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Case 1. Lookism and Free Cosmetic Surgery 
  
According to recent empirical studies individuals perceived as attractive are more successful both in 
their personal life and in their career.1 This phenomenon is grounded in implicit biases that favour 
attractive people, which leads to unconscious discrimination against people perceived as 
unattractive. This form of discrimination is known as ‘lookism’.  
 
Some have argued that if the state has a duty to provide citizens that experience discrimination with 
means to overcome unfair biases, then people subject to lookism should also receive special 
protection and support.2 Among the possible solutions, one proposal is to provide “a person who has 
been formally recognized as a victim of lookism with benefits for cosmetic interventions (from 
makeup classes to cosmetic surgery)”.3   
 
On the one hand, this would help individuals that are discriminated against feel empowered and 
overcome the discrimination. On the other hand, this proposal risks putting further pressure on 
individuals who choose not to undergo any cosmetic intervention. In addition, offering free cosmetic 
interventions would be expensive.   
 
 
Discussion Questions  
 
1.  If it is true that we have an implicit bias in favour of attractive people is the advantage that this generates 
for them unfair?   
 
2. Consider the potential benefits of offering free cosmetic interventions to people disadvantaged because of 
their appearance. Do you think these benefits outweigh the costs?     
 
3. If you think that free cosmetic procedures can be a solution to lookism, what should determine eligibility 
to access them?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 For instance, Daniel S. Hamermesh, Beauty Pays: Why Attractive People are More Successful (Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2011); Jeff Borland and Andrew Leigh, “Unpacking the Beauty Premium: 
What Channels Does It Operate Through, and Has It Changed Over Time?” Economic Record 90 (2014): 
17–32.  
 
2 Francesca Minerva, “Lookism,” in LaFollette, H. (ed.) The International Encyclopedia of Ethics (Malden, 
MA: Wiley Blackwell, 2013), 1–7.  
 
3 Francesca Minerva, “How Should We Tackle Financial and Prosocial Biases against Unattractive People,” 
Behavioural and Brain Sciences 40 (2017): e36. 
 



 

Case 2. Home for the Holidays  
For the first thirty years of her life, Ellen loved eating meat. However, after learning about the 
cruelty involved with factory farming, she became vegetarian. 

Ellen was happy with her decision until Christmas holidays approached. Tradition is important in 
her Italian family: her parents always serve lasagne with meat sauce, made according to her 
grandmother’s recipe, which Ellen knows she does not want to eat. To prevent a rift with her 
parents, Ellen called home a few weeks beforehand to explain her new diet to her parents, and to ask 
if they can prepare the sauce without meat. 

The conversation did not go well. Ginny, Ellen’s mom, felt personally attacked. Cooking with Ellen 
had always been one of her favourite mother-daughter activities. She viewed Ellen’s decision to 
become a vegetarian as a rejection of her childhood, and as a judgement of her parents’ values. 
Ginny also believed that Ellen’s decision was a way of implying that her parents were risking their 
own health and were not acting ethically.  

When her family gathers for the holiday meal, Ellen immediately sees that the lasagne contains 
meat. She asks if she can have some pasta and tomato sauce instead. Ginny becomes very upset 
accusing Ellen of rejecting an important family tradition and ruining the meal for everyone. Tension 
floods the room. 

Ellen feels terribly guilty. She treasures her family and its traditions. In fact, in past years, she 
helped her parents prepare the meat sauce. But now she is convinced that eating meat is unethical. 
Ellen pro-actively alerted her family to her new diet and explained her reasons for change. Despite 
her best intentions her vegetarianism has become an emotional flashpoint for her family.  

Ellen wants to help her parents understand the unethical practices of factory farming, and to live 
what she considers a more ethical lifestyle. But at the same time, she does not want to impose her 
choices on them or stoke the already high tension. 

 

Discussion Questions  
 

1. If Ginny is not vegetarian, is she still obliged to adapt family meals to ensure they align with her 
daughter’s values? 

2. What is the value of tradition? How should we balance the value of upholding traditions with the fact 
that our values might change over time? 

3. Is it morally permissible for Ellen to be aware of the damaging effect of the meat and dairy industry 
on animals and deliberately not share this information with her parents in order to preserve their 
relationship? 

4. How can Ellen preserve her relationship with her mother while remaining vegetarian? 
  



 
Case 3. Anger in Politics  
 
When political decisions are made a lot is at stake. They may make the lives of some people easier, 
and others significantly harder. In some instances, they can make the difference between life and 
death. Consider decisions about climate change. Cutting subsidies on fossil fuels is likely to 
significantly increase the costs of living for households.4 Continuing them, however, will encourage 
further increases in greenhouse gas emissions, and may accelerate climate change, resulting in huge 
numbers of climate refugees.5 With issues this serious, and with such significant impacts on peoples’ 
lives, it is understandable that many react emotionally to the situation.  
 
