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30 CHAPTER 2 ETHICS AND PUBLIC SPEAKING

   W hen the rumors started, Suzanne Smart, chief financial officer for Pharmatronic, 
Inc., called a press conference. Dozens of print and TV reporters showed up. Smart 
looked directly into the cameras and said, “I can assure you that no one at Phar-

matronic has used insider information to make money for themselves or to manipulate the 
company’s stock price. In addition to being illegal, insider trading is a serious breach of trust 
and I would never let it happen at my company.” 
  Suzanne’s presentation was highly convincing and for a time it quieted the rumors 
about financial improprieties. Unfortunately, however, her statements were false, and only 
three weeks later, she was indicted by the federal government for insider trading. 
  At the trial, it became clear that Suzanne was guilty of manipulating the company’s 
stock price to benefit herself at the expense of other investors. In fact, on the very day that 
Smart had faced the TV cameras to deny any wrongdoing, she had secretly sold over 1,000 
shares of Pharmatronic stock based on information about the company’s failure to win 
approval for a new anticancer drug. As a result, she made hundreds of thousands of dol-
lars, while ordinary investors suffered huge losses. 
  When the judge sentenced Smart to a stiff prison sentence, he made clear that he was 
influenced partly by her brazen lies at the press conference. Had she told the truth, her 
pleas for leniency might have been better received. 

 This is not a happy story, but it shows why public speaking needs to be guided 
by a strong sense of integrity. Suzanne Smart was persuasive when speaking to 
the press, but she was unethical in lying to cover her illegal activities. As a 
result, she injured thousands of investors, destroyed her reputation, and ended 
up with a long jail sentence. Perhaps if she had confessed before the cameras 
that day, she would have received a fine and a reprimand instead of the harsh-
est jail sentence the judge could impose. 
  The goal of public speaking is to gain a desired response from listeners—
but not at any cost. Speechmaking is a form of power and therefore carries 
with it heavy ethical responsibilities. As the Roman rhetorician Quintilian 
stated 2,000 years ago, the ideal of speechmaking is the good person speaking 
well. In this chapter, we explore that ideal by looking at the importance of 
ethics in public speaking, the ethical obligations of speakers and listeners, and 
the practical problem of plagiarism and how to avoid it.    

 ● ● 

The Importance of Ethics 
  Ethics is the branch of philosophy that deals with issues of right and wrong in 
human affairs. Questions of ethics arise whenever we ask whether a course of 
action is moral or immoral, fair or unfair, just or unjust, honest or dishonest.  
             We face such questions daily in almost every part of our lives. The parent 
must decide how to deal with a child who has been sent home from school for 
unruly behavior. The researcher must decide whether to shade her data “just a 
bit” in order to gain credit for an important scientific breakthrough. The 
shopper must decide what to do with the $5 extra change mistakenly given by 
the clerk at the grocery store. The student must decide whether to say anything 
about a friend he has seen cheating on a final exam. 
    Questions of ethics also come into play whenever a public speaker faces an 
audience. In an ideal world, as the Greek philosopher Plato noted, all public 
speakers would be truthful and devoted to the good of society. Yet history tells 
us that the power of speech is often abused—sometimes with disastrous results. 

ethics
 The branch of philosophy that 
deals with issues of right and 
wrong in human affairs. 

ethics
 The branch of philosophy that 
deals with issues of right and 
wrong in human affairs. 
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Adolf Hitler was unquestionably a persuasive speaker. His oratory galvanized 
the German people, but his aims were horrifying and his tactics despicable. He 
remains to this day the ultimate example of why the power of the spoken word 
needs to be guided by a strong sense of ethical integrity.  
     As a public speaker, you will face ethical issues at every stage of the 
speechmaking process—from the initial decision to speak through the final 
presentation of the message. And the answers will not always be easy. Consider 
the following example:

   Felicia Robinson is running for school board in a large eastern city. Her opponent is 
conducting what Felicia regards as a highly unethical campaign. In addition to twisting the 
facts about school taxes, the opponent is pandering to racial prejudice by raising 
resentment against African Americans and newly arrived immigrants. 
  Five days before the election, Felicia, who is slightly behind in the polls, learns that the 
district attorney is preparing to indict her opponent for shady business practices. But the 
indictment will not be formally issued until after the election. Nor can it be taken as 
evidence that her opponent is guilty—like all citizens, he has the right to be presumed 
innocent until proven otherwise. 
  Still, news of the indictment could be enough to throw the election Felicia’s way, and 
her advisers urge her to make it an issue in her remaining campaign speeches. Should 
Felicia follow their advice?   

