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The Elie Wiesel Prize in Ethics Essay Contest is an annual competition that 
challenges college students in the U.S. to reflect upon the urgent ethical  
issues confronting us in today’s complex world. Since 1989, thousands of  
students from hundreds of colleges and universities across the nation have 
participated. Winners have gone on to work in countless fields, including  
journalism, academia, philosophy and religion, and all take with them a 
deep respect for acting with integrity in their daily lives. 

“The Elie Wiesel Foundation and its Prize in Ethics have had a profound  
impact on young people in inspiring them to pursue lives dedicated to doing 
something of meaning and significance in the world,” said Dov Seidman,  
Founder and Chairman of The HOW Institute for Society and long-time  
partner in the Prize in Ethics with The Elie Wiesel Foundation for Humanity.  
“We are living in a more interconnected and interdependent world where  
the actions of any one person have the capacity to affect so many more  

people and in so many more ways than  
ever before. It is a privilege to partner  
with the Foundation on its Prize so that 
together we can help shape a generation  
of young ethical leaders with the ability  
to consider the ethical dimensions of  
our world and the courage to act on  
their convictions.” 

About The Prize in Ethics 
The Prize in Ethics Essay Contest encourages students to write  
thought-provoking personal essays that raise questions, single out issues,  
and are rational arguments for ethical action. Undergraduate students in  
their junior or senior year of studies are invited to submit essays 3,000-4,000  
words in length, which are reviewed by a distinguished committee. A jury  
headed by Marion Wiesel chooses the winners. Winning essays present  
intensly personal stories with originality, imagination, clear articulation,  
and a genunine grappling with an ethical dilemma. 

For suggested essay topics and more information, visit: 
www.eliewieselfoundation.org/prize-ethics/ 

ELIE AND MARION WIESEL

The Elie Wiesel Foundation for Humanity & the HOW Institute for Society 

Celebrate the 2022 Prize in  
Ethics Essay Contest Winners

“ Today’s college students are listening to the ethical voices within. They are drawing on 
their memories and the lessons of their teachers, and are concerned with the morality of 
their private and public experiences. They are challenging us all to make a difference,”

 ELIE WIESEL 

An Ethical Compass

A collection of winning Ethics 
Prize Essays from the first  
20+ years of the Prize 

AVAILABLE ON AMAZON

DOV SEIDMAN AND ELIE WIESEL
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About The HOW Institute for Society
The HOW Institute for Society seeks to build and nurture a culture of moral 
leadership, principled decision-making, and values-based behavior that 
enables individuals and institutions to meet the profound social, economic, 
and technological changes of the 21st Century to elevate humanity.  

The HOW Institute for Society is committed to building a world that is rooted 
in deep human values and noble ideals.  The Institute is animated by an 
in-depth knowledge of moral philosophy, experience applying philosophical 
reasoning to modern problems, and a belief in the urgent imperative of HOW. 
Today, HOW we do what we do matters more than ever and in ways it never 
has before.  

To learn more about The HOW Institute for Society visit: 
www.thehowinstitute.org  

Dov Seidman, Founder and Executive Chairman  
The HOW Institute for Society 

Led by a lifelong pursuit and passion for ethical leadership, Dov became the 
exclusive partner of the Elie Wiesel Foundation for Humanity Prize in Ethics 
in 2008, as the institution was in its 20th year of celebrating ethical decision 
making among America’s youth. Dov has since partnered with the Elie Wiesel 
Foundation for Humanity to ensure Elie Wiesel’s legacy lives on by offering 
the Prize as part of the work of The HOW Institute. 

To learn more about Dov Seidman please visit: 
www.thehowinstitute.org/dov-seidman-bio/

About The Elie Wiesel Foundation for Humanity
Elie Wiesel and his wife, Marion, established The Elie Wiesel Foundation soon 
after he was awarded the 1986 Nobel Prize for Peace. Now spearheaded by 
Marion and Elie’s son Elisha Wiesel, the Foundation seeks to spark ethical 
consciousness of human rights by investing in programs that promote moral 
leadership and real-world outcomes for victims of injustice, and by making 
Elie’s teachings accessible via a central online archive.   
 
To learn more, visit: www.eliewieselfoundation.org
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FIRST PLACE 

Tyler Nicholas Jager (he/him) 
Yale University

 
SECOND PLACE 

Sara Edelson
Amherst College

 

"  Navigating the Border Between Hospitality and Justice: Refugee 
Pushbacks, Search-and-Rescue, and the Ethics of Solidarity" 

Tyler Jager is a senior at Yale College pursuing a joint B.A. / M.A. degree in 
Political Science, and is a member of the Multidisciplinary Academic Program in 
Human Rights at Yale Law School. Born and raised in Manchester, Vermont, his 
academic studies focus on refugee protection and 20th-century political 
thought, writing his senior capstone about Jacques Derrida's and Hannah 
Arendt's philosophical views on friendship. His ongoing ethnographic research 
in Greece explores how asylum seekers and host communities engage in 
collective action to reduce anti-immigrant prejudice in Europe. On campus, 
Tyler guides tours at the Yale Art Gallery, served as editor of Yale’s 
international relations journal, and coordinated the YHHAP Fast, the 
university's largest student fundraiser. He has interned at the U.S. Holocaust 
Memorial Museum and Foreign Affairs magazine, and enjoys creative 
nonfiction, cooking, and long-distance running. Tyler plans a career as a 
human rights lawyer and journalist. 

" Reconnecting Communities Pilot Program: A Moral Responsibility  
to Right the Wrongs of Harmful Housing Policies and  
'Urban Renewal' Programs"

Sarah Edelson is from Blue Bell, PA, and is the daughter of Drs. Mitchell 
Edelson and Michelle Vichnin. 

Sarah is a rising senior at Amherst College, where she is pursuing majors in 
both Economics and Architectural Studies. She has served as a Gregory S. 
Call Academic Intern in the Mathematics & Statistics Department and was an 
Amherst-Folger Undergraduate Research Fellow. She possesses a strong 
interest in urban infrastructure and real estate, and in the future hopes to 
pursue a career that focuses on making cities more sustainable and livable. 

A varsity collegiate field hockey player, Sarah was named an NFHCA 2020 
Scholar of Distinction and was also named part of the NESCAC Fall All-
Academic Team. Earlier this summer, she represented her country as part of 
the Maccabi USA Field Hockey Team at the Maccabiah Games in Israel. She 
and her team became gold medalists, and it was the first time that the USA 
won a gold medal in field hockey in the history of the games. She and the 
Maccabi USA Field Hockey Team also received a bronze medal at the 
European Maccabi Games in Hungary in 2019. 

Sarah is a musician and is also passionate about art and photography: you 
can find her playing the clarinet and saxophone in the Amherst College Jazz 
Ensemble, visiting museums and archives, flying her drone, traveling and 
spending time with friends. She also enjoys giving back to her community 
and has been volunteering for the nonprofit organization Mitzvah Circle 
throughout her high school and college years." 
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THIRD PLACE 

Amirah Elayan
William Paterson University 

 

 
HONORARY MENTION 

Alexander Viviano
University of Chicago 

 
HONORARY MENTION 

Eric Evangelista
Syracuse University 

" The Moral Dilemma of Living" 

My name is Amirah Elayan, I am a Palestinian American who resides in 
Washington Township, New Jersey. I have lived in this small, tucked away, 
woodsy town my whole life with my parents, and grandparents, who immigrated 
here in the 60s from Palestine and Bahrain. Much of my writing surrounds 
existentialism, love, nostalgia, friendship, and what it means to be human, 
whether it be fiction or nonfiction. I'm a writer, a poet, an artist, a baker, a 
craft-lover, and a passionate advocate for human rights and environmentalism.  
I love all people, all nature, and am optimistic that our small contributions to the 
world, while not always memorable, are in some ways creating a positive impact 
for those around us, that our small kindnesses are bigger than we think. I 
recently graduated Summa Cum Laude with my degree in Creative Writing and 
minor in world literature from William Paterson University. I ultimately hope to 
live a quiet life as a writer and a bookshop owner, but am currently pursuing a 
career as a literary agent. 

" The Ethics of Geopolitics - Le Carré's Timelessness" 

Alexander Vivano grew up in London with French and German parents, 
alongside two younger siblings, Isabel and Luca.  For university, he moved to 
Chicago to pursue a BA in Economics and Political Science.  His interests away 
from academics include involvement in the student club, the Environmental 
Research Group.  As far as his future plans, hopes, dreams, he expressed  
that whatever he ends up doing or being, he hopes that he can still find the 
time and energy to care about issues like human rights, climate change,  
and inequity.  He adds that he is addicted to coffee, buying books quicker  
than he read them, and Hampstead Heath.

"Denied: Privacy, Dignity, Death " 

I am a recent graduate of Syracuse University where I majored in political 
science and minored in history. I was a Syracuse University Intelligence 
Community Center for Academic Excellence Scholar, Student Association 
President, a member of the Syracuse University Alumni Association, and a 
student representative on the University's Board of Trustees. I currently reside in 
Philadelphia, where I work in recruiting and professional development. I 
previously interned for the Hudson Institute, Senator Pat Toomey of 
Pennsylvania, and Congressman John Katko of New York's 24th Congressional 
District. I am a member of the World Affairs Council of Philadelphia, and will be a 
member of their Global Leadership Institute this fall. I am also a member of the 
Central Park Conservancy's Greensward Circle, a member of the Alliance 
Française de Philadelphie, a Young Friend of the Philadelphia Museum of Art, a 
volunteer and Grand Champion fundraiser for the Alzheimer's Association, and a 
Cystic Fibrosis Foundation Finest Honoree. I plan to pursue a career in health law 
and policy, and hope to one day serve as the United States Secretary of Health 
and Human Services. 
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Navigating the Border Between 
Hospitality and Justice: 
Refugee Pushbacks, Search-and-Rescue,  
and the Ethics of Solidarity 

" To encounter oneself is to encounter the other:  
and this is love. If I know that my soul trembles,  
I know that yours does, too: and,if I can respect  
this, both of us can live."

  James Baldwin 
The Devil Finds Work1

Before the unmarked van took them to port, and the police 
abandoned them at sea, Mustafa’s family thought they might 
finally reach refuge. They had made it this far, after all: after 
paying smugglers an exorbitant amount to facilitate their 
journey from Afghanistan, they had managed to navigate a 
dinghy to a Greek island on a freezing February night, where, 
exhausted, they contacted a small aid organization to find 
assistance and shelter.2 Yet when they arrived at Megala 
Therma, a refugee quarantine camp on the north shore of 
Lesvos, Greece, Mustafa’s group encountered armed officers, 
not aid providers. A police man asked them for their 
phones,and said they would be tested for COVID-19; instead, 
Mustafa, his wife, and his two young children were locked in a 
small shipping container.3 Within the hour, men in dark 
balaclavas arrived with batons to force the group into the back 
of an unmarked van. Eventually they were taken on a small 
speedboat, and pushed into an orange life raft,flung over the 
side. The Turkish Coast Guard found Mustafa’s group adrift at 
sea, deported from Greece in the small hours of morning.

Tyler Jager
Yale University

First Prize

Of the thirteen adrift, five on the boat were children. “We tried 
to get to Europe for the future of our children,” Mustafa says, 
“because there is no war there.”4 Mustafa and his family 
experienced what human rights lawyers-call a ‘pushback’: the 
forcible expulsion of refugees over an international border, 
immediately after they cross to seek asylum. Pushbacks are 
flagrant violations of international law—all states are bound to 
respect the rights of refugees to seek asylum—but they have 
become commonplace in the Mediterranean, where EU 
countries aim to keep immigrants out at any cost. Ethicists 
and legal scholars would be on firm ground to condemn this 
practice as an injustice perpetrated by the national Coast 
Guard, the masked men, the police. But refugee pushbacks 
also present an ethical dilemma for humanitarian aid and 
search-and-rescue organizations. The organization that helped 
Mustafa, Aegean Boat Report, rightfully directed thirteen 
people to shelter; without this assistance, Mustafa’s story 
might never have reached a broader audience. And yet, the 
shelter was no refuge. Like many aid organizations, Aegean 
Boat Report is well aware of the pushbacks, of the risks in 
trusting port police or the EU border patrol. In the 
Mediterranean Sea, aid organizations coexist in an uneasy 
symbiosis with the authorities. They must work within border 
and asylum regimes to stay operational, even when they know 
their presence could work to legitimate those abusive 
systems. These aid workers, in displaying solidarity with utter 
strangers, help crystallize the dilemma generated when 
personal duties collide with structural justice. How should aid 
organizations behave if they suspect they are being used by 
powerful actors as a means for their own interests? If an 
individual’s moral duty to assist others is serving as a 
convenient substitute for broader justice on a structural level, 
then how should the individual respond?

• • • • • 
 
I will likely never get the chance to meet Mustafa. I cannot 
show him my hospitality, or express my consolation that his 
best hope for his children’s future was denied. But I’ve known 
dozens of clients in his situation. I can picture the stark 
coastline where he was apprehended: bare rock, olive trees, 
and saltwater, the eerie beauty of sunset against a lone 
lighthouse. In 2018, I was one of several hundred thousand 
people who joined volunteer aid organizations to assist asylum 
seekers like Mustafa, two million of whom have reached 
Europe by sea since 2015. 