But sometimes, even when a situation is as serious as the climate crisis, activists are criticised for 
‘getting emotional’. In 2019, for instance, Donald Trump claimed that Greta Thunberg, then 17, 
needed to work on her “anger management problem”.6 Even if we accept that some injustice has 
occurred and we can understand that people feel angry about it, there is a separate question about 
whether it is appropriate to express that anger.  
 
Many philosophers throughout history have been critical of anger. For instance, the Stoics – a school 
of philosophers in Ancient Greece – saw anger as a form of madness. Drawing on this kind of 
thought some contemporary philosophers say we should try to train ourselves to avoid getting 
angry.7  Martha Nussbaum argues this case. She thinks anger is “poisonous” and “destructive”. As 
well as being bad for the angry person, she thinks being angry is also bad for getting what you want. 
Acting angrily deters people who might otherwise join the cause. Instead, she suggests we should see 
people like Nelson Mandela as role models.8  Even in the face of the most horrific injustice, she 
argues, it is politically advantageous to resist anger.  
 
Others, however, think that anger is both useful and appropriate. While the Stoics claimed that anger 
was irrational, we might instead think it is a rational response to an unjust world. 9 10 People who 
defend anger in politics also dispute the claim that it is politically unhelpful. For example, Amia 
Srinivasan suggests that the peaceful protests of Martin Luther King would not have been successful, 
had it not been for the angry activism of the people like Malcolm X.  
 
 
Discussion Questions  
 

1. The Stoic philosophers thought anger was always irrational. Were they right, or is anger sometimes 
a rational response to certain facts about the world?  
 

2. Is anger bad for the quality of political discourse or for the participants?  
 

3. Regardless of whether it is useful or rational, should we try to keep anger out of politics?  
 
 
  

 
4 https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/climate-change/energy-subsidies   
5 https://www.msn.com/en-gb/news/world/climate-change-world-must-cut-emissions-or-face-refugees-flooding-acrossborders-
says-boris-johnson/ar-BB1dWvcM 
6 https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/12/us/politics/greta-thunberg-trump.html   
7 https://aeon.co/ideas/anger-is-temporary-madness-heres-how-to-avoid-the-triggers   
8 https://aeon.co/essays/there-s-no-emotion-we-ought-to-think-harder-about-than-anger   
9 https://theconversation.com/why-fear-and-anger-are-rational-responses-to-climate-change-114056  
10 https://www.thenation.com/article/archive/a-righteous-fury/   
 
 



 

Case 4. The Fifth Industrial Revolution  

The first industrial revolution brought us the steam engine, the second electricity, the third the internet and the fourth artificial 
intelligence. In society we potentially sit on the edge of the fifth industrial revolution – neurotechnology. 

Neurotechnology encompasses any method or device that uses electrical signals to monitor or modulate neurological systems. It 
involves the use of a device that hooks into a user’s neurological system. The way these devices connect into a user’s neurological 
system vary. Some devices are invasive, involving the implanting of a device directly into the user’s brain and other are non-
invasive making use of magnetic fields to gain access. Once the device has access to the user’s neurological system, it sends and 
receives electrical brain impulses. Externals devices are then able to read the users thoughts and have complete control of the 
user’s body by modulating their neurological system. Due to neurotechnology’s ability to control and read a user’s brain 
participants no longer have bodily autonomy and privacy of their own brain. 

Current industry leader in Neurotechnology is Elon Musk’s company Neuralink, which in 2021 successfully enabled a monkey to 
play the computer game Pong with its mind by inserting a Bluetooth chip into the monkey’s brain. Following the experiment 
Neuralink underwent heavy criticism for carrying out ‘invasive brain experiments’ on animals 11. Other prominent 
neurotechnology companies such a BrainCo have opted for less invasive neurotechnology developing a headband that provides 
users feedback on how to improve their mental state by reading brain impulses. As we approach this fifth industrial revolution 
discourse has heated up surrounding the ethics and morality of neurotechnology. 

Supporters of neurotechnology point to its life changing implications for the disabled. For example, a blind person could see again 
by using a prosthetic eye that would transform visual imagery from a camera into electrical impulses that would stimulate the 
neurological system similarly to electric impulses from an eye. Neurotechnology also has promising applications in addressing 
paralysis, dementia and Parkinson’s disease, alongside common mental health conditions such as anxiety, depression, and 
addiction. 

