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Welcome to the cases for the High School Ethics Olympiad. These cases have been 

selected from the 2016 National High Ethics Bowls. An Ethics Olympiad is a 

competitive yet collaborative event in which students analyse and discuss real-life, 

timely, ethical issues.  An Ethics Olympiad differs from debate in that students are not 

assigned opposing views; rather, they defend whatever position they believe is right and 

win by showing that they have thought more carefully, deeply, and perceptively about 

the cases in question. Experience, shows that this type of event encourages and helps 

students develop ethical awareness, critical thinking skills, civil discourse, civic 

engagement, and an appreciation for diverse points of view. For the first time ever we are 

using video conferencing technology to enable schools to participate in Australia and the 

US.  

Thanks again for supporting this initiative. Please feel free to email us if you have 

any queries at; admin@dialogueaus.com  

These cases are published by the National High School Ethics Bowl Case Writing 

Committee under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license. For more information about the National 

High School Ethics Bowl visit http://nhseb.unc.edu. 

1. Family Secrets 

2. Climate Debt  

3. South Korea’s New, Young Faces 

4. Support for Paris  

5. Whose Photo Is It Anyway? 

 

 

 



Family Secrets 

When Sybil picked up the phone, it was the first time that she had heard from her older 

sister Edith in more than five years. But Sybil had been expecting this call—her memoir 

just hit the New York Times Best Seller list, and she knew that Edith would find out 

about it eventually. 

The memoir, which recounted Sybil’s difficult childhood, described in painful detail 

what it was like to grow up with a parent who struggled with drug addiction and 

untreated mental health issues. In this book, Sybil explained how this unstable and 

emotionally challenging environment deeply affected her and her family, and contributed 

to her own life of alcohol abuse, severe depression, and estrangement from the rest of her 

family. Throughout the memoir, she shared many intimate stories about Edith and their 

parents. For instance, in one such story, Sybil described how she routinely saw her older 

sister and her friends experimenting with hard drugs. 

“You didn’t need to dredge all of that up!” Edith exclaimed on the other end of the 

phone. “You didn’t have the right to trample all over our privacy and share all of those 

details about our family with the rest of the world! You know that I don’t go around 

advertising my childhood with everyone I meet, and now everyone knows. And now my 

boss and co-workers know that I have alcoholism and mental health issues running in my 

family. And they all know that I used to use drugs! You had no right!” 

Sybil had expected this reaction. She knew that Edith was a very private person, and that 

Edith felt ashamed about their family and childhood. But Sybil thought that the book was 

more important than keeping their family’s secrets. “I had to,” Sybil insisted. “I am a 

writer … an artist … and I needed to create something that would resonate with people, 

and would affect readers on a personal level. I needed to explain the things that shaped 

me … that brought me to where I am today. I needed to reach out to people who grew up 

the same way. I needed to tell my story!” “But that’s just it,” Edith replied. “It wasn’t 

just your story. It was my story, too! And Mom’s and Dad’s! You dragged us through the 

mud, without our permission. You didn’t even respect us enough to give us a warning. I 

can’t believe that you would betray us like this … that you would use us in order to sell 

books.” 

Study Questions: 

(1) What value is there in writing a memoir? How does this value weigh against other 

important values, such as values associated with friendship, family, privacy, etc.? 

(2) Is there a moral difference between Sybil writing about her parents’ behavior and her 

writing about her sister’s behavior? Why or why not? 

(3) When, if ever, is it ethically acceptable for one person to disclose another person’s 

struggle with depression or substance abuse? 

  

  

 



 

2. Climate Debt 

The world’s scientists are nearly unanimous in their agreement that human-caused 

climate change poses a significant threat to future generations. However, this scientific 

consensus leaves many important questions unsettled—in particular, science cannot 

resolve questions about the fundamental moral principles that should guide our response 

to the threats of climate change. One idea is that the 

United States and other developed nations have a moral obligation to do much more than 

developing nations to address this issue. In particular, the idea is that developed nations 

have a moral obligation to immediately and sharply cut their greenhouse gas emissions, 

and to provide assistance and reparations to less affluent countries (estimated to be 

between $400-$600 billion annually). 

Defenders of the climate debt concept argue that developed nations have this moral 

obligation for multiple reasons. First, these nations are disproportionately responsible for 

climate change: 

Developing nations have contributed very little to greenhouse gas emissions, yet they are 

also some of the most vulnerable to the disastrous effects of climate change. Moreover, 

developed nations disproportionately benefit from the activities that have put us in this 

situation: They are much wealthier than developing nations precisely because of past 

industrial practices, and so they have a moral obligation to do more than developing 

nations to address the harms caused by these practices (especially since developing 

nations will now have to avoid many of these practices moving forward). 

