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Overview: Communication Ethics 

Ethics has been a feature in communication theory and practice since human 

communication has been formally studied as a discipline. Seminal works such as Aristotle's 

Rhetorics and Nicomaclwan Ethics emphasized the character or ethos of the speaker that 

makes him worthy of belief that leads to persuasion. Aristotle attributes the credibility of the 

source, or the adherence of the source to established ethical norms, as a key element in 

persuading the audience. Since Aristotle, various interpretations of what constitutes ethical 

communication practice have been put forward by scholars and communication practitioners 

alike. 

Communication ethics concerns making sound moral decisions in communication 

practice, which in the modern context involves not only inteq^ersonal communications but 

the practice of communication professions such as print and broadcast journalism and 

advertising. Communication scholars have attached primary importance to the concept of 

choice-making in communication ethics. Harold Lasswell's famous description of the 

communication process as "who says what, to whom, how and by which channel." In the 

practice of communicating to influence attitudes, values and behavior of people, 

communication practitioners exercise various choices in terms of form and content and the 

means the message is being delivered. This concept is illustrated in a Model by Ralph Potter: 

DEFINITIONS V VALUES > PRINCIPLES 

LOYALTIES —FACTION 
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Thus, the communication process is fraught with ethical decisions based on the 

definition of the situation, what values are involved, what ethical principles apply, where our 

loyalties lie and possible courses of action. 

Communication ethics has a normative and a descriptive dimension. Normative ethics 

is based on moral principles or goals which should affect sound ethical decisions and actions. 

These principles are based on the duties and responsibilities of a communications practitioner 

as mandated by the various actors in communications including, the practioner, the public, 

media owners/ and or stakeholders, society, religion, etc. Normative ethics are exemplified 

by code of ethics and conduct developed by media organisations, professional associations 

or unions, government regulatory agencies and monitoring bodies. 

Descriptive ethics, or sometimes called "metaethics" refers to investigation through 

reasoning of the meaning and purpose of morality. Descriptive ethics transcends day-to-day 

practical considerations into the realm of reason. Various schools of thought exists in 

descriptive ethics. Mainly they are divided into those that believe that the consequence is the 

sole determinant of ethics of an action (teleogolical) and those that believe on the nature of 

the action and the principle it it based regardless of the outcome (deontological). 

Approaches to communication ethics can be generally categorized but not limited to 

three main types: universal-humanitarian, procedural ethics and contextual ethics. 

Universal/humanitarian ethics usually associated with Western thought, assumes that 

there are ethical principles that universally apply to all, principles that are a priori, or that 

are pre-existing conditions inherent in humanity. 

Procedural ethics characterized by the creation of standards, codes, procedures based 

on princilpes are are collectively reached by various actors in the communications process. 

As opposed to universal ethics, procedural ethics does not believe ethical principles exist a 

priori, but evolve from the process of dialogue and debate associated with the formulation 
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of codes and standards. 

Contextual or relativistic ethics or also sometimes called situational ethics, rejects 

absolute and universal principles associated with universal/ humanitarian ethics. Contextual 

ethics implies that ethical principles are not universal, but rooted in the social or cultural 

context that gave rise to it. Contextual ethics also justifies different standardsfor different 

audiences, cultures and relationships. In the extreme form, contextual ethics looks at every 

communication action depending on every situation. Thus, what can be wrong in one instance 

can be right in another. An early South Asian scholar, Bhartrhari, in his classical 5th-century 

AD work on verbal communication, Vakyapadiya, was a proponent of viewing 

communication in its context, including the socio-cultural dimension. 

Whether any single approach to communication ethics, ie.universal, procdeural or 

contextual, is more appropriate, remains a subject of debate. What is probably more 

appropriate to present realities is a combination of the three. However, one thing is clear: 

that communication ethics, just as the process of communication itself, is not astatic but a 

dynamically evolving phenomenon. 

In the South Asian context, characterized by a plurality of cultures, religions and 

social organizations and structures, communication ethics must be approached cautiously, 

taking into account the socio-cultural diversity of the region while at the same time discerning 

commonalities that cuts accross cultures. 

Virgilio S. Labrador 

Head, Seminars and Institutional Development 

AMIC 
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