Critics of neurotechnology point to the lack of bodily autonomy and privacy once a device is installed. They suggest this enables a 
dystopian world, where oppressive governments use the technology to crack down on dissent by monitoring the populations 
thoughts allowing them to persecute anyone who opposes them. Others claim corporations could not be trusted to respect the 
bodily autonomy and privacy of others, suggesting they would use the devices to run inescapable adverts inside a person’s head 
and sell peoples brain data – similar to Facebook selling users’ data. Some point to the danger of hackers, being able to hack into a 
person’s neurotechnological devices and gain physical control over that individual. 

Perhaps the most heavily debated aspect of neurotechnology is its ability to fundamentally change who we are as human beings. 
Neurotechnology has the capability to radically enhance our cognitive ability enabling us to have access to any information 
instantly and solve complex equations in seconds. Additionally, it would allow us to control all electronic devices with our mind. 
Allowing a person to turn on and off a TV without moving a muscle. 

Critiques suggest that the radical change neurotechnology provides to who we are is the very reason we shouldn’t use it. Ethicist 
Bill McKibben argues that human life would be meaningless if all cognitive challenges could be easily overcome through 
neurotechnology. 12  Others suggest that altering the way our neurological systems work, would cause a major shift in our identity. 
This is because it would reshape our cognitive systems causing us to think and experience senses entirely differently. This would 
cause us to perceive the world around us in a completely radical and different way 

The fifth industrial revolution begs to ask the question – how far is too far with the advancement of technology?  

Discussion Questions  
1. Should neurotechnology ever be available for the public to use freely? Under what circumstances 

would it be morally permissible to use? 
2. Could an individual morally ever give informed consent to a procedure that would no longer allow 

them to have bodily autonomy and privacy of their own brain? 
3. Should a hacker gain access to another person’s neurotechnological device and use it to make that 

person commit a crime, who should have the moral blame? The hacked or the hacker? 
  

 
11 https://edition.cnn.com/2022/02/17/business/elon-musk-neuralink-animal-cruelty-intl-scli/index.html  
12 Enough: Staying Human in an Engineered Age. Times Books. ISBN 978-0-8050-7096-5. OCLC 
237794777 

https://edition.cnn.com/2022/02/17/business/elon-musk-neuralink-animal-cruelty-intl-scli/index.html


Case 5. National Service 
National service is a standardised form of peacetime conscription for able-bodied men 13. There are many countries in 
the world today that have mandatory military service, some of which include Singapore, Vietnam, Denmark and 
Finland 14. Depending on the country, the conscription period as well as the age range differs. 

Consider the hypothetical case of Jeremy Chong, an 18-year-old Singaporean national who was scheduled for 
enlistment. National Service (NS) is compulsory for male Singaporean citizens and permanent residents (PRs) who are 
over the age of 18. This is similar to several other countries.  

Jeremy defaulted on his military training obligations. Instead he flew to America without a valid exit permit and 
without applying for a deferment. Jeremy hoped to study medicine using the pre-med track. He justified his actions 
based on his intentions of becoming a specialist doctor. Jeremy did not want to ‘waste’ time completing national 
service, which spans 2 years, as his journey through medical school will take around 10-15 years. 

Jeremy was accepted into a public university in the United States of America and subsequently enrolled in the pre-med 
track. He did this without the knowledge of his parents as he had told them that he was merely going on a holiday trip. 
After finding out his plans, Jeremy’s mother tried to persuade him to return to Singapore to enlist in NS. Jeremy 
refused. A letter from the Central Manpower Base (CMPB) consequently arrived at Jeremy’s parents’ home in 
Singapore explaining the offences that he has committed. Jeremy’s mother told her son that he could go to jail if he 
continues to evade conscription.  

As a result, Jeremy decided to go to the student relations office at his university and explained his predicament. He 
was told that he is unable to defer his studies for 2 years, the time needed for NS. He can only defer for one year. If 
Jeremy fails to re-enrol in the course after a period of 12 months, the university will consider him withdrawn from the 
course and no longer a student. Furthermore, university fees were non-refundable. Jeremy, stuck in this dilemma, 
decided to finish his university studies first because he has already paid his school fees. 

After graduating from university, Jeremy returned to Singapore to enlist in NS, and called the National Service centre 
to inform them of his decision. CMPB advised Jeremy to report to their headquarters as soon as he landed in 
Singapore. Jeremy subsequently enlisted into full time national service in the Singapore Armed Forces. 

