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Case 3: Dungeons and Racists 
US game companies producing role-playing games (RPGs) and video games have long fielded complaints about sexism and racism, and RPGs and video games in the United States have been dominated in production and consumption by white males. Even though the gamer demographic has broadened over the years, the gamer stereotype remains male and white. 
Dungeons & Dragons (D&D) was the first commercially available RPG, dating to 1974 and published by TSR. The RPG is currently published by Wizards of the Coast (WotC), a Hasbro subsidiary since 1999. For most of the game’s history, the white male gamer stereotype was on point, as female-identifying players and non-white players were few and far between. Although the gender demographics of D&D players has changed drastically over the years, with femaleidentifying players approaching 40 percent, according to WotC, D&D players are still predominantly white. 
The consumer base for many products is skewed towards a particular demographic, but the criticism of fantasy games like D&D is that people of color and female-identifying players have been routinely excluded from the game. The main method of exclusion has been by perpetuating harmful and degrading stereotypes of race and gender. In particular, the “races” of D&D that most closely resemble non-white cultures and ethnicities are typically construed as “evil” or criminal, like Drow, Orcs, Goblins, Vistani, Yuan-ti, and others. 
According to a January 2020 article in Wired magazine, in light of more widespread recognition of racial prejudice, injustice, and violence, WotC announced an effort to remove what some critics call “racial essentialism,” or having the moral qualities of game characters dictated by their supposed genetics. If you encounter a Drow character in the game, for example, that character will be evil, unless the dungeon master has bent the game rules a bit. Players choosing to be an Orc character would get a negative modifier to Intelligence and a bonus to Strength, because Orcs as a race are large, strong, and dumb. Therefore, in their effort to address the history of racism that many critics perceive D&D to instantiate, WotC has announced that future editions of the game will eliminate such race-based statistics.  
One D&D race that has received particular attention is the Vistani, who are predominantly depicted in the Ravenloft world source material and who are rather clearly based upon the Romani peoples. Vistani are described as nomadic people of neutral alignment and as a subjugated race who are universally distrusted by all others, as demonstrated by the large negative reaction modifier for interactions with non-Vistanis. WotC recently announced it will remove or reduce references to the Vistani’s affinity for alcohol, superstitions, and thievery. Such efforts are not without criticism, however, as some argue that such changes will barely scratch the surface of the racism built into the game. Others criticize these changes to game mechanics for making little sense: D&D is a fantasy world, and such prejudices don’t necessarily carry over to the real world. After all, magic, mythical creatures, and talking nonhumans populate D&D, making it rather significantly divergent from the real world. 
Case 5: One Hundred Seconds 
For the last seventy-five years, The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists has published a statement about the current threats to the existence of the human race. They chose the metaphor of a clock to express the urgency of these threats: Midnight represents the cataclysmic end of civilization brought on by human activities, and the number of minutes until midnight represents how imminent that cataclysm has become. The first so-called Doomsday Clock was set, in 1947, at seven minutes till midnight, based on concern over the emergence of nuclear weaponry. 
Unlike time itself, existential threats do not advance irreversibly. By 1953, both the United States and the Soviet Union had tested their first thermonuclear devices, and the hands of the Doomsday Clock were reset to two minutes before midnight. Over the next several decades, the settings have fluctuated to reflect the ebb and flow of international tensions. When the Soviet Union and the United States signed the Partial Test Ban Treaty in 1963, the clock backed off to twelve minutes before midnight. But by the end of the 1960s, with the entry of the United States into the Vietnam War, the Indo-Pakistan War, the Six-Day War, and the acquisition of nuclear weapons by China and France, the clock moved forward to seven minutes before midnight. In the early 1980s, cold-war tensions increased so much that the clock advanced to three minutes before midnight. But the dissolution of the Soviet Union suddenly backed the clock up to seventeen minutes before midnight. 
In recent years, the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists has recognized more threats to our existence than simple nuclear holocaust. Threats considered now in the assessment include climate change and disruptive technologies. Among the latter are developments in biological weapons, cyberwarfare, and the spread of misinformation. 
The Doomsday Clock has had a place in the popular imagination. “Seven minutes to midnight” 
(Wah! Heat), “2 minutes to midnight” (Iron Maiden), and “Minutes to midnight” (Midnight Oil) are song titles that reference then-current changes to the clock’s settings. The Watchmen graphic novel series and its movie and television spin-offs use it as a recurrent visual theme. 