Thousands of people were drowning in the Mediterranean, an 
unprecedented loss rooted in the neglect and outright hostility 
of EU states on the water. In the absence of state or 
international leadership, it fell upon these volunteers, in 
clusters and ports dotting the coasts of Greece, Italy, and 
Malta, to support the people arriving on European shores.

I joined a maritime search-and-rescue and aid organization in 
Skala Sikamineas, a small fishing village on the north shore of 
Lesvos, Greece. Located just seven kilometers away from 
Turkey by sea, Skala lies along one of the most prominent sea 
routes for asylum seekers seeking refuge in the  
European Union. 
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Until recently, the village served as headquarters for a number 
of grass roots organizations that struggled everyday with the 
same quandaries faced by Aegean Boat Report in Mustafa’s 
pushback. From day one in Skala, there was a steep learning 
curve. Farshad and Patrick, our search-and-rescue 
coordinators, showed me the ropes of “land crew” in a week’s 
worth of training.

I learned how to judge nautical distances, operate a VHF radio 
for maritime dispatches, scan the seven kilometers of sea 
through night binoculars. I learned how to persevere in 
overlapping six-and twelve-hour shifts, night and day, to 
provide 24/7 ‘spotting’ for boats along the Greek-Turkish  
strait and direct our search-and-rescue boat to meet them  
as needed. I learned from my fellow volunteers, a slice of 
humanity devoted to the principle that the duty to rescue 
applies to all, regardless of borders and nationality. And what 
a vivid, cosmopolitan slice of humanity it was: Greek and Irish 
search-and-rescue professionals joined our outfit first, but so 
did Spanish firefighters, Iranian exiles, Italians with visas in 
the UK and Moroccans with visas in Italy, one older couple who 
taught creative writing between stints in search-and-rescue, 
queer people like myself from around the region (as Lesbos 
was a lesbian pilgrimage), and many Syrians, often themselves 
refugees who had received asylum years earlier and returned 
to work in humanitarian aid. All of them were willing to 
dedicate weeks to saving strangers in the water, often with no 
support from other vessels, while the EU and the rest of the 
world seemed content to avert their gaze from the horizon. 

The volunteers taught me to observe the tensions between 
volunteer aid organizations and the state authorities whose 
abusive practices were widely known. This tension was one 
reason that every refugee aid worker in the Mediterranean 
swore by a cardinal rule: No matter how late the hour, never  
be surprised by a phone call. Successful attempts to cross  
into Europe at its maritime peripheries often occur under the 
protection of nightfall. A small dinghy is easy to spot during 
the day, and if intercepted by the national coast guard, a 
private vessel-for-hire, or Frontex, the European border 
patrol, the boat was likely to be sent back. And so ordinary 
people, private ships, and search-and-rescue NGOs have  
filled the moral vacuum at sea. When a distress call comes, 
the private search-and-rescue boat must be ready, as fast  
as possible, to sail to a dinghy before it capsizes, or before  
it is intercepted, resulting in a pushback like Mustafa’s. The 
land and reception crews must prepare to meet the group  
at a camp or reception center with provisions, blankets,  
fresh clothes, and information in Farsi, French, and Arabic.

Like many grass roots aid groups in Europe, my organization 
was started by frustrated citizens, who determined that 
fulfilling moral duties to refugees required more effort than 
their governments were willing to provide. But even so, it 
wasn’t enough. During my time in Lesvos, I never met an aid 
worker who felt that the services and provisions we provided 
were adequate. In the face of the physical and mental 
injustices that our clients would experience in the asylum  
system after we saw them, our work often felt like a drop in 

the ocean. We took on responsibilities designated for larger 
organizations like UNHCR because no one else would. To stay 
licensed, we had to comply with the requirements of the 
Hellenic Coast Guard and the EU immigration authorities, even 
as we knew how exploitative they could be.5

The moral discomfort of the system became evident on my 
first night call, one sweltering July evening three hours past 
midnight. On the other end of the WhatsApp line were Farshad 
and Patrick: “We’ve had a landing.” Fifty or sixty people had 
undertaken the dangerous journey across the strait, and 
disembarked on the beach below the lighthouse. Patrick had 
already been a tour UNHCR reception camp, nicknamed ‘Stage 
II’, for hours, preparing clothing, provisions, and supplies for 
their arrival. “How fast can you get to Stage II?”

I worked in the distribution tent all night, trying to give people 
as many options for clothing as they needed. The task 
highlighted the limited array of garments we received from 
Western donors, who assumed, often erroneously, that their 
secondhand items would be useful for people on the move. 
Naturally, we exercised the black humor that refugees and aid 
workers alike relied upon to stay sane—laughing, ruefully, at 
the chic donated slip dresses that nobody wanted to wear, the 
baby clothes that were always just one size too small, the 
inexplicable shortage in men’s clogs. The older boys from the 
landing were my age, eighteen and unaccompanied. Voices of 
the younger kids filled the night sky, a chorus of cheery 
salaams interrupted only by the occasional lighthearted  
rock fight.

At sunrise, laughter gave way to exhaustion and eventual 
foreboding. We warned our clients what was next: in the 
morning, the police would come in old metal buses, to escort 
them to the next stage in the EU asylum system. On Lesvos, 
that stage was Moria, an overcrowded camp in dismal 
condition. The Greek authorities approved a tiny number of 
organizations for access to Moria, and we were not on the list. 
Moria meant a legal status of limbo, as asylum seekers were 
instructed to wait in the camp until their application was 
approved—a process that could take years or even decades. 
Once our clients took this step, they were beyond our help.

Our aid was meant to be brief and fleeting. Volunteer aid 
workers provided a haphazard response to what was once 
referred to as a ‘humanitarian crisis’; only after concern for 
refugees in Europe hardened into indifference and resentment 
did the crisis become an ‘migration problem.’ To be sure, our 
intervention adhered to many humanitarian principles, but it 
also served as one small, stubborn act of hospitality in the 
face of so much hostility. My fellow aid workers realized the 
gravity of their task: they were the first citizens that asylum 
seekers would encounter in a new country, hoping to see in it 
a potential place of refuge. Still, refuge was something we 
couldn’t promise. We were fulfilling an individual moral duty, 
never a satisfactory replacement for the justice that many aid 
workers would champion for people in need.

And what if justice never came? As the EU asylum system 
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stalls, and member states continue to think of creative ways  
to deter migration, the precarious systems of volunteer aid in 
the Mediterranean remain the only recourse for many. In 
2020, the Moria camp burned to the ground, taking thousands 
of asylum seekers’ homes along with it.5 More than a year 
later, many survivors still have not received permanent 
housing. The Greek proverb, oυδέν μονιμότερον του 
προσωρινού, was apt—nothing was more permanent than the 
temporary. What aid organizations intended to be temporary 
instead became permanently precarious, and the permanence 
of justice remained elusive.

• • • • • 
 
In the classical view of humanitarianism, we aid workers  
ought not to concern ourselves with this abrogation of justice. 
The four core principles of Dunantian humanitarian ethics—
humanity, neutrality, impartiality, and independence—were 
made for a world of legal armed conflict between states, of 
French and Austrian monarchs commanding their armies to 
frenzied melee at the Battle of Solferino. After witnessing that 
battle’s aftermath in 1859, Henri Dunant decided that the best 
response to such a world was “care given to the wounded in 
wartime by zealous, devoted and thoroughly qualified 
volunteers.”6 Dunant’s guiding principle of humanity was 
rooted in the universality of human suffering. Humanitarian 
organizations, according to Dunantian ethics, must alleviate 
and prevent human suffering wherever it is found. Neutrality 
becomes an instrumental principle for preserving humanity, 
for without enjoying the confidence of all, aid organizations 
cannot assure all parties to a conflict that they will meet their 
needs. As such, the largest humanitarian organizations, such 
as the International Red Cross and Médecins Sans Frontières, 
are loath to adopt rhetorical positions on politics or justice. 
Such positions, they believe, would destroy their credibility  
and diminish their ability to alleviate suffering.

But the claim that the principle of ‘humanity’ can be pursued 
while humanitarians stay neutral assumes that the spheres of 
politics and aid do not overlap. To satisfy that assumption,  
the actions that a humanitarian organization undertakes to 
prevent suffering must not benefit one political actor over 
another. Likewise, a humanitarian act must not undermine  
one political actor any more than it undermines all the rest.  
If the assumption is impossible to sustain, then the validity  
of neutrality as an unambiguous principle seems less likely. 
Doubt could also be cast on the maxim that humanitarians 
must never get involved in politics or broader justice, for a 
humanitarian organization that produces disparate political 
consequences in its site of operations is already implicated  
in politics.

Does the assumption hold? Certainly, the presence of 
voluntary aid organizations supported many political fictions 
for powerful actors in Europe—or at least, they did for awhile. 
In 2015, the President of the European Commission,  
Jean-Claude Juncker, famously praised volunteers from  
across Europe who worked to welcome refugees in his  
State of the Union address. “Europe is the baker in Kos,” 

Juncker asserted, “who gives away his bread to hungry and 
weary souls...Europe is the students in Munich and in Passau 
who bring clothes for the new arrivals at the train station. 
Europe is the policeman in Austria who welcomes exhausted 
refugees upon crossing the border.”7 

Juncker praised the welcoming gestures of Europeans not for 
their exercise of obligation or duty, but for their compassion—
in other words, their voluntary moral compulsion. Praise 
worthy individual behavior, not collective responsibility. With 
this framing, Juncker performed an ethical sleight of hand, 
characterizing the underlying justification for assisting 
refugees as a suggestion for charity rather than a command  
of conscience. Readers of his speech would be forgiven for 
confusing Europe’s legal obligations toward refugees with the 
view that Europe was simply being generous by hosting them. 
In any case, the EU’s praise for individual compassion did not 
last. Within four years, the European Union ceased its  
support for sea and air rescue operations in the  
Central Mediterranean.8 

When member states prosecuted volunteer aid workers  
on pent-up charges of ‘human trafficking,’ the Commission  
stayed silent.

Regardless of the various intentions that volunteers and aid 
workers had when they helped refugees find a home in 
Europe, their efforts risked being instrumentalized in service 
of far more powerful actors’ interests. When aid workers were 
praised and supported, it was for their extraordinary 
compassion, rather than for the ordinary moral duties of 
rescue that they fulfilled in the absence of state action.  
When aid workers were criticized and criminalized, it was for 
their purported role as a “pull factor” in refugees’ decisions to 
cross the sea—in other words, precisely because they aimed 
to alleviate the suffering of those who were politically  
excluded. The myth of the ‘pull factor’ worked to empower 
anti-immigrant politics, as far-right attacks on aid workers  
and attacks on refugees rose in parallel.

If humanitarian aid is so easily co-opted by state actors for 
their own purposes, then the assumption that aid is 
necessarily independent from politics seems doubtful. And 
what of Juncker’s speech, which suggests the presence of 
humanitarian aid might actually undermine calls for state 
responsibility? In this concern lies one of the great ethical 
dilemmas for my generation, and for everyone who must 
contend with the slow-motion crises of our present, crises 
caused by decades of government inaction. Ours is a 
generation of precarity, of GoFundMe for heart surgery and 
mutual aid groups for a pandemic, of personal recycling for 
the climate crisis while the profits of fossil fuels and private 
equity firms continue to accumulate. What if our individual 
moral responses to these challenges let the powerful off the 
hook? A healthcare system dependent on GoFundMe, or an aid 
system dependent on individual search-and-rescue boats, 
risks creating an illusion of stability. To evade responsibility,  
it is easy for governments to promote a personal duty to join 
search-and-rescue operations, just as it would be easy for  
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the fossil fuel industry to promote personalized solutions  
for a warming planet.

In “Famine, Affluence, and Morality,” Peter Singer famously 
articulated a duty of assistance that did not account for 
distance or proximity—a duty roughly akin to the principle of 
humanity in humanitarian ethics. Using the metaphor of a 
child drowning in a pond, Singer argued, “it makes no moral 
difference whether the person I can help is a neighbor’s child 
ten yards from me or a Bengali child that I will never know.”9 
Even if Singer is correct about the universalist nature of the 
duty to rescue, some ethical element seems missing when we 
apply his theory to the Mediterranean, to a thousand 
instances of mass suffering created by state violence and 
neglect. I want to ask Singer: what if the child did not fall in 
the pond, but was pushed? And what if the person who 
pushed the child continues to get away with it in the future, 
precisely for the reason that there is always someone to save 
the children they push? Would a focus solely on rescuing one 
child in the pond risk obscuring the reasons children are 
drowning in the first place? Suddenly, a moral duty to rescue 
the child and then wash one’s hands of the matter hardly 
seems sufficient.