In Singapore alone, there have been an average of 350 NS defaulters each year.15 16 In Jeremy’s case, he justified his 
decision because he intended to pursue a medical career which is lengthy. He did not want to spend time undergoing 
basic military training when he could be working towards the career of his dreams. For many others, there are a 
myriad of reasons - a sense of not belonging to the nation (e.g. permanent residents who only hold passports of the 
country), education, work and having to support family members, etc. Along with this, females are not obligated to 
enlist in NS which can be good news for some but unfair (stereotypical) for others. 

Discussion Questions  
 

1. Does compulsory enlistment in national service go against human rights (the right to make a choice). Is it 
morally permissible on the basis that the vast majority of national servicemen serve their country dutifully 
(therefore others should follow suit) and this service is part of being a citizen in their respective nation? 

2. How ethical is it to ‘force’ people to complete this duty even after considering their personal obligations/choices? 
Therefore, should this be permitted?  

3. Some believe that mandatory national service allows for maturity and character development 17 while others 
think it increases violent behaviour. Do you think the benefits outweigh the costs and therefore should national 
service be compulsory? 

  

 
13 https://www.nam.ac.uk/explore/what-was-national-service 
14 https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/countries-with-mandatory-military-service 
15 https://voxeu.org/article/impact-mandatory-military-conscription-crime-and-labour-market4 
16 https://sg.news.yahoo.com/singaporean-man-jailed-7-weeks-evading-ns-3-years-121420970.html 
17 https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/opinion-7-questions-about-an-elite-college-admissions-lottery/2019/03 
 

https://www.nam.ac.uk/explore/what-was-national-service
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/countries-with-mandatory-military-service
https://voxeu.org/article/impact-mandatory-military-conscription-crime-and-labour-market4
https://sg.news.yahoo.com/singaporean-man-jailed-7-weeks-evading-ns-3-years-121420970.html
https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/opinion-7-questions-about-an-elite-college-admissions-lottery/2019/03


 

Case 6:  Death and Taxes 

As a child, Shannon was always encouraged to work hard, save her earnings, and plan for retirement 
from a young age. She took this lesson to heart. For over three decades Shannon worked for the 
same company. As a college student she started by packing boxes in a warehouse and retired last 
year as the firm’s General Counsel and Chief Legal Officer. Shannon consistently saved much of 
her salary - a figure which grew with her experience and education over the years. By carefully 
investing her savings, Shannon has developed a sizable fortune of $20 million. Shannon sees this 
fortune as her legacy, and she wishes to bequeath it to her children upon her death. She believes this 
money will help her children live with more security and comfort once she is gone. 

However, Shannon must pay estate tax on any money she passes on after her death. Shannon and 
her partner spoke with a tax lawyer about a will and were told about techniques tax lawyers use to 
minimize their clients’ tax burdens. By minimizing their estate tax burden, Shannon and her partner 
can give a larger portion of their wealth to their children. All of the planning options offered are 
perfectly legal and are used by many people with Shannon’s degree of wealth. The lawyer explained 
that they will pay their fair share of taxes under the law but will only pay as little as is legally 
compliant. The lawyer pointed out that parents often think that nobody deserves their financial 
assistance more than their own children, whom they love more than any other. Nonetheless the 
planning has left Shannon with a bad taste in her mouth. Talk of shell corporations, tax credits and 
loopholes seem dishonest and unfair to her. 

Shannon takes this issue up with a close friend, Selene. Selene takes pride in her political activism 
and desire to improve the world. She is primarily concerned with wealth inequality. While Selene 
does not necessarily want Shannon to give way her fortune to charity, she does vehemently oppose 
any form of “tax dodging.” Selene points out the government programs which rely on such tax 
funding to operate, including programs like Medicare and Medicaid, food stamps, schools, and food 
subsidies. Shannon knows that she has benefited from many of these programs and thinks we should 
all happily contribute to these programs for the benefit of other people. But Shannon also thinks that 
it might be giant corporations and mega-billionaires who are primarily responsible for an 
underfunded social system, not individuals who worked hard and saved diligently. 

Shannon is unsure of what to do. With the tax planning strategies, she could, preserve several 
million more dollars for her children. On the other hand, Shannon wants to perform her civic duties, 
and worries that using tax loopholes does not honestly fulfil these duties. Furthermore, Selene raised 
concerning points about Shannon’s position of privilege in a harmful system of wealth inequality. 
Though Shannon intends only on helping her children she wonders what the social cost of her 
actions may be. 

Discussion Questions  
 

1. Is minimizing tax payments using legal methods morally permissible? Why or why not? 
 

2.  What obligations, if any, does a person of significant means have with regard to wealth 
redistribution? How do these differ from obligations towards charitable giving? 