The Doomsday Clock is a metaphor, of course, not a precise measurement of anything. It is an assessment of the state of the world, designed to spur more people to take the dangers of our current world seriously and take active steps to mitigate those dangers. Numerous people have criticized the Bulletin’s use of the clock as subjective, fear-mongering, and political. It has been accused of focusing too much on the negative side of technologies while ignoring the positive side. In his book, Enlightenment Now, Steven Pinker calls the Doomsday Clock a “gimmick” and a “political stunt.” In response, Rachel Bronson, the Bulletin’s president and CEO, wrote “Come join us, Steven Pinker. We welcome you to the discussion. There is a seat at our table.” 
On January 27, 2021, the Doomsday Clock was reset to one hundred seconds before midnight. 
 
Case 6: Lawns, the Untold Story 
Who doesn’t enjoy a well-tended lawn, that soft carpet of grass that practically begs to be caressed and rolled in? It’s a pretty picture that belies a $40-billion annual price tag and long list of environmental assaults. 
According to the Natural Resources Defense Council, we use three trillion gallons of water every year, much of it coming from steadily depleting aquifers. That’s in addition to seven hundred million pounds of fertilizer to keep grass green and the two hundred million gallons of gasoline we need to run mowers over our yards for an average of seventy-three hours a year. 
“It is depressing isn’t it to drive through these miles and miles of suburban subdivisions and just see this monoculture. A monoculture by its very definition is not healthy,” said Benjamin Vogt, a landscape designer in an interview on the podcast, “Mothering Earth.” Vogt is author of the book, A New Garden Ethic. “And then we go and we slather fertilizers and herbicides and pesticides all over it, which makes it even worse. Especially when rainfall runs off of it into our storm drains and our ponds and our lakes and our rivers.” 
The Guardian newspaper has reported that lawns, not agriculture, are the biggest irrigated crop in the United States. Runoff from residential areas and farms in thirty-two states are carried away by the Mississippi River and deposited in the Gulf of Mexico where hypoxia, low oxygen levels caused by fertilizer-contaminated water, has created a dead zone covering up to seven thousand square miles. 
One solution, if not the solution, according to Vogt, would be to replace traditional turf grasses, which are non-native species for the most part, with native ground cover, herbaceous plants, shrubs, and trees. These will nourish and support endangered pollinating insects, birds, and other wildlife, whereas grasses that need regular mowing do not. 
Before that could happen, many municipal ordinances regarding residential and commercial landscaping, as well as homeowner association restrictions, would have to change. Most current rules require maintaining traditional lawns and impose fines for violations. One way to succeed at overturning those regulations is to follow the example of advocates for natural landscapes in Montgomery County, Maryland, a suburb of Washington, D.C. They were able to convince their county council to overturn its nuisance rules, arguing that replacing lawns with native plants helped improve air quality. 
Of course, to a lesser extent, lawns can also help trap CO2. That is the first of five benefits of 
lawns touted by Scott’s, the maker of lawn care products. It also credits lawns with reducing stormwater runoff, reducing noise pollution, helping to lower air temperatures, and improving soil structure by enabling it to hold more water. They also provide spaces for children and adults to relax and enjoy nature and outdoor activities, which more than likely do not include mowing the lawn. 
Case 8: The Oldest Story Ever Stolen 
When Steve Green, CEO of Hobby Lobby, the crafts store chain, won a $1.67 million dollar auction in 2014 for a four-thousand-year-old Mesopotamian clay tablet, he had wanted it to go on display at the Bible Museum in Washington, D.C. Instead, it and thousands of other artifacts have been sent back to the countries from which they were stolen. 
The tablet turned out to contain a small piece of the five-part, epic poem, Gilgamesh, the oldest known literature in the world, written sometime in the second millennium BCE. The tablet, only six inches by five inches, contains part of the story of a dream Gilgamesh confides to his mother. The reason it was of interest to Green and the curators of the Bible Museum is because it conveys many of the same story elements contained in the Bible’s book of Genesis, specifically the story about Adam and Eve and the Garden of Eden. 
But after receiving that clay tablet and thousands of other artifacts that had disappeared from 
Egypt and Iraq, the staff at the Bible Museum discovered a problem. The relics’ journeys from the Middle East to D.C. had come by way of a century-old, illegal antiquities market in which millions of dollars worth of stolen artifacts are sold every year. Many of those items had been looted from the National Museum of Iraq after the American invasion in 2003. Eventually, the United States Department of Justice confirmed their illegal origins and ruled that they should be returned by Hobby Lobby and the Museum of the Bible. 