A utilitarian philosopher like Singer might easily find a way out 
of this dilemma by making a cost-benefit calculation. Simply 
maximize the effectiveness of alleviating suffering, Singer 
would tell aid workers, by weighing the costs of undermining 
political justice against the benefits of saving lives. Indeed,  
in practice, many aid workers may sound just as 
consequentialist as that. On the ground, our outfit in Lesvos 
was primarily concerned with which volunteers were available 
for spotting shifts, how many boxes of clothes we’d fitted into 
the distribution tent, how good our relationship was with the 
Hellenic Coast Guard at the time, logistics and operations and 
policy levers. Conversations with professional aid workers 
tended to gravitate toward utility too: metrics and 
effectiveness for alleviating the greatest suffering, not moral 
principle. But to sustain this argument, utilitarians face the 
burden of explaining how saving lives and undermining 
structural justice could be quantifiable aims, and on that point 
their argument quickly unravels. At sea, an aid worker’s 
interventions can make the difference between death and life; 
can the value of such a human life be quantified? For any aid 
worker, professional or volunteer, it would be near unbearable 
to witness to Mustafa’s arrival in Greece and not take every 
possible measure to assist his family just as Aegean Boat 
Report did. Even if we knew that humanitarian efforts on the 
ground were politically convenient for state actors that 
neglected people in need, that fact does not appear to release 
us from the obligation to rescue a person drowning in the sea.

Yet at the same time,the moral discomfort, the ‘bad 
conscience’ I feel when my organization determines that its 
duties are complete, the doubt that my role is fulfilled merely 
because I took a minimal action to ensure basic life, seems to 
speak to this conclusion’s insufficiency. As Jewish philosopher 
and theologian Emmanuel Levinas wrote, “what I permit 
myself to demand of myself is not comparable with what I 

have a right to demand of the other.”10 Levinas’s ethical 
project began with the description of someone who cannot 
help but respond to the expression of another person in a 
face-to-face encounter. By virtue of its mere presence, the 
face of the Other formulates an ‘infinite’ ethical demand on 
‘Me’. In responding, I find I owe a responsibility to the other, 
even though the other has no duty to behave reciprocally. As 
such, one’s ethical duty to the other is asymmetrical; it is a 
duty that can never be fully completed and thus constitutes 
an impossible ‘infinite demand.’ The Levinasian‘ infinite 
demand’ is easily applicable to principles of hospitality. As 
Jacques Derridaargues in Of Hospitality, a truly welcoming 
host does not limit the number of their guests, or discriminate 
on the basis of social status or personal character. The ethics 
of unconditional hospitality asks us to freely welcome “the 
absolute, unknown, anonymous other, and that I give place to 
them...without asking of them either reciprocity (entering into 
a pact) or even their names.”11 Unconditional hospitality, being 
unbounded in time or circumstance, connotes risk: the host 
must risk that some foreigners never leave after an invitation 
is extended. In practice, when nearly all hospitable actions 
come with conditions, we are constantly failing to welcome  
the other enough: each act of welcoming falls short of the 
requirements that unconditional hospitality demands of us. 
We have a “bad conscience,” as Derrida puts it, one that 
leaves us striving for the possible future where hospitality  
is a general rule for all.12

Put together, Levinas’s and Derrida’s formulations suggest 
that the aid worker, upon encountering the refugee, can never 
completely fulfill their responsibility. The provision of maps, 
blankets, and tea at camp cannot be the terminus of our 
obligations. So long as we know what Europe has in store  
for our clients, we can’t afford to stop imagining a more 
boundless hospitality, one where every asylum seeker is free 
of precarity, exclusion, and harassment. While humanitarian 
ethics precludes an aid worker’s involvement in political 
matters, a Levinasian formulation could see the two as 
complementary. The ethics of hospitality may begin with  
the face-to-face encounter, but as we open the aperture of 
hospitality, as hospitality becomes more unconditional, we  
get closer and closer to a world where hospitality is 
universally applied. Aid workers’ pursuit of justice for their 
clients, then, becomes an outgrowth of their personal ethic. 
Certainly, we must act to fulfill an individual duty to the 
person who is drowning. But if we take hospitality seriously, 
we must act with a dual purpose: save a life, and in so doing, 
indict the broader, inhospitable world. What does such an 
action look like? Only after I departed Lesvos and enrolled in 
college did I realize that solidarity, not compassion, was the 
accurate term to describe what the aid workers of Skala 
accomplished in those years. When some people are deemed 
illegal, unconditional hospitality is an act of defiance as much 
as an act of humanitarianism. As Pia Klemp, captain of the 
rescue ship Iuventa, said of her work, solidarity “is nothing 
one can think...it needs to be done, and it’s done at eyes 
level.”13 Compassion, as Jean-Claude conceived it, implies no 
moral duty or action; solidarity, as Pia conceives it, does. 
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Klemp knew the moral value of refusing to look away from  
the face-to-face encounter, an encounter that is all too rare  
so long as Europe’s borders remain closed. Preventing 
pushbacks like Mustafa’s requires a renewed ethics of 
solidarity—a commitment to stickup for the stranger, not just 
at sea but in the political realm as well. In both arenas, one 
small, defiant act of solidarity makes the difference between 
killing and living, at once an indictment of the present world 
and a promise for a possible new one.
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Reconnecting Communities  
Pilot Program: 
A Moral Responsibility to Right the  
Wrongs of Harmful Housing Policies  
and “Urban Renewal” Programs

On my way to sports practice each week, I drove past 
Levittown, Pennsylvania, an average working-class suburb on 
the outskirts of the northeast section of Philadelphia. The 
Bucks County census-designated place was forty-five minutes 
from my house, and I didn't think much of it beyond its 
proximity to Sesame Place. Needless to say, I was shocked 
when I opened the syllabus for the housing and urbanization 
course I took my sophomore year. Listed was a chapter written 
by historian Thomas J. Sugrue in the book Second Suburb: 
Levittown, Pennsylvania, titled “Jim Crow’s Last Stand: The 
Struggle to Integrate Levittown.” The chapter introduced me to 
the difficult, and sometimes violent, struggle for residential 
integration and the government's involvement in maintaining 
racial boundaries in a typical northern town. In this paper,  
I will discuss the ethics of both private and public entities 
contributing to residential segregation during the post-war 
period in order to spur economic development, and the recent 
moral impetus behind the Reconnecting Communities  
Pilot Program.

Levittown, Pennsylvania is one of eight master-planned 
developments built by Levitt & Sons in the 1950s, a real estate 
company formed by Abraham Levitt and his children William 
and Alfred. Levitt & Sons pioneered the mass production of 
homes, providing affordable Cape Cod-style houses following 
World War II, a necessity for GIs and their newly formed 
families.1 Levittown seemingly was the epitome of suburbia,  
the type of utopia you see in movies like The Truman Show, 

Sarah Edelson
Amherst College

Second Prize

where the protagonist Truman lives in Seahaven Island, which 
is populated with architecturally homogeneous, pastel-colored 
houses evocative of the “American Dream.” Truman goes 
about his daily, ordered life unbeknownst to him that 
everyone in the town is an actor, and that Seahaven Island is 
a large sound stage under a dome in Los Angeles. Much like 
Seahaven Island, throughout the twentieth century Levittown 
was not the idyllic place it claimed to be.

Prior to 1900, white slave owners and their Black slaves in the 
American South interacted frequently.2 Despite racial 
inequality, slaves often lived with or nearby their masters and 
maintained regular communication. Similar interracial contact 
was also present in northern cities, with dissimilarity indices—
data used to quantify the distribution of different racial 
groups across geographic areas —showing that Blacks were 
more likely to live among whites as opposed to other Blacks. 
The two main factors leading to the emergence of the 
“ghetto,” an ethnically uniform area, were industrialization 
and the movement of Blacks from farm to city. Industrial 
production and the development of new technologies drew 
southern Blacks to the North, especially after the onset of 
World War I. The influx of Blacks to the North heightened 
racial tensions, resulting in the commencement of residential 
segregation. By World War II, the physical boundaries 
between white and Black life, referred to as “color lines,” were 
cemented. With the rise of suburbia in the post-war period, 
the lines of segregation expanded beyond the city. Despite 
the ebb and flow of immigration and large shifts in the 
population, the color line was maintained, ultimately 
cementing itself as a permanent feature of the post-war city.3 
The Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC) was established 
during the Great Depression in 1933 as part of President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal program. The HOLC 
provided funds to refinance homes in default and awarded 
low-interest rate loans to those families who lost their homes 
to foreclosure. Furthermore, the HOLC developed a four-
category grading system to determine which neighborhoods 
were eligible for capital investment. The lowest tier 
neighborhoods were often composed of mostly Black 
residents or were anticipated to have an influx of Blacks in  
the near future; they were considered “risky” areas for 
investment and were marked as red zones, thereby creating  
a practice of denying loans to Blacks known as “redlining.”  
In the subsequent decades, the Federal Housing 
Administration (FHA) began a loan program that was the 
catalyst for rapid suburbanization, luring white families out  
to new master-planned developments such as the Levittowns.  
In American Apartheid, authors Massey and Denton note that 
“in the 1940s, the FHA recommended the use and application 
of racially restrictive covenants” in determining to whom it 
should loan.4 In Levittown, the FHA worked in conjunction 
with the Veterans Administration to underwrite low-interest 
mortgages for the purchasing of houses by white World War II 
veterans. The development’s covenant declared that “the use 
of these premises by persons other than Caucasians” was 
forbidden.5 These two government agencies not only 
published recommendations that encouraged racial 
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discrimination in housing, but also provided the financial 
capital to private developers to implement these guidelines in  
newly built projects.

While cities like Birmingham, Selma, Montgomery, and 
Greensboro are inherently linked to the Civil Rights 
movement, Levittown is an important actor in the history  
of racial reckoning in the North during this time. For over two 
decades, the Levitts restricted their developments to white 
buyers, and William Levitt declared that he has “come to  
know that if we sell one house to a Negro family, then 90  
or 95 percent of our white customers will not buy into the 
community. This is their attitude, not ours. As a company,  
our position is simply this: we can solve a housing problem,  
or we can solve a racial problem. But we cannot combine the 
two.”6 Real estate was viewed as an appreciating asset that 
could only maintain its high value when it was located in the 
“right” neighborhood, synonymous with the “white” 
neighborhood. Despite the momentous decision in the 1948 
Shelley v. Kraemer case, which outlawed racially restrictive 
covenants on the basis of violation of the Fourteenth 
Amendment, the Levitts continued to discriminate against 
non-white families looking to buy and even planned to evict 
two families in their Long Island community that had invited 
Black children over to play with their kids.7 After the NAACP’s 
victory in Brown vs. Board of Education, its legal defense fund 
seized the opportunity to file a lawsuit against the Levitts, 
FHA, and Veterans Administration. Led by Thurgood Marshall, 
the NAACP lost the ruling. Government agencies played a 
large role in residential segregation, and the United States 
legal system continually condoned their actions. Thus, in 
Levittown, the push for integration had to come from local 
activists. Levitt’s first mistake was building a development  
in southeastern Pennsylvania, the heart of the Quaker 
homeland. The American Friends Service Committee worked 
in conjunction with the Human Relations Council of Bucks 
County to find a “model” Black family to which a homeowner 
would sell. William (Bill) Myers, a veteran, his wife Daisy, and 
their two children became that family. The Myers family was 
denied a mortgage even though Bill had a steady job as a lab 
technician and was studying to become an electrical engineer 
while his wife held a college degree. As a result, the Myers 
were lent money from a wealthy New York City philanthropist.8 

When it became public knowledge that the Myers family was 
moving to Levittown in 1957, uproar ensued. Hundreds of 
protestors assembled around the Myers home, breaking 
windows and spray painting the exterior.9 Throughout the 
following months, residents rented the property adjacent to 
the Myers home and set up a “clubhouse” that flew the 
Confederate flag and served as the home base for rioters. 
Four years later, Bill and Daisy sold their home and moved 
back to a Black area in York, Pennsylvania.10

The segregation spurred by the Levitts is usually assumed to 
be de facto segregation, which is segregation resulting from 
the actions of private entities. In The Color of Law, Richard 
Rothstein argues that Levittown also endured de jure 
segregation, which is segregation that results from law and 
government legislation. The protests outside of the Myers 

home can be considered “unlawful intimidation” to which local 
police and government officials did not adequately respond 
and attempt to combat; certain police even found the riots 
comical and encouraged the protestors. The state troopers 
and local police dispatched had not only had a duty to protect 
the Myers family, but an ethical responsibility to ensure the 
safety of the family. When a property is purchased, the  
owner has a right to quiet enjoyment. This right was clearly 
violated, yet law enforcement officers stood idly by. As 
previously described, grassroots organizations endeavored  
to alter the racial composition of the neighborhood through 
advocacy, as attempting to do so through lawsuits proved 
unfruitful.11 In 1956, Charles Abrams, the former head of the 
New York State Commission Against Discrimination and 
housing advocate, said that “the very enforcement of 
supreme court decrees throughout the history of the country 
has depended not upon executive reinforcement but upon the 
moral backing of the community.”12 Equality can only be 
achieved when the people decide that it is a moral necessity. 
In the case of Levittown, the principles of Quakerism, such as 
the newfound desire for intercultural education, powered the 
housing integration movement. Over the following decade, 
although attitudes towards people of color in the North began 
to shift, Levittown remained a mostly white, isolated enclave, 
and still does to this day. The 2020 Census data show that 
89.1% of Levittown is white while only 4.9% is Black.13 In 
other parts of the country, the federal government continued 
to take actions to ensure that the same would hold true.

