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These remarks set the intellectual context for reflections on speechwriting. The comments are designed to stimulate critical reflection rather than to offer definitive moral or philosophical pronouncements. Generally the ethical and theoretical assumptions and repercussions of speechwriting offer important insights about the respectability and stature of communication as a discipline. Throughout this discussion, I generally employ the term “speechwriting” because of its preferable moral neutrality (unless “ghostwriting” must be used to clarify authorship). Definitions in this area are slippery, with “ghostwriting” usually reserved for derogatory connotations associated with speechwriting that obscures or deceives audiences as to the true author’s identity (Einhorn, 1981). Presumably when communication scholars discuss speechwriting they refer to constructing ready-made oral presentations that can be adopted wholesale by speakers other than the author. Speechwriting, therefore, divides oratorical identity in ways unthinkable before writing. For the first time, author and speaker become separated. When the speaker is no longer the author, what responsibilities to themselves, each other, and the audience do speaker and author shoulder?
1. Plato’s Complaint

Systematic examination of the epistemological and moral implications of speechwriting begins with Plato. His objections to speechwriting are bound ineluctably to his reservations about writing. Plato’s graphophobia or, more flatteringly, his “phonocentrism” (Ong, 1982, pp. 167-168) generates several objections to writing, particularly speechwriting. I have reframed these objections in modern terms that apply specifically to writing speeches for someone else to deliver.
1. Written speeches are manufactured and thereby reproducible. They lack the uniqueness and authenticity of the spoken word. A speechwriter can maintain a repository of stock strategies or phrases that can be used for a wide range of speakers and situations. Speeches are no longer designed but cast from a mold. An analogy would be tailor-made clothing versus the inventory at Wal-Mart.
2. Speechwriting impairs the speaker’s memory (Phaedrus 275a-b) and the ability to think on one’s feet. A speaker who relies heavily on scripts will lack the resources to handle an unscripted press conference, for example. Since the speaker did not labor in researching and crafting the speech, the result is only apparent wisdom without genuine knowledge.
3. Written speeches are equivalent to dead letters because they are static. A speech text is not adaptable; the words remain the same in different circumstances. Written words cannot engage in a meaningful dialogue because they cannot enter into a living conversation (Phaedrus 275d-e) wherein signification evolves in light of inquiry and explication.
The paradox of Plato’s attack on writing has drawn scholarly attention (Ong, 1982; Lentz, 1983). Plato paradoxically attacks writing, but does so by writing about it. Still, Plato’s points need to be taken seriously because they apply, mutatis mutandis, to modern speechwriting. Lest Plato’s concerns seem antiquated, consider Broadcast News (1987). This film showed the perils and payoffs of a young, handsome news anchor feigning knowledge by using audio feeds from a savvy off-screen reporter.

Plato recognized the tensions inherent to speechwriting. As Havelock (1967) demonstrated, Plato labored amid the transition from orality to literacy in ancient Greece. The genuine cognitive and cultural differences between orality and literacy (Ong, 1982, p. 24) have been reduced to stylistic variance: oral style is more informal and direct, written style more complex and abstract. Logocentrism has rendered moot the genuinely problematic aspects of scripting the spoken word. Textbook authors routinely transmute speeches into transcripts, assuming their equivalence. The uncomfortable melding of orality with literacy resurfaces in the cryptic style of electronic communication, especially in instant messages and chat rooms. Consider the problematic usage of telegraphic e-talk in more formal electronic communications, such as the following hypothetical e-mail message from student to professor.

hey---

jes wanna tell u I luv class 2day. ur lecture wuz funee—lmao!!!!
peace,

bubba

The trouble this message creates for ear and eye, though palpable, has not been theorized coherently—particularly in communication studies. 
2. Property Rights, Class Privileges

What qualifies as ownership of a speech? As a performative art, public speaking ineluctably connects—indeed, identifies—the speaker with the words delivered. If delivery forms the essence of a speech, then the utterer transforms the writer’s words into the speaker’s by the sheer fact of delivering them. 


Exactly what is the standard that qualifies a speech as one’s own? When a speech qualifies as ghostwritten, the presenter has surrendered ownership with the admission of true authorship. No bright line separates collaboration from ghostwriting, no sufficient condition for a speech to qualify as “mine” or “yours.” Yet the difference between “professor” and “presenter” lies in the professor professing to know, while the presenter makes no such tacit testimonial. Perhaps this is why speeches are labeled “public” speeches: ownership remains in the hands of the audience, so ownership standards are not content-based but more fluid as interpretive constructs of audiences. Does surrender of ownership also entail loss of accountability?