“My goal was always to protect, preserve, study, and share cultural property with the world,” Green has been quoted in published reports. “That goal has not changed, but after some early missteps, I made the decision many years ago that, moving forward, I would only acquire items with reliable, documented provenance. Furthermore, if I learn of other items in the collection for which another person or entity has a better claim, I will continue to do the right thing with those items.” 
In January of 2021, Green announced the Bible Museum had returned eight thousand artifacts to the National Museum of Iraq and would subsequently send others including the Gilgamesh 
tablet. Hobby Lobby, at the same time, is suing Christie’s of London and an individual antiques dealer for selling artifacts illegally. 	 

Case 9: Faces in the Crowd 
Police in several cities, including New York and Miami, used facial-recognition software to identify people who allegedly engaged in criminal activity during the 2020 Black Lives Matter protests. For example, Miami police used Clearview AI software to identify a woman in a Miami protest who allegedly threw a rock at a police officer in May, injuring him. In the arrest report, according to the woman’s attorney, there is no mention of the software, only that the suspect was identified “through investigative means.” 
Facial-recognition software is widely used in other places around the world, including China and the U.K., but the United States is just beginning to explore the use of the software, the accuracy, and whether any legal limitations of privacy apply. Clearview AI claims a database of more than three billion images culled from the Internet, including social media sites. The attorney for the Miami woman who was arrested said that they have not been told where the police or Clearview AI obtained her image or even if the comparative image is of her. Without knowing the origin of the identifying images, those who are identified cannot know if the photograph was taken in private or if the picture was posted without her permission. A few January 6 protesters have made similar arguments. 
Facial-recognition software is often inaccurate. Joy Buolamwini, a professor at MIT, found that the software had a gender and skin-color bias. She found that the primary database is based on visual aspects of white males, making the results less certain for people of color and females. The National Institute of Standards and Technology found that facial-recognition systems it tested had the highest accuracy when identifying white men but were ten to a hundred times more likely to make mistakes with Black, Asian, or Native American faces. 
Despite the inaccuracies, many law enforcement agencies continue to use the software, sometimes leading to wrongful arrests. Civil rights organizations have already sided against facial-recognition software and are asking for state and federal regulation to restrict the use of these systems. Some states, including California, Washington, Idaho, Texas, and Illinois are already regulating or banning their use altogether. 
From an idea suggested by graduate student Elizabeth Fauber 
 


Case 10: AI@war.mil 
China is reportedly making progress in the development of artificial intelligence (AI) for its growing military, perhaps surpassing the United States. That development has the US Department of Defense’s full attention as it uses AI in a number of different ways, such as a control system for swarms of drones and robots in combat. 
The Global Information Dominance Experiments (GIDE) even uses AI predictively, combining satellite imagery, intelligence reports, and remote sensors to give military commanders and politicians a heads-up before circumstances develop into dangerous events. According to US Air Force General Glen Vanherck, this could alert US leaders to volatile situations days in advance. GIDE benefits from AI, but ultimate decisions remain in the hands of real humans. If the information is faulty or has been compromised, then whatever decisions are predicated on them could be poor. 
The Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) is working on a number of other AI applications, including one for live combat situations that are too complex and fast moving for humans to make good decisions. One test of the system, reported in Wired magazine, involved dozens of drones and tank-like robots in a hunt for "terrorists" hiding among several buildings. The machines were tasked to “find and eliminate” the suspected bad guys. Although the results were not announced, the goal would presumably be to target real terrorists while ignoring innocent civilians. But AI is not perfect, and DARPA research has shown it can develop biases and behave in unexpected ways such as mistaking civilian clothes for military uniforms. Testing by DARPA’s Joint Artificial Intelligence Center has shown that AI can be susceptible to tampering, which underlines the high stakes in the race for AI supremacy between the United States and China. 
In their book, 2034: A Novel of the Next World War, Elliott Ackerman and Admiral James Stavridis speculate that China may win a battle while everyone loses the war if it infiltrates and compromises American command and control networks and satellite GPS systems. Such a breach could leave the United States with a moral dilemma: Either accept defeat or resort to nuclear weapons. In the latter case, every nation would be a loser and no amount of AI would make a difference. 
 


Case 11: Billionaires in Space 
Once upon a time, three very rich men wanted to go into space: Bezos, Branson, and Musk. At the turn of the millennium, Jeff Bezos was the first to enter the rocket-launching business by founding Blue Origin. Then, two years later, Elon Musk founded SpaceX, and two years after that Sir Richard Branson started Virgin Galactic. 