The United States Department of Housing and Urban 
Development’s Housing Act of 1954 was passed, displacing 
Black families and relocating them to high-density public 
housing projects. Massey and Denton assert that public 
housing functions as a “second ghetto” by concentrating  
Black families in unsafe living environments, a comparison 
most visible in failed public housing projects such as the 
infamous Pruitt-Igoe in St. Louis which was demolished in  
the mid-1970s.14 By implementing policies that restricted the 
flow of capital to often times majority-Black neighborhoods, 
segregation was spurred, thereby isolating the Black 
community. The federal government indirectly created these 
Black slums that they could then completely redevelop and 
use for the construction of the Interstate Highway System, 
cloaking this tactic under the name of “urban renewal.”

Throughout the 1950s, the federal government incentivized 
cities to construct freeways by paying for 90% of the 
associated costs.15 While dozens of communities were affected 
by the construction of the Interstate Highway System, the 
most notable include the Greenwood neighborhood of Tulsa, 
Oklahoma; Rondo neighborhood of St. Paul, Minnesota; and 
Claiborne Avenue in New Orleans, Louisiana, among others. 
In Tulsa, a violent massacre by the Ku Klux Klan in 1921 
destroyed the prosperous Greenwood neighborhood, then 
known as “Black Wall Street.” After finally restoring the area 
to its former glory throughout the 1920s and 1930s, the 
federal government funded the Inner Dispersal Loop, a 
component of Interstate 244, which was completed in 1941. 
One Smithsonian Magazine article describing the situation 
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poignantly affirmed that “what the city could not steal in 
1921, it systematically paved over 50 years later.”16 

Meanwhile, north of Oklahoma in the Rondo neighborhood  
of St. Paul, Minnesota, properties were seized in 1956 under 
eminent domain to make space for Interstate 94, which ran 
right through the center of the thriving Black business 
district. The May 2020 killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis 
—located adjacent to St. Paul—prompted a nation-wide 
discussion of social justice, providing momentum for the 
organization Reconnect Rondo to advocate for a 22-acre land 
bridge, consisting of residential, commercial, and green 
spaces that would lay over a section of the highway.17 

Similarly, in 1968 the Interstate Claiborne Expressway was 
erected through the historic Tremé section of New Orleans. 
Hundreds of oak trees lining long pedestrian walkways that 
housed some of the first Mardi Gras parties in the city were 
cleared, along with 500 homes. While a freeway section that 
would create greater accessibility for the riverfront areas of 
the city, called the Vieux Carré Riverfront Expressway, was 
originally proposed, it ultimately went unrealized due to the 
backlash garnered from its plan to pass through the 
extraordinarily expensive French Quarter.18 These highway 
projects led to the disintegration of Black residential and 
commercial districts, resulting in investment in white 
communities and disinvestment in Black communities.

While white families fled Philadelphia for suburbs in 
Montgomery and Bucks Counties such as Levittown, Black 
residents in the Nicetown neighborhood of North Philadelphia 
were left to deal with the repercussions of the Roosevelt 
Boulevard Extension. Introduced in 1949, the 3.5-mile 
addition to the highway displaced about 1,750 people while 
400 homes were razed, despite protest from the residents 
who formulated two alternative proposals for the extension. 
The population of Nicetown decreased by one-third, and the 
area was in despair by the early 1960s. In 1965, the City of 
Philadelphia’s Planning Commission outlined another urban 
renewal plan in Nicetown. Noting that one major problem was 
the “division of the neighborhood into isolated quarters by 
major traffic arteries” the government decided to “rectify” it 
by demolishing six residential blocks surrounding the highway, 
in which the majority of residents were Black, deemed 
“blighted.” Threatening to leave Philadelphia, the Link-Belt 
Engineering Company struck a deal with the city government 
to allocate this land to allow for the company’s expansion. 
Urban renewal initiatives such as the Roosevelt Boulevard 
Extension are often economic revitalization plans, paving the 
way for wealthy suburbanites to easily access a city’s central 
business district for commercial activity and to allow these 
commuters to keep working at city-based firms and 
companies.19

Across the country from Levittown, racially restrictive 
property covenants and government policy similarly worked in 
tandem to produce segregation in Portland. The need for 
workers at the Kaiser Shipyards during World War II resulted 
in an influx of Blacks to Oregon. Blacks worked in Portland but 
lived in Vanport, a wartime housing development directly 
across Vancouver on the Oregon side of the Columbia River. 

After Vanport flooded in 1948, Blacks moved to the Albina 
neighborhood, the only area of the city where they could 
legally purchase homes due to discriminatory real estate 
statutes ironically enumerated in a “Code of Ethics” passed by 
the Realty Board of Portland in 1919.20 Consequently, Albina 
became the epicenter of Black life in Portland throughout the 
first half of the twentieth century. However, housing was 
destroyed, and residents were displaced after multiple large 
development programs took place throughout the 1950s and 
1960s. Furthermore, predatory lending in the 1970s and 
1980s made it virtually impossible for Blacks to obtain 
mortgage loans and repurchase homes in Albina. After a few 
decades of deterioration, white residents moved back into the 
area and began the process of redevelopment, commencing 
gentrification. Now, a place that was once the heart of 
Portland's Black community is devoid of a strong  
Black culture.

Four large projects significantly impacted Albina: an extension 
of Highway 99W along Interstate Avenue in 1950, the building 
of the Veterans Memorial Coliseum in 1959, the construction 
of Interstate 5 in 1962, and the expansion of the Legacy 
Emanuel Medical Center in 1972.21 In 1953, Robert Moses,  
a prominent public official known for his building and public 
works programs mainly in New York but also nationally, 
outlined and proposed a route for a new freeway in Portland, 
called the East bank Freeway. In the subsequent decades, the 
core of his plan was implemented as freeways sliced through 
Albina. The extension of Highway 99W added a mile-long 
section along the Willamette River, destroying housing  
along the waterfront and creating a wedge between the 
neighborhood and the water.22 Nine years later, 476 houses 
next to Interstate Avenue were demolished to make room  
for ample parking for the newly built Memorial Coliseum, a 
sports arena. The government leveraged eminent domain to 
“legally” destroy large stocks of housing to make space for 
these new projects, and between 1950 and 1970, the 
population of Albina plummeted from 14,000 to around 
 5,000. The freeway helped transport middle and upper-class 
suburbanites to their jobs downtown but was not of any 
service to Albina residents. To this day it is apparent that the 
freeway benefits mostly the wealthy, even as the city debates 
widening the freeway with the proposed Rose Quarter 
Expansion project. Only one-third of the residents of  
Census tract 20.03—the area around Interstate 5 where  
the expansion would take place—travel to work solely  
by car.23

Government-sponsored urban renewal projects helped one 
racial group at the cost of another. After the proposal was 
announced for the second urban renewal project in 
Philadelphia that was previously mentioned, councilman  
John Kelly publicly spelled out this predicament: “The highway 
will benefit all of the citizens. Unfortunately, some must be 
hurt.”24 The ethical dilemma at hand is how to choose a 
favorable location for the project while also keeping in mind 
what groups of people will be negatively impacted by  
that choice. 
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Tragically, across the United States the pattern was the same, 
as Black residents were consistently harmed by these 
projects.

The location selection process could be justified by John 
Stuart Mill’s belief in classical utilitarianism—one should take 
an action that maximizes the happiness of the most people.  
In other words, the principles of utilitarianism, specifically  
the Greatest Happiness Principle, coined by Jeremy Bentham, 
dictate that an action that does the greatest amount of good 
for the greatest number of people is inherently a “good” 
action.25 Furthermore, Mill writes “the motive, that is, the 
feeling which makes him will so to do, when it makes no 
difference in the act, makes none in the morality.”26 Applied  
to this case of infrastructure investment, Mill would argue 
that even if the government specifically chose to bulldoze 
Black communities for the insertion of new highways, the 
action is not morally less than if the government were to build 
a highway that was designed to prevent the destruction of 
residential areas. I disagree with Mill’s argument, as I believe 
that a motive for taking a “good” action can produce known 
negative consequences. In the case of highway construction, 
a strong ethical litmus test is how Black neighborhoods are 
supported by the government and compensated for both the 
economic and sentimental losses endured. While Mill argues 
that motives have no impact on the intrinsic value of a good 
action, I believe that it is how one grapples with the negative 
consequences of such an action that speaks to the ethics of 
the decision-makers. In an effort to revitalize the Black 
communities harmed by government highway projects,  
after decades of neglect, the recently passed Infrastructure 
Investment and Jobs Act includes the Reconnecting 
Communities Pilot Program, which grants $1 billion over  
five years to remove or retrofit highways.27

Segregated neighborhoods did not occur by chance; rather 
they are the direct results of racially restrictive property 
covenants, blockbusting techniques in which Black families 
were forced to sell their homes at below market-value prices, 
and post-war suburbanization projects like Levittown. Thus, 
Black communities were purposefully isolated even before the 
government instituted federal policies that continued to wreak 
havoc on them in the name of “urban renewal” and “slum 
clearance.” Unlike Mill’s evaluation of morality, we must not 
forget the intentions of the federal government in pursuing 
economic development at the expense of Black residents, but 
we should consider the approval of the Reconnecting 
Communities Pilot Program as a moral recognition that we 
must right the wrongs of the past and take steps towards 
creating a more just future. In the wake of Black Lives Matter 
protests in 2020, advocacy groups spanning from Durham to 
Shreveport to Portland have lobbied for the removal of 
harmful infrastructure.28 True to Charles Abrams’s words,  
it has not been “executive reinforcement,” but rather the 
“moral backing” of communities throughout the history of the 
United States, exemplified by the actions of the Quakers in 
mid-twentieth-century Levittown and of advocacy groups over 
the past few years, that have successfully pushed for equality.   
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The Moral Dilemma of Living
I’ve tried to write a proper essay on this dilemma I face so 
often lately. I’ve written it about a dozen times, taking a new 
approach each time, on why living life is so hard, why it feels 
so pointless. I am constantly asking myself what is the point 
of living our lives-What does it mean to live? And it seeps into 
every aspect of my life, every point of my being. Why I do the 
things that I do, feel the things that I feel, the way that I am. 
Time is relentlessly rushing past me, I can’t stop it, I can’t 
catch it, it moves slow like honey, then faster than the wind 
rushing past me. The answers feel so simple, they’re right 
there. I turn all over to understand them-the music I listen to, 
the books I read, the moments of silence, the qur’aan I recite 
in my prayers, between the Bismallah and the SadakahAllah Al 
Azeem. I try to find it between the clouds, in the snow, in long 
deep breaths. 

Because every Muslim knows that the Dunya was made to be 
enjoyed in whole hearted moderation and religion was meant 
to be loved in whole hearted moderation, and life was meant 
to happen with whole hearted joy, sadness, and hope. That we 
should be good people, happy people, tender people, content 
people, with a moderate, whole hearted ambition. But still, I 
wonder why—why do I have to live my life? And my chest feels 
so empty, and I can’t think anymore. My head is so empty. My 
chest feels so empty. I find joy in the snow when everyone 
around me hates it, I sit in the cold, even when I’m shaking. 
And I just wonder why: why we were given the world to enjoy, 
and why we love, and why we hate, and if I’m capable of being 
worth anyone’s time. I wonder why we do all the right things 
or the wrong things or the things in between. 

If life is about mistakes, why do we hate mistakes?

If we’re meant to enjoy life, why does it hurt so often? 
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If the world isn’t ending, why does it always feel like it is? 

And if we can’t stop bad things from happening, why do we 
still try to stop them? Give charity, plan marches, use our 
voices to lend to those who can’t, offer our hearts to those in 
grief? Why do we do these things? Why do we keep trying? 

All the right things end up being the wrong things.

I love too much; I get taken advantage of. I cut out all the 
people who take advantage of me, I feel so alone. I take care 
of my skin, I eat my favorite foods, I drink too much coffee, I 
try to workout, and still, I wonder if it matters when we’re 
alone, when we’re not sure if we’re worth the time, we’re not 
sure if it’s better to just do the wrong things. And what if we 
do the wrong things? Does it really feel better that way? 
Doesn’t it still hurt that way? 

Because I’m the oldest daughter, and the oldest 
granddaughter, and the oldest child in my family, and I’m 
trapped by the expectations that come with that, I carry the 
burdens and the traumas that were passed down to me. I 
carry the stories of all the good things and the bad things. I 
follow the paths of my family, back to Palestine and how they 
landed here. Of my grandfather fleeing Palestine, of his 
brother finding their dead grandmother, of my mom who lived 
in Jordan, of my dad who fell in love with her picture and 
somehow they made it work. Of growing up as my parents 
grew up, because they were just kids. I'm trapped by knowing 
all the hurt my grandparents caused their kids, and all the 
hurt that my parents cause me. 

