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proposal to Eseabl ish a comnunicat ion Ethies ccmmission

ln the Speech Cornrnunicat ion Associat ion

September  6 ,  t984

On beha l f  o f  over  130 pe t i t ioners ,  I  reques t  the  approva l  o f  the  SCA Ad-

n in is t raL ive  Commi t tee  to  es tab l i sh  a  Communica t ion  Eth ics  Commiss ion  in  SCA.

I f  approved,  I  ask  tha t  th is  p roposa l  be  fo rwarded to  the  Leg is la t i ve  Counc i l

fo r  ac t ion  a t  the  19E4 scA convent ion  in  ch icago.  our  case is  p resenteo  be low

wi th  a  b r ie f  rev iew o f  ac t ions  taken to  da te ,  fo l lowed by  add i t iona l  ra l iona le -

l .  SCA o f f i cers  were  contac ted ,  bo th  in fo rmal ly  and fo rmal ly .  Kenneth
.Andersen,  then pres ident  o f  SCA,  was con lac ted ,  a long w i th  Wi l l ian  Work '  Execu-

t i ve  Secre tary  o f  SCA.  A  le t te r  was  sent  to  the  na t iona l  o f f i ce  in  Septe :nber '

lgB3,  express ing  an  J .n te res t  in  in i t ia t ing  the  process  o f  es tab l i sh i r ig  a  co : l l -

m iss ion .  We were  adv ised to  nake a  pub l i c  annour rce ln .en t  and to  seek  the  suppcr t

o f  SCA members .  We d id  so .  l vo  announcements  appeared in  SPECTRA (February '

1984 and August ,  ' l 984) .  Numerous  comnun ica t ions  were  exchange< i  and pe t i t ions

were  c i rcu la ted .  Over  130 s ignatures  have been ob ta ined thus  fa r  and over  20

le t te rs  o f  suppor t  have been reee ived.  T l r :s  ind i .ca te ;  tha t  there  a te  many nem-

bers of SCA r+ho would l ike to see a Communicat. ion Ethics Commission establ lshed

in  SCA.  A  l i s t  o f  names o f  suppor te rs ,  s igned pe t , i t ions ,  and leb ters  a re  in -

cluded in Appendix A.

2. l l t re nrajor need which has been expressed by most Persons is the need for

SCA to  p rov ide  the  op l rc r tun i ty  fo r  me;nbers  o f  l i ke  in te res ts  in  cornmunica t ion

eth ics  to  o rgan ize .  The organ izaL ion  o f  a  commiss ion  wou ld  leg i t . in ize  the  group i

wou ld  make i t  poss ib le  fo r  rnembers  to  meet  on  an  on-go ing  bas is ;  v rou id  i r rake  i t

poss ib le  fo r  ccord ina ted ,  ser ious  s tuc ly  to  be  a t l vanced in  the  d isc ip i ine .  Man iz

suppor te rs  have no tec i  tha t  the  approach to  the  s tudy  o f  cornnun icab ion  eLh ics  i s
ihaphazard . "  Such an  approach v rorks  in  oppos i t ion  to  care fu l ,  n te thod ica l '  in -

d e p t h  a n a l y s i s .  O u r  s u p p o r t e r s  f e e l  t h a t ,  i i x e  a n y  o t . h e r  a r e a  o f  o u r  f i e l d t

ser ious  acac iemic  s tudy  wou ld  be  enhanced by  organ iz i .ng  and coord inac ing  our

e f  fo r ts .  The usua l  func t ions  o f  an  SCr \  conmiss ion  wor . l ld  take  p lace :  e lec t ion

o f  o f f i c e r s ;  d e v e l o p n e n t  o f  c o n v e n t i o n  p r o g r a n s t  i n v e s b i g a L i o n  o f  p o s s i b l e

research  pro jec ts ;  i . :nprovement  o f  ieach ing  metho. io logy ;  and poss ib le  pub l i c

comment  about_  e th ics  in  var ious  pub l ic  conmunica t ive  s i tua t ions .