3.  To what extent are individually obligated to recognize and change substantial inequalities 
that they themselves benefit from? 

  



 
Case 7.  Symbolic Genital Mutilation   
In a Dutch hospital in 1992 three young women asked for an unusual kind of surgery: the making of 
small genital cuts, with no therapeutic purpose. 18 The women were culturally descended from a 
tribe in which it is customary to perform a ritual of female genital mutilation in order to celebrate a 
woman’s maturity. 

The women were attached to their culture, and instead of undergoing a complete, painful genital 
mutilation performed by a member of the tribe, they decided to ask for a painless, symbolic surgery 
performed by a professional. This procedure is completely harmless to the body but still maintained 
the meaning of the original ritual.  

Nevertheless, genital cutting is widely considered a symbol of male domination over the female 
body.19  

Consequently, allowing it might be interpreted as an endorsement of gender hierarchy. Not allowing 
it, on the other hand, forces the women to choose between distancing themselves from their culture 
and undergoing a painful and risky mutilation performed by a tribe member.   

 

Discussion Questions   

1. Should the hospital have agreed to perform the surgery on the three women?   

2. Does the answer to Question One to some extent depend on the women’s age? Would it make a 
difference if the young women were instead children or middle-aged women?   

3. According to the Hippocratic Oath, doctors have the duty not to harm their patients. Does this 
duty include the avoidance of symbolic harm? Does a doctor also have a duty to prevent the risk of 
painful mutilation performed by a non-specialist? If the answer to both questions is affirmative, 
which duty is more ethical?    

 

 

 

 

  

 
18 This happened in the Netherlands in 1992, in Seattle in 1996 and in Italy in 2004. See, for example, 
Catania L. and Abdulcadir O., Ferite per sempre. Le mutilazioni genitali femminili e la proposta del rito 
simbolico alternativo. Roma: DeriveApprodi, 2005, on the 2004 case. 
19 See UNAIDS, UNDP, UNECA, UNESCO, UNFPA, UNHCHR, UNHCR, UNICEF, UNIFEM & WHO, 
Eliminating female genital mutilation: an interagency statement, World Health Organization Press, 2008, 
available at 
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/43839/9789241596442_eng.pdf;jsessionid=2355BBF1EB60
F351FC30D4C 290B04020?sequence=1. See also African Union, Solemn Declaration of Gender Equality in 
Africa, signed on the 6-8 July 2004, available at 
https://www.mrfcj.org/pdf/Solemn_Declaration_on_Gender_Equality_in_Africa.pdf. 

 



 

Case 8. Bullfighting: Art or Not? 

 
Bullfighting has its roots in rituals dating back many centuries. In its modern Spanish style, 
bullfighting first became a prominent cultural event in the early 18th century. Yet despite its cultural 
significance, bullfighting continues to face increasing scrutiny in light of animal rights issues. 
 
Some people consider bullfighting a cruel sport in which the bull suffers a severe and tortuous 
death. Many animal rights activists often protest bullfighting in Spain and other countries, citing the 
needless endangerment of the bull and bullfighter. Some cities around the world where bullfighting 
was once popular, including Coslada (Spain), Mouans-Sartoux (France), and Teocelo (Mexico), 
have even declared themselves to be anti-bullfighting cities. Other places, including some towns in 
Catalonia (Spain), have ceased killing the bull in the fight, but continue bullfighting. 
 
To other people, the spectacle of the bullfight is not mere sport. The event is not only culturally 
significant, but also a fine art in which the bullfighter is trained in a certain style and elicits emotion 
through the act of the fight. Writer Alexander Fiske-Harrison, in his research and training as a 
bullfighter, defends the practice and circumstances of the bull, “In terms of animal welfare, the 
fighting bull lives four to six years whereas the meat cow lives one to two. …Those years are spent 
free roaming…” And others similarly argue that the death of the bull in the ring is more humane 
than the death of animals in a slaughterhouse. 
 
Discussion Questions 
 
1. How is the controversy over bullfighting related to the concept of relativism? 
 
2. How would a relativist interpret this controversy? How might a pluralist’s perspective differ? 
 
3. Do you believe that bullfighting is an ethically wrong practice or a justifiable cultural event? Explain 
your reasoning. 
 
4. In what ways might ethnocentrism affect your perspective on bullfighting? How would your opinion differ 
if you were raised in a different culture? 
 
5. Do you agree that the death of the bull in the ring is more humane than the death of animals in a 
slaughterhouse? Why or why not? What ethical concerns are raised by both situations? 
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