I love my family; I want to run from my family. I adore my 
mother, she feeds me when I’m ill, when I’m sad, when it 
hurts and she doesn’t know. I despise her for all the fights we 
have, for not wanting me to leave, for expecting me to be 
bigger than my body, for telling me to swallow my pain. I love 
my grandmother for her love for me, for how she tries, I hurt 
for her because she’s lonely, because she doesn’t know what 
to do with the feeling. I despise her for how she never sees 
the best in us, how nothing is ever enough, for turning on me 
when I needed her by my side the most. I love my father, I 
hate my father, I wish he wouldn’t tell me my emotions are too 
much, and I hate that I believe him, and I love him because 
he’s a soft hearted man too, but he’s too stubborn, but I’m too 
stubborn, and I love him, and I adore him. I think he’s the 
best man in the world. I think, sometimes, he doesn’t think 
the same of me. 

And this hurt, of our families, of our lives together, of the duty 
I feel to them, it hurts, and it tugs at me. But I love them, I 
love so much it hurts. I love them more than they can fathom. 
I love them more than anything that I want to far away from 
them, and yet right next to them. Why do we have families 
and why do we love them, even when they hurt us? What is 
my purpose if not to be a daughter, if not to carry their 
burdens? Why do I live my life if not to carry them, uplift 
them, smile for them? 
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If life is for smiling, why is it hard to smile so often? 

When I was younger, it was easier to smile, easier to extend 
my heart, easier to be kind. It’s so much harder now. It feels 
so much harder, even when everyone around me says I’m the 
kindest person they know. Even if people say I’m giving. Even 
if people say I’m a light in their lives. 

What is my life if not mine? 

I don’t think it’s mine and I wonder why I live it at all. Why I 
stay here, why I don’t walk away, why I pursue what I 
pursue... why do any of us do this at all? 

I’m a perfect student, the kind who get’s all A’s since I 
entered university. I’m passionate about my work, I love to 
write, I love to create, I love the literature I read, I love to 
help the students I help. Even if it’s fruitless, even if those 
students who walk into the writing center and land at my 
table don’t even really want my help, just want a signature on 
my paper. Even if they hire me for private tutoring, and just 
want me to do the work for them, and yet I encourage them 
still, to learn, to love learning. It kills me, too. Semesters are 
long, exams kill me. I love language, it is so hard to learn, I 
hate that it is so hard to learn. And writing is a process, I wish 
my words were perfect. I wish I had thought of the words my 
friends thought of before me. I wish I was smarter, I wish I 
was less smart, I wish I had learned moderation when it came 
to my passion, even if that passion is academia. I wish I could 
imagine myself living a life after school, I can’t imagine it  
at all. 

Why do we love to learn, love to read? Why do we find 
ourselves in an abstract demolition derby as we try to find all 
the answers, through music, through love, through laughter, 
through the lines of religious texts, the notes of a piano, the 
strokes of a paint brush, the sound of your best friends voice? 
Why do we seek answers, seek perfection? I wonder if there 
are answers, to what the point of living is. If perhaps there is 
a point at all. 

I wonder if, as I write my papers, as I go through my classes, 
as I smile, as I carry the heartache of my family, the burdens 
of being a friend, what the joy in living is, if there is joy at all. 
When the world is falling apart, when places are facing 
hunger, apartheid, ethnic cleansing, lack resources, lack any 
sort of living, and I live in a home, and I have opportunity just 
out of reach-is there any joy at all? When we face sadness, 
when we face death, when we face our mortality-is there any 
joy at all? When it’s too hot on a December afternoon and you 
remember how fast the earth is dying, how little time we truly 
have, how little control we have-is there any joy at all? 

As Albert Camus said in the Myth of Sisyphus the only truly 
serious philosophical problem, we all go through as human 
beings is deciding if life is worth living. How do we decide? 
What makes living worth it?

I’m here, writing this essay to you, because even if life hurts, 
even if the world is so full of hurt, even if we lose people we 
love, even if we can never be good enough friends, even if we 
want to run from our families, even if we love until our hearts 
are dust, it is worth living. Life is worth living.

And I don’t really know why, I cannot put together all the 
pieces yet. Because time is running away from me, and as the 
new year turns, I realize that I’ll never get it back. That my 
heart is in pieces that I can’t stick together, and I’ll never get 
the time back. But the meaning, the point, the discovery, it’s 
all there. I just don’t have all the pieces yet. 

Joy is ephemeral but so is pain. 

Life is so long and yet so short. I am 21 years old, and that is 
such a long time, but there is still so much time left. The hole 
in my chest will mend itself, everything in time mends itself. 
That’s what other people say. That it gets better. Will it get 
better for me?

And as I’m reading, I find books that make me laugh, books 
that make me feel full, books that make me feel inspired. I 
love language, I love to learn language. That even with all the 
barriers in the world, I can still learn to say hello, I love you, 
thank you, I appreciate you, in your language. That even 
when the world is so divided, this I can learn and I can reach 
out to you. That if there was no language at all, we would still 
have our smiles, and I can still wave to you. I can hold your 
hand to tell you it’s okay. You can hold mine.

Even if I love too much-why is that a flaw? A fault? If I have 
too many emotions, why do I lose my posture over this? I love 
my emotions, I love my fast beating heart, I hate my 
emptiness. I hate when I have no thoughts at all. I love the 
tears on my face, even if sometimes I’m so ashamed of them. 
I love that my eyes can make tears. I love that I can smile 
brightly, I love that I can be happy. I love that I can be sad. 
That I can ask why sadness matters, where this longing in me 
comes from-to know, to know what the point of life is. 

If life is worth living, why is it worth living so much? Where is 
the meaning in it all?

And I think to the modernists, their writing so full of 
language. Some say it's pretentious, others classist, you can 
even say it’s colonial. But when you look at a piece of work, 
one that is a bit convoluted, one that is full of language, one 
that is layered as if it were a cake and not a piece of text, one 
where you can peel back to see beneath the surface, you see 
it is inspired, it’s more than it’s criticisms. Because yes, 
maybe it was written with the intent to deceive those who 
weren’t “high brow” enough, or maybe it was meant to make 
you feel stupid, but I see something in the works of Faulkner, 
of Wolfe, of Williams Carlos Williams, T.S. Elliot, that force you 
to find meaning. To figure out what it all means, to put 
together the pieces. You look for all the words that you do not 
know what they mean, you’re searching for the meanings of 
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those in other languages, you try to pick apart every allusion. 
You’re trapped between the covers the book, the lines of the 
poem, you’re frustrated, you want to know the meaning, but 
you have to find it. 

Well, maybe you don’t find it. It’s not hidden. It’s not a 
treasure chest. You’re not playing a super sleuth game. The 
author already has a meaning, but you’ll never know what 
that is, truly. Even if they tell you, you might not believe 
them. How can that be? It’s not what you thought it meant.

You create meaning. You put together meaning. You weld it 
into something that means something to you, and all the 
things that hurt you, loved you, put you together, tore you 
apart. You create meaning out of what you know, of what you 
learn, of what you desire. Other's created meaning and 
created in their own languages, created new, inspired genre’s 
like Transnational literature and art. You create meaning, and 
I create it too. We add to what we know, we change it, we 
weld it, we mold it, we paint it, we say it. 

And when I think of my life, of all the things I talked about 
before-family, school, learning, friendship-we create meaning 
in that too. 

Why do we have friends? Why do we seek companionship? 

Because we want to mean something to other people.

We want to create traditions, we want to create emotions, we 
want to create love, connection... we want to express those 
things. We want to be artists, we want to be writers, we want 
to read until our eyes are tired. Because we think poetry is 
beautiful, and that prose is exceptional. We think that we 
relate to those on the page. You think dear author, I 
understand you. You grip for dear life reading a thriller, you 
don’t want to see your favorite character die. You weep over 
the pages of a book that your aunt used to love. You read 
your favorite storybooks to your children because it means 
something to you. You write letters that you never send, you 
draft texts that may never reach that person.

I had a professor one semester whose class I loved, the 
things I read and watched for her literature class stuck to me 
like glue. I think about them often, I carry the knowledge she 
passed down to me all the time. I was told she died in 
passing, and it didn’t sink in then because I was surrounded 
by classmates, and it felt strange to think a professor I only 
had online due to COVID was someone so important to me. 
But a few days ago, I found a movie she couldn’t find and I 
found myself weeping as I realized I can never share it with 
her. And isn’t that part of what makes life so important?

We imbue parts of ourselves into others. We are lasting 
impressions, no matter how big or small. We pass down the 
knowledge that we have, we talk to people about that 
knowledge. We remember who told it to us, sometimes we 
don’t, sometimes we think of them a long time after they told 
it to us. 

We think of great uncles that we didn’t know well, and the 
hole they leave in our families after dying. And how your dad 
remembers him as he drives you through New York City 
towards the airport, telling you he taught him this route, that 
he remembers hours in the car with him, learning to drive 
there, the things he said to him. And he tells you those stories 
because his uncle’s life was important. 

Because he lived it, and that’s important. He made that 
decision to live it, despite having to flee his home and move 
to a country with a language he didn’t know, despite having to 
build his life from nothing. Despite having to see some of the 
best of it, even seeing some of the best of it. He was 
important. 

My professor was important. 

All the people who have been lost these past two incredibly 
difficult years, they were important too.

And somehow, I survived, somehow you did too. You’re 
reading this and you survived too. And I just keep asking why 
I’m here, if I’m wasting my opportunity, if I’m not good 
enough. If I don’t care enough. If I don’t love enough. If I 
don’t ask enough questions, read enough books, write enough 
stories. 

And I just think that we as human beings care so much. We 
care, even if we wonder if it’s worth caring. We care even if 
we don’t know why, exactly, we should. I care. I care too 
much sometimes. I care so much I don’t care at all, it feels 
like. 

We fall into dark holes of doom scrolling, looking at all the bad 
things about the world because we care. And even if it hurts, 
even if we can’t control it, we give money to those causes, we 
rally for those causes because we care. Because it scares us 
to think those people may feel left behind, unloved, uncared 
for. 

And yes, we are innately flawed. We make the wrong moves, 
we say the wrong things. We wonder if there is forgiveness 
left for us, if we can ever change. We grow, we move on. We 
still make mistakes. Our best qualities are our worst too. I'm 
a human being who can be a bad friend, a bad daughter, a 
bad sister, a bad niece, a bad cousin. I want to runaway, I 
never want to speak again. Sometimes I say the wrong 
things, sometimes I forget to check up on people, sometimes 
I pass up an opportunity to give to charity. Sometimes I’m 
selfish. 

And yet, that’s okay. 

Because if I have to live this life, can’t I be selfish? Can’t I 
throw a fit about it? I didn’t choose to be here; I certainly 
could choose not to live. But I’m here. I choose to live. I 
choose to be selfish sometimes. I choose to be quiet. I choose 
to do the wrong thing. 
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I choose to believe that there is good in everyone, no matter 
how little of it. 

And I don’t really have all the pieces. I don’t have all the 
answers. I don’t really know why I’m here, I don’t know why 
I’m alive. I know I want to write, I know I want to be happy, I 
know I have a voice that I want to use, and an existence that 
I want to share. But I don’t really understand why. I hardly 
know if there is a point, or a meaning. Maybe all the words 
above are a naïve, overdone, cliché meanings. But we are so 
afraid to be cliché, so afraid to recall all the secrets of the 
universe that are imbued into our blood-did you know iron 
was given from stardust? It wasn’t meant to be here, on 
earth, until some rock or other crashed into the earth in it’s 
earliest phases, and that same element made it’s way into our 
bloodstreams, keeps our eyes open, our hearts beating.

If we weren’t meant to be here, I wonder why all these small 
and big miracles happened to get us here. 

And I wonder all the time what stops me from not being here. 

I wonder all the time if I’m doing the right thing, if I care 
enough.

On New Years Eve, as it neared twelve, I went to my balcony. 
I leaned against the railing. I was all alone, my family inside, 
the neighbors inside. It was cold, but it was nice. I like the 
cold. I like the feeling of the cold. And I just stared at the 
world beneath my house the houses lined down the hill, 
slanted as they go down the slopes, the warm lights coming 
from their windows, the sound of the countdown, the way my 
brother cheers when it becomes midnight, the eruption of 
fireworks, noise makers, cheering, music from all the world 
around me. I think of all the people I left behind, of all the 
people who left me, of all the ways the world will tell me in 
the morning that it is time to become a new me for the new 
year. And I wonder why life is worth living that as soon as we 
become conscious of our time passing, of time fleeing us, of 
things changing, why we have to become new, why we have 
to change completely too. 

That’s ridiculous isn’t it? That one hour turning on one day of 
the year, relinquishing the last year, is meant to rid of us all of 
this pain, this heart ache, this life. It doesn’t. Nothing really 
changes. We don’t discover new bodies, new lives, new states 
of the world when we finally wake up. 

