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Case #1:  Drug Companies Funding FDA Research

Since 1971, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) had shown interest in charging “user fees” as a way to speed their review process and augment their funding provided by Congress.  In 1992, Congress passed the Pharmaceutical Drug User Fee Act (PDUFA), which allowed the FDA to charge drug manufacturers a “user fee” to provide funds for FDA reviewers to complete their reviews within 12 months.  The median drug review time was approximately 33 months in the early 1990’s, which drug companies and patients awaiting new life-saving drugs, believed was too long.  HIV and AIDs patients were pushing for opportunities to move new drugs more quickly through the long approval process.  Soon after the PDUFA went into effect, the average review time dropped from 33 months to less than 12.

In addition to the user fees, the majority of the research on new pharmaceuticals is performed by the pharmaceutical companies themselves.  The FDA engages a 12-step process in the approval of new pharmaceuticals; both the initial preclinical trials (those not performed on humans) and later human testing are performed either by the pharmaceutical companies themselves or by subcontractors for the pharmaceutical companies.  After preclinical trials, the FDA orders local institutional review boards (IRBs) to determine the procedures (including dosage, measurement, and informed consent) required for human testing of a given drug.  After 3 stages of human testing, FDA officials then review the results provided to them by the pharmaceutical companies in several steps in order to ensure product safety.  The user fees are aimed at speeding the review process, by providing greater resources to the FDA so they can complete the reviews in a timely manner.

User fees, combined with the 12-step approval process, are aimed at providing safe, but quick approval of new medications.  Those who oppose drug manufacturers paying for quick drug reviews fear that reviews conducted to meet a specific deadline risks having errors and believe that the practice gives control over FDA to the pharmaceutical companies.  Additionally, critics of the FDA approval process have long noted the conflict of interest created when drug companies provide the information upon which approval of their own drugs is based.  Marcia Angell, editor in chief of the New England Journal of Medicine from 1999 to 2000 believes “oversight of clinical trials is too important to leave in the hands of drug companies and their agents.”

The Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers of America (PhRMA), a trade association for the drug industry, believes strongly in the process and supports the use of IRBs as a safe method to move along the approval process and save sick patients awaiting new drug options.  “The vast majority of clinical trials conducted in the United States meet high ethical standards.  The U.S. regulatory system is the world’s gold standard, and the Food and Drug Administration has the best product safety record.” 

 Case #2:  Churches as Polling Places
Political philosophers agree that the single most crucial requirement for a democracy to function is for those who are governed to have a say in how they are governed.  This is usually accomplished by a significant portion of voters regularly participating in elections.  Historically, one of the devices used to discourage segments of the population from voting has been to make polling places difficult to reach.  To guard against such manipulation of the electorate, most municipalities work to distribute polling places in such a way as to make access easy for all voters.  

That access includes not only proximity to voters’ places of residence or employment, but also ease of entry and exit, sufficient space for voting booths and other paraphernalia, and public right of entry for the period of voting.  That generally excludes places of commerce and industry because the comings and goings of voters would surely interfere with normal business.  Similarly most governmental structures would find voting operations interfered with regular operations.  Schools seem to work well because they have areas (like gymnasia) that can be used for an occasional day without severely disrupting education.  But in some locales, schools are not distributed uniformly across populations.

The other semi-public structures whose ordinary functions are not seriously impeded by elections are places of worship.  Most congregations welcome non-member visitors, have large, usable, open spaces, and do not have significant numbers of congregants using their facilities on Tuesdays – the most common election day.  

But a problem occurs when individuals are uncomfortable going into houses of worship other than their own.  An observant Jew, Rob Meltzer was deeply troubled by the prospect of entering a Methodist church and has since voted by absentee ballot while trying to persuade local officials to move polling stations in the church and a Catholic school to secular sites, saying the current locations infringe on voters' constitutional rights.  Some are also concerned that as churches often have political agendas, making churches into polling places increases the amount of influence a church could wield, consciously or subconsciously, over those voting in the church.

