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The theme of our 1982 convention was
"Communication. Ethics. and Values." Nu-
merous papers and panels addressed the theme.
While Frank Dance presented his views on the
topic of his Presidential Address. "This Above
All ."r I  did not have the opportunity to speak
to the topic. This is my time to address the
convention theme which I chose. I intend to
make the most of the opponunity.

My purpose today is not to probe the ethical
stances which inform various rhetorical and
communication theories. Nor do I propose to
discourse on the ethical practices that should
chracterize our teaching. There is much to be
said on those issues. I can barely restrain my-
self from addressing the inherent conflict be-
t w e e n  e n d o r s i n g  f r e e  s p e e c h  w h i l e
simultaneously publ ishing a l ist of 50 topics.
including such inslgnrlrcaat issues as nuclear
power or war, gun control, or cancer. on which
no one may speak upon pain of automatic fail-
ure in the course. That must be another topic
for another time.

There is some sense of rightness in making
this presentation in Washington, D.C. This city.
so central to our political life, is associated
with words and phrases like "Watergate." "Ask
not what the coun(ry can do for you," "the
Tonkin Culf resolut ion." " l  wi l l  never l ie to
you." "the high administration spokesper-
son." Politics brings the ethical issues of com-
munication into central focus. Aristotle saw
ethics and rhetoric as inexorably linked to pol-
itics-the science of the polis. That is true in
Washington. This is not to say that individual
interactions at work. social and intimate con-
tacts, are not urgent areas of ethical concern
here as everywhere.

My goal today is to set forth a series of
ethical standards. a set of moral articles. which
taken together constitute an ethical guide for
individuals as they communicate. My focus is
upon situations and settings involving speech
but no great violence will be done if my points
are extended to most tbrms of human com-
munication. I seek standards. applicable gen-
erally, although additional specific articles
should be added for restricted situations or spe-
cialized roles such as adult and child. reponer.
agent. etc.

In offering this code I ask each of you to
challenge the arguments. to test the implicit
and explicit claims both by rational exumina-
tion and by actual practice. One test of the
adequacy of an ethical code is ro treat it rs
binding upon al l  people unti l  such r ime ls the
code is demonstrated ro be inadcquate. Ethical
codes should provide a practical guide to ac-
tion. helping us to decide what we oughr to
do. what would be less "good" to do. They
should provide a basis tbr evaluating our acts
and those of others as blameworthv. unac-

ceptable, as requiring response. A code should
provide a generalizable standard to assist us in
making judgments in all cases.

I seek a code of ethical practices for speech
communication which grows out of the essen-
tial nature and uses of the activity itself. Or-
ganisms and activities have one or morc potential
functions. ln general we seek to maximize to
a proper degree the useful capacities. the de-
sirable potentialities of organisms and activi-
ties. We have seen people struggling to survive.
They are not said to flourish. to be healthy.
Too little (a blighted existence or malnutrition)
or too rapid growth (future shock or cancer)
kills the soul or body.

My effort is to devise an ethical code which
enables the activiry in question to flourish fully.
to provide the maximum of its helpful, usetul
potential. Yes, there is more than a little sug-
gestion of the importance of the telos. the end
or purpose of the activity, so basic to Aristotle
and his doctrine of the mean which avoids the
harmful excesses on either end of a contin-
uum.:

The groundwork for this code of ethics. then.
lies in a concept of the function of speech
communication in the life of the individual and
the community. Communication. particularly
speech, is essentral to that thing we identify
as human. To lose the ability to communicate
is to lose much of one's humanness. We are
dependent uFlon the communications of others
for the fulfillment of any sensible life plan.
Communication. particularly spoken commu-
nication, is an activity that unites people. that
makes a community possible; yet it also per-
mits maximum individualization and individ-
ual choice.i We use communication to perform
our various roles. Any normal human has many
goals. not one. Communication is used to ac-
quirc the goals, to test them, to modify them,
to attain them.

Communication involves people in activities
quite directly: listening, speaking, repeating,
questioning, thinking. But, even individuals
not immediately involved can be affected by
the communication activity of others. Failure
to get clear directions may result in a missed
appointment. If the President issues the order
to fire the missile based on faulty intelligence.
we are aff&ted. lf we lose trust in our political
p(rcess. the quality of decisions and their ac-
ceptability are affected.

Communication reflects the fact we are nec-
essarily tied to the community. We are inde-
pendent and yet dependent upon others in pursuit
of our individual versions of the "good life. "a
Note. too. communication is increasingly the
work of our world. By some estimates we are
past the point where 507o of our gross national
prduct is associated with communicativ€ (taken
broadly) activity.

