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The CEO of a $50 billion company was invited to speak to a large group 
of business leaders about ethical issues facing her industry. Reading from 
a prepared text, she gave a thought-provoking presentation and engaged 
her audience in a lively give-and-take discussion. Afterward, a man accom-
panying her took aside the host of the meeting and introduced himself 
as her speechwriter. “I’m afraid her delivery was not as sharp as usual,” 
he apologized. “I was late finishing the speech and she had not seen it in 
advance.”

His candor was startling, for it is not customary for ghostwriters to 
publicly acknowledge their work, nor is it likely the CEO would want 
it known that she had read the speech sight unseen. Moments later, he 
made a similar disclosure to a business news reporter whose afternoon 
wire report nonetheless attributed the words solely to the CEO. Perhaps 
the speechwriter assumed everyone knew the presentation was the work of 
a third party, as is so often the case with busy corporate executives. After 
all, ghostwriting for prominent leaders is so prevalent today that scarcely 
an eyebrow is raised on learning that a speech or other communication is 
the work of a hired writer.

To be sure, it is unusual for an experienced leader to carry a ghost-
written speech to a podium without first reviewing it. It is also risky, as 
candidate Warren G. Harding found during the 1920 US presidential 
campaign, when on one occasion he was perturbed to find that he dis-
agreed with himself in the midst of a stump speech. The red-faced future 
president confessed to his audience, “Well, I never saw this before. I didn’t 
write this speech and I don’t believe what I just said.”1

Prologue
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These anecdotes hint at both the complex relationships between ghost-
writers and their clients and the ethical issues that may attend the practice 
in its various contexts. In the pages of this volume, we will review the 
history and evolution of this practice and explore questions that arise in a 
range of practical settings. But our first task is to define the parameters of 
our study.

What ghostWriting is and isn’t
At first glance, the definition of ghostwriting seems straightforward 
enough. In everyday usage, it describes the writing of material by one per-
son (the writer) for use by another (the client) who will be credited with 
its authorship, and where both parties agree that the writer’s role will be 
invisible to readers or hearers of the words—hence the term ghost. This 
is a serviceable definition; yet as we reflect on the process of producing 
almost any written work, we see that authorship is often more ambiguous 
than it initially appears. Regardless of who actually crafts the words of a 
speech or published work, the finished product almost always reflects ideas 
and language derived from other sources.

Consider Abraham Lincoln’s first inaugural address, one of the most 
memorable political speeches in American history. Historians point out 
that Secretary of State William Seward had a hand in writing the conclusion 
by proposing a few flowery lines: “The mystic chords which proceeding 
from so many battle fields and so many patriot graves pass through all the 
hearts … in this broad continent of ours will yet again harmonize in their 
ancient music when breathed upon by the guardian angel of the nation.” 
But it was Lincoln who masterfully revised these words and inspired his 
audience to foresee how “the mystic chords of memory, stretching from 
every battlefield and patriot grave to every living heart and hearthstone all 
over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again 
touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.”2

This simple example illustrates how an amalgam of contributions may 
lie behind good writing. Did every idea or turn of phrase in the inaugural 
address originate with Lincoln? No, but the speech’s principal author-
ship can be attributed to no one else. It is easy to see why Theodore C. 
Sorensen, the legendary ghostwriter for President John F. Kennedy, called 
Lincoln “the greatest of all presidential speechwriters.”3

Professional ghostwriters, too, rely on multiple sources, including vary-
ing degrees of input from their clients. Where one writer may be called 
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upon to originate most of the ideas and words for a client, another may 
simply help the client find better language to articulate his or her own 
thoughts. Very often the client’s contribution lies somewhere in the mid-
dle, making it difficult to ascertain the extent to which a given work may 
properly be labeled ghostwritten.

Ghosts may also lurk outside the realm of the written word.  Takashi 
Niigaki, a Japanese composer, worked for 18 years ghostwriting musical 
scores for Mamoru Samuragochi, Japan’s “modern Beethoven.”4 Even 
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart was not above selling custom compositions to 
members of the nobility who wished to pass themselves off as composers.5 
While such instances may not be common—and will not be the primary 
focus of this volume—they show that almost any creative activity may be 
susceptible to ghostwriting, possibly requiring a somewhat broader defini-
tion than the one we first presented.

For purposes of this book, it may be helpful to refine our definition by 
identifying several things ghostwriting is not:

Plagiarism
By the definition above, taking credit for the authorship of ghostwritten 
materials does not ordinarily constitute plagiarism. Though the princi-
pal writer may be given little or no credit for his or her work, this is by 
agreement between the parties. Without such agreement, misrepresenting 
another’s work as one’s own counts as plagiarism and may possibly vio-
late a copyright as well. In the academic context, where original author-
ship with full source attribution is explicitly required, ghostwritten work 
is virtually taboo. Students who turn in assignments written for them by 
third parties, such as so-called term paper mills, may face stiff penalties, 
as may academic professionals who submit others’ work for publication in 
scholarly journals.

Ordinary editing and revisions
Editors customarily review the works of professional writers prior to publi-
cation. This is true at book publishing houses, magazines, and newspapers 
and is frequently the case with materials produced in public relations firms, 
corporate communications offices, and governmental agencies. Though 
editing sometimes involves extensive rewriting, this seldom is considered 
ghostwriting and primary authorship is ascribed to the writer of the origi-
nal text.
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Transparent attribution
Material is not considered ghostwritten when the communicator fully dis-
closes the identity and specific contributions of the original writer, making 
no effort to claim authorship. A far-fetched example might be a politician 
or business leader ending a speech by thanking the person who penned 
it. More commonly, a designated spokesperson might read a statement, 
explaining that it was written by another individual or group. Or the 
words read by a television news anchor may be attributed to writers by 
name in the credits at the close of the broadcast.