    There are creditable arguments to be made on both sides of the ethical 
dilemma faced by Felicia Robinson. She has tried to run an honest campaign, 
and she is troubled by the possibility of unfairly attacking her opponent—
despite the fact that he has shown no such scruples himself. Yet she knows that 
the impending indictment may be her last chance to win the election, and she 
is convinced that a victory for her opponent will spell disaster for the city’s 
school system. Torn between her commitment to fair play, her desire to be 
elected, and her concern for the good of the community, she faces the age-old 
ethical dilemma of whether the ends justify the means.  
           “So,” you may be asking yourself, “what is the answer to Felicia Robinson’s 
dilemma?” But in complex cases such as hers there are no cut-and-dried answers. 
As the leading book on communication ethics states, “We should formulate 
meaningful ethical guidelines, not inflexible rules.” 1  Your ethical decisions will 
be guided by your values, your conscience, your sense of right and wrong. 
    But this does not mean such decisions are simply a matter of personal 
whim or fancy. Sound ethical decisions involve weighing a potential course of 
action against a set of ethical standards or guidelines. Just as there are guidelines 
for ethical behavior in other areas of life, so are there guidelines for ethical 
conduct in public speaking. These guidelines will not automatically solve every 
ethical quandary you face as a speaker, but knowing them will provide a 
reliable compass to help you find your way.    

 ethical decisions 
 Sound ethical decisions involve 
weighing a potential course of 
action against a set of ethical 
standards or guidelines. 

 ethical decisions 
 Sound ethical decisions involve 
weighing a potential course of 
action against a set of ethical 
standards or guidelines. 

 Guidelines for Ethical Speaking 
● ●

   MAKE SURE YOUR GOALS ARE ETHICALLY SOUND 
 Not long ago, I spoke with a former student—we’ll call her Melissa—who had 
turned down a job in the public relations department of the American 
Tobacco Institute. Why? Because the job would have required her to lobby on 
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32 CHAPTER 2 ETHICS AND PUBLIC SPEAKING

behalf of the cigarette industry. Melissa did not believe she could ethically 
promote a product that she saw as responsible for thousands of deaths and 
illnesses each year. 
    Given Melissa’s view of the dangers of cigarette smoking, there can be no 
doubt that she made an ethically informed decision. On the other side of the 
coin, someone with a different view of cigarette smoking could make an 
ethically informed decision to  take  the job. The point of this example is not 
to judge the rightness or wrongness of Melissa’s decision (or of cigarette 
smoking), but to illustrate how ethical considerations can affect a speaker’s 
choice of goals.  
     Your first responsibility as a speaker is to ask whether your goals are 
ethically sound. During World War II, Hitler stirred the German people to 
condone war, invasion, and genocide. More recently, we have seen politicians 
who betray the public trust for personal gain, business leaders who defraud 
investors of millions of dollars, preachers who lead lavish lifestyles at the 
expense of their religious duties. There can be no doubt that these are not 
worthy goals. 
    But think back for a moment to the examples of speechmaking given in 
Chapter 1. What do the speakers hope to accomplish? Report on a business 
project. Improve the quality of education. Pay tribute to a fellow worker. 
Protect communities against industrial pollution. Support Habitat for Humanity. 
Few people would question that these goals are ethically sound. 
    As with other ethical issues, there can be gray areas when it comes to 
assessing a speaker’s goals—areas in which reasonable people with well-defined 
standards of right and wrong can legitimately disagree. But this is not a reason 
to avoid asking ethical questions. If you are to be a responsible public speaker, 
you cannot escape assessing the ethical soundness of your goals.   

 BE FULLY PREPARED FOR EACH SPEECH 
 “A speech,” as Jenkin Lloyd Jones states, “is a solemn responsibility.” You have 
an obligation—to yourself and to your listeners—to prepare fully every time 
you stand in front of an audience. The obligation to yourself is obvious: The 
better you prepare, the better your speech will be. But the obligation to your 
listeners is no less important. Think of it this way: The person who makes a bad 
30-minute speech to an audience of 200 people wastes only a half hour of her 
or his own time. But that same speaker wastes 100 hours of the audience’s 
time—more than four full days. This, Jones exclaimed, “should be a hanging 
offense!”  
     At this stage of your speaking career, of course, you will probably not be 
facing many audiences of 200 people. And you will probably not be giving 
many speeches in which the audience has come for the sole purpose of 
listening to you. But neither the size nor the composition of your audience 
changes your ethical responsibility to be fully prepared. Your speech classmates 
are as worthy of your best effort as if you were addressing a jury or a business 
meeting, a union conference or a church congregation, the local Rotary club or 
even the United States Senate. 
    Being prepared for a speech involves everything from analyzing your 
audience to creating visual aids, organizing your ideas to rehearsing your 
delivery. Most crucial from an ethical standpoint, though, is being fully 
informed about your subject. Why is this so important? Consider the follow-
ing story:
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   Victoria Nuñez, a student at a large state university, gave a classroom speech on sui-
cide prevention. Victoria had learned about the topic from her mother, a volunteer on a 
suicide-prevention hotline, but she also consulted her psychology textbook as well as sev-
eral magazine articles on the warning signs of suicide. She also interviewed a crisis-
 intervention counselor at the campus health service. 
  In addition to her research, Victoria gave a lot of thought to planning and delivering 
her speech. She even prepared a handout for the class listing signs that a person might 
attempt suicide and providing contact information for local mental-health resources. On 
the day of her speech, Victoria was thoroughly prepared—and she gave an excellent pre-
sentation. 
  Only a few days later, one of Victoria’s classmates, Paul Nichols, had a conversation 
with his roommate that raised a warning flag about whether the roommate might be 
depressed and in danger of suicide. Based on the information in Victoria’s speech, Paul 
spoke to his roommate, got him to talk about his worries, and convinced him to seek 
counseling. Paul might have saved his roommate’s life, thanks to Victoria’s speech.   