This year, 2022, I graduate from university. I don’t know 
what’s coming, and maybe you’ve picked up on it, but life is a 
scary ordeal to me, because I don’t quite have it figured out. 
And yet, there is comfort knowing that nobody has it figured 
out, that things don’t end as soon as I graduate. That when 
that time happens, when that hour changes, when I have my 
diploma, I am not a new person in an abandoned body. I am 
still me, and I have everything I’ve been through, every 
emotion I’ve felt, my heart that is mending itself. 

The dilemma is larger than life, or perhaps just large enough 
to contain it-why do we live, why do we choose to keep on 
living? And I think that the answer is not so simple. But I think 
that part of it is, that no matter what happens, we go on in 
life trying to figure it out, we carry ourselves forward, all of 
our baggage and hurt, and our happiness too, trying to piece 
everything together. We discover and create meaning as we 
live. We are human, and it hurts, but that’s okay. Because if it 
didn’t mean something, we wouldn’t be here.

What does it mean, to live?

Well, that’s for you and I to create on our own, to discover for 
ourselves until life finally relinquishes us.
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The Ethics of Geopolitics - Le Carré's 
Timelessness

Introduction

The ethics of geopolitics is a notoriously murky question. It is 
also an incredibly important one. The majority of the global 
population are part of a nation-state whose government claims 
to act on their behalf. If we ourselves want to live ethical lives, 
we must also be concerned with government action. If we 
believe humans should have a strong moral compass, we 
should expect the same from our governments. It is all the 
more important since the power of government is likely far 
greater than the power of the individual.

There is no shortage of claims to moral superiority among 
world leaders. Bashar al-Assad claimed he was saving Syrians 
from terrorists as his regime used chemical weapons on 
civilians (BBC, 2020). Tony Blair made a case based on human 
rights as he supported intervention into Iraq and Kosovo; the 
former created a political and military quagmire that has 
indirectly killed up to one million people, the latter potentially 
stopped a period of ethnic cleansing (Tudor 2021). The Cold 
War saw a constant sparring match on the evils either side 
embodied. We have seen the US exchanging accusations with 
China and Russia, all sides claiming to act in the name of a 
superior vision of human rights, justice and inter-state 
engagement. One of these has, at the time of submission, 
escalated into an inter-state war. 

Whether a state has a strong moral compass is a hard 
question to answer—all sides claim superiority, yet all nations 
seem to consistently commit unethical acts beyond their 
borders. Even limiting our history to 1945 onwards, powerful 
nations have consistently been complicit in gross violations of 
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human rights and other forms of unethical behaviour from 
Vietnam to Chechnya, Afghanistan to Guatemala.  
That is not to say governments cannot act with a strong moral 
grounding –interventions such as in Kosovo show there is 
potential for this to occur. But these are historically rare.

Much ink has been spilled on these events and on the morality 
of international action. 

Most have drawn inspiration from political theory, international 
relations, philosophy, and sociology. One area, however, that 
has largely been unexplored is literature. Many who seek to 
answer questions concerning geopolitics will turn their nose up 
at fiction, especially its ability to provide concrete 
explanations. Yet fiction writers can offer a unique perspective 
and framework for answering some of the especially tricky 
questions concerning the ethics of inter-state engagement. 
One such author is John le Carré.

When British novelist John le Carré’s most famous book Spy 
Who Came in from the Cold (which I will refer to as Spy) was 
released in 1963, it quickly became the party-crasher for the 
‘innocent, more straightforward place’ of ‘good guys and bad 
guys’ in the Cold War (Boyd, 2010). Le Carré was able to cut 
through the narratives of right and wrong, good and bad that 
were endemic in the Cold War with his sharp, critical writing. 
His characters and institutions are highly complex and layered, 
a better reflection of the world than the binaries offered by 
Cold War leaders. Yet after the end of the Cold War, when the 
capitalist-communist lens of the world was thrown to the 
historical rubbish heap, it became clear that Le Carré’s writing 
was not just an antidote to that era, but to the subsequent 
ones as well. Its cynicism of government action and bleakness 
remains all to present today. 

Most critics and reviewers of his books focus on the intense 
moral ambiguity in his writing, and how many of the 
participants in the Cold War are distinctly similar. I would like 
to take this further and make the case that Le Carré was 
making an ethical claim that governments, both during and 
since the Cold War, lack a moral compass. Through his books 
we can see this important question investigated through the 
unique lens of spies, and of the secret world that people and 
governments can occupy. His spy novels can give us a better 
understanding as to whether or not governments are, or could 
ever be, ethical. How we use spies and secret service is a 
crucial element of geopolitics – they are consistently deployed 
abroad to further a nation’s aims under the belief that their 
acts are invisible. To investigate the ethics of geopolitics, the 
ethics of spy-craft seems like a good place to start.

Humans turned to husks

Le Carré wrote dozens of books, most of them concerning the 
world of spies. What makes his bibliography such a powerful 
tool in exploring the ethics of geopolitics is that the secret 
services he writes about are metaphors for civilisation. This 
sentiment is best expressed by Bill Haydon, the traitor in 
Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy (henceforth Tinker, Tailor) who was 
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based on the infamous Kim Philby, a Soviet double agent 
within the British Intelligence Services during the Cold War. 
Haydon ‘took it for granted that secret services were the only 
real [...] expression of a [nation’s] subconscious’ (Le Carré, 
1974). Socrates came to a similar conclusion in Plato’s 
Republic in his discussion on the Ring of Gyges. Like Socrates, 
Le Carré measures our ability to adhere to professed ethical 
values by the actions taken when we believe nobody is 
watching. Whereas the Ring of Gyges gives the bearer the 
power of invisibility, secret services give governments the 
power of deniability. It is as close to invisibility geopolitics 
allows for.

Le Carré’s spies and their recruits are the bearers of this ring, 
the perfect yardsticks of ethical values in practice. In The 
Little Drummer Girl, the English actress Charlie is one such 
recruit, who ends up working for the Israeli secret services. 
Her transition from passionate, politicised citizen into agent is 
indicative of what is necessary to effectively bear the Ring of 
Gygeson behalf of a nation—the shedding of all humanity. In 
the book, Charlie is recruited into a Palestinian terrorist group 
as part of an infiltration operation to kill one of the group’s 
leaders. Midway through the operation, Charlie realises that 
she has become ‘separated from life’, unable to be the human 
being she once was (Le Carré, 1983). When finally entering 
into the group’s inner circle she begins to love them ‘both 
singly and collectively’, feeling a strong connection to the 
people and the causes they fight for (Ibid). Yet despite this 
intense bond, she works relentlessly throughout the book to 
carry out the mission at hand, ultimately betraying them. It is 
only at the end when speaking to Joseph, the Israeli agent 
who recruited her, that she realises what has happened: ‘I’m 
dead Jose. You shot me, don’t you remember?’ (Ibid). Charlie 
became the husk through which the secret service further 
edits aims, before being discarded. It is her humanity that is 
shot, but not her capacity to operate for whichever power 
holds her. What dies is her ability to fight for what is right, for 
what she believes in, for what she feels. But it is only through 
her humanity dying that Charlie can become an effective spy.

In A Perfect Spy, British spy Magnus Pym is able to become 
the perfect spy under the influence of his con-man father 
Rick. Magnus learns how to live on ‘several planes at once’ 
and to forget ‘everything except the ground [he] stood on and 
the face [he] spoke to at that moment’, skills Rick used in his 
life of fraud (Le Carré, 1986). Magnus does not live life but 
instead invents characters to play. Even in love, he cannot 
help but remove feeling and invent someone to love—his 
favourite picture was one of his former lover with her back to 
him, which ‘left his fantasies intact’, since she could be 
anyone to him (Ibid). Magnus, the perfect spy,is not a driven 
fighter of a nation’s cause, choosing to act based on what is 
right or wrong. He is a fraud, devoid of ethics and operating 
for whichever power claims him. He works for both the British 
and Czechoslovaks, since living as a fraud defined his 
upbringing and became his identity. This is precisely what 
makes him the perfect spy. His ability to slip into whatever 
persona he has invented, be empty of humanity–this makes 
him the ideal bearer of the Ring of Gyges to further a  

nation’s aims. 

If humans are ethical beings, and our humanity is necessary 
to make ethical choices, Le Carré’s characters must be by 
definition empty of ethics. Yet they are also the very tools 
used for geopolitics.

A Hall of Mirrors

If spies are empty husks, it is not surprising how similar they 
are to one another despite fighting for opposing causes. In 
Spy, the main antagonist is Mundt, an East German 
intelligence operative. Control, the head of the British 
intelligence services, explains that Mundt is not ‘the 
intellectual kind of Communist’, but instead a ‘practitioner of 
the Cold War’; Alec Leamas, a British agent, immediately 
replies ‘like us’ (Le Carré, 2013). Fiedler, another East German 
intelligence operative who is in an internal struggle with 
Mundt, observes something similar: ‘we’re all the same, you 
know, that’s the joke’ (Ibid). One of Le Carré’s novels is even 
titled The Looking Glass War precisely because both sides 
were using the same methods, mirroring rather than opposing 
each other. Both spy on their own members, enforcing 
internal police-states; the secretive trial of Mundt in Spy is 
incredibly similar to the threatened trial of British civil servant 
Kit Probyn in A Delicate Truth. Smiley, a British agent and the 
most prominent character throughout Le Carré’s bibliography, 
sums it up in Tinker, Tailor when recounting his discussion 
with Karla, a Russian spy master: ‘“Look,” I said, “we’re 
getting to be old men, and we’ve spent our lives looking for 
the weaknesses in one another’s systems. I can see through 
Eastern values just as you can through our Western ones. [...] 
Don’t you think it’s time to recognise that there is as little 
worth on your side as there is on mine?”’ (Le Carré, 1974).

The moral reasonings behind the actions of Le Carré’s 
characters are at best ambiguous—the reader is left with a 
deep sense of unease as to how murder and sabotage is 
carried out without a distinct sense of right and wrong. Le 
Carré’s characters will often lose track of the ‘why’ behind 
their acts, only to either continue carrying them out or be 
abandoned by the narrative, surplus to requirements. In The 
Little Drummer Girl, one such individual in the terrorist camp 
realises that his ‘ideological batteries have run low’, and that 
he ‘kind of forgot the reasoning about how every dead baby is 
a step towards world peace’ (Ibid). When characters do 
search for moral reasonings, they hit a brick wall. The few 
discussions about ethics that do occur in Le Carré’s novels are 
confused and unconvincing. When Bill Haydon is unmasked as 
the double agent in Tinker, Tailor and his reasonings are laid 
bare they are shown to be rambling thoughts, a set of 
‘half-baked political assertions’ (Ibid). The most interesting 
exchange is perhaps in Spy, when Fiedler is speaking to 
Leamas and is shocked by his lack of philosophy. Over several 
pages Fiedler tries to understand how Leamas can justify his 
actions, but the closest he gets are replies such as ‘not 
everyone has a philosophy,’ or ‘I just think the whole lot of 
you are bastards,’ or the pathetic ‘I suppose they don’t like 
Communism’ (Le Carré, 2013). Mostly, Leamas responds that 
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he doesn’t know or doesn’t care. These instances reveal an 
important part about ethics, namely its absence from this 
form of geopolitics. It is not so much that Le Carré chooses 
not to write about them—it is more that they have no place in 
his world.

What makes this possible? What allow for this world where 
everyone ignores any concept of justice, of right or wrong? In 
Spy, Control illustrates how a simple race-to-the-bottom 
underpins the world of spies:‘“in weighing up the moralities, 
we rather go in for dishonest comparisons; after all, you can’t 
compare the ideals of one side with the methods of the other, 
can you, now?”’ (Ibid). It is a world where method can only be 
compared with method, and if doing terrible things gives one 
side an upper-hand, you can be sure the other side will copy it 
soon enough.

The ethics of the nation

Le Carré builds in a type of nihilism, an absence of amoral 
compass, into the very core of the people, institutions and 
government she writes about. There is thus, by definition of 
what spies and secret services are, and the power that the 
Ring of Gyges can bestow on the bearer, a total lack of ethics 
in our geopolitics. 

There are different ways one can see this absence. For 
example, in The Little Drummer Girl, the Israeli secret service 
use what is described as the oldest trick in the book: they 
capture Yanuka, a Palestinian terrorist whose older brother is 
the real target, and use fake Red Cross observers to coax out 
enough information to make their operation possible. When 
Yanuka eventually gives in to the psychological torture, and 
demands the paper that the fake Red Cross workers told him 
he had a right to, the workers hand him a pen which is 
stamped ‘For Humanity’ (Le Carré, 1983). The letter he writes 
will eventually lead to his and his brother’s destruction. He is 
punished for believing in justice, whilst the spies abuse the 
status of symbols of justice to perpetrate criminal acts.

This also brings Le Carré’s writing outside of the specific 
context of the Cold War period. Both the Geneva Convention 
and Red Cross existed before 1945 and continue to operate 
today. This creates a timeless futility to the constant violence 
carried out in Le Carré’s writing. He uses locations to 
emphasise this point. The apartment in which the Israeli 
operation is being carried out is located in the Munich Olympic 
Village, which had ‘a grimy view of the road to Dachau’; it is 
also where Palestinian commandos of the Black September 
movement had gratuitously murdered numerous Israeli 
Olympic athletes in 1972 (Ibid). The linking together of 
different time periods reinforces the timelessness of Le 
Carré’s message—the absence of ethics in this world is not 
contextual, it is permanent.

