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Ethical and Unethical 
Communication Overview

• Ethics and Communication:
• Communication is inherently ethical, involving choices, values, and 
consequences.
• Aims to inform, persuade, inspire, and connect, all of which have ethical 
dimensions.

• Ethics Defined:
• Ethics studies values, "good," and behavioral norms.
• Provides frameworks for recognizing and assessing options based on moral 
considerations.

• Key Elements of Communication Ethics:
• Choice: Every decision has moral implications.
• Values: Communication reflects underlying values.
• Consequences: Actions lead to ethical outcomes.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Communication is inherently ethical, as it involves choices that impact others. Whether informing, persuading, or inspiring, ethics guides how we engage. It’s not just about truth-telling, but about responsibility and transparency. Every decision can influence those around us, making it crucial to approach communication with an ethical mindset.



Historical Links Between 
Communication and Ethics

• Unethical Communication:
• Used to harm, support greed, corruption, tyranny, and justify violence, war, 
and oppression.

• Ethical Communication:
• Contributes to truth, justice, peace, compassion, and understanding.

• Power of Communication:
• Can both wound and heal, deceive and enlighten, repress and inspire.

• Ethics in Communication:
• Vital for fulfilling communication’s constructive potential and addressing 
ethical challenges.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Throughout history, communication has been used both ethically and unethically. Unethical communication has justified harm, corruption, and violence, while ethical communication has spread truth, justice, and peace. The power of communication is immense—it can wound or heal, deceive or enlighten, and oppress or inspire. Communication ethics helps ensure we use this power constructively, guiding us to make responsible choices that align with moral standards. By understanding the historical impact of communication, we can navigate current challenges more ethically.



Key Elements of Ethical 
Communication

• Context:
• Communication occurs within specific goals, means, and 
occasions.

• Ethical Communication:
• Requires understanding and responsiveness to:

• Ends (goals),
• Means (methods),
• Consequences (outcomes).

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Ethical communication requires understanding the context of each interaction, including the goals, methods, and outcomes. It’s essential to be aware of the ends we aim to achieve, the means we use to communicate, and the consequences of our actions. Effective communication isn’t just about what we say—it’s about how and why we say it. When we approach communication thoughtfully, we can make ethical decisions that align with both our goals and the well-being of others.



Choice, Moral Agency, and Responsibility in 
Communication

• Communication ethics centers on choice and responsibility.
• Individuals and groups can choose their path, even with constraints.

Moral Agency:

• Ethical decisions are shaped by goals, values, emotions, perceptions, and potential consequences.

Influence of Goals and Perceptions:

• Ethical means (methods) support respectful communication, alongside intended outcomes (ends).

Means and Ends:

• Even noble intentions can have harmful outcomes.
• Ethical communication requires considering the impact on all involved.

Consequences:

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Communication ethics is rooted in moral agency—the ability to make choices and take responsibility for their consequences. Everyone has the power to choose how they communicate, even in difficult circumstances. Our goals, values, and perceptions shape these decisions, and we must consider the methods and outcomes of our communication. Ethical communication involves balancing intention with impact, ensuring our actions reflect responsibility and care for others.



General Guidelines for 
Ethical Communication

• Uncertainty in Ethical Choices:
• No guaranteed ethical pathway; uncertainty is inevitable, but informed choices can 
be made.

• Principle of Veracity:
• Guides decision-making on truthfulness, determining when and how to use 
deception.

• Truth vs. Truthfulness:
•Truth: Pursuit of verifiable knowledge.
•Truthfulness: Integrity in honestly representing beliefs.

• Ethical Discernment:
• Consult conscience, explore alternatives, seek peer input, and consider public 
perception.
• Example: Shift away from paternalistic lies in medicine, highlighting transparency 
and informed consent.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Ethical choices often come with uncertainty, but we can still make informed decisions. The principle of veracity guides us on when and how to tell the truth. Truth is about verifiable knowledge, while truthfulness is representing what we honestly believe to be true at the time. Ethical communication requires us to consider alternatives, seek feedback from others, and think about how our choices will be perceived by the broader community. By prioritizing transparency and integrity, we can navigate these ethical challenges effectively.



A Question of Ethics: Lessons from Technical 
Communicators on the Job

Sam Dragga
Texas Tech University



Ethical Implications in 
Technical Communication
• Historical Context

• Earlier textbooks focused on technical efficiency, ignoring ethics.
• Ethics was often overlooked in favor of technical effectiveness.

• Shift Post-1992
• Steven Katz's critique, The Ethics of Expediency, highlighted the need 
for ethics in technical communication.
• Led to increased attention to ethics in education.

• Current Trends
• Modern textbooks and courses now include ethics alongside technical 
topics like audience analysis and web design.
• Some textbooks are dedicated entirely to ethics in technical 
communication.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Earlier technical communication textbooks focused on efficiency, often overlooking ethics. After Steven Katz's 1992 critique, the field shifted, addressing ethical challenges more seriously. Today, textbooks and courses integrate ethics alongside topics like audience analysis and web design, with some dedicating entire sections to it, emphasizing the need to consider both effectiveness and ethical implications.



Emphasizing Ethics in 
Technical Communication
• Key Question

• Is the focus on ethics enough to prepare students for real-world ethical 
challenges?