    This is an especially dramatic case, but it demonstrates how your speeches 
can have a genuine impact on your listeners. As a speaker, you have an ethical 
responsibility to consider that impact and to make sure you prepare fully so as 
not to communicate erroneous information or misleading advice. If Victoria 
had not done such a thorough job researching her speech, she might have 
given her classmates faulty information—information that might have had 
tragic results.  
     No matter what the topic, no matter who the audience, you need to 
explore your speech topic as thoroughly as possible. Investigate the whole 
story; learn about all sides of an issue; seek out competing viewpoints; get the 
facts right. Not only will you give a better speech, you will also fulfill one of 
your major ethical obligations.   

Among current public speak-
ers, Nobel Peace Prize winner 
and human rights activist Elie 
Wiesel is highly regarded for 
his ethically sound goals and 
powerful persuasive appeal.
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34 CHAPTER 2 ETHICS AND PUBLIC SPEAKING

 BE HONEST IN WHAT YOU SAY 
 Nothing is more important to ethical speechmaking than honesty. Public 
speaking rests on the unspoken assumption that “words can be trusted and 
people will be truthful.” 2  Without this assumption, there is no basis for 
communication, no reason for one person to believe anything that another 
person says.  
     Does this mean  every  speaker must  always  tell “the truth, the whole truth, 
and nothing but the truth”? We can all think of situations in which this is 
impossible (because we do not know the whole truth) or inadvisable (because 
it would be tactless or imprudent). Consider a parent who tells his two-year-old 
daughter that her screeching violin solo is “beautiful.” Or a speaker who tells a 
falsehood in circumstances when disclosing the truth might touch off mob 
violence. Few people would find these actions unethical. 3  
    In contrast, think back to the case of Suzanne Smart at the start of this 
chapter. Suzanne knew she had used insider information to profit from the sale 
of her company’s stock. Yet she denied that she had done so, and she profited 
at the expense of other investors. There is no way to excuse Suzanne’s behavior. 
She told a flat-out lie without regard for its consequences on other people. 
    Such blatant contempt for the truth is one kind of dishonesty in public 
speaking. But more subtle forms of dishonesty are just as unethical. They 
include juggling statistics, quoting out of context, misrepresenting sources, 
painting tentative findings as firm conclusions, portraying a few details as the 
whole story, citing unusual cases as typical examples, and substituting 
innuendo and half-truths for evidence and proof. All of these violate the 
speaker’s duty to be accurate and fair in presenting information. 
    While on the subject of honesty in speechmaking, we should also note that 
ethically responsible speakers do not present other people’s words as their own. 
They do not plagiarize their speeches. This subject is so important that we 
devote a separate section to it later in this chapter.  

    AVOID NAME-CALLING AND OTHER FORMS 
OF ABUSIVE LANGUAGE 
 “Sticks and stones can break my bones, but words can never hurt me.” This 
popular children’s chant could not be more wrong. Words may not literally 
break people’s bones, but they can leave psychological scars as surely as sticks 
and stones can leave physical scars. As one writer explains, “Our identities, 
who and what we are, how others see us, are greatly affected by the names we 
are called and the words with which we are labeled.” 4  This is why almost all 
communication ethicists warn public speakers to avoid name-calling and other 
forms of abusive language.  

 Name-Calling and Personal Dignity 
 Name-calling is the use of language to defame, demean, or degrade individuals 
or groups. When applied to various groups in America, it includes such epithets 
as “fag,” “kike,” “nigger,” “honkey,” “wop,” “jap,” “chink,” and “spic.” Such 
terms have been used to debase people because of their sexual orientation, 
religious beliefs, or ethnic background. These words dehumanize the groups 
they are directed against and imply that they do not deserve to be treated with 
dignity and respect.  

    name-calling  
 The use of language to defame, 
demean, or degrade individuals 
or groups.   

    name-calling  
 The use of language to defame, 
demean, or degrade individuals 
or groups.   
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   In Chapter 11 we will look at ways you can avoid biased language in your 
speeches. For now, the point to remember is that, contrary to what some 
people claim, avoiding racist, sexist, and other kinds of abusive language is not 
simply a matter of political correctness. Such language is ethically suspect 
because it devalues and stereotypes the people in question.  
   Such language is also a destructive social force. When used repeatedly and 
systematically over time, it helps reinforce attitudes that encourage prejudice, 
hate crimes, and civil rights violations. 5  The issue is not one of politics, but of 
respecting the dignity of the diverse groups in contemporary society.  

    Name-Calling and Free Speech 
 Name-calling and abusive language also pose ethical problems in public speak-
ing when they are used to silence opposing voices. A democratic society 
depends upon the free and open expression of ideas. In the United States, all 
citizens have the right to join in the never-ending dialogue of democracy. As a 
public speaker, you have an ethical obligation to help preserve that right by 
avoiding tactics such as name-calling that inherently impugn the accuracy or 
respectability of public statements made by groups or individuals who voice 
opinions different from yours. 
  This obligation is the same regardless of whether you are black or white, 
Christian or Muslim, male or female, gay or straight, liberal or conservative. A 
pro-environmentalist office seeker who castigated everyone opposed to her 
ideas as an “enemy of wildlife” would be on as thin ice ethically as a politician 
who labeled all his adversaries “tax-and-spend liberals.” 
  Like other ethical questions in public speaking, name-calling raises some 
thorny issues. Although name-calling can be hazardous to free speech, it is still 
protected under the free-speech clause of the Bill of Rights. This is why the 
American Civil Liberties Union, a major defender of constitutional rights, has 
opposed broadly worded codes against abusive speech on college campuses. 
Such codes usually prohibit threatening or insulting speech against racial or 
religious minorities, women, gays and lesbians, and people with physical 
disabilities. To date, these codes have not survived legal challenges, and many 
schools have subsequently developed more sharply focused regulations that 
they hope will stand up in court. 6   
       But whatever the legal outcome may be, it will not alter the ethical 
responsibility of public speakers—on or off campus—to avoid name-calling 
and other kinds of abusive language. Legality and ethics, though related, are 
not identical. There is nothing illegal about falsifying statistics in a speech, 
but there is no doubt that it is unethical. The same is true of name-calling. It 

