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The mass media have provided a forum of thoughtful comment about ethics in general and media ethics in particular through film. The fact that most of these titles are available on videotape gives you ready access to a wealth of thought-provoking dramas to illustrate the problems of media ethics. The following list will provide you with a starting point for learning and thinking about ethics, using film as a tool.

Roshamon. Although it isn’t edited at the standard American pace of frantic, this classic film provides the viewer with a profoundly aesthetic discussion of truth and point of view.

Gandhi. A fine portrait of individual moral development, particularly if Gandhi himself does not become the focus of all of the discussion.

The Killing Fields. This film raises a number of important ethical issues, among them how much can a journalist ask a colleague to risk to cover a story, Western reporting on Eastern cultures, and the role of the American mass media in creating a global community.

Absence of Malice. It’s hard to match Sally Field and Paul Newman for a good discussion of reportorial relationships, both in and out of the newsroom.

The Year of Living Dangerously. At the core of this film is the question of conflict of interest, particularly where political and military secrets are at issue.

The Front Page. Whether you prefer the thirties’ original or the seventies’ remake, Hildy Johnson is a good example of a bad example of the scoop mentality.

Reckless Disregard. This film is loosely based on the lawsuit between Carl Galloway and “60 Minutes,” where the issues are ambush journalism and the ethics of video editing.

Under Fire. Can a journalist get so involved in a story that he or she alters the events being covered? A photojournalist in El Salvador confronts this question in an otherwise slow-paced movie with an impressive cast.

The Mean Season. Police reporters who become caught up in what they cover are common, and this film frames a discussion of issues surrounding objectivity and personal involvement.

The Dead Pool. Clint Eastwood would make the day of any journalism ethics professor with his treatment of the media in this otherwise violent and predictable film.

The Candidate. While the film itself indulges in some indiscriminate bashing of the American electoral process, it does include a good critique of horse-race political journalism.

Sophie’s Choice. An agonizing study of the sins of omission as well as those of commission.

To Kill a Mockingbird. Even children can learn to make complicated ethical choices about issues such as racial injustice, loyalty and benevolence. While this superb film is not quite as good as the novel it’s based on, it is a delightful portrait of how people can grow as ethical beings.

The Right Stuff. The film version of this Tom Wolfe best-seller includes episodes of pack journalism and celebrity journalism at their worst.

The Lost Honor of Katherine Blum. Invasion of privacy entwined with the political issues surrounding media coverage of terrorism make this film thought provoking. Get the German version and not the American remake.

All the King’s Men. Everything’s here, including some good insights into American history and some better insights into the relationship between politicians and their PR persons.

The Front. Woody Allen stars in this view of the McCarthy era and of the politics of art.

Word of Honor. This little-known film takes a sensitive look at a journalist who makes a promise and then must go to great lengths to keep it.

The Deer Hunter. This film has been the focus of much debate about the impact of violence in film. But on a more subtle level, it provides a penetrating look at individual moral development.

The China Syndrome. Jane Fonda’s on-screen portrayal of Brenda Starr raises some important questions surrounding media coverage of technology and crisis.

Broadcast News. It’s a wonderful film that raises several questions, including what constitutes journalistic training, what is allowable in video editing, and to what extent corporate profits interfere with the newsroom.

All the President’s Men. There’s the good guys (the fellows from the Washington Post) and the bad buys (the folks from the White House) trying to balance journalistic means and political ends.

Witness. This film, which featured a terrific performance by Harrison Ford, has been criticized for its less-than-accurate portrayal of the Amish. Just how far should entertainment alter a way of life for the sake of a good story?

Network. What happens when entertainment and news collide? Besides a bevy of Oscar-nominated performances, you’ll discover a satirical answer that cuts entirely too close to the bone. It’s the dark side of Broadcast News.
A Cry in the Dark. The issue here is trial by media. Meryl Streep plays a mother whose child was either murdered or carried off by a dingo, an Australian wild dog. Only the Australian press seems to know which.

Roger and Me. Made on a shoestring budget in 1989 by a self-taught, first-time filmmaker, this documentary made virtually every top-ten list with its simple message of corporate responsibility. PR majors should consider the message to corporate America. Journalism students should ponder how the media missed this story. Film students will want to argue over how close to truth a documentary must stick.

The Public Eye. This 1940s-style film focuses on photojournalism and a journalist, played by Joe Pesci, who believes that “everyone wants to have their picture taken.” The “everyone” includes corpses, the critically ill, the grief-stricken, and Pesci’s acquaintances and friends. Although ethics receives a broad-brush treatment, the film exposes the seamier side of photojournalism.