Critics of the climate debt concept argue that since much of their emissions occurred 

before we knew about the existence of (or the harms associated with) human-caused 

climate change, wealthy countries are not morally responsible for the harms caused by 

their past carbon emissions (especially since the people who originally set us on this path 

are long gone). 

Critics also contend that each country is responsible for promoting the interests of its 

own citizen, even if this activity conflicts with the interests of other countries. Thus, even 

if wealthy countries have harmed other countries through their use of greenhouse gasses, 

they are not morally wrong for having done so. 

Study Questions: 

(1) Can individuals or groups ever be morally responsible for what other individuals or 

groups do, for example their ancestors? Why or why not? 

(2) Can individuals or groups who benefit from a certain harmful practice have a moral 

obligation to compensate the people harmed by that practice? Why or why not? 

(3) What are the moral principles that govern international competition? For example, to 

what extent, if any, do individual countries have a moral obligation not to cause harms to 

other countries? 



http://www.rollingstone.com/politics/news/climate-rage-20091112?page=2 2 

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/12/10/science/earth/10climate.html 

3  South Korea’s New, Young Faces 

South Korea currently has the highest rate of plastic surgery per capita in the world. It is 

estimated that between one-fifth and one-third of the women in Seoul have undergone 

plastic surgery or other cosmetic procedures, compared to only five percent of American 

women. For women in their twenties, this number rises to fifty percent. Meanwhile, men 

make up fifteen percent of the plastic surgery market, including the former President Roh 

Moo-hyun. Experts attribute these high rates of plastic surgery to multiple factors. First, 

many people in South Korea believe that they need plastic surgery in order to meet 

prevailing standards of beauty. For example, a typical high school graduation gift for a 

Korean teenager is a blepharoplasty, also known as a double-eyelid surgery, which many 

seek out so that they can look “less Asian.” 

As a college student who received this double-eyelid surgery stated, “When you’re 

nineteen, all the girls get plastic surgery, so if you don’t do it, after a few years, your 

friends will all look better... we want to have surgeries while we are young so we can 

have our new faces for a long time.” Indeed, some cosmetic transformations are so 

radical that the hospitals offer certificates of identity to the patients. 

A second and related factor is that many people in South Korea believe that they need 

plastic surgery in order to compete at school and work – especially since many 

employers require job applicants to submit pictures with their résumés. Many claim that 

this requirement is especially burdensome for low-income women in South Korea. For 

example, a young woman reports that beauty is a big advantage in a job interview: “If the 

interviewer saw two women who had similar abilities, of course he’d go with the better-

looking one.” Similarly, plastic-surgery reality show producer Siwon Paek reports that 

lower income South Koreans are more compulsive about cosmetic procedures: “[T]hey 

feel they have no other way to prove themselves to people and lift themselves socially 

and economically.” 

A third factor is that the plastic surgery industry is not regulated in South Korea. As a 

result, the increase in demand for cosmetic procedures has come along with an increase 

in unlicensed hospitals and unqualified surgeons, known as “ghost doctors.” These 

“ghost doctors” enable more people to have cosmetic procedures in South Korea, but 

they also have an unreliable track record. For example, the Korea Consumer Agency 

reports that a third of all plastic surgery patients are dissatisfied with the results, and 

seventeen percent claim to have suffered at least one negative side effect. 

Study Questions: 

(1) Can it be good for a person to get cosmetic surgery to meet to an unreasonable – 

perhaps even oppressive – standard of beauty? Why or why not? 

(2) Is it morally permissible for an employer to require job applicants to submit 

photographs with their résumés? Why or why not? 



(3) Is it morally permissible for the state to allow “ghost doctors” to treat citizens who 

are willing to accept higher risk in exchange for lower prices? Why or why not? 

 

4. Support for Paris 

On November 13, 2015, Paris, France faced the deadliest attack on its own soil since 

World War II. Three teams of terrorists attacked in six different locations, including 

cafes, a concert, and a soccer game. 129 people died, and at least 352 more were 

wounded, according to French officials. 

