Sex in the City: Case in Communication Ethics (Makkula Center for Applied Ethics)

When David Glaser was elected mayor of Lawrence, the headline read, “Breath of Fresh Air Invigorates City.” At age 30, Glaser was the youngest person ever elected to the city council. First appointed to the Parks and Recreation Commission at 25, he impressed the council with his youth and enthusiasm. He quickly went to work, sparking the city manager to propose new programs to enhance the sense of community in the fast-growing city, which had been criticized for its lack of imagination and its stodgy style.

“There has been too much talk about business and not enough talk about family,” said Glaser during the election campaign. “I intend to reverse that trend, and make Lawrence a family-friendly city.” The father of twin toddlers, Glaser enjoyed great success, sponsoring a series of concerts in the park, an Easter Egg Hunt, and the city’s first Art and Wine Festival. David’s wife Deborah quit her job teaching at the junior high school when her sons were born and initially accompanied David to as many events as she could. Fondly called the “First Lady” by the press and public, she was proud of David’s accomplishments, but found that the long hours and evening meetings put a strain on her marriage.

As the city embarked on the “General Plan” update, David spent more and more time at City Hall, working with the planning staff on details for the public hearings. At the time he became romantically involved with City Planner Suzanne Donohue, whose divorce had been made final a few months earlier. Rumors flew around City Hall. The city manager, in his Monday morning staff meeting asked all department heads to consider conversations about the personal life of any staff or elected official “off limits,” and to instruct their employees likewise. The vice mayor spoke with David, suggesting that his behavior was reflecting poorly on the values the city promoted and was creating an unnecessary distraction for the council. The mayor assured him that the relationship was “platonic” and that he would be an “idiot” to leave his wife and kids.

When David and Suzanne arrived at the Fourth of July fireworks publicly holding hands, the council members felt embarrassed, betrayed, and angry. With no apologies and no explanation, the mayor answer media questions with “No comment” or “My private life is none of the public’s business.” He refused to discuss the matter with his council colleagues, saying if they had a question about how he was running the city, he would answer. Bur, he said, he wouldn’t talk to them about how he was running his life.

The city manager has refused comment to the media but privately worried that the affair would impact staff moral, cast on unfavorable light on the city, and cause the Western Regional Baptist Conference to cancel a contract with the city convention center for a “Family Values Conference,” resulting in a huge financial loss to the local hotels and restaurants.

Applying the perspective of contractualism and egalitarianism (Rawls, Scanlon, etc), how should the city leaders proceed in this case? Has Glaser acted ethically? Is his private affair not really anyone’s business?
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The facts pf the case: certain facts, such as the mayor’s age, can be dismissed, although his comparative youth may have led some people to question his “life-style.” The case says that he was “romantically” involved with Suzanne, but that statement seems vague and lacks clarification. The suggested fact is that he did lie about his relationship when directly questioned about it (claimed it was “platonic”). He was holding hands with Suzanne at the 4th of July celebration, with the implication of a sexual or romantic involvement (but direct proof is lacking). It is clear that after the platonic claim, he became more closed-mouthed about the relationship, refusing to respond to questions about it. It’s true that his wife felt stressed by his long hours on the job, but it is not clear from this that she was prepared for a divorce. The program to enhance the “family-friendly” image for the city seems to imply that he should uphold such values himself in his own family life (assuming that marital fidelity was part of what is intended by the slogan, family values). The city manager worries that negative effects could result, such as those on staff morale or the canceling of the church-sponsored conference on family values in the city. So far, there is no evidence that any of these feared negative effects have actually come about.

Contractualism: the ethical principles of contractualism, including the views of Rawls and Scanlon, suggest that ethical decisions rely upon the fair treatment of all involved in a given case, based upon an implied contract among all those involved. What are the claims involved in the case that touch upon ethical issues? It appears that the mayor is acting in a way contrary to what many might consider to be “family-values,” after his upholding a desire to make his city “family-friendly.” The first question seems to center on whether he is being hypocritical in evoking family values while at the same time engaging in an extramarital affair and possibly adultery. He claims that right to a separation between his private and public lives, which seems possibly based on a notion of a social or political contract. His detractors suggest there is an implied contract in that, once he embarked on a public career, his private affairs became fair game for scrutiny, especially if they impinged upon his public pronouncements. A second question deals with whether or not he has lied or behaved deceptively in this matter. If in fact the affair is improper, then he did lie about its platonic nature. But, the second question goes back to an interpretation of the first: if the affair is in fact a private matter, then the deception is not germane to his public role. There is a third issue: is a romantic relationship with a member of the mayor’s staff improper? The issue concerns romantic relationships in professional settings, in which people could fear that conflict of interests and special treatments would occur, in which the mayor favors the planner (Suzanne) over other members of his staff. Such relationships are generally seen as improper. Because of the feat of the unequal treatment due to romantic entanglement, this situation directly relates to contractualist and egalitarian theories. All members of the staff have a right to expect equal treatment and consideration. A fourth issue has to do with the individual with whom the mayor has a direct contractual relationship: his wife, Deborah. Scanlon would raise the question, is she being treated in a way to which she could not reasonably object. The answer seems clear on this point: no.

