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Abstract

Richard Mason’s seminal paper describing the four ethical issues of the
information age has guided the field of Information Ethics for almost 20
years. However, much haschanged with regard toinfor mationtechnol ogy
since 1986, and perhapsMason’ sfour ethical issues—Privacy, Accuracy,
Property, and Accessibility —have becomedated. To set the stagefor the
following chapters, and to provide the reader with some context, this
chapter takes a retrospective look at Mason’ s issues and discusses how
they remain salient in today’s information-rich and technology-driven
society. Additional issues that have emerged since Mason’ s publication
are also discussed, with a discussion of “ justified” hacking as a focused
and critical analysisof Mason’ sfour issues. Whilenofirmconclusionsare
reached regar ding the ethics of specific actions, thechapter reinforcesthe
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continued use of the four ethical issuesin futureresearch, andit prepares

the reader for the more detailed discussions that follow in the remaining
chapters.

| ntroduction

Ethicist Richard Mason’ s1986 paper, “ Four Ethical 1ssuesof thelnformation
Age,” wasalandmark inthedevel opment of ethicsresearchintheManagement
Information Systems(M1S) field, and hasserved asaguidefor both research-
ersand practitionersfor almost 20 years. However, much haschanged since
Mason’ sseminal work wasfirst published. Computing power hasincreased
at the speed predicted by Moore’ sLaw (Moore, 1965), the Soviet Union has
beenreplaced by terroristsasthemain perceivedthreat tothe Westernworld,
andthedot.com boom hascomeand gone. Thelnternet hastransformedthe
way peoplecommuni cate, and wirel esstechnol ogi espromi seconstant connec-
tion from almost any point on Earth. Illegal file sharing clogs computer
networks, virusesand worms poseaconstant threat to PCseverywhere, and
terrorism hasrai sed questionsregarding thebal anceof privacy versussecurity.
Perhapstheonly constant inthetechnol ogy arenaof thepast twenty yearsisthe
virtual monopoly dominanceby Microsoft of the PC operating system market.

Therapidpaceof technology’ sadvancement presentsgreat challengestothose
interestedinitsethical use. Thereislittletimetodiscusstheimpact of anew
technology prior toitsimplementation, and onceanew systemisinplace, there
islittlechanceof itsusebeinglimited. Asthesayinggoes, if someonecando
something, heprobably will. Therefore, itiscritical that boththepublicasa
wholeand thoseinthetechnology field do not become complacent when it
comesto discussing the ethical consequences of technology’ suse. While
computerscanimproveour livesgreatly, thereisthepossibility of unintended
harmif they arenot usedinamanner consistent with society’ snorms.

Asan introduction to the more detail ed works presented in thisbook, this
chapter usesMason’ sframework to providethereader withanoverview of the
increasingly important field of Information Ethics, focusing specifically onthe
areasof privacy and property rights, which arethemain subjectsof thisbook.
| ssuesthat M ason coul d not haveforeseen arethen discussed, withtheconcept
of “justified” hacking receiving somedetailed analysisinlight of Mason’ sfour
ethical issues. Despitethetechnol ogical advancementsof thepast 20years,
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