Members  o f  a  Cornnun ica t icn  Sth ics  Com,n iss ion  wou ld  r i c t  d iscourage the  s tudy

o f  e t h i c s  i n  o t h e r  b o d i e s  o f  S C . \  ( d  j . v i s i o n s ,  s e c t i o n s ,  b o a r d s ,  c o m n i s s i o n s '

comn: i t tees) .  Indeed,  i t  i s  l i ke ly  tha t  we wou ld  cc l labora te  w i th  them !n  co-

sponsor ing  programs,  research  pro iec ts  and the  l i ke .  Our  members  wou ld  L 'e long

to  var ious  ex is t ing  areas  in  the  assoe ia t ion ,  o f  course .  I t .  has  become c lear  to

u s ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h a t  t h e  s r - u d y  o f  c o n n u a i c a t i o r r  e t h j . c s  t r a r t s c e n d s  e x i s t i n g  o i v i -

s i o n s ,  s e c t i o n s ,  b o a r d s r  c o m n i s s i o n s ,  a n d  c o m m i t t e e s  o f  S C A  ( A r t i c l e  I X ,  S e c t i o n

2,  nBoards ,  Cornmiss ions ,  and Comrn i t tees"  o f  the  SCA Const i tu t ion) .

T t r i s  po in t  was  par t ia l l y  addressed in  a  s ta tement  c f  suppor t  f rom Pro fessor

R ichard  L .  Johannesen:  " I  sup l rc rL  the  need fo r  th is  co i l : l i ss jon  as  a  person r rho

was one o f  the  ear l  ies t -  rnembers  o f  the  ComniEtee  ( Ia :e r  Cc : ' in iss ion)  on  I ' r ceoon

of  Speech and who is  a  pas t  Cha i r  o f  the  Comni t tee  on . : i ccountab i l J . ty  anc i  i tes -

grcnsibi l i ty in C,overnnental  Coinp.unicat ion (now Cornrnission on Governrnental  Con-

m u n i c a t i o n ) .



.  The scA rcredo for Free and Responsible coinmunicat ion in a Democracic societyl

c lear ly  takes  t l re  pos i t ion  tha t  i ssues  o f  f ree  speech and o f  e th ica l  co : :u 'nun i -

ca t ion  are  equa l ly  s ign i f i can t  concerns  o f  our  assoc iaL ion .  For  some t 'den ty

years  the  assoc ia t ion 's  f ree  speech conn i t tee /cc ; run iss ion  success fu l l l '  has  l 'ed

t h e  f i g h t  t o  r a i s e  n e n b e r s h i p  c o r : s c i o u s n e s s '  p r o i n o : e  i n s t r u c t i o n a l  p r o g r a m s '  a n d

saf  eguard  ind iv ic lua- l  r igh ts  concern ing  f  reec lom o f  express ion '  un f  o rLunaLe L : / '

cornparab le  asscc ia t ion  emphas is  has  no t  been g iven in  a  focused ye t  inc lus iye

nanner to the et 'hi .cs of comnunicat ion'

l f lne associat ion does have the commission on Governmental  Communicat ion'  t lcrr-

ever,  i ts focus is on ggverntEl lgl  (admit tedly a vi tal  concern) '  but not on

human communicat ion in gen"r. I l - - l i .d even i ts nane change from t l re Corn-ni t tee on

Accountabi l i . ty and Responsibi l i ty in Governnental  Cornmunicat ion seems fo r 'ark
' lessened 

s t ress  on  e th ica l  i . ssues .  There  is  a  need fo r  an  scA com:n iss ion  tha t

w i l l  exprore  e th ica l  i ssues  across  a  b road range o f  corn inun ica t icn  Lyp€s  ( i r : te r -

pur "onu l ,  sna l l  g roup,  pub l i c  speak ing ,  mass  med ia ted)  and across  a  c roa ' rJ  Iange

o f  s e t t i n g s  ( s o c j - a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  o r g a n i z a t i o n s ,  p c l i t i c a l  c a m p a i g n i n g '  p r o t e s l

movensnts ,  in te rcu l tu ra l  con tac ts ,  adver t i s ing ,  eEc. )  . "

3 .  T t re  ph i losoph ica l  jus t i f i ca t ion  fo r  the  s tudy  o f  connun ica t ' ion  e th ics

ls  we l l - roo ted  in  the  speech communica t ion  d isc ip l ine .  E th ics  j ' s  cen t ra l  to  our

f ie ld  and has  been an  i r rd ispensab le  par t  o f  our  t rad i t ion  s ince  our  beg i "nn :ngs '

