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ETHICS OF TELLING ALL - NEWHOUSE NEWS SERVICE (US)
Former Bush Administration adviser Richard Clarke is making headlines this week by telling the world what his boss said and did behind closed doors. He also stands to profit from the sale of his new tell-all book, "Against All Enemies."  This raises ethical questions. In government, business and other endeavors, is it right to disclose to the public what was said in private? If it is, under what circumstances? Also, should insiders be able to profit by revealing to the public what was said by former employers in private? 
 
I'm looking for opinions and historical context as well as other "tell-all" examples in politics, business, education, religion, sports, entertainment and other fields.

 Response:  At the lowest ethical level, people make decisions based simply on what’s in it for them, and, for example, follow laws and rules only if they think they will be caught.  At the next level, what moral theorist Kohlberg called the “conventional” level, people do what’s necessary to gain the approval of others, or, at a slightly higher level, obey laws and fulfill the obligations of duty.  At the highest level, Kohlberg’s post-conventional level, people make ethical decisions on the basis of principled conscience and out of concern for the larger good.

You see these ideas played out in the way people are responding to the testimony, and there are partisan distinctions in the way Clark is described.  For example, Republicans describe him as being driven by self-interest – he’s doing this because he wants to sell books – he’s at a very low level of moral development – he’s out for himself.  Democrats describe him as doing this out of principled conscience – he has first hand knowledge of an administration that was ineffective in dealing with a terrible threat, and he is telling the story now out of a concern for the larger good – to let the country know that the administration may not be effective in dealing with terrorism.  

Asking “should insiders be able to profit by revealing to the public what was said by former employers in private” asks the ethical question from the conventional perspective (we all assume, at the conventional level, that it’s a violation of duty to tell publicly what’s been said in private) and assumes that the person (in this case Clark) has a pre-conventional, “what’s in it for me” perspective – he’s telling in order to profit on the sale of books.

In business, we make the same distinctions.  When a whistle blower, for example, tells publicly what they learned privately as an employee, as Sherron Watkins did at Enron or Cynthia Cooper did at WorldCom, we applaud because we understand that they did it in the service of a larger good – what they saw was wrong, and in violation of the public trust a public company must uphold.   We often question a whistle blower’s motives, however.  If we think they’re spilling the beans to profit personally or in retaliation for a firing, we hiss.