  Bill of Rights  
 The first 10 amendments to the 
United States Constitution. 

  Bill of Rights  
 The first 10 amendments to the 
United States Constitution. 

Internet
Connection
www.connectlucas.com 

To help foster responsible communication, the National Communication Associa-
tion has developed a Credo for Ethical Communication. You can access it at www.
natcom.org/nca/Template2.asp?bid=374.

You can learn a great deal about free speech issues on the Internet. One source is 
the American Civil Liberties Union Free Speech Web site at www.aclu.org/
freespeech/. Another is the F reedom Forum’s First Amendment site at www.
firstamendmentcenter.org/.
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36 CHAPTER 2 ETHICS AND PUBLIC SPEAKING

may not be illegal to cast racial, sexual, or reli-
gious slurs at people in a speech, but it is still 
unethical. Not only does it demean the dignity of 
the groups or individuals being attacked, but it 
undermines the right of all groups in the U.S. to 
be fairly heard.  

     PUT ETHICAL PRINCIPLES 
INTO PRACTICE 
 It is easy to pay lip service to the importance of 
 ethics. It is much harder to act ethically. Yet that is 
just what the responsible public speaker must do. 
As one popular book on ethics states, “Being ethi-
cal means behaving ethically  all the time —not only 
when it’s convenient.” 7  
   As you work on your speeches, you will ask 
yourself such questions as “Is my choice of topic 
suitable for the audience?” “Are my supporting 
materials clear and convincing?” “How can I 
phrase my ideas to give them more punch?” These 
are  strategic  questions. As you answer them, you 
will try to make your speech as informative, as 
persuasive, or as entertaining as possible. 
   But you will also face moments of  ethical  
 decision—similar, perhaps, to those faced by 
Suzanne Smart, Felicia Robinson, and the other 
speakers in this chapter. When those moments 
arrive, don’t simply brush them aside and go on 

your way. Keep in mind the guidelines for ethical speechmaking we have dis-
cussed and do your best to follow them through thick and thin. Make sure you 
can answer yes to all the questions on the Checklist for Ethical Public Speaking 
( Figure 2.1 , p. 37). 

Questions of ethics arise whenever a speaker faces an audi-
ence. Of all the ethical obligations facing speakers, none is 
more important than honesty in order to maintain the bond 
of trust with listeners. 

 ● ● 

Plagiarism 
            “Plagiarism” comes from  plagiarius,  the Latin word for kidnapper. To plagiarize 
means to present another person’s language or ideas as your own—to give the 
impression you have written or thought something yourself when you have 
actually taken it from someone else. 8  We often think of plagiarism as an ethical 
issue in the classroom, but it can have repercussions in other situations:  

    Joanne Calabro was in her second year as school superintendent in the northern New 
Jersey town of Fort Lee. In May 2007, she spoke at a ceremony for students being in-
ducted into the National Honor Society. It was a brief speech—only six minutes—but the 
repercussions would last much, much longer. 
  One of the students at the ceremony recognized some of Calabro’s passages and decided 
to check them online. He discovered that she had lifted the entire speech from a sample induc-
tion address posted on About.com. Further evidence came from a videotape of Calabro deliver-
ing the speech. 

    plagiarism  
 Presenting another person’s 
language or ideas as one’s own.   

    plagiarism  
 Presenting another person’s 
language or ideas as one’s own.   
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• FIGURE 2.1

  When confronted with the facts, Calabro admitted to an error in judgment but 
insisted she had done nothing illegal. In fact, the speech on About.com was protected by 
copyright law, and Calabro might have been liable to legal action had the Web firm been 
so inclined. What she could not escape were the ethical consequences. Facing severe 
criticism within the school district and from the press, she had little choice but to resign 
her post as superintendent. 9    

     As this story shows, plagiarism is a serious matter. If you are caught 
plagiarizing a speech in class, the punishment can range from a failing grade 

1.  Have I examined my goals to make sure they are ethically 
sound?
 a. Can I defend my goals on ethical grounds if they are 

questioned or challenged?
 b. Would I want other people to know my true motives 

in presenting this speech?

2.  Have I fulfilled my ethical obligation to prepare fully for 
the speech?
 a. Have I done a thorough job of studying and  

researching the topic?
 b. Have I prepared diligently so as not to communicate 

erroneous or misleading information to my  
listeners?

3.  Is the speech free of plagiarism?
 a. Can I vouch that the speech represents my own work, 

my own thinking, my own language?
 b. Do I cite the sources of all quotations and  

paraphrases?

