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Conflicting duties to church and state: The 1964 film
Becket, nominated for 11 Academy Awards, dramatizes the
conflict between duty to one’s sovereign and duty to one’s
God. Richard Burton’s moving portrayal of the Archbishop
of Canterbury shows the depth of that character’s internal
struggle. King Henry I, played by Peter O'Toole, cannot
abide that his former friend and drinking buddy now
places religion above obedience to his king. The 1966 film
A Man for All Seasons, winner of six Academy Awards, tells
a similar tale of the internal moral conflicts that must be
addressed by a person of conscience. Sir Thomas More,
played by Paul Scofield, could simply sign the oath of loy-
alty to his king, Henry VIIL. But, refusing, he risks trial and
the death penalty for high treason.

Archbishop Becket and Sir Thomas More, as portrayed
in these classic films, were “persons of conscience” who
would rather die than compromise their religious convic-
tions. Fortunately their religious convictions did not impel
them to kill other people. Only their own lives were in jeop-
ardy because of their interpretation of their religious duties.

What about today? If they should diverge, which ethical
duties deserve priority—those of Church or those of State?
Explain why. And if we should fail in either, what punish-
ments should we expect? Explain why. And today, if a reli-
gion should be interpreted as imposing the ethical duty to
perform “honor killings” or to kill non-believers, should
the laws of the nation say that such a killing is justified or
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citizen might regard as his or her duty because of a reli-
gion-based set of moral beliefs? If such a life seems intol-
erable, then in what sense, if any, should a nation’s laws
be “grounded in religious values” or “express the religious
values” of the community?

Anything goes these days—not! Three stories are
described briefly below. With each is a question or two.
Select one event. Investigate the details of that event and its
aftermath, beginning with the reference provided. Identify
the ethical issues and then comment intelligently on those
issues by analyzing the alternatives, describing foreseeable
consequences, identifying duties and ethical principles that
are relevant, and form reflective ethical decisions about the
question or questions asked. Be careful not to jump to con-
clusions. Do not base your answers only on the one news
event presented. In each case you should be able to find
other stories that impel you toward the opposite conclusion
if you are using only System-1 thinking. Use your critical
thinking skills and be sure to consider all the possibilities.

Story 1. After Ameneh Bahrami was blinded and disfigured
by acid, the Iranian court ordered her attacker be impris-
oned and blinded. Blinding is part of the punishment for his
brutal crime under Sharia law. Although jailed, the attacker
has not yet been blinded. Years passed and Ameneh
demanded the full measure of justice. However, organiza-
tions like Amnesty International oppose the blinding. First
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ardy because of their interpretation of their religious duties.

What about today? If they should diverge, which ethical
duties deserve priority—those of Church or those of State?
Explain why. And if we should fail in either, what punish-
ments should we expect? Explain why. And today, if a reli-
gion should be interpreted as imposing the ethical duty to
perform “honor killings” or to kill non-believers, should
the laws of the nation say that such a killing is justified or
excused? Explain your answer by reference to good reasons
and solid evidence.

Research and report on both sides of this centuries old
ethical conflict: What ethical principles support each side
of this debate? What would it be like to live in a nation if
its laws permitted any and every kind of behavior that any
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Ihmkmg skills and be sure to consider all the possibilities.

Story 1. After Ameneh Bahrami was blinded and disfigured
by acid, the Iranian court ordered her attacker be impris-
oned and blinded. Blinding is part of the punishment for his
brutal crime under Sharia law. Although jailed, the attacker
has not yet been blinded. Years passed and Amenech
demanded the full measure of justice. However, organiza-
tions like Amnesty International oppose the blinding. First
Question: If the victim of a crime is not satisfied with the
punishment the courts apply, does the victim have the right
to demand a greater punishment until the victim is satisfied
that punishment is great enough? Second Question: In a case
like Ameneh’s, when the justice system fails, does the victim
have the ethical right to exact justice? What if you lived in a
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country where rapists routinely went unpunished because
the justice system was incompetent, corrupt, or indifferent,
and what if someone you loved were raped? Would those
facts change the ethics of the situation??”

Story 2. In November 2014, 90-year-old World War II veteran
Arnold Abbott was arrested in Fort Lauderdale, Florida for
giving meals to homeless people. And in 2011 the Orlando,
Florida police arrested more than 20 activists who were
handing out food to the homeless in a city park. Giving food
to the homeless is illegal in both of those Florida cities.? In
response to the 2011 arrests, the hacker collective known as
Anonymous declared war on the city. Their assault came in
the form of so many demands on the city’s tourist information
Website that its servers could not keep pace. Called a DDoS
(Distributed Denial of Service) attack, this tactic effectively
closed down a Web site. Similar DDoS attacks have occurred
more frequently in recent years. Some are directed at
businesses, but most are directed at government websites.
Question: Is cyber vigilantism ethically acceptable? Question:
Who, if anyone, was harmed, and who, if anyone, is ethically
responsible for compensating individuals who might have
become the innocent victims of all of this?

Story 3. In 1985 a former KGB agent gave an interview
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foreign relations, and the national defense system. The cri-
ses phase is brought about by a sudden, unexpected, immi-
nent threat. In response to the crises the government puts in
place emergency measures after which follows the normal-
ization process, which affirms and institutionalizes the new
status quo. Question: Is it the government’s responsibility
to provide for the education of the people, if by education
we mean to include developing strong critical thinking?
Question: Is it the government’s ethical responsibility to
ensure that the population has easy access to full and accu-
rate news and information? Since an affirmative answer to
either of these questions would cost billions, who is ethi-
cally responsible for picking up the bill?*

Video take three: Select one story other than the one you
used in the previous exercise. Present the story and the
questions to three people who are not in this course. With
their permission, capture their responses on video. Use the
argument and decision mapping techniques presented in
Chapter 5 to analyze those responses, to identify how they
came to their ethical decisions. Look for examples of think-
ing about consequences, considering duties and ethical prin-
ciples, spontaneously responding in an ethically virtuous
‘way, System-1 thinking, System-2 thinking, comparative rea-
soning, or ideological reasoning. Look for efforts to set pri-
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