Musk’s SpaceX has won contracts with NASA and commercial companies, launching satellites and sending supplies and astronauts to the International Space Station. Bezos and Branson both proved last year that space tourism is possible by taking rocket rides beyond the Earth’s atmosphere. Altogether, the three men have sunk a sizable portion of their combined $400 billion net worth into their space companies. 
Of the three, Sir Richard Branson, a British entrepreneur, seems to be satisfied, for the moment at least, with providing rides to the edge of space and a few minutes of weightlessness for a mere $250,000 per person. As he told the hosts of the television talk show, The View, “Imagine a world where people of all ages, all backgrounds, from anywhere, or any gender or any ethnicity, have equal access to space. And they will, in turn, inspire us back here on Earth.” 
Both Musk and Bezos, however, are serious about leading the way to exploring deep space. Musk is said to have his sights set on Mars and even making the trip himself when it’s practical and safe. “I’ve said I want to die on Mars,” he is quoted as saying. “Just not on impact.” 
SpaceX has proven its ability to deliver for the United States space program. It has successfully landed and reused rocket boosters and crew modules. It has successfully competed for government projects against other NASA contractors such as Lockheed Martin, Boeing, Pratt & Whitney, and Aerojet Rocketdyne. 
Not everyone is on board with these efforts. Critics point out that there would be no need to escape Earth if climate change could be slowed. True, Elon Musk, multitasker that he is, has created a company that makes electric cars and owns a manufacturer of residential and commercial solar energy systems. However, according to media reports, he and Bezos have been enjoying federal tax rates of from one to three percent in recent years. 
As Adam Schiff tweeted, on July 20, 2021: “Listen, I’m all for space exploration and it must have been an amazing view. But maybe—and I’m just spitballing here—if Amazon and other companies paid their fair share in taxes, we could lift all kids—if not into space—at least out of poverty. Sincerely, Earthlings.” 
 
Case 13: Sales from the Crypt 
CryptoPunks are a set of ten thousand primitive digital images that only exist as non-fungible tokens (NFTs) or pieces of code in the blockchain environment of Ethereum. The complete set was released as an experiment by Larva Labs in June, 2017. Anyone who wanted one could claim it for free, and they were snatched up fairly quickly. Because CryptoPunks are NFTs, they are unique, their ownership is clear, and they can be transferred from one owner to another. While copies may be made of any CryptoPunk, they are just that, copies. The original work of art itself is distinct, with a clear lineage of ownership. 
Each CryptoPunk is a highly pixelated cartoon image of a head, a mere 24 x 24 pixels in size. There are five basic types, male, female, zombie, ape, and alien, with males being the most common (6,039) and aliens being the rarest (9). There are over eighty possible attributes, such as a headband, a smile, welding goggles, and so forth. Each Punk can have up to seven attributes, although most have only two or three. These tiny digital works of art cannot be displayed on a wall. In fact, you can hardly do anything with them but buy, sell, or trade them. But they are scarce, since the technology, once set in motion, prevents any more from being created. It is their scarcity that prompted the experiment in the first place and also what has driven sales since their first release. 
Yes, there is an active market for CryptoPunks. As of the writing of this case, the most expensive purchases were made on March 11, 2021 for two of the nine alien Punks. CryptoPunk #3100 was bought by address 0x7b8961 and #7804 was bought by address 0xf4b4a5, for the price of 42K ETH (approximately $7.58 million) each. The cheapest CryptoPunk currently for sale has a price tag of $213,719. Since CryptoPunks were first released, they have generated a total of $1.82 billion in sales. 
The CryptoPunk experiment went a long way toward establishing the possibility of a purely electronic art market in which NFTs are bought with cryptocurrency. This December, the super rich emerged from their pandemic-induced isolation wealthier than before and eager to socialize and buy really expensive stuff, and to attend one of the year’s most prestigious art fairs, Art Basel Miami Beach. There, the art world collided with the cryptocurrency world, turning a handful of starving digital artists into instant millionaires. 
In the past, only the rich could afford original art, and museums were the general public’s only access. The allure of electronic publishing had always been that it would make images, music, literature, and other creative works so inexpensive it would democratize high culture. But the irony of crypto art is that something that costs nothing to produce or reproduce can now be locked away securely from all but the ultra-wealthy. And, seemingly, that kind of scarcity is all it takes to fuel enough envy to drive a square of 576 pixels from $0 to over $7 million. 