4.  Am I honest in what I say in the speech?
 a. Is the speech free of any false or deliberately deceptive 

statements?
 b. Does the speech present statistics, testimony, and 

other kinds of evidence fairly and accurately?
 c. Does the speech contain valid reasoning?
 d. If the speech includes visual aids, do they present 

facts honestly and reliably?

5.  Do I use the power of language ethically?
 a. Do I avoid name-calling and other forms of abusive 

language?
b. Does my language show respect for the right of free 

speech and expression?

6.  All in all, have I made a conscious effort to put ethical 
principles into practice in preparing my speech?

Ethical Public Speaking 
YES NO

 ■ ■

 ■ ■

 ■ ■

 ■ ■

 ■ ■

 ■ ■

C h e c k l i s t

  Plagiarism 37

                                  
connectlucas.com
This checklist is also available 
in the online Speech Tools for 
this chapter.
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38 CHAPTER 2 ETHICS AND PUBLIC SPEAKING

to expulsion from school. If you are caught plagiarizing outside the classroom, 
you stand to forfeit your good name, to damage your career, or, if you are sued, 
to lose a large amount of money. It is worth your while, then, to make sure you 
know what plagiarism is and how to avoid it.  

 GLOBAL PLAGIARISM 
 Global plagiarism is stealing your speech entirely from another source and 
passing it off as your own. The most blatant—and unforgivable—kind of 
plagiarism, it is grossly unethical. 
    Global plagiarism in a college classroom usually occurs because a student 
puts off the assignment until the last minute. Then, in an act of desperation, 
the student downloads a speech from the Internet or gets one written by a 
friend and delivers it as his or her own.   
       The best way to avoid this, of course, is not to leave your speech until the 
last minute. Most teachers explain speech assignments far enough in advance 
that you should have no trouble getting an early start. By starting early, you 
will give yourself plenty of time to prepare a first-rate speech—a speech of your 
own. 
    If, for some reason, you fail to get your speech ready on time, do not 
succumb to the lure of plagiarism. Whatever penalty you suffer from being late 
will pale in comparison with the consequences if you are caught plagiarizing.   

 PATCHWORK PLAGIARISM 
 Unlike global plagiarism, in which a speaker pirates an entire speech from a 
single source, patchwork plagiarism occurs when a speaker pilfers from two or 
three sources. Here’s an example:

   Daniel Fine chose “Recent Discoveries About Dinosaurs” as the topic for his informative 
speech. In his research, Daniel found three especially helpful sources. The first was a 
printed guide to a recent museum exhibition about new dinosaur discoveries in North and 
South America. The second was Wikipedia, and the third was Montana State University’s 
Web site about its dinosaur research program. 
  Unfortunately, instead of using these materials creatively to write a speech in his own 
words, Daniel lifted long passages from the museum guide, Wikipedia, and the university Web 
site and patched them together with a few transitions. When he was finished, he had a speech 
that sounded wonderful—but it was composed almost entirely of other people’s words. 
  As it turned out, Daniel’s teacher had been to the same exhibit and thought parts of 
the speech sounded familiar. After checking her copy of the museum guide, her suspicions 
were confirmed. Fearful that Daniel might have filched from more than one source, she 
looked for Web sites with information about dinosaurs. She quickly found both of the sites 
Daniel had used. He was caught red-handed.    

             This story illustrates an important point about plagiarism. Daniel did not 
take his speech from a single source. He even did a little research. But copying 
from a few sources is no less plagiarism than is copying from a single source. 
When you give a speech, you declare that it is your work—that it is the product 
of your thinking, your beliefs, your language. Daniel’s speech did not contain 
any of these. Instead, it was cut and pasted wholly from other people’s ideas, 
other people’s words. 
    “But,” you may be thinking, “not many students are experts on their 
speech topics. Why should they be expected to come up with new ideas that 

   global plagiarism   
Stealing a speech entirely from 
a single source and passing it 
off as one’s own.  

   global plagiarism   
Stealing a speech entirely from 
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off as one’s own.  
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even the experts haven’t thought of?” The answer is they aren’t. The key is not 
whether you have something absolutely original to say, but whether you do 
enough research and thinking to come up with your own slant on the topic.  
     As with global plagiarism, one key to averting patchwork plagiarism is to 
start working on your speech as soon as possible. The longer you work on it, 
the more apt you are to come up with your own approach. It is also vital to 
consult a large number of sources in your research. If you have only two or 
three sources, you are far more likely to fall into the trap of patchwork 
plagiarism than if you consult a wide range of research materials.   

 INCREMENTAL PLAGIARISM 
 In global plagiarism and patchwork plagiarism, the entire speech is cribbed 
more or less verbatim from a single source or a few sources. But plagiarism can 
exist even when the speech as a whole is not pirated. This is called incremental 
plagiarism. It occurs when the speaker fails to give credit for particular parts—
increments—of the speech that are borrowed from other people. The most 
important of these increments are quotations and paraphrases.  