Selectmen (those in charge of the logistics of polling places) in the Boston area have refused, saying the practice is widely accepted and that logistics make the church the only sensible spot.  They argue that proof that the location of polling places in religious structures does not interfere with a voter’s rights is proven by Meltzer’s own case.  According to his claim he has been free to vote by absentee ballot (and has done so) so as to avoid the “uncomfortable” location.  

 Case #3:  Payday Loans


In recent years, businesses have appeared that offer cash advance “payday” loans in many urban areas and smaller towns.  These businesses usually operate out of storefronts in strip malls and offer small advances ($300-$500) to people who need money quickly, usually at a high interest rate.  Their clientele tends to be employed, but poor or lower middle-class.


In order to receive the loan, the client writes a post-dated check to the company for the amount he or she wants as an advance plus a fee, usually about $15-$25 per $100.  So if someone is being advanced $400, he or she writes a check for between $460 and $500.  On payday, the client deposits his or her paycheck and the payday loan company deposits the post-dated check, effectively ending the loan.  Clients do not always have enough money in their accounts to cover the post-dated check, so they are also offered the option of rolling the loan amount over to the next pay period.  In order to take advantage of this offer, the same fee is charged: $15-$25 per $100 borrowed.  This effectively doubles the interest rate of the loan, so for the aforementioned $400 loan spread across two pay periods, the fee would be between $120 and $200—half of the amount borrowed in the worst case.


Interestingly, a study by the Center for Responsible Lending found that the vast majority of these loans are not made to one-time emergency borrowers.  It found that 91% of all payday loans are made to borrowers with five or more payday loans per year. Furthermore, most payday borrowers go to more than one lender, dramatically increasing their total number of payday loans per year. Only 1% of all payday loans are made to emergency borrowers. 


Church groups and anti-poverty organizations claim that these businesses lure people in with offers of quick money to handle important payments, but aim to get people caught up in the system of rolling over loans.  They say that such high fees would be immoral to charge to anyone, but it is especially heartless to charge them to people without the financial means to pay the loans back and get back on their feet.   These groups have fought for legislation restricting the fees and ability to rollover loans from one paycheck to the other as well as legislation that would crack down on companies’ ability to ignore current outstanding debt when giving out the loans.  The payday loan industry is profitable and can afford to devote a percentage of those profits to opposing such legislation.  Additionally, those who would benefit from regulation of the industry, the working poor and lower middle-class, are less likely to vote, write their congressperson, or donate to campaigns.  


Payday loan advocates counter that they provide a valuable service to those who need money sooner than their employers can provide.  It is not their fault that people get caught in the web of escalating fees, but rather the temptation that consumer society creates for people to live beyond their means.  Without their services, advocates claim that job terminations, unpaid bills, evictions, and mortgage foreclosures would soar, swelling the welfare rolls and increasing taxes. They claim that existing regulations already require them to make very clear how much people will pay for the loan and to limit people’s ability to freely choose such fees is to treat them as children rather than adults who are capable of reigning in their own spending.

Case #4:  Revisionist History—Deleting Bad Acts

They say that history is written by the winners, but others are finding that they have a say in what future generations learn about a country’s past.  Recently Japan’s Prime Minister, Shinzo Abe, has tested how far that “say” can go.


In March 2007, the Japanese Ministry of Education ordered that publishers delete passages from history textbooks that claimed Imperial Army officers ordered citizens to commit mass suicide when Okinawa was about to fall to American forces near the end of the war.  Responses to the ministry’s order have taken the form of changing active verbs to passive ones in order to describe mass suicides.  Instead of saying, “There were some people who were forced to commit suicide by the Japanese Army,” one textbook now reads, “There were some people who were driven to mass suicide.”  Opposing the new official stance on the suicides are eye-witness accounts of Okinawans (now Japanese citizens) who claim Japanese soldiers gave them grenades with orders to use the grenades to take their own lives should the Americans win. 


