Chris Fluitt - Ethics

Unearthing the Foundations:
Confronting Systemic Racism, Poverty, and the Imperatives of Human Dignity and Justice

In the city skyline of society, foundations of systemic racism and poverty become the bedrock upon which civilizations are erected, casting shadows that obscure the principles of human dignity and justice. The echoes of historical injustices resonate in the disparities that persist today, where opportunity remains elusive for many based on the color of their skin or the circumstances of their birth. Systemic racism and poverty form a vicious cycle, perpetuating inequality and denying individuals their inherent rights to dignity and fairness. However, in the face of these daunting challenges, there lies a collective imperative to unravel these chains, confront inequity head-on, and forge a path where every individual is empowered to thrive with dignity and where justice is not just an ideal but a lived reality. This journey necessitates acknowledgment and concerted action grounded in the fundamental principles of equality, empathy, and justice.
Systemic Poverty: “the economic exploitation of people who are poor through laws, policies, practices, and systems that perpetuate their impoverished status.” (ESP)
Scenario: In Bath, New York, Desiree Metcalf and her three daughters live in a neighborhood predominantly inhabited by low-income families. Due to years of neglect and lack of investment in infrastructure, the neighborhood suffers from inadequate housing, poor sanitation, and limited access to healthcare and education. With a 16% poverty rate, many residents struggle to make ends meet, relying on low-wage jobs with little job security.(BD) As a result, generations within this community remain trapped in a cycle of poverty, with limited opportunities for upward mobility. (OFS)
Governmental help only perpetuates the cycle. “"If you get a job and they take you off public assistance, then they don't pay for day care," she notes, adding that it's an expense that would very likely eat up most of her earnings.” The benevolent assistance offered, in Metcalf’s words, “only sets you up to fail.” (OFS)
Ethical Conundrum: The principle of human dignity, which “functions as the foundation of human rights,” (ICE) dictates that every individual deserves the opportunity to live free from poverty and its associated hardships. However, systemic poverty in this neighborhood deprives residents of necessities and perpetuates social inequalities. The principle of justice demands that resources be distributed equitably, yet the lack of investment in the community exacerbates disparities. Addressing this issue requires systemic change, including policies aimed at affordable housing, education, healthcare, and job creation to uplift the residents and restore their dignity.

Systemic racism: “the discriminatory policies and practices baked into society and institutions, including government agencies, the criminal justice system, corporations, and much more.” (SR)
Scenario: When the city of Flint, Michigan, switched its water supply source in 2014 to the Flint River as a cost-saving measure, residents, who were predominantly Black and low-income, soon began experiencing health issues due to lead contamination. Despite early warnings and concerns raised by residents, local officials and government agencies initially downplayed the severity of the problem and failed to take adequate action. This delayed response exacerbated the crisis, prolonging residents' exposure to unsafe water. The handling of the crisis highlighted systemic failures in governance, environmental justice, and public health, reflecting a pattern where marginalized communities, particularly those of color, are disproportionately burdened by the consequences of decisions made by those in power. The Flint water crisis underscores how systemic racism operates through policies, neglect, and unequal distribution of resources, perpetuating injustices that undermine the health and well-being of marginalized communities.
Ethical Conundrum: In 2017, a year-long investigation reported, “The people of Flint have been subjected to unprecedented harm and hardship, much of it caused by structural and systemic discrimination and racism that have corroded your city, your institutions, and your water pipes, for generations.” (FM)
The principle of human dignity dictates that all individuals should be treated with fairness and respect regardless of race or ethnicity. However, this crisis underscores a profound ethical conundrum rooted in systemic racism. The decisions that led to the water crisis reflected a pattern of disregard for the lives and well-being of Black residents, perpetuating historical injustices and exacerbating existing inequalities like the fundamental human right to clean water.
Conclusion: “No matter what, all persons are created in the image of God.” “Created in the image of God, all persons have inherent dignity and value.” (ICE 63) 
However, in both scenarios, the ethical conundrum lies at the foundation of the systemic nature of the issues, which infringe upon principles of human dignity and justice, leaving the victims with less dignity and value. Addressing systemic poverty and racism requires not only recognizing the structural barriers that perpetuate inequalities but also implementing systemic changes aimed at uprooting the foundations of such wrongs. 
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