Finally. as we think of the role of com-
munication we must remember that every com-
munication act has may effects-both potentially
and actually. An ethical code must take into
account the varied uses of communication. the
functions it serves and the effects which can/
do result.

I have not found a code which consists of a

single criterion or moral article. Nor do t be-
lieve any hierarchical ordering will provide the
proper ranking for application of articles within
the code in every situation. While a _eeneral
hierarchy can be defended. a mechanism is
needed for ordering the items in particular sit-
uations.

What are the tenets of a code of ethics for
speech communication? I offer six. listed in a
generalized. hierarchical order starting with the
most basic. But it is an order which is flexible
and dominance of particular articles is deter-
mined by the situation.

The first ^rticle'. Accept a proper burden of
re spons i bi I i ry^ for t he communic'ation a< rilin'
in whatever position you find yourself in a
particular interacrion. This article is so basic
that many see this as a prerequisite to a code
rather than a part of the code itself. I have
spoken to this theme on other occasions and
so will not develop this point in great detail.5
Acceptance of responsibility is essential for
listeners and readers as much as for speakers
and writers. Clearly, responsibilities vary with
particular roles: teacher. parent, committee
member, volunteer. And what of the unique
responsibilities of those who serve as reporter,
broadcaster, representative, agent? There are
responsibilities for those not involved in a par-
ticular interaction. As noted previously, those
uninvolved in a particular exchange are pos-
sibly influenced by it. That is one reason we
codify some principles into laws; it is one rea-
son that we establish a somewhat genenlly
shared code which we enforce uDon one an-
other.

As a mnemonic device we might think of
this article as yielding a 30OVo theory of re-
sponsibility in which source, receiver and those
less directly involved, including the society as
a whole, accept 1007o of the burden which
should properly be thein.

The second article: Act so that the potential
effecti,r'eness of allfuture communicailon is en-
hanced. More minimally, we might state this
anicle as: act so that the existing potentiality
of future communication is not diminished or
impaired. Since communication is so basic to
the flourishing, well ordered society, no in-
dividual should be allowed to diminish the po-
tential contribution of future communication
activiry. Indeed, one ought to enhance that
potential to the degree it is possible. Ob-
viously, there are individual. prudential rea-
sons for accepting this premise. "Don't lie"
is often defended on the grounds that it pays
to tell the truth. A source will wish to act in
ways that are conducive to a favorable ethos
so that her credibility will warrant future ac-
tion, acceptance. A listener wants a retiable
source of information.

Note that the stress is on future communi-
cation ruther than immediate communicalion.
As David Hume warned us. we tend to over-
value the short-term and undervalue the long-
term. This article emphasizes that our actions
must withstand the test of time and reminds us
that the passage of time assists us in estimating
effects. A corollary would be to act to improve
the likelihood of an individual turning to the
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communication process as a means of reaching
decisions.

The third anicle: Act to marimi:e individual

freedom of choice and responsibilin' while en-
hancing rhe quuliry of the society as a whole.
This dictum calls upon us to weigh the impact
of a communication in terms of its contribution
in maximizing the meaningful free choice of

thb individual (source as well as receiver) while
ensuring acceptance by each individual of the
responsibility for such choice. But it does this
in the context of the need to enhance the qual ity
of the society generally. lndividuals might in
the short term maximize their treedom and op-
ponunity by taking advantage of the factors in
a society which permit exploitation for the ad-
vantage of the t'ew.

This article will generate as corollaries many
specific standards such as provide -eood evi-
dence and reasoning, earn the right to speak,
be open to more than one source of informa-
tion. seek out alternatives. etc.

The fourth article: Acl so that the respect oJ'
each participant for self and for rhe other is
madmized. If bne succeeds in "pulling the
wool over another's eyes." he might see him-
self as somehow "great" although that would
be a det'ective form of self respect, certainly
not the proper pride of Aristotle. But respecr
for the other would necessarily decline and the
effort thus is seen as ethically defective.

The fifth article: Acr b improve communi-
cation abiliry and untlerstanding. Effective
communication is learned, not given. Under-
standing the insights into the communication
process can be strengthened through conscious
attention and effort. In some sense this dictum
is a necessary requirement of the previous
statements. How does one act to maximize the
potential of future communication activity un-
less one understands communication. knows
what effects are likely. possible] Just as one
does not turn to a poor surgeon tbr a major
operatlon. one does not turn to a poor listener.
an inept communicator. To the degrce others
do not develop their capacities as communi-
cators. we are the poorer. To the degree we
do not develop our capacities as communica-
tors. they are the poorer.