This is not the first time modern Japan has been accused of “whitewashing” history.  Abe was recently in the international spotlight for claiming that the Japanese military had not forced women, many Korean, into sexual slavery during World War II despite testimonials from witnesses and victims alike. The remarks drew strong condemnation from South Korean foreign minister Song Min-soon, who said that, “…problems over perceptions of history are making it difficult to move South Korean-Japanese relations forward.”


Other Asian leaders have expressed similar concerns about Japan’s version of events especially in China where hostility towards the Japanese has lingered long after Japanese involvement in China during World War II.  Japanese and Chinese historians are famously at odds over the number of civilians killed in the Nanking Massacre with estimates ranging from several hundred to 100,000 to 300,000. 


Overall, the worries of other Asian nations could be summed up as a concern that the truth about Japan’s actions in World War II will not be learned by future generations of Japanese students, thus eliminating barriers to a resurgent Japanese nationalism.  Those who do not learn the mistakes of the past have no chance to learn from the mistakes of the past and stand a greater chance of repeating them.  In the background of these arguments are other echoes of Japanese nationalism, such as new nationalist “manga” comic books and Abe’s move to bolster the Defense Agency, reigniting fears that Japan may change its Constitution to create an army for purposes other than defense.


The revisionists argue that Japan need not paint such a “masochistic” view of its own history, and that constant reminders of Japanese militarism and atrocities only serve to keep a national attitude of guilt for events that current generations are no more responsible for than current generations of Germans are responsible for Nazi atrocities in Europe.  A more positive, less guilt-ridden view of history has been sought by most if not all nations at one time or another. Whether there is an ethical duty to maintain an accurate historical account, or whether history is just one of many tools leaders can use to lead their people is not merely an issue faced by contemporary Japan.  Chinese textbooks have also been changed recently to de-emphasize communism, relegating Chairman Mao Zedong (a former focal point of recent Chinese history) to a section on etiquette.  United States textbooks also face strong criticism from historians and Native Americans for their depiction of Christopher Columbus and the other “discoverers” of North America.   Japan claims its current interests lie in leading its citizens towards the future in a positive way, rather than dwelling incessantly on every detail of a troubled past.

Case #5:  Differential Undergraduate Tuition
Many public institutions have seen stagnant or decreasing budgets, and so are now asking students to shoulder more of the financial burden through increased tuitions.  Sometimes, the amount they are being asked to pay depends on their majors. At some institutions, students in engineering and business pay more for their undergraduate degrees than students completing degrees in liberal arts or education.

The University of Wisconsin approved a tuition differential for students enrolled in the Bachelor of Business Administration program or earning a Certificate in Business beginning in fall 2007. The rationale offered for the increased tuition is that the costs of business education are rising faster than the university’s resource base and that the demand for those programs has grown and that higher tuition would help sustain the quality and expand the size of the business programs.

Higher tuition for business or engineering schools can be justified based on the higher costs of educating students in those disciplines. Business school faculty often command higher salaries than those in other colleges due to lucrative opportunities outside academia. Engineering students require expensive laboratory space and equipment, which needs to be constantly maintained and updated. The differential tuition policy can also be defended on the basis of higher starting salaries for graduates in those majors. 

It can also be argued that differential tuition forces qualified students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds to make career choices based on affordability, rather than aptitude or interest. This is contrary to the societal goal of providing equal access to higher education to every qualified member of the community. Moreover, students graduating from university programs that charge higher tuition may choose higher paying jobs in the private sector to pay off loans, rather than choosing service positions such as careers in public service.

Many schools including most of the Big Ten schools have a tuition differential at least for undergraduate business majors.  

Case #6:  Women’s Work
What is a mom? “Housekeeper, day care center teacher, cook, computer operator, laundry machine operator, janitor, facilities manager, van driver, CEO, and psychologist,” according to Salary.com.  And, what is she worth? According to that website, “If paid, Stay at Home Moms would earn $134,121 annually …Working Moms would earn $85,876 annually for the “mom job” portion of their work, in addition to their actual “work job” salary.