• Two Perspectives on Ethics
• Developing Good Character vs. Determining Right Behavior (analyzing 
dilemmas).
• Research Focus

• Most research leans toward analyzing moral dilemmas.
• Bergson’s Theory

• Suggests integrating both character development and decision-making.
• Interview Findings

•Technical communicators prefer the narrative approach.
• Recommendations

• Balance teaching both character development and analytical decision-making.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The increased focus on ethics in technical communication raises the question: Is this enough to prepare students for real-world ethical challenges? Two perspectives on teaching ethics are commonly discussed: developing good character through narratives and analyzing moral dilemmas. While research often focuses on decision-making frameworks, interviews with technical communicators suggest that the narrative approach is more effective. Henri Bergson’s theory proposes that both perspectives should be integrated for a more complete understanding of ethics. Therefore, ethics education should incorporate both character development and analytical decision-making to better prepare students.



Recommendations for Teaching Ethics in 
Technical Communication

Shift Focus to 
Character Development
Emphasize professional identity 
over just analytical frameworks.

Promote Professional 
Codes of Conduct
Present codes as identity-
defining rather than lists of 
rules.

Use Ethical Case 
Studies
Encourage exploration of real-
world dilemmas for deeper 
understanding.

Incorporate 
Professional Insights
Invite experienced 
communicators to share ethical 
experiences.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
To improve ethics education in technical communication, the focus should shift from just analytical decision-making frameworks to character development and professional identity. Ethical codes should be framed as defining who students are as communicators, not just what they do. Using ethical case studies allows students to engage with real-world dilemmas, while inviting professionals to share their ethical experiences provides invaluable practical insights. This approach will help students develop a more holistic understanding of ethics in their field.



The Ethic of Expediency: Classical Rhetoric, 
Technology, and the Holocaust

Steven B. Katz



Ethics of Technical 
Communication: Cicero’s Warning 
& Historical Application

• Cicero's warning about speech and its power.
• 1942 document on vehicle modifications for mass killings 
at Chelmno.

• Technical modifications for efficiency.
• Ethical implications of using technical communication 
for immoral purposes.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Cicero warned that speech must be guided by wisdom and integrity to prevent misuse. This is evident in a 1942 German document detailing vehicle modifications used for mass killings at Chelmno. The report focuses on technical adjustments to improve efficiency, such as enhancing vehicle load capacity and drainage systems. This example highlights the danger of technical communication when separated from ethics and responsibility, demonstrating how knowledge can be misused for immoral purposes.



An Ethical Problem 
in Rhetoric

• Memo analysis from 1942 on modifications to gassing 
vans.
• Rhetorical structure: Problem statement, logical 
argumentation.
• Ethical concern: Technical perfection but lack of moral 
consideration.
• Expediency and objectivity in the memo. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In 1942, a memo outlined technical modifications to gassing vans, justifying these changes solely on efficiency. While the memo used logical arguments, it ignored the moral cost—improving vehicles for mass murder. The focus on technical precision demonstrates an "ethos of expediency," where efficiency takes precedence over ethics. This ethical blind spot allowed for the dehumanization of victims, showing how rhetoric can be manipulated to support immoral actions.



The Ethical Problem in 
Rhetoric (Continued)

• Stylistic features: Complex language, passive voice, 
technical jargon.
• Ethic of expediency: Prioritizing efficiency over ethics.
• Broader implications: Expediency in Western culture, 
enabling the Holocaust.
• Critique of expediency: The danger in rhetoric, technical 
communication, and writing pedagogy. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The memo’s use of technical jargon and passive voice shifts blame away from the writer, reflecting a groupthink mentality. The "ethic of expediency" focused on efficiency, disregarding moral considerations. This mindset, not limited to Nazi Germany, is ingrained in modern technical communication and rhetoric. Expediency, when prioritized over ethics, can lead to dangerous outcomes, as demonstrated by its role in the Holocaust and its continued influence today.



Ethics in Deliberative 
Discourse: Expediency

• Objectivity in technical writing vs. ethical implications.
• Rhetorical theory: Aristotle’s mix of logos and ethos.
• Impact of expediency: Prioritizing utility over ethics in 
technical writing.
• Ethics of expediency in praxis: Practical wisdom vs. 
ethical ends. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In technical writing, objectivity often masks ethical implications. Aristotle’s rhetoric emphasizes the role of moral character (ethos) in decision-making, but when expediency dominates, ethics are sidelined. Technical writing and deliberative rhetoric can fall into this trap, focusing on practical outcomes without considering their ethical consequences. This focus on expediency over ethics is a dangerous precedent that needs to be questioned in both writing and decision-making.



Hitler’s “Ethical” 
Program

• Hitler’s moral justification for violence, linked to Aristotle’s 
practical wisdom.
• Technology and expediency: Technological 
advancements used as moral justifications.
• Political vs. technological expediency: Using both to 
justify mass extermination.
• Technological expediency overshadowing politics. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Hitler justified violence through an ethic of expediency, blending political and technological justifications. By using efficiency as a moral foundation, Nazi rhetoric dehumanized victims and justified atrocities. This logic echoes Aristotle’s utility-based rhetoric but distorted to serve a dangerous political agenda. Technology, in this case, provided a rational framework to legitimize violence, underscoring how expediency, unchecked by ethics, can lead to horrific outcomes.



Expediency in Technological 
Capitalism: The “Final 
Problem” for Us

• Comparison of Nazi Germany, Ancient Greece, and Modern U.S.
• Ethics in a capitalistic society: Individualism vs. utilitarianism.
•Technological and economic expediency: Replacing traditional 
ethics.
• Ethical dangers: Prioritizing expediency over human welfare in 
bureaucratic societies 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Today, in capitalist societies, economic and technological expediency often replace traditional ethical values. Just as in Nazi Germany, efficiency is prioritized over human welfare, leading to decisions driven by profit and practicality. From corporate decisions to technological systems, this focus on expediency can undermine ethical considerations, making it essential to reexamine how we balance efficiency with ethics in our modern world.
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