As  pro fessor  J .  M ichae l  Sprou le  wro te  in  a  le t te r  o f  suppor t ,  "Regard ing  a  rac icn-

a le  fo r  such a  conmiss ion ,  r  can  th ink  o f  no  be t te r  way  o f  pu t t ing  the  po in t

t h a n  d i d  A r i s t o t l e  w h e n  h e  w r o t e  t h a t  r I t  t h u s  a p p e a r s  t h a t  r h e t o r i c  i s  a n  o f f -

s h o o t  o f  d i a l e c t i c  a n d  a l s o  o f  e t h i c a l  s t u d i e s '  ( R h e t o r i e ,  I '  2 '  1 3 5 6 a 2 5 ) '

E x p l i c i t  a t t c n t i o n  E o  t h i s  c o n c e p t i o n  o f  r h e t o r i c - i J a p p r o p r i a t e  w i t h i n  t h e

organ izag iona l  s t ruc tu re  o f  the  SCA,  un less  we v tan t  to  subscr ibe  Co o ther  ph i -

losoph ies  o f  communicab ion  tha t  do  no t  t rea t  Lhe e f fec ts  o f  messages w i th in  a

f ra rnework  o f  t ru th  and rnora l  ob l i .ga t ion . "

The search  fo r  t ru th ,  t ru th fu lness  in  communica t ion ,  and the  mora l  ob l i -

g a t i o l i s  O f  s p e a k e r s ,  l i s t e n e r s ,  t h i r c l  p e r s o n s ,  a n d  s o c i e t y  a s  a  w h o l e  a r e  c o n -

cerns  o f  scho la rs  in  con,T tun iea t ion .  t lo r . 'ever ,  events  in  concemporary  scc iecy

h a v e  p r e s e n t e d  a  r e a l  t h r e a t  t o  c o n f i d e n c e  i n  " t h e  w o r d . n  L e v e l s  o f  c c n f i C e n c e

have dropped t .o  ser ious  lows.  The tendency  to  accept  l ies  and deeept ion  as  the

n o r m  i n  p a r t s  o f  o u r  s o c i e t y  i s  i n c r e a s i n g .  Y e t  t r u t h f u l n e s s  m u s t  b e  t h e  n o r m

f o r  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  t o  e x i s t  a n d  f o r  s o c i e t y  c o  s u r v i ' ; e .  T h i s  i n c l u d e s  p r i v a t e

a n d  p u b l i c  s e t t i n g s  a c r o s s  t h e  e n t i r e  s p e c t r u n  o f  o u r  d i s c i p - l - l n e :  i n t e r p e r s o n a i  '

bus iness  anC pro fess iona l - ,  o rgan iza t io ; ra I  ,  med ia te r l  and mass  cornmuniceL ion ,

po1 iL ica l  and in te rcu l l ,u ra l  cornmunicaEion ,  and o iher  spec ia r ized  areas

On the  o ther  hand,  i t  i s  noL easy  to  a lways  know wha!  i s  n the  r igh t  th ing

to  say .  in  complex  cornnun ica t ive  s i tua t io l ts .  Qu ick  ansv , '3 rs r  mora l  s logans ,

seat -o f -Lhe-pants  b romides ,  and nar row-minded exhor ta t i cns  o f  zea io ts  do  no t

s e r v e  u s  w e l l .  A  s e r i o u s ,  s c h o l a r l y ,  r e s e a r c h - b a s e d  s t u d ' r  o f  t h e  i s s u e s  i s

necessary  in  our  f ie ld .  Kenneth  Anderser t '  c l ren  Pres ident  o f  SCA,  expanded on

.  t h i s  p o i n t  i n  a  l e t t e r  o f  c u p p o r t  w r i t t e n  i n  t h e  F a - t - l  o f  1 q 8 3 .  P r c f e s s o r

Andersen sa i6 :  " i f i th  regard  to  the  Co: r -n iss ion  on  e t i r j . cs .  I  th ink  the  fccus

shou ld  be  on  the  e th ica l  cons i ie ra t i cns  o f  theory  as  nruch c r  nore  t i ian  prac t - j ' ce

in  co i , ru ,nun ica t ion .  I  be l ieve  t i ia t  e th ica l  i -ss r . les  a re  p ro i r iner i t  in  t i re  ve :y  acE

of  fo r rnu la t ion  o f  a  t i reory  o f  co : i inun icc l i ion .  There  are ,  o f  coursev  f i rc l r )J  p rac-

t i ca l  concerns  as  we l l .  f t  i s  no t  enouqh to  unders tand tha :  r rh l r i ce  p -L : : ' v  a  ! :o l ' l '

t o  h a v e  s j o p e  n a t i o n  o f  : ! : e  p ' r i ) . : : o i r h i c r l  i s s u e r '  a n . l  f o u n d e L : o n s  c - ' :  e t ' h i c s ,  b u r '

ge neet i i  to hirve i>raut i :al  h: ,  lp 1n Lrar: , : : iat inq these in:o our srTq- ' ; ' . r r l ' - ' ' , "  c- ' r r : ' i r i r i '