In the aftermath of these attacks, many people from around the world expressed strong 

support for Paris. For example, many Facebook users changed their profile pictures to 

include the colours of the French flag. And President Obama stated, “The attack is not an 

attack on Paris, it’s an attack on all of humanity.”3 However, many other people 

expressed frustration that this level of support and outrage is so selective, given the many 

other tragedies occurring around the world. For example, on the day before the Paris 

attacks, suicide bombings in Beirut killed 43 and injured 200.4 Similarly, on the day of 

the Paris attacks, a suicide bombing in Baghdad killed 18 and injured dozens of others.5 

Yet Beirut and Baghdad received relatively little global attention or support in the 

aftermath of these attacks. Some people believe that this kind of selective outrage is 

reasonable. For example, journalist Pamela Hobart notes that many Americans have a 

personal connection to France that they do not have to Beirut or Baghdad: “There are 

many Americans who speak French, and even more French who speak English. Many of 

us, and our friends and family, have visited France…Their culture of baguettes and wine 

is familiar to us.” She also claims that since we cannot possibly empathize with everyone 

at all times, “selective outrage is natural.” However, other people believe that this kind of 

selective outrage is not reasonable. After all, they argue, the mere fact that many 

Americans care more about Paris than about Beirut or Baghdad does not make it morally 

acceptable for Americans to support Paris more than Beirut or Baghdad in times of crisis. 

If anything, they argue, we should express more support for Beirut or Baghdad, since 

people in these cities are suffering more overall, and they are also receiving less support 

overall. 

Of course, even if we accept that this kind of selective outrage is not reasonable, it is a 

further question whether we should be making this point in the immediate aftermath of 

an international tragedy, when millions of people are grieving. 

Study Questions: 

(1) Is it hypocritical for Americans to express support for Paris but not for Beirut or 

Baghdad? Why or why not? 

(2) If we cannot express support for all people all the time, how should we prioritize? 

Are we morally permitted to prioritize people we care about more, or are we morally 

required to prioritize people who are suffering more (assuming these categories conflict)? 

Explain your answer. 



(3) Is the aftermath of a tragedy a good time or a bad time to raise ethical concerns about 

common reactions to that tragedy? Explain your answer. 

 http://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/paris-terror-attacks/paris-attacks-isis-claims-responsibility-france-vows-

mercilessresponse-n463441. 

5. Whose Photo Is It Anyway? 

“New Portraits,” a 2014 collection from popular visual artist Richard Prince, has recently 

resurfaced after a print from this collection sold for over $90,000 at Frieze Art Fair New 

York.  In “New Portraits,” Prince captured screenshots of Instagram pictures uploaded by 

models, celebrities, and unknown users and added his own comments underneath. He 

then enlarged the images and printed them on canvas. Prince’s repurposed Instagram 

images were selected without users’ permission, which is known as appropriation. 

This case of appropriation raises important questions regarding art ownership in the 

digital age. A spokesperson from Instagram told the Washington Post, “People in the 

Instagram community own their photos, period. Off the platform, content owners can 

enforce their legal rights.” Yet the Copyright 

Act of 1976 allows some provisions for artworks that “recast, transformed, or adapted” 

previous materials, in particular if the end goal is “criticism” or “comment.”  For 

previous appropriation cases, courts have argued that a new art work had to do more than 

casually alter the piece, and that there had to be a reason to use this specific piece of art. 

Later, it was said that appropriated art need only be aesthetically transformed to be legal 

under copyright law. 

Moreover, this case raises ethical questions as well. For example, the Instagram users 

involuntarily involved with “New Portraits” have varying responses to Prince’s 

appropriation. On one hand, Anna Collins, a 19-year-old ballet student from Toronto, 

was not flattered by Prince, claiming that, “I just think about how I’m a working student 

in school, I’m extremely broke, and here is a middle-aged white man making a huge 

profit off of my image. Kind of makes me sick. I could use that money for my tuition.” 

On the other hand, Missy Suicide thinks Prince is starting conversations “about what we 

put out there in the public.” And, for a $90 donation to charity, she is selling her own 

reproduction of Prince’s Instagram reproduction. 

Study Questions: 

(1) How, if at all, would this case be different if Prince was appropriating images that 

other people spent months working on, rather than images that they spent only minutes 

working on? 

(2) How, if at all, would this case be different if Prince was poor and the people whose 

work he was appropriating were rich? 

(3) In general, how much of a say, if any, should artists have over how others use their 

work? Explain your answer. 

1 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/06/30/richard-prince-appropriation-art_n_7674786.html 2 

https://news.artnet.com/art-world/more-richard-prince-instagram-303166 3  

http://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/paris-terror-attacks/paris-attacks-isis-claims-responsibility-france-vows-mercilessresponse-n463441
http://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/paris-terror-attacks/paris-attacks-isis-claims-responsibility-france-vows-mercilessresponse-n463441
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