   Quotations 
 Whenever you quote someone directly, you must attribute the words to that 
person. Suppose you are giving a speech on Malcolm X, the famous African-
American leader of the 1960s. While doing your research, you run across the 
following passage from Bruce Perry’s acclaimed biography,  Malcolm: The Life of 
the Man Who Changed Black America:  

  Malcolm X fathered no legislation. He engineered no stunning Supreme Court victo-
ries or political campaigns. He scored no major electoral triumphs. Yet because of the way 

    incremental plagiarism
   Failing to give credit for 
particular parts of a speech that 
are borrowed from other 
people.   

    incremental plagiarism
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particular parts of a speech that 
are borrowed from other 
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Speakers who begin work on 
their speeches early and con-
sult a wide range of sources 
are less likely to fall into the 
trap of plagiarism than are 
speakers who procrastinate 
and rely on a limited number 
of sources.
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40 CHAPTER 2 ETHICS AND PUBLIC SPEAKING

he articulated his followers’ grievances and anger, the impact he had upon the body politic 
was enormous. 10    

        This is a fine quotation that summarizes the nature and importance of 
Malcolm’s impact on American politics. It would make a strong addition to 
your speech—as long as you acknowledge Perry as the author. The way to avoid 
plagiarism in this instance is to introduce Perry’s statement by saying some-
thing like:

   In  Malcolm: The Life of the Man Who Changed Black America,  historian Bruce Perry 
says the following about Malcolm’s impact on American politics. . . .   

 Or,  

  According to historian Bruce Perry in his book  Malcolm: The Life of the Man Who 
Changed Black America.  . . .  

  Now you have clearly identified Perry and given him credit for his words 
rather than presenting them as your own.   

 Paraphrases 
 When you paraphrase an author, you restate or summarize her or his ideas in 
your own words. Suppose, once again, that your topic is Malcolm X. But this 
time you decide to paraphrase the statement from Bruce Perry’s biography 
rather than quoting it. You might say:

   Malcolm X was not a politician. He did not pass any laws, or win any Supreme Court 
victories, or get elected to any office. But he stated the grievances and anger of his 
followers so powerfully that the whole nation took notice.    

      Even though you do not quote Perry directly, you still appropriate the structure 
of his ideas and a fair amount of his language. Thus you still need to give him 
credit—just as if you were repeating his words verbatim.  
   It is especially important in this case to acknowledge Perry because you are 
borrowing his opinion—his judgment—about Malcolm X. If you simply 
recount basic facts about Malcolm’s life—he was born in Omaha, Nebraska, 
converted to the Nation of Islam while in prison, traveled to Mecca toward the 
end of his life, was assassinated in February 1965—you do not have to report 
the source of your information. These facts are well known and can be found 
in any standard reference work. 
  On the other hand, there is still considerable debate about Malcolm’s views 
of other African-American leaders, the circumstances surrounding his death, 
and what he might have done had he lived. If you were to cite Perry’s views on 
any of these matters—regardless of whether you quoted or paraphrased—you 
would need to acknowledge him as your source. 

 As more than one speaker (and writer) has discovered, it is possible to commit 
incremental plagiarism quite by accident. This is less offensive than deliberate 
plagiarism, but it is plagiarism nonetheless. There are two ways to guard against 
incremental plagiarism. The first is to be careful when taking research notes to 
distinguish among direct quotations, paraphrased material, and your own 
comments. (See Chapter 6 for a full discussion of research methods.) The 
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 To restate or summarize an 
author’s ideas in one’s own 
words. 

  paraphrase  
 To restate or summarize an 
author’s ideas in one’s own 
words. 
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 second way to avoid incremental plagiarism is to err on the side of caution. In 
other words, when in doubt, cite your source.    

 PLAGIARISM AND THE INTERNET 
 When it comes to plagiarism, no subject poses more confusion—or more 
temptation—than the Internet. Because it’s so easy to copy information from 
the Web, many people are not aware of the need to cite sources when they use 
Internet materials in their speeches. If you don’t cite Internet sources, you are 
just as guilty of plagiarism as if you take information from print sources with-
out proper citation.  
       One way to avoid patchwork plagiarism or incremental plagiarism when 
working with the Internet is to take careful research notes. Make sure you keep a 
record of the following: (1) the title of the Internet document, (2) the author or 
organization responsible for the document, (3) the date on which the document 
was last updated, (4) the date on which you accessed the site. You will need all this 
information for your speech bibliography. 
    You will also need to identify your Internet sources when you present the 
speech. It’s not enough to say “As I found on the Web” or “According to the 
Internet.” You need to specify the author and the Web site. In Chapter 7, we’ll 
look more closely at how to cite Internet documents. For now, keep in mind 
that providing such citations is another of your ethical responsibilities as a 
public speaker. 
    Another problem with regard to the Internet is the large number of Web 
sites that sell entire speeches or papers. In addition to being highly unethical, 
using material from one of these sites is extremely risky. The same technology 
that makes it easy to plagiarize from the Web makes it easy for teachers to 
locate material that has been plagiarized and the exact source from which it 
has been taken.  
       You should also know that almost all the speeches (and papers) offered for 
sale on the Web are of very low quality. If you are ever tempted to purchase one, 
keep in mind there is a good chance you will waste your money and get caught 
in the process. Here, as in other aspects of life, honesty is the best policy.     

 Guidelines for Ethical Listening 
● ●

  So far in this chapter we have focused on the ethical duties of public speakers. 
But speechmaking is not a one-way street. Listeners also have ethical obliga-
tions. They are (1) to listen courteously and attentively; (2) to avoid prejudging 
the speaker; and (3) to maintain the free and open expression of ideas. Let us 
look at each.  

