media ethics and its discontents. Journal of 
Mass Media Ethics. [18] 
 

 Carr, N. (2008). Is Google making us stupid? The Atlantic.   
 
Week 3 (9/18-21): Deontological Philosophies 

O’Neill, O. (1985). A simplified account of Kant’s ethics. In White, J.E. (ed.), 
Contemporary moral problems. St. Paul, MN: West Publishing Co. [7] 
Rousseau, J. (1762). The social contract [79] 
Ross, W.D. (1930). The right and the good (II) [34] 

 
Bowen, S. (2013). Using classic social media cases to distill ethical guidelines for 
digital engagement. Journal of Mass Media Ethics, 28 [15] 

 
Week 4 (9/25-28): Virtue and MacIntyrean Ethics 

St. Ambrose of Milan (397). Paradise. Hexameron, paradise, and Cain and Abel. [72] 
(if nothing else, the paragraphs on the cardinal virtues) 

https://www.dartmouth.edu/%7Emilton/reading_room/areopagitica/intro/text.shtml
https://www.utilitarianism.com/ol/two.html
http://gizmodo.com/cloudflare-ceo-on-terminating-service-to-neo-nazi-site-1797915295
http://gizmodo.com/cloudflare-ceo-on-terminating-service-to-neo-nazi-site-1797915295
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2008/07/is-google-making-us-stupid/306868/
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MacIntyre, A. (2007). After virtue. Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame 
Press (Chs. 12, 14) 
Louden, R. (1984). On some vices of virtue ethics. American Philosophical Quarterly, 
21(3) [9] 

  
Week 5 (10/2-5): Frameworks of Fairness and Justice 

Rawls, J. (1971) A theory of justice (excerpt) [15] 
Rawls, J. (1985). Justice as fairness. Philosophy & Public Affairs, 14(3) [11] 
**Rawls, J. (1988) The priority of right and ideas of the good. Philosophy & Public 
Affairs, 17(4) [27] 
Alejandro, R. Farewell to Rawlsian justice. The limits of Rawlsian justice. Baltimore, 
MD: Johns Hopkins University Press. [28] 
Haidt, J. & Joseph, C. (2004). Intuitive ethics: How innately prepared intuitions 
generate culturally variable virtues. Daedalus, 133(4) [13] 

 
Ashworth, L. & Free, C. (2006). Marketing dataveillance and digital privacy: 
Using theories of justice to understand consumers’ online privacy concerns. 
Journal of Business Ethics, 67 [17] 

 
10/8 Response Paper #1 due by midnight 
 
Week 6 (10/9-12): Towards an Ethics of Care 

Gilligan, C. (1977). In a different voice: Women’s conceptions of self and of 
morality. Harvard Educational Review, 47(4) [36] 
Held, V. (1995). The meshing of care and justice. Hypatia, 10(2) [6] 
Slote, M. (2007). The ethics of care and empathy. New York, NY: Routledge (Chs. 1, 
2) [32] 
 

 Petersen, A. (2017). The real peril of crowdfunding health care. Buzzfeed. 
 
**Herr, R. (2003). Is Confucianism compatible with care ethics? A critique. 
Philosophy East & West, 53(4) [20] 

 
 
Week 7 (10/16-19): Capability Approach 

Sen, A. (2009). Capability and well-being.  In Sen, A. & Nussbaum, M. (eds), The 
quality of life. Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press [20] 

https://www.buzzfeed.com/annehelenpetersen/real-peril-of-crowdfunding-healthcare?utm_term=.viPvxKGqY#.xp7QjNwDB
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Nussbaum, M. (1997). Capabilities and human rights. Fordham Law Review, 66(2) 
[29] 
Nussbaum, M. (2007). Human rights and human capabilities. Harvard Human 
Rights Journal, 20 [2] 
**Gasper, D. (1997). Sen’s capability approach and Nussbaum’s capabilities ethic. 
Journal of International Development, 9(2) [23] 
 
Beetham, H. (2016). What is digital well-being? HelenB’s e-learning blog.  

 
Week 8 (10/23-26): Group Assignment 
 Assigned readings vary across groups (preassigned on Canvas) 
 
Week 9 (10/30-11/2): Nudges, or the Ethics of Influence 

Sunstein, C. The ethics of nudging. [39] 
McCrudden, C. The dark side of nudging. (81-117) [36] 

 **Hausman & Welch, Debate to nudge [14] 
 

**Marwick, A. & Lewis, R. (2017). Media manipulation and disinformation online. 
Data Society. (1-48) [48] 

 
Week 10 (11/6-9): Privacy Ethics 

**Ess, C. (2014). Digital media ethics (Ch. 2) [49] 
Vaidhyanathan, S. The Googlization of everything (Ch. 3) [32] 
Hongladarom, S. (2015). A Buddhist theory of privacy (Ch. 4) [40] 
 
Singer, P. (2011) Visible man: Ethics in a world without secrets. Harpers. [6] 

 
Weeks 11 and 12 (11/13-26): Non-Western Ethics 

Confucius, The analects [159] (skimmable) 
The Bhagavad-Gita (93-773, 1 paragraph per page) [700 verses] (Optional: 
“Setting,” 43-68) 
 
**Wong, P. (2012). Dao, harmony, personhood: Confucian ethics of technology. 
Philosophy & Technology, 25(1) [19] 
**Sreekumar, S. (2012). An analysis of consequentialism and deontology in the 
normative ethics of the Bhagavadgita. Journal of Indian Philosophy, 40(3) [38] 

 

http://design-4-learning.blogspot.co.uk/2016/03/what-is-digital-wellbeing.html
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11/22 Response Paper #2 due by midnight 
 
Week 13 (11/27-30): Religious Ethics 

Silk, “Notes on Judeo-Christian tradition in America” [20] 
Kasulis, “Zen as a social ethics of responsiveness” [13] 
Dolamo, “Botho/Ubuntu: The heart of African ethics” [10] 

 
Week 14 (12/4-7): Ethical Representation and Graphic Ethics 

Ess, C. (2014). Digital media ethics (Ch. 5) [39] 
Buehl, J. (2014). Toward an ethical rhetoric of the digital scientific image: 
Learning from the era when science met Photoshop. Technical Communication 
Quarterly, 23 [24] 
**Tait, S. (2009). Visualizing technologies and the ethics and aesthetics of 
screening death. Science and Culture. [22] 

 
Koebler, J. (2017). You are almost definitely sharing memes made by Nazis. 
Motherboard. 

 
Week 15 (12/11-13): Infraethics and Ethical Design 

Floridi, L. (2013). Distributed morality in an information society. Science and 
Engineering Ethics. [16] 
Borenstein, J. & Arkin, R. (2016). Robotic nudges: The ethics of engineering a 
more socially just human being. Science and Engineering Ethics, 22(1) [16] 
**Verbeek, P. (2011). A nonhumanist ethics of technology. Moralizing technology: 
Understanding and designing the morality of things. [16] 
Pitt, J. (2014). “Guns don’t kill, people kill”: Values in and/or around 
Technologies. In Verbeek, P. & Kroes, P. (eds), The moral status of technical artefacts. 
[13] 
 
Robbins, J. (2013). The ethics of MOOCs. Inside Higher Ed.  

 
12/13 Group Assignment consensus/conclusion due by midnight 
 
12/16  Final Paper due by midnight 

https://motherboard.vice.com/en_us/article/aepbzb/is-it-ethical-to-source-dank-memes-from-nazi-mines
https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/sounding-board/ethics-moocs