This absence of ethics is embodied by spies, but it is the 
services they work for that are ultimately directing them to 
unjustifiable ends. These secret services link the state, 
desiring covert action, to the spies who carry out these 

actions. Le Carré’s characters are ultimately the actors who 
play the role the state assigns them, and their lack of ethics is 
what makes them good operatives. What is perhaps most 
tragic is when characters come into contact with the 
institutions or states that they admired from afar, only to be 
left stunned and depressed by their worthlessness. In Spy, 
Liz, a young duped Englishwoman who is a member of the 
British Communist Party, is shocked by what she encounters 
in East Germany. The East Germans she meets pity her 
because they believe she must live in starvation in England, 
since the ‘capitalists let them starve’ (Le Carré, 2013). They 
also tell her that Fiedler, the most admirable character in the 
book and the only person Liz believed to be good, is to be 
shot because he failed ‘to recognise Socialist reality’ (Ibid). 
The experience shatters Liz’s entire belief system, and her 
belief that nations, and people, can be good. 

Taking it to our world

Le Carré certainly knew the world he was writing about. He 
served for both MI5 and MI6 during the early stages of the 
Cold War, stationed mainly in Germany, before picking up 
writing (Le Carré, 2013). As he wrote in the Afterword to his 
2013 Spy edition, his work is fiction (Ibid).Yet his stories are 
also incredibly believable, since they make sense of a world 
from a perspective that is unavailable to most readers—the 
perspective of spies. Readers are able to finally understand 
the logic behind the geopolitical events of the real world. It is 
thus easy to draw parallels between Le Carré’s stories and the 
world around us.

The story of Spy is based on Leamas believing he is faking 
defection to East Germany in order to provide evidence to 
destroy Mundt, a deplorable character and former Nazi who 
Leamas believes to be the greater evil. However, Leamas 
realises near the end of the story that he has been conned 
and that Fiedler, a Jewish idealist, is the target. Leamas is in 
reality unknowingly protecting Mundt, Britain’s double agent, 
and his evidence ends up destroying Fiedler. The symbolism 
of this sacrifice, set less than two decades after the end of 
the Holocaust, is extremely powerful. This is not so different 
from what was happening during the Cold War and ever since. 
In his afterword to the 2013 edition of Spy, Le Carré links 
Control’s logic of using deceit to carry out abhorrent acts to 
the present, where ‘the same man, with better teeth and hair 
and a smarter suit, can be heard explaining away the 
catastrophic illegal war in Iraq, or justifying medieval torture 
techniques’ (Le Carré, 2013). Former Prime Minister Tony Blair 
also gave British people the sense that they were doing 
justice by supporting the government’s intervention, noting in 
a 2003 speech how Saddam Hussein’s regime was one ‘that 
contravenes every single principle or value anyone of our 
politics believes in’, an intensely moral appeal (Tudor, 2021). 

In an essay titled ‘The United States has gone mad’, Le Carré 
writes how former President Bush had a ‘arm-lock on God. 
And God has very particular political opinions. God appointed 
America to save the world in any way that suits America’ (Le 
Carré, 2003). With God by his side, Bush made an appeal to 
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go to a just war against an evil enemy—yet this appeal was 
always hollow, and inevitably it was revealed just how devoid 
of ethics the whole enterprise was. The point Le Carré is 
making is that these ethical appeals made by the US and 
British governments are, by definition, empty and false. As 
long as these nations lack a decent moral compass, their 
appeals cannot ever be taken to be truthful.

We can also find parallels in The Little Drummer Girl. There is 
a moment when the Israeli team are debating what to do with 
Yanuka, the main target’s younger brother. It becomes clear 
that in order for the operation to work he must be killed. The 
Israelis find themselves doing the very thing their enemy 
would do—using a car bomb to blow up their targets. In 
fighting these battles on behalf of governments who can use 
the Ring of Gyges, there is no other way than to be a moral if 
it makes the end more expedient. Joseph, the Israeli agent 
who recruited Charlie, is confronted with this reality. He is 
asked by his colleague sarcastically what the ‘hero’s way’ 
would be—and is pushed to admit that the path they will go 
down is the only one available by design (Le Carré, 1983). 
After the decision is taken, which Joseph agrees to, the head 
of the operation asks him if he has ‘a moral point to make that 
will ease [him] into a nice frame of mind?’ (Ibid). Despite the 
unease around copying the enemy, they all acquiesce to it, 
eventually accepting it, no matter what their initial stance on 
the issue may be. 

Moving into the present, it is unclear whether the US army 
noticed the similarities between their storming of Fallujah in 
2004 and Saddam Hussein’s Al-Anfal campaign. That 
campaign involved the indiscriminate and genocidal use of 
biological and chemical weapons against Iraqi Kurds during 
the end of the Iran-Iraq War. The First Battle of Fallujah was 
no attempted genocide. Yet, the US army used chemical 
weapons indiscriminately on the city during what they 
believed to be the end of their own war. Perhaps they too, like 
Saddam Hussein, thought that this would be hidden in the 
chaos. US forces later admitted to using white phosphorus 
and similar munitions in Fallujah, an area where access was 
incredibly restricted during the storming (Cockburn, 2011) 
The event is still to this day shrouded in mystery, with 
unresolved claims such as the US Army’s potential use of 
radioactive uranium-based munitions (Ibid). The legacy of 
that battle is that the increases in infant mortality, cancer and 
birth defects in Fallujah are higher than those reported after 
the nuclear bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki (Ibid). 
Consciously or not, they were replicating the actions of 
previous enemies that they deemed to be absolutely evil, 
believing or hoping that nobody would notice. The question 
worth asking is whether such an assault was ever thought of 
as beneath US forces?

Conclusion

In 1993, Le Carré called for a ‘perestroika [...] within 
ourselves’, a reform of our political consciousness in order to 
move on from the Cold War and get out of the moral doldrum 
we were left in (Le Carré, 1993). With anti-communism gone, 

we had to find an alternative belief system. Le Carré believed 
that the only thing left to do was generate a moral compass 
which we could use to interact with other nations on a new 
footing post-1989. In other words, we had to be introspective 
and install ethics into our geopolitics, no matter how painful 
that may be.

Unfortunately, we never did. Le Carré had shown through his 
books that major change was needed, yet we continued to 
carry on as normal and not ask ourselves the hard questions 
necessary to move outside this moral doldrum. We moved 
from anti-communism to anti-terrorism, opting for a negative 
crusade instead of a positive vision of ourselves. In his 2013 
afterword to Spy, Le Carré ended it with a succinct reflection: 
‘What have I learnt over the last fifty years? Come to think of 
it, not much. Just that the morals of the secret world are very 
like our own’ (Le Carré, 2013).

Perhaps, in the most pessimistic reading of Le Carré, we are 
doomed to continue like this, doomed to continue this 
geopolitics because our sense of right or wrong disappears 
when we wear the Ring of Gyges. George Smiley provides this 
bleak view in his conversation with Karla in Tinker, Tailor: 
‘“Both us, when we were young, subscribed to great visions 
[...] did it not occur to him that he and I by different routes 
might well have reached the same conclusions about life? [...] 
Did he not believe for example that the political generality 
was meaningless? [...] That in the hands of politicians grand 
designs achieve nothing but new forms of the old misery?”’ 
(Le Carré, 1974). Perhaps we are seeing how the clash 
between a grand vision of a NATO-allied Ukraine and a grand 
vision of a joint Ukrainian-Russian destiny is leading to new 
forms of intense, widespread misery.

I have no answer as to whether we can achieve a new form of 
geopolitics. I believe it is possible, and examples like the 
Kosovo intervention should give hope that there is a potential 
for ethical inter-state interaction. But reading Le Carré has 
taught me that geopolitics will always tend to the unethical. 
Unless we can achieve this perestroika, the stories he wrote 
will continue to resemble the world around us.
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Denied: Privacy, Dignity, Death
When I think about memories, I think about sights, sounds, 
smells. Mostly, I think about feelings: the way I felt at a 
certain place at a certain time. When a memory is vivid, when 
I can remember the granules of time that make up a minute, 
an hour, a day, I find that those are the moments that define 
our lives. And I can picture four days so clearly, even fifteen 
years later. I was nine years old,in the fourth grade, and from 
what I can recall, generally happy in life. One afternoon, I got 
off the school bus and walked through my front door. Both of 
my parents were waiting for me; the only time I remember 
seeing both of my parents at home in the middle of a workday 
was on September 11, 2001. 

With my hand in hers, my mommy sat me down on the sofa in 
our family room and told me my daddy had cancer. I got off 
the sofa and gave my daddy a hug, but I wasn’t sure why. I 
equated a cancer diagnosis to a minor illness, no worse than a 
stomach flu or a cold. You go to the doctor, take your 
medicine, and get better. So why was mommy blotting away 
the tears that streamed down her face with a Kleenex? At nine 
years old, you can’t comprehend the gravity of cancer, and you 
certainly cannot comprehend, much less be told, that your 
father has a diagnosis of stage four esophageal cancer, which 
carries a mortality rate of 95%1. I didn’t learn this information 
until several years after my father had passed; he fought a 
courageous, eighteen-month battle, one he and everyone 
around him except for myself, knew he would eventually lose. 

The second, third, and fourth days came toward the end of 
those eighteen months. The second was the Thursday, August 
31. My daddy was on the phone with his friend, sitting on a 
couch next to one of many strategically placed trashcans 
around the house. I sat on the adjacent recliner, watching 
television, eating McDonald’s my daddy had gotten me on the 
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way home from summer camp. He asked his friend how his 
holiday weekend had been; in 2006, Labor Day took place on 
Monday, September 4. My daddy had developed a blood clot in 
his leg, which I believe was deep vein thrombosis (DVT), a 
common side effect for individuals receiving chemotherapy to 
treat cancer2. Although uncommon, the blood clot in my 
daddy’s leg likely caused him to have a series of small heart 
attacks and strokes. It was impossible for me to know this, 
but I still think back to that conversation, and wonder to 
myself if I could have done something.

The third day was the worst day. I had been staying at my 
aunt and uncle’s house, which I eventually realized was to 
keep me unaware of the fact that my daddy had been in-and-
out of the hospital over the past several days for persistent 
chest pain. They were hosting a barbecue at their home the 
day before Labor Day. I hadn’t expected either of my parents 
to show up, but my mommy came shortly before sunset. 
Again, she took my hand, and led me to one of my cousin’s 
bedrooms. She sat me on the bed and looked up from the 
floor. She told me about the heart attacks and strokes, words 
by this time I knew were indicative of something very 
wrong,and she told me that daddy was being taken to a place 
called hospice. She explained that hospice was where people 
went to be comfortable while they waited to pass away. I 
hugged her, and we cried, and then they took hold. The 
butterflies. The butterflies that have colored my life ever since 
I found out that there was an invisible, uncontrollable clock 
counting down my daddy’s time on Earth. The butterflies that 
caused severe anxiety, panic attacks, depression, chronic 
migraines, and gastrointestinal distress. My uncle took me to 
a baseball game the next day, in an effort to make me feel 
better and make the most of the last day of summer. The 
butterflies refused to go away, and so, at the suggestion of my 
uncle, I prayed. I must have said a hundred Hail Mary’s, and 
while that helped, I knew the butterflies would be back.

The fourth day was the one time I was allowed to visit my 
daddy in hospice. My mommy had been sleeping at the facility, 
and I’d been bounced from family member to family member 
until the fateful day came. That was when I learned the very 
real difference between living and being alive. My daddy was 
lying helpless in a bed, previously occupied by countless 
others in the twilight of their lives, now blind, deaf in his left 
ear, and paralyzed on the right side of his body. The tumor in 
his esophagus had grown so large he could no longer eat or 
speak. The room was full of family, a pre-season football game 
playing in the background. I’m sure everyone there wanted to 
create some semblance of normalcy, but there’s nothing that 
can prepare you for seeing your father in a diaper, unable to 
respond to your greeting with anything other than moans. I 
didn’t stay long. I don’t think anyone thought it was 
appropriate for me to be there, and I didn’t know if that was 
meant to be our goodbye. I told him I had scored “Advanced” 
on all metrics the state used to measure academic progress. 
He was the enforcer of education in the household, and based 
on the way he thrashed in his bed, I could tell he was proud. I 
told him I loved him, gave him a hug, and that was it. 
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On September 13, 2006, my aunt picked me up from school 
and family started arriving with no rhyme or reason at her 
house. Eventually, my mommy arrived, gave me a big hug 
and said, “We lost our daddy today.” That day isn’t as 
memorable: I had been prepared, and I had known it was 
coming. I even acted like it was an event. I remember saying 
to my friends on the playground, “You can come to my 
daddy’s funeral if you want.” A detached, blasé attitude was 
my coping mechanism, and it was the only thing that kept the 
butterflies from consuming me.