The sixth anicle: EnJbrc'e the c'ode upon self
and upon ull orhers. This is a specificarion of
the initial article on responsibility. We not only
have the right to enforce the code on others.
we have the obligation. The t'uncrions given
to communication are too essential to our lit'e.
to their life. and to the life of the community-
indeed at times it is a matter of individual and
collect ive survival-tbr us to al low the activi ty
to be impaircd. Obviously rhere are matters of
proper entbrcement to a proper degree. one
does not beat a three-year-old tbr telling a lie.
One may cnd interaction with another udult
who docs l ie: indeed. one may.send him to
prison.

Codes should not be ideals oftered without
:rnv ctf<rn to achieve the m. Part of acccptancc
is to use the code. det'cnd ir. treue rhrt it is
binding on others. A certain level of sharcd
standards tbr communication must exist tbr
communication to tunction at the most minimal
level. But i t  is in our col lect ive and individual

interest to see it flourish cnd to do more than
the minimal. Kenneth Burke seems to suggest
that communication would cease when we have
achieved consubstantiality. I have never wor-
ried abour that possibility. I worry more that
communication will cease because we have
debased the process to the degree that random
chance loneries are just as helptul.

Time does not permit a full exposition of
the code. This code has not offered a list of
specific injunctions, although many can be
generated from it. lt otfers general principles
from which specific directives can be gener-
ated situation by situation. The code may be
accused of restatement of the two key princi-
ples in slightly different words. Perhaps. CuJes
are devices with a pedagogical tunction to them.
But the issue should be "Does the code provide
a basis for improved communicationl"

This summer we celebrated the 20th anni-
versary of Martin Luther King's march on
Washington and the immortal "l Have a
Dream. " Dr. King proclaimed and expounded
a vision. Perhaps in a far less dramatic way.
I have done the same. I doubt that the vision
I have of all people following the code which
I have offered will ever occur. But, if we as
a discipline would commit ourselves to this or
a perfected view, and consciously place such
a vision before others as they seek help in
dealing with family or personal concerns. .ts
they participate in the activities of the larger
community. might we not have cause to t'eel
more confrdent that we have fulfilled our re-
sponsibility as teachers and scholars in speech
communication? We have insights and under-
standings to share. and we have an ethical re-
sponsibility to do so. Why not accept the
challenge?
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WALLACE BACON HONORED
The Speech Communication Associat ion

Distinguished Service Awiud is given each vear
to an SCA member who has contributed sig-
nificantly to the organization and to the iield
of speech communication. This year the Awards
Committee has chosen to honor a great teacher
and productive scholar who has been called
The Dean of Oral Interpretation. a title we
believe that he richly deserves. you of course
know by now that I am re ferring to Dr. Wallace
Bacon. Professor Emeritus of Northwestern
University.

He completed an A.B. degree at Albion Col-
lege (1935)  in  Mich igan.  and M.A.  (1936)and
Ph.D. (1940) at the University of Michigan.
After serving as an instructor at Michigan and
a st int in the U.S. Army. he joined rhe sratk
of the Department of English lnd the School
of Speech at Nonhwestem University in 1947.
He taught there until he retired in I 979, servi ng
as chairman of the Interpretation Department
in the School of Speech during his enrire ren-
ure. He also has been a visiting professor at
the Univer:ity of California at Berkeley. the
University of Washington. the University of
the Philippines and the University of Santo
Tomas (Phil ippines).

He has published numerous articles in speech
and English journals and has authored several
widely-used textbooks. His Art of Interpreta-
tion (Holt. Rinehart. and Winston). now in a
third edition. remains extremely influenrial in
his field. Two of his articles have received the
SCA Golden Anniversary Prize Monograph
Award (1965. 1973). He has excel led rs a
teacher. poet, writer. performer. critic. and
administrator.

His int'luence and effectiveness are reflected
in the tbllowing statement from one of his dis-
t inguished studen(s: "Al l  those who sat in his
gl35516orn5-6nd I was one who did so-rec-
ognized the presence of a dedicated tercher
with a keen mind. astute perceptions. and un-
usual integrity. We learned much from him
about the subjects he taught. but we were also
exposed to an attitude, a perspective. a phi-
losophy-about learning, reading. writine. and
performing. He expected a great deal from his
students. and trom himself. but the wonder is
that so many of us gave him the best work we
were capable of producing."

This most talented man has contriburcd to
us prot 'essional ly through his example. his
leadership. his eood spir i t  und his inspirat ion.
It is with much personal pleasure that I presenr
the SCA Distinguished Service Award of l9tl3
to Walluce Bacon who now residcs in Taos.
New Mexico.

+ * * * * * * * *

Etlitor's rVr.rre.' Thc above tributc to Wallacc
Bacon was rcad by Waldo Braden. Chairpcr-
son of thc Committec on Pmttssional Scn' icc
Awards. at thc SCA convcntion gcncrul scs-
sion in Washington on Novcmbcr l l .  l9l t-1.