But of course, moms aren’t paid. Indeed, “On a worldwide scale, the UN has found that women do two-thirds of the work in the world, receive less than 5 percent of the world’s income, and own less than one percent of the world’s real property,” according to a recent article in the Ottawa Citizen. Statistics Canada reports that “unpaid work took up 831 hours of an average man’s year, whereas it’s an average of 1,482 hours for a woman.”

The lack of payment for traditional woman’s work creates a variety of concerns beyond basic equity and fairness, said author Penney Kome. 

First, the work, if performed by paid assistants, counts in a nation’s Gross National Product (GNP); unpaid labor by domestic partners does not. The fact that the work is often unpaid decreases the value that society places on it as demonstrated by the low wages paid day care workers, housekeepers, and maintenance workers.  In addition, unpaid workers are not entitled to benefits provided those workers who perform the same duties for pay, such as “unemployment insurance, pensions, or social assistance.”  Last, unpaid domestic labor can be ignored or usurped by focus on market value. According to Kome, “[S]ubsistence agriculture is specifically excluded from IMF and World Bank Calculations. Therefore, IMF and World Bank projects often evict mothers and their families from small patches of arable land – where they are, at least, reasonably well nourished – to create huge plantations with cash crops. The nation’s GDP (Gross Domestic Product) flourishes, but the local children go hungry.” 

Case #7:  Intelligent Debate about Intelligent Design 
Public school boards in at least 19 states have, over the past two decades, debated the teaching of “creationism” about the origins of biological species in tandem with teaching evolution.  There are various creationist theories about how species came about, but all require some kind of intervention in (if not outright replacement of) natural history by a being of great power and intelligence.  Frequently, this being is the Judeo-Christian God and the method of creation is as outlined in the book of Genesis in the Old Testament.  Creationism supporters claim that teaching evolution, without offering creationist accounts as an alternative, is a denial of their Constitutional right to have their views expressed systematically in the educational system. The movement makes no effort to disguise its political motivations in its drive to include the Biblical account of creation, or some variation of it, such as “intelligent design,” in public school biology classes. 

Many biology teachers in public schools and colleges happen to believe in Biblical accounts of the beginning of the universe and of life. Other biologists believe that adding the creationists’ perspective balances the consideration, gives a fair treatment to different points of view, and helps the students with their skills in critical thinking. Others, however, feel that they are being forced to violate the Constitutional separation of church and state or that they are being asked to present a non-scientific theory as biological science.

A growing number of biology teachers in the lower grades through high school have decided simply to omit evolution from their course syllabi, despite that fact that the American Association for the Advancement of Science has stated unequivocally that knowledge of the basic concepts of evolution must be included in high school science competencies. These abstaining teachers argue that they can never cover everything, so they might as well omit the topics that encourage discussion and controversy, which could endanger their jobs. School principals and superintendents have been inclined recently to support, and even to suggest, this strategy of skipping the topic of evolution. Physics and geology teachers have begun to weigh into the debate as well. They object that creationism conflicts with the big bang theory, accepted by virtually all physicists, and that some versions of creationism contend that the universe has existed for only six thousand years.

Some educational policymakers have encouraged the inclusion of “creationism vs. evolution” in literature or social science courses, rather than in biology classes where evolution currently appears in curricula. Their argument is that liberal arts courses would be more likely to study the different perspectives critically and historically, and in their sociopolitical contexts. 

School boards across the country have opted for creationism in a de facto way, by selecting science textbooks only if they include creationism. Some districts require stickers appended to their biology textbooks, stating that evolution is only a theory and that there are also viable religious accounts of the origins of life. Federal suits regarding the stickers have occurred in several states. The Kansas school board has included knowledge about the concept of intelligent design as part of high school exit examinations in Kansas.