Hero. While this film, starring Dustin Hoffman, was a box office flop, the ethical issues it raises are both subtle and richly treated. On one level, the film is a commentary on news as narrative—and what can go wrong with a predictable script. On a second level, the screenplay is an essay on the relationship between virtue ethics and common humanity.

Sneakers. There has been a spate of techno-thrillers on the market in the past few years, but none is as well plotted as this film which links money, computers and communication. If you want to think about information as bytes, and control as who has access to the most sophisticated computers and programs, this film raises all the appropriate malevolent questions.

Cry Freedom. This story of a Caucasian editor’s attempt to tell the world about South African leader Steven Biko documents some of the events leading to the profound changes in South Africa in the early 1990s. While the subtext is racism, students can also learn of the government-imposed restrictions that continue to face journalists in the developing world. 

Natural Born Killers. As only Oliver Stone can, this film fuses media coverage of violence and celebrity and the real world events surrounding those questions. The film is violent, the content has been electronically molded to the point of artificial reality, and Stone’s penchant for conspiracy theories flavors the plot as well as the cinematography. Nonetheless, the film provides an acid commentary on the blur between news and entertainment, particularly when people seek the limelight through violent acts. 

The Net. Although not as thoughtful about the link between information and power as Sneakers, The Net provides a hyped-up vision of the downside of cyber-based community. Current technology does not make it possible to completely alter a person’s “on paper” identity the way Sandra Bullock’s character is altered in the film, but the sense of invasion of privacy and personal loss that is the emotional core of the film is a real ethical problem even though cyberspace remains in its infancy. 

Rising Sun. The film version of the xenophobic Michael Crichton novel focuses on the power of altering electronic images while downplaying the more serious issues—the link between economic power and information control. The film provides a wonderful primer on what it is now possible to do with images, a computer and malicious intent. 

Quiz Show. Probably the most thoughtful film in decades about the mass media as economic entities, director Robert Redford leaves the audience to ponder the fundamental question of the 1990s. If lies are told, and people destroyed, but the industry itself continues to make money, is anyone really going to care enough to change institutional behavior? 

The American President. The story of a mass-mediated President who falls in love with an environmental lobbyist can serve as a thoughtful entre into the core of questions surrounding the private lives of very public people. 

Schindler’s List. President Bill Clinton said that everyone in America should see this film. As horror piles on horror, director Steven Spielberg never loses sight of the humanity of all involved.

Up Close and Personal. All the big ideas about broadcast journalism—how you get a job in the business, the roles of anchors, reporters and producers, etc.—are wrong in this film starring Robert Redford and Michelle Pfeiffer. But the subtle stuff is disturbingly right—how broadcast reporters and editors frame a news story, how the “star” syndrome and ratings drive broadcast news, and how a significant number of network employees are deciding to remain at the local level for both professional and personal reasons. It’s the small picture within the larger picture that’s worth examining.

Courage under Fire. It’s been called the Roshamon of the 1990s, offering multiple versions of a friendly fire incident set in the Persian Gulf War. What is truth, what is lie, and what dies with the soldiers in the field are among the film’s central questions. The feminist subtext adds some important insights into military life.

The Matrix. A post-modern introduction to theories of truth, complete with a good discussion of epistemology not to mention great special effects. A smart cautionary tale about where computers may be taking us.

The Truman Show. Deals with several of the same issues as the Matrix and in addition provides some excellent insights into the sort of privacy issues that electronic monitoring raises.

Bullworth. What would happen if a U.S. senator told the truth about the influence of money on politics—all done in rap? This sometimes cynical and often hilarious film provides one set of answers, some of them too predictable to provide much depth or insight.

Saving Private Ryan. This film has nothing to do with the media but much to do with ethical decision making in times of war. The screenplay provides strong support for consequentialist ethics when life or death are at issue. Tom Hanks’ character exemplifies the examined moral life.

EdTV. A less scathing look at celebrity that that provided in Natural Born Killers, but with many of the same points. It also raises the important question of whether a celebrity can return to private life.

Pleasantville. This is a screen essay of conformity on coming of age, but it’s the visuals that really delight. A worthwhile examination of the impact of  “seeing” how we think.

Dave. It’s the Greek concept of democracy—leaders chosen by lot—put to work in a media age. Dave is a political everyman who fools journalists and even the cabinet, but cannot fool his own ideals.

The Paper. One of the film’s most pointed barbs, “We only have to be right until the next edition,” underlines one of the most important ethical issues of the new age of the Internet and the 24-hour news cycle. In addition, there’s a fair amount of discussion about the impact of corporate ownership, sensationalism and the impact of the bottom line.