I spent many years since striving to be an artist, specifically a 
fashion designer. This was something my daddy knew when 
he passed. Perhaps I chose to pursue that path, even when 
my passion for it started to wane, because it was all my 
daddy knew and would ever know about me and my future 
career. When I began college, and started an extremely 
rigorous art and design program, I finally realized that I was 
unhappy. I began to engage with the liberal arts, learning 
about the world and challenging my beliefs. College is where I 
learned about physician-assisted suicide, and began 
questioning everything I had understood about my daddy, his 
illness, and life after a cancer diagnosis. I couldn’t help but 
wonder, did he have to suffer? Did he have to go through 
agonizing chemotherapy and radiation treatments? What 
choice would daddy have made if he had one? Would we have 
taken a long family trip somewhere exotic and beautiful, and 
at the end of said trip he would take a handful of life-ending 
prescription pills with a glass of wine (or, in my daddy’s case, 
a tumbler of Crown Royal)? Regardless of what choice he 
would have made, that option wasn’t available to him,and is 
still not available across 80% of the country3. 

According to the American Medical Association, physician-
assisted suicide can be defined as the facilitation of death by 
a physician for a patient by providing the necessary means 
and/or information to enable a patient to perform a life-
ending act4. The American Medical Association advocates 
against physician-assisted suicide, stating, “It is 
understandable, though tragic, that some patients in extreme 
duress—such as those suffering from a terminal, painful, 
debilitating illness—may come to decide that death is 
preferable to life. However, permitting physicians to engage in 
assisted suicide would ultimately cause more harm than good. 
Physician-assisted suicide is fundamentally incompatible with 
the physician’s role as healer, would be difficult or impossible 
to control, and would pose serious societal risks. Instead of 
engaging in assisted suicide, physicians must aggressively 
respond to the needs of patients at the end of life.”

The American Medical Association goes on to assert that 
physicians should not abandon a patient once it has been 
determined that no cure is possible or available, must provide 
effective, quality communication and emotional support, and 
must provide appropriate comfort care and adequate pain 
control. Conversely, the same list of requirements also 
asserts that physicians must respect a patient’s autonomy. 
The American Medical Association also states that “Physicians 
are expected to uphold the ethical norms of their profession, 

including...respect for patient self-determination.” Physicians 
are also expected to “honor patients’ informed decision to 
refuse life-sustaining [note, not saving, sustaining] treatment, 
and respect basic civil liberties... ”These guidelines on ethics 
seem to contradict one another: how can a physician respect 
a patient’s right to refuse life-sustaining treatment and 
respect their basic civil liberties, but allow them to suffer, in 
pain, without intervening?

I can only imagine this was one of many questions asked of a 
terminally ill patient like Brittany Maynard. In 2014, Maynard, 
a 29-year-old advocate for terminally ill patients’ right to die 
with dignity, herself dying of brain cancer, took a lethal 
medication prescribed by a doctor and died “‘as she 
intended—peacefully in her bedroom, in the arms of her loved 
ones”5. Maynard’s life ended strategically, in Oregon, one of 
only ten states nationwide that have laws allowing terminally 
ill patients with a prognosis of less than six months to live to 
end their life with the assistance of a physician, who cannot 
be prosecuted for prescribing medications to hasten death6. 
Physician-assisted suicide, or physician-assisted death (PAD) 
as is the preference of many proponents, is mandated by 
State Law in Colorado, the District of Columbia, Hawaii, 
Maine, New Jersey, New Mexico, Oregon, Vermont, and 
Washington; California and Montana can mandate physician-
assisted suicide by Court Ruling. 

According to editorial research conducted by CNN, “Physician-
assisted suicide differs from euthanasia, which is defined as 
the act of assisting people with their death in order to end 
their suffering, but without the backing of a controlling legal 
authority. ”The Vatican and Catholic Church do not seem to 
differentiate between euthanasia and physician-assisted 
suicide, or perhaps do not care to acknowledge the 
distinction. According to The Washington Post, in 2014, Pope 
Francis denounced “‘the false sense of compassion’ [in 
reference to] those who [regard] euthanasia as ‘an act of 
dignity.7”’ Pope Francis has repeatedly criticized the right to 
die movement, calling euthanasia “‘A sin against God, the 
Creator.’” The Pope’s commentary followed similar sentiments 
from Ignacio Carrasco de Paula, President of the Pontifical 
Academy for Life and the Vatican’s top official on Ethics and 
Biology, and Medicine, who directly condemned Maynard’s 
decision and said in a statement, “Assisted suicide is an 
absurdity. Dignity is something different to putting an end to 
your own life.8” 

Shortly before her death, Maynard spoke to CBS This Morning 
in October 2014, stating, “I’m not ashamed to attach my 
name to what I think is a right that should belong to all 
terminally ill Americans...cancer is ending my life. I am 
choosing to end it a little sooner, and in a lot less pain and 
suffering. ”In learning more about Maynard, her bravery, her 
advocacy, her determination to expand the rights of 
terminally ill Americans, I began to feel a sense of 
melancholy. My daddy’s 2006 death far-predated the progress 
that has been made since, and would have hardly been 
accepted by many members of our devout Roman Catholic 
family. But my question still lingers: what choice would he 
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have made, if he had a choice to make? 

The debate over physician-assisted suicide goes beyond the 
rights a terminally ill patient should have and the dignity of 
choosing how one dies in the face of a fatal prognosis: it 
enters the seldom-examined realm of privacy, and the choices 
an individual has the right to make, in the privacy of their 
home, so long as those choices do not harm anyone else. In 
spite of the American Medical Association’s assertion that 
“physician-assisted suicide is fundamentally incompatible with 
the physician’s role as healer,” prolonging death simply for the 
sake of doing so does not seem to match the professional 
values outlined.

As Maynard asserted, the right to choose how one dies in he 
face of a terminal illness should be a right extended to all 
Americans; I would go so far as to argue that the right to die 
by choice and with dignity is a civil liberty, defined by Cornell 
University’s Legal Information Institute as “rights guaranteed 
by the Constitution...natural rights which are inherent to each 
person. While they are commonly referred to as ‘rights,’ civil 
liberties actually operateas restraints on how the government 
can treat its citizens9.” Physician-assisted suicide may not be 
explicitly codified as a civil liberty (at least outsid of the 
states where it is possible to acquire such assistance), 
however, a civil libertythat has been enumerated is the right 
to privacy. If it is not possible to argue, at this time, that 
physician-assisted suicide is a civil liberty on its own merits, 
perhaps it is possible to do so through the lens of privacy 
extended to individuals, which has been repeatedly affirmed 
by the United States Supreme Court, even in cases involving 
an individual’s body and health which almost certainly fall 
under the purview of a physician.

In the landmark Supreme Court case of Griswold v. 
Connecticut (1965), the Court found in a 7-2 decisionthat the 
Constitution protects the right of marital privacy against state 
restrictions on contraception. Further, the Court ruled for the 
first time in its history that a right to privacy can be inferred 
from several amendments in the Bill of Rights10. In his 
majority opinion, Justice William Douglas wrote, “The 
association of people is not mentioned in the Constitution nor 
in the Bill of Rights. The right to educate a child in a school of 
the parents' choice—whether public or private or parochial—is 
also not mentioned. Nor is the right to study any particular 
subject or any foreign language. Yet the First Amendment has 
been construed to include certain of those rights11.” Why then, 
is the right to die with dignity in the face of a terminal illness 
not subject to the sameliberties as those outlined by Justice 
Douglas?

A subsequent landmark Supreme Court case, Roe v. Wade 
(1971), found in a 7-2 decision that the fundamental “‘right to 
privacy,’” as written in the majority opinion by Justice Harry 
Blackmun, is inherent in the Due Process Clause of the 
Fourteenth Amendment12. The Due Process Clause protects a 
pregnant woman’s choice to undergo an abortion, a procedure 
thatwould surely violate the ethical standards outlined by the 
American Medical Association. The Supreme Court found, 

however, that the Due Process Cause of the Fourteenth 
Amendment protects against state action the right to privacy, 
and a woman’s right to choose to have an abortion falls within 
that right to privacy. Justin Blackmun also noted that the 
state does have legitimate interests in protecting both the 
health of pregnant women and the “‘potentiality of human 
life,”’ but what if that potentiality no longer exists? If faced 
with a terminal diagnosis, wherein an individual will die in six 
months or less under the most excruciating of circumstances, 
shouldn’t the rights applied to pregnant women in Roe v. 
Wade be extended to those whose potentiality of human life 
have been depleted by illness?

In the third of the three prominent privacy cases argued 
before the Supreme Court, the Court held in a 6-3 decision in 
Lawrence v. Texas(2003) that the State of Texas may not 
make it a crime for two individuals of the same sex to engage 
in sexual conduct, as it is a violation of the Due Process 
Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment13. Writing for the 
majority of the Court, Justice Anthony Kennedy wrote, ‘“Their 
[referring to couples of the same sex] right to liberty under 
the Due Process Clause gives them the full right to engage in 
their conduct without intervention of the government.”’The 
themes presented ineach case run parallel to one another, 
and represent the federal judiciary’s vested interest in 
protecting the civil liberties of individuals on the basis of 
privacy.

That vested interest is not solely based on the implicitly 
implied right to privacy, but on the basis of an individual’s 
right to choose what he or she, as a consenting adult in the 
privacy of his or her own home, has the right to do within the 
confines of the law as protected by the Constitution of the 
United States of America. Although not explicitly enumerated, 
the rights of terminally ill patients should be considered civil 
liberties and protected under established precedent. 
Proponents of the right to physician-assisted suicide have 
formed the non-profit organization Death with Dignity, which 
not only outlines why the terminally ill should be guaranteed 
certain civil liberties, but simultaneously dismisses the 
positions of organizations like the American Medical 
Association. The American Medical Association argues that 
physician assisted suicide is incompatible with the role of a 
healer. Death with Dignity makes it clear that physicians who 
offer such services do so of their own volition and free will; as 
outlined by Death with Dignity, “There are no lists of 
healthcare providers who participate in assisted-dying laws, 
for  both  confidentiality  and  safety  reasons.  Provider  
participation  in  the  law  is  strictly voluntary...Any physician 
licensed to practice in a ‘death with dignity state’ is allowed to 
participate if they agree. The law also says every physician 
has the choice not to participate.14”

In further contrast to the American Medical Association, 
according to a 2016 Medscape survey, 57% of medical doctors 
favor physician-assisted suicide; this represents an increase 
of 11% in only six years, imagine how much that percentage 
has increased in the six years since Medscape’s last survey? 
Additionally, several medical associations have endorsed 
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physician-assisted suicide, including the American Public 
Health Association, the American College of Legal Medicine,  
and  the  American  Medical  Student  Association. How  do  
these  statistics  and endorsements further the correlation 
between physician-assisted suicide and the implicitly implied 
right to privacy? According to Death with Dignity,

   “ ...aid-in-dying laws require your provider to advise you not 
to take the medication in a public place...laws also stipulate 
consequences for taking the medication in a public place by 
allowing governmental entities that incur resulting costs to 
recoup them from your estate. An additional issue is the 
need for a funeral home to be able to reach the area to 
remove your remains; most funeral homes refuse to do so 
in a public place.”

It is not only clear that the states which have enacted laws to 
assist the terminally ill value each patient’s right to privacy, 
but there are a number of laws in place to protect the patient 
and ensure each one meets the standards necessary to make 
such a request. For example, “Patients must meet stringent 
eligibility requirements, including being an adult, state 
resident, mentally capable, able to self-administer and ingest 
the medications, and having a terminal diagnosis with a 
prognosis of six months or less to live. There are no 
exceptions.” Other laws in place to protect patients and the 
sanctity of the practice of physician-assisted suicide include a 
mandate that two physicians, one of whom is the patient’s 
attending physician and thereby familiar with the patient’s 
case, must confirm the diagnosis. Each physician must be 
licensed by the state to practice medicine and certified to 
prescribe medications. Additionally, requests for life-ending 
medication must be stopped immediately if there is any 
suspicion or evidence of coercion. These are only three 
examples of laws out of scores that exist in the ten states that 
have chosen peace over pain, individuals over institutions, 
dignity over death.

When I think about all this information, this research, the 
amount that I’ve learned about physician-assisted suicide, or 
physician-assisted death, or simply the right to die with 
dignity, the more I wish my daddy had the choice. In 
retrospective conversations with my family, it seems evident 
my daddy was determined to undertake his unwinnable fight, 
but what if he hadn’t? What if he chose to die peacefully, at a 
time and place of his choosing, surrounded by loved ones, 
who would never know of the butterflies that come while you 
wait for someone you love to die? If I was terminally ill, with 
less than six months less to live, I’d like to think that’s how I’d 
go, or, at least have the option to choose that’s how I go. 
Forty states have yet to grant terminally ill patients the civil 
liberty to choose how to end their pain and suffering, in 
private, with the love and support of their family, friends, and 
caretakers. Until they do, we’ll just have to settle for 
butterflies.    
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