Less than transparent attribution, by contrast, can be misleading, as 
when one’s vague acknowledgment of another’s contributions falsely 
implies personal authorship of a work. This is common in book publish-
ing, where ghostwritten volumes published under the names of celebrities 
or well-known leaders may carry minimal acknowledgment of an assisting 
writer. Consider the cover of the book Cash: The Autobiography of Johnny 
Cash, which includes the words “with Patrick Carr” in smaller type.6 
Though this phrase may acknowledge the involvement of a ghostwriter, 
the reader must draw his or her own conclusion about Mr. Carr’s role.

Modern Profession, ancient art

Ghostwriting is by no means a new phenomenon. Yet it was only in the 
early twentieth century that it emerged as a widely recognized profes-
sional practice, thereafter growing in tandem with the burgeoning Public 
Relations field. Within just a few decades, previously unknown job titles, 
such as speechwriter, were commonplace in large institutions and con-
sultancies. The professionalization of the practice eventually gave rise to 
ghostwriters’ associations, codes of conduct, journals, and other artifacts 
of an established field. In the twenty-first century, relentless demands for 
communication continue to fuel demand for ghostwriters, as busy leaders 
and even ordinary citizens seek writing support for speeches, articles, and 
books, as well as for newer forms of communication, such as blogs, tweets, 
even personal dating profiles.

Its recent popularity notwithstanding, ghostwriting’s roots are trace-
able at least as far back as the fifth century B.C., when wordsmiths in 
Athens kept busy preparing speeches, governmental pronouncements, and 
legal documents for officials and citizens. A ghostwriter named Lysias is 
credited with 200 speeches in antiquity, 35 of which survive today. Most 
of his known work was for litigants in criminal cases where charges ranged 
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from murder to accepting bribes.7 A few decades later, Demosthenes was 
earning a living providing similar services to Athenians. Not only was he 
an accomplished speechwriter, he became famous for his own oratorical 
skills and gradually rose to power as an influential statesman.8 In Rome, 
Julius Caesar is believed to have enlisted the ghostwriting talents of Aulus 
Hirtius and Gaius Oppius to write several of his lengthy accounts of wars.9

Why this Book?
These chapters provide a broad survey of this multifaceted subject, show-
ing how ghostwriters ply their trade in many, sometimes unexpected, areas 
of public and personal life. Particular attention is given to questions of 
ethics and the deeper matter of personal authenticity, for ghostwritten 
communications inevitably mold others’ perceptions of a communicator’s 
competence, values, and beliefs. They may also shape one’s self-image. 
The cornerstone of our study, then, is a concept that the philosopher 
Charles Taylor calls “the ethics of authenticity.”10

Chapter 1 introduces this idea and develops the ethical framework used 
in subsequent chapters. The second chapter traces the history of ghost-
writing from the earliest known practitioners to present-day communi-
cations professionals. The chapters that follow explore ghostwriting in a 
broad range of contexts, from political and corporate communication to 
academic and medical publishing to the legal field. We also review several 
additional contexts where ghostwriting is prevalent, including religious 
and interpersonal communication.

Coauthor John C. Knapp approaches the subject of this book from his 
perspective as one who, for more than a decade, led an Atlanta communi-
cations firm serving large corporations, professional firms, trade associa-
tions, medical providers, and educational institutions. While directing a 
team of professional consultants and writers, he personally worked with 
dozens of executives and public officials, often ghostwriting speeches, 
press statements, letters to shareholders, op-ed commentaries, and other 
communications. He came to appreciate the synergy and mutual respect 
that can develop between writers and their clients, and learned to recog-
nize the factors that typify the best of these relationships. Earlier in his 
career, he gained insight into the rough and tumble of political communi-
cations, spending a year as press secretary to a candidate for US Congress.

These practical experiences later informed his scholarly work as found-
ing director of centers for ethics and leadership at two universities. Today, 
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Dr. Knapp serves as a college president, a role requiring continuous com-
munication through letters, articles, speeches, and other means. Though 
he usually reserves authorship for himself, he sometimes finds that the 
help of others is necessary.

Azalea M. Hulbert developed an interest in communication ethics while 
serving as program director of a university center for ethics and leader-
ship. Among her projects was an initiative to prevent academic dishonesty 
by students and faculty. She conducted extensive research to understand 
attitudes and practices in such matters as plagiarism, third-party author-
ship of academic papers, and other such concerns. Using this research as 
a catalyst, she designed and implemented interventions to enhance stu-
dent and faculty understanding of the ethical issues surrounding academic 
dishonesty.

Today, Ms. Hulbert is pursuing doctoral studies in higher education at 
The Pennsylvania State University. Through a series of early career expe-
riences that catalyzed her broader interest in ethics, she recognized the 
damage to employee morale and institutional effectiveness that inevitably 
results from ethical misconduct. Her research interests lie at the inter-
section of organizational studies and student development, and focus on 
approaches to student development at the collegiate level that foster ethi-
cal competencies, as well as on organizational models that drive cultural 
change.

Now if you are wondering about the true authorship of the book you 
are holding, we can only say that we regret that we have no ghostwriters 
to blame for its many shortcomings.
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