Marx meets Plato at this point. The intrusion of speechwriter between speaker and word ruptures the relationship, indeed the identity, between producer and product. The speech as product, in the mouth of another, seems alien to its creator. The words are commodified by their transformation into an object, created in behalf of another (Marx, 1978). If the artisan no longer embodies the product by presenting it, then the creator may lose a sense of accountability for the words. Hence the phrase “axis of evil” has laudable virtue as artistic craft. It echoes World War II’s righteous alliance against fascism and reasserts America’s cause as the struggle of virtue against vice. When President Bush uses such a phrase in a State of the Union address, he bears responsibility for the repercussions in international relations. The phrase, even if borrowed, becomes his because the speaker bears the consequences of the utterance.


Speechwriting has been justified grudgingly as a logistical necessity. Busy people should not trouble themselves with crafting every presentation, so they farm out the smaller jobs to the speechwriters. According to this view, speechwriting for others becomes a necessary but distasteful labor (Bormann, 1961). A puzzling moral standard now emerges. The busier or higher social status someone is, the more acceptable it is to deliver ghostwritten speeches (Bormann, 1961). For example, a student who delivers a speech composed by a classmate gets convicted of plagiarism and academic dishonesty. A university president who delivers a speech composed by an assistant does not raise any eyebrows. Is speechwriting therefore a luxury to be accepted as de rigueur for the prestigious and powerful but damnable for the proletariats who must hew their own words? Perhaps the moral twinges that accompany revelations that a speech was not composed by the speaker originate in a naïve “great person” view that leaders need no assistance and can accomplish everything themselves (Haiman, 1984). Despite this individualistic ideal of the lone speechwriter/speechmaker, empirical studies show that college students recognize speech delivery on all levels as a collective effort that may include using speechwriters in political and business settings (Riley & Brown, 1996).
3. Disruption of Identity

Medhurst & Dreibelbis (1978) recommend that the credentials of political speechwriters be reviewed as carefully as those of the candidates they represent. Such a demand, however, remains infeasible as long as the speechwriters stay anonymous. Trepidation about speechwriters arises less because of their anonymity (Einhorn, 1981) than due to their rupture of the identity between creator and presenter. Does an artistic masterpiece’s beauty shatter because the creative genius that conceived it did not execute it? Does the work of Michelangelo decline in stature because he routinely assigned its execution to apprentices? Speechwriting may simply mirror the distinction between architect and contractor. If speechwriters are wordsmiths in the most literal sense, then they need not master anything more than belles lettres, and as sheer stylists buy into many of Plato’s criticisms.


In a phenomenological sense, speechwriting is troubling because it disrupts the unity of the body-subject. Merleau-Ponty contends: “For us the body is much more than an instrument or a means; it is our expression in the world, the visible form of our intentions” (1969, p. 369). Thus we find it disquieting when the substance of speech becomes disembodied from the speaker, with utterer remaining the agency but not entirely the agent of speech. Imagine a chef who only writes recipes but leaves the actual cooking to others. Who earns praise or blame for the completed dish? Why must the executor remain the sous-chef  hierarchically designated by a position named for subservience rather than authority (or authorship)? 

4. Speechwriting as a Matter of Course


American University offered a speechwriting course in 1952, but it endured only two semesters, presumably a casualty of the ill repute that accompanies ghostwriting  (Starr, 1977). The justification of offering such courses, however, persists. Speechwriting for others is a reality, especially in the business and political world. Better that the pervasive practice be taught systematically than learned in the amoral streets outside academic grounds. Supposedly speechwriting should remain in the purview of academe to produce speechwriters with a conscience (if that is not an oxymoron).


Medhurst (1987) noted that engaging speechwriting only from an ethical perspective deprives students of the compositional lessons that could be learned. These lessons include:

[image: image1.emf]
(Medhurst, 1987, p. 241).
The list is interesting because of its exclusive focus on the speaker and exclusion of the social implications of speechwriting or the power audiences might have—or need to have—in interpreting speeches that are not delivered by their creator. Medhurst’s (1987) focus on invention illuminates another repercussion of speechwriting. While the Aristotelian inventional process was methodical (employing topoi, etc.), the modern inventional process seems shrouded in mystery. Identifying exact origins of phrases amid the gaggle of speechwriters and advisors that surround prominent personae may prove impossible. The opaqueness of intent under these conditions may provide further fuel for text-based and audience-based, rather than author-centered, criticism. 

5. Implications for Rhetorical Criticism


Speechwriting has implications for rhetorical criticism. Should critics treat speeches as the product of the speaker, as is virtually always the case (Einhorn, 1981)? The speechwriter as the hidden intermediary between speaker and speech may present the same difficulties as the translator. For decades, it was no coincidence that American public address and British public address hegemonically dominated the curriculum and the publications of the communication field. When trafficking in the English language, students and critics could ignore concerns about the fidelity of translation. The scholarly journals in communication abound with articles that offer detailed textual analyses of translations as if they corresponded directly with the speaker’s content.
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