 
Case 15: Birds Aren’t Real 
The Birds Aren't Real movement exists to spread awareness that the U.S. Government genocided over 12 Billion birds from 1959-2001, and replaced these birds with surveillance drone replicas, which still watch us every day. Once a preventative cause, our initial goal was to stop the forced extinction of real birds. Unfortunately this was unsuccessful, and the government has since replaced every living bird with robotic replicas. Now our movement’s prerogative is to make everyone aware of this fact. 
So reads the message on the homepage of the website, birdsarentreal.com. But is Birds Aren’t Real real? 
In his book, Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind, Yuval Noah Harari claims that cultural myths are what make humans, more than any other animal on earth, able to exist and interact in societies composed of millions of individuals. Our ability to share beliefs in myths, legends, and other imaginary constructs has enabled us to band together with those outside our immediate families, neighborhoods, and local environments. How old were you when you discovered that Santa Claus wasn’t a real person? The Tooth Fairy? Easter Bunny? Did it make you question your parents’ veracity or wonder why they had been lying to you? And why were so many people outside your family promulgating the same stories? 
For most, these unmaskings are only the first few of life’s psychological speed bumps. These minor myths are accepted and then, once exposed, tucked away in the vault of childhood memories. Later in life, we encounter other stories that initiate us into the cultures that define the outlines of our lives: Religion, tribalism, nationality, history, science, and so forth. Some may be true, some not. 
However, when ignorance, fear, and gossip come together to amplify conspiracy theories across social media, they can create divisions within groups and families and splinter the online population into various tribal segments marinating in a sauce of misinformation. Think of QAnon, for instance. Born on the Internet in 2017, it purported to expose a plot by pedophile 
Democrats to take over the government, and it cast Donald Trump in the role of America’s lone, heroic savior whose garbled speeches were actually coded messages to his followers. Or, think of Birds Aren’t Real which also started in 2017. It claims that the very same government has been secretly killing billions of birds and replacing them with surveillance drones to keep watchful eyes on every US citizen. 
Is there any truth to be found in either story? Well, while no one has come forward to claim authorship of QAnon, the creator of Birds Aren’t Real will gladly tell you, as he did the New York Times, that his followers are in on a conspiracy all right—a conspiracy to ridicule all the other conspiracies that have riled up so many people. 
“It basically became an experiment in misinformation,” Peter McIndoe told the New York Times. “We were able to construct an entirely fictional world that was reported on as fact by local media and questioned by members of the public.  I have a lot of excitement for what the future of this could be as an actual force for good,” he said. “Yes, we have been intentionally spreading misinformation for the past four years, but it’s with a purpose. It’s about holding up a mirror to America in the Internet age.”  

Case 16: A New Genesis? 
Science—that amazing endeavor that has brought about much good and much harm both to humanity and to nature! The year 2021 had its fair share of astonishing science: space missions, discovery of genes linked to obesity, brain-computer interfaces, a possible cure for type 1 diabetes, the first human arm and shoulder transplant, and the list goes on. Yet one scientific accomplishment may have slipped under the popular media radar while eliciting concern and hesitation from many scientists world-wide. In April of 2021, US and Chinese scientists authored a publication claiming to have collaborated in developing the world’s first human-monkey embryos. Scientists inserted human stem cells via CRISPR technology into macaque monkey embryos, gestating the cells for a maximum of twenty days prior to the embryos becoming unviable (as was planned). 
Some proponents of the research extol the great potential for enriched human health care, such as kidney, liver, or heart transplants. Kidneys, for example, seem to be in great demand. According to the Health Resources and Services Administration website, 39,000 organ transplants were performed in 2020, and 106,884 persons are on an organ transplant waitlist, but seventeen persons die each day while awaiting an organ transplant. As of September of last year, 83 percent of those on the organ waiting list needed kidneys, ten percent were waiting for a liver, and the remaining people needed hearts, lungs, or other tissues. Considering these statistics, which are almost certainly underreported worldwide, one could be optimistic about the prospect of harvesting much needed tissues and organs from human-monkey embryos. A further cause for optimism lies in the fact that two very different scientific communities could so successfully collaborate in such a complex and groundbreaking achievement. 
Yet others question whether scientists are even entertaining the thought that there may be a limit to how far science should go or how fast it should go there. Gene editing is still new, and there are unexpected and perhaps unpredictable consequences that arise from its practice. In the rush 
to be the first explorers in new areas of science, are scientists properly assessing the moral risks before plunging ahead? 	 
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