I

&t ton  behav io rs .  Tnere  is  a  r i ch  f  ieLd  invorv ing  respcns ib i l - j " t ies  o f  F-he

l i s tener ,  t |e  soc ie ty  and cu l tu re ,  as  r re l l  as  the  spea l ie r '  I  wou ld  l i ke  fo r  t 'he

cornmiss ion  to  s take  ou t  the  e th i "ca l  i ssues  anc l  then the  var ious  areas  and wa"vs

in  v rh ic i r  those iss r ies  a re  nan i resce<1 cou ld  fc l lo ' .+  naLura l l -y '  B t i t  1 ' - i t s  co : ' ln j ' r i : jo : t

should focus upon che coret t ,ern of ethics and take that core where ib may lead.| '

T t reore t i ia l  p r inc ipLes ,  ana lys is  o f  rea l - l i fe  s i tua t ions ,  a t ld  t 'he  deve lop-

nent of teaching n,etnoaotogies are needed in connunicat ion et-hics'  A comnuni-

caeion Ethics commission could help to accomplistr  those tasks'

4. Arguments for the need to advance the study of communicabj-on ethics

.have been presented  by  th ree  pas t  p res idenLs  o f  scA in  the i r  p res idenL ia i  ao-

dresses .  P ,ober t  Je f  f  rey  (  1973)  ,  ! ' ra r rk  E .  x .  Dance (19821 |  and Kennet t :  r ' r ' ncersen

( 1 9 8 3 )  h a v e  u n d e r s c o r e d  t h e  s i g n i i i " o n " u  o f  e t h i c a l  i s s u e s  a n d  e t h i c a l  s E a n c l a r d s

in  hunran communica t ion  and have prov ided s ign i f i can t  leadersh ip  in  p ronot ing

communica t ion  e t .h ics  in  sCA.  As  pro fessor  Johannesen po in ted  ou t  in  h is  s ta te -

ment  o f  suppor t :  , ,The t ime is  r ipe  fo r  our  assoc ia t ion  Lo  answer  the i r  ca) - l s  by

fOrrnal iz ing our cornmilnent to teaching, research, and publ ic advoc'rc] t  on natters

of ebhical  corununicat ion. Certainly creat ion of a Corununicat ion Ethics Comnis-

sion would formal ize that conmitment."

5 .  T t re  fo l low ing  in fo rmat ion  is  inc luded in  the  append iees :  (A)  A  l i s t  o f

nanes of col leagues who have signed pet i t ions i .n support  of  an scA co:rrniunicat ion

Egh ics  commiss ion ;  (B)  the  or ig ina l  cop ies  o f  the  s igned pe t i t ions ' ;  and,  (c )  a

record of correspondence hr i th off icers and members of scA.

In  c los ing ,  I  w ish  to  express  apprec ia t ion  fo r  o f f i cers  and nembers  o f  SCA

for  the  work  wh ich  bhey  have done in  beha l f  o f  the  es tab l i shrnenL o f  th is  p ro-

posed commiss ion .  The i r  en thus iasm,  coopera t ion ,  anC enerqy  prov ide  ev i< ience

tha t  there  is  s t rong suppor t  anC a  deep ly  fe l t  need fo r  a  Cora lnun ica t ion  Ethrcs

c o m n i s s i o n .  I n  a < l d i t i o n ,  I  w i s h  t o  a c k n o w l e d g e  t h e  s r i p p c r t  o f  D r .  R i c h a r d  D i e k e r

Cha i r  o f  the  Depar t r ,cn t  o f  Cor .nun ica t ion  Ar ts  and Sc iences  a t  l ies te rn  t ' l J .ch igan

Univers i ty ,  who prcv i .c ied  depar lmenta l  funds  fo r  ma i l ing  cos ts  incur red  j "n  th is

pro jec t .  ? ie  hope tha t ,  the  Ac lmin is l ra t i ve  Conrn i t tee  and Leg is la t i ve  Counc i i  o f

SCA agree tha t  there  is  a  need anc i  approve our  reques t  to  fo rm a  Corunun ica t ion

Ethics Conmis.sion in SCA.

Respect fu l lY  submi  b ted ,
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