 BE COURTEOUS AND ATTENTIVE  
 Imagine that you are giving your first classroom speech. You have put a great deal of time 
into writing the speech, and you have practiced your delivery until you are confident you 
can do well—especially once you get over the initial rush of stage fright. 
  You have worked hard on your introduction, and your speech gets off to a fine start. Most 
of your classmates are paying close attention, but some are not. One appears to be doing 
homework for another class. Another keeps sneaking glances at the school newspaper. Two or 
three are gazing out the window, and one is leaning back in his chair with his eyes shut! 

  Guidelines for Ethical Listening 41
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42 CHAPTER 2 ETHICS AND PUBLIC SPEAKING

  You try to block them out of your mind—especially since the rest of the class seems 
interested in what you are saying—but the longer you speak, the more concerned you 
become. “What am I doing wrong?” you wonder to yourself. “How can I get these people 
to pay attention?” The more you think about this, the more your confidence and concen-
tration waver. 
  When you momentarily lose your place halfway through the speech, you start to 
panic. Your nerves, which you have held in check so far, take the upper hand. Your major 
thought now becomes “How can I get this over as fast as possible?” Flustered and dis-
tracted, you rush through the rest of your speech and sit down.   

     Just as public speakers have an ethical obligation to prepare fully for each 
speech, so listeners have a responsibility to be courteous and attentive during 
the speech. This responsibility—which is a matter of civility in any circum-
stance—is especially important in speech class. You and your classmates are in 
a learning situation in which you need to support one another.  
     When you listen to speeches in class, give your fellow students the same 
courtesy and attention you want from them. Come to class prepared to listen 
to—and to learn from—your classmates’ speeches. As you listen, be conscious 
of the feedback you are sending the speaker. Sit up in your chair rather than 
slouching; maintain eye contact with the speaker; show support and encour-
agement in your facial expressions. Keep in mind the power you have as a lis-
tener over the speaker’s confidence and composure, and exercise that power 
with a strong sense of ethical responsibility.   

 AVOID PREJUDGING THE SPEAKER 
 We have all heard that you can’t judge a book by its cover. The same is true 
of speeches. You can’t judge a speech by the name, race, lifestyle, appearance, 
or reputation of the speaker. As the National Communication Association 
states in its Credo for Ethical Communication, listeners should “strive to 
understand and respect” speakers “before evaluating and responding to their 
messages.” 11   

     This does not mean you must agree with every speaker you hear. Your aim 
is to listen carefully to the speaker’s ideas, to assess the evidence and reasoning 
offered in support of those ideas, and to reach an intelligent judgment about 
the speech. In Chapter 3, we will discuss specific steps you can take to improve 
your listening skills. For now it is enough to know that if you prejudge a 
speaker—either positively or negatively—you will fail in one of your ethical 
responsibilities as a listener.   

 MAINTAIN THE FREE AND OPEN EXPRESSION OF IDEAS 
 As we saw earlier in this chapter, a democratic society depends on the free and 
open expression of ideas. The right of free expression is so important that it is 
protected by the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, which declares, in 
part, that “Congress shall make no law . . . abridging the freedom of speech.” 
Just as public speakers need to avoid name-calling and other tactics that can 
undermine free speech, so listeners have an obligation to maintain the right of 
speakers to be heard.  
     As with other ethical issues, the extent of this obligation is open to debate. 
Disputes over the meaning and scope of the First Amendment arise almost 
daily in connection with issues such as terrorism, pornography, and hate 
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speech. The question underlying such disputes is whether  all  speakers have a 
right to be heard. 
    There are some kinds of speech that are not protected under the First 
Amendment—including defamatory falsehoods that destroy a person’s reputa-
tion, threats against the life of the President, and inciting an audience to illegal 
action in circumstances where the audience is likely to carry out the action. 
Otherwise, the Supreme Court has held—and most experts in communication 
ethics have agreed—that public speakers have an almost unlimited right of free 
expression. 
    In contrast to this view, it has been argued that some ideas are so danger-
ous, so misguided, or so offensive that society has a duty to suppress them. But 
who is to determine which ideas are too dangerous, misguided, or offensive to 
be uttered? Who is to decide which speakers are to be heard and which are to 
be silenced? As Edward Kennedy explained in his acclaimed speech “Tolerance 
and Truth in America,” once we succumb to the temptation of censoring ideas 
with which we disagree, “we step onto a slippery slope where everyone’s free-
dom is at risk.”  
       No matter how well intentioned they may be, efforts to “protect” society 
by restricting free speech usually end up repressing minority viewpoints and 
unpopular opinions. In U.S. history such efforts were used to keep women off 
the public platform until the 1840s, to stop abolitionist orators from exposing 
the evils of slavery before the Civil War, to muzzle labor organizers during the 
1890s, and to impede civil rights leaders in the 1960s. Imagine what American 
society might be like if these speakers had been silenced! 
    It is important to keep in mind that ensuring a person’s freedom to express 
her or his ideas does not imply agreement with those ideas. You can disagree 
entirely with the message but still support the speaker’s right to express it. As 
the National Communication Association states in its Credo for Ethical Com-
munication, “freedom of expression, diversity of perspective, and tolerance of 
dissent” are vital to “the informed decision making fundamental to a civil 
society.” 12                  

It is vital for a democratic 
society to maintain the free 
and open expression of ideas. 
Here U.S. Senator Daniel 
Akaka explains the dangers 
that hate speech poses to 
democratic ideals.
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Because public speaking is a form of power, it carries with it heavy ethical respon-
sibilities. Today, as for the past 2,000 years, the good person speaking well remains 
the ideal of commendable speechmaking.
 There are five basic guidelines for ethical public speaking. The first is to make 
sure your goals are ethically sound—that they are consistent with the welfare 
of society and your audience. The second is to be fully prepared for each speech. 
The third is to be honest in what you say. Responsible speakers do not distort the 
truth for personal gain. They are accurate and fair in their message and in their 
methods.
 The fourth guideline for ethical speaking is to avoid name-calling and other 
forms of abusive language. Name-calling is ethically suspect because it demeans the 
dignity of the people being attacked and because it can undermine the right of all 
groups to be fairly heard. The final guideline is to put ethical principles into prac-
tice at all times.
 Of all the ethical lapses a speaker can commit, few are more serious than pla-
giarism. Global plagiarism is lifting a speech entirely from a single source. Patch-
work plagiarism involves stitching a speech together by copying from a few sources. 
Incremental plagiarism occurs when a speaker fails to give credit for specific quota-
tions and paraphrases that are borrowed from other people.
 In addition to your ethical responsibilities as a speaker, you have ethical obli-
gations as a listener. The first is to listen courteously and attentively. The second is 
to avoid prejudging the speaker. The third is to support the free and open expres-
sion of ideas. In all these ways, your speech class will offer a good testing ground 
for questions of ethical responsibility.

ethics (30)

ethical decisions (31)
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● ●

SUMMARY

 
● ●

KEY TERMS

44 CHAPTER 2 ETHICS AND PUBLIC SPEAKING

After reading this chapter, you should be able to answer the following questions:

1. What is ethics? Why is a strong sense of ethical responsibility vital for public 
speakers?

2. What are the five guidelines for ethical speechmaking discussed in this chapter?

3. What is the difference between global plagiarism and patchwork plagiarism? 
What are the best ways to avoid these two kinds of plagiarism?

4. What is incremental plagiarism? How can you steer clear of it when dealing with 
quotations and paraphrases?

5. What are the three basic guidelines for ethical listening discussed in this 
chapter?

● ●

REVIEW QUESTIONS
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1. Look back at the story of Felicia Robinson on page 31. Evaluate her dilemma 
in light of the guidelines for ethical speechmaking presented in this chapter. 
Explain what you believe would be the most ethical course of action in her 
case.

2. The issue of insulting and abusive speech—especially slurs directed against 
people on the basis of race, religion, gender, or sexual orientation—is extremely 
controversial. Do you believe society should punish such speech with criminal 
penalties? To what degree are colleges and universities justified in trying to dis-
cipline students who engage in such speech? Do you feel it is proper to place any 
boundaries on free expression in order to prohibit insulting and abusive speech? 
Why or why not? Be prepared to explain your ideas in class.

3. All the following situations could arise in your speech class. Identify the ethical 
issues in each and explain what, as a responsible speaker or listener, your course 
of action would be.

 a. You are speaking on the topic of prison reform. In your research, you run across 
two public opinion polls. One of them, an independent survey by the Gallup 
Organization, shows that a majority of people in your state oppose your posi-
tion. The other poll, suspect in its methods and conducted by a partisan organi-
zation, says a majority of people in your state support your position. Which poll 
do you cite in your speech? If you cite the second poll, do you point out its 
shortcomings?

 b. When listening to an informative speech by one of your classmates, you realize 
that much of it is plagiarized from a magazine article you read a couple weeks 
earlier. What do you do? Do you say something when your instructor asks for 
comments about the speech? Do you mention your concern to the instructor 
after class? Do you talk with the speaker? Do you remain silent?

 c. While researching your persuasive speech, you find a quotation from an article 
by a highly respected expert that will nail down one of your most important 
points. But as you read the rest of the article, you realize the author does not in 
fact support the policy you are advocating. Should you still include the quota-
tion in your speech?

Having graduated with a degree in public administration and hoping to pursue a 
career in politics, you have been fortunate to receive a staff position with one of the 
leading senators in your state legislature. Since your arrival two months ago, you 
have answered phones, ordered lunch, made copies, stapled mailings, and stuffed 
envelopes. Finally you have been asked to look over a speech the senator will 
deliver at your alma mater. Surely, you think, this will be the first of many impor-
tant assignments once your value is recognized.
 After reading the speech, however, your enthusiasm is dampened. You agree 
wholeheartedly with its support of a bill to fund scholarships for low-income stu-
dents, but you’re dismayed by its attack on opponents of the bill as “elitist bigots 
who would deny a college education to those who need it most.” You haven’t been 
asked to comment on the ethics of the speech, and you certainly don’t want to 
jeopardize your position on the senator’s staff. At the same time, you think his use 
of name-calling may actually arouse sympathy for the opposition. The senator 
would like your comments in two hours. What will you tell him?

 Applying the Power of  Public Speaking 
● ●

 EXERCISES FOR CRITICAL THINKING 
● ●
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